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Analysis/Translation of Oral History Interview with Jan Kostański 

By Lucien Weisbrod 

Jan Kostański was born in Warsaw on June 24, 1925. He completed primary school in Warsaw. 
The war broke out on September 1, 1939. His education was interrupted. His father, Kazimierz 
Kostański was an upholsterer. His mother’s name was, Władysława Kostańska, neé 
Winczewska. He had two sisters, Jadzia, 3 years younger and Danusia, 5 years younger. 

Jan considered his youth normal. As a young man who grew up in Stare Miasto (Old Town 
district of Warsaw), in the summer he would go swimming in the Vistula River, and go on 
various field trips. He liked reading and read many of his early books in a reading room. He also 
liked reading comic books. He also went swimming in a pool in the Krakowskie Przedmieṡcie 
neighborhood of Warsaw. 

When he was growing up he didn’t have any particular disposition towards Jews. He didn’t 
understand the underlying questions, although he knew that some of his peers made some 
distinctions. In statistics that he read, Jews represented 40% of the population in his 
neighborhood. 

Jan admits again that at the age of 12/13 he didn’t read newspapers or listen to the radio. He 
liked comic books, adventure novels and history books.  

At the age of 13, in 1937, Jan became acquainted with a Jewish family. It was at a time that his 
mother was on the verge of divorcing his father and she started to visit the Jewish home of 
Isaac Wierzbicki. Jan started visiting this home with her. In 1938, he, his mother and Natan 
Wierzbicki, Isaac’s son, during the summer holidays went together to a resort near Warsaw. 
Natan was 2 years younger than Jan. To avoid drawing attention to his Jewishness, they decided 
to call Natan, Zbyszek. To complicate things further, close family members called Natan, Nojka. 
Jan became close with Nojka’s grandfather Jutka. Not having a grandfather of his own, he 
ended up calling Jutka, Grandpa. He also started calling Nojka’s grandmother Nacha, Grandma. 

It was in this household that Jan started becoming acquainted with another world—a world 
that observed the Shabbat. Grandpa was a very intelligent and religious man. He read a lot and 
prayed a lot. He got to like Jan and would tell Jan many stories about his youth, stories from the 
Bible and the Old Testament. Jan liked to listen to him and had many conversations with him. 
Jan anticipates that in the course of his narrative, he will have much to say about this Jewish 
family since it provided a source for his awareness of another religion. Jan’s sisters also used to 
visit this household and hold similar fond memories. The reason for having developed such a 
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warm and close relationship stemmed from the fact that the Wierzbickis were amicable, 
inclusive and warm people. Yet, Jan is quick to assert that he is still a believing Catholic, even 
though he is not a regular Church-goer. Jan’s own (post-war) family observed both Catholic and 
Jewish holidays. This resulted in a logical and beneficial outcome in that Jan’s children grew up 
observing both religions. His wife would occasionally go for prayers in a synagogue, while he 
would go to pray in a Catholic church. Jan admits, however, that his social circle was 95% 
Jewish. 

Interviewer: Were there Poles who objected to the fact that you got along so well with Jews? 

Jan: Yes. People vary. There are those who understand and those who don’t. Antisemitism is 
very deeply rooted in those who don’t. There were incidents where Jan and his wife would 
experience some unpleasantness on this account. And this happens until the present day. 

I: What might be the cause of this? 

J: Jan thinks that it’s envy and jealousy. There’s a false belief that all Jews are wealthy. Religion 
also played a big role in this. 

I: How did you react to this as a child? 

J: Perhaps I reacted differently, because my own family did not inculcate in me antisemitism, 
and I had Jewish friends with whom I was very good friends. If we disagreed, it wasn’t because 
of religion. 

Going back to the pre-war years…  

Jan spent another summer with Nojka and the Wierzbicki family at a resort near Warsaw. There 
he hears about events in Germany, but as a young man he didn’t develop any premonition of 
events that were brewing on the horizon. In general, Jan is very insightful in reminding his 
interviewer not to expect him to engage in a retrospective discussion on topics which would not 
have been within his chronological age range, especially pertaining to the pre-war years. 

Some 3 months after the war broke out, having spent the initial days of the war in a bomb 
shelter, and after the Germans established their occupation of Warsaw, Jan, his mother and 
two sisters, moved to Mirowski Square, 9. It was the place where Isaac Wierzbicki and the 
Jewish family lived. They lived in a separate apartment, but shared the same courtyard. It was 
during that time that the two families became close. By then, Jan’s parents had divorced.  

Jan saw the first Germans on Wał Miȩdzeszyński, near the Gdańsk RR Station. A field kitchen 
was set up there by the German military and they were serving soup and bread to the general 
population. And it was for the first time that he witnessed the beating of Jews who were singled 
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out to the Germans by Polish teens, while they were waiting their turn in line for some bread 
and soup. Jews were easy to spot by their cloaks and their headgear. Their physical appearance 
also allowed them to be easily singled out: their beards and payot. Another distinctive trait was 
their Jewish accent and poor knowledge of Polish. 

Jan’s second encounter with Germans was along the Vistula embankment, during a tragic 
moment when well outfitted Germans were marching captured Polish soldiers into captivity. 
This procession was witnessed by many teary-eyed and weeping Poles. 

It was from the time that they lived on Mirowski Square that Jan and Natan (aka Nojka) became 
close friends. It became more complicated for them to socialize once Jews were required to 
wear armbands with the Star of David. Then they tended to stay close in proximity to the Jewish 
neighborhood. Then, in October 1940, the Ghetto came into physical existence. The courtyard 
at 9 Mirowski Sq. was divided in half by a wall (for which, most likely, the Jewish residents had 
to pay). One half became part of the Warsaw Ghetto, while the other side remained Aryan. The 
separation of peoples who lived together for hundreds of years created a terrifying and 
shocking impression. Suddenly, Jan acquired this strange opportunity of seeing from the upper 
floors of the Aryan half of the building, his neighbors who would now walk only in the Ghetto 
half of the courtyard. 

Jan became determined to gain access into the Ghetto. To do that, he came up with a plan. On 
the corner of Solna St. and Mirowski Sq. there was a guardhouse. In it there would be a German 
gendarme, one or two Polish policemen and one or two Jewish policemen. Jan went up to the 
Polish policeman and told him that some Jews living in the Ghetto, owed his family money and 
they had nothing to eat. If he could be allowed to enter the Ghetto, he would find those people 
and get the money that his family was owed. After consulting with the German gendarme, Jan 
was permitted to enter, but he was told to be mindful that the guard shift would change in one 
hour. 

When the courtyard was separated by a simple fence, it would take moments to cross to the 
other side. But once it was separated by a brick wall, numerous detours were created, and the 
trip required some 45 minutes. Since this was Friday, by the time he got to Nojka’s place, Jan 
had no choice but to stay in the Ghetto to observe Shabbat. The next day he couldn’t just climb 
back across to the Aryan side. It took Jan’s mother 3 days to find a policeman that she could 
bribe to arrange for him to get back to the Aryan side. When Jan entered the Ghetto, he felt like 
he entered another world. People had fear and panic written on their faces. One could see 
many poor. At first there seemed to be enough provisions in the Ghetto. Stores had foodstuff 
for sale. For those who did not have money, the situation quickly became difficult.  
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This is how and why, bit by bit, smuggling got started. Items were tossed from upper story 
windows of the building on the Aryan side into sheets that were held spread out by people on 
the Ghetto side. Even eggs were smuggled in this way, without breaking. It was even suggested 
that the Ghetto smugglers deserved to have a monument built to them after the war out of 
gratitude for the help they extended to those living in the Ghetto. Smuggling was an elaborate 
procedure. Buildings at 7, 9, 11 and Mirowski Sq., were places for throwing over things to the 
Ghetto; mostly vegetables, fruit and fish. Below those buildings were warehouses for storing 
this foodstuff. The volume smuggled was weighed in tons and probably amounted anywhere 
from 10 to 20 tons of goods daily. [On Tape: 1; Time stamp: 47:08, Jan provides intriguing and 
very graphic details about the operations of the smuggling network surrounding the Ghetto. For 
anyone interested in such details, including unit prices for delivering 50 kg sacks and who 
needed to be bribed, a translation of this portion of the narrative is essential. L.W.]  

At first the walls surrounding the Ghetto were approximately 2.5 m. (8.2 ft.) high. Then the 
Germans raised the height, added barbed wire and covered the top of the wall with shards of 
glass. None of this was unsurmountable to the porters and the ladders that were utilized for 
making these massive deliveries. The conundrum was how such an undertaking could take 
place unnoticed? 

The smuggling was not controlled by a single organization. It was a group of individuals that 
accommodated to one another’s needs. And everyone had to be paid for their work. This was a 
well-run commercial operation. 

When Jan reflects now on the smuggling that went on then, he is convinced that the Germans 
must have known to a certain degree about these goings-on, since they must have been aware 
of the abundance and variety of goods that were available in the he Ghetto. There were stores 
and bakeries. There was a bakery under the name of Bojmowicz that baked cookies that were 
so well known that they were even smuggled back into the Aryan parts of Warsaw. 

Now, Jan wants to describe how this worked from the Aryan side of the courtyard. On the 
Aryan side there was a building superintendent who received a payment for each sack of goods 
that he allowed to pass through. This payment was called schmaltz (aka “grease or chicken fat). 
[For specific rates and charges for each service or accommodation, it’s necessary to translate 
narrative from Tape 1: Time stamp: 53:37. L.W] Deliveries were not set to a schedule. They 
depended on the scouts inside the Ghetto. An alert could bring the deliveries to a stop in 
seconds and the ladders could be secured in designated storage areas. Payments were made in 
cash and the money would be tossed with receipts over the wall. Prices would fluctuate like on 
the stock market and depended on supply and demand and on the quality of the goods. Prices 
would be two to three times higher than on the open market. But that was due to the 
payments that had to be made to all those who made their contribution and incurred risk en 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



route. Then these goods had to make their way from the Small Ghetto to the Big Ghetto. On 
Leszno, inside the Ghetto, there was a large bazaar where one could buy almost everything. Jan 
then goes on to describe how even fresh milk arrived in the Ghetto in the morning through a 
rain gutter that came through a basement window on the Ghetto side. Each morning, women 
would line up with their canisters and were assessed a price on the spot, in accordance with the 
amount of milk that they drew. Hundreds of liters of milk would be delivered this way to the 
Ghetto. This operation was monitored by two people, the building superintendent and Jan’s 
good friend, Władek Cykiert. 

Interviewer: There were approximately ½ million people living in the Ghetto, how were you 
able to provision so many people? 

That is a difficult question. However, in Jan’s opinion the smuggling helped people enormously 
to get through the time they spent there until their deportation. As noted before, people 
needed money. With that in mind, people would sell [fragment of audio missing]. Besides that, 
people in the Ghetto would sew shoes, slippers or other things. They had buyers on the Aryan 
side. And these items were smuggled in reverse. 

Did the Jewish police know about this? 

Yes, they did and cooperated in this, at first. Later Jan came to a different opinion about the 
Jewish police. They also took bribes and later helped to calculate who carried how many sacs of 
contraband. Every evening they would go to the smugglers to collect their day’s pay. 

The same was true on the Jewish side. A guy would stand with a notebook and recorded the 
sacs that were delivered over the wall to the Aryan side and on that basis the porters would 
then be paid. The porters had the upper hand in the entire smuggling operation.  

Jan now proceeds to talk about social life in the Ghetto. He used to attend parties there 
because he liked the company of the Ghetto youth. Everyone would bring something to eat or 
drink and they would dance in the evening or observe Purim, etc. They would have fun breaks. 
There were two Jewish theaters in the Ghetto. Jan had been to performances there a few 
times, accompanied by Jakub, Nojka and Nacha.  

Now, Jan begins to describe a number of events that highlight his youthful foolhardiness, and 
his close call with death. He starts with an incident he had when he was travelling with Jakub by 
rickshaw. At the corner of Żelazna and Leszno Streets there was a police checkpoint. Suddenly a 
gendarme jumped out and stopped their rickshaw. At that time, Jan was wearing a yellow 
armband. Jakub concluded that Jan was recognized. They were dragged behind the 
guardhouse, where there were two bikes. The gendarmes ordered them to clean them. They 
were given some rags, they contributed their own handkerchiefs and Jakub ended up donating 
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his shirt for the task. As a reward for a job well done, they received a few slaps to the face and a 
few kicks to the body and they went back to the Ghetto. 

Since there was considerable availability of goods in the Ghetto, there was a problem with 
petty thieves called ‘khappers /grabbers’ (derived from the Yiddish word ‘to grab’. L.W.), who 
would come by and grab food, which they would start eating before any action against them 
could be taken. They would even eat as they were being beaten. Bread for sale was often kept 
in baskets covered with netting so that these ‘khappers’ wouldn’t steal them. 

In the Ghetto there was a character named Rubinsztein. He was the Ghetto’s idiot-savant. This 
was a common role for someone in many Ghettos—so much so that even the gendarmes in the 
guardhouses would give him bread. He would dance for them and pretended to be retarded. 
Jan suspects that in fact he was one of the smartest people around. All the songs and sayings 
that originated from the Ghetto were his creations. He’d run around the Ghetto screaming 
“Alles glakh, alles glakh!!! [L.W. suspects this to mean: “Everything’s okay, everything’s 
okay!!!”] 

One day, Jan was in a café in the Ghetto and Rubinsztein came in. Jan asks: - Rubinsztein, will 
you have anything to eat? 

--Rubinsztein isn’t hungry. Rubinsztein needs money. 

When Jews were required to turn in their furs, Rubinsztein found a fur lining, which he turned 
inside out and ran around the Ghetto in it. 

[Tape 1: Time stamp: 1:10:58] Jan returns to the topic of smuggling… One day, Jan was severely 
beaten by the German gendarmes for smuggling. He nearly died. This was a silly incident, since 
when scouts stood on guard during any smuggling operation, the smugglers were safe in 95% of 
the cases. For a reason that Jan cannot recall now, he ended up being the scout and his sister 
was supposed to stand on the street. The goods that they had on hand had to move, even 
though they t did not belong to him or to Isaac. Suddenly three gendarmes came out from 
behind some huckster stands and his sister started to scream. At that point Jan picked up the 
alarm and started to yell inside the gate, where he was nabbed. It seemed that the gendarmes 
were familiar with the smugglers’ routines. He was saved from what could have been a fatal 
beating by the pregnant wife of the superintendent of the building. She concealed him when, in 
the course of the beating, he was thrown into her basement apartment and was left there, 
probably in deference to the woman’s condition. That experience, however, took its toll. For 
two weeks, Jan could not move. He also had 4 teeth knocked out.  

Jan admits that he loved Nacha. On a Sunday, when the smuggling operation was closed, Jan 
decided that he and Nacha should go to the movies on the Aryan side. She got all dressed and 
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removed her armband. Meanwhile Jakub, although he was against this idea, helped them by 
bribing a policeman and both of them jumped over the wall. It was only then did they realize 
that they had committed a crime and that their impulsive decision could have cost them their 
life. Had they been caught, they would have been shot on the spot.  

They went to the movies and realized that the film contained a lot of anti-Jewish propaganda. 
Nacha could not bear to watch it, so they left early and went to Brikleg’s (?) for cookies. Having 
bought a bag of cookies, they took a tram for a tour of Warsaw. At this point, Jan admits that he 
and Nacha were foolish. The tram, in the course of the tour, entered the territory of the Ghetto. 
As it did so, on one end of the tram a German gendarme got on and the other a Polish 
policeman got on. As they crossed Żelazna Street, they were struck what a different world the 
Ghetto was. They were riding between two cars, nonchalantly chatting with the policeman. 
Nacha/aka Jadzia was carrying a small purse. Suddenly, a Jewish ‘khapper’ jumped onto the 
stoop of the tram, grabbed her purse and took off. Nacha’s only reaction to this was a sense of 
satisfaction that the ‘khapper’ will have something to eat. 

Did Nacha not look Jewish? 

She was young and had put on a beret. She was attractive and could get by as a Pole. Her Polish 
was excellent. The entire family spoke Polish very well, even the orthodox grandfather. 

When you did the smuggling, you earned money from it. Did you do it for the money or for 
the help that it provided to the families? 

Jan was almost certain that most people will probably not understand his answer. His mother 
was the accountant for Isaac Wierzbicki, her second husband. He managed all the money. His 
brother was also involved in the smuggling business. Jan used to get only some pocket money 
for what he did. They all lived in the Ghetto as well as some two-three other related families. 

Nacha was a very kind and generous woman. She helped a lot. She would often ask me: “Janek. 
Throw me a sack of potatoes for this family or for another family.” She always wanted from her 
father some potatoes or onions.  

In the midst of all this smuggling, Jan was a courier. As a young man, he would jump over from 
one side of the wall to the other. Jakub would throw him a line and, in a few seconds, he would 
be on the other side. We did this lightheadedly, as if there was no danger or any risk in it. But in 
fact, Natan (aka Nojka) and Jan’s younger sister Danusia were wounded doing this. A gendarme 
would climb atop the wall and would shoot people trying to cross the wall. There were a 
number of incidents where people would be shot dead by the wall. They would kill Poles and 
Jews. There was a German gendarme who was nicknamed Frankensztein [this was probably 
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Josef Blösche]. He shot many people, even Jewish children. He was a real murderer. Jan 
witnessed some of his deeds. More about him, later.  

One day, everything as if ended. The Germans issued an order for all Jews to move out from 
this district. They were given 48 hrs. to relocate to the other side of the street inside the 
Ghetto. This involved two courtyards and a cleaner, which was divided in half by wire. (The 
Germans didn’t bother with a fence, since they must have been getting ready to liquidate the 
Ghetto.) This created a neutral zone where neither Poles nor Jews were allowed to enter. This 
action resulted in a total disruption in the smuggling and commercial operations between the 
Aryan side and the Ghetto. This also meant that prices for all goods skyrocketed. 

Before the war, there was a famous Polish boxer Kolcziński. He participated in the 1936 
Olympics in Berlin. (It was also during these Games that Shepsel Rotholz, a Polish Jew, won the 
featherweight gold medal.) Kolcziński and another boxer had an exclusive on the smuggling of 
these fish, called stinkies, into the Ghetto. They developed a very impressive and speedy system 
for delivering large tins of these fish to the Ghetto. [Here, Jan seems to have lost his train of 
thought. The significance of this fish smuggling by two boxers is never fully developed. L.W.] 
When the Ghetto was downsized, first, German gendarmes were placed as guards in the newly 
created neutral zone, on the Aryan side. Subsequently, they were replaced by so called Junaks. 
They were Volksdeutsche, who spoke both Polish and German well. Once they were deployed, 
smuggling came to a stop. The gendarmes and the Junaks could not be easily bribed and they 
instilled fear. Later, however, Polish policemen were posted there at night. As a result, the 
smuggling was able re-start, but through the main entrance into the Ghetto, in cooperation 
with the Jewish police. 

The Jewish Police arranged entry into the Ghetto. They were named ‘grajkowie—[“players” in 
translation. L.W] The signal was a raised broom. Once a broom was raised, it meant that 
everything was in play. But playing this game was nerve-wracking and could easily bring on an 
early heart attack. Under this system, Isaac Wierzbicki arranged for two fully loaded carts to 
enter the Ghetto. This was a very costly arrangement, since so many Polish and Jewish 
policemen had to be bribed. At a designated moment, when at the gate a broom was raised by 
a policeman, one of the drivers for Isaac’s carts ran away. Jan, who had some experience 
driving a team of horses and a clearly lot of courage, quickly volunteered to drive the team that 
was harnessed to the abandoned cart. He jumped on seat of the cart, whipped the horses and 
they galloped through the gate. The deal was that upon passing the gate the cart had to pull 
into the first courtyard on Leszno Street, where the cart was flipped upside down with levers. 
There wasn’t enough time to offload the cart in an orderly way, since the carts had to 
immediately leave the Ghetto. Jan recalls how scary this whole process was. From then on, he 
refused to drive another smuggling cart through the Ghetto gate.  
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Soon a more difficult time had set in for smugglers. To deal with it, sacks with goods would be 
tossed during the day across the first wall to the neutral side. Jewish porters, consisting of 
young boys would come during the day to receive the goods and stack it. Poles were too afraid 
to work in the neutral zone during the daytime. At night, when the German gendarmes were 
replaced by Polish policemen, the smuggling would resume at full speed. Jan, Natan and Jakub 
would be on the Jewish side. A lot of stuff would accumulate there. A kitchen was set up there 
that operated all day to keep the porters well fed. And on certain days there would be 50 
porters working.  

One day, came along this schmaltzovnik [a “greaser” from the word schmaltz for chicken fat] 
who witnessed the operation of the Jewish porters on the Aryan side, as they threw the goods 
over the wall, and in the neutral zone as they stacked the goods to be smuggled into the 
Ghetto. This schmaltzovnik was affiliated with an organization called Todt. Its members were 
Poles who worked for the Germans and who were identified by their yellow jump suits. A few times the 
Poles who worked with this schmaltzovnik paid him off to keep him quiet. When he asked for 
one payoff too many, he was beaten up and sent on his way. He in turn went to the German 
gendarmes and ratted out the whole smuggling operation. 

On a certain day, the gendarmes, the SS and the Polish police staked out the entire 
neighborhood, started shooting and the smugglers started to flee. Jakub and Nojka managed to 
get away, but Jan wasn’t so lucky. Jan and a few others fled to a hideout on the 5th floor, where 
they were found. On every floor’s landing, gendarmes were posted and proceeded to exact 
severe beatings on the trapped smugglers, as they were forced to make their way down to the 
courtyard. In the courtyard they saw two of their cohorts lying in the snow on a freezing winter 
day, wounded and bleeding. Meanwhile, the schmaltzovnik from Todt arrived and started to 
viciously beat Jan. He chose Jan intentionally, because they tangled a number of times on the 
Aryan side. To Jan’s surprise, it was a German gendarme, who was observing this, who finally 
pulled the schmaltzovnik away from Jan. 

During this incident, Jan was wearing a Jewish armband. When the SS arrived, Jan’s friends told 
him to remove the armband; otherwise, if he were to be taken to Gȩsiówka—the Warsaw 
prison operated by the SS on the territory of the Ghetto—that would not end well. When the SS 
arrived they brought with them movie cameras and filmed all the wares that they uncovered 
and confiscated in the various hiding places. Twenty-two people plus the two wounded were 
arrested that day. When a young SS-man asked whether there were any Poles among those 
detained, Jan stepped forward. When Jan was directed to stand against the wall he assumed 
the worst. However, since he is continuing with his narrative, obviously he wasn’t killed then. 
He stood under the wall for 2 hours while all sorts of Germans came by to examine and record 
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this event. Only then were they ordered to line up and to place the wounded on a door which 
ended up serving as a stretcher. They were taken to the Jewish commissariat on Sienna Street. 

The Jewish policemen knew Jan and quickly brought him some water, washed him, gave him 
something to eat and some hot tea to drink. He was placed in a cell apart from the other 
detainees. A report was written that described Jan’s involvement. While waiting for all these 
formalities, Jan conjured up an alibi in which he claimed that he was just playing ball and the 
ball ended up on the Ghetto side. Not knowing what was going on behind the wall he just 
jumped over to get the ball. At first his fibbing did not work and he was taken to the 
Gendarmerie on Leszno Street. There, another protocol was written up. On the first floor of this 
building was the detention for smugglers of all sorts of food items. After two hours he was 
taken from Krochmalna and Ciepła Streets by two gendarmes. Suddenly, one of the gendarmes 
informs him that momentarily he will have company. Jan could see some commotion as 
someone pulled apart the barbed wire separating the Aryan side of Warsaw from the Ghetto. A 
man holding a package came out and crossed the street. A gendarme jumped out and grabbed 
him. Now, he and the mysterious man were led under an armed escort. They were taken to the 
tram near Sadzki Park. In the midst of the commotion of vendors in the Wielopole market, the 
mysterious man tried to lose his package. One of the escorting gendarmes retraced his steps to 
pick it up. Upon opening the package, they discover anti-German photos and films from the 
Ghetto. Some were developed and others were still on contact sheets. This enraged them and 
compelled them to board a nearby tram with their prisoners. All the tram passengers were 
ordered off and the two detainees were ordered to lie face down on the floor. In this manner 
they made their way to the Gestapo Headquarters on Bonifraterska Street. 

Soon a number of SS-men in black, entered the room where the two of them were held, to look 
at the photos and contact sheets. Seeing the material, they launched into a systematic beating 
session of the owner of the package. Jan watched this for some 15 minutes. In Jan’s opinion, 
the man was essentially massacred. Jan never found out who that man was. From his accent, 
however, he could tell that he wasn’t from Warsaw. 

Soon, Jan was taken by a soldier, only to be promptly kicked down the stairs into a cellar. There 
he was given a whipping before being locked up in a transitional, communal cell with some 30 
men and women. Some of the women took it upon themselves to bed him down on a plank bed 
and to wash him from his beatings. At around 1 or 2 o’clock AM, Jan was subjected to a violent 
hell on earth. A few SS-men with dogs entered the cell and ordered the occupants to line up 
and marched them out across Bank Square to Commissariat 7 on Krochmalna Street. It would 
be Jan’s luck that he knew practically every policeman who worked there. When the head 
policeman asked him how he got there, Jan made use of his fictitious story about playing ball 
that was inadvertently kicked onto the territory of the Ghetto. He also had the clarity of mind 
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to ask the policeman to notify his mother of his whereabouts. After 2 more days of questioning, 
his mother showed up and bribed the key policemen to secure Jan’s freedom. [At this point the 
Interviewer and Interviewee take a coffee break. Tape: 1; Time stamp: 1:47:37]. 

Can you tell us about conditions in the Ghetto? 

After a year of existence, the Ghetto was a showcase of considerable misery. Thousands of 
children on the streets were begging for alms. There were corpses on the street that the Pinkert 
Funeral Parlor picked up with their carts in the course of the day. The carts could hold twenty 
people and it was pulled by people. These carts were taken to the Jewish cemetery on Gȩsia 
Street. There two large graves would have been already dug. The corpses were sent down via a 
metal trough. A few men stood below to stack them. Three rabbis stood overlooking the graves, 
praying for the dead. Jan knew about all this because he attended a few funerals when Jews 
were shot near the Ghetto. Jan starts to describe one such incident: On Krochmalna Street, an 
outpost of German gendarmerie was set up. Then it was replaced with Polish policemen. That 
allowed the smuggling to start anew, even during the daytime. It was apparent that the 
Germans were unable to put a stop to it. So, one night, the Germans got dressed like Jews; they 
got some brooms and ladders so that they looked like they were returning from work. As a 
result, the Ghetto scouts allowed them in not suspecting that they were SS-men. When they 
entered the little square on Krochmalna Street, where a number of apartment gates converged, 
they started to shoot. Many of the smugglers fled, but seven were trapped and two were 
wounded. Jan happened to be in the Ghetto but that night he didn’t participate in any 
smuggling. The building superintendent slammed the gate to the street shut. That left a father 
of one of the trapped smugglers separated from his son who was yelling: ‘Father, open the 
gate! They are going to kill me!’ The superintendent did not relent and the seven were taken to 
another street, where they were in fact shot. (Jan did not witness how they were shot, but it 
was their funeral that he subsequently attended at the cemetery on Gȩsia Street.)  

Of the seven, one managed to save himself. Apparently the first seven shots merely inflicted 
light wounds, and they had to be shot at again to make sure they were dead. The first six were 
killed by the second shot. However, the second shot intended for the seventh guy, went 
through his ear. So, he lived on, but pretended that he was dead. When the Pinkert Funeral 
detail arrived, they saw that one of the seven survived the execution. Fearing that the Germans 
might come back, re-count the victims and discover the discrepancy, they told the wounded 
victim in Yiddish, to lie still until they found another corpse. Thus, he remained in the mortuary 
until they found another corpse. Jan was able to tell this story in such detail, because he met 
with that survivor two days after this tragedy occurred.  

[Tape: 1; Time stamp: 1:54:13] Jan now tells another Ghetto story: On Sundays, Germans would 
come to the Ghetto through the neutral zone from the Krochmalna side of the street. They 
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would come to photograph the Ghetto and the Jews. This particular Sunday, three German 
pilots came to the Ghetto. They stopped by the wires that separated the Ghetto and called out 
to the Jewish children and proceeded to treat them to some candy. This this little square was 
often littered by corpses of paupers who died during the night in the surrounding buildings and 
were left for the Pinkert Funeral detail to pick them up. These pilots came to the Ghetto three 
to four Sundays in a row. On the 4th or 5th Sunday, having heard of these Germans, some older 
people approached them and engaged them in conversation. They praised them as kind and 
thoughtful Germans. This was a huge sensation. Suddenly, the pilots took out their guns and 
ordered some eight to ten Jews to come to a stop. One of the three took out a harmonica and 
started to play a lively tune. Then they ordered the standing Jews to go over to the fence and 
for each one to fetch one of the corpses lying by the wire fence and to start dancing with them 
to the accompaniment of the harmonica. They did as they were told until they reached the 
gate, where they dumped the corpses and were able to run away. 

And now for some stories about Frankensztein: He was a gendarme who patrolled the Ghetto 
from the Aryan side and fired on Poles or Jews who happened to hang around the Ghetto or 
passed things to the Ghetto. One day, on the Aryan side, he caught a Jewish boy and girl whom 
he brought to the Krochmalna Street guard station. Jan was then three buildings away. The 
children started to scream and cry terribly. These children were young smugglers who tried to 
get some food for their parents from outside the Ghetto. At a certain point, Frankensztein 
grabbed them by their ragged clothes and hung them up on the concertina wire, took a few 
steps away from the wire and started to shoot at them. The children were left dead and 
bleeding, hanging from the barbed wire.  

At that very time, Jan was busy with some supplies. He ran out of the warehouse and ran 
around the few buildings to see this bastard. He spotted him at 13 Mirowski Square in the 
company of two other gendarmes. Frankensztein came up to a basket of apples, picked one up, 
polished it very deliberately and with an expression of sheer pleasure started eating it. 

Another case was Isaac Wierzbicki’s close cousin: The boy was wounded in the leg by 
Frankensztein. (Frankensztein kept a black book with the names of everyone that he killed.) He 
crossed into the Ghetto, took two hostages forcing them to take him to Isaac’s bleeding 
relative. He followed the trail of blood and found him. The boy’s parents begged him and were 
about to start kissing his hands just so that he would spare their child. Instead, Frankensztein 
put a gun to the boy’s head and killed him. 

The case of an innocent Pole: This occurred on the Aryan side. This Pole was carrying a sack. He 
was basically carrying it to the Ghetto. Even though he wasn’t anywhere near the Ghetto, 
someone yelled: “Frankensztein!” He dropped the sack and started to run. Frankensztein 
started to chase him. In the Mirowski market halls there were cellars where the merchants had 
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their storehouses. This Pole ran into one cellar. Frankensztein found the superintendent of 
these cellars and told him that, if he doesn’t deliver this man to him in ten minutes, he would 
kill him. That superintendent had no choice but to bring him. Jan saw the man dead on the 
sand. Frankensztein recorded him in his black book.  

Later he caught two Polish women near the wall. They were talking with someone in the 
Ghetto. They started to beg him to let them go. He said that they would have to suffer. To do 
that, they would have to cross a paved courtyard on their knees. They did that until their knees 
were completely shredded and bloodied. 

He also killed Jan’s friend’s wife by the wire fence to the Ghetto for talking to someone. She 
was Polish. 

Apparently, eventually he was caught by partisans, after he joined a campaign against them. 
Those were rumors that started to go around about him. 

It is now said that only the Gestapo and the gendarmes were most frequently murderers. Yes, 
agrees Jan. But it was the German male figure in general who held the fate of life or death. 
There were many others. 

There were the three German pilots, who brought four Ghetto children and placed them under 
a gutter of barely thawed cold water. The scream of those children was so terrible that Jan can 
hear it still resounding in his ears. 

Jan doesn’t claim that any people are either all saintly or all criminals, but at that time, the 
German man was the master of life and death. Later it was the Ukrainian soldier that had to be 
avoided. And then it was the Letts, who later surrounded the Ghetto. 

Jan has high praise for the young people he knew in the Ghetto. And he doesn’t argue that 
those who ultimately rose up against the Germans were Jews of a different make-up. Yet he 
strongly defends those who passively went to the Ghetto and passively boarded trains that took 
them to extermination camps. Their fear was real. He also experienced fear during that time. 
Still none of them should be labeled as cowards. The fear of retaliation was a real force. In the 
Aryan part of Warsaw it was well known that a murder of a German gendarme would cost ten 
Polish lives. Jan tells that in one case in the Ghetto, when one Polish policeman was killed, fifty 
Jews were killed in revenge. 

Jan tells of an experiment that the Germans conducted a few months before the start of 
deportation of the Ghetto Jews. One day they cordoned off four streets—Krochmalna, Sienna, 
Ślicka and Grzybowska; and evicted all the people from the buildings on those streets. A few 
people were left in each building under the pretext that that would prevent the spread of 
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typhus. In a matter of a few hours, thousands of people stood in the square of Wielopole. So 
the fear as to what was happening with the Ghetto was enormous. In the evening they were 
allowed to return to their buildings. 

One can talk about the Ghetto for hours and always return to one obvious tragedy that it 
presented: the shame and disgrace that it ever came into existence. Jan poses the question: 
“Where was the entire world?” Jews in the Ghetto lived with one hope that at first the Russians 
would come to their help. Then they counted on American Jews, that they would do everything 
to protect them. However, nothing happened. 

[Tape: 1; Time stamp: 2:12:07] Jan describes his bout with typhus, and his subsequent 
recovery in the Ghetto.  

July 22, 1942: The First Liquidation of the Ghetto. The death rate at this stage was very high. 
Corpses were visible everywhere. They were covered with paper which was held down with a 
brick, until the wind tore the paper away. Children with distended stomachs (due to hunger) 
were everywhere. Misery was evident everywhere one looked. 

A month earlier, rumors began to circulate that something was about to happen. That the 
Germans will start to deport them, or that they were planning to execute a half million people 
or drown them in the Vistula River? They couldn’t imagine anything of this sort. They lived with 
hope that they will be saved. Coincidentally, at that time Jan was in the Ghetto, and he, Isaac, 
Jakub and Nacha went to Grzybowska Street, when the Gestapo came to the Jewish Council 
located there, and there seemed to be a lot of commotion. There were rumors that 
Czerniaków--head of the Warsaw Ghetto Jewish Council (Judenrat) who was on good terms 
with Dr. Hans Michael Frank [Frank was the former German Governor–General of Poland. After 
the war he was indicted for war crimes and tried before the International Military Tribunal in 
Nuremburg. He was found guilty of war crimes and was sentenced to death. L.W.], would surely 
come up with a reasonable resolution of the differences between the German authorities and 
the Judenrat. Suddenly, word reached people that Czerniaków died. This created a panic. 
People lost all hope. At that point posters in Polish and Yiddish started appearing. [Jan claimed 
that he had photos of those posters, but he never showed them nor did he mention what they 
proclaimed.] Jan and his friends saw Czerniaków’s body as it was brought out from the Council 
chambers. [He committed suicide rather than help the Germans deport the Jews to 
concentration camps. L.W.].  

By next morning, Ukrainians were deployed in the Ghetto. When Jan woke up he was told by 
people who didn’t know any differently, that it was Russians who surrounded the Ghetto. Once 
he got dressed and went downstairs, he was greeted by gunfire. Apparently, the owner of the 
Café Dorotka located in the square was trying to sell a Ukrainian gendarme a watch. 
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Meanwhile, the gendarme took aim and immediately killed her with a shot to the head. That 
started a gun battle, which killed four or five people. It became clear that these people were 
not Russians, but some alien murderers. 

After three days, Jan managed to get himself out of the Ghetto. Jan’s mother with help from 
Władek Cykiert managed to pay off a Ukrainian to get Jan out. This was all done by shouting in 
slang across the wall. On the Aryan side it was a different world. People were very upset and 
didn’t know what to do.  

Jan’s mother decided that Jan needed, yet again, to return to the Ghetto to assist with the 
transfer of some three or four people to the Aryan side. They approached another Ukrainian, 
who only wanted gold for his services. In any case, Jan made it back to the Ghetto. He brought 
enough funds to facilitate the crossing for Isaac, Nacha, Nojka and Jakub. Jan also wanted to 
evacuate Grandma. Though an older person, she could have easily crossed, since she spoke 
Polish very well. However, Grandpa had just undergone a leg operation and that complicated 
everything. When Jan arrived in the Ghetto, the entire family met in one apartment. First to 
decline crossing was Jakub. He felt compelled to stay behind to help his parents. 

At this point, Jan decides to temporarily reverse the direction of his narrative. He decides to 
explain how he came to possess such an extensive collection of photos from the Ghetto [which 
he is yet to show. L.W.]. Apparently, there was a Jew, who lived on Leszno Street, who took all 
these photos. He had permission from the Germans to have a camera, in order to photograph 
the corpses at the Jewish cemetery, before their burial. He had come to the Wierzbicki family 
meeting because he wanted Jan to go with him to his place on Leszno where he kept this film 
and photo archive. He felt that it was imperative for this archive to be saved, first by 
transferring it to the Aryan side, and ultimately having it reach America. According to the 
photographer, this collection represents extremely important documents. Jan went with this 
photographer to this hiding place where he indeed saw a huge amount of films and 
photographs. Jan instructed the photographer to select the most important documents and to 
bring them to Krochmalna Street. Then he, Jan, would throw them over the wall to make sure 
they would at least get to the Aryan side. 

Once Jan informed the Ukrainian guard that only three people would be crossing to the Aryan 
side with him, he returned to the apartment, where his Grandfather asked his sons to put him 
in an armchair and to carry into the main rooms. There, they all put on their tallissim and began 
to pray. He told them that they had to leave and try to save themselves. There was no other 
way out. That he was too old and that his fate was sealed. 

While they were deciding which three of them would be making the crossing, they faced 
another dilemma. They didn’t have a legal apartment for them on the Aryan side. And this 
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wasn’t something that could be easily fixed. Everyone in the area knew that they were a mixed 
family and everyone knew them. It wouldn’t be a problem for anyone of the scoundrels on 
either the Aryan side or the Ghetto side who would be willing to turn them in for a small reward 
from the Germans.  

Jan spent one more night in the Ghetto. When the time to cross came, Isaac went first. Jan’s 
mother Władysława picked him up with a rickshaw. Isaac pretended to be drunk. The rickshaw 
took them quite far to. Nacha crossed next. Jan accompanied her. The two of them took a tram 
there. Nojka crossed with Jan’s sister. They also went to Radzymińska Street, where their aunt 
lived. The aunt agreed that they all could live with her for a few days. However, she became 
frightened by the huge posters that she saw on the street, which threatened anyone who 
helped Jews with the death penalty. And these posters were not to be taken lightly.  

She had good grounds for being afraid. She had a son. Her husband and her uncle were 
prisoners of war. She also made a mistake. She went to a neighbor and told her about her 
visitors. Soon thereafter, two women and a man came to visit her to let her know that they are 
aware that there are Jews in the building and that they are giving her one day to have them 
clear out. They claimed that they didn’t want to subject the whole building to the risk that their 
presence presented. 

The Wierzbickis and Kostańskis always tried to stay ahead of possible problems with lodgings 
for Isaac, Natan and Nacha. Jan’s mother had a girlfriend in Włochy, a suburb of Warsaw. They 
also had a janitor’s outfit with them. They dressed Isaac in the janitor’s outfit; they gave him a 
broom and he and his wife (Władysława) went by tram to town. There they caught a commuter 
train to Włochy. At that moment, as they stood on the catwalk, a Polish foreman got on and 
started eying Isaac and addressing him:  

 -“Mr. Wierzbicki,” “Mr. Wierzbicki.” 

--‘You are mistaken. I am not Wierzbicki.’ 

-“Damn, he sure looks like the Jew, Isaac Wierzbicki.” 

Nothing happened. It was a stroke of luck. Another case of luck happened in Włochy, as they 
were walking along the street, when a total stranger tells them to avoid the street on which 
they were walking, because the gendarmerie was checking passports. 

In one apartment in Włochy, Isaac pretended to be Aryan. The housewife, Władysława’s 
girlfriend knew that he was Jewish. The husband didn’t, because he was a drunkard and he 
couldn’t be trusted, if he got drunk. So, Isaac would dress as a janitor, take his broom and go to 
Władysława’s other girlfriend. 
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In Włochy, Jadzia/aka Nacha went to buy some groceries. The shopkeeper pulled her aside and 
said: “People here say that you are a Jewish girl and your whole family is here. I would advise 
you to get away from here as quickly as possible.” So, they went back to Warsaw because they 
needed to come up with a lot of money to meet the next challenge, and that meant that they 
needed to revert to smuggling and trading. 

Before all these complications with their accommodations, Jan and his mother, visited Otwock, 
a town not far from Warsaw. There was a Ghetto there that was independent of the Warsaw 
Ghetto. When they arrived there, they thought it was some sort of a resort. People were lying 
in hammocks, sunbathing. The Ghetto wasn’t closed. People would go to the market to buy 
produce. They’d sit in their plots of land. Seeing this, the Wierzbickis and Kostańskis tried to 
find friends and contacts. 

Here, it should be noted that when Isaac, Nacha and Nojka fled from the Ghetto, a rumor was 
started on both sides that Isaac escaped. The rickshaw driver turned out to be a real decent 
fellow. He drove up to the Mirowski market halls around the same time that three Jews were 
killed under the Kierbedź Bridge. So he started a rumor with the merchants there, that Isaac 
and his children were the ones who were killed. That rumor took hold. This allowed them to 
buy a house in the Otwock Ghetto and to move there.  

For a while, everything was fine, until one day the Jewish police arrested Jan. This was mostly 
because he was talking a lot about goings on in the Warsaw Ghetto. They warned him that if he 
continued talking so much, “they would pull out his tongue through his butt.” This must have 
been still September, because it was still very warm. 

Danusia, Jan’s sister, spent a lot of time with the Wierzbickis in Otwock. She was assigned the 
task of getting word to Jan and their mother, in case something happened in Otwock. There 
was good reason for concern. Two days earlier there was news that Ukrainians and the Gestapo 
took over the school in Otwock and that this is the same unit that organized the deportation of 
the Warsaw Ghetto.  

At 6:00 AM, the Jewish police in Otwock started to announce that everyone was supposed to 
get ready for evacuation. The entire Jewish district was surrounded by the Gestapo and the 
Ukrainians. Isaac quickly got Danusia dressed and instructed her to go to Warsaw to warn her 
mother (his wife). Jan and his mother quickly left for Otwock. It was a very hot day. There was a 
heat wave. As they neared Otwock, they could see people gathered in the square. The train cars 
were being loaded. Apparently, terrible things were happening during that process, based on 
stories that Nacha would tell them later on. Children were extending their hands from the cars 
begging for something to drink, while the guards stood outside drinking refreshing and cool 
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beverages. Then warm bread was brought to the cars. Many people immediately started to eat 
it. Without any water, this resulted in even more rapid dehydration and death. 

The train was fully loaded by mid-afternoon and ready to depart. Jan’s mother and his sister 
used the excuse of needing to reach a nearby town of Świdra, got permission from a Ukrainian 
gendarme to walk along the tracks, as long as they promised that they wouldn’t look inside the 
loaded train. By then, Isaac, Nacha and Nojka were in one of the cars. Nacha happened to be 
standing by a window covered with a wire mesh when she got a glimpse of Władysława and 
Jadzia. She quickly yelled: “Mom, water!” Only Jadzia heard her and for a split second their eyes 
met. So, at last the Kostański contingent knew that the Wierzbicki contingent was on the train.  

By evening, the train left. Jan and his mother took a local train, trying to follow the transport’s 
progress. There were horrible moans and screams emanating from those train cars. At one 
point, just before the train left Otwock, Jan was witness to a horrible scene: A mother inside a 
car was calling to a Ukrainian guard begging for water for her child. He replied that he would 
give her water, if she gave him gold. She had agreed to give him some gold. It turned out to be 
a ruse. The Ukrainian stuck the barrel of his gun in the train in the direction from which the 
mother’s plea was coming and fired. All that could be heard afterwards was a scream. So much 
for water. 

Jan and his mother lost track of the transport and had to return to Otwock. By then the town 
was under curfew and they were unable to get to Warsaw until the following morning. When 
they got there, before leaving the train station, they bought tickets to Treblinka, knowing that 
the train transport was heading to the concentration camp there. They were about to change 
clothes (in their Mirowski Square apartment), where they came across Danusia who was still 
asleep. When she was told that they lost everyone, she contradicted them, by saying that they 
can be found at their aunt’s place on Radzymińska Street. Jan and his mother assumed that 
Danusia dreamt this up. However, Isaac, Władysława and Jan had a password set up among 
them, just in case. Danusia proceeded to tell them that the aunt had stopped by a half hour 
earlier and used the password. Hearing it, the two of them started to believe Danusia. Jan and 
his mother rushed to Radzymińska Street. When they get there, they saw the three of them 
sitting on the floor drinking a pitcher of water. They looked terrible, even though they had been 
there already a few hours.  

This was sheer luck! When their transport from Otwock reached Warsaw, it stopped at Wał 
Radzymiński. During the entire time, Isaac was breaking the wires in the little window of their 
train car with the intent of fleeing. What follows is a story as told to Jan by Nacha: Nacha was 
dressed in a shirt and underpants. Half of the people in their transport car were already dead. 
Scalding water was dripping from the ceiling because of the heat. They couldn’t touch one 
another. For Nacha to get to Isaac and Nojka, she had to walk over corpses. Luckily for all three 
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of them, they didn’t eat the bread when they were being loaded onto the train. Once they 
broke through the wire mesh that covered the small opening, Nacha jumped out first. Isaac was 
second and Nojka was last. This happened at night, just before dawn. They came across an 
older man who was guarding a field of tomatoes against thieves. Nacha was delegated to 
approach this man with a story that she was Polish and that she escaped from the train that 
was headed for a concentration camp and whether he could tell her where she is. Since she was 
practically naked then, he got so frightened thinking that she was some other-worldly spirit, 
that he started praying for his life.  

Even though they were pleasantly surprised that they ended up very close to Radzymińska 
Street, they learned that they had to cross some tracks that were surveilled by constant 
searchlights and that they would have to make it past a guard post unnoticed. They managed to 
overcome those obstacles at this siding. After walking a kilometer to their aunt’s house, they 
expected to face another obstacle--a closed gate to the apartment building. Again, luck was on 
their side. The superintendent of the building got drunk that night and forgot to lock it. 

They stayed with that aunt a few days. However, because she was afraid of keeping them there 
too long, they had to be taken somewhere else. They went to Mrs. Rajerowa, one of their 
previous landlords, who allowed them to spend a few days in her apartment. During that time, 
Jan made contact with Ignac Mielberg, a Jew who worked in a German railroad workshop 
where Jewish work details were brought daily from the Ghetto. This place was on Chmielna 
Street. [BTW: Ignac Mielberg, after the war, ended up living in Canada.] At that point in time, 
Ignac believed the rumor started by the rickshaw driver, that Isaac, Nacha and Nojka were 
dead. During their absence the main deportation of some 300,000 Jews from the Ghetto had 
been completed. There remained no other choice but to bring all three of them back into the 
Ghetto. But that wasn’t so straight forward either, since the German guards had lists which 
tracked how many Jews left the Ghetto to work outside and how many returned at the end of 
the day. If things were easier at that time it was that many Jews were defecting to the Aryan 
side. That made getting into the Ghetto easier to arrange. Isaac returned first. Since women did 
not work at this German facility, Nacha had to be dressed to look like a boy. Nojka made it into 
the Ghetto last. So, after all this travail, they were back where they started, in the Ghetto.  

After the deportation there was no shortage of apartments. They took up residence in the area 
of Szczȩśliwa Street, Parysowski Sq. and Gȩsia Street. A few days later, Władek Cykiert also 
moved back to the Ghetto, since he didn’t have anywhere else to live. Mrs. Rajerowa became 
afraid letting him stay with her as increasing number of Jews were being picked up on the Aryan 
side.  

[End of Tape 1] 
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At the German facility on Chmielna Street, four people ended up getting a job, Isaac, Nojka, 
Władek (Cykiert) and Nacha (disguised as a boy). Being employed in this facility gave them an 
opportunity to secure some sort of legal document for establishing a local residence.  

The Ghetto to which they returned was very different from the Ghetto they left in July. Its 
residents were like survivors of a shipwreck, castaways—in the majority they were single men 
or single women who hid out during the first deportation or found work in German-owned 
establishments and lost everything and everyone. However, before continuing with a narrative 
from the point when Isaac, Nojka and Nacha avoided deportation and returned to the Ghetto, 
Jan insists on providing some important and tragic backfill information for the time that 
elapsed. 

Right after the deportation of the Warsaw Ghetto, Jan went to Włochy, the suburb of Warsaw, 
where Isaac, Nacha and Nojka were hiding out. He returned to Warsaw two days later. It was 
Monday. He met Władek on the Aryan side, who told him of a horrific tragedy that took place in 
the Ghetto in the meantime. It wasn’t just the deportation to Treblinka by train. One had to go 
into the ruins of the Ghetto to grasp the full scope of what transpired. Jan went to the ruins of 7 
Mirowski Sq. From an upper floor he saw dead people and abandoned belongings. These were 
victims of the deportation who were subjected to gunfire from all directions and were killed 
where they stood. 

Seeing this, Jan decided to re-enter the Ghetto, convinced that the Wierzbickis who were left 
behind in the Ghetto survived this ordeal, because they had a hiding place. But Jan ran into 
difficulties in getting in, since the Ghetto was still surrounded by the Ukrainian gendarmes. In 
the end he struck a deal with one of the guards so that both he and Władek could get in. 

When they made it to their courtyard, among the many bodies, Jan saw the bodies of two 
friends. When he got to the staircase in his building, he saw his neighbor who was also killed. 
On the bed in the kitchen of the Wierzbicki’s apartment, he found his Grandfather shot dead. 
That sight was so shocking to Jan that instead of gathering up items of real and personal value, 
he merely grabbed a sentimental portrait of himself that was hanging over his Grandfather’s 
bed, and ran away. Jan’s distraught state created some issues with the Ukrainian guard who 
allowed him into the Ghetto and expected to be paid for extending the favor. Though he risked 
being shot, he managed to get out of the Ghetto. 

Soon after this experience, Jan learned that Fela, the daughter of Isaac’s brother, and who was 
eight months pregnant, was in a tailor’s shop on Prosta Street, where her husband, Szmulek 
was working. Allegedly it was they who took the Grandmother with them. Determined to see 
her, with great difficulty and taking considerable risk to his life again, Jan made his way to 
Żelazna Street where Fela, her husband and Jan’s Grandmother Nacha, presumably lived. Once 
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there, he was told to wait since they would soon be coming back from the tailor shop. After 
about an hour, Szmulek appeared. Jan immediately sensed something wrong in the manner 
that Szmulek greeted him. It was only after the hostess of the apartment took Janek aside and 
informed him that Szmulek has gone stark mad. 

A few days earlier, when the massacre took place, Szmulek went to work and Grandma Nacha 
and his wife, Fela, were killed. Thousands of people were killed then and their bodies were left 
on the spot where they were shot. Jan had not seen Szmulek again since then. He probably died 
in the second deportation of the Ghetto. Except for some acquaintances, which perished later, 
Jan did not meet any close family members when he returned to the Ghetto. From this point, 
Jan Kostański resumes his narrative that deals with the next phase of the Ghetto, which ended 
with its liquidation. [Tape: 2; Time stamp: 00:18:56]. 

It is Nacha who shares with Jan some gloomy rumors about likely upcoming plans for the 
Ghetto, namely an imminent and total deportation of its remaining residents. It was estimated 
that 60,000 to 70,000 people remained in the Ghetto. At that time, Jan started to establish 
contact with ŻOB (Żydowska Organizacja Bojowa) [Jewish Military Organization. L.W.]. Jan knew 
many of the young people in this organization from past dealings. This time he started to 
collaborate with them by carrying false documents (known as kinkarta). These false documents 
were picked up at a restaurant on Szczȩśliwa Street, operated by Abram. To earn some money, 
Jan and his friend Władek got into the business of smuggling eggs and butter into the Ghetto. It 
was in conjunction with that that Jan met up with his friend Stefan, who lived in Stare Miasto 
district in Warsaw and with whom he went to school.  

In a casual meeting, Stefan promised Jan that he would obtain documents for him that would 
establish Jan’s legitimacy for establishing residence in Warsaw. The document affirmed that Jan 
worked for the railroad. Stefan also promised to get Jan another kinkarta under the name of 
Wiśniewski. Although he wouldn’t mark up his own services, Jan had to know that there was a 
cost associated with getting these false documents. 

As it turned out, Stefan had a brother, who lived with his wife and daughter on Świȩtojerska 
Street. It was he who produced these false documents. Gradually, Jan was drawn into a 
conspiratorial organization that distributed very authentic looking false documents. Jan would 
provide photos and personal information for certain individuals living in the Ghetto; and 
transfer them to Stefan via Abram, at the restaurant on Szczȩśliwa Street. A few days later, Jan 
would receive the documents which Stefan’s brother forged and then Jan would make sure that 
these documents would get into the Ghetto and to its new owners. [It was through this illegal 
activity that Jan met Janek Landau and a few other guys from ŻOB.] 
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Jan arranged for a few hundred such false documents to reach the Ghetto. He had to stop this 
collaboration, once Stefan’s brother, as well as his wife and daughter, were compromised by an 
informer and shot dead by the Germans. Jan met Stefan one more time afterwards. Stefan was 
planning to join the Polish underground (partisans). 

At this point in the narrative, Jan Kostański and the interviewer, Phillip Maisel, take a break in 
the taping session. [Tape: 2; Time stamp: 00:30:04]. 

Jan had virtually daily contact with Natan, Nacha and Isaac. He kept on entering the Ghetto 
routinely via Parysowski Sq., near Szczȩśliwa Street, Stawki Street and Umschlagplatz. Jan and 
Władek were engaged in smuggling. Natan and Isaac went to work at the German facility. They 
would also bring things with them that they might sell as well. They were all trying to raise 
money to buy an apartment on the Aryan side. As noted above, Nacha in particular, feared 
ending up again in a cattle car that might take her to an extermination camp. 

Besides the high cost, Janek, his mother and sister were looking for a place that would have a 
space for a hideout that might conceal the three Jews in their family. They also had to assess 
the neighbors that lived in the building and to evaluate the superintendent, since he was most 
likely individual to report them to the Germans. 

The time frame is mid-January, 1943. Heinrich Himmler, Hitler’s second in command, came on a 
visit to Warsaw. During that time, the Germans conducted many raids. During one of those 
days, Jan, a friend and his sister went to the movies. One of those raids was conducted on the 
cinema on Młynarska Street, where Jan and his friend were watching a movie. Once placed 
under arrest, the Germans started to immediately load people onto trucks and started 
deporting them. Jan, who was always ready to run, didn’t wait for the arrival of fresh transport. 
Instead, while the remaining Germans briefly left the auditorium unattended, he jumped out 
from the 1st floor window and ran home near the Mirowski Market. 

On route, he ran past the cinema where his sister went. There he could see that a raid had 
taken place there as well, and that a convoy of German trucks was lined up and people were 
being loaded for deportation. When Jan’s mother went to that cinema she saw people being 
escorted out of the cinema, including Jan’s sister Jadzia, who was then 13 years old. From there 
she was taken to Pawiak, the main prison in Warsaw. Jan’s friend, with whom he went to the 
movies also ended up in Pawiak. 

At this point, Jan interjects with a bit of interesting folk lore from the war period. Apparently, 
people who were taken to Pawiak had a tradition of writing notes on pieces of paper and 
throwing them outside through a window. It was the obligation of the finder of this note to 
deliver them to the address provided on each note. Both, his sister and his friend had written a 
number of such notes and a few of them reached their destination. 
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Jadzia, despite her age, reached Majdanek. If this wasn’t enough of a shock, two days later the 
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising erupted. It started when the Germans started a new series of 
deportations, as many had feared and expected. This act sparked a resistance and limited the 
deportation to 3-4 days. However, this deportation snared Isaac, Nacha and Natan and Władek 
Cykiert, since he was then in the Ghetto. In the end, all four of them managed to find a hiding 
place and avoided deportation or execution. Jan and his mother received an encrypted random 
phone message from the Ghetto, which was relayed via a fruit warehouse: “We didn’t leave on 
holiday. We’re in the usual place. Please inform Ms. Władzia.” [Władzia was Jan’s mother’s 
diminutive name. L.W.] 

After a few days, Jan once again entered the Ghetto to find the survivors. Nacha was the most 
distraught. It became self-evident that they needed to find an apartment. But they weren’t the 
only ones that needed to be rescued. Jadzia had to be extricated from Majdanek as well. How 
to get out of this double dilemma?  

At that time, there were many swindlers who claimed that they could arrange everything. 
Money would be paid. Nothing got done and the person would end up dying in the camp. One 
of Jan’s mother’s acquaintances claimed to know all the necessary steps that would result in 
Jadzia’s release from Majdanek. Despite the risk and passage of some 3-4 weeks since Jadzia 
ended up in camp, Jan’s mother agreed to proceed with her friend’s plan. 

During those weeks, Jan and his mother managed to find an apartment on 15 Pańska Street. Its 
appeal was the fact that it had a place for a secret hiding place. Also, it was separated from 
everyone. There were no neighbors on that floor landing. It was, on the 3rd floor. The 
superintendent of the building did not elicit their total confidence. Still, they decided to accept 
it and started some renovations to make it fit their needs better. The inner hiding place was 
originally a food pantry with a small window. The Wierzbickis were able to fit in it a closet and 
install a false wall behind the closet. This meant that, if one opened the door, one would see 
clothing hanging, as expected. The space behind the closet was accessible by sliding the back 
panel of the closet and the wall beyond the closet panel could also slide. The secret space that 
this created was not great, if someone looked seriously and thoroughly. But it was better than 
nothing. 

On one day in February, Nacha was once again dressed as a boy. That morning, she went to the 
German work facility on Chmielna and in the evening she was taken to their new apartment on 
Pańska Street. Her spirits immediately improved. As someone who liked to cook and bake, 
Nacha quickly took responsibility for running the household. For security purposes a bell system 
was set up for announcing who was coming to the apartment. In one other respect the 
apartment had a strong positive feature. Before entering one of the two main rooms of the 
apartment, there was an alcove that provided access to an anteroom and a bathroom. That 
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gave Nacha a chance to hide in the false closet, if anyone unexpected was coming to the 
apartment. 

Now came time to deal with Jadzia. Jan’s mother’s friend took Władysława to a woman who 
was a Volksdeutsche and who was married to an SS-man. While she was almost offended by 
the suggestion that the Germans would take a 13-year old to camp, she was quick to notice 
Władzia’s diamond ring. That ring quickly became a deposit for the services that this woman 
was willing to extend to get Jadzia out. The two agreed on a sum of money, but on the 
condition that these funds would be held in escrow by a third party, subject to a successful 
extraction of Jadzia from Treblinka.  

Apparently, the SS-man, himself went to Treblinka and in addition to Jadzia, he escorted out 
another person. It took him two trips before Jadzia was released to him. She was released 
under the condition that she would not speak about where she was. She left the camp in 
tattered clothes and without food or money to make her way from Treblinka to Warsaw. 
Fortunately, she was released with two other people. The three of them turned for help to local 
Poles. People trusted them and actually loaned them money for the train. Later this money was 
sent back to these trusting people. 

Jadzia returned infested with thousands of lice. She looked terrible. By at that time, Nacha was 
at home. She quickly undressed Jadzia and burned all her clothing. The clothing crackled like a 
machinegun. Gradually the Wierzbickis and Kostańskis were getting past their most pressing 
and immediate challenges. 

Life in the Ghetto resumed at its normal course. People went to work. Groups of people who 
remained in the Ghetto would occasionally come to Abram’s restaurant. Even the Jewish police 
would show up there. Here, Jan takes a moment to speak about the young people that 
remained in the Ghetto. They were slightly older. All of them were more combatively inclined 
than the Jews who passively agreed to the first deportation and left with nothing. 
Rebelliousness was displayed by all of them. But since Nacha was no longer in the Ghetto, Jan 
was spending less time there. His last time there was on Sunday, April 18. On that day, Jan met 
Dr. Sztigold, a well-known Warsaw surgeon, who performed surgery on Jan’s grandfather’s leg 
just before the first cycle of deportations. He met Jan because he wanted Jan’s help in 
arranging for him and his family of 6-7 people to get out of the Ghetto to the Aryan side. Jan 
had to decline this request. This was a task beyond his resources. Still, Dr. Sztigold, who had 
dinner plans at Abram’s restaurant for that evening, invited Jan to join him. This would have 
been a Passover Seder meal. 
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On his way to the restaurant, Jan ran into Władek Cykiert and learned that Dr. Sztigold had also 
invited him to dinner. By the time they reached the restaurant, they could sense some tension 
and hubbub in the air.  

The reason for the tension and anxiety becomes clear when Janek (Landau?) and two other 
young men from ŻOB arrive in the restaurant already armed, and Janek tells Jan not to waste a 
moment and to run because the Ukrainians are surrounding the Ghetto. Janek and his escorts 
even offered to escort him to the wall. At that point, Władek asks Jan: “And what’s going to 
happen with me?” Jan answered: “You’re coming with me.” Despite a tense and precarious 
confrontation with a Polish policeman, Jan and Władek managed to jump over the wall and 
escape from the Ghetto just moments before it was surrounded and completely sealed off. And 
that was how the final chapter of the Warsaw Ghetto began for Jan and Władek. 

That Monday, Jan went to Parysowski Sq. to see what was going on there. The deportation had 
started. People were already being led to the Umschlagplatz. Here, Jan pauses for a few 
minutes to provide some vivid and tragic vignettes from the Ghetto during those final days. 

A Scene from the Deportation on January 17. On that day, the Jewish hospitals were being 
deported. It was a freezing day and doctors were marched outside in their white hospital robes. 
One doctor in this procession was carrying a pillow. Inside the pillow was a child. The horror of 
this spectacle seemed like this doctor’s silent protest against Germans and their henchmen to 
make them aware of whom they were killing. All alone, he was led by a Ukrainian. Following 
him was a group of people that was pushed and shoved. They were followed by two children—
a girl and boy, who couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. They walked quite 
calmly as they were led by another Ukrainian. Jan witnessed this scene from the Aryan side, 
from a building from which there was a view on the Umschlagplatz. 

A Scene from the Deportation on April 19. By then the Ghetto had started to burn. A house 
was burning on Szczȩśliwa Street. The Polish fire department arrived to isolate the Ghetto 
buildings that were burning, to prevent the fire from spreading to buildings on the Aryan side. 
Suddenly, on the third floor of the burning building a woman holding a small child in a pillow 
appeared. The firemen wanted to extend the ladder to get the woman and child down safely. 
They almost reached the ledge with the ladder when the Germans started to shoot at the 
firemen, forcing them to pull away the ladder. The mother, in desperation, threw the child 
down and then threw herself off the window ledge. The child allegedly survived the fall, thanks 
to the pillow. The mother died instantly. But moments later, the Germans managed to kill the 
child as well. Jan was told the final details of this tragic scene by the firemen. 

A Scene from the Ghetto as Seen from a Window on the Aryan Side. Jan is watching as people 
were being led out. Suddenly two Jewish Ghetto fighters came running out with guns drawn 
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and started to shoot at the Germans. One of the insurgents was wounded and after a few 
moments, the other one was killed. At that moment, the Germans noticed that Jan was 
watching the scene from the window and they started to shoot at him. The woman-landlord 
promptly threw them out from that apartment. The following day, after evacuating the building 
of all residents, the Germans came and burned down the entire building. All this was done to 
eliminate the viewing point of the Umschlagplatz that the building offered. 

A Search for Fleeing Jews. Information reached the German authorities that Jews were 
escaping through sewers. The Ukrainians removed one sewer cover and seeing people inside, 
started firing into the sewer. But the German officer who was in charge of this operation, 
ordered one of the Ukrainian to go inside the sewer to make sure there were no other 
survivors. The Ukrainian returned from the mop-up operation proudly holding up a wet satchel, 
thinking that it might contain gold or diamonds. When they tore into the satchel, all that they 
found were wet breadcrumbs. Nevertheless, never giving up hope that something of value may 
have been concealed in that wet bread, they subjected it to a very thorough search, morsel by 
morsel. 

Once the Ghetto started burning, Jan saw no point in going to Parysowski Sq. Instead, he would 
walk around the Ghetto. He would go to Leszno Street, to a gate was there. Many people stood 
around it, eager to see what was going on inside the Ghetto. The Polish police that guarded this 
gate did not chase the Polish observers away. Standing there, one could hear gunfire and 
people’s agonizing screams coming from the wall beyond this gate. To help rain water to drain 
away from the wall, holes were made in the wall. While there was a lot of normal commotion 
around the guardhouse at the gate, suddenly a stream of blood started to flow from the wall 
past the guardhouse. The Germans there did not notice that they were wading in a stream of 
blood. Once they did notice, they quickly started to chase people away from the gate. Jan had 
no choice but to run away from there as well. Evidently, there must have been a large group of 
people who were being executed on the Ghetto side of the wall.  

Jan returns home. From their windows they were able to see the fires and smoke emanating 
from the Ghetto. When Isaac saw this, he walked over to a record player and put on a record by 
Cantor Moshe Koussevitzky. It was as if Koussevitzky was singing a prayer for those dying in the 
Ghetto. The Ghetto was slowly disappearing. Later on, based on Janek Landau’s (?) narrative, 
Jan compiled a monograph that depicted scenes from Ghetto during those final days. These 
were truly tragic scenes. Jan would soon experience what it’s like to live in a burning city, when 
he was forced to live through the destruction of Warsaw and therefore he could easily imagine 
the pain and suffering of the people in the burning Ghetto. Jan considered the liquidation of the 
Warsaw Ghetto a terrible and brutal crime. The liquidation of the Ghetto took a few weeks. 
Extensive amount of territory had to be burned. 
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At this point of the narrative, Jan focusses on their efforts on keeping their existence on Pańska 
Street, if not a total secret, as low a profile as possible. Throughout Warsaw, the Germans 
displayed posters reminding Poles that any assistance extended to Jew was punishable by 
immediate execution. Those posters would easily send shivers up and down one’s spine.  

Neighbors of the Wierzbickis and Kostańskis at 15 Pańska Street. 

One day, coming home, Jan caught a glimpse of someone shaving in the bathroom on the 1st 
floor. Based on the furtive movements of that person after he was observed, Jan concluded 
that the people living in that unit were Jews who were also hiding from the Germans. A few 
days later, after the gate to the building had been already locked, Jan spotted two women 
walking in the courtyard. They were talking with the superintendent. The circumstances were 
even less to Jan’s liking. He suspected that the superintendent, Wysocki, a lout from the 
hinterlands was extorting the 4 Jewish people living in the unit on the 1st floor. They were also 
drawing a lot of attention to themselves by virtue of the amount of food that they were buying, 
all in one store. By contrast, the Wierzbickis and Kostańskis distributed their food purchases 
among three stores.  

Another interesting neighbor. 

Behind a wall that was perpendicular to theirs, lived a former captain in the Polish Army. In the 
evening he was visited by young people. So that no one could hear their conversation, he would 
put on a record player. This had a certain conspiratorial flavor. 

Neighbors across the way from their windows. 

In a building across from their windows something was also fishy. Every time a car would pull 
up to the house the people across the way would come up to the window. In the evening, the 
light in the main room was turned off. While in the anteroom, the light was on. Inside, one 
could see people were walking Indian file for hours a t a time. That was peculiar. It turned out 
that there lived a Jewish family of four people. 

One day, when Jan and his mother were returning from work, a nosy neighbor, a former 
superintendent in a building on Krochmalna Street, came running up to them to let them know 
that earlier in the day, Jews were taken away from their building. Jan and his mother already 
feared that it was their family. Instead, it was the family from the 1st floor that was taken away. 
Only the owner of the apartment got away, because during the raid, she was out walking her 
dog. Her two children were taken and killed. Jan suspects that this was the work of the 
superintendent Wysocki. 
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After the apartment was cleared of its residents, Wysocki came back in the evening with a 
ladder, climbed into the unit and proceeded to steal anything of value that was left by the 
victims of the police raid. That way he got around the seal that was placed on the door by the 
police. 

One day, when Jadzia, Jan’s sister was home alone, Wysocki came along and asked Jadzia 
whether she could lend him 100 zlotys. Reluctantly, she agreed. This made Jan and Władysława 
concerned that Wysocki knew something about the other people in the apartment. Wysocki 
came a few more times asking Jadzia for money. Władek Cykiert suggested that they kill 
Wysocki rather than run the risk that he might turn in eight people to the Germans. The 
question was: Who was going to kill him and how to kill him? However, they never actually got 
to the point of answering these questions. 

One weekday, when, by coincidence, Jan and his mother were at home, shots rang out in the 
courtyard. Three young men were running and firing. The source of this commotion was the 
former Polish Army captain. It turned out that he was a Gestapo collaborator. He organized 
young men to enlist into the ranks of partisans. When he assembled a full unit, he’d give them a 
meeting point. When they all gathered there, the Germans were waiting for them and killed 
them all. During the Warsaw Uprising, a man came who was tasked with executing the 
sentence that he was issued against him by the Polish resistance. The killing of this German 
collaborator drew a strong response from the Germans and they started to search all the 
apartments in the building and to detain all the men in the building. Jan was afraid that they 
might serve as hostages that would be executed unless the actual perpetrators of this 
assassination gave themselves up. In the end, they were merely used to carry the body of the 
victim to his apartment. 

The Wierzbickis and the Kostańskis somehow managed to get by in this apartment until the 
Warsaw Uprising. They started to live with hope for imminent liberation. The Uprising started 
on September 1, 1944. Jan would have joined the ranks of the rebels, had his mother forbade 
him. She felt that she couldn’t be left alone to care for all the people that depended on them.  

Once the Uprising started, it took Jan and his mother three days to get from work to their 
apartment on Pańska Street. But their joy of being together once again was short-lived. Pańska 
Street fell under artillery fire and their building was destroyed. They started to live in the 
basement with other people from that apartment building. The fact that there were Jews 
among them no longer mattered. Fortunately, they had some provisions so that they could 
survive initially. All this time, the Soviets were on the other side of the Vistula River. The 
Uprising lasted a whole month. In the collapse of the Uprising, Jan lost a number of relatives 
and many school friends at the hands of the Germans. When the district of Mokotów started to 
collapse (two months into the uprising), there was increasing talk of capitulation. That’s when 
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Jan and his family started thinking about the next phase. They started to build a bunker. In their 
courtyard were the ruins of a burned out building from 1939. They decided to dig there and 
managed to connect it to their basement at 15 Pańska.  

Many Jews that survived on the Aryan side started appearing and coming by during the 
Uprising. Clearly, too many people knew about this bunker. Capitulation came and the Germans 
gave everyone until October 7 to leave the city. Jan and his family found a new bunker at 23 
Pańska. They masked the entrance and proceeded to outfit it and provision it during the nights. 
By October 7, Nacha, Natan, Isaac and Władek had been living in this bunker for a few days. On 
the 7th, Jan’s mother and two sisters put on their backpacks and left Warsaw. Jan remains with 
the residents of the bunker. A few weeks into their stay in the bunker, one of Jan’s sisters came 
with a ‘care’ package that contained bread, onion, sausage and a bottle of vodka. She also 
delivered a message that it is now safe to go out at night because the Germans were afraid to 
patrol the ruins except in large detachments. 

Their first nighttime outing was to get water from a well at the corner of Wielka and Pańska 7 
Streets. After a few such runs, they managed to build up their reserves of water. Some two 
weeks later, Jan’s mother came to let them know that they were being evacuated from 
Warsaw. About 2 months after the uprising, Władek and Jan were walking at night through the 
ruins and they heard some voices speaking Polish coming from a chimney that was protruding 
from ruins of a building. By the time Jan made his way down, he came face to face with some 
18 people who were living in subhuman conditions, in the midst of misery, vermin and they 
were virtually out of food and water. 

Jan and Władek extended some help and they even took in a few of their roommates into their 
bunker and brought some food to the others who were near starvation and dehydration. Jan 
provides some additional vignettes of social encounters, close calls with Germans and incidents 
of betrayals among those living in other nearby bunkers. There’s also a poignant story about 
how Nacha ran into a Jewish classmate and a friend who was hiding out in another bunker and 
was brave enough to protect two of her brothers-in-law in an Aryan district of Warsaw. There’s 
also a story about a German dog that was killed, skinned and cooked to provide meat and a 
broth for matzo ball soup. 

A time came when the Germans started to unearth a good number of bunkers. To minimize the 
effects of that, residents of bunkers had to be helped and re-distributed.  

A footnote to the bunker at 15 Pańska… One day, Jan noticed through his binoculars that 
Germans surrounded the ruins in vicinity of 23 Pańska. He started to worry, but realized that 
this deployment was around 15 Pańska Street (a bunker that they occupied at the start of the 
Uprising). In that very bunker, the Germans found 24 Jews, whom they killed on the spot. 
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Jan and his bunker mates did not hear from Jan’s mother for quite a long period of time—since 
when she was evacuated. Meanwhile, the Germans were discovering bunkers closer and closer 
to theirs. It was becoming clear that they had to move. But where to? Winter started and there 
was snow on the ground. By that time there were 16 people in their bunker.  

On January 17, 1945, Jan’s mother and sister came from Włochy, where they had been living, to 
let them know that they were free. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection




