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   RG-50.243.0016 (recorded in1985 in Boston) 
 
 Rita was born around 1926 in Grodno, Poland (now in Belarus), one of 4 children to a 
father who sold wood. The family was religious and poor. She describes several antiseptic 
situations, although she said the family got along with non-Jews until the war. She mentions an 
incident in a night club where a Jewish man killed a gentile in self-defense in 1936, but then the 
Jewish man and 15-20 others were killed in retaliation. In 1939 the Russians took over her part 
of Poland, and for 2 years everything was normal. Then on June 22, 1941 Grodno was bombed 
by the Germans. The family lived in a schoolhouse for several months because everything had 
been destroyed. After that, the approximately 40,000 Jews were herded into 2 ghettos in the 
city. 
 Rita describes in detail life in the ghetto; the sickness, starvation, cold. All the Jews had 
to give up their radios and money and war the Jewish star. Food was smuggled into the ghetto 
even ask the risk of death.  Her two brothers were taken to a work camp. Her 16-year-old 
brother was beaten to death. Rita often worked in place of her mother. She was on one of the 
first transports to Auschwitz Birkenau. Her parents were working in a factory and she had to go 
without them. She describes the horrible cattle train trip. 
 Rita gave detailed description about life in Birkenau. She talks about the selection 
process and the bare barracks. She said they were each given a small bowl in which they 
received their soup ration and also had to use for the toilet. If you lost your bowl, you lost your 
life.  Of the 3000 women from Grodno, 12 survived to the end of the war. Rita was almost killed 
several times but luckily survived. One time an SS man kicked her out of the line going to the 
gas chamber, and one time she jumped from the line going to the gas to another line going 
back to the barracks. 
 She describes that they never were showered, only sprayed with powder or cold water. 
She worked at various jobs, cleaning in the town, mending clothes and later braiding rope. 
There was no culture, no religion in the camp, but somehow, they remembered Rosh 
Hashanah. She described one girl who tried to escape and was hung, but when caught spit in 
the face of the SS man.  Rita said she always hoped they would be bombed and put out of their 
misery. She survived only by luck.  At the end of the war they were put on trains and then 
marched to Bergen Belsen. There was no work; they all just waited to die. Soon the English 
came to liberate the camp. 
 Rita couldn’t eat or walk when liberation came, and she was in the hospital for a month. 
After she was released, she saw a friend from school who introduced her to the man she would 
soon marry. They moved to Marburg where her husband found work. They wanted to emigrate 
to Israel but were dissuaded by a cousin who said there was no food or housing there. There 
was no one left of her family except this cousin and one who had emigrated to US in the 1920s 
Rita and her husband eventually emigrated to the United States. 
 Rita states that they were lucky; her husband did well and her 3 children are all 
professionals. She talks about the survivors feeling numb, and only could talk about their 
experiences with each other until recently. They clung together. Rita also joined a temple, 
although her husband who had worked in the crematoria wanted nothing to do with religion. 
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They signed up for reparations because they needed the money. Now Rita talks in schools 
because she feels they must tell their stories. 
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