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Introduction

The First World War, put to an end by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, 
didn’t solve all the problems which had caused its outbreak. The provisions 
of the Treaty were disputed by some of the countries, including Germany. The 
Weimar Republic and, subsequently, the Third Reich raised territorial claims 
against Poland, which regained its independence after 123 years of subjuga-
tion, concerning for instance the region of Pomerania. Adolf Hitler had been 
infringing the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles since 1935. Reestablish-
ment of obligatory military service (1935), remilitarization of the Rhineland 
(1936), annexation of Austria (1938), conquest of the Sudets (1938), incor-
poration of  Bohemia and Moravia into the Reich (1938) and occupation 
of Klaipeda (1939) constitute just some examples of German attempts to 
change the post-war European order. In 1933 Hitler demanded revision of 
the eastern German border, including the establishment of the so-called Pol-
ish Corridor (or Pomeranian Corridor) in order to incorporate it to the territory 
of the Third Reich. Initially, the anti-Polish attitude of the official propaganda 
was mitigated (1934). However, from October 1938 to late August 1939 the 
Reich reiterated territorial demands against Poland (inclusion of the Free City 
of Danzig to Germany and construction of an exterritorial motorway and rail-
way line which would connect the Reich with East Prussia). As soon as Poland 
rejected the aforementioned proposals Hitler denounced the German-Polish 
non-aggression pact (the declaration on non-application of violence in their 
mutual relations signed in 1934).

On 1 September 1939 at 4:48 a.m., the German battleship SMS Schleswig-Hol-
stein opened fire against the Polish Military Transit Depot at Westerplatte. 
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Some time before that, the Germans had started to bombard some Polish 
cities (including Wieluń, Ostrów Wielkopolski, Poznań, Cracow, Biała Podlas-
ka and Tczew).

In October 1939, Polish territories (Pomerania, Greater Poland, Silesia and a 
part of north Mazovia) were annexed into the Third Reich, which was illegal in 
terms of international law. German authorities aimed at reconstructing the eco-
nomic, social and ethnic structure of those terrains in order to adapt them to 
the contemporary ideology and eventually integrate them into the Reich. Pol-
ish administration was dissolved and the Polish people could no longer occupy 
executive positions or managerial posts. At that time, the Germans established 
the Reich District of Gdańsk and East Prussia (Reichsgau Danzig-Westpreussen).

Already in autumn 1939 numerous public offices started their operations 
implementing the Germanization policy of the Third Reich in the East. In Oc-
tober 1939 Hitler issued the decree On Strengthening of Germanness. Then 
the Office for Strengthening of Germanness was created and Reichsführer SS 
Heinrich Himmler became its commissioner. One of the main provisions con-
tained in that document proposed to eliminate those national groups which 
constituted a threat to the Reich and its people1. 

The occupant started to establish a new legal system. A series of ordinanc-
es regulating the criminal law in the occupied Polish territories was initiated 
by Gen. Walter Brauchitsch’s ordinance of 5 September 1939 which estab-
lished the rule of German law. Also, on 1 October 1939 the General Quar-
termaster of the Chief Headquarters of Wehrmacht issued a regulation on 
prosecution of criminal acts committed before 1 September 1939 on the Polish 
territories occupied by the Wehrmacht2.

First repressions were initiated by the Wehrmacht troops and by oper-
ational groups of Security Police and Security Service (Einsatzgruppen der 
Sicherheitspolizei und des Sicherheitsdienst) that followed every army partici-
pating in the warfare of September and October 1939, and after that by Ger-
man paramilitary self-defence forces (Selbstschutz). Actually, the operation-
al groups of the Security Police and the Selbstschutz arrested and executed 
many political, cultural and local government activists. 

1	 See: Okupacja i ruch oporu w Dzienniku Hansa Franka 1939–1945. T. I. 1939–1942 [Occupation 
and Resistance Movement in Hans Frank’s Diary 1939–1945. Vol. I. 1939–1942], selected and 
edited by L. Dobroszycki, translated by D. Dąbrowska, M. Tomala, Warsaw 1972, p. 112–114.

2	 See: A. Konieczny, Pod rządami wojennego prawa karnego Trzeciej Rzeszy. Górny Śląsk 1939–1945 
[Under the regime of the Thrid Reich’s Military Criminal Law. Upper Silesia 1939–1945], Warsaw 
1972, passim. See more: W. Jastrzębski, J. Sziling, Okupacja hitlerowska na Pomorzu Gdańskim 
w latach 1939–1945 [The Nazi Occupation in Gdańsk Pomerania in the years 1939–1945], Gdańsk 
1979, p. 56–69, et al.
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They also penetrated offices, archives and gathering places of Polish social 
and political organizations. Around 80 thousand names appeared on special 
lists of persons to be arrested and, after a selection, physically eliminated. 
The aforementioned operational groups, the Selbstschutz and the Police of 
Gdańsk had those lists at their disposal. An eradication of Polishness consist-
ed in extermination of Polish intelligentsia, devastation of Polish culture and 
shutdown of various Polish organizations3. 

That operation had a code name Unternehmen Tannenberg (Operation Tan-
nenberg). From 7 September 1939 the Operation Tannenberg was combined 
with the Intelligenzaktion which aimed at a physical elimination of Polish so-
ciety leaders in the western territories. The Intelligenzaktion developed on a 
wider scale in October 1939 thus its code name took different geographical 
adjectives depending on the territory where it was implemented (Intelligen-
zaktiones: Pommern, Posen, Litzmannstadt, Masowien, Schlesien). Those ac-
tions also took place in 1939/1940 in the General Governorate (for example 
in the cities of Cracow, Lublin, Częstochowa, Warsaw, including the famous 
Ausserordentliche Befriedungsaktion (the AB-Aktion, the Extraordinary Pacifi-
cation). The aim of the operational groups and the Selbstschutz consisted of 
political land purification (politische Flurbereinigung)4.

3	 Learn more about complicated conditions resulting from the so called proscription lists from: 
W. Długoborski, Geneza Sonderfahndungsbuch Polen i jej funkcje w kampanii wsześniowej 
i pierwszych tygodniach okupacji [The Genesis of Sonderfahndungsbuch Polen and Its Functions 
in the September Campaign and During the First Weeks of the Occupation], (in:) Reminiscencje 
września 1939. W 70 rocznicę Kampanii Wrześniowej [Reminiscences of September 1939. The 70th 
Anniversary of the September Campaign], scientific editor: W. B. Moś, Bytom 2009, p. 45–84; 
K. Leszczyński, Działalność Einsatzgruppen policji bezpieczeństwa na ziemiach polskich w 1939 r. 
w świetle dokumentów [Operations of Einsatzgruppen of the Security Police in the Polish Territory 
in 1939 in the Light of the Documents], “Biuletyn Głównej Komisji Badania Zbrodni Hitlerows-
kich w Polsce” (hereinafter “BGKBZH”) [“Bulletin of the Central Commission for Investigation of 
Nazi Crimes in Poland”], vol. XXII, Warsaw 1971, p. 7–30; J. Skorzyński, Selbstschutz – V kolumna 
[Selbstschutz – The 5th Column], ibid., p. 5–56; D. Steyer, Eksterminacja ludności polskiej na Pomorzu 
Gdańskim 1939–1945 [The Extermination of the Polish People in Gdańsk Pomerania 1939–1945], 
Gdynia 1967, p. 34–62; C. Madajczyk, Polityka III Rzeszy w okupowanej Polsce [The Third Reich’s 
Policy in occupied Poland], vol. II, Warsaw 1970, p. 254–255; W Jastrzębski, Organizacja policji 
bezpieczeństwa i służby bezpieczeństwa w Okręgu Rzeszy Gdańsk–Prusy Zachodnie [The Organisa-
tion of the Security Police and the Security Service in the Reich District of Gdańsk and West Prussia], 
“Biuletyn Głównej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu” [“Bulletin of the 
Central Commission for Investigation of Crimes Against the Polish Nation”], vol. XXXIII, Warsaw 
1991, p. 33–45.

4	 See for example: F. Halder, Dziennik wojenny: codzienne zapisy szefa Sztabu Generalnego Wo-
jsk Lądowych 1939–1942 [The War Diary: daily notes of the Chief of General Staff of the Land 
Forces 1939–1942], edit. H. A. Jacobson, co-op.  A. Philippi, translated by B. Woźniecki, Warsaw 
1971, vol. I, p. 117; C. Madajczyk, op. cit., Warsaw 1970, p. 49 et al.; Encyklopedia “białych plam” 
[The Encyclopaedia of “white spots”], collective work, vol. XIII, Radom 2004, p. 293; M. Wardzyńs-
ka, Był rok 1939: operacja niemieckiej policji bezpieczeństwa w Polsce Intelligenzaktion [It Was 
1939: The Operation Intelligenzaktion of the German Security Police in Poland], Warsaw 2009, 
p. 144–185; K. Radziwończyk, Akcja Tannenberg, [Operation Tannenberg], “Przegląd Zachodni” 
[“The Western Review”], 1966, no. 3–4, p. 41.

~  7  ~



The extermination in Pomerania had several phases. Practically, the first 
period covered the whole September 1939. At that time, a major role in gen-
ocide was played by the Wehrmacht as well as the operational groups of 
the Security Police and the Security Service. The next phase lasted from late 
September to January 1940. 

In that phase the Selbstschutz troops, which carried out the largest number 
of executions, were general implementers of the annihilation programme. 
During the last phase (1940–1945) the number of mass executions signifi-
cantly decreased. Nevertheless, some cases of elimination of groups of sev-
eral o various dozens of people still took place. They were based on verdicts 
of the so-called “administration of justice”.

Detainees were often incarcerated in provisional arrests or internment 
camps created by the Wehrmacht, the police and the Selbstschutz. They were 
also held in custody in the existing prisons and in those established by the 
Gestapo or other police forces. During the whole autumn 1939, the repre-
sentatives of Pomeranian intelligentsia were transported to the Stutthof con-
centration camp. The persecutions also affected a small (at that time) number 
of Jewish people which hadn’t left their places of residence5. 

In the western territories, including Pomerania, victims of the mass repres-
sions were mainly the most active individuals in public, economic and social 
life. As already mentioned, exceptional severity was applied to the physical 
extinction of the Polish community leaders and head persons with did not 
necessarily include people with higher education. It affected mostly clergy, 
teachers, lawyers, officers, landowners, public officials, members of social 
and political organizations (especially The Polish Western Association), in-
surgents of the Greater Poland Uprising and the Silesian Uprisings, and peo-
ple who potentially constituted a threat to the implementation of the Third 
Reich’s projects, including peasants and workers often antagonised with the 
Germans who had lived in Poland before the war. Sometimes they were close 
neighbours. Their physical elimination was precisely planned. The same con-
cerned the Catholic Church. Many priests were murdered or transported to 
various camps. The Germans aimed to destroy the ecclesiastical community 
perceived as a permanent anchor of Polish identity dated back to the period 
of the Partitions of Poland6. 

5	 For more information about the Jewish martyrdom see: D. Drywa, Zagłada Żydów w obozie kon-
centracyjnym Stutthof 1939–1945 [The Extermination of Jews in the Stutthof Concentration Camp 
1939–1945], Gdańsk 2001.

6	 See more: W. Długoborski, op. cit. 
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During the operations mentioned above, carried out until late December 
1939 (or until early January 1940), more than 40 thousand people were 
killed on the annexed territories, of which about 30 thousand in Pomerania. 
The best known crime scenes in the region include the valley near Fordon 
(presently a town district of Bydgoszcz) later named the Valley of Death, the 
town of Grudziądz and its vicinity: Księże Góry Hills, Mniszek, Grupa, and be-
sides that: Tuchola, Pelplin, Kocborowo, Świecie, the Piaśnica Forest near We-
jherowo, the Szpęgawskie Woods near Starogard, the Barbarka Forest near 
Toruń and many more. 

Approximately ten thousand people lost their lives in Greater Poland, one 
and a half thousand in Silesia and about one thousand in north Mazovia7.

Already during the occupation, some publications of the Underground 
Poland and the Polish Underground State contained reports about Ger-
man crimes in Pomerania and a tragic situation of those territories. Howev-
er, not all the details of those atrocities were known. For this reason, the 
name “Piaśnica” had never appeared in the clandestine publications, same 
as “Szpęgawsk”. The reports disclosed general information about executions, 
for example in northern regions of Pomerania, and about graves in the forests 
near Starogard. 

The newspaper Ziemie Zachodnie Rzeczypospolitej (Western Territories of 
the Republic of Poland), supplement to the Rzeczpospolita Polska (Republic 
of Poland) published by the central authority of the Government Delegacy 
for Poland, which was a civil segment of the Polish Underground State, de-
scribed the Pomeranian tragedy in the following way: There is no other land 
nor other conquered country that has experienced as much terror and as many 
Gestapo actions as the Western Territories during the first year of the war. They 
were attacked by the best police forces which were very well-trained and famil-
iar with every detail concerning the territory prepared for the operations. Only 
later, after the first period of terror, when the troops needed to get a new prize, 
a weaker and less militant element came into play (...)8. At that time nobody 
knew that the actions were organised by the special operational groups of 
the Security Police and the Selbstschutz as mentioned above.

7	 C. Łuczak, Polska i Polacy w drugiej wojnie światowej [Poland and the Polish People in the Second World 
War], Poznań 1993, p. 101; B. Bojarska, Eksterminacja inteligencji polskiej na Pomorzu Gdańskim. 
Wrzesień–grudzień 1939 [The Extermination of the Polish Intelligentsia in Gdańsk Pomerania. Septem-
ber–December 1939]; id., Piaśnica. Miejsce martyrologii i pamięci. Z badań nad zbrodniami hitlerowski-
mi na Pomorzu [Piaśnica. A Place of Martyrdom and Memory. The Investigation of Nazi Crimes in Pomer-
ania], Wejherowo 2009. 

8	 “Ziemie Zachodnie Rzeczypospolitej” [“Western Territories of the Republic of Poland”], 1942, no. 1.
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A year later, the same newspaper alarmed: A man who has never experi-
enced the occupation of Pomerania, could never imagine that hell. Since Pomer-
ania was thrown on the rock bottom of the invasion inferno (...). There was no 
difference between a man, a woman and a child. From the very beginning night 
echoed with screams, cries and gunshots9.  

Other (non-serial) publication of the Government Delegacy reported that: 
A historic tragedy which takes place in the Western Territories, requires special 
means of expression. Severity and intensity of fights and attempts to eradicate 
Polishness filled the atmosphere with such a huge tension that life under these 
circumstances has become extraordinary difficult and completely unheard of 
until now10.

In this regard, correct is the standpoint of Czesław Madajczyk who wrote 
that the western territories of the Second Polish Republic after their incorpora-
tion into the Third Reich were the first front line of battle for independence11.  

Professor Bogdan Chrzanowski, PhD

9	 Ibid., 1943, no. 3. It was a comment concerning the imposed obligation to register on the Ger-
man National List – Deutsche Volksliste (DVL-GNL). Those issues were repeatedly raised in the 
aforementioned newspaper and many other clandestine publications (see for example an article 
published in the “Biuletyn Informacyjny” [“Information Bulletin”]. Edition “P” (“Powiat”) [“Dis-
trict”], 1941, no. 7, Z Kaszubami nie udało się [It Didn’t Work with the Kashubians]. See more: 
C. Madajczyk, Polityka III Rzeszy... [The Third Reich’s Policy...], vol. I, p. 398–399. See more about 
consequences of the signing on the list: J. Sziling, Przymusowa służba Polaków z III grupy nie-
mieckiej listy narodowościowej w Wehrmachcie na przykładzie Pomorza [Obligatory Military Ser-
vice of the Poles from the 3rd Group of the German National List in the Wehrmacht Troops Demon-
strated by the Example of Pomerania], “Biuletyn Głównej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko 
Narodowi Polskiemu” [“Bulletin of the Central Commission for Investigation of Crimes Against 
the Polish Nation”], vol. XXXIII, Warsaw 1991, p. 92–113; L. Jażdżewski, Kaszubi w Wehrmachcie 
[The Kashubians in the Wehrmacht], typescript of a doctoral dissertation written under the super-
vision of Prof. J. Borzyszkowski in the Institute of History of the University of Gdańsk; id. Kaszubi 
w Wehrmachcie 1942–1945 w świetle źródeł [The Kashubians in the Wehrmacht 1942–1945 on 
the basis of printed sources], “Przegląd Zachodni” [“The Western Review”], 2001, no. 1, p. 253, 
and scientific works written by other authors. After the war the people listed on the GNL were 
subject to verification and rehabilitation procedure. The verification concerned the people who 
had lived before the occupation in the territories of the Reich or the Free City of Danzig, that 
is, the people who had German or Gdańsk citizenship but after the war declared to be Polish. 
Whereas, the people registered on the GNL in the territories of the pre-war Poland were subject 
to the rehabilitation. 

10	 Z pierwszej linii frontu [From the First Front Line], (red. K. M. Pospieszalski), (pub. Government 
Delegacy), Warsaw 1943, p. 31.

11	 C Madajczyk, op. cit., p. 139.
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NEWLY CREATED MUSEUM  
IS LOOKING FOR MEMENTOES

The Piaśnica Museum appeals for assistance with finding any mementoes 

related to the crime committed in the forests near Piaśnica Wielka (Pomer-

anian Voivodeship) in 1939. The crime claimed thousands of victims who 

were executed near Piaśnica Wielka and buried in mass graves. It was one of 

the first massacres of civilians committed on such a huge scale during World 

War II.

The Piaśnica Museum in Wejherowo was established on 16 December 2015. 

After the building is refurbished and suitably adapted, the Museum will 

function in the historic Villa Musica in Wejherowo (former headquarters of 

a local unit of Gestapo). The obtained mementoes will be used for preparing 

a permanent exhibition at the museum. They will also broaden the knowl-

edge of the tragedy in Piaśnica, which has not been thoroughly examined so 

far, and majority of its victims remain unknown.

As a result of a disinterment carried out in 1946, some personal belongings 

of the victims, such as, amongst others, crosses, medallions, wedding rings, 

prayer books and other items were taken out of mass graves in the forests 

near Piaśnica Wielka. Abundant photographic documentation of the disinter-

ment was prepared. It showed the works of the commission, as well as the dis-

covered bodies and objects. Unfortunately, the objects and pictures present-

ed subsequently at exhibitions with the aim to facilitate identification of the 

bodies were lost after 1948 in circumstances that remain unexplained. Any 

information on what happened to exhibits of value for the Piaśnica Museum 

can help us in finding them.

Should you have any mementoes or information,  
please contact us:

The Piaśnica Museum in Wejherowo

11/2 Św. Jacka St., 84-200 Wejherowo

phone (58) 736-11-11; mobile phone 501-047-240

e-mail address: muzeum@muzeumpiasnickie.pl

www.muzeumpiasnickie.pl

~  38  ~



Mass graves of the victims, places where bodies were burned, a chapel-mausoleum,  
and a monument dedicated to the murdered are situated ca. 9 km to the north 

of Wejherowo, within 250 hectares of forest areas.
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