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The National Day of Remembrance of Poles
Rescuing Jews under German Occupation - 24 March

 

 

German aggression in September 1939 initiated the most tragic period
in the history of Poland. In occupied territories the Germans introduced
unheard-of terror, aimed primarily at the Polish population and the
large Jewish minority. In 1941, the leaders of the German Reich
decided to physically annihilate the entire Jewish nation, and then
proceeded to the implementation of this task. As a result of the
German invader's terror, a total of 5.5-5.8 million European Jews were
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killed by the end of the war, half of whom had Polish citizenship.

Despite the anti-Jewish propaganda spread by the occupant, the
Germans saw that a number of Jews can still count on the support of
Poles. In order to prevent this, on 15 October 1941, they issued a
decree on the death penalty for any form of aid offered to Jews, and
then extended the punishment to those who knew about the fact of
granting help but did not report it to the Germans. It is estimated that
even hundreds of thousands of Poles could have provided immediate
or longer help to their Jewish neighbours.

Organized help was provided under the auspices of the Polish
Government-in-Exile, which alerted the world about the Holocaust and
through a large number of its officials and diplomats helped in practice,
and the Polish Underground State, under which the “Żegota” Council
for Aid to Jews, a specialized unit non-existent in other occupied
countries, operated. A number of religious congregations and priests,
including bishops, were also involved in the help. However, the
greatest support was given by individual people. Their courage was all
the greater because they were often afraid not only of the Germans,
but also of denunciators reporting to the Germans on everyone who
acted against the occupational "law".

Just as researchers have not determined the exact number of Poles
saving Jews, so we do not know all the data about Jews saved by Poles
- there were probably tens of thousands of them. Approximately a
thousand Poles died from the hands of the Germans for helping Jews.
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