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What the Polish Christian stake is in Auschwitz
There is a reason why Jean Chrétien should have invited a Polish Catholic as well to stand with him at that site
By Bernard Wisniewski, executive vice-president, head office, of the Canadian Polish Congress
I read with sorrow the commentary by Allan Levine (The Prime Minister, Auschwitz and the battle for memory – January 26) on the issue of Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s visit to Poland and to Auschwitz. Mr. Levine’s accusatory musings reveal precisely why respect for victims of aggression and the preservation of memory are important; otherwise, history is altered at will.

There is no hijacking of memory, no competition for status as Mr. Levine claims. Polish people recognize the genocide of the Jews as a singular event. They recognized this during the war, and it was through the Polish Underground [which Mr. Levine vilifies], that the world was informed. In 1942, an official note from the Polish government-in-exile referred to the crime committed against the Jewish people as “a separate page of Polish martyrdom” and a “crime unparalleled in human history.” If only the world had listened!

And contrary to what Mr. Levine implies, the Canadian Polish Congress applauded the Prime Minister’s decision to invite a Jewish delegation to accompany him to Auschwitz. We merely expressed our disappointment that the Canadian Polish Congress was not extended the same courtesy.

Too often today we see a distortion of Poland’s position during the war, sometimes a frightening blurring of distinction between the victim, Poland, and the aggressor, Germany. The Nazi occupation of Poland, the most cataclysmic event in Poland’s history, inflicted terrible wounds on the people of Poland, wounds still felt by the second and third generations. What a shock it is for Poles, people who were treated as sub-humans for six cruel years and who resisted the Nazis at home and fought with the allies on every front, to have their lives still dismissed as unimportant.

Three million Polish Christians perished during the war. They died in camps and in prisons; they were shot in city squares and in forests, hanged from lampposts and balconies and burned in barns and churches. There was even a special concentration camp for Polish children, where 12,000 of the 13,000 little prisoners were killed. Close to 100,000 Polish children were kidnapped for “Germanification,” and only 15 to 20 per cent were recovered after the war. It was a time of unspeakable horror.

Auschwitz was of particular significance from the start. It was built in the spring of 1940 for Polish political prisoners, as a major weapon against Polish resistance. Of the 150,000 Poles imprisoned there, half perished, a toll higher than the non-Jewish civilian casualties of most German-occupied countries. It is the Poles’ largest wartime graveyard. (In 1942, the death camp Birkenau was added to Auschwitz. There, almost all of the million victims were Jewish.)

Polish resistance, which never wavered, was the greatest in Europe and the Polish underground’s achievements were, as Columbia University’s Joseph Rothschild put it, “prodigious.” The underground tied down 500,000 German occupation troops and stopped one in eight German troop transports from reaching the eastern front; they blew up trains and warehouses; they delivered intelligence to the West. They did all this with what few arms they could steal, or buy at great cost from corrupt German soldiers.

[If Mr. Levine insists that, despite this, they were collaborators, one is at a loss as to how to reason with him.] We know fully well there were many cases of individual collaboration; some betrayed the Polish underground. We know there were terrible acts of criminality. A six-year war of such brutality destabilizes a population: families split apart by slavery or imprisonment, hunger and destitution, an increase in alcoholism, depression, and in mental illness.

On the other hand, Yad Vashem historian Israel Gutman, editor-in-chief of The Encyclopedia of the Holocaust, has stated that the percentage of collaborators was “infinitesimally small” [and has dismissed as baseless accusations that Poles were somehow responsible for the Final Solution]. Gen. Johannes Blaskowitz, who led the German assault on Poland, reported in February, 1940, that public mistreatment aroused “deep disgust” and “a great sense of pity” among Poles for the Jewish population. Joseph Kermish, another historian from Yad Vashem, has estimated that as many as 100,000 Poles deserve to be recognized as “Righteous Gentiles.”
The accusations against the Polish underground were first made by the Soviets, to justify their take-over of Poland. The allies, with whom Poland had fought unwaveringly, remained silent about this, as they did about Katyn. Perhaps they were war-weary, or perhaps Poland just wasn’t important enough. But it is galling, and stupefying, to still see these accusations circulated. [The West is no longer war-weary and only the worst of fools can still be blinded by Soviet propaganda. But perhaps Poland and Polish Canadians are still not important enough.]

We realize that recognition of the Polish record is an uphill battle. Writing in East European Jewish Affairs, Claire Rosenon acknowledged: “I cannot believe that the Poles are in a position to influence the international public’s ‘connotations’ of Auschwitz. Jews have fought long and hard to maintain power over the interpretation of Auschwitz as a symbol. For there to be any change in this regard, we Jews will have to relax our ‘exclusivist vision of suffering.’”
If a Polish Catholic man or woman, with the Auschwitz number still indelibly tattooed on his or her arm, was so unwanted by the Prime Minister on his pilgrimage to that place of their torment, we can only suggest that Mr. Chrétien needs new advisors. His present set may seem politically astute, but they lack something in decency and compassion, qualities that enable one to see the dignity and value of every human life. 
