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The first mention of Jews in Kutno came from 1513, specifically Moses, Solomon and Lewek. But
certainly, Jews had already been living here. In 1753, a fire destroyed the town including all documents of
the Jewish community. Therefore, not much is known of the history of Jewish community of Kutno until mid-
18t century. What is known is that the Jews were established in commercial activity, extending all the way to
Germany and the Netherlands. Well-known researcher of Jews from the Mazovia region, Dr. Pawet Fijatkowski
states in his essay "Jews in the region of Kutno and Leczyca and Sochaczew from 15" to 18t century" that
they traded mainly in livestock and leather products derived from them, wool, shoes, hides; etc. They also
specialised in the hides of wild animals, wolf, fox and hares. Many others were specialised in the trades of
tailoring and as furriers. Many others were also involved in subsistence farming of horses and cattle.
Fijalkowski mentions that, in Kutno, 29% of animals belonged to Jews. In 1765, 928 Jews were living in Kutno.

The 19*" century saw the boisterous development of the Jewish community of Kutno. The construction
of a railway line allowed goods to be transported to and from Lodz. At this time, the size of the Jewish
population grew. If in 1800 there were 1376 Jews, amounting to 70.2% of the town population, in 1908 there
were 8978 Jews with many organisations and a brick-built Synagogue. At this time came, one of the most
famous rabbinical figures in Poland, the Rabbi Yehoshua Trunk. In 1861, he left Pultusk, where he was
accused of bad management and negligence of religious duties, to come to Kutno, where he lived for 30 years.
He was the author of numerous rabbinical edicts and knew the Torah by heart. His family spawned a dynasty
within Kutno, with his great-grandsons the American historian of YIVO Yeshayahu Eliezer Trunk and the writer
Yechiel Yeshayahu Trunk. With this family, Kutno became a center of Jewish study and enlightenment.

Kutno was also the home town of Szalom Asz, the outstanding Yiddish author. Famous works include
'God's revenge,' 'A man of Nazareth,' 'Apostle’ and 'Mary'. More information on the popular writer can be found
in Wikipedia. Since 1993, the S. Zeromski Kutno District Public Library organises in Kutno biennial cultural
events dedicated to Szalom Asz. A street within the town is named after him.

The 20t century brought a decline in numbers of Jews in Kutno due to immigration to £6dz and America and
the war in 1914-18. The census of 1921 lists 6784 Jews in Kutno.

At the outbreak of World War Il, Kutno Jews were subjected to numerous repressions. Shortly after the
occupation, the Synagogue was set on fire by the Nazis and Jewish-owned property seized by ethnic German
Poles. In June 1940, a ghetto was created in the derelict sugar factory 'Konstancja' factory, in which were
imprisoned around 7000 Jews, including some deported from nearby towns. For all these people, the ghetto
had only 3 toilets and one standpipe for water. Under these terrible sanitary conditions, an outbreak of Typhus
soon broke out, killing at least 300 prisoners. In the spring of 1942, the ghetto Jews were deported to
Chetmno nad Nerem extermination camp, where all were murdered in trucks converted into gas vans.

The Jewish cemetery is located on a hill between the Sobieskiego, Zdrojowa and Tarnowskiego streets.
The necropolis was established in the 16" century and extended in 1793 and 1929 to its final size. It is hard to
establish the number of tombs but eldest Kutno residents remember that there were hundreds, perhaps
thousands of headstones, dating back to the 16" century in total. One used the terms 'a forest of matzevot.'
Assuming that, at the end of the 19t century, 9000 Jews were living in Kutno, one could certainly say that it
was a large cemetery. Among the graves identified was the Ohel of the famous Rabbi Trunk. His tomb was a
pilgrimage spot for Jewish people making requests for health and personal blessings.
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Szalom Asz thus described Kutno cemetery: 'The old cemetery is located on a hill and tombstones are
under trees. Under each tree is a tombstone, the tombs of all the souls sleeping, looking down on the town
The tomb of each Rabbi is surrounded by his people, so you can count the tribe by the graves of Rabbis. Part
of the names of the dead are still heard amongst the living. Some names are etched in the wood and

the stone of the town's streets and backyards: alley Reb Jochanan, garden Reb Moszego... Silence is the
cemetery'.

How this cemetery looked before the war, we can only learn through very few pictures. Some of them
can be seen on the website of the Jewish Kutno Group

Photograph taken in Kutno cemetery before WW I/
(source: Yizkor Book of Kutno)

During Second World War, the Nazis destroyed the necropolis. Tombstones were used to repair
pavements, squares, repair walls and homes. At the cemetery was built a Victory Monument for the Third
Reich. Jews murdered in the ghetto were buried here. The cemetery was also an execution place for Jews.

Jewish cemetery in Kutno 1947
(source: Jewish Historical Institute)

After the war, a few Jews brought ashes from Chelmno and buried them here. A monument was erected in the
shape of a Star of David and inscribed in English and Hebrew to the victims of the Shoah. It was stylised metal
plate and had on it 'To the eternal memory of the Jewish victims of Nazi terror who lie in a fraternal grave. In
your memory.' It was destroyed very shortly afterwards by "unknown perpetrators”. The last Jewish burial in
the cemetery was in 1948.

In later years the cemetery was largely forgotten and gravel was extracted from it leaving large lagoons of
water. Locals grazed their livestock on it and there were instances of grave robbing looking for valuables (gold
teeth). Tombstone fragments also disappeared and turned up in the following years in many cities and at local
fairs for sale.

In the 1980's, thanks to the involvement of Andrzej Urbaniak, a former director of the museum of Kutno,
and members of association Friends of the Earth in Kutno there began a search to recover and protect
Jewish headstones. In a speech publish in the 'Voice of Poranny' he recounts '"We recovered headstones
from neighbouring towns and streets, gardens, often exchanging them for new stones. Within years we
collected several hundred headstones or remnants. Kutno social workers, together with the Jewish religious
organizations planned to restore them to the graveyard and make a wall with the fragments. For various
reasons these plans have not been finalised'. Until today the headstones are stored in an abandoned
warehouse of the Kutno Regional Museum. A memorial to the Jews of Kutno was erected in the cemetery.
Written in Hebrew and English were metal plates reading 'This is the resting place of the Jews of Kutno, settled
in the city since the beginning of the 15t century. [...] Jews were here until March 1942. Keep a memory and
respect'.

The book Broken Memories was published in 2022 by the Jewish Kutno Group from digitally-rebuilt matzevot.
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Today on the cemetery hill, it is possible to find broken fragments and destroyed tombstones. A
reporter of the "Gazette of Mazowsze" reports that today "The hill is used in winter as a bobsleigh run and in
summer as a neighborhood playground and party venue for children's events. The area also suffers problems
of drinking and fights. Hooligans also knocked over commemorative boards to Kutno Jews, poured paint on
them and covered them with injurious graffiti."

2022-2025 update: It was discovered in the Yizkor Book that a mass grave was used to liquidate part (around
1600) of the ghetto inmates, inside the cemetery, adding to an area where ghetto victims were buried. The
Yizkor Book indicates that the cemetery was much older than 1793 and it was discovered that, in 1991, a
survey of the grounds by Dr. Pawet Fijatkowski already estimated that it was created in the early 16" century,
so about 500 years old. 1793 is only the date of the first extension of the cemetery. In 2025, the monuments
were also covered with antisemitic graffities. A Foundation Friends and Families of Jewish Kutno was created
and a project of restoration of the cemetery is being planned. The property of the cemetery has been
transferred to the Jewish community of £6dz on the same year.



