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The Editor:

We would like to clarify a few matters about the Nazi German camps at Auschwitz (July/August 1999).

The main camp at Auschwitz was a concentration camp. It was built for Polish political prisoners and started operation in June 1940. Jews did not begin to arrive in great numbers until the death camp in nearby Birkenau (Auschwitz II) opened in March 1942. Historians at the State Museum estimate the total number of prisoners at Auschwitz-Birkenau to be about 1.3 million, of whom 1.1 million perished. Of the 1.1 million Jewish prisoners, approximately 960,000 were killed.

The main camp held some 400,000 prisoners. Poles numbered about 150,000, half of whom died. Nearly one million people were put to death in Birkenau, almost all of them Jews. Only thirty percent of the Jews were from Poland; the rest came from other European countries. The next largest groups of prisoners were 23,000 Gypsies, 15,000 Soviet POWs, and 25,000 of other nationalities. The largest graveyard of Polish Jews is the Treblinka death camp.

The main camp at Auschwitz is the Poles’ largest graveyard. To argue that Auschwitz should be viewed as a specifically Jewish memorial makes about as much sense to Poles as insisting that Remembrance Day be a tribute to fallen Soviet soldiers—after all, Canadian military losses pale in comparison. It ought to be recognized that Auschwitz can, and does, have multiple legitimate meanings. The loss of all lives is to be mourned equally, regardless of religion or nationality.

The papal cross which stands near, but outside, the main camp, is all that is left of the Carmelite convent that was established in an old theatre in 1984. The cross—erected for a mass celebrated at Auschwitz by Pope John Paul II—was later placed on the site where hundreds of Poles, including many priests, were executed.

The flurry of crosses that sprang up in the summer of 1998 was a grassroots response to assurances made by Krzysztof Sliwinski, Poland’s special ambassador to the Jewish diaspora, that the papal cross would be removed. While Poland’s Primate, Cardinal Jozef Glemp, rebuffed this statement, the local bishop remained silent, thus provoking uncertainty over the fate of the papal cross. Its ultimate fate is still uncertain.

Mention was also made that Jews were killed in Poland after the war. The war did not end in Poland in May 1945. Jewish victims were a tiny fraction of the almost 100,000 Poles who were killed in the civil strife occasioned by the Soviet takeover. Many Poles also suffered at the hands of Jews who figured prominently in the Stalinist security forces. Some of these henchmen are now living in the West, immune from prosecution. This topic has been thoroughly canvassed in Professor Tadeusz Piotrowski’s monumental work, Poland’s Holocaust (McFarland, 1998). 
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