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Born in Germany in the late 19th Century, Christian Wirth’s career as a policeman was interrupted by the First World War. After fighting in the war he returned to the police force, and in the 1930s moved steadily up the career ladder. 


In October 1939 Wirth was enlisted to help with the so-called ‘Euthanasia Programme’. He worked at a number of institutions were disabled people were gassed. Later, this experience led to him being appointed Commandant of Belzec in January 1942. 


In August 1942 Wirth was made Inspector of the Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka death camps. When Eberl was dismissed in late August, Wirth oversaw ‘reorganization’ at Treblinka.   





SS man Franz Suchomel remembers:


‘...in the time when the whole camp was disorganized, Wirth conducted talks with the German staff...Wirth gave detailed instructions as to the liquidation of the transports and to the incorporation of the Jewish work Kommandos in this process. His instructions were detailed. For example, they described how to open the doors of the freight cars, the disembarking of the Jews, the passage through the “Tube” to the upper parts of the camp. Wirth personally gave an order that when the Jews took their shoes they had to tie them together.’





‘that April [1943] the main preoccupation of the SS was to keep the camp going, to keep us occupied, to justify their own positions there. This is when, with again almost no transports arriving, Stangl ordered the camp “street” to be built, new fences to be put up, the forest to be cleared, a zoo installed...wooden benches dotting the landscape like a luxury spa – it was not to be believed. And during all those weeks, the preparations for the uprising continued...’


Richard Glazer, Treblinka survivor





The Austrian Franz Stangl began his working life as a 15 year-old apprentice weaver. Although he became an expert and master craftsman, he left the industry in the early 1930s and became a policeman. 


Stangl worked in criminal investigation, and after the Anschluss found himself working for the Gestapo. He progressed rapidly, before being brought to work on the ‘Euthanasia Programme’ in November 1940. 18 months later in spring 1942 he was appointed Commandant of the Sobibor death camp. 


That August deportations to Sobibor were halted, due to necessary repairs to the railways. At the same time, the situation in Treblinka prompted Wirth to move Stangl to become the new Commandant. Together, they ‘reorganized’ the death camp.    
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Kurt Franz worked as a butcher and a chef before joining the German army in 1935. He was 19 years-old. In 1937, he moved to the SS where he worked in Buchenwald. Two years later, Franz was redeployed to the ‘Euthanasia Programme’. 


Franz worked as a cook in a number of institutions where the gassing of disabled people was taking place. In spring 1942, he was transferred to Belzec. There, Wirth gave Franz the opportunity to train Ukrainian guards. That August, Wirth called for Franz to become Stangl’s Deputy at Treblinka. 


At Treblinka, Franz – also known as ‘Lalka’, ‘the doll’ – gained a fearsome reputation. He also took on looking after Barry the dog – a St. Bernard he trained to attack prisoners. Franz’s private photograph album of Treblinka (‘Schöne Zeiten’ – ‘good times’) was discovered after the war. 
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‘After the prisoners’ uprising in August 1943 I ran the camp more or less single-handedly for a month; however, during that period no more gassings were carried out. It was during this time that the original camp was demolished, everything was levelled-off and lupines were planted. A farm was supposed to be built on the site of the camp.’


Kurt Franz, post-war statement





‘After the roll call we were taken to work at the big square where there were mass graves (...) I worked transferring corpses to the big ditch near the fence. After a few days, the scoop-shovel stopped working. A new system was instituted – burning the corpses in the ditches (...) The body-burning continued day and night, and the entire camp was filled with smoke and the stench of burned and burning bodies. Still there were endless quantities of bodies...


The quantity of bodies in the large square gradually decreased until one day the entire field was clear. What will happen to us now? New transports aren’t arriving. Our hearts tell us that our last hour has arrived (...) but a miracle happened (...) they selected 80 of the group and shot them, while the rest, several hundred, were directed to other jobs.’


Abraham Krzepicki





When Abraham arrived at Treblinka on 25 August, 1942, he was 24 years-old. On arrival he was selected for work, and along with other prisoners had to carry out the camp’s ‘reorganization’. 


18 days later, Abraham hid himself inside a freight car full of clothes and managed to escape the camp. He eventually reached Warsaw, and found his way in to the ghetto. Once there he recounted his experiences in Treblinka. These were recorded and then placed in the ghetto’s secret archives. 
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‘The new construction job...on which I had been working, was completed in a very short time. It turned out we were building 10 additional gas chambers, more spacious than the old ones (...)


The building when viewed from Camp I, showed five wide concrete steps with bowls of flowers on either side. Next came a long corridor. There was a Star of David on top of the roof facing the camp, so that the building looked like an old-fashioned synagogue.’


Jankiel Wiernik 





Prior to World War Two, Jankiel lived in Warsaw and worked as a master builder. After he arrived in Treblinka on 23 August, 1942, Jankiel was selected for work and appointed to the position of camp carpenter. This position meant that unlike the vast majority, Jankiel was free to move around the different sections of the camp. It gave him a unique perspective into the workings of the camp. 


Thanks to his work, Jankiel became a key figure in the organization of the camp uprising of August 1943. Over 300 people managed to escape during the revolt – including Jankiel – although the majority were later caught and killed. As he fled, Jankiel was shot in the shoulder by a guard; before the guard could shoot again, Jankiel killed him with an axe. He then joined with Jewish partisans, and in December 1944 his account of his time in Treblinka was published. 











‘The Jews from foreign countries arrived in passenger trains and had bought tickets for the journey. The train staff collected the tickets and gave them to us at the railroad station. The tickets were the best proof of the country the deportees were from. Sometimes, a passenger would ask a Polish railway worker how far it was to the factories in Treblinka, because his whole family was there already.’ 


Franciszek Ząbecki, post-war trial





Franciszek was the station master at the Treblinka village railway station – located approximately 4 kilometres from Treblinka I and the death camp Treblinka II. Ząbecki was also a member of the Polish underground, and had been posted at Treblinka in May 1941 to observe and report on German manoeuvres. Throughout the time the death camp was operational Franciszek maintained his records and kept his superiors in the Underground briefed of developments. 


Scholars estimate that somewhere in the region of 870,000 to 925,000 people were murdered at the Treblinka death camp. Franciszek however put the figure much higher. Whilst he was alive he was adamant that he knew how many were killed: ‘I stood there in the station day after day and counted the figures (...) The number of people killed in Treblinka was 1,200,000 and there is no doubt about it whatever.’
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