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 PREFACE 

 

 On February 17, 1988, Sonya Oshman was interviewed on videotape by Bernard Weinstein 

and Jose Quiles on behalf of the Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource Center. The 

interview took place in Union, New Jersey and is part of the Research Institute Archives of the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s collection of oral testimonies. 

 Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource Center created a summary and time-coded 

notes for the interview. The reader should bear in mind that these finding aids attempt to represent 

the spoken word in the recorded interview, yet have not necessarily been verified by the 

interviewee. The finding aids should not be used in place of the interview itself. 

 Rights to the interview are held by the Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource 

Center. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum houses a copy of the interview as a result 

of a contributing organization agreement with the Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource 

Center. Details concerning the Museum’s rights to use and reproduce the interview are contained in 

the contributing organization agreement. 
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   Summary of the 

 Interview with Sonya Oshman 

 February 17, 1988 

 

Sonya Oshman was born in Novogrodek, Poland on December 17, 1922.  She was one of five 

children: three boys and two girls.  Her family was well off financially.  They barely avoided being 

taken to Siberia when the Russians took control of their town.  She describes the majority of the 

Polish population: "Some helpful, but the majority were Antisemitic and did the Germans' work."  

Between 1939 and 1941, Novogrodek was occupied by the Russians.  A German bombing raid 

destroyed her house and killed one of her sisters.  In 1941, the Germans came and set up a ghetto.  

According to Sonya, "It was like a liquidation camp, they didn't bother to transport people."  The old 

people and the children were the first to be murdered.  The young were used for forced labor.  The 

majority of her family was killed from 1941 to 1943.  Her father was taken to a camp, where he 

died.  In 1943, she and her brother joined people digging an escape tunnel and managed to get into 

the woods where they joined a partisan group.  One hundred of the 300 escapees survived the 

German Aktion following the escape.  By this time, the entire family had been murdered except for 

Sonya and her younger brother.  Following liberation her brother went to Israel, married and had 

three sons.  Upon the medical advice for a Holocaust related illness, Sonya and her new husband did 

not move to Israel.  The Oshmans came to the United States in 1950 after spending five years in a 

displaced persons camp in Italy.  Sonya has two sons; both are married and are lawyers.  She has 

two grandchildren. 
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 Time-coded notes of the 

 Interview with Sonya Oshman 

 February 17, 1988 

 

01:00:00 

 

Resides in Hillside, New Jersey.  Born 12/17/22 in Novogrodek, Poland.   Family - two parents, 

four siblings, and Sonya.  Background traditional and modern.  Graduated from Gymnasium.  

Maternal grandparents and uncle lived with them.  Father was a business man. 

 

01:05:00 

 

Describes level of Antisemitism.  Especially bad during the war.  Poles did the German's work.  

There were some helpful Poles also, but majority were Antisemitic. 

 

01:10:00 

 

Describes her "beautiful traditional family life" on Sabbaths and holidays. 

 

01:15:00 

 

Involved in youth Zionist groups.  They felt a need to be independent in their own country.  She had 

aspired to be a doctor, but the war made this impossible. 
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01:20:00 

 

Very appreciative for living in the United States, land of freedom and opportunity.  Her two sons are 

lawyers.  Has two grandchildren.  Her town was in the Russian zone. 

 

01:25:00 

 

Her family was on list to be shipped to Siberia.  Having been forewarned, father took the family that 

night and then avoided Siberia. 

 

01:30:00 

 

She was picked up by Narodnyi kommissariat vnutrennikh del (NKVD) and was asked to work for 

them.  She answered that she wanted to remain with her family and continue her studies.  This 

invitation to spy was a frightening experience.  A third bad experience -- outbreak of German - 

Russian war, bombs, their house was demolished, one sister killed. 

 

01:35:00 

 

Germans in town.  First activity - gather together the intelligentsia and execute them immediately.  

She and family hid.  German soldiers raped the Jewish girls.  The Germans ordered all Jews in town 

(15,000 - 18,000) to come to courthouse.  Some escaped to surrounding towns. 

 

01:40:00 
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A large group of Jews did arrive, including her family.  Young people were separated from older 

people and children.  Trucks then came to take the older people and children, supposedly to work.  

Kids were thrown like rocks into the trucks.  "Her grandparents were taken away at this time. 

 

01:45:00 

 

The rabbi stood up and protested these atrocities.  He was shot immediately.  The others were driven 

away to graves and murdered.  She, her family, and others in courtyard, were taken to ghetto in 

town and used for forced labor. 

 

01:50:00 

 

What kind of work?  All kinds.  In the army cleaning, washing.  To clean up the rubble in the whole 

town.  Mechanics, carpenters, smiths, all trades.  Sonya worked as a nurse in the hospital. 

 

01:55:00 

 

Family was together at this time and all were sent to work.  Given a very sparse diet. 

 

02:00:00 

 

This ghetto arrangement in 1942 lasted 8-9 months.  Germans then decided they did not need all the 

Jews.  Extra hands were not appointed to work, but were told to remain in the ghetto.  They were 

liquidated, murdered on the spot. 
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02:05:00 

 

She was told by a friend not to remain in ghetto that day.  They were not appointed to work.  She, 

her sister, and about four others went to the other end of town, to the courthouse.  The people who 

went to work, returned to courthouse that day.  The remaining people in the ghetto were murdered 

that day.   

 

02:10:00 

 

One of her brothers, Charlie (b. 1927), was murdered that day.  Wire fences, search lights, were 

constructed in the new ghetto.  This was a concentration camp with "Appells" and lice, etc. 

 

02:15:00 

 

The surviving Jews were needed to help the German army invading Russia.  Miserable conditions 

caused much illness.  German soldiers told them they would also be killed. 

 

02:20:00 

 

Her brother, Shlomo (b. 1923), died from hunger.  Her father died in jail in 1943.  May 1943 -- 

everybody was ordered out. 

 

02:25:00 
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Sonya felt very ill, wanted to remain.  Mother and sister forced her to get up and join them.  The 

German commands came and said they would divided them into two groups.  She, her sister, and 

mother were then separated from father and brother. 

 

02:30:00 

 

The remaining ones were destined to be murdered.  They ran around and somehow Sonya jumped 

over the fence.  "Would you believe it?"  The 500 who remained were murdered that day. 

 

02:35:00 

 

 

A Polish friend was walking with a German commander and met Sonya.  By a miraculous turn on 

events, this young Pole saved her life.  Thus, she got into the house and joined her father and 

brother. 

 

02:40:00 

 

One week later, her father was shipped to Koldyczewo, a concentration camp in Poland.  This was 

recommended by a Polish acquaintance who did not have a good relationship with father before the 

war.  Father died in camp.  One of the men came up with an idea to build a secret tunnel to escape 

because all the town's Jews were being murdered. 

 

02:45:00 
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This involved about 50 Jews.  This took several months.  May until September.  All this activity was 

done at night.  The dirt was hidden in the house.  They chose a rainy September night to escape, the 

older people first, then women, then the young people. 

 

02:50:00 

 

Last person out had to disconnect all the lights.  The Germans started to run around and yell.  This 

gave the Jews time to disappear.  Those who did no run away were caught by the Germans in the 

morning.  100 of 300 Jews did escape in the darkness.  Her brother ran when the Germans shot in 

the dark, and he did not survive. 

 

02:55:00 

 

Those who did escape, decided to move at night and hide during the day.  She was with a group of 

five.  Finally, they came to a forest.  A playing child came nearby for a ball and spotted a human 

body.  He became hysterical and call his parents. A miracle happened in the form of a heavy 

rainstorm which saved the group from being discovered 

 

03:00:00 

 

In escaping, their goal was to join Tuvia Bielski's partisan group.  This effort lasted six to eight 

weeks. 

 

03:05:00 
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One night, they came to a hill and saw an old man, 70 to 80 years old, lying on hay, probably a 

white Russian.  They were frightened.  He offered to hide Sonya and her girlfriend.  They refused 

because they had three young men outside, including her future husband.  He then offered to save 

all five in his basement.  Based on their experiences, he asked them to build another tunnel in order 

to save his cows from the Germans. 

 

03:10:00 

 

Their food consisted of his potatoes and the cows's milk.  This led to their meeting Bielski's 

partisans in that neighborhood.  The entire experience was a miracle. 

 

03:15:00 

 

The Bielski group was organized in 1941.  It was now September 1943.  Began with 100 to 150 

people.  It was now about 1,000. 

 

03:20:00 

 

Continues description of Bielski group.  The Bielski group knew the area and the forest.  Were with 

Bielski from September 1943 until July 1944 and liberation. 

 

03:25:00 

 

Describes liberation of Bielski group as comparing Israelites being freed from Egyptian bondage. 
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03:30:00 

 

After liberation, "Where should I go?"  Lost her younger brother, when walking through tunnel.  He 

survived also and had joined the Bielski group.  They reasoned that they had no reason to return to 

Novogrodek.  They had already lost everybody.  Her future husband suggested returning to his 

town.  She, brother, husband-to-be and his brother went together. 

 

03:35:00 

 

They walked.  A man took them into his house and fed them.  Their group evolved into seven 

people, all sleeping in one room in the man's house.  A Russian Jewish general warned them at a 

Christmas party they were in danger of arrest by the Communists. 

 

03:40:00 

 

Their Polish host took them to the railroad station.  They squeezed into the train and arrived in 

Lòdz, Poland.  Their group consisted of five people.  Remained in Lòdz for two to three weeks. 

 

03:45:00 

 

With the help of the Jewish community they were transferred to Romania.  Aspired to get to the 

Allies and then to go to Israel. Their group was caught by a Russian guard as their group was 

crossing over the Allies.  Her husband offered the broken gold watch he just picked up.  This saved 

them from Siberia and opened the door to freedom for their group of 12 people. 
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03:50:00 

 

Her brother, and brother-in-law did go to Israel on the Exodus.   She had married and was pregnant.  

She and her husband decided this was no condition for illegal Aliyah. 

 

03:55:00 

 

Why not go to Israel?  A top Rome neurologist discovered the cause of her physical problems.  She 

was quite ill in hospital with a Holocaust caused illness. 

 

04:00:00 

 

Shared hospital room with a top opera star.  Her specialist doctor treated her for five years and said 

Israel's climate not for her.  Her sense of smell, taste, touch, became weak or nonexistent.  They 

came to the United States in 1950.  They are happy here. 

 

04:05:00 

 

Her Italian and American sons are both lawyers are married and have two grandchildren.  Discusses 

her attitude toward Germans today.   She cannot forget and finds it difficult to forgive. 

 

04:10:00 
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Wants future generations to learn from this event.  She and husband have told their children all the 

details of their stories.  Her brother, went to Israel, rose to the head of a major Israeli army.  He has 

three sons, all in the army.  They have fought in all of the Israeli wars. 
 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 




