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Abstract

The aim of this article is to present the situation of the civilian population

of the Ostréw Mazowiecka district, a part of the pre-war district of the Second
Polish Republic which was incorporated into the General Government and
from which the Kreishauptamannschaft Ostréw Mazowiecka was formed,
and especially the crimes committed against its residents by the German
occupier in 1939-1940. The article begins with an outline of demographics at
the outbreak of the Second World War, as this was of vital importance to the
policy of terror in the first months of the German occupation. This is followed
by a presentation of the fate of Ostréw and its environs immediately following
the German invasion in September 1939, especially the crimes committed in
Matkinia, Bagatele and Orto. The rest of the text examines the terror appara-
tus created in the area, as well as the crimes committed against the civilian
population in the officially functioning General Government. The largest and
most characteristic of these was, of course, the murder of the Jewish popula-
tion on 11 November 1939. Research has been conducted primarily on source
material in the resources of the Institute of National Remembrance

(the archival resource of the Main Commission for the Investigation of
Hitlerite/German Crimes in Poland). Integral to the text are statistical
summaries and illustrations showing the German crimes committed in

the Kreishauptamannschaft Ostréw Mazowiecka.
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The subject of this research’ is the actions of the German aggressor, which
took place in the initial period of the occupation after the initial invasion
and establishment of the Kreishauptamannschaft Ostréw Mazowiecka.
The main purpose of the article is to present as synthetically as possible
information on the policy of terror against the civilian population, availa-
ble in the accounts of witnesses to events in 1939-1940 in the district of Os-
tréw Mazowiecka, which was incorporated into the General Government.

The principal archival resource for the text was documents per-
taining to the Main Commission for the Investigation of Hitlerite Crimes
in Poland (ckBzHWP),’ currently held by the Institute of National Re-
membrance. Source material of origins other than the Main Commission
has also undergone analysis; archival material produced by the district
branches of the commission was also examined. The files contain a variety
of sources that require numerous research methods. These are primarily
witness statements, but also include opinions, official notes, judgments,
statistical censuses, maps and photographs.

Analyzing the principal archival material obviously requires great
care. Even though it is given before a judge, the information present in
witness testimonies is nevertheless a subjective picture of the events.
Parties may even unconsciously take certain events as their own expe-
riences, and the so-called false memory* may become one of the most
significant elements of individual memory. This can happen especial-
ly many years after the events in question. One of the chief research

The project was carried out as part of the Pilecki Institute’s scholarship program.
A paper with the same title was presented by the author at a conference organized
by the Witold Pilecki Institute for Solidarity and Valor, entitled “The Onset of

the New Order: Europe 1939-1940”. The conference was held in Warsaw from

17-19 September 2019.

District offices were headed by the Kreishauptmann or Landrat, or district head
(some publications translate this as “district starosta”). This was the lowest level
of administrative authority in the General Government. Initially, the terms Kreis-
hauptmann and Landrat were used interchangeably - as were Kreishauptmann-
schaft and Landratsamt. Eventually, however, in January 1940, the official title
Landrat was changed to Kreishauptmann, and this is the term that appears in Ger-
man sources for the Ostréw Mazowiecka district (Skorwider-Skiba, 1975, p. 390).
The commission performed many prosecutorial functions, such as executing law
enforcement. It also performed scientific and research functions. Its chairman
was the Minister of Justice. It was established by decree (Dekret z dnia 10 listopada
1945 r. 0 Gtéwnej Komisji i Okregowych Komisjach..., 1945). Until 1949, it functioned
under the name of the Main Commission for the Investigation of German Crimes
in Poland. In 1999, the Commission was formally abolished and transformed into
an investigative division of the Institute of National Remembrance (Lityniski,
2005, P. 67).

The concept of false memory, i.e., alleged experiences involuntarily related by
witnesses, has been written about, among others, by Elizabeth F. Loftus (Loftus,
1993, pp. 518-521). Among Polish researchers, issues of memory and trauma in the
context of the Second World War have been addressed by Martyna Rusiniak-Karwat
and Roma Sendyka, among others (Rusiniak, 2008; Sendyka, 2013, pp. 323-344).
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questions in such situations is how witnesses remembered the crimes.
What new content can be brought to the current state of research thanks
to the testimonies, and how can the situation of the civilian population in
the first years of the occupation be described on this basis? As it was the
author’s intention to recreate an approximate picture of the terror during
the aforementioned period, descriptions of both the crimes carried out
in the Kreishauptmannschaft Ostréw Mazowiecka and of those showing
the life of the residents have been analyzed. This significantly affects the
overall study, as it shows that terror is not merely an isolated event, but
an ever-present fear and constant uncertainty.

Sources that require special attention are the files created on the
basis of a decree from the Polish Committee of National Liberation dated
31 August 1944 (Decree of the Polish Committee of National Liberation
of 31 August 1944, on the Administration of Punishment..., 1944). There
remains a heated discussion in Polish historiography about these files
to this day. To what extent can the so-called “August files™ be used as
historical sources? In the opinion of some researchers, they should not
constitute a primary source of knowledge due to the instrumental nature
of their use by the communist powers, particularly during the Stalinist
period of 1944-1956 (Jasifiski, 2018, pp. 109-111). Certainly, any approach
to archival materials created under this decree requires caution; the tes-
timonies collected during the investigations of the Main Commission
for the Investigation of Hitlerite Crimes in Poland should be subjected to
comparative analysis with other sources, as well as with findings in the
relevant literature. The most significant crimes committed by the Ger-
man terror apparatus in 1939-1940 have been analyzed, and a summary
of them is included in the appended Tables 1 and 2. Witnesses often give
different dates for the same events, are mistaken about the identity of the
criminals and of military units. The information they provide requires
special attention and comparison with other sources.

In writing this article, it was important to focus on the most signif-
icant problems of the first years of the occupation, primarily the drastic
demographic changes, which greatly affected the subsequent years of the
war. For this reason, such issues as the difficulties of food supply or the ci-
vilian population’s labor obligations are presented to a lesser extent.

The wartime history of the Ostréw Mazowiecka district has been
described at great length by Mieczystaw Bartniczak. This indefatigable
researcher has written many books and scholarly articles on the subject,

This topic is addressed to some extent by Christopher Browning, among others
(Browning, 2003, pp. 26-51).

This piece of legislation is also referred to as the August Decree.

“August files” understood as files created by the decree of the Polish National
Liberation Committee of 31 August 1944.



and the legacy of his research is now in the Pilecki Family House Mu-
seum and the Ostréw Mazowiecka Public Library.® A monograph on the
crimes committed against Ostréw Jews in November 1939 was compiled
by Markus Roth and Annalena Schmidt. These German historians drew
on archival materials from the Institute of National Remembrance, al-
though their main research material was the court records of the Federal
Republic of Germany, located in the Bundesarchiv in Ludwigsburg.” An
enormous amount of work analyzing archival units pertaining to Ostréw
Mazowiecka in the holdings of the State Archives in Warsaw was done by
Danuta Skorwider-Skiba (Skorwider-Skiba, 1975, pp. 389-436), who elabo-
rated on the structure of terror in the Kreishauptmannschaft Ostréw Ma-
zowiecka and presented an orderly and detailed timeline of the most sig-
nificant events in the history of acts of terror and the so-called resistance
movement in the district. Individual texts on German terror in Wyszkéw
and Ostréw Mazowiecka were also written by Jacek Kazimierski, Janusz
Szczepariski and Magdalena Gawin, among others (Kazimierski, 1975,
PP 226-240; Szczepaniski, 1998, pp. 235-272; Gawin, 2013/2014, pp. 159-179).
In addition, the terror in the district has been mentioned in works by
Wolfgang Curilla and Stefan Klemp (Curilla, 2011, pp. 51-52, 93, 261, 274,
537, 540-543; Klemp, 2005, pp. 21-24, 214, 408, 419, 428, 435).

In order to properly analyze the topic, it is first necessary to clarify certain
administrative and demographic issues. The district of Ostréw Mazowiec-
ka was officially part of the Bialystok Voivodeship of the Second Polish
Republic until 1 April 1939." According to data from the Second Population
Census conducted by the Central Bureau of Statistics on 9 December 1931,
a total of 99,741 people resided in the district of Ostréw Mazowiecka (Dru-
gi Powszechny Spis Ludnosci z dn. 9 x11 1931 . Mieszkania..., 1938, Bialystok
Voivodeship, p. 31; Drugi Powszechny Spis Ludnosci z dnia 9 grudnia 1931 1.:
wyniki ostateczne..., 1938, Bialystok Voivodeship, p. 3)." The vast majority of
the population were rural residents.

Mieczyslaw Bartniczak’s most important works include: Bartniczak, 1974,

PP- 147-213; Bartniczak, 1984.

Markus Roth and Annalena Schmidt wrote their paper based mainly on the collec-
tion of the Bundesarchiv Aussenstelle in Ludwigsburg (Roth & Schmidt, 2013, p. 130).
As part of the administrative reform of 9 April 1938, the district of Ostréw Mazo-
wiecka was annexed to the Warsaw Voivodship (Ustawa z dnia 9 kwietnia 1938 r...,
1938; cf. Bartniczak, 1975, p. 284).

A different number of residents of the Ostréw Mazowiecka district is given by
Mieczystaw Bartniczak, based on his own calculations. He used data other than
from the second census. According to his research, there were 89,203 residents
(Bartniczak, 1975, p. 303).
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The largest population center was the township of Ostréw Ma-
zowiecka, with a population of 17,611, a large proportion of whom were
Jewish. This impacted life, culture, religion and architecture, for example
the characteristic buildings of the city, which had two markets - one for
Christians and the other for Jews.” According to the census, the Jewish
population in Ostréw was 6,878, which accounted for about 39% of the
population in the town (Drugi Powszechny Spis Ludnosci z dn. 9 x11 1931 1.
Mieszkania..., 1938, Biatystok Voivodeship, p. 31; Drugi Powszechny Spis Lud-
nosci z dnia 9 grudnia 1931 r.: wyniki ostateczne..., 1938, Biatystok Voivode-
ship, p. 3; Dymek, 1975, p. 213)."* In contrast, Jews even represented a ma-
jority in many other towns in the district. During the interwar period,
Ostréw Mazowiecka was governed mainly by representatives of National
Democracy, while in the Jewish community a strong influence was held
by the socialist “Bund” and the Zionist “Poale Zion” (Dymek, 1975; pp. 222~
223; Sztejnberg, 1960, p. 281).

The first days of the defensive war of 1939 took place far from Ostréw Ma-
zowiecka and its environs. Residents of Ostréw, Puttusk and part of the
Wegréw district (to which Wyszkéw belonged) experienced the first hor-
rors of war on 4 September. It was then that the bombardment of Matkinia
began, as a result of which a large part of the buildings were destroyed.
In the following days, Wehrmacht and ss units moved into the regions of
Lomza and Ostréw Mazowiecka (Bartniczak, 1974, pp. 158-159).

At the same time, German troops began to commit crimes against
the civilian population. Mention should be made here of the murder of the
Polish population in Bagatele (8 September) and Orto (9 September), in
addition to the murder of the Jewish population in Wyszkéw (8-9 Sep-
tember), Brok (9-11 September),” Rogézno, Biel and Zgleczewo Szlacheckie
(in September 1939).” Repressions against the residents of Ostréw began

Benon Dymek numbers 17,803 people in his article (Dymek, 1975, p. 213).

Generic terms like “Jews”, “Poles”, and “Soviets” are always problematic. Mentions of
Jews or Poles should not be interpreted to mean, for example, that Jews are not Poles.
According to Markus Roth and Annalena Schmidt, the number of Jews in 1931 was
7,600, or 36.86% of the total population in the township of Ostréw Mazowiecka
(Roth & Schmidt, 2013, p. 21; cf. Urynowicz, 2002, p. 87).

According to a report from the German 1st Cavalry Brigade, the Jews from Brok were
expected to put up some military resistance (Flussiibergang und Ortsgefecht am
Bug..., 1939, p. 50; Bohler, 2009, pp. 56-57).

This was confirmed, among others, by witness Aleksandra Bieliniska during
questioning in Warsaw on 17 October 1979 (Akta prowadzone w sprawie zbrodni
popetnianych na terenie powiatéw ostroteckiego i ostrowio-mazowieckiego...,

1969, pp- 26-30). Cf. Bartniczak, 1974, pp. 158-159; Szczepainiski, 1993, p. 401; 1998,

Pp.- 236-237.



as early as 8 September, after German forces entered the town. There are
also known cases of the torching of synagogues and the desecration of
Jewish cemeteries that took place in the same period. A summary of the
crimes committed during this time is presented in Table 1in the appendix.
Mieczystaw Bartniczak dubs the series of crimes committed at that time
the “Ostréw ring of death” (Bartniczak, 1974, p. 156). In such a situation,
many residents of the Ostréw Mazowiecka area began to flee eastward
from the Germans en masse.

In October 1939, the secret provisions of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact on
the division of occupied Poland between Germany and the ussr began
to take effect. Ostréw Mazowiecka and the surrounding areas became
afrontier region. A large part of the civilian population, particularly Jews,
crossed the so-called “green border” in a panic in order to get to the So-
viet Union and escape the oncoming German troops. As Helena Najmark
recalls:

It was a horrible scene: old men walking, dragging their bun-
dles; some dragging carts, as horses were taken from them as
they went. Some belongings consisted of no more than a loaf
of bread. The insatiable enemy, eager for casualties, neverthe-
less continued to harass them. He stripped men and women
naked, looking for gold.

The mass escapes suited the acting district chief (Kreishauptmann)
Heinrich von Btnau. All across the occupied country, there were even
cases of Jews being escorted by German police units to the ussr. From von
Biinau’s correspondence and from censuses from the GkBzHWP, it appears
that he wished to have as few Jews as possible in the district, which is why
they were initially allowed to flee to the east (Announcement of 1 Novem-
ber 1939 on the sentencing to death of perpetrators..., 1939, p. 2).

Special attention should be paid to the administrative changes
made at the time. As a matter of fact, until the beginning of November

According to Soviet data, which is not entirely accurate, there were about 300,000
people in the Ussr occupation zone whose place of previous residence was in
German-occupied areas (Eberhardt, 2000, p. 11).

Testimony of Helena Najmark, copy from Provincial Jewish Historical Commission
no. 739, Biatystok, 14 August 1945 (Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw
Mazowiecka..., n.d., p. 48). The same testimony is found in the Archives of the
Jewish Historical Institute (Losy Zydéw Ostrowi Mazowieckiej podczas okupacji
niemieckiej, 1939, p. 3).
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1939, i.e. after the establishment of the General Government,” the district
of Ostréw Mazowiecka was the subject of a dispute over its placement in
one of the German occupier’s specific administrative zones. Its fate was at
stake: whether, as with nearby areas, it should be part of the Ciechanéw
administrative area (Regierungsbezirk Zichenau, and therefore a territo-
ry incorporated into Germany), or whether it should be part of the General
Government. This was done because of the special abundance of forests
and the associated possibility of intense economic exploitation of the ter-
ritory. The district’s inclusion in the Ciechanéw area was strongly advo-
cated by the Oberprésident of East Prussia, Erich Koch (Lagenberichte
des Landrats in Ostrow..., 1940, pp. 5-20; Madajczyk, 1970, vol. I, p. 69).
Eventually, the township of Ostréw Mazowiecka itself was incorporated
into the General Government, and the district was divided between Ger-
many and the Soviet Union (eight municipalities were annexed to Germa-
ny, including two urban municipalities, Wyszkéw and Brok, and five mu-
nicipalities to the ussr). The boundaries of Kreishauptmannschaft Ostréw
Mazowiecka did not coincide with the district’s boundaries either before
the outbreak of the Second World War or after.

In November 1939, there were no more than a few hundred Jews in
Ostréw Mazowiecka alone. In theory, a simple administrative decision
had a direct impact on the local demographic. The border with the So-
viet Union was already under much stricter control and it was difficult
to leave the General Government. The Zollgrenzschutz was established,
and became more and more active over time (Skorwider-Skiba, 1975,

pP. 390-391).

The organization of the terror apparatus in Kreishauptmannschaft Ostréw
Mazowiecka proceeded systematically, from the beginning of the forma-
tion of the German administration in October 1939. After the Wehrmacht,
operational groups of the Sicherheitspolizei (Sipo) entered, and very
quickly the first police and gendarmerie posts were established. Gestapo
posts in Ostréw Mazowiecka and Wyszkéw were established in December
1939 (Skorwider-Skiba, 1975, pp. 391-399).

According to witness testimonies, the Gestapo headquarters,
a building known locally as “Browar”,” and the gendarmerie headquar-

The General Government was established under Hans Frank’s proclamation of

12 October 1939, effective 26 October 1939.

Information on Koch and his relationship to these territories is also found in his trial
records (Odpis Wyroku Sadu Wojewddzkiego..., 1959).

“Browar” - the former premises of the Teitl Brothers Steam Brewery.



ters, “Czerwoniak”,”” both in Ostréw, were particularly feared in the dis-
trict (Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., pp. 629,
631, 634, 654; Akta w sprawie zbrodni hitlerowskich wobec Polakéw, Rosjan
i Zyd6w..., 1946, pp. 15-16, 86-87), as was the so-called “Willa Cudnego”,
located near the train station in Wyszkdéw. The Gestapo also conducted
interrogations in the “Czerwoniak,” although officially it was the head-
quarters of the gendarmerie. The basements of the “Czerwoniak”, which
often served as a detention center for Polish prisoners, were recalled with
particular distress by the people who were held there. Witnesses also of-
ten cite stories from the Ostréw town hall, which housed prison cells.
It seems that the aforementioned places were the most traumatic for those
who gave their testimonies.

A significant number of German police cadres came from the Reich.
In Matkinia, for instance, almost the entire command of the police station
was brought from Germany. In May 1940, a Sonderdienst was also formed
in Ostréw Mazowiecka, which dealt with intelligence crackdowns in the
district of Ostréw Mazowiecka and the surrounding regions (Skorwider-
Skiba, 1975, pp. 390-391). It should be noted that police stations of auxiliary
formations, such as the Kriminalspolizei (Kripo) and Sicherheitspolizei,
were deployed throughout the district. For so-called special actions, i.e.,
executions of civilians, formations from outside the district were used,
e.g., the g1st Police Regiment from Warsaw was brought in to carry out
the murder of Jews on 10-11 November 1939.

In 1940, the mass expatriation of civilians to the Reich for “labor”
purposes began, and quotas were systematically enforced on the rural
population for this purpose. According to surveys conducted by the Gks-
ZHWP, 500 people were deported from Wyszkdéw alone for forced labor in
Germany in the initial period of the occupation (Ankiety Gléwnej Komisji
Badania Zbrodni..., 1968-1972, pp. 460, 508-510, 545-547; cf. Dobronski,
1988, pp. 29-30). On 5-6 April 1940, mass arrests of civilians took place in
Ostréw. A list of crimes committed by the German occupiers during the
period of the General Government is presented in the appendix in Table 2.

On 9 November 1939, a large number of buildings in Ostréw Mazowiec-
ka were set on fire. It is difficult, however, to determine from the source
material who was responsible for starting the blaze. However, it is likely
that the fire was set by German police officers. This is suggested by the

“Czerwoniak” - also known as “the Red Building”.
Named for the villa’s former owner Jézef Cudny.
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fact that, according to witness testimony, the officers did not allow the
local fire department to extinguish the fire. According to Czestaw Tom-
czykowski, who was said to have witnessed the events, initially only a few
buckets of water would have been enough to put everything out (Protokét
przestuchania $wiadka, Czestaw Tomczykowski, Warszawa, 7 lipca 1971
roku, in: Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d.,
p- 153). According to other accounts, there was a rumor during the German
occupation that the fire was started by a “mentally ill Jew.” This found res-
onance for many years after the war, including in academic literature.

On 10 November, under the pretext of punishment for starting the
fire, Heinrich von Biinau issued an order to exterminate all of Ostréw’s
Jews, which he made public one day later (Ogtoszenie z dn. 11 x11939 o ska-
zaniu na §mier¢ sprawcéw..., 1939, p. 2). According to the findings of Mark-
us Roth and Annalena Schmidt, Biinau did not want to take this decision
himself, but was pressured by Max Daume (Akta w sprawie Daume Max,
1946, pp. 35-36)” and Theodor Pillich.”* The 91st Police Battalion from War-
saw was brought to the city to carry out the order.

The date of the order was no coincidence. The Germans feared pro-
tests on Poland’s Independence Day. On the morning of 11 November, Jews
in Ostréw were forcibly assembled in the vicinity of the town hall (today
3 Maja Street). They were then divided into groups. One comprised adult
men, and the other women, children and the elderly. The men were led
on foot along the road in the direction of Warsaw (today’s Warszawska
Street), up to the so-called Ostrowski Orchard. The women, children and
the elderly were driven to the same area by buses. Once there, officers
of the g1st Police Battalion began the executions. At the same time, some
Polish residents were forced to bury the victims’ bodies in pits. The ex-
ecutions lasted almost all day, and the bodies were further doused in
caustic acid.

Unfortunately, this issue appears, for example, in the monumental work of Czestaw
Madajczyk (Madajczyk, 1970, vol. 1, p. 69).

The records mistook the date of the murder of Ostréw residents (called “Poles”,
meaning Polish citizens) and entered the beginning of 1940. Daume himself

was extradited to Poland after the end of the Second World War, where he was
sentenced to death. The sentence was carried out on 7 March 1947 in Warsaw
(Hessisches Landeskriminalamt do Zentrale Stelle Ludwigsburg..., 1960, pp. 2-4;

cf. Bartoszewski, 1970, p. 600).

Theodor Pillich was a commandant at the Auschwitz labor camp from 1942, and later
a commandant at the 16 Farben labor camp. He died in 1988 in Marl (Roth & Schmidt,
2013, p- 39)-

The germ of the investigation into the murder of the Jews of Ostréw Mazowiecka
was a letter written by Piotr Graff on 21 October 1965 to the GkBzHWP, in which

the probable scene of the crime was drawn out (Protoké?t przestuchania §wiadka,
Piotr Graff, Warszawa, 21 grudnia 1965 roku, in: Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta
Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., pp. 16-19), see illustration no. 7. On 15 June 1968, the
newspaper “Za Wolnoéé 1 Lud” published photographs from Theodor Pillich’s
collections, which, it was revealed, depicted Jewish victims of the crime (Pomézcie



The exterminations of Jews in Ostréw Mazowiecka show that the
principle of collective responsibility was in effect even in the earliest pe-
riod of the German occupation of Poland. The alleged justification for com-
mitting such a horrific crime was simply because a fire had been started.
Von Biinau’s decision was the result of the General Government’s status,
which was not fully regulated by law. A mere district head, i.e., an admin-
istrator of the lowest level, had the power to order the murder of several
hundred people from the civilian population (Landau, 1962, p. 146). Ac-
cording to witness accounts, the victims’ bodies were still being buried for
days after 11 November. Some also mention that the German police tried to
erase traces of the crime. Nevertheless, the remains of the victims were
still visible in the Ostréw forests in the 1960s. According to witness’ testi-
monies, the perpetrators were said to have been drunk and “felt no guilt
for the crimes they committed.” The tragic events were allegedly carried
out with “good cheer” and laughter from the officers (Protokét przestu-
chania §wiadka, Antoni Zawadzki, Warszawa, 5 lipca 1971 roku, in: Akta
w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., pp. 128-131).
These accounts, however, do not coincide with the findings of the court
of the Federal Republic of Germany, according to which only Theodor Pil-
lich was said to have felt satisfaction from the crimes committed (Roth
& Schmidt, 2013, p. 39).

Notably, a relatively small number of victims were named by wit-
nesses. Very often they are described generally as “Jews”. Only a few peo-
ple can be identified by name according to the source material: Mira and
Dora Grosman, the Teitl (or Tejtl) brothers, and the Lichenstein (or Li-
chensztejn) family. Some of the victims are recognizable in photographs
published on 15 June 1968 in the biweekly “Za Wolnoé¢ i Lud”. Witness
Antoni Zawadzki identified two people when he saw them: a kneeling
woman with a white shawl - a midwife named Dora Grosman from Ostréw
Mazowiecka, and a man named Cender, who was a horse trader (Poméz-
cie zidentyfikowa¢ jeszcze jedng zbrodnie, 1968, p. 19; Protokét przestuchania
$wiadka, Antoni Zawadzki, Warszawa, 5 lipca 1971 roku, in: Akta w spra-
wie podpalenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., p. 128).

During the trial of those responsible for the crimes committed
against Jews in Ostréw Mazowiecka, which took place in 1962, the number

zidentyfikowaé jeszcze jedng zbrodnie, 1968, p. 19). These photographs were used during
the investigation by mo Lt. Stanistaw Easzczynski (Notatka urzedowa Stanistawa
Laszczynskiego, Ostréw Mazowiecka, 3 maja 1971 roku, in: Akta w sprawie pod-
palenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., pp. 96-103).

Kazimierz Szwajkowski, on the other hand, mentioned in his testimony a rumor
that some of the bodies of the victims had been taken away in an unknown direction.
However, it is difficult to say with certainty whether these activities were carried
out as part of the broader Sonderaktion 1005 (Protokét przestuchania §wiadka,
Kazimierz Szwajkowski, Warszawa, lipiec 1971 roku, in: Akta w sprawie podpalenia
miasta Ostréw Mazowiecka..., n.d., pp. 137-142).
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of victims was determined to total 364,” but various numbers ranging
from 200 to 800 are given in the accounts filed before the GkBzHWP. At
the same time, other sources, such as Emmanuel Ringelblum’s diary, give
the number 600 (Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw Mazowiec-
ka..., n.d., pp. 12, 48, 115, 131, 133, 227; Ringelblum, 1983, p. 36). Different
numbers also crop up in the literature on the subject; in many Polish pub-
lications they are higher than 364, usually 500 or 600.* It should also be
noted that witness testimonies and records submitted to the GkBZHWP or
its district commissions give different dates - including different years -
for the events described. Very often the year 1940, for example, appears
as the alleged time of the crimes.

In 1962, only Kurt Kirschner,* Theodor Pillich and Theodor Pol-
lack were convicted of the crimes committed against the Jews of Ostréw.
Earlier, Max Daume, who was responsible for the extermination of the
population in Wawer on 27 November 1939, was executed in Poland. In
contrast, Heinrich von Biinau held high positions in the Federal Republic
of Germany and was not even tried.” Only the commanders of the 91st
Police Battalion were convicted, because according to the provisions of the
German Criminal Code and Military Criminal Code in force at the time,
only unit commanders, and not ordinary soldiers, could be held respon-
sible for war crimes (Militdrstrafgesetzbuch..., 1872, § 47).

Among the accounts recounting the crimes against Ostréw’s Jews,
what is striking is the testimony of Helena Najmark (Losy Zydéw Ostrowi
Mazowieckiej podczas okupacji niemieckiej, 1939, p. 3), a Jewish woman who
lived in Ostréw Mazowiecka until mid-October 1939 and who accused
Poles of looting Jewish property. Najmark’s testimony from 1945 was at-
tached to the files of the Main Commission for the Investigation of Hit-
lerite Crimes in Poland and the prosecution files as a copy from the Jew-
ish Historical Institute. The accounts from the Jewish Historical Institute
rather portray Poles in a bad light in the context of crimes against the Jew-
ish population. Chaim Stomka, for example, mentions that German police
officers offered 1 zloty for each Jew found, and some Poles were said to have
taken up the offer (Protokét o tragedii zydowskiej spotecznosci w Ostrowi
Mazowieckiej..., 1949; Roth & Schmidt, 2013, p. 37). In light of the materials
collected by the ckBzHWHP, it is impossible to determine unequivocally

This number is also given by Wolfgang Curilla (Curilla, 2011, pp. 51-52).

Barbara Engelking, meanwhile, acknowledges that the highest number recurring
in testimonies before the GkBzHwWP and in accounts collected in the Archives of the
Jewish Historical Institute, i.e. 800, is the most likely (Engelking, 2007, p. 129).

Kurt Kirschner was sentenced to 16 months in prison in April 1944 due to sadistic
tendencies and harassment of subordinates. After the Second World War, he and his
sister ran a shop in Diisseldorf (Roth & Schmidt, 2013, p. 38).

After the Second World War, Heinrich von Biinau served in the Landtag of
Rhineland-Palatinate from 1963 to 1971 (Roth & Schmidt, 2013, p. 29).



how the Polish population was disposed towards the murder of Jews. At-
titudes varied, from the aforementioned denunciations to heroic rescues.
An example of the latter is the behavior of Jadwiga Dtugoborska, who
risked her life to hide 12 Jews in November 1939. Ultimately, she paid for
her courage with her life. She was denounced and murdered in a massa-
cre in the village of Guty-Bujno on 29 June 1944 (Protokét przestuchania
Heleny Prejsser, Warszawa, 17 wrze$nia 1980 roku, in: Akta prowadzone
w sprawie zbrodni popetnianych na terenie powiatéw ostroteckiego i os-
trowio-mazowieckiego..., 1969, pp. 82-84).

As aresult of the crimes committed against the Jewish population
in November 1939, Ostréw Mazowiecka became a so-called Jewish-free
place (Judenfrei). Although there is no accurate data on the number of
inhabitants in 1940, according to German statistics from 1943, the district
of Ostréw Mazowiecka was inhabited by about 108,000 people, includ-
ing only a few labeled “Jude”. The overall increase in population in the
district was due to the subsequent migration to the General Government
of functionaries of the German terror apparatus and Poles from lands in-
corporated into the Reich (Bevélkerungsstatistiken, Einwohnerzahlen.
Spisy ludnosci..., 1939, pp. 18-26). The murder of Ostrow’s Jews decisively
changed the demographic structure not only in Ostréw itself, but also in
the entire county. After the November 1939 massacre, the remaining Jews
were deported from the Ostréw district to the Lublin district or to other
urban centers in the district of Warsaw (Engelking, 2007, p. 129).

The general situation of the residents of the district of Ostréw Mazowiecka
was not much different from that of those living in other areas of the Gen-
eral Government. The fundamental difference, however, was the scale of
terror. The main subject of analysis in this text, the extermination of the
Jewish and Polish populations, began as early as September 1939 and con-
tinued after the stabilization of the occupational government. As a result,
there was a change in the social structure in the district, which continued
to take shape during the later years of the war. In addition, between 1939
and 1940 the number of residents deported from Kreishauptmannschaft
Ostréw Mazowiecka for forced labor was one of the highest in the Warsaw
District. In addition, forced labor also affected Poles. Polish education was
systematically dismantled - first secondary schools and, later, programs
in elementary schools were curtailed; the supply market was deregulated,

According to Magdalena Gawin, the direct cause of Jadwiga Dtugoborska’s arrest was
her having aided Jews in 1939 (Gawin, 2013/2014, pp. 166-169).
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causing difficulties in purchasing basic foodstuffs and medicines. All of
this was an element that allowed the occupier to keep the local population
in fear (Kazimierski, 1975, pp. 226-227).

In summary, Kreishauptmannschaft Ostréw Mazowiecka was an
area painfully affected by the German occupation. Its nature as a fron-
tier region in the first period of the war became the catalyst for many
processes not seen in other districts, such as the mass migration of the
population to the Soviet Union. The direct targets of the terror - extermi-
nation - were primarily the Jewish population. The vast majority of Jewish
victims are not known by name. The events 0f 1939-1940 in the district of
Ostréw Mazowiecka were a tragic prelude to further atrocities.

(transl. by Ian Stephenson)



Annex

Table 1. List of the most violent crimes committed by German troops in September 1939
in the district of Ostrow Mazowiecka and the surrounding areas

Location Date Description of the crime(s)

Matkinia 4 September 1939 Bombardment of Matkinia by Luftwaffe

Wyszkéw 6-7 September 1939 ~ Bombardment of Wyszkéw by Luftwaffe

Bagatele 8 September 1939 Murder of 11 people by Wehrmacht troops

Wyszkéw 8-9 September 1939  Murder of a dozen Jews by encroaching
Wehrmacht units, burning of the synagogue
and desecration of the Jewish cemetery

Orto 9 September 1939 Murder of 7 people by Wehrmacht troops

Brok 9-11 September 1939  Murder of Jews, setting fire to large amounts

oflocal infrastructure, including burning
of the synagogue

Rogowo Stare

10 September 1939

Shooting of 21 people by Wehrmacht troops,
burning of rural buildings in villages of
Gniazdowo and Rogowo Stare

Ostréw Mazowiecka 10-11 September 1939 Murder of the Jewish populace (testimonies
give various numbers of victims, from several
dozen to as many as 2,000 people), beginning
of the so called “Ostréw ring of death”
(Bartniczak, 1974, p. 156)

Ostréw Mazowiecka 13 September 1939 Plundering of the synagogue and shooting
of adozen Jews

Ostréw Mazowiecka September 1939 Destruction of Polish and Jewish property

Biel September 1939 Murder of several hundred Jews

Zgleczewo Szlacheckie September 1939 Murder of several hundred Jews

Table compiled from: Protokét przestuchania §wiadka Aleksandry Bieliniskiej, Warszawa, 17 paz-
dziernika 1979 roku (Akta prowadzone w sprawie zbrodni popelnianych na terenie powiatéw
ostroteckiego i ostrowio-mazowieckiego..., 1969, pp. 26-30); Akta w sprawie zbrodni hitlerow-
skich wobec Polakéw, Rosjan i Zydéw..., 1946, pp. 15-16, 86-87; Ankiety Gléwnej Komisji Badania
Zbrodni..., 1968-1972, pp. 460-495, 508-510, 545-547; Bartniczak, 1974, pp. 158-159; Engelking, 2007,
p- 129; Kazimierski, 1975, p. 228; Szczepanski, 1993, p. 401; 1998, pp. 241, 236-237; Kosztyla, 1967,

Pp. 102-104; see also: Zestawienia miejsc stracen oraz oséb poszkodowanych..., n.d.
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Table 2. List of the most violent crimes committed by German troops in the district
of Ostrow Mazowiecka and the surrounding areas during the period of the General

Government

Location Date Event

Wyszkéw October 1939 Murder of Jews in Wyszkéw and during several
round-ups, burning of the Wyszkéw synagogue
(various sources describe at least dozens of
victims).

Ostréw Mazowiecka 9-11 November 1939 Murder of at least 364 Jews in Ostréw Mazo-

wiecka by officers of the 91st Police Battalion
in Warsaw, under the pretext of the alleged
arson of wooden buildings by a Jew

Forest near Ostréw 2 December 1939 Shooting of Tadeusz Frankowski in a forest near

Mazowiecka Ostréw Mazowiecka and the attempted murder
of Leon Lisinski, who managed to escape

Udrzyn 6 December 1939 Arrest of three farmers (Piotr Lada, J6zef Samsel

(Brariszczyk and Piotr Wachowski); all three were killed on

commune) 19 January 1940 during interrogation by the
Gestapo in Warsaw

Ostréw Mazowiecka December 1939 Arrest of Wera Grelak, who was trying to cross

the border of the General Government with the
Soviet Union

Stawek (forester’s
house near Ostréw
Mazowiecka)

8 January 1940

Shooting of Jozef Drazek, who had allegedly
quarrelled with an official of the district office

Ostréw Mazowiecka

10 January 1940

Shooting of Franciszek Wojtkowiak by
a Schutzpolizei unit

Komorowo

18 January 1940

Arrestby the German gendarmerie of a group
of Jews and several Poles, who were sent to the
“Browar” and tortured there

Ostréw Mazowiecka

17 February 1940

Numerous arrests in Ostréw Mazowiecka by
security police

Ostréw Mazowiecka

26 February 1940

Arrest of the chairman of the district branch
of the Polish Western Union, Jan Gosiewski,
who was interrogated at the Pawiak prison
and deported to Oranienburg; over the
course of the war he was also transferred to
the Sachsenhausen and Mauthausen-Gusen
concentration camps

Ostréw Mazowiecka

May 1940

Murder of Jan Szweguliniski, J6zef Kepisty and
Dabrowski by the Gestapo

Table compiled from: Protokét przestuchania §wiadka Aleksandry Bieliniskiej, Warszawa, 17 paz-
dziernika 1979 roku (Akta prowadzone w sprawie zbrodni popelnianych na terenie powiatéw
ostroteckiego i ostrowio-mazowieckiego..., 1969, pp. 26-30); Zeznanie Czestawa Barzata, 11 grud-
nia1971roku (Akta w sprawie zbrodni hitlerowskich wobec Polakéw, Rosjan i Zydéw..., 1946);
Bartniczak, 1974, pp. 155-156, 158-159, 162; Kosztyta, 1967, pp. 102-104; see also: Zestawienia miejsc
stracen oraz 0séb poszkodowanych..., n.d.



Pictures and archival scans

1. Commemorating the Jews of Ostréw Mazowiecka, Holon cemetery (Tel Aviv), photo dated
27 September 2019. The stone bears the inscription in Hebrew: “In memory of the martyrs
of the Ostréw Mazowiecka community who were murdered in the Shoah” (translated by the

Pilecki Institute).
Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski
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2. Announcement by Landrat Heinrich von Biinau on the sentencing to death of the
Ostréw Jews (Ogloszenie z dn. 11 X11939 o skazaniu na §mieré sprawcéw..., 1939, p. 2).

By order of the Warsaw War Court, all those who took part in the arson of the city
of Ostréw Maz. were this day sentenced to death, as were those who knew about
the perpetrators or assisted them in carrying out the crime.

The above sentence was carried out immediately.

I'warn thatany and all acts of sabotage will be punished by death.

The same punishment will be applied to those who know about the criminal

acts or the perpetrators of the aforementioned acts, and who fail to report to

the appropriate authorities.

Ostréw, 11 November 1939
Landrat of the Ostréw district
() Von Biinau
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3. Memorial in Ostré6w Mazowiecka “To the
soldiers, partisans and all who died in the
fight against the Nazi invader for the freedom
of their homeland” by Karol Tchorek, photo
dated 3 February 2020.

Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski

4. Commemoration of Jews from
Ostréw Mazowiecka at a site of
memory in Treblinka, photo dated
25 May 2020.

Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski

5. Commemoration of Ostréw’s

Jews, unveiled on 18 April 1983.

Photo dated 3 February 2020.

The inscription reads “In memory of the
500 Ostréw Jews who were murdered
here by the Nazis on 11 November 1939.
Residents of Ostréw Mazowiecka.”

Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski

6. Page from the “Za Wolno$¢ i Lud”
biweekly from 1968, with an article
entitled Pomdzcie zidentyfikowad jeszcze
jedng zbrodnie [“Help identify yet
another atrocity”]. The photographs

it contains document the crime
committed against Ostréw Jews on

11 November 1939, near the home

of Leokadia Blicharska (Ostréw
Mazowiecka, 44 Warszawska Street).
Mo Lt. Stanistaw Easzczyniski

used the photos to conduct an
investigation in 1971. The original
photographs are in the holdings of the
Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum.



witz — znalan sie
teressengebiet

Riedlugim

«— Zniwo ludebbjeiw

Ostatnia ofiara —3

Among the hundreds of Poles displaced from the
O$wiecim area in 1940 was Maria Franczak. She was
deprived of a small apartment in barracks located
next to the buildings of the Tobacco Monopoly, a large
facility that found itself within the so-called Inter-
essengebiet after the establishment of the Auschwitz
concentration camp. She settled in Wiosienica,
avillage near Monowice. The Germans soon began
construction of Buna-Werke, the chemical plant of
the 16-Farben [Interessen Gemeinschaft Farben-
industrie Aktiengesellschaft - author’s note] concern.
They drew masses of people, prisoners and civilian
laborers, including Poles, Ukrainians, Byelorussians,
French and Italians, for slave labor. This is how the
“Lager 5” was created. The forced laborers resided
with their families in primitively furnished barracks,
surrounded by barbed wire. Maria Franczak [mis-
spelled “Franczyk” in the original - author’s note] was
also assigned by the Auschwitz Arbeitsamt to clean
the camp premises in “Lager 5”. After some time, the
Lagerfithrer [lowercase in the original - author’s
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note], Teodor Pillich, a native of Vienna, employed
her as a domestic helper in his apartment. After work,
she was able to walk home to Wiosienica. One day,
while cleaning the Lagerfiithrer’s room, she came
across a shoebox filled with photographs. They made
a shocking impression on her. With extreme uneas-
iness, she took several of them with her and carried
them home, where she hid them carefully. None of the
photos, however, were captioned. There was no doubt
that they were taken by someone who participated in
the crimes committed in the occupied country. Maria
Franczak now lives in a new housing development

in O$wiecim. She kept the photographs stolen from
Pillich’s apartment for more than 20 years. Only
recently she handed them over to the staff of the
State Museum as one more piece of evidence of Nazi
crimes. We are reproducing them in the hope that
someone will be found to help the Auschwitz Museum
and the editors identify the victims and pinpoint the
execution site (Pomézcie zidentyfikowaé jeszcze jedng
zbrodnie, 1968, p. 19).
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8. Plaque commemorating the victims of
the German terror apparatus in Wysz-
kéw, located near the former Gestapo
headquarters, the so-called Willa Cudnego

Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski

7. Minutes of the interrogation of witness
Piotr Graff, Warsaw, 21 December 1965
(Akta w sprawie podpalenia miasta Ostréw
Mazowiecka..., n.d., p. 17). Map drawn by
the witness depicting the execution site

of 11 November 1939.

9. Plaque commemorating the Ostréw
victims at the Tadeusz Kosciuszko Primary
School No. 1in Ostréw Mazowiecka.

Photo dated 3 February 2020

Photo: Igor Michal Niewiadomski

10. The former “Browar” in Ostréw - presently the Tadeusz Kos$ciuszko Primary School No. 1
in Ostréw Mazowiecka. Photo dated 3 February 2020

Photo: Igor Michat Niewiadomski
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