
Janusz Korczak: The Incredible Story of His
Orphans During the Holocaust
Janusz Korczak, a Polish-Jewish educator and pediatrician, was a remarkable
individual who dedicated his life to caring for orphaned children during one of the
darkest periods in human history – the Holocaust. Despite facing unimaginable
challenges and witnessing unspeakable atrocities, Korczak's unwavering
commitment to his young charges and his unyielding moral compass have left an
indelible mark on history. In this article, we will dive into the inspiring life of
Janusz Korczak, his work with orphans, and his ultimate sacrifice in the face of
pure evil.

Early Life and Education

Janusz Korczak, born Henryk Goldszmit, was born on July 22, 1878, in Warsaw,
Poland. He grew up in a cultured and intellectually rich environment, which had a
significant impact on his future pursuits. Korczak studied medicine at the
University of Warsaw, specializing in pediatrics.

Caring for Orphans

Having a deep empathy for orphaned children, Korczak founded the first
orphanage in Warsaw in 1912, which he named Dom Sierot (House of Orphans).
He believed that every child deserved love, care, and respect, regardless of their
circumstances. His approach to childcare was revolutionary for its time, as he
prioritized the rights and needs of children, ensuring their physical, emotional,
and intellectual development.
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One of Korczak's unique methods was the implementation of a self-governing
system within the orphanage. Children were given the opportunity to participate in
decision-making processes and express their thoughts and opinions freely. This
approach aimed to foster independence, critical thinking, and a sense of
responsibility among the orphans.

The Holocaust and the Fate of the Orphans

When World War II broke out and the Nazis occupied Poland, Janusz Korczak
faced an unimaginable dilemma. Despite offers of safety and refuge, he refused
to abandon the children under his care. Instead, he chose to stay with them and
share their fate, demonstrating an unwavering dedication to his principles.

In August 1942, the Nazis ordered the deportation of the orphans and staff of the
Dom Sierot orphanage to the Treblinka extermination camp. Accompanied by his
assistant and longtime colleague, Stefania Wilczyńska, Korczak led around 200
children through the streets of the Warsaw Ghetto towards the train that would
take them to their tragic end.
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The story of Janusz Korczak and his selfless sacrifice has become a symbol of
moral courage and heroism during the Holocaust. He could have chosen self-
preservation, but he chose to stand with the most vulnerable, defending their right
to a dignified life until the very end.

Legacy and Remembrance

Janusz Korczak's legacy lives on as a testament to the power of compassion,
empathy, and unwavering dedication to the well-being of children. His work and
sacrifice have inspired countless individuals, educators, and activists around the
world.

Today, numerous organizations and institutions bear his name, honoring his
memory and continuing his mission to protect and advocate for the rights of
children. Janusz Korczak's spirit serves as a reminder that even in the face of
overwhelming darkness, one person can make a profound difference.

Janusz Korczak, a man ahead of his time, dedicated his life to providing a safe
and nurturing environment for orphaned children. His refusal to abandon them
during the Holocaust demonstrates his unwavering commitment to his principles
and his incredible moral courage. Korczak's legacy serves as a reminder that we
must always stand up against injustice and protect the most vulnerable among
us. The story of Janusz Korczak and his orphans should never be forgotten, for
their bravery and resilience continue to inspire generations.
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From National Book Award Finalist Albert Marrin comes the moving story of
Janusz Korczak, the heroic Polish Jewish doctor who devoted his life to children,
perishing with them in the Holocaust.

Janusz Korczak was more than a good doctor. He was a hero. The Dr. Spock of
his day, he established orphanages run on his principle of honoring children and
shared his ideas with the public in books and on the radio. He famously said that
"children are not the people of tomorrow, but people today." Korczak was a man
ahead of his time, whose work ultimately became the basis for the U.N.
Declaration of the Rights of the Child.

Korczak was also a Polish Jew on the eve of World War II. He turned down
multiple opportunities for escape, standing by the children in his orphanage as
they became confined to the Warsaw Ghetto. Dressing them in their Sabbath
finest, he led their march to the trains and ultimately perished with his children in
Treblinka.

But this book is much more than a biography. In it, renowned nonfiction master
Albert Marrin examines not just Janusz Korczak's life but his ideology of children:
that children are valuable in and of themselves, as individuals. He contrasts this
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with Adolf Hitler's life and his ideology of children: that children are nothing more
than tools of the state.

And throughout, Marrin draws readers into the Warsaw Ghetto. What it was like.
How it was run. How Jews within and Poles without responded. Who worked to
save lives and who tried to enrich themselves on other people's suffering. And
how one man came to represent the conscience and the soul of humanity.

Filled with black-and-white photographs, this is an unforgettable portrait of a man
whose compassion in even the darkest hours reminds us what is possible.
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