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occupied Poland 

A teacher’s guide from  



Today’s map – but at the time Auschwitz was in occupied 
Poland and had become part of the Third Reich. 



City of Oświęcim 

Before Auschwitz became the ultimate symbol of the Holocaust, it was just an ordinary 
Polish town known as Oświęcim.  The majority of its citizens were Jewish. 

 

In March 1941 the Nazis expelled the Jews of Oświęcim to ghettos outside of the town 
from where, in 1943, they were taken to Auschwitz-Birkenau and most were 
murdered. Father Jan Skarbek, the leading Christian priest in Oświęcim had 
contributed greatly before the War to peaceful Christian-Jewish relations. He was 
imprisoned by the Nazis for trying to help prisoners in the Auschwitz camps. 
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When was Auschwitz first set up? 

The first Auschwitz camp was set up in former Polish military barracks 
in 1940 just outside the town of Oświęcim (Auschwitz in German). 

The notorious Auschwitz-Birkenau camp (above) was established in 
1942 and was a major centre for the extermination of the Jews. 



For what purpose? 

• At their peak in 1944 the Auschwitz camps covered 40 sq kms. The first camp in 
1940 used former Polish military barracks. Arrests of Poles were escalating at such 
a rate that the ordinary prison system could not cope. 

• In 1942 Auschwitz 2 (Auschwitz-Birkenau) was completed through employing the 
forced labour of 10,000 prisoners of war. It was intended to accommodate 125,000 
Soviet prisoners of war. 

• Birkenau then became a major extermination centre of the Jews of Europe and 
over 900,000 Jews were murdered there. 

• Many further industrial sub-camps were created, the largest of them was called 
Monowitz/Buna (with ten thousand prisoners) and was opened in 1942 on the 
grounds of the Buna-Werke synthetic rubber and fuel plant. 

• Over time, particular camps were formed to house Roma and Sinti (“gypsies”), a 
camp for women, a Czech family camp. All of them suffered appallingly. 

• The mass exterminations in gas chambers ceased in October 1944 as defeat in the 
war seemed inevitable and the emphasis turned to hiding what had happened. 



One of the first inmates of Auschwitz in June 1940 was Tadeusz 
Myszkowski, a Pole, sent there because his crime was to create 

a cartoon of Hitler and Mussolini in a café. He continued to 
draw from inside Auschwitz. 



 
Who were the occupants, nationalities, minority 

identities over time? 
 • The first inmates were Polish political prisoners following the German invasion of 

Poland. This was followed by Soviet prisoners-of-war after Russia was invaded. 

• With the building of Birkenau camp on the Auschwitz site, the emphasis moved to 
the Jewish population, brought from all over German-occupied Europe (for example, 
from France or Greece). 

• Romani people were increasingly brought to the camp to be held in a special 
compound that was called the "Gypsy family camp."  

• Temporary camps were established inside Birkenau for transfers from other 
concentration camps, for example, the Czech family camp from Terezin camp, but 
often all of these transferred prisoners were then murdered. 

• Anne Frank was transferred from Westerbork transit camp in Holland to Auschwitz 
and then transferred out to Bergen-Belsen in Germany.  

• Eva Heyman, the young diarist from Oradea, was deported to Auschwitz together 
with hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews in 1944. 

• With Soviet liberating troops approaching Auschwitz in January 1945, around 60,000 
prisoners were sent from the camp, on “death marches”, to other camps within 
Germany. Approximately one in four of them died on the “march”. Around 7,000 of 
the weakest prisoners remained in Auschwitz to be liberated. 



Prisoners in Auschwitz had numbers tattooed on their arms and were 
generally required to be identified by badges which categorised them, for 
example, homosexuals, Roma, Jehovah’s witnesses, Jews, Poles, etc. 



 
Who were the liberators and when? 

 

Soldiers of the 60th Army of the First Ukrainian Front opened 
the gates of Auschwitz on January 27, 1945 (at this time 

Ukraine was part of the Soviet Union).  
 

In the relief of Auschwitz and the city of Oświęcim over 230 
Soviet soldiers died in combat. 



Liberator journey 



 
Video testimonies of liberators  

 



Quotes from liberators 

Senior Lieutenant and machine gunner, Stiepanovich Martynushkin 

“The memory of the horrors of the fascist concentration camps, for those here who 
were torn from life and for those who survived the atrocities and are still with us, 
cannot be extinguished – it cannot remain only in manuals, books, films, monuments, 
museum pieces, but must always live in the hearts of the citizens of Russia, Poland, 
the other liberated countries of Europe, especially in the younger generation.” 

 

Artilleryman Enver Alimbekov 

“At first I thought it was some sort of storeroom, containing bundles of clothing. And 
then in the gloom I saw bodies, bodies of little children everywhere. Some were dead; 
others half-alive – horrifyingly thin, scraps of garments hanging from their emaciated 
bodies. As I stood there, some of the little bundles began to move – waddling, 
crawling and making strange babbling sounds. They came closer and closer. I froze. 
Small hands, filthy dirty – with no flesh on them at all, just bone – clung to my boots.” 

 

Sergeant Ivan Sorokopud 

“But what I saw next was beyond any imagining. In fact the memory still shakes me 
today. It is hard to find words for the effect it had on me………..” 

 



Quotes from liberators 

Major Vasilii Petrenko, Commander of 
Soviet 107th Rifle Division 

“I had witnessed a lot of terrible things as our 
army fought its way westward…..But what I 

discovered in this camp was beyond anything I 
had ever experienced.” 

 



Quotes from liberators 

 

Major Anatoly Shapiro, Commander of 1085th regiment 

“I had seen a lot in this war…….But I was still unprepared for Auschwitz”. 

“My soldiers recoiled in horror. One said: “I can’t stand this any longer. Let’s get out of 
here. This is unbelievable.” 

 

Colonel Georgi Elisavetsky 

“We knew immediate action had to be taken to try and save the survivors, people who 
had been crippled physically and psychologically by the camp. It is impossible to 
describe how our doctors, nurses, officers and soldiers worked – without sleep or food 
– to try and help these unfortunates, how they fought for every life. Unfortunately, 
many were beyond help.” 

 

Arkady Friedner, war correspondent 

“This was Auschwitz – where they killed and suffocated hundreds of thousands of 
people in the gas chambers. I was the first person to write about it. I did a whole 
spread for the army newspaper, with an interview with a liberated prisoner. It came 
out the following day – on 29 January.” 



Quotes from liberators – expressed through the drawings of 
soldier and artist Private Zinovii Tolkatchev 

“…I couldn’t tear myself away from that same piece of cursed land that was left 
behind, and from the terrible human abyss. My whole body was wracked with dumb 
sobbing. I had left Auschwitz behind.” 





A sketch of the Soviet war 
journalist Boris Polevoi (by the 
artist Nikolai Zhukov) and his 

report from Auschwitz published 
in Pravda on 2 February 1945 and 

entitled “The Death Factory in 
Oswiecim” . 



Acknowledgments  

 

• Slide 3.  Courtesy of the Jewish Museum of Oświęcim  

• Slide 5/9.  Courtesy of Yad Vashem 

• Slide 11. Courtesy of OnWar.com 

• Slide 12/14.  Courtesy of USC Shoah Foundation 

• Slide 13/15. Quotes from Total War: From Stalingrad to Berlin by Michael Jones, John Murray (Publishers).  

• Slide 16/17. Courtesy of Yad Vashem 

• Slide 18. Courtesy of University of London 

 

 

We are grateful to Professor Ilya Altman from the Holocaust Center in Moscow and Dr Jeremy Hicks of Queen Mary University of 
London for giving freely of their advice. Any errors are entirely our own. 

 

We are also grateful to our funders: 

 

International Holocaust Remembrance 

Alliance  

 

 

Bernard Charitable Trust 

 

British Embassy in Bucharest 

 

 

www.tikvah.ro 
 


