
Helen Borenstzjan was born in Lodz, the second largest city in Poland, on December 10, 
1923 as the third of four girls. She was born into a well-to-do family and lived a wonderful 
childhood. Her father was in the iron business which allowed for Helen and her sisters to have 
opportunities as a child. For school, Helen and her sisters attended a Jewish private school. Every 
summer, before school started her family would take a vacation into the mountains. 

 
 There was something different the summer before Helen started high school. There was 
rumor that war was brewing so her family did not take their usual far vacation but rather stayed 
closer to home. The war started on September 1, 1939, and the city that Helen lived in quickly 
became German territory. School never started. Even at Christmas time, school hadn’t started. 
However, at Christmas time, the Nazis vacated them from their apartment. Her father was 
prepared and their bags were packed and they had a place to go, and buried their valuables to 
prevent them from being stolen. When the Nazis came, they were loaded up in cattle wagon with 
the people categorized as the intellectuals. They were in the cattle cars for three days and three 
nights. They were transported to live in a little town in the south of Poland and all crammed into 
a house with another family. After a while they moved in with Helen’s aunt. Unfortunately, 
typhoid fever struck the family and Helen got sick. She went to the hospital. Her memory of the 
hospital was the lice crawling over the pillows. When her family recovered from the disease, her 
father bought a house that they all moved into. He continued his iron business from the house 
which allowed them to still live in luxury.  
 
 But soon the Germans came, and Helen and her family were taken into the ghetto. 
Helen’s job was making uniforms for the German officers, her friend helped her get this job 
outside of the ghetto. She had to repair the uniforms, sew on buttons and badges. One night, the 
Germans came to liquidate the ghetto. The Jewish people in the ghetto that weren't killed, were 
put on one side of the street. They were separated into two lines, one line was the “resettling” 
line. Luckily, her sister’s boyfriend was a Jewish policeman. He took her off of the “resettling” 
line, destined to Treblinka, and put her on the correct line.  
 
 The Germans then asked for anyone who had papers. Helen’s friend that helped her get 
the job at the factory also gave her working papers. Helen volunteered for the AVL, a German 
acronym for the collection of workers. She was brought to an outside labor camp. She was 
brought to the barracks; however, at that time in the war, the barracks were empty. Helen 
describes this as hell. Everyone was so scared and there was so much fear. People would scream 
and she would hear shots and the dogs. This was in the early spring of 1942. Helen was in the 
camp for a few months.  
 
 On January 11, there was a final sweep of the ghetto where her family was living. They 
were saved, again, by her friend’s stepfather. As a vet, he was helpful to the German soldiers due 
to his profession, enabling him to switch her family’s name onto the correct list, and thus 
allowing them to live. He took his own life before the Germans could kill him for his deed. 
  
 After a while, Helen wanted to visit her family inside the ghetto. She asked the police 
officer if she could go, and, of course, he declined. However, Helen snuck out of the barracks 
with her friend on a Saturday, in hopes of entering the ghetto to see their families. Her friend was 
very pretty, so a police officer was interested in her. The night they snuck out, the police officer 
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went to visit Helen’s friend, he realized that she was missing along with Helen. When they 
returned to the camp, both girls were beaten. 
 
 Bergen-Belsen was the fifth camp that Helen was in. Helen escaped Bergen-Belsen and 
mixed with a group of Polish people in the ghetto. She spoke to the Jewish police officer who 
provided her with helpful advice, but the father of family that lived above Helen’s family was a 
Nazi informant. She must avoid him to see her family. (Later in the war, the Nazi informant was 
taken into a camp and was beaten to death by those he turned in). Helen was able to live in the 
ghetto undetected because she and her sister looked similar and were able to pass as the same 
person. She got a job in a peat factory with her sisters and that is where she met her husband. 
 
 The ghetto was later liquidated and her family was all transported to KL-Natzweiler 
concentration camp. They were then transported to Majdanek. Majdanek had a crematory. It was 
a death camp. Helen’s transport was the only one to that camp to survive. She was then moved to 
Schindler’s camp and wore the striped prison jumpsuits. Helen worked in the quarry during her 
time in Schindler’s camp. After that, the women were moved to Auschwitz. Once she was there, 
she was tattooed, her head was shaved and she was put in the showers. Luckily, it was just water. 
  

The Americans began to bomb nearby. The Germans knew that their days were 
numbered. Helen and the other Jews stayed in their barracks and didn’t work. They were given 
bread covered in mold: the mold ended up to be penicillin and kept everyone healthy. They 
would wash their scalps with brown water that was supposed to be coffee. 
  

There was an option to go on a transport out of the camp. Many of the girls in Helen’s 
barrack volunteered to go, however she had a bad feeling and did not volunteer. The transport 
was a ship that ended up being bombed. There was a second transport and Helen volunteered. 
She had two friends in the Auschwitz office that gave her bread and made sure she was on the 
transport. The transport was full of Hungarians who did not like the Polish girls; however, Helen 
found friendship with a Czech girl on the transport. 

 
 The transport ended in Muhlhausen, Germany. She went to work in the Black Forest. She 
would tap dance for the German soldiers. However, the lice and bugs were eating her alive. 
Then, one day, there weren’t anymore German soldiers. Some of the girls found the place where 
the food and socks were stored and they helped themselves to it. The English soldiers liberated 
them from the camp. Helen loved classical music and, one day, a famous classical violinist was 
performing a concert for the English soldiers. She was able to get one of the soldiers to take her 
to the concert. 
 
 Charlie, Helen’s husband whom she married at the camp they met at, picked her up at the 
camp once they found each other. Eisenhower kicked the Germans out and gave the displaced 
Jewish people a home. The rule of getting into America was that they were not allowed to use 
government assistance. On April 29, 1948, Helen and her husband, Charlie, came to America. In 
America, her husband had many jobs. 
  
Helen wants to be remembered as a good and devoted friend. She tells the younger generations 
to respect their parents and teachers. 
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