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Interview with Wanda Biernacka and Andrzej Jonas


My name is Wanda Biernacka.  I was born in 1919 in Zyrardow, but lived all my life in Warsaw.  My father was a railroad worker, who worked for PKP (the Polish National Railroad).  My mother didn’t work. I have one sister who is six years younger than I am.  In the building where we lived, there were no Jewish families nor were there any in the school I attended. 

I first came in contact with Jews in the Polish Socialist Party, which I joined in 1937.  When the war started, I was 20 years old.  I met the Jonas family at the Siudyla family’s house.  It was there that I was asked to help shelter a Jewish family.  This was a family of four people, a mother, father and two sons, one six years old the other two years old.  The small boy was Andrzej Jonas.  I took him to live with me at my house where he stayed until the end of the war.  Andrzej was five when the war ended.  The older son changed several times the place where he lived.  His parents had no contact with him, and often I was the only one who had any contact with him.  The mother hid at my cousin’s home in Zyrardow near Warsaw until the end of the war.  The four of them, survived the war. 
In addition to the Jonas family, I also helped the Szeleszewski family.  They were a family of four, but because one of the sons, who was twelve years old, looked Jewish, they decided to follow the German announcements and leave Poland for South America.  This was the case of the “Polish Hotel” on Dluga Street in Warsaw.  The Germans collected deposits, and received money from the Jews.  The first transport went to Palestine instead of South America, but the rest of the people from the Polish Hotel went to Treblinka, including the Szeleszewski family where they all died.  I also helped Mrs. Palatynski, the sister of Bronislawa Jonas, and her daughter.  Her daughter was placed in the Boduen plant and there she survived the war and now she lives in Sweden.

I also helped Mrs. Jona Perec.  She didn’t live with us for very long, only from time to time, when she needed a place to stay for a week or two.  One time, in particular, she stayed with us while she was waiting for new identity papers.  This was because her husband, whom I never met, was shot with the family of four that was hiding him.  The Germans conducted a search in the building where he was hiding and when they discovered him, they shot him and the family that was sheltering him.  At any one time, I was helping about eleven people, not including those who just needed identity papers, like Jonas who didn’t need housing just identity papers.  
Identity papers were obtained from the Department of Vital Records.  What I mean is that dead people were resurrected and their files were transferred to the files of living people. A birth certificate was obtained, and then the church would issue a more extended certificate. This certificate would contain the new address, place and date of birth, the parents’ names and professions, and the address and profession of the God parents.  In this way, when a person was arrested, they could give a lot of information about their family and their background.  We also had to get the registration records from before the war and then reregister the person according to new data and address.

When someone lost their papers or had to change their address, new identity papers had to be made, because if the papers were lost one couldn’t live at the same address with a different name.  It took about ten people to make new papers and if you count the number of people who had to change their address two or three times, the number of those who helped shelter the Jews also increased.  It took about twenty people to save one Jewish person.

Poland was the only country in Europe where it was punishable by death for aiding Jews. There were German announcements everywhere, so that every Pole was aware of the risk involved with helping Jews.  Everyone was aware of the great risk they would have to take; losing their own life and the lives of all their family members.
The difference between the life of an Aryan verse life in the ghetto was immense. The food for an Aryan was delivered by smugglers from the surrounding villages, but the delivery of food to the ghetto was very risky.  Many Poles were killed by Germans for delivering food to the ghetto.

While I was on the tram that went through the ghetto, I saw many corpses of old people and children lying on the streets.  These were people who died because of hunger.  I have also seen them on the Aryan side of town where the old people and children would come to scavenge for food from garbage dumps.  Some were shot by the Germans when recognized and some died of hunger.  Life in the Ghetto was horrible.  The children in particular were the worst off; they were skin and bones; like skeletons.
Food to the ghetto was delivered by the Poles who worked in the factories and workshops in the ghetto.  In some of these workshops German military uniforms were sewn or other items made.  Sugar and flour was also put on the wagons with the restocking supplies and delivered to the factories.  In this way, when some firms and factories on the Aryan side employed Jews from the ghetto, these Jews after work ended (at 5:00 p.m.) could get an assortment of food for themselves and bring it back to the ghetto.

Many young people threw sacks of food on the trains going through the ghetto.  From the train platform, they would throw potatoes and bread.  Some would jump off the train; they had food sewn into the lining of their clothing.  This type of help was not always free.  Not everyone could afford to give these items for free.  These Poles took money for the food so that they could buy more food and bring it later.

Delivering food to the ghetto was very risky and was punishable by death.  Some of this help was free, but some was not; these people also had to feed and support their own families.  They could trade the same way on the Aryan side, but they chose to help the people in the ghetto even though it was punishable by death.  The Aryan side didn’t have the same risk.  

In 1984, for my involvement in saving eleven people, I received a medal of honor and a certificate from Yad Vashem.

Interview with Andrzej Jonas:

My name is Andrzej Jonas.  I was born in Warsaw on October 28, 1940.  Mrs. Wanda Biernacka, before Kwiatkowska was my “war mother.”  She took care of me and protected me during the war. My mother trusted her with my life, and she provided a safe shelter for me during the war.
My memory of that time is very limited because I was a child, but some memories from that period I remember very well.  My first memory is of the time before we escaped the ghetto, before its liquidation.  This is a memory of a small dark room and my mother in it.  I have few memories from the time when I lived with Ms. Wanda.  One is of the time when in the morning, I woke up and in my room on the night table; I discovered a wooden toy, that was a dump truck filled with candies.  I don’t recall if that was because of my birthday or because of Christmas day.  I was told that it was St. Nicolas who left it for me, but I think it was my mother.

In Ms. Wanda’s house, my favorite place was the kitchen and sitting crossed leg on a large wooden chest filled with coal.  I would eat dry bread that was saved for darker times, soaked in water while the mother of Ms. Wanda was working in the kitchen.  I also recall one incident when I saw a German soldier who was injured and had his arm in a sling, in the garden and I with my little wooden toy gun charged at him calling out “hands up.”   The neighbors were very uneasy about this but the soldier just laughed.

Right after the war, my mother took me back.  I remember one time when I was walking in the street with my mother we saw some women selling pastries and bread on the street.  I wanted my mother to get me some, but she didn’t have any money.  She asked me to sing Russian songs.  Warsaw then was occupied by the Russians.  I sang the songs and made some money and was able to get the sweet roll.

I also remember meeting my father once in a coffee shop.  He bought me a soft boiled egg. I think this was the first time I ever had an egg. My father also survived the war.  My other beautiful memories have to do with food.  I remember being given slices of bread with diced onion and oil.  This is all I can remember from this time.  
I also want to show you this photograph of me.  It was taken at the time the Russian officers headquartered in our building.  These were officers who came to liberate the right side of Warsaw while the left side of Warsaw lived through the drama of the uprising.

I remember getting friendly with the officers.  One time I was given a large glass of beer that had alcohol, and I was unconscious for a very long time after drinking it.

When I was on vacation, outside Warsaw, I also met other Russian soldiers and became friendly with them.  This is where I learned how to sing Russian songs that later helped me make some money and buy sweet rolls.  


