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“Our duty to present
and future generations”

VICTIMS’ EFFORTS TO DOCUMENT THE NAZI ATROCITIES

Victoria Van Orden Martinez

Researcher at the Department of History at Lund University

As Allied troops closed in on Nazi extermination, concentration, and
labor camps in 1944 and 1945, the SS attempted to destroy evidence of
their crimes, including documents that detailed the bureaucratic evidence
of genocide. In the spring of 1944, as the Soviet army marched toward
the Majdanek concentration camp in Lublin, Poland, “the order was
given first to dismantle the camp barracks and then to destroy evidence
of crimes, such as the gas chamber and documents.” Likewise, in late
October 1845, the “systematic destruction of the evidence of mass mur-
der” began at Auschwitz-Birkenau. “All trace of the documents, as all
trace of the corpses, was to be obliterated.”? Fortunately, these efforts were
only partially successful, and not only because there was not sufficient
time to complete the task.

During and after the war, Jews and other victims documented the
crimes against them in diverse ways. In ghettos, camps, exile, and hiding
during the war, victims risked their lives to paint, draw, photograph, and
write about what was happening, gain access to official SS and other
documents and smuggle them out of the camps, and pass on information
to underground groups, governments in exile, and international author-
ities.*> Thanks in part to these efforts, valuable evidence of the Nazi
atrocities was saved that contributed to history and justice in ways that
are still not fully realized and researched. Evidence created, collected,
and given by victims played an essential role in postwar war crimes trials,
such as the Nuremberg trials, and in communicating to the world the
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unfathomable realities of Nazi persecution and genocide.* Moreover, as
historian Laura Jockusch has shown, through individual and collec-
tive efforts, “the documentation initiatives stockpiled extensive archival
collections that formed the basis for the major Holocaust archives,
museums, and research facilities in Europe and Israel that have provided
an institutional structure for subsequent research.” Lund University has
an incredible archive of documentation and materiality created, collect-
ed, and preserved thanks to the efforts of the Nazis’ victims who came to
Sweden as repatriates in 1945. The purpose of this paper is to draw at-
tention to this important evidence of the Nazi atrocities in Lund and
highlight a few examples of this invaluable material that contribute to
memory and understanding of the Holocaust in honor of Holocaust
Remembrance Day 2025, the eightieth anniversary of the liberation of
Auschwitz-Birkenau.

Evidence of the Nazi Atrocities in Lund

In the spring and summer of 1945, the Swedish public came face to face
with the horrors of the Nazi atrocities when around 30,000 survivors of
Nazi persecution — around one-third of whom were Jewish — were brought
to Sweden via two “rescue and relief” operations, both popularly referred
to by the mode of transport: the White Buses, organized by the Swedish
Red Cross, and the White Boats, conducted in coordination with the
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. Between March
and early May, the White Buses mission evacuated as many as 21,000
prisoners from still-functioning Nazi concentration camps and brought
them across the Oresund strait by ferries to Malmo. The White Boats
carried nearly 10,000 extremely ill displaced persons from Liibeck in
Germany to various Swedish ports during July 1945, including Malmé.¢
On arrival in Sweden, they were initially placed in either hospitals or
reception centers where they were subject to a mandatory quarantine
period before ultimately being transferred to various facilities arranged
to receive them, mostly in the south of Sweden. In Lund, six large build-
ings used as quarantine facilities as well as field hospitals and spaces
allocated in other buildings accommodated around 2,700 of the former
prisoners who arrived in the spring.” The intention was that these so-
called “repatriates” would stay in the country long enough to recover
their health and then return to their homes or migrate elsewhere.
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After Scandinavians, the second largest group of liberated prisoners
brought to Sweden in mid-1945 were Poles, who numbered around
13,000, of whom between 4,000 and 7,000 were Jewish. Dr. Zygmunt
Lakociniski, a Polish academic working as a foreign language assistant at
Lund University, began working as an interpreter for the many Polish
survivors. Recognizing that the former prisoners’ belongings were being
burned for sanitation purposes and that many important objects and
much potential evidence were being destroyed as a result, fakocinski
intervened with the local authorities and managed to have the practice
stopped.® Recognizing the importance of this material as objects of
memory and evidence of the Nazi’s crimes, ELakocinski began collecting
these items. Soon, he was being helped by around forty Jewish and
non-Jewish female Polish survivors who, even while still in quarantine
camps, gathered artifacts and testimonies from other survivors as part
of volunteer documentation commissions. At the same time, they and
other women coordinated with Eakocinski to establish a formal working
group to conduct detailed interviews with Jewish and non-Jewish former
prisoners and continue gathering materials brought from the camps that
could serve as evidence in postwar war crimes trials. Lakociniski’s wife,
Carola von Gegerfeldt, helped gain the support of Swedish historian
Sture Bolin at Lund University, which contributed to the group known
today as The Polish Research Institute in Lund receive funding from
the Swedish government between October 1945 and November 1946.°
Seven women and two men - all Polish survivors of Nazi persecution,
only one of whom, Luba Melchior, was Jewish — were formally employed
to conduct this and other work, although many other survivors were
involved in a variety of ways.' Perhaps the most well-known aspect
of their work is the collection of 512 witness testimonies given by Jewish
and non-Jewish Polish survivors of Nazi persecution who came to
Sweden. The testimonies were the result of interviews and correspon-
dence between the survivor-employees of the institutes and other Jewish
and non-Jewish Polish survivors. Among the 512 so-called “complete”
witness testimonies in the PIZ collection, 61 were given by Jewish former
prisoners."

After government funding for the institute ended at the end of No-
vember 1946, most of the repatriates involved moved on with their lives,
some in Sweden. By 1949, only one former institute employee, non-
Jewish Polish survivor Ludwika Broel-Plater, and Zygmunt Eakocinski
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were left to continue the work of PIZ. Concerns over the safety of the
collected material led to the decision to transfer the witness testimonies
to the United States for safekeeping. The rest of the collection contained
material only marginally less vulnerable, including transport lists, maps
of concentration camps, lists of names of the murdered, information
about the Ravensbriick ‘Rabbits’ (women subjected to Nazi medical
experiments), and poetry, art, and handmade objects made in the con-
centration camps. Broel-Plater, who became a Swedish citizen in 1957,
safeguarded this material in her apartment until 1964, when it was
placed in the Lund University Library. Subsequently, many of the objects
in the Polish Research Institute collection were loaned to the local
history museum Kulturen in Lund, where they were displayed for the first
time in 1966 in a temporary exhibition.”? Soon after Broel-Plater’s death,
the testimonies that had been sent in the United States were returned to
Sweden, reuniting the entire collection in Sweden.

The material held at both the Lund University Library and Kulturen
lay dormant until the 1990s, when an awakening of Holocaust memory
occurred in Sweden and elsewhere in the world that contributed to acti-
vating the documents and objects. While scholars began working with
the witness testimonies at the Lund University Library, Kulturen pre-
sented the objects in several temporary exhibitions and, ultimately,
a permanent exhibition, A dverleva — Roster frin Ravensbriick (To survive
- Voices from Ravensbriick), which opened in 2005. The examples of
documentation presented in this paper are all connected with the Polish
Research Institute in Lund and the archives and collections associated
with it; primarily here at Lund University and at the local museum
Kulturen in Lund.

Art as Testimony

“In January 1945 came a transport of Hungarian Jewish women who had
been herded on foot from Hungary to Ravensbriick,” wrote Polish artist
Jadwiga Simon-Pietkiewicz in February 1946. “They arrived in a state of
utter exhaustion. Many had frostbitten hands and feet; gangrene set in
and limbs had to be amputated. Many women died. Many were driven
to the chimney for having amputated legs.”? Simon-Pietkiewicz (1909-
1955), a political prisoner of the Ravensbriick concentration camp, was
an eyewitness to these women’s suffering and deaths while confined in
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the infirmary. But her witness testimony, given in Sweden after the war
- which is in the Polish Research Institute collection at the Lund Uni-
versity Library - is only one form of testimony she left behind. Beginning
with her arrest by the Gestapo in February 1941 for clandestine resistance
activities and imprisonment, first in Pawiak Prison in Warsaw and then
in the Ravensbriick concentration camp, Simon-Pietkiewicz drew and
painted her fellow prisoners.!*

In Nazi concentration camps, prisoners could simultaneously resist
dehumanization and create testimony to the suffering of the victims by
painting and drawing what was happening around them. Although it put
both the artists and their subjects at risk of severe punishment and even
death, the creation of art provided the artists with a creative and mental
escape from the terrible circumstances of their imprisonment and the
subjects some small hope that they and their suffering might not be for-
gotten. To artists and subjects alike, the artworks were understood as
testimony, and in the creation of that testimony to their suffering, there
was a sense of moral and historical responsibility, as well as of agency.”
Through this “illegal” activity, Simon-Pietkiewicz created a record of life
and death through hundreds of works of art that were smuggled out of
Pawiak and Ravensbriick, including to Sweden. Polish literary scholar
Barbara Czarnecka estimates that over 300 of Simon-Pietkiewicz’s paint-
ings and drawings of her fellow prisoners are held in Swedish and Polish
collections, including at Lund University and at Kulturen.'® At least
two of the works Simon-Pietkiewicz carried with her to Sweden depict
Hungarian Jewish women such as those she describes in her witness
testimony. The watercolor titled “Hungarian Jewish Woman ‘Chinese’,”
dated February 18, 1945, and painted the Ravensbriick infirmary, is
now in the collection of the Malmé Art Museum in Sweden.”” Although
the name of the woman is not clear, contemporary sources tell us that
she studied medicine in Hungary and ultimately died in Ravensbriick."
Another watercolor titled “Sick Hungarian Jewish Woman” appeared
in the Swedish newspaper Expressen in December 1945, which explained
that the woman died, presumably in Ravensbriick, when she was 16 years
old.” These artworks are a testimony to the life and death of these
women which would otherwise have gone unrecorded. Both were among
the dozens of watercolors and pencil sketches displayed in Lund as
early as June 1, 1945 — just one month after Simon-Pietkiewicz came to
Sweden as a liberated concentration camp prisoner. Further exhibitions
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Figure 1: Pencil drawing depicting Janina Piatek, made by Jadwiga Simon-
Pietkiewicz in the Ravensbriick concentration camp. Dated 27 November
1944. The Polish Research Institute Collection, Volume 42:e, Lund Uni-
versity Library (copyright free image).

in Sweden, Denmark, and Poland - up to and including the present day
- have been integral to enabling the public to bear witness not only to
human suffering but also to victims’ active resistance to dehumanization
in the camps.?’

Several of Jadwiga Simon-Pietkiewicz’s artistic testimonies are held in
the Polish Research Institute collection at Lund University Library and
are available digitally on the Witnessing Genocide portal, where they
can be studied and analyzed alongside the witness testimonies, which
address many of the themes depicted in the artworks. On exhibit at Kul-
turen in Lund are Simon-Pietkiewicz’s watercolor paints and a paint-
brush “made from a stolen shaving brush, attached to a piece of twisted
sheet,” that she used in Ravensbriick, and which testify to the ingenuity
of victims of the Nazis in their quest to document the atrocities as they
were happening.?!
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Stolen Evidence

“There is an original document, dated April 6, 1945, which is one of the
departure lists for the mythical camp called Mittwerda — perhaps the last
such list, but in any case, the only one which, to my knowledge, remains
intact. It includes 480 names,” explained French survivor of the Ravens-
briick concentration camp Germaine Tillion in her 1973 book titled
Ravensbriick. “The identical meaning of ‘Mittwerda’ and ‘gas chamber’
had been obvious from the first to the prisoners who had the responsibil-
ity of maintaining the Mittwerda lists, since they recorded the names and
numbers of the victims as they were taken away.”? The existence of this
singular document showing the names of individuals sent to the gas
chamber, known as the Mittwerda list, is thanks to Polish political pris-
oner Halina Strzelecka (1907-1968), who was one the repatriates involved
in the early collection work in Sweden and later became one of the nine
survivor employees of the Polish Research Institute. In her 1945 witness
statement in the Polish Research Institute collection, Strzelecka declares,
“I took this letter from files in a drawer belonging to SS-Oberscharfiihrer
Heintz [sic, Hans] Pflaum. This list is one of many lists under which
transports went to the gas chamber and which vanished without a trace.””
Having risked her life to take the list, Strzelecka brought it with her to
Sweden when she arrived there as a repatriate in May 1945. She allowed
the group to make a photocopy of the list, thus adding a key piece of
evidence to the Polish Research Institute collection.?*

Perhaps the most important function this copy of the Mittwerda list
served was helping to convict Ravensbriick commandant Fritz Suhren,
who signed the list. Initially arrested by the British army in 1945, Suhren
escaped in November 1946, just before he was to be put on trial as part
of the Hamburg Ravensbrick trials, 1946-1948. In 1949, he was arrested
in Bavaria by United States soldiers and transferred to French jurisdic-
tion for prosecution. Under interrogation, Suhren denied that he was
involved in the murder of prisoners in the gas chamber, a claim the Mitt-
werda list directly contradicted. It was therefore an essential document
to convict Suhren. The problem was that the French prosecutors did not
have a copy and could not get one through the usual “hierarchical chan-
nel” in time for the trial. Consequently, the French Examining Magis-
trate asked Germain Tillion to obtain a copy through her own channels.
Aware that a copy of the list was held by the Polish Research Institute in
Sweden, Tillion contacted former institute employees she had known in

93



VICTORIA VAN ORDEN MARTINEZ

Figure 2: Image of one of the
photocopies of the original
list of prisoners sent from
Ravensbriick CC to death
camp “Mittwerda,” dated
April 6, 1945. In the collec-
tion of the Polish Research
Institute in Lund, Volume
30. Courtesy Lund Univer-
sity Library.

Ravensbriick, non-Jewish Polish survivor Helena Dziedzicka and Ludwika
Broel-Plater in late 1949. “The Mittwerda list is of great importance
because it is an irrefutable document proving SUHREN'’s responsibility
for the extermination of the camp,” Tillion wrote to Broel-Plater.” Broel-
Plater fulfilled Tillion’s request in time for the list to be used as evidence
in Suhren’s trial, which ended with a guilty verdict.?® Had it not been for
Halina Strzelecka’s courageous act of “stealing” this list and smuggling
it out of Ravensbriick, this might not have been possible.

Clandestine Communication

While the Mittwerda list is a rather conventional piece of evidence, the
same cannot be said of an otherwise normal-looking envelope in the
Polish Research Institute collection. Dated May 6, 1943, the envelope
contains a secret message written in urine as a form of invisible ink.?” It
was written by Janina Iwainiska (1925-1983), a Polish political prisoner
and one of the so-called Ravensbriick “Rabbits,” 74 Polish women on
whom SS medical doctors performed grisly medical experiments in the

94



“OUR DUTY TO PRESENT AND FUTURE GENERATIONS”

Ravensbriick concentration camp, starting in August 1942.2 Wounds
were inflicted on the women and deliberately infected so the SS doctors
could test the eflicacy of sulfonamides, or sulfa drugs. Bones were delib-
erately broken and limbs amputated to test bone-grafting, setting, and
transplantation techniques. Those who did not die suffered lifelong dam-
age to their bodies and minds.”

Individually and collectively, Iwariska and other women resisted the
violence being committed against them. They managed to gather evi-
dence and document what was happening to them, including photo-
graphically, and communicate their plight to the outside world with this
evidence, at times using urine as invisible ink, as Iwanska did.** Accord-
ing to Iwanska, the idea to use urine as invisible ink was just one of the
innovations she and others employed in their efforts to communicate
with the outside world. As she later explained:

In light of such a hopeless situation, on 1 January 1943 we decide to com-
municate through the Underground with the Polish government. On 2
January 1943, [...] we send the first messages written in invisible ink on the
regular camp paper, covertly instructing our families to heat the letter with
an electric iron. This is how the information about the executions and
surgeries got out. After a few months, a thought occurs to me that the inside
of the envelope provides more space than a sheet of paper, all the more that
we have now received a new batch of writing paper which did not help us at
all because it was glossy and, when it was held against the light, the invisible

ink could be seen.”

Historian of medicine Aleksandra Loewenau describes the professional
approach taken to these communications and how they were created to

serve as testimony, with the women recognizing their role as witnesses
already in the concentration camp:

The information provided was very precise and included details about
operations, including the number performed and the number of subsequent
deaths, as well as information regarding executions. In the “Rabbits” opinion,
it was absolutely crucial for those letters to be preserved in their original
format as testimonies so they could be used as evidence in case none of them
survived.®

Their efforts were so effective that the Polish government-in-exile used
the information it received in a March 1944 report that informed the
Allies of what was happening in Ravensbriick and other camps. This
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Figure 3: Image of the envelope with a secret message written in urine, sent
by Janina Iwanska’s to her father in May 1943. In the collection of the
Polish Research Institute in Lund, Volume 37. Courtesy Lund University
Library.

alleviated the situation of the Rabbits to an extent and prompted Folke
Bernadotte of the Swedish Red Cross to make their release part of his
negotiations with Heinrich Himmler in February 1945, though this aspect
of the evacuation was largely unsuccessful.*® Miraculously, Iwanska sur-
vived along with more than 6o other Rabbits by hiding among the gen-
eral Ravensbriick prisoner population with the help and support of oth-
er prisoners until their liberation.’* Iwariska’s testimony and evidence
were used in the Hamburg Ravensbriick Trials, where another Polish
political prisoner, Helena Dziedzicka, who was a repatriate in Sweden,
was a key witness. This rare example possibly came into the Lund Uni-
versity Library’s collection through contact between the two women.®

Conclusion

The quote in the title of this paper comes from a letter written by Luba
Melchior in February 1948 to her friend and former Polish Research
Institute colleague, Krystyna Karier, in which Melchior writes, “The work

96



“OUR DUTY TO PRESENT AND FUTURE GENERATIONS”

for the institute is our duty to present and future generations. We suf-
fered and can understand and orient the material.”*¢ Melchior was born
in Radom, Poland in 1912, and it was in the Radom Ghetto that her
mother was murdered during the liquidation of the large ghetto in August
1942. Her father, husband, and young son all survived the liquidation of
the ghetto but were each murdered in Auschwitz. Although some of the
victims documenting the Holocaust were professional historians, most
- including Melchior - were not. Her commitment to documenting the
Holocaust through her work at PIZ and in other capacities was driven by
a sense of moral duty that was common among other victims who did
this important work.” The three examples highlighted here demonstrate
that this moral imperative was held by many of the Nazis’ victims both
during and after the Second World War and the Holocaust.

While historians have tended to prioritize the important collection of
testimonies in the Polish Research Institute archive, leaving the objects
and other materiality held by the Lund University Library and Kulturen
to public exhibitions, this paper has endeavored to demonstrate how
often-overlooked material in these collections have and continue to in-
form understandings of the history of the Second World War and the
Holocaust. In addition, they provide insight into the Aftermath of these
cataclysms - including the actions and experiences of displaced persons,
relations between victim groups, and of course, the behind-the-scenes
operations of the documentation initiatives themselves. Rather than focus
only or mainly on the testimonies, this paper has shown how the mate-
riality in the collections enhances understandings of the events these
individuals witnessed and experienced. As historian Leora Auslander has
argued:

Each form of human expression has its unique attributes and capacities;
limiting our evidentiary base to one of them—the linguistic—renders us un-
able to grasp important dimensions of human experience, and our explanations
of major historical problems are thereby impoverished.®

The examples given here exemplify not only the historical significance of
individual objects but also how they have shaped and continue to shape
our understanding of Holocaust experience and survival. Researchers
have still only just scratched the surface in terms of analyzing and under-
standing the material contained in these collections, but awareness of the
material is increasing and much of it is available online. In whatever form,
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the evidence and testimonies created, rescued, collected, and preserved
by Lakociniski, Simon-Pietkiewicz, Strzelecka, Dziedzicka, Melchior,
Iwanska, Karier, Broel-Plater, and many others can be seen as a gift. Not
just a gift of empirical material for historians, although they are certain-
ly that. But also, a gift of remembrance. With these gifts, we can remem-
ber not just the Nazi atrocities, nor even just the memory of the victims,
but also their faces, their names, their handwriting, their struggles, and
their sacrifices.
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