
The secret of the tin box 
In an Erasmus+-project the coordinator from Rome discovered that she is narrowly 
linked to the Polish partner school in Przemysl by the cruel fact that her uncle was 
prisoner of war in the concentration camp of Przemysl. 

The project is called "Yestermorrow", it is a project with the topic how traumatic 
experiences can affect people's life. Another topic are researches on the personal historic 
back ground of student's families, called time-witness-project. Accidently Marzia Zabbatino 
the coordinator from Rome discovered that her uncle was a prisoner of war in 1943 in 
Przemysl, the town where the Polish partners are from. Marzia always knew about her 
uncle's tin box which was on a book shelf in the study room behind a glass , but nobody 
touched it. Only after the death of her uncle and her aunt she had a closer look at this tin 
box and she discovered among engraved names of other concentration camps the name 
of Przemysl. Empowered by this fact the Polish partners tried to find out more information 
about this almost forgotten Nazi camp for prisoners of war during World War II. Agnieszka 
Koterbicka-Pasko one of the Polish teachers made special researches with her students 
on this camp and the Italian prisoners.  

 

Interview with Marzia Zabbatino and Agnieszka Koterbicka – Pasko  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marianne Herzog interviewing Marzia Zabbatino (in the middle) and Agnieszka Koterbicka (on the right) 

 

M. Herzog: Marzia, can you tell me what were your feelings when you discovered that your uncle 
was in a concentration camp near Przemysl, the place our Polish partners are from.  

Marzia Zabbatino: It was a real surprise for me. I just discovered the link by chance. When I was a 
child, my uncle often spoke about the fact that he was taken to a concentration camp in Poland, 
but I didn’t pay attention to the name of this place. When my aunt died we discovered the name 
Przemysl on the cover of the tin belonging to my uncle during his time in the concentration camp. I 
immediately understood that it was that Przemysl we worked together with in our project. What a 
coincidence! Yestermorrow is a history project, on the first moment I was astonished but as I am 
convinced that all our history is linked, we are not as divided as we think sometimes, nothing 



happens just by chance. I couldn’t believe it. I started 
recollecting memories about what he told us. Unfortunately I 
couldn’t remember much. First as children we were not 
interested about what our uncle told us and on the second point 
the survivors didn’t like to talk about things which were too 
terrible to be told. The same happened with my father who was 
kept as a prisoner of war by the English for 7 years. The only 
thing that I really remember was the fact that he told us about 
some Polish women who gave them some milk. He often told 
us this story that these people felt pity about this young 
people... Of course they were tortured. Some of his fingers 
nails couldn’t grow – for sure they were tortured – but I don’t 
know if this was in Przemysl or before.    

 

   Photo of Marzia Zabbatino's uncle 

M. Herzog: It was very special that he talked about 
people who helped him and not about torture. 

Marzia Zabbatino: I think that was a common thing of all 
survivors that they were not really ready to understand 
how big, how terrible it was what was happening to 
them.  

M. Herzog: Perhaps it was easier to survive to focus on positive things? 

Marzia Zabbatino: Yes, of course.  

M. Herzog: Agnieszka, I read your report that Polish people helped these Italian soldiers who were 
handsome young men when they were brought to the concentration camp.  

Agnieszka Koterbicka: There was almost no information about this concentration camp lead by the 
Nazis we could find. Only 12 years ago we learned about this camp. There was a monument built 
to remember this camp, where Thousands of people were killed. I asked friends, they didn’t know 
anything about. But Marzia, I am so sorry that you didn’t talk about your uncle when you were in 
Przemysl in autumn 2016.  

Marzia Zabbatino: That wasn’t 
possible because at that time my 
aunt was still alive and I didn’t 
know anything about this tin and 
the engraved names. My aunt 
passed away in November 2015 
and we closed her house in 
2016. It was not a secret but 
nobody touched the tin, this tin 
for food. It was on a shelf next to 
books, visible for everybody but 
behind a window. My aunt 
mentioned this tin in the last will 
and dedicated it to her grandson.     The bottom of the tin box for food, Przemysl is engraved on the 4th 
     line 

" I am convinced that all 
our history is linked, we 
are not as divided as we 
think sometimes." Marzia 
Zabbatino 



M. Herzog: When we were in Przemysl we visited the cellar of your school. It was transformed into 
a prison, nobody could explain us why. Could it be linked to this concentration camp? 

Agnieszka Koterbicka: I have to check it. I not even know this cellar, but for sure I will try to find out 
more about this place. Our school wasn’t always a school… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The doors in the cellar of the school of the Polish partners 

M. Herzog: Coming back to your uncle, Marzia: Can you remember if there were impacts in his life 
because he was a prisoner of war? 

 Marzia Zabbatino: I don't know... When he came back he had an ordinary life, he got married, 
went to work, had a house, had children... I don't know if something remained in his mind... 
probably yes...  

M. Herzog: Could you identify even any resources your uncle took out of this cruel time? 

Marzia Zabbatino: Maybe the fact that he was so open minded, very generous, he always 
welcomed people at his house. He had a sort of "joie de vivre", he was a man of company. 

M. Herzog: You are very active member in our project, Marzia, you have an excellent relationship 
with your students, you do a lot for the European vision of a good cooperation, could it be linked to 
your familiar background too? You have lived in your family how cruel war is, your father was a 
prisoner of war too, arrested in Africa for 7 years by the English Army. Does this background have 
an impact on you? 

Marzia Zabbatino: Not in my childhood but now. For sure the impact is that I love so much history. I 
try to let my students understand that our actions - the actions of ordinary people, not necessarily 
the actions of so called important people - can make a difference. My regret is that they told us lots 
of stories in our childhood but I don't remember. I not even remember my uncle's age when he was 
in Przemysl, he was young, he was very young, only 23 years old, he was born in 1920. 

M. Herzog: Agnieszka, you told me that the people at your school weren't aware that there was a 
concentration camp in Przemysl. Did the story of Marzia's uncle change something towards you 
and  towards your students? 



Agnieszka Koterbicka: It's really an unbelievable story that we are connected so much. Incredible 
that we are linked this way. That's the reason we are all so interested to find out more. It's good to 
have this reason to talk about. By the way the monument is today well preserved. In the 
communism the former monument was destroyed...It's a kind of consolation that those killed 
people are not forgotten. My students found descriptions in the few existing sources that those 
young Italians were handsome and noble when they arrived. Later on they were in a very bad 
shape due to the inhuman conditions in the 
concentration camp; hunger, torture, diseases. That 
was very sad.  

M. Herzog: What is the actual discussion on specific 
topics of World War II in your country, Agnieszka? 

Agnieszka Koterbicka: In Poland we hate when it is 
mentioned "Polish" concentration camps in the 
everyday language. These camps were not Polish, 
they were German concentration camps. When you 
hear "Polish" concentration camps you think we did 
it... but nervertheless we helped... 

M. Herzog: The Polish history is a difficult history too. 
Are you able to look back and to even identify 
resources? 

 
 

       
   memory to the killed soldiers 

 

Agnieszka Koterbicka: In communism you couldn't talk too much, we were not allowed to do it. 
When I was at school, certain things were forbidden. But now, yes, we can and we even must talk 
about the past. Our project "yestermorrow" is exactly about this topic; the influence of the past into 
the present and the influence of the present into the future. On the first view it seems that 
everything is very negative but we can take out positive things too, like Marzia's uncle who suffered 
a lot but never forgot the Polish women who had pity with these young Italian soldiers and gave 
them food on despite they didn't have enough for themselves. M. Herzog: Marzia and Agnieszka, 
thank you so much that you shared your thoughts and memories with me for this interview! 

17th November 2017 

"It shows that actions of 
ordinary people can make a 
difference!"Agnieszka Koterbicka 


