
Francziszek (fran chi sek ) Gajowniczek (guy-of-KNEE-check) 

I would like to tell you about a man that I doubt you will ever have 
heard of. His name was, Francziszek Gajowniczek. But we’ll call him 
Francis. He was Polish, born near Masovian Minsk in Poland in 1901. 
 
In 1921 He moved to Warsaw where he met and married Janina and 
they later had two sons. Francis was a professional soldier who, as a 
Sergeant in September 1939, took part in the defence of Warsaw 
against the Nazis.  
 
In 1940 Francis was captured by the Gestapo charged with supporting 
the resistance and was sentenced to forced labour in the concentration 
camp – Auschwitz. He arrived on following month on 8th October 1940 
and was branded with the prisoner number 5659.  
 
Also in Auschwitz with Frances was another prisoner - number 16670 he 
was called Maximilian Kolbe, but we’ll call him Max. 
 
The prisoners in Auschwitz were slowly starved to death - their pitiful 
rations not enough to sustain a child: one cup of imitation coffee in the 
morning which was boiled water with a grain-based coffee substitute 
added,  at noon meal they were given one bowl of a potato-based soup 
which was so awful, that newly arrived prisoners were often unable to 
eat it. Supper consisted of 300 grams of black bread, served with 25 
grams of sausage, or margarine. This bread was supposed to cover the 
needs of the following morning, although the starving prisoners usually 
ate the whole portion at once after their day’s hard labour.  
 
The combination of a dreadful diet with no nutrition allied to hard labour 
caused the destruction of the human organs, which used up its stores of 
fat, muscle mass, and the tissues of the internal organs. This led to 
emaciation and starvation sickness, the cause of a great number of 
deaths in the camp.  
 
When the food was brought, everyone struggled to get his place and be 
sure of a portion. Max however, always stood aside despite the ravages 
of starvation, and frequently there would be none left for him.  
At other times he shared his meagre ration of soup or bread with others. 
 
When he was beaten by the guards, he never cried out, instead, he 
prayed for his tormentors. 
 



A doctor who treated the patients in Block 12 later recalled how Max 
waited until all the others had been treated before ever asking for help.  
 
The year after Francis was imprisoned on July 30, 1941, the Nazi 
commandant Karl Fritsch ordered the prisoners to assemble. A prisoner 
had escaped. 'The fugitive has not been found!' the commandant 
screamed. 'You will all pay for this, ten of you will be locked in the 
starvation bunker without food or water until they die.  

The commandant walked along the line and ten were selected, he 
stopped in front of Frances, pointed at him and he knew he was one of 
those chosen to die he couldn't help a cry of anguish; 'My poor wife!' he 
sobbed. 'My poor children! What will they do?'  
 
Prisoner number 16670, Max, heard Francis’ cry of dismay, and stepped 
forward, took off his cap, and stood before the commandant. He said, 'I 
am a priest. Let me take his place, he has a wife and children.' 
Astounded, the Nazi commandant shouted, 'What does this Polish pig 
want?' Max pointed to Francis and repeated 'I am a priest; I would like 
to take his place, because he has a wife and children.' 
 
The commandant remained silent for a moment. What his thoughts 
were on being confronted by this brave priest, we have no idea. 
Amazingly, however, he acceded to the request. Francis was returned to 
the ranks, and Max took his place. 
 
Francis later recalled: 'I could only thank him with my eyes. I was 
stunned and could hardly believe what was going on. The immensity of 
it - I, the condemned, am to live whilst someone else willingly and 
voluntarily offers his life for mine - a complete stranger. Was this some 
dream?’ 
 
This news quickly spread all round the camp. It was the first and the last 
time that anything like this happened in the whole history of Auschwitz. 
 
Max was thrown down the stairs of Building 13 along with the other nine 
victims and simply left there to starve. Hunger and thirst soon gnawed 
at the men. Most drank their own urine. Max encouraged them with 
prayers, psalms, and meditations on Jesus. Two weeks passed in this 
manner. Meanwhile, one after another they died, until only Max was left.  
The cell was needed for new victims, so they brought in the head of the 
sick-quarters, a German named Bock. Max, with a prayer on his lips, 
himself gave his arm to his executioner who gave Max a lethal injection 
of carbolic acid in the vein of his left arm. 



 
So, it was that Father Maximilian Kolbe was executed on 14 August 1941 
at the age of forty-seven years. The death certificate, as always made 
out with German precision, indicated his hour of death at 12.30. 
 
The selfless, love and heroism of Max Kolbe spread throughout 
Auschwitz. A survivor, Jozef Stemler later recalled: 'In the midst of a 
brutalization of thought, feeling and words such as had never before 
been known before came the heroic self-sacrifice of Father Kolbe.' …. 
Another survivor Jerzy Bielecki declared ‘Father Kolbe's death was 'a 
shock filled with hope, bringing new life and strength ... It was like a 
powerful shaft of light in the darkness of the camp.' 
 
But what happened to Francis, the man Max had saved? Francis 
survived his incarceration and was released by allied forces 5 years 5 
months and 9 days after becoming a German prisoner. After his release, 
he and his wife Janina settled near Opole in southern Poland, remaining 
there until his death.  
 
Francis devoted much of the rest of his life to promoting knowledge of 
Max, giving talks about the saint in various countries. His mission to 
"repay a debt", as he put it, was rewarded in 1971, when Max Kolbe 
was beatified by Pope Paul VI, and reached its climax when he was 
declared a saint in 1982.  
 
Francis eventually died on March 13, 1995, in Poland at the ripe old age 
of 95 years old - 53 years after Max had given his life for him. He never 
forgot Max and in addition to his promoting Max, every year on 14th 
August, Frances travelled back to Auschwitz to pay homage to Max 
Kolbe and honouring the man who had willingly given his life on his 
behalf. 
 
So perhaps this Easter, as you think about Max. his love and his gift of 
life, stop and remember that around 2000 years previously Jesus had 
done exactly the same thing when His love for us meant that He gave 
His life so each one of us could have the gift of life, for all those willing 
to receive it. 
 
Happy Easter!  
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