
Ostrog          
 

Ostrog is the town marked at the top of the Leeleva Map.  Ostrog – also known as  Ostroh – is 

today located in Rivne Oblast (province) and sits just a little over 8 miles due north of Leeleva 

(Lisna). 

 

 

Ostrog; 1921 

 

Ostrog is a very old town that has played an important role in the history of Ukraine and 

Volhynia.  From early days, the town was the home of the powerful Ukrainian noble family 

Ostrozky, for whom the town is named.   

 

Early Ukraine was dominated by the State of Kievan Rus, centered around the great Ukrainian 

City of Kiev.  Destabilized by the Mongol invasions of the 13
th

 Century, the power center of 

Russian culture shifted north to Moscow while western Ukraine, including Volhynia and 

Ostrog, came under the control of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 



 

The Treaty of Lublin in 1569 consolidated the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the Kingdom of 

Poland, creating the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, also known as the First Polish 

Republic.  This was the period of the Reformation in Western Europe; a time when religious 

thinkers were pushing back against the Catholic Church, resulting in much political and cultural 

turmoil. 

 

Volhynia was a land on the borders of Poland, Ukraine, and Russia, and the Town of Ostrog 

stood right in the heart of Volhynia.  Poland, although introducing many liberal ideas of 

religious toleration, usually aligned itself with the Latin Catholic Church and was culturally the 

most western and progressive of the Slavic nations.  Russia, fervently Orthodox, conservative 

and culturally backward, was growing to become the most powerful Slavic nation.  Ukraine 

(and particularly Volhynia) was a pawn between these two powerful states.  Today, we still see 

these tensions between the Poles, Russians, and Ukrainians. 

 

 

Ostrog was in its Heyday During the 16
th

 and 17
th

 Centuries 

 

Against this backdrop, the Ostrozky Family carved out massive landholdings in central 

Volhynia and became known as staunch defenders of Eastern Orthodoxy against their Polish 

overlords.  The family was fabulously wealthy and powerful and promoted cultural growth in 

Volhynia founding the Ostrog Academy in 1576.  The first Bible printed in the Slavic Language 

was printed in Ostrog in 1581. 



 
 

1655; Ostrog Within the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 

 

The decline of the Ostrog Family after the 16
th

 Century coincided with the Cossack rebellions in 

southern Ukraine and the consolidation of Polish power in Volhynia.  As communication grew 

and power centers shifted, the Town of Ostrog found itself isolated on the borderlands; far from 

the important Russian or Polish cities.  During the period of the Commonwealth, Ostrog found 

itself playing second-fiddle to more important towns of Luck and Zhytomyr. 

 

During the later years of the Commonwealth, the Polish king’s power was in full decline as his 

powerful nobles quarreled and undermined the Kingdom.  As a result, the growing powers of 

Ducal Prussia, Imperial Russia, and Imperial Austria, divided the Commonwealth among 

themselves in the three Partitions of Poland (1772, 1793, and 1795) and Poland as an 

independant political entity ceased to exist. 

 

After the Partitions, Ostrog found itself under the authority of the Empire of Russia.  Volhynia 

became Volyn Gubernia (Волынская губерния) and was divided into 12 counties, one of 

which was named for and centered around Ostrog. Volyn Gubernia existed administratively in a 

fairly consistent state from 1795 until the Russian Revolution of 1917.  During the Imperial 

Russian period is when large numbers of German Mennonites, Lutherans, and Baptists, 

established colonies in Volyn Gubernia.   

  



Ostrog County during the Imperial Russian period was divided into parishes or townships.  

These fluctuated over the 19
th

 Century somewhat, but in 1906 numbered 14.  While the Town of 

Ostrog and the County of Ostrog represent two separate entities, the German colonists of the 

county sometimes misunderstood the Ukrainian terms.  In Ukrainian, Ostrog was the term for 

the town, while Ostrozhsky was the term for the county.  This subtlety must have been lost on 

many of the German speakers as oftentimes Mennonite records will indicate, for instance, a 

birth taking place in Ostrog when its location was actually a village in Ostrozhsky. 

 

The parishes of most concern for German Mennonite history were centered around Kunev and 

Pluzhne, in central Ostrog County.  Among the more important settlements in Ostrog County 

during this period, aside from Ostrog itself, were Zdolbunov, Lyahovtsy, Kunev, Krivin, 

Kilikiev, and Goshcha.   

 

 

 
 

Ostrog County; 1873 

 

The Town of Ostrog was far and away the largest and most important settlement in the county.  

In 1897 the town’s population was almost 15,000 people.  By 1906 Zdolbunov was home to 

slightly more than 9,000 people and Lyahovtsy was home to around 5,000.  After that, the 

populations of the next largest settlements dropped off sharply.  Including Ostrog, in 1906 only 

10 settlements were home to more than 2,000 people.  Of the 165,000 or so residents of Ostrog 

County in 1906, only around 47,000 of them lived in the largest settlements.  More than two-

thirds of the population resided in very small villages. 

 



 

Central Volyn Gubernia; 1906 

 

During the 19
th

 Century, the town of Ostrog itself was a bustling administrative, commercial, 

religious, and educational center.  Even though Ostrog at this time was in the middle of a long 

decline in importance and amounted to no more than a provincial backwater, it was still far and 

away the most significant center in the county for any type of business.  Other notable 

important towns in the immediate area were Slavuta and Zaslaw (both located outside Ostrog 

County).  30 miles to the northeast was Korets, along the main highway leading to Novograd 

Volyn and Zhytomyr.  South of Zhytomyr was the important Town of Berdichev, near which 

were located the Mennonite villages of Michelin and Heinrichsdorf.  To the northwest of Ostog 

were Rivne and Luck. 

 

Ostrog was the seat of Ostrog County, though, and the German Mennonite villagers in the 

county probably did all their business in the town.  The county headman, called the District 

Marshall of the Nobility, was headquartered in Ostrog, as were other heads of the County 

administration, County conciliators, police, and prison systems.  Of course the Mayor of Ostrog 

also headquartered in the town.   

 

Situated at the confluence of the Vilna and Huron Rivers, Ostrog by the late 19
th

 Century was 

home to a post office and telegraph office.  Other services on offer to the populace included 

three hospitals, three almshouses, a bookshop, a library, and a lithographers shop.  Prominent 

businesses included several tanneries, a slaughterhouse, soap-makers, candle-makers, rope-

makers, tile factories, and a meade distillery.  Indeed, as many as 255 shops were located in the 

town in 1891.  Five schools were present in the town in addition to the illustrious Ostrog 

Academy.  More than 20 churches and prayer-houses were established in the town, offering 

facilities for Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Jewish worshipers.  There was also a 

monastery.  Several of the churches facilities were housed in beautiful architectural monuments.   

 



The single-most important and imposing structure in the Town of Ostrog was the medieval 

castle around which the town grew.  The castle, although broken and decayed in the 19
th

 

Century, was once a story-book example of a medieval castle; complete with moat and 

drawbridge, towers and walls, all topped with a golden onion-domed Orthodox cathedral.   

 

 

Postcard from 1930 featuring the Ostrog Castle (       зам к) 

 

During the 19
th

 Century, much commerce was still transacted in Ostrog County according to the 

fair system.  This was a commercial system straight out of the middle ages and would be 

compared to the more modern mercantile system.  Fairs gave wholesalers opportunity to sell to 

retailers or consumers.  Wholesalers traveled throughout the countryside trading with peasants.  

They would then take their goods to a fair to sell to retailers or other consumers.  Many, many 

fairs were held across Ukraine in towns and villages.  The Town of Ostrog was home to five 

large fairs every year.   

 

 

 

 

 

Continues . . . 



 

Market in Ostrog Near the Turn of the Century 

 

Most of the German Mennonites had left Ostrog County by the late 19
th

 Century.  Some 

remained until the early Soviet period, but most who had not left of their own volition by that 

time were forcibly relocated to Siberia.  German Lutherans moved into most of the Mennonite 

villages after 1874, but they too were relocated under Lenin and Stalin.   

 

Today, locals still remember the Germans who lived there and small remembrances of their 

colonies can still be seen in places. 

 

 


