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Abstract.

This study has in view to present the main features of the emigration process during the

1930s – 1940s, as it occurred in Germany and Romania. The part dedicated to Germany is

focused on different emigration activities, the relations between various organizations

involved in this process, and the reaction of the authorities to this. The experience of Nazi

Germany is a documentary source used as comparison with the Romanian case. The part

dedicated to Romania comprises the archive documents, verbatim reports of the Council of

Ministers meetings, testimonies or press articles of that time, as main primary

documentation source for supplying arguments whether the Ion Antonescu regime had an

emigration policy of the Jews from Romania during the years 1940-1944. 
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The German Case

This part of the article concentrates on the salvation of the Jewish population

in Germany beginning in 1933. The interest is to show which were the activities

encompassed by emigration, the relationships between the different organizations

involved in it and the reaction of the authorities and their participation. 

Between 1933 and 1937, most of the Jews who left Germany went to

Palestine and to the United States, while a considerable number remained in

continental Europe. The context in which these Jews found a solution to their

situation was the economic depression that created further difficulties. Very few

countries where really interested in helping them or could have done that. Certain

countries had their own policies in connection to the Jews who tried to find help.

For example, 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.
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Emigration to South America was possible, but on individual bases, regardless of

religion, primarily for the medical professions. Still, the Jews who managed to leave

the country needed help to rebuild their lives as they fell under the legislation

enacted by the Weimar Republic after the great inflation, by which the export of

capital from Germany was strictly regulated. Yet, the great depression had a harsh

impact on the Jewish charitable organizations that could have helped the Jews.

However, the Jewish community managed to collect money especially from the

United States of America and Great Britain. The money was not directed only

towards the Jews in Europe, but also towards the Yishuv in Palestine, in its efforts

to supply a “constructive” aid.1 The Yishuv oriented most of the Zionists towards

this kind of aid by which they wished to achieve the maximization of Jewish

immigration in view of creating a rescue policy by means of alyia, which had both

ideological and pragmatic reasons. The concept of rescue alyia was subject to many

debates along the years. Because of some facts and practical conclusions, historians

distinguish between “rescue” and “salvation”, with the former meaning the

evacuation of the European and German Jewry, while the latter meant the rescue of

the “saving remnants”. This line of analysis is hinged by the idea that the German

goals were always clear and that all Nazi policies targeted the extermination of the

European Jewry. One of the first institutions to respond to the German Jewry crisis

was Va’av Leumi, that functioned as an executive branch under the auspices of the

Israeli Knesset. Founded in the 1920s, the organization was active in persuading the

world and various institutions towards finding help for the German Jewry. Also in

1933, the Histradut Executive approved a resolution calling for the increase of the

number of immigration certificates. However, the main organization that had a very

important role was the Jewish Agency that functioned like a shadow government.

Although some tension characterized the relationship between the above-

mentioned organizations over the years, the concrete initiatives for helping the

German Jewry started to be activated. In March 1933, Georg Landauer, leader of

the Zionistische Vereinigung für Deutschland, wrote urgently asking for at least

700 certificates for emigration, mentioning also that further certificates would be

needed as more than 100 people visited the Palestine Office in Berlin daily. Later

in March, the Hitachdut Olei Germany (HOG) Executive wrote to the Jewish

Agency Executive requesting that the maximum number of certificates be available

for the German Jewry. Therefore, by April 1933, in a letter addressed to HOG, the

Yishuv summarized the program of constructive aid that focused mostly on bringing

the German Jewry to Palestine and keeping them there.2 After some discussions

and tensions, the Yishuv’s fund for the help of the German Jewry came into being
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under the aegis of the Jewish Agency. At the same time, Chaim Weizman would lead

the worldwide fund-raising effort in London. The result of these efforts was the

creation of the Joint Fund to Settle German Jews in Eretz Israel, also known as the

Joint Committee to Settle German Jews in Eretz Israel, or Joint Committee, with the

clear purpose to help German olim settle in Palestine. It became operational in June

1933.3 The first initiatives in this regard were to address a public appeal to the

Yishuv population, under the form of proclamations that used Zionist and Jewish

terms to call for raising funds. Next to these, the Committee also added some

circular letters and advertisements in printed newspapers like Haaretz. Moreover,

not only fund raising and public relations were the activities of the Committee, but

also social, cultural, and creative work, by helping parents take care of their children

and their children’s education. Yet, the Joint Committee faced significant difficulties

in its fund-raising activities that dealt with the overall difficult economic situation

of the Yishuv, with internal organizational problems, and the partisanship in and

around the Committee.4 By the end of 1933, 60,000 Germans, one third of which

were Jews, became refugees and their only escape remained Palestine in the context

in which many European countries were again putting in force their restrictions on

border crossing. The Yishuv understood this and focused on channeling as many

German refugees as possible towards Eretz Israel. Moreover, in this context, the

role of the British authorities in Palestine became very important. In April 1933,

the Jewish Agency asked for 1,000 certificates rather than 700 requested in March

and they were approved in April. These certificates were directed towards the

Germans that went through the agricultural training programs, which were in

consonance also with the JAE’s long-term policy of halutzim immigration.5 One of

the first concrete initiatives to have the Jews saved came in a summer night of 1934,

when Vellos, a Greek ship chartered by the Zionist movement in Poland, made its

first successful crossing with illegal immigrants to Palestine. The decision to have

this trip was taken by its leaders considering the context of the British authorities

not issuing legal certificates for immigration to Palestine. Yet, the British authorities

were alerted and therefore the ship’s second crossing faced increasing problems.

She was redirected towards a Greek port where the authorities refused to allow the

Jews access to the country. After several weeks of going from one port to another,

the Vellos returned to Poland where her passengers were placed in camps until such

time as they received certificates to leave for Palestine legally. From this moment

on, the saving of the Jews in Europe by emigration to Palestine would be done

by small boats, through commercially organized activities and by trips that only

wealthy Jews could afford. David Ben Gurion, together with other Zionist leaders,
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was optimistic that, considering the worsening of the situation in Europe, the British

would unwind the policy of immigration to Palestine. Soon after, the trip Ben

Gurion made to London would cure him of this optimism, as his plea for an

additional 40,000 immigration certificates was very soon rejected.6

Yet, if in the beginning the British showed willingness for cooperation, it

soon proved not to be quite so. Their fears related to the fact that they would leave

the impression of favoring one of the nationalities in Palestine and to the “illegal”

immigration that was considerable tightened, especially towards those entering

Palestine as tourists. Moreover, in the beginning the British cooperated with the

Yishuv, leaving the impression that they could make the rescue alyia possible;

however, they refused to issue en masse immigration certificates for the German

Jews, and issued only individual ones.7 The future scale of the emigration could

not be estimated. However, some 3,000-4,000 Jews, mostly from professional

classes, were expected to emigrate. The telegrams of the British ambassador in

Berlin confirmed that the emigration of German Jews to the neighboring countries

was in progress and that Adolf Hitler, in a Cabinet meeting, had asked for further

information on the numbers of Jews that had left Germany, wishing to get rid of

every single Jew in the country.8 Yet, for the British the situation of the Jews was

second considering their strategic interests in Palestine and given the independent

or semi-independent Arab countries in the region, especially Egypt and Iraq.9 The

Eighteenth Zionist Congress fully addressed the issue of the German Jews’

emigration to Palestine with a special attention to how many immigrants could be

settled in kibbutzim, the Histadrut advancing a number of approximately 4,000

people. However, Arthur Rupin, the head of the German Department in Jerusalem,

was among the very few German leaders who mentioned the need for emigration

of 200,000 to 250,000 Jews, approximately one third of those living in Germany in

1933. He also provided various options of resettlement in Palestine, in agricultural

colonies, in urban centers close to industrial plants and in mixed-economy settle -

ments. The issue of the Germany Jewry situation and the issue of emigration also

became subjects of the final resolutions of the Congress.10

Between 1933 and 1937, the German alyia to Palestine represented 39,324

people, 22.5 percent of the total number of almost 175,000 Jews. At the same time,

the number of those emigrating from Poland was 43.3 percent (75,622) of the total

number, from Austria 1.3 percent (2,338), from Czechoslovakia 1.7 percent (3,063)
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and from Romania 4.8 percent (8,360). During this period, the emigration to

Palestine faced some important problems. First, the majority of German Jews did

not see emigration as the sole rescue possibility; only after 1939 was this taken into

account increasingly. Second, it was the British approach of the German Jewry case

that was discussed above. Third, within the Zionist movement and among the

Zionist organizations there were disagreements concerning how to implement the

alyia policy and this became extremely important as new improved information on

the case of Jews became available after 1933 from Germany and Eastern Europe. 

Another important aspect that could be added to those above-mentioned

concerning the British opposition is the revolt of Arabs in Palestine, which brought

the heyday of Anglo-Jewish cooperation in the region; therefore, the Jewish Agency

leadership gave categorical orders that, for the time being, the organization of

illegal transportation of Jews had to be stopped. This was the point when, in 1937,

the decision of setting up a special committee for immigration, the Mossad le

Alyiah Bet was decided. This decision was made in the context in which the very

bad situation of Jews in Europe, the racial policy in Germany, the increasing

economic and political pressure laid upon the Jews in Poland and Romania, the

restrictions of emigration to the United States, proved to be reasons far more

important than that of the consequences of illegal emigration.11 The emissaries who

came from Palestine to Germany in 1938 to help the emigration had no previous

intention of having contact with the Gestapo authorities. The night of November 9th,

1938, however, made them change their focus as the important aspect at that time

became helping the Jews apprehended by the Germans. Therefore, the emissaries

addressed the Gestapo and the SS authorities in the hope that they could receive

help. The interests the German authorities had in the Palestine brought the Mossad

emissaries an unexpected answer. A memorandum signed by Schumburg, the chief

of the German Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, read that a Jewish

state could not exist, but it could only be used as an active political organization

and the World Jewry could not be absorbed by such a small territory. Therefore,

the German interest in promoting the emigration from Germany was offset by the

prevention of having a Jewish state. At the same time, Otto von Hentig, the Middle-

East expert in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, argued that the promotion of the

German Jews’ emigration to Palestine had two main advantages: it could cleanse

the German Reich of Jews and, even if the Islamic world opposed the creation of

a Jewish state, it would not quarrel with England over this question. Yet, months

passed and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would not make any decision. Hitler

was pressing for having the Jews out of Europe. The involved ministers asked Hitler

for a final ruling. On his turn, Hitler asked Rosenberg for a special report. After

reading this report, Hitler made a decision that was communicated to all Ministries
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involved. The Führer decided that “Jewish emigration from Germany shall continue

to be promoted by all available means. Any question which might have existed up

to now as to whether in the Führer’s opinion such emigration is to be directed

primarily to Palestine has thereby been answered in the affirmative.”12 In Germany,

Heydrich saw some important possible benefits from the cooperation with the

Palestinian emissaries: it would have satisfied Hitler’s interest in pacing the Jewish

emigration without raising the questions concerning the economic impact, and it

would have created difficulties between the British, the Arabs, and the Palestinian

Jewry. Thus, in 1938, the Palestinian emissary in Berlin received permission to stay

in Germany; he started immediately to set up the Zionist Organization in 10, Mai -

neckestrasse. The people he found there were left without leaders by the German

authorities and were full of skepticism and hostility towards the idea of illegal

immigration. Jews from all over Germany began to stream to their headquarters to

apply for emigration. Moreover, the Palestinian emissary was also able to release

Jews from the concentration camps as he guaranteed to the Gestapo that he could

arrange immediate emigration. Yet, the Gestapo was not satisfied as Germany was

not cleared quickly enough of its Jews. The chiefs of the secret police demanded that

400 Jews sail every week in ships for which enormous sums of money were asked

and that had very bad conditions. In the meantime, Mueller and Eichmann, leading

officials at the Nazi Security Service, had established a bureau towards which all

emigration activities of the Palestinians had to be directed and through which large

sums of money were taken for every transport leaving Germany. Many Jews were

ordered to report to the Gestapo details of what they were doing to arrange their

emigration, others were accused of working against the state and were given a short

time for emigration or they would be thrown into concentration camps, many had

their shops confiscated and were left with no other escape than emigration.

Therefore, in March 1939, the first transport of 280 Jews left Berlin. The destination

was the Zionist training farms in Yugoslavia and, for this, a train provided by the

Nazi authorities was used.13 The main problem connected with this first trans -

portation was that of obtaining the transit visas and to decide in which city the Jews

could embark towards the Palestine. Again, the emissaries addressed the Gestapo

and, by using lots of money as bribes, they received the desired transit visas and

decided to use Yugoslavia as a stopover. Therefore, after the sailing went according

to the plan, several hundred young Jews landed secretly on the shores of Palestine

and disappeared in the communal settlements. 

The expansion of the German territory heightened Nazi hopes that they could

find a complete solution to the Jewish question. At the end of 1938, the Nazis

accelerated the emigration process; meanwhile, the solution found in order to reduce
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the unwanted Jewish population was dumping the Jewish Germans at the border

crossing-points between Germany and Poland. A very well known case is that of

17,000 former Polish Jews who were dumped at the Polish border near the town of

Zbaszyn, having being previously stripped of their German citizenship. They were

not permitted to enter the Polish territory and therefore had to endure the harsh

conditions in the no-man’s land between the two states. Only two weeks later, on

November 9th and 10th, the Night of Broken Glasses (Kristallnacht) took place in

Berlin. As a consequence of this orgy of destruction, the SS rounded up approxi -

mately 30,000 Jews and incarcerated them in various concentration camps. They

could buy their freedom only by showing proof that they would emigrate in the

span of a few weeks. The Nazis would not allow a slow emigration; flight was the

sole escape.14 Therefore, especially after 1938, emigration became increasingly

attractive for the Jews and maybe the only way to save their lives. If the Jewish

organizations in Germany had previously opposed the running away, seeing it as a

way to escape the communal activities, in the summer of 1938, the German Jewish

institutions started to advocate an urgent evacuation, as the German Jewry could

no longer bear the sufferings. Yet, even in 1939, the Jewish leaders in Germany

opposed flight and supported an organized exodus. Despite this policy, before the

outbreak of the war, a total number of 273,000 German Jews and 118,000 Austrian

Jews left the Great Reich.15 This makes up for some 53 percent of the Jewish

population living in 1933 on the territory that would later become the Grossreich.16

The Romanian case

With the National Legionary State, recognized by Decree no. 3151 of

September 14th, 1940, the political regime in Romania reconfirmed and continued

the non-democratic practices initiated by King Charles II in 1938. A main com -

ponent was the anti-Semitic policy. Between September 1940 and August 1944, it

was materialized at the level of state central power by issuing tens of decree-laws,

hundreds of government decisions, resolutions, and ministry orders against the

Jewish population. All these discriminatory and criminal regulations generated

several important directions according to which the institutional life of the com -

munity and the daily life of the Jews dramatically changed. The most important

cleavages that occurred were caused by: (1) the marginalization of the Jews as

members of society by stripping them of their civic and political rights, by forcing

them to abandon their domicile by the obligation to move to the rural environment
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or to the areas near the Eastern front; (2) the Romanization of the economy, thus

taking away the economic, cultural, educational, and living properties from the

Jews and their communities; (3) the Jews’ impoverishment by forbidding them to

practice certain trades and liberal professions; (4) physical aggressions against

private persons and pogrom actions; (5) deportation and extermination; (6) emi -

gration as a possible salvation action. Unlike in the 1930s, emigration took place

in much harsher and riskier conditions. 

As a rescue solution having to face the deportation actions that began imme -

diately after Romania had entered the war on Germany’s side, the Jewish population

chose emigration. The aggression against the Soviet Union was, in Ion Antonescu’s

political vision, a “holy war” for the recreation of the Romanian territory, for

reconquering Bessarabia and Bukovina. For the Jewish population from those

territories, the war meant exposure to the most criminal anti-Semitic policies:

pogroms, deportation, and extermination. 

During the first months of the war, the leaders of Romania openly expressed

their anti-Semitic aggressive attitude. For example, during the meeting that was

held on July 8th, 1941, Mihai Antonescu, vice-president and president ad-interim of

the Council of Ministers, declared, without feeling in the least embarrassed, his

fighting creed against the Jews: “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. I do not know in how many centuries the Romanian population

will ever have a total freedom of action, the possibility of ethnic purification, and

national revision that so many centuries buried under a series of infiltrations… As

a consequence, let us use this historical moment and let us cleanse the Romanian

land and our nation of all disgraces… If necessary, fire your machine gun.”17

In a telegram sent from the front line, Ion Antonescu told Mihai Antonescu,

exhausted by the Soviet resistance in Odessa: “Everybody must understand that

this is not a fight against the Slavs, but against the Jews. It is a fight to the death.

We could win and the world would be purged, or they could win and we would

become their slaves.”18 There were many such reactions within the Romanian

Government immediately after the Barbarossa plan was initiated. Today, the result

of these political declarations that proved to be extremely stimulating for going to

the Holocaust is well-known. According to the 2004 Final Report of the Elie Wiesel
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Commission, “the Romanian authorities are mainly responsible for planning and for

implementing the Holocaust. This included also the systematic deportation and

extermination of the majority of the Jews from Bessarabia and Bukovina, as well

as of some Jews from other areas of Romania, to Transnistria…”19

Considering these tensed political conditions, the state’s attitude towards the

emigration of the Romanian Jews to Palestine can be analyzed along several coordi -

nates: (1) legislative, as well as other types of state regulations; (2) public reactions

of political and military personalities holding leading positions in the government;

(3) the position of leaders of the Jewish community regarding emigration; (4) de -

partures to Palestine during the years 1940-1944; (5) the attitude of Great Britain

and other countries towards the European Jews’ migration, considering the ethnic

purification policies of countries with Fascist governments.

The international context was not favorable to emigration. Great Britain,

Turkey, the USA and other countries did not have a favorable attitude towards

encouraging the departure of the European Jews. The explanations are complex,

but we believe that two factors played the most important part: the high number of

the Jewish population in Europe and the risk of a conflict between Arabs and Jews,

considering the fact that hundreds of thousands of Jews would have settled in

Palestine. 

Since the establishment of the National Legionary State, the leaders of the

Romanian Jews foresaw the increase of insecurity in living conditions and requested

support from the state for emigration.20 In this context, the first official response of

the state was given in November 1940. In a letter sent by the Department of Security

Policy to the president of the Council of Ministers, a benevolent attitude was

expressed, accepting the departure of the Jews who held adequate papers. It must

be mentioned that this document annulled the difference between legal and illegal

emigration to Palestine. The only hindrance for a constant development of departures

would be, from the authorities’ standpoint, the high costs. The financial solution

was to unblock the foreign currency accounts of the Romanians living in the USA

or acquiring foreign currency from authorizing secondary products export.21 The
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authorities monitored the conditions in which departures were made and were aware

of the logistic scarceness and the ensemble of risks the emigrants had to face.

In December 1940 and June 1942, projects were drafted for officially

involving the state institutions in the departure of the Jews. Thus, on December

31st, 1941, Ion Antonescu issued a draft Order for creating a specialized directorate

within the Ministry of the Interior for “solving the Jewish question” by emigration.22
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The Jews emigrate to Palestine on two paths: legally and clandestinely.

The legal emigration means the entry into Palestine of those Jews holding standard identity

certificates issued to them by the Palestinian authorities and the old Zionist organizations in charge

with this type of immigration. The clandestine emigration means the entry into Palestine of those

Jews who emigrate from their countries holding adequate passports, with visas for one of the countries

in South America, usually Panama, Uruguay, or another, and then go clandestinely to the Palestinian

shores of the Mediterranean Sea; the N.O.S. [New Zionist Organization] organizes this.

In one case and in the other, from the Romanian point of view, the emigration is legal because the

emigrants receive passports according to the applicable law. 

By our action of supporting the mass emigration, we have managed to remove from the country,

since the instauration of the national-legionary regime, approximately 2,000 Jews. [The statement is

not supported by documents. The statistics of the Constanţa Harbor’s Master concerning the emigrant

transportations during the years 1940-1941 shows that in September-November 1940 no Jew

emigrated from Romania. FCER-CSIER, Evreii din România între anii 1940-1944 (The Jews from
Romania during the Years 1940-1944), 3rd volume, 2nd part, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest,

1997, p. 405.]

In order to fulfill the same goal, the N.O.S. (New Zionist Organization) created in Bucharest

a central committee named ‘Aliyah’ that organizes the mass emigration of their fellow Jews.

However, a financial hindrance has occurred, namely that the shipping company or the ship owners

request that the freight payment be made in US dollars. The amount is 110-130 for each person, in

US dollars, counted from the Romanian departure port to the destination, money that the Zionist

organization does not have.

In order to acquire the foreign currency, we propose two solutions that have been adopted by

Germany, Austria, and lately by Slovakia for solving the problem of Jewish emigration:

1. The Directorate of regulating the foreign commerce within the Ministry of National Economy

would make available to the ‘Aliyah’ committee the US-dollar amounts necessary for paying the

shipping of emigrants from the blocked US-dollar accounts of Romanians in the USA, that cannot be

used at this time. The company quoted above would acquire the money with the help of the Jew

organizations in the United States of America that support emigration.

2. The Ministry of National Economy would authorize a merchandise export from Romania that

would not involve oil, cereals, or mining products, but secondary products such as cattle cakes,

cellulose, tare, wood, or paper. From the profit acquired because of this export, in foreign currency,

the necessary amounts, in foreign currency would be granted to the ‘Aliyah’ central committee

attached to N.O.S. — by the National Bank of Romania —, for financing the emigrants’ transportation. 

However, if these circumstances are not acceptable due to certain considerations, please order

that the competent bodies urgently consider this matter in order to find the most adequate manner of

solving this problem. That is because solving the Jews’ emigration from our country cannot be delayed. 

MINISTER, GENERAL MANAGER, 

(From: Emigrarea populaţiei evreieşti din România în anii 1940-1944, 3rd volume, 2nd part, p. 64)

22 The December 31st, 1940
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to The State Undersecretariat of the Navy, The Ministry of National Economy, The Ministry of

Finances, The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Chief of Staff, and The General Department of Police
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General Antonescu, Leader of the Romanian State and President of the Council of Ministers,

ordered that, in order to regulate the Jewish question in Romania, an Emigration Directorate is to be

created within the Ministry of the Interior. 

This Directorate will operate attached to the General Directorate of Police and under the authority

of […]. It will have the purpose of setting out the measures to be taken for facilitating and speeding

up the emigrations.

The department holds competence for solving all matters in connection to emigration, concerning

all Departments that have attributions in connection to this.

To this end, within the Emigration Directorate, a delegate of the following Departments will be

included: Finances, National Economy, Navy and the Chief of Staff.

These delegates will be able to make valid enforceable decisions on behalf of their Departments

and will convene weekly.

In all other cases, when the presence of the above-named delegates is not necessary, the General

Director of Police will make the decisions.

The State Undersecretariat of the Navy must take measures for: 

1. organizing the emigrants’ transportation with state-owned ships; 

2. making all approaches for facilitating the transportation organized by private persons, in the

following conditions:

a. for organizing the transports with state-owned ships, it will ask the Jewish emigration organi -

zations to produce for each travel a certificate from the British Legation that the ships will not be

forbidden navigation outside the Black Sea and that their return to Romania will be allowed.

To ensure the real equivalent value of the ship, the emigration organizations will be asked to

supply that amount in cash or a bank letter from one of the banks in Romania or foreign currency from

a foreign bank that would offer guarantees that the payment would be made without restrictions. 

Employing the ship’s crew and any other expenses will be the responsibility of the bodies

organizing emigration.

Only the emigrants holding valid visas to enter Palestine will be carried with the state’s ships.

b. In the case when, due to different government reasons, transportation by the above-mentioned

ships cannot be organized, the State Undersecretariat of the Navy will supply licenses for chartering

private ships sailing under the Romanian flag in order to perform transportations of emigrants holding

valid visas for entering Palestine or other countries under English protectorate, according to the same

conditions as those stated under a.

c. For the emigrants’ transportation organized by private persons with ships sailing under foreign

flags, the Undersecretariat of the Navy will supply all help necessary for arranging the ships, con -

trolling them, as well as for performing the embarking, moving, departure, navigation etc. procedures

in order that these ships can make the travels. 

The Ministry of National Economy will take measures for supplying the adequate orders to the

customs bodies, in order to allow the supplying of emigrants’ ships with the necessary fuel and food

for 30 days, per person, without performing export formalities and without giving them foreign

currency. The standard list with the quantity and type of food that each person can receive is attached

to this document.

Also, for arranging the cargo ships for emigrant transportation ships, the necessary material

loading will be allowed, upon exempting it of customs formalities, according to the assessment of

harbor experts. 

The Ministry of National Economy will find the most adequate manners for the emigrants

providing the freight of ships sailing under foreign flags and will state the conditions for this. 

The Ministry of Finances will give orders to the customs bodies for checking the baggage to be

made in a manner as civilized as possible, without neglecting the serious character of such action.

They will allow the emigrants to carry along the objects stated in the attached table. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs will do everything for facilitating the emigrants’ transportation

in relation to the interested governments, following the request of the Emigration Directorate and any

time necessary, the Chief of Staff will annul the necessary standard certificates for issuing passports. 

The General Directorate of Police will create a special office for issuing passports in order to deal

with immediately issuing travel papers (INSHR-EW Archive, RG Collection 25004, reel 13, d 2844).



It is probable that, given the development of immediate political events, especially

the legionary rebellion of January 1941, this directorate or the other provisions

included in the Order were not actually implemented. Emigration took place during

the war by private ships, by the efforts of the Sionist organizations and it was funded

by those that wanted to emigrate. In the summer of 1942, on the day Romania

entered the war, a draft law concerning the Jews emigration was issued.23 This

document also remained an intention. Thus, when the war came, the extermination

of the Jewish population due to the Romanians was a more powerful reality than the

ethnic purging by policies that supported the territorial movement. The latter draft

law emphasized the government’s care for acquiring high financial resources from

emigration.24
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23 June 22nd, 1942:

ESTEEMED MARSHAL,

I have the honor to submit to Your approval the draft of the Decree-Law for regulating the

emigration of the Jews.

When making up this Decree-Law, I considered the necessity to grant to as high a number of Jews

as possible the opportunity to leave the country without affecting the economic order.

I have created for this purpose, attached to the Ministry of Finances, a Commission that will

examine the emigration petitions and will decide on their timeliness. In addition, I have created an

emigration fee equal to 30% of the total value of the emigrant’s wealth, as well as a 10% fee also

from the emigrant’s wealth, from which the fund for organizing the community work will be organized

with the Chief of Staff. 

The draft also provisions a rapid administrative procedure for liquidating the emigrants’ wealth,

designated to hinder speculations that goods awarding according to economic criteria, set out accord -

ing to the purchases exploitation ability would cause. To the same end, I have created a first refusal

right in favor of the State, by the National Romanization Center, on all goods of emigrant Jews.

I believe that, within these principles, organizing the Jewish emigration will contribute to the

completing and deepening of the Romanization work concerning the economic life.

Organizing the emigrants’ transportation will be controlled and guided by the Ministry of Finances

and the Jews’ Central in Romania; it can be assigned to one private company, for reaching action and

reasonability unity.

I believe that this process can be applied, even during the war, because right now numerous

emigrations take place that lead to illegal speculations.

Thus, it is necessary for organizing the Jews’ emigration to become from this point on a concern

for the State.

Esteemed Marshal, please receive the confirmation of my sincere respect.

GOVERNMENT AGENT FOR REGULATING THE JEW SITUATION OF ROMANIA

(From: Emigrarea populaţiei evreieşti din România în anii 1940-1944, 3rd volume, 2nd part, p. 411).

24 The same dissatisfaction that the Romanian state was unable to collect the emigration money is

expressed in the letter from May 30th, 1944, sent by Radu Lecca, chief commissioner for the Jewish

problems, to the state leader: due to the fact that “hundreds of millions of lei are collected from the

Jewish emigration, but not by the state; all rich Jews are leaving, thus only the elderly and the poor

ones remain in Romania, whom, given the lack of money collected, we, Romanians, will be forced to

support, either by providing employment, either in ghettos. I propose the following solutions: (1) no

Jew may emigrate beginning today without having the approval of the General Commissariat for

Jewish Issues; (2) the General Commissariat for Jewish Issues will set out, by the Jewish Central of

Romania, the emigration fees that will be sent fully to the Charity Patronage Council. The General



During the meetings of the Council of Ministers, the Jews’ emigration did not

represent an important subject. When it was called upon, this was due to some

special circumstances, such as, for example, the case of the Struma. In November

1941, when the ship was preparing to sail off to Turkey, in the Council for Internal

Affairs coordinated by Ion Antonescu, an order was given that “no Jew will leave

carrying gold or jewelry”25. Moreover, at that time, Eugen Cristescu, manager of the

Secret Intelligence Service, stated that the ship would not arrive at its destination

at Constantinopol, due to the fact the persons aboard did not have the adequate

visas. Nevertheless, the Struma was allowed to leave the Constanţa harbor. 

In July 1942, during the Meeting of the Economic Council, a debate was

held concerning the necessity and possibility that the Jews’ emigration be controlled

by the state.26 Several ideas were emphasized: (a) Palestine or Transnistria, the

place where at least 105,000 deported Romanian Jews and 115,000 local Jews died,

were considered equivalent destinations (!!!) Mihai Antonescu, vice-president of the

Council of Ministers, declared: “I agree to remove from Romania, if the Romanian

state can implement an emigration policy, as many foreign elements as possible.

For me, it is the same if they cross the Bug River to Transnistria or the Mediter -

ranean Sea to Palestine; what is vital is that these elements leave our territory.”27 In

other words, from the point of view of the second most important person in the

Romanian government, deportation and emigration were facts having similar effects

for the ethnic purification of Romania. How about the Jews?; (b) emigration under

state control was deemed useful because it was a manner of collecting high sums

of money for the state budget (amounts paid by the emigrants must be charged by

the state, not by private companies); (c) emigration under the state’s aegis could

not be made unless there were international guarantees (countries willing to give

visas to the Jews, safe passageways that would not endanger the life considering the

war that was taking place etc.), lest the increased risk of travel insecurity lead to the

creation of the negative image of the Romanian state. Given the geopolitical

conditions of those years, the conditions referred to above could not have been

fulfilled. Emigration remained, during the entire period, an action organized by the

Jewish associations and developed with private logistics of a low quality.
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Commissariat for Jewish Issues will designate, by the Jewish Central of Romania, the children and

poor people that will be exempted of paying any emigration fee; (3) the persons making up the

O.R.A.T. organization will be investigated while arrested, in order to be held accountant for the money

illegally collected for the latest transportations” (Emigrarea populaţiei evreieşti din România în anii
1940-1944, pp. 165-166).

25 Problema evreiască în stenogramele Consiliului de Miniştri (The Jewish Question in the Verbatim
Reports of the Council of Ministers), edited by Lya Benjamin, Hasefer Publishing House, Bucharest,

1996, doc. 121, p. 345.

26 Ibidem, doc. 139, pp. 419-420.

27 Ibidem, p. 419.



Nevertheless, the state used the policy of double talk in the Jewish matter.

Thus, in the meetings with representatives of other countries or international

organizations, the Romanian officials would express their total support for solving

the situation of the Jewish population in the best conditions. They would declare

themselves, among other things, responsible for the Jews “who in the Bug region

have been subject to a severe regime and we have drawn attention that we are still

responsible for the fate of those leaving the Romanian territory (Author’s note: a

euphemism for deportation). Due to these, I was lately personally preoccupied to

analyze the conditions for allowing the Jews’ expatriation to Palestine, Turkey,

Syria, and the Middle East”.28 On other occasions, the message was even stronger

in favor of ensuring a protection of the Jews. In February 1944, when the war had

already taken a clear turn in favor of the Allies, Mihai Antonescu declared himself,

without however performing any concrete actions, “favorable to the Jewish emigra -

tion and…, the Romanian government and the Romanians cannot kill the Jews”29. 

The reality was different. Emigration was, during the entire period of World

World II, a risky solution. In addition, it was a costly operation and it took place

only due to the efforts of the Jewish organizations. The Romanian authorities

allowed for the departure to Palestine, an action from which they hoped to acquire

high financial resources. However, emigration was not an alternative to the “final

solution” implemented by the Romanian state, that led to the halvening of the

Jewish population in 1941-1942. While the Holocaust victims from Romania could

be counted by tens of thousands, approximately 3,000 Romanian Jews left to

Palestine by sea between September 1940 and August 1944. 33 percent of them

drowned, “which harms not only emigration in general, this being the Romanians’

interests and the Jews’ interests, but also casts a shadow on the government”30, was

stated in an analysis drafted by leaders of the Jewish organizations from Romania

in August 1944.

The Struma, a symbol of the struggle for the Romanian Jews’

emigration

The Struma events are probably among the most tragic of the Jews’ emigra -

tion from Romania. The ship called Struma started sailing with 790 Jews aboard,

leaving the Constanţa harbor on December 12th towards Palestine, at the time under

a British Mandate. The British authorities did not want to receive those refugees,
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28 Emigrarea populaţiei evreieşti din România în anii 1940-1944, doc. 24, p. 101.

29 Ibidem, doc. 39, p. 132. Please refer also to document 29, the meeting between Mihai Antonescu

and the representative of the International Red Cross.

30 Ibidem, p. 242.



so the boat was stationed in Istanbul. Later, on February 24th, 1942, she was sent

back to Romania and, while sailing the Black Sea, she was torpedoed and sunken. 

The Struma was an old boat that should have been taken out of use years

earlier. Built in England in 1877, she used to be employed for different cargo

transportations. Later on, she was bought by a Greek ship owner with the clear goal

of sailing Jews to Palestine. The boat was in a very bad condition and she could have

transported only 100 to 120 people. 

The Jews who decided to make that trip belonged to the middle and upper

parts of the Jewish community and they were people that could have afforded to pay

a big price for the ticket, that was around USD 1,000. Most had liberal professions,

they were lawyers, medical doctors, engineers, and students. Most were young

adults and middle-aged persons, but also youngsters below 18, and even two babies

no more than one year old. 

This transportation of Romanian Jews to Palestine was organized by a Zionist

organization and it was a commercial activity, since all people had to pay high sums

of money to receive a ticket on the ship. The Jewish community had intensively

promoted the travel months before. Yet, some 769 Jews mainly from north-eastern

Romania left for Palestine from Bucharest, on December 7th, 1941. 

Since the very beginning, the trip faced important difficulties. In Bucharest,

the Romanian police authorities performed some harsh searches on the people. The

same happened on the platform near the Constanţa harbor, where many abuses were

committed; the passengers had some of their belongings confiscated, money, jewels,

or other values not being allowed aboard. 

The ship sailed in a specific political and diplomatic context. Romania was

in a state of war with Great Britain, the state holding a mandate in Palestine, and

the Jews were not allowed to get off fearing another reaction of the Arab population

there. In addition, the Antonescu regime implemented its specific anti-Semitic laws

that drove the Jews towards emigration. Moreover, once they left the country, the

passengers lost their Romanian citizenship. In addition, Turkey was a neutral state

and did not want to become too much involved in this issue. The crew, made of

Bulgarian citizens, found itself in a difficult situation when the United States entered

the war that very day. This entire context would be very clear once the ship found

herself in the Istanbul harbor: it would be kept there for several weeks unable to

continue her journey to Palestine. 

The ship was kept under quarantine in the Turkish port of Istanbul before

being redirected back to the Black Sea. Moreover, she faced some technical

problems. She was towed back to Istanbul on February 23rd, 1941, and abandoned.

On February 24th, she was torpedoed by a Russian submarine and sunken. Only

one person survived this tragedy, David Stolier, who continued to tell the story of

the Struma; his testimony is highly important for those who researched and wrote

on this topic. 
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The tragedy of the Struma was reflected in the written press immediately

after it took place. Articles on this tragedy or maybe only mentioning it could be

found in newspapers also after 1990, but mostly in recent years. 

The first to narrate and talk about the Struma sinking were the news agencies

like the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, the Turkish Agency, Anatolia. This piece of

news was then presented in Turkish newspapers like Ankara, Vatan and Uslu and,

after that, in the Italian newspapers Corriere de la Sera and the Swiss Züricher
Zeitung. The first information was published in early March 1942, while other

newspapers published it in May.

The information offered by the press releases mentioned the passengers, the

boat, the ship owners, the trip they made, the difficulties they encountered until

they arrived there, and the technical problems they were faced with. 

These articles also talked about the diplomatic and political context of the

times, by trying to include this event in the larger war context. This completed the

direct causes of this tragedy with some indirect ones, like the reaction of the Turkish

authorities and the reaction of the Palestinian authorities. 

The reaction of the Romanian minister in Ankara was also emphasized, along

with a cable of Lord Davies that clarified London’s approach towards this situation.

The Turkish press also talked about the commemorative events that were taking

place in Jerusalem in memory of the victims. 

The Anatolia news agency discussed the diplomatic efforts conducted with

other states for receiving the Jews, because Turkey could not receive them, and that

those countries refused to help or showed no interest. The Romanian minister in

Ankara declared in a press release that because they had left the country illegally,

they had lost their citizenship and therefore could not be received back in Romania.

London’s reaction of not relaxing the quotas for emigration in this particular case

was also mentioned in the newspapers, together with all the interventions Lord

Davies made in this case. In addition, the fact that in the meantime the United States

of America had entered the war aggravated the situation for the Bulgarian crew that

found itself in a state of war with the USA and, moreover, because the Struma was

sailing under Panama jurisdiction. 

This information was reflected for the first time in the Romanian press only

in 1944, more exactly after September, by two newspapers: Cronica judiciară (The
Judicial Chronic) and Curierul (The Courier).

Therefore, in September, October, and December, articles were published on

the Struma tragedy by talking about the causes that had determined it, what exactly

had happened, who were the main responsible persons. Some editorials talked about

the lawsuits initiated by the parents of the children and youngsters who had died,

the results of their efforts and their 1944 attempts to receive another answer. 

In addition, the above-mentioned newspapers introduced to the public the

story of two of the survivors from those who, given certain reasons, had received
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permission to get off the ship on Turkish land. These articles included the testi -

monies of Medeea Marcovici and Frenc Israel.

Among the first articles was “A tragic anniversary: One of the few Struma

survivors returns to Romania” This article comprised the testimony of Medeea

Marcovici, one of the ten people who, given their health, were allowed to get off

the boat on Turkish land. In this article signed by Reene Theo, the survivors talked

about the conditions they had met on board; a short summary of the tragedy was

presented and the causes that determined the Struma sinking were brought into

discussion. Another article that referred to a survivor was published in a newspaper

whose title I was unable to read. It was entitled “A survivor from Struma visited the

Capital. Unique details of the tragedy of this floating coffin. The tragedy of 80

children and the tugboat with German hyenas that was pursuing the ship” and

brought to the reader the testimony of another survivor of the ten mentioned above,

Frenc Israel, who also mentioned the conditions on board and the causes that had

led to the tragedy. 

Later, on September 30th, 1944, another article was published in Cronica
judiciară: “The Odyssey of the Struma”. That article was about the initiatives taken

by the victims’ parents before the courts of law and mentioned that their first ini -

tiative to this end had encountered the rejection of the file and that they were now

taking new steps in their efforts to have the case solved. This article followed

another one, “The Struma affair again in court: Relatives of the victims brought

again in discussion the tragedy of the emigrants from the phantom ship”, an article

that only supplied a summary of the tragedy. 

A few weeks later, another article about this event was published in Curierul:
“Thoughts and facts: The floating mortuary car: Reconstitution of the Struma

tragedy: Why did the ship with 780 emigrants aboard sank — The guilty persons

who must be severely punished”. This article did not come up with anything new,

but only made a presentation of the tragedy.

Conclusions

Both the German and the Romanian case imply significant difficulties when

it comes to the emigration of the Jews to Palestine. In both countries, the main role

in supporting and organizing the emigration was mainly in the hands of the Jewish

organizations and of different companies that saw these activities as an easy-money

source. 

The two states did not involve themselves in any emigration process or

activity, until they thought there were some chances to get rid of the so much

unwanted Jews from their territories. 

Their involvement was not through laws and other official state activities,

but only through non-official support to the representatives of different organizations
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that were involved in this kind of activities and by showing some kind of support.

Yet, as different bibliographical sources and documents show, they were not

interested in the fate of the Jews who wanted to emigrate, but only in having them

outside the country as soon as possible, without any consideration of whether the

outcome of this would be dramatic. 

As a conclusion regarding the ambiguous attitude of the Romanian state

towards emigration, we quote this fragment extracted from the note on the conver -

sation Prof. Mihai Antonescu had on May 25th, 1943, with Mr. Chapuissat, the

delegate, and Mr. De Praz, the General Secretary of the Red Cross, at the Presidency

of the Council of Ministers: “If on other occasions we were against expatriation, that

was valid for the Struma case and only for it, when we knew that the emigrants

held no Turkish visas and I was afraid that anything bad would happen to them,

which actually happened”31.

(Translated from Romanian by Ana Sabina Manta)
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31 Ion Calafeteanu (ed.), 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. 31, p. 120.
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