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Irena Sendler from 1 
 

   That little-known incident might have 

faded into oblivion were it not far a chance 

occurrence in 1999 half a world away. 

Uniontown, Kansas high-school teacher 

Norman Conrad showed three of his girl 

students a short mention about Irena Sendler 

from a 1994 “U.S. News and World Report” 

story entitled “The Other Schindlers”, 

suggesting they research it as part of a 

National History Day project. At the time 

they assumed Sendler must have died and 

were pleasantly surprised to learn she was 

living with relatives in a cramped Warsaw 

apartment. 

   Eventually the three teenagers, joined by 

other students, produced a play based on 

Sendler‟s experiences entitled “Life in a Jar” 

– an allusion to the lists of names she had 

stashed away and buried for safe-keeping. In 

2001, the Kansas high-schoolers paid their 

first of several visits to Irena in Warsaw. 

The visit was written up by the Polish and 

foreign press, and almost overnight Sendler 

became a national hero.  

   She was honored with Poland‟s 

Commodore‟s Cross of Polonia Restituta 

and the country‟s highest decoration, the 

Order of the White Eagle. She also became 

Poland‟s nominee for a Nobel Peace Prize. 

She especially cherished a congratulatory 

letter she received form Polish.-born Pope 

john Paul II. During the final years of her 

life, Irena Sendler was bombarded with 

interview requests. Articles and books have 

been written about her, and a long interview 

was taped for a documentary on her war-

time activities. And almost down to the very 

end, she remained alert and had a fantastic 

memory for names, dates and events.  

   But she resented being compared to 

Schindler, the Nazi industrialist who was 

turned into a mega-hero by Steven 

Spielberg‟s movie “Schindler‟s List”. 

Unlike Sendler, Schindler was never at risk 

and saved some 1,500 Jews because he did 

not want his factory to lose highly trained 

employees who could not be easily replace 

in wartime. 

   Perhaps the time has come to share the 

courage, dedication and sacrifice of a true 

Polish Catholic humanitarian with the world 

at large. “Sendler‟s Lists” would certainly 

make an excellent theme for the next 

Spielberg movie. Poland‟s Oscar-winning 

film director Andrzej Wajda would also 

surely be able to do justice to the efforts of 

his country‟s long-unsung heroine. Irena 

Krzyżanowska-Sendler deserves at least that 

much.   ❒ 
 

__________ 

Mass Murder cover up from 1 
 

the Germans in their accusations that the 

Soviet Union was responsible for 

slaughtering Polish officers and soldiers in 

the forest of Katyn. The world knew that 

this unspeakable crime was the work of the 

Germans.” His pamphlet was published by 

the communist front “Polonia Society of the 

International Workers Order.” He was the 

head of that organization, which, of course, 

did not speak for the majority of Polish-

Americans.  

   Not only did communists and NKVD 

agents carry out the propaganda campaign 

but, unfortunately, the United States 

government helped them. The Office of War 

Information (OWI) tried to intimidate the 

Polish-American radio stations and 

newspapers when they told the truth about 

the Soviet atrocity against the Poles.  

   Alan Cranston was head of the Foreign 

Language Division of the OWI and later a 

U.S. Senator from California. He called a 

meeting of OWI officials because the Polish

-American radio stations “had taken a rather 

antagonistic attitude toward Russia” on the 

Katyń forest issue. Cranston felt that this 

“was inimical to the war effort and should 

be straightened out”. The radio stations and 

newspapers were contacted and threatened 

with being closed down if they continued to 

tell the truth about the Soviet Union.  

   In 1952 the U.S. Congress held hearings 

on Katyń. More Americans learned the 

truth. When the Soviets recaptured the 

Smoleńsk area, they organized their own 

tribunal to “investigate” the murder of the 

Polish officers. The American press in 

Moscow was invited to observe. The 

American ambassador, Averell Harriman, 

sent his young daughter to represent the 

American Embassy. Years later she was 

asked by the Congressional committee 

investigating Katyń why her father had sent 

her instead of someone who was older or 

was a medical authority. She answered that 

the Soviets might not have allowed someone 

more experienced but it would be difficult 

for them to refuse her. She had believed the 

Soviet propaganda line; but by 1952 when 

she testified before the committee, she knew 

that the Soviets had committed the crime. 

She testified that she had thought that the 

Germans did it because the bodies were laid 

out in methodical manner. Apparently, she 

thought that the Russians could not do 

anything in an orderly way.  

   At the time of the German announcement 

of Katyń the American ambassador was 

William Standley. He understood the Soviet 

Union and did not trust them. He made the 

mistake of speaking openly to the American 

correspondents in Moscow. One of them 

represented the “Daily Worker”, the 

Communist Party USA newspaper. She was 

called Janet Weaver. She was actually Janet 

West Ross, the wife of the American 

Communist Party representative to the 

Comintern. She regularly reported 

Ambassador Standley's comments and other 

information gleaned from conversations 

with American officials to Dimitrov, head of 

the Comintern. He passed them on to 

Molotov. We found a collection of her 

reports in the Comintern Archives in 

Moscow. On March 8, 1943, she reported to 

Dimitrov that Ambassador Standley had 

revealed to the American journalists that the 

Soviets were concealing from the Russian 

people the truth about the massive amount 

of American war materials supplied. Two 

days after her report, Harry Hopkins pressed 

President Roosevelt to remove Ambassador 

Standley. Hopkins succeeded, and Standley 

was replaced by Averill Harriman, who was 

much more acceptable to the Soviets. It was 

only in the 1980s that we learned of the 

evidence that Hopkins was an NKVD agent. 

   President Roosevelt had heard from 

Winston Churchill the truth about Katyń. 

Churchill shared with Roosevelt the 

information he had received on the Soviet 

responsibility for the murders. However, 

when Roosevelt heard from his own 

representative, George Earle, former 

governor of Pennsylvania, that he had 

information that the Soviets had committed 

the crime, he refused to listen. Earle had 

been sent by the President to Turkey and 

Bulgaria under diplomatic cover to report 

directly to the President, about the Balkans. 

Before seeing the President, Earle spoke to 

his friend Joe Levy, of the “New York 

Times.” Levy warned him that “Harry 

Hopkins has complete domination over the 

President and the whole atmosphere over 

there is „pink‟.” He advised Earle to be 

careful when he told the President the truth 

about Russia. Later, Earle told the President 

that he wanted to go public about Katyń, 

Roosevelt wrote to him “I specifically forbid 

you to publish any information or opinion 

about an ally that you may have acquired 

while in office or in the service of the 

United States Navy.”  

   Lt. Col. John Van Vliet, Jr. was an 

American prisoner of war in Germany. He 

was one of the Allied officers brought by the 

Germans to Katyn in 1943. When he 

returned to the United States in 1945, he 

wrote a report for the United States 

government revealing his knowledge of the 

Soviet responsibility for the murders. His 

report was marked “Top Secret.” 

   The Polish-American community 

continued to speak out on the truth about 

Katyń. After the war, they got two valuable 

allies. One was Arthur Bliss Lane, the U.S. 

ambassador to Poland 1944-1947. His book 

“I Saw Poland Betrayed”, published in 

1948, was the first time many Americans 

heard the truth about Katyń. The other was 

Julius Epstein. He was an Austrian born Jew 

who had escaped from the Nazis. He was 

now an American citizen and a prominent 

journalist. Epstein opposed both the Nazis 

and the Communists. During the war, he had 

worked for the Office of War Information 

and was horrified by the pro-Soviet 

propaganda he saw that agency promoting.  

   In 1949, Epstein joined Ambassador Lane 

in forming the “American Committee for the 

Investigation of the Katyn Massacre.” The 

Committee in coordination with the Polish-

American community published pamphlets 

and articles telling the American people the 

truth about Katyń.  

   The Voice of America, the official voice 

of the American government, briefly 

mentioned the formation of the Committee, 

but refused to broadcast former Ambassador 

Lane's speech. When Epstein visited 

officials of Voice of America in New York 

and Washington, he demanded to know why 

they were not telling the truth about Katyń. 

They answered “We are playing down 

Katyń, because it would create too much 

hatred against Stalin among the Poles.” 

When Epstein asked whether they wanted to 

create love for Stalin among the Poles at the 

American taxpayer expenses, he got no 

answer.  

   Count Joseph Czapski, a Polish officer had 

been imprisoned by the Soviets with the 

other Polish officers. He was released when 

the Soviets thought that he would be 

valuable for their propaganda to the West. 

Instead he represented General Anders in 

investigating the whereabouts of the missing 

Polish officers. He was the source of much 

of the information about the Soviet attempt 

to cover up before the bodies were found. 

When Count Czapski visited the United 

States, the Voice of America asked him to 

make a broadcast. He submitted the text in 

advance. Voice of America officials crossed 

out any reference to the Soviet crime. He 

could not even mention the word Katyń.  

   When Julius Epstein learned of the 

existence of the Van Vliet report, he and 

Ambassador Lane asked Congress to obtain 

the report. Representative George A. 

Dondero of Michigan began a campaign to 

get the Army to release the report. After 

many excuses, it became apparent that the 

report was missing. Finally the Army 

revealed that immediately after Col. Van 

Vliet submitted his report, it was sent to the 

State Department. There were no carbon 

copies kept by the Army. The State 

Department claimed to know nothing about 

it. It is interesting to note that the report 

went to that part of the State Department 

headed by Alger Hiss. We now know that 

Alger Hiss was a Soviet spy. So we can 

understand the disappearance of the 

document. 

   It was only in May 1951 that the Voice of 

America would allow some discussion of 

the subject. But even after that, the cover up 

of the Soviet crime continued, with only 

occasional mention of the Soviet crimes. 

   In 1978 at a writer‟s conference in Poland, 

the prominent writer and poet Andrzej 

Braun spoke out against the censorship of 

the truth about Katyń. The Voice of 

America Warsaw correspondent, Ron 

Pemstein, sent a report on Braun‟s speech to 

Washington. Pemstein reported that the poet 

cited as an example of censorship the refusal 

to tell the truth about “the murder of Polish 

officers by the Soviet Union at Katyń forest 

in 1940.” A half an hour after the story 

reached Washington, the Voice of America 

had edited out the words “by the Soviet 

Union” and the date “1940.” The story 

simply said “Braun cited the murder of 

Polish officers in World War II.” Eleven 

Polish-Americans working at Voice of 

America sent a protest to the head of the 

Voice's European Division. He called a 

meeting and scolded them for complaining. 

Remember, this happened during the Jimmy 

Carter Administration in 1978. When this 

story appeared in the press, Voice of 

America director Peter Straus said that the 

censorship was a “error in judgment by the 

news editor.” But more and more Americans 

were learning the truth. By the 1980s during 

the Reagan Administration most American 

knew the truth about Katyń. 

   In the years between 1945 and 1991, the 

KGB carried on numerous disinformation 

campaigns to conceal the guilt of the Soviet 

Union for the murders. After the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, more and more 

information became available about Katyń. 

We now even know that Stalin himself, 

together with Voroshilov, Molotov, and 

Mikoyan, signed the report from Beria 

ordering the murders of the Poles at Katyń. 

----------- 
“Herbert Romerstein is a retired U.S. 

government official. He is an adjunct 

professor at the Institute World Politics and 

is Director of the Center for Security 

Research of the Education and Research 

Institute, both in Washington, DC.”   ❒ 

 

__________ 


