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Baltic Sea

Izabela Rybak is from Otwock, Poland.  A small town about 18 km from Warsaw.  
It’s population is about 65 thousand.  Comparable to the population size of 
Palatine, IL., she states that she misses her home town very much.
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Auschwitz

In the midst of global uncertainty, 
especially in the immigration and 
healthcare debates, global outreach 
and strong community still exists 
today.  Izabela Rybak, an immigrant 
from Poland and founder of the non-
profit Dar Serca located in Schiller 
Park, IL, is changing the world one 
child at a time.

It’s rare to see an individual, such 
as Izabela, taking steps to care for the 
children around the world. Through 
Dar Serca, she is able to rally support 
from the Polish community and 
provide for families of children who 
need specialized medical treatment 
in the United States.

Izabela hails from a small town 
in Poland called Otwock.  With a 
population of approximately 65 
thousand residents, Otwock is 
located about eleven miles from the 
capital city of Warsaw.  Rybak stated 
that it was never her intention to 
immigrate to the states, but rather 

multitude of sick children across the 
globe was setting in. She decided 
to dedicate her life to the cause.  In 
1988, along with two other women, 
Izabela decided to assist families of 
children requiring trips to the U.S. for 
specialized care all around the world 
permanently. 

From that decision, Dar Serca, 
translated from Polish to mean a 
gift from the heart, was founded 
and since then has helped over 
500 children from Poland, Ukraine, 
Lithuania, Russia and even Greece.

Throughout the years, the 
foundation has grown vastly.  In 
2009, a new building in Schiller 
Park, IL was erected with the help of 
donations from the community.  The 
entire building was built from the 
ground up by the donations of the 
Polish Community.  This beautiful 
facility is capable of housing six 
families at one time while providing 
food, lodging and transportation.  
Dar Serca also provides various 
after school programs for local and 
disabled children, all at no cost.

Izabela’s testimony to help kids 
and the cause is a story from the 
heart.  Izabela took a leap of faith 
knowing that she needed to help.  
She provides hope for children 
and their families at a global level 
and coming to the United States 
provided that opportunity.  She is 
very proud of her accomplishments 
and her journey. 

In 1986, shortly after her arrival 
to the U.S., she met the parents 
of two children suffering from 
the same disability as her son.   
Knowing the process, the parents 
asked Izabela for assistance in the 
treatment for the children.  She 
submitted the paperwork in their 
names and the applications were 
accepted, however, the hospital 
found it necessary for Izabela to 
sign an affidavit of support agreeing 
to ensure proper care, lodging and 
transport to the hospital.  Due to 
their current financial situation, 
she was reluctant on signing and 
wondered “what if that was me in 
that situation.”

Taking a leap of faith, she 
signed the affidavit and started 
to do everything she could to 
provide for these kids.  She decided 
to go on a Polish radio station 
for support.  Upon her first live 
interview explaining the situation, 
an outpouring of support started to 
rally from the community.  Families 
and individuals came forward 
donating everything from money to 
furniture to housing.  For example, 
an owner of a Polish deli, pledged 
to donate food for the families 
while another provided their empty 
home.

Izabela became a regular on 
the radio raising awareness for the 
issue. The cause spread quickly 
throughout the community and the 

her late husband, Wademar, who in 
1985, came to the States on a tourist 
visa looking for a way to treat their 
son, Rafal, whom was born with 
cerebral palsy.

After coming to America, her 
husband spent a great deal of time 
writing letters to various hospitals 
asking for assistance and receiving 
financial quotes for his treatment.   
The quoted treatment was very 
costly, but Shriners Hospital in 
Chicago was an exception.  Shriners 
accepted Rafal and would treat 
him for free.  After completing the 
necessary red tape, Izabela was able 
to come here with Rafal, but she had 
to make a very difficult decision to 
leave their two teenage daughters in 
Poland with family. 

After Izabela was granted a 
tourist visa she came to Chicago 
with her son thinking this was just a 
temporary stint since she was leaving 
her daughters, Beate and Urszala. 
Sincec Rafal needed extensive and 

multiple surgeries during that period, 
Izabela and her husband decided 
to apply for permanent residency.  
Asylum was granted to her husband 
in 1988 since he was part of the 
Solidarity movement in Poland 
during the Communist Era that 
ended in 1989. After they legalized 
their immigration status, they were 
reunited with their daughters a year 
later when they came to the States 
permanently.

The first three years in the States 
was very difficult for Rybak.  The 
financial struggles, the language 
barrier, her daughters thousands of 
miles away and along with caring 
for her son were just a few of the 
obstacles she had to overcome 
during her beginning tenure in 
America.

“It was one of the hardest periods 
of my life.” Rybak stated.  “We missed 
our daughters that we had to leave 
in Poland and it was very hard for me 
and my husband to find a job.”

Adaptation to the new country 
was challenging and not knowing 
the language made it very difficult 
to communicate in their new 
environment.  Her first job was a 
shampoo girl at a hair salon.

Izabela decided to go to school 
to learn English since the language 
barrier was an obstacle she found 
necessary to overcome.  She finished 
four English classes at National-Louis 
University before abruptly ending 
due to her husband becoming very ill 
and dying shortly thereafter. She was 
faced with yet another obstacle.  

After Wademar’s death, Izabela 
said she needed a concrete career 
path.  She decided to enroll at Wilbur 
Wright College to become a nurse’s 
aide.  She worked in that capacity 
before becoming self-employed 
utilizing a third party agency to stay 
connected with the hospital and the 
discharged patients.  This freelance 
work allowed for flexibility to care for 
her son.
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-August 14 1980, More than 
17,000 workers seized control of 
the Lenin Shipyard in Gdansk in 
protest of rising food costs.

-The workers had other demands 
such as better wages and benefits 
posted in a list of "21 postulates" on 
the shipyard door. 

-Solidarity's underground efforts 
were greatly aided by financial help 
from American trade unions, as well 
as, moral support from Pope John 
Paul II
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Izabela Rybak, Founder of  Dar Serca

-In September 1980, the 
Independent Self-Governing Trade 
Union, “Solidarity” was created. The 
union's membership grew from 1 
million to 9 million people . 

- December 13, General Wojciech 
Jaruzelski, the Polish prime minister, 
declared martial law and outlawed 
Solidarity.

-Lech Walesa, leader of the 
Solidarity Movement was 
eventually elected the first 
president of Poland in 1989
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