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All my conversations with Mr. Jozef Seweryn began with
looking over his identity cards: a former prisoner of
Auschwitz, a member of the Association of Jewish Veterans,
Union of War Invalids of the Republic of Poland and other
similar ones; he always carries them in the pocket of his
flannel shirt. Jozef Seweryn, before the war Jozef Kraus,
always recalls the year 1938 when he begins talking about
the past – the year when he was drafted into the army. He
probably does so because this event divided his life into
two parts. In 1939, when the war broke out 1, he was
stationed in a regiment in southern Poland. The pre-war
times – those of Jozef Kraus – have few connections with
the post-war times, those of Jozef Seweryn. Before the war
Jozef Kraus was a member of a Jewish bourgeois family, a boy with dreams and an imagination.
Like many Jews from Cracow, he called himself a Pole of the Jewish faith. After the war Jozef
Seweryn became a war veteran, he served many times as a witness in trials of war criminals. And
all of this happened because, as he explains, he knew how to repair fountain pens, shave and cut
hair. Today he lives with his wife in Warsaw, near the Vistula River. We met many times and tried
to recreate the times of Jozef Kraus from the Podgorze district of Cracow and what happened later.

My family history
Growing up
During the war
After the war
Glossary

My family history

My grandfather on my mother’s side, Jakob Kraus, from Wieliczka [town near Cracow], came from a
large and wealthy family. He was born in 1869. My grandfather’s parents ran a restaurant in Rajsko
near Cracow. After their death, my grandfather sold the establishment and lost a lot of money that
way. That was immediately after the war [World War I], before marks were replaced by zloty. The
marks, which my grandfather received as payment, lost all of its value overnight.

In the 1880s my grandfather opened a hairdressing salon in Cracow, in the Podgorze district [A
district of Cracow, set up as a district for merchants and craftsmen; the Austrians exempted the
residents from paying taxes, so people from all over the empire settled there. It was a workers’
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district. There were some small and larger factories there: Piszinger, Optima – chocolate factories,
wine factories, Wassanbergs’ mills, a wire fence factory – those were all Jewish enterprises.].
Several apprentices worked in the salon as well as my grandfather. They learned the trade at his
salon and later left to start their own businesses. The apprentices would change every three years.
It was a unisex salon. My grandfather had many customers. A cut cost one zloty.

My grandfather was also a feldsher. [The name Feldsher was derived from the German term
Feldscher, which was coined in the 15th century. Feldscher means Field barber, and was the name
of medieval barber-surgeons. They worked as primitive field surgeons for the German and Swiss
Landsknecht until real military medical services were established by Prussia in the early 18th
century. The term was then exported with Prussian officers and nobility to Russia. Source:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feldsher] He applied leeches, pulled teeth and applied cupping glasses.
The leeches would always be in a jar standing in the window of the hairdressing salon. My
grandfather would get them from Budapest, Hungary. They would arrive once a week, through the
mail. They were special leeches – medicinal; regular leeches could harm a human, bite in too
deeply, but these would only break the skin and suck the blood. You put them behind the ear, on
the mouth, on the gums.

My grandmother’s name was Felicja; her maiden name was Herzog. She was born in 1870. She was
one year younger than my grandfather. Her family came from Czechia; she also had some relatives
in Vienna [today Austria]. My grandmother was a real estate broker; she sold apartments and even
houses. She used to make quite a lot of money; she had a talent for that job. She was a very
cheerful and energetic person. She knew how to do business not only with Jews, but also with
Poles. She even had her own lawyer – a young and talented Jew.

My grandparents got married in 1890. They had six children: Staszek, Dora, Heniek, Jozek, Hela
and one more, whose name I don’t remember and who died shortly after birth. The oldest one was
Uncle Staszek. He was born in 1891. He was the co-owner of the Royal Hotel in Cracow. It was a
beautiful hotel, opposite Wawel [Editor’s note: The old seat of the Polish kings in Cracow]. He later
opened a colonial store on Wielicka Street, where people from the neighborhood did their
shopping.

Then there were Uncle Heniek, born in 1895, and Uncle Jozek, who was three years younger than
Heniek. Heniek learned barbering; he ran a barbershop near Podgorze. He married a girl who came
from a family of Jewish railroad workers. I can’t remember my aunt’s name, but I remember their
daughter’s name – she was called Czesia. Uncle Jozek, who was born in 1898, learnt driving on his
own; he was a car person – a car mechanic, he had a workshop near the Vistula River, he bought
and sold cars.

Aunt Hela was born in 1900, she was the youngest. She married a Polish lieutenant. His name was
Dzikowski. She converted to Catholicism then. They had a daughter – Lidzia. That marriage quickly
fell apart. Later, she married a Polish officer, but she divorced him also. That second husband ran
the Soldier’s House in Cracow and he didn’t have any toes on his feet – he lost them in a battle in
1918. My aunt also had a third husband, but I don’t remember that. She died some ten years ago.
Her daughter is 86 years old and she lives in Warsaw; she’s a Catholic.

My mother, Dora, was born in 1892 or 1893 and was the second child in my grandparents’ family.
She graduated from high school during the war [World War I] – first she went to an Austrian school,
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then a Polish one, where she passed her final exams. Everything changed during that war. Poverty
was bad, there was nothing to eat, there was some aid from America and that was when my
mother met my father. His name was Adolf Lehr. My mother got pregnant and he left for the war.
He was badly wounded during the war, he became a cripple and wasn’t of any use after that. He
didn’t return to Cracow, what happened to him later I don’t know. My mother stayed with her
parents. I was born on 24th June 1917. My mother had no milk, so I had a wet-nurse – it was our
neighbor, Mrs. Rokoszowa. I was friends with her son Tadek, who was my milk brother, throughout
childhood.

When I was a few years old my mother left us. She met some Pole – Wladyslaw Seweryn –and
married him. When she left I walked her with my grandparents to the tram stop. I stayed behind as
she didn’t take me with her. She later changed her name to Elzbieta. Her husband worked on
construction sites, she had a stall on the Maly Rynek market square. He didn’t want to keep in
touch with our family. They had children, but I never met them.

Growing up

I grew up with my grandparents, Jakob and Felicja Kraus. My grandparents didn’t have much time –
they had their problems and their own affairs. I helped my grandfather in the shop. I remember he
used to say, ‘Do this, do that, wash the floor, clean up.’ But my grandmother she had a gentler,
caring approach, ‘Come and have some dinner, have some lunch and breakfast.’ My mother used
to visit us sometimes.

We lived on 11 Limanowskiego Street, in a tenement house belonging to Mr. Brajer, who was of
German origin. There were both Poles and Jews living in that house. It was a large building; there
were two wings on both sides. Our apartment was in the back, on the first floor, and the
hairdressing salon was on the ground floor, with an entrance from the street. My grandmother
didn’t have a separate office. Customers would call her, my grandmother had a telephone and she
took care of her business in the city.

There were three rooms in our apartment. My grandmother and grandfather slept in one of them; I
slept in the second one and the housekeeper in the third. The housekeeper was Polish. When I was
small, I also had a nanny. I don’t remember her name. The housekeeper cooked for the three of us
and for my grandfather’s employees. Every morning my grandmother would tell her what to buy at
the market. The market wasn’t far, some 100 meters from the salon. That’s where the tram stop
was.

My grandparents were religious like all Jews. They went to pray on Saturday in the nearby prayer
house on Rekawka [Street]. We celebrated Friday and holidays, like all Jews. Like it should have
been. My grandfather didn’t have side locks or a beard, but he had a moustache. He wore suits –
like a barber should. My grandmother didn’t wear a wig. The prayer house we went to looked
modest. A house where you went to pray and that was all. People from the neighborhood would go
there. The prayer books were in Hebrew. Women prayed on the balcony and men prayed
downstairs. The rabbi from the prayer house lived opposite my grandfather’s hairdressing salon,
but I don’t remember him well.

There were also Hasidim 2 living in Cracow, some even lived on our street. They lived in one
tenement house and had their prayer house in that house. That prayer house was completely
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different than the one we attended. The Jews who came to our prayer house dressed Polish style,
not Hasidic style. Hasidim dressed Jewish style; wore fur hats, side locks, chalats. There were few
Jews of that kind – Hasidim. There were some, but not many. There were more of them in the east
of Poland, in smaller cities, but not in Cracow or Lvov [today Ukraine].

At home, the holidays were observed according to tradition. We celebrated Passover like everyone
else. Well, perhaps there was one difference; at home only seder dinner was festive and on the
following days you’d normally go to work. And New Year was celebrated twice. First the religious
New Year, Rosh Hashanah, and then the calendar New Year in the winter.

I liked Rosh Hashanah the best, because it was a very joyful holiday. A bit later the Festival of
Shelters [Sukkot] was celebrated. In our house one booth would be built in the backyard for all the
residents. That’s the way it was done then. We would go there with my grandfather when I was a
boy. Inside the booth you would eat. It wasn’t very loud and pompous. It was like that in Kazimierz
3. But in Podgorze the holidays were more modest, quite poor. You’d just observe them for the
sake of observance, and that was it.

My grandparents’ house was kosher. People cared about that at that time. There were those who
respected the rules, but there were also those who didn’t. In my family my grandmother and
grandfather respected them. They only bought things which you were allowed to buy and which
you should, but their sons and daughters didn’t. My grandparents kept up what they were brought
up in, but the young generation didn’t have time to live like they did. But when they visited my
grandparents for the holidays, they behaved properly – according to tradition.

My grandparents somehow tolerated all this. When their daughter, Aunt Helena, got married to a
Catholic officer and baptized her daughter a Catholic, they didn’t throw them out of the house.
Helena and her husband would still visit us. Like all their other children.

When my uncles visited, they played cards with my grandfather – ‘66’ was the game. After supper
they’d sit down at the table and play for money, for grosze [Polish currency]. We’d also go to the
theater, but not often. My grandparents spent the summer in the mountains, in Szczawnica.
Sometimes they’d also go to Vienna. I went to Szczawnica with my grandmother once, but usually
my uncle and his wife would take me to a summer-house near Cracow.

There were about 70,000 Jews in all of Cracow between the wars. And about 100,000 Poles; there
were also Hungarians, Czechs, Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians and even Swedes and some
Bulgarians. It wasn’t bad for the Jews in Cracow. It was comfortable. Jews could behave freely
there, like others. It was a city where different people lived, different nationalities. Everyone grew
up there: Hungarians, Ukrainians, Russians, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, and natives of Cracow, Jews.
Jewish life was wonderful in Cracow, and it wasn’t just Jewish life. It was completely different in
Cracow than it was in Warsaw, Gdansk or Poznan. Because Cracow and Lvov were two cities which
used to belong to Austria before the war 4. If there were any problems, they were small, very
small. There were some anti-Jewish incidents 5, but there were also anti-Ukrainian, anti-Hungarian,
anti-Czech, because they were all equal citizens in Cracow.

Only Polish was spoken at our home. You have to understand this well: We were Poles of the Jewish
faith: religion Jewish, nationality Polish. It was like this not only in our family, but also in other
Jewish families of this kind, like the Herzes or the Krauses, in our tenement house in general – only
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Polish was spoken. [Editor’s note: Most Jews in Cracow described themselves in this way in the
years between the wars, with the exception of the Hasidim.] With my great-grandparents – I don’t
know. That was under Austrian rule, so perhaps it was different, but I don’t remember this because
when I was born, it was already Poland 6 [Editor’s note: the interviewee was one year old at the
time]. Among Jews like us, everyone was educated. They’d graduate from university or at least
from high school. Jews were professionals. We were also more open to others, it would be said: a
Pole of the Jewish faith, a Pole of the Roman Catholic faith. That was very important to all of us.

Pilsudski’s 7 funeral took place in Cracow in 1935. It was a huge event. I went to that funeral. First I
stood on the market square. Then I followed the procession to Wawel and I saw how they carried
Pilsudski into the cathedral. They buried him there, but I didn’t go inside. After a few days, I did go
to see what it looked like. The marshal was lying in a metal sarcophagus, but his face was visible,
as it was covered with a glass pane. You have to understand that everyone, Jews and Poles, liked
Pilsudski. He was a hero.

I didn’t go to cheder. There were no religious education classes in the elementary school I attended
on Jozefinska Street. Like most children from Podgorze, I took religious education classes at the
elementary school on Kosciuszki Street; there were special Jewish religious education classes there.
We used to meet in one of the rooms on the first floor and one Jew met with us and taught us
Judaism. A private tutor prepared me for my bar mitzvah. He came and informed me, taught me
religion. By the time I was 13, I had been taught everything that a Jew has to be taught. I had my
bar mitzvah and then I forgot everything. I didn’t have time for it, I went to school and I was also
earning some money working at a store, which sold dentistry supplies; and I had to help my
grandfather on top of that. When was I supposed to have time for religion?

When I was a boy I really liked reading Karl May’s books, and also other books, about the war.
[May, Karl (1842-1912): real name Carl Friedrich May, German author, best known for his wild west
books set in the American West and similar stories set in the Orient and Middle East.] I practiced
boxing. I was interested in photography. This really started by chance. When I was little, I would
often have my picture taken and I liked it so much that I started to take pictures myself. I went to
the theater on school outings. They would stage various instructive plays. And I always went to the
cinema, whenever I wanted. I liked going to the cinema.

I was a member of the Polish Socialist Party 8. I joined it when I was 15 years old. I signed up
because others were signing up. All of us – the boys from Podgorze – belonged to the PPS. There
was nothing else in Podgorze but the PPS. I mean there were other groups – Zionists 9, Bundists 10,
but they were very weak. We organized 1st May celebrations. Speakers would be invited to come;
they explained what the PPS was, that it was an organization acting for the benefit of the working
class. My grandmother and grandfather didn’t have anything against my joining this party. Many of
my grandfather’s customers and all of his employees were in the PPS.

After I graduated from elementary school, I attended a three-year economic school. It was a good
school. It cost 25 zloty a month. Part of this amount was covered by my grandfather and I paid
some of it myself, from the money I earned at the dentistry supplies store. There were more or less
ten Jews out of the 40 students in my class. All were assimilated, dressed in Polish clothing,
behaved like Poles, so there were no problems with anti-Semitism. I passed my final exam in 1936.
I worked for two years after graduating from school and then I was drafted into the army.
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I was called up to the station in Cieszyn [town 80km south-west of Cracow] – the 4th Podhale
Riflemen’s Regiment of the 21st Podhale Division was stationed there. Because I had graduated
from high school, I was sent to the officer cadet school. But after three weeks I was moved to Biala
[town 150km north-west of Cracow] to the 3rd Podhale Riflemen’s Regiment. This was because I
was a Jew and they didn’t want Jews in the officer cadet school in Cieszyn. There were many Jews in
the regiment in Biala – of my friends I remember Baruch Kostenbaum, Idzio Wittenberg from
Kazimierz, Romek Kinstling from Podgorze. After that we all served on the front.

They moved me in September and we took the oath in October 1938, because we were considered
to be honest, reliable and useful soldiers. We were later stationed in Zaolzie [territory on the Polish-
Czechoslovakian border], which was occupied by Poland at that time. And we stayed there for a
while and then returned to Biala. In March I got promoted to corporal and on 3rd May I became
lance sergeant in the 3rd Podhale Riflemen’s Regiment. Our commander was married to a Jewess,
the daughter of the owner of a wool factory.

During the war

I was supposed to leave the army on 30th September 1939, but the war broke out on 1st
September, so I went off to fight the Germans. We soon got the order to retreat. In Wadowice I
became the deputy reconnaissance commander. We had bicycles; the army was retreating and so
we rode in front of everyone and then returned to the commander of the regiment with
information. We were moving in the direction of Cracow, but we didn’t enter the city. We were
ordered to march towards Wieliczka, where we joined other companies. Next, we retreated east.

The Russians took half of Poland and the Germans took the other half, and that was the end of
Poland, and I was taken prisoner in the area of Lublin [town 140km south-east of Warsaw]. I was
wounded during a skirmish and taken to a hospital, which, incidentally, was organized in a church.
The Germans took me from there and we were ordered to move in the direction of Przemysl [south
from Lublin]. During one of the stops I was sent with a friend of mine to get some water in a mess
tin. They thought we wouldn’t be able to escape, because I was wounded, but of course we did run
away. Over the mountains, through the forests, on side roads; we asked the farmers in the villages
for food and something to drink. And we walked like this for quite some time, because I wasn’t
walking very well, and this friend led me. Finally, we somehow reached Cracow.

It was late September 1939. I got back home and started working at my grandfather’s shop, as a
barber. I had to, there was a war on. The owner of the house, Mr. Brajer, who was of German origin,
didn’t want to be with the Germans; for them he was Polish, but that didn’t help us much. It was
very cold inside the apartment, and we didn’t have any food. The ghetto was created in 1941 11. It
was very crowded at home. Six families moved into our three-room apartment. It was extremely
crowded; we finally moved to an apartment that was left after some relatives of ours had been
killed. It was on Jozefinska Street, near Limanowskiego Street. It was a one-room apartment, so we
could be there alone. The Germans came to our apartment in spring 1942 and murdered my
grandmother and grandfather. They shot them, in their own beds, because they weren’t strong
enough to go to work. I was there; they took me to work.

Regarding the rest of my family, my mother was living with her husband and children outside the
ghetto. She pretended that she wasn’t Jewish. She had to, in order to survive. Someone finally
denounced her and she was taken to Auschwitz. Uncle Jozek died in Auschwitz in July 1942, his

www.centropa.org/hu/node/90171

https://www.centropa.org/hu/node/90171
https://www.centropa.org


number was 39 212. In 1941 Uncle Staszek and his wife and children went to Nowy Sacz. He was a
member of the Judenrat 12 there. He and his entire family died in Nowy Sacz. Uncle Heniek was
deported from Cracow and murdered with his wife in Belzec 13. Their daughter – Czesia – survived,
she’s now living in Israel; she has two daughters and one son. Or perhaps she’s dead by now… And
my milk brother – Tadek Rokosz, our neighbor’s son, managed to make it to England and he
became a pilot in the RAF [Royal Air Force]. He survived the war. He died several years ago.

My childhood flair for photography was still there. I had my own photo camera – a Leica with a claw
and a fixed focus lens. I’d always carry the camera around with me. I’d take pictures from the tram.
One day I managed to take several pictures of a street round up of Jews in Podgorze. I took them
from inside a coffin – through a knothole. This coffin was set up in the window of a funeral parlor,
which was owned by my friend Staszek Gawlik, a Pole.

One night, in October 1942, I ran away from the ghetto. On my own I discovered an underground
passage, running through houses which were connected to the ghetto. Nobody knew about this
passage but me. Before the war I had had a girlfriend, a Pole; her name was Jadwiga Lepka and she
worked in a bookstore. I ran away to her. I had to get Aryan papers. A priest agreed to give me a
fake certificate of baptism, issued for Jozef Seweryn. Seweryn was the last name of my mother’s
husband – the Catholic, the Pole. All his children were Seweryns and I became a Seweryn as well. I
looked right, and I was taken for an Aryan. By the end of 1942 I married Jadwiga. I started working
in the same bookstore where she worked. I had a section there – I repaired fountain pens, I had to
make a living somehow. Our son Jacek was born at that time, but by then I was in the camp in
Auschwitz.

I went back to the ghetto several times, I was active in the PPS, and we tried to help Jews. In
November 1942 I was arrested, on the street, and not in a street round up. I met two Jews on
Krakowska Street, in the Arkady cafe. When I left the cafe, I was caught by the Gestapo. First they
sentenced me to death, and then they sent me to Auschwitz as Jozef Seweryn. Well, and I was
Polish, an Aryan and so it stayed in the papers. Even in a book, published recently, listing the
transports to Auschwitz, my nationality is listed as Polish. It was only several years ago that I went
to Auschwitz and told them that I was a Jew.

I reached the camp in Auschwitz on 16th December 1942. I was there for more than two years. I
was issued a number: 83782. Some experiments were conducted on me. They [the experiments]
were carried out by a German physician, an SS soldier – Horst Schumann 14. These experiments
were connected with fertility.

At the very beginning I met a friend from the 3rd Podhale Riflemen’s Regiment; we had served in
the army together. When the war broke out in 1939, he would guide people through the mountains
to Slovakia. He was a Pole, a mountaineer from Zakopane [town at the feet of the Tatra
Mountains]. He arrived in Auschwitz in 1940, in the second transport. He recognized me
immediately, as soon as I arrived; he was an old stager there, so he knew what to do and how to
behave in the camp. He helped me a lot, he taught me everything. Others helped as well.

I survived, because the SS men needed me – I fixed their fountain pens. After several months of my
stay in Auschwitz, the Germans wanted to find someone who could repair fountain pens and
typewriters. I volunteered and was accepted. I worked for SS Unterscharführer Artur Breitwieser
[1910-1978], he came from Lvov; before he became an SS man he had served in the 3rd Podhale
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Riflemen’s Regiment in Biala, at the same time as I did. Perhaps that’s why he chose me. I became
his ‘Füllfederhaltermechaniker,’ that is his fountain-pen-fixer. The Germans had a lot of good
fountain pens, Pelikans, Watermanns, Parkers, which they had got by looting the possessions of the
Jews, but the ink they used was poor. Their pens needed to be rinsed and fixed every two months.
And I knew how to repair pens, because I’d had that section in my wife’s bookstore. I worked for
Breitwieser and for the other SS men, commandants, German physicians. They thought I was
useful, so they even gave me a watch, so I wouldn’t be late when I came to see them. Besides, I
didn’t just fix their pens; I would also shave them and give them haircuts. They addressed me ‘Sie’
[formal] and the others they called ‘Du verfluchter Hund’ – ‘You damned dog.’ And they killed
them. I got the tools I needed for cutting hair and shaving – they used to be Jewish. I had more luck
than sense.

I used to write letters to my wife; writing to your wife was permitted. She’d answer them. But my
letters and her answers were so official. You couldn’t do it otherwise, and you had to write in
German. And you couldn’t say anything more than, ‘I’m here – I am waiting – good bye.’ I couldn’t
even write that I was hungry because they controlled all the letters.

One time at the camp, some time in 1943, an SS man came to see me, he had a higher rank than
Breitwieser, and he told me, ‘Make me a barber’s wig and a beard – red.’ I said I would and that it
would be ready in several days. When he came to pick it up he told me to get on his motorcycle
and he took me to the commando, so I’d put the wig and the beard on him there. And then he told
me to drive him to the theater, which was nearby, but it was on the other side of the fence. We got
there and he said, ‘Now go to the camp.’ I answered, ‘I can’t go, there’s no one to guard me, if
anyone sees me on this side of the fence, I’ll get shot.’ But he made me go, so I did. I was in prison
clothes; wearing those stripes. I had a huge row at the fence; the guard took out his gun and
shouted. I was so scared I almost shat in my pants, but he finally let me go. There were such
stories.

In 1944 I was moved to Sachsenhausen 15, from there to Oranienburg [today Germany] and
Ravensbruck 16, and finally to a camp in Barth [today Germany]. There was an aircraft factory
there, where we all worked. We produced two-engine bombers. Most of the inmates were moved
out of that camp on 30th April 1945. We were being led towards some town, when the Russians cut
us off. The Germans surrounded us when they saw them approaching and started shooting at us. I
survived.

The Russians put us on barges and we sailed somewhere in a northeastern direction, more or less.
We sailed into some canal or bay, I don’t remember exactly. Anyway, a German ship attacked us
and the barge was blown up. People were drowning, I held onto some log, I wanted to climb onto it,
but I couldn’t because the Germans were still shooting. So I swam underneath it. I finally reached
the shore. That night was 1st May 1945, going to the 2nd. I found some barn, I undressed, buried
myself in the straw and waited until morning like this. I was very sick. I reached the city in the
morning. It was Rostock [today Germany]. I met some of my friends there – those who had also
managed to save themselves. We went on our way together, first to Szczecin, then to Poznan,
Katowice. We’d sleep two, three nights in doss-houses set up by the Red Cross at train stations.

I finally arrived in Cracow. Straight away, I went to the bookstore, the one where my wife worked
and where I had a section in 1942. I found her there and she took me home. Not to the place where
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we had been living before, but to a new one – in Kazimierz. She had got it when the Jews were
being evacuated. Three rooms, one family in each room. She took me there and she started
nursing me there.

After the war

When I came back I was thirty years old already and I had nothing any more. In 1945 I was
assigned a job in Jelenia Gora [town 270 km north-west of Cracow by the German and Czech
border]. Because after I came back, I reported to the PPS, someone from the PPS was going to
Jelenia Gora and took me with him. They employed me in an office, which assigned apartments – I
liquidated post-German property. First I went alone, my wife joined me later, as did her parents and
her entire family. I found them all places to live and jobs in Jelenia Gora. For my mother-in-law and
father-in-law – tailors in a dressmaking store that had belonged to some Germans. Everything was
left there – sewing machines and other dressmaking tools. I gave my wife’s sister and her husband
a beautiful apartment, in a tenement house that had belonged to some Germans. I also had my
friends move to Jelenia Gora [Editor’s note: Mr. Seweryn didn’t want to say anything more about
this, but he was probably a party official]. At that time many people came to that area – Polish and
Jewish. Mostly those who had survived the war in Russia. Most of them came in 1945 and 1946.

After the war it was a lot worse with anti-Semitism, as if the Poles had learned it from the Germans
and the Russians. Jews would be attacked, murdered, persecuted. There’s still some anti-Semitism,
but right after the war it was a lot worse. People were leaving for Israel. At that time they would get
people from all over Europe, from all over the world, to go to Israel. And in Poland they also
suggested for the Jews to move there. So I went to Warsaw, to the embassy and I applied as well. I
left in 1956 with my wife and children: 13-year-old Jacek and ten-year-old Krystyna.

We first arrived in Vienna. At first I wanted to stay there, but everyone said, ‘Go to Israel, see what
it’s like there.’ I wish I hadn’t gone. I should have stayed in Vienna and asked for reparations from
the Germans. But we went.

Israel looked nice in 1956. The state of Israel was created; a good thing that was; the Jews
deserved it. I found a job in the aircraft industry as I had worked for the Germans in that field. I had
experience from the camp, so when I came they employed me immediately, as a professional. I
worked in the aircraft factory in Tel Aviv. There’s an airport there – Ben Gurion. I went with my wife
and children. It was my wife who later decided that we had to go back. And that was it, no
discussions. Our son was sick, respiratory tract problems – he couldn’t live in that climate. We left
in 1959; I never went back there afterwards.

We first went to Italy, then to Vienna. I tried to convince my wife to stay there or move to Germany,
but she would tell me – only Poland. So when she told me that it could only be Poland, I couldn’t
say anything. We went back to Warsaw. I should have come back to Cracow. But we had relatives
and friends in Warsaw, we could stay with them for some time; and Cyrankiewicz 17 was there. I
knew Cyrankiewicz from Cracow, from before the war, we were in the PPS in Podgorze together,
and later in the camp in Auschwitz. After three months he got us an apartment, he also helped me
find work in a machine factory in the Praga district. I moved there in 1962 or 1963 from a Jewish
metal plant which produced machines. It was a Jewish company, operated by the Jewish
community. It was first located on 11 Listopada Street and later on 6 Twarda Street, but I didn’t
work there after its move to Twarda Street.
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I first went to a trial of war criminals as a witness in 1962. I also went in 1963, 1964 and later as
well. I attended over a dozen trials. Four times in Berlin, and also in Hanover, Hamburg, Wuppertal
and Frankfurt [all today Germany], several times. I was a good witness, because I had had personal
contacts with many SS men. I had cut their hair, I had shaved them, so I remembered their faces
well and I was able to recognize them. Among other trials, I attended the trial of Artur Breitwieser,
the one who came from Lvov and who I served with in the army before the war, and whom I later
met in Auschwitz – he was an SS man and I an inmate.

My wife died in 1972. A year later, I wrote a book. The title is ‘Mayn Yiddishe Mame’ because my
mother and all of my folk died in Auschwitz. I was left alone. As the only one left of all the Herzogs
and Krauses. This book comprises my memories about what happened during the war. From the
time when I was drafted into the army in 1938 until the 3rd Podhale Riflemen’s Regiment and
about what happened later. I wanted to have it published, but I didn’t succeed. At first they
accepted it at the publisher’s, but then the management changed its decision and the publication
was put off. I wanted to get the manuscript back and take it someplace else, but they made it
difficult for me somehow. Nothing came together with that publishing business, so I finally gave up.

Krystyna went to the United States, to New York, after she graduated from college, in 1973. She’s
still living there today. I visited her several times, but I was never very fond of the States. Jacek is
62 years old now; he’s retired. He worked in a factory for many years, I don’t recollect now what
kind of a factory it was, but he was the director of some department. My children are Catholic. Of
course, the children have always known that I’m Jewish. After all, we went to Israel together, but
my wife, Jadwiga, was Catholic and she raised them as Catholics.

Today, the way I see it, Jewry isn’t as Jewish as before the war. It’s enough to go to a cemetery and
compare the old section with the new one. The old tombstones – matzevas, and today? The same
tombstones as in a Catholic cemetery. Besides, nowadays Jews are buried in coffins, and before the
war it was a shroud and a bag of sand under the head; it was different, because they were buried
the Jewish way back then.

And I’m old and sick now. My second wife, Henia [Henryka], whom I married in 1981, is also a
Catholic. There was no Jewish world in Poland, there were no Jews. We live together in Warsaw. In
2001 I was appointed an officer by the president of the Republic of Poland, as a war veteran. I’m a
veteran, a group one war invalid and a former prisoner of Auschwitz. I have identity cards and
documents to prove that. I received some reparations from the Germans, but it wasn’t much.
Renovating my apartment cost me more than what I got from them.

I’ve gone through so much in my life – so many things have happened. I was in Auschwitz. I was a
witness in war trials – even after so many years they still invite me to Germany for various
ceremonies. When I was in the army, I also achieved something. And how did I manage to achieve
all of this? How is it that I am talking about it today? That I remember it at all?

Glossary:

1  Invasion of Poland
The German attack of Poland on 1st September 1939 is widely considered the date in the West for
the start of World War II. After having gained both Austria and the Bohemian and Moravian parts of
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Czechoslovakia, Hitler was confident that he could acquire Poland without having to fight Britain
and France. (To eliminate the possibility of the Soviet Union fighting if Poland were attacked, Hitler
made a pact with the Soviet Union, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.) On the morning of 1st September
1939, German troops entered Poland. The German air attack hit so quickly that most of Poland’s air
force was destroyed while still on the ground. To hinder Polish mobilization, the Germans bombed
bridges and roads. Groups of marching soldiers were machine-gunned from the air, and they also
aimed at civilians. On 1st September, the beginning of the attack, Great Britain and France sent
Hitler an ultimatum - withdraw German forces from Poland or Great Britain and France would go to
war against Germany. On 3rd September, with Germany’s forces penetrating deeper into Poland,
Great Britain and France both declared war on Germany

2  Hasid
The follower of the Hasidic movement, a Jewish mystic movement founded in the 18th century that
reacted against Talmudic learning and maintained that God’s presence was in all of one’s
surroundings and that one should serve God in one’s every deed and word. The movement
provided spiritual hope and uplifted the common people. There were large branches of Hasidic
movements and schools throughout Eastern Europe before World War II, each following the
teachings of famous scholars and thinkers. Most had their own customs, rituals and life styles.
Today there are substantial Hasidic communities in New York, London, Israel and Antwerp.

3  Kazimierz
Now a district of Cracow lying south of the Main Market Square, it was initially a town in its own
right, which received its charter in 1335. Kazimierz was named in honor of its founder, King Casimir
the Great. In 1495 King Jan Olbracht issued the decision to transfer the Jews of Cracow to
Kazimierz. From that time on a major part of Kazimierz became a center of Jewish life. Before 1939
more than 64,000 Jews lived in Cracow, which was some 25% of the city’s total population. Only
the culturally assimilated Jewish intelligentsia lived outside Kazimierz. Until the outbreak of World
War II this quarter remained primarily a Jewish district, and was the base for the majority of the
Jewish institutions, organizations and parties. The religious life of Cracow’s Jews was also
concentrated here; they prayed in large synagogues and a multitude of small private prayer
houses. In 1941 the Jews of Cracow were removed from Kazimierz to the ghetto, created in the
district of Podgorze, where some died and the remainder were transferred to the camps in Plaszow
and Auschwitz. The majority of the pre-war monuments, synagogues and Jewish cemeteries in
Kazimierz have been preserved to the present day, and a few Jewish institutions continue to
operate.

4  Partitions of Poland (1772-1795)
Three divisions of the Polish lands, in 1772, 1793 and 1795 by the neighboring powers: Russia,
Austria and Prussia. Under the first partition Russia occupied the lands east of the Dzwina, Drua
and Dnieper, a total of 92,000 km2 and a population of 1.3 million. Austria took the southern part
of the Cracow and Sandomierz provinces, the Oswiecim and Zator principalities, the Ruthenian
province (except for the Chelm lands) and part of the Belz province, a total of 83,000 km2 and a
population of 2.6 million. Prussia annexed Warmia, the Pomerania, Malbork and Chelmno provinces
(except for Gdansk and Torun) and the lands along the Notec river and Goplo lake, altogether

www.centropa.org/hu/node/90171

https://www.centropa.org/hu/node/90171
https://www.centropa.org


36,000 km2 and 580,000 souls. The second partition was carried out by Prussia and Russia. Prussia
occupied the Poznan, Kalisz, Gniezno, Sieradz, Leczyca, Inowroclaw, Brzesc Kujawski and Plock
provinces, the Dobrzyn lands, parts of the Rawa and Masovia provinces, and Torun and Gdansk, a
total of 58,000 km2 and over a million inhabitants. Russia took the Ukrainian and Belarus lands
east of the Druja-Pinsk-Zbrucz line, altogether 280,000 km2 and 3 million inhabitants. Under the
third partition Russia obtained the rest of the Lithuanian, Belarus and Ukrainian lands east of the
Bug and the Nemirov-Grodno line, a total area of 120,000 km2 and 1.2 million inhabitants. The
Prussians took the remainder of Podlasie and Mazovia, Warsaw, and parts of Samogitia and
Malopolska, 55,000 km2 and a population of 1 million. Austria annexed Cracow and the part of
Malopolska between the Pilica, Vistula and Bug, and part of Podlasie and Masovia, a total surface
area of 47,000 km2 and a population of 1.2 million.

5  Anti-Semitism in Poland in the 1930s
From 1935-39 the activities of Polish anti-Semitic propaganda intensified. The Sejm introduced
barriers to ritual slaughter, restrictions of Jews’ access to education and certain professions.
Nationalistic factions postulated the removal of Jews from political, social and cultural life, and
agitated for economic boycotts to persuade all the country’s Jews to emigrate. Nationalist activists
took up posts outside Jewish shops and stalls, attempting to prevent Poles from patronizing them.
Such campaigns were often combined with damage and looting of shops and beatings, sometimes
with fatal consequences. From June 1935 until 1937 there were over a dozen pogroms, the most
publicized of which was the pogrom in Przytyk in 1936. The Catholic Church also contributed to the
rise of anti-Semitism.

6  Poland’s independence, 1918
In 1918 Poland regained its independence after over 100 years under the partitions, when it was
divided up between Russia, Austria and Prussia. World War I ended with the defeat of all three
partitioning powers, which made the liberation of Poland possible. On 8 January 1918 the president
of the USA, Woodrow Wilson, declaimed his 14 points, the 13th of which dealt with Poland’s
independence. In the spring of the same year, the Triple Entente was in secret negotiations with
Austria-Hungary, offering them integrity and some of Poland in exchange for parting company with
their German ally, but the talks were a fiasco and in June the Entente reverted to its original
demands of full independence for Poland. In the face of the defeat of the Central Powers, on 7
October 1918 the Regency Council issued a statement to the Polish nation proclaiming its
independence and the reunion of Poland. Institutions representing the Polish nation on the
international arena began to spring up, as did units disarming the partitioning powers’ armed
forces and others organizing a system of authority for the needs of the future state. In the night of
6-7 November 1918, in Lublin, a Provisional Government of the Republic of Poland was formed
under Ignacy Daszynski. Its core comprised supporters of Pilsudski. On 11 November 1918 the
armistice was signed on the western front, and the Regency Council entrusted Pilsudski with the
supreme command of the nascent army. On 14 November the Regency Council dissolved, handing
all civilian power to Pilsudski; the Lublin government also submitted to his rule. On 17 November
Pilsudski appointed a government, which on 21 November issued a manifesto promising
agricultural reforms and the nationalization of certain branches of industry. It also introduced labor
legislation that strongly favored the workers, and announced parliamentary elections. On 22
November Pilsudski announced himself Head of State and signed a decree on the provisional
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authorities in the Republic of Poland. The revolutionary left, from December 1918 united in the
Communist Workers’ Party of Poland, came out against the government and independence, but the
program of Pilsudski’s government satisfied the expectations of the majority of society and
emboldened it to fight for its goals within the parliamentary democracy of the independent Polish
state. In January and June 1919 the first elections to the Legislative Sejm were held. On 20
February 1919 the Legislative Sejm passed the ‘small constitution’; Pilsudski remained Head of
State. The first stage of establishing statehood was completed, despite the fact that the issue of
Poland’s borders had not yet been resolved.

7  Pilsudski, Jozef (1867-1935)
Polish activist in the independence cause, politician, statesman, marshal. With regard to the cause
of Polish independence he represented the pro-Austrian current, which believed that the Polish
state would be reconstructed with the assistance of Austria-Hungary. When Poland regained its
independence in January 1919, he was elected Head of State by the Legislative Sejm. In March
1920 he was nominated marshal, and until December 1922 he held the positions of Head of State
and Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Army. After the murder of the president, Gabriel Narutowicz,
he resigned from all his posts and withdrew from politics. He returned in 1926 in a political coup.
He refused the presidency offered to him, and in the new government held the posts of war
minister and general inspector of the armed forces. He was prime minister twice, from 1926-1928
and in 1930. He worked to create a system of national security by concluding bilateral non-
aggression pacts with the USSR (1932) and Germany (1934). He sought opportunities to conclude
firm alliances with France and Britain. In 1932 owing to his deteriorating health, Pilsudski resigned
from his functions. He was buried in the Crypt of Honor in Wawel Cathedral in the Royal Castle in
Cracow.

8  Polish Socialist Party (PPS), founded in 1892, its reach extended throughout the
Kingdom of Poland and abroad, and it proclaimed slogans advocating the reclamation
by Poland of its sovereignty
It was a party that comprised many currents and had room for activists of varied views and from a
range of social backgrounds. During the revolutionary period in 1905-07 it was one of the key
political forces; it directed strikes, organized labor unions, and conducted armed campaigns. It was
also during this period that it developed into a party of mass reach (towards the end of 1906 it had
some 55,000 members). After 1918 the PPS came out in support of the parliamentary system, and
advocated the need to ensure that Poland guaranteed of freedom and civil rights, division of the
churches (religious communities) and the state, and territorial and cultural autonomy for ethnic
minorities; and it defended the rights of hired laborers. The PPS supported the policy of the head of
state, Jozef Pilsudski. It had seats in the first government of the Republic, but from 1921 was in
opposition. In 1918-30 the main opponents of the PPS were the National Democrats [ND] and the
communist movement. In the 1930s the state authorities’ repression of PPS activists and the
reduced activity of working-class and intellectual political circles eroded the power of the PPS (in
1933 it numbered barely 15,000 members) and caused the radicalization of some of its leaders and
party members. During World War II the PPS was formally dissolved, and some of its leaders
created the Polish Socialist Party – Liberty, Equality, Independence (PPS-WRN), which was a
member of the coalition supporting the Polish government in exile and the institutions of the Polish
Underground State. In 1946-48 many members of PPS-WRN left the country or were arrested and
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sentenced in political trials. In December 1948 PPS activists collaborating with the PPR consented
to the two parties merging on the PPR’s terms. In 1987 the PPS resumed its activities. The party
currently numbers a few thousand members.

9  Poalei Zion (the Jewish Social-Democratic Workers’ Party Workers of Zion)
in Yiddish ‘Yidishe Socialistish-Demokratishe Arbeiter Partei Poale Syon’. A political party formed in
1905 in the Kingdom of Poland, and operating throughout the Polish state from 1918. The party’s
main aim was to create an independent socialist Jewish state in Palestine. In the short term, Poalei
Zion postulated cultural and national autonomy for the Jews in Poland, and improved labor and
living conditions of Jewish hired laborers. In 1920, during a conference in Vienna, the party split,
forming the Right Poalei Zion (the Jewish Socialist Workers’ Party Workers of Zion), which became
part of the Socialist Workers’ International and the World Zionist Organization, and the Left Po’alei
Zion (the Jewish Social-Democratic Workers’ Party Workers of Zion), the radical minority, which
sympathized with the Bolsheviks. The Left Poalei Zion placed more emphasis on socialist
postulates. Key activists: I. Schiper (Right PZ), L. Holenderski, I. Lew (Left PZ); paper: Arbeiter Welt.
Both fractions had their own youth organizations: Right PZ: Dror and Freiheit; Left PZ – Jugnt. Left
PZ was weaker than Right PZ; only towards the end of the 1930s did it start to form coalitions with
other socialist and Zionist parties. In 1937 Left PZ joined the World Zionist Organization. During
World War II both fractions were active in underground politics and the resistance movement in the
ghettos, in particular the youth organizations. After 1945 both parties joined the Central Jewish
Committee in Poland. In 1947 they reunited to form the strongest legally active Jewish party in
Poland (with 20,000 members). In 1950 Poalei Zion was dissolved by the communist authorities.

10  Bund
The short name of the General Jewish Union of Working People in Lithuania, Poland and Russia,
Bund means Union in Yiddish). The Bund was a social democratic organization representing Jewish
craftsmen from the Western areas of the Russian Empire. It was founded in Vilnius in 1897. In 1906
it joined the autonomous fraction of the Russian Social Democratic Working Party and took up a
Menshevist position. After the Revolution of 1917 the organization split: one part was anti-Soviet
power, while the other remained in the Bolsheviks’ Russian Communist Party. In 1921 the Bund
dissolved itself in the USSR, but continued to exist in other countries.

11  Podgorze Ghetto
There were approximately 60,000 Jews living in Cracow in 1939; after the city was seized by the
Germans, mass persecutions began. The Jews were ordered to leave the city in April; approx.
15,000 received permission to stay in the city. A ghetto was created in the Podgorze district on
21st March 1941. Approx. 8,000 people from suburban regions were resettled there in the fall.
There were three hospitals, orphanages, old people’s homes, several synagogues and one
pharmacy directed by a Pole operating in the ghetto. Illegal Jewish organizations began operating
in 1940. An attack on German officers in the Cyganeria club took place on 22nd December 1942.
Mass extermination began in 1942 – 14,000 inhabitants were deported to Belzec, many were
murdered on the spot. The ghetto, diminished in size, was divided into two parts: A, for those who
worked, and B, for those who did not work. The ghetto was liquidated in March 1943. The
inhabitants of part A were deported to the camp in Plaszow and those of part B to Auschwitz.
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Approximately 3,000 Jews returned to Cracow after the war.

12  Judenrat
German for ‘Jewish council’, were administrative bodies the Germans required Jews to form in each
ghetto in General Government (Nazi-occupied colony in the central part of Poland). These bodies
where responsible for local government in the ghetto, and stood between the Nazis and the ghetto
population. They were generally composed of leaders of the Jewish community. They were forced
by the Nazis to provide Jews for use as slave labour, and to assist in the deportation of Jews to
extermination camps during the Holocaust.

13  Belzec
Village in Lublin region of Poland (Tomaszow district). In 1940 the Germans created a forced labor
camp there for 2,500 Jews and Roma. In November 1941 it was transformed into an extermination
camp (SS Sonderkommando Belzec or Dienststelle Belzec der Waffen SS) under the ‘Reinhard-
Aktion’, in which the Germans murdered around 600,000 people (chiefly in gas chambers),
including approximately 550,000 Polish Jews (approx. 300,000 from the province of Galicia) and
Jews from the USSR, Austria, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Holland, Germany, Norway and
Hungary; many Poles from surrounding towns and villages and from Lwow also died here, mostly
for helping Jews. In November 1942 the Nazis began liquidating the camp. In the spring of 1943 the
camp was demolished and the corpses of the gassed victims exhumed from their mass graves and
burned. The last 600 Jews employed in this work were then sent to the Sobibor camp, where they
died in the gas chambers.

14  Schumann, Horst

(1906-1983), SS-Sturmbannführer, participated in sterilization and castration experiments at
Auschwitz and was particularly interested in the mass sterilization of Jews by means of x-rays .
While serving as a military doctor on the Western Front he was captured by the Americans in
January 1945. He was released from captivity in October 1945. In April 1946 he began to work as a
sports doctor for the city of Gladbeck. An application for a license for a hunting gun led to his being
identified in 1951. According to his own statement, Schumann served as a ship’s doctor for 3 years
and because he did not have a German passport, he applied for one in Japan in 1954 and received
it under his own name. Schumann then fled, first to Egypt and eventually settled in Khartoum,
Sudan, as head of a hospital. He was forced to flee from Sudan in 1962 after being recognised by
an Auschwitz survivor. Then he went to Ghana, where he received the protection of the head of
state, Kwame Nkrumah. In 1966, he was extradited from Ghana to West Germany where the trial
against him was opened in Frankfurt on 23rd September 1970. However, Schumann was released
from prison on 29th July, 1972 due to his heart condition and generally deteriorating health.
However, he did not die until 5th May 1983, eleven years after his release. (Source:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horst_Schumann)

15  Sachsenhausen
Concentration camp in Germany, operating between 1936 and April 1945. It was named after the
Sachsenhausen quarter, part of the town of Oranienburg. It is estimated that some 200,000
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prisoners passed through Sachsenhausen and that 30,000 perished there. That number does not
include the Soviet prisoners of war who were exterminated immediately upon arrival at the camp,
as they were never even registered on the camp's lists. The number also does not account for
those prisoners who died on the way to the camp, while being transferred elsewhere, or during the
camp's evacuation. Sachsenhausen was liberated by Soviet troops on 27th April, 1945. They found
only 3,000 prisoners who had been too ill to leave on the death march. (Source: Rozett R. - Spector
S.: Encyclopedia of the Holocaust, Facts on File, G.G. The Jerusalem Publishing House Ltd. 2000, pg.
396 - 398)

16  Ravensbruck
Concentration camp for women near Furstenberg, Germany. Five hundred prisoners transported
there from Sachsenhausen began construction at the end of 1938. They built 14 barracks and
service buildings, as well as a small camp for men, which was completed separated from the
women’s camp. The buildings were surrounded by tall walls and electrified barbed wire. The first
deportees, some 900 German and Austrian women were transported there on May 18, 1939, soon
followed by 400 Austrian Gypsy women. At the end of 1939, due to the new groups constantly
arriving, the camp held nearly 3000 persons. With the expansion of the war, people from twenty
countries were taken here. Persons incapable of working were transported on to Uckermark or
Auschwitz, and sent to the gas chambers, others were murdered during ‘medical’ experiments. By
the end of 1942, the camp reached 15,000 prisoners, by 1943, with the arrival of groups from the
Soviet Union, it reached 42,000. During the working existance of the camp, altogether nearly
132,000 women and children were transported here, of these, 92,000 were murdered. In March of
1945, the SS decided to move the camp, so in April those capable of walking were deported on a
death march. On April 30, 1945, those who survived the camp and death march, were liberated by
the Soviet armies.

17  Cyrankiewicz, Jozef
(1911-1989): communist and socialist activist, politician. In the interwar period he was a PPS
activist. In 1941-45 interned by the Germans, also in Auschwitz. From 1948 a member of the PZPR;
in 1954-70 prime minister of the PRL (Polish People’s Republic), remained in positions of public
authority until 1986.
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