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Record of Witness Testimony 152 
Here stands Ms Anna Jachnina born on 10 June 1914 
in Ciechocinek , occupation social welfare clerk 
religion Roman Catholic , parents’ forenames Leopold and Józefa 
last place of residence in Poland Warsaw, ulica Francuska 34/35 

[lit. ‘34/35 Francuska Street’] 
current place of residence Vrigstad, Vrigstadhemmet 
 
who – having been cautioned as to the importance of truthful testimony as well as to the responsibility 
for, and consequences of, false testimony – hereby declares as follows: 
I was interned at the concentration camp in Auschwitz 
from 27 November 1942 to 2 October 1944 as a political prisoner – 
bearing the number 25990 (tattoo) and wearing a  red -coloured triangle 
with the letter ‘P’. 
I was later interned in Ravensbrück 
from 5 October 1944 to 3 March 1945. 
Finally, I was evacuated to Watenstedt (three weeks) 
and re-interned at Ravensbrück. – On 1 November 1942, I was arrested on charges of working in the 
propaganda and press department of an underground organization; I was imprisoned at Pawiak. 
 
 Asked whether, with regard to my internment and my labour at the concentration camp, I 
possess any particular knowledge about how the camp was organized, how prisoners were treated, their 
living and working conditions, medical and pastoral care, the hygienic conditions in the camp, or any 
particular events concerning any aspect of camp life, I state as follows: 
The testimony consists of [number omitted] hand-written pages and describes the following: 
First day at Auschwitz – Admission of a transport of women on 27 November 1942 – Filth everywhere – Heads 
shorn of all hair – Beatings – Body searches – Prison dress – The Revier at Auschwitz: – Revier housed in 
former stables – Patients queuing to get into the Ambulanz for hours while being beaten, along with other 
difficulties in accessing medical care – Complete absence of basic sanitary conditions – Lack of water for 
washing – Enormous rats pouncing on weaker women in a struggle for food – Rough handling of dead bodies – 
Jewish Leichenkommando – Macabre scenes – Childbirth and the killing of children by injection, exposure, or 
drowning in a bucket – 
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 Cont’d from page 1: 
 
Cessation of killing Aryan children from 13 March 1943 on – Childbirth for the cameras – ‘Selections’ in the 
Revier – Patients driven mad by the situation in the Revier – Starving women pursuing bread without scruple – 
Inside the death blocks, nos. 25 and 27 – Typical German concentration camp delousing operations: who are 
they trying to exterminate sooner, the lice or the people? – In the steam baths – An SS man brandishing a red-
hot iron rod and seriously burning women – Epidemics and typical camp illnesses (external symptoms): typhus, 
cholerine, pemphigus, lagrówka, scabies, starvation-related oedema – Entire transports dying en masse – A 
dozen or so women saved out of 300 from the Zamość area – Hardened inmates from Fordon Prison meeting 
their ends within a month of being interned at the camp – Mutual help between friends and the selfless work of 
prisoner doctors – Enormous transports of Jews – ‘Sortierungs’ – Mass cremation – Sequence of operations on 
the way to the gas chamber – The orchestra playing lively tunes – A ‘good’ doctor becoming emotional over a 
three-year-old twin in the entranceway to the gas chamber – A general Appell and selection at the camp in 
January 1943 after ten hours of standing in the freezing cold – Anthropological twin studies conducted by Dr 
Mengele – Burning of Gypsies in August 1944 – Women working with shovels in the freezing cold and two 
women shot to death at the work site for attempting to escape – Scenes from a grey day in the camp: Women 
finished off whilst lying in the mud – ‘Kind-heartedness’ and manifestations of the SS gentlemen’s good moods 
– Women’s various reactions in the face of death – Probably the only instance of an SS doctor removing his 
cap in the face of a [note written above crossing-out] before a deceased [/note] Häftling. – Superficial 
improvements: Some innovations of an outward nature in the Revier – Christmas Eve 1942 – The mood at 
Eastertime in 1943 – Zośka Gawron – Name day celebrations for block ‘authorities’ at Auschwitz 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



POLISH SOURCE INSTITUTE 
IN LUND 

 
 

Vrigstad, 18 January 1946 
 
Testimony received by Institute Assistant Bożysław Kurowski, LL M  

Record of Witness Testimony 152 
Here stands Ms Anna Jachnina born on 10 June 1914 
in Ciechocinek , occupation social welfare clerk 
religion Roman Catholic , parents’ forenames Leopold and Józefa 
last place of residence in Poland Warsaw, Praga, ulica Francuska 34 m. 5 

[lit. ‘Apt. 5, 34 Francuska Street, Praga, Warsaw’] 
current place of residence Vrigstad, Vrigstadhemmet 
 
who – having been cautioned as to the importance of truthful testimony as well as to the responsibility 
for, and consequences of, false testimony – hereby declares as follows: 
I was interned at the concentration camp in Auschwitz 
from 27 November 1942 to 2 October 1944 as a political prisoner  
bearing the number 25990 (tattoo) and wearing a  red -coloured triangle 
with the letter ‘P’. 
I was later interned in Ravensbrück 
from 5 October 1944 to 3 March 1945. 
Finally, I was evacuated to Watenstedt (three weeks) and re-interned at Ravensbrück. – On 1 November 1942, I 
was arrested on charges of working in the propaganda and press department of an underground organization; I 
was imprisoned at Pawiak. 
 
 Asked whether, with regard to my internment and my labour at the concentration camp, I 
possess any particular knowledge about how the camp was organized, how prisoners were treated, their 
living and working conditions, medical and pastoral care, the hygienic conditions in the camp, or any 
particular events concerning any aspect of camp life, I state as follows: 
The testimony consists of thirty-two typed pages and describes the following: 
First day at Auschwitz – Admission of a transport of women on 27 November 1942 – Filth in the camp – 
Beatings – Body searches – Prison dress – The Revier at Auschwitz: Revier housed in former stables – Patients 
queuing to get into the Ambulanz for hours while being beaten, along with other difficulties in accessing medical 
care – Complete absence of basic sanitary conditions – Lack of water for washing – Enormous rats pouncing on 
weaker women in a struggle for food – Rough handling of dead bodies – Jewish Leichenkommando – Macabre 
scenes – Childbirth and the killing of children by in- 
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 Cont’d from page 1 
 
jection, exposure, or drowning in a bucket – Cessation of killing Aryan children starting 13 March 1943 – 
Childbirth for the cameras – ‘Selections’ in the Revier – Patients driven mad by the situation in the Revier – 
Starving women pursuing bread without scruple – Inside the death blocks, nos. 25 and 27 – Typical German 
[note written above text] concentration [/note] camp delousing operations: who are they trying to exterminate 
sooner, the lice or the people? – In the steam baths – An SS man brandishing a red-hot iron rod and seriously 
burning women – Epidemics and typical camp illnesses (external symptoms): typhus, cholerine, pemphigus, 
lagrówka, scabies, starvation-related oedema – Entire transports dying en masse – A dozen or so women saved 
out of 300 from the Zamość area – Hardened inmates from Fordon Prison meeting their ends within a month of 
being interned at the camp – Mutual help between friends and the selfless work of prisoner doctors – Enormous 
transports of Jews – ‘Sortierungs’ – Mass cremation – Sequence of operations on the way to the gas chamber – 
The orchestra playing lively tunes – A ‘good’ doctor becoming emotional over a three-year-old twin in the 
entranceway to the gas chamber – Anthropological twin studies conducted by Dr Mengele [opening bracket in 
text, along with corresponding arrow and note ‘ATTN!’ in margin, written in pencil] – Three million Jews burnt 
in total at Auschwitz – Post cards written by Jews from the mass transports sent to their families long after they 
were burnt – A general Appell and selection at the camp in January 1943 after ten hours of standing in the 
freezing cold [closing bracket in text, along with corresponding arrow in margin, written in pencil] – Burning of 
Gypsies in August 1944 – Women working with shovels in the freezing cold and two women shot to death at the 
work site for attempting to escape – Scenes from a grey day in the camp: Women finished off whilst lying in the 
mud – ‘Kind-heartedness’ and manifestations of the SS gentlemen’s good moods – Women’s various reactions 
in the face of death – Probably the only instance of an SS doctor removing his cap before a deceased Häftling – 
Superficial improvements: Some innovations of an outward nature in the Revier – Revier management and 
personnel – Revier pharmacy and the smuggling of medicines into the camp from outside – Christmas Eve 1942 
– The mood at Eastertime in 1943 – Zośka Gawron – Name day celebrations for block ‘authorities’ – 
Supplements to the record 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Record of Witness Testimony 
Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare clerk by 
occupation 

First day at the camp in Auschwitz 
It was 27 November 1942. We arrive in Auschwitz, 53 women from Warsaw’s Pawiak Prison. It’s grey and 
slippery; sleet is coming down. They unload the transport. We set out. The armed guards glide along. They 
escort the men separately. In the distance you can see a luminous, flickering snake. It’s the wire surrounding the 
camp. Every third post is lit up by a lamp. The Postens [Ger., (male) guards] rush us along. We pass the gates 
and we’re inside the camp: clayey, muddy sludge; reeking ditches; piles of rubbish and refuse. Against this 
backdrop: grey, low-lying barracks with the windows all knocked out. It’s desolate. Suddenly, figures 
distinguish themselves from the barracks and wade towards us through the mud. We look on, curious. Long, 
dirty striped prison uniforms, legs wrapped in rags, tufts of closely cropped hair poking out from under 
headscarves. The figures creep towards us, crying from afar: ‘Give us your bread, give us your cigarettes! 
They’re going to take everything from you!’ It makes a nasty impression, but they’re already chasing us inside 
the building that would later be the Bad [bathhouse, lit. ‘bath’ (Ger.)]. We are greeted by a bunch of Jewish 
women who are bundled up in rags of various colours and who never stop scratching themselves. Running about 
among them is a German woman with a black triangle brandishing a stick [black triangles were worn by 
internees classed Asoziale, ‘asocial’]. This strange creature with entirely masculine features, closely cropped 
hair, and a thick, rasping voice is named Bubi. We put down our bundles and they begin to register us. Things 
don’t go smoothly, because the Slovakian women don’t know the language and they make a lot of errors and 
oversights. This strange office makes quite the impression. Dirty, dishevelled Jewish women seated at tables, 
bent over sheets of paper covered with scribbles and scrawls – it’s an image that I associate with the East, but 
which I’m astonished to find in a German concentration camp. Once seen to, the new arrivals take a seat on their 
wadded up belongings. This paperwork goes on for quite a while, punctuated only by Bubi screaming and 
battering the clerical workers about the head. It’s even relatively warm here, for Bubi is toasting bread 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. 
 
on a small, iron stove. Next we proceed to another room, which unfortunately is quite cold. Here we undress, 
handing over our clothes and possessions. At the ready are a bucket of water, a chair, and a Jewish woman with 
scissors. We have to splash ourselves – which is to say bathe – in the bucketful of cold water (all of us in the 
same water). The shearing comes next. Soon, hair is piling up on the floor. Fair and dark curls are woefully 
scattered over the floor, and our heads look like striped zebra hides. We are given striped prison clothes, wooden 
shoes, and grey rags for our ‘shaved’ heads. To look at us, one has the urge both to laugh and cry at the same 
time: we’re all indistinguishably similar to one another. Now a thorough search is begun to see if anyone has 
held on to any of her personal possessions. Everyone is searched separately. Having so little as a handkerchief is 
enough to get women kicked and beaten mercilessly. Crosses and medallions are yanked, torn from necks and 
trampled underfoot. In the evening they take us to the block. It’s dark. Our wooden clogs sink into the mud, 
which is so plentiful it seems as if the entire camp is one great big swamp. Our stockings slink down; the long 
prison uniforms knock against our legs; the headscarves slip from our ‘shaved’ heads. The prison and the 
inspections had left me with terrible memories, but as long as I had been able to keep my clothes and outward 
appearance, I had felt like myself. Now that I was stripped of everything, now that I had my head shorn and was 
dressed in rags, I understood that I had lost my personality, that I had become a number, a cog in some infernal 
machine. We plod through the mud; Bubi leads the way. One woman slips and falls while walking along a board 
thrown across a ditch. She’s bathed in some foul-smelling substance. We enter the block. Over and past the high 
doorstep, our legs fall right back into mud. The floor is just bare earth pocked with holes. It’s dark but for the 
flickering light of the approaching blokowa’s candle [chief prisoner of a block, from Ger. Blockälteste]. ‘Where 
are the Zugangs from [new arrivals, lit. ‘intake, admissions’ (Ger.)]?’ ‘Warsaw,’ replies Bubi. ‘Cram them in.’ I 
look around, curious. The block looked unreal. Bunks in stacks of three, full of bizarre figures. Five, six, ten 
women to a bed, bundled up in rags, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. 
 
they sit like monkeys in overcrowded cages, scratching themselves awfully. They receive us as though we’re 
their worst enemies. The new arrivals begin cramming in, to the accompaniment of screaming, cursing, and belt-
whipping. Such was my induction to Auschwitz. 

In the Revier at Auschwitz 
In January 1943, I was sick with pneumonia and typhus, and I was laid up in the Revier [Ger., infirmary]. At the 
end of February 1943, I was discharged to the block, because by then a selection was looming. For several days, 
I went to Appell [Ger., roll call] and to work in the fields with a fever of 40°C. I happened to get back into the 
Revier, where I lay for a while; then, still staggering around with legs swollen up like logs, I started to help out 
because I knew that going back to the fields would mean the death of me. I became a nurse in that block, and I 
worked there until the end of my time at Auschwitz. Hence, on the basis of personal experience and direct 
observation, I can offer the following details on relations prevailing in the Revier at Auschwitz as well as 
throughout the camp. 

The Revier at Auschwitz – general information 
Two barrack blocks and an Ambulanz [Ger., outpatient clinic] were designated for the Revier. It was very hard 
to get into the Ambulanz, given that the blokowas were under orders to chase everyone out to work in the fields; 
this often included women who were very weak, feverish, and swollen up. Most of those who went to the Revier 
never came back. So the belief took root that it was only worth going to the Revier when death was already on 
its way, so as not to have to go out to Appell . Meanwhile, those who managed to make it to the Ambulanz 
would have to wait for hours sitting or lying in the mud, resigned and indifferent to whether they would be 
admitted or die in the block. From time to time an SS man would have a go at them: landing blows left and 
right, he would scatter them, shouting that they were shirking work. 
 The Revier blocks used to be barrack stables, with wide gates, tiny highly placed windows, and bare 
earth instead of a proper floor. Along the entire length of the block there ran a low, brick stove which 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. 
 
served numerous purposes. It functioned as a birthing table and a place to slice bread, wash yourself, or lay the 
dead. The so-called Zugangs and Abgangs [prisoners leaving the camp, lit. ‘departure, discharge, dispatch, 
decease’ (Ger.)] would sit there. 
 The pflegierkas [(prisoner) nurses, from Ger. Pfleger] at that time were generally recruited from 
amongst the German women with black triangles. They would rob the patients and hasten their demise by 
beating them without scruple. A Häftling [Ger., prisoner] doctor would come for a few hours in the daytime. His 
job was a difficult one. He didn’t have any medications; sister Klara had a tiny supply of medicine and would 
occasionally administer aspirin to some of the 800 patients, taking no heed whatsoever of the doctor’s opinion. 
The patients would arrive at the Revier filthy and infested with lice, as there was no water in the camp and 
people had only snow to wash themselves with. A 900-patient Revier block would get one barrel of water from 
the kitchen. Thus, several patients would have to share the same glass of water to wash themselves in. There 
were thirty to forty bowls to eat out of. Food was distributed Stube by Stube [Ger., room, section (of a barrack 
block)] without washing the dishes. Spoons weren’t provided at all. Consequently, the bowls would pass from 
hand to hand, smeared and licked by every patient in turn. We were especially plagued by rats and lice. Great 
big cat-sized rats would roam the beds, gobbling up soup or bread and even pouncing on the weaker women 
who couldn’t defend themselves. I remember one incident where a swollen up Gypsy woman was gnawed at so 
badly that the bleeding hastened her death. Jewish women from the Leichenkommando [Ger., lit. ‘corpse unit’] 
would collect the deceased from the ward and carry them away on four rods rigged together in imitation of a 
stretcher. As the mortality rate climbed higher, however, the corpses were piled en masse in front of the block. 
The pile made for a horrific sight in the mornings. At night-time, the rats would eat away at noses and eyes, 
seething amongst the corpses and squeaking shrilly, such that it seemed like some kind of extraordinary, 
quivering mass with a life all of its own.  
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

[illegible signature] Anna Jachnina 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Jews from the Sonderkommando and the loading of corpses 

The funerary rites would be performed at night-time. A truck would pull up with a dozen or so Jews from the 
Sonderkommando [Ger., lit. ‘special unit’]. These were the people charged with running the chimney. They 
would work for six weeks, after which they were incinerated and others took their place. They were often forced 
to burn their own mothers, wives, and daughters. They were desperadoes, drunks, cynics. They would pick up 
the dead bodies one at a time and throw them into the trucks. This ceremony was performed to the 
accompaniment of joking, commentary, and song. Often, a body thrown too forcefully would arc over the truck 
and land in the mud. At such times, figures would come plodding out of the nearest blocks into the darkness. 
They were German women who had taken lovers among those men since no one was better able to organize 
gold, diamonds, and cigarettes. Thus, while some men were busy tossing corpses, others would join their 
sweethearts in an amorous embrace right over the pile of roughly handled bodies. And all this happened under 
the auspices of a drunken Posten who would swing his rifle rhythmically and gawk obscenely at the scenes 
being played out before him. 

Killing of babies and subsequent cessation of killing Aryan children 
Childbirth would take place on the stove, after which the mother would be laid on a dirty straw mattress where 
hundreds of people had died from hundreds of different diseases. Up until 13 March 1943, all Aryan children 
born in the Revier were put to death. Their executions were generally carried out in Block 24. Schwester Klara 
[Ger., Sister Klara], a midwife by occupation, was in the camp serving a six-year sentence she had received 
before the war for illegally inducing miscarriages. She was the one who delivered the babies and who, under 
orders from above, drowned them in a bucket. She carried it out in her room, which was inside the block, 
separated from it by merely a thin partition. When there were a lot of deliveries and the babies were dainty and 
healthy, she would feel a nervous re- 
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pulsion to the task. Then she would complain that it distressed her to do it, but what was she to do? Those were 
her orders and, after all, she too was a prisoner. Sometimes a baby would be taken to the Ambulanz for an 
injection. I recall the fact that in Block 23 a woman miscarried at seven months and the child lived. The 
blokowa, a German woman called Mija (I don’t remember her surname), seized the child and dashed off to the 
Ambulanz for an injection. There was no desire to do it; it was clear she didn’t consider it worth the bother. 
Agitated by then, the German ran back to the block, had a pot of boiling water removed from the stove, and 
threw the living baby into the fire. This fact can be confirmed by Krystyna Nowak, Auschwitz prisoner no. 
24467, who is currently residing in Sweden. 
 On 12 March 1943, a child was born to a teacher from Silesia, Ms Wiśniewska. Exceptionally, 
Schwester Klara allowed her to keep it through the night. The mother held the baby for a few hours, yet in the 
morning it was drowned. Then on 13 March 1943 at midday an order came through that Aryan children be left 
alive. Who issued the order to halt the execution of Aryan children – I don’t know. It was announced to me by 
Schwester Klara; and as proof, an eighteen-year-old Gypsy woman’s baby – born the day after Ms 
Wiśniewska’s was killed – was not put to death, yet died of natural causes three weeks later. The babies – lying 
unbathed in filthy bedding in the cold alongside their mothers, who had nothing to feed them – died of natural 
causes regardless. 
 Several times, large amounts of blood were taken from expectant mothers before delivery. Jewish 
babies continued to be killed. The drownings were common knowledge to all the staff and mothers, whose 
health suffered badly as a result. 
 Childbirth for the cameras [tick mark in pencil] 
Much to our amazement, one day a Jewish-Slovakian woman was brought to us. Dr Rohde himself attended the 
delivery, which took place in our block. Afterwards, the mother and her baby were put in a bed that had been 
beautifully made up with actual sheets; (she also got better fo) her food rations were also better. One day an SS 
man came with a camera. The German blokowa  
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stood at the mother’s bedside dressed in a white apron and cap. The mother held the baby in a close embrace, 
gazing at it steadily and tenderly. A picture was taken and at the next Sortierung [Ger., sorting, selection] she 
and her baby went to the gas to die. I watched this farce myself the entire time. I don’t remember the patient’s 
name; I only know that she was the wife of someone rich and well known among the Jewish-Slovakian elite. 
 Apart from her, one of the best-looking patients was photographed – having been dressed in a shirt 
beforehand – alongside the German blokowa, who in her white apron and nurse’s cap looked like the 
personification of joie de vivre. Throughout this, we had to stand at attention by our Stubes. After the men with 
the cameras had left, I looked at my wretched patients ridden with sores and lice and thought to myself: ‘What 
about them? Who will take their picture and show them to the world?’ 

Selections in the Revier 
Up until April 1943, regular Sortierungs would take place in the Aryan blocks. The doctor was completely 
uninterested in the Revier. He would drive off to the station to sort the incoming transports, and on Fridays he 
would come to the Revier to conduct selections. When I was ill with typhus I made it through several such 
Sortierungs. The tall and thin Dr Külte would come into the ward and, shielding his nose with a handkerchief, 
glide past the beds at a distance, only to point at the women he considered fit for the chimney. The patients he 
indicated would be sent away to Block 25, or the ‘death block’ as it was called; from there they would be taken 
at night to the gas. At that time, you weren’t allowed to be ill for longer than a month, as by then you would be 
regarded as incurably ill. Swollen legs or excessive emaciation would also qualify you for the chimney. I had to 
go through those selections and I’ll never forget the feeling I had when I was pinching up my emaciated cheeks 
and hiding my swollen legs. Once, having noticed that the doctor would make some patients jump out of bed in 
order to check their strength, I hauled myself to the edge of my bed beforehand, propped myself up on my 
elbows, and waited with a face that said: ‘I feel so good that I would jump straight to the ground without even 
being prompted.’ 
 He looked and asked: ‘What’s wrong with you?’ 
 ‘I had the flu, but I’m better now.’  
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 ‘Off to the block!’ he ordered. Thus, he hadn’t seen my legs, which lay under the blanket like two logs 
and were sufficient reason for him to place in his notebook a mark, heavy with significance, which said: ‘Unfit 
for work! Finish her off!’ Sometimes the death sentence claimed a daughter, sparing the mother, or forced 
sisters to say their goodbyes, and so on. 
 Lying next to me during one such inspection was Halina Urbanowicz, severely ill with typhus and 
Durchfall [Ger., diarrhoea], her body an absolute wreck. At the foot of her bed was what remained of a parcel 
she had received from home. During the inspection, the doctor pointed his finger at her and moved on. Within a 
few minutes, claw-like hands had already slipped out from the bottom beds; eyes flashed with greed and 
malevolence and the parcel vanished from the sick woman’s bed. She looked on helplessly, not understanding 
what it meant. [She had been] doomed! These ghastly skeletons had fallen asleep human beings and woken up 
ravenous beasts, ruthless and devoid of scruples. I can also cite the case of Ewa Dworakowska, an eighteen-
year-old girl, a young friend who I was arrested with. I know her well. In Warsaw she had worked as a go-
between for the resistance and demonstrated exceptional courage and dedication. She and I were arrested 
together and we arrived together at the camp. She came to the Revier after me. The immediate reason for this 
was a severe scalding caused by boiling hot coffee; then she contracted typhus, and since she looked poorly she 
was transferred to Block 27. It was a block for the seriously ill and also a way station for taking people to the 
gas. It was the month of January. No one took any care of the people gathered in that block; they were 
condemned to die. One of a pflegierka’s duties was registering deaths. In that block without any windowpanes 
or blankets, there would be upwards of a dozen people lying in every bunk. The patients would lie smeared with 
their own and others’ faeces. Now and then someone in this throng would die. Every few days or so there would 
be corpses lying amongst the living. 
 Continued on page 9 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

[illegible signature] Anna Jachnina 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Selections in the Revier (cont’d) 

There were still a few mental patients there at that time; they would leap from ledge to ledge like monkeys, 
raining down rubbish and bits of brick on the patients. One day, the doctor came round again to make a 
selection. A pflegierka had taken notice of Ewa, her youthful face and big eyes, still those of a child and dilated 
by fever. She comes up to her bunk and says slowly and distinctly: ‘The doctor’s here. Stand up at once, tell him 
that you are better now, and ask to be discharged to the block.’ The selection begins. The patients who are able 
to stand pass in review before the doctor, who looks at the dirty sore-covered bodies in disgust. 
 In [Ewa’s] aching brain blares the thought: ‘I must get up and say that I’m better.’ She heaves herself 
up from her filthy bedding and something terrible happens – Ewa can’t see a thing. The nurse tries to have her 
pass before the doctor quickly, but Ewa, utterly distraught, keeps repeating: ‘I can’t see.’ She knew full well that 
all was lost: the doctor would surely notice she was blind. 
 ‘Don’t be upset, Ewa. It will pass; you’re severely fatigued. You’ll have to take your turn soon.’ The 
minutes pass; the sister is growing impatient. Suddenly, Ewa can begin to make out the hazy outlines of the 
people standing around her. It’s time. 
 Shoved forward, she repeats like an automaton: ‘I’m better now. Please discharge me to the block.’ The 
ceremony complete, she fell unconscious. Afterwards she was stowed away in a bunk, which is how she made it 
through typhus in a block with no windowpanes or blankets, among the filth and lice, often having to dig herself 
out from under her dead bunkmates. 
 When we met several months later, each of us surprised that the other was still alive, Ewa recounted 
these events to me in detail, describing the full range of feelings and impressions that had accompanied them. 
She also told me that after she had got better, the general lack of organization had allowed her to be hidden at 
every subsequent Sortierung, where she witnessed the following scene. A group of women 
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would be taken aside. Then all of a sudden a drunken SS man runs up to one of the doomed women and, for no 
obvious reason, slits her throat with lightning speed. It was an awful scene. Ewa described how the degenerate 
was in the grip of some kind of frenzy; after plunging his knife into the still living flesh, incredibly, he would 
smile. Ewa Dworakowska is alive. She’s currently in Warsaw and can verify this testimony at any time. 

Patients driven mad by the situation in the Revier 
A typhus epidemic broke out in the winter of 1943–4. Flecktyphus [Ger., (epidemic) typhus], Bauchtyphus 
[Ger., typhoid fever], pemphigus, scabies, skin ulcerations. Transports from the depths of Russia brought a 
disease that we called ‘cholerine’ [choleryna (Pol.)] and that the women doctors hadn’t known about until then. 
The patients lay four to a bed and medicine was in short supply. The only ones who survived were those whose 
immune systems were able to cope with the disease on their own. The pemphigus patients presented an awful 
sight: the raw, skinless flesh of their arms and legs would stick to the filthy mattresses as it dried. Skeletal 
bodies covered in sores and lice would spill out of the beds and crawl forward in search of something to quench 
their thirst. The women doctors did what they could, but they were powerless in the face of such conditions and 
the lack of medicine. One of my patients leapt out of bed, naked and thin, and walked forward whilst repeating 
over and over that she was going to England. At one point, she crawled unnoticed under the nearest bed and 
died there. 
 Another young girl died in extreme agony, all for tossing a piece of bread to an English POW. ‘They 
had chocolate and cigarettes,’ she had explained, ‘but what they really wanted was bread, so I threw them 
some.’ 
 The nights were awful, full of deranged shouting, begging for water, getting ready to be set free, and 
groaning elicited by an unconscious woman kicking her sore-covered bedmate or a swelling patient crushing a 
TB sufferer under her bulk. On the same rotten and soaked straw-stuffed mattresses where people had died, new 
ones would take their place. Some women,  
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whose nerves couldn’t withstand all these horrors, ended up going insane. Their howling was enough to send 
shivers down your spine. Some cursed Hitler; others wanted to take the entire burden of suffering on themselves 
and preferred to have all the work placed on their shoulders so that others would survive. During that time, I got 
a young seventeen-year-old Russian, Zenia, in my Stube. After she had been assigned a bed, she sat in the corner 
and wrapped herself up tightly in a scrap of worn-out bedspread. 
 ‘Lie down, Zenia.’ (Her bedmates were also Russian.) 
 No response. I give her soup; she refuses, explaining that ‘one doesn’t eat in hell.’ I start to keep an eye 
on her. It turns out that the girl had associated everything she saw going on around her with descriptions of hell 
she had read somewhere; she reasoned that this couldn’t be the world of the living, that she had clearly died and 
all this was going on in hell, where she was paying for her sins along with everyone else. Attempts to explain or 
persuade were no use: she wouldn’t accept food or drink. Day and night, she would huddle on the bed. She had 
big, feverish eyes that stared fixedly in space and dried-out lips, cracked to the point of bleeding. And sitting as 
she did, she died believing she was in the depths of hell. 

Mass deaths 
At that time, entire transports would perish. Of 300 women displaced from the Zamość countryside, a dozen or 
so remained. They had been deprived of their children, some of whom were rescued by the Polish population at 
stations along the way, bought for 30–50 zlotys apiece. Old criminal prisoners, around 500 of whom had arrived 
from the toughest prison, Fordon in Bydgoszcz – many of whom had been serving time in prison since before 
the war began and getting along just fine – met their ends in Auschwitz within a month. A three-month epidemic 
claimed around 15,000 people. 

Typical concentration camp delousing operations: 
Who are they trying to exterminate sooner, the lice or the people? 

The patients were horribly lice-ridden. The bedspreads seemed to walk by themselves; bodies were covered in 
lice. The first delousing of the Revier was ordered in spring 1943. This momentous event was announced to the 
staff without, of course, any mention of when 
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or how it was to take place. I was worried, as I knew the delousing operation would definitely not have a 
positive impact on the health of our patients. At 4 a.m. the main doors of the barrack block open with a bang. In 
rush several dozen Jewish women, who are urged on towards the beds where they snatch blankets from the 
patients and yank away the mattresses. It’s black with dust; the shouting is indescribable. We shift the patients 
to the stove, because the beds – soaked and full of vermin – have to be cleaned on the double. The patients slip 
from the narrow stove and get buried in the rubbish being pulled out of the mattresses. The staff, compelled to 
work, can do nothing to help. The patients are jumbled up in the filth; there’s not even any medicine to boost 
their spirits. After the bed slats have been washed, the patients are given sponge baths and laid on the wet slats 
naked and without mattresses or blankets. There they shiver until evening, waiting for the blankets to come back 
from steam cleaning. That delousing cost each Stube several lives. What was most peculiar, though, was that the 
lice were completely unfazed by the steam treatment. During another delousing in July, in spite of the scorching 
heat, patients were brought out in front of the block, where they lay on the open ground all day with fevers of 
40°C. The heat was so intense that even the healthy couldn’t go outside with their heads uncovered: it felt as if 
the sun would burn clean through your skin. Meanwhile, the sick lay exposed in the sand for hours, consumed 
by fever or horribly swollen up. The doctor, dressed in a white coat, stood in the middle of it all, his arms folded 
like a commander surveying the battlefield after a victory. Just before nightfall, the order was given to take the 
patients to the Bad, the bathhouse. There were of course a few who [corrected from ‘whom’] could stand under 
their own strength; others, who were crawling, were helped along considerably by Schwester Klara wielding 
part of a slat. The unmoving remainder were completely unconscious. This procession stumbl At this point, no 
one can stand up under her own strength. This procession stumbles its way to the Bad and comes to a halt out 
front. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Delousing (cont’d) 

At this point, one woman’s legs give out from under her. The kapo declares the people unfit to be bathed, says 
they’ll make a mess of her floor with their Durchfall, and beats the ‘cattle’ back with the stick in her hand. 
Consequently, the sick had to be carried, filthy and soiled, back to the block, and in the sun-drenched yard 
seventeen corpses remained behind. (I remember all these figures precisely, as we would make out records of 
death upon identifying our patients.) Watching these delousings, you can’t help but think: ‘Who are they trying 
to exterminate sooner – the lice or the people?’ 

Campwide delousing operation conducted on 6 December 1942 
I wasn’t yet working in the Revier at that point; rather, I was working aussen [Ger., outside], as it was called. 
We were horribly infested with fleas. The entire day would be spent either working in the fields or at Appells. 
We would go out of the block in darkness and there was no light when we were coming back either. Because of 
this, we never had a free moment to think about how to cull the livestock we were carrying around in our filthy 
rags. One crucial day, in comes one of the camp madmen, Stibitz. (I had once seen the man lift from the mud the 
sorry scraps of a person – a so-called Muslim [muzułman, from Ger. Muselmann] – and, holding them upside 
down by the legs like a rabbit, strike them in the head several times with a stick. Then, the matter concluded, he 
casually tossed them back into the mud, reckoning he had done them a favour by speeding them on to the next 
world.) Raining down blows with his rubber whip, he chases everyone out of the block. As they leave, they are 
all given a lash across the back for good measure. Outside, all our most treasured possessions, such as a piece of 
soap or a little comb, everything is brutally snatched away and ends up in the ditch. We are arranged in fives. 
We are off; where we are going, no one knows. That sweet ignorance was, from the beginning to the end, a way 
of educating us. With a kick, Häftlings would be spurred into movement and action, the meaning of which was 
kept deeply 
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hidden. We come to a halt in front of the Bad. In the distance can be seen the same picture as usual, whatever 
the time of day. Trucks transporting live goods, slaves. In the men’s camp, columns of workers are returning 
from the fields. Spattered with mud, their shoulders laden, they’re carrying those who won’t be rücking [heading 
out, from Ger. ausrücken] back to the fields with them the next day. They walk exhausted with their heads 
bowed, despite the lively march being played by the orchestra. My neighbour watching this ‘pastoral’ scene 
bursts out laughing. 
 ‘Is it really so funny?’ I ask, surprised. 
 ‘I’ll let you in on something,’ she explains. ‘If you don’t start laughing at the corpses, crematoria, 
beatings, and mud – you’re done for.’ That memory stuck with me, because within three weeks the revealer of 
this grand truth had died. 
 Anyway, we go into the Bad: a cold, empty reception area with a concrete floor. We draw tightly 
together. An order rings out: ‘Undress!’ Getting undressed is not so straightforward in a mass of people who are 
thrashing at one other. The SS men and aufseherkas [female guards, from Ger. Aufseherin], out in force, provide 
considerable help with this, however. From the reception area, they drive us into the steam bath, a room not 
much bigger than the last, but with terraced steps like in an amphitheatre. A huge stove is blazing away by the 
wall with its huge burner facing out at the room. Beating us with sticks, they drive us up onto the highest steps. 
The sweltering heat is unbearable; steam obscures everything; it feels like there’s no air. Lashing at us with 
sticks and whips, the SS men push the compact mass higher and higher. The crowd, trying to escape the blows, 
contracts in a mad crush. Women who have passed out tumble down onto the heads of their comrades. One 
Gestapo man, hoping to squeeze even more people up top, places a long iron rod inside the stove, waits until it’s 
red hot, and presses it against the woman sitting nearest to him. This happened to be Dr Walentin from Cracow, 
who was left with a hole seared through her side; others got severe burns. It was like a scene taken straight out 
of Dante’s Inferno. Flames bursting from the stove, clouds of steam, and the seething mass of women pushing 
upwards. They faint and tumble back down, shouting, weeping, begging for water – and against this  
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backdrop stands an SS man, reddened by the firelight, waving around a glowing-hot iron rod. At last, the doors 
to the Bad open up: a large empty room with two showers that spray ice-cold water. There was no soap or 
towels, nor any way to get under the showerhead. The room was never heated; our feet are freezing on the 
concrete. The bathing is over and group by group they admit us to the next room. Here a different scene presents 
itself: a group of SS men and their female companions stand by the wall in amused anticipation of a spectacle; 
stools have been set up in the middle; and at each stool stands a male Häftling. The women go to the little stools 
one by one and the men carry out the shaving in full view of the audience, to the accompaniment of jeering, 
jokes, and commentary. Despair is painted in the women’s eyes. They feel like animals at a meat market. I take 
it all in, but what’s particularly striking is the obscenely satisfied physiognomy of the mixed company standing 
opposite. Standing at the nearest stool is a Häftling with an intelligent, pale face that shows clear signs of 
distress. 
 His words ring in my ears, spoken quietly as he gazed at a point in space: ‘Please don’t think about 
this. We must survive!’ Next comes the Flit [a brand of insecticide] treatment and we move on to another cold 
room. They hand out suspiciously coloured, odd-sized underwear. We receive striped prison clothes that had 
only been steam cleaned, but without garters our stockings droop down pitifully. We shiver as though in a fever 
until 8 p.m. without getting anything to eat or drink. To keep ourselves from freezing, we whack one another 
across the back. Our footwear is varied, ranging from high-heeled evening shoes to enormous clogs that don’t 
stay on. Everyone envies the owners of the latter, because the wooden shoes provide some insulation; they don’t 
come apart so quickly in the mud; and you can put wood shavings inside them. So as not have any time to think 
about how hungry and cold we are, every so often a woman gets the riding crop across her back, all the better to 
perk us up. At 9 p.m. we go outside and again spend ages standing in formation. An icy breeze gently lifts the 
thin fabric of our striped skirts. At last we start to march. 
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We enter a dark, empty, unoccupied block. Puddles splash beneath our feet. The beds are bare of mattresses and 
blankets. We clamber up onto the wooden boards in the dark. Our teeth are chattering from the cold. From 
beside me I hear a groan. I fumble about and come upon a small shivering, feverish bundle. Who is it? Henia 
Himmel from Warsaw. She must be very unwell, because she’s delirious with fever. She talks about her 
mummy, asks for her. This was a seventeen-year-old girl from the juvenile transport out of Pawiak [prison]. 
Within three months she would be dead in the Revier. Her distraught parents sent her masses of parcels, but the 
emaciated little skeleton of a girl couldn’t eat anything by then. Following in her footsteps, the entire transport 
came down with tuberculosis. They had been involved in low-level sabotage. Every last girl would die. A 
lantern flashed in the doorway. An SS man had brought a dozen or so blankets. The jostling crowd and sounds 
of beaten flesh did little to spur me on a quest for a golden fleece. Anyway, I no longer had the strength or 
energy. 

Large-scale delousing operation in July 1943 
‘Revue’ of naked women and camping outdoors 

It was in the month of July 1943. All the blocks in Lager A [Ger., Camp A] are heading to the Bad. On their 
way they throw their clothes into vats full of disinfectant. Everything is being chucked out of the blocks. 
Anyone who might have managed to trade her bread ration for an extra scrap of clothing is now literally losing 
the shirt from her back. Commandant Hesler [sic] has graced the bathhouse with his presence, surveying the 
women like wares in the marketplace. Crowds of naked women exit the Bad and arrange themselves in ranks of 
five. Along the middle of the lagrowa [from Ger. Lagerstrasse] (the main and only road running through the 
centre of the camp), several dozen SS men are waiting for the show. And so the wave of naked women flows 
between them. They go by as if part of a lavish revue, peered at through lorgnettes: the old and young, the 
beautiful and ugly, the utterly destroyed and the freshly arrived whom the camp had yet to mar with scabies and 
sores. 
 Cont’d from page 17 on. Read, signed, and accepted by 
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Polish Source Institute 
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 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Naked women camping outdoors 

The naked women camp out between the blocks until nightfall, because it’s late by the time they get dresses 
from the vats, and they have to dry them. From a distance the camp looked like an island of nudists with SS men 
bustling among the crowds. There were no end of vulgar jokes, taunts, and photographs in which the men 
demonstrated a great deal of inventiveness. 

Typical illnesses in the camp – external symptoms 
There were a whole host of diseases in the camp. Detailed accounts of them could be provided by doctors. I 
know for a fact that certain conditions – completely unique to the camps – had been completely unknown to 
them on the outside. I can only speak generally about this, only in terms of the external symptoms of a [note 
written above text] given [/note] illness. 

Pemphigus 
Somewhere on the legs, back, or abdomen, a red blotch would appear, followed by a fluid-filled blister. The 
blister would burst and the skin would shrink back, exposing raw skin. The blisters would grow and spread with 
alarming speed, and soon the skin would slough off like a glove from whole arms, thighs, and backs. Patients 
died quickly. There was no medicine. We would wrap them in compresses made from a solution [note written 
above text] of potassium permanganate [/note], but it didn’t do any good. The fluid secreted by the blisters 
would soak through the paper bandages and the patients would stick to the straw-stuffed mattresses, suffering 
terribly all the while. 

Cholerine 
‘Cholerine’ [choleryna (Pol.)] is the name given to this illness by us; I don’t know its proper equivalent in 
medicine. As I have mentioned above, it was brought by transports from the depths of Russia. Its symptoms 
were strange: a temperature frequently below normal, pallor, and glassy, fixed pupils. After death, which would 
follow a few days later, black and blue marks could be seen all over the body. 

Lagrówka 
A lack of vitamins and fats would cause what was called ‘lagrówka’ [approx. ‘camp disease’, from Ger. Lager]. 
The entire tongue, palate, and throat would break out in little ti- 
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-ny pustules and a sort of white fur. The patient was unable to taste anything. Eating and swallowing caused 
acute pain. 
 There would also be starvation-related oedema. Lying alongside the skeletal figures would be others 
that looked like balloons filled with water, and whose eyes couldn’t be seen on their distorted faces. 
 There was so much suppurating scabies that separate blocks had to be set up for scabies patients. 

Mutual help between friends and the selfless work of prisoner doctors 
The [women] doctors did everything that was in their power. Dr Irena Białówna, Dr Katarzyna Łaniewska, and 
Dr Tetmajer would hide patients before Sortierungs, keep parallel temperature charts, and risk their necks by 
regularly making false diagnoses and acquiring medicines on the sly. They would share their own food and give 
patients the shirts off their own backs. They were some of Auschwitz’s good seeds. I could often see them 
putting themselves in danger by saving their patients, struggling against the epidemics, filth, lice, and horrific 
sanitary conditions. I mention them in order to point out that the gruesome Petri dish of the camp bred not only 
evil, egotism, and ruthlessness, but there also flourished selfless dedication and deep devotion of one person for 
another. 
 A particular scene could often be observed on the way back from work. A group of women is walking, 
tired. They can barely pull their heavy mud-caked clogs up out of the muck. One of them stumbles and falls; she 
needs to be helped. Every woman is aware of her own fatigue. She knows that if she tries to pull the woman on 
the ground, she’ll fall over too and both will end up in the mud. So she walks on without even looking back. 
One woman betrays a moment’s hesitation, but the survival instinct prevails – she keeps going. Yet there were 
many who – aware of how weak they were and that they might end up in the mud themselves – would stop and 
save their comrade every time. 
 There were times when I had five, seven, or ten deaths per day in my Stube. I would watch people in 
their final torments. They would divulge their secrets and dying requests to me; I accepted letters, photographs. 
And I can state that from the people who had been sent to the camp for working 
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towards independence I never once heard a word of complaint or bitterness. They firmly believed in the 
rightness of the cause they were dying for; they believed the war would end swiftly and happily. Those people 
really did die a soldier’s death. 

Transports of Jews – Sortierungs and mass cremation 
Volumes could be written about the Jewish Sortierungs, so abundant is the material. I will only remark upon 
how Block 18 was liquidated at one point. I witnessed that liquidation myself. Our block stood opposite number 
18. The trucks pulled up and the doors to the block were opened. Lining the way from the doors to the trucks’ 
drop-down steps formed a gauntlet of drunken SS and men from the Sonderkommando. Naked women had to 
run this gauntlet and board the trucks. The weak ones were tossed along like playing balls and laid down in 
layers. Others, who – driven by a maddening dread – had crawled under the beds or wriggled their way inside 
the straw mattresses, were beaten and screamed out of the block. The crying and screaming was so terrible that 
our patients were trembling at the thought they might be next. Short work was made of those hiding under the 
beds by the chimney specialist and biggest scoundrel of them all, Tauber. Some women, letting out barely 
articulated sounds, threw themselves at the feet of their executioners, kissed their boots, and begged for their 
lives, promising rewards. A forceful kick was their reply. Either way, the men would be rolling in plundered 
gold and diamonds. Then at night the trucks zoomed past in the glare of the floodlights, the tightly packed 
bodies giving off flashes of white from inside, trailing a single, drawn-out groan in their wake. 
 There’s a particular scene I remember from that liquidation. Trucks are arriving and leaving fully 
loaded; work is proceeding apace. Our whole block is on edge, yet all the while a Jewish-Polish woman named 
Sala is calmly going from bed to bed offering tattered clothing in exchange for bread. 
 ‘Sala!’ I ask her, ‘How can you be making deals at such a moment, when a block full of people are on 
their way to the gas?’ 
 She looked at me with calm, bewildered eyes. ‘Sister, it’s them today, me tomorrow. But in the 
meantime a person’s got to eat.’ 
 When the work was done, the SS men came into our barrack block and, drunk and tired, ran along the 
stove down the length of the building, slapping their riding crops against the uppers of their boots and growing 
even more drunk on the awareness 
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that the sight of them was giving a mortal fright to these miserable creatures cowering under their blankets. The 
last of the trucks drove off. At that time, there would always be another truck with a red cross driving in front of 
them; they hadn’t yet finished with that farce. A while later, the whirr of an engine could again be heard in front 
of the block. In comes Commandant Hesler [sic] (convicted at the Belsen trial in 1946), dragging a little tiny 
Jewish woman. Before she was sick, she had been working in the boiler house, and there weren’t many who 
were trained for that kind of work. Hesler had spotted her in the crowd and pulled her aside just as she was 
going into the gas chamber. On a whim, he had decided to let her live a little longer. The girl’s lips were 
trembling – the spectre of death was still peering out from behind her eyes.  

In Block 25, the death block 
At one point, there were eighty Greek women in our block. Thin, covered in scabies, they had big black eyes 
that gleamed from under their close-cropped hair. They would wander about in the hope of buying some soup 
with a smidgeon of margarine or a slice of foul sausage they held in their hands, repeating encouragingly: 
‘Salam, salam, olimp, olimp [sic].’ One day, an order came through: take them to Block 25 – they’re going to 
the gas. Block 25 was filled to the brim. The people there had stopped getting anything to eat or drink; they were 
awaiting their final transport. In front of the block was a tiny little asphalt yard surrounded by a high wall. It too 
was already full. I’ll never forget the sight that greeted me when I stopped by: a crowd of Greek women sitting 
cross-legged, dressed in tattered shreds of various colours. Indescribable heat – the asphalt burns to the touch. A 
sea of black heads and wild black eyes, curled-up figures rocking rhythmically, here someone groaning, there 
someone sobbing, and worst of all that laughter, laughter which continued to ring in my ears long afterwards. 

Sequence of operations on the way to the gas chamber – Last-minute selection – Mass cremation 
Sortierungs varied in how they took place. Transports would arrive at the railway stop situated about one 
kilometre away from the camp and be segregated on the spot: the young and healthy- 
Read, signed, and accepted by 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare clerk by 
occupation, cont’d 

Transports of Jews – Sortierungs – Sequence of operations and how they were conducted – Mass cremation 
(cont’d) 

Sortierungs varied in how they took place [sic]. Transports would arrive at the railway stop situated about one 
kilometre away from the camp and get segregated on the spot: the young and healthy-looking to one side, and 
the elderly and children to the other. Trucks would come and the doomed would be driven straight to the 
crematorium, whereas those designated for work assignments would be herded to the camp on foot. – As the 
number of transports continued to grow, however, construction began on a railway siding that branched off the 
main line by the crematorium. The spur line ran thirty metres from the [barbed] wire and at that time the 
transports were disembarked right before our eyes. In the summer of 1944, three or four trains a day would 
sometimes arrive on that siding. The trains consisted of up to fifty wagons, both larger and smaller ones, with 
more or less sixty people in each. We calculated that there were at times an average of over twenty thousand 
people arriving. A transport numbering one and a half thousand people would be handled by four to five SS 
men. They would issue curt commands and keep things moving with their cudgels; the people, obediently 
turning over their suitcases, trunks, and bundles, with only their hand luggage and children, in their arms or in 
prams, would arrange themselves in ranks of fives and quietly make their way towards the crematorium. 
 Seeing those unending rows constantly marching past, we said to the Jewish women, ‘Surely, there 
must be times when you could approach these people and tell them not to go like lambs to the slaughter. There 
are almost two thousand of them; even [note written above text] with [/note] their bare hands they have nothing 
to lose – they’re going to die anyway – and the enemy would be four men down.’ 
 ‘Sometimes we speak to them, but they look at us as though we are madwomen and say that they heard 
many different things on the outside, but it was undoubtedly overblown propaganda. What we’re telling them 
now, they say, is sheer nonsense. So now we don’t say anything anymore, because why put ourselves at risk?’ 
came their reply. 
 And that’s how some 
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some [sic] entire transports went to the gas; others continued to be sorted right in front of the crematorium. I 
witnessed this kind of Sortierung on several occasions. Several SS men would be standing in the road, their 
jackets off and shirtsleeves rolled up. One by one, the ranks of five would go up to them. With a lightning-fast 
flick of the cudgel, they would separate out the younger ones, while steering the elderly towards the chimney 
with a kick. A daughter ran after her mother, the mother begging not to have her child snatched away from her. 
The cudgel was the best remedy for familial sentiments. After Sortierungs like these, the SS men would shake 
hands, congratulate each other on a job well done, and wipe their weary brows. The summer of 1944 was a busy 
one for transports. More and more trains kept arriving. The chimneys operated day and night. From time to time 
one of the chimneys has to be given a break, upon which they reinforce it with metal hoops to stop the 
brickwork from cracking further. Out past the crematorium, they’re digging enormous pits at the edge of a 
wood. They mask if from view of the camp with a fence made of green boughs. [A/The] special Kommando 
carts dry branches and brush from the wood, which is used to line the pits. Then tar is poured inside and people 
are burned in the pits as well. Clouds of black smoke would billow up out of the pits when they were operating. 
From far off, it looked as if the whole wood was on fire and, even in the most distant corner of the camp, 
muffled groaning could be heard. I once spoke with a girl who had gone out with a Kommando to work in the 
fields. ‘We didn’t see the pits, but the wind carried the smoke towards us and the groaning was so audible that 
the boss rounded us up from the fields and we came back to camp,’ she told me. What’s more, I heard from the 
men working nearby that the people being burnt in the pits were only dazed with some kind of gas, while little 
children were often thrown in alive. That explained the horrific groaning. Some transports were given an 
extremely joyful welcome. I remember one sunny Sunday morning. An orchestra has set up on the ramp. A 
soloist is singing a cabaret number and performing the accompanying dance moves as she does so. A train pulls 
in: the half-suffocated passengers disembark, fainting from thirst, while children ask for water. They look in 
amazement at the orchestra and take 
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it as a reassuring sign of things to come. The luggage is flying, rich, elegant luggage; whole mountains of it are 
piling up. The passengers had taken all of their most valuable and expensive possessions with them, because 
that’s what they had been told to do. They quickly form ranks, if only to make it sooner to the baths where they 
can cool off after their harrowing journey in the stifling, sealed wagons. Meanwhile, their compatriots play and 
sing them off on their final journey, guiding them with the light pearly tones of the song. Then the people are 
gone; the only ones left are the sick and infirm, who, lying on their bundles, can no longer lift themselves up and 
are struggling just to crawl after their families. There are also the corpses of those whose travels have already 
come to an end. Both the former and latter are gathered up and carted along behind the walking. 
 Then the Häftlings arrive to load up the luggage. During the gathering-up, everything comes spilling 
out: fruit, chocolate, toiletries, cigarettes. One of the Häftlings grabs the chocolate and gobbles it up with his 
bread while plunging his hand into a jar of marmalade. Another, taking hold of a bottle of perfume, pours its 
entire contents over the head of the first. They look over their shoulders furtively; their movements are agitated. 
They don’t know what to take, what to eat, what to organize: this is what starved animals must look like when 
they go on the prowl after a long fast. Another Kommando often comes out to gather up the pots and pans. Large 
ones and small ones, pots of every shape and manner – those filled with conserves, jam, or fats go to the stores 
while the empty ones go to be washed. There’s a sea of keepsakes and photographs: family gatherings, 
children’s costume balls, mothers gazing at their little ones. The pots clatter as they’re tugged along tied to 
strings. ‘Those pots are trying to say something with this wretched clanging and clattering,’ a worker from that 
Betrieb [lit. ‘enterprise, works, workforce’ (Ger.)] once said to me. In the evening they light a large number of 
fires to eliminate rubbish. Our block has a view of the crematorium. It’s stuffy that night and sleeping is 
impossible. I go out in front of the block. The smouldering fires shine like glow-worms along the railway line, 
while beyond them five mighty thirty-metre smokestacks blaze away. One is in plain view; the others, farther 
away, are partially obscured by trees. Their stark contours stand out sharply against 
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the sky. Gigantic torches that release columns of fire several metres in height. It’s a calm night, so the fire 
shoots straight up and smoke covers the entire camp. Long tongues of flame, writhing fantastically, stray off to 
the sides and take on a bloody-golden hue. I stood transfixed. What a powerful, grand, and menacing spectacle. 
The things a poet or painter might be moved to say by that sight. What grand masterpieces it might inspire a 
Nero to create. Because what were the paltry torches in his gardens compared to these grand torches of a 
thousand people – mighty torches of the twentieth century? It was bright in the camp; the air was heavy; and 
there was a bloody glow across the sky. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the shocking spectacle. I looked up. 
Maybe some aeroplane would be lured by this flood of fire and this place forsaken by God and man would be 
wiped from the face of the earth. But no aeroplane flies overhead. The fire just rises higher and higher in mute 
complaint. Silence – only now and again the Postens communicate via their pre-arranged signals. 

Selection after ten hours of standing in the freezing cold in January 1943 
General Appell. It was early January 1943. I was laid up in the Revier by then. It was 4 a.m. and we were just 
beginning the day. Suddenly, someone from the staff drops round shouting that something is going to happen 
today, because Appell isn’t being held in the camp, but rather they are going to herd us outside beyond the wire. 
We all had a bad feeling about it. No doubt they’ve come up with some new game. Some women utter 
reassurances, saying it’s just a general Appell. But in the camp, one never knows. Six o’clock comes and goes, 
then eight, then noon, and everything is at a standstill. My goodness, these poor creatures are going to freeze to 
death! At one o’clock they call out the Revier staff. The patients in the Revier are left on their own, their 
imaginations running wild. The nurses come back an hour later completely numb from the cold. Just wait and 
see how many freezing victims they bring us; why, those people are barely alive! (At that time freezing victims 
would quite often be carried back from the fields.) 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 

 
Cont’d from page 25 on 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Selection after ten hours of standing in the freezing cold in January 1943 (cont’d) 

At 2.30 p.m. things start moving. Standing in the gateway to the camp are Rapportführer Drexler [SS rank, lit. 
‘report leader’] and the commandant along with his staff. The women go up to them in groups, and fifty metres 
from the gate they’re ordered to run in single file. The women are completely numb and their stiff legs refuse to 
cooperate. At this moment, every one of them is aware that their lives are at stake, so they gather what strength 
they have. God, please don’t let me fall over; somehow get me through this awful stretch. Drexler stands in the 
gateway watching, cane in hand; any woman who limps, who falls over, who has swollen legs or an overly 
emaciated face, he hooks round the neck with his cane and pulls out of the line. The ones who have been fished 
out stand off to the side. When this ceremony is complete, it’s off to Block 25 – i.e. to the gas – with the ‘unfit 
for work’. The others, chilled through and terrified, return to the blocks. The same ceremony begins again in the 
Revier. The SS men burst in like madmen, and, rushing down the length of the block, they whack [illegible 
crossing-out] the beds with sticks until the occupants show their faces. Just as lassoed horses [note written above 
text] lose their freedom [/note], so too [note written above crossing-out] here [/note] a cane deftly cast around 
the neck signalled not a deprivation of liberty (for that had already been lost), but a loss of life. 

Dr Mengele’s anthropological twin studies 
Auschwitz had a certain Dr Mendele [sic]. (I write his name as it sounded; I don’t know for certain how it was 
spelled.) He didn’t meddle with the local ‘rabbits’ [króliki (Pol.), to be understood as ‘guinea pigs’] at the 
experimental stations being run in the men’s camp (internal procedures on women, sterilizations, transfusions, 
etc.). He had a single great passion: namely, carrying out anthropological research. He would show up in person 
at the railway station during sorting. From among the Greek, French, Hungarian, Slovakian, Polish, and Dutch 
Jews he would snap up all the twins; he also collected dwarfs and every other sort of outwardly abnormal 
person. 
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[He had] an enormous amount of material; what’s more, it’s easy to conduct work when you simultaneously 
hold the power of life and death over the objects of your research, when any curiosity can be satisfied on the 
autopsy table. Thus, precise measurements, calculations, photographs, and hand- and footprints were taken. The 
twins got to live for as long as the research went on. 
 There were periods when, over the space of a single day, twenty thousand people would be gassed in 
the five crematoria and in the pits dug specially for that purpose. The doctor would come back drunk from those 
mass executions, having acquired a new treasure in the form of a twin fished out of the crowd. Sometimes he 
would be furious, with a savage glint in his eyes, and woe to the person who got in his way then. Other times he 
would be calm and smiling like a man strolling back home after enjoying a good opera. 

The orchestra playing lively tunes – The ‘good’ doctor becoming emotional over a three-year-old twin in the 
entranceway to the gas chamber 

One day the doctor brings in an orchestra and puts on a concert for the sick. It’s a summery day, so the concert 
is held outdoors. The patients, wrapped in shreds of blankets, lie or sit on the ground. These poor shadows of 
human beings who have been led to the concert keep passing out, as the sunshine is too intense for their 
exhausted bodies. The orchestra is playing lively tunes; a Slovakian Jewish woman, a fine operatic performer, is 
singing; and sixty metres away, behind the wire on the railway siding specially constructed right up to the 
chimney, they’re unloading a transport. It’s a rich Hungarian transport. There are fancy suitcases galore, travel 
trunks, dressing cases, prams – mountains of it are piling up. Mothers are holding their babies tight. 
 ‘Fresh victims,’ a patient says, looking at the colourfully dressed crowd. ‘We’re going to suffocate here 
from this people-burning; when all the chimneys are running, it’s downright black in the camp and the smell is 
stomach-turning.’ 
 ‘I’ve noticed,’ adds a second, ‘that when camp people are burned the smoke is wispy and white, 
whereas people from the outside give off great billows of smoke that’s as black as pitch. It must be because the 
outside people have got more fat on them; these camp scrags are nothing but skin and bones.’ 
 Such was the small talk being made off to the side, as the completely oblivious victims, hearing the 
music, break into smiles 
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and quickly put themselves into a neat row so as to make it sooner into the brick building where they’ll be able 
to have a refreshing wash after their tiring journey. The concert carries on, and the ‘good’ doctor bends down all 
fatherly over a three-year-old twin to check if the boy’s got undies on, even though tomorrow he might dispatch 
him to the gas in the footsteps of his peers. [note in pencil] Cont’d from page 50 on [/note] 

Burning of Gypsies 
The Gypsies were assembled in a separate camp. There were several thousand of them; it was a family camp, 
like a little country unto itself. They would get larger food rations than we did. They had their own orchestras; 
they used to dance and conduct trade. The aufseherkas and SS men would take little Gypsy kids as good luck 
charms; they would go and listen to their music and songs. We were surprised at this kind treatment. Until one 
night in August 1944 – there was an awful commotion, truck after truck, shouting, tumult. In the morning it 
turned out that the entire Gypsy camp had been burned in a single night. They had pounced on them so quickly 
and cleverly that the Gypsies had no chance to put up any resistance. Later, we were loading something onto a 
truck that had taken part in that night’s escapade; it was still strewn with little children’s shoes, torn 
photographs, shreds of clothing. And that was all that was left of the merry, bustling Gypsy camp. 
Women working with shovels in the freezing cold and two women shot to death at the work site for attempting 

to escape 
In December 1942, we are working in the fields, piling stones and carting earth in loras [uncovered railway 
wagons, from Ger. Lore]. On one side there’s an embankment atop which the narrow-gauge rails have been laid, 
on the other side a copse. The biting wind chills us to the bone while the melting snow saps the warmth out of 
our legs. Why this is supposed to be the best weather to build a road in, no one can guess. Our ‘minders’ are in 
an exceptionally bad mood today. The aufseherkas are furious, as are the German women with black triangles 
on their chests, because the SS men haven’t brought them any vodka. They run about raining cudgel blows 
down on bent backs. The cold, tired Postens watch 
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us grimly as the boss, a local Volksdeutsche [ethnic German] civilian with a green [note written above text] 
armband [/note], looks for a victim. [in-text mark with corresponding note written in pencil at top of page: ‘p. 
51’] He is particularly fond of choosing members of the intelligentsia. He would often say to us: ‘Polish 
intelligentsia, we’ll teach you to work; we’ll drive these notions out of your heads with a shovel.’ 
 Today a student has caught his eye. ‘You, student – come here and study how to clean shoes.’ He lifts 
up the big mud-caked boot on his foot. The girl bends down, at which point he presses her head into the slushy 
mire with his boot, and holds it there on her head for a moment, his expression that of a victor at the battle of 
Waterloo. Then, for the sake of variety, he beats a young Yugoslavian woman with a shovel. ‘You were 
definitely among the partisans. You lie there, oh so gentle – lie there! The Polish student will definitely carry 
you.’ 
 Working beside me is Ms Smoleńska, the wife of a professor at Politechnika Warszawska. (The 
mother, two daughters, son and daughter-in-law arrived with me; they all died. The professor, I heard later, was 
executed by firing squad in Warsaw’s Pawiak Prison.) The poor woman is unsteady, unable to maintain her grip 
on her shovel. ‘I won’t last much longer,’ she says to me. ‘I’ve been holding on to my bread for two days, but I 
can’t eat any of it. I’ve just got this terrible thirst – I wish I could get a sip of something warm somewhere.’ At 
one point, a cart loaded with stones is approaching us. So, after first glancing around, Ms Smoleńska carefully 
throws the bread to our men. They stop under the pretext of fixing the cart, and at the same time one of them 
tosses her a piece of garlic. She ate it with the grit and peel still on it. ‘It tastes so hot it feels like it’s warming 
me up,’ she tells us. 
 Then suddenly from the far side of the embankment shouting can be heard. It turns out that two women 
had attempted to escape: one Polish, the other Russian. The dogs soon tracked them down. Headquarters was 
informed and before long three SS men arrived. A short speech by the SS men: ‘We will teach you not to run 
away. Now you will see what it will get you,’ and so on. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Two women shot dead at the work site for attempting to escape (cont’d) 

Work halts; we stand in a group. The SS men order one of the culprits to walk straight along the top of the 
embankment, following the rails. The woman, her back to us, slowly grows more and more distant. The SS men 
shoot, or rather play at shooting, over her head, lower, higher, off to the sides. At last, they take aim and their 
victim falls to the ground riddled with bullets. Then the same game is played with the second. Again they take 
aim but keep missing. The woman is getting farther and farther away. The ‘gentlemen’ start to grow nervous. 
 ‘Zurück! [Back!]’ 
 The woman turns back. From afar, the white patch of her face shines terrifyingly, and she can barely 
lift her leaden legs off the ground, yet [the men] still can’t hit her. Finally, she is struck at close range and 
slumps to the ground. The way back to the camp was hard that day. The shovels seemed to weigh a hundred 
stone, and our wooden clogs are impossibly heavy. 
 Ms Smoleńska staggers along in one of the five-woman rows. ‘I won’t last much longer, I won’t last 
. . .’ 

Scenes from a grey day in the camp: Women finished off whilst lying in the mud  
We are standing at Appell. Three sick Jewish women are lying on the ground. The mud is terrible. They lie 
smeared in it and filthy. An aufseherka comes over; she’s young and very pretty, a twenty-three-year-old girl. 
She notices the outstretched women and ‘Aufstehen! [Stand up!]’ she shouts. 
 They floundered about in the mud for a moment, lifted their heads only to let them drop limply back 
down a moment later. Then the fun began. With a smile on her lips, the aufseherka lashes them across the face 
and back with her riding crop. Pleadingly, they stretch out [note written above text] their arms [/note] to her, but 
she just stomps those arms into the mud with her boot, then kicks mud into the faces of her victims. And 
enjoying herself immensely, she laughs and seeks approval for her witty jokes. 
 ‘Schmutzig, Schweinerei! [sic, lit. ‘Filthy, pigsty!’]’ she says and raps her boot heel against the black, 
bespattered heads. All of a sudden, a brilliant new idea springs forth in the little lady’s brain. She orders a 
bucket of cold, dirty water to be brought and, laughing, pours it over the wretched, rapidly fading creatures. 
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And again she casts a triumphant gaze over the ranks. She is met with faces hardened in fury and hatred, many 
of them streaming with tears. That [illegible crossing-out] excites her all the more. Another flurry of stomping 
follows, until the bodies have fallen completely still. Her lovely face, sapphire eyes framed by golden locks, 
expresses satisfaction. But there’s more to come; she has yet to fully discharge the energy boiling up from inside 
her. She peers intently at the women standing in fives and suddenly spots a gap in their ranks. In a few leaps 
she’s already there. Terrified women are shielding a comrade lying on the ground. The aufseherka is happy; a 
new game is taking shape. She loves to have these scraps of humans crawling at her feet. Before the war she was 
a kindergarten teacher at an orphanage, and now she has the right to end people’s lives. A few crude insults and 
the riding crop rains down on [the woman’s] back. But what’s this? – the outstretched woman isn’t writhing in 
pain or holding out her arms pleadingly. Her features don’t contract in fear, terror, and pain. Her face has frozen, 
eternally calm. She’s no longer afraid of the riding crop held aloft. 
 ‘Take her away!’ orders the furious [aufseherka] and she withdraws from the ranks. 
 Such scenes were standard fare. The grey days that constituted camp life were made up of them. So 
many beautiful words have been spoken about protecting animals – we’ve taught children how to feed birds and 
how to protect them – and yet we weren’t able to protect a human being. 

‘Kind-heartedness’ and manifestations of the SS gentlemen’s good moods 
The SS men also excelled at coming up with games. One of the Blockführers [SS man assigned to oversee a 
block, lit. ‘block leader’], Persch, used to ride a motorcycle around the camp at full throttle. He would even 
come into the blocks this way (as I mentioned above, the barracks were formerly stables and had wide 
doorways, so there was plenty of clearance to ride in), raising an awful ruckus. One time, I witnessed an incident 
in the lagrowa, the main street. Persch abruptly stops a woman who is walking along. He orders her to undress 
and get into the ditch, and a second woman to fetch a bucket of water immediately. He uses the water to douse 
the woman sitting  
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in the ditch, and orders her companion to shovel sand on top of her. He watched this scene for a while, mounted 
his motorcycle, and rode off. Krammer [note written above crossing-out] Schwarz Hubert [/note], who spent 
some time at Auschwitz (and was tried at Belsen in 1946) was always full of surprises as well. Close friends 
with his chauffeur, he often used to drive drunk to the camp at night. On such occasions, something out of the 
ordinary was to be expected. Once, he issued an order for Kommando ‘Unterkunft’ [lit. ‘living quarters unit’ 
(Ger.)] to be transferred from Block 6 to Block 18. The residents of no. 6, finishing work, see that everything 
has been chucked out of their block and that a thorough search is under way. They are not allowed to enter the 
block. In the evening, only the straw-stuffed mattresses are moved to the new block. They order a Blocksperre 
[Ger.], that is, a ban on leaving the block. Therefore, the women all arrange themselves for bed on the 
mattresses, cover themselves in their dresses, and fall asleep in the straw and dust. At 2 a.m. jabbering can be 
heard at the door. They all wake up, bits of straw sticking to their raised heads. In walks Krammer [note written 
above crossing-out] Schwarz [/note] with his trusty chauffeur. They’re both unsteady on their feet. Each man is 
holding several women’s nightshirts in his hands. They stand on top of the stove and call the women over to 
collect the sleepwear. Silence – everyone is afraid to budge, not knowing what to make of this. [The men] start 
shouting louder. A first brave woman goes over and is indeed given a nightshirt. Astonished eyes look on from 
every bed. This pair of thugs who have until now always busied themselves with speeding people on into the 
next life, here, at two o’clock in the morning, handing out nightshirts – it is a sight that seems more dream than 
real. They handed out the clothes, had a laugh at the original undergarments worn by some of the women, and 
left. 
 Another night, the men again wake everyone up with their visit. They order the parcel stores workers to 
get dressed immediately and follow them out. Widespread alarm. Where on earth are they taking these girls at 
twelve in the morning? It turns out they went to the parcel stores. The previous day, a Hungarian transport had 
arrived. 
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A huge pile of splendid parcels had been amassed, including a great deal of alcohol. The commandant gave the 
order for the orchestra to turn up within ten minutes. The parcel stores workers opened parcels, removing the 
best items, and the orchestra played while the men partied until dawn. 
 Another time, Tauber – an infamous murderer at Auschwitz whom they called a ‘chimney specialist’ 
[spec kominowy (Pol.)] and who would finish off those lying on the ground with a stick – comes into the yard of 
Block 25 where people are awaiting their final transport and, surveying the dense crowd sitting on the ground, 
he chooses two young girls and suggests they take shelter under a canopy, because the sun is beating down. 
They look up terrified, imagining Tauber has lost his mind. 
 Such were the ways in which the gentlemen of the SS expressed their good moods and sense of 
humour. 

Women’s various reactions in the face of death 
People reacted variously as death drew near. I saw some faces twisted by the terrifying awareness of death; 
others were pale and rather calm; others still were evocative of animals caught in a trap. They would grovel, kiss 
boots, stretch out their arms with a wild look in their eyes. I had a patient who up until the last moment spoke of 
nothing but one thing. She kept repeating: ‘I wish I could eat dumplings in milk and żurek [Pol., fermented rye 
flour soup] with potatoes: I would get better. Or if I am to die, I wish I could eat dumplings in milk in my own 
home.’ ([illegible crossing-out]) And with that she died. 
 Another called me over in the hour before her death and asked me with a serious face: ‘Are they still 
here?’ 
 ‘Who?’ 
 ‘The Germans!’ 
 ‘Of course they are.’ 
 ‘Tonight they’ll be gone. Haven’t you heard? There was an all-night session of the Reichstag – peace 
talks. The Germans have surrendered.’ 
 This was in 1943. She said it with such confidence. And with that, she died. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Women’s various reactions in the face of death (cont’d) 

I do recall, however, one entirely unusual reaction. Often, when a group of selectees had to be taken to Block 
25, Revier staff would be used. I always used to try to get out of participating in these ceremonies, and once 
again on this occasion I managed to do so. After coming back, a friend of mine, Hanka Nawrocka, approaches 
me and tells me this story: 
 ‘Imagine: I was accompanying a dentist. She was still strong enough, so she walked on her own. Along 
the way, she said to me, “You’re taking me to the death block. I know this, but I don’t hold it against you. 
You’re following orders. I had a husband, two children, a dental practice. We loved one another; things were 
good. Now I don’t have anyone or anything. I’ll be dead myself in a while, but, you know, what interests me is 
the problem of the evil that is right now raging throughout the world. The world is going from bad to worse at 
an alarming pace – matter is prevailing over spirit. A single person is capable of taking the lives of millions. 
We’re like grains of sand blown about by a hurricane. If I wished to keep living, it would be only to see what the 
world will look like after the war.” Upon finishing, she said goodbye and calmly entered the block.’ 
 Hanka was so shaken up by this extraordinary woman, who was mulling over problems on her way to 
her death, that she immediately recounted the conversation to me; I may have changed a few words here (what 
with the passage of time), but I have rendered [the woman’s] thoughts faithfully. 

Probably the only instance of an SS doctor removing his cap before a deceased Häftling 
At Auschwitz there was a doctor by the name of Klein (executed in 1945 following the Belsen trial). He was 
well known for his rampant anti-Semitism. Apart from that, he gave the impression of being rather intimidated 
and overwhelmed by what he saw and 
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accepted. Yet he didn’t demonstrate any particular zeal for putting the instructions he received into effect. He 
calls to mind the only instance in the history of the camp of a German doctor who, yielding to his first impulse, 
removed his cap before a deceased Häftling. It was the remains of a doctor, the famous Warsaw radiologist 
Marja Workentin [sic]. She had been through a bout of typhus. While she was ill, all the Jewish women of the 
block she was laid up in were taken away to the gas. She heard their weeping; she heard the screams of the SS 
men driving the death-sentenced women outside; and the thought got into her head that she too would follow 
them. The typhus passed, but complications arose in her brain, along with an inferiority complex. She kept 
repeating that if so many people were dying, then she shouldn’t be spared either. One day, she slipped out of the 
block unnoticed, leapt over the ditch, and took hold of the wire. It wasn’t electrified at that moment; someone 
noticed her; and the [female] doctors ran over, shouting to the Posten not to shoot her because she was ill. But it 
was no use – a few gunshots, and the poor woman collapsed against the wire. The Ambulanz was notified and 
Dr Klein was the first at her side. He took her hand; there was no pulse. And then from far off we saw him doff 
his cap a moment in obedience to an impulse. He cast a quick and fearful glance around to check that no one had 
witnessed this weakness, then signalled by hand that the strip of off-limits land could be entered to collect the 
body. 

Some innovations of an outward nature in the Revier 
A new doctor by the name of Rohde, horrified at the scale of an ongoing epidemic, introduces certain 
innovations. He eliminates the cesspit and the piles of refuse around the Revier, levels the ground, creates 
designated paths and roads, and even sows a little grass. It’s the first grass on the grounds of the camp – a 
yellow, clayey marshland from which it was hard to extricate your feet, and on which even weeds refused to 
grow. In the blocks, the sisters have to wear snow-white aprons; hanging from the beds are temperature charts 
on which even stool colour is noted down. While the doctor passes through the block 
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on his rounds, the patients have to lie rigidly at attention, despite the pain making them want to writhe. Yet all 
the while, the maggots keep breeding in the unchanged and damp straw mattresses; [the Germans] keep failing 
to provide any medicine or nightshirts; and the pflegierkas, in an effort to have enough pots for their patients, 
keep digging them out of the rubbish and cleaning them with ash. [mark and note in pencil: ‘cont’d p. 48’] 

Christmas Eve at Auschwitz in 1942 
We’re not heading out to the fields. Tremendous joy. Perhaps just this once they’ll leave us in peace for a few 
hours and we’ll manage to change our clothes and cull a little of our livestock. After a short hesitation, I take off 
my wet clunky shoes, if only this once to dry out my stockings. But we were not to enjoy this peace for long. 
 Aufseherkas burst into the block shouting: ‘Schnell! Raus! [Hurry up! Out!]’ 
 The crowd surges towards the exit in a panic. I grab my shoes and rush to haul them over my wet 
stockings. All of a sudden I feel an intense pain. It’s a cudgel that has landed hard against my head several 
times. Staggering as though drunk, I run outside in front of the block. They’ve already come up with work for us 
to do; namely, we are to cart away waste from the sewage pits using wheelbarrows, as well as look for bits of 
paper in the boggy mire. We trudge on. My injured head aches, while an unbandaged sore on my knee festers 
and sticks to my stockings. At 12 noon, the whistle sounds for Appell. We fall into formation in the Lagerstrasse 
opposite the Revier. In the middle there’s a large Christmas tree decorated with lights. We stand. They start 
carrying corpses out of the Revier. One after another, the Jewish women go by, carrying the dead on their four-
rod stretchers. Dirty shins trail limply along the ground. Shaved heads bob rhythmically. They pass the 
Christmas tree. Why don’t they hang these corpses all over the tree? They would be the only fitting decoration 
for a Christmas tree at Auschwitz. The procession has disappeared behind the corner of the tree [note written 
above crossing-out] barracks [/note], while we continue to stand. The wind cuts through us; the cold worms its 
way into our hole-ridden shoes. Our wet legs freeze over. We slap one another’s backs; we try to rub the 
numbness out of our hands. During Appells, so as not to think about how cold, hungry, and bad we feel, we 
share 
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snippets of memories – anything to keep us going. But today is Christmas Eve; something catches in one’s 
throat. We stand. All we are dreaming of is to go back to the block, to have a few hours of longed-for peace. The 
signal is heard; they’re going to take the roll call. The shaking figures stiffen to attention, straightening their 
close-cropped heads, wishing only for [the Germans] to pass over them – because one can easily get struck in 
the face for no other reason than that the authorities don’t like the look of it. Appell is over, yet we stand. Dusk 
falls. When will it end . . . ? All of a sudden an orchestra looms into view. Häftlings. They set up next to the 
Christmas tree. We are terrified at the kindness of our masters . . . ‘Bóg się rodzi’ [‘God Is Born’, a Polish 
Christmas carol] rises up out of the frozen ranks. Someone lets out a short sob. 
 ‘Stop!’ respond indignant voices from all around. ‘Do you want to add to their joy with your crying?’ 
 ‘Don’t think about the fact that today is Christmas Eve. God is born today . . . what of it? [note written 
above text] He certainly won’t be born here this year,’ says another woman. 
 I stand motionless. I don’t ask to have my back slapped anymore; I don’t feel the cold anymore, nor the 
pain in my gammy leg. Just that melody keeps buzzing back, stinging me, tormenting me. Suddenly, between 
one carol and the next, the boys smuggled in a few melodies from the patriotic song ‘Wojenko, Wojenko’ [lit. ‘O 
War, O War’ (Pol.)]. Then something snapped, cracked, and tears started rolling down many faces. [The 
musicians] have finished playing and left, but we’re still standing. It’s getting dark. At last, the whistle sounds 
and we go back. The mud squelches underfoot. It’s dark in the blocks, but for the glow of candlelight here and 
there. Half a little potful of soup and a smaller-than-usual portion of bread. I lay myself down on the bunk. 
Lumps on my head from the cudgelling, a leg that won’t let up – and I’m so terribly cold. The block is over 
capacity (more than a thousand people); it’s like being inside a pressure cooker. Opposite, a clutch of filthy, 
bundled up women scratch themselves and exchange shoves. The whole gathering have been imprisoned in the 
camp for making moonshine. Showering down in a torrent, the most atrocious insults link up in the most curious 
of ways into curses that extend over entire phrases. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Christmas Eve at Auschwitz in 1942 (cont’d) 

 From beside me squawks a scarecrow of a Gypsy woman: ‘Shall I tell your fortune, young lady? For a 
little morsel of bread, I’ll divine from your name everything that has worked towards your undoing . . .’ 
 Below, Jewish women from all over Europe glide along the narrow passageway, hawking rags in 
various languages. Buzz and hubbub, shouting, selling, buying, trading – the place is a jumble of every idiom 
and vernacular. Hatred – the mother of misfortune – like a mad dog that’s torn loose from its chain, romps 
wildly and with impunity here, biting and gnawing, having already driven every last human instinct and feeling 
out of these beleaguered people. Here and there scattered voices waver almost fearfully or timidly in the air, 
singing ‘Gdy się Chrystus rodzi’ [‘When Christ Is Born’, a traditional Polish Christmas carol]. I lie still and 
listen. 
 Suddenly, one of my younger friends bursts in and announces triumphantly: ‘Ladies, I’ve got hold of a 
hunk of cabbage and three potatoes!’ If only we could cook it, we’d have ourselves a lovely soup – our first hot 
meal since arriving at the camp. We confer: but where? It’ll have to be done on the bricks in the lavatory, quite 
simply in the lavatory. The two most energetic women left and got hold of a battered pot; then followed a 
fraught expedition to the kitchen to steal a little water at extreme risk, then another, no less fraught, over ditches 
and through the mud in darkness to the ‘facilities’ mentioned above, in order to finish the job there on the 
bricks. I’m reluctant to believe the undertaking will be a success. I narrow my eyes and listen. 
 All of a sudden, through the buzzing, shouting, and cursing, through the crude songs and carols, pierces 
the strong, hard voice of the Polish sztubowa [chief prisoner of a block room, from Ger. Stubenälteste] Antonina 
Piątkowska [note written in pencil above text and after mark in margin] Polish – Antonina Piątkowska [mark] 
Antonina Piątkowska – she arrived at the camp on the first transport from Tarnów; she lost her husband and 
only son. See p. 53 line 5 [/note]: ‘Women, don’t lose heart. We must survive in order to spite those who’ve sent 
us to this camp. Have faith that the New Year will bring us freedom throughout the world; great things are afoot 
and we are now only one step away from liberation.’ 
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She spoke these and other such reassuring words infused with the purest truth. I curled up into a ball and, 
abruptly, from somewhere in the vault of my memory a scene slips out: Warsaw, September 1939, the district 
hospital full of wounded. The radio – Starzyński [the then mayor of Warsaw] is speaking: ‘Warsaw is fighting; 
Warsaw is enduring. One more day, two more days, and help will arrive from our western allies for the heroic 
capital city.’ 
 I repeat this in the ward, upon which a pair of eyes look up at me out of a head wrapped in bandages. 
 ‘Sister,’ asks the soldier, ‘have you seen their tanks, rifles, and aeroplanes? I have.’ 
 The scene fades. 
 The sztubowa’s reassuring night-time speech continues: ‘Hold on for another month, and liberation will 
come.’ 
 Breathless voices tear me from my reverie, ‘Get yourselves ready: the soup’s here.’ What magnificent 
water, thickened not only with the potatoes, but even with a dollop of margarine. They set the soot-blackened 
cauldron down in the middle. There are six of us; they’ve even rustled up a spoon. We sit in a circle. The smell 
of the potatoes is disconcertingly tantalizing. We forget for the moment that there is filth, bedlam, and fug all 
around us; we forget that the soup has been cooked in a dark lavatory. We leave our terrible reality behind and 
bond over this accidental Christmas Eve feast. The spoon, like a peace pipe, is passed from hand to hand; and 
instead of the traditional wafer, we share the soup fairly, which works out to five spoonfuls each. I don’t 
imagine anything else will ever taste as good again, and I don’t imagine any Christmas Eve dinner was ever 
consumed in such solemnity. Here and there someone is still cursing; here and there a tremulous voice is singing 
‘Lulajże Jezuniu’ [‘Sleep, Little Jesus’, a traditional Polish Christmas carol], while we curl up next to one other, 
warning our neighbours to mind they don’t aggravate our sores during the night – a constant occurrence in the 
cramped conditions. And amid the noise we fall asleep in the hope that maybe that night little Jesus, having 
diverted the authorities’ attention, would slip into the camp and bestow upon us the strength to survive. 
 Then on Christmas morning 
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there’s fun being had in the Lagerstrasse. Several SS men have taken a group of Jews there. They order the 
Jews to race about with bricks in their hands, tripping them up and setting dogs on them as they run. Many a 
Jew was mauled or injured that day, and many an empty bottle rolled into the ditches. 

Eastertime 1943 
Sometimes it seemed to me as if the countless rows of corpses being carried outside day and night would for 
ever blot out the rest of my world, that I would see them everywhere for ever afterwards. Such was my mood as 
I sat on Easter Sunday 1943. From the neighbouring Stube they were carrying out several miserable-looking 
‘wrecks’. Eyes wide, faces twisted out of shape and frozen in an expression of suffering. Dirty, pus-soaked 
paper bandages were peeling from their wounds. As I watched, I was reminded of a rhyme that was doing the 
rounds of Warsaw when the air raids against Germany began. It went: ‘Through old Berlin I wander ‘round, the 
corpses heaped upon the ground . . .’ So I mechanically this [note written above crossing-out] picked up [/note] 
some paper and on this joyful Easter morning I wrote:  
 

Through Auschwitz camp I squelch around, 
The corpses heaped upon the ground, 
While everywhere their numbers rise, 
‘Long with the rats that gnaw their eyes. 
Dig a grave or build a pyre? 
Why no, just plonk them in the mire. 
No mourning here of dear departed, 
Straight on the heap they’re tossed or carted. 
Coming in, each work Kommando 
Bears a corpse, its limbs akimbo, 
With raucous orchestra their head: 
A transport of the living dead. 
Survive this place – no simple chore, 
For here knocks death at ev’ry door. 

 
 Such was the joyful creative spirit at Auschwitz and such was the poetry that hatched in our Häftling 
minds. 

 
Zośka Gawron 

Ζοśka – an authentic figure. [‘Zośka’, ‘Zosia’, and ‘Zocha’ are forms of ‘Zofia’.] She used to be in Sweden, but 
she’s already gone back to Poland. Little Zosia was fourteen years old when the first transports of men started to 
be brought into Auschwitz. She was living six kilometres from the camp in the only place where, because they 
worked at the [note written above text] local [/note] coal mine, families 
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hadn’t been displaced. She was so tiny and slightly built; she had long braids and lively dark eyes. She would 
often creep up close to see the lines of men heading off to work. They were starved and beaten; they often died. 
Thin, pale figures in dirty prison stripes, with heads bent over shovels and hand barrows, their arms heaving up 
stones. She saw how the whip would land on their backs and how the dogs would maul them; after work, she 
saw them trail along in a long procession with the corpses of fellow prisoners on their shoulders. These people 
had restless gazes that would flit about, taking everything in, including any fleshy roots [growing along the 
roadside]. Something shifted in Zosia: these people are going to die; they have to be saved. The decision is made 
and Zosia takes up the cause. Since she knows the terrain well, every dirt track and bush, she scampers around 
like a little puppy, supplying here a piece of bread, there a potful of soup. Before long she is put to work by an 
underground organization and she becomes a little go-between. A small Kommando carrying out land 
reclamation works comes to know Zosia, who is indefatigable. The few Postens, who have been paid off, don’t 
notice the invisible hands that sometimes pass along food rations. It’s getting cold: Zosia organizes a collection 
and, through her hands, socks and gloves flow to the prisoners. The boys love the courageous little child. 
Zosia’s name is often on their lips. A potful of warm food provided by her brings together an engineer, a 
labourer, and an artist. The operation is proceeding swimmingly when, all of a sudden, a single misstep leads to 
Zosia getting caught. They pack her off to the bunker. They try to drag her secrets out: they study her, beat her, 
interrogate her. Zosia doesn’t know anything. Besides, she’s so naïve, so small and slow-witted, that after a 
while even the SS men come to believe that this foolish little child couldn’t have done anything, and Zosia is set 
free. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Zośka Gawron (cont’d) 

Then, with renewed fervour and greater experience, she gets back to work. Now it’s not just bread and socks 
that are flowing into the camp, but slips of paper – the first threads connecting the poor internees with the 
outside world. Soon after follow clandestine packages, injections, medicine. Zośka comes to be entrusted with 
the most serious of confidences, becoming not just a go-between but a true friend. The only trace of her elusive 
presence is in the little bundles she leaves behind. Almost two years went by uneventfully. Then –wham! – they 
grab Zosia and put her in the camp. They cut off her beautiful braids and leave her dishevelled in this muddy 
quagmire. It’s hard on Zosia and she’s sad, but her rebellious soul doesn’t give up and refuses to be broken. A 
while later she falls ill with typhus. The boys find out about this, as do those she had fed for so long. They do 
everything for Zosia to survive to save Zosia. Through mysterious channels, medicine and drink make their way 
to her and Zosia survives. She stays on at the Revier as a nurse. She’s still very thin and frail. As her hair grows 
back, it curls into ringlets like those of a little Jewish baby. But her big, dark eyes are no longer the eyes of a 
child. They’re eyes that have seen a great deal, that understand a great deal, that are able to look upon suffering 
with extraordinary empathy, yet that turn cold and disdainful when the authorities come asking. Zosia bustles 
about her patients, smiling cheerfully. No one knows why Zosia goes to other blocks, nor why she lingers at 
certain bedsides, why here and there she discreetly leaves something to eat, why she turns up when certain 
patients have died, refusing to let them be removed and asking for permission to take them away herself. The 
men send her signals: ‘Zocha, patient X is dying. Save her at any cost.’ ‘Zosia, patient Y is recovering from 
typhus. Do everything to keep her from being sent out to work.’ Zosia listens, collects, distributes. Again, Zosia 
is a thread that runs to the outside world  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



42. 
 

where she already has her trusted contacts. She loves her favourites very dearly; likewise, they feel a deep 
affection for their diminutive friend. Zosia knows about everyone’s worries and misfortunes; she knows about 
every planned escape. In the environs of Auschwitz, in the woods beyond the chain of SS guard posts, our boys 
have taken up positions and often make life miserable for the camp authorities. Our prisoners sometimes 
manage to slip away to these groups. Thus, with contact established and everything ready, the decision comes 
tersely in soldierly fashion: ‘Today!’ Zocha is in on everything and is deeply affected by it all. Every day that 
some action is planned, she’s more focused, and her white apron heaves more often with her sighs. ‘God, let him 
make it through. Save him . . . He’ll be needed yet.’ Every second seems to drag on . . . He was supposed to 
leave at four o’clock . . . Silence. You can’t yet hear the ominous siren that announces to the Häftlings that an 
escape has been detected and that [the Germans] have already set out in pursuit. It’s now six o’clock . . . Silence. 
God, what luck! Maybe he’s made it away by now; maybe he’s reached the first rendezvous. Silence . . . apart 
from the groaning patients. Zosia runs to and fro, providing bedpans, adjusting lice-infested bedspreads, 
distributing food. Suddenly, she shuddered. The thermometer almost slipped out of her hand: through the din of 
coughing and hacking in the TB block had penetrated the hoarse, terrifying voice of the camp ‘Cow’ [‘Krowa’, 
(Pol.)]. The secret was out; a search was under way. Has he made it far away? Will they reach him? And thus 
would her heart tremble during every escape. She would go through each escapee’s ups and downs right along 
with him. Zosia will take care of it; Zosia will deliver it; Zosia won’t snitch. Zosia’s finger was firmly on the 
pulse coursing deep below the surface among this mass of people crammed behind the wire, whose bravery 
defied the firing squads, hangings, and beatings.  Read, signed, and accepted by At one point, her beloved – 
one of many favourites, a brave twenty-year-old upon whom she [note written above text] had [/note] bestowed 
her first ever girlish affections – decides to escape. They prepare everything together. Zosia holds herself firmly 
together even though she’s terrified for his life. On the appointed day, she hears the siren’s wail and barely 
manages to still the beating of her heart. 
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Nine o’clock . . . one day, one week, two, then three . . . quiet. It’s worked; he’s made it through. All she has left 
now is a tiny portrait cut out of a photograph that she has carefully secreted away in a locket. Then some time 
later a message reaches her: ‘I’m free. I’ve reunited with the boys. Hold on, Zośka – we’re coming for you.’ 
And Zosia covered up her longing and went on smiling in the block, taking temperatures, washing, cleaning; she 
went on receiving clandestine parcels and instructions, which she would distribute and pass on. After the 
Warsaw Uprising, things are becoming restless in the camp. A certain slackening of discipline is discernible. 
There’s talk of the front approaching, of partisans overrunning the camp any day now. Something is anticipated, 
expected; there’s growing excitement. These new-born hopes have hit the poor Häftlings so hard that it’s left 
them breathless. A vision of freedom – something has erupted in flame, surged up, and swept like a whirlwind 
over all the camps. Maybe now, maybe at last. And it was at this time that they once again packed little Zosia 
off to the bunker. She spent Christmas there. We were sure that she would be put before a firing squad. The 
boys tried to smuggle food to her. As it turned out, her luck was in. The authorities, preoccupied with the major 
events unfolding, simply had her removed to Ravensbrück. Events had already begun to progress quickly by that 
point, and one additional transport later she ended up in Sweden. 
 Little Zosia, you are one of the few whom the school of camp life failed to debase with its horrific 
curriculum. I can’t think about you without feeling moved. I see you all the time, in your white apron, run off 
your feet, forever carrying somebody something with a look of sharp focus in your dark eyes, steadfast in your 
resolve not to say anything unnecessary, not to let slip any unguarded word – for the number and weight of the 
duties placed on your still young shoulders seemed to hang heavy on you, making you serious beyond your 
years. You grew up in the camp; you experienced and witnessed so much, leapfrogging ahead of your 
companions and peers. 
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Everything you did was so simple and so ordinary, yet so enormous and so important in its consequences. To 
look at you, one would have thought you were just carrying out everyday chores, whereas you were in fact 
playing a high-stakes game to save many human lives. Speaking of you, one cannot express oneself in grandiose 
or high-flown language, but rather in words as simple and straightforward as the slight-framed young lady you 
were. 
 Today, Zosia has already returned to Poland where I’m sure, if they’re still alive, her boys from 
Auschwitz will report to her for debriefing. 

Name day celebrations at Auschwitz 
Auschwitz, January 1943. Typhus, Durchfall, and pemphigus are raging through the Revier, which is 
overcrowded. There are four jumbled-up naked bodies to a bed: typhus with tuberculosis, Durchfall with 
pemphigus; all of it lying there together under a single reeking blanket, on a mattress stuffed with a handful of 
mouldy sawdust. Up to 400 people die every day. With each passing day, the piles of corpses climb higher in 
front of the barrack block. And only the rats are delighted, feasting on them at night, disfiguring the scabies-
ridden and sore-covered skeletons even further. The rats feast under the covers thrown over the bodies, 
squirming and squeaking so much that it looks as if these human bodies – dumped roughly in the mud, their 
noses and eyes gnawed away – are performing some kind of final danse macabre. The [women] doctors are 
overwhelmed. Hundreds of human beings are slipping through their fingers. Some of the finest individuals are 
passing away. How hard it is to claw them back from death’s embrace without the proper medical means. 
The sick women experience intense thirst: fever and total dehydration combined with severe Durchfall. All they 
have to drink is a twice-daily half-mugful of bitter herbal tea or nasty coffee that’s reminiscent of dishwater in 
both smell and taste. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 
Name day celebrations at Auschwitz (cont’d) 

Fever-cracked lips repeat day and night in an unconscious whisper: ‘Drink, drink!’ In search of something to 
drink, they often spill out of the beds, crawl along the ground, and sneak a drink of filthy water out of the toilets. 
 Terrible nights that resound with groaning, weeping, and demented screaming. These people – not 
people but glassy-eyed, unconscious apparitions that stagger and fall over, deaf to the shoves and blows dealt to 
them by staff members jostling them into the beds – keep repeating ‘water’ or ‘I’m going to be set free’. This 
longed-for freedom would come to them in various visions. They would often jump to their feet shouting: ‘Get 
up, women! Poland lives on!’ Others would stubbornly claim that the gates were open and the Red Cross was 
already there, waiting. The mother of yet another woman was standing right there at her bedside, dressing her in 
a clean shirt. 
 ‘The Red Cross’ meant peace and quiet, a moment when the beatings have stopped. It meant a slice of 
bread and a mug of milk. It meant dreamt-up aeroplanes that would fly away, bound for freedom. 
 In these conditions, one of the block dignitaries threw a name day party. In the last Stube, there was an 
empty area measuring several metres between the beds. It was there that tables were set up. A lot of food. The 
greatest delicacies are boiled potatoes, sandwiches, and hot, sweet coffee which the guests drink copiously, 
helping themselves to more without any restrictions. Meanwhile, heads poke out from all of the beds. The stalls, 
dress circle, and upper balcony are filled to capacity. Only the dying and paralysed cannot get a view of the 
stage. And the stage is teeming and buzzing. Glasses are going round; plates are clanging. One of the German 
women is playing a harmonica. They let loose dancing on the beaten-earth floor. Cascades of laughter: ‘Hoo! 
Ha! Hoo! Ha!’ The shrieking of the sztubowas. And all the while shaved heads jut out of the beds, their uncon- 
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scious eyes riveted on the coffee. ‘Something to drink – a drink a sweet, hot drink.’ Their dilated pupils seem to 
bulge from their sockets. Their chapped lips move voicelessly in a mime of imbibing the wondrous beverage. 
But this is a party for the ‘authorities’. And the ‘authorities’ beat. Badly. No miserable creature dares to risk 
becoming a target of their anger. They just stretch out their thin necks and tufts of short hair swarming with lice 
that cling both to their bodies and their blankets. And they just look on – they look on . . . The building is 
shaking with wild laughter. Someone has banged into a table while dancing, and a jugful of warm, dark brown 
liquid spills all over the floor. [in-text mark with corresponding note written in pencil in the margin] How 
delightful it would be to fall upon that live-giving spring; how eagerly the women would suck every last drop 
out of the dirt. [/note] But they are not allowed to. 
 The night Wache [Ger., watch, shift], whose job it was to provide the patients with bedpans and carry 
out the dead, doesn’t have access to the Stube today. ‘What can be done?’ asks one of them, ‘Sure, the sick 
women must be swimming in their beds by this point, and perhaps some have already died, but go now and 
they’ll only end up worse off – those devils will beat them over the head.’ 
 The party goes on while the poor figures, doubled up like monkeys in dirty cages, look on 
unwaveringly. The exhausted heads droop and crash against the headboards, but lift themselves up again and 
their eyes dart towards what remains of the coffee with a look of animal desire. The dancing women can’t see 
these eyes; and besides, that whole gallery is after all only manure that sooner or later will be mucked out of the 
block. The women eat, drink, and dance. ‘Hoo, ha! Tra la la!’ squawks the harmonica, out of tune. 
 At dawn, the tired revellers part company to sleep. The Stube empties. The night Wache goes about its 
work. ‘We’ll never get this place in order. The patients are swimming [in filth],’ they state laconically. Then in 
the morning, a report: ‘Stube 8 – six corpses’. They had died quietly, amid the din and the wild music, which 
they might no longer have heard by then, as they flew into the heavens aboard a long-awaited Red Cross 
aeroplane. 

Conclusion of the testimony 
I was a nurse at the Revier in Auschwitz until the end of my internment at that camp, i.e. until 2 October 1944. 
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Sometimes when something horrible was happening I would be told, ‘Don’t look!’ But I had to look and I had 
to hear. And as I looked, the hatred and defiance grew and grew, so much so that today I am unable to listen to 
the legend of the good German. A nation that has brought forth so many degenerates cannot be good. I actually 
lived through Auschwitz. I have it in my blood and brain, and until now I still haven’t been able to shake this 
nightmare off. The facts I describe here, I have witnessed personally or I have heard directly from [note written 
above text] credible [/note] individuals who experienced them. A person in the camp was completely different, a 
person with no mask, which is what made every aspect of camp life – both amongst the Häftlings and our 
masters – so interesting to me. Equally curious were the methods applied to destroying as many people as 
possible, as well as the self-defence of the tormented and the flourishing of certain character traits while still 
others languished in adherence to the maxim ‘Survive at all costs’. [mark and note in pencil: ‘p. 51’] 
 In line 6 [9] above, the word ‘credible’ has been added after the words ‘directly from’. 
Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

Anna Jachnina   
 

Clarifications and supplements 
To queries regarding the number of children put to death, I reply as follows: the number of murdered children is 
difficult to give. I know only of those who were born in Block 24. Apart from them, however, there were births 
in other non-Revier blocks. On average, up to ten children were born every day. The number of Jewish children 
born was not much greater, since almost all pregnant Jewish mothers were taken straight to the crematorium as 
they arrived. To questions on the subject of the motivation and purpose in taking large amounts of blood from 
expectant mothers before delivery, I can reply that when a dozen or so women were awaiting labour, a [male] 
German doctor arrived 
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with an entourage and, summoning the women one at a time (all were young), he took 400 grams of blood from 
a vein in their arm. As he did so, this SS doctor promised the women they would receive double food rations; 
mere promises, however, were as far as it went. What purpose he had in doing this, of course, was unknown. 
The camp grapevine had it that the blood was particularly important in transfusions. This was merely, however, 
our supposition; I can’t say anything for certain about this. 

Revier management and personnel 
To the question of in whose hands rested the management of the Revier and what the hierarchy and personnel 
were like, I can respond that the Revier was headed by a [male] chief doctor from the SS. Next in line was the 
Oberarzt [Ger., senior physician]. This was Eugenia Weiss, a Jewish woman from Slovakia – a Häftling. She 
would implement the chief doctor’s orders within the Revier itself, while the [female] doctors took orders from 
her. She was very young; supposedly, she hadn’t even finished her medical studies. Yet she held that position 
due to the special attentions she enjoyed from Dr Rohde. Third place was in turn occupied by the Lagerälteste 
[Ger., lit. ‘camp senior’, the chief prisoner functionary of the entire camp] – the German Häftling Aurelia 
Schuster who was in for communism. She was responsible for Revier administration, taking roll call at the 
Revier, etc. Her most significant ‘function’, however, was to spread lesbian practices, to smack the pflegierkas – 
and sometimes even [women] doctors – in the face, and to extract countless bribes from the staff and sick 
women in exchange for their being kept on as nurses or patients in the Revier. Moreover, there were two 
Blockführers in the rank of Rottenführer [lit. ‘section leader’, an enlisted rank in the SS] from the SDG (the 
medical orderly corps) [abbr. of Sanitätsdienstgrade]. Their job was to carry out special assignments from the 
[male] doctor. As a result, they would wander the blocks all day making trouble, performing checks, hitting 
people in the face, drinking, and taking bribes of all kinds with which the blokowas would secure themselves a 
relative degree of peace and quiet. There were around forty [female] prisoner doctors altogether, almost one half 
of whom were Polish, the rest made up of Russian, French, and Czech women as well as one German and a few 
Jews. 
 Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski 
Institute Assistant 

Anna Jachnina 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad  18 January 1946 

Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare clerk by 
occupation, cont’d 

Revier management and staff (cont’d) 
Quite a lot of the doctors died. I remember only a few surnames of those who died: Werkentin, Walentin, 
Czopówna, Stankiewicz (Poznań), Michalik, and many others. Many doctors died in blocks assigned to work in 
the fields. The number of doctors working in the Revier that I’ve given above refers to the period when Dr 
Rohde had increased the number of Revier blocks to twelve, at the end of 1943 and in 1944. During that time, 
the camp was so huge that the mortality rate in the Revier was as high as 500 per day; by creating twelve Revier 
blocks, Dr Rohde was hoping to segregate the ill and the illnesses. It was all only theoretical, however. The total 
number of staff reached up to 300, whereas there would be up to 5,000 patients altogether. Also during that 
time, every few days staffing levels would be cut, the justification being that too many people were working 
with the sick. As a result, there were often situations where the ratio of nurses to Stubes was one to two, and 
each Stube held around eighty to ninety patients. The women doctors would often perform the function of nurse 
as well. The nurses at that time would carry the great pots full of food from the kitchen to the Revier and, what 
with the build-up of patients, they would spend all day carrying and distributing food. A separate block was 
established for German women and they got better food. The Revier staff were mostly Polish women; the 
remainder were Germans and Russians. Of the Russian doctors, the best was the surgeon Luba Alpatova 
[Alpatowa]. 
 With regard to Revier space allocation, I can answer the query by writing that when the Revier 
comprised only two barrack blocks, that is, until the summer of 1943, there could be around 30,000 people in 
the camp. Jewish women weren’t yet admitted to the Revier at that time; they would die in the camp, or the 
weak ones would be burned following selections.  

Revier pharmacy 
In the Revier there was a supply of general medicines, access to which was controlled by a German woman.  
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In terms of the drugs actually stocked, I must reply that in 1942–3 hardly any medicine apart from aspirin could 
officially be got. By 1943–4, it had become possible to get some Prontosil, charcoal tablets, aspirin, as well as a 
few injections. I should add that the medicines were obtained by prisoners whose job was to sort through 
belongings from the transports. All the drugs were from abroad, and the prisoners would smuggle them onto the 
grounds of the camp for the [women] doctors. Some medicines also made their way into the camp from a special 
organization [note written above text] from Katowice [/note] through various secret channels. Having access to 
this aid is largely what saved us. 
 As for an operating theatre, on the other hand, there was none in the women’s camp. Women would be 
taken to the men’s Lager for operations, yet this occurred only sporadically. Since there were several physicians 
working towards doctorates at Auschwitz, sometimes the more interesting cases would be sent their way as 
objects of study from which to gain experience. 
 As regards Schwester Klara, I can say that apart from being a midwife, she had also trained as a nurse. 
She handled the more serious dressings, controlled access to the Revier medicine supply [note written above 
text] (not the general one, but one for her block only) [/note] and she often imposed her will on the [women] 
doctors working in the block. The patients used to address the Polish nurses as ‘Sister’. 
 In supplement to the section of my testimony under the heading ‘Mass deaths’, I add the following: at 
the height of the epidemic, up to 400 people were dying in the Revier every day; we used to say that if things 
continued at that rate, within a few months the camp would liquidate itself completely all on its own. 
In supplement to page 27, line 4 [6] of my testimony, and in reply to questions regarding the total number of 
Jews cremated at Auschwitz, I add the following: 

Three million Jews cremated in total at Auschwitz 
It is difficult to determine the number of Jews cremated at Auschwitz, since a great many transports did not 
undergo registration. As they arrived they would proceed in their entirety to the gas, without being registered in 
the camp at all. Only the total number would be entered in the so-called ‘Chimney Book’, which was later 
burned. Many people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



51. 
 

were brought in from street round-ups, from round-ups on trains and trams. Many of these people – especially 
before the introduction of tattooing – died unrecognized, and their families will never know that Auschwitz was 
where they died. The number of Jews cremated at Auschwitz who had been registered in the Chimney Ledger 
and tattooed was over one million; in total, however, three million Jews might have been cremated. 

Cards written by Jews on the mass transports, sent to their families long after their cremation 
It was a well-known fact that certain transports from abroad, after being brought to Auschwitz, were ordered to 
write cards to their families, the contents of which were ‘We’ve arrived; we are fine; we’re going to work.’ The 
Jews were burned, and after a few months had passed the cards they had written were sent with altered dates to 
their families. The job of erasing the dates was done personally by Krystyna Nowak, referred to above. 
For my testimony on page 28 I can provide the following clarification: Volksdeutsche from the local area, if they 
were highly skilled workers, would often be hired to oversee the work carried out by the Häftlings; they weren’t 
prisoners, but ordinary civilians from the outside who would wear green armbands while amongst the Häftlings. 
 To my testimony on page 46, after the words ‘over the floor’ in line 7 [11] I add the following: ‘How 
delightful it would be to fall upon that live-giving spring; how eagerly the women would suck every last drop 
out of the dirt.’ 
 To the testimony on page 47 of this record in line 10 [18] I add the following in answer to the query as 
to the importance of spiritual fortitude in the camp. 

Mental resilience of individual national groups 
One’s guarantee of surviving the camp was in large part a function of one’s mental resilience and this was 
something the Polish women possessed in the greatest degree, followed by the Russians, but only the young 
ones, partisans or pilots taken from the field of battle. These women were tough, steadfast, loyal, and unified. 
The Russian evacuee population would break down almost at once and die off en masse. A very good attitude 
was maintained by the Yugoslavian partisan women; considerably worse 
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was the Czech women’s; and a complete absence of any will to fight was betrayed by the Frenchwomen, who 
would die while surrendering passively to their fate. A distinguishing feature of the Frenchwomen was their lack 
of solidarity. They held up better at Ravensbrück; there, however, they had much better conditions. 
 In conclusion, I should add that for many of the questions put to me during the course of making my 
statement – and as a result of the testimony I have already given – it is now difficult for me to provide 
exhaustive answers, because time does its work and certain memories blot out others, especially when it comes 
to statistical data. Such information was completely unavailable to us, though it would carry the most weight. I 
did these things there on the ground, in the camp, albeit with difficulty, for it meant having to insinuate myself 
into various camp institutions, and the people working in them were often afraid of responsibility. I will only be 
able to unearth these things again in the future; many details will come back to me only after I’ve looked over 
[the/my] notes and met with the [women] doctors. 
 In any case, however, if the figures are in future collated and published – be they only approximate – 
they will be downright staggering and will become the best evidence of the great crime committed in this 
terrible camp. 

Deletions and corrections made while drawing up the record 
In the second-to-last [third-to-last] line on page 6 of this record, the following words were crossed out: ‘she also 
got better fo-’. In the second [third] line from the top on page 7 the word ‘him’ was replaced with ‘it’. Crossed 
out in the second and third [fourth and fifth] lines from the bottom of page 12 were the words: ‘This procession 
stumbl At this point, no one can stand up under her own strength’. In the sixth [ninth] line from the bottom, 
‘whom’ should read ‘who’. In the second [third] line from the bottom on page 14, a redundant word was crossed 
out. In line 11 [lines 13–14] of page 17, the word ‘completely’ was crossed out, while the word ‘given’ was 
inserted before the word ‘illness’; moreover, a superfluous letter was crossed out from the word ‘wrap’ in line 
18 [24], and further on, after the word ‘solution’, the name ‘potassium permanganate’ was provided. 
Read, signed, and accepted by 
 

B. Kurowski Anna Jachnina 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



28 January 1946   
 

Dear Bożysław,  I’m sorry it’s been so long since I last made contact, but I’ve fallen into a trance of 
preparations for a transport that, rumour has it, is supposed to leave in early February. Therefore, I must 
regretfully admit that with my mind on the departure I’ve dedicated little time to following through on my 
promise. There’s not much order or sense in all of this, such that upon reading it you will, I’m sure, once and for 
all lose any desire for further contact with me and thus the matter will be terminated. Nevertheless, despite my 
having behaved so negligently, I do believe that you won’t pay me back in my own coin and that you will 
provide assistance in the matter we discussed in Vrigstad. I’m referring to the textbook. I haven’t heard from the 
person who was supposed to take care of it for me, so I suspect that they are having certain difficulties making 
inroads into academic circles. Thus, if you could take care of this for me, I would be ever so grateful. Prof. 
Roman Poplewski is making the request of a professor of human anatomy whose name he can’t remember, but, 
he writes, who knows him personally. It’s a book by Waldayer: Lehrbuch dr. anatomia des Menschen [sic, 
Anatomie des Menschen by Waldeyer]. He needs it quite badly in connection with the start of lectures. Should 
there be any difficulties establishing contact with this professor, or should he not 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



not wish to remember his colleague, then I would ask that Dr Łakociński be so kind as to facilitate my 
acquisition of the book, the costs of which I would cover myself. 
Today we hosted the Bishop, his wife, the head of the government, and many other personages. There were 
many speeches and even more strong emotions; such is the course of life here. 
Have you heard anything about the transports? Thank you for your greetings and I too send many warm regards. 
 

Hanka Jachnina 
 
PS Are you collecting poetry that was written in the camps? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vrigstad, 10 February 1945 [sic, 1946]   
 

Dear Bożysław, You’ve caught me completely by surprise with twelve more beautifully typed pages. How is it 
possible to type up this testimony? It’s completely raw, unworked material. I was expecting that perhaps you 
might choose one particular fact or other out of it all, but as a whole it needs to be given some kind of shape. 
These are merely miscellaneous notes: factual, but chaotic. So be it – but let all responsibility fall on your 
shoulders. Therefore, I’m sending the supplements you’ve demanded; I imagine this time really will be the last 
and the Source Institute in Lund will forget all about me. In a private capacity, however, I should not like to 
withdraw completely from its remembrance. Above all else, I extend warm wishes to both of the newlyweds. I 
won’t overdo it by wishing you happiness, because what with how strangely things have turned out, the personal 
happiness of individuals is closely tied to the bigger picture. But I do hope that both of you will be able to build 
a house of your own, on your own land, as soon as possible. It worries me greatly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



to learn that the transports have been suspended, because in the meantime I have received news that my mother 
is ill and waiting for transport is really rather hard right now. Getting back to that book – Prof. Poplewski 
requested seeking out the assistance of an anatomist in Stockholm whom he knows personally, but whose name 
he can’t presently remember. If Dr Łakociński could manage to track him down, I would be immeasurably 
grateful, as would I be for any news about opportunities for departure. As for giving [a/my] name [note written 
above text] on the testimony [/note], it’s rather a ‘no’. I want to go back. In Warsaw I used to work in the 
propaganda department. I’ve even had an offer to work in the current ministry of propaganda, but I’d rather 
open a stall selling herring in Iron Gate Square. So you can sign it however you like, just without [any/my] 
name. Ms Fienar hasn’t given me anything further – perhaps some other time. If you ever have anything that 
needs to be taken care of in Vrigstad, I am always at your service. Many warm regards, 

PS I’m sorry for how messily it’s written, but my dear friends were such 
great help, telling jokes and singing for two days, that I kept losing the 
thread. I also have a story about a fourteen-year-old girl who played a 
particular role at Auschwitz, but I don’t know if it will interest you. 

 
 

H Jachnina 

H  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vrigstad, 13 February 1946   
 

Dear Bożysław,   Today I received a letter from Mira. I assume that you have received mine in the 
meantime and the matter has already been cleared up. Warm thanks for taking up the matter of that book, which 
is very much on my mind. I imagine that Rauber-Kopsch[‘s book] will be just as good as [Waldeyer’s], 
considering that they’ve got nothing there at present. As regards my buying the book at that price, it’s out of the 
question. It would be ideal if some association providing aid to Poland desired to make a gift of it to the 
university. It could be sent without my mediation directly to the private address or of the professor, or to the 
university. My poor knowledge of German is a serious hindrance to my corresponding in that language. I would 
be immeasurably grateful to you if you could find out more and track down some willing Saint Nick. 
Commander Żebrowski has mentioned that such a book can be dispatched in the diplomatic post. I am very 
sorry to bother you so much, but you see how it is when you start with women: the moment you do, you’re 
guaranteed to be in for an unending string of troubles and nuisances. So please  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



help to enhance and enrich Warsaw University by one essential book and, in doing so, unburden my troubled 
noggin of one worry. As a conclusion, I’m also sending a short depiction of Christmas at Auschwitz and a 
character sketch of little Zosia Gawron, a girl raised in Auschwitz who dedicated herself entirely to saving 
prisoners. A very interesting figure. I don’t know if it will be necessary, but just by way of a conclusion. It 
would be very good if someone tidied up this material a little before it is translated, because I didn’t know what 
was planned and I wrote in a completely disjointed fashion, without even trying for stylistic smoothness or 
orderliness. I’m very concerned that the transports have been halted just when they have become so important to 
me. Sorry once again for the trouble and bother that I’m causing. My very best regards, 
 

Hanka Jachnina   
 

PS There’s an art. about Ausch. [Ośw.] No. 5 of Polak [sic].  
 Jadwiga Jezierska 
 c/o Johansson 
 Egilsgatan 15 b. II p. 
 Uppsala 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



20 February 1946   
 
Dear Bożysław,  I believe your favourable comments regarding my testimony overstate its actual 
value. I am full of admiration, seeing as you have taken the trouble to copy out and put in order a good deal of 
material. My gratitude is all the greater since apart from this you have also taken on the matter of that wretched 
book. Thank you dearly for the applications you’ve sent me. I will take advantage of the other way as well, and 
I’m curious as to the reaction. I’m sorry I can’t offer any numbers. I know perfectly well that in these cases 
numbers and numbers alone have the most persuasive force. I did these things there on the ground, in the camp, 
albeit with difficulty, for it meant having to insinuate myself into various camp institutions, and the people 
working in them were afraid of responsibility. But I’ll only be able to unearth these things again in the future. At 
the moment I don’t remember exactly, and I have no wish to provide misinformation. So in the meantime I’ll 
just provide a few rough averages. I also wanted to correct an error. Namely, in the section titled ‘“Kind-
heartedness” and manifestations of the SS gentlemen’s good moods’, the surname given was Krammer, but the 
central character of the story of the nightshirts and parcel stores was Hubert Szwarc [sic, Schwartz?], whom I 
encountered later at Ravensbrück in April 1945. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Not wanting to spoil the whole text with my scribbles, I have explained in pencil several inaccur doubts you had 
indicated by a question mark. I am enclosing Ms F.’s testimony. 
Please don’t terrify me with any more new pages. Since, however, these are to be a condition for maintaining 
contact as mentioned, I promise to slog away until I have something else for you, but in a few days’ time, 
because I’ve got a lot of work at the moment and I want to send back the pages you’ve sent me as soon as 
possible. 
Many warm regards, 

Hanka Jachnina    
 

[note added in pencil] PS Ms F. is finishing up her testimony and will send all of the material together herself. 
 

H.J.  [/note] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



20 February 1946   
 
It is difficult to give the number of children who were murdered. I know only of those who were born in Block 
24. Apart from them, however, there were births in other blocks, often even in non-Revier [infirmary, Ger.] 
blocks. On average, up to ten children were born every day. The number of Jewish children born was not much 
greater, since [note written above text] almost [/note] all pregnant Jewish mothers were taken straight to the 
crematorium as they arrived. [passage marked out in pencil] At the height of the epidemic, up to 400 people 
were dying in the Revier every day. We used to say that if things continued at that rate, within a few months the 
camp would liquidate itself completely all on its own. Out of the grand total of six million Jews, over a million 
died at Auschwitz. It is difficult today to provide precise figures. Many transports that went to the gas in their 
entirety were not registered at the camp at all. Only the total number would be entered in the so-called ‘Chimney 
Book’, which was later burned. Many people were brought in from round-ups conducted in the street, on trains, 
trams, [note written above text] etc. [/note] Many of these people – especially before the introduction of 
tattooing – died unrecognized, and their families will never know that Auschwitz was where they perished. If, 
however, the figures are in future published – be they only approximate – they will be downright staggering and 
will become the best evidence of the great crime committed against tens of thousands of people in this terrible 
camp.  
 

Jachnina    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



[blank page] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



25 February 1946   
 

Dear Bożysław, 
I’ve sent you a letter today, and at the same time the postal service has brought me a response from 
Polenhjälpen [lit. ‘Poland Aid’ (Swed.)]. I’m delighted that the matter has been resolved so successfully. I’m 
under the impression that it was the application – so splendidly written up, appealing to their every feeling and 
sensibility – that achieved this splendid outcome. Thank you ever so much for taking this matter on, and I 
apologize in advance for hassling you further. In Polenhjälpen’s reply, which I’ve enclosed, they request the 
address of the antique shop where the book can be acquired. In order not to drag things out with a long exchange 
of correspondence, I was hoping you might be so kind as to provide them directly with a source for the 
acquisition of the book; to this end, I have also enclosed an authorization to act by proxy in this matter, if need 
be. I also wanted to get your advice about whether to seek the assistance of the Consulate in sending [the book] 
to Poland, or whether to take it in person for the sake of certainty, and whether the local authorities mightn’t, in 
the event of a baggage inspection, mistake it for explosive material. When I’ve learned that the deal has been 
sealed, I’ll send them a very tender thank-you letter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bożysław, I’m very sorry to bother you so much, but you emboldened me by mentioning in your previous letter 
that you are willing to see this matter through. If, in connection with my departure for Poland, you have any 
requests for your loved ones – I would be most happy to carry them out. 
  Many warm regards, 
     Han Jachn [sic] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



25 February 1946   
 

Dear Bożysław, 
Warm thanks for remembering me and taking an interest in my affairs. I’ve phoned the number indicated. They 
do in fact know there about the seventh of March ferry transport. Another is supposed to follow, but the date is 
not yet known. I would really like to leave on the seventh, but a few days ago I learned that some books and 
letters have been sent to me from England. Thus, I fear the parcel mightn’t reach me in time. The vice-
chancellor has consequently promised me that if I manage to receive the precious delivery in time, he will get 
me on that transport at the last minute. 
If Polenhjälpen manages to see my request through to a positive outcome, I will happily take you up on your 
offer to buy the book and perhaps even have it shipped to Stockholm. 
For many of the questions you’ve put to me, it is now difficult to provide exhaustive answers, because time does 
its work. Certain memories blot out others, especially when it comes to statistical data, which was completely 
unavailable to us. Many details will come back to me only after I’ve looked over my notes, after I’ve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jach… 

met with the [women] doctors. I’ll just add this: one’s guarantee of surviving the camp was in large part a 
function of one’s mental resilience and this was something the Polish women possessed in the greatest degree, 
followed by the Russians, but only the young ones, partisans or pilots taken from the field of battle. These 
women were tough, steadfast, loyal, and unified. The Russian evacuee population would break down almost at 
once and die off en masse. A very good attitude was maintained by the Yugoslavian partisan women; 
considerably worse was the Czech women’s; and a complete absence of any will to fight was betrayed by the 
Frenchwomen, who would die while surrendering passively. There was no solidarity amongst them. They held 
up better at Ravensbrück; there, however, they had much better conditions. 
As far as supplementing the material is concerned, I recommend Krysia Nowak, also an old number; as for me, 
I’ll be expecting only private letters from now on. 
 
 Warm regards, 
 

PS What I mentioned about the number of doctors and blocks concerned the final 
expansion of the camp, owing to the tremendous number of sick prisoners. At that time, staffing levels would be cut 
every few days: it was thought that too many people were working with the sick. As a result, there were often situations 
where there were two Stubes [rooms, Ger.] for every nurse, or doctor performing the function of nurse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Schwester Klara [Sister Klara, Ger.], as I’ve already mentioned, was a midwife; she had also trained as a 
nurse. She handled the more serious dressings, controlled access to the medicine supply, while imposing her 
will on the [women] doctors working in the block. Only the patients addressed the Polish nurses as ‘Sister’. 

2. When a dozen or so women were awaiting labour, a [male] German doctor arrived with an entourage and 
took their blood, summoning the women one at a time (all were young) while promising them double food 
rations (promises, of course, were as far as this went). What purpose he had in doing this, of course, was 
unknown. The grapevine had it that the blood was particularly important in transfusions. This was merely, 
however, our supposition; I can’t say anything for certain about this. 

3. German-language expressions characterizing and describing various activities, people, and objects were 
largely common to all of the camps. I will give a few of them, spelt in Polish of course, for fear of twisting 
them due to not knowing the correct spelling: lagier-szpera [camp lockdown, Lagersperre]; lagier-żuc 
[auxiliary guard unit, Lagerschutz, lit. ‘camp security’]; antreten [to line up, fall into line, report]; beruch 
[Bettruhe (?), lit. ‘bed rest’]; Entlausung [delousing]; rukować na aussen [polonization of ausrücken, lit. ‘to 
march out’]; ‘organizacja’ [from organisieren, to pull strings, wangle, rustle up]; ‘muzułman’ [a very sick or 
infirm prisoner, from Muselmann, lit. ‘Muslim’], the equivalent of ‘śmuksztyk’ [Schmuckstück, lit. ‘piece of 
jewellery’] at Ravensbrück; załna [bathhouse, Sauna]. 

4. Krystyna Nowak – Vrigstad – Vrigstadhemmet. 
5. Revier personnel: 1. The [male] chief SS doctor. 2. Oberarzt [deputy chief doctor, Ger.] Eugenia Weiss, a 
Häftling [prisoner, Ger.] (Slovakian Jew). She would implement the [male] doctor’s orders within the Revier 
itself, while the [female] doctors took orders from her. She was very young; supposedly, she hadn’t even 
finished her medical studies. Yet she held that position due to the special attentions she enjoyed from Dr 
Rohde. 3. The Lagerälteste [the chief prisoner functionary of the entire camp, lit. ‘camp senior’ (Ger.)], a 
German Häftling named Aurelia Schuster who was in for communism. She was responsible for Revier 
administration, taking roll call at the Revier, etc. Her most significant function, however, was to spread lesbian 
practices, to smack the pflegierkas [(prisoner) nurses, from Ger. Pfleger] – and sometimes even [women] 
doctors – in the face, and to extract countless bribes from the staff and sick women in exchange for their being 
kept on as nurses or patients. 4. Two Blockführers [SS man assigned to oversee a block, lit. ‘block leader’ 
(Ger.)] in the rank of Rottenführer [an enlisted rank in the SS, lit. ‘section leader’ (Ger.)] from the SDG (the 
medical orderly corps) [abbr. of Sanitätsdienstgrade (Ger.)]. Their job was to carry out special instructions 
from the [male] doctor. As a result, they would wander the blocks all day making trouble, performing checks, 
hitting people in the face, drinking, and taking bribes of all kinds with which the blokowas would secure 
themselves a relative degree of peace and quiet. There were around forty [female] doctors altogether, almost 
one half of whom were Polish, the rest made up of Russian, French, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



and Czech women as well as one German and a few Jews. Quite a lot of the doctors died. I remember only a 
few surnames of those who died: Werkentin, Walentin, Czopówna, Stankiewicz (Poznań), Michalik, and many 
others. Many doctors died in blocks assigned to work in the fields before the expansion of the Revier. Of the 
Russians, the best doctor was the surgeon Luba Alpatova [Alpatowa]. 
This number of doctors was at the end of 1943 and in 1944, when the camp was so huge that there were twelve 
Revier blocks. During that time, the camp was so huge that the mortality rate in the Revier was as high as 500 
per day; by creating twelve blocks, Dr Rohde was hoping to segregate the illnesses somewhat. It was all only 
theoretical, however. The total number of staff reached up to 300, whereas there would be up to 5,000 patients 
altogether. The nurses would carry the great pots full of food themselves. What with the build-up of patients, 
they would spend all day carrying and distributing food. A separate block was established for German women. 
They got better food. The Revier staff were mostly Polish women; the remainder were Germans and Russians. 

6. When the Revier comprised only two barrack blocks, that is, until the summer of 1943, there could have 
been up to 30,000 people in the camp. Jewish women weren’t yet admitted to Revier at that time. They would 
die in the camp, or the weak ones would be burned after selections. 

7. In the Revier there was a supply of general medicines, access to which was controlled by a German 
woman. Of these medicines, in 1942–3 hardly any apart from aspirin could officially be got. By 1943–4 – 
some Prontosil, charcoal tablets, aspirin, and on rare occasions a few injections. The medicines were obtained 
by Häftlings whose job was to sort through belongings from the transports. They would smuggle them in for 
the [women] doctors; all the drugs were from abroad. Some also made their way in from a special organization 
from Katowice via Zosia G. and similar channels. It’s largely what saved us. There was no operating theatre. 
Women would be taken to the men’s camp. This occurred only sporadically, however. Since there were 
several physicians working towards doctorates at Auschwitz, sometimes the more interesting cases would be 
sent their way as objects of study from which to gain experience. 

8. A dentist turned up at the end 1944. Treatment was by and large limited to pulling teeth; if treatment was 
given, it was rather done in secret. 

9. It is difficult to determine the number of Jews cremated, since, as I’ve emphasized, a great many transports 
did not undergo registration. When I spoke of one million, I had in mind the number who were registered and 
tattooed. The absolute number might have been three million altogether. A figure of six million has been put 
forth by the English press as the total number of Jews crema annihilated in Europe. As regards the cremations, 
it was a well-known fact that certain transports from abroad, after being brought to Auschwitz, were ordered to 
write cards to their families, The contents were ‘We’ve arrived; we are fine; we’re going to work.’ The Jews 
would be burned, and after a few months the cards they had written were sent with altered dates to their 
families. The job of erasing the dates was done personally by Krystyna Nowak, referred to above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 March 1946 
 
Dear Bożysław   I imagine that only once I’ve been safely stowed aboard the ship will you be 
able to sigh with relief that your troubles with at least one woman have ended. But such is your fortune that 
every woman rushes to you with all kinds of troubles. Having read your message about the outcome of your 
conversation with Ms Blanek, I will submit a letter to her at once and the professor will not omit to thank her in 
writing either. 
Oh Bożyk, it distresses me greatly to say that I probably won’t manage to depart on 7 March. Just today I 
received the parcel from London that I had been awaiting for so long. With it were various instructions which I 
will need a little time to fulfil. The Swedish authorities have stated that a second March transport is to leave on 
the fifteenth or seventeenth. This date would be perfect for me, for I would be able to take care of everything in 
time. I’m just waiting to learn the exact date of the transport. I will be setting out from Vrigstad with a Mr and 
Mrs Tarlecki[?]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This suits me very well, as we’re all bound for Saska Kępa. I would be very grateful for any news of further 
developments with the book. 
Many warm regards, 
 

Hanka     
 
PS Page 43, line 2 [sic] of the supplements – blood was taken 400 grams at a time from a vein in the arm. 
Page 43, line 3 [sic] – it was taken by the [male] SS doctor himself. 
Page 45, line 17 [sic] – each nurse at that time would have two Stubes, each of which numbered between 80 and 
90 patients. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vrigstad, 18 March 1946   
 

Dear Bożysław, 
Thank you for your letter. I admire Ms Blanek’s magnanimity. I’ve sent her a thank-you letter, which she should 
receive upon returning from her travels. The vice-chancellor has promised me that a second transport will leave 
at the end of March. On the other hand, your message has worried me deeply, because a date in late April 
doesn’t suit me at all. If anything earlier should crop up, please let me know, because it’s difficult to come to an 
understanding with the vice-chancellor. He’s got a new pet project now: touring Sweden with a new religious 
pageant, a Passion play. He’s assigned me to the task. I’ve written it as a series of vignettes set to music and 
now when I ask about the transport, the vice-chancellor asks me with the naïvety of a child, ‘Aren’t you happy 
in Vrigstad? You’ll accompany the theatre, and your husband can wait.’ Given such a state of affairs, I must 
seek information elsewhere about opportunities for departure. Is it true that at the end of March there is to be a 
gathering of former political prisoners in Malmö? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I would love to be attend, but owing to the ongoing wait for transport, I haven’t put my name down on the list of 
members, so unfortunately I wouldn’t be able to go. Bożyk, I am sending along a few sentences’ worth of 
supplements. I am aware that this testimony is riddled with gaps, but after four years’ time many blank spots 
have formed in my memory; without the aid of notes it is difficult to fill them in. The numerical data I provide is 
merely conjectural, because I will be able to complete these things only after I’ve met with certain people and 
had a look at my notes. About each of the points raised, a great deal could be written, and matters such as the 
educational methods of the SS and their influence on the [female] prisoners, morality – these are all broad 
topics, Bożyk, but someone else can write about them. I for one have nothing meaningful left to write. 
Warm regards, 
 

Hanka Jachnina 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 Supplements 

[note added in pencil] 
The influence of the atmosphere in the camp on a 
person the character and disposition of a person 

[/note] 
 
1. From among the sick Häftlings, the SS doctors would seek out the more interesting cases of illness with a 

view to doing scientific experiments. 
2. Observing my fellow prisoners, I could see that the camp was affecting some of them in a certain way. In 

the camp, getting into one of the better Kommandos [work details, Ger.], or being made a so-called 
functionary, was oftentimes a matter of keeping yourself alive. The Germans observed and quite often tried 
to match people to particular posts in order to be sure that their orders would be carried out precisely. 
There were cases where intelligent girls – who in normal times would have beamed through life without 
even hurting a fly – changed in the face of the harsh struggle here. Compassion disappeared. Faces 
hardened with the will survive; in the effort to keep themselves afloat, at times the girls would perform 
their roles overzealously. I saw some (thankfully, they were few) smiling bewitchingly at the SS 
farmhands in order to get favours or to obtain something. I saw a blokowa [chief prisoner of a block, from 
Ger. Blockälteste] who, overwhelmed by some order she was meant to carry out, called on a German 
woman for help, even though she knew that the latter tortured people mercilessly. These women who at 
home would have been mild-mannered, trying to save themselves here in the jungle of the camp, followed 
the path of least resistance and gained themselves peace and quiet at the price of zeal or an obsequious 
smile. I saw a young girl, the daughter of a highly placed dignitary, raised in a loving environment, who 
upon being made sztubowa [chief prisoner of a block room, from Ger. Stubenälteste] became drunk on 
power; she would batter and shove women around, growing excited at the sound of her own shouting. 
Some kind of strange instincts had awoken within her. Sometimes a child, during some phase, tears the 
wings off a fly, but parents explain that this is wrong and believe that in the right environment the child 
will grow out of this. In her childhood, this girl might have had a predisposition to cruelty which, having 
found fertile soil, sprang back to life and flourished. I remember overhearing the famous degenerate Stenia 
Starostka, a Polish woman sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment at Belsen, as she told her friend that a 
strange thrill of delight ran through her when she entered a crowd and felt that everything was trembling 
before her. The Germans would play on the psychological traits of certain types and pit the inmates against 
each other. They succeeded at this when they came across people of weaker character, and it was on these 
weaker ones that the camp left its mark. Zosia didn’t Yet another group, who might be symbolized by little 
Zosia, didn’t accept any compromises with their conscience. The representatives [note written above text] 
of that group [/note] would always bring help, often without a thought to their own safety. Hearing the 
younger prisoners complain, they would never scold them with the traditional ‘You think this is bad, it’s 
too bad you didn’t arrive earlier – then you would have had a lesson [in suffering]’, but rather tried their 
best to save the others from what they themselves had gone through. So perhaps Zosia wasn’t ‘one of few’, 
but she was, in any case, one of those on whom the camp left no trace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. I shall not write at length about the lesbian practices. I will mention only that they flourished most amongst 
the Jewish women, especially the French, Greek, and Hungarian ones; then they were engaged in by 
German, Ukrainian, and Russian women. A slim percentage of the Polish women. 

4. I haven’t presently been making use of the notes made in the camp, for I wasn’t able to take them with me. 
I was forced to hide them there before leaving the camp. Since, however, it was I who made those notes, 
many things are so deeply etched on my memory that it’s not difficult for me to reconstruct them. It’s just 
precise statistical data that I cannot provide. 
[note added in pencil] A reply to the question of whether there existed any organization with regard to 
underground work in the camp: [/note] 
[note added in pencil] On underground organization and mutual assistance in the camp. [/note]  

5. An underground organization existed in the men’s camp, yet it’s difficult to speak more extensively about 
it. From time to time, certain orders would be relayed to the women. Contact was maintained with the 
outside; break-outs were organized; and people looked out for each other, not to mention radio contacts 
and the like. Among the women, attention was mainly focused on mutual assistance. The Revier had a 
large task to fulfil. It offered protection from selections. It kept parallel files on patients when it was 
necessary to protect the weak from having to work in the fields. The weak were [note written in pencil 
above text] also [/note] sustained with medicines acquired on the sly, and so on. At certain facilities would 
arrive women who weren’t merely out to arrange themselves a plum job, but also to help others. When 
someone had to be saved, strings would be pulled and the mutual assistance apparatus would spring into 
action. Food or medicine would be supplied discreetly and [note written above text] the sick woman [/note] 
would be entrusted to the right [female] doctor, or pflegierka. Warmly cared for were Ms Kanak[?], Ms 
Szemecka[?], Ms Mikołajczykowa, and many others whose names mean nothing. Thus, it was hard to 
watch so many brave individuals passing away despite these efforts. This mutual assistance wasn’t 
connected to any special organization. It was just a case of a group of people knowing that there were 
certain people in certain places. 
[note in pencil added between the numbered items] – More about the birth of children in the camp. In 
answer to the question of whether an average of up to ten children were indeed born every day and where 
so many pregnant women came from, I reply, as I have stated above, [/note] 

6. I maintain [struck through with pencil] that it’s difficult for me to speak in terms of precise figures. There 
was a period when five to six children were born in our block every day. In giving the number ten, I had in 
mind the period when the build-up of people was at its height, when there were several camps and several 
Reviers. Most of the pregnant women came from round-ups, trains, evacuations. Many arrived in the 
Warsaw transports. If one were to take the average over all the years of the camp’s existence, from 
beginning to end, the figure could be put at four to five per day. Yet I must qualify this with the caveat 
‘presumably’, for I do not know how these matters looked beyond my block or the neighbouring one, in 
other blocks or other camps. 
I present these figures as being presumptive and I should like you to regard them as such. 

 
Anna Jachnina   

 
Vrigstad, 18 March 1946  
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Vrigstad, 18 January 1946 
 
Testimony received by Institute Assistant [not completed]  

Record of Witness Testimony 152 
Here stands Ms Anna Jachnina born on 10 June 1914 
in Ciechocinek , occupation social welfare clerk 
religion Roman Catholic , parents’ forenames Leopold and Józefa 
last place of residence in Poland Warsaw, ulica Francuska 34/35 [lit. ‘34/35 Francuska Street’] 
current place of residence [not completed] 
 
who – having been cautioned as to the importance of truthful testimony as well as to the responsibility 
for, and consequences of, false testimony – hereby declares as follows: 
I was interned at the concentration camp in Auschwitz 
from 27 November 1942 to 2 October 1944 as a political prisoner – 
bearing the number 25990 (tattoo) and wearing a  red -coloured triangle 
with the letter ‘P’. 
I was later interned in Ravensbrück 
from 5 October 1944 to 3 March 1945. 
Finally, I was evacuated to Watenstedt (three weeks) and re-interned at Ravensbrück. 
On 1 November 1942, I was arrested on charges of working in the propaganda and press department of an 
underground organization. 
I was at Pawiak until 10 November 1942. 
 
 Asked whether, with regard to my internment and my labour at the concentration camp, I 
possess any particular knowledge about how the camp was organized, how prisoners were treated, their 
living and working conditions, medical and pastoral care, the hygienic conditions in the camp, or any 
particular events concerning any aspect of camp life, I state as follows: 
 

Anna Jachnina 
 

 BLOM’S PRINTING, LUND 
1945 
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Polish Source Institute 
in Lund 

 Vrigstad, 18 January 1946 

 
Record of testimony from witness Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare 
clerk 

 
The Revier at Auschwitz Two barrack blocks and an Ambulanz [outpatient clinic, Ger.] were designated for the 
Revier. It was very hard to get into the Ambulanz, given that the blokowas were under orders to chase everyone 
out to work in the fields; this often included women who were very weak, feverish, and swollen up. Most of 
those who went to the Revier never returned, so the belief took root that it was only worth going there when 
death was already on its way, so as not to have to go out to Appell [roll call, Ger.]. Those who managed to make 
it to the Ambulanz would have to wait for hours sitting or lying in the mud, resigned and indifferent to whether 
they would be admitted or were to die in the block. From time to time an SS man would have a go at them: 
landing blows left and right, he would scatter them, shouting that they were shirking work. The Revier blocks 
used to be stables, with wide gates, tiny highly placed windows, and bare earth instead of a proper floor. Along 
the entire length of the block there ran a low, brick stove which served numerous purposes. It functioned as a 
birthing table. It was a place for slicing bread, washing oneself, and laying the dead. The so-called Zugangs 
[prisoners arriving at the camp, lit. ‘intake, admissions’ (Ger.)] and Abgangs [prisoners leaving the camp, lit. 
‘departure, discharge, dispatch, decease’ (Ger.)] would sit there. The pflegierkas at that time were generally 
recruited from amongst the German women with black triangles [worn by internees classed Asoziale, ‘asocial’], 
who would rob the patients and hasten their demise by beating them without scruple. A Häftling doctor would 
come for a few hours in the daytime. His job was a difficult one. He didn’t have any medications. Sister Klara, a 
German woman, had a tiny supply of medicine and would occasionally administer aspirin to some of the 800 
patients, taking no heed whatsoever of the doctor’s opinion. The patients would arrive at the Revier filthy and 
infested with lice, as there was no water in the camp and people had only snow to wash themselves with. A 900-
patient Revier block would get one barrel of water from the kitchen. Thus, several patients would have to share 
the same glass of water to wash themselves in every other day. There were thirty to forty bowls to eat out of. 
Food was distributed Stube by Stube without washing the dishes. Spoons weren’t provided at all. Consequently, 
the bowls would pass from hand to hand, smeared and licked by every patient in turn. We were especially 
plagued by rats and lice. Great big cat-sized rats would roam the beds, gobbling up soup or bread and even 
pouncing on the weaker women who couldn’t defend themselves. I remember one incident where a swollen up 
Gypsy woman was gnawed at so badly that the bleeding hastened her death. The deceased would be collected 
from the ward by Jewish women from the Leichenkommando [lit. ‘corpse unit’ (Ger.)], who would lay them on 
four rods rigged together in imitation of a stretcher. As the mortality rate climbed higher, however, the corpses 
were piled en masse in front of the block. The pile made for a horrific sight in the mornings. At night-time, the 
rats would eat away at eyes and noses, seething amongst the corpses and squeaking shrilly, such that it seemed 
like some kind of extraordinary, quivering mass with a life all of its own. The funerary rites would be performed 
collectively at night-time. A truck would pull up with a dozen or so Jews from the Sonderkommando [lit. 
‘special unit’ (Ger.)]. These were the people charged with running the chimney. They would work for six weeks, 
after which they were incinerated and others took their place. They were often forced to burn their own mothers, 
daughters, and wives. They were desperadoes. Drunk, cynical, they would pick up the dead bodies one at a time 
and throw them into the trucks. This ceremony was performed to the accompaniment of joking, commentary, 
and song. Often, a body thrown too forcefully would arc over the truck and land  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. 
 
in the mud. At such times, figures would come plodding out of the nearest blocks into the darkness. They were 
German women who had taken lovers among those men, since no one was better able to organize gold, 
diamonds, and cigarettes. Thus, while some men were busy tossing corpses, others would join their sweethearts 
in an amorous embrace right over the pile of roughly handled bodies. And all this happened under the auspices 
of a drunken Posten [(male) guard, Ger.] who would swing his rifle rhythmically and gawk obscenely at the 
scenes being played out before him. – Killing of babies – 
Childbirth would take place on the stove, after which the mother would be laid on a dirty straw mattress where 
hundreds of people had died from hundreds of different diseases. Up until 13 March 1943, all Aryan children 
born in the Revier were put to death. An injection, sometimes [they would be] tossed out into the freezing cold 
in front of the block – most often, however, they would be drowned. Sister Klara, who delivered the babies, 
would drown them in a bucket herself under orders from above. On 12 March, a child was born to a teacher 
from Silesia, Ms Wiśniewska. Exceptionally, Sister allowed her to keep the child [note written above crossing-
out] it [/note] through the night. The mother held the baby for a few hours; in the morning it was drowned. At 
midday an order came through that Aryan children be left alive, for all the good it did them: the babies – lying 
unbathed in filthy bedding in the cold alongside their mothers, who had nothing to feed them – would die of 
natural causes. Several times, large amounts of blood were taken from expectant mothers before delivery. 
Jewish babies were killed. Much to our amazement, one day a Jewish-Slovakian woman was brought to us. Dr 
Rohde himself attended the delivery. Afterwards, the mother and her baby were put in a bed that had been 
beautifully made up with actual sheets. She got better food. One day an SS man came with a camera. The 
German blokowa stood at the mother’s bedside dressed in a white apron and cap. The mother held the baby in a 
close embrace, gazing at it steadily and tenderly. A picture was taken and at the next Sortierung [sorting, 
selection, Ger.] she and her baby went to the gas. Up until April 1943, regular Sortierungs would take place in 
the Aryan blocks. The doctor was completely uninterested in the Revier. He would drive off to the station to sort 
the incoming transports, and on Fridays he would come to the Revier to conduct selections. When I was ill with 
typhus I made it through several such Sortierungs. The tall and thin Dr Külte would come into the ward and, 
shielding his nose with a handkerchief, glide past the beds at a distance, only to point at the women he 
considered fit for the chimney. The patients he indicated would be sent away to Block 25, or the ‘death block’ as 
it was called; from there they would be taken at night to the gas. At that time, you weren’t allowed to be ill for 
longer than a month, as by then you would be regarded as incurably ill. Swollen legs or excessive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. 
 
emaciation would also qualify you for the chimney. I had to go through those selections and I’ll never forget the 
feeling I had when I was pinching up my emaciated cheeks and hiding my swollen legs. Once, having noticed 
that the doctor would make some patients jump out of bed in order to check their strength, I hauled myself to the 
edge of my bed [note written above text] beforehand [/note], propped myself up on my elbows, and waited with 
a face that said: ‘I feel so good that I would jump straight to the ground without even being prompted.’ He 
looked and asked: ‘What’s wrong with you?’ ‘I had the flu, but I’m better now.’ ‘Off to the block!’ he ordered. 
Thus, Thus, he hadn’t seen my legs, which lay under the blanket like two logs and were sufficient reason for 
him to place in his notebook a mark, heavy with significance, which said: ‘Unfit for work! Finish her off!’ 
Sometimes the death sentence claimed a daughter, sparing the mother, or forced sisters to say their goodbyes, 
and so on. Lying next to me during one such inspection was Halina Urbanowicz, severely ill with typhus and 
Durchfall [diarrhoea, Ger.], her body an absolute wreck. At the foot of her bed was what remained of a parcel 
she had received from home. During inspection, the doctor pointed his finger at her and moved on. Within a few 
minutes, claw-like hands had already slipped out from the bottom beds. Eyes flashed with greed and 
malevolence and the parcel vanished from the sick woman’s bed. She looked on helplessly, not understanding 
what it meant. [She had been] doomed. These ghastly skeletons had fallen asleep human beings and woken up 
ravenous beasts, ruthless and devoid of scruples. 
I can also cite the case of Ewa Dworakowska, an eighteen-year-old girl, my young friend who I was arrested 
with. Ewa was ill with typhus. Since she looked poorly she was transferred to Block 27, which was a block for 
the seriously ill and also a way station for taking people to the gas. It was January. The people gathered in that 
block were condemned to die. No one took care of them. The sole function of the pflegierka was to register 
deaths. A block without windowpanes (mattr) [sic] or blankets. A dozen or so people to a single bunk. The 
patients would lie smeared with their own and others’ faeces. Now and then someone in this throng would die 
Every few days or so there would be corpses lying amongst the living. There were still a few mental patients 
there at that time; they would leap from ledge to ledge like monkeys, raining down rubbish and bits of brick on 
the patients. One day, the doctor came round again to make a selection. A pflegierka had taken notice of Ewa, 
her youthful face and big eyes, still those of a child and dilated by fever. She comes up to her bunk and says 
slowly and distinctly: ‘The doctor’s here. Stand up at once, tell him that you are better now, and ask to be 
discharged to your block.’ The selection begins. The patients who are able to stand pass in review before the 
doctor, who looks at the dirty sore-covered bodies in disgust. In Ewa’s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. 
 
aching brain blares the thought: ‘I must get up and say that I’m better.’ She heaves herself up from her filthy 
bedding and something terrible happens. Ewa can’t see a thing. The nurse tries to have her pass before the 
doctor quickly, but Ewa, utterly distraught, keeps repeating: ‘I can’t see.’ She knew full well that all was lost: 
the doctor would surely notice she was blind. ‘Don’t be upset, Ewa. It will pass; you’re severely fatigued. You’ll 
have to take your turn soon.’ The minutes pass; the sister is growing impatient. Suddenly, Ewa can begin to 
make out the hazy outlines of the people standing around her. It’s the final moment. Shoved forward, she repeats 
like an automaton: ‘I’m better now. Please discharge me to my block.’ The ceremony complete, she fell 
unconscious. Afterwards she was stowed away in a bunk, which is how she made it through typhus in a block 
with no windowpanes or blankets, among the filth and lice, often having to dig herself out from under her dead 
bunkmates. 
A typhus epidemic broke out in the winter of 1943–4. Flecktyphus [(epidemic) typhus, Ger.], Bauchtyphus 
[typhoid fever, Ger.], pemphigus, Krätze [scabies, Ger.], skin ulcerations. Transports from the depths of Russia 
brought a disease that we called ‘cholerine’ [choleryna (Pol.)] and that the women doctors hadn’t known about 
until then. The patients lay four to a bed. Medicine was in short supply. The only ones who survived were those 
whose immune systems were able to cope with the disease on their own. The pemphigus patients presented an 
awful sight: the raw, skinless flesh of their arms and legs would stick to the filthy mattresses as it dried. Skeletal 
bodies covered in sores and lice would spill out of the beds and crawl forward in search of something to quench 
their thirst. The women doctors did what they could, but they were powerless in the face the conditions and the 
lack of medicine. One of my patients leapt out of bed, naked and thin, and walked forward whilst repeating over 
and over that she was going to England. Why – no one knew. And so in her unrelenting quest for England, she 
crawled unnoticed under the nearest bed at one point and died there. Another young girl, from Toruń. died in 
extreme agony, all for tossing a piece of bread to an English POW. ‘They had chocolate and cigarettes,’ she had 
explained, ‘but what they really wanted was bread, so I threw them some.’ The nights were awful, full of 
deranged shouting, begging for water, getting ready to be set free, and groaning elicited by an unconscious 
woman kicking her sore-covered bedmate or a swelling patient who was crushing a TB sufferer under her 
weight. On the same rotten and soaked straw-stuffed mattresses where people had died, new ones would take 
their place. Some women, whose [note written above text] nerves [/note] couldn’t withstand all these horrors, 
ended up going insane. Their howling was enough to send shivers down your spine. Some cursed Hitler. Others 
wanted to take  
 

Read, signed, and accepted by 
B Kurowski 

 
Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare clerk, 
cont’d  

 
the entire burden of suffering on themselves and preferred to have all the work placed on their shoulders so that 
others would survive. During that time, I got a young seventeen-year-old Russian, Zenia, in my Stube. After she 
had been assigned a bed, she sat in the corner and wrapped herself up tightly in a scrap of worn-out bedspread. 
‘Lie down, Zenia.’ (Her bedmates were also Russian.) No response. I give her soup. She refuses, [note written 
above text] explaining [/note] ‘one doesn’t eat in hell.’ I start to keep an eye on her. It turns out that the girl had 
associated everything she observed [note written above text] saw [/note] going on around her with descriptions 
of hell she had read somewhere; she reasoned that this couldn’t be the world of the living, that she had clearly 
died and all this was going on in hell, where she was paying for her sins along with everyone else. Attempts to 
explain or persuade were no use: she wouldn’t accept food or drink. Day and night, she would huddle on the 
bed. She had big, feverish eyes that stared fixedly in space. Dried-out lips, cracked to the point of bleeding. And 
sitting as she did, she died believing she was in the depths of hell. 
At that time, entire transports would perish. Of 300 women displaced from the Zamość countryside, a dozen or 
so remained. They had been deprived of their children, some of whom were rescued by the Polish population at 
stations along the way, bought for 30–50 zlotys apiece. Old criminal prisoners, 500 of whom had arrived from 
Fordon in Bydgoszcz – many of whom had been serving time in prison since before the war began and getting 
along just fine – met their ends in Auschwitz within a month. A three-month epidemic claimed 15,000 people. 
The patients were horribly lice-ridden. The bedspreads seemed to walk by themselves; bodies were covered in 
lice. The first delousing of the Revier was ordered in spring 1943. This momentous event was announced to the 
staff without, of course, any mention of when or how it was to take place. I was worried, as I knew the 
delousing operation would definitely not have a positive impact on the health of our patients. At 4 a.m. the main 
doors of the barrack block open with a bang. In rush several dozen Jewish women, who are urged on towards 
the beds where they snatch blankets from the patients and yank away the mattresses. It’s black with dust; the 
shouting is indescribable. We shift the patients to the stove, because the beds – soaked and full of vermin – have 
to be cleaned on the double. The patients slip from the narrow stove and get buried in the rubbish being pulled 
out of the mattresses. The staff, compelled to work, can do nothing to help. The patients are jumbled up in the 
filth; there’s not even any medicine to boost their spirits. After the bed slats have been washed, the patients are 
given sponge baths and laid on the wet slats naked and without mattresses or blankets. There they shiver until 
evening, waiting for the blankets to come back from steam cleaning. That delousing cost each Stube several 
lives. Most significantly, though, the lice were completely unfazed by the steam treatment. During another 
delousing in July, in spite of the scorching heat, patients were brought out in front of the block, where they lay 
on the open ground all day with fevers of 40°C. The heat was so intense 
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that even the healthy couldn’t go outside with their heads uncovered: it felt as if the sun would burn clean 
through your skin. Meanwhile, the sick lay exposed and uncovered in the sand for hours, consumed by fever or 
horribly swollen up. The doctor, like dressed in a white coat, stood in the middle of it all, his arms folded like a 
commander surveying the battlefield after a victory. Just before nightfall, an order [came in] to take the patients 
to the Bad, the bathhouse. There were of course a few who could stand under their own strength; others, who 
were crawling, were helped along considerably by Schwester Klara wielding part of a slat. The unmoving 
remainder were completely unconscious. This procession stumbles its way to the Bad and comes to a halt in 
front. At this point, no one can stand up under her own strength. There The kapo declares the people unfit to be 
bathed, says they’ll make a mess of her floor with their Durchfall, and beats these cattle back with the stick in 
her hand. Consequently, the sick had to be carried, filthy and soiled, back to the block, and in the sun-drenched 
yard seventeen corpses remained behind. (I remember all these figures precisely, as we would make out records 
of death upon identifying our patients.) Watching these delousings, you can’t help but think: ‘Who are they 
trying to exterminate sooner – the lice or the people?’ 
A new doctor by the name of Rohde, horrified at the scale of an epidemic, introduces certain innovations. He 
eliminates the cesspit and the piles of refuse around the Revier, levels the ground, creates designated paths and 
roads, and even sows a little grass. It’s the first grass on the grounds of the camp – a sea yellow, clayey 
marshland from which it was hard to extricate your feet, and on which even weeds refused to grow. In the 
blocks, the sisters have to wear snow-white aprons; hanging from the beds are temperature charts on which even 
stool colour is noted down. While the doctor passes through the block on his rounds, the patients have to lie 
rigidly at attention, despite their the pain making them want to writhe. [note written above text] Yet all the 
while, [/note] The maggots keep breeding in the unchanged (mattr) [sic] and damp straw mattresses; [the 
Germans] keep failing to provide any medicine or nightshirts; and the pflegierkas, in an effort to have enough 
pots for their patients, keep digging them out of the rubbish and cleaning them with ash. 
At Auschwitz there was a doctor by the name of Klein (recently executed at [note written above text] following 
[/note] the Belsen trial). He was well known for his rampant anti-Semitism. Apart from that, he gave the 
impression of being rather intimidated and overwhelmed by what he saw and accepted. Yet he didn’t 
demonstrate any particular zeal for putting the instructions he received into effect. He calls to mind the only 
instance in the history of the camp of a German doctor who, yielding to his first impulse, removed his cap 
before a deceased Häftling. It was the remains of a doctor, the famous Warsaw radiologist Maria Werkentin 
[sic]. She had been through a bout of typhus. While she was ill, all the Jewish women of the block she was laid 
up in were taken away to the gas. She heard their weeping; she heard the screams of the SS men driving them 
outside; and the thought got into her head that she too would follow them. The typhus passed, but complications 
arose in her brain. An inferiority complex. She kept repeating that if so many people were dying, then she 
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shouldn’t be spared either. One day, she slipped out of the block unnoticed, leapt over the ditch, and took hold 
of the wire. It wasn’t electrified at that moment and someone noticed her. The [female] doctors ran over, 
shouting to the Posten not to shoot her because she was ill, but it was no use. A few gunshots, and the poor 
woman collapsed against the wire. 
The Ambulanz was notified. Dr Klein was the first at her side. He took her hand. There was no pulse. And then 
from far off we saw him tilt his cap a moment in obedience to an impulse. He cast a quick and fearful glance 
around to check that no one had witnessed this weakness, then signalled by hand that the strip of off-limits land 
could be entered to collect the body. 
Auschwitz had a certain Dr Mendele [sic]. (I write his name as it sounded; I don’t know for certain how it was 
spelled.) He didn’t meddle with the local ‘rabbits’ [króliki (Pol.), to be understood as ‘guinea pigs’] at the 
experimental stations being run in the men’s camp (internal procedures on women, sterilizations, transfusions, 
etc.). 
He had a single great passion: carrying out anthropological research. He would personally be present at the 
railway station during sorting, and from among the Greek, French, Hungarian, Slovakian, Polish, etc. Jews he 
would snap up all the twins. He also collected dwarfs and every other sort of outwardly abnormal person. 
[He had] an enormous amount of material; what’s more, it’s easy to conduct work when you simultaneously 
hold the power of life and death over the objects of your research, when any curiosity can be satisfied on the 
autopsy table. Precise measurements, calculations, photographs, and hand- and footprints were taken. The twins 
got to live for as long as the research went on. There were periods when, over the space of a single day, twenty 
thousand people would be gassed in the five crematoria and in the pits dug specially for that purpose. The doctor 
would come back drunk from those mass executions, having acquired a new treasure in the form of a twin fished 
out of the crowd. He would be furious, with a savage glint in his eyes, and woe to the person who got in his way 
then. Other times he would be calm and smiling like a man strolling back home after enjoying a good opera. 
One day the doctor brings in an orchestra and puts on a concert for the sick. It’s a summery day, so the concert 
is held outdoors. The patients, wrapped in shreds of blankets, lie and sit on the ground. These poor shadows of 
human beings who have been led to the concert keep passing out, as the sunshine is too intense for their 
exhausted bodies. The orchestra is playing lively tunes; a Slovakian Jewish woman, a fine operatic performer, is 
singing raptly; and sixty metres away, on behind the wire on the railway siding specially constructed right up to 
the chimney, they’re unloading a transport. A rich Hungarian transport. There are fancy suitcases galore, travel 
trunks, dressing cases, prams – mountains of it are piling up. Mothers are holding their babies tight. ‘Fresh 
victims,’ a patient says, looking at the colourfully dressed crowd. ‘We’re going to suffocate here from this 
people-burning; when all the chimneys are running, it’s downright black in the camp and 
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the smell is stomach-turning.’ ‘I’ve noticed,’ adds a second, ‘that when camp folk are burned the smoke is wispy 
and white, whereas people from the outside give off great billows of smoke that’s as black as pitch.’ ‘It must be 
because the outside people have got more fat on them; these camp scrags are nothing but skin and bones.’ Such 
was the small talk being made off to the side, as the completely oblivious victims, hearing the music, break into 
smiles and quickly put themselves into a neat row so as to make it sooner into the brick building where they’ll 
be able to have a refreshing wash after their tiring journey. The concert carries on, and the ‘good’ doctor bends 
down all fatherly over a three-year-old twin to check if the boy’s got undies on, even though tomorrow he might 
send him in the footsteps of his peers. 
Volumes could be written about the Jewish Sortierungs, but the material is too abundant. I’ll just mention one 
thing. Block 18 was liquidated at one point. Trucks pulled up. The doors were opened up and lining the way to 
the trucks’ drop-down steps formed a gauntlet of drunken SS and men from the Sonderkommando. Naked 
women had to run this gauntlet and board the trucks. The weak ones were tossed along like playing balls and 
laid down in layers. Others, who – driven by a maddening dread – had crawled under the beds or wriggled their 
way inside the straw mattresses, were thrashed and screamed out of the block. Short work was made of them by 
the chimney specialist and biggest scoundrel of them all, Tauber. Some women, letting out barely articulated 
sounds, threw themselves at the feet of their executioners, kissed their boots, and begged for their lives, 
promising rewards. A forceful kick was their reply. Either way, the men would be rolling in plundered gold and 
diamonds. Then at night the trucks zoomed past in the glare of the floodlights, the tightly packed bodies giving 
off flashes of white from inside, trailing a single, drawn-out groan in their wake. 
At one point, there were eighty Greek women in our block. Thin, covered in Krätze [scabies, Ger.], they had big 
black eyes that gleamed from under their close-cropped hair. They would wander about in the hope of buying 
some soup with a smidgeon of margarine or a slice of foul sausage they held in their hands, repeating 
encouragingly: ‘Salam, salam, olimp, olimp [sic].’ One day, an order came through: take them to Block 25 – 
they’re going to the gas. Block 25 was filled to the brim. The people there had stopped getting anything to eat or 
drink; they were awaiting their final transport. In front of the block was a tiny little asphalt yard surrounded by a 
high wall. It too was already full. I’ll never forget the sight that greeted me when I stopped by: a crowd of Greek 
women sitting cross-legged, dressed in tattered shreds of various colours. Indescribable heat. 
 

Read, signed, and accepted by 
B Kurowski 

 
Anna Jachnina 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, social welfare clerk, 
cont’d 

 
The asphalt burns to the touch. A sea of black heads and wild black eyes, curled-up figures rocking 
rhythmically, here someone groaning, there someone sobbing, and worst of all laughter – laughter which 
continued to ring in my ears long afterwards. – 
 
Delousing of the camp, 6 December 1942. I wasn’t yet working in the Revier at that point; I was on aussen 
[outside (work assignment), Ger.]. We were horribly infested with lice. All day working in the fields or at 
Appells. We would go out of the block in darkness and there was no light when we were coming back either; 
because of this, we never had a free moment to think about how to cull the livestock we were carrying around in 
our filthy rags. One crucial day, in comes one of the camp madmen, Stibitz. (I had seen the man lift from the 
mud the sorry scraps of a person – a so-called muzułman – and, holding them upside down by the legs like a 
rabbit, strike them in the head several times with a stick. Then, the matter concluded, he casually tossed them 
back into the mud, reckoning he had done them a favour by speeding them on to the next world.) In comes 
Stibitz and, raining down blows with his rubber whip, he chases everyone out of the block. As I leave, I too am 
given a lash across the back for good measure. Outside, all our most treasured possessions, such as a piece of 
soap or a little comb, everything is brutally snatched away and ends up in the ditch. We are arranged in fives. 
We are off; where we are going, no one knows. That sweet ignorance was, from the beginning to the end, a way 
of educating us. With a kick, Häftlings would be spurred into movement and action, the meaning of which was 
kept deeply hidden from us. We come to a halt in front of the Bad. In the distance can be seen the same picture 
as usual, whatever the time of day. Trucks are transporting live goods, slaves. In the men’s camp, columns of 
workers are returning from the fields. Spattered with mud, their shoulders laden, they’re carrying those who 
won’t be rücking [heading out, from Ger. ausrücken] back to the fields with them the next day. They walk 
exhausted with their heads bowed, despite the lively march being played by the orchestra. My neighbour 
watching this pastoral scene bursts out laughing. ‘Is it really so funny?’ I ask, surprised. ‘I’ll let you in on 
something,’ she explains. ‘If you don’t start laughing at the corpses, crematoria, beatings, and mud – you’re 
done for.’ That memory stuck with me, because within three weeks the revealer of this grand truth had died. 
We go into the Bad: a cold, empty reception area with a concrete floor. We draw tightly together. ‘Undress!’ 
Getting undressed is not so straightforward in a mass of people who are thrashing at one other. The SS men and 
aufseherkas [female guards, from Ger. Aufseherin], out in force, provide considerable help with this, however. 
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From the reception area, they drive us into the steam bath, a room not much bigger than the last, with terraced 
steps like in an amphitheatre. A huge stove is blazing away by the wall with its huge burner facing out at the 
room. Beating us with sticks, they drive us up onto the highest steps. The sweltering heat is unbearable; steam 
obscures everything; there’s no air. Lashing at us with sticks and whips, the SS men push the compact mass 
higher and higher. The crowd, trying to escape the blows, contracts in a mad crush. Women who have passed 
out tumble down onto the heads of their comrades. One Gestapo man, hoping to squeeze even more people up 
top, places a long iron rod inside the stove, waits until it’s red hot, and presses it against the women sitting 
nearest to him. He seared [illegible crossing-out] [note written above crossing-out] a hole [/note] in the side of 
Dr Walentin from Cracow. Others got severe burns. It was like a scene taken straight out of Dante’s Inferno. 
Flames bursting from the stove, clouds of steam, and the seething mass of women pushing upwards to avoid the 
lashes. They faint and tumble back down onto the heads of their companions, shouting, weeping, begging for 
water – and against this backdrop stands an SS man, reddened by the firelight, waving around a glowing-hot 
iron rod. At last, the doors to the Bad open up: a large empty room with two empty showers that spray ice-cold 
water. No soap or towels, nor any way to get under the showerhead. The room was never heated; our feet are 
freezing on the concrete. The bathing is over. Group by group they admit us to the next room. Here a different 
scene presents itself: a group of SS men and their female companions stand by the wall in amused anticipation 
of a spectacle; stools have been set up in the middle; and at each stool stands a male Häftling. The women go to 
the little stools one by one and the men carry out the shaving in full view of the audience, to the accompaniment 
of jeering, jokes, and commentary. Despair is painted in the women’s eyes. They feel like animals at a meat 
market. I take it all in, but what’s particularly striking is the obscenely satisfied physiognomy of the mixed 
company standing opposite. Standing at the nearest stool is a Häftling with an intelligent, pale face that shows 
clear signs of distress. His words ring in my ears, spoken quietly as he gazed at a point in space: ‘Please don’t 
think about this. We must survive.’ Next comes the Flit [a brand of insecticide] treatment and we move on to 
another cold room. They hand out suspiciously coloured, odd-sized underwear. Striped prison clothes that had 
only been steam cleaned. Stockings that droop down pitifully for lack of garters. We shiver as though in a fever 
until 8 p.m. without getting anything to eat or drink. To keep ourselves from freezing, we whack one another 
across the back. Our footwear is varied, ranging from high-heeled evening shoes to enormous clogs that don’t 
stay on. Everyone envies the owners of the latter, because the wooden shoes provide some insulation and the 
mud; they don’t come apart so quickly in the mud; and you can put wood shavings inside them. So as not have 
any time to think about how hungry and cold we are, every so often a woman gets the riding crop across her 
back, all the better 
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to perk us up. At 9 p.m. we go outside and again spend ages standing in formation. An icy breeze gently lifts the 
thin fabric of our striped skirts. At last we start to march. We enter a dark, empty, unoccupied block. Puddles 
splash beneath our feet. Beds bare of mattresses and blankets. We clamber up onto the wooden boards in the 
dark. Our teeth are chattering from the cold. From beside me I hear a groan. I fumble about. I come upon a small 
shivering, feverish bundle. Who is it? Henia Himmel from Warsaw. She must be very unwell, because she’s 
delirious with fever. She talks about her mummy, asks for her. This was a seventeen-year-old girl from the 
juvenile transport out of Pawiak [prison]. Within three months she would be dead in the Revier. Her distraught 
parents sent her masses of parcels, but the emaciated little skeleton of a girl couldn’t eat anything by then. 
Following in her footsteps, the entire transport came down with tuberculosis. They had been involved in low-
level sabotage. Every last girl would die. A lantern flashed in the doorway. An SS man had brought a dozen or 
so blankets. The jostling crowd and sounds of beaten flesh did little to spur me on a quest for a golden fleece. 
Anyway, I no longer had the strength or energy. 
 

First day at Auschwitz. 
 
First day at the camp. On 27 November 1942, we arrive in Auschwitz, altogether 53 women from Pawiak 
[prison]. The sky is grey; sleet is coming down. Everything is covered in a glaze of frost. They unload the 
transport. We set out. Armed guards glide along at our sides. They escort the men separately. In the distance you 
can see a luminous, flickering snake. It’s the wire surrounding the camp. Every third post is lit up by a lamp. 
The Postens rush us along. We pass the gates and we’re inside the camp. Clayey, muddy sludge. Reeking 
ditches. Piles of rubbish and refuse. Against this backdrop: grey, low-lying barracks with the windows all 
knocked out. It’s desolate. Suddenly, figures distinguish themselves from the barracks and wade towards us 
through the mud. We look on, curious. Long, dirty striped prison uniforms. Legs wrapped in rags. Tufts of 
closely cropped hair poking out from under headscarves. They creep towards us, crying from afar: ‘Give us your 
bread, give us your cigarettes! They’re going to take everything from you!’ It makes a nasty impression, but 
they’re already chasing us inside the building that would later be the Bad. We are greeted by a bunch of Jewish 
women who are bundled up in rags of various colours and who never stop scratching themselves. Running about 
among them is a German woman with a black triangle brandishing sticks. This strange creature has entirely 
masculine features, closely cropped hair, and a thick, rasping voice. Her name is Bubi. We put down our 
bundles and they begin to register us. Things don’t go smoothly, because the Slovakian women don’t know the 
language and they make a lot of errors and oversights. This strange office makes quite the impression. Dirty, 
dishevelled Jewish women seated at tables, bent over sheets of paper covered with scribbles and scrawls – it’s 
an image that I associate with the East, but which I’m astonished to find in a German concentration camp. Once 
seen to, the new arrivals take a seat on their wadded up belongings. This paperwork goes on for quite a while, 
punctuated only by Bubi screaming and battering the clerical workers about the head. It’s even relatively warm 
here, for Bubi is toasting bread on a small iron stove. Next 
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we proceed to another room, which is unfortunately cold through and through. Here we undress, handing over 
our clothes and possessions. At the ready are a bucket of water, a chair, and a Jewish woman with scissors. We 
have to dip ourselves – which is to say bathe – in the bucketful of cold water (all of us in the same water). The 
shearing comes next. Soon, hair is piling up on the floor. Fair and dark curls are woefully scattered over the 
floor, and our heads look like striped zebra hides. We are given striped prison clothes, wooden shoes, and grey 
rags for our shaved heads. To look at us, one has the urge both to laugh and cry at the same time: we’re all 
indistinguishably similar to one another. Now a thorough search is begun to see if anyone has held on to any of 
her personal possessions. Everyone is searched separately. For a handkerchief she [sic] kicked and beat 
[women] mercilessly. She yanked, tore crosses and medallions from women’s necks and trampled them 
underfoot. In the evening they take us to the block. It’s dark. Our wooden clogs sink into the mud, which is so 
plentiful it seems as if the entire camp is one great big swamp. Our stockings slink down; the long prison 
uniforms knock against our legs; the headscarves slip from our shaved heads. The prison and the inspections had 
left me with terrible memories, but as long as I had been able to keep my clothes and outward appearance, I had 
felt like myself. Now that I had been stripped of everything, now that I had had my head shorn and been dressed 
in awful rags, I understood that I had lost my personality, that I had become a number, a cog in some infernal 
machine. We plod through the mud. Bubi leads the way. One woman slips and falls while walking along a board 
thrown across a ditch. She’s bathed in some foul-smelling substance. We enter the block. Over and past the high 
doorstep, our legs fall right back into mud. The floor is just bare earth pocked with holes. It’s dark but for the 
flickering light of the approaching blokowa’s candle. ‘Where are the Zugangs from?’ ‘Warsaw,’ replies Bubi. 
‘Cram them in.’ I look on, curious. The block looked unreal. Bunks in stacks of three, full of bizarre figures. 
Five, six, ten women to a bed, bundled up in rags, they sit like monkeys in overcrowded cages, scratching 
themselves awfully. They receive us as though we’re their worst enemies. The new arrivals begin cramming in, 
to the accompaniment of screaming, cursing, and belt-whipping. Such was my induction to Auschwitz. 
 

Anna Jachnina   
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 

 
More on the killing of children and the cessation of killing Aryan children 

 
Executions of Aryan children at Auschwitz were generally carried out in Block 24. Schwester Klara, a midwife 
by occupation, was in the camp serving a six-year sentence she had received before the war for illegally 
inducing miscarriages. She was the one who attended the births in our block and who, under orders from above, 
drowned the babies. She carried it out in her room, which was inside the block, separated from it by merely a 
thin partition. When there were a lot of deliveries and the babies were dainty big and healthy, she would feel a 
nervous repulsion to the task. Then she would complain that it distressed her to do it, but what was she to do? 
Orders were orders – she too was a prisoner. Sometimes a baby would be taken to the Ambulanz for an injection. 
I recall the fact that in Block 23 a woman miscarried at seven months and the child lived. The blokowa, a 
German woman called Mija (I don’t remember her surname), seized the child and dashed off to the Ambulanz 
for an injection. There was no desire to do it; it was clear she didn’t consider it worth the bother. Agitated by 
then, the German ran back to the block, had a pot of boiling water removed from the stove, and threw the living 
baby into the fire. (This fact can be confirmed by Krystyna Nowak, Auschwitz prisoner no. 24467, who is 
currently residing in Sweden.) Who issued the order to halt the executions – I don’t know. It was announced to 
us by Schwester Klara; and as proof, an eighteen-year-old Gypsy woman’s baby – born the day after the killing 
of the last one [note written above text] which was [/note] the child of the teacher Wiśniewska – was not put to 
death, yet died of natural causes three weeks later. The drownings were common knowledge to all the staff and 
mothers, whose health quite often suffered badly as a result.  – Childbirth for the cameras – 
The Jewish-Slovakian woman’s baby was also delivered in our block. I watched this farce myself the entire 
time. I don’t remember the patient’s name; I only know that she was the wife of someone rich and well known 
among the Jewish-Slovakian elite. Apart from her, one of the best-looking patients was photographed – having 
been dressed in a shirt beforehand – alongside the German blokowa, who in her white apron and nurse’s cap 
looked like the personification of joie de vivre. Throughout this, we had to stand at attention by our Stubes. 
After the men with the cameras had left, I looked at my wretched patients ridden with sores and lice and thought 
to myself: ‘Who will take their picture and show them to the world?’ 
I know Ewa Dworakowska well. In Warsaw she had worked as a go-between for the resistance and 
demonstrated exceptional courage and dedication. She and I were arrested together and we arrived together at 
the camp. She came to the Revier after me. The immediate reason was a severe scalding caused by boiling hot 
coffee; then she contracted typhus and was transferred to Block 27, where she survived the Sortierung described 
[note written above text] above [/note]. When we met several months later 
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each of us surprised that the other was still alive, Ewa recounted these events to me in detail, describing the full 
range of feelings and impressions that she had gone through at the time [note written above crossing-out] had 
accompanied them [/note]. She also told me that after she had got better, the general lack of organization had 
allowed her to be hidden at every subsequent Sortierung, where she witnessed the following scene. A group of 
women would be taken aside. Then all of a sudden a drunken SS man runs up to one of the doomed women and, 
for no obvious reason, slits her throat with lightning speed. It was an awful scene. Ewa described how the 
degenerate was in the grip of some kind of frenzy; after plunging his knife into the still living flesh, incredibly, 
he would smile. 
Ewa is alive. She’s currently in Warsaw and can verify this testimony at any time. 

Further details on the liquidation of Block 18 
I personally witnessed the liquidation of Block 18. Our block stood opposite that one, and the crying and 
screaming was so terrible that our patients were trembling at the thought they might be next. There’s a particular 
scene I remember from the liquidation. Trucks are arriving and leaving fully loaded; work is proceeding apace. 
Our whole block is on edge, yet all the while a Jewish-Polish woman named Sala is calmly going from (block to 
block) bed to bed offering tattered clothing in exchange for bread. ‘Sala!’ I ask her, ‘How can you be making 
deals at such a moment, when a block full of people are on their way to the gas?’ She looked at me with calm, 
bewildered eyes. ‘Sister, it’s them today, me tomorrow. But in the meantime a person’s got to eat.’ When the 
work was done, the men came into our barrack block and, drunk and tired, ran along the stove down the length 
of the building, slapping their riding crops against the uppers of their boots and growing even more drunk on the 
awareness that the sight of them was giving a mortal fright to these miserable creatures cowering under their 
blankets. The last of the trucks drove off. At that time, there would always be another truck with a red cross 
driving in front of them. (They hadn’t yet finished with that charade.) A while later, the whirr of an engine could 
again be heard in front of the block. In comes Commandant Hesler [sic] (convicted at the Belsen trial), dragging 
a little tiny Jewish woman. Before she was sick, she had been working in the boiler house. There weren’t many 
who were trained for that kind of work. Hesler had spotted her in the crowd and pulled her aside as she was 
going into the chamber. On a whim, he had decided to let [note written above text] her [/note] live a little longer. 
The girl’s lips were trembling, and death the spectre of death was still peering out from behind her eyes.  –
 ‘Sortierungs’ and mass cremation of Jews – 
Sortierungs varied in how they took place. Transports would arrive at the railway stop situated about a kilometre 
away from the camp and be segregated on the spot: the young and healthy-looking to one side, and the elderly 
and children to the other. Trucks would come and the doomed would be driven straight to the crematorium, 
whereas those designated for work assignments would be herded to the camp on foot. As the number of 
transports continued to grow, however, construction began on a railway siding that branched off the main line 
by the crematorium. The spur line ran thirty metres from the [barbed] wire and at that time the disembarking 
took place right before our eyes. In the summer of 1944, three or four trains a day would sometimes arrive on 
that siding. The trains had up to fifty wagons, both larger and smaller ones, with more or less sixty people in 
each. We calculated that there were at times an average of over twenty thousand people arriving. A transport 
numbering one and a half thousand people would be handled by four to five SS men. They would issue curt 
commands and keep things moving with their cudgels; the people, obediently turning over their suitcases, 
trunks, and bundles, with only their hand luggage and children, in their arms or in prams, would arrange 
themselves in ranks of fives and quietly make their way towards the crematorium. Seeing those un- 
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ending rows constantly marching past, we said to the Jewish women, ‘Surely, there must be times when you 
could approach these people and tell them not to go like lambs to the slaughter . . . There are almost two 
thousand of them . . . Even with their bare hands they have nothing to lose – they’re going to die anyway – and 
the enemy would be four men down.’ ‘Sometimes we speak to them, but they look at us as though we are 
madwomen and say that they heard many different things on the outside, but it was undoubtedly overblown by 
propaganda. What you [note written above text] we [/note] are telling them now, they say, is sheer nonsense. So 
now we don’t say anything anymore, because why put ourselves at risk?’ Some entire transports went to the gas; 
others continued to be sorted right in front of the crematorium. I witnessed this kind of Sortierung on several 
occasions. Several SS men would be standing in the road in their shirts, the sleeves rolled up. One by one, the 
ranks of five would approach. With a lightning-fast flick of the cudgel, they would (deflect the y)separate out 
the younger ones, while steering the elderly towards the chimney with a kick. A daughter ran after her mother, 
the mother begging not to have her child snatched away from her. The cudgel was the best remedy for familial 
sentiments. After Sortierungs like these, [the SS men] would shake hands, congratulate each other on a job well 
done, and wipe their weary brows. The summer of 1944 was a busy one for transports: [there were] more and 
more trains. The chimneys operated day and night. From time to time one of them has to be given a break, upon 
which they reinforce it with metal hoops to stop the brickwork from cracking further. Out past the crematorium, 
they’re digging enormous pits at the edge of a wood. They mask if from view of the camp with a fence made of 
green boughs. [A/the] special Kommando carts dry branches and brushwood from the wood, which is used to 
line the pits. Then tar is poured inside and people are burned there as well. Clouds of black smoke would billow 
up out of the pits when they were operating. From far off, it looked as if the whole wood was on fire and, even 
in the most distant corner of the camp, muffled groaning could be heard. I once spoke with a girl who had gone 
out with a Kommando to work in the fields. ‘We didn’t see the pits, but the wind carried the smoke towards us 
and the groaning was so audible that the boss rounded us up from the fields and we came back to camp.’ I heard 
from the men working nearby that the people being burnt in the pits were only dazed with some kind of gas, 
while little children were often thrown in alive. That explained the frequent horrific groaning. Some transports 
were given an extremely joyful welcome. I remember one sunny Sunday morning. An orchestra has set up on 
the ramp. A soloist is singing a cabaret number and performing the corresponding dance moves as she does so. 
A train pulls in: the half-suffocated passengers disembark, fainting from thirst; children ask for water. They look 
in amazement at the orchestra and take it as a reassuring sign of things to come. The luggage is flying, rich, 
elegant luggage; whole mountains of it are piling up. The passengers had taken all of their most valuable and 
expensive possessions, because that’s what they had been told to do. They quickly form ranks, if only to make it 
sooner to the baths where they can cool off after their harrowing journey in the stifling, sealed wagons; 
meanwhile, their compatriots play and sing them off on their final journey, guiding them with the light pearly 
tones of the song. Then the people are gone; the only ones left are the sick and infirm, who, lying on their 
bundles, can no longer lift themselves up and are struggling just to crawl after their families. There are also the 
corpses [note written above text] of those [/note] whose travels have already come to an end. Both the former 
and latter are gathered up and carted along behind the walking. Then the Häftlings arrive to load up the luggage. 
During the gathering-up, everything comes spilling out: fruit, chocolate, toiletries, cigarettes. One of them grabs 
the chocolate and gobbles it up with his bread while plunging his hand into a jar of marmalade. Another, taking 
hold of a bottle of perfume, pours its entire contents over the head of the first. They look 
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over their shoulders furtively. Their movements are agitated. They don’t know what to take, what to eat, what to 
organize: this is what starved animals must look like when they go on the prowl after a long fast. Another 
Kommando often comes out to gather up pots and pans. Large ones and small ones, pots of every shape and 
manner – those filled with conserves, jam, or fats go to the stores while the empty ones go to be washed. There’s 
a mass of keepsakes and photographs: family gatherings, children’s costume balls, mothers gazing at their little 
ones. The pots clatter as they’re tugged along tied to cords, the keepsakes spilling everywhere. ‘Those pots are 
trying to say it seems something with this wretched clanging and clattering,’ a worker from that Betrieb [lit. 
‘enterprise, works, workforce’ (Ger.)] once said to me. In the evening they light a large number of fires to 
eliminate rubbish. Our block has a view of the crematorium. It’s stuffy that night and sleeping is impossible. I 
go out in front of the block. The smouldering fires shine like glow-worms along the railway line, while beyond 
them five mighty thirty-metre smokestacks blaze away. One is in plain view; the others, farther away, are 
partially obscured by trees. Their stark contours stand out sharply against the sky. Gigantic torches that release 
columns of fire several metres in height. It’s a calm night, so the fire shoots straight up and smoke covers the 
entire camp. Long tongues of flame, writhing fantastically, stray off to the sides and take on a bloody-golden 
hue. I stood transfixed. What a powerful, grand, and menacing spectacle. The things a poet or painter might be 
moved to say by that sight. What grand masterpieces it might inspire a Nero to create. Because what were the 
paltry torches in his gardens compared to these grand torches of a thousand people, mighty torches of the 
twentieth century? It was bright in the camp; the air was heavy; and there was a bloody glow across the sky. I 
couldn’t tear my eyes away from the shocking spectacle. I looked up. Maybe some aeroplane would be lured by 
this flood of fire and this place forsaken by God and man would be wiped from the face of the earth. But no 
aeroplane flies overhead. The fire just rises higher and higher in mute complaint. Silence – only now and again 
the Postens communicate via their pre-arranged signals.  – Burning of Gypsies – 
They assembled the Gypsies in a separate camp. There were several thousand of them. It was[note written above 
crossing-out] A family camp like [/note] a little country unto itself. They would get larger food rations than we 
did. They had their own orchestras; they used to dance and conduct trade. The aufseherkas and SS men would 
take little Gypsy kids as good luck charms; they would go and listen to their music and songs. We were 
surprised at this kind treatment. Until one night in August 1944 – there was an awful commotion. Truck after 
truck, shouting, tumult. In the morning it turned out that the entire Gypsy camp had been burned in a single 
night. They had pounced on them so quickly and cleverly that the Gypsies had no chance to put up any 
resistance. Later, we were loading something onto a truck that had taken part in that night’s escapade. It was still 
strewn with little children’s shoes, torn photographs, shreds of clothing – that was all that was left of the merry, 
bustling Gypsy camp. 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 

 
There were a whole host of (patients) [sic] diseases in the camp. Detailed accounts of them could be provided by 
doctors; I know for a fact that certain conditions that were unique to the camps had been completely unknown to 
them on the outside. I can only speak generally about this, only in terms of the external symptoms of a given 
illness. 
Pemphigus – somewhere on the legs, back, or abdomen, a red blotch would appear, followed by a fluid-filled 
blister. The blister would burst and the skin would shrink back, exposing raw skin. The blisters would grow and 
spread with alarming speed, and soon the skin would slough off like a glove from whole arms, thighs, and 
backs. Patients died quickly. There was no medicine. We would wrap them in compresses made from a solution 
of potassium permanganate, but it didn’t do any good. The fluid secreted by the blisters would soak through the 
paper bandages and the patients would stick to the straw-stuffed mattresses, suffering terribly all the while. 
Cholerine [choleryna (Pol.)] – this is the name given to the illness by us; I don’t know its proper equivalent in 
medicine. Its symptoms were strange: a temperature frequently below normal, pallor, and glassy, fixed pupils. 
After death, which would follow a few days later, black and blue marks could be seen all over the body. A lack 
of vitamins and fats would cause what was called lagrówka [approx. ‘camp disease’, from Ger. Lager]. The 
entire tongue, palate, and throat would break out in little tiny pustules and a sort of white fur. The patient was 
unable to taste anything. Eating and swallowing caused acute pain. There would be starvation-related oedema. 
Lying alongside the skeletal figures would be others that looked like balloons filled with water, and whose eyes 
couldn’t be seen on their distorted faces. There was so much suppurating scabies that separate blocks had to be 
set up for [scabies patients]. The [women] doctors did everything that was in their power (Dr Irena Białówna, Dr 
Katarzyna Łaniewska, Dr Tetmajer). They would hide patients before Sortierungs, keep parallel temperature 
charts, and risk their necks by regularly making false diagnoses and acquiring medicines on the sly. They would 
share their own food and give patients the shirts off their own backs. They were some of Auschwitz’s good 
seeds. I could see how often they put themselves in danger by saving their patients, how they struggled against 
the epidemics, filth, lice, and horrific sanitary conditions. I mention them in order to show that the gruesome 
Petri dish of the camp bred not only evil, egotism, and ruthlessness, but there also flourished selfless dedication 
and deep devotion of one person for another. A particular scene could often be observed on the way back from 
work. A group of women is walking, tired. They can barely pull their heavy mud-caked clogs up out of the 
muck. One of them stumbles and falls. She needs to be helped. Every woman is aware of how her own fatigue. 
She knows that if she tries to pull the woman on the ground, she’ll fall over too and both will end up in the mud. 
So she walks on without even looking back. One woman betrays a moment’s hesitation, but the survival instinct 
prevails – so she keeps going. But there were many who – aware of how weak they were and that they might 
end up in the mud themselves – would stop and save their comrade [note written above text] every time [/note]. 
There were times when I had five, seven, or ten deaths per day in my Stube. I would watch people in their final 
torments. They would divulge their secrets and dying requests to me; I accepted letters, photographs. And I can 
state that from  
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the people who had been sent to the camp for working towards independence I never once (listened) heard a 
word of complaint or bitterness. They firmly believed in the rightness of the cause they were dying for; they 
believed the war would end swiftly and happily. Those people really did die a soldier’s death. 
Sometimes it seemed to me as if the countless rows of corpses being carried outside day and night would for 
ever blot out the rest of my world, that I would see them everywhere for ever afterwards. 
Such was my mood as I sat on Easter Sunday 1943. From the neighbouring Stube they were carrying out several 
miserable-looking [human] wrecks. Eyes wide, faces twisted out of shape and frozen in an expression of 
suffering. Dirty, pus-soaked paper bandages were peeling from their wounds. As I watched, I was reminded of a 
rhyme that was doing the rounds of Warsaw when the air raids against Germany began. It went ‘Through old 
Berlin I wander ‘round, the corpses heaped upon the ground’ and so on. I mechanically picked up some paper 
and on this joyful Easter morning I wrote: 
Through Auschwitz camp I squelch around, 
The corpses heaped upon the ground, 
While everywhere their numbers rise, 
‘Long with the rats that gnaw their eyes. 
Dig a grave or build a pyre? 
Why no, just plonk them in the mire. 
No mourning here of dear departed, 
Straight on the heap they’re tossed or carted. 
Coming in, each work Kommando 
Bears a corpse, its limbs akimbo, 
With raucous orchestra their head: 
A transport of the living dead. 
Survive this place – no simple chore, 
For here knocks death at ev’ry door. 
Such was the joyful creative spirit at Auschwitz; such was the poetry that hatched in our Häftling minds. 
I was laid up in the Revier with pneumonia and typhus in [note written above crossing-out] throughout [/note] 
January 1943. At the end of February, I was discharged to the block, because I [note written above crossing-out] 
by then [/note] a selection was looming. For several days, I went to Appell and to work in the fields with a fever 
of 40°C. I happened to get back into the Revier, where I lay for a while; then, still staggering around (on legs) 
with legs swollen up like logs, I started to help out because I knew that going back to the fields would mean the 
death of me. I became a nurse in that block, and I worked there until the end. Sometimes when something 
horrible was happening I would be told, ‘Don’t look!’ But I had to look and I had to hear. And as I looked, the 
hatred and defiance grew and grew, so much so that today I am unable to listen to the legend of the good 
German. A nation that has brought forth so many degenerates cannot be good. I actually lived through 
Auschwitz. I have it in my blood and brain, and until now I still haven’t been able to shake this nightmare off. 
The facts I describe here, I have witnessed personally or I have heard directly from the individuals who 
experienced them. A person in the camp was completely different, a person with no mask, which is what made 
every aspect of camp life – both amongst the Häftlings and our masters – so interesting to me. Equally curious 
were the methods applied to destroying as many people as possible, as well as the self-defence of the tormented 
and the flourishing of certain character traits while still others languished. 
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[illegible crossing-out] in adherence to the maxim ‘Survive at all costs’. 
Women working with shovels in the freezing cold and two women shot to death at the work site for attempting 

to escape 
An execution. December 1942. We are working in the fields. Laying stones for a roadway and carting earth in 
loras [uncovered railway wagons, from Ger. Lore]. On one side there’s an embankment atop which the narrow-
gauge rails have been laid, on the other side a copse. The biting wind chills us to the bone. The melting snow 
saps the warmth out of our legs. Why this is supposed to be the best weather to build a road in, no one can 
guess. Our minders are in an exceptionally bad mood today. The aufseherkas (German women with black 
triangles) [sic] are furious, because the SS men haven’t brought them any vodka. They run about raining cudgel 
blows down on bent backs. The cold, tired Postens watch us grimly as the boss, a local Volksdeutsche [ethnic 
German], looks for a victim. He is particularly fond of choosing members of the intelligentsia. He would often 
say to us: ‘Polish intelligentsia, we’ll teach you to work; we’ll drive these notions out of your heads with a 
shovel.’ Today a student has caught his eye. ‘You, student – come here and study how to clean shoes.’ He lifts 
up the big mud-caked boot on his foot. The girl bends down, at which point he presses her head into the slushy 
mire with his boot, and holds it there on her head for a moment, his expression that of a victor at the battle of 
Waterloo. Then, for the sake of variety, he beats a young Yugoslavian woman with a shovel. ‘You were 
definitely among the partisans. You lie there, oh so gentle – lie there! The Polish student will carry you.’ 
Working beside me is Ms Smoleńska, the wife of a professor at Politechnika Warszawska. (The mother, two 
daughters, son and daughter-in-law arrived with me; they all died. The professor, I heard later, was executed by 
firing squad in Warsaw’s Pawiak Prison.) The poor woman is already unsteady, unable to maintain her grip on 
her shovel. ‘I won’t last much longer,’ she says to me. ‘I’ve been holding on to my bread for two days now, but 
I can’t eat any of it. I’ve just got this terrible thirst – I wish I could get even a sip of something warm to drink.’ 
A cart loaded with stones approaches us. After first glancing around, she carefully throws the bread to our men. 
They stop under the pretext of fixing the cart, and at the same time one of them tosses her a piece of garlic. And 
oh, how she ate it – with the grit and peel still on it. ‘It tastes so hot it feels like it’s warming me up.’ Then 
suddenly from the far side of the embankment shouting can be heard. It turns out that two women had attempted 
to escape: one Polish and the other Russian. The dogs soon tracked them down. Headquarters was informed. 
Three SS men came. A short speech: ‘We will teach you not to run away. Now you will see what it will get 
you,’ and so on. We stand in a group; work has halted. The SS men order one of the culprits to walk straight 
along the top of the embankment, following the rails. The woman, her back to us, slowly grows more and more 
distant. The SS men shoot. They play at shooting over her head, lower, higher, off off to the sides. Having had a 
bit of fun, they take aim and their victim falls to the ground riddled with bullets. Then the same game with the 
second woman. At last they start to aim, but keep missing. The woman is getting farther and farther away. Her 
head is lowered, her shoulders nervously hunched up. The distance is  
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considerable. The men start to grow nervous. ‘Zurück! [Back!]’ The woman turns back. From afar, the white 
patch of her face shines terrifyingly. She can barely lift her leaden legs off the ground, yet [the men] still can’t 
hit her. Finally, she is struck at close range and slumps to the ground. The way back to the camp was hard that 
day. The shovels seemed to weigh a hundred stone, and our wooden clogs are impossibly heavy. Ms Smoleńska 
staggers along in one of the five-woman rows. ‘I won’t last much longer, I won’t last . . . ‘ 

Scenes from a grey day in the camp: – Women finished off whilst lying in the mud  
Humour and fun. We are standing at Appell. Three sick Jewish women are lying on the ground. The mud is 
terrible. They lie smeared in it and filthy. An aufseherka comes over; she’s young and very pretty, a twenty-
three-year-old girl. She notices the outstretched women. ‘Aufstehen! [Stand up!]’ They floundered about in the 
mud for a moment, lifted their heads only to let them drop limply back down a moment later. Then the fun 
began. With a smile on her lips, she lashes them across the face and back with her riding crop. Pleadingly, they 
stretch out their arms to her. She stomps the arms into the mud with her boot, then kicks mud into the faces of 
her victims. And enjoying herself immensely, she laughs and seeks approval for her witty jokes. ‘Schmutzig, 
Schweinerei! [sic, lit. ‘Filthy, pigsty!’]’ she says and raps her boot heel against the black, bespattered heads. All 
of a sudden, a brilliant new idea springs forth in the little lady’s head [note written above crossing-out] brain 
[/note]. She orders a bucket of cold [note written above text] dirty [/note] water to be brought and, laughing, 
pours it over the wretched, rapidly fading creatures. And again she casts a triumphant gaze over the ranks. She is 
met with faces hardened in fury and hatred, many of them streaming with tears. That excites her all the more. 
Another flurry of stomping follows, until the bodies have fallen completely still. Her lovely face, sapphire eyes 
framed by golden locks, expresses satisfaction. But there’s more to come; she has yet to fully discharge the 
energy boiling up from inside her. She peers intently at the women standing in fives and suddenly spots a gap in 
their ranks. In a few leaps she’s already there. Terrified women are shielding a comrade lying on the ground. 
The aufseherka satisfied, a new game is taking shape. She loves to have these scraps of humans crawling at her 
feet. On the outside Before the war she was a kindergarten teacher at an orphanage, and now she has the right to 
end people’s lives. A few crude insults and the riding crop rains down on [the woman’s] back. But what’s this? 
– the outstretched woman isn’t writhing in pain or holding out her arms pleadingly. 
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Eyewitness testimony of Anna Jachnina, born on 10 June 1914 in Ciechocinek, cont’d 

 
Her features don’t contract in fear, terror, and pain. Her face has frozen, eternally calm. She’s no longer afraid 
of the riding crop held aloft. ‘Take her away!’ orders the furious [aufseherka] and she withdraws from the ranks. 
(Different people reacted vario) [sic] Such scenes were standard fare. The grey days that constituted camp life 
were made up of them. So many beautiful words have been spoken about protecting animals – we’ve taught 
children how to feed birds and how to protect them – and yet we weren’t able to protect a human being. –
 Women’s various reactions in the face of death – 
People reacted variously as death drew near. I saw some faces twisted by the terrifying awareness of their 
approaching death; others were pale and rather calm; others still were evocative of animals caught in a trap. 
They would grovel, kiss boots, stretch out their arms with a wild look in their eyes. I had a patient who up until 
the last moment spoke of nothing but one thing. She kept repeating: ‘I wish I could eat dumplings in milk and 
żurek [fermented rye flour soup, Pol.] with potatoes: I would get better. Or if I am to die, I wish I could eat 
dumplings in milk in my own home . . .’ And with that she died. Another called me over in the hour before her 
death and asked me with a serious face: ‘Are they still here?’ ‘Who?’ ‘The Germans.’ ‘Of course they are.’ 
‘Tonight they’ll be gone. Haven’t you heard? There was an all-night session of the Reichstag – peace talks. The 
Germans have surrendered.’ This was in 1943. She said it with such confidence, and with that conviction she 
died. I do recall, however, one entirely unusual reaction. Often, when a group of selectees had to be taken to 
Block 25, Revier staff would be used. I always used to try to get out of participating in these ceremonies, and 
once again on this occasion I managed to do so. After coming back, a friend of mine, Hanka Nawrocka, 
approaches me in a state of distress and tells me this story. ‘Imagine: I was accompanying a dentist. She was 
still strong enough, so she walked on her own. Along the way, she said to me, “You’re taking me to the death 
block. I know this, but I don’t hold it against you. You’re following orders. I had a husband, two children, a 
practice. We loved one another; things were good. Now I don’t have anyone or anything. I’ll be dead myself in a 
while, but, you know, what interests me is the problem of the evil that is right now raging throughout the world. 
The world is going from bad to worse at an alarming pace – matter is prevailing [note written above text] over 
spirit [/note]. A single person 
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is capable of taking the lives of millions. We’re like grains of sand blown about by a hurricane. If I wished to 
keep living, it would be only to see what the world will look like after the war.” Upon finishing, Hank she said 
goodbye and calmly entered the block.’ Hanka was [note written above text] so [/note] shaken up by this 
extraordinary woman, who was mulling over problems on her way to her death, that she recounted the 
conversation to me right away; I may have changed a few words here (given the passage of time), but I have 
rendered [the woman’s] thoughts faithfully. 

Delousing – ‘Revue’ of naked women and camping outdoors 
Large-scale delousing operation in July 1943. All the blocks in Lager A [‘Camp A’ (Ger.)] are heading to the 
Bad. On their way they throw their clothes into vats full of some kind of disinfectant. Everything is being 
chucked out of the blocks. Anyone who might have managed to trade her bread ration for an extra scrap of 
clothing is now literally losing the shirt from her back. Commandant Hesler [sic] has graced the bathhouse with 
his presence, surveying the women like wares in the marketplace. Crowds of naked women exit the Bad and 
arrange themselves in ranks of five. Along the middle of the lagrowa [from Ger. Lagerstrasse] (the main and 
only road running through the centre of the camp), several dozen SS men are waiting for the show. Between 
them flows the wave [of naked women]. They go by as if part of a lavish revue, peered at through lorgnettes: the 
old and young, the beautiful and ugly, the utterly destroyed and the freshly arrived whom the camp had yet to 
mar with scabies and sores. The naked women camp out between the blocks until nightfall, because it’s late by 
the time they get dresses from the vats, and they have to dry them. From a distance (bustled) the camp looked 
like an island of nudists with SS men bustling among the crowds. There were no end of vulgar jokes, taunts, and 
photographs in which the men demonstrated a great deal of inventiveness. 

‘Kind-heartedness’ and manifestations of the SS gentlemen’s good moods 
[The SS men] also excelled at coming up with games. One of the Blockführers, Persch, used to ride a 
motorcycle around the camp at full throttle. He would even come into the blocks this way (as I mentioned 
above, the barracks were formerly stables and had wide doorways, so there was plenty of clearance to ride in), 
raising an awful ruckus. One time, I witnessed an incident in the lagrowa. Persch abrubtly stops a women who 
is walking along. He orders her to undress and get into the ditch, and a second woman to fetch a bucket of water 
immediately. He uses the water to douse the woman sitting in the ditch, and orders her companion to shovel 
sand on top of her. He watched this scene for a while, mounted his motorcycle, and rode off. Krammer, who 
spent some time at Auschwitz (and was tried at Belsen) was always full of surprises as well. Very close friends 
with his chauffeur, they often used to drive drunk to the camp at night 
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and on such occasions something out of the ordinary was to be expected. Once, he issued an order for 
Kommando ‘Unterkunft’ [lit. ‘living quarters unit’ (Ger.)] to be transferred from Block 6 to Block 18. The 
residents of no. 6, finishing work, see that everything has been chucked out of their block and that a thorough 
search is under way. They are not allowed to enter. In the evening, only the straw-stuffed mattresses are moved 
to the new block. They order a Blocksperre [Ger.], that is, a ban on leaving the block. Therefore, the women all 
arrange themselves for bed on the mattresses, cover themselves in their dresses, and fall asleep in the straw and 
dust. Two o’clock in the morning. Some kind of jabbering at the door. They all wake up, bits of straw sticking 
to their raised heads. In walks Krämmer [sic] with his trusty chauffeur. They’re both unsteady on their feet. 
Each man is holding several women’s nightshirts in his hands. They stand on top of the stove and call the 
women over to collect the sleepwear. Silence – everyone is afraid to budge, not knowing what to make of this. 
[The men] start shouting louder. A first brave woman goes over and is indeed given a nightshirt. Astonished 
eyes look on from every bed. This pair of thugs (standing) [sic] who have until now always busied themselves 
with speeding people on into the next life, here, at two o’clock in the morning, handing out nightshirts – it is a 
sight that seems more dream than real. They handed out the clothes, had a laugh at the original undergarments 
worn by some of the women, and left. 
Another night, the men again wake everyone up with their visit. This time they order the parcel stores workers 
to get dressed immediately and follow them out. Widespread alarm. Where on earth are they taking these girls at 
twelve in the morning? It turns out they went to the parcel stores. The previous day, a Hungarian transport had 
arrived. A huge pile of splendid parcels had been amassed, including a great deal of alcohol. The commandant 
gave the order for the orchestra to turn up within ten minutes. The parcel stores workers opened parcels, 
removing the best items. The orchestra played while the men partied until dawn. 
Another time, Tauber – an infamous murderer at Auschwitz whom they called a ‘chimney specialist’ [spec 
kominowy (Pol.)] and who would finish off those lying on the ground with a stick – comes into the yard of 
Block 25 where people are awaiting their final transport and, surveying the dense crowd sitting on the ground, 
he chooses two young girls and suggests they take shelter under a canopy, because the sun is beating down. 
They look up terrified, imagining Tauber has lost his mind. Such were the ways in which the gentlemen of the 
SS expressed their good moods and sense of humour. 
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Selection after ten hours of standing in the freezing cold in January 1943 
General Appell. It was early January 1943. I was laid up in the Revier by then. It was 4 a.m. and we were just 
beginning the day. Suddenly, someone from the staff drops round shouting that something is going to happen 
today, because Appell isn’t being held in the camp, but rather they are going to herd everyone us outside beyond 
the wire. We all had a bad feeling about it. No doubt they’ve come up with some new game. Some women utter 
reassurances, saying it’s just a general Appell. But one never knows [note written above text] anything [/note]. 
Six o’clock, then eight, then noon – everything is at a standstill. My goodness, these poor creatures are going to 
freeze to death! At one o’clock they call out the Revier staff. The patients are left on their own, their 
imaginations running wild. The nurses come back an hour later completely numb from the cold. Just wait and 
see how many freezing victims they bring us; why, those people are barely alive! (At that time freezing victims 
would quite often be carried back from the fields.) At 2.30 p.m. things start moving. Standing in the gateway to 
the camp are Rapportführer Drexler [SS rank, lit. ‘report leader’] and the commandant along with his staff. 
People go up to them in groups. Fifty metres from the gate they’re ordered to run in single file – to run, when 
they are completely numb, with stiff legs that refuse to cooperate. At this moment, every one of them is aware 
that their lives are at stake, so they gather what strength they have. God, please don’t let me fall over; somehow 
get me through this awful stretch. Drexler stands in the gateway watching, cane in hand. Any woman who 
limps, who falls over, who has swollen legs or an overly emaciated face, he hooks round the neck with his cane 
and pulls out of the line. 
The ones who have been fished out stand off to the side. When this ceremony is complete, it’s off to Block 25 – 
i.e. to the gas – with the ‘unfit for work’. The others, chilled through and terrified, return to the blocks. The 
same ceremony begins again in the Revier. [The SS men] burst in like madmen, and, rushing down the length of 
the block, they whack the beds with sticks until the occupants show their faces. Almost like the lassoing of 
horses, yet here a cane deftly cast around the neck signalled not a deprivation of liberty – for that had already 
been lost – but a loss of life. 
 

Anna Jachnina   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Christmas Eve 1942 at Auschwitz. 
We’re not heading out to the fields. Tremendous joy. Perhaps just this once they’ll leave us in peace for a few 
hours and we’ll manage to change our clothes and cull a little of our livestock. After a short hesitation, I take off 
my wet clunky shoes, if only this once to dry out my stockings. But we were not to enjoy this peace for long. 
Aufseherkas burst into the block shouting: ‘Schnell! Raus! [Hurry up! Out!]’ The crowd surges towards the exit 
in a panic. I grab my shoes and rush to haul them over my wet stockings. All of a sudden I feel an intense pain. 
It’s a cudgel that has landed hard against my head several times. Staggering as though drunk, I run outside in 
front of the block. They’ve already come up with work for us to do: carting away waste from the sewage pits in 
wheelbarrows, as well as looking for bits of paper in the boggy mire. We trudge on. My injured head aches. An 
unbandaged sore on my knee festers and sticks to my stockings. 
At 12 noon, the whistle sounds. Appell. We fall into formation in the Lagerstrasse opposite the Revier. In the 
middle there’s a large Christmas tree decorated with lights. We stand. They start carrying corpses out of the 
Revier. One after another, the Jewish women go by, carrying the dead on their four-rod stretchers. Dirty shins 
trail limply along the ground. Shaved heads bob rhythmically. They pass the Christmas tree. Why don’t they 
hang these corpses all over the tree? They would make the only fitting decoration for a Christmas tree at 
Auschwitz. The procession has disappeared behind the corner of the barracks, while we continue to stand. The 
wind cuts through us; the cold worms its way into our hole-ridden shoes. Our wet legs freeze over. We slap one 
another’s backs; we try to rub the numbness out of our hands. During Appells, so as not to think about how cold, 
hungry, and bad we feel, we often share snippets of memories – anything to keep us going. But today is 
Christmas Eve; something catches in one’s throat. We stand. All we are dreaming of is to go back to the block, 
to have a few hours of longed-for peace. The signal sounds; they’re going to take the roll call. The shaking 
figures stiffen to attention, straightening their close-cropped heads. Just let [the Germans] pass over us – 
because one can easily get struck in the face for no other reason than that my [note written above text] the 
authorities [/note] don’t like the look of it. Appell is over – we stand. Dusk falls. When will it end . . . ? All of a 
sudden an orchestra looms into view. Häftlings. They set up next to the Christmas tree. We are terrified at the 
kindness of our masters . . . ‘Bóg się rodzi’ [‘God Is Born’, a Polish Christmas carol] rises up out of the frozen 
ranks. Someone lets out a short sob. ‘Stop!’ come indignant voices from all around. ‘Do you want to add to their 
joy with your crying?’ ‘Don’t think about the fact that today is Christmas Eve. God is born today . . . what of it? 
He certainly won’t be born here this year.’ I stand motionless. I don’t ask to have my back slapped anymore; I 
don’t feel the cold anymore, nor the pain in my gammy leg. Just that melody keeps buzzing back, [illegible 
crossing-out] stinging me, tormenting me. Suddenly, between one carol and the next, the boys smuggled in a 
few melodies from the patriotic song ‘Wojenko, Wojenko’ [lit. ‘O War, O War’ (Pol.)]. Then something 
snapped, cracked, and tears started rolling down many faces. [The musicians] have finished and left. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Yet we’re still standing. It’s getting dark. At last, the whistle sounds. We go back. It’s dark in the block. The 
mud squelches underfoot. There’s just the glow of candlelight here and there. Half a little potful of soup and a 
smaller-than-usual portion of bread. I lay myself down on the bunk. Lumps on my head from the cudgelling, a 
leg that won’t let up – and I’m so terribly cold. The block is over capacity (more than a thousand people); it’s 
like being inside a pressure cooker. Opposite, a clutch of filthy, bundled up women scratch themselves and 
exchange shoves. The whole gathering have been imprisoned in the camp for making moonshine. Showering 
down in a torrent, the most atrocious insults link up in the most curious of ways into curses that extend over 
entire phrases. From beside me squawks a scarecrow of a Gypsy woman: ‘Shall I tell your fortune, young lady? 
For a little morsel of bread, I’ll divine from your name everything that has worked towards your undoing . . .’ 
Below, Jewish women from all over Europe glide along the narrow passageway, hawking rags in various 
languages. Buzz and hubbub, shouting, selling, buying, trading – the place is a jumble of every idiom and 
vernacular. Hatred – the mother of misfortune – like a mad dog that’s torn loose from its chain, romps wildly 
and with impunity here, biting and gnawing, having already driven every last human instinct and feeling out of 
these beleaguered people. Here and there scattered voices waver almost fearfully or timidly in the air, singing 
‘Gdy się Chrystus rodzi’ [‘When Christ Is Born’, a traditional Polish Christmas carol]. I lie still and listen. 
Suddenly, one of my younger friends bursts in and announces triumphantly: ‘Ladies, I’ve got hold of a hunk of 
cabbage and three potatoes!’ If only we could cook it, we’d have ourselves a lovely soup – our first hot meal 
since arriving at the camp. We confer: but where? It’ll have to be done on the bricks in the lavatory, quite 
simply in the lavatory. The two most energetic women left and got hold of a battered pot; then followed a 
fraught expedition to the kitchen to steal a little water at extreme risk, then another, no less fraught, over ditches 
and through the mud in darkness to the ‘facilities’ mentioned above, in order to finish the job there on the 
bricks. I’m reluctant to believe the undertaking will be a success. I narrow my eyes and listen. All of a sudden, 
through the buzzing, shouting, and cursing, through the crude songs and cursing and carols, pierces the strong, 
hard voice of the Polish sztubowa: ‘Women, don’t lose heart. We must survive in order to spite those who’ve 
sent us to this camp. Have faith that the new year will bring us freedom throughout the world; great things are 
afoot and we are now only one step away from liberation.’ She spoke other such reassuring words infused with 
the purest truth. I curled up into a ball and, abruptly, from somewhere in the vault of my memory a scene slips 
out: Warsaw, September 1939, the district hospital full of wounded. The radio – Starzyński [the then mayor of 
Warsaw] is speaking: ‘Warsaw is fighting; Warsaw is enduring. One more day, two more days, and help will 
arrive from our western allies for the heroic capital city.’ I repeat this in the ward, upon which a pair of eyes 
look up at me out of a head wrapped in bandages. ‘Sister,’ asks the soldier, ‘have you seen their tanks, rifles, 
and aeroplanes? I have.’ The scene fades. The sztubowa’s strong, reassuring speech continues: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘Hold on for another month, and liberation will come.’ Breathless voices tear me from my reverie, ‘Get 
yourselves ready: the soup’s here.’ What magnificent water, thickened not only with the potatoes, but even with 
a dollop of margarine. They set the soot-blackened cauldron down in the middle. There are six of us. They’ve 
even rustled up a spoon. We sit in a circle. The smell of the potatoes is disconcertingly tantalizing. We forget for 
the moment that there is filth, bedlam, and fug all around us; we forget that the soup has been cooked in a dark 
lavatory. We leave our terrible reality behind and bond over this accidental Christmas Eve feast. The spoon, like 
a peace pipe, is passed from hand to hand; and instead of the traditional wafer, we share the soup fairly, which 
works out to five spoonfuls each. I don’t imagine anything else will ever taste as good again, and I don’t 
imagine any Christmas Eve dinner was ever consumed in such solemnity. Here and there someone is still 
cursing; here and there a tremulous voice is singing ‘Lulajże Jezuniu’ [‘Sleep, Little Jesus’, a traditional Polish 
Christmas carol], while we curl up next to one other, warning our neighbours to mind they don’t aggravate our 
sores during the night – a constant occurrence in the cramped conditions. And amid the noise we fall asleep in 
the hope that maybe that night little Jesus, having diverted the authorities’ attention, would slip into the camp 
and bestow upon us the strength to survive. Then on Christmas morning there’s fun being had in the 
Lagerstrasse. Several SS men have taken a group of Jews there. They order the Jews to race about with bricks in 
their hands, tripping them up and setting dogs on them as they run. Many a Jew was mauled or injured that day, 
and many an empty bottle rolled into the ditches. – 
 
‘Ζοśka’ – an authentic figure. [‘Zośka’, ‘Zosia’, and ‘Zocha’ are forms of ‘Zofia’.] She used to be in Sweden, 
but she’s already gone back to Poland. Little Zosia was fourteen years old when the first transports of men 
started to be brought into Auschwitz. She was living six kilometres from the camp. It was the only place where, 
because they worked at the local coal mine, families hadn’t been displaced. She was so tiny and slightly built; 
she had long braids and lively dark eyes. She would often creep up close to see the lines of men heading off to 
work. They were starved and beaten – they often died. Thin, pale figures in dirty prison stripes, with heads bent 
over shovels and hand barrows, their arms heaving up stones. She saw the whip landing on their backs, the dogs 
mauling them; after work, she saw them trail along in a long procession with the corpses of fellow prisoners on 
their shoulders. These people had restless gazes that would flit about, taking everything in, including any fleshy 
roots [growing along the roadside]. Something shifted in Zosia: these people are going to die; they have to be 
saved. The decision is made and Zosia takes up the cause. Since she knows the terrain well, every dirt track and 
bush, she scampers around like a little dog, supplying here a piece of bread, there a potful of soup. Before long 
she is put to work by an underground organization and she becomes a little go-between. A small Kommando 
carrying out land reclamation works comes to know Zosia, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



who is indefatigable. The few Postens, who have been paid off, don’t notice the invisible hands that sometimes 
pass along food rations. It’s getting cold: Zosia organizes a collection and, through her hands, socks and gloves 
flow to the prisoners. The boys love the courageous little child. Zosia’s name is often on their lips. A potful of 
warm food provided by her brings together an engineer, a labourer, and an artist. The operation is proceeding 
swimmingly when, all of a sudden, a single misstep leads to Zosia getting caught. They pack her off to the 
bunker. They try to drag her secrets out: they study her, beat her, interrogate her. Zosia doesn’t know anything. 
Besides, she’s so naïve, so small and slow-witted, that after a while even the SS men come to believe that this 
foolish little child couldn’t have done anything, and Zosia is set free. Then, with renewed fervour and greater 
experience, she gets back to work. Now it’s not just bread and socks that are flowing into the camp, but tiny 
slips of paper – the first threads connecting the poor internees with the outside world. Soon after follow 
clandestine packages, injections, medicine. Zośka comes to be entrusted with the most serious of confidences, 
becoming not just a go-between but a true friend. The only trace of her elusive presence is in the little bundles 
she leaves behind. Almost two years went by uneventfully. Then –wham! – they grab Zosia and put her in the 
camp. They cut off her beautiful braids and lock her up in this muddy quagmire. It’s hard on Zosia and she’s 
sad, but her rebellious soul doesn’t give up and refuses to be broken. A while later she falls ill with typhus. The 
boys find out about this, as do those she had fed for so long. They do everything to save Zosia. Through 
mysterious channels, medicine and drink make their way to her and Zosia survives. She stays on at the Revier as 
a nurse. She’s still very thin and frail. As her hair grows back, it curls into ringlets like those of a little Jewish 
baby. But her big, dark eyes are no longer the eyes of a child. They’re eyes that have seen a great deal, that 
understand a great deal, that are able to look upon suffering with such empathy, yet that turn cold and disdainful 
when the authorities come asking. Zosia bustles about her patients, smiling cheerfully. No one knows why Zosia 
goes to other blocks, nor why she lingers at certain bedsides, why here and there she discreetly leaves something 
to eat, why she turns up when certain patients have died, refusing to let them be removed and asking for 
permission to take them away herself. The men send her signals: ‘Zocha, patient X is dying. Save her at any 
cost.’ ‘Zosia, patient Y is recovering from typhus. Do everything to keep her from being sent out to work.’ Zosia 
listens, collects, distributes. Again, Zosia is a thread that runs to the outside world, where she already has her 
trusted contacts. (Zosia) [sic] She loves her favourites very dearly; likewise, they feel a deep affection for their 
diminutive friend. Zosia knows about everyone’s worries and misfortunes; she knows about every planned 
escape. In the environs of Auschwitz, in the woods beyond the Postenkette [perimeter of guard posts, Ger.], our 
boys have taken up positions and often make life miserable for the camp authorities. Our prisoners sometimes 
manage to slip away to these groups. Thus, with contact 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



established and everything ready, the decision comes tersely in soldierly fashion: ‘Today!’ Zocha is in on 
everything and is deeply affected by it all. Every day that some action is planned, she’s more focused, and her 
white apron heaves more often with her sighs. ‘God, let him make it through. Save him . . . He’ll be needed yet.’ 
Every second seems to drag on . . . He was supposed to leave at four o’clock . . . Silence. You can’t yet hear the 
ominous siren that announces to the Häftlings that an escape has been detected and that a pursuit party has 
already set out. It’s now six o’clock . . . Silence. God, what luck! Maybe he’s made it away by now; maybe he’s 
reached the first rendezvous. Silence . . . apart from the groaning patients. Zosia runs to and fro, providing 
bedpans, adjusting lice-infested bedspreads, distributing food. Suddenly, she shuddered. The thermometer 
almost slipped out of her hand: through the din of coughing and hacking in the TB block had penetrated the 
hoarse, terrifying voice of the camp ‘Cow’ [‘Krowa’, (Pol.)]. The secret was out; a search was under way. ‘Has 
he made it far away? Will they reach him?’ And thus would her heart tremble during every escape. She would 
go through each escapee’s ups and downs right along with him. Zosia will take care of it; Zosia will deliver it; 
Zosia won’t snitch. Zosia’s finger was firmly on the pulse coursing deep below the surface among this mass of 
people crammed behind the wire, whose bravery defied the firing squads, hangings, and beatings. 
At one point, her beloved – one of many favourites, a brave twenty-year-old boy upon whom she had bestowed 
her first ever girlish affections – decides to escape. They prepare everything together. Zosia holds herself firmly 
together even though she’s terrified for his life. On the appointed day, she hears the siren’s wail and barely 
manages to still the beating of her heart. Nine o’clock . . . one day, one week, two, then three . . . quiet. It’s 
worked; he’s made it through. All she has left now is a tiny portrait cut out of a photograph that she has 
carefully secreted away in a locket. Then some time later a message reaches her: ‘I’m free. I’ve reunited with 
the boys. Hold on, Zośka – we’re coming for you.’ And Zosia concealed her longing and went on smiling in the 
block, taking temperatures, washing, cleaning; she went on receiving clandestine parcels and instructions, which 
she would distribute and pass on. After the Warsaw Uprising, things are becoming restless in the camp. A 
certain slackening of discipline is discernible. There’s talk of the front approaching, of partisans overrunning the 
camp any day now. Something is anticipated, expected; there’s growing excitement. These new-born hopes have 
hit the poor Häftlings so hard that it’s left them breathless. A vision of freedom – something has erupted in 
flame, surged up, and swept like a whirlwind over all the camps. Maybe now, maybe at last. And it was at this 
time that they once again packed little Zosia off to the bunker. She spent Christmas there. We were sure that she 
would be put before a firing squad. The boys tried to smuggle food to her. But as it turned out, her luck was in. 
The authorities, preoccupied with the major events unfolding, simply had her removed to Ravensbrück. Events 
had already begun to progress quickly by that point, and one additional transport later she ended up in Sweden. 
Little Zosia, you are one of the few whom the school of camp life failed to debase with its horrific curriculum. I 
can’t think about you without 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



feeling moved. I see you all the time, in your white apron, run off your feet, forever carrying somebody 
something with a look of sharp focus in your dark eyes, steadfast in your resolve not to say anything 
unnecessary, not to let slip any unguarded word – for the number and weight of the duties placed on your still 
young shoulders seemed to hang heavy on you, making you serious beyond your years. You grew up in the 
camp; you experienced and witnessed so much, leapfrogging ahead of your companions and peers. Everything 
you did was so simple and so ordinary, yet so enormous and so important in its consequences. To look at you, 
one would have thought you were just carrying out everyday chores, whereas you were in fact playing a high-
stakes game to save many human lives. Speaking of you, one cannot express oneself in grandiose or high-flown 
language, but rather in words as simple and straightforward as the slight-framed young lady you were. 
Today, Zosia has already returned to Poland where I’m sure, if they’re still alive, her boys from Auschwitz will 
report to her for debriefing. 
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