Kolomyia

HISTORY
Kolomyia was a Polish royal town, which was founded between
1366 and 1370. The first mention of Jewish settlement in Kolomyia
comes from the 13th century.
From the first partition of Poland (1772) to 1918 Kolomyia was part
of Habsburg Monarchy and Austro-Hungarian Empire, from 1918
to 1939 was part of Second Republic of Poland.
On the eve of the outbreak of World War II, about 44 000 people
lived in Kolomyia, including about 18 000 Jews.
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Kolomyia from September 1939 to June 1941, was on territory
occupied by USRR. In the summer of 1941, the Germans entered
the city. Since this time was situated in District Galicia – the
fifth district of General Government. The Governor-General
Hans Frank supervised civil administration from Krakow.

SECOND WORLD WAR

1941
In October the Germans arrested and
then executed about 3000 Jews from
Kolomyia in Szeparowce (a village
near Kolomyia).
In November about 500 Jews were
executed in Szeparowce.

1942
In March, the Germans created a ghetto
divided into three zones, in which they
located almost 18,000 Jews from
Kolomyia and the surrounding area.
In April, there was the first deportation
from Kolomyia to the Bełżec death camp
(all together with Jews from Śniatyń,
Pieczyniżyn i Zabłotów) about 3000 5000 people
In September, there was another
deportation from Kolomyia (all together
with Jews from Kosów, Kuty, Horodenka,
Śniatyń, Obertyn, Zabłotów, Pistyń,
Jabłonów, Różnów, Pieczeniżyn
Gwoździec).
In October, the Germans deported about
4000 Jews from Kolomyia to Belzec.

1943
At the turn of February and
March, the Kolomyia Ghetto was
liquidated.
About 2,000 surviving Jews were
murdered by shooting.

Excerpt from a memoir by Rut (Ruta) Wermuth, a survivor of
a transport from Kołomyja to the Bełżec death camp.

Photo: Rut Wermuth, 1943. One year earlier she jumped from the train which going to Bełżec
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Poznań 2002

"In September, 1942, the entire population of the ghetto
was ordered to assemble in the courtyard of the Judenrat
for the alleged purpose of registration. About 5 000 people
turned up. By way of selection as universally applied by
the Nazis, nearly 300 people were picked out of this
crowded and ordered to go to the right, which meant life.
The remainder, surrounded by a cordon of Ukrainian
police and SS men with specially trained dogs, were
driven to the train station.

After the most savage of mass extermination actions that
occurred in the Kołomyja ghetto, the enormous, silent
column moved slowly in the direction of the train station.
Despite the sound of thousands of shuffling feet, it was eerily
quiet. From time to time a child squealed, and was quickly
hushed by the mother holding it in her arms. In any case,
there were few children in this crowd, and few old people.
These frailest of human existences had been destroyed much
earlier by the terror, starvation, and sicknesses that lurked
uninterruptedly in the ghetto that had been closed in the
early spring of the year.

Photo showing deportation from Kolomyia to Bełżec
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The streets of the city were completely empty. But form
behind the tightly locked and curtained windows of the
houses, the silence presence of the more fortunate and
privileged inhabitants could be sensed. Those who were still
permitted to call themselves people, as opposed to the crowd
being herded down the center of the road at that moment.
We, too were somewhere in the very middle. Daddy, Mama,
and I. We kept silent. No one in the that crowd was conversing.
We were still together. We still felt the warmth flowing
through our joined hands. It was a long way to the train
station in our little town. Could some miracle occur? Perhaps
the Almighty, whom we always so adored, would finally reveal
his presence? Despite the terror that has been going on for
months, I still did not know the whole cruel truth about what
had happened to my older brothers, because my parents tried
in those horrible Times to create an invisible protective wall
around me with the help of white lies and things left unsaid,
and to a certain degree they ever succeeded. What had once
been a family of five had now shrunk to the three of us. I was
told that my brothers had gone away somewhere. That they
would be coming home. Someday. After the war. A magical
time, three magical words that were supposed to be key to
solving all problems. But I was no longer a child. In such tims,
one grows up faster. I had seen and I knew what was going on
around us. But it was better to pretend not to know. Better to
hide in the shadow of the parental wings and rely on their
wisdom and prudence. It had worked out so far, so why
shouldn't things stay that way?
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The miracle never occurred. The train station building came
into sight, but they forced us to keep going farther, in the
direction of the platform. A long, a very long train made up of
cattle cars waited there on the tracks. The doors were wide
open to receive their load, and the biting odor of chlorine,
with which the insides of the cars had been abundantly
doused, hung in the air. A wave ran through the crowd. The
column, obedient so far, broke up and disintegrated. One
enormous cry rose up over the square. The cry of ultimate
despair from five thousand throats. Did I too cry out? If so, it
was involuntarily. Like everyone around me.It seemed that
nothing and no one would ever bring that chaos under
control. But shots rang aout and an additinal unit of
Ukrainian militia came running up. Long bullwhips whistled
all around.

The guttural commands of the Germans and the foul calls of
the Ukrainians cut through the pervasive screaming. Shout of
„Vorwärts, los, los schnell, schnell” and „Keep going, you
accused Jewish swine” blended together. Trying to avoid the
blows, people cambered quickly up the the high thresholds of
the cars, helping each other into the relative safety - as it seem
to them – inside.
Wave after wave, chased and insulted, they quickly filled the
cars. And when it seemed taht there were so mnay of them
inside that it seemed impossible to fit anyone else in, a drunk
Ukrainian policemen, firing his pistol and lashing out on all
sides with his bullwhip, jumped into the car. It was a well
honed method. As a result, the people closest to him simply
crawled on top of each other to avoid the blows. Gap opened
and a new group of people was jammed with shouts and
phisical force. In the end the ponderous door slid shut with a
malevolent grating sound, and the thud of the hammers
driving nails into them sealed the ultimate fate of the people
inside.
An enormous scream continued to rise over this peculiar
„freight” and it did not diminish even for an instant until late
in the afternoon when the heavily burdened train finally
started out. Where to? There was no doubting that it was to
the Final Destruction.

My parents and I were somewhere in one of the many cars. We were
still together. My parents surely thanked God that time and again
I blacked out, because what was going on inside the car surpassed
the wildest imagining of Judgment Day. No one can say how long it
went on.
For hours? For all eternity?
When at a certain moment I regained consciousness, I was still there.
In the very lowest depths of hell. In a car in which it would have been
hard to fit fifty, or perhaps seventy people, into which about two
hundred had been jammed…
Screams, the stench, the suffocating closeness of the chlorine. Over
the screams and the clanging of the wheels, shots could be heard.
How long had it been? In my spells of consciousness I realized that
we were standing there naked pressed against the wood sides of the
car, and my parents had woven their arms tight together to form
something like a protective roof over me and only thanks to that was
I still alive. Those who found themselves in the middle were
probably no longer alive, although they still stood there. There was
no way to fall over or to move downward to the floor…
Suddenly, I felt a breath of fresh air. There seemed to be a little more
room around us. I heard Mama whispering into my ear: „Can you
hear me, dear? If you understand what I’m telling you, nod your
head. Several young people have manager to make a hole in the wall
of the train car and now they’re jumping out one after the another.
We have decided to do the same. Daddy will jump first, and then you,
and I’ll go last. We’re going through a forest now. It’s night. If you
make it, try find shelter in the forest. Hide there. Don’t be afraid of
anything. We’ll find you later…”

I nodded my head that I understood.
Before I realized what was going on,
someone’s strong hands lifted me up and
pushed me through the narrow opening.
I hung ther for a moment, still being hel
dunder the arms, gulping in the force of
the air. But no for long.
The hands that were holding me let go and
flew into the dark abyss.The cold wok me
up. For a long time I couldn't remember
where I was and what has happened to me.
Finally the horrible reality began slowly,
very slowly, returning to my awareness.
I moved. I tried to lift my eyelids, but I still
couldn't see anything. When I raised my
hand to my eyes, I felt something warm
and sticky. A trickle of blood was flowing
from my cracked head and covering my
eyes. With difficulty, I sat up.

Light. Only after a moment did I realize that I as hearing the
rustling of the trees and the singing of birds. I checked arond and
found to my amazement that I was in the middle of the found to
my amazement that I was in the middle of the forst and that the
train tracks were nowhere to be seen in the vicinity.
I couldn’t remember whether I had crawled away from them on my
own. Maybe one of the escapees, seeing that I was knocked out, had
dragged me away from the danger zone. My heart suddenly began
out now from behind a bush, take me in their strong, protective
arms, and everything would be the way it used to be.
I was deluding myself. From that moment on, nothing would ever
again be like it used to be. I was alone in this forest. Naked and
injured, with only myself to rely on. For a long time I didn't move
from the spot. The birds had already gone quiet only form time to
time was there a solitary..."

