Dębica

HISTORY
The first record of Dębica dates back to 1293. Dębica was granted a
charter under the German law in 1358. The town developed as an
important craft and trade centre. Following the Swedish Deluge, the
town was almost completely destroyed. In the second half of the
17th century, the town experienced an economic recovery. In 1772,
Dębica was incorporated into Galicia and deprived of city rights by
the Austrian authorities. The economic revival took place again in
the second half of the 19th century, after the launch of a railway line
from Kraków in 1856. The first years in independent Poland, were
devoted to the rebuilding of the destroyed town. In the late 1930s,
Dębica became part of the Centra Industrial District. Numerous
investors from all over the country came to the city.

Photo: Monument depicting Kazimierz Wielki giving Świętosław Gryfita permission to
establish Dębica
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org

There is no documentation available, which gives the exact date when the Jewish
settlement in Debica began. It can be assumed that single Jews lived in Debica in the 15th
century. A more or less organized Jewish community did not exist until the latter half of the
16th century. Until the middle of the 17th century, the life of Debica Jews was concentrated
in the Old Town. In 1660 a great fire destroyed a part of the town along with the town hall. A
settlement called Nowa Debica was established afterwards. New settlers coming to the city
chose the area of Nowa Debica more often. At that time there were two separate Jewish
communities. According to the first census carried out in 1764, after the dissolution of the
Council of Four Lands, 911 Jews lived in Debica. The Jewish community was engaged in
brokering real estate and plots, but was also involved in crafts such as leatherwork or hat
making; they also ran distilleries, breweries, and inns. In the 19th century, the professional
structure of the Jewish community did not change much. A richer group of merchants could
be distinguished. With the outbreak of World War I, the economic situation of the Jews
deteriorated. The situation did not change until the Russian withdrawal from Debica. The
city was almost completely ruined and burned down. However, the Jews began to reestablish themselves there, helping to rebuild the destroyed city.

Photo: Synagogue in Dębica.
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Upon the outbreak of World War II, Dębica was an important
strategic point. Bombardments started as early as the second day
of the war. German troops entered the city on September 8th. The
occupier incorporated Dębice District into the Kraków District of
the General Government. During the occupation period, thousands
of Dębica’s inhabitants, including many Jews from the local ghetto
that existed until 1943, were killed.

Photo: The Jews of Debica. The picture was most probably taken during the expansion of
the Jewish district"(ghetto).
Source: Muzeum Regionalnego w Dębicy

WORLD WAR II

1939
8 September 1939 - German troops
entered Debica; Wermacht troops set
fire to the synagogue;
26 October 1939 - Debica became part
of the General Government
administered by Hans Frank;
November 1939 - the Judenrat (the
Jewish Council) was established.

1940

1940

the winter 1939-1940 - there were
organized escapes of Jews to the
territories occupied by the Soviet
Union, but many of them were sent
to prisons, where they were
accused of spying for Germany.
With time, many fugitives returned
to town;
June 1940 - a group of Jewish men
was sent to a forced labour camp in
Pustków.

1942-1943

1942-1943
January 1942 - a ghetto was
established;
21-25 July 1942 - 2000 to 4000
Jews were deported to the death
camp in Bełżec, and a smaller,
selected group of about 350 people
were transported to the forced
labor camp in Pustków, a few
hundred Jews were shot in the
ghetto and in Wolica near Debica;
15 November 1942 - about 1000
Jews were transported to the
German Nazi death camp in Bełżec;
April 1943 - the final liquidation of
the ghetto.

Excerpt from a memoir by Ruben Siedlisker-Sarid about
deportation from Dębica to Bełżec in July 1942.
In the hours of the afternoon, the Gestapo men sat at a table
that was set up in the place next to the “Księża Łąka” and the
residents of the ghetto passed before them, every person with
his family, as young sheep. All of those who had their work
permits returned to them by the Judenrat held their permits
in their hands and returned to a designated gathering place in
the ghetto along with their families after the permit was
signed by the Gestapo. Those whose permits were not
returned to them (those who were older than age forty or fifty,
as well as those whose work places were not recognized by
the Gestapo committee) were brought to a second gathering
place, directly below the “Księża Łąka”. After this selection,
the Gestapo men, assisted by the Polish police and members
of the Jewish “Ordinungs Dienst”, went through the bunks
and houses in order to search for anyone who was hiding.
They found several dozen Jews who were brazen enough to
hide. They were brought directly to the cemetery and shot on
the spot. That day, a large transport arrived by train. This
transport included all of the Jews of Tarnobrzeg and
Rozwadow. They were brought to the lower gathering place,
and only four or five men from among them were brought to
the upper gathering place, in accordance with the whim of
the Gestapo man who was responsible for bringing the
arrivals to the lower gathering place. The rain was pouring
down, and the ground of the “Księża Łąka” turned into mud.
The Jews of Debica, Sediszow, Ropszyce, Wielopole, Pilzno,
Tarnobrzeg and Rozwadow waited in fear and trembling for
the command.

The angels of destruction of the SS kept the crowds orderly,
dividing them into various groups. Suddenly the command
was issued: “Kneel down!”. The entire large crowd of men,
women and children knelt down in the mud. The Gestapo
men approached the rows of kneeling people, and removed
about 180 or 200 men. Those were placed on transport
trucks and driven by the SS men to the edge of the Wolica
Forest at Łysa Góra. They were brought into the forest, and
shot into a communal grave that had previously been
prepared by the Polish Junaks. The Junaks were then
called to cover over the grave at the conclusion of the
dreadful murder. This took place on the 7th of Av, 5702 (21st
July 1942). That same day toward evening, the rest of the
people, approximately 4,000 Jews, including 2,000 Jews of
Debica, were brought to the train station and sent eastward
in covered train wagons. They were transported to the
Belzec death camp. Several of them jumped off the moving
train.
Source: https://www.jewishgen.org/Yizkor/debica/demp141.html

Photo: Dębica.Execution site in the Wolica forest.
Source:https://sztetl.org.pl/

Photo: Dębica. Railway station, 1916.
Source: https://fotopolska.eu/1153840,foto.html?o=b63506

Aktion in Debica. Lonki Gertel's account.
At that moment, when other people were filling their eyes with
the sight of nature, breaking away from their daily activities,
when young people were walking, taking off cheerfully - the
Jewish quarter was dying slowly, was frightened to death.
Although it was a Sunday, there was no screaming of the
amused children's bunch, no laughter and no conversations
among the youth. On this day there was usually a lot of traffic
in the district, because this was a day off from work, everyone
left their stuffy and cramped flats and walked down this one
Jewish street for hours. But this Sunday, July 21,this day was
different.

Some strange gloomy characters quickly ran through the
streets, and when two friends met, they whispered to each
other in a frightening way:
- Oh, God!
What is it gonna be? You know, after tomorrow's action.
- What? The other guy who apparently found out about it right now,
he cramped, as if he felt a terrible pain, and only those two
words could say, "Oh my children!" […]
A sultry, hot summer evening. Cloudy sky, dark without
stars. The wind grew stronger and ripped off clothes, hair,
jumped on houses and made hellish voices. Such was the
evening when the carts carrying people from Radomysl and
Pilzno came to the quarter. Spooky human figures with hairy
hair, unbuttoned, crumpled clothes, weeping human figures
who a few hours ago lost their husbands, fathers, mothers,
brothers. They were placed in a glade, where they were
supposed to spend the night. They were to be executed again
the next day. This time together with the people from
Debica. […] They were in the meadow of the victims, where
hundreds of desperate people were rushing to life and
mourning for their loved ones. [...] this meadow with people
crying out for help to God is a naked, ruthless truth. And they
belonged to this meadow. The fate of this meadow was their
fate. Because they were defenseless Jews, with whom
you could do whatever you liked. Because they were Jews,
who could be defended, insulted and brutally killed! The
execution has begun. The Jewish police took kennkarts from
people and stacked them on a green table. Sealing of the
cards began. The lack of a stamp meant displacement, as
they pretty called going to Bełżec. [...]

Those without stamps stood pale, resigned. They were awaiting
displacement. Displacement into the unknown. Gestapo men
with revolvers in their hands walked between people. They were
ordered: "All without stamps to the meadow!" The meadow was
filled with women and men and children. Hundreds of people
without stamps, escorted by soldiers went to the station. There
they were loaded into standing wagons with barred windows. [...]
The children were crying, the women were wailing, and the men
were pale, nervous, they were walking with their heads lowered.
The gates of life have closed behind them.
Source: AŻIH, Accounts and testimony by survivors, 301/4831, Account by Lonka Gertel

Photo: Jewish cemetery in Dębica
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