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The poster ofthe 

exhibition "Olympics 

behind barbed wire", 

which can be seen 

until the end ofthe 

year in the Warsaw 

Olympic Centre.

Among the objects 

shown is the competi

tion programme ofthe 

"Olympic Games” in 

Woldenberg (excerpt).
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M uzeum  Sportu i Turystyki w W arszaw ie •  ul. W ybrze ie  Gdynsk ie  4 (Centrum  Olimpi)skie)

Atthe beginning ofSeptem ber 2014, the w hole of Poland 

remembered the German invasion of 75 years ago, w hich 

at the sam e tim e marked the start of the Second World 

War. In 1939, som e *4.20,000 Polish so ld iers, of w hom

19.000 were officers and 33 generals, becam e Germ an 

prisoners of war. In a d d itio n  around 200,000 c iv ilia n s 

were also interned. A  fu rth er 250,000 soldiers, including

18.000 officers, became Soviet prisoners of w ar from the 

m iddle of Septem ber after the advance of the Red Army 

into eastern Poland.

On 10th Septem ber, the Polish M useum of Sports and 

Tourism  opened the doors on an e x h ib itio n  en titled  

"Ig rzyska  za d ru ta m i"  -  “O lym p ics b e h in d  barbed 

w ire" at the "Olym pic Centre" of Warsaw (ul. Wybrzeze 

Gdynskie 4). This runs till the end of the year and fits in 

w ell w ith  th is p ainfu l episode in the n atio n's history. 

It is ded icated  to the 70th a n n iv e rsa ry  of the Olym pic 

Games o f 1944.

Olympics of 1944? Were they not cancelled? The Games 

w hich the IOC had aw arded to London in 1939 certainly 

d id  not take p lace. And yet "O lym p ic G am es" w ere

held in fact at the Germ an prisoners of w ar cam ps in 

Pom erania, w here mostly Polish officers were interned. 

In "Oflag II C" in W oldenberg (today the Polish town of 

Dobiegniew ), the largest cam p, there were about 6000 

officers, and in "Oflag II D" in Gross Born (today Borne 

Sulinowo) around 5000.

On 27th Ju ly  1929, G e rm a n y  had s ig n e d  the th ird  

Geneva Convention on the treatm ent of prisoners of 

w ar. Essent a lly  the N ational So cia list regim e, w hich  

had come to pow er in 1933, held to the p rovisions of 

the Hague R egulatio ns of 1907, w hereby prisoners of 

w ar were to be treated exactly the sam e as the troops 

of the natio n  in w hose custody they were h e ld . This 

ruling applied  in respect of food, accom m odation and 

c lo th in g . However, w h ile  Non Com m issioned officers 

and ord in ary soldiers were to earn t h e ir  food through 

forced la b o i r, the officers were spared this ordeal.

From 1940 the situation changed dram atically, w hen 

the status of prisoners of w ar w as w ithd raw n from the 

interned Polish soldiers on the basis th at their state no 

longer existed. To be sure they were released in the next
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The flag created by 

Antoni Grzesik for 

the "Olympic Games" 

ofi9t*r*. The abbrevia 

tion"RO Kj|Aw llc" 

means "Olympic Year 

19M* Woldenberg 

OflagllC".
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two and a h alf years, t u t  had to report w ith in  24 hours 

to an e m p loymen t  off ce, w hich h an d ed  them  over to 

a Germ an e m ployer. in  th is w ay the n um ber of Polish 

pri soners of w ar sank to 55,000. This num ber was made 

up exclusively of office is.

To liven up the dull and m iserable  life of the cam p 

there therefore arose in the officers' cam ps num erous 

“ clubs" and social o rgan isatio ns. Directors organised 

theatre p e rfo rm ances and u n d e r the direction of Jozef 

K lonow skf, the co nductor from 3o zn an , a sy m phony 

orchestra played in  W oldenberg. A round 80 le cL re rsa n d  

teachers gave instructions, often at university le /e l. Many

of the 1500 s tu d e n ts  receiv ed fin a l certiificates, w hich 

were recognised after th e  w a r  by Polish universities.

The sporting events enjoyed great popularity, possibly 

because the group of p risorers included a large num ber 

of lecturers, graduates a n d  stu d en ts of the W arsaw  

Central College of Physical Education (today University 

of Physical Ed ucation* as- well as graduaies of the Sports 

Institutes in Poznan and Krakow. In W oldenberg alone 

there were six different i t  s p irts  clu bs, w hich from 19^0 to 

1943 carried out an a nn u al “Festival of Sport”.

The highpoint of  1944 w a s  the ' O lym picGam es".These 

were held from 23rd Ju l y l 13 d August in the "O lym pic

Some 6000 Polish 

officers were impris

oned in the German 

POW Camp’OflagllC’. 

The camp had opened 

on 21" May 19^1.
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A look into th=exhi

bition curated ty 

Agnieszka Fietkiewicz 

Zapalska. Belcvr: the 

winners of the tompe- 

titions in Gross 3orn 

received medals of 

cardboard, those in 

Woldenburgieceived 

diplomas (in the photo 

for third place i i  the 

football tournament 

forRyszard Koncewicz, 

the Polish nalianal 

team manager from 

1950 to 1970). The 

winning team cfWKS 

Lwdw in the 191.3 

volleyball tournament 

was honoured with 

acup,m adef‘OTia 

cooking pot.
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Stadiium ", one o f  the football p itches. The'e w as the 

full Olym p ic cerem o nia l, in c lu d in g  flag a n d 'O lym pic 

Fanfare". This w as com posed by M arian Frankew icz, 

who was chosen as w in n er of the a rt com petion on in the 

music category. First prize ir  the literature section w ent 

to  Ja r Knothe, w ho had co np o sed  the poem "O lym pic 

prayer". The architect Jerzy Hryniew iecki (together with 

Jerzy Staniszkis) w as ho no ured for a poster, Edw ard 

Czarnecki for the design of a stam p sho w ing a runner 

re a c h in g  the tape. The w inners received m edals m ade 

of cardboard as well a sd ip lcm a s.

The sports programme consisted of athletics football, 

v o lle y b a ll, h a n d b a ll, b ask etb a ll and boxing as w ell 

as the n o n -O ly m p ic  sport of chess. In order to guard 

ag ain st further attem pts to escape (in 1943 around 150 

officers in W oldenberg had tried to escape by tunneling 

u nd e r the barbed w ire d o ub le  fence w hich  w as two 

and e h a lf  m etres high) contests in fen cin g  archery, 

pole v au lt and ja v e lin  were fo rb icd e n  by the Germ an 

authorities.

A m o n g  the 369 partic ipants were several O lym pians: 

the fe n cer K azim ie rz  Laskow ski had w on bronze in 

the sabre w ith h is team  in Am sterdam  in 1923; W italis 

Ludw lczak and Adam  K o w cIski-R o ch  were oart of the 

Polish ic e -h o c k e y  team  f ir is h e d  _"fourth place at Lake 

Placic in 1932.

Although the German camp m anagem ent in "Oflag II D" 

in Gross Born had issued orders w hich forbad the raising 

of an O lym p ic fla g , the co m p e titio n s from  3 0 th Ju ly 

to 15th August were also held u n d e rth e  sym bol of the 

five rings. These Gam es were som ew hat sm a lle r than 

those in W oldenberg, but they also served the aim  of 

m a in ta in in g  physical strength.

And th a t w as the order of the day, for at the sam e 

tim e -  on 1st A ugust 1944 -  the Polish Flome Army (Armia 

Kraj 0 wa -  AK), o p e ra tin  u n d e rg ro u n d , dared to taIk  the 

fight to an enem y w hich w as overw helm ingly superior. 

They fought heroically for 63 days, until the Warsaw rising 

collapsed. About a hundred AK officers were deported to 

Woldenberg

The W arsaw rising w as docum ented by a lie u te n a n t 

with the cover nam e of "Brok". It w a s the javelin  thrower 

E u g e n iu sz  L o k a jsk i, w ho had com e seven th  at the 

O lym pic Games in 1936 in Berlin. Fie died o n i5 th Septem 

ber 1944 under artillery fire.

Flow deep-rooted the Olympic idea was in Poland had 

been show n in 19AO, w hen in the Stam m lager (Stalag) 

X III A Langwasser (near Nurnberg) "Olympic Gam es" took 

place from 31st August to 8th Septem ber. The "O lym pic" 

com petitions in "Oflag II B" in A rnsw alde lasted three 

days -  from 29th to 31st August 1940.

Although only a sm all exhibition space was availab le  

a t  the W arsaw  m useum , the a b u n d an ce of m aterial is 

overw helm ing. The story is docum ented on 31 p anels; 

77 objects from five prisoner of w ar cam ps fill tw elve 

glass d isplay cabinets. The curator Agnieszka Fietkiewicz 

Zapalska w as in the fortunate position of being able to 

have recourse to some contemporary w itnesses.

The m ost s ig n ifica n t of these is certa in ly  the form er 

com pany co m m ander Arkady Brzezicki, w ho today re

jo ices in the Biblical age ofi07. Originally from Chechnya, 

he emigrated to Poland a fte r the First World War, where 

he studied sport in Warsaw and worked as sports teacher 

from 1932. Brzezicki, an active fencer (and in i9 47founder 

of the fencing section of WKS Legia Warsaw), was one of 

the organisers in Woldenberg. of the others the engineer 

Antoni Grzesik (1909-1988) i sw o rth y  o f  special m ention. 

His m ost im p o rta n t task w as to w in  over the Germ an 

ca m p  m a nagem ent in  favor of the project and keep them 

in a good m ood. The lie u te n a n t also belonged to the 

philately circle, w hich had set up a "camp postal service" 

at the start of May 1942, in itia lly  to facilitate the exchange 

of Easter greetings, a Polish tradition.

One of the 23 issues (in total 51 stamps as well as further 

philatelic products were produced) was dedicated to the 

"Olym pic Ga es" o f  1944- at the opening of the Gam es 

a postcard also appeared, w hich besides the five rings 

shows an athlete lying on the ground raising h im self up 

w ith the Olympic torch in his hand. On the special ca n 

cellation stam p, bombers and ruins can be recognised, 

above w hich the Olym pic flag rises. This was created by
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Grzesik with the inscription "R0K44W II C", the symbol of 

Ihe Games in Woldenberg.

The “ O flag " a d m in is t r a t io n  o f G ross B o rn  even 

m anaged to produce three special stam ps and a block, 

despite the lack of paper. The stamps do have a prim itive 

perforation, and they are unevenly gum m ed and show 

differing colour tones, but th at is no w onder in view  of 

the sim ple technical resources available to the prisoners.

The profits of the "Cam p Postal Service" in c id e n ta lly  

b e n e fite d  th e  FWS F u n d , w h ich  served  to su p p o rt 

the w id o w s and o rp h an s of the w ar. Until the cam p 

w as evacuated aro un d  25 0 ,0 0 0  Marks w ere secretly 

transferred in this w ay to occupied Po lanc.

On 25ttlJa n u a ry  1945 there foll owed the decam pm ent 

to w a rd s  th e  W est in  s ix  c o lu m n s  o f p a rt o f th e  

W oldenberg cam p. The rem aining 4000 p risoners in the 

other part of the camp was liberated b y  the Fed Army on 

50thJanuary.

Two days e a rlie r Gross Born, more than 5000 prisoners 

of w ar had set off in bitter cold on the march westwards. 

Th is w h ich  d id  not end u n t il e ig h t w eeks a nd  500 

kilom etres later in Lower Saxony. They had to w ait until 

5 th M ay fo r their liberation by British troops.

A necessary consideration in h in d sig h t: Even though 

it w as p o ss ib le  for the P o lish  o fficers to o rg a n ise  

"Olym pic Gam es", no one should however believe that 

it can have been "n o t so b ad ". The 10 ,0 0 0  m en w ho 

died in captivity bear testim ony to the opposite view . 

In a d d itio n  there existed some "show  cam ps", w hich 

were used to deceive the In tern atio n al Com m ittee of 

the Red Cross (ICRC) about the true nature of conditions 

in the cam ps. Furtherm ore, it should be rem em bered 

that from the first day of the war, the Nazis conducted 

a m erciless w ar of a n n ih ila t io n  against the Polish Jews 

and the Red Arm y so ld ie rs, w h ich  often ended o n ly  

w ith their deaths. ■


