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Oświęcim, May 2015

Anti-Semitism is like getting rid of vermin. It’s not a question of world outlook. It’s
a matter of cleanliness. In a short time we will be vermin free.

From a speech by Himmler, 1943

Mixed together in the crowd of thousands of people I tried to remember how many times
I had taken part in the “March of the Living”. 16 times, 17… No, it’s already the 18th time. How
quickly the years have gone by and so much has already happened during that time. Before
I never would have thought that I would take part with all these people in the March to remem-
ber, and that every year.

My views and convictions were diametrically changed when I went, for the first time, to
a Pentecostal church at the suggestion of Roman. I remember that at the time a Messianic Jew,
Beniamin Berger, came to Oświęcim with a group from Israel. I didn’t even know what the
word “Messianic” meant and what a Pentecostal church was. At the time, as a Catholic, I was
very much afraid to enter the door of that place. When, in spite of everything, I found myself
inside I heard a message spoken by Beniamin which completely changed my life. Something
broke within me, giving light that drove away the darkness of my prejudices and judgmental
attitudes. I knew that I needed to go up to Beniamin and confess everything that burdened my
heart. That’s what I did. He looked at me and in his eyes I could see understanding. He embra-
ced me and began to pray for me and I could feel the tears of relief and love running down my
face. From that time I walk the three kilometers from Auschwitz to Birkenau every year with
the group “Polish Friends of Israel”, together with thousands of Jews who come from all over
the world to this place of such painful memories.

This year is the 70th anniversary of the liberation of this largest of cemeteries without grave
markers. Auschwitz-Birkenau is an ash heap that continues to stir up the demons of the past.
Every year a million and a half people come to this place of just a few hectares of land to be able
to see, in a very vivid and clear way, what people are capable of doing through their criminal
ideology. The technology and methodology of murder and the profit gained from these crimes
was on such a scale that when people visiting this place realize the well thought out, precise
diabolical plan of extermination it’s impossible to comprehend that this is something that human
beings were capable of. As I stood on the steps in front of block 11, called the block of death,
a prison within a prison, I thought, as I looked at all the people gathered around these blocks
that just a few years ago none of them would have left this place alive. Within the “final solution
of the Jewish question” they would have all been murdered. The whole Jewish nation was to be
exterminated and their crime was only their Jewish descent. Is it possible to understand? You
have to die because you were born as a Jew. It’s like saying; “You have to die because you are
using up oxygen by your breathing.” Totally absurd, just like this place, as if not from this world,
but terribly, terrifyingly real.
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Through these many years, getting to know these people better, I could see many positive
characteristics in them; openness, sincerity and thankfulness. When they approached our ban-
ner with Aaron’s blessing and took badges with this blessing, you could sense their sincere
gratitude. They shared their hearts and experiences with us. I never saw or sensed hatred in
their emotions. They often gave expression to their sorrow, regret and despair, but never ha-
tred. Through the years we were able to give out thousands of these badges, expressing our
blessing, compassion and solidarity with them. They told us that these badges can be seen in
many Jewish homes and I personally believe that they are there as a testimony of God’s love and
ours, like seed that has been sown and will eventually bring a harvest.

Only our sincere love can overcome wounds, which through the years have led God’s cho-
sen people to this place, the symbol of extermination. I thought; “Only love can resist and over-
come the darkness, give meaning to our existence and hope for the future.” Even in this place,
where darkness found it’s deepest expression, emotions were expressed that wouldn’t allow
the loss of human dignity. Praiseworthy compassion, love unto death, sacrifice for another, was
it really possible in this place? Was it possible here where contempt, hatred, total apathy and the
total lack of compassion filled every part of this terrain? There was no room here for light,
everything was swallowed up in the reign of death. In spite of everything there were people
here who didn’t allow the assassins to take away their dreams, dignity and the desire for simple
human love. In Auschwitz, inside the barbed wire hell, love was also given expression. One such
example; Edward Galiński, a Polish young man, arrested by German Nazis, suspected of belon-
ging to the armed resistance movement and brought to Auschwitz in the first transport of 700
prisoners in June, 1940. There he was assigned the number 531. From that time forward that
number became his identification, his name and surname. Mala Zimetbaum, camp number 19980,
arrested during a street round-up in September, 1942 came to Auschwitz with a transport of
a thousand Belgian Jews. Mala was an exceptionally gifted girl, she could communicate in many
languages; Polish, German, Flemish, Russian, English and French. When they got to know each
other at the end of 1943, beginning of 1944, they both realized that they couldn’t live without
each other. Their feelings toward each other were so strong that they decided to escape toge-
ther as far away as possible from this nightmare they had been forced to live in. Edward was
able to get an SS man pistol and uniform. Clothed as an SS man, with false documents, he led
Mala out of the camp as a prisoner. June 24, 1944 was their first, long awaited day of freedom.
They hoped to get to Slovakia, where Mala’s relatives lived. With every kilometer the escaped
prisoners were happier. They became more convinced that they would succeed and could start
a new life and forget the nightmare that they had been forced to live through. Unfortunately life
isn’t always like a fairytale. Mala, while she was buying something to eat, was caught by a police
patrol. She realized that it was all over for her. Galiński could have escaped but knew that they
were taking his beloved to her death. He didn’t want to leave her and left his hiding place which
was also the sentence of death for him. Both of them were brought to the death block where
Edward was tortured. They wanted him to tell them where he had got the pistol and uniform.
He never confessed. Every morning he hummed an Italian song, letting his beloved know that
he was still alive. Love that rises above suffering and death. One day a gallows was set up for
them in Auschwitz and Birkenau. Edek, before he was hanged, was able to yell; “Long live
Poland!” Mala cut her wrists with a razor blade and struck an SS man in the face with her bloody
hand before she was shot to death. Today in the museum in Auschwitz there are two small
packets of hair on which Edek wrote; “Mala Zimetbaum 19880, Edward Galiński 531.”

It was already much later than was planned when we started the March from the Auschwitz
camp to Birkenau. The three kilometer road that all the participants in the “March of the Living”
would cover is a way of honoring all the victims of the Holocaust. This March is also in memory
of the so called “Marches of Death” when about 750,000 prisoners died, half of those were
Jews. In light of the increasing victories of the Red Army on the eastern front the Germans
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became more and more aware of the possibility of losing the war. They knew that if that happe-
ned they would be shown no mercy and that they would be held responsible for their crimes
against mankind. For this reason they slowly began to prepare to cover up the evidence of their
crimes, to try to minimize the scale of what they had done. A so called beginning evacuation
began in August 1944 and lasted to the middle of January 1945. The purpose was to send part of
the prisoners to other camps, far from the eastern front, where they would continue to be used
as a slavery work force. In the first phase of the evacuation almost 65,000 people were transfer-
red to camps like; Buchenwald, Flossenbürg, Ravensbrück, Dachau, Mauthausen, Gross-Rosen,
Bergen-Belsen, Natzweiler, Sachsenhausen and Neuengamme. After arrival at the new loca-
tions everyone passed through a selection point again. Those who were able to work would live
for a period of time to work in deplorable conditions for the Reich. The rest, not fit for work,
died at once. The last evening roll call in Auschwitz-Birkenau took place on the 17th of January.
Within the barbed wire of this frightening place were still 67,000 prisoners. When their exodus
march began the weather conditions were terrible, the freezing cold penetrated to the marrow
of their bones, they had almost nothing in the way of clothing, nothing to give them at least a
little warmth. Exhausted and hungry, they didn’t have enough strength for the task. Wind, fre-
ezing temperatures, snow and a 20 to 30 kilometer march each day took it’s toll without mercy.
Nameless souls marking the way. Those who lacked strength died. They were forced to sleep
out in the open, they died in silence, far from everything that was important for them, those
they loved, the things they dreamed about and longed for. For all these nameless people, who
were brutally robbed of everything, even their lives, in their memory and as a reminder and
warning to the world we walked these three kilometers, saying by our presence; “We remem-
ber and will never forget.”

As we entered through the main gate to Birkenau, the former death factory, we walked
along the train tracks. At the end of the tracks were the gas chambers and crematories. People
were brought here in cattle wagons. When they stepped out of the wagons they stood opposite
the SS men, for whom killing was a sport. Everyone had to stand in front of the doctor, who certainly
had taken the Hipocrates oath, promising to do no harm to anyone. After a short glance he
made the decision whether that person would live or die. To the left, to the right, to the left, to
the right… life, death, a cold calculation without emotion, according to the criteria. If you fit the
criteria, you live – if you don’t, you have to die at once. Within one hour after arriving at the
camp 75% of the people ceased to exist. They were treated as lifeless objects, more like ver-
min, who without thought should be exterminated. They died in the gas chambers and their
personal belongings were taken by trains to the Reich which was made rich through this shame-
ful, murderous procedure. Everyone who was allowed to live was forced to work as slaves to
bring great profit to the Nazis, who were paid by German companies. For the Nazis work was
one other way of killing and the sign above the gate of the death factory “Work makes you free”
was simply contemptible irony without any human feeling.

The ceremony began at the memorial built in honor of the murdered victims. Thousands of
people focused their attention on the speeches and music. I thought at that time that 70 years
has passed since the liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau and the end of World War Two but have
people since then become wiser, more honourable and full of good will? Remembering the
events of the first and second world wars have we become people more open, friendly and
peace loving? Has peace, cooperation and the end of the shedding of innocent blood begun to
rule? Have we been able to conquer hunger and sickness? No? What have we learned from
these past experiences? Has the world at least brought to justice all the murderers? No…

Shalom from Oświęcim,
Mirosław Mieszała
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