
Adolf Eichman’s wire to the Gestapo in 
Ostrava announcing that the transport will 
be heading to Nisko upon San
Photo: National Archives (NA)
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the plan

Nazi Germany’s attack on Poland on 
1 September 1939 triggered World 
War II. The Nazi troops progressed 
at a  blitz pace – by early October 
1939 the Nazis had occupied the en-
tire western part of Poland following 
a brief period of resistance of Polish 
military forces. In turn, the eastern 
part of the Polish territory had gradu-
ally been taken by the Red Army 
since mid-September 1939.2

The occupation of western Poland 
effectively represented the first step 
towards the implementation of the 
Nazis’ territorial plans for germanis-
ing and colonising the eastern ter-
ritories. In their plans for the future, 
only Germans were to live on the Pol-
ish territory annexed directly to the 
Third Reich3; accordingly it was to be 
“purged” from non-German elements 
as soon as possible. The invaders had 
adapted their mode of operation to 
this goal since the first days of the 

occupation. Inhabitants rejecting ger-
manisation or those whom the Nazis 
deemed unfit due to racial, political or 
other reasons were to be displaced or 
exterminated. Although all the ethnic 
groups living on the Polish territory 
were in for difficult times, the worst 
destiny was being prepared for Jews.

The Nazis pursued the full expul-
sion of Polish Jews from the very be-
ginning, but their task was daunting – 
the annexed Polish territories were 
still home to almost two million Jews 
in 1939 – four times as many as in the 
Reich itself.4 The Nazis got to work 
with zeal, though, and soon the first 
plans for resolving the local Jewish 
question emerged. 

One of such plans was to con-
centrate Jews in a  certain area that 
would serve as an extensive “reserva-
tion” or “ghetto”. Accordingly, the top 
Nazi officials decided to set up the 
Jewish Reservation (Judenreservat) 
in the eastern part of occupied Po-
land, which was to gradually gather 

the “entire Jewry” in early October 
1939. The primary “candidate” for 
such a territory was the swampy area 
around the city of Lublin (in the east-
ern part of the General Government); 
“advantageously”, the area already 
had a considerable density of Jewish 
population and was not intended for 
germanisation in the future.

The preparations for displacing 
Jews from the conquered Polish ter-
ritories started in earnest following 
the order of the head of the Gestapo 
Heinrich Müller of 6 October 1939, 
under which some 70,000–80,000 
Jews from the Katowice area were 
supposed to be relocated east of 
the Vistula. It included the possibil-
ity of relocating Jews from around 
Moravská Ostrava. The preparations 
for the very first transport probably 
started in Berlin on that very day – an 
instruction was issued to compile the 
lists of all Jews on record in Germany, 
the Protectorate and former Austria 
and to divide them by religious com-

the first transports  
of european Jews in the history  
of the holocaust
the 18th of october 2014 marked the 75th anniversary of the departure of the very 
first transport of european Jews in the history of the holocaust – one that left 
ostrava for nisko upon san in the eastern part of the General Government where 
the nazis planned to set up an extensive “reservation” for Jews displaced from 
the conquered territories and the whole of Germany. as part of the nisko plan1, 
a total of seven transports with more than five thousand Jews departed from 
ostrava, Katowice and Vienna in the latter half of october 1939. their journey 
materialised even though, by the time of departure of the first transport, the top 
nazi officials had dismissed the entire plan of establishing a Jewish reservation 
between the rivers Vistula and Bug. the ensuing destinies of thousands of Jew-
ish deportees varied; however, most of them were to die or suffer in nazi as well 
as in soviet prisons and camps.
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munities: the Gestapo was to provide 
lists of arrested Jews of Polish nation-
ality. The Jews intended for reloca-
tion were to be deprived of all prop-
erty.5 On the following day, 7 October 
1939, the decision that Vienna would 
be included in the initial transports 
was adopted at a  meeting between 
the Head of the Reich Main Security 
Office Reinhard Heydrich and Hitler, 
probably at the Führer’s own request. 
Looking back at Hitler’s own history, 
it becomes obvious why he was emi-
nently eager to “purge” Austria’s cap-
ital of Jews as soon as possible.6 At 
any rate, the preparations for trans-
ports intensified considerably from 
that moment on.

The Gestapo was in charge of the 
organisation in cooperation with the 
Central Offices for Jewish Emigration 
in Vienna and Prague. Heinrich Mül-
ler, the head of the Gestapo, entrusted 

the coordination of the project to Adolf 
Eichmann, the head of the Jewish De-
partment of the Reich Main Security 
Office and the founder of both Central 
Offices. It was also Eichmann who, in 
a  matter of days, personally selected 
the location for the first camp – a hill-
ock near the community of Zarzecze 
near Nisko upon San. The project was 
presented to the general public as 
a voluntary initiative of the respective 
Jewish religious communities.7

the transports

Based on Müller’s  initial order, the 
territory of the Katowice government 
district was to be purged first, with 
the Ostrava area added to the depor-
tation as part of the “purge” of Upper 
Silesia. There were other reasons 
for the inclusion of Jews from the 
Protectorate Ostrava area in the ini-

tial transports as well. The massive 
evacuation of Jews from the Katowice 
area required extensive financial and 
material resources, and the relatively 
affluent Jewish Community in Os-
trava could provide financial backing 
to the project easier than communi-
ties in Upper Silesia – i.e., provide 
the construction material as well as 
qualified experts and craftspeople 
to build the camp. This is likely why 
Ostrava’s Jews were the first to be de-
ported.

The Jewish Community in Os-
trava, which organised the bulk of 
transport preparations (including 
the financial backing and technical 
issues), issued a request for all Jews 
aged over 14 to register immediately 
and complete the forms provided by 
Prague’s  Central Office for Jewish 
Emigration based on the Gestapo 
order as early as on 11 October 1939. 
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Based on the registration results, 
which had to be reported by 14 Octo-
ber, there were 4,510 Jews (of which 
2,232 were men) within the Ostrava 
community. The Gestapo in Ostrava 
then wrote the text of a notice where-
by the Jewish Community requested 
all male Jews to appear at the Ostrava 
riding school on the morning of Tues-
day 17 October to depart for training. 
The notice was printed in selected 
Ostrava dailies, usually on the front 
page, between 12 and 16 October. 
Those who would not show up faced 
severe punishment. As early as on 12 
October, the Ostrava Jewish Commu-
nity issued an instruction regarding 
the unified equipment of transport 
participants – the proposal for a “one-
man outfit” totalled 55 items (includ-
ing a  suitcase or backpack, winter 
clothes, underwear, toiletries, dishes 
and a kerosene lamp).8

Some Jews chose to go into hid-
ing or run away to avoid deportation 
as soon as the departure notice had 
been published. Obviously, that made 
transport organisation difficult for 
the authorities in charge. The hast-
ily organised plan had to include im-
provisation. As a  result, the Jewish 
Community in Frýdek received the 
draft order for all men aged over 14 
just 20 hours before the departure – 
at noon on 16 October. There was 
no time left to procure the outfits, 
so many of the Frýdek Jews came to 
Ostrava with no luggage at all on the 
morning of 17 October.9

The final selection of the men for 
the transport in the Ostrava riding 
school near Don Bosco (St Joseph) 
Church involved a  medical exami-
nation. Supervised by the Gestapo, 
Nazi doctors even declared men who 
were obviously elderly or sick as eli-

gible. Following the medical “check”, 
the selected men were taken to the 
train station in Přívoz and herded 
into a  train waiting there. They had 
to spend the entire following night 
in locked cars. Eventually, 901 Jews 
set out towards Bohumín on a  train 
of 51 cars (including 29 cargo units 
containing construction material) on 
Wednesday 18 October at about 8.30 
a.m. The train continued along the 
route Dziedzice, Auschwitz, Krakow, 
Tarnow, Rzeszow and Przeworsk un-
til it reached its destination in Nisko 
upon San.

The second group of transports to 
Nisko were Jews from Upper Silesia 
for whom the entire project had been 
developed originally. The transport 
of the Upper Silesian Jews was pre-
pared along with that from Moravská 
Ostrava. The departure of the first 
transport from Katowice was sched-
uled for 20 October 1939 and was 
initially intended to relocate 1,029 
Jews aged 16 to 60 primarily from 
the vicinities of Katowice, Krolewska 
Huta, Chorzow and Bielsko. Prior to 
departure, the selected men were 
gathered in a gym near the Katowice 
station. Later reports indicate, how-
ever, that “approximately 875 male 
Jews” left with the first Katowice 
transport – substantially fewer than 
planned.10

On the same day, 20 October 1939, 
the very first Vienna transport with 
at least 912 Jews left the city’s  As-
pangbahnhof late in the evening. 
Since the Vienna transport also failed 
to provide enough “volunteers”, it 
included former prisoners from con-
centration camps (e.g. Dachau), who 
had no chance to emigrate, and Jews 
expelled from Burgenland.11

The subsequent transports were 
prepared only after the top Nazi offi-
cials had ordered a halt to the Nisko 
Plan. Eichmann nevertheless man-
aged to obtain the approval for the 
prepared displacement of at least 
several hundred other Jews. The 
second transport eventually left Os-

A drawing of the Zarzecze camp by a former 
prisoner Leo Haas
Photo: NA and Archive of the City of Ostrava
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trava on 26 October 1939 in the even-
ing and comprised about 400 Jews, 
mainly prisoners “supplied” by the 
Brno Gestapo and escapees from the 
first transport. It was coupled with 
the second Katowice transport com-
prising 1,000 people in Katowice and 
the combined train left for Nisko on 
27 October, again in the evening.12 
Although the lists of the participants 
in the transports from Katowice have 
not survived, unlike the Ostrava and 
Vienna deportation lists, it is esti-
mated that the Katowice transports 
included at least 200 Jews from 
the Těšín (Cieszyn) area, i.e. from 
the part of it that had belonged to 
Czechoslovakia until the end of Sep-
tember 1938 (called Zaolzie by Poles, 
or Zaolží in Czech).13 Indeed, both of 
the Ostrava transports included Jews 
coming from the Těšín area – many of 
those who had fled from the territory 
seized by Poland for the rest of the 
republic prior to the Nazi occupation 
of Czechoslovakia departed from Os-
trava. The second Vienna transport 
with 669 people (Moser says there 
were 672 of them)14 left on 26 October 
and reached Nisko upon San three 
days later on 29 October.15

Although the third wave of trans-
ports was prepared in Katowice and 
Vienna as well, a train with 322 Jews 
“supplied” primarily from Prague only 
left Ostrava on 1 November. It did 
not reach its destination, however, 
because high water in the River San 
had broken the bridge near Zarzecze. 
The train was diverted to Sosnowiec 
in Upper Silesia where the deportees 
were accommodated in a  temporary 
Jewish concentration camp and tak-
en care of by the local Jewish commu-
nity. The plan was to transport these 
men to Nisko but that never materi-
alised as the entire project was dis-
continued. The Sosnowiec camp was 
dismissed in the spring of 1940. Some 
60–80 prisoners were permitted to 
leave to join their relatives in the 
General Government and some 250 
were transported to the Vyhne camp 
in Slovakia. Some of them managed 
to flee and save their lives by leaving 
early for a safe country – most often 
Palestine. The majority of them were 
sent to extermination camps in 1942, 
however.16

the enD of the nIsKo plan

The paradox of the Nisko Plan is that 
the top Nazi officials had already de-
cided to suspend the deportations to 
Nisko as the first transport was leav-
ing the station. Hitler decided (based 
on a  consultation with Heinrich 
Himmler) that preference in elimi-
nating Jews would be given to the 
Reichsgaus of Wartheland and West 
Prussia at a  meeting in Berlin on 17 
October 1939. The departures of the 
subsequent transports which were 
under preparation were allowed 
mainly to maintain the prestige of the 
state police.17

On arrival in Nisko, a  thorough 
selection was performed only with 
the first Ostrava transport, as it was 
necessary to gather experts to build 
and operate the Zarzecze camp. It 
soon became apparent that its op-
timum capacity as built would be 
about 500 prisoners. Even though all 
subsequently arriving people, except 
for a  half of the first Ostrava trans-
port and several dozen people from 
the subsequent transports, were ex-
pelled immediately, mostly towards 
the nearby German-Soviet border 
(there were more than four and a half 
thousand of those), almost one thou-
sand prisoners remained in the camp 
at the end of October 1939. Their 
number was then radically reduced 
to about 500 on 20 November and af-
ter that it would just decrease slight-
ly over time. According to the camp 
leaders these exiles were also to be 
sent to the Soviet territory. Although 
returning was forbidden under 
a threat of being shot, several groups 
dared turn back towards home.18

Even those who were allowed to 
stay in the camp would flee over the 
course of the subsequent days, weeks 
and months. The camp guards, com-
prising approximately twenty SS men 
and security services, were not always 
adequately scrupulous about their du-
ties. Prisoner escapes were recorded 
at all branches of the camp located in 
several villages north of Nisko. Those 
escapees also headed mostly towards 
the German-Soviet border. Crossing 
the demarcation line was only pos-
sible until Christmas 1939; after that 
the border was closed hermetically. 

Anyone who tried to cross it was sent 
back by the Soviet border guards and 
had to return to the towns and vil-
lages around the camp. As a  result, 
many were reduced to barely surviv-
ing the ensuing months in poverty 
in the larger towns in Nazi-occupied 
Galicia where there still were nu-
merous Jewish communities – e.g., in 
Ulanow, Przemyszl, Tomaszow, Zamo-
scie, Belzec and Lublin.19

The camp in Zarzecze was eventu-
ally closed in April 1940 and some of 
its prisoners were allowed to return 
home. Based on the surviving statis-
tics, an organised collective trans-
port from Nisko brought back some 
300 people to Ostrava, about 200 to 
Vienna and about 20 to the Těšín 
area. Dozens of others returned on 
their own, some quite possibly with 
the approval of authorities, prior to 
as well as after the date of depar-
ture of the return transport.20 The 
return home was not a happy ending 
for most of them, however. Over the 
course of the war, they were deport-
ed again to other Nazi concentration 
or extermination camps and few of 
them came back.

In soVIet caMps

Since only about every ninth prisoner 
was allowed to stay at the provisional 
concentration camp on the San, all 
others – more than four and a  half 
thousand deportees – were expelled 
east, to the German-Soviet demarca-
tion line, immediately on arrival in 
Nisko. The official border was only 
being demarcated at the time so there 
was still a  “no-man’s  land” between 
the rivers San and Bug. The journey 
itself towards the border was liter-
ally an ordeal for many – in particular 
older and sick people suffered during 
the difficult walks in late autumn and 
difficult swampy terrain, and some 
did not survive the hardships. Gangs 
of Polish and Ukrainian brigands, rob-
bing the refugees, represented anoth-
er threat.21

Most exiles eventually obeyed the 
Nazi guards’ instructions to leave for 
the Soviet territory and tried to ille-
gally cross the German-Soviet bor-
der. Some of them perished during 
attempts to cross the border rivers 
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or were shot by Soviet or Nazi bor-
der guards that would fire without 
warning, especially at night. Others 
made it to the Soviet territory under 
more or less dramatic circumstances. 
Then they would continue to cities 
and towns on the territory of Galicia 
occupied by the Soviet Union (Stryi, 
Sambir, Drohobych, Stanislav, Bu-
chach and mostly Lvov) where they 
could live in relative peace for sev-
eral months. Even though the new 
German-Soviet border was guarded 
relatively well, especially on the Sovi-
et side, some individuals and groups 
of Jews expelled from Nisko managed 
to return to the Soviet territory. In 
turn, others managed to get as far as 
Romania from the Soviet territory.22

Soviet authorities started register-
ing all foreigners in May 1940 with 
a  view to clearing the borderland. 
Police patrols took those without cor-
rect documents away for interroga-
tion. Like other refugees, Jews from 
Nisko were given three options to 
choose from: accept Soviet citizen-
ship, return home or go abroad. Just 
a fraction opted for Soviet nationality; 
most decided to return home. Going 
abroad was an option open only for 
those who held the affidavit, a special 
document. Those who opted for Soviet 
nationality were usually given jobs in 
Soviet Galicia.23 All others who chose 
the remaining two alternatives were 
detained sooner or later and held as 
“socially dangerous individuals” fac-
ing between three and eight years in 
a  labour camp in Siberia or in other 
places of forced exile. A  substantial 
number of them were arrested again 

in the late spring or summer of 1940 
and sentenced by a special NKVD jury 
mostly for three (illegal border cross-
ing) to five years (espionage and other 
anti-Soviet activities) of hard labour in 
forced labour camps. Given the huge 
number of refugees arrested at the 
time, many people were deported to 
the camps even without a  court ver-
dict.24 Despite the fact that they often 
had to literally fight for their lives 
there, paradoxically – due to war de-
velopments – in the end they stood 
a better chance of survival than those 
who avoided the deportations to the 
GULAG and remained in Galicia at the 
time of arrival of Nazi forces. It is esti-
mated that, once the deportations to 
Soviet camps had peaked in June 1940, 
less than 300 Czechoslovak Jews – Nis-
ko refugees – remained in Galicia and 
Volhynia. Some evacuated; many died 
as the frontline progressed; others 
were murdered during the pogroms 
organised by the Ukrainian auxiliary 
forces that came to Lvov following the 
Wehrmacht in the summer of 1941. 
Others died in the gas chambers of the 
extermination camp in Belzec.25

Just a handful of the “luckiest ones” 
managed to leave the GULAG during 
the war and join military units being 
formed in the Soviet Union. Following 
the Nazi attack on the USSR, Poles 
were the first to organise their inter-
national army. Some prisoners (pri-
marily those coming from the Těšín 
area) used this opportunity and, with 
a view to being released, enlisted as 
volunteers for the Polish forces. The 
top Soviet officials then announced 
an amnesty for Czechoslovak citi-

zens – except for those sentenced for 
espionage – in early 1942. Czechoslo-
vak Jews released from Soviet labour 
camps were among the very first vol-
unteers of the Czechoslovak military 
unit that formed in Buzuluk in early 
1942. For many of their peers, howev-
er, the amnesty came too late. Some 
never even learned of it and had to 
serve their sentences until the end. 
Many never returned to their home-
land.

The voluntary enlistment in the 
Czechoslovak military unit in the 
USSR eventually saved some 350 Jews 
from the Ostrava and Frýdek area 
who had been deported to Nisko upon 
San.26 During the ensuing war years, 
they went through all the bloody 
battles on the Eastern Front, from 
Sokolovo to Dukla to Ostrava. Just 123 
of them lived to return home; 90 out of 
those came back to Ostrava. We also 
know about several Jews from the 
Těšín area included in the Katowice 
transports who survived imprison-
ment in the GULAG camps and fought 
on the Eastern Front as members of 
the Czechoslovak military unit during 
subsequent war years.27

The Vienna Jews were in a  much 
more difficult position than Czechs 
or Poles, as they did not have their 
international military units in the So-
viet Union. Most of them only spoke 
German and, in addition, Austria had 
become an integral part of the Reich 
after the Anschluss of March 1938. As 
a result, most of them had to stay in 
the camps. Therefore, just 73 people 
out of more than 1,500 deportees ul-
timately survived the war.28
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■Karel and Erich Egger

Karel Egger was born in Velké Karlovice near the current 
Czech-Slovak border on 28 November 1909. His father 
Viktor was an engine driver. Karel lived in Frýdek and 
worked as a driver in Ostrava. He and his brother Erich 
(born on 27 May 1915) and other Jews from Ostrava were 
supposed to join a transport to Nisko upon San at the end 
of October 1939 but they chose to flee. First they walked 
over to Slovakia through the forest, then crossed the bor-
der to occupied Poland. On 29 October they forded across 
the River San near Lesko on the new German-Soviet bor-
der. They were arrested by NKVD personnel in Lesko and 
transported to NKVD’s Prison No. 1 in Lvov where their 
interrogations started. Several months later, Karel Egger 
was taken to a  NKVD prison in Poltava and his brother  
Erich to a prison in Nikolayevsk. The interrogations con-
tinued – they were suspected of being Nazi spies. Follow-
ing ten months of detention, they were sentenced – by 
coincidence on the same day, 10 August 1940 – for ille-
gal border crossing: Karel to three years and Erich to five 
years of slavery in the GULAG camps. The brothers reu-
nited in the Samarlag camp on the River Volga near the 
Kazakhstan border where they worked on the construc-
tion site for a factory. Upon its completion in April 1941, 
Karel Egger was transported to one of the Ukhtpechlag 
camps in the subpolar region of northern Russia.29 Not 
much is known about the subsequent whereabouts of his 
brother Erich. The NKVD file only contains a mention to 
the effect that he died “in the place of serving sentence” 
on 30 March 1943.30 There is no knowledge of which of the 
GULAG camps it was.

Karel Egger was released from the camp on 26 January 
1942 on the basis of amnesty and sent to the Czechoslo-
vak military unit in Buzuluk where he undertook military 
training. He took part in the unit’s first combat action near 
Sokolovo as a corporal on 8 March 1943 and was captured 
by the Nazis. Nazis murdered the majority of Czechoslo-
vak POWs of Jewish origin immediately or later in concen-
tration camps. However, they used Karel Egger and four 
other captured Czechoslovaks for propaganda. They were 
transported to Prague in September 1943 and forced to 
relate the “naked truth” about the conditions in the Soviet 
camps and about the non-Czech nature of the Czechoslo-
vak troop (comprising many Czechoslovak Ukrainians 
and Jews released from the GULAG) at a press conference 
for Protectorate journalists. Karel Egger described how 
the Soviets treated him as a Jew who was seeking a better 

environment for living in the Soviet Union than in the Pro-
tectorate. The prisoners’ accounts gave rise to a number 
of articles that filled the pages of the Protectorate press at 
that time. Their destinies were covered in detail in a pro-
paganda brochure from 1943, Prisoners of War Speak Out.31 
Unlike other Czech POWs who were forced to enlist in the 
Wehrmacht, Karel Egger was murdered by the Nazis in 
an unknown place once the propaganda project was over.

■ The Goldflam Brothers

Viktor (born on 17 November 1896), Otto (19 May 1899), 
Rudolf (23 June 1906) and Bedřich (17 February 1904) 
Goldflam were arrested by the Gestapo in Brno in Sep-
tember 1939 and interned in the prison at Špilberk Castle. 
They were transported to Nisko upon San on 18 October 
1939. Immediately on arrival in Nisko, the SS guards led 
them among a group of about one hundred men from the 

Between 2012 and 2014 members of the ÚSTR Oral History Group managed to obtain copies of hundreds 
of the NKVD’s investigation files on Czechoslovak citizens persecuted in the USSR from Ukrainian state 
archives and the Archive of the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU). They include investigation files of Jews 
deported to Nisko upon San who came to the territory of the USSR and were arrested, accused of espionage 
or illegal border crossing and sentenced to many years of imprisonment in the GULAG camps. The follow-
ing are cameos of people deported to Nisko from Ostrava, Katowice and Vienna, compiled on the basis of 
the above documents. Since the research is ongoing, this is just a sample selection.

Deportees’ cameos based on nKVD documents
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transport towards the Soviet border across the River San. 
There, they ordered them to go towards the Soviet Union 
and warned that anyone who tried to return would be shot. 
The Goldflam brothers crossed the border to the territory 
occupied by the Soviet Union on 31 October 1939 near the 
community of Sinyava. From there they continued on to 
Lvov where they arrived on 9 November 1939. Viktor and 
Rudolf stayed in Lvov whereas Otto and Bedřich left for 
a nearby village to look for a job. Viktor was arrested by 
the NKVD on 27 May 1940 and sentenced on 10 February 
1941 for “illegally crossing the border to the territory of 
the USSR where he dwelt without documents authoris-
ing him to stay for several months”.32 He served his sen-
tence in the Volgolag camp of the GULAG situated three 
hundred kilometres north of Moscow. There he met his 
brother Rudolf who was sentenced in a  separate trial.33 
Otto Goldflam was deported by the NKVD from the Lvov 
Oblast to Kiev in May 1940 and was on forced deploy-
ment on a construction site. Following the Nazi attack on 
the USSR, he was evacuated to Andijan, Uzbekistan on 
7 July 1941 and worked in a garage until April 1942. All 
four brothers were lucky enough to live to see the am-
nesty for Czechoslovak citizens imprisoned in the USSR 
and they were released to join the forming Czechoslovak 

military unit in Buzuluk in 1942 – Rudolf and Viktor in Feb-
ruary and Otto and Bedřich in late May. Side by side with 
other Czechoslovaks, they fought to free their country. 
Otto Goldflam, the father of the popular theatre artist and 
writer Arnošt Goldflam, was injured twice but he and his 
brothers lived to see the end of the war.

■Marek Neuer

Marek Neuer was born in Rymanova Vola in Galicia on 
24 September 1904. In 1914 his family sought refuge from 
pogroms and the war in Michalovce in Slovakia. He later 
lived in Brno and worked as a physician. The Gestapo ar-
rested him as a Polish national in mid-September 1939 and 
imprisoned him in the prison in Brno’s Špilberk Castle. He 
and several other Jewish prisoners were taken to Ostrava 
in October and included in the second Ostrava transport 
headed for Nisko upon San. As a  physician, he was not 
expelled towards the German-Soviet border on arrival 
but was allowed to stay near the camp. Nevertheless, on  
8 December 1939 he crossed the border to the USSR along 
with a  large group of prisoners and then stayed in Lvov 
for several months. That is where he was arrested on 14 
March 1940. He was sentenced to three years in forced la-

Fingerprints were taken from all refugees to the USSR after their arrest
Photo: State Archive of Lviv Oblast (DALO) 
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bour camps for illegal border crossing in Chernigov on 13 
July 1940. He reached the camp near the town of Kanda-
laksha in the Murmansk Oblast on the Kola Peninsula by 
train and boat. Thanks to his profession he was appointed 
as the prisoners’ physician in the camp. There were 2,000 
prisoners in the camp at the time and five of them were 
physicians. The camp was evacuated after the Nazi attack 

on the USSR in July 1941. Neuer was sent to North Ural to 
a  camp near Solikamsk with a  more benevolent regime 
where he worked as a physician again. He was released at 
the turn of 1941/1942 on the basis of the amnesty for Pol-
ish nationals. He briefly worked in a hospital in Bukhara, 
Uzbekistan and then left for Gudzar, Tajikistan and found 
a  job again as a physician in a home for the elderly. His 
primary goal was to make it to Palestine. He abandoned 
the plan after the deterioration of Polish-Soviet relations 
after the unveiling of the Katyn Massacre in 1943; he went 
to Buzuluk and enlisted as a volunteer with the emerging 
Czechoslovak Army.34 He made it all the way to Czecho-
slovakia with the Czechoslovak battalion and became the 
commander of the Military Hospital in Slaný and later 
headed the Internal Medicine Ward of the Ústí nad Labem 
Hospital. He enrolled for the Jewish military organisation 
Hagana in the autumn of 1948. He left for Israel in early 
1949 and worked as a physician there again. Marek Neuer 
died in 1972.35

■Max Bachrach

Max Bachrach was born in Hranice na Moravě on 14 De-
cember 1887. He lived in Moravská Ostrava with his wife 
and two daughters. He worked as a mining inspector in 
the local coal mines. He was deported to Nisko upon San 
on 18 October 1939 as part of the first Ostrava transport. 
He crossed the border to the USSR near Dakhnov on 25 
October 1939. The officials at the border guard headquar-
ters issued him with a  temporary permit to stay on the 
Soviet territory. He lived in Lvov until 16 November 1939, 
then left for Buchach where he stayed until his arrest on 
17 June 1940. He was charged with illegal border crossing 
and sent to the Unzhlag penitentiary labour camp in the 
Volga Region without a trial. He was released on 21 Janu-
ary 1942 but his subsequent whereabouts are unknown.36 
His wife Helena and younger daughter Lilly perished in 
Auschwitz in 1944.37

A letter sent to Max Bachrach by his daughter from the Protectorate of 
Bohemia and Moravia
Photo: SBU Archive in Kiev
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■Kurt Rosenzweig

Kurt Rosenzweig was born in Těšín in 1923. His father, who 
died in 1940, had worked at a bank and his mother taught 
foreign languages. Kurt Rosenzweig was included in the 
second of the Katowice transports headed for Nisko upon 
San on 27 October 1939. On arrival, the Nazi guards along 
with other prisoners took him to the nearby community of 
Jaroczyn from where they were forced to cross the border 
to the Soviet Union. They did so near the village of Rudka 
where they were detained by the Soviet border guards 
and then sent to Sinyava for registration. There, they 
were searched, interrogated and finally ordered to leave 
the border zone within twenty-four hours. They walked 
to the nearest railway station, Rava-Ruska, and went on 
to Lvov. Rosenzweig registered as a refugee in Lvov and 
attempted to return to Těšín. In the meantime, he lived 
in a  refugee shelter based in a  former dancing school. 
A raid on refugees took place there on 27 June 1940 and 
Rosenzweig was arrested by the NKVD. Following three 
weeks in various prisons he was sent to the White Sea-
Baltic labour camp. Following the Nazi attack on the USSR 
in June 1941, he relocated to the Kargopollag camp in the 
Arkhangelsk Oblast in the north of Russia. Only in 1942 
he was notified that he had been sentenced to three years 
in penitentiary labour camps for illegal border crossing 
(the ruling of the Special Council of the NKVD was only 
issued on 18 November 1942). He had been recognised as 
partially disabled several months earlier.

He was not released until June 1944, after almost four 
years spent in the GULAG camps. From then on he lived 
in Bugulma in Tatarstan. He did not attempt to return to 
his homeland, as all of his relatives had perished in Aus-
chwitz. He was granted Soviet citizenship at his own re-
quest in 1947. Rosenzweig lived to see his rehabilitation; 
he applied for it in November 1988 and a  court in Lvov 
honoured his application on 25 January 1989.38

■Hugo Mandler

Hugo Mandler was born in Vienna on 2 May 1902. He 
worked at a photography lab and then as a car mechanic. 
He was interned in the Dachaum concentration camp 

In 1950, the Ministry of State Security of the Tatar ASSR sent a request 
to Moscow for Kurt Rosenzweig’s documents because they suspected 
him of cooperating with a foreign intelligence agency

Kurt Rosenzweig was sentenced to three years in prison for illegally 
crossing the border to the USSR
Photo: DALO
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based on his Jewish origin from 15 November 1938 to 15 
July 1939.39 When released, he received a testimonial for 
obtaining a visa from the Dominican Republic consulate 
in Switzerland in the late summer but did not manage to 
collect it in Bern. He was included in the second Vienna 
transport in October 1939 and arrived in Nisko upon San 
on 26 October 1939. As a  craftsman, he was not forced 
to cross over to the USSR immediately; he stayed in the 
camp with several other selected prisoners to participate 
in building the camp. When it was completed, he and 
others were expelled towards the German-Soviet border, 
which he crossed on 17 December 1939. He first went to 
Sinyava, then took a train to Lvov where he lived, with-
out a permit to stay, for several months and searched for 
temporary jobs. The NKVD arrested him on 28 June 1940. 
During interrogations, the Soviet authorities wanted to 
know, inter alia, the tasks he was given by the Gestapo 
during his interment in Dachau and on leaving Nisko (sic). 
Then he was accused of staying illegally in the USSR un-
der Sections 80 and 33 of the Penal Code and deported to 
Volgolag near Rybinsk in the Yaroslavl Oblast. Not until 
18 April 1942 was he sentenced by the Special Council of 
the NKVD as a socially dangerous element to 5 years in 
labour camps. The ruling could not be enforced, however, 
as Hugo Mandler had been released on the basis of the 
ordinance on amnesty for Polish citizens of 25 December 
1941. There is no knowing how he managed to convince 
his jailors that he was a Polish national. His subsequent 
whereabouts are unknown.40

■Otto Fränkel

Otto Fränkel was born in Bratislava on 29 August 1894. 
He served in the Austro-Hungarian army as a lieutenant 
of artillery during WWI. After the inception of the Czecho-
slovak Republic, he applied for Austrian nationality in  
December 1920 and moved to Vienna where he subse-
quently graduated in law. He was an active member of the 
Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet) in the 1930s. His 
origins led to his first brush with the Dachau concentra-
tion camp – he was briefly interned in protective detention 
from 12 November to 15 December 193841. He filed an ap-
plication for emigration to Palestine in February 1939 but 
was rejected. To save his wife, he divorced in September 
1939. He was deported to Nisko upon San on 26 October 
1939 as part of the second Vienna transport. On arrival, 
he was expelled together with other prisoners to a near-
by small community where they stayed for about three 
weeks. Then on 4 December 1939 he illegally crossed the 
border to the USSR. He made it to Lvov where he lived for 
the subsequent seven months. He underwent training to 
be a barber and tried to obtain a permit to emigrate to Pal-
estine again. However, the NKVD arrested him in Lviv on  
4 July 1940 on the grounds of his illegal stay on the territo-
ry of the USSR. He was sent to the Volgolag near Rybinsk 
in the Yaroslavl Oblast. Otto Fränkel was only sentenced 
in April 1942 for five years in penitentiary labour camps 
as a socially dangerous element. His subsequent wherea-
bouts are not known.42

A summons to O. Fränkel by the Jewish Community in Vienna including 
the place and time of the transport to Nisko upon San
Photo: DALO

All photos of the detained refugees from the Nisko camp come from 
the State Archive in Lvov and the Archive of the Security Service of 
Ukraine in Kiev
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Bedřich Seliger was born in Prostějov on 19 June 1920. 
His father made his living as a ready-to-wear clothes re-
tailer and his mother was a  housewife with three chil-
dren. Following primary school, Bedřich studied at the 
Prostějov High School and graduated in 1938. While still 
a student he got involved in socialist youth activities and 
formed an informal socialist club with his schoolmates. 
They met even after the establishment of the Protector-
ate of Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939. Although 
Bedřich’s parents tried hard to get their son from the Pro-
tectorate to the UK, he never left. On a false accusation of 
keeping Marxist literature at home, Bedřich Seliger was 
arrested by the Gestapo in early October 1939 and taken 
to the prison in Brno’s Špilberk Castle. Two months later, 
he and other Jewish prisoners were deported to Ostrava.

Leopold Presser (Yehuda Parma today) was born in 
Jasenieca in Poland near the Czech-Polish border on 31 
July 1922 and he grew up in Český Těšín. He and his sib-
lings went to a Czech primary school and were involved in 
the Český Těšín Makkabi association and the Boy Scouts. 
He went on to study at the Český Těšín High School. When 
Poland claimed the Czechoslovak part of the Těšín area 
during the Munich crisis, the boys from several youth 
organisations in Český Těšín were involved in setting up 
border patrols. Leopold Presser was a member of a patrol 

guarding the border by the River Olše (Olza). This is why 
he and dozens of other students were ejected from the 
high school following the Polish occupation of the Czech 
part of the Těšín Region (“Zaolží”) in October. He decided 
to seek his elder brother Egon in Ostrava. He participat-
ed in Aliyat Noar, an organisation that prepared for the 
emigration of Jewish people to Palestine while working at 
a steel mill. When the Nazi forces arrived in Ostrava on 14 
March 1939 he was dismissed immediately on the grounds 
of his Jewish origins and struggled to return to his parents 
in Těšín. World War II broke out in September 1939 and 
Nazi troops quickly invaded the Těšín area. Shortly there-
after, Leopold with his father Artur and other Těšín Jews 
were included in a transport to Nisko upon San.

Oton Windholz (his current name is Otto Winecki) 
was born on 29 March 1923 in Ustroń in Poland near the 
Czechoslovak border; his mother came from Michálkovice 
near Ostrava where he would often go to visit his relatives 
as a child. As elsewhere on the Polish territory occupied 
by the Nazis, all men aged sixteen to sixty in Ustroń had 
to report for forced labour – cleaning walkways, landscap-
ing, digging army trenches and so forth. After several 
weeks of exhausting and humiliating work, Otto Wind-
holz  with his brother and father were included in a trans-
port to Nisko upon San.

Deportations to nisko upon san  
in the recollections of the survivors
Over the course of the past several years, members of the ÚSTR Oral History Group recorded the personal 
recollections of three people deported to Nisko upon San who had hailed from pre-war Czechoslovakia. By 
coincidence, all of them were included in the same transport – the second one that left Ostrava for Nisko 
on 26 October 1939 at 7 p.m. Bedřich Seliger was deported together with four hundred other Jewish prison-
ers.43 After a few hours’ ride, the transport stopped in Katowice where it was coupled to several dozen cars 
with a thousand Jews on board, concentrated from the various corners of the Nazi-occupied Upper Silesia 
region. The other prisoners included Oton Windholz44 from Ustroń and Leopold Presser45 from Těšín. The 
following pages contain excerpts from their recollections.46 The great majority of the deportees who came 
on this transport did not stay in the Zarzecze camp, which was under construction, but were driven to the 
nearby German-Soviet demarcation line by the Nazi guards who forced them to cross over to the Soviet 
(formerly Polish) territory. Since the guarding of the camp was negligent, many of the few prisoners who 
stayed in or near the camp temporarily fled for the USSR in the upcoming days or weeks.

This is why the witnesses’ recollections of the Zarzecze camp are rather limited and focus primarily on 
describing the escape to the USSR and the internment in the NKVD camps. As part of a reminder of the 
anniversary of the deportations to Nisko upon San, passages describing the developments beginning with 
the transport to Nisko and ending with the deportations to the labour camps in the USSR after arrest by the 
NKVD were excerpted from the interviews (B. Seliger’s recollections end with the departure to the Soviet 
territory in search of a job).

transport to nIsKo upon san

B. Seliger: One fine day, a Nazi of-
ficer came to our dormitory (cell) and 
told us to write back home immedi-

ately for them to send us suitcases 
with winter stuff – underwear, shoes 
and so on because we would relocate 
for labour deployment. So we wrote 
the letters. My mum sent me a  really 

big suitcase. There was a winter coat, 
shoes, lots of underwear and sweaters 
in it. Then they took us to Ostrava on 
flatbed trucks as was customary back 
in the day. They put us on a  train in 
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Ostrava but we did not know where we 
were going.

O. Winecki: The Judenrat in Ustroń 
told us to pack up and be ready at five 
in the morning. We could take one suit-
case each and they took us to Bielsko 
because the railway bridge in Skoczów 
had been destroyed by the retreating 
Polish army. They took us to Bielsko 
on horse-drawn carriages. A train was 
sidelined there; we heard it had come 
from Ostrava. It was a  long train and 
it was full of, shall we say, passengers 
– other Jews from Ostrava and around. 
They put us on the train, and it was 
still a normal train with passenger car-
riages.

We arrived in Katowice and they 
put everyone into factory (cargo) 
cars, about fifty people in one car. The 
transport included our relatives from 
Český Těšín and Ostrava, friends from 
Ustroń and from Těšín, Bielsko, Jablun-
kov, Mosty u Jablunkova and Bohumín. 
My father’s family was large – he was 
one of seven siblings. But my moth-
er’s  grandfather in Michálkovice had 
thirteen children.

Y. Parma: A Gestapo order came in 
October to the effect that all Jews aged 
16 to 60 had to come to the main station 
in Těšín on 26 October with backpacks, 
personal belongings, clothes and food 
for three days. We all came there at 
seven a.m. It was horrible – hundreds 
of Jewish families came to the station 
to see their children and husbands 
off. My father was 48 and I was 17. My 
mother, brothers and sister all came to 
say goodbye. It was very moving. That 
was the last time I  ever saw some of 
them. They stuffed maybe fifty people 
to every car, we were stuck like fish 
in a can and you couldn’t move. There 
was hay on the floor and one bucket for 
a toilet. There were small air vents on 
top but it stank in there. Then we went 
to Bielsko and then to Katowice. About 
a  thousand Jews in all, not only from 
Český Těšín but also from Bohumín etc. 
The Nazis wanted to purge the area of 
Jews but took only men for the time be-
ing. Women and children stayed. It was 
a big worry for everyone but I didn’t un-
derstand much of what was going on. 
[…] The train stopped by a  field, the 
doors opened and the Nazis ordered us 

to get off. We had to stand in a row, face 
to the train, drop our trousers and then 
they ordered us to shit – to defecate. 
Everybody was surprised if someone 
actually succeeded in doing so. That 
was so humiliating. Today you cannot 
understand how they could treat us so 
inhumanely.

nIsKo – ZarZecZe caMp

O. Winecki: SS men were waiting 
for us on the platform. They opened 
the doors and one or two would walk 
car to car with a  cap and say: “Wer 
mit dem lieben Herr Gott nicht näher 
Freundschaft machen wird, soll das 
Gold und Geld abgeben”, which meant 
“if you don’t want to meet your Maker 
right now, hand over all of your money, 
jewels and gold.” They collected it in 
the caps. Then they unloaded us. Lug-
gage – suitcases and backpacks – were 
in the first two or three carriages. They 
put them on horse-drawn carts and 
herded us towards the San. We lost 
two suitcases in the hurry. A pontoon 
bridge was set up on the San at the 
time because the railway bridge was 
defunct. Then we came to the camp in 
Nisko. At that time, though, there was 
no camp at all yet, there was some-
thing like one house and two or three 
wooden huts. We spent the night there, 
sleeping on the ground.

B. Seliger: We were lucky in the 
camp in that we were guarded by 
Wehrmacht soldiers who celebrated 
the victory over Poland, the success-
ful Blitzkrieg every day. There were 
some provisional huts already that we 
lived in. We didn’t know how it would 
be when real frosty weather would 
come; we were confused. And nothing 
happened for quite some time there, 
though we worked pretty hard; we 
levelled the ground and cleared trees 
including the roots. We worked really 
hard physically. There were about two 
to three hundred of us. Not just from 
Ostrava but also from Brno, Prague and 
so on. They needed mostly young peo-
ple who could tackle the work. In fact, 
they selected only young people for 
this slavery back in Brno, and only if an 
old man had made his bed incorrectly 
or something they picked him too as 
a punishment.

Y. Parma: When we reached Nisko 
my father and I found that this was the 
second transport and that my brother 
was included in the first transport from 
Ostrava. When we came to Nisko [the 
camp by the village of Zarzecze near 
Nis ko] no huts were ready yet; they 
were still under construction. We saw 
a  lot of mess around there, which was 
strange for Germans. So the group that 
I was in with my father relocated to the 
nearby village of Jaroczyn. We would do 
basically nothing there. Older and more 
experienced men knew or learned from 
the locals or from the Polish army de-
serters that we were close to the Soviet 
border; that there was a river there; and 
that the Soviet Army was on the other 
side. We decided not to stay under the 
Nazis and to try to flee instead.

escape to the ussr

B. Seliger: We were virtually un-
guarded. A conversation between Nazi 
guards – they talked quite loudly – re-
vealed that some prisoners had indeed 
fled. When they started bringing in 
wire mesh fences, barbed wire and so 
on, basically everyone understood that 
we were about to build our own con-
centration camp. At the time, we had 
quite a few opportunities to meet, have 
a  chat and try to guess what would 
happen next. I  joined such a  group of 
six. I didn’t know any of them, not even 
by name – they must have been from 
Ostrava. We agreed that when a clear 
night came we would pack up our suit-
case and leave because basically no 
one was guarding us. And that clear 
night came once. One man in the group 
told us to pack up and leave sometime 
between one and two in the morning 
when the Nazis would be fast asleep. 
So we did. That was after about two 
months in the camp, shortly before 
Christmas 1939. 

We knew we had to go east. We had 
no problem maintaining our direction 
based on the azimuth. Then we came 
to a wide road and when the morning 
came we were surprised to find that we 
were not alone there – people just kept 
flowing in both directions. We dropped 
into a  group – part Poles and part 
Ukrainians, carrying some things from 
their homes for their relatives in Lviv. 
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They knew who we were; there was 
no point keeping it secret. They said 
they had met others like us – we were 
not the first. They told us the border 
was not far away. We walked tens of 
kilometres through no-man’s  land be-
tween the Soviets and the Nazis. Then 
we saw a Nazi patrol. We knew that if 
they were from our camp they could be 
after us and that we would die – that 
was a certainty. When they came close 
we found they were not from our camp. 
One Pole who spoke decent German 
took out his documents. None of us had 
any documents on us. He explained 
that we were all coming from this vil-
lage and going to see our relatives. We 
had been there several times before 
and we still had some stuff on this side 
of the line. At that moment, insane fear 
took hold of me – what if anyone in 
our group betrays us? A Ukrainian or 
a Pole – they all knew we were Jews and 
no Ukrainians or Poles loved Jews very 
much. But no one spoke – not a  peep. 
Maybe the one who spoke to the Nazis 
had such great authority that no one 
dared – if they did it would mean sen-
tencing six people to death… there was 
nothing else to be done, they would 
shoot us dead right there. So that was 
the first miracle where I survived, and 
on it went.

We walked for about eight more kilo-
metres and came to a brook that had 
almost no water so we could cross it 
easily. The Pole said we should split 
into smaller groups and try to cross at 
various points. We thought that was 
reasonable. The six of us stayed togeth-
er as one small group and we set out to-
wards the brook with assurance. Sud-
denly we saw a  plume that Russians 
wore on their winter caps – we called 
it the ‘antenna’ – on the other side. 
Then the Russian soldier got up from 
his shelter, took out his submachine 
gun and said: “Go the other way, you 
are not allowed here.” What could we 
do – we turned round and hid behind 
a bush. But we saw that patrols were 
replaced every few hours. About two 
hours later, another Russian appeared 
there, lifted his gun up and waved at 
us to go. That’s  how we crossed the 
border. He even told us – though we 
didn’t understand a word of Russian – 
so he gestured that there was a  farm 
nearby where we could stay overnight. 
We went to the farm and really, there 
were some very kind people. We lay on 
straw and they even gave us a piece of 
bread and tea. The next day we went 
to the station from where trains went 
to Lviv. We got on a train – no tickets, 
no money, no documents – nobody had 

anything. The train started moving 
and the conductor came. One of us had 
a piece of paper in his pocket and gave 
it to him. The conductor took a  look, 
said thank you and gave it back… To 
this day, I don’t know if he knew what 
was happening and wanted to help us, 
or if he was just illiterate and believed 
that it was a group ticket for six people. 
The man who gave it to the conductor 
later told us that it was a coal delivery 
note. We eventually reached Lviv this 
way.

Y. Parma: We formed a group, about 
fifty people. I guess I was the youngest. 
A  German mounted patrol stopped us 
on our way. There were many people 
going through at the time so they did 
not check them thoroughly. They just 
took some jewellery from us. With the 
help of some locals we crossed the Riv-
er Tanev on a boat. That’s how we got 
to the other side, and there were So-
viet soldiers – border guards who cap-
tured us. At gunpoint, we had to form 
a group and never step out of line as we 
marched. After walking for several kilo-
metres we reached the district town of 
Sinyava. They accommodated us in 
a school, gave us water and some soup. 
But maybe they thought we were spies 
or traffickers, so they started inter-
rogating each of us. I saw my brother 
in the school yard the next day. What 
a surprise it was to reunite with him! 
He too heard, on arriving in Nisko, that 
they were going to build a camp there 
and so he and others fled and reached 
Sinyava. During the questioning my 
father showed the investigators his 
Czechoslovak passport with his chil-
dren’s  names written in it. The Soviet 
officer treated Czechoslovaks differ-
ently. Then they gave us a permit to go 
to Lviv by train.

O. Winecki: We stayed in Zarzecze 
for one night and we immediately fig-
ured out that there was no future for us 
there. It was not guarded too strictly; 
the fence was not completed so I went 
over it and into the forest with my fa-
ther and brother at night. We walked 

Bedřich Seliger, Teplice 2011
Photo: Přemysl Filaka
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through the forest towards the Russian 
border at night and we would hide in 
villages in local cottages and farm-
houses during the daytime. Right at the 
border, we met other people from the 
transport who fled similarly to us. The 
border between the Soviet and Nazi oc-
cupation zones was a  river. We didn’t 
know the local terrain but there were 
Ukrainian traffickers who knew that 
trafficking refugees across the river 
was good business. My father paid for 
the three of us; there were about twen-
ty-five of us in all. We had to wait for 
two or three days because the nights 
were clear and the moon was bright. 
When the moon set, we came to the riv-
er and started fording with our luggage 
on our heads. Suddenly, about four bor-
der guards came running on the Rus-
sian side with rifles with bayonets and 
started yelling: “Go back!” On the other 
side, the German border guards heard 
it and came too. As they forced us 
back, one of us who could speak Rus-
sian because he had been in captivity 
in Russia during World War One told 
them that we didn’t care, just shoot be-
cause the others [Germans] will shoot 
too. One of our men was walking back 
and the Nazis shot him in the middle 
of the river. He stayed there. The shot 
attracted an officer of the Russian bor-
der guard. He came over riding a horse 
and our interpreter told him to let us go 
to their side because we were running 
away from those murderers. He then 
ordered his men to let us in. They took 
us to the border guard station and then 
they took us to the prison in Sinyava 
the next day. We were there for a day 
or two, and then they told us: “Get lost! 
Don’t ever come back!” So we walked to 
the train station and left for Lviv.

lVIV

B. Seliger: The situation in Lviv 
was abnormal – so many refugees. The 
number of people there may have tri-
pled or so. Luckily, the help for refugees 
was organised perfectly. Not only did 
they give us food – they also gave us 
a small amount of money and a card. It 

was not an official identity document, 
just a card of the helping organisation. 
I  was lucky in that I  met a  man who 
asked who I  was. He was a  Jew and 
when he found that I  had completed 
a  piano course, he told me that they 
had an upright piano at home and that 
I should come for lunch and pay them 
back by teaching their daughter to 
play the piano. He wrote the address 
down for me. I came there the next day, 
had a  wonderful lunch like no other 
refugee had, and then I would do this 
three times a week. On the other days 
I  ate at the organisation where I  was 
registered and slept in a school.

Posters appeared in the town, say-
ing that refugees would be registered 
by the security authorities – the NKVD. 
The posters contained the initial letters 
of surnames with a date and place to 
report to. So, under the letter S, I got my 
address to come to and the date. There 
was this typical Russian – tall and fat, 
and his rank was Major. He told me to 
complete several forms. Since I did not 
know the Cyrillic script then, he gener-
ously offered to complete them for me. 
My place and date of birth, my educa-
tion, my father’s, mother’s and sisters’ 
occupations and who knows what else 
he wrote down. Then he asked what 
my father did. I remember what I said: 

“He goes round with goods,” as in he 
was sales representative. The Major 
said: “Is he a  coachman?” I  said he 
was. Suddenly, that gave me a  won-
derful ‘cadre profile’ that helped me 
a  lot in the future. All of a  sudden, in 
the middle of the interrogation, he 
left and came back with a  piece of 
paper and asked: “So you were born 
and lived in the town of Prostějov?” 
I  said yes. He started asking me who 
had the biggest photography studio in 
Prostějov, so I  said “Ševčík”. Who has 
a bookstore near the town hall? I said 
the name. And, what street is the court 
in? Havlíčkova, of course – our house 
was less than a  hundred metres from 
the court house. He said: “Correct.” 
He cross-checked if I  told the truth to 
make sure I was not an agent. But I did 
convince him and the result was that 
he told me to come back in two weeks 
to collect an ID and to bring two pho-
tographs. Based on that interrogation, 
I got a pass authorising me to stay on 
the territory of the USSR and get a job. 
That was immensely important.

Y. Parma: Lviv was a big city but it 
was utterly overcrowded with refugees 
at the time. You could not get lodging 
anywhere. In addition, it was tough 
winter back then, with temperatures 

Yehuda Parma, Tel Aviv 2013
Photo: Jan Horník
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of ten, maybe fifteen below zero, and 
we were exhausted. Eventually we 
got to Rahodemitska Street, which 
had dorms for students and academia 
members. The floor of the hall was oc-
cupied but we found a spot. My brother 
and I lay down under the piano and we 
could push my father to the wall. Luck-
ily it was warm in there. But when we 
tried to get up we would hit our heads 
on the piano.

We started looking for a  job. There 
was a  centre where refugees would 
gather – the passage of the Café de la 
Paix; there were black marketers there 
and you could sell or buy all sorts of 
things. You could get food there too. 
There was a  tough winter coming so 
we decided to go from house to house 
and help out with firewood. We bought 
a saw and an axe and peddled our work 
around, and got food instead of money 
in exchange. We could not speak Rus-
sian so we started learning, and for 
the time being we would just gesture. 
We got by day by day. Then another 
surprise came. We met our sister at the 
Café de la Paix passage one day; she 
had fled to Poland with her boyfriend. 
That changed our position, because 
they had come to Lviv at the beginning 
of the war and by now they had a room 
in Litshakova [Street]. That’s where we 
started working, helping out with fire-
wood – most often for Poles. Then, as 
Czechoslovaks, we got job permits and 
I could join a bakery as an apprentice, 
even though I knew nothing about bak-
ing. We gradually got used to living in 
Lviv. My brother worked the saw and 
also in Yadze in the alcohol factory as 
a  warehouse worker. Lviv was packed 
so some of the refugees from Nisko went 
on to Stanislavov and various other 
towns in Ukraine. We were no longer in 
touch with them, but we met some refu-
gees from the transport in the passage 
de la Paix. Like our friend from Český 
Těšín, Josef Turs who was one year 
younger than me. He was arrested as 
a  spy and sentenced to prison in Lviv. 
He then managed to prove that he was 
a  refugee, a  Jew and a  Czechoslovak, 
and he was released. When he came 
back I didn’t recognise him – he was just 
skin and bones – but he recovered. I was 
an optimist, trying to look on the bright 
side of it despite all the bad things.

O. Winecki: We came to the NKVD 
in Lviv as refugees. We got a room from 
a  local Jew near St Anthony’s  Square. 
Our father started working and we the 
boys had no idea what to do, so we just 
lazed around. Sometime in April, a Ger-
man military repatriation committee 
came and set up office in Lviv. They 
said that whoever of the refugees cur-
rently in Lviv wanted to go back to their 
relatives on the German side could reg-
ister with the committee. Since our fa-
ther’s wife stayed in Ustroń as did all of 
our other relatives, our father registered 
with the committee and said we wanted 
to return. After a few weeks, it became 
known that the German repatriation 
committee gave all the lists of the peo-
ple who applied to return to the German 
side to the NKVD. As a result, the NKVD 
had its work done for it because they 
got all personal information – addresses 
and everything. So the NKVD action 
started. They would come to people at 
night and put them on trucks. They took 
them to the station, put them on trains 
and the trains went east. We hid for sev-
eral weeks. Our father worked in a fac-
tory and there was a grain warehouse. 
So we hid in the warehouse for two or 
three weeks.

arrest

O. Winecki: Then we found that all 
our friends from the Těšín region and 
Ostrava had been taken away already, 
and my father concluded that there 
was no point keeping on hiding – they 
would find us anyway eventually. So 
we were at home, bags packed, and 
they came knocking on our door at two 
in the morning: “This is the NKVD!” 
We weren’t surprised, really, because 
we were prepared. They took us on 
board a  truck and then to the NKVD. 
We stayed there overnight. They never 
interrogated or tried us – there was 
no trial. Nothing. My father had regis-
tered for returning to Germany, which 
they understood to mean he hated the 
USSR. The Russian for it was “Ne blag-
onadyozhnyi” [Not desirable]. They 
simply assumed that all these people 
were potential enemies to the Soviet 
Union so they should better be kept in 
Siberia instead of on the then border 
with Germany. Trucks came the next 
morning and took our entire group to 

the station. A  train of cargo cars was 
prepared there and we boarded. We left 
Lviv sometime in the evening. We rode 
for seven or eight days towards the Riv-
er Irtysh where they put us on a boat. 
Or was it Tobol? I  can’t remember. So 
they took us to Tobolsk. From there we 
sailed down the Tobol, Ob and Konda 
to a NKVD labour camp near Khanty-
Mansiysk. When we came ashore and 
they lined us up by the river, our NKVD 
man Shulov told us: “This is your Po-
land, this is your Warsaw. Get used to 
it. If you don’t, you will die.”

Y. Parma: There was action all the 
time. They would send entire families 
to Siberia. The Soviets suspected every 
refugee of being a spy. Our time came in 
the summer. The militia came at night 
and banged on the door. They ordered 
us to get dressed, take our luggage and 
follow them. We protested saying that 
we had a permit to stay and work, that 
we were Czechs – Czechoslovak nation-
als. They answered: “Never mind, nev-
er mind. We will sort it out there.” They 
put us – the whole family – on trucks 
and took us to the station. We rode the 
train for three weeks across the entire 
Soviet Union; Jews, Poles with various 
destinies, even Leopold – a Czech from 
Bohumín. They gave us food every time 
they refilled the locomotive with water. 
I don’t remember what it was – maybe 
soup. Then we went on to the north. 
Once we were told that we’d had our 
lunch at midnight. But it was day – it 
was not dark. Then they put us on 
a  boat on the River Irtysh. We sailed 
northwards slowly, very slowly. Finally 
they put us on smaller boats, about 
thirty people each. We went for one 
more day until we reached this forced 
labour camp called Soyma – there were 
three huts there. They took about fifty 
people – men and women, all together, 
plank beds on three levels. The com-
mander welcomed us: “You have come 
to a  colony, a  place to work. Just as 
you never see your ears, you will never 
see your home again. You will dig the 
ground, build your houses and then 
live here.” Aside from him there were 
maybe three or four guards. We later 
learned that we were maybe a  thou-
sand kilometres away from the rail-
way. There were no roads there – just 
the taiga.
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further whereaBouts

Bedřich Seliger, unlike most 
other refugees from Nisko, was fortu-
nate enough to receive a  job permit 
and find a job at a bakery in Bolekhov 
near Lviv. As a result, he did not face 
the threat of arrest and subsequent 
deportation to the Siberian labour 
camps, as most refugees did. Follow-
ing the Nazi attack on the USSR in 
June 1941, he and other civilians were 
evacuated away from the progress-
ing frontline all the way to Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan where he worked in a co-
operative for several months. Late in 
1941 he read in a newspaper that the 
Czechoslovak military unit was be-
ing formed in Buzuluk and decided to 
join it immediately – in fact, he was 
one of the first six soldiers to enlist 
in Buzuluk. As the war went on, he 
took the entire journey of our east-
ern unit as the commander of a mine 
launcher team (he was injured three 
times). He was the commander of 
a  mine launcher team during the 
Battle of the Dukla Pass. During the 
war his entire family perished in Nazi 
concentration camps. 

Bedřich Seliger was employed at 
the military headquarters in Olomouc 
until 1947. When he left the military 

he settled in Teplice and worked in 
managerial positions in lacework and 
textiles factories and glassworks in 
Western and Northern Bohemia. He 
died on 27 November 2012.

Yehuda Parma reunited with al-
most all of the members of his family 
in the Soviet labour camp – his sister 
and cousin and their husbands ar-
rived with the next transport. All Pol-
ish nationals including about three 
hundred Polish Jews were released 
from the camp in June 1941, but 
the commander refused to release 
Czechoslovak nationals, despite the 
amnesty. As a  result, during a  New 
Year’s  Eve celebration, several men 
decided to flee with the help of “ku-
laks” living in exile in the camp’s vi-
cinity. Then they enlisted at the local 
military headquarters in the town of 
Khanty-Mansiysk some thirty kilo-
metres away from the camp. Except 
for Leopold’s  father, they were all 
recognised as eligible for military 
service and were allowed to leave for 
Buzuluk where they arrived in early 
February 1942. It took one year to 
get the rest of the family to Buzuluk. 
The father died as a  result of physi-
cal exhaustion shortly after arrival. 
As a  member of a  reconnaissance 

platoon under the Second Infantry 
Squad led by First Lieutenant Jan 
Kudlič, Yehuda Parma took part in 
the first combat action of the First 
Independent Czechoslovak Battalion 
in the USSR in March 1943 – in the 
Battle of Sokolovo where his elder 
brother Egon was killed. He contin-
ued as a  reconnaissance soldier of 
the Czechoslovak military unit until 
the end of WWII. He stayed in the 
Czechoslovak Army after the war 
as a  reconnaissance officer and in 
1948 he was involved significantly in 
organising and training Jewish vol-
unteers, with whom he later left for 
Israel. He briefly worked in the Israeli 
armed forces and then he was a po-
lice officer until retirement. He now 
lives in a suburb of Tel Aviv.

Otto Winecki was released from 
the Verchniye baraki penitentiary 
colony near Khanty-Mansiysk under 
the amnesty for Polish nationals an-
nounced after the Nazi attack on the 
Soviet Union in the summer of 1941. 
He was sent to work at a cooperative 
farm and his brother Alfred worked 
on a construction site. His father Josef 
was seriously injured while perform-
ing forest work and hospitalised in 
Khanty-Mansiysk. Otto and his broth-
er applied for release to the newly 
formed Polish military force in the 
USSR and were released in November 
1943. They joined the artillery unit 
but Otto was sent to a military acad-
emy in May 1944. On returning home, 
he found that most of his relatives 
had been murdered in Auschwitz. 
He stayed in the Polish military until 
1947, then worked at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. He stayed in Prague 
with his family between 1960 and 
1965 as an official of Poland’s Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs. Due to another 
surge of anti-Semitism in Poland in 
the late 1960s, he fled with his fam-
ily to Vienna and then to Australia in 
May 1968. He died on 26 November 
2015 in Melbourne.

Otto Winecki, Melbourne 2014
Photo: Adam Hradilek
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