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RAFALSKA, Helena 

 

015Helena Rafalska born Hegel was born in Kishinev in Moldova.  

Her parents were Poles and they returned to Poland in 1920, 

where her father died soon after. She had four siblings.  

They lived in Miedzyrzec Podlaski in very modest 

conditions.  She completed a Commercial High School and 

worked in a city of Brest and later in Kamien Koszerski.  

673When the war broke out and the Soviet Army took over the 

eastern part of Poland, Rafalska escaped to Warsaw. She 

worked as a typist in a city Hall.  She became involved in 

the Polish underground movement ZWZ in 1941.  In January of 

1942 she and her five coworkers were arrested.   

1100After nine months of imprisonment in Radzyn Podlaski and 

later in Lublin, 130 women were sent to Auschwitz and she 

was among them.  Her number was 7898.  Her group was put in 

barracks 14 and 15.  Thirteen women of this group were 

executed.  She worked as a furrier, cutting beautiful fur 

coats into caps, gloves and vests.   

1374One day the women from blocks number 14 and 15 were taken 

for medical examination by a group of German doctors and 

they were picked as guinea pigs for medical 

experimentation.  One week later Rafalska and some other 

inmates were taken for a surgery.  Nobody told her what 
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will be done and why.  She was put into sleep and her 

thighs were slit open.  She had four wounds about 17 

centimeters long each.  She woke up after surgery very sick 

with high temperature.  When the wounds started to heal she 

was put to sleep and her wounds were cut open again.  

Opening of wounds was repeated 5 times.  Anytime her wounds 

were cleaned her eyes were covered with a sheet or she was 

put to sleep.  The secrecy was very frightening.   

1765After 3 months she returned to her block.  She was so weak 

that she could not stand up.  She was allowed to rest for 

sometime and then she was assigned to light work such as 

knitting stockings. The physicians involved in forced 

medical experiments were professor Gephardt, doctor 

Szydlanski and doctor Rosenthal. Professor Gerphardt was 

one who performed the surgeries.  He was visiting  camp 

hospital specially to perform surgeries.  His coming was a 

big event in the hospital.  He was welcomed with flowers.  

Some doctors pretended to care for their patients 

condition.  When they asked their  victims how they were 

doing the guinea pigs didn't even bother to answer, taking 

this question as an insult.  After some time the 

administration ordered another group of women for medical 

experimentation.  They refused to report. During the roll 

call some were taken by force, the rest dispersed. As a 
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retaliation their barrack was shut off for three days.  The 

shatters were put down, the electric light and water were 

cut off and food rations were not given.  Five guinea pigs 

passed away in the course of medical experiments. They were 

infected with gangrene bacteria. The other five were 

executed when recovering from surgeries.  One of the 

prisoners was taken to sanatorium and had an upper arm bone 

removed. The underground organization in Auschwitz informed 

the Polish Government in Exile about medical experiments 

performed on prisoners. These information were broadcasted 

by BBC.  The camp prisoners, who worked outside cleaning 

houses of SS people, heard it on the radio.  

The living conditions in Auschwitz were very  harsh.  Evening 

roll calls  were very long and exhausting, could last as 

long as four hours. In the Fall and Winter they suffer from 

cold.  They wer allowed to wear only clothing assigned by 

camp administration.  It was a slip, briefs, a robe and a 

blazer without lining and no bras.  

2181In January of 1945 all camp prisoners, who were subjected to 

medical experiments were put under command of Politische 

Abteilung (Political Department) and ordered to stay in 

their barracks.  The barrack chief feared the group will be 

killed and advised them to go into hiding.  There were 

rumors in the camp that the guinea pigs will be poisoned in 
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a train while being transferred to another concentration 

camp.  The German defeat seemed very close and the 

prisoners were more combative.  The guinea pigs dispersed 

and were hidden by friends in other barracks.  Rafalska 

changed her hiding place often.  For some time she was 

hiding among camp prisoners transferred from another camps.  

There was chaos in the camp.  New transports were coming 

and the administration stopped to register them.  For some 

time she stayed in a barrack for dying people.  They were 

dying of diarrhoea.  She watched an agony of a young woman 

laying next to her.  Rafalska was so upset by this horror, 

that she decided to return to her barrack, no matter what 

will happen to her.  She tried to leave the sick ward, but 

she could not make her way among corpses laying everywhere 

an the floor. The camp administration feared mutiny of camp 

prisoners, because guinea pigs were well known and popular 

among camp inmates and they were called "Kanninchen". Not 

to provoke any disturbances among camp prisoners, the 

Administration decided to provide food rations for the 

women in hiding. The Germans knew the war was almost over, 

and they mellowed.  So the guinea pigs were in hiding 

during the day, but showed in their block in the evening to 

collect their food ratios. 

2506Eventually the camp was evacuated.  The prisoners were 
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marched through forests without food or shelter.  The last 

six days were very traumatic.  There were constant raids.  

They passed front line.  Whoever was not able to walk was 

shot on the spot.  Once Rafalska suffered an acute leg pain 

and couldn't  walk.  Her friends saved her life helping her 

to get up and convincing her that she must make an effort, 

since freedom was so close.  With their help she overcome 

her pain and kept on moving.   

2576They were liberated on May 3, 1945 in the town of Penzlin by 

American and Russian advance guard. When the town of 

Penzlin was taken by Allies the German guards surrendered, 

but somehow  found a way to misrepresent the group of camp 

inmates as antisocial criminals.  When Lena and other 

inmates applied to the Allies for help in returning to 

their countries they got cold shoulder. So they were left 

to themselves.  The big group of refugees consisting of 

prisoners, camp inmates, people who were forced to work as 

slaves in Germany walked together to their homeland.  The 

first night they stopped in a small town and took over a 

hotel. The night turned out to be a disaster.  Soviet 

soldiers attacked them and tried to rape them.  They had to 

hide again.  In Lantzberg they waited for a train for few 

days and at last they boarded a coal wagon and returned to 

Warsaw.  Warsaw was in most part destroyed, with no city 
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public transportation.  They walked all day passing ruins 

and crosses marking graves, before they reached her 

sister's apartment.  Rafalska was all covered by soot and 

her sister didn't recognize her.  They were so exhausted 

they didn't feel any joy.  From her four siblings the 

youngest was killed during the Warsaw Uprising, two older 

brothers were in Germany, one taken to perform forced labor 

and the oldest as a POW.  Helena was first to return home.  

The family didn't expect to see her again.   
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