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Sidania and her family were deported from their village
in Hungary in April 1944 and herded into a ghetto in a
nearby city. Eventually, they boarded a cattle train on

their way to the Auschwitz Concentration Camp, where
most of the members of her family were gassed soon

after their arrival. Only Sidonia and her sister, Laura, were
chosen for slave labor. For the next year, Sidonia and

Laura traveled to two more concentration camps, Dachau

and finally, Bergan Belsen, where Laura died of typhus.
Liberated in April 1945, Sidonia was the only member of
her family who survived. After living in a displaced persans
camp for four years after the war. and giving birth to a
daughter out of wedlock, Sidonia and her daughter came

1o America in 1949 seeking a life of freedom, security,

and opportunity.

Listen to the "Story of the Zipper” and the “Miracle of
the Coat” to leam mare aboul how Sidonia's sewing shill
saved her life in a concentration camp.

Sidonia and Hanna had few relatives in America and no
family support system, yet Sidonia's design talent helped
them survive in a new country. Sidonia's memaries of
her simple, frugal life in her farming village and of the
depravities of the Holocaust helped her not only to save
every dollar possible, bringing two dollars to the bank
every week, but 1o create imaginative garments where
every piece of fabric is utilized with no waste. Her designs
represant her will 1o survive,
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/HO WAS SIDONIA?

o

Sidonia F'gﬂmein was bam and raised in a tiny, remote
Hungarian village, far from the urban centars. like
Budapest, where shops and stores supplied city residents
and where cinemas, automobiles, cameras, and daily
MEWSpapers were common. Nene of these modern
conveniences were present in her lithe town. Bom in
1913, Sidonia was the youngest of six siblings and
learned to sew at a very young age. The family's clathing
was simple, work-related garb, suitable for farm chores
in an agricultural hamlet. Until the age of thity-one,
Sidonia, still unmarried, lived a contented life as part of 2
large: family and as a member of her village's communal
acanomic enterprises.

After World War ||, Sidonia and her daughter sailed to
America, settling in Springfield, Massachuseits, where
she immediately began to display her sewing talent.
Warking at a women's drass factory, the company
noficed her exceptional sewing skill and promoted her
to forewoman in just a few years. At home, she used her
daughter, Hanna, as her model for her clothing designs,
always asking her to “stand up straight.” Her daughter
remained her favorite model for the rest of her lile, Sidonia
avantually left the dress factory in the 1860s and began
her awn design and tailaring business. Starting with
only a few customers, her imaginative creations bacama
widely known in Western New England, where many men
and women wanted a garment designed and sewn by
“Sidonia.”

Listen to “The Marathan” for mone about Sidonia s
remarkable valume in producing ganmments.

Sidonia never marfied nor lost her charming Humgarian
accent, Sha became a confident, self-assurad woman
wiarking with her faithful customers. while aaml_nu thi

respect of her community. She continued 1o design and
saw untll the age of ninely, only a few years before har

death al ninety-three in 2006,

muwww-mmhm
during the last thirty years of her life.



“The story of the survivors is not a story of remarkable people. It
is a story of how remarkable people can be and there is a difference
between the two. What emerged was that human beings have
tremendous capacities for strength and regeneration that are often
not called into play, but when they are called into play people
somehow seem to find the strength to do so.”
- William Helmreich 1991

1945 and 1952, than 80,000 Jewish
m 4 mare Springfield Holocaust Survivors

When Sidonia and Hanna arrived as refugees to
Springfield, MA in 1949, they soon met the community
of Helocaust survivors, After living in one room of a
‘widow's home for the first three years, they moved to an
apartment building on a street where many survivors
lived, in the north end of the city. :

Similar to other survivors who settled in many other







AN IMMIGRANT

Sidonia’s life as an immigrant in America bore no
resemblance to the one she had lived in her little
Hungarian village. She was totally on her own, with a child
to support and no family to assist her, With little formal
education and no knowledge of the English language,
Sidonia had to determine how she could make a living as
a waiman in a male-oriented society. She decided that her
design and dress-making skill was the only way she could
both earn a living income and make a name for harsell in
America.

Like most immigrants, bath male and famale, Sidonia
knew that hard work and perseverance wers necessan
to succaed. As her fluency in the English language
improved, so did her ability to manage har own business
and interact with her growing number of customers, As
time weant on, and more people sought her one-of-a-
kind designs, she achieved her dream of local fame and
racognition for her creative acumen. She had climbed
the economic and social ladder to become a contributing
American citizen.

Sidonia never fargot her lost family and the childhood
and young aduithood she had lived prior to World War
II. Immigranis, like Sidonia retain their memories of their
former lives, yel at the same time, also strive 1o assimilate
into their new country. Sidonia often silently used her
sfunning creative work as a cover for her painful secrets of
a pasi that no langer aexisled

Listen fo “The Relum of the Native” for mare about
Sidonia’s return visit to her native village in Hungary
many years later, and “Who's the Fashion Boss?" about
Sidonia's growing assertivensss when choosing panems,







STYLE AND TEXTILE

Sidonia remained a secretive lonar for most of her life in
America. Her best means of expression was through her
creative art with textile and thread, pournng her emation
into her tailored garments. She was a keen observer of
style and rends, often a forerunner of styles that had
not yel gained popularnity. Her favorite patterms were
Wogua and Butterick, adding her own special touches fo
each garment. She could aften be found reading fashion
magazines to leam the latest trands and frequently
created garments for her daughter that were not as yet
known to residents of New England. Most of the items
in the collaction were made for Sidonia's daughter,
Hanna, who posed for weekly fitings during all of their life
together

Listen to “The Dressmaker’s Debut” for more about the
furming point dress and “The Immodest Min™ fo leam mane
about Sidonia’s altention 1o style, someatimes inadvertently

creating challenges for her daughter.

As you view Sidonia's designs, you can leam a great deal
about her personality, Note the precision of the stitching;
the varnety of colors and prints; the attenticn paid to
perfect butans to match or offsal the garment: the use of
various natural fabrics, aespecially wool, silk, and coltan;
the use of a particular pattermn to highlight the fabnc; the
economic use of textiles, with no fabric ever wasted;
and the overall beauty of her creations. Her styles were
distinctly har own.
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How did a single immigrant mother swrvive on her own in
America? Through her wits, her imagination, and above

all, her hands. See the creative legacy of Sidonia Perlstein,
Holocaust surviver. mother. and master of needle work!

—February 8th to April 28th 2019-

Exhibit at the

“‘Indhalﬂ Textile  Friday thru Sunday 10AM - 4PM
History Museum 411 Main St, Willimantic, CT 06226

Co-sponsored by Eastern Connecticut State University, Connecticut
Humanities (a3 nonprofit afhliate of the Mational Endowment for the
Humanities, which supports cultural and hist oric organizations that tell the
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