
CHILDREN IN MAJDANEK CAMP

THE PRIMER
MAJDANEK CONCENTRATION 
CAMP

About 300 hundred thousand people 
were deported to Majdanek camp (au-

tumn 1941 – summer 1944).
The Jewish were the biggest nation in 

the camp. They were Polish Jews from 
the Lublin region, Warsaw  and Białystok, 
and Jews from Slovakia, Chech Republic, 
Germany, Austria, France, Holland, Bel-
gium and Greece. Racism was the reason 
why they were brought  to Majdanek. Lu-
blin KL meant both concentration camp 
and extermination camp for the Jewish 
prisoners. They stayed, in most cases, in 
worst conditions. They were not set free, 
they did not receive mail or parcels with 
food. They were treated with extreme cru-
elty. Many of them were murdered here in 
the gas chambers. The Jewish prisoners, 
with several exceptions, were the only 
ones to be killed in the chambers. The 
biggest execution in the history of Nazi 
camps was carried out in Majdanek. On 
November 3, 1943, 18 000 Jews – men, 
women, children were shot down.

The Polish were the second biggest na-
tionality in Lublin KL. They were mostly 
farmers from the pacifi ed Zamość region, 
prisoners brought from the whole Lublin 
region, and political prisoners. Eastern 
Border (Grodziensk and Lvov Regions) 
inhabitants were also locked out in the 
camp. Majdanek was both a temporary and 
a labour camp for the Polish farmers. They 
were sent, in most cases, for forced labour 
to Germany. Some people were set free.

Among the prisoners there were vil-
lagers from former USSR territory 
– Byelorussia and the Ukraine. They were 
not be set free. When evacuating the 
camp, they were transported to other con-
centration camps in Germany.

The children locked out in Majdanek to-
gether with their parents were a big part of 
the camp community. Usually they were 
treated the same way as adult prisoners. 
Lublin KL had one of the highest death 
toll ratio among all concentration camps. 
The reason for that were extremely bad 
living conditions: terrible sanitary condi-
tions, hard labour, camp regime.

Over fi fty percent of the victims were 
Jewish. The others who were killed or 
died in Majdanek were mainly Polish and 
the USSR citizens. Original camp docu-
mentation was only partially saved from 
the war. Only part of the facts and names 
of prisoners can be found in the documen-
tation. This is why the diaries, memories 
and accounts of the persons locked out in 
Majdanek are of great value.

THE JEWISH CHILDREN

The fi rst group of victims with the Jew-
ish children was sent to Majdanek on 

20 April, 1942. The Jews were driven 
from nearby ghetto in Majdan Tatarski in 
Lublin. There were no gas chambers in the 
camp at that time, and it served as a labour 
camp for men. All children and women 
from this transportation were shot down 
in the Krępiec forest. Other groups of 
Jews with children were sent to the camp 
since autumn 1942.

Jewish people with children were de-
ported to Majdanek to execute the “Re-
inhardt” Plan for exterminating Jewish 
people in General Guberniya [German-

occupied Poland] (March 1942 – Novem-
ber 1943). Most of the Jewish children 
killed in Lublin KL came from Poland 
- mainly from the Lublin region, ghettos 
in Warsaw and Białystok.

The selection was carried out right after 
arrival to the camp. Part of children, after 
separation from their parents, were sent 
directly to gas chambers together with 
the elderly and those unable to work. Only 
some individuals, mainly the adolescents, 
managed to go through the initial selec-
tion, and were registered as adult prison-
ers. Young children who managed to go 
through the selection, were put in the 
women area. It often happened that they 
were separated from their mothers in case 
they stayed in the camp only temporarily. 
In most cases they were not registered in 
the camp records. They wore their own 
clothes or received adults clothes – there 
were no striped camp clothes for children. 
Camp numbers were not given to the Jew-
ish children. They were subject to the 
same rigour as adults. They had to attend 
roll call, they were beaten, tortured and 
starved.

The children were doomed to die after 
some time. As a result of three so called 
“children actions”, carried out in sum-
mer 1943, groups of Jewish children from 
Warsaw, Rejowiec and Białystok ghettos, 
imprisoned in the camp, were sent after 
several weeks to gas chambers and killed.

THE POLISH AND BELORUSSIAN 
CHILDREN

People from the occupied USSR terri-
tory – mainly from Witebsk, Połock, 

Mohylew and Smolensk regions, were 
brought to Majdanek since February 
1943 to February 1944. They were mostly 
women and children captured by Ger-
mans in those territories during punitive 
expeditions. They were sent to women 
area. After spending some time with their 
mothers, the Belorussian children were 
separated from them into isolated barrack 
in December 1943, and transported to 
a children camp near Łódź.

Village people from Zamość region 
were deported to Majdanek since June 30 
to August 1, 1943 as a part of a colonisa-
tion plan carried out in this region. In this 
case children were sent together with their 
parents to men areas.

There were no separate records for chil-
dren in Lublin KL. Polish and Belorussian 
children were registered together with 
their mothers. Majdanek was a temporary 
stage for the Polish children – they were 
taken to forced labour in Germany or 
released from Majdanek. A part of  the 
Polish and Belorussian children recog-
nised as “valuable in race terms” was sup-
posed to be germanised after being taken 
away from Majdanek.

The children were subject to the camp 
rigour, same as adults. They had to attend 
roll call, they were beaten and starved. 
They were dying in the camp because of 
primitive living conditions, starvation and 
diseases. Dozens of Zamość region chil-
dren died in Lublin hospitals soon after 
they had been released from the camp. 
They were not selected into gas chambers, 
as opposed to the Jewish children. The 
exact number of the Polish and Belorus-
sian children-victims of Majdanek camp 
is unknown.
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“THE PRIMER” 
EXHIBITION

CHILDREN IN MAJDANEK CAMP

In 1939 the second world war broke out. The history of this war is also the 

history of lives of children who were forced to work, were taken away from their 

parents and were tortured to death in concentration camps. One of those places was 

Majdanek camp. The lives of Belorussian, Polish and Jewish children are connected 

with the camp. Big part of them were of age to go to school with "The Primer" in 

their schoolbags.

It is "The Primer" that teaches a child to organise and describe the world. It 

contains the simplest social categories that form the basis for relations between 

man and the outside world. The main characteristic of "The Primer" is that it 

presents the world without cruelty and evil. The children were "dragged out" 

from this simple and naive world of "The Primer", and "brought into" the "Camp 

World". It was the world with entirely different "Primer" - the Death Camp Primer.

The "Camp World" that children were brought into, was completely different form 

the world pictured in "The Primer". Camp life brought entirely new experience 

such as: hunger, selection, gas chamber, evil and death. Living in the camp 

deformed and destroyed their psyche forever.

The exhibition presents the lives of four children imprisoned in Majdanek 

(Jewish: HALINA BIRENBAUM and HENRYK ¯YTOMIRSKI; Belorussian: PIOTR 

KIRYSZCZENKO; Polish: JANINA BUCZEK-RÓ¯AÑSKA). One of them was killed in the 

camp - Henio ¯ytomirski.

The story of, most probably, a Jewish girl - El¿unia, is presented in a symbolic 

way . We know her only from what she wrote on a slip of paper in her poem:

"There was once El¿unia

who was dying all alone,

In Majdanek was her father, 

And in Auschwitz was her mum".

The slip of paper with the poem was hidden in a shoe found in Majdanek. The girl 

wrote that she was nine years old, and she was singing the song to a melody of : "Z 

popielnika na Wojtusia iskiereczka mruga" [a nursery rhyme]

Basic information about the camp and the children's lives in Majdanek are 

presented in two small barrack rooms before entrance to the exhibition. A 

clear difference between the lives of Jewish children and children of other 

nationalities (Belorussian and Polish children) is presented there. The Jewish 

children were to be exterminated from the very beginning.

The exhibition in the barrack is divided into two parts separated with the wall:

I - "The Primer World" - Childhood and School

II - "The Camp World"
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Remaining pictures 
used in the 
exhibition are of 
unknown origin. 
They were found in 
the photo books of 
former prisoners 
after liberation 
of the camp in 1944. 
It was established 
that they are 
pictures of the 
Jewish people. 
There is no 
information about 
owners of the 
photo books or the 
children in the 
photos. 
It is difficult to 
asses whether they 
were prisoners in 
Majdanek.

JANINA BUCZEK - RÓŻAŃSKA

TAMARA SAWCZENKO

NINA KIRISZCZENKO

JEKATIENINA JEFREMIENKO

IRENA PODOLSKA

CZESŁAW KONOPKA

MIECZYSŁAW HAJZIUK

JANINA NETZ (HETZ)

HENIO (CHAIM) ŻYTOMIRSKI FLORA EICHENBRENNER

STEFAN RUTKOWSKI

INFORMATION PART
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THE JEWISH 
CHILDREN

THE POLISH AND 
BELORUSSIAN 
CHILDREN

SHELVES WITH SLIDES PRESENTING PHOTOS OF CHILDREN 
BEFORE THEY GOT INTO THE CAMP ARE 

IMPORTANT PART OF THE EXHIBITION. THE SLIDES 

ARE VISIBLE THANKS TO A DAYLIGHT THAT CHANGES 

DEPENDING ON WEATHER, SEASON OF THE YEAR AND 

TIME OF THE DAY, WHICH GIVES IMPRESSION OF CONSTANT 

MOVEMENT AND PASSING TIME AS DAY ENDS.BASIC INFORMATION ABOUT THE CAMP AND THE CHILDREN LIVES 

IN MAJDANEK ARE PRESENTED IN TWO SMALL BARRACK ROOMS 

BEFORE ENTRANCE TO THE EXHIBITION. A CLEAR DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN THE LIVES OF JEWISH CHILDREN AND CHILDREN OF 

OTHER NATIONALITIES (BELORUSSIAN AND POLISH CHILDREN) 

IS PRESENTED THERE. THE JEWISH CHILDREN WERE TO BE 

EXTERMINATED FROM THE VERY BEGINNING.

ONE ROOM REFERS TO THE JEWISH CHILDREN, THE OTHER TO 

THE POLISH AND BELORUSSIAN. ARRANGEMENT OF THE 

ROOMS (FURNITURE USED THERE) RESEMBLES INTERIORS 

OF LIBRARIES AND ARCHIVES. IN EACH ROOM THERE 

ARE FOUR BOOKSHELVES AND A BOX WITH 
A HOLE FOR WATCHING FACES OF THE CHILDREN.

PICTURES OF CHILDREN
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FIRST BOOKSHELF: 

INFORMATION PART
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ACCOUNTS

Accounts concerning 
Jewish 

children

Accounts concerning 
Polish and 

Belorussian children

It was so crowded that we could not stand on our feet. It was 

extremely hot. People were fainting, falling down, the others were 

falling down on them. I was exhausted and eventually I also fell 

down. I was suffocating. I felt I was dying.

HALINA BIRENBAUM

They drove us out of the carriage with shouting and beating. 

We started marching. They watched us around. On the way, those who 

were weak and did not walk fast enough, were shot down. There were 

dead bodies all around the way .

HALINA BIRENBAUM

We reached the place where men were separated from women. 

Horrible place. People tried to stay as long as possible with their 

husbands and sons. They tried not to get separated. Just for a bit 

longer. Germans were beating us with whips, and were shooting. 

They separated us and brought to a large field with women only, 

thousands of women.

HALINA BIRENBAUM

We were driven naked through the field, from stripping rooms to 

bath rooms. The first selection was carried out there. Elderly and 

ill looking persons were put aside. They were supposed to be killed.

JERZY PFEFFER

-- ------ ---------- -- ----- ------ ------------- ---- -- 

------- ---- -------- --- - - --- ----------

-------- ------ ------ - -------- --- ------ ----

---- --- ----- ------------ --- ------- - ---

---------- ----- -------- -------- --- - ---------

--------- --- --- -- -

HENRYK ¯YTOMIRSKI

They drove us to the barracks. A thousand, fifteen hundred persons 

to one barrack. One had to fight for each thing, a bit of space, a 

gasp of air to breathe, a mouthful of water, everything. I saw women 

crowding and fighting over a pot of soup. They were pulling dishes 

one from another, like animals.

HALINA BIRENBAUM

I lost my son in the camp and the sense for living. Here, in this 

death camp the SS-men were killing us, and prisoner foremen 

oppressed us. Here, in the concentration camp we were deprived of 

both precious things and our names.

REGINA FINGIER

Mothers were saying goodbye to their children, they all knew they 

were going to die, and there was no way out. They all walked with 

pride, nobody wept. People walked to the sounds of music as the 

Germans had set the radio speakers. There was a terrible storm. 

It seemed it was the end of the world.

ESTERA RUBINSTEIN

After gassing the people, dead bodies of Jews were transported in a 

tractor trailer a few hundred meters past the bath rooms; the tractor 

was driving all night long between the gas chambers and the place 

where bodies were piled up for burning. The places looked like that:  

metal crates were put on the brickwork. Sometimes instead of the 

crate they put a truck chassis or pieces of railway . They put wood, 

coke or coal under such structure. The bodies were put on the crates 

in several layers, then they were splashed with a flammable liquid 

and set into fire with wooden logs put around.

ZACHEUSZ PAWLAK

We were loaded into a carriage. We were sitting one next to the 

other. The train moved on. If somebody died on the way, he was buried 

at the railway station in some distance from the railway .

PIOTR KIRYSZCZENKO

We were unloaded at a railway station, put into rows and driven. It 

was red hot, people were tired, hungry . There were first dead. People 

would sit in the ditches and die. The Germans were finishing them 

off. It was a terrible transportation.

JANINA BUCZEK-RÓ¯AÑSKA

When a gate closed behind somebody's back, he was no longer 

human - he was a number. He started his vegetation. Death lurked 

behind each corner, as all purposes, all conditions created in 

the camp were meant to finish us off, break down, destroy, both 

biologically and mentally .

EDWARD KARABANIK

One day a group of the Belorussian women and children was 

transported into the camp. They all looked miserable and starving. 

They went though gehenna. Their path was marked with dead bodies 

of children and laments over the ones taken away with force by the 

Germans. Women who had been captured with several children reached 

Majdanek often with one or no kids at all. 

The children who arrived alive were at utter misery condition .

ZOFIA PAW£OWSKA

Everyday life in the camp: roll calls, belongings taken away, 

numbers assigned. We were under extreme oppression. We enjoyed 

every hour to stay alive. Starvation and beating were most 

terrible. Do you know what hell is? It is Majdanek.

JANINA BUCZEK-RÓ¯AÑSKA

We were told that our mother had died. Crying we ran into a barrack 

where she stayed. We found out that all the dead were lying in the 

corner of the barrack under blankets. We took off the blanket and 

saw a lot of dead women. We started throwing over the dead like 

wooden logs. We eventually found our mother. It was impossible to 

recognise her, but it was my mother, our mother for sure. Her face 

was yellow. We were crying our eyes out looking at her. We kissed 

her forehead a few times and walked away .

PIOTR KIRYSZCZENKO

After two months in the camp, I became a completely different 

person. The tears disappeared. You wake up in the morning, you wake 

up your friend, he is dead and you are not afraid of the dead body . 

If he had bread or potatoes in his pocket, you would take it and eat 

it looking in his eyes without fear.

PIOTR KIRYSZCZENKO

At night, I am looking for the living among the groaning to warm my 

shivering body . The prayers would not go through my lips. Desperate 

screams of the dying become unbearable. This is the third prisoner 

I am trying to warm with, but each one goes cold after a while.

KAZIMIERZ WDZIÊCZNY

We saw haggard prisoners driving huge carriages, and putting the 

living and the dead on them. Dreadful things were happening. Some 

would grasp the edge of a carriage or stick their heads out of the 

heap of dead bodies, crying for mercy, or screaming out in different 

languages things I could not understand.

KAZIMIERZ WDZIÊCZNY

THE DRAWS OF THIS BOOKSHELF CONTAIN 

EXERTS FROM THE PRISONERS’ ACCOUNTS. 

THEY ARE ARRANGED TO DESCRIBE 

PARTICULAR STAGES OF THE PRISONERS’ LIVES: 

TRANSPORTATION, THE WAY TO THE CAMP, 

CROSSING THE GATE, RECEPTION INTO THE 

CAMP, LIFE IN MAJDANEK. THE ACCOUNTS OF 

THE JEWISH CHILDREN CONTAIN DESCRIPTIONS 

OF THE SELECTIONS AND THE GAS CHAMBERS.
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CHILDREN BELONGINGS

MUSEUM 
SECOND BOOKSHELF:

THE DRAWS OF THIS BOOKSHELF CONTAIN 

COPIES OF MUSEUM CARDS DESCRIBING PRIVATE 

BELONGINGS OF PRISONERS. THERE ARE 

DESCRIPTIONS OF CHILDREN’S CLOTHES (SHOES, 

JACKETS, HATS) AND OBJECTS LIKE GLASSES, 

BOOKS, DOLLS. IN CASE OF THE JEWISH CHILDREN, 

A STAR OF DAVID IS DESCRIBED, WHICH WAS 

EMBROIDERED ON THEIR CLOTHES.

Museum cards describing 
the Jewish children belongings:

1. Suitcase
2. Luggage label
3. Luggage tag
4. Children's jacket
5. Children's riding-breeches6. Star of David
7. Children's hat
8. Children's shoes
9. Children's shoes
10. Glasses
11. Mirror
12. Tooth brush
13. Toilet case
14. Doll
15. Doll's pillow
16. "Slunicko" book
17. Mug
18. WAFFEN SS dish

INFORMATION PART

Museum cards describing 

the Polish and Belorussian 

children belongings:

1. Children's jacket

2. Children's riding-breeches

3. Children's hat

4. Children's cap

5. Children's shoes

6. Children's shoes

7. Children's shoes

8. Children's shoes

9. Doll

10. Doll

11. Doll

12. Mirror

13. Comb

14. Mug

15. Mug

16. Wooden spoon

17. Tea spoon

18. WAFFEN SS dish
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CARDS
PLACES – OBJECTS 

THIRD BOOKSHELF:

INFORMATION PART

THE DRAWS OF THIS BOOKSHELF CONTAIN COPIES 

OF MUSEUM CARDS DESCRIBING OBJECTS OF 

THE CAMP WORLD (ITS SPACE) THE PRISONERS 

WERE PUT INTO. THERE ARE DESCRIPTIONS OF: 

BARRACKS, BARBED WIRE, BATH ROOMS, GUARD 

TOWERS, LIGHTING, CREMATORIUM. IN CASE OF THE 

JEWISH CHILDREN, THERE ARE CARDS OF CYCLON B 

AND GAS CHAMBERS.

Jewish children

1. Barbed wire

2. Guard tower

3. Guard tower

4. ACHTUNG board

5. WAFFEN SS board

6. Lamp housing

7. Human hair

8. Bath room and disinfection

9. Metal check number

10. Barrack 53

11. Whip

12. Gallows

13. Bath rooms and gas chambers

14. Cyclon B container

15. Cyclon B container

16. Crematorium post-mortem examination table

17. Main crematorium

18. Human ashes

Polish and Belorussian children

1. Barbed wire
2. Guard tower
3. Guard tower
4. ACHTUNG board
5. WAFFEN SS board
6. Lamp housing
7. Barrack 9
8. Human hair
9. Bath room and disinfection10. Metal check number
11. Metal check number
12. Barrack 53
13. Three-level bunk bed 
14. Whip
15. Gallows
16. Crematorium post-mortem examination table17. Main crematorium
18. Human ashes
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LIFE-HISTORIES

FOURTH BOOKSHELF:

FIFTH BOOKSHELF: There is a box in each room, 
where you can watch single film strips 

of an animated "camp life film". 
This is a film made by the prisoner, 

Andrzej Janiszek, for Krysia, 
a daughter of another prisoner.

There are two big drawers containing life-histories 
of four children: the Jewish - Halina Birenbaum, Henio 
¯ytomirski, Polish - Janina Buczek-Ró¿añska, and 
Belorussian - Piotr Kiryszczenko.

INFORMATION PART
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HALINA BIRENBAUM
[...] 

They drove us out of there with screams and beating. They brought us 

to some huge room. It was extremely cold in there. All windows were 

open, there was a terrible draft. There was nothing to rinse our wet 

bodies with. They threw clothes at us. Strange clothes. Big, tall women 

got some small, tight clothing, and the other way round. I got a black 

evening dress with laces, down to my feet. I did not know what to do with 

myself, I was so scared, I only thought about my mother. My sister-in-

law put the dress on me 

in a hurry . She found 

a rope. She tied it up 

in such a way that the 

dress would not be too 

long, so that I would 

not trip over the 

dress. I entered the 

camp. They brought 

all of us into. I was 

totally shocked. 

An open space. There 

was a barbed wire with 

high voltage around, 

guard towers with 

SS-men, machine guns 

pointed at us from 

the towers. I used to 

run away from SS-men 

for all those years, 

we lied in cellars, 

in attics, we always 

would hide away 

- but now there was 

nowhere to hide. Now, 

we were standing in 

such open space, and 

they could see us and 

do anything they 

wanted. I could not 

understand it.
[...]

They drove us to the 

barracks. A thousand, 

fifteen hundred 

persons into one 

barrack. Extremely 

crowded, on the floor, there was no space on that floor. One had to fight 

for each thing, a bit of space, a gasp of air to breathe, a mouthful of 

water, everything... One had to fight for a metal dish, indent, rusty, 

to get some nettle soup in it, cooked nettle full of sand. I could not do 

that. I could not do that for the first few days. 
[...]

JANINA BUCZEK - RÓ¯AÑSKA
We were brought to Majdanek around noon, around two or maybe three p.m.. A big gate in front of us, guard towers. I was still conscious, I was carrying my 

bundles. My mum was carrying 
my brother, Maniuœ, and my 

father was carrying some 
bundles too. They would leave 

them on the way, they would 
leave the briefcases on the way . 
There was a big transportation. 

There were first dead. People 
would sit in the ditches and 

die. The Germans were finishing 
them off. It was a terrible 

transportation. It was on 6th 
or 7th July, 1943. Heat. Huge 

house one. People would faint 
there too without air. Later the 

roof was taken off. Reek... 
And then everyday camp life: 
roll calls, belongings taken 

away, numbers assigned. 
[...]

My father was not there. 
Our mother was there with us. 
We saw our father once in the 

other area, he approached the 
wires. Mum saw him first, she 
showed him to us. She started 

waiving at him, calling him... 
He did not recognise us! 

How terrible we had to look? 
He did not recognise us! Then 
our mum brought Maniuœ up, 

my brother, and then 
he recognised us. 

[...]

HENRYK ¯YTOMIRSKI

INFORMATION PART

Accounts of children heard in the well

Questionnaires of former Majdanek 

prisoners

PIOTR KIRISZCZENKO

[...] 
We were driven past the wires, then a wash in the bath room. 

Men were separated and driven on. Women and children stayed there. 

The Germans shouted, the 

interpreters translated. 

Valuable belongings and 

identification documents 

had to be given away . Women 

and girls had their hair 

cut before entering the 

bath room. Some did not 
want to loose their tresses, 

but there was no mercy . We 

washed ourselves a bit, and 

we were ordered to go to 
another room. Clothes was 

distributed there. The adults 

received striped clothes, 

children received children's 

clothes which was worn by 

many children in European 

countries before arriving 

at Majdanek. It was dark 

when we left the bath room. 

The Germans drove us to area 

number five. The lights 

were on all around. We went 

through the gate, there was 

no way back. 
[...] 
We would go into trash sites 

to find at least some rotten 

piece of bread or potato 

peels. We were so hungry . 

There are no words to express 

it. 
[...] 
We would go into a barrack 

where the Polish people 
stayed. You ask for bread, 

you burst into tears, you talk about your distress. And then you get a piece 

of bread of a match-box size. How precious it was, and tasty .

[...] 
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CHILDHOOD
WORLD

CHILDHOOD WORLD

A FLICKER BLINKED AT VOYTUS

FROM A FIREPLACE,

COME HERE, I WILL TELL YOU A STORY,

THE STORY WILL BE LONG.

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS A WITCH,

SHE HAD A HOUSE OF BUTTER.

WONDERS HAPPENED IN THE HOUSE,

OOPS, THE FLICKER IS GONE.

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS A PRINCESS, 

SHE FELL FOR A MUSICIAN,

THE KING GAVE A WEDDING PARTY, 

IT IS THE END OF STORY.

[Polish pre-war nursery rhyme]

THERE IS A MUSICAL BOX AT THE BEGINNING OF THE EXHIBITION. IF YOU OPEN IT, 

YOU CAN HEAR A POPULAR PRE-WAR LULLABY PERFORMED BY A LITTLE GIRL:

“Z POPIELNIKA NA WOJTUSIA ISKIERECZKA MRUGA” BY JANINA PORAZIŃSKA.
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THE PRIMER WORLD

THE THE 
PRIMER WORLDPRIMER WORLD

THERE ARE PRE-WAR PRIMERS ( POLISH, BELORUSSIAN, JEWISH) PUT ON THE SCHOOL TABLE 
IN THIS PART OF THE EXHIBITION. THERE ARE FOUR CHILDREN NAMES WRITTEN ON THE SCHOOL 

BOARD, WHOSE STORIES ARE PRESENTED IN THE EXHIBITION.
THEY ARE: HALINA BUCZEK-RÓŻAŃSKA, PIOTR KIRYSZCZENKO, HALINA BIRENBAUM, HENIO 

ŻYTOMIRSKI. THERE IS A HUM OF A SCHOOL CORRIDOR AUDIBLE IN THE ROOM: 
SCREAMS AND SHOUTING OF CHILDREN DURING A SCHOOL BREAK.
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THE CAMP WORLD
THE CAMP WORLD
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There is a symbolic “Camp Primer”  in this 

part of the exhibition. The following words 

are described in it: ROLL CALL, BLOCK-

HOUSE, GAS CHAMBER, CREMATO-

RIUM, NUMBER, CAMP, SELECTION, 

TRANSPORT. Each expression is explained 

by the memories of the prisoners. They are 

written and burned out on clay boards to stress 

the power and importance of those Proofs. 

The boards are put on concrete plates. 

When approaching the “Camp Primer” 

we go past the clay boards with the exerts 

of prisoners’ accounts put along the bar-

rack walls. The accounts are arranged in such 

a manner as to describe particular stages of 

prisoners’ lives. The accounts in one of the 

bookshelves in the information room are ar-

ranged in the same way. All texts (written, 

spoken) put in this part of the exhibition are 

the memories of the prisoners. There are no 

comments, historic studies, etc. There are the 

Witnesses and their Proofs only. 

There is a metal framework of a train 

carriage (3 meters wide, 10 meters long) 

put along the middle axis of the barrack 

at the start of the exhibition part named “The 

Camp World”. The door is the only wooden 

part left of the carriage. The metal framework 

of the carriage alternates with the barrack 

wooden roof framework. A white fabric with 

names of children-prisoners, coming from a 

concrete cylinder, is spread along the entire 

carriage.

Four concrete wells erected in the bar-

rack symbolise the lives of the four 

above mentioned children. The wells 

go through the fl oor down to earth. When 

one bends over the well, out of the earth, he 

can hear a story narrated by an adult about his 

childhood spent in the camp. One of the wells 

commemorating Henio Żytomirski is “silent” 

– he has not survived the camp. In the Primer 

World one can hear a song “Z popielnika na 

Wojtusia iskiereczka mruga”, similarly in the 

“Camp world” one can hear Elżunia’s song 

from the fi fth well when opening the music-

box. The lighting in the barrack is arranged in 

such a way that, when looking into the well, 

we can see only darkness. 

There are two boxes of the same size 

as slide boxes in the information room 

put on the  wall at the back. Instead of 

the photos with children’s faces, one can see 

the outside world: trees, distant houses, sky, 

when looking through the hole in the wall. 

One can feel a breath of wind on his face. 

The holes are closed with small doors with 

mirrors attached to them. When opening 

the doors in the evening, there are delicate 

sun rays coming into the barrack, refl ected 

against the mirror.
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EXERTS FROM IMPRESSIONS 
ON "THE PRIMER" EXHIBITION 
BY SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

DEAR EL¯UNIA!

Lublin, June 6, 2003
My name is Ela and I am a student of 
the second year in one of the Lublin 
secondary schools. I am writing this 
letter to express my feelings that have 
been in me for some time (...)
I still remember the peculiar smell of 
the barrack, the twilight inside and chil-
dren’s voices around. They all scared 
me, but my curiosity prevailed. When 
I was reading from the clay boards, the 
descriptions of Majdanek seen with the 
eyes of small children imprisoned there, 
I understood what terrible things they 
had to go through. (...)
I was especially moved by “Elżunia’s 
Song” titled this way by the exhibition 
organisers, which was heard in one of 
the especially designed “wells” made 
the biggest impression on me. (...)
I believe you are well wherever you 
are, you are surely better than on earth 
once. I wish myself and other people 
in this world would never go through 

the things you had to, be the victims of 
pointless wars.

Best regards
Elżbieta Szabelska
Secondary School no.13

***
(...) I enter the barrack. I can hear a 
melody “Na Wojtusia z popielnika”, but 
the lyrics are different,  about the camp. 
Paradoxically they are less real than the 
ones in the original song. Why is it so? 
Why it is easier to acknowledge fantasy 
and fi ction than the facts confi rmed by 
evidence? I do not know. I walk on. A 
small room. A bookshelf. I feel as if I 
were in a fi lm where a detective takes 
a case fi les out of the special drawer. I 
do the same. But there are no criminals’ 
fi les, there are victims’ fi les. Name, sur-
name. Age. A short description. Date of 
death. I look through the window. There 
is a meadow behind it. The camp site. 
Once tragic, now unnaturally peaceful. 
It is hot. The grass waves in a gentle, 
uncontrolled, lazy manner, I walk on. 
I can see wooden boards. Three lan-
guages. One title:  The Primer. First 
introduction to life. The same words in 
Polish, Hebrew and Ukrainian. Maybe 
this is the reason the children were 
killed? They had the same values. I 
look through for a while. I take a look. 
The same song in the background. An-
other room. The biggest. The carriage 
framework in the middle. The same 
was used to bring people and children 
to the camp. A list of juvenile victims 
inside the framework. Polish, Ukrainian 
and Jewish names. Clay boards at the 
barrack walls. Memories of Majdanek 
Children written on them. The lighting 
arrangement makes you look down. 
You have to stop and read it, instinc-
tively. I surrender. I read. The words are 
simple, some are naive, the others are so 
true they hurt. Confessions close to ex-
hibitionism. Words. Just words pressed 
down on the fabric. They are so au-
thentic that they get to me deepetr than 
dozens of publications on concentration 
camps. I read. I can hear a voice. I go to 
a place it is coming from. It is a stone 
ring – a bottomless well. Memories of 
one child. A story of the camp life. An-
other well not far away, a story of a girl. 
Then another one – silent. Yes. Not eve-
ryone managed to deliver his proof. Not 
everyone survived. I can feel the song 
goes round. A moment of break, and it 
starts again. It makes me go into trance. 
A rhythm of receiving information. And 
the smell. I cannot stand it any longer. 
My soul hurts. I cannot interpret every-

thing that gets into me. I cannot. I do not 
want to. I do not understand. I leave. A 
beautiful weather outside. The sun. The 

eyes are getting used to 
the sunlight for a while. 
“The Primer” brought 
some more question 
marks to my mind. I 
cannot imagine many 
of the things, I am just 
unable to. I do not know 
many things. I will never 
fi nd out about many of 
them. I know one thing, 
I do not want to forget it. 
I cannot. It is because of 
one of the wells, the one 
without the sound.

Kamil Pyszniak
Secondary School no.9

***
(...) I was moved and surprised by the 
exhibition presentation method. Hav-
ing seen the exhibition, I realised how 
much can be told without words. Except 
for a short introduction by the host and 
some spoken elements of the exhibition, 
it is entirely based on symbolism. The 
words of the presentation create a spe-
cifi c mood, it serves as background, it 
accompanies the exhibition. (...)

Paweł Zdybel, 3rd grade
Secondary School no.15

***
(...) If I had 53 minutes – said Little 
Prince – I would head for the well... 
(...) I am thirsty, too... Let us look for 
a well... I expressed my discourage-
ment: it is absurd to look for a well in 
the middle of a dessert. Despite that we 
set off. As we were walking for hours 
in silence, the night came and the stars 
started to shine. I saw them as if in a 
dream – I had fever because of thirst. 
(...) As we were walking, we found 
the well in the morning. (...) The well 
we found did not resemble the Sahara 
dessert wells. (...) It was like a village 
well. (...) It is so strange – I said to 
Little Prince – everything is prepared: 
a pulley, rope, bucket... He laughed, 
grasped the rope and moved the pul-
ley. The pulley squeaked, gnashed like 
a fl ag on the roof after a long period 
of stillness. – Listen, we woke up the 
well, and it is singing... (...) The sing-
ing of the pulley sounded in my ears, 
and I saw fl ickering sunlight on the 
waves...” When our group entered the 
barrack, the guide told us to approach 
the well. We were surprised. We walked 
squinting, as our eyes did not accom-
modate to the darkness in the barrack. 
The well we saw resembled a village 
well. There was something missing. 
The pulley, rope and bucket were not 
there. Despite that the well woke up. 
As soon as we bent over it, like Little 
Prince and the pilot, we heard a voice. 
A piercing voice of an elderly woman. 
We listened to a shocking story of the 
person who stayed in Majdanek when 
she was 12. The woman who did not 
enjoy her childhood, and had to deal 
with hell. The hell many adults could 
not survive. Halina Birenbaum. She lost 
her family: mummy, brother. She faced 
death, she waited for her in the gas 
chamber all night long. (...) I expected 
to hear another voice when passing to 
next well. We passed the board saying 
“Henio Żytomirski”. I was curious to 
listen to his story. But he could not tell 
it to us. His only trace, a silent trace, left 
after him were the photos. I was even 
more shocked with the dark emptiness 
I saw bending over the well and look-
ing into the abyss. The well – seems to 
be a simple, prosaic object of everyday 

use, kind of forgotten nowadays, but it 
symbolises so much. It was a source of 
life-giving water for Little Prince and 
the pilot. For us it was a proof remind-
ing us of those who could not enjoy a 
carefree and happy childhood – the way 
we know it, because of human stupid-
ity and pride. We have to remember 
the past and try to draw conclusions. 
We cannot forget that peace depends 
on us. (...)

Sylwia Kudlak
Secondary School no.15

***
(...) Having seen the exhibition, I was 
full of sorrow and emotions. (...) It is 
hard to believe things like that really 
happened. As I followed the life stories 
presented in the exhibition, I wondered 
how it is possible that a child can sur-
vive so much cruelty. It requires a lot 
of strength just to live in those condi-
tions. Many adults would not survive 
such tortures, not to mention small and 
vulnerable beings. I am sure everybody 
asked the same question having seen 
the exhibition: “Why?”, “Why people 
were so cruel to each other, why they 
killed each other, and destroyed their 
childhood?”. It is diffi cult to answer 
this question. I know one thing for sure: 
one should never rule the others’ lives. 
(...) Maybe a part of young generations 
would learn to love and respect others 
by seeing such things. The memories of 
Majdanek will stay in hearts of every 
former prisoner forever.
My childhood memories are wonderful. 
Children who were the camp prisoners 
memorised barbed wire, striped clothes, 
shouting Germans, hunger and death.

Magdalena Korżyńska, 3rd grade
Secondary School no.15

LESSON OF "THE PRIMER"
(...) This exhibition made me (and maybe 
not only me) realise the enormity of war 
tragedy. It showed that the millions of 
exterminated human beings are not only 
the statistics put to historical books, but 
they are millions of personalities, each 
with its own potentials, ambitions, with 
chances to change the world for better. 
The exhibition presented the cruelty of 
war, showed how a fragile human life, 
each being different, each exceptional, 
can be turned into ashes in a blink of an 
eye. It should not be forgotten that each 
death brings mourning to entire family 
and environment the dead person lived 
in – sadness relating to Holocaust is 
unbelievable. It is even more horrifying 
that many of the victims were children 
– including the ones presented in “The 
Primer” exhibition, who died in early 
years of their lives. (...)

Marcin Grabowski
Secondary School no.9

IMPRESSIONS

Marcelina Gęca (Secondary School no.15)

Ewa Bogdan (Secondary School no.15)
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IMPRESSIONS OF THE VIEWERS AND THE STUDENTS ON “THE PRIMER” EXHIBITION

Special thanks to:
Janina Buczek Ró¿añska, Halina Birenbaum,Netka ¯ytomirski 
Avidar - for delivering accounts, photos and documentation 
that were used in the project.

Thanks for co-operation and help with the project to:
Ma³gorzata Rybicka - a second year student at IWA, responsible 
for the visual setting and the catalogue design, 
Marta Wasilczyk - teacher at Art Secondary School
Agnieszka Mazur - a second year student at IWA

Employees of Majdanek State Museum, 
especially to Edward Balawejder - director, JaninaKie³boñ 
- deputy director, and: Ewa Cenzartowicz, Robert Kuwa³ek, Iza 
Ma³ecka, Danuta Oleksiuk, Beata Siwek-Ciupak, Krzysztof 
Tarkowski, Maria Wiœnioch, Anna Wójcik, Wies³awa Zlot, Zofia 
Murawska-Gryñ

Employees of the "Brama Grodzka - Teatr NN" Centre:
Anna Chaber, Marta Kubiszyn, Witold D¹browski, Marcin 
Skrzypek, Marcin Peciak, Krzysztof Wojteczka, Piotr Sztajdel

Persons in the European Commission, supervising the project:
Katarzyna Wenk, Adam Buick, Artur Pooley

Teachers:
Iwona Kryczka, Bo¿ena Doktór, Antoni Kamiñski- of Secondary 
School no.9

Katarzyna Pierzcholska-Kmieæ, Katarzyna Wójcik - 
of Secondary School no.10
Zofia Patorska - of Secondary School no.13
Katarzyna Adamek, Krystyna Szymona, Maria Ignerska - 
of Secondary School no.15
Ewa Grodecka - of Secondary School no.19

Studens of 2nd and 3rd year in the above schools, 

and to other persons:
Wiktoria Koziara - who performed both songs in the exhibition
Sergiej Kowalow - of Belorussian studies department at UMCS
Aneta Obara - representative of Regional Office in Brussels
Sergiusz Matjunin - director of Dom Europa in Lublin
Stanis³aw Wójcik - locksmithing teacher at Zespó³ Szkó³ 
Mechanicznych
Henryk Ko³odziejczyk - cabinet-making teacher of Zespó³ 
Szkó³ Budowlanych
Wies³aw Migda³ - teacher at PKP Sekcja Napraw
Marian Mika - employee of Teatr Lalki i Aktora
Andrzej Misztal - of "Fotografia" photo-shop
Editor Mariusz Kamiñski- of "Radio Lublin"
Olga Grzesiuk - student of Secondary School no.8
Milena Migut - student of St. Staszic Secondary School

Camp prisoners:
Henryk Wujec- camp prisoner
Boles³aw Szymanik - camp prisoner

For delivering documentation and collections:
Mark Shraberman of Yad Vashem, 
Feliks Tych - director of ¯ydowski Instytut Historyczny
Gra¿yna Stoma - director of Pedagogiczna Biblioteka 
Wojewódzka im. KEN
Krystyna Hudzik - director of UMCS library

For media publicity to:
Editor Teresa Karbownik of TVP 3
Editor Agata Koss of "Radio Lublin"
Editor Robert Szuchta of "Mówi¹ Wieki"
Editor Robert Horbaczewski of "Rzeczpospolita"
Editor Grzegorz Józefczuk of "Gazeta Wyborcza"
Editor Andrzej Molik
Editor Teresa Dras of "Kurier Lubelski"
Editor Waldemar Sulisz of "Dziennik Wschodni"
Editor Jerzy Jacek Bojarski of "Niecodziennik Biblioteczny"

and to all those who have given support, advise, and assistance.

Many thanks
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Marta Grudziñska

Author: Tomasz Pietrasiewicz

Visual setting: Ma³gorzata Rybicka
Co-ordinator: Marta Grudziñska
Contents supervisor: Robert Kuwa³ek
Texts authors: Robert Kuwa³ek, Tomasz Pietrasiewicz, Marta Grudziñska
Catalogue graphic designer: Ma³gorzata Rybicka

Catalogue editor: Tomasz Pietrasiewicz, Ma³gorzata Rybicka, Marta 
Grudziñska
Exhibition layout drawing at page 1: Ma³gorzata Rybicka
Photographer: Krzysztof Wojteczko
Editor: Marta Grudziñska
Typesets: Amadeusz Targoñski
Translation: Pawe³ Niedźwiedź

Printed by: Drukarnia Kopia

The project financed by:
European Commission 
"Brama Grodzka - Teatr NN" Centre
Majdanek State Museum 

Edition: 1000 copies

Elementarz angielski.indd   12 2003-09-17, 22:32:08


