Published in
The Toronto Star
on March 13, 1995

Time To Set Poland’s War Record Straight
Too few people know extent of Polish suffering at hands of Nazis

By Hanna Sokolski


Fifty years after the liberation of Auschwitz and the end of World War II, it is sad indeed that the anguish and distinctive elements of the tragedy of the Jews and the Poles, the two principal victims of Nazi Germany, are not fully understood.


The centrality of Auschwitz as a symbol of the Jewish Holocaust cannot be denied. It was at Birkenau, the death camp built adjacent to Auschwitz in 1942, that more Jews – about 1 million – were killed than at any other site. Auschwitz-Birkenau stands as a testament and a symbol of the murder of 6 million Jews as a direct result of official Nazi policy. Thanks to proper education and extensive media coverage, this fact is well known – as it should be.


What is largely unknown is the German policy toward Poland. Before launching the attack on Poland in September, 1939, Adolf Hitler clearly stated his war aims: “The destruction of Poland is our primary task. The aim is not the arrival at a certain line but the annihilation of living forces … Be merciless!  Be brutal … It is necessary to proceed with maximum severity … The war is to be a war of annihilation.”

One of the prime methods the German invaders employed to accomplish their war aims was the erection of various types of camps – concentration, hard labour, penal. More than 1,200 were built in Poland alone, and hundreds elsewhere in Europe. More than 1 million Christian Poles were interned in practically all Nazi camps – 150,000 in Auschwitz, 100,000 in Majdanek, 40,000 in Mauthausen, 35,000 in Dachau, 34,000 in Ravensbruck, 30,000 in Sachsenhausen, 23,000 in Buchenwald, 16,000 in Plaszow. There was even a special camp for Polish children (ages 8 – 16) in Lodz, where 12,000 of the 13,000 young inmates perished. Almost half of the 5,500 members of the Polish Catholic clergy interned in Nazi camps also perished. Facts such as these leave no doubt that Nazi genocidal policies also encompassed Poles.


The most notorious and largest of the Nazi camps was Auschwitz, originally built as a concentration camp for Polish political prisoners. Situated in the part of Poland that had been incorporated into the Reich, an area of 20 square miles around the camp was cleared of its Polish population with orders to shoot on sight any Poles found in the vicinity.


The first transport of 728 Polish prisoners arrived in June, 1940, and until the early part of 1942, nearly all of the inmates were Polish. All together, 400,000 persons were incarcerated in the main camp, 150,000 of them Poles. All other nationalities (save the Jews) accounted for some 63,000 prisoners. Soviet PoWs and Poles were the first to be gassed by Cyclon B in 1941.


Approximately 75,000 Christian Poles imprisoned in Auschwitz perished, a figure greater at this site alone than the civilian wartime losses of most German-occupied countries. Given this history, Auschwitz’s undeniable Polish dimension deserves recognition and respect.


And that is why Poles and those of Polish origin are hurt and outraged by the all-too-frequent references in the North American media to “Polish” camps, by allegations that Poles were responsible for the existence of the camps the German occupation forces built on Polish soil, by their relegation to unnamed “other victims.”

The blurring of the lines between victim and victimizer is a callous denigration of the lives lost; the perverse indictment of the conquered renders the perpetrator almost invisible. To transfer criminal responsibility to the victim is, by the standards of any civilized society, a grievous miscarriage of justice.


Concealed by this injustice is the Polish war record. Poland was the only country in occupied Europe that did not provide Germany with either a Quisling or SS troops. Poland’s formidable underground was the largest in Europe, tying down 500,000 German troops. According to German records, the Poles prevented one in eight troop transports from reaching the Russian front. They provided the Allies with intelligence, ranging from information about the unparalleled crimes against the Jews to delivery of the V-2 rocket to Britain. And their soldiers in exile fought on every front – at sea, in the air and on land; in Norway, in France, in Russia, in the Mediterranean, in Italy, in North Africa.


True, Poles could not stop Germany from murdering 6 million Polish citizens, half of them Christians, half of them Jews. (Three million Jews from other European countries also perished.) Without Allied help, the Polish uprising of August, 1944, ended with 200,000 dead and the total destruction of Warsaw. Poland, by itself, failed to stop Germany, but it took the combined might of all the Allies, including the Soviet Union – once it stopped collaborating with the Nazis – five years to accomplish this.


I write this because a response to the denial of the Polish war experience is more than just a “sterile feud over figures.” What is at stake is history and identity.


A related matter is the reduction in recent years of the official death count at Auschwitz. The Toronto Star ran a New York Times editorial on Jan. 29 stating that “under Poland’s Communist regime, the number of victims in Auschwitz was inflated to 

4 million and their overwhelmingly Jewish identity was minimized, thereby providing fodder to Holocaust deniers.”

Anyone who is familiar with this subject knows that the grossly inflated toll of 4 million had its origin in the statements of the camp’s German officials and Jewish prisoners from the Sonderkommando. The 4 million figure was cited repeatedly at the Nuremburg trials. The Soviets officially adopted this figure and made it mandatory in the Communist bloc. It also was widely circulated in the West, where the bulk of the victims were said to be Jewish.


The downfall of Poland’s Communist regime permitted Polish historians to question openly the Soviet-imposed toll. Their research confirmed a count that is remarkably consistent with Polish wartime intelligence reports. The new estimates of 

1.1 million victims, almost 1 million of them Jews, are now shown prominently at the 

camp and appear in camp literature.


That all this encouraged Holocaust deniers may contain a grain of truth, but the responsibility for that does not rest with Poland. For decades that country, without any outside assistance, maintained a camp that was visited by more than 20 million persons. The lunatic fringe who engage in Holocaust denial likely will not be much swayed regardless of the facts.
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