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  Acclaim for the Polish edition:




  “Reading ‘The Auschwitz Photographer’ left a lasting impression on me. It is neither an academic thesis nor a proper memoir, but it significantly expands general public’s knowledge about not just the camps, but about the system that created them.”


  Władysław Bartoszewski,

  Former Auschwitz prisoner (Inmate No. 4427)


  “Anna Dobrowolska chose images for this album which depict many aspects of the camp life, not only the ramp where transports of deportees were unloaded,but also the camp orchestra, the boxing and soccer matches and even a wedding.”


  Portal Interia.pl


  “A large album—designed by Ryszard Kajzer, from the Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw, renowned for his posters and illustrations—contains, in addition to Brasse’s story, about 300 photographs, historical notes and sketches, many of which are published for the first time... A valuable publication.”


  Monika Żmijewska, Gazeta.pl


  „The Auschwitz Photographer was not a ‘war correspondent’, ‘reporter’ or ‘observer’, but another victim of those events. One should keep that in mind looking at these pictures which—quoting Susan Sontag—‘terrify and so they should’. It makes our contemporary perspective more humble.”


  Agnieszka Sabor, Tygodnik Powszechny


  “Brasse paints a nuanced view of the camp reality, of the relationships between the inmates and the staff of KL Auschwitz-Birkenau. The recollections of a man who helped save 40 thousand pictures illustrating the tragedy of the inmates of this camp are remarkable. I’ve read this story with highest interest.”


  Grzegorz Berendt, Ph.D.

  Historian, The Institute of National Remembrance
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  Wilhelm Brasse soon after the war.



  My name is Wilhelm Brasse. I am a photographer. In September 1940 I became prisoner of Auschwitz Concentration Camp, where I took over 50.000 pictures for the camp records and provided photographic documentation of experiments by Dr. Mengele.



  
/CHILDHOOD/
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    Brasse with younger brothers
  


  I was born on December 3rd 1917. My parents gave me the ancient Germanic name of Wilhelm. At that time Wilhelm II was the German Emperor.


  [image: Image005]

  Wilhelm Brasse’s grandfather—Albert Karol Brasse.


  My grandfather Albert Karol came from Alsace[1] but he considered himself Austrian. During the Franco-Prussian war many people from there came to our land[2]. My grandpa worked as an ornamental gardener for the Habsburg Archduke and in those days he was doing very well. Among other things, he created the Żywiec[3] Castle Park; he planted trees and established flowerbeds. In his daily life he used three languages. He spoke French, German and very nice Polish. I was amazed and proud, when he was naming the trees and flowers in all those languages plus Latin. My grandpa would visit us often and I remember him well. He died in 1934.
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    Brasse’s mother, Helena, in traditional Żywiec costume.
  


  My mother’s name was Helena, née Kucharska. She was a very good person and a great mom—loving and caring. She took great care of us—quite a job given that I had five brothers and no sisters.


  I was the eldest and had to look after my brothers.


  Mom mother loved us dearly and would watch over us, care for us, cook delicious food and bake fabulous cakes. I also soon learned how to cook and could manage quite well by myself. I would make sandwiches for my older brothers and for the younger ones I would prepare “zacierka”—you mix milk, flour, egg and salt with a fork to create tiny noodles. Then you pour it over boiling milk and finally serve it with melted butter. Later I learned to make more complicated dishes – bullions or even roasts.


  To my eyes my mother was a very pretty woman. And a hard working one. She would sew from early in the morning, although she wasn’t a professional seamstress. I remember her sitting at the sewing machine and humming religious songs. This is an image that keeps coming back to me…


  My mom was Polish in the full meaning of the word. She told my brothers and me that we were Polish and that Poland was our country. From early childhood she imbued us with patriotic spirit, a strong work ethic, honesty and piety. “You have to love your country”, she kept repeating. She was all steeped in it.


  In 1920 my father took part in the Anti-Bolshevik campaign. Even before the war he was a member of “Friendship” (“Przyjaźń”), an organization that was active in Żywiec, and in spite of his German name he would only socialize with Poles. He did not hang out with Germans. He kept telling stories about “Friendship” and later joined a Polish choir “Lutnia”. As soon as Poland regained independence in 1918 he joined the Polish Socialist Party (PPS) and was active in it up until the outbreak of WWII.
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    Right—Wilhelm Brasse’s father
  


  My father spoke often on patriotic subjects.


  My father was a mechanic whose specialty was precision metalwork. He was an expert worker and earned good wages.


  But what fascinated me much more was his musical passion. I loved to listen to him play flute and violin, which he played often and well. Later he even played in an army band. He would practice a lot, daily by himself and twice or three times a week with his friends. There was one other violin, plus a clarinet and a cello. They would mostly play Strauss’s waltzes and polkas.


  In those days I was quite well versed in music. I also tried to play some violin, but I wasn’t very good at it.


  Sometimes I looked out into the courtyard and could see a group of neighbors who sat by the house and listened to my dad’s music through open windows. There was no radio yet; people only had just begun to get the first gramophones. It was around 1925-26.


  Later my father played less and less. He kept saying he had no time. He worked in a screw factory outside Żywiec and would give himself to other pleasures, such as vodka.
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    Wedding picture of Brasse’s parents.
  


  My parents got married on February 17th 1917. My father had already chosen his nationality earlier on, not influenced by my mother: Polish.


  They all—by this I mean his whole extended family—considered themselves Polish. That included him and his four brothers—Alfred, Bruno, Oswald and Adolf—as well as his two sisters Luiza and Ilona. My father was a strong Polish patriot. The fact that he married my mom only helped to emphasize his Polishness.


  In our house only Dad spoke German. He had been a soldier in the Austrian army, so he spoke it quite well. I started to learn German early, after a few years in school. At that time they taught German beginning in 5th grade of elementary school and later through middle school. Although my father knew German he would not teach me or help me with it; but it was not hard because I had German speaking pals, who among themselves spoke either German or both languages. The Kubicas and the Hibners, for example, which were well known and respectable families, spoke at home in both Polish and German, sometimes mixing up words in the same sentence.


  [image: Image009]


  
    Brasse with mother, Helena, and his brothers.
  


  (Pictures on pages 2-9 come from private albums of the Brasse family; further pictures: family archive)


  In our house, however, we spoke only Polish because my mom did not know any German. However, I would often hear my dad and grandpa communicate in German outside the house.


  I went to the local elementary school. I passed a placement exam and went straight into the second year of Żywiec Middle School, because I was doing very well. It wasn’t so easy in those days. The youth of today complain, but I had to pass exams from fifth grade onward.


  Learning German was easy for me. I have a fond memory of one professor of German. The first day he came to school looking like a typical teacher: skinny, tall, dressed in the old fashioned way with a stiff collar. One of the Jewish guys immediately nicknamed him “Pipshtock”, which in our dialect meant a thin stick. So the poor professor remained Pipshtock thereafter. No one called him anything else, neither the parents nor the other teachers. “Where is Pipshtock? Haven’t you seen Pipshtock?” Sometimes a person would come to the school conference and ask:


  “Professor Pipshtock?” and he would answer, “With your permission, my name is not Pipshtock but Łaszczynski, but do come in...”


  It didn’t bother him. I liked that professor a lot. He did a good job teaching me grammar, which was the basis from which I later quickly moved to fluency. Unfortunately, his life had a sad ending. In 1945, just after the war, nobody wanted to learn German any more. That professor threw himself under a train.


  
/ŻYWIEC – MY TOWN/
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      View of Żywiec and Zabłocie between the wars. The train and wooden bridges on the Sola river did not survive
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      Prewar view of Żywiec from the Cementary Hill. Town square on a market day
    

  


  At the beginning of the 20th century Żywiec was a Polish town, with some nice international flavor, thanks to the Habsburgs, who owned a huge brewery and also thanks to whom the local community prospered. They were much respected and employed a few hundred people from Żywiec so nobody objected to their foreign background.



  Renewing the royal charter granted by King Jan Kazimierz during the Polish-Swedish war, the Austrian Emperor Franz Joseph II athorized the town of Żywiec to ban Jews from settling within its limits.


  By contrast the towns of Oświęcim (Auschwitz), Chrzanów and Sosnowiec had large Jewish populations. In the case of Oświecim, before WWII Jews constituted nearly 60% of its inhabitants.
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  Kościuszki Street in Żywiec, before WW II
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  St. Florian’s well in Żywiec town square, before WW II 
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  Żywiec town square, before at the beginning of XX century 
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  Maidens in traditional Żywiec costumes in front of the parish church, before WW II (Photographs from Żywiec City Museum)


  My Jewish acquaintences lived in the suburbs of Żywiec, in Zabłocie. I was friends with those boys. And anyway, there were many nationalities intermingled in the area, including a big German community since there were many Germans working there, as well as many Austrians. And too, many Czech people settled there. It was a real international hodgepodge. Many worked in the local paper mill and in the screw factory.
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  Krakowska Street (today Sienkiewicza St.) in Żywiec; view towards the town square, before the war.
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  Garbarska Street (today Sempołowska St.) in Żywiec, view towards Kościuszki Street with Siejba buiding and church tower. Before WW II
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     Żywiec parish church before WWII. Photographs from Żywiec City Museum
  


  It was not important for us at that time whether someone was Jewish, German or Czech.


  We hung out together, played soccer together. Jews liked it just as much as we did. Bornstein... Weiss... Forner... Kornhouse... Ritter...


  Later “Makkabi”[4] built a nice soccer field and we would often play there. They were good friends. They helped us at school, because they often had ability for languages and were particularly good in German. Of course, the Jews in those days often spoke German among themselves.


  My colleagues and I used to talk about what we’d like to be someday. Some of us wanted to be great artists, others—mechanics, doctors or lawyers. I myself did not aim that high. There were boys who dreamt of military careers. Two others wanted to be professors of Polish. They were both very good at Polish. One had the name Ritter, the other, Kornhauser. Both of them died. So did Forner and Weiss. Only Bornstein survived and he went to Israel.


  A few boys dreamt of becoming airplane pilots—as did I. Especially since the summer when Żywiec was visited by the pilots of the 2nd Air Regiment from Krakow. They took part in military maneuvers on the giant meadows nearby, normally used for grazing cattle belonging to Archduke Habsburg. I would go with the other boys to have a closer look at the planes. You could come up quite near to them; the pilots would not chase you away. My friend and I were dreaming up ways to build a plane powered by a battery. We would get in and just fly away...


  
/PHOTOGRAPHY – BEGINNINGS/




  One day professor Nowak, the school principal, entered the classroom and uttered the words:


  - The following students will leave the class...


  The first one was Barcik, then Bornstein, and then I. That’s how it went. We did not have the money for tuition and so were expelled from school. I was just in the sixth grade out of eight. At that time—it was spring 1930—there was massive unemployment; my father was out of work and the middle school cost money.


  I hated principal Nowak at that moment. But later, when I met him in the camp, it turned out he had a heart of gold. First and foremost, he proved himself as an older and wiser friend. He gave me the spiritual support that I sorely needed. I liked him enormously. As to the matter of my expulsion... I regretted that it happened but there was no other way, since we hadn't the money. My mom and dad conferred and concluded it was time to find me some kind of trade.


  My father’s sister—my aunt in other words—had a big and busy photography shop in Katowice. I thought, and so did my mom, that it might be my path.
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    Brasse in Katowice (family archive)
  


  I started my photographer’s apprenticeship in the fall of 1933. At the beginning I was an assistant. I had a good mentor: his name was Edward Siudek. He taught me the trade and I pride myself on having studied with such a master. He taught me camera technique, portraiture, lab work and retouching.


  In those days the movie theatres had already started showing advertisements, pre-show slides on 6x6 centimeter film. This is what we worked on. Someone would do the design and then we would make the photos and diapositives. They would advertise local stores—for example, for a smoked meat manufacturer or Forner’s Soda.


  It was in 1933 in the studio of Mr. Siudek that for the first time in my life I held a camera in my hands. There were already some simple Kodak box cameras available, but I couldn’t afford those. Only later did my mom buy me a 9x12 “Voglender” which I began to use for some work “on the side”, so to speak, to make some extra dough.


  Of course my boss knew nothing about it; if he had he wouldn’t have liked it. But, after all, I was not paid during my apprenticeship. I worked for three years completely for free, that is to say in exchange for the job training. So I felt justified to work on the side.


  I was aiming to become a master of photographic portrait. In those days it was a distinct, specialized profession and required passing a higher bar of proficiency because it involved sculpting a model’s face using soft lighting.


  In professional portrait photography, or, more precisely, in running a photography shop one creates portraits for postcards and IDs, a good photographer is one who can set up correct lighting in relationship to the human face and then retouch the picture well. A lot depends on the retouching. You can make the face slimmer, or shorten the nose, or remove the wrinkles... Of course it all must be done artfully. Sometimes you can see old photographs dreadfully over-retouched. The faces there are so smooth it's as if the wrinkles didn’t exist.


  First you have to take a quick, thorough look at a person, since each of us has irregular features and one half of the face is different from the other. Sometimes one eye is a little bit bigger or the nose is too long. In that case, you must position the face in a special way to make the nose shorter.


  If someone has a long nose, you can lift the face slightly and illuminate it from below. That way there’s no long shadow from the nose. Or if someone has a short nose you can take the picture a little bit from below; if they have short legs—same thing. With women, a lot can be done with clothes and also highlighting of the eyes.


  Most importantly, the photographed subject should act naturally. He must not strain the face or force a smile. This is what makes for a good portrait.


  After working with Mr Siudek for some time I got to do practically all the lab tasks myself. I made prints, enlargements and touchups. My boss did not yet let me take photographs in the studio. Only after about six months did I take my first school ID picture. I was very excited. Later my boss looked that picture over. Of course he had some comments, but finally he said it was good.


  [image: Image020]


  
    Brasse in Katowice (family archive)
  


  One day, at the beginning of 1935, a lady came to the atelier with her daughter and asked me to take a few shots of the girl wearing a ballerina costume. She wasn’t particularly happy that such a young lad as myself was going to take care of it. I said I would take several photos and that she’d be able to choose the ones she liked. I shot five or six full figure views as well as some portraits. And it was those portraits she ended up liking the most. She was the first client truly pleased with my work.


  After that my boss allowed me to take the simplest pictures more often. I worked for him until the end of June 1935. Then I passed my apprenticeship exam and officially became a professional photographer.


  Next I worked for “Foto-Korekt”, a studio in Katowice at No. 36, 3 Maja Street, in a building which still exists, although under a different owner. In those days it was the best photo shop in town and specialized in portraits almost exclusively. The highest priority was to have prints ready for pick up on time. I spent a lot of hours in the lab. I copied, enlarged, and retouched... and I was given individual assignments. Sometimes I even got praised. I liked that job a lot. It was easy and I was allowed to work at my specialty.
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    Still from „The Portraitist” by I.Dobrowolski
  


  In Katowice I met some German girls. They wore pendants similar to the sacred ones with saints, but you could open them. Inside the medallions, in a gold plated envelope, were portraits of Hitler. It was the first time that I met girls so deeply steeped in Nazism. I wondered about them, since they had such Polish sounding names. One of them was Miss Małgorzata Dziadek. She was my first love. I remember that maiden to this day… I will always remember her…


  In Katowice, wherever you went you would encounter Nazi propaganda. It was everywhere. I took meals at the home of a lady named Wolny (Pol. “free”). Her son became a declared Nazi supporter later on when the Germans took over Silesia in 1940, and he divorced his wife because she spoke no German.
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    Still from „The Portraitist” by I.Dobrowolski
  


  Financially, I was doing well in Katowice. I was a young guy making 120 zlotys a month and I had free lodging. I paid just 40 zlotys a month to the lady who did the cooking. She was very generous with her food! I’d be lying if I said I was not having a good life. I went to coffee shops and the movies. The first time that I went to the cinema my aunt sent me to see “The Lady of the Camelias”. It was for me a wonderful experience and thereafter I became a regular movie goer. I also signed up with a dance school so as to be able to go to the dance clubs. I was young and free. But I did not drink very much! Maybe occasionally I would have a shot or two but that was all.


  And I was in love...


  Besides that girl and photography, both of which for me were great passions, I also took a strong interest in motor vehicles, especially motorcycles. In a townhouse next door there was a motorcycle mechanic. I went to see him and helped clean the bikes, sometimes getting all smeared up with grease in the process. He would take those things apart and I would wash all the pieces. From him I learned how to fix a motorcycle and to this day dealing with cars and motorcycles comes easy to me.


  I even started saving up for a motorcycle, but it was still out of reach. Anyway, it turned out that the one I had my eye on had defects... Eventually I gave up on motor vehicles and began to focus more fully on photography. What a pleasure that was, shooting with my 9x12 camera!


  I photographed my mom in her Żywiec folk costume. I took a portrait of my father at home lit by a kerosene lamp. I also shot photos of my brothers when they were little.


  I photographed landscapes as well, such as the mountains and views around Żywiec.
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    Wilhelm Brasse (family archive, after the war)
  


  I took an interest in art photography and began using the so-called gum technique[5]. I had a how-to manual and did some experimenting with that material. You see, gum arabic in conjunction with gelatin and potassium dichromate is photosensitive. That means that the exposed gum is very reactive to light, so that in the areas where the pictures were covered with gum the color remained, while in the spots where the light sensitive material was not used it washed out. Sometimes I added also color tints—blue, brown or green. I would then make a print from the negative in different colors. After exposure I developed it and there would come the most beautiful moment when that artistic effect emerged, rendering the landscapes very beautiful and rather mysterious. I found it most intriguing. Today this technique is completely abandoned.


  I also photographed kids. In the beginning, all kids’ photos looked the same. I would put the baby on a white sheepskin or goatskin and photograph him naked. There were so very many of such photos! Older children were usually brought in by their mothers on Sundays. I strove to make their heads appear bigger and to get the light just right. I also needed to capture the child’s attention so that he or she would look straight into the lens. I would show them a ball, a bird or a rattle. For a full body view, I would put them on a rocking horse or next to either a tall bicycle or a kids’ tricycle that we had in our shop.


  I worked in Katowice until 1938. It was a wonderful time.


  
/WAR/




  In 1938 I reached the military draft age of 21 and appeared in front of the Selective Service Board[6]. I was given category A and assigned to the Air Force. I was told that in the Fall I would join the Army. That’s why in September of the same year I gave up my job in Katowice, because I thought by the end of September or early October I would be in the Polish Army. At that time a conflict had broken out between Poland and Czechoslovakia and the Poles had annexed part of the Zaolzie region. So I was certain I would soon be called up; but it didn’t happen then and so I remained in Żywiec.


  In February 1939 I went to Zakopane to watch the FSI Ski Competition. There was no snow when I arrived, but it did fall right on the day of the ski jumping. Our man did not take first place. The winner was an Austrian jumper—by then a German national, since this was after the German annexation of Austria. I was devastated.


  I was restless and wanted to change something in my life. So from Zakopane I went to my aunt’s, who had a pension in Krynica and with whom I asked if I could stay. She agreed gladly, so from March 1939 I lived in Krynica and worked as a lab technician in a photography shop. There was a small photo service in the New Spa House. It did not shoot the pictures but rather made prints and enlargements of amateur photographers. I worked there only about 5-6 hours a day so I had lots of leisure time. I remained until August 26th 1939.


  You could feel the buildup of the war psychosis… Now I was certain I would be taken into the Army. I decided to go back to Żywiec. This was a period of great uncertainty. I could feel something was up and was looking forward to my conscription. I was category A—in top physical condition—and I was ready. From the very beginning I didn’t like the way the Germans were acting. I understood quickly that my valuues were completely opposed to theirs.


  “Our primary goal is the destruction of Poland. [...] I will provide the excuse for the attack, whether the world believes it or not.


  [...] I have put my death-head formations' in place with the command relentlessly and without compassion to send into death many women and children of Polish origin and language. Only thus we can gain the living space that we need.


  [...]


  Poland will become depopulated and settled with Germans.


  SOURCE: Adolf Hitler’s Obersalzberg Speech[7]
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    Still from „The Portraitist” by I. Dobrowolski
  


  At last I got my draft summons to the 6th Air Regiment in Lwów. I was to turn up on September 1st, so I tried to get there by all means possible. I did not make it to Lwów, but only as far as Rawa Ruska, where I was arrested by German troops. They transported me with others in a column on foot to Jarosław. I was still in my civilian clothing. I managed to escape from this transport and return to Żywiec.


  My father had a train engineer’s license and had been summoned to Krakow, to the Bonarka train station. Later he was assigned to an armored train – a giant engine protected by steel armor with at least two cars armed to the teeth.[8] He crossed the Hungarian border and was interned there. Thus it happened that in 1939 my father was gone and I became the oldest male in the family.
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    Polish armored train No. 54—„Groźny” (A. Jońca’s photo collection)
  


  When the Nazis took over Silesia and incorporated it into the Reich they took a census and decreed the so-called "optioning"—everyone had to declare themselves as Polish or German.


  At the end of 1939 there was a nationality registration in the occupied territories, the Fingerabdruck (the so-called “palcówka” in Polish). People living in those areas obtained an ID with a fingerprint instead of a photo. Every person had to declare the language used at home, their nationality, the beginning of their residence, information on military service in the Polish Army, their religion, marital status, occupation and property or business ownership.[9]
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    Fingerabdruck—German document certifying nationality in occupied Poland. (ph. Nowis, Dec. 12th 2006)
  


  I declared that I was Polish. The German clerk who was looking over my papers hesitated to accept them from me, explaining that since my grandfather had been Austrian and my father was Austrian and since I spoke a decent German I was not therefore Polish. He handed the papers back to me and declined to issue me a document with a fingerprint. I thought he would keep insisting, but instead he just waited silently. After a long while he let me go.


  One of my brothers was severely wounded while escaping East, and so he came back at the end of November needing medical treatment. I decided then to take up smuggling from Slovakia. You would go there to get food: sugar, flour, margarine... That was the way I earned a living and supported my family including the therapy for my brother. He had a blind physical therapist come in to massage his wounded arm. It helped him.


  I would take a train from Żywiec to Milówka, which was about 20 kilometers towards Zwardoń. That was the border checkpoint. I would get off at Milówka and walk through Koniaków, from whence I would descend South through Zapasieki village. That was at the border itself. I would cross over to the Slovak side and buy food. The Slovaks were glad to sell. Sometimes I would get the food in Zapasieki, because they had plenty there. Then there was the return trip: about 20 kilometers on foot, Koniaków, Milówka and the train to Żywiec.


  It was drudgery. The Germans were guarding the border and sometimes there were inspections at the train station. If that happened we would lose all we’d carried and would have to go back and figure things out all over again. We could not come back empty handed...


  The winter of 1939 was particularly severe—snowy and very cold. A group of us including Stanisław Kucharski[10], my mother’s brother who was nearly my age, traveled that route on skis. I was a decent skier, so it was not a problem to cross from Milówka and Koniaków to the border. The German border guard, called Grenzschuts, kept watch over that section, but the locals were friendly towards us and informed us when a patrol was passing and when there would be another. They had some idea of how it operated. So between the patrols we would quickly go down across the border to a village on the Slovak side. There we would get what we needed and would return the same way. We would sit in the forest and wait for the German patrol to pass. When they had passed and were far enough away we would continue. We had to walk up a steep mountain, but at least that way the forest hid us from view. From Koniaków we would ski some 18 kilometers down to Milówka.
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    Brasse in Katowice, 1937 (family archive)
  


  In my free time I listened to the radio. Although people were required to turn in all their radios, I cheated. I turned in an old, primitive set, a crystal radio, and kept a very good Phillips, which I used regularly to listen to foreign stations. There was no Polish language BBC yet. Polish radio was broadcasting from Toulouse in France. They were calling on all able people to escape through Hungary to France and enlist with the Polish forces. Every now and then we would hear that so-and-so had fled, that someone else had made it and that another one hadn’t. I felt that as a young, healthy man subject to military duty, I simply had to make it to Hungary.


  Four of us started the preparations to go: me, my brother, my mother’s brother and a friend. A week earlier two friends set out and later we saw them beaten up and being led by the Slovak Gestapo. We realized that things were not looking rosy and so decided to speed up our escape.


  We set out for our mobilization point a week before Easter 1940. We tried crossing the border near Zwardoń. We made it. In Zwardoń we were joined by another volunteer who had already been in the military but somehow got arrested. There was a mass movement of volunteers heading toward the Polish forces through Slovakia, so the Germans reinforced their border checks.


  The Slovaks whom we got to know during our previous trips warned us not to try crossing just then because of increased inspections and searches on the trains.


  So we went back to our side at the Gubernia[11] near Sucha Beskidzka and later, through Maków Podhalański, we made it to Sanok. We had to make one stop along the way.


  In Tarnów we met Jews who had been expelled from Żywiec. They fed us and put us up for the night. The next day they directed us towards Sanok, to a Jewish woman who told us how to proceed. We crossed practically all of the Bieszczady Mountains on foot, from Komańcza through Bukowska Pass, and made it almost to the Hungarian border. At that time the Hungarians had taken over Carpathian Ruthenia[12], which shared about forty or fifty kilometers of border with Poland. We tried to cross there, with disastrous results because all around the Lemko[13] and Ukrainian villages had sided with the Germans. The Germans had fanned Ukrainian separatist passions by giving them hope for a Ukrainian state.


  A day after Easter we were low on water. On March 28th we entered a village and were surrounded by ten or twelve local Lemkos. They intimidated us with stanchions and sticks, until their leader came with a gun and took as all the way to Baligród, through the mountains. In Baligród there was a Gestapo unit. The Lemkos had been told that the more they brought of us, the bigger their bounties. I saw that they were getting money for capturing us. It was an area of great poverty. That is how I explained it to myself.
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    Wilhelm Brasse before the war.
  


  In Baligród we went through a preliminary interrogation. It turned out there were plenty more guys just like us. We were searched. We had a few German marks. I had a gold watch and a signet, which my father had told me to sell in Hungary if need be. They took all of it. I was surprised to see there a young German whom I knew from dancing clubs in Katowice. He stood out since he was wearing a typical Nazi uniform: tall boots, short trousers and white stockings. He was already a Gestapo employee in Baligród, a translator. He wore a uniform without any rank marks, but he recognized me. He asked me why I was fleeing. I told him briefly how things were.


  Some of my friends then got beat up, but I wasn’t. I might have been spared because of his support.


  From there we were put on a wagon and escorted to Sanok prison. It was April 2nd 1940. For a moment we considered jumping off the wagon, but it was not so simple. The Germans positioned us in such a way that we could not reach any of them. We were lying down in the front and were not allowed to move. If anyone budged he would be shot with a short, fast rifle. It didn’t make sense to try to run away. We didn’t stand a chance.


  Later they separated us and we each ended up in different cells. If my memory serves me right, mine was number 27. I spent four months in that prison. I was interrogated. The Germans wanted me to admit to being a ringleader of the whole escape. But we did not have a leader or a superior—that was the story we had planned to tell in such a situation, anyway. Half of the prisoners from my cell were court martialed. They were sentenced and executed by firing squad.


  The word Gestapo was not much used at that time but I more or less knew what they were all about. In Żywiec, just before my escape, they had arrested many young men; among them a friend of mine named Stanisław Sanetra, a year my senior and a former cadet. He had been interrogated and subjected to extreme beating.


  They let him out for two or three days and then locked him up again. He got beaten yet again with fists and sticks. Later he became a prisoner at Sachsenhausen. He remained there for the next five years, but luckily survived the war.


  Also, one of my friends with whom I was fleeing to Hungary had earlier been detained and interrogated by the Gestapo in Żywiec. Someone informed on him, saying that he had been listening to the radio and spreading the news. He had in fact told some stories about the Gestapo.


  So that's how I already knew it was a secret Nazi police that was known not to handle people with kid gloves.
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    Wilhelm Brasse before leaving for Hungary (family archive)
  


  I was now being taken to the Sanok Gestapo and I was terrified. Since the moment we were captured I could sense it would be hard. My father, who by that time had returned from his internment, warned me that if they caught me I would be a goner. He knew what to expect from them. I knew about the beatings and that they were very bad, but even so not to such an extent as the reality.


  During our interrogations by the Sanok Gestapo the Germans asked who organized those trips to Hungary. They wanted to know precisely who was behind it. I got such a beating that when I went into the questioning I had to hold up my pants, but when I left they stayed up by themselves—I was that swollen. I was beaten by an assistant to the Gestapo, a big, strong man. He used his fist and a “vein”—a bull’s tail dried up and made flexible.


  I had heard earlier that those who inflicted such punishments wanted to be really good at their job and made sure that every strike of the “vein” cut the prisoner’s skin. The typical penalty was 25 lashes on the whipping horse.


  After each interrogation the prisoners were handcuffed and a uniformed man would take them to the train station. I feared they were about to execute me, so in my broken German I asked my guard: “Where To?” (Wohin?). “To Tarnów”, he answered. That calmed me down a bit.


  I was put on a train to Tarnów, where I was held in prison for another month.


  The majority of the arrested would not reveal to the investigators the real purpose of their hikes in the mountains and maintained they were “tourists”. Those who confessed were executed on the spot.


  In a short time they executed one hundred and five prisoners. Ten were from my cell. My family members and friends who tried to go with me to Hungary were not among the dead. Mostly they were youths, students, and some soldiers. Some others were educated people, often teachers or lawyers who tried to cross the border individually at a randomly chosen place. If they used a local guide then they probably had followed smugglers trails.


  One of those beautiful young people was called Babiński who was the son of a pre-war Polish ambassador to Paris and Amsterdam. I got to know him a bit better, because in prison I had nothing to do and out of boredom began to study French. It was Babiński who became our teacher, since he had gone to French schools and was really fluent. He came to Poland in the summer of 1939 for his vacation in Warsaw where—his bad luck-—the war found him. He attempted to escape via Hungary to join his father in Paris. But he got caught. He was executed on July 5th 1940.


  There was also a math student, Bakinowski, Czesiu Malczewski from Piotrków, Attorney Bielnicki from Warsaw, Dr. Łazarczy—a judge—and a pre-war Communist Warzyszyn. Eighty percent of the people in my cell were fugitives who counted on making it into the Polish army. They were arrested in various spots around Sanok, near the border. Practically all the people in that prison were captured on their way to Hungary.


  At the end of my stay in Tarnów two prisoners were called: a guy named Adler and me. I was put in front of an elegantly dressed officer. He told me, that if I agreed to join the German military I would be released and I would not be put “in transport”. This is what they called it. They did not say where we were going, only “in transport”. I refused. If I did this, how could I look my friends in the eye? The other guy also refused—but he died after a month in Auschwitz.
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    Auschwitz II-Birkenau arrival of a transport of Jews. Rail tracks go across the main gate of the camp and further to the gas chambers and Crematorium II and III. (ph. SS 1944)
  


  Then the Germans offered me an opportunity to sign the Reichslist[14]. They thought it would be only natural since both my name and surname were German. They even told me during my interrogation that I was a German and that I was bringing disgrace upon the German nation. "My father is Polish and so am I," I retorted.
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    “If your father is stupid, you don’t have to be.” (Wenn dein Vater ist dumm, mussen Sie nicht.), was their answer.
  


  It never occurred to me that I should have signed that devil’s bargain and be left alone.


  On the morning of August 29th 1940, heavily guarded, we were taken into the showers. Then four hundred and sixty of us prisoners formed a column and were escorted to the train station. We were heading into the unknown...


  “The parade wound itself among the streets like a long snake, and you couldn’t help thinking of a herd being taken to the slaughterhouse. The guards’ shouting quieted things down some, but the noise did not cease. We were serious and downcast as we walked. Among us there were local people, the Tarnovians. It was they who had the hardest time.”[15]


  SOURCE: The Memoires of Jerzy Bielecki[16]


  “Although the street where we were marching was still empty, in some of the windows you could see faces hiding behind the curtains. Startled, they would disappear quickly, to come back in the next moment.


  This town, stunned with terror, was doubly struck by the sight of such a huge transport (...). Suddenly, thrown by an unknown hand, a bunch of red flowers fell down and got immediately trampled under the boot of a passing guard. This is how the good folk in Tarnów were saying goodbye to its prisoners: quietly... in secret... warmly.”


  SOURCE: Jerzy Bielecki’s account[17]


  
/AUSCHWITZ – BEGINNINGS/
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    2nd Tarnów transport that took Brasse to Auschwitz
  


  We reached Oświęcim on August 30st 1940 around 3 or 4 PM. The name Oświęcim did not mean much to me at the time. I had some vague notion of what a concentration camp was. None of the people I was with knew that such a thing existed on Polish territory. We were told we were going to a labor camp. The SS men who escorted us were saying exactly that: “You are traveling to work” (Ihr fährt zu arbeiten). There were even some lawyers among us who claimed that for what we had done, meaning illegaly attempting to cross the border, we could get, according to the Criminal Code, one or two years at most.


  The buildings, which in May of 1940 were used for the location of the concentration camp, were built in 1916-1919. They were supposed to serve as a quarantine station for seasonal workers emigrating from Galicia to North and South America. After Czechoslovakia annexed Zaolzie in January 1919 they were used as refugee camps for people from Zaolzie and Silesia. In 1925 the site was given to the Polish Army. They served as barracks for the 2nd Batallion of the 73rd Regiment of Infantry and for the 3rd Division of the 21st Regiment of Light Artillery; from the spring of 1939 for the 5th Division of Horse Artillery.


  After the Nazis decided to establish Auschwitz, the first transport of prisoners was housed in the Monopol building. They fenced in the courtyard in front of the building and put up watch towers in the corners.


  We were leaving the train amidst incredible sounds of screaming and beatings. It was the first time that I saw prisoners in striped uniforms. Someone said that they were surely Navy mutineers, but they all were German prisoners who a few days earlier had been brought from Sachsenhausen.


  “Thirty common German criminals, wearing striped clothes, were the first inmates of Auschwitz. They were convicts, mostly hardened murderers with life sentences. Under Nazi laws they were facing long years of punishment, which could be lessened if they volunteered to build a camp for the so-called Polish bandits in Oświęcim. They were informed by the SS men that if they could match them in the task of finishing off the Poles, the authorities would pardon them and let them out, and maybe even allow them to join the ranks of the Nazi military.”


  SOURCE: Deposition no 1. In: Oświęcim w systemie RSHA.[18]


  After five months of prison I had become somewhat accustomed to the screaming but I had never heard anything like this. I was terrified.
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    Welcome to the Newcomers, Władysław Siwek. Auschwitz State Museum (APMA-B-I-1-109)
  


  „The tumult and clamor of voices gradually increased. At last the door of our carriage was violently opened. We were blinded by strong lights aimed inside.


  “Alle raus! Rrraus! Rrrraus!” (“All out!”) yelled the SS-men, while their rifle butts were hitting the shoulders, backs and heads of my colleagues.


  We had to hurry outside. (...) A gang of SS-men were hitting, kicking and making incredible noise: „Zu Fünfe!” (“In fives!”) The soldiers incited their dogs to attack those on the wings of the five-man ranks.


  Blinded by the lights, pushed, beaten, kicked, attacked by dogs, we suddenly found ourselves in conditions that none of us had ever experienced. The weaker among us were so stunned that they degenerated into a thoughtless mass.”


  SOURCE: Witold Pilecki’s Report[19]
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  We crossed the gate and stood in the roll call yard. We were ordered to lay down all our possessions. Most of us had nothing, but some people had provisions from their relatives in Tarnów. An SS-man standing by said to us in Polish, “Eat what you have; they will take it from you anyway.”


  I remember him. His name was Malisch[20] and he was from Bielsko. He was right. They were taking everything. Sometimes someone smuggled something in, but to be honest I don’t know how they did it...
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    KL Auschwitz II-Birkenau. Jews during camp registration, after selection(SS picture, 1944)
  


  “I was brought out of my stupor by a strong and persuasive voice: “Listen, colleagues, we know that some of you have dollars, soft and hard, and also diamonds, gold, silver, marks, currencies. You have it hiding in your mouths, noses, ears, asses.


  I advise you to give it up immediately, as we have the means to make you do it, even if it’s hidden in your stomachs or guts. “[...] We kept looking at each other suspiciously. I was so impressed by those words that I really began to suspect people of hiding valuables inside themselves. A moment passed, then another moment and everybody just stood there and no one gave anything away. They looked at one another with pleading eyes and the eyes said: “Give it to them... Give it... Give it...!


  I regretted deeply not having anything to give. I went through my pockets, creases in my clothes, but unfortunately I had nothing. Neither did the others, although they all did the same feverish search.”


  SOURCE: Abraham Kajzer’s account[21]


  “They let us keep only a handkerchief. For men, also a belt. All the other objects were put into large paper bags and taken to a deposit room (Effektenkammer), where they were supposed to be kept during prison time. Of course there was no invoice, even if a prisoner had gold valuables, or a watch or large sums of money. Next he was given a carton with the camp number on it and was rushed to another room for other procedures.”


  SOURCE: Tadeusz Iwaszko’s account[22]


  My name was read from the transport list. When they called a name, we would step out, hand over our clothes and receive underwear and prison uniforms. Those who had hair on their heads had it immediately shaved off.


  Then we went straight to the showers. We got sprinkled with some water.
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    Beginnings of the agon— the bath, Władysław Siwek Auschwitz State Museum (APMA-B-I-1-110)
  


  “We were rushed in single line along a hallway and put in front of prisoners who, painfully yanking, cut our hair (which was to be used for the manufacture of hats). On other stools there were prisoners shaving off the rest of what was left on our heads. Women were going through the same procedure.”


  SOURCE: Jan Szembek’s account[23]


  “It was an unpleasant operation because of both the hurry and the dull tools that were used. The roughly shaven spots were disinfected by rubbing them with a rag dipped in some sort of antiseptic liquid.”


  SOURCE: Tadeusz Iwaszko’s account[24]


  “... Shaven, in groups of about 30, we were taken to the showers, which sprinkled the entire area of a small room. The water, from which you could not hide, was so cold, that compared to it the snow seemed warm. Whereas the people in the next group got severely scalded. All wet, we proceeded in line towards an open door at the top of the corridor. There, items were thrown at us from the rooms we passed: shirts, pants, striped fatigues, clogs, caps, towels.”


  SOURCE: Jan Szembek’s account[25]
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    KL Auschwitz II-Birkenau. A group of Jews directed to the camp after selection.
  


  After the shaving and showering we got prison clothes. Some people looked funny because their uniforms were too small, like one giant chap with pants just down to his knees. They did not have caps at that time; we walked bare headed up till January 1941. When the frost came, we received earmuffs, which had flaps. They covered the ears, attached by a springy headband. There were no coats or socks. In the beginning we had our own shoes. Mine were all burnt, in shreds, from the time I tried to dry them and had put them too close to the fire. It was only the following week that we got our camp footwear, wooden shoes with leather in the front. Later it would be all-wood Dutch-style clogs, which turned out to be quite good for the winter.


  It was then that I had my first encounter with human corpses. It was especially bad to be confronted with the sight of dead bodies close up.


  The Germans told us they needed a few young strong bodies and so I volunteered, not knowing for what. It turned out we were to carry the corpses of the Jews from our transport to the basement where the dead were stored. When we arrived, the camp had already been in operation for two and a half months and the Nazis had already managed to set up storage houses for the dead. That sight was one of the first of many nightmare images...


  Later they divided us into separate blocks[26]. I was assigned to what was then Block 9[27]. I spent a few first nights there. In the beginning we were not allowed to sleep. They tormented everybody with sleep deprivation.
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    At night, Jerzy Potrzebowski. Auschwitz State Museum (APMA-B-I-1-71)
  


  “The first night. We were sleeping probably on the second floor. The room was large. The floor covered in sawdust, wood chips and other trash. We were lying close to each other. At night when the SS men came, they would hit us and shoot at the ceiling. And there were the drills: Down! Up! Hinlegen! Auf! Hinlegen! Auf! Clouds of dust everywhere. It took a while before the SS men got tired and left, though not for long. They repeatedly tormented us with those visits until morning.”


  SOURCE: Józef Paczyński’s account[28]


  “At the camp, same as in prisons, there was no chance for normal sleep.[...] What is your chance to get any sleep, which brings rest and relaxation, if:


  - you are hungry and thirsty


  - you sleep in your clothes, which during the day had been soaked with snow, rain or fog


  - you sleep with 8 other people on the lower, middle or top level of a bunk bed in a brick dorm or later in a wooden dorm at Birkenau


  - the cold on the block wakes you up and you have to walk to a distant sanitary quarters (the name “sanitary” is an overstatement)


  - you sleep breathing air from the crematorium chimneys


  - you sleep so close to the ramp that you hear every train full of people pull up and get unloaded.[29]


  SOURCE: Zofia Pohorecka’s account[30]
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  Personal record of inmate Kazimierz Andrysiak, arrested for suspected resistance activity.



  Then prisoner-clerks (block writers) took down our personal data based on the lists provided by the Germans.


  These files contained the personal data cards of prisoners and sometimes other documents, such as, for instance, an order for preventive imprisonment, or confirmation of transfer from a prison facility to the camp (Überführungsvordruck). The files had updated information about punishments, transferals to other blocks and hospitalizations. There were also copies of any correspondence concerning the prisoner. The files –-which also contained classified information, for instance, about the status of ongoing investigation and remarks such as „Rückkehr unerwünscht” (“return undesirable”)–- could be accessed only by SS and a very few inmates working as block writing clerks.[31]


  I was assigned camp number 3444. At that time there were as yet no tattoos. They just wrote the number on a card and that was it.


  I wore mine in a small breast pocket. They first started tattooing prisoners in early spring of 1943.


  KL Auschwitz was the only concentration camp where they branded prisoners with tattoos. In other camps, for example in KL Mauthausen, they wore small metal tags with engraved numbers, which were fastened to the wrist with wire, chain or a string.
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  Inmate uniform. (Auschwitz State Muzeum exhibit)



  In Auschwitz, in addition to the tattoo, the number had to be sewn in next to the triangle indicating prisoner category, which was placed on the left breast part of the shirt and on the right trouser leg, above the thigh, under the pocket.


  Introducing tattoos in Auschwits was due to the high mortality rate of prisoners, sometimes several hundred a day.


  “[...] Tatooing began in the hospital when they started to pencil the numbers on prisoners’ chests. The same method was used for prisoners shot in executions. [...] Initially they made the tattoos with a special metal stamp with changeable digits. The digits were made up of 1 centimeter long needles. That instrument, by means of striking the prisoner in the upper part of the left breast, made it possible to tattoo the whole number at once. Ink was then rubbed into the bleeding wounds. [...] But because this method turned out to be impractical they started tattooing with individual needles. [...]. They also switched the location to the left forearm.”[32]


  We were told that we no longer had names; we were numbers. We were not persons, but prisoners. Then Liutenant Lagerführer Fritzsch[33] gave a short speech:


  “You, Polish legionaires...” – he knew that the transport was made up mostly of guys fleeing to become soldiers – “You are now in Auschwitz Concentration Camp and the only way out of here is through the crematory chimney.”


  He added, that the longest life span there was three months and that all needed to obey the orders of the SS men and the kapos[34] and that every case of disobedience would be immediately punishable by death.


  The translator was Count Baworowski.[35]
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  I listened to that speech and wondered if Fritzsch was lying, just trying to scare us...
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  KL Auschwitz I. The first crematorium which operated since 1940. Initially used for incinerating bodies of prisoners killed during labor, dead from starvation and from other causes. From late 1941 used also for burning bodies of people gassed with Zyklon B. (ph. L. Foryciarz, 1968)


  “If somebody doesn’t like it they can go and throw themselves on the wires. If there are any Jews in the transport they will be allowed to live no more than two weeks; priests – one month, the rest – three months.”


  SOURCE: Wiesław Kielar’s account[36]


  “I listened to those words with more than incredulity. Who could have thought that in the 20th century, in the heart of Europe, such a venerable nation as Germany would build a death factory? I didn’t do anything wrong enough, I thought, to lose my life.”


  SOURCE: Józef Paczyński’s account[37]


  Later I asked myself how one could be just a number and nothing else. And I concluded that in that place apparently it was so.


  “In 1940 [Fritzsch] came to Auschwitz as the first manager of the camp. Even though he had had over seven years of experience in concentration camps, he did not comprehend the most important issues. Although he considered himself an expert on all the matters regarding concentration camps, the old professional criminals had him under their thumbs after eight days. Fritzsch was none too bright but very stubborn and argumentative. He always had to be right. He especially enjoyed the role of superior. The fact that in Auschwitz he was a Deputy Commander gave him great pride. [...]


  The terror, which Fritsch first introduced and consciously applied, never left Auschwitz. It went down the hierarchy ladder from one reporting prisoner to the next, from one block manager to another, from kapo to kapo etc.”


  SOURCE: Rudolf Höss’s memoirs, November 1946[38]


  [image: Image043]

  KL Auschwitz I. Barracks of Schutzhaftlagerweiterung, storage depot for the property taken from people sent to the gas (ph. S. Łuczko, May 1945)
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    KL Auschwitz I. Section of the main street, left: blocks 22 and 23 (ph. S.Łuczko, 1945)
  


  The next day all whole transport was chased into the roll call yard and we had to do gymnastics: squats, jumps, frog jumps.


  “Typical commands were: ‘rollen!’ (roll in the dust, in dirt, mud or snow), ‘tanzen!’, ‘drehen!’ (spin with raised arms), hüpfen! federn! (frog jump, squat spring), ‘nieder!’, ‘auf!’, ‘hinlegen!’, ‘aufstehn!’ (get up, get down), ‘kniebeugen!’ (crouch with hands on the back of head). They had to perform entengang (duck walk) and bäremgang (bear walk) until they passed out. It was a very particular sport or gymnastics, with only the SS understanding it. These exercises had more common Polish or polonized names such as: żabka, hipfowanie or hipkanie, dance (ex. Indian dance), making sport, doing sport (from German: Sport machen).”[39]


  “The exercises were conducted systematically, almost daily. For instance an SS man nicknamed “Fajeczka” [“Little Pipe”] was particularly fond of this form of tormenting and exhausting prisoners. He did these exercises daily (in the period of the so-called quarantine of the first transport) between 6 AM and 1 PM and then from 2 to 7 PM.”


  SOURCE: Czesław Jaszczyński’s account[40]


  “Particular “skill” in conducting these kind of exercised was possessed by SS man Uscha Plagge. He declared that he wouldn’t waste his tongue for vocal commands so we had to respond to the signals given by whistle.”


  SOURCE: Adam Jurkiewicz’s account[41]


  “A particularly cruel kind of sport was practiced by Rapportfüher Kurpanek, who had a reputation as a great sharpshooter. He would pick out some prisoners, mostly Jews, would put them at a distance of a few dozen meters and place some small object on top of their heads. He would then shoot at them with his rifle. Mostly he would hit the target, but there were tragic misses. Those who survived such “shooting contests” for a long time thereafter could not regain their psychological balance and usually for the first hours were in shock from the fear alone...”


  SOURCE: Czesław Gaszyński’s account[42]


  We were taught to sing in German, sometimes some cheerful song like the one about the squirrel: “Black and brown is my girl, black and brown like a squirrel”, but mostly we sang “Im Lager Auschwitz war ich zwar”:


  “Although I was in Auschwitz camp—holaria, holario


  not one month, day and year


  I still gladly send my thoughts


  To my dear ones far away


  Each day in the early morning – holaria, holario


  The toil and hardship begins


  Be it at labor service or in sports


  A joyous song can be heard


  But even for us there will be a time – holaria, holario


  When we will be set free


  Then we will gladly return home


  Be it in snow or while the roses bloom.”[43]


  It happened twice that Lagerführer Fritzsch ordered the whole camp to sing. Unfortunately, in his opinion we sang badly. As a punishment we didn’t get food. None of us.


  „Nobody had ever dreamt of singing being used as torture, and yet it did happen. (...) It wasn’t exactly singing; it was, rather, an inhuman roar or howl of maltreated people who, while tired from physical exercise, had at the same time to scream their lungs out.(...). Of course the songs were sung in German and the majority did not understand them.“


  SOURCE: Artur Krzetuski’s account[44]


  „Many people did not know German so it was hard for them to memorize the words, the meaning of which they did not understand. So the singing did not always work out. From a distance it looked as if everybody was singing, since all had their mouths open, but the widest were of those who did not know the words [...].


  „Im Lager Auschwitz war ich zwar“[45], I was yelling loudly, because it was all I knew – „oyla ria, oyla rio“ -this is when the volume grew. Dziunio was giving it all out twisting the chorus into: „sons-of-bit-ches, sons-of-bit-ches“


  SOURCE: Wiesław Kielar’s account[46]
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  KL Auschwitz II-Birkenau. The camp latrine in the wooden building of section BIIb. Before 1954 (ph. T. Kinowski)



  They taught us also to recite various formulas and camp rules, such as the permission to go to the bathroom or the permission to pass next to an SS man. When an SS man stood in a door and a prisoner needed to pass by him he had first to stop three paces ahead of him, take off his cap and recite the formula:


  “I ask for permission to pass” (Bitte um Erlaubnis zudurchgehen). And then the SS man would be so kind to agree – or not. If not, you had to wait. When a prisoner needed to go to use the toilet, he had to ask a kapo’s or another superior’s permission by speaking a particular formula.


  If he didn’t do it right, he would be smacked on the face. Same thing if he spoke unclearly. After all, it is hard to expect someone who does not speak a word of German to learn such a formula right off the bat. Especially, since reciting the formula had to be accompanied by performing some other prescribed actions. That was the case with the “Mützen ab!” formula. There was often a problem with that...


  “The execution of this order involves four subsequent phases, although there are only two commands: 1. Mützen ab! 2. Mützen auf! Meaning: Hats off! Hats on! But each of these commands is divided into four separate tempos, this is where the four stages and the strict, unrelenting protocol come into play:


  Mützen...! – right hands raise to the caps and wait motionless...


  ...ab! – hands tear the caps off the heads and with a simultaneous, sharp, whip-like sound are hit against the right thigh


  Mützen...! – hands raise the caps up, clumsily put them on the head and wait...


  ...auf! – hands fall down, without the caps, palms clap at the right thigh with the same synchronous and loudest possible clack.


  Only then can you fit your cap properly on your head to be able to repeat the ritual.


  Try this on hundreds of worn out, starved, thirsty, barely standing human beings and maybe then you can imagine how much time it takes to learn this routine, even partially.”


  SOURCE: Szymon Laks’s account.[47]


  I think that maybe as much as fifty percent of my survival I owe to the fact that I could communicate in German and that from the very beginning I tried to speak German even to the kapos, although at that time it was still a broken German. With the SS men we had to speak German. That was the order, plain and simple. Naturally, those who had trouble with, for instance, singing in German, were getting additional beatings. That was the procedure.


  “”In those conditions language isolation could be a death sentence. That was why all the Italians died. In the first days it turned out they did not understand the commands, and that was unacceptable. It was not tolerated. They did not understand the orders; they could not be understood. All they were getting where some shrieks, as the German soldiers were always yelling.”


  SOURCE: Primo Levi’s account[48]


  The prisoners had a terrible time with the count off. There were, let’s say, four hundred people at a roll call. They formed ten rows, but no one wanted to be in the front because often the prisoners did not know how to count to forty. The short ones would push themselves into the middle, not wanting to be in the front. But if a tall guy was in the first row an SS man would beat him because he should have stood in the back. So setting this up was very chaotic. By the way, no one wanted to stand in the back either, because there it was easy to get kicked by an SS man. Later the prisoners became smart and the one who, for instance, knew how to say “eighteen” would stand in a particular spot and report: “achtzehn”, and the one further up could say “nineteen” and would position himself in such a way to be able to say this number.


  The Germans always kept counting us and if something didn’t add up they kept us standing in roll call. Then they would hit, poke, kick and drill us as usual


  “Can there be anything easier than to stand up in fives, zu fünfen? It seems a child’s play, but the reality was different. The blows, which are so generously bestowed upon us, make it even more difficult. I don’t know why, but suddenly there are only four people in the preceding row, the “hole” has to be immediately patched up by someone from the row behind. But by whom? Two guys jump in at once. So now we have six in front and behind again four. The game lasts a good hour. The skies begin to slowly lighten. No one knows what time it is, three, four? It begins to drizzle.


  SOURCE: Szymon Laks’s account.[49]


  “The authorities would get themselves under some roof, apparently to do some simple math – while we were tormented by staying out in the cold rain and snow, required to stand in one spot completely still. You had to struggle with your whole organism, flex and release the muscles and in this way generate some body heat, to remain alive.”


  SOURCE: Witold Pilecki’s report.[50]


  [image: Image046]



  For every escape everyone else was punished with roll calls lasting several hours. I had it better than other prisoners, as I did not always have to stand outdoors like them in the cold and rain.


  “Since our jobs at the kommando[51] often required working there until evening hours, we were excused from participating in the evening roll call. It took place directly at our kommando, where an SS man would receive the report of the status of the kommando given by kapo Tadek. It was only for the morning roll calls that we joined other residents of the block, but those did not last long. The missing prisoners were always found out at the evening roll call, as the majority of escape attempts took place during work in the area enclosed by a large chain of posts.
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