Buchach

HISTORY
The town of Buchach is situated on the bank of the Strypa River,
a tributary of the Dniester River, about 150 km southeast of Lviv
(currently in the Tarnopolska region of Ukraine). Buczacz is one
of the oldest towns in Podolia. Till the end of the 16th century
the owners of Buchach were the Buchacz magnates, later - the
Golscy, and since 1632 - the Potoccy. The town was granted
Magdeburg rights in 1515. Over the centuries it was an important
border fortress, stopping invasions from Crimean Khanate and
Principality of Moldova.

Photo: Buchach, 1907. Ruins of medieval castle by the town and the Strypa River.
Source: Yad Vashem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories…

From the 17th century, Jews settled in Buchach. They played an
important role in the economic and cultural life of the town.
In 1870, 6,077 out of all 8,959 of the town residents (67.9%) were Jewish.
Thirty years later, the number of Jews living in Buchach grew to 6,730,
which constituted 57.3% of the total population. Similar proportions
persisted throughout the inter-war period.
Many notable and renowned figures were born or resided in Buchach.
Among the rabbinical figures, one can mention Rabbi Meshulam Igra
(1752-1801), a prominent Torah scholar who was born in Buchach, and
Rabbi David Avraham Wahrman (1771-1840), a famous scholar and writer,
who was also a Hasidic Rebbe and served as the rabbi of Buchach from
1814 until 1840.
A famous Jewish historian Emmanuel Ringelblum is known for the socalled Ringelblum's Archives of the Warsaw Ghetto who was born in
Buchach in 1900. The famous Nazi-hunter Simon Wiesenthal was also
born in Buchach in 1908.Above all Buchach became quite famous thanks
to one of its most illustrious sons, Shmuel Yosef Agnon, a worldrenowned writer, and a Nobel Prize laureate. Born in Buchach in 1887,
Agnon conveyed to his readers much of its scenery, colors, smells, and
atmosphere.
Above all Buchach became
quite famous thanks to one of
its most illustrious sons,
Shmuel Yosef Agnon, a world
renowned writer and a Nobel
Prize laureate. Born in Buchach
in 1887, Agnon conveyed to his
readers much of its scenery,
colors, smells and atmosphere.
Photo: Shmuel Yosef Agnon (1887-1970)
Source: Wikipedia

The Great Synagogue of Buchach was inaugurated in 1728 after the previous
synagogue was destroyed. It was a magnificent building designed by renowned
Italian architects and with the support of the Potocki family. Having been
burned down in the 19th century, it was subsequently rebuilt, renovated, and
served the Buchach community until World War II.
On the eve of the war, there were perhaps some 7,500-8,000 Jewish residents
in Buchach constituting slightly over half of the town’s population After the
outbreak of the war thousands of refugees both Jews and non-Jews were
fleeing the Nazi occupied territories and many of them reached Buchach and
its vicinity. Some of these refugees migrated to the Buchach area. The Jewish
witnesses’ estimates of the Jewish population in Buchach on the eve of the
war range from 10,000 to 20,000. After the German invasion, many Jews from
the surrounding areas were transferred to the Buchach ghetto. Historians
estimate that the Jewish population in Buchach must have increased to at
least 11-12,000 during the Holocaust.

Photo: Great Synagogue in Buchach, built in 1728.
Source: Yad Vashem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories_

World War II

1939-1941
In the period from September 1939
to June 1941, Buchach was located
on the territory occupied by the
USSR.
On July 6, 1941, the Germans
entered the town. Since then,
Buchach was administratively
located in the Galicia district, which
was attached to the General
Government.
In August-September 1941, the first
executions of the Jewish
population of Buczacz took place.
About 500 men were killed then.

1942
On September 30 - October 17,
1942, the first deportation action
took place – about 1500 Jews
were sent to the death camp in
Bełżec; 200 - 500 people, including
hospital patients, were murdered
on the spot.
On November 27, the next action
took place; about 2000 Jews were
sent to Bełżec; about 250 were
shot on the spot.
At the beginning of December
1942, the Germans established the
so-called secondary ghetto. It was
an open ghetto, but in practice,
Jews caught outside its borders
were threatened with death.

1943
On February 2, 1943, mass
execution took place on Fedor Hill
outside the town and in the ghetto.

1943

In April 1943, the ghetto was
liquidated. Many inhabitants were
shot on the Jewish cemetery
grounds. The survivors were
ordered to move to four ghettos,
which were still operating in
Czortkow County. Moreover,
selected professionals and their
families were placed in the camp
that was established in Buczacz.
Despite that, the town was
proclaimed Judenfrei.
In June 1943, the labor camp was
liquidated and the Jews who stayed
there were murdered.

1944

1944

March 23, 1944, the Red Army
entered Buchach. About 800 Jews
left their hiding places. German
troops carried out a successful
counter-attack and returned to the
town on April 7. Most of the Jews
who came out of hiding were
murdered.
On July 21, final liberation by the
Soviet army. Only about 100 Jewish
inhabitants remained in the town.

Photo: Town Hall in Buchach in July 1941.
Source: Fotopolska

The "Prelude" of the Holocaust - mass murder on Fedor Hill.
Unlike in the subsequent "actions", the details of the first mass
shooting of the Jews on Fedor Hill are cloaked in darkness. The
family members of the victims were trying their best to find out
what had happened to their family members but to no avail.
Alicia Appleman-Jurman went searching for her father
everywhere on Fedor Hill but couldn't find any traces of the
victims.
Isaac Shikhor and other children's attempt to locate the
whereabouts of their family members almost cost them their
lives:

"The next day I, and some other children, sneaked out of
our homes. We climbed up to the 'Fedor,' where some of us
looked for their father, some for their brother, and some for
other relatives. This exploration almost cost us our lives.
When we approached the forest, an armed Ukrainian
policeman burst forth suddenly from behind one of the
trees, and he asked us why we were walking about in the
forest. We answered that we were searching for members
of our families who had been taken away from us the day
before. The policeman smiled and 'promised' to bring us to
them. Who knows how this matter would have ended, had
not the forest guard appeared suddenly and asked the
policeman to let us go home. Obviously, I did not tell
anyone at home about this adventure in the forest".
Source: Isaac Shikhor, Buczacz Book, pp. 239

Photo: Monument on Fedor Hill dedicated to the Jews murdered there.
Source: Yad Vashem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories…

Photo: Sketch from May 21, 1945, illustrating the places of murders of Jews from
Buchach. Fedor Hill.
Source: Yad Vaschem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories…

Photo: Panorama of Buchach - 1930-1938
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First deportation action to the death camp in Bełżec
On October 17, 1942, the Gestapo carried out an action in
Buchach sending about 1500 Jews to the Bełżec camp.
Hundreds of Jews were simply executed in their houses in
the course of the action. Babies were brutally murdered. The
action included, of course, an economic element as well: the
Jews' belongings were confiscated. Below is an excerpt from
Samuel Rosenthal's testimony:

“On the seventeenth of October 1942, the Gestapo (with the
help of the Jewish militia) descended upon the houses of
the Jews and brought more than 1500 Jews to the "May
Third Plaza." From there they were put on railroad cars and
sent to Belzec. After this actzia, four hundred bodies were
found in the houses and they were buried in a mass grave in
the Jewish cemetery. In Yaakov Margaliot's yard, they
found eighty-five babies whose skulls have been crushed.
Every day, the Hitlerite beasts stole babies from their
mothers, crushed their skulls and threw them onto piles.
They were brought to a mass grave in the Jewish cemetery
in four wagons. At the same time, other Jews were forced to
gather the belongings of the murdered and deported Jews,
and bring them to the Germans' warehouses”.
Source: Shmuel Rosenthal, Buczacz Book, pp. 260

Second Action in November 1942
Elyash Khalfan describes how people ran for life as another
action was imminent and how the weak, the sick and the
poor bore the brunt of the action. The sick were often
abandoned while the poor and the Jews who arrived in
Buczacz from other places could not hide effectively from
the police that ransacked the houses and the buildings:

“On the evening of November 24, 1942, a rumor made the
rounds that an Aktion was about to begin. Almost
everyone went to his hideout while some fled to nearby
villages. Everyone worried about his own safety, without
regard for that of others. The sick were left without help
and the first shots heard the following morning signaled
their death. The Aktion lasted all day. Some 1200 persons
were arrested, mostly the poor people whose lot it had
been to dwell in synagogues or house ruins upon coming
to the Ghetto. None were able to escape from the train
wagons carrying them to Belzec as they were searched
while still in the station and any object of potential use in
an escape was confiscated”.
Source: Elyash Khalfan, Buczacz Book, pp. 266

Photo: Erection of a monument to the murdered Jews from Buchach, July 1944.
Source: Yad Vaschem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories…

Photo: Jewish cemetery in Buchach on Baszta Hill (place of mass murder of Jews).
Source: Yad Vaschem - Buczacz: One of the Untold Stories…

