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In her native Poland, Irena Sendler is a famous heroine today. But it took a long time for her to become famous. Her story, like so many stories across Poland, was quietly buried for decades. The Soviets, who occupied Poland after the end of the Second World War, didn’t want people to tell each other stories about the bravery and courage of people who had fought to make Poland independent. It might encourage other Polish people to want to fight again for their freedom. In the 1980s, things finally started to change in Poland, and there was a new movement known as Solidarność—“solidarity.” As Solidarność took hold of people’s imaginations across the world, things happened so quickly many couldn’t believe the changes. Eventually, thanks to “solidarity” and changes around the world, even the Berlin Wall, which kept people in the east apart from people in the west, was dismantled while crowds from around the globe cheered. The Soviet Union also disappeared as a country. And suddenly, for the first time in decades, it was safe to tell some of the stories of brave and amazing people in Poland like Irena Sendler and her friends, who risked their lives during the Second World War to help save Jewish families and, especially, Jewish children and teenagers.

With her friends, Irena Sendler smuggled infants out of the Warsaw ghetto, past German guards and Jewish police traitors, in suitcases and wooden boxes. She carried toddlers and school children through the city’s foul and dangerous sewers. Some of the kids hid underneath the corpses of dead bodies in coffins in order to get past the guards—people history calls the Nazis—who wanted to kill them. She worked with Jewish teenagers—many of them astonishingly brave girls and boys of fourteen or fifteen—who helped her smuggle little children out of the ghetto. Many also later fought and died in the ghetto uprising. And, through it all, she and her friends spent the war hiding and taking care of thousands of children.

Irena was a small person, but she had a gigantic heart. She was a four-foot-eleven-inch tall wisp of a young woman, in her late twenties when the war began, and she didn’t have any experience in battles or in fighting. But faced with a situation she knew was wrong, Irena was determined to stand up to bullying and to take action to do what she believed in, and she learned quickly. Irena fought with all her ferocity and intelligence. Soon she was acting like an experienced general. Her foot soldiers and her army were dozens of ordinary people, across the city of Warsaw, who agreed to help hide children from the Nazis and to save them.

Before she was arrested and threatened with execution for her actions, Irena Sendler and her friends saved the lives of more than two thousand Jewish children. At immense risk she also did something ever more courageous. Irena and her friends kept a list of the children’s names so that after the war their parents could find them. Many of the children’s parents did not survive the war and died in the great killings of the Holocaust. But thousands of Irena’s children survived, and many of them went on to become mothers and fathers. None of them ever forgot the bravery of the woman who helped save them.

But, while Irena Sendler was undeniably a heroine—a woman of immense, almost unimaginable courage—she hated being called a hero. “Heroes,” she said, “do extraordinary things. What I did was not an extraordinary thing. It was normal.” It should have been normal, is what Irena meant when she said that. If everyone had dared to stand up for what was right, something terrible might not have happened.

Not everyone in Poland had the courage to stand up to the Nazis. Most people weren’t brave. But Irena wasn’t alone either. Dozens of people quietly joined her. Irena said that for each child whose rescue she organized, ten people in Warsaw risked their lives to help in the mission. For those who helped Irena, the choices were monstrous. Punishment for helping a Jew meant having your whole family killed in front of you. Yet not once did any of these people—dozens of them—flinch from helping Irena in her mission. No one, Irena once said, ever refused to take in one of her children.

This is the story of Irena Sendler, the children she saved, and some of those brave and average people who helped her. If you had been alive during the dark days of the Second World War, would you have been one of the people who joined her? Irena Sendler’s story inspires everyone—grown-ups and young people—to ask themselves that important question.

—Tilar J. Mazzeo

•  •  •

Poland was a special place for Jewish people. It became home and haven for them in the eleventh through thirteenth centuries when the Christian Crusades threatened them with persecution and death. In the beginning, they were welcome to settle in the towns and villages. Laws gave them legal and professional rights and guarded their freedom to gather and worship as they pleased.

As time went by, the Jewish people prospered, trading in cloth, horses, and cattle, owning land, developing skills with leather and wood, some growing wealthy. Sadly, a pattern of Jewish history began to repeat itself. Some people resented the Jews and their success. Dislike grew to anger and hatred, and when bad things happened, like the plague, people wanted someone to blame. They blamed the Jews, and they did it with a vengeance, massacring men, women, and children throughout the land. Times of peace followed times of violence over and over again. Still, the Jewish people of Poland flourished and multiplied.

Over the centuries, Poland had become the center of Jewish culture in Europe, and the city of Warsaw became the mainspring of Jewish theater, music, architecture, publishing, Judaic scholarship, and social reform. Warsaw Jews made contributions to the world in math, economics, law, and science. By Irena’s time, more than 3.3 million Jews lived in Poland, the largest Jewish population in Europe. They lived mostly separate from their more or less tolerant Christian neighbors, but they were a diverse people, having immigrated from all over the continent. Jewish families were poor, rich, and everywhere in between.

But in the 1920s and 1930s, people with strong feelings against Jews gained more power in Poland. In the neighboring country of Germany, the Nazi government took away Jewish people’s rights and freedom, making anti-Semitism the law of the land. Once again, for Jews, the best of times turned into the worst of times. In that darkness arose a bright flame that could not be snuffed out.

That beacon burning with moral courage was Irena Sendler. I am delighted and honored to bring her story to life in this edition for young readers. Irena’s choice of lifesaving resistance to the power and evil of Nazism proves to me that we humans have great potential to put aside apathy and self-interest, to rise above hatred and fear, and to act with compassion. Knowing Irena’s story makes me want to be more fearless and to show more kindness every day. Some parts of the story are so terrible I didn’t want to write them, and they might be sad and painful for you to read. But if we don’t know about the Nazis’ brutality, we can’t begin to understand Irena’s bravery.

—Mary Cronk Farrell
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Irena Sendler

circa 1942

Public Domain
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Young Piotr waited in the shadows. His aunt held his hand and looked down the street, watching the German soldiers. The soldiers did not have to be afraid like everyone else. They had guns swinging at their side. Auntie was holding Piotr’s baby cousin in her other arm and the grown-ups were worried. It would be bad if the baby started crying. The soldiers turned the corner at the end of the street. A hand fell heavy on Piotr’s shoulder. His father? No. His father was not coming with them, and neither was his mother. He’d never been away from his parents before, and it was hard to understand what was happening. He was four now. Run! Someone hissed. Run! That’s what they were waiting for. Piotr ran. He ran as fast as he could toward the trees where the hole was waiting.

The man helped Piotr and his aunt and his cousin Elżbieta down the dark hole into a tunnel. It smelled terrible. It was wet and dark and crowded. “Be quiet,” the strange man said to them. “And you must not cry,” he told Piotr.

Piotr would not cry. He was not a baby. He followed the man, listening to the unfamiliar noises that echoed from a long way away. Shoes went squish-squish in the greasy trickle of water running in the tunnel, and soon his feet were wet. They walked on and on. It was slippery, and it made you tired. But it would be scary to get left behind here. They trudged through the yucky water for a long time.

Sometimes the man stopped so quick that it was hard not to stumble. The man put a finger to his lips. Quiet. Then a rattle and distant voices came from above, but the man kept walking and so did Piotr. At last, the man stopped. He pointed. There were rungs of a ladder rising to a grate. After waiting a short time, listening, the man reached up and drew aside the grate, and motioned for them to climb up. They climbed up into the daylight trying not to make any clatter.

Suddenly the man was gone. There to meet them was another stranger, a woman, a small woman. She smiled at him. Come, she said. They followed her.
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September 1, 1939

The wail of sirens dragged Irena from sleep, and she jumped up. Air-raid sirens. An attack? No. Surely, a false alarm.

She and her mother grabbed their bathrobes and slippers. Everywhere, rumpled neighbors were pouring out of their apartment buildings into the street. They peered upward. It was six o’clock in the morning and the low-lying clouds were calm, the streets empty of traffic. The air-raid wardens knew no more than the curious crowd, but shooed everyone back into their buildings. The anxiety and early hour made people cross, and somewhere in the building a door slammed. The sirens continued to wail.

Irena sat with her mother at the kitchen table and turned on Polish radio. Bleary-eyed and grim, they listened to the news. Everyone feared Germany would strike. Irena and her friends had followed news of Adolf Hitler’s rise to power in Germany and the antidemocratic policies of his National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi party). The German takeover of Czechoslovakia had moved Poland to ready its military for war. But though Irena had known war would come, it was difficult to believe her country—her city—was under attack!

Hovering over the radio, Irena leaned in to hear the words. Government and city workers in the capital were instructed to stay at their posts around the clock, using all efforts to resist the German aggressors. Thank heavens. Irena wanted to do something.

Irena, stop fidgeting. A look from her mother told her to sit down and finish her coffee. What could she do anyhow? The minutes ticked by. News trickled in. German armies rolled into Poland from the south, the west, and the north.

By 7:00 a.m. Irena could no longer bear doing nothing, and she flew down the stairs to the courtyard. Tossing her weathered bag into the basket of her bicycle, Irena hitched up her skirt and pedaled quickly toward the Old Town and her office on Zlota Street. It was a relief to be off, to leave the waiting and worrying to her mother. She felt a powerful purpose and determination.

Irena worked as a senior administrator in a branch of the city social welfare office that ran soup kitchens across the city. Reaching her building, she went to look for her boss, Irena—“Irka”—Schultz, a thin, birdlike blonde with a big smile. Irka was more than her supervisor. She was one of Dr. Radlinska’s girls, just like Irena was.

While studying at the Polish Free University, Irena had found a warm welcome in Professor Helena Radlinska’s circle. The sturdy woman with thinning white hair shared the socialist ideals of Irena’s papa, and Irena missed her papa. She’d joined in the radical activism of the tight-knit group of young men and women inspired by Dr. Radlinska. And the professor had given Irena her first social work job at one of her clinics helping the poorest families in Warsaw.

Irena found her boss Irka calm and matter-of-fact, even with the city under siege. For the next few hours, the staff set in motion plans for how they might help families survive this crisis. Irena couldn’t imagine what they would face in the coming days. Who knew what war looked like until they were in it? But she knew the families she served would need her help now more than ever.

At about nine o’clock, the women dropped what they were doing. They listened to what sounded like “a faraway surf . . . not a calm surf but when waves crash onto a beach during a storm.” Then air-raid sirens pierced their ears, soon joined by a thunder of planes overhead, and Irena heard the first explosions. Bombs. She and the other women ran for cover, while the building rattled with the hum of planes, tens, maybe even hundreds and ear-splitting, ground-shaking concussions. In the cellar bomb shelters, everyone clutched hands in the musty darkness with a faint hope, listening for the Polish defensive artillery firing back.

When the pounding let up and the roar of bombers receded, it was horrible to see how much damage had been done to Warsaw. Irena looked out at a sky black with smoke. Chaos filled Zlota Street. Clouds of dust coated her throat and smoke stung her nose. Some buildings had been turned to rubble. Flames engulfed the gutted facades of entire apartment buildings. The walls swayed and then toppled in a crash to the cobblestones. Piles of bricks lay everywhere, as if thrown by an angry child, and glass and debris littered the ground. Horses fell dead, and Irena saw, there, in the midst of it all, mangled human bodies.

The first onslaught of war was dizzying, unreal. She could not imagine the horrors that were yet to come, and shuddered to think of the soldiers on the front lines, fighting to stop the Germans, the bloodshed they must be facing. A few days ago, she had said good-bye to several men leaving Warsaw for military deployment. A lawyer in the social services office, Jozef Zysman, had been called up as reserve officer, and Irena worried about his wife, Theodora. He was a prominent city attorney, often representing needy people for free. Irena had regularly waited with him in the halls of the courthouse, each of them leaning up against the stair railings and laughing. He defended people illegally evicted from their homes, and Irena was one of his favorite witnesses. She reveled in righting an injustice and could be very persuasive. She would have to check in on Theodora and their baby.

Amid the utter confusion, Irena tried to clear her mind. It was her job to provide food in this emergency. People bombed out of their homes would need shelter. She and her coworkers set up dozens of makeshift canteens and shelters. They stood by offering hot soup and blankets.

In the following days the assault was continual, flights of up to fifty bombers, exploding warheads, hitting army barracks, targeting factories, and demolishing apartment buildings, hospitals, and schools. No place was safe from the bombs. It felt especially frightening to go out in the street, but Irena had to check on the soup kitchens she had helped organize. The lines of people waiting for food included families with children of all ages, and grandparents, too.

Many had fled the countryside. They told of running from their homes as the war planes flew over their villages, seeing the bombs demolish their homes. German dive bombers screeched overhead, opening fire on the people, the unarmed, helpless people. Survivors came to Warsaw with little but the clothes they wore. Others, they said, never made it to the city.

Irena moved among the refugees, trying to comfort them. Polish and sometimes Yiddish voices surrounded her, broken with sorrow, high pitched with fear, or low with desperation. With dirty, tearstained faces, villagers recounted how they had joined the throngs of people on the roads, no place to go, but at least not alone.

There was nothing to do, they told Irena, but to keep walking. Her heart seized as she learned of the cruelty of the attacking Germans. But then, the Nazis had turned cruelty and violence against Germany’s own people who didn’t go along, like socialists, communists, and especially Jewish people. How could one brave an enemy that showed the innocent no mercy? The refugees’ plight compelled her to work long days procuring food for the soup kitchens, and investigating the ruins of the city for possible shelters for the homeless.

The Jewish families, their children lined up like stair steps, reminded her of her papa’s clinic when she was a child in Otwock. His office had often been filled with the desperate and poor. He had never turned away anyone. When he was tired, he still made rounds in the village. He treated Jewish people when other doctors refused. Her memories of Papa warmed her, for he had doted on her as a child, and in this dark time, his example of compassion became a beacon lighting her way.

Through the week, the intermittent news Irena gleaned from Polish radio did not offer much hope. German tanks and infantry had broken through Polish army defensive lines, scattering whole battalions. Polish forces retreated east in an effort to regroup. On the eighth day of the German attack, Irena learned the enemy now completely surrounded Warsaw.

The news grew worse. On September 17, the Soviet army had invaded Poland’s eastern border, and Irena could hear the artillery as the German army breached Warsaw’s defenses and poured into the city. She had no choice but to take cover as fighting erupted in the streets and the attacks from the air grew more intense.

Some of Irena’s neighbors and coworkers held on to a thread of hope as long as the fighting continued in Warsaw’s neighborhoods, but beginning the morning of September 24, the sky over Warsaw darkened with German bombers, hundreds of them—no, it had to be thousands, so many they couldn’t be counted. Bombs once again exploded in the city without stopping for hours. A full day. Two days. The floor bumped and rolled with the explosions. Surely, she’d go deaf from the incessant booming and blasting. The brown dust and smothering smoke burned Irena’s nose and lungs, stung her eyes.

When the attack finally ended, Irena took stock. From what she could learn, the Germans had clobbered entire districts of Warsaw into ruins. Debris clogged some streets entirely. Whole blocks raged with fire. Would any of them survive?

At home, Irena’s mother whispered urgent prayers. So did Irena. Still, she put more faith in action and there was more work to do than ever. Some of the worst hit areas of the city included the quarter just north of her office. A mostly Jewish neighborhood, it ran from the Jewish and Polish cemeteries on the west, to the great synagogue on the east. Irena found the homeless had crawled into overcrowded cellars, thick with the smell of gangrene, and too many bodies too close. In the air-raid shelters, the injured lay on stretchers, crying quietly and begging for water.

All the people of Warsaw suffered. There was no water, no electricity, and no longer any food. The air was rank with the smell of human and animal corpses heaped in the streets. Some kind souls buried the dead where they found them, in a garden or a square or the courtyards of houses. Famished people cut flesh from horses as soon as they perished, leaving skeletons in the street.

Irena was at the office trying to fight the chaos by establishing order in her soup kitchens when Polish radio announced the news. The mayor had surrendered the city to the Germans. Everyone in the office was crying and hugging, because it was sad and scary. Out on the street an ominous silence settled over Warsaw, eerie after nearly a month of bombardment.

As the facts became clear, the women in the office tried to comfort one another. Germany and the Soviet Union had struck a deal before the bombing started. The two countries divided Poland like two bullies stealing another boy’s marbles and splitting the spoils.

Irena and her friends had a hundred anxious questions. Would the men in the Polish army make it home? And what would they come home to? A smoldering, hungry city burying its dead.
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Warsaw, 1940

Not long after the bombs stopped falling, Irena realized the Poles faced new terrors. Now, the Nazis controlled Warsaw—the Nazis who believed the Germanic race, people with blond hair and blue eyes, were superior to Polish and especially to Jewish people. Nazi killing squads called the Schutzstaffel Einsatzkommandos, SS for short, marched the streets in their shiny black boots enforcing a dusk to dawn curfew. No one was safe. But Irena was stunned to learn these new rulers were hunting professors at Warsaw’s universities, and those found were often straightaway executed. What would happen to her professors at the Polish Free University, dear friends through the years after she’d finished her studies there?

Then staggering news filtered in through friends of friends and relatives. Throughout Poland, the SS was rounding up teachers, priests, landowners, politicians, and journalists, shooting them like animals at slaughter, or deporting them to Germany for slave labor, with only a lucky few managing to hide or flee east to Soviet territory. Everyone wanted to believe all this was false rumor, but it was true. The Nazis were getting rid of anyone with influence, anyone who might lead the Polish people against them, and using terror tactics to scare everyone into submission. Irena, for one, would not be cowed. Irena would find some way to resist the invaders.

But open resistance was fatal. The Nazis shot people for the slightest reasons. Everyone had to apply for German identity cards—kennkarte—carry them at all times, and produce them at a moment’s notice. These kennkarte identified everyone by their religion. Irena’s showed that she was Christian.

The Nazis closed schools and burned libraries, kidnapped men, women, and teens off the street and shipped them to labor camps. Thousands of “Aryan-looking” children were stolen from their parents, sent away to be “Germanized” and adopted by German families. Irena and her friends turned to one another to get through this terrible time. She had close friends through her job at the city social work office, and through the Polish Socialist Party. She had gotten her interest in politics from her papa. He had helped found the Polish Socialist Party, way back before Irena was born. She joined the Socialists during her university days, and it was a profound homecoming of sorts, a connection to the papa she still grieved.

All during September, when German bombs had been pounding Warsaw, Irena and her girlfriends, Ala Gołab-Grynberg, Ewa Rechtman, and Rachela Rosenthal, did not feel safe meeting at cafés for coffee or ice cream any longer. Before the war they had dressed fashionably, in low-slung heels and brightly patterned dresses. They were smart, idealistic, bent on changing the world.

Irena loved these friends and the high-spirited good fun they had together. Ewa was the sweet and sensitive one. Ala, on the other hand, was sassy and maybe even a bit intimidating. She was a sharp, angular woman, her clothes never fitting quite properly, her wiry black hair almost always wild and curly. Irena was not in the least vain, but her friends openly displayed their affection for her warmth, and it was a nice compliment that people said they could see the intelligence shining in Irena’s blue eyes. Her friends were all from Jewish families, and they howled with laughter to hear Yiddish flowing so freely from the tongue of a girl born Catholic like Irena.

For Irena’s part, the Jewish girls reminded her of the magical days of her childhood, when Papa and Mama’s home had been open to everyone. Otwock’s Jewish families had embraced the doctor’s daughter just as her parents had welcomed them. Irena played all her childhood games with the Jewish girls and boys. She spoke a fluent backyard Yiddish by age six and was comforted by the sight of Jewish mothers in their colorful head scarves. She knew that the scent of bread baked with cumin meant something delicious, if the children were lucky.
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Irena’s parents, 1903.
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