The Tragic Heroism Of Gisella Perl, “The Angel of Auschwitz”
By Abby Norman on August 18, 2017

Forced to work for the notorious Dr. Josef Mengele at Auschwitz, Gisella Perl risked all to save as many lives as she could. This is her incredible, heartbreaking story.
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We have previously shared the story of Stanislawa Leszczyńska, a midwife at Auschwitz who delivered almost 3,000 babies while imprisoned in the concentration camp.But while Stanislawa delivered infants, another Jewish medical professional risked her life to save the lives of other women in Auschwitz: a gynecologist named Dr. Gisella Perl. Under the watchful, evil eye of Dr. Josef Mengele, Perl realized that in order to save the lives of the women in her care, she could not safely deliver babies like Stanislawa. Instead, Perl performed abortions.Gisella Perl was born in Hungary in 1907, and showed signs of being particularly gifted early in life. At the age of 16, Perl graduated first in her secondary school class, becoming the first woman and the only Jew to have done so.Her father was hesitant to support her academic aspirations, particularly in medicine, fearing that they would lead her to abandon her faith. She assured him that they would not. Perl later married a surgeon and was working as a gynecologist in Hungary when the Germans invaded in 1944.That year, the Nazis sent Perl, her husband, son, parents and extended family to Auschwitz. A young daughter was hidden with a non-Jewish family just before Perl’s family was taken from the Hungarian ghetto.Upon arriving at Auschwitz, the Nazis separated Perl from the rest of her family. Her son would die in a gas chamber, and her husband would be beaten to death shortly before the camp was liberated. Gisella Perl was spared, only to become an Auschwitz physician under the notorious Josef Mengele.
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Dr. Josef Mengele. Image Source: Wikipedia

Initially, Perl was tasked with encouraging inmates to donate blood for use by the German army. When Dr. Mengele realized that Perl had been trained in gynecology, however, he saw an opportunity to obtain information about which inmates had arrived pregnant.

In addition to his experiments on twins, Mengele also performed horrific experiments on pregnant women, including vivisection (experimentation and, in some cases, autopsy-like surgeries performed on living, waking humans).

Mengele commanded Perl that she was to report all pregnancies to him directly. Pregnant women, he said, would be sent to a different camp – one with better care for mother and child. Having already seen the horrors that prisoners faced at the hands of the Nazis, Perl knew better than to believe him. She also knew that she couldn’t tell him about a single pregnancy. How she’d keep them a secret, however, she had yet to figure out.

Tragically, some women who overheard this conversation went to Mengele to tell him they were pregnant of their own volition. They were experimented on and, ultimately, died.
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Pregnant women at Auschwitz. Image Source: BBC

Perl then faced an enormous ethical crisis: if she delivered the babies so near to where the Nazi physicians were, they would no doubt hear the infants’ cries and kill everyone in the barracks as punishment. If she turned the pregnant women in, they would die anyway — and after suffering at the hands of Mengele and his doctors.So, though it went against her teaching and the social code of the day, she began performing rudimentary abortions in the barracks. She had no tools, nothing to disinfect her hands and no pain relief of any kind.“Hundreds of times I had premature deliveries,” she told The New York Times. “No one will ever know what it meant to me to destroy those babies, but if I had not done it, both mother and child would have been cruelly murdered.”If the pregnancy was too far along when the mother arrived in Perl’s care, the gynecologist would rupture the amniotic sac, manually dilate the cervix, and deliver the baby who — being preterm — died almost instantly.In her now out-of-print book, she tells the story of one young woman who arrived nearly full term. The baby was delivered in secret and the mother was sent to the infirmary with “pneumonia” (a chosen guise because pneumonia was not punishable by death, unlike Typhoid).Perl tried to keep the baby alive, but was afraid that his cries would alert the guards, which would mean death for mother, child and probably all the women in the barracks. “I could hide him no longer,” she wrote. “I took the warm little body in my hands, kissed the smooth face…then strangled him and buried his body under a mountain of corpses waiting to be cremated.”She thought she was doing the best that she could in the face of unimaginably awful circumstances. As Perl wrote, the women she treated, “did not know that they would have to pay with their lives, and the lives of their unborn children, for that last, tender night spent in the arms of their husbands.”She soon rationalized that in Auschwitz and other concentration camps, the role of the Jewish doctor was not to heal, but to hasten death.

[image: image4.png]I WAS A DOCTOR IN

AUSCHWITZ




Perl’s book was later turned into an Emmy-winning series. Image Source: Wikipedia

Dr. Perl was released from Auschwitz at the end of the war, by which point her entire family was dead. She tried to commit suicide shortly after her liberation.

After recuperating, Perl went to New York City in 1947, where she was interrogated on suspicion of assisting Nazi doctors. The testimony of inmates saved her. Said one survivor, “Without Dr. Perl’s medical knowledge and willingness to risk her life by helping us, it would be impossible to know what would have happened to me and to many other female prisoners.”In June 1948, Perl published her story I Was a Doctor in Auschwitz which was adapted into an Emmy-winning miniseries in 2003, starring Christine Lahti.Three years later, Perl gained U.S. citizenship and became an infertility specialist at New York’s Mount Sinai Hospital, at the suggestion of Eleanor Roosevelt, with whom she’d struck up a rapport.

She also discovered that the daughter she had hidden before the war had survived, and the two of them moved to Israel, part of a promise she had made before being separated from her husband.“We will meet someday,” he had said, “In Jerusalem.” Perl lived in Israel with her daughter until her death in 1988.For many years following the abortions she had been forced to perform in Auschwitz, Dr. Gisella Perl delivered thousands of healthy babies. Before each delivery, she would send up the exact same prayer: “God, you owe me a life – a living baby.”
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