
Days of Remembrance was established by the U.S. Congress to memorialize the 
six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust as well as the millions of victims who 
were targeted for racial, political, ideological, and behavioral reasons. More than 
one million children were killed.

Millions of ordinary people witnessed the crimes of the Holocaust in the countryside 
and city squares, in stores and schools, in homes and workplaces.

Across Europe, the Nazis found countless sympathizers who willingly worked with 
them or were complicit in their crimes. The victims had no control over their fates. 
The rescuers, on the other hand, made choices. The rescuers chose to risk their 
families’ lives to intervene and help those being persecuted.

Irena Sendler made the choice. She smuggled 2,500 Jewish children to safety.

When World War II broke out, she was a 29-year-old social worker, employed by 
the Welfare Department of the Warsaw municipality. She managed to obtain a 
permit from the municipality that enabled her to enter the ghetto to inspect the 
sanitary conditions.

She began smuggling children using a variety of methods. She hid children under 
stretchers, carried them through sewer pipes and underground passages, in trunks 
and suitcases, and by ambulance.

Her hope was that one day the children would be reunited with their families, so 
she wrote down the names on tissue paper along with their whereabouts and 
buried the information in jars underneath an apple tree.

In October 1943, she was arrested. She managed to stash away incriminating 
evidence such as the coded addresses of children. She was placed in the Piawiak 
Prison and interrogated. Her legs and feet where fractured and she was sentenced 
to death. The Zegota organization, unbeknownst to her, bribed the executioner 
and helped her to escape.

When the war ended, she dug up the jars and started the daunting task of reuniting 
the children with their families. Most, if not all, of the parents of the children she 
saved had since died at the Treblinka death camp.

Over half of the Righteous Among the Nations recognized by Yad Vashem are 
women. If you would like to read additional stories of women rescuers go to: 
https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/exhibitions/righteous-women/index.asp


