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The Holocaust 

Zychlin was occupied by the German army on September 17, 1939. The next day the Germans abducted a 
group of young Jews, took them to a remote village 20 kilometers away, locked them up for three days in a 
church, and then allowed them to return to Zychlin. A few days later, the Germans concentrated the Jews in 
the market square. Many of them were drafted for manual labor, such as sweeping the streets and cleaning 
the apartments and offices of the Germans. The press-ganging of Jews for forced labor became a daily 
routine in the town. After a while, the authorities imposed a ban on Jewish bakeries, arresting and 
imprisoning the Jewish bakers who continued to bake and sell. After vigorous lobbying and high penalties 
paid by the bakers, the ban on baking was lifted. Two additional penalty taxes were imposed on the Jews of 
Zychlin, including one as “punishment” for allegedly burning the synagogue after the Germans torched it 
themselves. In November 1939, the Jews were ordered to wear a yellow ribbon on their sleeves, and after a 
while the ribbon was replaced with yellow stars that had to be worn on the chest and on the back. The Jews 
were required to affix the sign “Jude” on the doors of their houses and observe a curfew from 5 pm to 6 am. 
In April 1940, the local authorities imprisoned the Polish and Jewish intelligentsia in Zychlin, especially 
the teachers. The prisoners, including many Jewish teachers, were sent to concentration camps in Germany. 

The Zychlin ghetto was established in the summer or fall of 1940. It had two sections. The “large ghetto” 
was set on the right side of Narotovich Street and was crammed with approximately 1,800 people. The 
“small ghetto” was located on the outskirts of the town, in a suburb called Fabianovka. Both sections were 
overcrowded, with several families in each apartment and more than ten people occupying the same room. 
The Jews were ordered to seal their windows facing Narotovich Street in order to insulate them from the 
“Aryan” side. The living conditions in Fabianovka were extremely harsh. It was a wet and swampy area, 
with dispersed primitive houses that had no sewage and no well water to drink. The Jews had to dig their 
own well. It appears that no part of the ghetto was fenced off. Apparently, only one German policeman 
guarded the ghetto, near the building where the Judenrat was located. Officially, Jews were allowed to 
leave the ghetto only in exceptional cases, and only with a special license from the authorities (for example, 
to visit a doctor) and accompanied by a Jewish policeman. The Jewish policemen and members of the 
Judenrat were free to move throughout the town. The Jews who left the ghetto without permission were 
beaten, robbed and imprisoned. Contact with the non-Jewish populations of the city and the countryside 
was easy. The “Aryans” - the Poles and the Volksdeutsches (Ethnic Germans) - often entered the ghetto, 
ordered clothes and shoes from Jewish tailors and shoemakers, and bought ready-made items. They paid 
with money or food. In an empty lot next to the Judenrat building, and in a field near Budzinska Street, an 
illegal trade flourished: the Jews sold their products or the rest of their property, the Christians sold food. 
Many Jews secretly slipped out to buy food in the surrounding villages, and the Jewish workers who were 
daily escorted by policemen to work outside the ghetto would also bring food on their return. Illegal trade 
and smuggling of foodstuffs were made possible by regular bribes to German policemen and 
Volksdeutsche auxiliaries.  

While the living conditions of the Jewish residents were not too difficult, most of those who came to 
Zychlin as displaced refugees from other towns suffered starvation. On January 1, 1940, there were about 
600 refugees in Zychlin among the 3,000 Jews. Their numbers increased, and so did the overcrowding in 
the ghetto, which on the eve of its liquidation had 3,200 Jews (March 1942). Most of the refugees came 
from Kutno, Dabrowice, Sanniki and Wloclawek. The housing difficulties of the refugees were enormous. 
For example, a large group of Dabrowice Jews were housed in a half-ruined brick factory. Many refugees, 
however, were forced to live outdoors. Most of them were penniless, could not buy food, and had to 
survive on the meager German food rations (the daily ration of bread in the ghetto was 120 grams per 
person) and leftovers that they rarely received. In the “large ghetto”, the Judenrat opened a public kitchen, 
which distributed soup to the poor from both ghettos, once a day. In Fabianovka it was not possible to open 
a kitchen because there was no suitable building. The Judenrat received only one grant from the Joint 
Distribution Committee's office in Warsaw. 



The chairman of the Judenrat was the head of the community administration before the war, Alter 
Rosenberg. Its members were: Max Rosenberg, Yosef Halmsky, Isaac (or Noah) Kalmer, Yehoshua and 
Mordechai Ziger, Yitzhak Seifert, Dr. Winogron. The chief of the Jewish police force was Yosef Oberman. 
Every day, they selected the workers according to a list and hired replacements for those who were able to 
pay to avoid being drafted for work. 

With this organization of the labor supply, the press-ganging of workers ceased in Zychlin. But this did not 
prevent the deportation of young Jews to the labor camps. These drafts were a nightmare for the ghetto 
residents. From August 1941 until the end of the year, several hundred men were sent to the forced labor 
camps in the Poznan area. The living conditions in those camps were terrible, and none of them returned to 
the ghetto. Two Jews from Zychlin were hanged in the Naklo camp for trying to steal some potatoes from a 
nearby field. About 60 women from Zychlin were also sent to do field work on one of the estates. Luckily, 
the farm manager treated them decently. The Judenrat, or the chief of the Jewish police, had to prepare the 
list of men selected for deportation, which were collected during the night by the Jewish police. 
Understandably, people in the ghetto detested the Jewish police and especially its commander. 

Under the appalling sanitary conditions, typhus cases appeared in the ghetto. The only doctor in the ghetto, 
Dr. Winogron, organized a small primitive hospital without proper equipment and medications, trying to 
eradicate the plague with the help of two assistants. 

Signs of the imminent liquidation of the Zychlin ghetto came with the news that arrived in early 1942 about 
the liquidation of the ghettos in the Kolo district, especially Klodawa. It is believed that some Jews who 
managed to escape from Chelmno, the site of the mass extermination, reached Zychlin. There was also a 
hardening in the attitude of the local authorities. For example, the postal connection between the Zychlin 
Jews and the Jews in other places was severed and the Jews captured outside the ghetto began to be killed. 
Smuggling, which had been largely ignored by the German police, was now severely repressed. Regular 
searches began in the ghetto, accompanied by robbery. Many Jews considered fleeing to Warsaw on the 
assumption that the Germans would not eliminate its large Jewish ghetto. But the trip involved large 
expenses, and only a few rich people were able to leave Zychlin. One of such groups was caught on the 
road and the Jews were shot on the spot. Only a handful of Jews had the opportunity of hiding outside the 
ghetto with Polish acquaintances. 

By the end of February 1942, the German police arrested the chairman of the Judenrat and the chief of the 
Jewish police. They were hanged in prison. In the following days, the ghetto was liquidated. The police 
broke into the houses, looted property, and killed Jews in apartments and streets. The members of the 
Judenrat and all the Jewish policemen and their families were publicly executed in the market square. The 
family of the chairman of the Judenrat and the wife of the Jewish police chief were apparently murdered 
even earlier, immediately after they were hanged in prison. A member of the Judenrat, Y. Ziegler, tried to 
resist the German policemen before he was killed. With the ghetto strictly surrounded by police guards, 
about 200 people perished in this “aktion”. On March 3 1942, the entire population of the ghetto, 3,200 
Jews, were taken to the market square and loaded on carts confiscated from the local farmers. The 
operation was rife with beatings and shootings. Failing and slow people were shot on the spot. The 
deportees were taken to the train station in Krosniewice, loaded onto wagons and transported to the 
extermination camp in Chelmno. The policemen who conducted the “action” and escorted the carts told the 
Jews openly that they were being transported to death. Only a very small number of young Jews managed 
to escape from the wagons. 

Of the Jews who lived in Zychlin at the outbreak of the war, only 68 survived: 41 in the Nazi camps, 14 
who escaped to the Soviet-occupied area of Poland, and 13 who were given refuge by Poles or managed to 
obtain false “Aryan” identity papers. 

 
	


