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Oral History: Regina Zielinski, August 7, 2000 
 

Regina Zielinski (née Heldman), born on September 2, 1925 in Siedliszcze, Poland (between 
Lublin and Chelm), describes: her parents, Joseph and Golda, three brothers and one sister; her 
mother being a fervent Zionist; not being wealthy but “well off”; celebrating Jewish holidays; a 
very happy childhood; encountering no anti-Semitism at school; reading a variety of 
newspapers and listening to the radio; expecting the war to end quickly after Britain and France 
entered against Germany; Jewish children being barred from attending school; her father 
helping Polish partisans, being arrested, and her mother bribing his release; Jews from the 
village being conscripted for various daily labors; creation of a ghetto in 1941 and some people 
being seized and deported; the synagogue being burned; raids conducted to arrest Jews, 
occurring particularly on Jewish holidays; her brother dying at age 21 after being used for hard 
manual labor in September 1942; the routine in the ghetto; on October 22, several hundred 
being rounded up and taken for labor (while still living in the ghetto and laboring daily outside); 
witnessing savage acts of violence, such as two dogs being set upon two young children and 
tearing them apart; passing mass graves as they went to work in the morning; some young 
people trying to escape into the forest, being captured by the Germans, and executed, with 
Regina and others being forced to watch; being taken with her family to Sobibor; arriving at 
night to bright lights and classical music; being taken to work at knitting and never seeing her 
parents again; coincidentally being given her sister’s boots; comprehending at that moment 
what was happening and that she would never see her family again; hearing news of her 
brother’s execution and also of an attempted escape; the transports arriving constantly; [01:43] 
finding her mother’s jacket and realizing that she must have been killed; being assigned to the 
laundry; being badly beaten by the camp deputy commandant, Wagner; being reassigned to 
sewing shirts, which provided some relief to her beaten body; being forced to witness 
executions; on September 23 (1943) arrival of a large group of Soviet POWs, led by a lieutenant, 
Alexander Pechersky; Pechersky getting together with a Polish Jew, Leon Feldhendler to plan an 
escape [01:54]; being alerted to the escape plan; the next day [October 14, 1943], a dozen or so 
SS men lured into a building and killed; the escape alarm being sounded; inmates told by a 
leader of the escapees that it was everyone for themselves; running into the forest with two 
other people; walking about thirty km and finding a farmer who sheltered them; Germans 
attempting unsuccessfully to find them the following morning; staying one more night and 
continuing into the forest; she and another escapee, Simon, making their way home to 
Siedliszcze; changing her identity to Catholic; Simon leaving and Regina never seeing him again; 
making her way to Frankfurt and experiencing bombings and destruction there; [02:25] after D-
Day, the growing inevitability of German defeat; concluding reluctantly that some higher power 
was inflicting retribution on Hitler; [in response to a question] never hearing Germans talk 
about concentration camps or Jews; witnessing the German destruction of bridges over the 
Main River to forestall defeat; seeing the “beautiful” sight of U.S. Jeeps on April 27, 1945; 
becoming emotional at the thought of surviving but having “no one left in the world” and no 
country; at first, wondering if it was worth surviving but recalling the remark before the Sobibor 
escape that if only one survives, it will have been worth it; praising the Americans for being kind 
and sending her and others to a DP camp; marrying a Polish POW in December 1945; giving 
birth to a boy in 1947; having a kidney removed in 1948 and spending five months in hospital; 
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immigrating to Australia via Austria and Italy (ship from Naples); arriving in Sydney August 3, 
1949; her son, ill and near death, spending six weeks in hospital; battling a long-term infection; 
attributing her survival of the war to determination; addressing students on the Holocaust; 
testifying in war crimes trials and fighting defense efforts to discredit her; visiting Sobibor after 
the war, once for a film and a second time in 1993 as one of six people attending to mark the 
fiftieth anniversary of the escape; having a grandchild. 
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