
 
 

So what is interesting about Ostrava? 
 
We know that Kingston, Surbiton and District Synagogue has a sefer torah that came 
originally from Ostrava, so that gives us some slight connection with, and interest in, 
Ostrava but what makes it interestING? 
 
Ostrava is situated in the Czech Republic 250 miles due East of Prague, on the 
Polish and Slovak borders.  It was a major coal and steel town although all the mines 
have now closed and there is no major iron or steelworks operating there.  There is 
high unemployment and a plethora of second-hand goods shops.  Historically, it had 
no famous rabbis or yeshivot, indeed, Jews were barred from living or even spending 
the night there until the late 18th century.  No major battles took place there and 
Napoleon, on his way to attack the Austrian Empire and conquer Russia carefully 
avoided it.  The 1925 Guide Michelin mentions Ostrava as a place on the railway line 
but does not recommend a visit although it does say that the country side in the local 
mountains is “fine enough”.  So why am I interested and, more importantly, why 
would you be? 
 
The answer lies in the detail. 
 
Ostrava was on the border between Moravia and Silesia and, depending on the 
period of history, that meant between Austria and Poland.  In any event, Ostrava was 
a frontier town, in the borderlands between Europe (Germanic) to the West and 
South and the Slav lands to the North and East.  That location gave it a cultural and 
ethnic mix, a feeling of strangeness or foreign-ness.  Until the late 18th century it was 
a small and insignificant market town with a population in the area nowadays of 
Greater Ostrava of fewer than 2000 people and an air of a rough border town.  150 
years later, by 1930, it was a town of 225,000 people and an economic and cultural 
powerhouse.  It had a population of almost 10,000 Jews and in the central part of 
town, in Moravská Ostrava, Jews made up over 15% of the population.  There were 
6 synagogues in Ostrava. 
 
This dramatic transformation was driven by two events, the discovery of hard black 
coal and Edicts of Emancipation.  The coal was suitable both for iron and steel 
manufacture and also for burning in steam engines.  The industrial revolution had 
arrived in the Austrian Empire.  And the Emperor had issued Edicts allowing non-
Catholics to study at University, practice trades and professions, and move and live 
where they wished.  Suddenly, Ostrava offered huge opportunities as 
industrialisation developed apace and large numbers of immigrants, including for the 
first time Jews and Protestants, arrived. 
 
So Ostrava is a town of migrants and their descendants.  These migrants, 
determined to seize the opportunities offered and freed from constraints of family, 
religion, or custom (all of which had been left behind), made the town into a dynamic 
forward-looking and advanced place.  It had electric trams before London did, and 
photographers operated there within a year of the development of photography.  The 



Rothschilds and the Guttmans developed the coal, iron and steel works to rival 
anything in Sheffield or the Ruhr. 
 
The new migrants built and patronised theatres, opera, and concert halls.  They 
became doctors, lawyers and musicians.  They built hospitals, an old people’s home, 
schools – including a Jewish School - an orphanage and an apprentice training 
school and hostel.   
 
The multi-ethnic nature of the population continued and mutual tolerance was 
widespread.  Until the late 1930’s, there was almost no anti-semitism and Jews were 
well integrated into the life of the town.  The tolerance extended to within the Jewish 
community itself.  The main synagogue followed what we would now call a reform or 
liberal service, with an organ on Shabbat and Yom Tov (played by a non-Jew!) and a 
mixed choir.  A non-Jewish female opera singer performed on High Holy Days.  At 
the other extreme, Rabbi Forscher was sent to Ostrava by the Bobover Rebbe to be 
minister, shochet, mohel, and chazan to the Zabřeh synagogue.  And everyone 
seemed happy with the range of service and observance. 
 
The Zionist organisation in Czechoslovakia had its headquarters in Ostrava and 
Teddy Kollek (later mayor of Jerusalem) was the shaliach and appeared as 
Mordechai in the Purimspiel.  The Maccabi movement held its international games in 
Ostrava in the 1920’s.   
 
It was not the Garden of Eden nor Nirvana, but it was a good approximation to a 
good civil society. 
 
And it was all destroyed within 3 months, in 1939.  The Germans invaded Ostrava on 
14th march 1939 and by the end of June all the synagogues had been destroyed, 
Jewish doctors, lawyers and civil servants had been prevented from working and 
Jewish children barred from school. 
 
So what is interesting about Ostrava?  The fact that immigration and tolerance lay 
behind a tremendous economic and cultural flowering; and that the efforts of 150 
years could be destroyed for ever by racism, bigotry and intolerance within a few 
months.  Are there lessons here for us today? 
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