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Esther Wigodsky (née Krzesiwo) was born on July 13, 1922 in Sosnowiec (or Sochochin), Poland. 
She was a survivor of Auschwitz-Birkenau and Bergen Belsen. Her father, Ignaz, was a CPA and 
mother, Helena, was a homemaker. Both were killed by the Nazis during the war. She also had a 
younger brother, Henry, who survived. She described her life before the war as colorful and 
good. She was raised with good manners and in a musical family. She had a large extended 
family – her maternal grandmother had six children. Until the Nazis invaded in 1939 she 
attended a Catholic school and also studied dancing and piano. In July 1939 she went to 
Warsaw to further her dancing education and was stuck there, separated from her family, when 
the war came to Poland. She finally made it home in December after a harrowing train ride. 

While there had always been tensions between gentile Poles and Jews before the war 
antisemitism became much more flagrant with Nazis. Jews were made to clean the streets and 
toilets, her father was arrested as a political prisoner, and many Polish Volksdeutscher raided 
the homes and businesses and took what they wanted. Her mother could not cope, and 
Wigodsky became the “mother” of the family. One day when she went out for food she was 
arrested by the Gestapo, but her uncle, who worked for a firm (Rosner) that made uniforms for 
the Nazis was able to get her out by claiming she worked for Rosner. When she left custody, she 
did work for Rosner’s firm which, apparently, was in the ghetto. But in August, 1943 the Nazis 
started clearing the ghetto of Jews and Wigodsky was eventually rounded up and sent to 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. Fortunately, before she was deported a woman told her to tell the Nazis 
that she knew how to sew. This helped save her. 

Wigodsky’s discusses her experience at Birkenau, the main camp at Auschwitz and the death 
march to Bergen-Belsen. She described her experience in the cattle car and her arrival at 
Birkenau where she was brutally stripped of her earrings and necklace. At first, she didn’t 
understand what was going on, but it soon became obvious to her as she was sent to a block 
with five women to a bunk, given little to eat, withstood endless appels (roll calls), and 
witnessed the smell of burning bodies. Wigodsky recounted several instances of good luck that 
helped save her – first, being selected to work rather than going directly to the gas chambers, 
then being taken to first aid and given extra food by a person from her town at the first aid 
station when she almost cut off her finger, then, at another time, being told that her brother 
was still alive and in the main camp at Auschwitz. In January of 1945, as the Russians 
approached, she was taken on the death march to Bergen-Belsen. She witnessed many killed 
who could not continue the march. She arrived at Bergen-Belsen very sick and went to the 
kitchen to get a job there so she could eat more food. Beaten by a soldier she was again 
fortunate as a woman in the kitchen came to her rescue. She was given a job there and was 
able to take food and share it with her camp “sister” and other inmates. 

Finally, liberation came in the form of English, Scottish, and Canadian soldiers. For a while 
Wigodsky eagerly took care of the surviving children by teaching them how to dance. 
Eventually, she was able to make her way to the American Zone and there met her future 
husband Bernie, who was an American soldier also interested in music. She came to the United 
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States in 1946, stayed a while in New York where she married her husband, and then moved 
with him to his home in California. Adjustment to a new language and culture was difficult but 
made easier by the birth of a daughter and the knowledge that her brother had also survived. 
She became active in her synagogue and Hadassah as testaments to her survival. 
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