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THE CLOSEST STORIES FROM WORLD WAR 11

On August 31, 1939, officers of the German Securzty Service, disguised in Polish uniforms, seized the
radig station building in Gliwice and broadcast a speech calling for an anti- German uprising. At
the scene, they left the bodies of supposed Polish soldiers, who were, in reality, murdered
concentration camp prisoners. This event, known as the Gliwice provocation, was a parformed used
by Hitler to justify the claim that Poland attacked Germany on September 1, and that from 4.:4.5
AM, Germany was merely responding to aggression. The fighting began with the shelling of the
Polish military outpost at Westerplatte by the battleship Schleswig-Holstein. T'he battles continned
until the night of September 16-17, when the Soviets invaded Poland and declared that the Polish
state no longer existed. The Soviet Union (USSR) thus fulfilled its part of the Ribbentrop-Molotov
Pact.Our country was devastated, and mass murders, rapes, and forced displacements occurred.

A part of this tragic history is my uncle, Franciszek Kulawik, born on Fanuary 18, 1936, from
Borzyszkowo, Sepdino County, who, on September 1, 194.1, was sent to the labor camp in Potulice as
a s-year-old child, along with his sister and brother, both under the age of 12.0n February 1, 1941,
a resettlement camp was established in Potulice. Initially, it operated as a subcamp of Stutthof,
which was the first and longest-existing German concentration camp-in' what is now Poland. In
Fanuary 1942, Potulice was administratively separated and became independent. It is estimated that
about 25,000 people were held there. The Germans sent Polish families to the camp as par{ of their
plan to destroy the Polish nation, taking over their farms and giving them to German 'Jéttlé'm. Poles
were forcibly evicted from their homes and land, stripped of property rz'gbtj,_dndtallawed to-take only
personal belongings—blankets, kitchen utensils, money, and a supply of food. These dépbé-r'mt,z'om were
brutal, carvied out at night to maximize fear. At the time, the camp consisted of the Potulz'c'%z'famz'ly
palace, an annex, and a former monastery workshop building. There was no furniture—only straw on
the floors. There was no heating, no sanitation, and very limited access to running water. Meals
consisted of coffee (made from grains, pine cones, or nettles), dry black bread, and thin soup. Prisoners
spent a few days in these conditions before most were sent to the General Government.During this
periad, the camp was guarded by 14 armed men, and its commander was §SS-Hauptsturmfishrer
Waldemar Tennstaedt. Malnutrition, lack of medical cave, and terrible hygiene conditions led to the
spread of disease and epidemics. Lice, fleas, and bedbugs were everywhere. Mortality was high,
especially among the elderly and children.According to my uncle’s account, his younger sister died of
prneumonia due to the terrible conditions, and nothing is known about his brother’s fate. Physical
punishments weve common. A dungeon was set up in the palace basement, and a penal labor unit
(Strafkolonne) was created. Adults were forced to work inside the camp in various workshops
(aircraft wing repaiv, fur processing, wickerwork) or sent to work in agriculture or armament
factories in other locations.In 1941, my uncle’s parents were sent to different camps. His mother,
Zofia Kulawik, was deported to Mainz for forced labor in the Third Reich. His father, Franciszek
Kulawik (Franz), a farmer, was imprisoned in Radom, later transferrved to the Auschwitz
concentration camp, where he was assigned the prisoner number 137457, and then sent to
Sachsenbhausen. In 194.4, he returned to Potulice, where he found his children and other elderly
prisoners. T'he children also had to work to survive.
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« Both ezdult.r and teenagem over the ezge af Iy were auzgned to laéer wbzle younger
ebzldren aged 13 and up, were given lngter tasks. Children hetween the ages of 6 and
12 were forced to geztber forest resources, such as nettles, pine cones, berries, and
mushrooms. My uncle often recalled how children were subjected to bengz‘_ Mmeasurement,
using a marker built by the Germans for selection purposes. Those who could walk under
the marker were sent to collect nettles, while taller children were assigned to pick
bervies and rasphervies.Since ;hy uncle was short, he tried to join the taller group by
standing on his toes as he passed under the marker. He knew that by going into the
forest to pick fruit, he would have a chance to eat and bring some food to his younger
‘rz'yter.People'lz'-‘vz'ng,near the camp sometimes threw bread or potatoes over the fence for
the childvren. However, my uncle had to be extremely careful not to be eezugbt—'—z'f he way
seen, he risked being beaten or even executed by firing squad.During one such attempt to
get food, an S§ officer struck him on tbe, head with a rifle butt, causing hearing damage
and a J/eullfraeture The bam/y realities of camp life taught him resourcefulness and
| survival skills. Breakfast was served very early in the morning and consisted of black
coffee and a tiny portion ef bread. After some time, my uncle realized that standing at
the end of the jz'n‘e meant that his coffee would contain not only liquid but also grounds,
which made 1t move filling. Lunch varied depending on the season and available cropy.
Soup was made from nettles, sugar beet leaves, rutabaga, beet pulp, or green tomatoes.
Potatoes were never seen in the soup.Dinner consisted of bread made from sawdust from
decrduous trees, potatoes, ebeem'un, and rye flouwr.lf the guards found that a child had a
larger amount of food than what was distributed, or any food other thaw what had been
 issued that day, they were beaten until they lost consciousness and then locked in the
basement. If the child survived, they were released; if not, their body was taken to the
cemetery on the other side of the camp.Unlike in other camps, the children in Potulice
were not tattooed with prisoner numbers. Instead, they were given tags or patches with
their parents’ camp numbers. After three years in the camp, in 19044, my uncle was found
by his father, whom he did not recognize because he had no memory of him. His father
tdentified him by the prison number tattooed on his own body. This 15 how my uncle
avoided the fate of many other children who were never claimed and were likely
executed. The camp was liberated on Fanunary 21, 1945. 45 a young man, my uncle met

Maria Kulawik (née Mzyk), the youngest sister of my great-great-grandmother,
Michalina. They marvied and settled in Bytom. He worked as a miner until his

retivement.
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IN MEMORY oF FraNCISZEx KULAWIK - MY UNCLE
JaNxuarY 18, 1936 - FEBRUARY 12, 2025
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