
 
 
 Summary of Interview With Helen Handler (Phoenix) 
 
 
Born in Czechoslovakia, but it became Hungary. Her father died when 
she was five and she lived with her maternal grandparents. She had 
two brothers , a nine member family.  
 
She lived in the house that her mother grew up in. It was not a 
Jewish town. When it became Hungary, she had to go to a Jewish 
school. . Her neighbor was a judge and a very good friend of mother 
- left good things with her when they left Hungary. When Helen, the 
only survivor, came back to get the things the Judge kept them. The 
gentile neighbors felt that they were entitled to things. Her father 
was a travelling salesman. her mother was a bookkeeper. They were  
a religious family.  Mother was an educated person.  They had ac  
comfortable financial life. In '42 and '43 food was getting scarce 
in Hungary. They were in a military fortress type of town. People 
were looting and beating Jewish people. they brought important 
Jewish people to a castle to interrogate. They tortured  people 
there. Father of a close friend was beaten to death and they left 
the blood on the sidewalk for two days. She got a coat for her 
birthday and she had to sew a yellow star on it. after that, she 
didn't want to wear it.She was put in a ghetto when Germans came. 
She felt safety in numbers - it was very crowded. She didn't stay 
there long  - only one or two weeks - and then went to bread factory 
. They were marched like cattle in the middle of the street. They 
took out all the men and her grandfather was beaten. They were put 
on trains  . As a little girl she felt grownups would be able to 
take care of things. She realized then how helpless they were.  
 
She panicked because her family could not protect her. On the train 
ride from home there was no room to sit down. They had to relieve 
themselves in buckets.  
 
There was unbelievable despair and total helplessness. most people 
were quiet.  everyone shared food. The whistle of the train is the 
loneliest sound in the world. They arrived at Auschwitz at dawn. 
The soldiers looked at them as cattle. It was totally dehumanizing. 
There was very little confidence left by the time they left for 
Auschwitz. Everyone was pushing and screaming.  She found she was 
with an aunt. She went to one side and they went to the other. They 
had to strip in front of the soldiers. Slovak girl was angry at the 
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whole world. she survived because she was full of rage. She was at 
the camp for four years.  
 
People asked why they did not rebel. You cannot argue with guns. 
The jews were taught to survive - life comes first - do whatever 
you have to do to survive. She feels she survived because she is 
Jewish - one day at a time. She felt lucky  - a gentile girl from 
her home town saw to it that she wasn't killed. 
 
Russians were hung at Stuthof - a political camp for men. They were 
the first women at Stuthof. People went to working camps, and then 
back to Stuthof. There was much sickness - close to 1000 people in 
each block. They took 1000 to work in a factory near the end of the 
war. She walked out and went up to an S woman who was flirting with 
some soldiers. She was beaten and was cold and frozen. Then she was 
taken back to the camp to get some clothes so they could go to 
another camp. At Stuthof everyone was dead, there were huge piles 
of people.. They took some of their clothes and marched and marched. 
The soldiers shot people who could not walk. There were dead bodies 
al along the way.  Everyone had lice and terrible physical pain. In 
Danzig, Poland, people threw food. The Germans never gave them any 
food. They ate snow because the had no water. People scrambled for 
food as the villagers threw it. But if you went out of the line you 
would be shot. People were dying and just left to lie there. People 
were covered with lice and taking off their clothes in the middle 
of winter. They were also, covered with blisters. There were  very 
few people left - about thirty out of 1000. 
 
The Russians came and she went to the russian hospital.  They didn't 
know how to treat people.  They put her in a Polish hospital and 
then she was discharged and headed home. She stopped at the Red 
Cross and slept in train stations.  
 
Tape 2: 
 
In Budapest she was put into a hospital for four months. She was 
full of lice - it was just terrible. People met families. She met 
a friend she had grown up with. She got permission to go to her 
home town for one week, but she could not recover any of the family 
possessions except a ring. Then, she could not go back to the 
hospital because the borders were closed.  
 
At age 16 she jumped on a train and hid in a tent. She crossed the 
border and got back to the hospital. In Prague she got Polish papers 
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and went to France. She was isolated from children  because she had 
TB. She went to a hotel, and then to a sanitarium. She stared there 
seven months - it was frustrating because she had not known French. 
Her lungs got better but her back hurt. She went to  a TB hospital 
in Switzerland. She survived by going to the animal level - hour by 
hour.  She was always alone and could not communicate with others. 
She didn't learn to mix with other survivors. 
 
Her recovery from  bone TB took four years. She spent two years 
flat on her back. There was no cure them . Only sun, and food paid 
for by the Swiss Jewish Organization and the  American Jewish 
Organization. Swiss jews visited and sent food. They sent her to 
college for one year. 
 
She went to Canada and married there . She then came to a suburb of 
Detroit. She had one son born ten years after they were married . 
He's twenty-six now - a lawyer. She came to Phoenix from Detroit. 
She was divorced after sixteen years of marriage. He died in a car 
accident ten years ago. She raised her son alone . She started a 
business and is successful . She gives speeches and strength to 
others. Don't kill and hate people. Hate breeds hate. Love is much 
more constructive. She wants her son to be happy.  
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