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At the heart of many of the stories I encountered lay a stark choice.  Whether to pull the trigger, drop the bomb, hide your neighbour or save yourself: to die for your principles or live by expediency.
I’ve met people who confronted all of these issues, but no one faced a more stark problem than Polish woman Estera Frenkiel.  She had to make a devastating choice—who should live and who should die.
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As ateenager Estera Frenkiel, a secretary in a Lodz ghetto, was
given ten certificates excusing Jews from the death camps




In the spring of 1940 Estera Frenkiel and her parents were among the 160,000 Jews forced by the Nazis into a ghetto in the Polish city of Lodz.  Germans seldom entered the ghetto, so the Nazis made the Jews establish a council of elders to deal with daily administration.

This meant that the Jewish Council of Elders in Lodz, and especially its chairman, Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski, possessed considerable power of the lives of their fellow Jews.  It also mean that those close to Rumkowski could live a “better” life than the majority in the ghetto.

The teenage Estera Frenkiel—in the contest of the privation of the ghetto—was “fortunate,” since she worked as a junior secretary in Rumkowski’s office. This was to be of crucial importance in September 1942 when the Nazis ordered the deportation of all those people unable to work-the children, the sick and the elderly—because Rumkowski and those close to him were given the opportunity by the Nazis to saver their own offspring:  “Biebow [the Nazi ghetto manager] came to our office,” said Estera Frenkiel, “and said ‘I shall give you ten release forms for the release of your children.’  And quickly as I could, I typed them up on my machine so that he could sign them.  Not only I got these forms, but my colleagues did as well.”

Estera Frenkiel now had the change to save ten lives.  Who would she choose?  How much would she agonise over this terrible choice?
She didn’t agonise for a second.  She acted purely by instinct:  “What could I do?  I also had close family.  I had an uncle who had to be saved.  I had a cousin.  To me, one’s own family is always closer.  I had to take care of them all; out of these ten certificates I had to first consider my own relatives…in these cases tears are shed, but when there are so many tears, then one things only of one’s own situation.”  

Having saved her own relatives, she then turned to the people closes to her:  “I gave the neighbours two certificates and also the caretaker, who had a little girl, one as well, so that these three release forms were used up almost immediately… The children [of the neighbour] used to come to my home, to my flat.  I knew them.  They weren’t my children, but they were children I had known and once one knows someone, it gets very difficult…”

Estera Frenkiel has never pretended that she was driven by anything other than a desire to protect those nearest to her.  She did confess that she experienced a “guilty conscience” when she saw the despair of mothers whose children had been deported.  Once or twice she felt she should have saved the most useful people but these feelings didn’t last very long.  Ultimately, she was never shaken from the belief that she had done the right thing.  In crisis, she believed, we look after ourselves and those closest to us first.
In any event, the certificates brought only a stay of execution.  “Later,” she said, “everyone was sent away whom one had previously rescued.  That’s how it is.  That’s the reality.”

After the Lodz ghetto was liquidated by the Nazis in 1944, Estera Frenkiel was transported to Ravensbruck concentration camp.  Here she survived a “selection” process and then worked in a Nazi labour camp until after liberation.  After the war she settled in Israel, but returned to Lodz for her filmed interview.

My last memory of this remarkable woman is of her standing defiantly dry-eyed in Lodz cemetery.  I remarked to her that she was one of the toughest and most decisive people I had met.

“If I wasn’t tough and decisive,” she replied, “I wouldn’t be standing here today.”
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