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OSTRAVA – Our Rescued Sefer 
 
In the last edition of Hadashot, we introduced Ostrava and its Jewish 
Community which grew and prospered from the eighteenth century, reaching 
about 10,000 people in the early 1930’s, before being almost totally destroyed 
by the Nazis. 
 
We are piecing together the story of this vibrant town and the Jews who lived 
there.  Some of this comes from history books, some from archives, and some 
from personal stories.  Here is one of them, published originally in Hebrew in 
August 1994 and translated for us by Elisheva Mason  
 

Return to the City 

Prof. Dr. A. Fishl 
(courtesy Theresienstadt Martyrs Remembrance Association) 

 
After 65 years of absence I went back to my birthplace- Moravska 

Ostrava-where I also finished my education in primary school and 

‘gymnasium’ (grammar school). The head of the gymnasium I learned in 

and finished my matriculation exams invited me. When I came, the 

director gave me a beautiful reception.  

 

The old gymnasium building was destroyed in one of the air-raids in the 

Second World War and a new building was build in its place, little bit 

bigger than the old one.  

 

In the beginning I spoke to the teachers and all of them were surprised 

how well I can still speak my mother tongue, even though a long time 

passed since I left Czechoslovakia. Obviously, they were very interested to 

hear my story and I told it willingly and with the details. When I finished I 

answered different question that the curious audience gave me. Later I 

received a festive tour. When I walked through the corridors of the 

gymnasium I looked carefully at the group of photos that was hanging in 

the passageway of the school. In the middle of the exhibition a picture 

stood out which showed physics lesson in the physics classroom.  Our 

physics teacher- Shpachek - was performing electrical experiments, and 

his helper is myself, as a student in sixth grade. Obviously no one 

recognised that this outstanding and studious pupil in the picture is nobody 

else then me- myself!  When I drew the attention of my companions of the 

tour to this open secret, they were all surprised and happy and they even 



they pointed out that nothing was more appropriate to my visit to the 

gymnasium than this picture.  

 

Amongst what I was shown, there was the report of all the pupils that in 

the past finished their studies there and took the matriculation exams. Next 

to my name there was a little sign of a cross for the sad information that 

I’m not longer alive! The editors of the report could not imagine that a Jew 

would go through the Nazi era and stay alive.  

 

Later there was another meeting with the pupils going to have their 

matriculation exams- and again the same lecture pattern came back 

combined with questions and answers. The pupils were surprised and 

shocked combined with great interest for the sign of the number tattooed 

on my wife’s arm- a memoir from the Auschwitz concentration camp. It 

was the first time that they heard about this phenomenon and they saw 

with their own eyes the proof of some of the Nazi’s deeds.  

 

The team of the gymnasium received us in splendour and glorious way 

and we were invited with great celebration and formalities for celebrating 

100 years of the gymnasium that will take place in 1997. Obviously I 

gladly promised to accept the invitation and I hope that I will be able to 

keep my promise when I’m going to be 84 years old.  

 

Unfortunately I wasn’t able to visit any of more that 80 relatives that lived 

in Ostrava.  All of them were destroyed and killed with tremendous 

cruelty by the Nazis. The house that my father build and which was used 

during the Second World War as a factory for ammunition for the German 

occupier was destroyed not long ago by the communists. The Jewish 

cemetery, the Christian cemetery and the near by crematorium became a 

park. New cemeteries were opened in Slezka Ostrava that now is a part of 

Ostrava. (The town we call Ostrava was, before 1946, effectively two 

towns on either side of the river Ostravice.  Moravska Ostrava was in 

Moravia and Slezka Ostrava in Silesia.  The whole conurbation was 

renamed Ostrava by the communist government.) 

 

From about 8,000 Jews that lived in Ostrava before the Second World 

War, there isn’t even a minyan of Jews left. All the Jewish refugees that 

are left in Ostrava is a handful of old people and according to most, they 

are not from the area of Ostrava of the past. 

 

My visit to the town that was once the whole world for me, and its 

nickname was “the little Paris”, was sorrowful. On the main street on the 

both sides there were big shops and beautiful supermarkets. In the major 

important Jewish festivals the street was noisy and full of liveliness, 

because most of these shops were Jewish- owned. On Rosh Hashana and 

Yom Kippur the shops were closed throughout the whole festival because 

all the Jews of the town were gathered in the synagogue in festivity. These 

times belong now to the past that will not come back any more, and their 

place in the world is only a memory. The magnificent and beautiful 

synagogue that stood in the middle of the town burned down to the 



ground. In its place today there is a big shopping centre. Close by there is 

a plaque and on it a menorah for the memory of the synagogue and the 

Jewish citizens that lived here once. The smaller synagogue, the orthodox 

one on the Zerotin Street, is not there any more, but it doesn’t have a 

plaque or any memorial.  

 

A lot of the Jewish buildings and shops are still standing, but they have 

different names now. The most painful and depressing for me is this 

thought. Hitler fulfilled one promise: he managed to destroy almost all the 

European Jewish community. Thanks to G-d that we managed to 

reconstruct our people in our free land and bring them to the beauty and 

magnificence that they had before.  

 

Ostrava was a Zionist community, the glory of the Zionist movement in 

Czechoslovakia. In my class there was only one other Jewish student, a 

daughter of a lawyer that belonged to the Czech- Jewish movement. This 

was an exception, because Ostrava was mostly Zionist, and most of the 

Jews living in the town belonged to the Zionist movement, and 

assimilation did practically not exist here. In 1929 there was a Congress of 

the Maccabi World Union with performances on the sports ground of 

Vitkovice- Ostrava’s neighbour. I, of course, as a boy, took part in the 

event. As a rule, the Jewish youth belonged to the T’chelet- Lavan (Blue- 

White) movement.  

 

During the Torah reading, on the side of the different charities, there were 

always money given to Jewish National Fund and United Israel Appeal 

(Keren Hayesod). My parent’s house was most Zionist. We always 

subscribed to different Zionist newspapers, like: “SELBESTWEHR, 

JUNG JUDA, ZIDOVSKE ZPRAVY”. On the wall of our dinning room 

there was a tzedaka box for JNF and we, the children, always put coins 

into it at every opportunity. For example, when we showed to our relatives 

our end of school year diplomas, and we received a few coins as a token, 

the coins made their way without a hesitation straight to the white and 

blue box.  

 

This Zionist education later saved lives of us three – mine and my brothers 

of the Fishl household. Immediately after German occupation of the 

republic, in 1939, my younger brother run away across the border with 

Poland because, in his words, he didn’t want to live with Hitler in the 

same country even for one moment. I was in that time in Prague learning 

medicine, but I neglected my studies after Hitler came to power, to give 

my time and energy to the resistance organization against German 

produce. After invasion of Czechoslovakia I dealt a lot with immigration 

management and illegal immigration to Palestine.  I was chosen as a 

representative of the “Transport ministry”, as it was called, part of the 

“Central Ministry of The Jewish Immigration”, wing of Gestapo, that was 

situated in the previously Jewish- owned villa, and it was destroyed by 

Gestapo, and was managed from the Eichmann’s premises. On 15/10/1939 

I joined the last group (to immigrate) to Palestine that got the Gestapo 

approval.  



 

This was the biggest transport that had 2400 participants. My oldest 

brother Ervin, who already had a layer’s office in Ostrava, also joined us. 

Unfortunately we left our father behind. According to the general 

explanation that was commonly spread, we assumed nothing would 

happen that to the Jews above the age 65. My father was much older then 

that, and that’s why he stayed and lived in our house with the company of 

our Christian house keeper, who stayed with us for many years and was 

very responsible and devoted to our family. In 1942 our father was sent 

from Ostrava straight to Auschwitz, age 75, there, like many more, we lost 

him forever.  

 

On the boat filled more then its size (with people), that wasn’t fit for sea 

travel (and that’s why we could buy it), we, the illegal immigrants were 

travelling on the way to land of Israel. It (the boat) was taken captive on 

the Mediterranean Sea by a British war ship and was brought to Haifa. 

That’s how we arrived after a very long and difficult journey of 4 months 

on the sea, on 13/02/1940, into our new- old homeland. After period of 

imprisonment of 6 months in the camp for the “maapilim” (clandestine 

Jewish immigrants during the British administration of Palestine), we 

were free.  

 

Two of my school friends (Christian) are the only ones that are still alive 

since we met in Ostrava, both of them are retired now. One was the 

president of the Court in the town, and the other, a professor in the same 

gymnasium that we finished together. It was a coincidence that, in 

different times, I sat next to them on the school bench. The joy of meeting 

my old friends again so unexpectedly was great and real. I stay in touch 

with both of them. For me this is a bridge to the past.  

 

The Jewish primary school was destroyed together with all the 

surroundings. It was the best primary school in Ostrava, and a student 

from there could, starting from the fourth grade, and not as was acceptable 

then- fifth grade, pass the exams to the gymnasium. The dominant image 

was the principle, Mr. Krauss. Two of his daughters are medical doctors, 

the first one stayed in Czech and the younger lived in a Kibbutz in Israel.  

 

I spend in Ostrava almost four sad, but interesting and useful weeks 

together with my wife- Vera, who also used to live in Ostrava. Even 

though the town in my absence, in the period of more then half a century, 

changed a lot, and not always for the better, but almost every corner 

awaken in me memories and many feelings. This is not only a place that I 

was born, but also a place where I grew up as a child, young boy and a 

teenager. The schools that prepared me for my life path. The places that I 

walked with my parents, the theatre that I saw all the performances then, 

the lost synagogue in which I had my Bar- Mitzvah- all of them light up in 

me again many memories and new thoughts. Many of my relatives lived in 

all different parts of the town, and with them we had a strong family bond 

and we visited each other often.  

 



Generally the town makes an impression of poverty, even though the 

people are skilful and nice. Even though this people didn’t take active part 

in the pursuing of the Jews then, but they were passive witness to 

everything. How is it possible that this good people didn’t do anything to 

help their neighbours? Is it a nature of this nation to exempt themselves 

from using force? Was it an apathetic behaviour that had its source in 

fear?  

Anyhow, today everyone is thinking of developing the country without 

suppression to others.  

Today one can distinguish clearly in the slow tendency to economic 

growth. It’s clear to me that this quiet and educated nation will find a way 

to its prosperity like it was in the past and it was in its peak with the 

Masarik’s leadership. Even though I found my old- new homeland and I 

planted deep roots in its soil, but I’m visiting in my old homeland with 

joy, that its citizens didn’t join in the cruel anti-Semitic activity then.  

 
 
The Synagogues 
Dr Fischl mentions the beautiful (main) synagogue.  Ostrava and district had 6 
synagogues, destroyed by order of the Nazis.  The destruction was not 
random vandalism nor a spontaneous act of anti-semitic violence.  It was a 
planned, contracted, and organised demolition.    
 
Picture 1  
The Main Synagogue. 
 
Picture 2 
 Copy letter from the German Authorities to the Jewish Community, 
concerning the demolition of the Main Synagogue (Courtesy Ostrava City 
Archive) 
 
Translation of the letter: 
 

District office in Moravska Ostrava 

 

Ref.37.903/1-II/5                                                                         

6th November 1939 

 

Jewish Religious Community in M. 

Ostrava, construction deficiencies  

House No.1198 and adjacent synagogue 

 

 

Jewish Religious Community                                                                                                                  

In Moravska Ostrava 

 

 

In accordance  with the notification of the city building 

department in M.Ostrava, dated  2nd November 1039, No. XIII 

- 5144/39 you were obliged to start, in accordance  with 

the decision of the said office dated 16./10.1939,  

No.XIII-5144/39,  within 8 days with the demolition of the 

fire damaged administration building No.1198 in M.Ostrava 



and the adjacent synagogue in Hviezdoslav street, so that 

the buildings would be cleared by the end of November 1939. 

 

As you have not yet started with the demolition work, and 

considering order 129/paragraph 5 of the Moravian building 

regulations dated 16th June 1914, No.44, this office will 

carry out the demolition on your behalf unless you will 

start the demolition work by 12th November 1939. 

 

We point out, that you will be responsible for the costs 

and any potential damage claims. 

 

On behalf the chief district officer 

                                                                                         

Dr.Prchal 

 

-----------------------------------------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------------

---- 

 

To No.XIII-5144/39 dated 2/11.1939 

                  City office                                                  

in M.Ostrava 

 

To the attention of, for the purpose of reporting whether 

the Jewish religious community  in M.Ostrava started with 

the demolition within the required time limit. 

 

On behalf  of the chief district officer 

                                                                                       

Dr.Prchal 

 

                                                                                      

Confirming the correct execution    

                                                                                                      

Office Head   

 

Rubber stamp city building dept. 

M.Ostrava received 

8.X.1939 

Ref. XIII 8943        


