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Was there a Holocaust in Romania? Everything related to the subject has been kept in the fog for the last half-century, leading Romanian people into believing or convincing themselves that Romania is a sort of historical exception and in any case a very fortunate one. This attitude, that we could name "negationism", has been widely promoted, including by former president Ion Iliescu in a statement he made as late as July 2003. Negationism consists in arguing in the first place that if any such deportations existed, they took place in Transylvania, which had been ascribed to Hungary after the Dictate of Wien, then in willingly reducing the known number of victims, and finally, most exhaustively, in promoting the argument according that the exterminations of Moldavian Jews took place in Transnistria, therefore not on Romanian ground, a situation which supposingly absolves the Romanian of any guilt.

Miriam Korber-Bercovici, a survivor of the Transnistrian deportation, kept a Ghetto Diary: Djurin, Transnistria – 1941-1943, which was published in Romanian in 1995. This is a testimony of the historical importance of Anne Franck's famous diary; but as it has been almost ignored at its publication, it did little to contribute to changing the public opinion on what has happened more than 50 years ago. The necessity to decipher the outlines of recent national history and, most importantly, to accept the latter implies apprehending the existence of a variety of collective memory. As Paul Ricœur points out in his famous work on memory
, the line between a traditionally fluctuant memory and scientifically proven history has lost its rigidity, as memory and especially the mémoire collective gained in criticism and became a sine qua non condition in the construction of national identity: the so-called devoir de mémoire.
Indeed, the Holocaust, more than all other 20th century crises, cannot be understood only in the light of historical facts. The ambition to analyze it demands a more sustained research especially in oral history, which relies on the testimonies of the main actors who have lived it either as victims, as executioners or as observers. The present book is the result of a wider research undertaken by the Romanian Institute of Recent History (IRIR) with the support of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and of the Center of Monitorization and Anti-Semitism Control of Romania. It is a collection of interviews taken in 2002 from survivors of the Romanian Holocaust; the first twenty concern deportation to Transnistria and the last twenty what has become of the Jew population of Transylvania. The purpose of the book is to display a collection of personal and direct testimonies of survivors, bare and un-commented – the basis upon which the readers can form their own opinion of what happened to the Romanian Jewish community in Moldavia and Transylvania after 1941 – and by that to contribute to shaping the lacunary collective memory on the subject.

The 40 survivors interviewed were at that time either children or young grown-ups, the oldest one born being in 1913 and the youngest in 1937. The first part is particularly interesting since the data on Transnistrian deportations are less familiar to the public. The main places from which the Jews have been taken away are Cernăuţi, Câmpulung, Rădăuţi and Vatra Dornei; the list only includes towns, since after Antonescu’s law of 1941 all the Jews had already been driven away from villages. The deportations started on the 21st of July 1941 and continued until the fall of 1942 when there were none left to be transported anymore. The persons deported were either piled up in wagons for merchandise (40 up to 90 persons per wagon), or escorted on foot by Romanian gendarmes to the border. The most frequently mentioned places were Atachi, a small town just after the border, on the Niester bank, and Moghilev, the second ghetto after crossing the Niester. Some of the deportees were left here, others were transported to small Ukrainean villages, or to camps such as Tropova, Vapniarca or Obodovca (considered as the worst). The testimonies on the living conditions and what had to be done for survival are startling, some of them are so dense, striking and explicitly stated that they could even be taken for naturalistic fiction. For the most part, the guards are declared of Romanian nationality, and both Antonescu and Alexianu, the governor of Transinstria, are mentioned on several occasions as having actively taken part in the deportation; this is despite a certain rehabiltation they had enjoyed post factum.

As for the second part, it recalls other testimonies on German camps that have been published over time. These persons had been deported from Cluj, Oradea or Târgu Mureş and were subsequently taken either to Auschwitz, Dachau or Buchenwald. The deportations started two years later, in May 1944, which explains why the 20 interviewees survived. Here again, some of the testimonies are so shoking that they seem unbelievable.

The interviewers, Mihai Vakulovski, Ion Naval and Matei Petre, guided the discussions following a before-during-after main line in order to grasp the attitude of those who only witnessed the anti-Semit measures, that is the neighbours, colleagues or friends of the deportees and their recollections of the difference between before and after. Moreover, they asked questions on the specific events that affected or distressed the survivors, in an attempt to allow the reader to participate in a way to history and measure its burden. The preface, written by Andrei Pippidi, director of the IRIR, briefly states why the publication of this work has been deemed necessary, as well as its main purpose, that is the search for authenticity. It also lists some numbers in order to highlight the importance of recording the present testimonies: 125 000 persons deported to Transnistria, with very few survivors, as opposed to the 150 000 deportees to the camps of the Great Reich, of whom 55 000 survived.

The initiative is to be appreciated, as it is the third publication under the program for oral history initiated by the IRIR, and the third documentary work of this kind published at Polirom. We note that the first objective is achieved, stating the need to oppose a more authentic view of the Romanian Holocaust to the common and often distorted one that lives on. Neutrality is kept by the absence of comments on the interviews, excepting a few footnote corrections on small imprecisions concerning dates, ommissions that are due to the advanced age of the interviewees. The second main objective is left to the Romanian public and it concerns the devoir de mémoire mentioned before. The generations following the Holocaust who have not lived though it owe it to themselves to get in touch with the facts if not otherwise then at least by such confrontations with oral history before forming a decisive opinion on this specific section of the national – and personal – history and identity.

� Paul Ricœur, La Mémoire, l'histoire, l'oubli, Seuil, Paris, 2000.





1
1

