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 ESTHER TUSIA EISEN BIOGRAPHY 

Esther Eisen was born Ester “Tusia” Cygielberg on February 1, 1929, in Łódź, Poland. Her father, Falik 
Cygielberg (b. 1899) was a merchant and a partner with his brothers-in-law. He was a Chassid from 
Grodzisk, Poland. Her mother, Rozka (b. 1902), was Falik’s second wife. His first wife, with whom he had 
a son named Zachariah Salek (b. 1915), was Rozka’s sister. When Falik’s first wife passed away, Falik 
married Rozka who took care of her stepson (and former nephew), Salek, and her own daughter, Tusia. 
The family lived on 11 Listopada 31 Street in Łódź, Poland.  

Anti-Jewish repression began immediately after the Germans entered Łódź in September 1939. Tusia’s 
family soon felt the full effects of German rule. Her father fled Łódź, and on his return trip, he was 
severely beaten. Tusia’s uncle, Mietek, who lived in the same apartment building, was shot and killed in 
the street for defending a humiliated Jew. Mietek’s wife, Rela, and daughter, Minia, became Falik’s 
responsibility.  

Tusia’s mother cut off her braids claiming that her long hair was becoming too difficult to take care of in 
those troubled times. Tusia became responsible for standing in line to try to buy bread and other 
produce because her father felt that the Germans were less likely to bother a little girl. Jews were 
routinely removed out of store queues and humiliated by Poles and Germans alike.  

A few weeks after the German invasion of Poland, schools re-opened, and Tusia returned to her class. 
One of her school friends, Fredzia, had been killed in the attacks. A few months after these incidents, 
Germans forcibly entered the Cygielberg apartment under the pretense of an inspection. Tusia’s parents 
and brother fled through the back door, but Tusia was told to stay. In January 1940, a few weeks after 
their initial incursion, the Germans confiscated the apartment. The family had ten minutes to vacate. 
They managed to take some clothing, bedding, and books. They were relocated to Drewnowska 11 in 
the Łódź ghetto.  

The winter of 1940 was brutally cold, and the family was forced to wear coats in the unheated 
apartment. In time, Rela, Minia, and their former maid moved into the apartment. The seven people 
were crammed into one room, which led to frequent quarrels, spying, and anger (particularly regarding 
food rations). Tusia soon came down with German measles. Tusia remembers that at that time she 
wanted to keep a diary but delayed starting it.  

In the winter of 1940, Tusia’s father observed the Hanukah holiday. Due to their dire situation, Tusia’s 
mother had become cynical towards the value of prayer. During Hanukah, Tusia’s mother discovered a 
small package of dry and stale cookies on top of a cupboard, behind books, and Tusia received a food 
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package from Jewish friends who were surviving outside of the ghetto due to their Soviet citizenship. 
Tusia’s mother divided all the food items from the package amongst all seven residents of the 
apartment.  

Aunt Rela and cousin Minia were given extra food rations due to their connection to a relative who was 
allegedly collaborating with the Gestpo. They did not share these extra rations with Tusia’s family, 
though Tusia was given a bit of soup by her aunt every day. Her father would not watch her receive the 
soup as the act humiliated him.  

When schools opened in the ghetto, Tusia began attending school number 25 in the 6th grade. She 
noticed that the children were ashamed of their parents who had become shabbily dressed in the 
ghetto. Tusia and the other children also became aware that they had to preserve their childlike 
“patterns of innocents.” Tusia’s mother became sick and stayed a lot at home. One day, she managed to 
visit Tusia at school and smuggled a piece of bread and horse sausage to her. Tusia kept this a secret 
from her brother, even though her mother did not request it.  

After school, Tusia often helped her mother make decorated pins to sell in the ghetto. Her school 
eventually moved from Franciszkanska Street to Marysin. In June 1941, Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski, 
the chairman of the Jewish ghetto administration came to visit the school. The students paraded for him 
and sang songs in Yiddish and Hebrew. Tusia took the opportunity to petition Rumkowski to give her 
father a job. In her petition, she described her family’s poverty, and she included a small gift of two 
doilies made of beads in the shape of the ghetto. 

During the same month, Karol, a schoolmate of Tusia’s, misbehaved and was supposed to be dismissed 
from school. The students went on strike to protest this punishment, and Karol was allowed to return to 
school. Tusia remembers enjoyed recess in school and playing, but the most important part of the day 
was eating soup after the fifth period. The students brought aluminum soup bowls from home to receive 
the soup, and they sang while waiting in line. Every day, a different student was given the hearty 
remainder of the soup which sat at the bottom of the pot. Tusia was never given this choice portion ans 
was told by the man who served the soup that she was too thin and it would be a waste to give it to a 
girl who would never survive the ghetto. Tusia composed a poem about the soup.  

Tusia’s father could not find work at this time. Her brother, Salek, worked as a bookkeeper in a 
vegetable warehouse for a short period but was fired. He then found a job removing nails out of planks 
of wood. Tusia’s mother was very sick at the time, but she was released from the hospital because they 
could not cure her and they needed her bed for others. In the spring, Tusia, got a job designing artificial 
flowers for the hat-making workshop.  

In May 1942, Tusia’s mother was ordered to get a physical. Tusia’s father told her she had to accompany 
her mother. At the time, her mother was just 38 years old. She dressed in her finest clothes, but due to 
her illness, she barely made it to the officer where the physical was to take place. There were many 
other women, and the Germans ordered them to undress and “gallop” around the room. Tusia was 
mortified as she had never seen her mother naked before. One German stamped her mother’s breast 
with the blue stamp “Geprüft” (examined). 

In October 1941, the schools were closed and used as a shelter for 20,000 Western Jews brought into 
the Łódź ghetto. For a few months, four of the schoolgirls hired a young woman who had graduated 
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from high school to tutor them. Tusia was given a job in needlepoint by Mr. Radziejewski who was the 
head of a resort. Tusia ended her socializing at this time as she no lingered wanted to see her friends. 
Her brother, Salek, was quite ill. At this point, her revealed to Tusia that he had recently seen his 
beloved from before World War II, but was too ashamed to approach her. He planned to commit 
suicide, but his father caught him and begged him not to end his life. A few days after the incident, on 
January 12, 1942, Salek Cygielberg died of hunger at the age of 26.  

Minia and her mother both got sick with typhus a few weeks prior to the “Gehsperre Aktion” and were 
hospitalized. Minia’s mother was realized a few days before the deportation Aktion, but Minia was 
taken from the hospital and deported with thousands of other Jewish children to the Chelmno killing 
center. Tusia’s family was ordered to come to the courtyard of their house for inspection by the 
Germans. They were too afraid to disobey, and they reported for inspection. Tusia’s mother was 
selected and taken for deportation. Tusia wanted to run after her, but her father, held her back.  

Tusia then got sick with typhus and was prescribed medication by Dr. Szykier. Her father left the house 
at 4 AM to stand in line to get the medication. At this time, her father worked in the ghetto house 
administration. He told Tusia that one day, they would have a holiday in remembrance of life in the 
ghetto. It would be like the Passover story. They would eat as sparingly as they had in the ghetto and 
would tell their story to the next generations.  

Tusia and her father got their deportation notices as well. Tusia approached Mr. Tabaksblat (via Mrs. 
Ser) and he reversed the order for them. During the final liquidation of the Łódź ghetto in August 1944, 
Tusia and her father attempted to hide, but hunger forced them to leave their hiding place. They were 
taken to Auschwitz and later to other camps. Tusia was liberated in May 1945.  

Tusia returned to Łódź, hoping to reunite with members of her family, but none had survived. She then 
left Poland and spent years in a displaced persons camp in Germany before finally reaching Israel.  

She married but her husband was killed fighting in Israel’s War of Independence. She later met and 
married Romek Eisen who was a childhood friend and whom she had known in the ghetto. He had 
helped her pull a heavy sack of potatoes when they were both living in Łódź.  

Esther Tusia Eisen is a well-known sculptor and poet. She designed the memorial to the Łódź ghetto in 
Israel and is the author of the book, “My Mother Embroidered a Star for Me,” which describes her 
experiences. Esther and Romek reside in Herzliya, Israel.  
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