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10 minute talk – Cardiff 
 
Summary 
 
‘Now No-one Sings You Lullabies’: The Story of Ostrava and its Jews 
 
The story of Ostrava and its Jews encapsulates in a small space and 150 year 
timespan, the essence of the history of Central Europe.  Ostrava’s mainly immigrant 
population, especially its Jews, transformed a sleepy market town into a tolerant 
society and an industrial, cultural and economic powerhouse.   
 
It was destroyed almost overnight by bigotry and intolerance on 14th March 1939 and 
has still not totally recovered.  I explore the factors behind the growth and the 
destruction. 
 
 
 
Until the second half of the C18, Ostrava was a small insignificant place which grew 

up on both banks of the Ostravice river at its confluence with the Oder, flowing North 

into the Baltic.  The soil is poor and agriculture does not flourish.  It is surrounded on 

3 sides by the Beskidy mountains and it is not on the main route to anywhere.  

Nothing happened there.  This geographical and geological background does have 

some relevance to the subsequent story of Ostrava and its Jews. 

 

It was a frontier town –the Ostravice was the frontier between Moravia and Silesia -

and also in the borderlands between the Slav East and North and 

Germanic/Romance South and West.  Its location meant that it became a small 

market town and one whose population would be exposed to outside influences. 

 

In 1770’s the population in what is now Greater Ostrava was less than 3000.  In the 

1930’s – within 150 years - it was over 220,000.  Jews had been barred from living, 

or even spending the night, in Ostrava, except for a very few living on the Silesian 

side of the border, but by 1930’s there were almost 10,000 mainly concentrated in a 

couple of districts.  What had happened? 

 

Two unconnected – possibly – events in the second half of the 18th century: 

1. The discovery of hard black coal in the area, suitable for making iron and steel 

and for firing boilers.  The industrial revolution arrived in the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire with Ostrava as its hub. 
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2. The Edicts of Emancipation allowed non-catholics (i.e. Jews and Protestants), 

to work, go to university and to live in previously barred areas. 

So, suddenly there were opportunities in Ostrava and Jews and Protestants were 

now able to move in and take advantage of them. 

 

The first Jewish migrants were brewers, distillers, and innkeepers.  By the mid 19th 

Century, the local coal, iron and steel industries, originally established by the 

Archbishop of Olomouc, whose territory included the Ostrava region, were 

dominated by the Jewish Gutmann Brothers and the Viennese Rothschilds.  Ostrava 

became an economic and industrial powerhouse.  By the late 19th /early 20th century 

there were JEWISH doctors, lawyers, architects, jewellers, cobblers, department 

stores, drapers, timber merchants, perfume manufacturers, butchers, bakers, artists 

musicians and actors.  Jews played a totally disproportionate part in the economic, 

industrial and cultural life of Ostrava 

 

In 1839, Daguerre had demonstrated his new method of making pictures with light, in 

Paris and within 4 years, there was a professional daguerrotypist in the area and 

Ostrava soon had a number of professional, mainly Jewish, photographers. 

 

By the early 20th century, Ostrava boasted electric trams (before London), hotels with 

facilities for ladies to take tea and cakes and gentlemen to discuss politics and play 

cards and, presumably, drink coffee or something stronger and department stores if 

not as grand as Harrods then certainly grand enough to satisfy the most discerning 

clients.  It had theatres and a gorgeous opera house and railway connections to 

Vienna. 

 

The community had indulged in the usual Jewish ritual of having a furious row, this 

time about which side of the Ostravice River the Community should be based, and 

who should be its President.  Once that had been settled, discussions, more or less 

heated, could be held about the form of service in the synagogue (traditional or 

reform,); the use of an organ during services; whether the community should support 

the Zionist movement or not and so on.  But despite all the energy expended on 

these topics, they set up 6 synagogues of 4 which were large and handsome and 

one was the subject of a picture postcard which suggests that the general population 
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thought it was worth spending a few pence on sending a picture of an Ostrava 

synagogue to their friends and family, a Jewish School, a cemetery, a hospital, an 

old people’s home, an apprentice training school and home, a children’s holiday 

home and sports and social clubs. 

 

If it all sounds too much like a fairy story, we must remember that there was still 

poverty and unemployment.  In 1935, the Jewish Community advertised for a sexton 

for the cemetery and received many applicants, most of them typed in good German.  

One was from ‘a 40 years old married man with three school-age children and had been 

without work ‘for a long time’.  He was not appointed.   

 

The local people fondly called Ostrava ‘The Pittsburgh of the East’ and that was well 

justified.  They were proud of their vibrant, dynamic and tolerant city.  No-one I spoke 

to recalled any anti-semitism or discrimination until late in the 1930’s when it spilt 

over from the Sudetenland. 

 

After the late C18, the increasing influx of population meant that most of the people 

were immigrants or the offspring of immigrants.  They had left ties of family and 

traditional religion to come to Ostrava to start a new life and to make money.  The 

immigrants were putting down new roots and turning Ostrava into a multi-cultural 

melting pot devoted pretty successfully to creating a good life.  If everyone is doing 

that, it is much easier to accept them.  The immigrants, especially the Jews, had built 

Ostrava into something very close to a good and tolerant civic society.  

 

But then, on 14th March 1939, the day before the Germans occupied Prague, it was 

all destroyed, overnight.  Among the Germans planning the invasion and the 

subsequent invasion of Poland was Oskar Schindler who was living in Ostrava and 

spying for the Germans.  At that time he was not a hero! 

 

By the end of the war, only 2-300 of the 8-10,000 Jews of Ostrava returned. Several  

Ostrava Jewish families had come originally from Oświęcim in Poland and were 

deported back again, to the Auschwitz extermination camp, on railway lines made 

with Rothschild steel from Ostrava. 
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In 2009, the City of Ostrava unveiled a memorial to the Jews, deported to their 

deaths and the University of Ostrava organised a conference on the Ostrava 

experience.  One of the speakers commented that the life of Ostrava had still not 

recovered the dynamism and sparkle it had had before the war.  Something was 

missing; it was the Jews! 

 

But that is not the end of the story of Ostrava Jews. We have been able to interview 

some of them and their children and record the story of their lives before, during and 

after the Holocaust.  We have placed Stolpersteine in the pavements of Ostrava to 

commemorate the murdered families and have organised return visits to Ostrava for 

the children and grandchildren of Ostravak Jewish families.  We produce now a 

quarterly Newsletter about our researches into Ostrava now circulated to over 400 

families worldwide.  In effect, we have recreated the Ostrava Jewish community in 

virtual reality and, to a small extent, in actual reality. 

 

THE BOOK 


