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Warsaw, 19 September 1940: a Polish officer is captured during a German army raid. 

In reality, the SS has fallen into a trap. The man had arranged everything so that he would be captured. 

His name: Witold Pilecki. 

His mission: to be sent to Auschwitz and go undercover in the death camp. 
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Film narrative 

The narration will be chronological. It centres on the story recounted in the “Pilecki report”. 

A compilation of all the reports the undercover agent had secretly delivered to London during 

his internment.  Pilecki had a mission in Auschwitz: to create a support and information network. 

A network of resistance fighters within the death camp. He also had a crazy plan to start an 

uprising from inside the camp to free the prisoners. As a tragic witness to some of the darkest 

chapters of human history, and after nearly a thousand days spent in the dark heart of nazi 

atrocities, Pilecki was the first man to have informed the Allies about the reality of the Holocaust 

from inside the camp. Here is the story of one of the greatest resistance fighters of the Second 

World War: Undercover in Auschwitz. 

1 September 1939, Germany invades Poland. France and Great Britain enter the war. 

The Polish soldiers fight with desperate energy against the German steamroller. The technological 

gap between the two countries is such that the Polish army is rapidly defeated. On the Eastern 

front, the Soviets break down the final defences and invade Polish territory. After a few weeks, 

Poland capitulates. The defeated country is divided between nazi Germany and the USSR on the 

basis of the secret terms of the German-Soviet pact of 23 August, 1939.  

Among the defeated soldiers is Witold Pilecki, a 38-year-old man enlisted in the cavalry. 

He manages to get to Warsaw after the debacle and joins a group of officers who want to continue 

the fight alongside the Allies. They enter the resistance.  

From 1940 onward, the nazis hunt down their opponents across all of occupied Europe. Political 

opponents of all nationalities are sent to a mysterious camp located in southern Poland: Auschwitz. 

No one really knows what happens to them. The nazis maintain absolute secrecy about the site. 

This is how the most perilous plan in the history of the European resistance is hatched: infiltrate 

Auschwitz.  
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At the time, the Allies believed it was a giant prison complex for detaining European resistance 

fighters.  

Witold Pilecki volunteers to be interned in the camp in order to inform the Allies about nazi 

operations. He even begins nurturing a crazy idea: starting an uprising from within the camp to 

free the prisoners.  

To protect his family from repercussions in case something were to go wrong with the operation, 

Pilecki would operate under a false identity, known as Captain Thomas Serafinsky.  

Now he has to get captured by the nazis. 

The raids begin in Warsaw in the summer of 1940: the 

Germans arrest people at random and deport them to the 

newly opened concentration camp at Auschwitz. The raids 

are meant to terrorise the population and obtain a servile 

workforce. Pilecki gets his chance on 19 September 1940. 

While he is at home with his 5-year-old nephew, a member of 

the resistance comes and informs them that a raid is 

underway. Pilecki takes advantage of this “opportunity” to 

get himself picked up. 2,000 people are arrested that day.  

He spends several days locked up and being tortured with them in Wehrmacht barracks before 

being deported to Auschwitz.   

As soon as he arrives, Pilecki is horrified by what he sees.  The nazis murder men at random “to 

make an example of them”.  The cruelty and brutality of the Waffen-SS goes beyond anything the 

Resistance could have imagined.  

All his belongings and his identity are removed, and he becomes prisoner 4859. 

Pilecki has attained his goal: infiltrating Auschwitz.  



5 

This is how Pilecki’s report begins: 

“I am only supposed to describe the raw facts. My friends want this. The more you focus on the 

facts and share them without commentary, the greater value they will have. I will try. But we 

mustn’t forget that we are not made of wood, and certainly not of stone. And even stones can be 

broken in this hell.”  

November 1940 

A spy ring in the heart of the death camp 

Once inside the camp, Witold Pilecki creates a secret organisation linked to London.   

The ZOW (Związek Organizacji Wojskowych), the Clandestine Union of Military Organisations. 

Their goal: to provide intelligence to the Allies on events in Auschwitz.  

He beings to write his first reports immediately after his arrival. He observes, spies, and minutely 

analyses every detail of how the camp functions.  Then, barely two months after his arrival, Pilecki 

creates an actual spy network. About ten men observe the SS day and night.  

But how to get the first pieces of information out of Auschwitz? 

Pilecki invents a plan as simple as it is efficient. The spy recruits the Polish manual labourers who 

work in the camp and who have the right to come and go. He uses a method, simple as it is discreet, 

to exfiltrate the reports from the camp.  The workers memorise Pilecki’s reports by heart and 

repeat them word for word to resistance officers, who then share them with the Free World.  



6 

This is how Witold Pilecki manages to get information to London as early as November 1940. The 

leaden silence about the nazis’ terrible secret begins to break open.  

A plan to rebel against the Waffen-SS 

Initially, the secret organisation tries to provide moral and material support for the most destitute 

prisoners. To do so, its agents break into the office where work tasks are delegated and ensure 

that the sickest prisoners are given the least exhausting assignments. Pilecki even manages to get 

medication secretly smuggled into Auschwitz thanks to his network.  

At the same time, he begins to plan an uprising. 

Pilecki’s goal is to liberate all of the camp’s prisoners. He intends to use his reports to incite the 

Allies to conduct a military operation in Auschwitz.   

London would release arms into the camp, allowing the prisoners to rise up while an aerial raid 

was conducted at the same time.  

By attacking the nazis on two fronts, Pilecki hopes to free all the prisoners and evacuate Auschwitz. 

To do so, he creates two cells. Each one consists of five men.  

Neither group knows the other one exists, in order to not compromise the network if it is revealed. 

Thanks to these secret groups, Pilecki manages to infiltrate the majority of the camp’s operational 

sites. An entire “deportee network” is feeding information to London.  

Over the course of several months, a whole secret organisation begins to coalesce in the middle 

of the most horrific death camp.  

At the peak of the resistance, it will contain up to 800 members. 

July 1941 

The spies, the first witnesses to the Final Solution 

Adolf Hitler orders the physical extermination of the Jews and orders Himmler to manage the Final 

Solution.  

Across Europe, the deportation of millions of people accelerates. The first gas chambers are set 

up. The death machine is launched. 

Witold Pilecki observes the arrival of massive numbers of Jews at Auschwitz. His network of 

prisoner-informants extends to the gas chambers, and they tell him in detail about the 

extermination process set up by the SS.   
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Pilecki very quickly sends a detailed report to the Allies. 

Pilecki’s recounting realistically depicts the hell of the extermination camps. A factory for 

destroying not only bodies, but also souls. He explains – and this is his main objective – how the 

death machine is orchestrated from the moment the convoys arrive. 

He recounts it all. The prisoners’ inhuman living conditions, the barbary of the German soldiers, 

and the rollout of the Final Solution.  

Thanks to Pilecki, they learn about how Auschwitz is in reality a gigantic factory for producing and 

killing in which everything is thought out, mechanised, and rationalised to fit the demands of the 

Final Solution. 

He reveals that Monowitz, one of the subsidiary camps in Auschwitz, has been designed to be a 

work camp, an Arbeitslager. 12,000 prisoners are exploited there in the Buna-Werke, a rubber 

factory. Most of them are Jewish inmates.  

The factory was entirely built by and runs on the labour of inmates, who receive the bare minimum 

of by way of tools, food and lodging. Death from exhaustion or starvation after several months is 

the norm, but a constant influx of new deportees provides new labourers for the factory. 

Production continues at full speed while exterminating the Jews at the same time.  

Pilecki also reveals to the Allies the horrific cycle of food production designed by the nazis. 

Auschwitz is designed to be self-sufficient. Prisoners are forced to plant vast fields of wheat to feed 

the camp, participate in the war effort, and feed the camp’s enormous horse-, cow- and pig-rearing 

facilities. The nazis created a slaughterhouse to process the meat.  Next to the crematoria, “heads, 

hands, and sliced-off breasts were carted off to the crematory ovens”, says Pilecki. The bodies 

were then turned into ash and recycled… to fertilise the fields.  

To raise the alarm about the Holocaust, the underground agents launch an insane 

project: installing a secret radio station inside the death camp 

Dante, speaking of hell, says, “Abandon all hope you who enter here”. But Pilecki’s heroism will 

show that he does nothing of the sort.  

Beginning in 1941, the ZOW becomes the principal source of information about the number of 

arrivals and deaths at the camp, and on the conditions in which the prisoners are kept. As the 

conditions become increasingly horrible, they devise a new strategy: build a secret radio 

transmitter in the middle of Auschwitz!  

It will take them 7 months to build a radio using contraband the prisoners managed to keep from 

the nazis and recovered by workers friendly to their cause.  
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It transmits from the camp. 

The network manages to send detailed reports about the number of arrivals and deaths as well as 

about living conditions in the camp directly to British intelligence.  

Everything is documented thanks to the spy network. The Nazis are observed every second, at 

every step they take.  

These reports become the only source of information the Allies have about the Final Solution. They 

therefore know about Hitler’s plan as soon as it is set up.  

But nazi counterespionage forces based in London discover that information is being leaked from 

the camp. Berlin is shocked. The nazis go into overdrive to stop the leaks. At Auschwitz, the 

Waffen-SS receives orders to harass and torture prisoners. Despite the torture and the summary 

executions, the network holds together.  

The Germans had installed a letterbox for informants: every major denunciation leads to a prisoner 

being rewarded. Many letters were submitted. So Pilecki and his fellow spies opened the box and 

carefully read the letters, destroying the most dangerous ones and putting in their own letters 

denouncing people doing harm. “A paper battle began.” 

Several people reveal information about the organisation, but they don’t know enough to 

compromise it.  Only a few small cells are broken up throughout the entire network, thanks to 

Pilecki’s system of compartmentalisation.   

But in autumn 1942, the nazis come very close to discovering where the radio is, and it has to be 

dismantled by Pilecki’s men.  

Pilecki and his men then decide to… execute the most dangerous SS men. 

Getting rid of SS was a difficult task, because they didn’t want to be assassinated themselves. So 

the organisation raises fleas carrying typhus in the hospital laboratory and infects the SS officers 

with the disease using the fleas. Several Germans die this way. 

Between the information leaks, attempted escapes, and contaminating the SS with typhus-

carrying fleas, the Pilecki’s secret soldiers become a real source of problems.  The Gestapo decides 

to further harden the inmates’ living conditions.  

An attempted revolt is bloodily suppressed. A large number of Pilecki’s fellow fighters are killed or 

sent to other camps. As months pass, the uprising’s chances of succeeding disappear. The Polish 

spy faces the facts: the Allies are not going to intervene at Auschwitz.  

Pilecki then decides to go himself and convince the Allies. 

To do so, he needs to… escape from Auschwitz.   
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April 1943, the infiltrator escapes from Auschwitz 

Witold Pilecki begins preparing his incredible escape. 

After more than two years in hell, the resistance fighter has a plan to get out. Thanks to his large 

number of contacts and his influence, he manages to be assigned to the night shift at the Auschwitz 

camp bakery. 

The latter is located outside the camp, beyond the giant electric fences that keep anyone from 

escaping. 

Pilecki and his network have managed to make a copy of the bakery’s keys and steal civilian 

clothes.  

On 27 April 1943, at two in the morning, Pilecki and two of his fellow inmates, Edward Ciesielski 

and Jan Redzej, take action. When the guards are momentarily not paying attention, they cut the 

telephone cables and alarms in the bakery that would have allowed the SS to call for backup. With 

the second set of keys, they open the reinforced door, barricade it behind them to slow down the 

team in pursuit and take off running into the forest.  

After 947 days locked up in the Auschwitz extermination camp, Witold Pilecki is free. 
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EPILOGUE 

 

After an extraordinary escape, Pilecki manages to reach Warsaw at the end of August 1943.  

He then writes up a detailed account compiling the reports he sent to London over the course of 

his two-year detention in Auschwitz. The first complete report of what happened in the Holocaust. 

The text highlights the existence of the gas chambers, the sorting of deported persons upon arrival, 

and the atrocities committed by the nazis.   

The report, like all of the information sent by Pilecki, gets to the British government.   

But the Allies never make an offensive move on Auschwitz.  

This speaks to a disturbing reality: the Allies “knew” what was happening in the Holocaust from 

the very beginning, but the Pilecki report was classified as top secret. Then the document, of 

inestimable value for the collective memory of humanity, gets lost in the basement of Downing 

Street. 

At the end of the war, Pilecki continues to fight the Soviets in order to free Poland.  

He ends up being arrested by the Communists and executed via a shot through the back of the 

neck on 25 May 1948.   

Like his report, his name soon falls into obscurity. Pilecki the hero does not make it into the history 

books.  

The Communists erase his name from the registers and go so far as to persecute his children, 

forbidding them from doing university studies.    

It isn’t until the fall of the Berlin Wall that Polish historians rediscover his actions and begin to write 

this forgotten but essential page of this history of the resistance.  

The authorities launch an archaeological dig in 2012 to find his remains. In vain. His body is never 

found.  

Pilecki is decorated with the Order of the White Eagle, the highest civilian distinction in Poland, 

and made an honorary citizen of the city of Auschwitz.  

Now it is up to us to do the work of remembering and tell the French people his incredible story. 

The story of one of the greatest acts of resistance of the Second World War. 

This is the ambition we have for this film.  
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DIRECTOR’S REMARKS 

 

NARRATION 

Will be done in voiceover relying on the story of the Pilecki report.  

We will be especially careful in the choice of this voice. Ideally, a well-known actor.  

The text of the report gives precise detail about each of Pilecki’s observations.  

His daily life, his strategy, his plans, his doubts, his discoveries, his horror.  

Many people have written about evil, and the means by which ordinary men become executioners. 

Indeed, there are many illustrations in the book. Pilecki, in the choices he made, illustrates the on 

the contrary that an ordinary man can become an extraordinary hero. Even in the pit of hell, human 

beings refused to be broken and protected their humanity even as the entire nazi machine focused 

on making them into “sub-humans”. 

 

 

FILMING AND SOUND 

It’s difficult to film at Auschwitz.  

It’s difficult to produce something with the proper level of dignity when it comes to the Holocaust. 

Evoking the horror, the atrocity.  

So for the cinematography, we want to rely on a sober filming style during the sequence shots at 

the camp. No re-enactments or special effects. Just raw images of the site. 

Auschwitz is sufficient as it is. Auschwitz speaks for itself.   

We will film it during each of the four seasons to trace the story told by Witold Pilecki.  

To immerse the viewer in the ambience, all of the work will be done at the level of the sound. 

Sounds from the daily lives of deportees, the factories, the nazi shouting, boots, wind. All of the 

images will be enriched with sound in support of the story.  

In the same vein, the original music composed for the film will be used in several specifically-

chosen moments. It needs to underpin the images without pressing the point or indicating an 

intention.   

The filming will be done in 4K. 

 

 



12 

THE CHARACTERS 

In addition to historians specialising in the Second World War such as Olivier Wievorka, Henry 

Russo, Jan Tomasz Gross (the American-Polish historian) and Patrice Godfard, who worked on the 

report, we will also interview Marek Ostrowicky, Pilecki’s nephew.  

He was there during the raid of Warsaw. 
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