
Hela’s Story 

“Mamusia, Mamusia, Mamusia don’t leave me”.  These are the words that Helinka, age twelve, cried out 
as she was grabbed from the arms of her mother by a Kapo guard at the train ramp at Auschwitz.  The 
mother, Zosia, was a tall, elegant beauty and even after a grueling cattle car transport from the Lodz 
Ghetto and wearing tattered clothes, the Nazis could see that Zosia was an alluring Jewess they wanted 
to keep.  They had no need for her child.  Zosia was with her two sisters on the line for people destined 
to live.  Frantic to be with her daughter, Zosia said goodbye to her sisters Rushka and Hela, “Take care of 
each other – you are the only ones left” and then Zosia broke free and ran to her daughter,  “Of course I 
will not leave you” .  Hela and Rushka watched as Zosia and Helinka slowly walked toward the brick 
building that held the gas chambers.  They knew that they would never see their beloved sister and 
niece again. 

My mother, Hela died in 2017. She relived that scene at the Auschwitz train station every day of her life.  
The years 1939 - 1945, while just a sliver of her life of 94 years, defined her.  She was the spoiled, 
beautiful, youngest child of a family of eight and would have had a joyous life in the bosom of her loving 
family.  Instead, she and her sister Rushka, would be the sole survivors of her family, survivors of the 
Holocaust. 

I would like to give my great thanks to the History Unfolded Project.  I have been able to participate in 
submitting articles since late 2016 and have seen the result of this research in the “Americans and the 
Holocaust” exhibit that opened in the spring of 2018.  I appreciate that History Unfolded has provided an 
emotional and intellectual outlet to honor my parents who both survived the Holocaust. I plan to 
continue to support the History Unfolded project and would like to share my mother’s and father’s 
stories of survival in this post.  Here is my mother’s story as she described it, when my then 
twelve-year-old daughter interviewed her to learn about our family’s history. 

 

Witelson Family 

My mother, Helen Witelson Laks (b. 1922), described her life growing up as being the youngest child in a 
loving middle-class family of eight.  Her father, David Wolf Witelson (b. 1884), was a storekeeper in the 
town of Pabianice, Poland.  Her mother, Rela Abromczyk (b. 1886) was the traditional Jewish housewife. 
She may have only been a slight woman of 4’9”, but she ran the house, making sure lunch and dinner 
was on the table and everyone was well clothed and fed.  

The oldest daughter was Zosia (born 1907).  My mother revered her, describing her as tall and elegant, 
and known as the prettiest women in town (perhaps a small exaggeration from the memory of a much 
younger sister).  Long and lean, dressed at the height of fashion, Zosia married Pincus Zarski from one of 
the richest families in town.  The marriage was not embraced by the Zarski family, given the lower 
economic status of the Witelsons, but Zosia was a catch, and Pincus wanted to marry her.  Their 
daughter, Helinka, was born in 1932 and she was adored by the entire family, especially doted upon by 
her aunt Hela.  

The oldest son was Pincus (b 1912 est).  Described as tall and handsome, he joined the Polish army 
against his family’s wishes, but he wanted to fight.  He was killed fighting the Russians in 1939 when the 
Russians invaded Poland from the east.  



The next two sons were Morris (b. 1914 est) and Joseph (b. 1916 est).  After the German invasion of 
western Poland, the father sent his sons to flee to eastern Poland, occupied by the Russians, where he 
thought they would be safe.  Unfortunately, the boys did not want to venture too far from home, so 
they did not go deeper into Russia.  Later, in 1941 when the German Army attacked the Russian 
occupied region of Poland, the two brothers were caught hiding in a barn.  They were questioned and 
when they answered that they were Jews who ran away from Pabianice, they were instantly shot.  This 
story was told later to my mother by an eyewitness who was hiding in the barn. 

The next Witelson child was Rushka (born 1918).  In addition to my mother, Rushka was the only other 
survivor of the Witelson family and I got to know, love and admire her.  Rushka was smart, vivacious, 
ambitious and FUN!  She had trained to be a nurse, which turned out to save both her and my mothers’ 
lives several times during their Holocaust ordeal.  There is no question that Rushka had the attributes of 
a survivor in her DNA.  

Finally, the youngest of the family was my mother Hela; actually, her birth certificate that was reissued 
in 1998, has her Polish name as Chaja Szajndla Witelson.  Mom was the pampered, spoiled and 
treasured baby of the family.  The brothers loved to tease and play with her.  As she got older, Hela tried 
to emulate her oldest sister’s sophistication and attention to her looks, often dieting to replicate the 
slim figure that her sister had.  She was on her way to becoming a beauty in her own right when, at the 
age of seventeen, the war broke out. 

 

Helinka, the child who went to the gas chamber with her mother (Zosia), David's aunt 



Germany invades Poland 

After the Germans invaded Poland in September of 1939, everything changed for the Witelson family 
and the Jews of Poland.  Jews could no longer attend school.  Everyone between ages 14 and 60 had to 
work, often for no, or next to no pay.  Hela was sent to work in a factory that made army uniforms and 
Zosia to a factory that made furniture for the German soldiers to send home.  Rushka worked in the 
hospital as a nurse.  In February of 1940, a ghetto was created in Pabianice and the Witelson family had 
to leave their comfortable apartment and move.  My mother remembers the terror she felt as the Nazi 
soldiers entered their home.  They searched the house and took whatever valuables they wanted. 
Seeing a crystal chandelier in the dining room, they ordered it to be taken down. Zosia protested that 
she did not know how, but the soldiers insisted.  So, it was up to the trembling, portly father, teetering 
on the dining room table, to take down the chandelier.  As he fumbled with the fixture, a crystal fell off 
and shattered on the floor.  The German soldier screamed “Swine – now you ruined it”.  Everyone was 
sure that they would be shot on the spot, but the soldier left in a huff, telling everyone to gather their 
belongings, they were going to the ghetto.  

As it turns out, Zosia lived in an apartment within the ghetto area so they all moved into her house.  My 
mother remembers that it was “not too bad” since they lived together, and all worked except her 
mother.  Life was relatively normal in this mode for about two years.  The Nazis started to consolidate 
the smaller ghettos like Pabianice, into the larger ones in Lodz and Warsaw.  As word spread that the 
Pabianice Ghetto would be liquidated, there was a new terror – if you did not work then you would be 
murdered.  What would happen to the mother Reyla and the child Helinka?  Rushka brought her 
mother, Zosia and Helinka to the hospital where she worked thinking that would be a safe place.  The 
plan backfired.  The Nazis came to the hospital to murder all the patients.  It was Zosia’s beauty and 
charm that saved her and her child.  A German officer had pity and took her and Helinka to the side 
where the healthy workers were to be taken to the Lodz ghetto, but Reyla, the grandmother I never got 
to know, was taken and forced to dig her own grave and was shot in the back of the head along with the 
150 other patients from the hospital.  The story was told by a boy who was there; he had been shot and 
had pretended to be dead but he was able to escape and make it to the Lodz Ghetto to tell the 
gruesome tale. 

It was May of 1942, and my mother described the scene as they were marched out of Pabianice with the 
locals lining the streets.  “They were jeering and spitting and shouting, “Jews, you are not wanted 
here””.  These were former neighbors, former classmates in school. My mother was an eyewitness to 
the blatant antisemetism that led to the incarceration and eventual mass murder of millions of Jews in 
Poland.  

Life in the Lodz Ghetto was substantially more desperate than Pabianice.  Food was scarce, and the 
living conditions were terrible.  My mother teared up when she remembered Helinka starving and 
begging for scraps of bread.  Helinka was always taken care of first so it was despairing for them to see 
the child in such a state. There were numerous times when the Nazis would deport the elderly and 
children to be taken away to the “ovens”.  My mom remembered hiding with her father, David, and 
Helinka in an attic during a week-long raid in September of 1942.  As dogs were barking in the lower 
floors they were terrified that they would be caught.  They did not get caught, but her father got very 
sick and soon died.  My mother told the story with a great sigh, saying maybe he was better off since he 
would have been killed anyway later at the gas chambers of Auschwitz.  



 

Concentration Camps 

Eventually they were caught in the attic as the Lodz Ghetto was liquidated in August of 1944.  Now only 
the three sisters and Helinka were alive.  They were herded into the now infamous cattle cars, 80 people 
to a train.   A Jewish ghetto policeman told Rushka at the hospital that Hela, Zosia and Helinka were on 
the trains and Rushka rushed to join them, desperately shouting for her sisters until she found them. 
There were no windows, just some small openings in the roof of the cattle car for air.  They were 
desperate to believe the lies that they were going to work and to bring whatever clothes they could.  My 
mom wore three dresses and two sweaters.  But they knew.  They knew what was coming.  At the 
Auschwitz train ramp, the Kapos separated the elderly, infirm and children from the able-bodied.  Zosia, 
even after the ordeal of the cattle car ordeal was a stunning, statuesque 33 year old beauty and the 
guards were eager to make sure that she was saved, but she refused to leave her 12 year old daughter; 
she went with her child to the gas chambers.  They say time heals all pain, but there are no words to 
describe the anguish that my mother and Rushka felt at that moment and it was a searing pain that 
never healed. 

The stay in Auschwitz was only ten days, but they got a shocking glimpse of concentration life.  One sip 
of tepid soup a day, if you took two sips – an immediate whack from a Kapo.  I recall my mother saying 
that she saw Dr. Mengele inspect the prisoners.  The women would be lined up and physicians would 
inspect their naked bodies for scars or flabby flesh.  My mom remembered with horror that a friend of 
Zosia’s who in pre-war years was heavy but after years of starvation in the ghetto had a flabby stomach 
was singled out by Mengele for extermination.  My mother and her sisters kept her daughter Nina safe 
and Nina ultimately survived.  

Rushka and Hela were sent to Ravensbrück, which took a few days by train to northern Germany.  Three 
days of no food or water, just lying near death in the train.  They arrived, and the weather was hot and 
no shelter was provided.  Rushka was dehydrated and fainting and Hela pleaded for some water for her 
sister.  The guard took pity and gave them some water but the other prisoners were desperate and 
rushed to grab the water from my mom. Rushka was able to have a few sips which was all she needed to 
survive.  My mother recalled that the evenings were cold and since there was no shelter, the girls would 
huddle together when they slept.  A Czechoslovakian woman guard started yelling and beating them, 
calling them homosexuals.  Again, their stay at Ravensbrück was only ten days and although they were 
supposed to be sent to Dachau, they were told that it had been bombed; they were sent to Mauthausen 
in Austria to work instead.  

At Mauthausen, they worked in an ammunition factory for six months.  My mother recalled getting up 
every morning at 4 AM to wash in bracingly cold water and then they would walk a few miles into the 
woods where the factory was hidden.  She remembered the Nazis even placed trees on the roof to 
camouflage the factory.  Life was bearable, but they lived under constant fear and threat.  My mother 
recalled that at the factory she still felt like an attractive woman and tried to adorn herself with a little 
red collar, “just a schmata to make myself feel pretty.”  A female German guard came by and ripped the 
collar off, threatening her life if she wore it again.  An elderly Austrian man, who taught the women to 
run the machines to make the bullets, took a liking to Hela.  Occasionally he would leave an apple and a 
piece of bread in the drawer at Hela’s station.  The guard caught on and brutally attacked Hela; from 



then on, the guard took every opportunity to make life miserable.  But my mom remembered that they 
were fed soup and stale bread every day, which was enough to stay alive.  

 

The Russians were making headway in this part of Austria and eastern Germany so again Rushka and 
Hela were moved, this time to the Bergen Belsen concentration camp in northern Germany.  

“If there was a hell on earth, Bergen Belsen was hell.”  A few days after arriving, Hela along with almost 
everyone else, contracted typhus; “We were all in one room so one caught it from the other.” Once 
again, Rushka’s nursing skills saved their lives. Rushka met a doctor who was from Pabianice. 
Recognizing the Witelson name, he took Hela immediately to the clinic. Soon after, Hela experienced a 
gall bladder attack that she remembered as the most intense pain she had ever experienced.  “Please 
just kill me, I can’t stand this pain.”  The doctors provided painkillers, which got her through the attack. 
Rushka, meanwhile, got a job in the kitchen through the help of a friend.  Every day she would sneak a 
bit of soup or coffee for Hela because Hela could not digest solid foods. Rushka hovered over Hela and 
hugged her, crying and begging her to live.  Of course, two days later Rushka contracted typhus.  There 
they lay, the two sisters dying on army cots, when the liberation happened.  My mother said, “I guess we 
had years” and “our mother was looking out for us.”  
 

The liberation of Bergen Belsen by the British occurred on April 15, 1945.  There was another act of 
providence: since both Rushka and Hela were ill, they could not eat any solid food.  My mother 
remembered the British were so upset seeing the condition of the prisoners, they distributed as much 
canned food as possible to feed the starving survivors.  “There was a group of French girls singing the 
Marseilles with joy and they ate the Spam that the British distributed.  The next day, the entire group of 
them were dead.”  
 

Victory in Europe (VE) Day was May 8, 1945.  Hela lay sick with pleurisy, being nursed and looked after 
by her ever-doting sister, Rushka.  The Red Cross had a program for survivors, taking the sick to Fallon, 
Sweden, for convalescence and eventual emigration.  Rushka was able to follow her sister to Fallon, 
where Hela eventually recovered. My mother will never forget the generosity and warmth of the 
Swedish people. They provided a house and a job and soon the battered, scared, but not broken, Jews of 
the camps started new lives.  My mother met and married my father, Richard Laks, there.  Rushka met 
and married her husband, Abraham Frieberg, there.  The photos of Hela and Rushka from those times 
depict vibrant young adults, just like any other 24 and 28-year-old women, skiers in the winter snow, 
bathing beauties at the summer lakes.  The bonds of these Holocaust survivors would never be broken, 
nor their spirits.  

As much as Sweden was their savior in bringing humanity back to their lives, the promise of American 
economic opportunity and the remnants of family, aunts and uncles, led them to immigrate to the 
United States.  Hela (Helen was now her American name) and Richard came to New York City in 
December of 1951 and a month later my sister, Rita, was born. Rushka (Rena was now her American 
name) and Abraham came in 1950, married in 1951, and my cousin Shirley was born in May of 1953.  

When asked about her feelings about her experiences, my mom answered with questions that we are 
still struggling with today: 



..  “ they were a nation of cultured, educated people.  And such hatred. I mean, what did we do to them? 
What did we do to anyone?  Why are we hated?  What did we ever do to anybody?  We work hard. 
Whatever we have we accomplished just by hard work…and trying to better ourselves …” 

Like most Holocaust survivors, my mom looked to her family as her legacy and purpose in life. “I didn’t 
believe that I would ever live to the point where I would have a granddaughter who would interview me. 
I guess I had years…Thank G-d, you are my future.  I thank this country that allowed us to build a new 
life, to have family, children, grandchildren.  And I hope it will never happen again.  Never Again.”  

My mom lived to the age of 94, long enough to meet her great-granddaughter, Samantha, just months 
before passing away.  Despite suffering from dementia in her last years, when my mother held baby 
Samantha, the two connected eye to eye, bringing a wide smile to both of their faces.  This was the true 
meaning of being a survivor. 

 

 

 


