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he word “Sepharad” means Iberia in Hebrew, and Jews began arriving in Spanish territories from
the Holy Land sometime in the fourth century. In the early 700s, the Moors swept across the straits
of Gibraltar and established the kingdom of al-Andalus in southern Spain. Over the coming centuries,
Jews found their role in both the Catholic provinces and the Moorish territories; aside from diplomacy,
they specialized in skills such as medicine and pharmacology, leather working and metal work, textiles
and trading.
Starting in the eleventh century, Spain’s Catholic rulers launched the Reconquista and began taking
back its territories from the Moors. In 1479, Ferdinand V of Aragón and Catherine I of Castile married,
combined their kingdoms, and unleashed a torrent of religious intolerance through its Inquisition. Jews
were arrested, robbed, and burned at the stake, all while the last Muslim-held province of Granada
continued to shrink. The monarchs signed an expulsion order in March 1492, giving every Jew in their
kingdom until August to either convert or leave. The Muslims were also to be expelled.
Scholars are still uncertain how many Jews left Spain, but it was well into the tens of thousands. Almost
no other country wanted them, although some found refuge for a short while in neighboring Portugal.
In time, some of these Jews—now known as the Sephardim—found homes in Antwerp and later in
Amsterdam, in England after 1600, in France, and in the territories of the New World. The majority,
however, found refuge in Morocco and along the coast of the Mediterranean.
The Ottoman ruler Mehmet I had taken Constantinople in 1453, and by the time Spain had expelled
its Jews four decades later, the Sultan’s troops had conquered almost all of the Balkans. The mighty
Ottoman Empire was built on conquest, and often left trade in the hands of Armenians, Greeks, and
Jews. These Sephardim proved an invaluable asset and at the invitation of Sultan Beyazit II, they settled
along the Balkan trade route from Salonika through Monastir (now Bitola), Sofia, Belgrade, Sarajevo,
Mostar, and Split.
While some Jews suffered forced deportations to other parts of the Ottoman Empire (to facilitate trade),
under the Ottoman rule Jews never lived in a ghetto, there was never a pogrom against them. Over the
coming centuries, these Sephardim still sang the romances they had sung in Spain, and maintained
their language, Ladino, or Judeo-Español until only a generation ago. Well into the late nineteenth century, they even dressed in the styles they had kept for hundreds of years.
As the Ottoman Empire expanded, its populace, including the Jews, did relatively well, but after failing to
take Vienna in 1683, and its inability to implement the industrial revolution, the Ottoman Empire began
to crumble and withdraw from territories it could no longer hold.. Its citizenry grew considerably poorer,
none more so than its Jews. In the late 1800s, western European Jewish communities, especially the
Consistoire in France, set up primary and trade schools as well as hospitals throughout the Balkans.
By 1878, Austria had taken Bosnia Herzegovina from the Ottomans, the Russians had liberated Bulgaria, while Serbia and Romania were now free as well. In 1912, during the First Balkan War, the Bulgarians, Serbs and Greeks attacked the remaining Ottoman forces in the Balkans and the Greeks, for
the first time in hundreds of years, took control of Salonica, a city with over 93,000 Sephardic Jews.
They named it Thessaloniki. Serbia wrested control of the province of Macedonia from the retreating
Ottomans.
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One year later, the Serbs and Greeks were joined by the Romanians in attacking Bulgaria.
In 1914, Austria-Hungary (which included Bosnia and Croatia) declared war on Serbia while Bulgaria
and Turkey allied with Austria and Germany. Greece joined the western Allies, Romania sat out the war
until 1916, then joined the Allies.
The post-war Treaty of Versailles of 1919 satisfied no one. Romania was granted huge swaths of land
from Russia and was awarded all of Transylvania, which had been Hungarian. Serbia became the dominant power in a newly formed state that was named, in 1929, Yugoslavia. This new state included
Vojvodina, which was taken from Hungary, Bosnia Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia and Montenegro.
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Jews now found themselves living in newly formed states, where they quickly learned the languages, joined their armies, and participated fully in the economic life of each of their countries, all while
maintaining community activities. Most Jews remained poor; a few excelled in finance, industry and
publishing. Indeed, a large percentage of the (secular) bookstores throughout the region were owned
by Jewish families including the Finci family in Sarajevo, the Goldsteins in Karlovac, the Morpugo family
of Split, the Molho family of Salonica, and best known among them was Geza Kon’s bookshop and
publishing company in Belgrade.
During the Second World War, Bulgaria and Romania were allied with Nazi Germany, not occupied by
it, while Yugoslavia and Greece were attacked, defeated and occupied.
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Bulgaria, which had never been a hotbed of antisemitism, saved nearly all of its Jews, although it
stripped them of their assets and sent Jewish men into labor brigade while deporting families from Sofia
to the provinces. Around 48,000 Jews were in Bulgaria at the beginning of the war. 48,000 were alive
afterwards. Was this a rescue? Angel Wagenstein, a Bulgarian novelist and screenwriter said, “We were
raped, not murdered. But you don’t thank someone for raping you.”
In March, 1943, the Bulgarian government deported over 11,000 Jews in Bulgarian-held Macedonia
and Thracian Greece. They were sent to the Nazi death camp in German-occupied Poland. Not one
returned alive.
The Romanian government acted despicably during the first years of the Second World War, murdering
Jews in pogroms, deporting them to their own concentration camps, and killing them en masse. But
as the country’s wartime leader, Marshall Ion Antonescu, came to realize Germany would more than
likely lose the war, the Romanians refused to send Jews to the Nazi death camps in German-occupied
Poland and—for a price—allowed Jews to sail from its Black Sea ports to Palestine.
The Jews of Yugoslavia traveled a variety of routes during the Second World War as the country was
occupied by Hungary, Bulgaria and Italy, along with Germany, but the end result was the same: death.
Well over 80% of the 80,000 Jews in Bosnia, Serbia, and Croatia were murdered.
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Salonika, or as Greeks called it, Thessaloniki, had been the largest Sephardic community in the world.
As stated above, more than 90,000 Jews lived in Salonika in 1912. Once the city became part of
Greece, 30,000 left over the ensuing decades. In 1943, the Germans deported more than 56,000
Jews in the city to their deaths.
Turkey remained neutral during the war but levied a ruinous tax on all non-Muslim businesses, which
did irreparable damage to its Jewish community. After the war, most Turkish Jews left for other countries. The same can be said of Bulgaria’s community. Financially impoverished by its wartime government, more than eighty percent left for Israel in the late 1940s.
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During the communist decades, although their communities were but a pale shadow of what they once
had been, Jews maintained their communal functions as best they could. In Yugoslavia, especially, the
few Jews in Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia and Bosnia sent their children to camp all summer, held annual
meetings where they shared program ideas with each other, and maintained a Jewish old age home in
Zagreb, where they sent their grandparents to spend their final days. Although the communities, under
Marhal Tito’s reign, remained secular, they were truly the livelies and most welcoming in the region.
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The Bulgarian community, which was quite small, did not exist under Communism other than to parrot the Communist Party’s propaganda, but after Communism fell, it has been run by a lively group of
younger Jews. Youth groups are especially active, as is a Lauder Foundation Jewish school.
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During the Communist decades, Romania’s community, shrinking fast (because younger Jews were
allowed to emigrate to Israel), maintained the most extensive social welfare program throughout the
region. In fact, as late as the 1980s, the community oversaw the disbursement of over $4.5 million annually, which went into food delivery service, summer camps, old age homes, poly clinics, soup kitchens and cultural programs. Unlike most of the region, Hebrew classes were held regularly, even under
the oppressive Ceausescu regime and bar mitzvahs were held regularly in cities like Bucharest, Iasi and
Timisoara. The community has continued to rapidly shrink in the 2000s but there are still a myriad of
religious and cultural activities.
When Yugoslavia collapsed into a decade of wars in the 1990s, most Jews fled, and elsewhere on
this website, we offer information about the remarkable deeds of La Benevolencija, the non-sectarian
humanitarian aid agency that helped everyone they could in Sarajevo during the four years of the siege.
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The Sarajevo community leadership—Ivica Ceresnjes, Jakob Finci, Danilo Nikolic--could not have been
as successful as they were without the help of the Jewish communities in Split, Zagreb and Belgrade,
who offered logistics, supplies and contacts. Indeed, a Zagreb businessman, Jasha Bienenfeld, was
instrumental in negotiating with the warring factions to allow Jewish rescue convoys to leave the war
zone.
Equally important were those who helped finance the activities of La Benevolencija. Pride of place goes
to the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee along with the UK’s World Jewish Relief. There
were also several ad hoc ‘Friends of La Benevolencija’ groups that sprung into action in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland.
It took more than a decade for the western Balkan countries to begin recovering from the wars of the
1990s, but their economic growth was severely hampered by the world economic crisis of 2008. All
these countries continue to struggle today, and while the Jewish communities do what they can to remain relevant, none of them are growing. The governments of their countries do help when they can.
The government of North Macedonia, for instance, funded the building of the first Holocaust Museum
to be built in southeastern Europe.
Despite political friction between many of these governments and ongoing economic woes, the Jewish
communities still remain in touch, meet when they can, and often sing their favorite songs—in Ladino,
of course.

