Kopyczynce

History
The first mention of the town dates back to the 14th century. The town was
the seat of the Kopyczyńskis of the Kopacz coat of arms. In the 15th century
a church, a parish and a castle were built there, which has written down in
Polish history many times, resisting successive assaults of Turks and
Tatars. The castle standing between the two rivers Niczlawa and Strzalka
survived until the second half of the 18th century. Kopyczyńce did not have
its own station, but it was located by the Tarnopol - Czortków railroad line.
The railroad station was about two kilometers from the village.
Before World War II there were mainly Poles, Ukrainians and Jews living in
Kopyczyńce. In the interwar period the town was a seat of the capital of the
county and was located in the former Tarnopolskie province. According to
the census of 1921, Kopyczyńce was inhabited by a little more than 8
thousand people, out of which about 2500 inhabitants were Jews. The town
was divided by a river valley and was a typical borderland town with a market
square and small Jewish houses.
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Kopyczyńce was occupied by the Soviets between 1939 and 1941. After the
Red Army entered, several hundred members of the local community were
murdered, and the families of Polish military, civil servants and meritorious
citizens were brought to Siberia. From 7 July twon was occupied by the
Germans.

Photo: Palace in Kopyczyńce
Source: National Library Collection

World War II
1939-1941
In September 1939, Kopyczyńce was
occupied by the Red Army.
On 7 July 1941, the German army entered
Kopyczyńce.
1942
On September 30, 1942, the Sipo unit
from Czortkow with the help of the
gendarmes, Ukrainian police, and fire
department carried out the deportation
from Kopyczyńce to Bełżec. Over 1000
people were sent to the death camp,
about 50 were murdered on the spot.
In October 1942, Jews from Chorostkow,
Probużna, Husiatyn, and nearby towns
were moved to Kopyczyńce, thus
increasing the number of the ghetto
inhabitants to less than 3000 people.
On December 1, 1942, a closed ghetto
was established in Kopyczyńce.

1943
On April 15, 1943, in the forest near the
Kopyczyńce railroad station, the
Germans shot 400-500 Jews. The next
action took place in May.
Days between 3 June to 11 June the
Kopyczyńce Ghetto was liquidated by the
forces of Sipo (Sicherheitspolizei) and
Ukrainian police.

1943

On the first day, about 2000 people were
murdered. On the following days, the
Jewish population was gathered in
larger groups and shot. The executions
lasted until June 11.
On June 12th there were about 1000
Jews left in the town. About 200 people
were sent to work on farms, about 400
were moved to Czortkow and murdered
there.
It estimated that about 65 Jews from
Kopyczyńce survived the occupation.

Life in Kopyczyńce during the German occupation. An
account by Isydor Diener
At the beginning of the summer of 1942, disturbing news began to appear
that the mass murder of the Jewish population began in Ukraine, Belarus, and
Lithuania. Railwaymen from Kopyczyńce brought news of mass deportations
of Jews to Oświęcim, Treblinka, and Majdanek, and of long freight trains that
transport Jews from all parts of occupied Europe to extermination sites in
Poland.
The name Bełżec also filled everyone with dread. This small village, located
somewhere in Lublin province, became a synonym of martyrdom. Hundreds
of transports were sent to it. (...) Remember the words of Dante: "Abandon
hope, all ye who enter here." No one survived this camp. Before the retreat,
the Germans ravaged it to the ground. To this day, this hell has not released
its secrets of extermination, ways, and techniques of mass murder.
In mid-September, an announcement about the "action of deportation of
Jews" was published on the streets. The Aryan people were asked not to
interfere with the authorities. The property of the displaced was to become
the property of the Reich. Nobody believed in the resettlement, and everyone
tried to survive this action in their own way. Some of them found shelter with
their Catholic friends, while others were hidden underground. They started to
build bunkers. There was no shortage of old houses with large cellars and
dungeons, still remembering the times of Tartar, Turkish and Cossack
invasions. Under some of the houses, there were whole catacombs and
underground passages, to which no one had looked for centuries and were
half-buried. Now they attracted great interest. The willingness to live despite
terrible conditions prevailed. Everyone was overwhelmed by the fever of
building a bunker, giving them a chance to survive.

It was built in secret, at night, with masked entrances. In many houses, there
were no basements or they were very small, so they tried to build double walls.
Some bunkers were not uncovered even though the Germans often used trained
dogs. The ventilation often failed and people died of lack of air. I know
examples when people buried themselves, just to avoid getting into the hands
of Ukrainians or Germans. These hiding places may one day become the
subject of archaeologists' research, like the early Christian catacombs today.
On Wednesday, September 30, 1942, on a sunny autumn morning, the town was
surrounded by Gestapo, gendarmerie, and Ukrainian police units. The fire
department also took part in the action. With a scream: Juden raus! scared
people were taken out of their homes. The fire department chopped floors and
walls with axes in search of hiding people, even looking into chimneys. Those
found were beaten and even children were executed. The sick and crippled,
unable to keep up, were killed on the spot. About 50 people were shot while
trying to escape. Only a few managed to escape.
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Before the evening about 1200 Jews were rushed to the railroad station,
where prepared freight cars waited. The Ukrainian police were cruelly
abusing the victims. The local rabbi and his wife were beaten continuously.
(…) The trains loaded with this living human mass set off for Belzec. What
happened in these wagons is not in the human imagination. A young boy
from Chorostkow managed to lift the boards on the floor of the wagon and
jump out at night. Naked, he reached some cottage, where he received help.
On the same day, identical actions took place in Chorostkow and Probużna.
On October 1, 1942, the German and Ukrainian authorities were already able
to boast to the head of the Gestapo in Lviv, Katzman, that half of the Jewish
population in Kopyczyn county was "displaced". The remaining Jews were
moved to Kopyczyńce (...)
On April 15, 1943, on a beautiful spring day, the second extermination action
began in Kopyczyńce. One of its main leaders turned out to be the head of
the post office - Treutner and his wife. In the final liquidation of the ghetto,
Treutner turned out to be one of the "bravest" heroes in this uneven fight.
The spring action was not quite successful, as only 500 Jews were
captured. Well, camouflaged bunkers saved many. (...)This time, under strict
escort, they drove the captured victims to the forest. There were never used
trenches left by the retreating Red Army. Each of the convicts was forced to
undress naked, and everyone received only one bullet in the back of their
heads. At the edge of these trenches, the following accident happened:
Zosia Adler, a modiste who spoke fluent German, told the Germans aloud
before the execution: "You have already won the war with us, but you will
never win it against the civilized world. They will drive you out like rabid
dogs. Poland will be here again! Long live Churchill! Long live Roosevelt!
Long live Stalin!" Then one of the Germans cut her breast with a sharp
bayonet and shot her.

The ghetto police buried graves at night. After this bloody action, we all
came to the conclusion that we have only a short postponement of the
sentence. The conditions in the ghetto became unbearable, every day
brought new victims. The Ukrainian police, enthralled and encouraged by the
Germans, were simply shooting at Jews on the streets. (...)
In the second half of May, our ghetto expanded by almost 600 prisoners.
The living conditions deteriorated dramatically. Many newcomers lived
directly on the street and slept on the sidewalks, making easy victims for the
Ukrainian police, who beat and robbed them. (...) On Thursday, June 3, the
third action began in the early morning. The first victims were Jews from
Buczacz, most of whom had not yet found their homes. They themselves
had to dig ditches in the forest, where a large branch of the
Einsatzkommando was waiting for them. The executions lasted all day.
During the lunch break, the Germans drank beer, ate sausage, while the
convicts waited in line. (...) These actions lasted - with breaks - until 12 June
1943.
On 11 June, my mother, having made sure that there is peace in the town,
returned to our house where she was surprised by an unexpected manhunt.
Marak from the fire department entered the apartment, called immediately
Koch from the German gendarmerie, and he shot my Mother on the doorstep
of our house. We were hiding at the Hałambiec family until June 13. I will
never forget the voice of Bełka, who drummed near our hiding place and
announced, crippling his tongue: "Whoever hides a Jew. There will be death
for the Jew and for whoever hides him!" Karol Hałambiec also heard this,
and despite the threat and the Ukrainian neighbors surrounding his house,
he turned out to be a real good-hearted man, fulfilling an admirable moral
duty. (...) On June 15 we returned to the city. There I faced the views that
haunt me to this day. In our home there was disorder, broken windows, a
wall of a hallway splashed with Mother's blood. In the streets and alleys,
glass and parts of household appliances mixed with feathers.

Suddenly the sounds of a violin reached my ears. Among the feathers, I saw
Walerka (she was a teacher, who later went crazy) playing an old Jewish
tune on the violin. This picture will probably remain in my memory forever.
The people were skinny and moved like shadows along the side streets. On
Kolejowa Street there were wagons, on which everything that was left of the
Jews was loaded. (...) That night we slept in the attic in one of the houses
on Kolejowa Street. In the morning I saw through a crack that a small, maybe
10-year-old boy Fresinger was wandering around the street. Suddenly three
Germans appeared, among them was the head of the post office - Treutner.
He captured the poor child and murdered it. This last, terrible scream of the
dying child sounds in my ears so far and will probably accompany me for the
rest of my life. A few minutes later, from the same attic, we saw a Jewish
boy dragging half a loaf of bread from the cart and started eating it. One
Volksduetsch noticed this and called up two Germans. The first held the boy
by his hair and the second put a bullet in the back of his head, and so they
left him on the street with a piece of bread in his mouth. (...)
The Kopyczyńce Ghetto was closed on 20 June 1943. About 350 Jews were
displaced to the ghetto in Czortkow, where they were killed. (...) After the
June and July massacres, the centuries-long history of the Jews in
Kopyczyńce came to an end and the fate of the Kopyczyńce community was
fulfilled. The Ukrainian police and Ukrainian nationalists now started to
search for survivors. My father and I have miraculously avoided being
captured twice. (…)
I know that the people of our homeland will never again see lighted candles
on Friday evenings, will not hear David's psalms, will not meet an old graybearded Jew in a cottage, a descendant of a nation that gave people an
image of the One God and kept the language in which Christ preached love
to all the nations of the world.

I am not a mystic, but I would like to believe that the soul of the old rabbi
from Kopyczyńce, buried in a non-existent cemetery, is now hovering over
the mass graves of the murdered men, women, and children, and on the
anniversary of the June and July massacres, he is carrying Christ's
complaint on the cross - Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani!
Source:Jerzy J. Szewczyski “Nasze Kopyczyńce” Wyd. Heldruk, Malbork 1995 r.
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