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Abstract

This paper explores the Romanian Jewish emigration in the 1940s, seen as another way of
ethnic cleansing. Out of the several coordinates this subject can be analyzed by, the article
focuses on: German reactions, other countries and institutions reactions, the transportation
boats and the Romanian authorities’ official decisions. I intend to introduce to the public
a general and complex image that could characterize the emigration to Palestine, with an
accent on the institutional and legislative decisions and regulations that surrounded it.

Keywords: Jewish emigration, national/international organizations/institutions, decisions
and regulations

The time from September 1940 until August 1944 can be characterized by the

issuing of tens of decree-laws, hundreds of government decisions, resolutions, and

ministry orders against Jewish population.

To pursue this ethnic cleansing objective in Romania, the Antonescu

government proceeded into implementing several important directions through

which the life of Romanian Jews was fatally transformed and impacted.

In this context, emigration, along with deportation and extermination, was

regarded as a viable solution. Therefore, in the 1941 the position of the Romanian

leadership was in favor of Jewish emigration, seen as another way of getting rid of

the Jews. Mihai Antonescu, at the time vice-president and president ad-interim of

the Council of Ministers, declared: “At the risk of not being understood by some

traditionalist persons who can still be among you, I am for the forced migration of

the entire Jewish element from Bessarabia and Bukovina. They must be thrown

over the border. As well, I am in favor of the forced migration of the Ukrainian

element that does not belong here at this time… I could not care less if we enter

history as barbarians. The Roman Empire made several barbarian acts judged from

the perspective of present times and it was still the vastest and greatest political

organization ever.”1
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1 International Commission on the Holocaust in Romania, Documents, edited by Lya Benjamin,
Polirom Publishing House, Iaşi, 2005, p. 206.
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In 1941 and 1942, several boats left Romania with several hundred Jews.

Some of them navigated under Romanian flag with destination Palestine, others

remained in Turkish seaports with the passengers continuing their trip to Palestine

afterwards. Other boats were ready to make this trip from Brăila and Constanţa.2

This issue made the subject of discussions in the Council of Ministers, which

is revealed by the transcripts. In February, 1941, Ion Antonescu and Iosif Iacobici,

the minister of national defence, discuss the case of transporting a group of Jewish

people that were waiting to leave for Palestine, in Sulina. One of the main problems

of the discussion revolves around if this boat can bring on its way back some goods,

and whether these goods can be loaded in either Haifa or Constantinople seaports.

The decision was that of not allowing the Jews to emigrate if the boat cannot be

loaded at its way back: “The kikes can stay in Sulina until they die or they can be

taken to the Snake Island”3.

A year later, Mihai Antonescu, vice-president of the Council of Ministers,

brings into attention the fact that after it was revealed that four boats with Jewish

immigrants are ready to leave, no boat is anymore allowed leaving the country

without the approval of Ion Antonescu.4

Still, the discussion concerning the emigration of Jews from Romania

continue in the year of 1942 and they refer especially to the advantages the

Romanian state would have if they would support the emigration: first, the

elimination of the unwanted elements and second, the financial advantages that

could be brought through the taxes that would be asked in exchange of securing

the transportation. Therefore, in a transcript of Council of Ministers discussion,

Mihai Antonescu is asking the in charged representative to search the international

context concerning emigration and Romania’s position within it. If the results of this

research would be favorable, the entire emigration problem would be handled by

the state and not by the emigration societies that were organizing different

transportations.5

Later that year, this subject is readdressed in another discussion at the Council

of Ministers, with an accent on how the emigration could take place. It is specified

that the government is banning the transportation of Jews with boats that are also

used in the war by Romanians and Germans. 

2 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei – Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 , The Tragedy Outcome – The
Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Marcusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 326, p. 365.
3 Evreii din România între anii 1940-1944, vol. II, Problema evreiască în stenogramele Consiliului
de Miniştri (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. II, The Jewish Question in the Verbatim
Reports of the Council of Ministers), edited by Lya Benjamin, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest,
1996, doc. 70, pp. 189-190
4 Ibidem, doc. 137, p. 412.
5 Ibidem, doc. 139, pp. 413-21.



The sums asked for emigration are also brought into discussion, this time

with state representatives focusing more on issues concerning how much the state

loses for not being more involved in the emigration itself. Therefore, another

research on the emigration at that time is requested.6

The international context should be also considered for it was not one

favourable to emigration. The main two factors are the high number of Jewish

population in Europe and the conflict between Arab and Jews, considering the high

number of European Jews would have settled in Palestine. Nor in Palestine, neither

in other countries could the Jews in Western Europe emigrate. For examples, the

Netherlands concentrated their efforts to keep the Jews outside their borders,

especially after 1934. Canada’s policy towards the Jews was very clear; its borders

were closed from 1933 to 1939, as well as during the 1940s. Emigration to South

America was possible, but on individual bases, regardless of religion, primarily for

the medical professions. 

Considering the internal context and the political situation, the Romanian

state’s attitude towards the emigration of the Romanian Jews in the early 1940s can

be analyzed considering several coordinates: 1) legislative decisions and different

other types of state regulations; 2) public reaction of different representatives of

Romanian leadership at the time; 3) departures to Palestine, the vessels used for

transportation, their conditions and bureaucracy involved and unfortunately

sometimes the tragedies brought by their sinking; 4) the attitudes of several Western

countries and international institutions towards the European Jews’ migration,

including the Romanian one; 5) the situation of the foreign Jews that transit

Romanian on their emigration path; 6) Germany’s reactions towards the emigration

of Romanian Jews in particular, and 7) the emigration of Transnistria survivors,

including children and young people. 

These coordinates are the result of different documents’ analysis, documents

that refer to Romanian Jews emigration to Palestine in the 1943 and 1944. 

In the following pages, I will discuss these documents and their content,

considering the subjects presented above. The coordinates I am going to follow are:

German reactions, other countries and institutions reactions, the transportation boats

and Romanian authorities’ official decisions.

My intention is that of introducing to the public a general and complex image

that could characterize the emigration to Palestine, with an accent on the institutional

and legislative decisions and regulations that surrounded. 
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6 Evreii din România între anii 1940-1944, vol. II, Problema evreiască în stenogramele Consiliului
de Miniştri (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. II, The Jewish Question in the Verbatim
Reports of the Council of Ministers), edited by Lya Benjamin, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest,
1996, doc. 144, pp. 432-41.
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Germany’s Position Towards Emigration

Germany’s position towards emigration makes the subject of several and

important documents. One such document from 9 January 1943 reinforced German

position towards emigration that was of clear opposition. The arguments that go

with this are: the fundamental lines initiated by the German government regarding

the European Jewish problem that need to be supported and continued, the endanger

of the alliances German had with countries in the Middle East, the presupposition

that these Jews would act against the Axis either by collaboration with representa -

tives of the Alliances and by supporting a propagandistic atmosphere in Palestine7,

the need of using the boats only for war purposes8.

Very specific situation of emigration makes the subject of the German author -

i ties’ position towards this. Adolf Eichmann stated clear in documents addressed to

the Foreign Affairs Minister that according to some confidential information the

Romanian part is using its influence in Turkey to receive transit visas form 1,000

children and 100 adults that would accompany them to Palestine, via Bulgaria and

Turkey. Eichmann demands expressly that this operation should be stopped.9

The German authorities were not only opposing the emigration but they also

planed the stopping of emigration of Jews from Romania. In a document dated on

4 April 1943, Manfred von Killinger, the German ambassador to Romania, is

bringing into attention of the German Legation in Sofia not to allow the emigration

through Turkey and Bulgaria of a transport of 74 Jewish children. 

It is stated in the document that the Romanians were warned that the transport

should not take place and the Bulgarian authorities were asked to stop this transport

go further after it reaches Bulgarian territory.10

Germany’s position is stated in other documents of the first months of 1944,

documents by which the German authorities refer to emigration as being impossible

for it would jeopardize the relations with the Arab population in Palestine. One

solution to emigration was that of allowing a transport of children to go to Great

Britain, instead of Palestine and that they should remain there. 

Later in the year, the German authorities made even clearer over three pages

this position by also bringing several arguments: “The emigration of Jews from

Romania made in the past time the subject of many discussions, as part of solving

7 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome —
The Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Marcusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 320, p. 359.
8 Ibidem, doc. 326, p. 365.
9 Ibidem, doc. 327, p. 366.

10 Ibidem, doc. 331, p. 365.



the Jewish problem in Romania. In the statement sent to the German Legation the

Romanian government supported its point that the only solution of the Jewish

problem is allowing the unlimited emigration. […] For Romania, the emigration

would bring advantages for, on one side, the impairment elements would be

removed, and, on the other side, the Romanian state would achieve significant

incomes from the emigration taxes that would reach billions of lei.”11

The tensions between the German authorities and the Romanian ones reach

a certain level in the first months of 1944. According to different reports the former

refuse to consider the German position, and are still supportive towards emigration,

yet they do not involve too much into the actual emigration. The Romanian

authorities at the time considered that the international community should find a

solution to the transportation of the Jews.12

International Organizations’ Position

The emigration of Jews to Palestine was seen as the only solution for the

salvation of Jews in Europe by different countries and representatives.

As mentioned above an important part in the emigration of Jews from

Romania during the early 1940s was played by several institutions, among which

the International Red Cross. 

In a document from 25 May 1943, the conversation between M. Antonescu

and representatives of International Red Cross reveals the intentions of IRC to

support the emigration from Romania, by contributing to the transportation itself,

if the Romanian authorities would only allow it. The Romanian authorities refuse

to give a clear answer even one of principle, pleading on the international context

situations and the evolution of the Jewish problem.13

Still, the International Red Cross would continue its efforts in persuading

the Romanian authorities to allow the boats transport Romanian Jews to Palestine.

If Milka boat left Romania to Istanbul without any protection on the sea, the IRC

intervene that Tari boat would have a safer trip, especially concerning the sanitation

conditions.14 Not only had the International Red Cross pressured the Romanian

Government to allow the emigration, but also its representatives with the Red Cross

Romanian National Society. 
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11 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome —
The Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Marcusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 354, p. 391.
12 Ibidem, doc. 350, pp. 387-388.
13 Ibidem, doc. 332, pp. 369-70.
14 Ibidem, doc. 349, pp. 386-7.
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In a document dated from 26 May 1944 they were asking Marshall Antonescu

to allow three launches that shall transport children from Constanţa to Istanbul.

This document is accompanied by a note from Romanian authorities stating that

previous transportation were made under Bulgarian or other countries flags and this

brought significant loses in terms of finances to the Romanian state.15

The IRC is also putting its intervention concerning the Romanian Jews

survivors from Transnistria. In a cable from August 1944 the International Red

Cross is asking the Romanian government to allow the transportation of survivors

in Turkey or Palestine using Romanian boats, under the Swedish or IRC flag and

with the financial help of World Jewish Congress.16

The situation of the Jews in Europe become of certain importance also for

different western countries that offered some solutions. In January, 1944, the

American Government propose that war refugees could enter every country and

the increasing cooperation between the countries should allow that.17 Another step

the United States took concerning the faith of the Jews in Europe was by asking the

British Government that the White Paper would be canceled. This would open the

gates for the Jewish people in the Palestinian territory.18 The American government

showed also interest in the situation of the Jewish survivors from Transnistria and

so they asked the repatriation of the 50.000 Jews that would still be found in

Transnistria, the support of emigration by the Romanian Government for 4.500

children and 500 adults and the freedom of movement for 15.000 Jews in Cernauti

in the situation of some evacuation of the region.19

Transportation Boats

Transportation boats are another subject that relates with the emigration of

Jews from Romania to Palestine. It made the subject of several notes and

discussions and it adds to the general picture of the time. 

The leaving of Pescarus boat brought in February 1943 a letter from the

Main Staff of Romanian Ministry of National Defence. This letter addressed the

issue of Jewish emigration, and was the reason for a longer discussion concerning

the leaving of emigration boats. Therefore, the Chief of the Main Staff and the

15 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea Spe -
 ranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome — The
Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol Mar -
cusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 356, pp. 394-5.
16 Ibidem, doc. 374, p. 410.
17 Ibidem, doc. 340, p. 378.
18 Ibidem, doc. 343, p. 380.
19 Ibidem, doc. 345, p. 381.



Minister of Defense motivate the decisions they gave that no boat shall leave the

country by the fact that none of previous boats that left Romania were back and

therefore the floating material is in danger. 

He believes that, behind this, is a secret consortium, made of commercial

companies, different passport agents, so called boats owners. Also, the Jews pay

significant money to buy a place in a boat, boat that is afterwards sold to another

power and so the Jews recover their money. More, the economic interests present

the boat in different shapes and conditions that they actually are.20

Other arguments and solutions for a different regulation over the Jewish

emigration are presented by Radu Lecca in another report. If the emigration using

Romanian boats was to be banned, the one under Turkish or Bulgarian flag would

not increase too much. 

If these transports are sponsored by different Jewish associations from

Romania to Istanbul, representatives of different Romanian authorities, especially

a marine company, should sign agreements. It is mentioned that the Jewish

organization paid 600$ for every Jews that was allowed to emigrate. Families with

children and young survivors should be allowed to leave, after a commission

analyzes each case and gives its acceptance. The money collected should be shared

afterwards between the Romanian Marine Company, the Patronage Council of

Social Activity and Central Jewish Office.21

The emigration would continue using the boats and in December 1943, The

Romanian Red Cross National Society is addressing a letter to the Ministry of

Council to let known that they rented a boat they intend to use for the transportation

of Jewish children to Palestine. They ask for permission to make this transportation

and to initiate the needed changes and improvements. This request receives a

favorable decision, and the trip was sponsored by Goren-Goldstein.22

Another document issued at the end of 1943 discusses the request made by

the Romanian Office of the Transportation Agency that was asked by the Jewish

Agency to Palestine to organize the transportation of Jews by two boats under

Bulgarian flag, Martiza and Milka. 

Even if only the transportation under a Romanian flag needed the acceptance

of Council of Ministers, they address this request to the Romanian authorities for

the boats would arrive in a Romanian seaport. This request also receives a positive

answer.23
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20 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome —
The Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Mar cusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 324, p. 362.
21 Ibidem, doc. 339, pp. 376-7.
22 Ibidem, doc. 336, pp. 373-4.
23 Ibidem, doc. 338, pp 375.
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In April 1944, these two boats would reach the Turkish soil and the Jews

were landed. Another boat, under Bulgarian flag, was ready to make the trip, and

needed some improvements. Its station in Constanţa port for these improvements

and boarding was approved by Romanian authorities.24

In Mai 1944, several boats were waiting in the Constanţa and Brăila sea ports

to transport Jews either to Istanbul or Palestine. They were making the trip under

different flags, Bulgarian, Greek, and Turkish, and were waiting for Romanian

authorities’ approval to leave with Jewish immigrants. A last request is made also

in May, 1944, by the National Red Cross Romanian Society for the use of three

small boats to transport children that survived Transnistria to Palestine, under Red

Cross flag.25

The Romanian authorities give approval for some of these boats, yet on May

1944 ban the emigration of Jews, until this is organized in solid circumstances.26

This aspect is discussed by Radu Lecca in another report through which he

proposes ways of organizing the emigration from Romania. The case of Romanian

Office for Expedition and Transportation that was organizing some of this

transportation is discussed in these documents especially relating to the financial

advantages its representative have out of this. The disadvantages this system have,

according to Lecca, are the millions of lei the Jews pay that are not received by the

Romanian state, and the fact that only the wealthy Jews are leaving, those aged and

poor being left home and becoming a burden for the Romanian state. Therefore,

Lecca suggests that the emigration should not take place without the consent of the

General Commissariat for Jewish Problems and the Central Jewish Office (Jewish

institution similar to a Judenrat) would set up the emigration taxes that would be

collected by the Romanian state.27

Still, the emigration of Romanian Jews to Palestine does not stop completely

as in July, 1944, three boats with 1,000 children, survivors of Transnistria, left

Constanţa seaport, under a neutral flag, with destination Palestine. Other three boats

are following.28

Yet, in August, the boats found in Constanţa seaport, ready to be used for

emigration under Turkish flag, are requested to leave Romania and be back in

Turkey.29 The month of August 1944 remain in history as a tragic month, when the

24 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome —
The Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Mar cusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 351, p. 389.
25 Ibidem, doc. 356, pp. 394-5.
26 Ibidem, doc. 353, pp. 390-1.
27 Ibidem, doc. 358, pp. 396-7.
28 Ibidem, doc. 368, pp. 404-5.
29 Ibidem, doc. 371, p. 407.



boat Mefkure, sailing with 277 Romanian Jews under Turkish flag, sank after being

torpedoed.

Romanian State Decisions

The decisions the Romanian authorities took concerning the emigration of

Romanian Jews to Palestine in the years of 1943 and 1944 is another coordinate

under which this subject can be further discussed and presented. 

In February 1944, Ion Antonescu allows the emigration of Jews. He considers

that their interest is to leave the country as many as possible and as soon as ready

and he states that between the National Bank of Romania and the Jewish Centrala

should be discussed the transfer of money of the rich Jews. The Ministry of Foreign

Affairs should be in charge with making the necessary arrangements to avoid the

loss of the boats.30

Following the report Radu Lecca made at the end of May 1944, in June, Ion

Antonescu banned further emigration without government approval. His resolution

reads: “I have stopped the emigration in the present conditions. The emigrations

would take place only with government approval. I have given an order in that

sense. I shall decide over the boats that are involved in time. In the meantime,

without my approval no boats shall leave the Romanian seaports.”31

This is followed in June by another resolution of Mihai Antonescu, addressed

to A.L. Zissu that states the establishment of an office for emigration that shall

further organize the emigration.32

Conclusions

The emigration of Romanian Jews to Palestine in the early 1940s has certain

characteristics.33 The Romanian authorities saw the emigration as a way of ethnic

cleansing of Romania, as the deportation was also considered. Yet, if the deportation

was solely in the hands of the Romanian authorities, the emigration of Jews was

much more complicated for it depended on the international context as well. For
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30 Evreii din Romania intre anii 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944 Bilanțul Tragediei — Renaşterea
Speranţei (The Jews of Romania between 1940-1944, vol. IV, 1943-1944, The Tragedy Outcome —
The Rebirth of Hope), edited by Sergiu Stanciu, Ion Şerbănescu, Lya Benjamin, Paula Littman, Carol
Mar cusohn, Leon Eşanu, Eugen Gluck, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, doc. 341, p. 378.
31 Ibidem, doc. 361, p. 399.
32 Ibidem, doc. 362, p. 400.
33 Adina Babeş & Alexandru Florian, The emigration of the Jews in the Antonescu Era in ‘Holocaust.
Studii şi Cercetări’ (Holocaust.Studies and Research), vol. IV, nr. 1(5)/2012, Curtea Veche Publishing
House, pp. 16-34.
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example, the German authorities were against emigration for several reasons: it

would jeopardize the relations with the countries in the Middle East, there was the

need to use the boats for war purposes only, and the presupposition that Jews would

act against the Axis. They were not only against emigration, but their initiatives

went towards stopping it. 

Adding to this the geopolitical conditions, the emigration was during those

years supported by Jewish associations, initiated by international organizations,

and organized by different private companies. 

Among these international organizations, the International Red Cross played

a significant role, through its representatives that would pressure the Romanian

authorities to allow boats to transport Romanian Jews to Palestine. An important

role was played by the American Government that made several proposals and

offered solutions in connection to the fate of Jews in Europe. 

The state would show some interest in the fate of Jews and solving their

situation in best conditions but only in discussions, during the meetings with

representatives of other countries and international organizations. And this would

be also found in documents referring to emigration.

The insecurity of travels could have led to a negative image of Romania and

the authorities were sensitive about this. This period bears the tragedy of the sinking

of boats that were transporting Romanian Jews to Palestine and the impediments

and dangers other transportations encountered.

Most of the times, these boats, if allowed to leave the port, would make the

trip under different flags (e.g., Bulgarian, Greek, and Turkish) and would be subject

to struggles for receiving the Romanian authorities’ approvals. 

Still, at that time the Romanian authorities were also sensitive in connection

to the high amounts of money that could be collected if the emigration was to take

place under its responsibility and not of private companies. Therefore, they would

react by trying to bring these transportations under their approval, which would

eventually mean the Romanian state receiving the money the Jews were paying for

the trip. 

The Romanian authorities allowed the emigration during the World War II,

yet this was a risky solution for salvation. The boats used for emigration were in bad

condition, they were overcrowded, and sometimes their navigation was not guaran -

teed. The travel towards Palestine was subject to visa-related decision of other

countries and the trips were not direct most of times. However, this was maybe the

only solution at the time and for some 3,000 Jews this became a certainty.

Unfortunately, for almost 1,000 of them, this was their last trip.34

34 Calafeteanu, Ion, Emigrarea populaţiei evreieşti din România în anii 1940-1944, Culegere de
documente din arhiva Ministerului Afacerilor Externe al României (Emigration of the Jewish
Population from Romania during the Years 1940-1944. Collection of Documents from the Archive of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Romania), Silex Publishing House, Bucharest, 1993, doc. 24, p. 101.
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