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T H E I R  PA R E N T S  D I D N ’ T  L E AV E  T H E M 
B E C AU S E  T H E Y  D I D N ’ T  LOV E  T H E M . 

T H E Y  L E F T  T H E M  B E C AU S E  T H E Y 
LOV E D  T H E M  S O  M U C H  T H AT  T H E Y 

WA N T E D  T H E M  TO  L I V E . 

N OW  H A L I N A  A N D  K RYS T Y N A  WA N T  TO 
K N OW :  W H O  W E R E  T H E I R  PA R E N T S ?

By Devorie Kreiman
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A crowd, frantic, in a thick forest. 
Horses. She’s among them. A small girl, 
feeling the throb of urgency. To run and 
run and run. She reaches the river. And 
the dream ends abruptly. 

The first time Halina Michałowska 
had this dream, she was six years old and 
feverish with scarlet fever. She’s had the 
same dream many times since—for 
three-quarters of a century. 

Always, as the river comes into view, 
Halina wakes up yearning for the 
unknowable and the unreachable. 

She has learned to live with the 
questions. What is my real name? What 
was my mother’s name? My father’s name? 
What did they look like? What gave them 
the strength to leave me? Who carried me 

to safety? How? 
On August 27, 1942, at 5:00 a.m., in 

Przesmyki, a small town in Poland, not 
far from one of the train stations used 
to transport Jews to Treblinka, Mr. 
Piotr Przesmycki—his name is related 
to the name of the town he lived 
in—was awakened by the sound of 
crying beneath his window. He went 
outside and found a box. Inside it was a 
baby wearing a dress and crying loudly. 
A note was tucked in with the baby. In 
thick writing, it said that the baby is 
Chalina Ławska, born on February 1, 
1942. The Polish version, Halina, was 
misspelled—either the writer didn’t 
know how to write a name in Polish or 
it was a decoy name meant to sound as 

close to Polish as possible.
At the time the baby was found, the 

Nazis were in the final stages of 
deporting the Jews of Poland to the 
death camps.

Mr. Przesmycki brought Halina to an 
orphanage that had moved from 
Gdynia to Przesmyki for the duration 
of the war. The orphanage, run by nuns, 
accepted the seven-month- old baby 
and baptized her to increase her 
chances of survival. After the war, the 
nuns and their young charges moved 
back to Gdynia. Halina was five years 
old.

Her memories of the orphanage are 
sketchy; a boy, older than she, looked 
out for her. A brother? Not likely, as 

t was the ultimate sacrifice. 
Parents—whose names are 
still unknown to their own 
children—left their babies 
behind. Apart and alone. So 
they could live. For 80 years, 
two sisters lived hours away 
from each other, unaware of 
the other’s existence. Until 
advanced technology and 
the love of their 
granddaughters brought 
them together. 

The quest continues. For 
identity. For connections. And 
now, the family is asking the 
readers of Ami to help. 
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she’d been found alone. And she 
remembers that she sat in middle of the 
room on a high stool, that her feet 
didn’t reach the floor, and she wiggled 
them around as she met her adoptive 
parents for the first time. 

Her adoptive father was a Polish 
officer and his wife was a German 
nurse. Neither were Jewish. They 
weren’t able to have children, and they 
raised Halina as their own—with no 
religion. They didn’t tell her she was 
adopted. 

As a child, Halina had a sense of 
being an outsider. Her parents had light 
skin and fair, smooth hair. She had big 
hair—black and curly—and green eyes. 
Her playmates taunted her by repeating 
what they’d overheard from their 
parents’ gossip: that she didn’t belong 
and that her parents were not her real 
parents.

Her parents enjoyed hosting—
particularly artists and politicians—and 
she learned, early on, to hold her own 
in a conversation. Her adoptive mother 
was strict, didn’t tolerate mess or 
disorder, and wasn’t expressive in her 
feelings for her daughter. But Halina 
was well cared for and knew she was 
loved.

Poland, after the war, had strained 
relations with Germany. Halina’s 
adoptive mother—who was stuck in 
communist Poland with her Polish 
husband—pretended to be Dutch in 
order to avoid the repercussions of 
being a German. When she was 
ordered to report to the authorities to 
verify her citizenship, she took Halina 
with her. Halina remembers that her 
mother was so anxious that they not 
find out she was German that her nose 

bled heavily on the way. 
When Halina had scarlet fever, there 

were no treatments available. Her 
nanny ran away in terror because her 
own brother had died of scarlet fever. 
Halina remembers a big fire in the 
garden; all her clothes, books and toys 
were burned to prevent the spread of 
bacteria. 

Halina, artistic and creative, played 
piano, loved to dance and was especially 
good at drawing. She dreamed of art 
school, of professional training, but her 
father didn’t allow it. She loved to tell 
jokes and was a voracious reader. And, 
it was always important to her to look 
nice. 

She had friends and was interested in 
many topics, but in every relationship, 
she found herself holding back, unable 
to form deep connections. As if she had 
to build a wall around her truest self in 
order to protect herself, though she 
couldn’t articulate what she was afraid 
of.

When Halina was 15 years old, she 
looked through one of her mother’s 
drawers and found documents that 
stunned her: a statement about a child 
found in Przesmyki, a baptism record 
from an orphanage, and a Polish birth 
certificate. The birthdate was hers, but 
the name didn’t match. She did the 
calculations and realized that on the 
listed date of birth, her mother had 
been in Germany. 

This meant that Halina wasn’t Polish, 
or that her mother wasn’t really her 
mother.

She asked. Her adoptive mother 
responded with fury. Halina had never 
seen her so upset. It was clear that this 
was a matter that would not be 

a chip
off the
old bar

Every Shufra chip packs a 
punch of real chocolate 
�avor. It’s the ultimate 

recipe enhancer no matter 
where your chips may fall.
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discussed. Not even when Halina was an adult. Not even 
when her mother—who moved back to Germany after her 
husband died— was on her deathbed. Somehow, the 
important discovery was tamped down. Kept that way. 

Decades of silence. 
Halina married young, divorced, married again. She lives with 

her husband in Gdynia, Poland. She was entrepreneurial and 
had a colorful life. She worked at painting and decorating, and 
she ran a restaurant out of the family’s holiday chalet in the 
mountains; it was only 12 square meters. She set a few tables 
outside and served hot chocolate and 
soup through the window. Later, together 
with her husband, she opened another 
restaurant in the countryside and served 
Polish food.

She had a lot of flair and energy. Her 
family describes her as “a big 
personality, with a tendency towards 
sadness that, at times, borders on 
depression.” 

As she got older, raised her children 
and grandchildren, she talked about 
feeling lost, not knowing who she is. 

Sometimes, she has terrifying bursts 
of anger. She used to say, “No one 
knows what it’s like for me. I’m the only 
one who knows.” 

Halina’s daughters and grandchildren 
grew up in Poland. They were raised as 
Christians—the religion of the state—
though Halina herself never accepted the 
Christian religion. Her grandchildren 
knew that she’d been dropped off as a 
baby during the war, and no one had 
ever come back to claim her. Her granddaughter Marta read 
whatever she could find and watched film after film on the 
Holocaust. She could identify with the pain even though she 
hadn’t lived through it herself. She suspected that her 
grandmother might be Jewish—though Marta wasn’t aware of 
what Judaism was about, beyond a general idea that Jews had 
their own holidays and traditions. She wished she knew more.

For Marta and her cousin Karolina, their grandmother’s 
pain was always there, a backdrop of their childhood. They 
ached for her but had no idea how to help. 

In 2017, they realized there was something they could try. 
They bought their grandmother a DNA test from 23andMe 
to search for her ancestry and for relatives. The results came 

back a few months later. Halina was finally granted a missing 
piece of her identity, one that she’d long suspected: She is 
Ashkenazi Jewish. 

No ancestors or close relatives were identified. In the 
beginning Karolina and Marta checked the site often for 
updates and tried to track some distant cousins, but nothing 
panned out. Five years went by. They’d pretty much given up 
on finding any answers through the DNA site because of the 
lack of close connections.

Until January 1, 2022, when Karolina’s phone pinged with 
a message from a stranger. The message 
was addressed to Halina, using the 
23andMe account. The message said, 
“You are the sister of our 
grandmother.”

Halina, who’d thought there was no 
one in the world related to her, has a 
sister! A sister who had lived a few 
hours away from her for 80 years. Her 
name is Krystyna.

* * *
Krystyna Leszczyńska doesn’t know 

her birthday. She remembers an 
orphanage run by nuns, a wooden 
building with long corridors with a 
white tent next to it, and a soldier, 
armed and very tall, who visited her. 

The orphanage, run by the Sercanki 
sisters, is in Korytnica—an hour’s drive 
from Przesmyki, where Halina was 
brought.

When Krystyna was three or four 
years old, a Polish couple who were 

grieving the loss of their only son came to the orphanage to 
adopt a child. They wanted a boy. Krystyna’s adoptive mother 
described how a little girl approached them and said, 
“Wouldn’t you rather take me? I’m beautiful and kind.” 

She won their hearts. They were simple people. 
Uneducated. They didn’t file adoption papers or register her. 
They simply took her home and raised her as their own. 

Krystyna doesn’t like to talk about her childhood. The 
other children bullied her because she was a foundling who 
didn’t look Polish. She was raised as a Polish Roman-
Catholic until she was a teenager, when her adoptive cousin 
told her otherwise. Krystyna asked her mother if it was true 
that she was adopted, and her mother nodded her head. 

THEIR 
GRANDMOTHER’S 
PAIN WAS ALWAYS 

THERE, A 
BACKDROP OF 

THEIR 
CHILDHOOD. 

THEY ACHED FOR 
HER, BUT THEY 
HAD NO IDEA 

HOW TO HELP. 

Liv588_Feat_polish.indd   232Liv588_Feat_polish.indd   232 9/28/22   11:50 PM9/28/22   11:50 PM



FEATURE

234  A M I • L I V I N G   O C T O B E R  6 ,  2 0 2 2   1 1  T I S H R E I  5 7 8 3

Krystyna ran away from home. She 
stayed away for a week. When she came 
back, no one wanted to discuss it. Out 
of respect for her adoptive parents’ 
wishes, Krystyna didn’t ask any more 
questions. 

For years, she would close her eyes 
and try to imagine her birth mother’s 
face. Did she have dark and curly hair? Is 
that where I got mine from? Every night, 
she’d go through her list of family and 
friends, saying each name in what she 
knew as prayer, and ending with, “And 
my parents whom I never met.”

When Krystyna was 17—though 
she’s still unsure of her age and may 
have been only 16—she met the man 
who became her husband. The couple 
needed to file papers for their marriage, 
but Krystyna had no documents. 

They contacted the orphanage and 

learned that all the records were 
destroyed in a fire. Krystyna’s birth 
certificate was created for her in 1957. 
The sister of her fiancé, who was an 
officer at the public registry office, 
assigned random names for her parents; 
she named them Adam and Eve 
Nowakowski (meaning “new person”) 
and came up with a date of birth, 
unsubstantiated, of October 28, 1939.

Krystyna never had Jewish friends. 
She may have suspected that she was 
Jewish, but she wasn’t willing to admit 
to it even as a possibility, because all she 
knew about Jews was that they were 
hated and hunted. What if it happened 
again? In her mind, being Jewish meant 
being afraid.

When Krystyna was 30, her husband 
died tragically. As a young widow with 
a daughter, she worked during the day 

and studied at night, eventually 
graduating with a degree in economics. 
It was rare for a woman to hold a high 
management position in post-war 
Poland. She became the county 
manager for the state-owned enterprise 
for producing and distributing sports 
equipment. She traveled abroad 
frequently for her work. She remarried 
in 1984. Her second husband died of 
cancer in 2005. 

She’s accomplished and admired. 
About 35 years ago, before household 
phones were common, the neighbors 
lined up to use Krystyna’s phone, and 
before computers were common, 
Krystyna had one. 

She’s elegant. Even in her own home, 
she wears makeup and jewelry. And, 
because she grew up poor, she manages 
money well. Years ago, a family friend 
told Krystyna’s daughter that it was a 
symbol of good luck to hang a picture 
of a Jew with a rhyme written on it on 
the left side of the door. And she did.

Somehow, while surrounded by a 
culture of intolerance and hatred, 
Krystyna cultivated a sensitivity 
towards others that she still has today. 
She doesn’t judge people and doesn’t 
put them down. She lives with a strong 
value system of right and wrong.

Krystyna was plagued by a sense of 
discomfort. Unable to fully be herself 
anywhere, to feel fully at home with 
anyone. She used to say, “I’m nobody’s 
child. My parents gave me away. I don’t 
know where I come from or who I am. 
I am alone in this world.”

The empty space was carried down to 
the next generation. Krystyna’s 
daughter knew that when a doctor took 
a family history, her known history 
could only go back to her mother. And 
when her granddaughters, Stella and 
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Sandra, had to create a family tree as part of a school project, 
theirs was one with very sparse branches. 

Krystyna spent every Sunday with her grandchildren. 
Stella and Sandra have fond memories of going through  
her jewelry box, of spraying themselves with her vast 
collection of perfume, of taking trips through Europe with 
her—Krystyna behind the wheel of her Fiat 500. 

Sandra learned about World War II in her high school 
class. She says, “It affected me deeply. It 
wasn’t distant history. My grandmother 
was a child left in the war in unknown 
circumstances.” When she was 17, 
Sandra did some research and tracked 
down a few people who lived in the 
same town as Krystyna did when she 
was young. Stella and Sandra visited the 
orphanage where their grandmother 
had been and asked questions, but they 
didn’t learn much. 

Stella’s university was five minutes 
away from her grandmother’s home, 
and her friends would go with her to 
Krystyna’s house. Krystyna would feed 
them and talk to them. When Stella 
moved to the UK, she struggled with 
the adjustment, and Krystyna came 
from Poland to help her granddaughter 
settle in. Stella didn’t have beds yet. 
Krystyna said, “No matter. You need 
someone here with you. We can sleep 
on the floor.” And when Stella’s son was 
born, premature, her grandmother flew 
in to help her take care of him.

For Krystyna’s 79th birthday, Sandra 
bought her a DNA kit from 23andMe. 
She told her, “Just spit into the tube and send it away.” 

Krystyna refused. “I don’t believe in silly things like this.” 
The DNA kit sat on a shelf for a year. Untouched. 

Krystyna’s granddaughters, who live abroad, called to 
convince her to take the test. She told them. “No. You wasted 
your money.”

In November 2021, Sandra and her mother traveled to 
Poland to visit Krystyna. They sent her off to do some 
errands and set to work spring-cleaning her house as a 
surprise. Sandra was dusting a bookshelf when she found a 
box decorated with an image of colorful sticks. At first, 
Sandra thought they were crayons that her grandmother 

bought for her son. But then she took a closer look and said, 
“Oh, it’s the DNA test.”

When Krystyna came home, she was annoyed. The 
furniture had been rearranged and her things moved. Sandra 
says, “She was already out of sorts. My mother and I figured 
we’d go ahead and double-team her. We sat her down, gave 
her the tube and said, ‘Start spitting.’”

Krystyna did. Fretting and laughing at the same time, she 
couldn’t understand how it worked. 
“From saliva you can find someone? 
After 80 years?”

Late at night on January 1, 2022, 
Sandra saw the message on the 
23andMe app. The results were in. She 
clicked on Heritage and found out 
that Krystyna was Ashkenazi Jewish. 
Then she saw the button for DNA 
relatives. She says, “One click changed 
the course of our family’s history.” 

The child of a Jewish mother is 
Jewish. Maternal DNA is inherited. 
Another woman shared 50% of 
Krystyna’s DNA, passed down from 
the same mother. There was no doubt. 
Krystyna had a sister.

Sandra was worried about shocking 
her grandmother. What if it put a 
strain on her heart? She was spending 
New Year’s Eve with Stella and their 
mother. They set up a call using 
FaceTime video.

Sandra asked Krystyna, “Are you 
sitting?” 

Krystyna braced for bad news. 
“What happened? Tell me already.”

“Your DNA results arrived. You’re Jewish and you have a 
sister.” She told her grandmother that was all she knew and 
promised to let her know when she found out more.

Krystyna heard the two words: Jewish and sister. But it was 
confusing, and she didn’t trust it. Not at all. “DNA? How do 
you know for sure?”

Sandra and Stella clicked on the profile—not knowing yet 
that in Halina’s case, too, it was her granddaughters who had 
set it up and were monitoring it—saw the photo on the other 
account and started shouting and crying. The woman in the 
photo was identical to their grandmother. 

They sent a message via the app mailbox. They weren’t sure 

“WE SAT HER 
DOWN, GAVE 

HER THE TUBE 
AND SAID, 

‘START 
SPITTING.’ SHE 

COULDN’T 
UNDERSTAND 

HOW IT 
WORKED. ‘FROM 

SALIVA YOU 
CAN FIND 

SOMEONE?’”
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whether it would be read.
Halina’s granddaughter, Karolina, 

opened the email. She says, “I thought 
it was a scam.” She checked the 
23andMe site and verified that a 
relative had been found with a DNA 
match of more than 50%.

Karolina ran down the stairs. Crying. 
Shaking. Trying to breathe. Her 
daughter watched her in alarm. “Mom! 
Mom! What happened? Who died?” 

Stella and Sandra sent Karolina their 
phone number. They started a 
FaceTime video call. Their mother, Ula, 
joined them. Karolina saw her aunt and 
her cousins for the first time. She tried 
to contact her own mother, her brother, 
her cousin Marta. No one answered. 
She got into her car—wearing her robe 
and slippers—and started to drive, with 
the phone on her dashboard. Soon, 
Marta and her mother joined the call. 
The six of them talked and started 

comparing their grandmothers.
They discovered that Halina and 

Krystyna wave their hands in the same 
way—fisted and in front of their face—
when they are upset. They noticed that 
both women have similar hands. Both 
enjoy cooking. Both love pretty clothes 
and jewelry. Both listen to music 
constantly, and even when music isn’t 
playing, they hear music in their heads. 
They sing. They write poetry.

Stella and Sandra sent Karolina and 
Marta a photo of Krystyna taken more 
than 50 years earlier. In the photo, 
Krystyna is with her first husband. The 
cousins went to their grandfather with 
the photo. He felt this was the best way 
to break the news to Halina. He 
showed it to her and asked, “Do you 
know who this is?” She pointed to her 
sister and said, “This is me, but I don’t 
know that man.”

The sisters saw each other for the first 

time on a video call the next day, on 
January 2, 2022. Halina kept repeating, 
“Look at her. She looks like me,” and 
Krystyna cried. 

The next day, the cousins and their 
mothers, all of whom were in the United 
Kingdom, met in Bath. Then, Stella and 
Sandra flew to Poland to take Krystyna 
to meet her sister in person. Halina’s 
health is poor, and she has difficulty 
traveling, so Krystyna made the four-
hour journey by train to her.

On January 6, the two sisters met at a 
restaurant in Gdynia—the city where 
the orphanage that kept Halina is 
located. It was just them. Even their 
daughters and granddaughters stayed 
back and gave them the privacy they 
needed. They sat together from 1:00 in 
the afternoon until 6:00, and then they 
went to Halina’s house to continue 
talking into the evening.

The family recorded a video from 
Halina and Krystyna’s first meeting. 
Karolina says, “I watched them. I couldn’t 
stop crying. So happy for my granny that 
she’s no longer alone in this world. But 
sad that they lost so many years.”

The next day, Halina and Krystyna 
met each other’s families. The media 
was present at the sisters’ third meeting. 
Polish TV recorded them and ran a 
documentary on their reunion.

The sisters are in touch constantly by 
phone. As are the cousins. Stella says, 
“We were always a small family. Just us. 
A single unit. Now we have a great-
aunt, aunts and cousins.” 

There are still unanswered questions: 
How old is Krystyna? Are the details 
on the note found with Halina 
accurate? Are the sisters non-identical 
twins? Krystyna could be a year or so 
older than her sister—based on the 
history of when the ghetto was 
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