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Abstract :  Th is chapter presents the history of a German camp for Polish children and 

teenagers in Łódź. Th e camp detained children from the ages of two to 16 years. Despite 

German claims, it was neither a preventive nor resocialization camp. It was a political 

institution and played a number of roles: that of a labor camp, penal camp, internment 

camp, and racial research center. Children staying at the camp were starved and forced to do 

murderous labor as well as being subjected to a ruthless punishment system. Additionally, 

a building for bed-wetting children was established within the premises. Th e Łódź camp, 

nicknamed “little Auschwitz”, was a place of extermination through labor, hunger, beating 

even up to death, diseases, and extreme longing for parents. 
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Introduction

Th is chapter presents the history of the Security Police Preventive Camp 

for Polish Youth in Łódź (Polen-Jugendverwahrlager der Sicherheitspolizei 

In Litzmannstadt) located at 72 Przemysłowa street during the years 1942

–1945. Th e tragedy of Polish children during World War II is a subject that 

requires further analysis and research, mainly due to the fact that most of 

the wartime documentation has been destroyed.

One of the fi rst people to describe the experiences of children was Maria 

Niemyska-Hessenowa, an educator who, after the liberation of Łódź, came 

across former camp prisoners staying in the City Emergency Care. Her re-

search resulted in an article, M. Niemyska-Hessenowa, Dzieci z „Lagru”
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w Łodzi (Children of the Łódź Lager), “Służba Społeczna” 1946, no. 1 (Wasiak, 

1998, p. 153). Data on the German camp for Polish youth in Łódź included 

in academic publications dating back to early 1960s. With time, the original 

extremely incomplete documentation expanded, providing a more compre-

hensive image of the tragic events. Substantive information was provided by 

the trial of one of the camp offi  cers, Eugenia Pohl, which took place in the 

1970s in the Provincial Court in Łódź. Information collected at that time was 

used to determine the camp’s characteristics. During the process, substantive 

evidence was collected, including original German documentation, which 

enabled researchers to answer a number of questions (Hrabar, 1979, p. 113).

A portion of archive materials was found after World War II in  Łódź 

and Katowice. Until 1949, the history of the camp was researched by the 

District Commission for Investigation of German Crimes in Łódź. In 1965, 

the District Commission for Investigation of German-Nazi Crimes in Łódź 

was launched. First-hand witnesses, former camp prisoners, began to testify 

as late as in the years 1965–1975. According to Artur Ossowski, at that time, 

fi lms were made to report on the tragedy in Łódź: Obóz na Przemysłowej 

(Th e Camp at Przemysłowa Street) and Twarz anioła (Th e Face of an Angel) 

(2015, p. 46). In 1975, a monograph titled Hitlerowski obóz koncentracyjny 

dla małoletnich w Łodzi (Th e Nazi Concentration Camp for Minors in Łódź) 

by Józef Witkowski was published. At present, there are many sources on 

the German camp for children established in Łódź, yet the subject is still 

hardly known to the general public. A catalogue of sources on the camp for 

Polish children and teenagers (within the Łódź ghetto) released in the years 

1945–2017 was compiled by Izabela Olejnik (2018, pp. 95–101). 

Łódź – the center of displacement

A part of the Polish territory occupied by Germans upon their victory of 

1939 was incorporated into the Reich and created new administrative units: 

among others, Reichsgau Wartheland, which, for Germans, became the 

most important settlement destination. Th ese events resulted in an enforced 

relocation of Polish nationals. Łódź and Poznań were the largest cities of 

the newly formed Reichsgau Wartheland (Rutowska, 2010, pp. 14, 18–19). 

Kinder-KZ Litzmannstadt at Przemysłowa street wasn’t the only Ger-

man camp in Łódź – due to its location, the city played an important role in 

the execution of the German displacement policy. Two crucial institutions 

were situated at Piotrkowska street – Displacement Centre and a Branch 
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of the SS Race and Settlement Main Offi  ce. POWs and internment camps 

were established within the city. Th e development of the displacement pro-

gram contributed to formation of internment camps at Łąkowa 4, Koperni-

ka 53/55, Żeligowskiego 41/43, and 28 Pułku Strzelców Kaniowskich 41/43 

(Abramowicz, 1998, pp. 108, 114–117).

A racial camp was located at 73 Sporna street in Łódź. It played an im-

portant role within the Germanization program executed by the occupation 

authorities and focused mostly on children and teenagers. Polish nationals 

with distinctive Nordic features were directed to the camp – entire families, 

teenagers of both sexes, women with children. Upon arrival, people were 

evaluated for Germanization potential. In order to enable an assessment, 

they were thoroughly examined. Tests and measurements covered the 

length of limbs, hair and eye color, head circumference, proportion of the 

face, eyesight and teeth. Blood tests and X-rays were taken. People who 

met the requirements were given a chance to adopt German citizenship. 

Th ey were sent to work in the Reich, where they were closely monitored 

by the authorities. Selected young children were separated from their 

mothers and sent to nearby Germanization centers (in Bruczków or to 

the Gaukinderheim in Kalisz) or to Lebensborn centers in the Reich. Most 

of these children never came back to Poland (Gałkiewicz, Baranowski, 

1998, pp. 136–138; Wasiak, 1979, p. 155). Additionally, children from the 

nearby camp at Przemysłowa street, where initial evaluative selection was 

performed in accordance with existing guidelines, were transported to 

Sporna street. Children who didn’t meet the racial criteria were condemned 

to emaciation through labor and camp conditions (Hrabar, 1979, p. 132).

Th e ruthless policy of the Germans imposed in the conquered territories 

aff ected the fate of Polish children directly. Th e increase in acts of terror in 

1941 led to mass executions, arrests, and displacement; a number of Polish 

people became forced laborers. Th ousands of children lost their homes and 

their parents. Th e youngest ones, often unsupervised, became a burden

for the occupation authorities. Th e creation of camps for juvenile prisoners 

was meant to resolve that problem (Witkowski, 1975, p. 21).

Establishment of the camp

Th e offi  cially stated reason, or rather the pretext, for creating the camp in 

Łódź was the need to protect German youth from dangers arising from 

young Poles – their improper behavior was blamed for causing crime. Th e 
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initiative was approved by the Oberbürgermeister of Lódź, Werner Wentzki, 

in June of 1941 (Witkowski, 1975, p. 22).

A camp of 5 hectares was established in a sectioned-off  part of the Łodź 

ghetto. It was modelled after a camp for boys in Moringen (Lower Saxony). 

Th e decision to launch the camp was made by the head of the SS, Heinrich 

Himmler, in late 1941 (Ossowski, 2015, p. 45). Th e Łódź camp was subor-

dinated to the security police, Sicherheitpolizei, which was comprised of 

the secret state police (Gestapo) and the criminal police (Kriminalpolizei, 

Kripo). According to existing law, employees of the security police were 

SS members. Th is was meant to emphasize the criminal traits of camp 

prisoners (Witkowski, 1975, p. 34). 

Th e fi rst accounts of the development of the camp date back to Sep-

tember of 1942. A part of the Marysino district including Bracka, Emilii 

Plater, and Górnicza streets and a part of the Jewish cemetery was sectioned 

off . Th e construction works were done, among others, by members of the 

ghetto construction division. A tall fence was erected along these streets 

and the cemetery fence was extended up. Th e camp was fenced off  and 

closed. Th e only entrance and exit was the main gate located at Przemysło-

wa street. Th e fi rst juvenile prisoners arrived there on December 11th 1942 

(Witkowski, 1975, pp. 36–37).

Initially, the camp was intended to hold young Polish criminals aged 12 

to 16 years old. Soon, the bottom age limit was lowered to eight years. Th e 

next change consisted in confi ning girls aged eight to 16 years. In fact, chil-

dren from the age of two years and up were placed in the camp, and when 

they turned 16, they were relocated to concentration camps (Czajkowska, 

2016, p. 9). Th e Łódź camp was the destination where children from Inow-

rocław, Łódź, Poznań, and Katowice districts were sent – with the majority 

originating from the Silesia and Greater Poland regions. A relatively small 

number of these children were original Łódź residents (Ossowski, 2015,

p. 45). Also, children from the General Government and young Poles from 

Germany, France, and the Russian Federation were relocated to the camp 

(Witkowski, 1975, p. 68). 

Th e newly established camp was planned to aid the occupation authori-

ties; it was supposed to be a place where children could be confi ned without 

any court proceedings. No one verifi ed whether the decisions ordering 

placement in the camp were justifi able. Th e formal issues were the most 

important aspect along with a clear message justifying such decisions; 

danger imposed on German youth by young Poles. Th e Germans cared 

greatly for keeping up appearances. 
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Th e Łódź camp was divided into boys’ and girls’ sections. Within the 

boys’ section, which covered circa 75 percent of the camp’s area, there 

were 35 buildings and barracks, 10 of which served as dormitories. Within 

the girls’ section, taking up the rest of the area, small children as well were 

housed in a one-story brick building (Ossowski, 2015, p. 45).

Th e camp’s crucial part was its branch in Dzierżązna situated roughly 

15 km from Łódź. Th is place served as a training center for young girls who 

were supposed to work for Bauern, German farmers. Th e branch’s purpose 

was to ensure food supplies for the Łódź camp. Also, Polish farmers worked 

there as forced laborers (Witkowski, 1975, p. 224). 

Th e camp at Przemysłowa cannot be judged based on its offi  cial name. 

Th e facts we know now prove that this place’s character was not preven-

tive but political. Polish children were sent and confi ned there based on 

unsupervised decisions resulting from single-sided information gathered 

by the police (Hrabar, 1979, p. 125). Th e Łódź camp wasn’t homogenous. 

It played a number of roles, that of labor camp, penal camp, internment 

camp, and a racial research center. An analysis of its origins, the conditions 

within the camp, and the criteria which governed the relocation of children 

to the camp indicate that it was in no way a preventive, educational, or care 

institution (Czajkowska, 2016, p. 5).

Prisoners and their duties 

Two thirds of the camp inmates were children of people who had been 

murdered, arrested, were connected to the resistance, or had refused to 

sign the Volksliste. Others arrived from orphanages and detention centers. 

Additionally, there were children caught during roundups and homeless 

children unable to provide for themselves. Th e reasons for relocation into 

the camp included street trading, selling food, and food ration coupons. 

German doctors would often confi rm that sick, deaf and mute, or feeble-

minded children were fi t to stay in the camp. 

Based on German documentation, several criteria for detention in the 

camp were identifi ed. Some of the groups listed below exhibit mixed char-

acteristics:

1) off ences, common misconduct;

2) economic misdemeanor;

3) neglected children;

4) children “wandering” in public places or homeless;
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5) children described as an antisocial element;

6) children who avoided forced labor;

7) children suspected of resistance activity;

8) children from families who refused to sign German People’s List 

(Deutsche Volksliste);

9) children of people who were detained in camps, prisons, or who had 

died there;

10) religious or racial causes;

11) physically or mentally impaired children;

12) Polish children detained without any specifi c reason (Hrabar, 1979, 

p. 114).

Below are selected justifi cations from requests for detention in the camp:

• “the boy wanders and begs, he must bring the things he’s given 

home, his mother is dead”;

• “the boy wanders and doesn’t attend school, he earns money by 

carrying suitcases at Katowice railway station”;

• “the boy’s father is dead, the mother is in Auschwitz”;

• “child found aged 3, resided at an orphanage in Katowice, is disabled. 

Diffi  cult to educate, shakes its head, wets the bed, tends to steal” 

(Hrabar, Tokarz, Wilczur, 1979, pp. 73–75). 

Upon arrival in camp, the children’s personal details were recorded, 

fi ngerprints and photographs were taken and they were assigned chores. 

From the very beginning, the children were treated ruthlessly. Th is is how 

Gertruda Nowak-Skrzypczak remembers her early days in the camp: 

We were lined up and one of the SS offi  cers told us we would be very well 

off  here. At the same moment, one of the boys in the line moved and this 

SS offi  cer slapped him in the face and when they boy fell to the ground; the 

man kept kicking him and shouting at him (Witkowski, 1975, pp. 116–117).

Józef Witkowski adds to this account: 

Th e welcome ceremony was always accompanied by constant shouting, 

beating, and kicking. (…) Children were checklisted, questioned why they 

had been sent to camp. Depending on the answer, young people were beaten 

from the very beginning and, at the same time, they were told they were 

in a camp where they would be treated well and provided everything they 

needed and that they would undergo professional training. (…) Th is was the 
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last time they heard their family names. Th en, each prisoner was assigned 

a camp number and became that number. Th e welcome ceremony often 

lasted for several hours (1975, p. 117). 

Before the children were given camp uniforms, they all got a haircut, girls 

included. All their possessions were taken away and they were given camp 

equipment. Everyone was placed in quarantine for a few days and this was 

the time to learn camp regulations. Th ey were drilled and taught German 

words as well as how to salute, behave during assembly, and report.

A typical day in camp started at approximately 5.30 a.m. Breakfast was 

served at 7 a.m. Daily chores included cleaning the room, assembly in front 

of the barracks, exercises, and washing up by the well. Working hours were 

from 8 a.m. until 7 p.m. (Czajkowska, 2016, p. 10). One of the fi rst jobs 

assigned to juvenile prisoners upon their arrival in camp was building new 

or repairing the existing roads within the camp area. Slower children were 

beaten and kicked. Th e most demanding physical work included such tasks 

as pulling a cart loaded with gravel, sand, and bricks or rolling a heavy cyl-

inder (Raźniewski, 1971, p. 80). Skinny children were harnessed as if they 

were horses, sometimes SS offi  cers would sit on the carts and lash them 

shouting “giddy-up!”. As Witkowski reports, 20–30 children were hitched 

up with strings and wire to a roller weighing 3–4 tons (1975, p. 125). 

Children were also employed at construction works aimed at expand-

ing the camp. Th ey were supervised by Jews from the ghetto and paid 

craftsmen. Buildings were renovated, old doors, windows, and fl oors were 

repaired, in some parts pavements were laid, or grounds were prepared for 

new barracks. Also, a greenhouse, guard towers, and latrines were erected. 

Unwanted trees were removed and fi elds for cultivation were sectioned 

off . Most of that work was done by children. Th e expansion of the camp 

continued nearly until the end of 1943 (Witkowski, 1975, pp. 37, 39). 

Everyone over the age of eight was obliged to work. Little prisoners 

cleaned the pit latrines, made fl ower pots and fake fl owers. With time, 

workshops were set up for wickerwork, tailoring, saddlery, shoemak-

ing, roofi ng, cleaning, and a station for straightening knitting needles 

(Raźniewski, 1971, pp. 79–80). Tasks commissioned by the army were 

also performed – wicker munition baskets were woven, straw protective 

boots were made, haversacks were manufactured, and needles for knitting 

machines were straightened. Girls would take care of younger children, as 

well as sew and mend their clothing. Th ey also worked in the kitchen and 

laundry room (Wasiak, 1998, p. 161). 
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Such labor was far too hard for the children and put them at risk, as 

exhibited by 14 reports on the sanitary situation in camp (from September 

1943 until November 1944) sent every month to the Reich Main Security 

Offi  ce in Berlin that have been preserved to date. For example, in October 

1943, out of 999 prisoners, 551 required medical assistance, 64 were injured 

during work, and 60 had abrasions (Hrabar, 1979, p. 129). 

Th e children dreamed of being sent to work in Dzierżązna near Zgierz, 

because the conditions there were better and food rations were larger – but 

according to accounts provided by female prisoners, they were better only 

in the beginning, when the number of girls was small (Obyśmy nie zapom-

nieli, 2017, p. 42). Th e privilege was granted to the oldest and strongest 

girls only. Despite this, Dzierżązna, as female prisoners recall, was as also 

a place of animalizing starvation which made them unable to live and sleep 

normally. Extermination through labor was practiced there as well. Physi-

cal (there were cases of death caused by extreme exhaustion and resulting 

heart failure) and mental emaciation caused by excessive work reduced 

immunity levels, and failure to meet workload targets was treated as an 

excuse for severe punishment. 

Th is created a wide scope of opportunities for abuse by SS offi  cers and 

“teachers”. Punishment was administered for, for example, “not waking up 

for milking cows at 4 a.m.” (10 lashes), “falling asleep at 10.45 p.m. during 

a night watch” (15 lashes) (Witkowski, 1975, p. 168). “In Dzierżązna, the 

lagerleiter, H.H. Fuge, punished us”, as Teresa Iwicka-Piaskowska recalled, 

“for things that never happened, because there was no place for unpunished 

children in the camp” (Obyśmy nie zapomnieli, 2017, p. 53). 

We must remember that extermination through labor was one of the 

core premises of the Th ird Reich’s policy regarding the conquered nations 

and, at the same time, such labor served the wartime economy of the occu-

pier: munition baskets, boots for guards and haversacks for the army were 

manufactured (Hrabar et al., 1979, p. 76). Pursuant to further guidelines 

issued by Himmler, a racial and political examination was to be conducted 

in camps for ‘children of bandits’. Th ese camps constituted, alongside court 

and police trials, a method for the direct elimination of young Poles. Th e 

purpose of detention in the camp aimed at was the proper education of ra-

cially worthless youth, teaching them the necessary skills, and transferring 

them to concentration camps (Waszczyński, 1979, pp. 31–32; Witkowski, 

1975, p. 24). 
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Hunger and its consequences

Sanitary conditions within the camp were poor. Water was scarce and hun-

ger was a daily phenomenon. Th e youngest children were deprived of milk. 

Hunger swelling, caused by an insuffi  cient supply of protein, was a common 

condition. Th e lack of vitamins and minerals contributed to numerous 

illnesses. Beggarly food rations, smaller than in other camps, did not supply 

the needs of growing children. Meals were served three times a day. Break-

fast consisted of a piece of bread and a cup of black coff ee. Soup, the main 

meal of the day, contained a small addition of margarine. Depending on the 

season, swedes, cabbage, beets, spinach, or kale was cooked. Sometimes, 

a small amount of rotten horse meat was added to the soup. Vegetables 

were rare ingredients. Supper looked just like breakfast (Helman, 2013, 

pp. 11–12). Exhausted, hungry children would steal food, eat raw cabbage 

stumps, fl owers, grass, rotten leftovers from the garbage pit, they would 

catch birds or even eat mice. “One day”, Marian Miśkiewicz, who worked as 

camp shoemaker, recalled, “we cooked a big pot of glue for gluing leather. 

Suddenly, that glue disappeared. Later on, it turned out that hungry children 

had eaten it” (Witkowski, 1975, p. 121). Th e lack of food was a permanent 

problem. As a result, children fainted or even died. For many of them, getting 

some extra food became their most important mission. 

Starvation, the exhausting workload, dreadful living and sanitary con-

ditions, and lack of medical care – these were the main causes of typhoid 

fever, typhus, scabies, scarlet fever, meningitis, and trachoma epidemics. 

Adoption of the cheapest and most effi  cient means of extermination, that 

is hunger, in conjunction with scandalous living conditions, had to bring 

certain consequences for the health of the young prisoners and this what the 

Germans had in mind. Although there was a small hospital within the camp 

grounds, it wasn’t suffi  ciently equipped. In cases of more severe illnesses, 

children were directed to the ghetto hospital. Based on accounts from Ger-

truda Nowak-Skrzypczak, we know that during the typhus epidemic (at the 

turn of 1942 and 1943), ill children were taken to the hospital at Dworska 

74 or left without any assistance in the so called “infi rmary”. Some of the 

dying children were taken out naked while they were still alive and put into 

boxes or paper bags along with dead corpses – this is where their lives ended 

(Witkowski, 1975, p. 149). Only as late as in the summer of 1943 did the fi rst 

doctor, Leon Urbański, arrive in camp. He was able to examine only those 

children who were allowed to visit him and his offi  ce was opened twice 
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a week and only for an hour (Czajkowska, 2016, pp. 11–12; Witkowski, 1975, 

p. 137). Even if the doctor wanted to administer medicine to an ill child, the 

head of the girls’ camp, Sydomia Bayer, who supervised the “infi rmaries”, 

decided who was allowed to take the medicine and who was not. She wasn’t 

even a qualifi ed nurse and before she examined a child at the camp clinic, 

she would beat them fi rst to see if they weren’t malingering. In fact, Bayer’s 

job in camp was reduced to registering children and treating cut wounds, 

lesions, and abrasions with Lysol. She also ordered, if she felt like it, the sick 

children to be taken out on the snow and doused with water, which caused 

them to die (Witkowski, 1975, pp. 48–49, 138–139). 

Th e dramatic everyday life in camp would change on the days Red Cross 

representatives visited the place. For a brief moment, camp offi  cers would 

turn into understanding “teachers” who didn’t react with aggression to 

“improper” behavior. Th e masquerade was described in the memoirs of 

one of the camp prisoners: 

When we get to the barracks, we cannot believe our own eyes. On the table, 

next to the entrance, there’s a basket full of bread guarded by the head boy. 

Next to it, there’s a bucket of marmalade. On the other table, there’s clean 

underwear, camp uniforms, sheets, and even a bar of soap per fi ve of us. 

(…) Water pours down dirty bodies, unwashed for months, foaming soap 

gets into eyes, mouth, and nose. Th e well is mobbed (…). Fresh shirts, clean 

clothing, and squeaky clean faces make us unrecognizable. Th ere we are, 

a neat and tidy gang and that’s probably what the Germans want. We are all 

wondering what the point is in all this circus (Raźniewski, 1971, pp. 72–73).

After the inspection ended, everything went back to the previous state.

Punishment

Th e camp was governed by a commandant. Th is role was assigned to the 

head of the criminal police in Łódź, SS-Sturmbannführer Karl Ehrlich (Wit-

kowski, 1975, p. 39). For organizational purposes, the camp was divided into 

six departments, which covered, among others, managing the camp, racial 

research, administration, nutrition, keeping records, sanitary issues, work 

assignments, and supervision over prisoners. Th e organizational structure 

was slightly changed over time. Th e camp staff  comprised SS offi  cers and 

security police offi  cers. Th e staff  was selected from among people who would 
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execute orders without hesitation, sadists who would commit any crime to 

avoid being sent to the Eastern Front (Witkowski, 1975, pp. 41–44). Ruth-

lessness and bullying were everyday phenomena. Mercy, compassion, and 

understanding exposed the camp staff  as weak. Contempt and hatred were 

perceived almost as virtues and ensured promotion (Hrabar, 1979, p. 129).

Th e slightest off ence ended up in severe punishment and that was 

a common practice. Th e only exception was during the fi rst few days of 

the typhoid fever epidemic. Th e staff  wouldn’t go near the prisoners for 

fear of catching the disease. However, after the sick were transported to 

the hospital, they would torment the prisoners in the evenings: 

Th is happened in particular during the Christmas season of 1943 and 

around New Year’s Day. Th e quarantine prevented the staff  from spending 

the holidays at home so they took revenge on prisoners. Th ey would rush 

in in the middle of the night with bats and lashes and beat without mercy. 

If they broke their bats, they would dismantle planks from beds and beat 

the prisoners with them (Witkowski, 1975, p. 166).

Th e children were punished for picking leftovers from the garbage pits 

and stealing food, for falling behind the workload targets, avoiding work, 

falling asleep during their shift or night watch. Th ere were also punish-

ments for saluting the staff  too late or in an improper manner, for dirt, lice, 

a missing button, or breaching one of countless prohibitions of which the 

children learned while they were being punished during assembly (Wit-

kowski, 1975, p. 166).

Everyday assemblies accompanied by lashing in particular evoked fear 

among juvenile prisoners. Other forms of punishment included kneeling 

on small-sized gravel. Th e punished child had to keep their arms up hold-

ing a brick in each hand. Th ey had to wear a sign saying: “I’m a bastard”, “I 

didn’t bow to my offi  cer”, “I stole”, “I didn’t make 1500 needles” and so on 

(Raźniewski, 1971, p. 81). Another cruel punishment was called “dancing 

round the pear tree”. A single tree in the assembly courtyard was used to 

torture the prisoners. Th e punished person had to run around the tree until 

they fell down to the ground with exhaustion. When the punished child 

was passing the offi  cer, they would get a punch. Th e punishment was given 

for the slightest off ences (Raźniewski, 1971, p. 78).

Torturing children would also take more sadistic forms (as a result of 

training and methods applied in the SS, Gestapo, and Sipo), for example, 

their arms were twisted to the back and tied, they were hanged by their 
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arms or legs in the garage, their heads were dipped in oil, they were fl ushed 

with cold water outside in freezing temperature and so “turned into an 

icicle”, forced to wash with ice-cold water by the outdoor pump (regardless 

of the time of the year) and a scrubbing brush or metal brush until their 

skin started to bleed. 

A commonly used punishment was locking the children in a sweatbox 

without windows. Red stripes or crosses were painted on the backs, chests, 

sleeves, or legs of those who were punished with sweatbox time. Prisoners 

from the penal block were assigned the hardest chores. Additionally, they 

were deprived of the right to see and write to their families (Helman, 2013, 

pp. 15–16). 

In 1944, training marches and alarms started to become more and more 

frequent. Collective liability for individual deeds was introduced. Punishment 

for escape and stealing was doubled. Moreover, food rations were reduced 

to a minimum. Only exceeding the work targets assured that the children 

were given the basic food portions. To enable implementation of this policy, 

special lists on the daily execution of workload were compiled for the staff . 

Hunger forced children to steal food from storage. Th e changes introduced 

resulted in a further increase in the ruthlessness of the tortures (Raźniewski, 

1971, pp. 124–125). Th e brutality experienced by the prisoners every day 

stirred their desire to run away. Yet, very few such attempts were successful. 

Usually, external help was involved. Th e escapees were shot at and chased. 

Severe punishment was administered to those who were caught as a warning 

to others (Helman, 2013, p. 17). 

Assessment of the camp’s population

Determining the number of children who were detained in the camp at Prze-

mysłowa street presents huge diffi  culties, because, just like in other penal 

camps, the Germans destroyed camp documentation. Testimonies of former 

prisoners aren’t consistent enough to enable assessment based on these ac-

counts. Th e tragedy of juvenile prisoners was also used for political purposes 

as an element of anti-German propaganda under Władysław Gomułka’s gov-

ernment. As a result, historians fi nd discrepancies in the number of victims 

of the German camp in various sources. Pursuant to the then-current policy, in

the mid 1960s information on the quota began to be overstated. According 

to offi  cial data, 15,000 children were to have entered the camp and circa

30% were to have lost their lives (Ossowski, 2015, p. 43).
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However, several reports including statistical data on the camp’s sani-

tary situation for a given month have been preserved. In such reports, the 

number of child prisoners held in the camp at Przemysłowa street varies 

from 926 to 1,089. Th is number should be added to the approximately 150 

girls who worked at the Dzierżązna branch of the Łódź camp and approx-

imately 200 children staying in hospitals within the Ghetto (and in the city 

during the typhus epidemic) (Hrabar et al., 1979, pp. 77–78). We don’t know 

how the dynamics of camp population changed; it is thus diffi  cult to deter-

mine how many prisoners stayed in the camp throughout its operation, how 

many children died of starvation, diseases, exhaustion, and how many were 

murdered. Testimonies of former prisoners include information that not all 

children would return from work. Th e number of children fl uctuated notice-

ably throughout the day. Th is might have been due to unrecorded deaths. 

Probably, over the period of the camp’s operation (25 months), roughly 

10–15,000 children aged 2–16 years passed through the camp. During his 

work on an in-depth monograph on the camp at Przemysłowa street in Łódź, 

J. Witkowski found 300 former camp prisoners as well as families of children 

who were detained and murdered there, people who had to deal with the 

camp in some way, as well as former camp employees. Witkowski presumes 

that the Łódź camp might have taken in 12–13,000 prisoners (Witkowski, 

1975, pp. 16, 113–114); similar data – roughly 12,000 children – is suggested 

by other authors (Boczek, Boczek, Wilczur, 1979, pp. 34–35). 

Such a huge rotation of children in the camp was aff ected by the situ-

ation of the youngest prisoners; many died, and a large group might not 

have been recorded. We must remember also that very small children were 

detained in the Łódź camp. Although German regulations assumed that 

the camp would detain juvenile boys at the ages of eight to 16 years, in fact 

children below the bottom age limit were held there as well. Th ere was no 

offi  cial ordinance allowing such a practice, therefore imprisonment of such 

young children was kept confi dential, as was, to some degree, the camp at 

Przemysłowa street. Until September 1943, young children were impris-

oned in block 35. Usually, two- and three-year-old children were brought 

into the camp, where they stayed for a very short period of time and were 

then taken away at night-time to an unknown place in covered trucks.

On the other hand, in September 1943, Block 36 for small children was offi  -

cially launched. On September 14th 1943, children of “terrorists” and people 

related to Witaszko’s group were brought to the Łódź camp after events in 

Mosina and Poznań. Residents of Mosina carried out sabotage by poisoning 

their own cattle and destroying crops and thus were dangerous “terrorists”.
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Th ere were over 100 such children, 22 of which were aged 2–8 years. Th e 

youngest of the group, a boy named Marek Zakrzewski, was two years and 

three months old at the time of imprisonment. A former camp prisoner, 

Stefan Chachlowski, recalls: “I remember that, in the winter of 1943, about 

250 children aged 2–7 years were brought in and placed in Mädchenn-

lager. Th ese were both girls and boys. Th ey died one after another” (Wit-

kowski, 1975, pp. 193–194). Jadwiga Pawlikowska-Marciniak remembers 

the dead bodies of 12 children aged 2–3 years. Furthermore, Jan Hołoga saw 

dead bodies of young children in a car. Th e camp driver, Jan Sierpień, re-

called that children from various parts of Poland were held in the camp, 

including from the Zamość region. Th ere were children around the age of 

three years among them (Witkowski, 1975, p. 194). 

Longing and fear

Very small children “missed their mothers’ aff ection and were sick all the 

time”, stated camp dressmaker, Stefania Otto-Szafrańska (Witkowski, 1975, 

p. 194). However, we must remember that in other German camps, lit-

tle children stayed with their mothers. If they were separated and placed

in diff erent locations, the mothers tried to reach their children and give them 

their bread portions. Th e mere fact that the mothers visited them in secret 

helped the children endure. In other camps, adults supported children both 

physically and emotionally, which, as recalled by former child prisoners, 

allowed them to survive that hell. In the Łódź camp, children, even the 

smallest ones, were separated from their mothers. Older girls took care of 

them to some limited extent. Eugenia Wódzka-Kubiak recalls: 

I also worked with these young children. It was horrible how they cried, 

they woke up in the middle of the night calling their mama and papa and 

we cried too, we were afraid that night guards would hear them. Everyone 

would give them candy if they got any in the mail (Witkowski, 1975, p. 195).

Crying could be heard from the building in which the children stayed. Th ey 

crowded into bunk beds, they were dirty, wet, sick and had lice. Children 

who couldn’t climb bunk beds were beaten. Gertruda Nowak-Skrzypczak, 

when she managed to get through and fi nd her six-year-old brother, found 

out that he had an ear infection; his ears were bleeding and secreting pus. 

It is signifi cant that ill children were left unattended despite their extreme 
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suff ering. Edziu didn’t want to let go of his sister, he cried desperately 

when she was leaving. When she visited him risking severe punishment, 

she would always bring him some food and he ate greedily. Other children 

asked her for food too or tried to take the bread from her by force (Wit-

kowski, 1975, s. 195).

Longing, diseases, hunger, beating, and constant fear earned the Łódź 

camp at Przemysłowa street the nickname of “Little Auschwitz” (Witkowski, 

1975, p. 35). Children lived in fear of the so-called “teachers”, experienced 

trauma, were hungry, cold, without their parents, they often wetted their 

beds at night. When beating brought no change in these children’s behav-

ior (that is bed wetting), a special ward was created for them. Th e building 

for bed-wetting children stirred terror among the youngest prisoners. Th e 

already extremely small food rations were cut by half there. Th e children 

slept in their clothing and since they wet their beds, their clothes and the 

planks on which they slept were rotting and gave off  an unpleasant smell. 

Children staying in this building would become catatonic, fall ill and die. Th e 

lack of intimacy and aff ection and the unfulfi lled need for a sense of security 

reduced the children’s immunity level considerably, which, in conjunction 

with the biological exhaustion of their systems, led to death. Th e lack of love 

destroyed these children’s immune systems and protective factors. 

Letters, parcels, and visits

In such a situation, letters parcels, and visits, which the children looked 

forward to, brought hope. Due to the fact that the circumstances outside the 

camp were also diffi  cult, the children couldn’t always get what they asked 

for in their letters. Th ey waited for Saturday and Sunday, that is visiting 

days, with pounding hearts. Relatives of prisoners were rarely permitted to 

visit them. If a child received a parcel, not all of its contents were delivered 

to the addressee. One fourth, as it was explained, was given to children who 

couldn’t count on such aid, but in fact these items were confi scated by the 

camp staff  (Raźniewski, 1971, pp. 122–123). Unfortunately, only 15–20% of 

prisoners received parcels and they often shared with other children (Wit-

kowski, 1975, s. 121). Images of solidarity and friendship of young people 

despite the inhumane conditions feature in the recollections of numerous 

prisoners, although we also know of cases of secret accusations which were 

rewarded by camp staff  with extra food portions. 
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Requests for parcels and visits were also the most frequent theme re-

curring in the letters sent by the children. In the early months of the camp’s 

operation, the children were allowed to send two letters to their families 

per month, yet, as early as the spring of 1943, this privilege was reduced 

to one letter per month. 

“Dear Parents”, wrote Eugeniusz Niedzielski (13 years old), “I am at 

a camp in Łódź. I was in Germany and I escaped and they caught me and 

locked me up in the camp. Dear Mama, please, write me as soon as you 

can, please Mama, send me a parcel as soon as you can, as soon as you can 

with bread, fi rst of all, send me a parcel as soon as you can” (Witkowski, 

1975, p. 123).

He never received an answer to his letter. Many of them never reached 

their addressees. 

Younger prisoners learned from the older children that the letters which 

were actually delivered – those which made it past the censors – were the 

ones which contained the sacred phrase “I am well and I am happy here”. 

Th ey could transmit other information, for example that they were well 

but they had been ill with typhus earlier on. Th is is how one of the camp 

martyrs, Urszula Kaczmarek, communicated with her family: “Dear Par-

ents, send me a parcel if you can and some food. Dear Parents, send me 

any parcel at all by mail, we are very happy in these camps” (Witkowski, 

1975, s. 123). Jurek Tomczak wrote in a similar manner: 

Dear Mama, First of all, I want to tell you that I am in good health and I wish 

you health too and ask you why haven’t you come to visit me for so long be-

cause I’m worried and I would like to ask you to visit on Saturday and please, 

bring me stamps, soap, powder and my photographs and needles and thread 

and a pencil and please, bring fruit and as much bread as possible and mar-

malade and saccharin or sugar and some syrup and some cherries and please, 

don’t forget to visit this Saturday with uncle. I shall fi nish this letter, see you 

soon and write me back soon (Raźniewski, 1971, pp. 123–124).

Certainly, the children who knew how to write and knew their own ad-

dress were in a far better position. Unfortunately, no less than half of them 

were illiterate. Roughly 2/3 of the children couldn’t correspond with their 

families, because their parents had already died or were detained in concen-

tration camps or in hiding. 

In June 1943, a new set of regulations was implemented and the pris-

oners weren’t informed of the changes, but everyone received a summary 
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of camp rules and regulations (in German) and had to sign it, after which 

the document was sent to the child’s family. Th e statement said, among 

others, that:

Applications for the release of a juvenile prisoner are pointless. Th e date 

of release depends on behavior in camp and is defi ned solely by the camp 

management board (Führung). Failure to follow orders would prove that 

they have no idea what bringing children up entails and that they have no 

right to handle their children. Th us, the date of release would be postponed 

(Witkowski, 1975, p. 183).

Pursuant to the new camp rules and regulations, visits were possible 

once every six months, while letters and parcels could be sent once a month. 

If, during the visit, a child kissed their mother (it was possible only in the 

initial period, later on they were separated), got emotional, or cried on 

seeing their mother, the child was slapped in the face in their mother’s 

presence (Witkowski, 1975, p. 192). In 1944, another set of even stricter 

camp rules was put into force. Th e changes regarded, among others, parcels 

and letters, which from then on could be delivered once in six months only. 

As Artur Ossowski, an employee at the Institute of National Remembrance 

in Łódź, writes: 

In recollections, the camp at Przemysłowa street in Łódź was depicted as 

a place of permanent hunger and severe corporal punishment. Th e children’s 

longing for their parents was evident in every word of their letters sent 

only once in six months. In this correspondence, written mostly in Polish 

(although camp authorities ordered it to be written in German), they asked 

their parents for food and demanded their visits. Th e most desperate ones 

even urged them to adopt German citizenship (Ossowski, 2015, p. 45).

Although it was, theoretically speaking, possible for young prisoners to 

receive letters, parcels, and visits, they realized how diffi  cult their position 

was. Fear was their everyday companion. It was commonly believed that 

death or transportation to an extermination camp was unavoidable. Older 

inmates tried to educate the younger ones. Th ey realized that the actions 

of the Germans aimed at disorienting, stirring hatred, and setting young 

Poles against each other. Brutal treatment, lack of security and the aff ection 

of their loved ones made a number of them break down (Raźniewski, 1971, 

pp. 74–76, 89). 



148 Krzysztof Ledniowski, Beata Gola

Remembrance

Th e year 1945 brought about a long-awaited change. Tension was notice-

able in the camp, the German’s defeat was unavoidable. On January 17th 

1945, during the assembly, the camp commandant informed the prisoners 

of the fi re in Radogoszcz prison. Th e burning Radogoszcz prisoners was 

to serve as a warning for young Poles. In the case of any resistance activity, 

the camp was to share that fate (Raźniewski, 1971, pp. 128–129). A period 

of nervous anticipation commenced.

January 18th 1945 turned out to be diff erent from all the other days be-

fore. Th e guards didn’t force the children out of their barracks, there was no 

morning assembly. Th e Germans left the camp in a hurry for fear of the So-

viet army. Escaping the camp, they left the main gate open enabling young 

Poles to escape (Ossowski, 2015, p. 44). For residents of the depopulated 

Łódź who were unaware of the existence of the children’s camp, the sight 

of a crowd of prisoners marching down the streets was a huge surprise.

Th e number of children in January 1945 probably didn’t exceed 900. 

After the Red Army entered Łódź, roughly 230 prisoners were placed at 

City Emergency Care (at 36 Kopernika street), while others were placed 

in hospitals. Many were adopted by strangers. Others decided to return to 

their hometowns (Ossowski, 2015, p. 45). 

After the war ended, the camp area was developed quickly. Memories of 

the events happening there blurred. Former prisoners were reluctant about 

discussing the tragic past, which also didn’t help to keep their memory 

alive (Helman, 2013, p. 21). Knowledge of the camp in Łódź at Przemysło-

wa street was poor. Despite the fact that the camp operated for over two 

years, very few people realized it even existed. Crucially, the camp wasn’t 

mentioned in Home Army reports (Ossowski, 2015, p. 44). 

Post-war political changes in the recovering Poland pushed a number of 

problems onto the margins. It took several decades for people to learn about 

the traumatic experiences of children at the camp at Przemysłowa street. 

26 years after the end of World War II, on May 9th 1971, in the presence 

of many thousands of people and representatives of state authorities, the 

Monument to Child Martyrdom, later nicknamed by the city’s residents 

the Broken Heart, was revealed in the Bałuty district of Łódź (Ossowski, 

2015, p. 44). A commemorative plaque located near the statue bears the 

inscription: YOUR LIVES WERE TAKEN AWAY, TODAY WE OFFER 

YOU ONLY REMEMBRANCE. 
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From that time on, the statue has reminded us of the history of the Pol-

ish children who experienced immense suff ering and died in the German 

camp. Due to a lack of similar places, the statue may become a symbol 

commemorating all children who, during the war, lost their childhood, 

homes, families, and often even their lives.
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