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***

This photo of  a small boy was taken in one of  Lublin’s main streets. It is 
rather ordinary and not much more can be said about it. Some inhabi-
tants of  Lublin may be able to recognise the place where the boy stands. 
People go past it every day without paying any attention. Looking at this 
photograph, we cannot even tell when it was taken. Thousands of  simi-
lar pictures of  children have been taken in the streets.

However, behind this seemingly ordinary photo, there is a story of   
a Jewish boy born in Lublin in 1933. His name was Henio Żytomirski. 
He is the boy in the photo.
 
On 1 September 1939, six-year-old Henio was supposed to start his 
f irst year of  primary school, but this was the day the war broke out 
and Henio did not go to school. He probably perished in a gas cham-
ber at Majdanek in 1942.

This is the last of  a series of  Henio’s photos taken by his father each 
year.

Tomasz Pietrasiewicz





We must not forget
lest we lose ourselves.

NN

„
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THE LIFE OF HENIO ŻYTOMIRSKI AND HIS FAMILY 

An attempt at reconstruction based on family 
and archive documents.

1933

25 March: Henryk Żytomirski was born as the f irst child                                 
of  Samuel (Szmuel) Żytomirski and Sara née Oksman from Luboml.
Henio’s parents got married in Lublin in 1931. The family lived first at 2 
Kapucyńska Street and then at 3 Szewska Street.
Samuel Żytomirski was a Hebrew and history teacher at the Primary 
School at 21 Zamojska Street in Lublin and the Tarbut Jewish school in 
Bychawa. He was involved in civic and political activities as head of  the 
local branch of  the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), chairman of  
the Lublin branch of  Poalei Zion Right party and the committee of  the He-
-Chalutz organisation as well as a member of  the Dror youth organisation 
and the Board of  the Jewish Community in Lublin.
Sara Żytomirska worked in a stationery shop. Henio’s grandparents from 
Lublin – Froim Żytomirski and Chaja Dwora née Mełamed, lived at 22 
Lubartowska Street. Besides Szmuel, they had four children: Sonia, Estera, 
Leon (Lejbuś, Jehuda) and Rachela. Froim owned a stationery shop at 17 
Nova Street, and was a respected member of  the city’s Jewish community.
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1937 

15 March: Leon Żytomirski, Henio’s uncle, emigrated to Palestine. 
During the farewell at the Lublin station, the last picture of  the whole 
Żytomirski family together was taken.

1 September: Henio goes to the Trachter nursery school.

 

1938 

Summer: Henio spent the holidays in the village of  Rudy near Puławy.
1 September: Henio continued his nursery school education.
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1939 

1 September: Outbreak of  World War Two, the aggression of  German tro-
ops against Poland. Henio did not start his first year at school.

September: At the beginning of  the war, Henio’s father, Szmuel Żyto-
mirski, lost his position at the Lublin branch of  HIAS. He went to Lviv to 
try to get certificates enabling the emigration to Palestine. He returned to 
Lublin a few months later.

2 September: The f irst German air raid on Lublin took place.
18 September: German troops entered Lublin.
26 September: The establishment of the Generalgouvernement (Ge-

neral Government). Lublin became the capital of the Lublin district.
31 October: The f irst confiscation of  Jewish property (shoes,  

fur coats, warm underwear, food supplies).
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1 December: All Jews over the age of  10 had to be marked, initially 
with a yellow star sewn onto their clothes, later with a white arm-
band with the Star of  David.

11 December:  All Jewish schools were closed while Jewish pupils and 
teachers were removed from other schools. 
In Lublin at that time, there were over 100 Jewish teachers, 
most of  whom were involved in clandestine education and were 
teaching children in private homes. The secret classes usually 
consisted of  10 children, mostly from the neighbourhood.
– excerpt from an account in the Lublin Memorial Book. 

20 December: I am sending you and your family heartfelt greetings from 
us all. We are healthy, thank God, please let our relatives know about that.  
– excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his cousin Lena 
Hechtman (Mamza) living in the USA.



16

22 December: Jewish shops were closed down and appropriated for 
the German Reich.

28 December: A register of  Jewish children of  school age was                    
carried out by the Jewish community administration.

1940

January: Establishment of  the Judenrat ( Jewish council) in Lublin. 
The first cases of  typhus in the Jewish Quarter.

15 January: The Jewish population was forbidden to use the me-
ans of  public transport, hotels, restaurants, cafés, hairdres-
ser’s shop and healthcare establishments outside the Jewish 
Quarter.

February: Sara Żytomirska’s shop at 2 Kapucyńska Street was 
requisitioned along with the goods and equipment inside it.

6 February: Leon Żytomirski sent a telegram from Palestine to Lu-
blin via the Red Cross in Geneva. It contained a message in German 
to Froim Żytomirski, residing at 22 Lubartowska Street in Lublin, that 
his son was waiting for some news. The addressee was Samuel Żyto-
mirski, residing at 3 Szewska Street.

19 February: Distribution of  62 kg of  bread among the Jewish po-
pulation.
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26 February:
All this time, I have not received any news from you, which I f ind quite 
surprising. My dear, I have also asked you to inform my son Leon about 
our health and there is no news from him again. So please, answer soon 
and tell me how you are doing and whether you have news from my sons. 
We, thank God, are all healthy.
– excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his cousin 
Lena Hechtman (Mamza) living in the USA.

1 March: Distribution of 249 kg of bread among the Jewish population.
14 March: Announcement of  curfew for the Jewish population          

between 7 pm and 5 am.
15 March: Distribution of 413 kg of bread among the Jewish population.
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19 March: All our families – Szmulek’s, Sonia’s and the Warsaw fa-
mily – are healthy. Try to obtain certif icates for our whole family.   
– excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his son 
Leon Żytomirski in Palestine, sent via the Red Cross.

21 March: Samuel Żytomirski was hired as an off ice worker in the 
Judenrat ’s Emigration Department at 11 Lubartowska Street.

22 March: Food rationing – the amounts per person: 350 
g bread per day, 2 kg f lour, 1 kg salt, 300 gr sugar and                      
2 matchboxes per month. The Jewish population was exc-
luded from the distribution of  sugar.

27 March: Vaccination against typhus for the Jewish popu-
lation. Men were to attend the vaccination on Mondays, 
Wednesdays and Fridays, while women and children on 
Sundays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays.

30 March: Everyone is healthy. Samuel with his family soon leaves for                
Palestine. Try to obtain certificates for parents and sisters. Sara – these words 
were written on the back of  a telegram sent by Leon from Palestine to 
Lublin on 6 February 1940.

3 April: The Department of  Emigration received new powers 
that enabled people living in Lublin to send letters to their 
relatives in all countries in Europe and overseas.

23 April: Jews were forbidden to enter the municipal parks 
in Bronowice and Krakowskie Przedmieście (Saxon Park), 
part of  the Lithuanian Square, and Rialto cinema.
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6 May: 
I am in Lublin again. I have been told about the certif icate and make 
every effort to be able to use it. I expect that it may take two to three 
months to prepare for the trip. [...] We are all healthy. […] Parents and 
siblings also want to go. Can’t something be done for them? – excerpt 
from a letter written by Szmuel Żytomirski to his brother Leon in Palestine, 
sent via Meir Hochberg (brother of  Chana Hochberg, Leon’s fiancée) in 
Vilnius. 
A note by Froim: I, Mum, Sonia, Estera, Rachela, Sara, Józef, Heniuś, Abramek 
and the Warsaw family are healthy and hopeful.

23 June: In accordance with the new procedure, cards and let-
ters had to be submitted at the desk of  the Postal Depart-
ment at 2 Kowalska Street. It was forbidden to paste stamps 
and seal envelopes, and the addresses of  the sender and ad-
dressee had to be written clearly. Correspondence could be 
written in German, Polish and Russian. Correspondence with 
countries at war with Germany was forbidden on pain of  
imprisonment.

1 September: 2063 Jewish children were registered as receiving                
meals prepared in volunteer kitchens.

8 September: Samuel Żytomirski was working as head of  the De-
partment of  Emigration.

2 November: 
Forced by diff icult f inancial circumstances, I submit [...] the following requ-
est: I have been working in the Department of  Emigration of  the Jewish Co-
uncil since the f irst days of  its establishment. [...] I support not only my wife 
and child but also my parents who, due to their age, are unable to work for 
money, and they do not have any funds to support themselves. I have totally 
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exhausted all my savings and I have found myself  in a dire f inancial situation. 
[...] I request [...] that a permanent monthly allowance be granted to me.  
– excerpt from Samuel Żytomirski’s request submitted to the Judenrat.

10 December:  Jews not allowed to enter Krakowskie Przed-
mieście Street.

26 December: 
Heartfelt thanks, my dear, for news from you, from the beloved children 
and from Lejbuś of  whom we have no other news except through you. 
[...] what has Lejbuś written, because I have heard that he probably got 
married, is that true? [...] Nothing new with us. We, Sonia and Szmulek 
are healthy and living at our places.
– excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his cousin 
Lena Hechtman (Mamza) living in the USA.
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1941

7 January: 
All of  us, thank God, are healthy and living at our places. I hardly earn 
anything, I have not left home all this time, Mum, as usual, is tending the 
household, Estusia [...] is earning for her needs, Rachela the same. Szmu-
lek is working on his position without remuneration, Sara takes care of  the 
household, and Heniuś is a very good boy, he is learning willingly. – excerpt 
from a letter written by Froim Żytomirski to his son Leon Żytomirski 
in Palestine.

24 January: The Judenrat in Lublin sent the Jewish Council in Kra-
ków the curriculum for Jewish primary schools to be approved 
by the German authorities. The letter contains the following 
message: The authorities have not responded to our request yet.

2 February: The offices of  the Department of  Emigration were 
moved from 11 Lubartowska Street to premises at 2 Kowalska 
Street.

5 March: 
We are all alive, thank God, but one could wish for a better state of  my and 
my wife’s health. […] If  it is not too hard for you, my dear, please send me 
a food parcel, for which I thank you in advance.
– excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his cousin 
Lena Hechtman (Mamza) living in the USA.

10 March: Jews were forbidden to send letters abroad witho-
ut appropriate permission.
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10-13 March: The forced resettlement of  about 12,000 Jews 
from Lublin to towns in the region. This action was clo-
sely related to the plan of  establishing the ghetto. At the 
same time, Jews were absolutely forbidden to maintain 
contacts with international organisations and states at 
war with Germany.

24 March: On the order of  Ernst Zörner, Governor of  Lublin 
District, a closed residential district for Jews was establi-
shed. All the Jews staying in the city were to be relocated 
there by 15 April.
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March/April: The Żytomirski family had to move from their flat at                             
3 Szewska Street to 11 Kowalska Street, inside the ghetto. Excerpt from the 
account by Józefa Paciorkowa, relocated to a house that the Jews had to 
leave: 
We had three days to leave our current flat and move to one of  the vacant 
dwellings from which Jews were expelled a few days earlier. […] It was a very 
sad and unpleasant situation. [...] We were bewildered and terrified by the 
sight of  the empty Jewish flats where they sent us. There was a wide choice, 
but it was very unpleasant and extremely difficult in human terms. The flats 
we looked at filled us with terror. Everywhere there were traces of  the recent 
presence of  people who had to leave their homes in a great rush. A modest 
meal that someone began to cook; an unfinished glass of  water; a dishevelled 
bed that looked as if  someone had just got up from it. [...] We were allocated 
to a flat at 3 Szewska Street.



28

1 April: Forced typhus vaccinations for Judenrat off icials and 
members of  their families.

24-25 April: The census of  the ghetto population indicated 
34,149 people. That f igure was higher than the target 
of  the German authorities who had planned to let only 
25,000 Jews stay in Lublin.

12 May: Samuel Żytomirski was still registered as head of  the Department 
of  Emigration with its office at 2 Kowalska Street. In the Memorial Book, 
Nachman Korn remembers that Samuel was a post office official: 
The Post Off ice was at 2 Kowalska Street. […] The Judenrat appointed 
Szmuel Żytomirski as head of  the off ice. He accepted it so as to be close 
to the window to the world that the Germans left open for a short time. 
Polish publications reached the ghetto via this off ice. Korn, Żytomirski and 
Nissenbaum were constantly in touch with each other and shared secret 
messages that were circulating in the ghetto. 
These words confirm Szmuel’s involvement in clandestine activities in the 
ghetto.

10 July: Establishment of  the Jewish Epidemic Hospital at 23 
Ruska Street.

September: The number of  meals handed out to Jewish chil-
dren by volunteer kitchens increased from 1,170 to 1,290.

8 September:
Thank God, we are all healthy and we wish the same to you, my belo-
ved. [...] Kisses and greetings to you all from our family. Have a happy 
year. Frajka – excerpt from a postcard written by Froim Żytomirski 
to his cousin Lena Hechtman (Mamza) living in the USA.
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8 October: 
Thank you for remembering about me and, please, do not forget 
about us in the future. – excerpt from the last postcard written by 
Froim Żytomirski to his cousin Lena Hechtman (Mamza) l i ving in 
the USA. The words in this message are, so to speak, a statement 
of  Froim Żytomirski’s last wil l .

15 October: General Governor Hans Frank issued an ordinance 
whereby leaving the ghettos by Jews and giving them any kind 
of  help was punishable by death.

 
29 October: 111 patients were staying at the Jewish Epidemic 

Hospital at 23 Ruska Street. The Judenrat passed a resolu-
tion to move the Jewish Epidemic Hospital to the building 
of  the former Perec School at 4 Czwartek Street.
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10 November: Froim Żytomirski died of  typhus. 
In the List of  death incidents – November, October 1941 the following 
information about Froim was entered: Religion teacher, place of  death: 
11 Kowalska Street, age: 68. 
He kept peace of  mind and optimism until the end. When he was dying, he 
reportedly asked to be buried close to the cemetery gate so that he could 
be the first to witness the liberation of  Lublin. In the preserved document 
entitled List of  monuments at the Jewish cemetery in Lublin, including surna-
mes, held by the State Archive in Lublin, there is an entry under number 
17884 about the burial of  Efraim, son of  Ozer.

November: According to off icial data, 205 Jews, including 118 
men and 87 women, died during that month.

1942 

7 January:
Dear Parents! My heart is with you. I have not received any news from you 
for a long time. How is the health of  mother, father, sisters, brother and chil-
dren? Stay strong! Your son Leon. – telegram sent by Leon Żytomirski from 
Palestine to his father Froim Żytomirski, to Lublin, 11 Kowalska Street.

7 March: The commander of  Sicherheitspolizei ordered all Jews 
employed in German companies and offices, the Judenrat and 
its institutions to have their work cards and the cards of  their 
closest family members stamped.

16/17 March:  The Final Solution of  the Jewish Question in the 
General Government, codenamed Operation Reinhard,                
began with the liquidation of  Lublin ghetto. About 1,400              
people were deported in sealed rail cars every day to the 
death camp in Bełżec.
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31 March: The SS announced that to stay in the ghetto a J-Ausweis 
would be required rather than the Arbeitsausweis (stamp from 
the Sicherheistpolizei) in the work card as it had been the case 
before. J-Ausweis did not protect the members of  the holder’s 
family.

15 April: The German authorities ended the liquidation of  the ghetto in 
Podzamcze district. As a result of  the extermination action, at least 871 
people were murdered on the spot and about 28,000 Jews were taken to 
the Bełżec death camp; Henio’s grandmother with her daughters were most 
probably among them.

16 April: Establishment of  the second ghetto, in Majdan Tatarski, where 
the Jews having J-Ausweis papers (about 4,200 according to the census) 
were ordered to move. The name of  Samuel Żytomirski was added to 
that list, in handwriting, under number 3194. In the Majdan Tatarski ghet-
to, Samuel Żytomirski held the role of  a post office clerk. Eventually, over 
7,000 people ended up in the new ghetto.
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20 April: As a result of  a selection in the Majdan Tatarski ghetto, 
about 3,000 people without the J-Ausweis were taken to KL 
Lublin (concentration camp at Majdanek) and those incapable 
of  work among them were then shot in the Krępiec Forest.

26 April: Efforts to establish a kindergarten in the ghetto for 
children over 3.

27 May:  Dear Leon! I have received the greetings. Extremely touched. 
[…] Little Henio and I are together – excerpt from a letter from Samuel 
Żytomirski to his brother Leon in Palestine. These words were written on 
the back of  a telegram sent by Leon from Palestine to Lublin on 7 January 
1942.
The postcard was registered in the Warsaw office of  the Red Cross on                   
10 August 1942 and most probably in the Geneva office on 8 January 1943.

It is the last preserved piece of information about Henio.
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23 July: I was very, very sick, doctors said I would not live, but I somehow got 
out of  it. [...] You know how lonesome I feel and how lonely I am. If  only my 
dear wife and my devoted parents were alive, the situation would be completely 
different. You are my only hope now. That’s why I expect food parcels from you 
as often as possible. 
– excerpt from Samuel Żytomirski’s letter to Natan Schwalb who ran  
a clandestine outpost in Geneva on behalf of the Dror organisation. His task 
was to find and maintain contact with members of  the Zionist movement  
in occupied Europe, send them parcels and provide all the help possible.

2 September: Selection in the Majdan Tatarski ghetto. Nearly 
1,000 people, mostly women and children, were deported to the 
transit ghetto in Piaski, from where they were most probably sent 
to the Sobibór death camp.

24 October: Selection in the Majdan Tatarski ghetto. Nearly 1,000 
Jews, including some Judenrat officials, were sent to KL Lublin and 
the transit ghetto in Piaski.

9 November:
Final liquidation of  the Majdan Tatarski ghetto. About 3,000 people were 
taken to KL Lublin. Women, children and old people were led to the gas 
chamber. The remaining Jews were assigned to various kommandos (slave 
labour units). Szmuel Żytomirski probably ended up in an external 
kommando of  KL Lublin at the Sportplatz camp in Wieniawa district 
where Jewish prisoners were building a sports stadium for SS func-
tionaries.
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1943

21 January:
Neta Żytomirska was born in Palestine as the first child of  Leon Żytomirski 
and Chana née Hochberg.

19 March:
My current address is Lublin, 7 Drobna Street, there were some diff i-
culties with the previous address [...] I am not writing about our current 
situation because you surely know about it anyway.
– excerpt from a letter, sent by Szmuel Żytomirski to the off ice of  the 
Jewish Agency in Istanbul; in the letter, he thanks for the food parcel 
received two days earlier. The Agency was sending parcels to Europe 
and organising help for Jews trying to leave the occupied countries. 
The address, 7 Drobna Street, was the Sportplatz camp in Wieniawa 
district. The letter was signed: M. Żytomirski. ‘Mieczysław’ was the 
false name used by Samuel Żytomirski in his clandestine contacts.

3 November: Mass execution of  all Jewish prisoners from KL 
Lublin and labour camps for Jews in Lublin. Over 18,000 
people were shot at Majdanek during this massacre known 
as Operation Erntefest.
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1944

6 January: 
At present I’m unable to say anything about our family. I don’t know where 
they are now. I’m doing everything I can to learn something about them. 
Four weeks ago, they were packed and sent to the camp at Majdanek. 
Most of  them are no longer alive, but is anybody still alive anywhere?  
Getting any information is very diff icult and you know that I can’t do any-
thing on my own. [...] You can imagine how I am feeling now that I am in 
this diff icult situation. […] At the moment, my biggest goal is to survive it 
all and learn something about our poor family. […] You can’t even imagine 
how hard and dangerous it is to live here. It is very unlikely that I will be 
able to bear and survive it all. [...] I’m dreaming of  the time when I will 
leave this terrible country and see you again. This time must come soon 
because I can’t live like this anymore. [...] Most heartfelt greetings to you 
and all those who are still thinking about us.
– excerpt from the last letter written by Samuel Żytomirski to the 
Istanbul off ice of  the Jewish Agency. The letter suggests that Samuel 
was hiding in Lublin and needed f inancial support.
The letter was typed in German on a typing machine and signed “Mie-
czysław Z.”. This letter is the last sign of  life from Samuel Żytomirski.

24/25 July: Lublin was liberated by the Red Army from German 
occupation.
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You lived in times so distant from mine, 
but your story seems so close to me.

Ewelina

„
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NETA’S STORY

Neta Żytomirska-Avidar, Henio’s cousin, daughter of  Leon Żytomirski 
(Henio’s uncle) who emigrated from Lublin to Palestine before the Second 
World War, visited Lublin for the first time in 2001 with a group of  friends 
from the landsmanshaft [society] of  Lublin Jews in Israel.

This is how she remembered the visit:

My father’s family was well known and respected in Lublin’s Jewish  
community. My father spent his childhood and youth in this city. His close 
relatives died hungry, stripped of  everything, leaving no trace behind. 
My parents would tell me about our family and Lublin, always with a 
strong sense of  longing and pain. These feelings have stayed with me. 
When I first came to Lublin, I did not even need a guide. All places  
associated with the fate of  my family were quite familiar to me.

During her visit to the “Grodzka Gate Centre – NN Theatre” Centre, 
Neta told the story of  little Henio. Then she donated two photo al-
bums depicting the life of  Henio and his family. The preserved photo-
graphs show the boy in each year of  his life until the outbreak of  the 
war. Thus Henio ‘returned’ to his city.

These albums are an extraordinary document. Thanks to them, the 
fate of  one boy has become a symbol of  the fate of  Lublin’s Jewish 
residents who perished during the war.
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Henio was born in Lublin on 25 
March 1933. He was the first 
child of  Szmuel and Sara Żyto-
mirski, and beloved grandson 
of  grandpa Froim. The pride 
and joy of  the family!
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On his second birthday, Henio was a real king for a day. He was smart and 
full of  energy. He was singing and jumping! Sometimes his grandparents 
would say when he left after his visit: Oh, it ’s quiet again.
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The family loved Henio. Look how his mom dressed him! Henio’s mom 
was exceptionally kind. She had blue eyes and black hair.
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[foto]
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In September 1937, Henio began attending nursery school. He was learning 
Polish songs; he knew the national anthem. He was very clever. Everything 
aroused his interest.
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In July 1938, Henio spent his summer holidays in the village of  Rudy, near 
Puławy. In September, his education continued at Trachter nursery school. 
Henio’s father wanted his son to learn Hebrew so that he could go to 
Palestine one day.
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On 5 July 1939, Henio rode a two-wheeled bicycle for the first time! It 
was a bike more suited for a larger boy. That was the day this picture was 
taken. In September, he was supposed to begin learning at a Jewish school 
run by the Tarbut association. Henio was prepared to attend first grade.
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The Second World War broke out when Henio was six.
How did Henio’s childhood unravel in those early days?
What horrors did he witness?
What were children of  his age doing in the ghetto? I don’t know.

Henio’s father wrote this on a Red Cross postcard dated 27 May 1942, 
“Little Henio and I are together”. He mentioned just the two of  them, 
which means that the others had perished.
What happened to the whole family?
I don’t know.

In a letter from 19 March 1943, Szmuel Żytomirski wrote only about him-
self. This means that his only son Henio was no longer alive at the time.
How did this happen?
I don’t know.

Neta Żytomirska-Avidar, 2002.
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Dear Henio! I am writing to you                 
because I want to express my protest 
against what happened in the times in 
which you happened to live.

NN

„
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THE STORY OF HENIO ŻYTOMIRSKIW DZIAŁANIACH 
IN THE ARTISTIC AND EDUCATIONAL WORK OF THE 

 “GRODZKA GATE – NN THEATRE” CENTRE

 
2002-2004

Henio’s story appeared in the Centre’s activities for the first time in 
2002. Tomasz Pietrasiewicz, founder and director of  the “Grodzka Gate – 
NN Theatre” Centre, decided to add Henio’s name to the list of  addressees 
of  letters sent to the non-existent addresses as part of  the Letters to the 
Ghetto project. On 16 March, the anniversary of  the liquidation of  Lublin 
Ghetto, young people of  Lublin were sending letters to the deceased resi-
dents of  Podzamcze district. The letters could not be delivered to the addres-
sees and were returned with a note ‘The address does not exist’. This was 
an attempt to touch the void left by the destroyed Jewish Quarter in Lublin.
Among the 43 thousand nameless victims of  the Holocaust, Henio has become 
an exceptional figure – we know his name, his family, his story, said Tomasz                   
Pietrasiewicz.
This story turned out to be a key to the narration about the Destruction of  
the Lublin Jews in various activities conducted by the Centre.

Henio’s story soon became part of  an exhibition entitled The 
Primer. Children in the Majdanek camp. It was opened in 2003 at 
the initiative of  the “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre in barrack 
No. 53 at the State Museum at Majdanek. This unique exhibition reminds 
us that the story of  the Second World War is also the story of  children, 
thousands of  whom were murdered in concentration and death camps. 
At the Majdanek camp, these were Jewish, Belorussian and Polish chil-
dren. Some of  them were supposed to go to school on 1 September 
1939, carrying The Primer in their school bags. The exhibition, co-worked 
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by Marta Grudzińska, tells the story of  four children imprisoned at Maj-
danek. These are Jewish children – Halina Birenbaum and Henryk (Henio) 
Żytomirski, Belorussian – Piotr Kiriszczenko, and Polish – Janina Buczek-
Różańska. One of  them – Henio – probably perished in the camp. This 
exhibition was also visited by Henio’s cousin Neta Żytomirska-Avidar 
with her family.

2005

The Day of  Holocaust Remembrance and Prevention of  Crimes 
Against Humanity, celebrated for the first time in 2005, was an oppor-
tunity to present the story of  Henio and his family to pupils, students 
and teachers in Lublin. Based on an earlier experience, an educational  
project entitled Letters to Henio was initiated.
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Special issues of  students’ newsletters, prepared with the 
support of  the Centre, brought information about Henio to the 
school community. A website www.henio.teatrnn.pl was specially 
created to provide access to the archive and educational materials 
that are related to Henio’s story and the Holocaust in Lublin and can 
be used by teachers to conduct lessons in the f ield of  humanities.

Based on the reconstructed story of  Henio’s life and archive 
photographs, the Centre has published an artistic booklet entitled 
Henio, authored by Małgorzata Rybicka. It has been distributed to 
schools and libraries.

 



67



68



69



70

Actions in an urban space have also been initiated. On 19 
April, a photo of  Henio was placed at 64, Krakowskie Przedmieście 
Street, at the exact spot where it was taken in July 1939. Next to it, 
there was a table at which people could write a letter to Henio 
and have it marked with a stamp specially designed for this occasion 
before putting it into a special NN Theatre post-box. That is where 
young people gathered to send their letters to the Jewish boy. Passers-
by who were walking along Krakowskie Przedmieście [Lublin’s High 
Street] that day could listen to Henio’s story coming through the loud-
speakers and spontaneously write their letter too. Maike Limprecht, 
doing volunteer work at the Centre, was the f irst to send letters from  
German youth. 
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After posting their letters, all those gathered went on a city walk in 
the footsteps of Henio, visiting places related to his life, including his 
family home at 3 Szewska Street, and the house at 11 Kowalska Street, 
where Henio and his family moved when the ghetto was established. The 
walk ended at the Lamp of  Memory in Podwale Street, the last surviving 
lamp of  the Jewish Quarter.

The subsequent editions of  the project have been accompanied 
by additional undertakings. The actions in Krakowskie Przedmieście 
Street have been enriched with music played by Maike Limprecht, Ewa  
Grochowska, Violaine Lochu and Regina Menke. A map with the route 
of  the walk has also been published. Young people met witnesses 
of history: Irena Karczewska, a Holocaust survivor, and Stefan Mazur, 
a Righteous Among Nations. Piotr Sztajdel also designed a multimedia 
presentation called Henio Żytomirski. The Story, featuring a song 
Małe dzieci po to są (This Is What Little Children Are For) sung by Anna 
Maria Jopek.
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2006-2010

In 2007, Neta Żytomirska-Avidar came to Lublin again, bringing her 
works with her. Her lithographs were presented at an exhibition at the 
Michałowski Gallery.

 
During her visit to “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre, Neta 

Żytomirska-Avidar met teachers and educators. She talked 
about Henio and Holocaust education:
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I know how hard it is to teach about the Holocaust, but Henio is 
a small boy, and you can identify yourself  with a child. Majdanek 
is nearby so what should you tell children when they ask “What is 
it?”, “What was there?” The Holocaust existed and was part of  
the life of  children who survived or perished.

On that occasion, Neta Żytomirska-Avidar also brought a special 
letter to Henio, entitled My Friend in the Ghetto, written by his child-
hood friend Esther Bernhard (née Rechtman). Photographs showing 
them together in Lublin have been preserved. Estera was luckier than 
Henio as she and her parents left for Palestine before the war broke 
out. When she learnt that a project dedicated to Henio was taking 
place in Lublin, she wrote a letter to him.
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When searching for new ways of  keeping memory alive, the 
“Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre created a Facebook profile 
of Henio Żytomirski in 2009. Thanks to this, thousands of  social 
media users around the world have learnt about the Jewish boy from 
Lublin. The story on Facebook was a fictionalised first-person narrative 
about real events in Henio’s life set in the historical reality of  the period. 
‘Henio’ wrote on Facebook:

I am seven years old. I have a mom and dad. I have my favourite place. 
Not everyone has a mom and dad, but everyone has their favourite place. 
Today I decided to never leave Lublin. I will stay here forever.

The boy’s words, moderated by Piotr Brożek, the Centre’s staff  
member, were accompanied by archive materials – photographs and 
documents. The Facebook profile also presented the Centre’s work  
related to commemorating Henio.
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This innovative project in the f ield of  memory work was met 
with mixed reactions. On the one hand, it attracted the attention 
of  international media to Henio’s story (it was covered by Ger-
man, America, British, Mexican and Israeli) and triggered a debate 
on ways of  keeping memory alive in the age of  social media. On 
the other hand, it met with accusations of  unethical exploitation 
of  the story of  the murdered boy. The response to the criticism 
came from Neta Żytomirska-Avidar who wrote in a comment on 
the prof ile page:

We seek to reconstruct Henio’s life in the ghetto based on witness 
accounts, documents and historical facts related to Lublin under 
occupation. Based on all of  that, we try to guess how he would 
have told his story. Henio is a symbolic f igure, an icon through 
which the story of  the Jewish community during the Nazi occupa-
tion and the Holocaust is brought to Facebook.

Henio’s profile soon reached the maximum number of  f ive tho-
usand friends. However, after a year of  online presence, it was deleted 
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by Facebook due to a violation of  its community standards prohibiting 
the creation of  accounts on behalf  of  other persons.

In 2009, Naama Egozi, an educator from the Israeli Yad Vashem 
Institute, came to Lublin with a group of  her students to show them 
the city of  Henio Żytomirski. Naama decided to share Henio’s story 
with young Israelis.

Since 2010, the Letters to Henio project has been accompanied by 
educational workshops offered to secondary school students. Alek-
sandra Zińczuk has designed a workshop where participants work with 
documents such as photographs, oral history accounts and letters, and 
learn about pre-war Polish-Jewish Lublin. Discovering the story of  He-
nio Żytomirski and his family gradually introduces the participants to the 
successive stages of  the Holocaust. The workshop ends with the young 
people writing letters to Henio and sending them on 19 April during the 
event in Krakowskie Przedmieście Street.
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The participation in the workshop not only broadens the young 
people’s knowledge about pre-war, multicultural Lublin and the Ho-
locaust but also enhances their intercultural competence by teaching 
them to show empathy towards the ‘other’ and overcome cultural bar-
riers and stereotypes. Thanks to the workshops, young people begin 
to see Henio Żytomirski as both a real person – their peer and colle-
ague who had a life, family and dreams – and a symbol of  the suffering 
of  the innocent. A script of the Letters to Henio workshop is 
available in the PDF format at 

www.listydohenia.teatrnn.pl.
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2011-2015

In 2011, the story of Henio Żytomirski became part of the 
Lublin. Memory of the Place exhibition at “Grodzka Gate – NN 
Theatre” Centre. Henio’s family album with photographs in wooden 
frames can be seen near the model of  pre-war Lublin. The last photo 
of  Henio from July 1939 is shown at the spot where the story of  the 
Destruction of  Lublin Jews begins. The boy gazes towards the dark stair-
case, at the other end of  which is a contemporary photo of  the same 
spot where he was standing then. Several thousand people visit the  
exhibition each year, and every visitor learns the story of  little Henio.

Looking for an adequate form of  presenting Henio’s story to young 
people, in w 2012 the Comic Book Laboratory of  “Grodzka Gate – NN 
Theatre” Centre published a comic book entitled A Walk by Maciej 
Pałka. It is an illustrated story of  one day in the life of  Henio Żytomirski.
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In 2012, Neta Żytomirska-Avidar came to Lublin again, this 
time with a group of  second- and third-generation Lubliners. 
Their visit marked the 70th anniversary of  the liquidation of  Lu-
blin Ghetto. On that occasion, the “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre”  
Centre organised an artistic event called Salvaged Stories Mys-
tery of Memory, during which descendants of  the Lublin Jews 
told the stories of  their families to high school students. Within 
the space of  the Centre, Neta told young people about her fam-
ily – grandpa Froim, father Leon and little Henio. The event was a 
symbolic act of  passing down the memory of  the dramatic events 
of  the Holocaust to a younger generation.
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The interviews recorded during the Mystery of  Memory were publi-
shed in English in a book entitled Salvaged Stories. Interviews with 
Families of Lublin Jews.
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In 2013, the Centre put out a small publication entitled The 
Stories Heard. This collection of  mini-stories, presenting specif ic 
events from the Holocaust period that witnesses cannot and do not 
want to forget, includes The Story of  Henio, too. Based on The Stories 
Heard, a musical and literary oratorio entitled Stories from the Night 
was produced in 2015, a new art form in the NN Theatre’s work so far.

The permanent exhibition at Grodzka Gate is complemented by 
the Lublin. 43 Thousand project. This number represents all of  the 
Lublin Jews who were condemned by the Nazis not only to death but 
also oblivion. 
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Since 2015, the Centre has been collecting all sorts of  personal 
details based on archive sources (documents, memoirs, letters, pho-
tographs) and then inserted into folders integrated with the exhibi-
tion. Most of  the 43 thousand folders will remain empty, but each 
one is a symbolic proof  of  the existence of  every individual behind 
this enormous number. The folder of  Henio Żytomirski is among the 
few that contain relatively ample evidence of  life.

In 2015, we celebrated the 10th anniversary of the Letters 
to Henio project. During this edition, the regular annual programme 
was enriched with additional activities. Students from two schools in 
Lublin took part in a journalists’ workshop that led to articles about 
Henio published in school newsletters. Thanks to the involvement 
of  Volodymyr Dyshlevuk, a volunteer from the ASF organisation in 
Ukraine, letters to Henio were also written by school students from 
Medzhybizh and Khmelnytskyi in Ukraine. The workshop about He-
nio’s story in Medzhybizh was exceptional because that is where He-
nio’s grandfather Froim (Efraim) Żytomirski, son of  Chaim Ozer, was 
born in 1880. From there he moved to Warsaw and then, already with 
a wife and children, to Lublin. The Letters to Henio workshop in 
Ukraine was organised thanks to the involvement of  the Tchija Jewish 
Community of  Khmelnytskyi in cooperation with the Provincial Public–
Academic Library in Khmelnytskyi, School Complex No. 5 in Khmelny-
tskyi, Polish-Ukrainian Centre in Khmelnytskyi, and the European Club 
at the Secondary School of  General Education in Medzhybizh.
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2016-2020

The subsequent years of  the project have demonstrated the 
universal dimension of  Henio’s story. Letters to Henio began to 
arrive at the “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre from 
abroad. In 2016, the Embassy of  Bosnia and Herzegovina in War-
saw presented the Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre with a letter from 
Prof. Azamat Akbarov, dean of  the Faculty of  Education at the In-
ternational Burch University in Sarajevo, in which he wrote:

The last photo of  you was taken 67 years ago. I wish I could 
tell you that no child has fallen victim to gratuitous violence 
since then, that all children have been to school. But the real-
ity is quite different, only too similar. [...] I wonder how many 
Septembers will pass before we begin to respond to what is 
happening around us. Nearly 70 years have gone by, and we 
are still committing the same mistakes. Perhaps we would stop 
committing them if  we realised that all our children are equally 
valuable. Perhaps this is what we should be teaching at schools. 

These words are particularly poignant when one thinks about all 
the children that died during the recent Balkan War and armed con-
f licts still taking place around the world.

In 2018 and 2019, the Centre received letters to Henio written 
by second-grade pupils (12- and 13- year-olds) from Istituto Comp-
rensivo Bosco-Venisti in Capurso (Bari) in Italy. Teacher Maria Teresa  
Radogna handed over the documentation of  educational classes on the 
Holocaust, during which pupils were introduced to the stories of  Henio 
Żytomirski and Halina Birenbaum. The young people wrote:
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Learning the story of  Henio is much better than learning about general 
history because we have had an opportunity to get closer to his experi-
ence and feel his emotions rather than learn just the dates and facts.

We feel extremely sad thinking about Henio, but thanks to his story we 
have learnt to fight for a future without wars, intolerance and inequality.

Thank you, Henio and Halina, for teaching us about the importance of  
remembering.

On 29 April 2019, letters to Henio were also written by f ifth-
-grade pupils from Begin Primary School in Netanya in Israel – col-
leagues of  Gur Avidar, grandson of  Neta Żytomirska-Avidar. When 
Gur turned eleven, his grandma told him the story of  his family 
from Lublin and what happened to them during the war. That was 
the f irst time he heard about his cousin Henio and the project con-
ducted in Lublin. The boy was so moved by the letters and drawings 
made by children from Poland that he decided to show them to his 
classmates. Together, Gur and Neta presented their family history 
to the class, and then the pupils wrote their letters to Henio:

Some say that sending letters to someone dead is a bad idea. But 
I believe that from up high, you can see all those who are writing 
to you.
 
My grandmother also lived through the Shoah, she survived. She 
was 95 when she died. How sad it is to die when you are only 
nine. I am so sorry.

The excerpts above show the power of  Henio’s story today.



100

In 2016, the “Grodzka Gate–NN Theatre” Centre carried out a 
project to commemorate places connected with the destruction of  the 
Lublin Jews in the form of  a Memory Trail in Lublin’s public space. It is 
called Lublin. Memory of the Holocaust. The artistic installation at 
the so-called Lublin Umschlagplatz is the key element of  the Memo-
ry Trail. Murals were also created within the former ghetto area. The 
largest one is a 100-metre collage inspired by pre-war photographs of  
streets in Lublin’s Jewish Quarter. The mural depicts retail and service 
shops, with signs in Polish and Yiddish, and people walking in the streets, 
Henio Żytomirski and his father among them.



101



102

The mural was created on a wall along the banks of  the Czechówka 
river, below street level. This location is symbolic because the nearby Castle 
Hill used to be surrounded by the Jewish Quarter. Thanks to the mural, 
Henio is back in Lublin.

Between 3 and 7 July 2017, Lublin hosted the first international meet-
ing of  its Jewish residents and their descendants, for the first time in 70 
years. The Lubliner Reunion was attended by over 200 people from 
around the world. The participants of  this convention had an opportunity 
to learn about Lublin’s history and present-day life. The family stories of  
the Lubliners were among the most important items on the agenda. Neta 
Żytomirska-Avidar was one of  the persons presenting the story of  their 
family. The Reunion was an important part of  the celebrations of  the 700th 
anniversary of  Lublin’s incorporation as a city and was aimed at highlight-
ing the significance of  the Jewish community in the city’s history. On that 
occasion, several Lubliners, including Neta Żytomirska-Avidar, received the 
700th Anniversary Medal of  the City of  Lublin. The presentation of  the 
medal by the Deputy Mayor of  Lublin took place at Lublin Castle.
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April 19, 2020 was another round anniversary of  the Letters to  
Henio project. Due to the pandemic, all of  activities traditionally  
accompanying the implementation of  the project, as well as those 
planned especially for the celebration of  its 15th anniversary, were 
cancelled. The place to remember Henio’s fate was in the space of  
the Internet. The film Stories from the Gate. Henio, summariz-
ing f ifteen years of  the Centers’activities around Henia’s history, was  
prepared by Agnieszka Ląkocy-Sulej. 

A symbolic typographic letter to Henio, referring to a post-
card template, was created by Robert Sawa from Printing House at the 
“Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre. A unique typographic accident 
prepared by him consists of  quotations from earlier letters written to 
Henio by young people from different countries. Their message is heard 
in English, German, Hebrew and Polish.
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Over the last 15 years, the Letters to Henio project has become one 
of  the core activities of  the “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre with 
regard to the memory of  the Lublin Jews. Thousands of  letters to the small 
Jewish boy have been sent by young people since 2005. Some of  these let-
ters have been returned to the senders with a note ‘Addressee unknown’. 
The project activities have been developed by many people working and 
collaborating with the “Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre” Centre, including 
Beata Markiewicz, Monika Krzykała, Aleksandra Zińczuk, Aleksandra Duź, 
young people from the Civic Academy (Akademia Obywatelska), Piotr 
Brożek, Bartosz Gajdzik, Dominika Majuk.

During the 15 years of  the project, the letter-writing activities 
have been attended by several dozen schools from Lublin and places 
such as Bełżyce, Borzechów, Brzeźno, Bydgoszcz, Chełm, Częstochowa, 
Dubeczno, Kalinówka, Charlęż Kolonia, Legionowo, Nakło nad Notecią, 
Oświęcim, Piotrowice, Poniatowa, Raszyn, Stargard Szczeciński, Świdnik, 
Warszawa. Letters to Henio have also been written by pupils, students, 
teachers and educators from Germany, Ukraine, the Netherlands, France, 
Denmark, Israel and the United States.

The project has received numerous mentions in the media in Poland 
and abroad and has become an integral part of  extracurricular education 
as a model of  memory work related to the Holocaust.

Information about the project is available at
www.listydohenia.teatrnn.pl
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When writing a letter to you, describ-
ing your story, I am writing to everyone, 
about everyone, because we cannot be 
really sure that this will not affect us 
too.

Łukasz

„
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LETTERS TO HENIO

Selection of  letters to Henio written by pupils 
and students in the years 2005–2020.
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Дорогий Геньо!

   Пише тобі учениця Меджибізької школи I-III ст.  Мазур Діана. 

Я стала учасницею проекту “Listy do Henia”. 

   Мені відома трагедія, яка сталася з тобою, адже у віці дев’яти

років ти був страчений у газовій камері концтабору Майданек.

Звісно, тебе спіткала дуже жорстока доля, тому що до початку

війни  ти  жив  звичайним  життям  і  ніколи  не  міг  збагнути,

що могло б з тобою статися.  Як мені вже відомо, ти був веселим

і дуже жвавим хлопчиком. Твій дідусь – Фроїм Житомирський,

родом із Меджибожа, в якому більша частина жителів селища

були  євреї.   Трагедія,  що  сталася  у  Майданеку,  болем

відгукнулася  у  серцях  жителів  нашого  селища:  у  Меджибожі

в роки другої світової війни фашистами було розстріляно 3500

євреїв. Було створене гетто, яке поступово знищувало людей.

 

   У 1941 році почалась друга світова війна в Україні, в той час,

як в Польщі вона вже тривала 2 роки. Але незважаючи на те,

що  більше  ніж  півстоліття  минуло  після  закінчення  війни,

український народ зараз  потерпає від  агресії  Росії.  На щастя,

жах  війни  ще  не  торкнувся  нашого  селища,  але  мені  добре

відомо про життя людей, які перебувають в постійному остраху.

Частина території України охоплена.  У числі захисників держави

є і мій дядько. Прикро, що діти стають жертвами війни…

    P.S. Маленький Геньо! Цими листами ми не зможемо тебе

повернути, але принаймні вшануємо твою пам’ять.

Мазур Діана, 14 років. 

11.03.2015 р.
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Dear Henio! I have found out about 
you just a few hours ago, but I feel like 
I have known you for a very long time.

Alina

„
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LETTER FROM ESTHER

“My friend in the ghetto”

My name is Esther Bernhard, née Rechtman. I was born in Decem-
ber 1932. My parents emigrated with me to Palestine in 1933. Three 
years later, my mom and I visited Lublin and stayed there until 1938.

We would often call at Henio Żytomirski’s home. His father taught 
my mom Hebrew and the Bible, and members of  the family became our 
friends. I have vague memories of  Henio’s home, a place where children 
were loved. I can remember his grandfather, with his bright, loving eyes.

I can remember the apartment with many books, a desk, and par-
ticularly a room full of  toys, where Henio would stay. I am sure that my 
memories have been influenced by my mom’s memories, but I believe that 
I can really remember some scenes, for example when Henio’s father saw 
us off  to the door at the end of  each visit.

The war broke out a year after our return to Tel Aviv. During those 
years, the image of  Henio became fixed in my heart. Henio became ‘my 
friend’ from the Jewish ghetto. I worried about him.

I was looking at the photograph of  us together, the copy that I have, 
and I felt that I missed that boy, my peer.
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In the following years, I found out that neither he nor his family mem-
bers were among the survivors. Henio remains locked in my heart. How 
painful, how sad.

I left Lublin before I turned five, but I can still remember some scenes 
and emotions. I long for something that is no more, but it was the landsca-
pe of  my childhood, etched in my heart. This longing is mixed with pain 
and inconsolable grief.

 

	 Esther Bernhard,
daughter of Dawida Rechtman and Perla Laks from Lublin.

Henio’s childhood friend.
Israel 2007

page No. 133 - Henio with his friend Estera, 1937.
page No. 134 - Third birthday of  Henio - below, f irst from left - Estera, 1936.





I am really glad that I have had the 
opportunity to learn your story. I will 
be able to pass it on, thus making you 
immortal.

Michał

„
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Captions to iconography
in the chapter “The Life of Henio Żytomirski and his family”

page No. 8   –

page No. 10 – 

page No. 10 –
[below]

page No. 11 –  

pages 
No. 12, 13     –     

page No. 14 –

page No. 15 –

 
pages 
No. 17, 18        –

page No. 21 –

Henio Żytomirski with his father Szmuel Żytomirski in the Krakowskie 
Przedmieście Street in Lublin, 1938. Neta Żytomirska-Avidar’s collection.

Wedding photograph of  Szmuel Żytomirski and Sara Oksman. Neta 
Żytomirska-Avidar’s collection.

Sisters: Rachela Żytomirska, Sonia Kornberg (with her son Abramek) and Estera 
Żytomirska, Kazimierz Dolny 1937. Neta Żytomirska-Avidar’s collection. 
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The Jewish Quarter in Lublin, Cyrulicza Street, 1940. Bicki family collection.
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Postcard written by Froim Żytomirski to his cousin Lena Hechtman living in 
the USA, dated 8 October 1941. Neta Żytomirska-Avidar’s collection.

A group of  children on Jateczna Street in Lublin, a fragment of  the Great 
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