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“No Bulgarian Jews died in the Nazi death camps. This is something we must not forget at this time as we recall the millions who perished in Europe during the Holocaust,” said Samuel Frances, local historian and editor of the Bulgarian newspaper Jewish News.
 And he has a point. Bulgaria, together with Denmark, was the single country that had spared its 50 000 Jewish population during the Holocaust. This extraordinary heroism has been, is and must always be a source of national pride and inspiration for the Bulgarian people.  But we also must not forget that a part of the millions of Jews killed in the Holocaust, were also the 12 000 Jews from Macedonia and Thrace, which were sent by Bulgaria to extermination – a fact that, with few exceptions, has been completely ignored by the Bulgarian historians and politicians not only in the Communist times, but nowadays as well. And even if somebody happens to mention it, it is in apologetic fashion accompanied by a complete rejection of any Bulgarian responsibility: ”We mourn, of course, the fate of those who could not be saved. It is known that at the time Aegean Thrace and Macedonia were not under Bulgarian jurisdiction. The more important thing here is to heed the lessons of history and remember the events, so that they do not occur ever again.”
  Well said – to remember – but not just what is favorable for us.
In this essay I do not aim to belittle the significance of this unique act of humanity, but rather argue that the purposeful omitting of facts by the majority of the present Bulgarian historians and politicians and the rejection of any Bulgarian responsibility for the surrender of the Macedonian and Thracian Jews borders with a Holocaust denial, that can shadow the worthy and courageous act of the Bulgarian society. In fact, it has already started to do so – the following paragraph is a passage from the statement by the Association of Macedonian Jews in Israel:

Bulgaria headed by King Boris was actively involved in the Holocaust by deporting Jews to extermination. …Therefore all loving truth must reject any Bulgarian pretentious aspiration to be accredited with what it does not merit especially not to commemorate a war criminal and his government that extradited Jews in cold blood to their Nazi ally. Such an act will not only profane the memory of the neglected victims of Thrace and Macedonia but will be rightly considered a holocaust denial. The survivors and relatives of the victims will not tolerate any exoneration of war criminal Boris and his country from their war crimes.

It is crucial, then, that the blame for the deportation of the Jews from Vardar Macedonia and from Aegean Thrace to be identified and acknowledged. For the longer the concealment of the real situation around this issue, the darker the shadow that might unfairly fall on the unique and worthy behavior of the Bulgarian civil society of 1941-1943 in rescuing the Jews from the pre-war boundaries of the Kingdom. The Bulgarian society by no means deserves this shadow. Neither can it take the blame for these deaths, for it was simply not there.  Another cast of characters was there, who can in no way be the Bulgarian civil society. Because not only was not the Bulgarian society a passive bystander, accomplice or the main perpetrator, as was the case in other countries (“we didn’t know, then we knew, but it was late, nothing could be done” etc.), to the contrary – the Bulgarian society did something more – it saved its Jews, and if it had been present in the newly acquired Bulgarian lands, it would surely have tried to save the Jews from Thrace and Macedonia, too…  It is not only historically incorrect, but, I would say, morally wrong for the descendants of the decent Bulgarian men and women of that dramatic time to share the guilt of the real accomplices. And in order not to share the guilt, it should be identified. And it is the duty of the Bulgarian politicians and diplomats, of the Bulgarian historiography, above all, to do so.

Let me now focus on those two, so contradicting, but nevertheless real episodes of Bulgarian history and the way they were interpreted by the Bulgarian politicians and historians. Starting with their immediate aftermath, until November 1989 when state and party head Todor Zhivkov was ousted, the official propaganda kept maintaining that the Bulgarian Communist Party was the sole deciding force in the 1943 campaign to save the Jews. For the next five decades the story remained the same. What occasionally changed was just the name of the current 'leader-hero' who was credited with the success. 
 

        As it could have been expected, immediately after the communist takeover, “the man who stopped Hitler” – the Deputy speaker of the Parliament Dimitar Peshev, who was the first to oppose the deportation of the Jews and consequently played the main role in preventing it, was arrested and accused of being both an anti-Semite and anti-communist. Escaping a death sentence by a fortunate sequence of events, he received 15 years in prison and after his release, he refused to emigrate because of the desire to be rehabilitated in his own country.  Unfortunately he did not live long enough to see his wish come true. The communists covered up his heroic act, so that they could solely claim the credit for saving the Bulgarian Jews.
 At the same time, while picturing themselves as the sole rescuers of the Bulgarian Jews, the Communist policy towards the diminishing number of Jews in Bulgaria was deeply inspired by Anti-Semitism – all the pre-war Jewish communities and unions were banned and the access of the Jews to the higher education and the army was essentially restricted. There was even a proposal for a change of there names into Bulgarian ones, which fortunately due to fear of international condemn was rejected.

   After the fall of Communism, many ‘forgotten’ facts and factors have surfaced. The public came to know that the Holy Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, in a sternly worded letter, unanimously asked the Parliament, the Government and the king to stop the deportation. The archbishops of Sofia and Plovdiv, Stephan and Cyrill, became personally deeply involved and most dedicated defenders of the Jews. A large group of parliamentarians led by Dimitar Peshev, signed a letter of protest against the plans for deportation and attempted to introduce legislative measures, based on Article 57 of the Constitution (equal treatment of all Bulgarian citizens) and Article 61 (“Every slave, regardless of his or her gender, religion and nationality, shall enjoy freedom from the moment he or she steps onto Bulgarian soil”).
 Among the signatories there were representatives of the entire political spectrum - not only left-wingers and Communists but also middle-of-the-road politicians and, surprisingly, representatives of the far right, such as Professor Alexander Tsankov. Finally, the late King Boris III was the ultimate force in preventing the deportation (and, thus, the extermination) of the Bulgarian Jews.

       Historians did their job and attributed the credit for the salvation of the Jews to the real rescuer – the Bulgarian civil society. But how could they have prescribed to him the key role in this noble endeavor. The only credit that goes to Boris is that, faced with the unpleasant leakage of information about the fully secret deportation plans, as well as with the fierce resistance of his own people, including a significant minority in Parliament, the whole of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, the overwhelming majority of the intellectual elite and the professional unions, the underground Resistance and the associations of ordinary Bulgarians from stores, factories and workshops, he had the common sense to correctly evaluate the pending catastrophe for his authoritarian regime and was forced to stop and postpone, literally in the 12th hour, the deportation from Old Bulgaria, which had already been set forth, thus finding himself in the position of someone who has reversed his policy by 180 degrees and has resisted Hitler’s demands.

    This credit of Boris is not being denied here. What is being denied is the assumption that Boris is entitled to being mentioned on a par with the real rescuers. It is indecent to thank in one and the same manner those who did their utmost and put their lives on the line to save the Jews, and the one - King Boris - who had made every preparation for the deportation and even started it, but did not succeed to finalize it simply because he was forced to give up. 

        As for the fate of the Macedonian and Thracian Jews, the majority of the Bulgarian politicians and historians still reject the responsibility of the King and his pro-fascist government for their deportation on the sole grounds that the New Lands were not under Bulgarian jurisdiction.

     It is not true that only the Germans were to blame for the doom of those 11343 souls from the New Bulgarian lands. The Bulgarian government and the Bulgarian state, headed by Boris, are an active accomplice. It is not true that the Bulgarian authorities were nothing but passive onlookers. Nor is it true that they have been only implementing someone else’s scheme. They were initiators, administrators and enforcers. 

       Lots of arguments have been put forward against the responsibility of Boris and his government for the fate of the Jews of the newly-acquired lands, some of them very general, and some of them more specific, the most specific being “they were not Bulgarian citizens”, and the most general being “this is all Hitler’s fault”.  Somewhere in-between falls the argument that “yes, we did participate, but we had to surrender these Jews under Hitler’s pressure, because we had no real control there, the Germans had, these lands were not our jurisdiction”. Only the last of these assertions deserves some attention, as the other two are obviously groundless. 
 

   It is more than convenient for the Bulgarian government to excuse its actions on the grounds that the Jews of Thrace and Macedonia were not Bulgarian citizens. The problem, however, is that the Bulgarian government itself, by virtue of its own executive order No. 31 of June 5th, 1942, unconstitutionally deprived them of Bulgarian citizenship. And it won’t be just a speculation to say that the concealed end behind this decision was precisely to facilitate the surrender of the Jews to a foreign power.

    The argument “this was all Hitler’s activity” should not be even touched for the whole process of the deportation, starting with the legislature, going through the dozen of unconstitutional government executive orders and finishing with the least disgusting detail of the practical execution was carried out by the Bulgarian authorities – the police, the civil organs of the KEV (Commissariat of the Jewish Questions), the army, the local administration.

      The status of Thrace and Macedonia can only be a partial explanation of the motivation of King Boris III's government, but it in no way justifies or excuses its actions. While it is true that the post-war status of these territories was not formally finalized among the allies, their wartime status was perfectly clear - these territories were unter bulgarischer Verwaltung - under Bulgarian administration. They were ruled by Bulgarian military authorities in accordance with Bulgarian law. 

      The impediments for the proper attribution of this responsibility in contemporary Bulgaria are mainly of political nature.  For the son of one of the main culprit for the deportation of the Jews from the New Lands is currently the Prime Minister of Bulgaria. The silence of the Bulgarian politicians and mainstream historians has to be addressed here. The ruling party NDSV, as it can be expected, keeps silent for it would be more than ‘inappropriate’ to offend their own Prime Minister, while the main conservative opposition party, SDS, keeps silent because it still builds its legitimacy upon a primitive and outdated anti-communism, which is powerful drive to reject or at least deliberately omit any merit on the part of the communists of that time. 

      There is another, in my view, completely ill-perceived consideration that contributes to this harmful for contemporary Bulgaria reluctance of acknowledging the responsibility for the fate of the Jews in Macedonia and Aegean Thrace. It is the fear of distorting the image of Bulgaria in the eyes of the West, which may be due to lack of information has for more than fifty years praised the heroism of the Boris III and his government. Two very recent examples are an US Congress Resolution specifically honoring the king as a savior of the Jews
 and the commemorative plaque of King Boris III erected in the ‘Bulgaria Forest’ in Israel, next to those in the memory of the real rescuers of the Bulgarian Jews (Dimitar Peshev, Bulgarian Clergy and the rest of the Bulgarian civil society) and the Jews of Macedonia and Thrace.
 

      The latter event, however, logically invoked angry protests and condemnation in Israel and abroad which subsequently lead to dismantling of the plaque commemorating the heroism of the Bulgarian people together with the one in the memory of the king.
 This is one of the first signs of the detrimental effects upon contemporary Bulgaria, brought up by the current Bulgarian stance on the issue. And probably it won’t be the last one.

       That is why it is high time for us - the Bulgarians - to give up the attempts to “wash” the national historical conscience in accordance with our political orientations. Negation will not change the fact that while some Bulgarians were rescuing Jews, others, forced by the state, were helping Nazi Germany in their extermination. We can not change the history. Pride and shame, excitement and pain will continue to coexist in it. What we can do is to acknowledge and remember, not just the brightest, but the darkest pages from it, so that they will never happen again.
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