
Translation/Summary of Oral History Interview with Waleria Rutkowska 

Oral History | Accession Number: 2006.2.3 | RG-50.576.0003 

By Lucien Weisbrod 

 

When this interview was recorded, Waleria Rutkowska (WR) was 63 years old. [She was born in 
1927.] She was born in Kamieniec Litewski. She had 4 brothers and 3 sisters. At the start of the 
war her mother, father and grandmother were alive as well. When the war broke out, they fled 
from the Russians only to find themselves under occupation under the Germans. The Germans 
destroyed them. In Germany, WR worked very hard at the crematorium, on wagonettes that 
were delivering sand. She fainted at work and had to be resuscitated.  

WR was taken to camp from Białystok in 1942. It happened unexpectedly. She was sent by her 
mother to look for her father and brother. They were supposedly conferring secretly with 
partisans at that time at a place that was familiar to WR. By the time WR got to the meeting 
place, the building was surrounded by the Germans and they arrested her as well. To prevent 
her other next of kin from being arrested, she had enough sense to give the Germans a false 
name—the name Józefa Malewicz—knowing that this family was already killed by the Germans. 
That family had a daughter like WR. 

After being taken to the police precinct, she was whipped until she fainted. Still, she did not 
reveal any information about her family. She only explained that she had come to that building 
to play with another girl. 

After her arrest, WR was kept in a prison. Just at that time there was a terrible outbreak of 
typhus. WR provides very vivid scenes of ways that people dealt with their lice infestation. 
[Timestamp: 4:46] 

On frequent occasions WR mentions how hungry they were throughout her detention. They 
cooked for them beet leaves, which they were fed once a day. They would also get a piece of 
bread. 

WR spent the entire summer imprisoned in Białystok. While she was there, she found out that 
her father and brothers were held in the same prison. In the fall they were deported to Brześć.  

In Brześć, all the German and Polish Roma were placed in the same large two storied 
confinement, encircled by barbed wire—men women and children—150 people in total. They 
were fed once a day. While standing in line for food, one could see the lice crawling from one 
person onto another. As a result, people started to get typhus and die. It was winter. The dead 
were temporarily stored in a shed. Periodically, a truck would come by at night and those 
corpses would be tossed onto the truck. They were guarded by Volksdeutsche (aka as Polish 
Germans) dressed all in black. 

Later on, when they (the Roma) were in Brześć, Jews were in the ghetto as well. One day, they 
were rounded up and shot. 

WR and her brother became infected by typhus. She was sick for 7 weeks. When she recovered 
she was so weak that she was unable to walk. 
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In an aside, WR tells the story of one German Roma who was hanged on a tree in public, in the 
camp. WR describes each step of the hanging. The woman had 9 children and they witnessed 
their mother’s handing. She was displayed for 3 days. [Timestamp: 10:18]  

That spring, before Easter, everyone in Brześć was placed into cattle cars and deported to 
Auschwitz-Birkenau. Here. WR provides a detailed, passionate and most moving description of 
the procedures which greeted people upon arrival in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Recalling this, WR 
wells up with tears. 

While in Birkenau, WR was subjected to live human experiments. She also describes the 
segregation by ethnicity of the women barracks and their treatment at feeding time, as if they 
were animals. She provides a graphic picture of their daily routines. WR also takes us on a 
virtual visit of the crematoria, describing what she saw with her own eyes. [Timestamp: 16:43] 
She also goes into detailed description of their sleeping quarters and the constant harassment 
when they needed to get up and attend roll calls. 

WR recalls how initially, when she knew no German and couldn’t recite her prison number in 
German at roll call, as required, she would be beaten. Now she is certain that she will 
remember this number in German until her death [WR proves the point by reciting her 
concentration camp number]. People were constantly and en masse being beaten by the Kapos. 
WR also paints a twisted image of exhausted and barely standing people being marched off to 
work to the accompaniment of a marching band. Those who couldn’t remain on their feet were 
beaten on the way and left to die. 

Once Auschwitz started overflowing with people from other lands that the Reich conquered, 
WR and many Roma were deported to Ravensbrück camp for women. [Timestamp: 20:27]. WR 
was there only 2 weeks. Then they were sent somewhere beyond Berlin. She has no idea as to 
the name of the place. She only knows that there was a large factory. Some women worked at 
turning lathes. Others who were less adept inspected some electrical components. They lived 
there through the winter, until April.  

By that time, the Allies stared to launch air raids. The Germans started to deport these forced 
laborers on foot. They augmented the ranks of women prison laborers with 250 Polish women 
who participated in the Warsaw Uprising, 50 Russian women and another group of 250 Roma 
women. The convoy was marched through woods and fields, avoiding large cities. Anyone who 
could not keep up was killed along the way. In the town of Uberfalvalden [SP?], in what after 
the war became part of West Germany, they were loaded onto cattle cars. The train was 
strafed by Allied planes. The German escorts were persuaded to release their charges from the 
sealed cattle cars. WR and 4 other Roma women fled into the forest. From there they began 
their journey towards the front. [End of Part 1] 

They managed to get to a farm where they offered their labor for bread. After two days, the 
American liberation forces arrived. Nonetheless, their group remained on the farm until they 
regained some strength. After about a month, under the leadership of a German Roma, they 
decided to head back to Poland. 
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Upon returning to Poland, WR did not find any family members alive. She lived with strangers. 
Then she found some cousins. She ultimately married, had children and at the time of the 
interview, lived alone. She’s a grandmother and has grandchildren.  

Interviewer: Can you tell us some more about the experiments that you underwent in camp? 

WR herself doesn’t know what they were. WR shows her scars on her hands and claims that 
there are also scars on her back from the experiments that she underwent while in Birkenau. 
She also has burn marks on her legs. However, she doesn’t know how they got there. 

Here, WR notes that after being sent to Ravensbrück she never saw her father or her brothers 
again. They were sent to Buchenwald. 

For the past 3 years, WR has been trying to receive some reparation from Germany for her 
forced labor during the war, but to date she has not received anything. The reason for denial of 
any compensation was that Germany had given those funds to the Polish government and the 
government has not remitted anything to her. 

At this point in the interview, WR describes the meals she received while in Birkenau. 

Interviewers: Have you met people in camp whom you recall or with which you maintain 
some social contact? 

WR is abundantly clear on this point that she may have known a number of people by sight but 
that personal contacts among prisoners were not allowed. People were separated from one 
another. She never expected to return from her ordeal alive. And since most of them were 
older than she, they have passed away after the war. 

Interviewers: Who were the musicians who played while you went off and came back from 
work? 

WR: They were actual prisoner who happened to be musicians, who brought their instruments 
to camp not knowing where they were going. 

WR uses this moment to describe how disgusted she was with the routines in the washrooms. 
No one washed their own clothes. When they were brought to the showers, they would 
disrobe, hang their clothes on hooks and they would be taken to ovens where these ‘garments’ 
were steamed. After a while this clothing was truly disgusting, since people were covered with 
blisters which they then scratched and the puss from these blisters would permanently stain 
the clothing, such as it was. And one had to put on this stained clothing, not knowing whose it 
was. WR found this process most offensive. She also detested the way their hair was cut, 
straight to the scalp. [Timestamp: 13:47.] 

If anyone attempted to escape from camp, dogs would be sent to track them and paratroopers 
would parachute down to look for escapees. Once they were found, they would be publicly 
hanged. 

As this tape come to its end, one can hear English translation of WR’s narrative. 

Interviewer: You were in three camps. Which one was the best and which one was the worst? 
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According to WR, Auschwitz was the worst. It distinguished itself by unimaginable filth and 
disgusting food. Ravensbrück was also bad, because of the supervisory staff. They were crude 
and instilled fear in people.  
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