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Adolph Gawalewicz discusses his experiences in September, 1940 when he was being held in 
the Krakow Prison Montelupich. Adolph just turned 24. He completed university law studies a 
year earlier at the Jagellonian University. On the Wawel, the Krakow Royal Palace, waves a Nazi 
flag. Under the Triumphant Arch in Paris, the parade march resounds under German boots. On 
the Acropolis in Athens, a swastika of Norway and a swastika of… [word on tape missing]. The 
Battle of England is ongoing. These were the circumstances that overshadowed the mind set of 
those who at this time, including our narrator, found themselves in prison.  

During the first months that ensued, Adolph’s prison experiences were like kindergarten, when 
compared and contrasted with those that were to follow. He has had his final interrogation by 
the Gestapo on Pomorska Street. His Gestapo man was actually a decent fellow, by comparison 
to others that he heard about. He was fair and professional at his task. He was a boxer on the 
German boxing team, at the 1936 Berlin Olympics. His name was Baumgarten. After being 
processed, Adolph is sent to Oświȩcim. It is only afterwards that he realized that he was being 
sent by his “fair” Gestapo interrogator to be exterminated. 

Adolph makes one assertion that proved to be valid in the course of the next few years: One 
invaluable possession that affirms human life is friendship. When he got to Oświȩcim, he made 
some friends who, with a kind word, imbued him with encouragement. He soon attained the 
average weight of his peers—36 kg. 200 g. In other words, he was as if a Moslem. His skeleton 
was covered by tightly stretched skin. Adolph is transferred to the Convalescent Block for those 
infected with typhus. The block housed some 200+ similarly afflicted. A sanitary inspection by 
Jozef Klehr [sp?] follows. He decides to assign them to “light labor”. This was a misnomer. 
Adolph knew that this meant extermination. Klehr also administered phenol injections to the 
heart to those prisoners who were deemed to be useless. 

Soon their suspicions did not mistake them. The truck that was fueled by wood, turned towards 
the entrance gate. There they were reached by the smell of bread. They hoped for a good 
dinner. It was April 20, 1942. It was Hitler’s birthday. Instead they turned on a muddy road 
towards Bierkenau, a new concentration camp that was being built. Their eyes were tearing 
from the wooden exhaust fumes emitted by the truck. Their minds, however, were mostly 
preoccupied with the cold that was penetrating their thin summer clothes that were 
confiscated from Russian prisoners and given to them. 
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At the barracks where the truck stops, they were met by some thirty emaciated figures. This 
was the remainder of some 1,200 Moslems, deported on March, 13—about a month earlier, to 
perform “light work”. They realized that they were sentenced to virtual individual murder. 

At this building site were also a few hundred Russian prisoners—the remainder of some 12,000 
prisoners that arrived the previous year. We were made to stand in groups of fives through the 
entire day and night. During a period of 10 days, we were issued twice or three times a loaf of 
bread that was meant to feed 8 to 10 people and once or twice a liter of soup for a few people. 

When we were allowed to enter the barrack, we were visited by “guests” where one of them 
took great pride in being able to demolish a brain with one strike to the head. Silence fell on the 
barrack, when an order was given to place one’s head outside the bunk. It gave one a moment 
to think whether one’s head would have some special appeal to the “guest.” In a few seconds 
there was blood, shreds of a brain on the beams, followed instantly by sound sleep, since the 
inmates were at last, able to sleep. Then in that warmth, as they lay crowded body to body, lice 
would start their work across bodies covered with sores, causing merciless itching. And that’s 
how days passed one after another.  

Finally, by the end of April and the start of May there was a change. The Block was fenced in by 
a wall. It was given a name of Isolation Station. A large entrance approached it. This was soon 
after Hitler visited these facilities of mass extermination and they were still in the experimental 
stages.  

Adolph went to the first selection for this Barrack without any idea what it meant. He was 
walking behind a healthy-looking Jew from Slovakia who kept saying that he didn’t want to go 
to “light labor.” That’s when by coincidence, Adolph’s dulled mind recalled that this meant 
death. At this point he was saved by the block orderly Zabielski, who pushed him over to a 
group of people who were chosen to live.  

Adolph survived this period of two weeks even though his colleagues were dying and their 
remains were being placed in rows under the wall of the barrack, probably because he wanted 
to live. Because he was able to have some hope when there was none. That something contrary 
would happen. That he would be able to see the sun. Even those who were psychologically and 
physically stronger, but lost their faith and their bodies refused to obey them, would die very 
quickly. 

Adolph was also helped by Dr. Ciepielowski, who numerous times would come to dress the 
wounds of the Russian prisoners of war and would illegally give Adolph a few pieces of bread. 
This was a strange exchange of ideas. Adolph recited for him memorized Polish poems, as they 
walked through the muck to the latrines, tripping over the corpses of those who never made it. 
For some reason they had this need for one another.  
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Now that Birkenau had a “waiting area” for the gas chamber, selected prisoners were brought 
from numerous camps and sub camps. The camp was always overcrowded. The arrival of trucks 
with people for the gas chamber overshadowed everything at the camp. The other event that 
punctuated life at the camp was roll call. It had various effects. Adolph recalls such a night.  

In a barrack on the sleeping cots are people tightly packed. On the brick floor, with heads 
extended in the direction of the walkway of the barrack, people are lying. Suddenly there is 
screaming. Some argument about an insignificant thing, like a wooden spoon, breaks out. The 
idea of the truck arriving the next day could have been suppressed, pushed aside by this 
arguments. People suffering from typhus would run out begging for drops of water, which at 
the time was not available at this camp. We traded with soup through the window for some 
jam that could be gotten with a rusty can for a sip of dirty, muddy water, which was like nectar. 

Adolph steps outside into the courtyard in front of the barrack. It was a beautiful summer, 
moonlit night in 1942. People are sitting on the muddy brick gravel. Again, one hears disputes 
and moans. On the edge of the courtyard are hod carriers for mortar and cement. These served 
as latrines. Adolph describes the gross and repulsive behavior of people using these primitive 
facilities. 

A Parisian confectioner talks about his work; about his house and his family and that after the 
war he’d invite Adolph for a real feast. But Adolph never meets him, since much earlier the 
confectioner went to be treated to Cyclone B gas. 

One day, a very serious selection is taking place in the barracks. Everyone, about 600 people 
must come outside. Their numbers are recorded and they await a car that will take them on 
their last journey. Once again, within Adolph his incorrigible optimist becomes awakened. Yet, 
it would seem that this was the end. He turns to his friend Piotruś and says: “I’m still alive.” But 
even at this point they don’t give up and instead weigh their possibilities. 

From the barrack steps out the barrack scribe, Bolesław Piasecki, who likes both of them. He 
creates some sort of confusion, allowing Adolph and Piotruś to go back for a second portion of 
soup. The guard is unable to grasp what’s going on. Meanwhile, both of them decide to hide 
among the corpses of those who died from typhus, knowing that the Germans did not like to 
check that area. Adolph lied down next to the warm body of a recently deceased tram worker 
from Krakow. 

Again, for reasons unclear, Adolph is transferred back to Oświȩcim. He was there until June 
1944. After the invasion of Normandy, the Germans decided to clear the camp of Poles. Also, 
because the Eastern front was approaching Poland. Adolph’s last concentration camp was 
Bergen-Belsen 
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