
TO BE READ ON JULY 22: 

THE HUNGER PROJECT 

As the Nazis began their last massive roundup in the Warsaw Ghetto in 
August 1942, Dr. Israel Milejkowski began to compose the final report of a 
research project that he and twenty-eight colleagues had been conducting 
for some five months. It concerned a medical condition they all shared with 
their patients — starvation — and what follows here is extracted from the 
introduction to his report: 
   
          [July 22, 1942] was a crucial day in the history of the Warsaw ghetto 

— the day when the deportations and the mass murder began. Yes, 
deportations, mass murder, synonymous words in the history of the 
ghetto. The monstrosity of it will be fully understood only in the 
future…The topic of our work is prosaic, commonplace hunger, 
hunger in the physical sense. From this standpoint, we Jews stand 
outside the fence of the competition, particularly now. We should 
consider it an honor to roll this general topic into a scientific problem 
in order to quench our hunger for science and knowledge at the 
expense of our physical hunger…Our work was interrupted several 
times but was never liquidated. If it may be discussed in historical 
terms, it is truly an “unfinished symphony” by Jewish doctors in 
1942. One detail should not be omitted: the work on the manuscript is 
being carried out in one of the undestroyed rooms of the cemetery 
buildings. This is the symbol of our living and working environment. 

Dr. Milejkowski viewed the research as a form of spiritual defiance — “the 
sole response to the murderers” — and he concluded: 

          A last few words to honor you, the Jewish doctors. What can I tell 
you, my beloved colleagues and companions in misery? You are a 
part of all of us. Slavery, hunger, deportation, those death figures in 
our ghetto were also your legacy. And you by your work could give 
the henchman the answer “Non Omnis, Moriar,” I shall not wholly die. 



Starting in November 1940, nearly a half million Warsaw Jews were 
enclosed in a roughly thousand acre (1.3 sq.mi) enclave that was 
surrounded by a wall eleven miles long. By the war’s end, the total death 
toll among them is estimated to be at least 300,000 killed by bullet or gas, 
combined with 92,000 victims of starvation and related diseases. The 
ghetto was demolished by the Germans in May 1943 after uprisings by the 
inmates had temporarily halted deportations. 

Before the ghetto was established, there were eight hospitals in Warsaw. 
The largest, the Czyste Hospital was a well-equipped 1,400 bed facility in 
eight modern buildings that was staffed by about 600 Jewish doctors. 
Because the hospital was just outside the enclosed area, within a few 
months it was closed and patients and staff moved within the walls. Since 
there was no suitable location, it was split up into several makeshift units 
with minimal equipment that soon became unsanitary pest houses, not 
places of healing. Patients lay on mattresses in the halls, there were no 
sheets or supplies; as the hospital’s director said, “The food supply is 
strictly a fiction—the daily ration of about 700 calories cannot sustain the 
organism—the patient who has no means of providing his own food 
becomes swollen with hunger and dies.”  

Dr. Israel Milejkowski was a dermatologist and Zionist leader before the war 
and, because of his reputation, the Germans appointed him to the 
Judenrat, the council of Jewish leaders who collaborated with the Germans 
for administrative purposes. But he was under no illusions about the 
future; indeed he was prescient: 

           I head the Jewish Medical Association here in the Ghetto with a 
membership of over eight hundred doctors…..Our prospects after the 
war appear quite dim to me. If the present war were a war between 
two avowed ideological camps, between democracy and fascism, one 
might then imagine that with the final triumph of democracy over 
Hitlerism, our situation will improve materially, though not in the 
national sense. Nor will antisemitism slacken; on the contrary, it will 
get stronger.  



          For the practical lesson Hitlerism is teaching all the nations how 
Jews can be physically and spiritually stamped out is so enticing, so 
attractive that the nations liberated from Hitler’s regime will not deny 
themselves the pursuit of Hitler’s ways….In this entire entanglement I 
see only one recourse open for our people, and that is Palestine. 
After the war, we must, we have to emigrate to Palestine to establish 
ourselves as a nation in our permanent home. 

 

Dr. Israel Milejkowski 

Dr. Milejkowski used his position as Chief Medical Officer to organize a 
Public Health Service and because the Germans were terrified of typhus, 
they permitted formation of a supposed technical school for the prevention 
of infectious diseases. In fact, under Israel Milejkowski’s leadership it 
became a clandestine medical school that provided nighttime lectures for 
nearly 500 students who’d been deported to Warsaw from all over Poland.  



The underground medical school lasted from May 1941 to July 1942 when 
deportations began to Belzec and Treblinka. Classes were conducted under 
the guise of sanitation courses and typically began with discussions of 
epidemics, vaccinations and contagious diseases. This was according to 
instructions from the Nazis, but then they segued to forbidden subjects of 
medical study such as anatomy, histology, physiology, bacteriology and 
clinical care. These courses were taught under lantern or candle light,  
exam results were recorded and final marks given. The hope of surviving 
and continuing medical practice was the driving force, the results of exams 
were buried in metal containers that were exhumed after the war. The 
surviving 50 students were given credit and permitted to complete their 
medical studies. 

In February 1942 something truly extraordinary happened. A group of six 
prominent physicians, headed by Milejkowski, decided to start a scientific 
study on the leading cause of death in the ghetto — starvation. In all, 
twenty-eight physicians participated in the research and perhaps their 
motive was an instinct to allow them to retain their sanity, or maybe it was 
an act of defiance to show that the Jewish spirit would overcome. 
According to ghetto historian Emanuel Ringelblum, “The Germans true 
goal in establishing the ghetto was to starve the Jewish inhabitants.” Dr. 
Miljekowski was more graphic: 

          Hunger was the most important fact of everyday life within the walls 
of the Warsaw ghetto. Its symptoms consisted of crowds of beggars 
and corpses, often lying on the streets covered with newspapers. 
Mortality data on hunger and its two companions, tuberculosis and 
typhus, were collected from orphanages and refugee centers and 
from specific hospital material. 

Dr. Milejkowski proposed that the effects of starvation should be 
documented because it was necessary for the world to know the extent and 
consequences of the conditions being imposed on the Jews. The work was 
organized to study physiologic, metabolic and clinical aspects of what they 
called “hunger disease.” 



To the extent possible, patients were selected who represented pure 
hunger without other debilitating conditions such as typhus or 
tuberculosis and, using their ingenuity and determination, the doctors 
collected information that had never before been reported. They measured 
vital signs, recorded electrocardiograms, studied blood and marrow 
elements, sometimes even performed autopsies. 140 subjects were 
studied, most of whom had been kept on an 800 calorie, low protein, low-fat 
diet for months or years — mostly dark bread, kasha, potatoes, a little 
butter, a plate of soup. Of the 28 doctors involved in the project, only 7 
survived the war; a few committed suicide, some escaped to the forest and 
others died in bunkers or in death camps.  

The Hunger Study was terminated after five months in July, 1942 when the 
Germans decided that death by starvation and disease was too slow. When 
deportations began, some doctors injected morphine to their patients and 
the mothers of 15 doctors died in this way. Milejkowski described the grim 
situation: 

          Deportations became the curse of the ghetto. People were chased 
from the streets, from apartments, from basements and attics. They 
were chased with guns and with whips into the unknown. Packed into 
cattle trains, children separated from parents and wives from 
husbands, masses of people without bread or water. People driven in 
inhuman chaos, disorganized, the old, the young, the healthy and the 
mortally sick together on a trip without return. This system of 
extermination was much more efficient than hunger; we have the data 
to prove it. The closing of the ghetto walls resulted in 43,000 deaths; 
[but] in two months deportation resulted in 250,000 deaths. 

Israel Milejkowski originally believed that the Jews needed to bend to the 
Nazis in order to survive, but now he gave up the idea of passive resistance 
and attempted to escape to the Jewish resistance organization. One report 
said that he committed suicide, another that he was dragged by force to the 
freight car. The report of the unfinished Hunger Project was smuggled out 
of the Warsaw Ghetto and entrusted to a Polish colleague who buried it for 
safe-keeping.  



After the war it was retrieved by Emil Apfelbaum, a cardiologist who had 
obtained false papers, escaped from the ghetto and hid on the Aryan side 
until the liberation. He prepared the material for publication but died 
suddenly of a heart attack in Warsaw in 1946. Eventually, the manuscript 
was published by the Joint Distribution Committee in Polish and French. In 
1979 it was summarized in English by nutrition specialist Dr. Myron Winick 
of Columbia University who noted: 

          What remains is still the most extensive investigation of starvation 
ever carried out. The physicians described the clinical findings in 
such detail that their description remains the clearest to date….[It] 
remains a major building block in our understanding of the effects of 
severe malnutrition on both adults and children. But it is more than 
that. It is a glimpse into the character of some of the physicians in the 
Warsaw ghetto. 

Foremost among those medical martyrs and never to be forgotten was Dr. 
Israel Miljekowski. 

Sources: The most detailed description of Jewish medicine in Poland 
during the Holocaust is “White Coats in the Ghetto” by Miriam Offer. It was 
published in Hebrew in 2015 and in English in 2020 by Yad Vashem, the 
World Holocaust Remembrance Center. This essay is adapted from “I Shall 
Not Wholly Die,” a chapter in my book Case Reports. Short Stories about 
Jewish Doctors that was published in 1997. 
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