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Biographical note  
Jacob Nachmias was born in Athens, Greece on 9 June 1928, the son of Vitali (Haim) and Gracia (née De 
Taranto) Nachmias, Bulgarian Jews who at the time were living in Athens, where Vitali was employed by 
a wholesale paper business.  The Nachmias family lived in Athens until 1931, when Vitali was forced to 
take over his brother-in-law's paper business following the latter's death, and the family returned to 
Bulgaria, moving to Sofia, where Jacob's sister, Rachel, was born.  Due to his concerns about rising anti-
Semitism and fascism in Europe during the 1930s, Vitali decided that it would be best to emigrate.  
Having met an American who befriended him during a business trip to Sweden in 1937, and who 
subsequently offered to sponsor his immigration, Vitali decided to move to the United States, and after 
obtaining a visa, he left in early 1939, to establish a business and make preparations for his wife and two 
children to join him.  Gracia and the two children left Sofia by train on 23 August 1939, and after 
travelling through Yugoslavia and Germany, reached France two days later, and sailed from Le Havre for 
New York on 2 September, arriving in New York a week later.  The family settled in New York, and Jacob 
subsequently attended college at City College of New York (1946-1947) before earning a bachelor's 
degree in psychology at Cornell, and subsequent degrees at Swarthmore, Cambridge, and Harvard, 
earning a doctorate in psychology from the latter in 1956.  He served on the faculties of Swarthmore 
College (1957-1961), Cambridge University (1968-1969), Harvard (1978-1979), and Stanford (1986), but 
his longest affiliation was with the University of Pennsylvania, where he was a professor of psychology 
from 1966-1995, and has been a professor emeritus since then.  He was elected a member of the 
National Academy of Sciences in 1984. 
 
Benjamin Nachmias (1823-1910), the paternal great-grandfather of Jacob Nachmias, was born in Rusçuk, 
in the Ottoman Empire (present-day Ruse, Bulgaria), in October 1823, the son of Rafael and Esther (née 
Ventura) Nachmias.  He married Rachel Elias, and had four sons:  Rafael (1860-1948), Jacob (1862?-
1949), Moise (1871-1943), and Solomon (1877-1953).  At the time of the Russo-Turkish war in 1877-
1878, Benjamin was credited with preventing the destruction of Rusçuk, when the Turkish forces 
threatened to destroy it as they fled the advancing Russian forces.  During this period, Benjamin 
retained Greek citizenship, and had to have residence permits renewed annually by the Greek consulate 
in Rusçuk/Ruse. 
 
Jacob Nachmias’s paternal grandfather, also named Jacob (1862?-1949) was born in Rusçuk (Ruse), in 
the Ottoman Empire.  Documents show that he married Rachel Graciani (1876-1938), who was originally 
from Nikopol, in 1894, and he had at various times also been listed as a resident of the island of Corfu, in 
Greece, as well as in Athens, and most of his residence and travel documents show him to have been a 
Greek citizen.  Between 1894 and 1903, the couple had five children:  Vital (Haim), Lisa, Charles (Isaiah), 
Erna, and Benjamin.  In 1925, Jacob and Rachel Nachmias moved from Ruse to Sofia, Bulgaria.  Rachel 
died there of pneumonia in 1938, and in the following year, the first of their children began to emigrate, 
with Vitali and his family leaving for the United States, following by Benjamin and his family, who settled 
in Boston, in 1940, and after that Charles, who arrived in Palestine in 1944, and then subsequently left 
for the United States.  Jacob Nachmias remained in Sofia with his two daughters, Lisa and Erna, and their 
families, until 1943.  In November 1943 he left Bulgaria for Istanbul, and from there, to Cyprus, arriving 
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in Palestine in January 1944, and settling in Tel Aviv.  He was followed by his daughter Lisa and her 
children in August 1944.  Jacob Nachmias remained in Tel Aviv, and died there in 1949.   
 
Jacob and Rachel Nachmias’ first-born son, Vitali (1895-1965), was born in Ruse on 30 June 1895.  With 
the outbreak of World War I, he travelled to Greece and subsequently joined the Greek Army in 1916.  
After the war, he returned to Ruse in 1920, and after moving with his parents to Sofia in 1925, met 
Gracia De Taranto (1903-1989), who was originally from Edirne, Turkey, and the two married in 1926.  
Shortly after their wedding, they moved to Athens, where Vitali worked in a wholesale paper business.  
Upon the suicide of Vitali’s brother-in-law, Avram Shemtov, in 1931, he returned with his family to Sofia, 
so he could take over the management of the family’s paper business there.  Vitali felt out of place in 
Sofia, both due to his socialist political leanings, and the fact the unlike many other Jews there, he was 
more secular and was not a Zionist.  He was also concerned about the rise of fascism in Europe during 
the 1930s, so when he met and befriended an American couple, Charles and Sylvia Dilbert, during a 
business trip to Sweden in 1937, and they invited him to visit them in New York, he took them up on the 
offer.  Subsequently they encouraged him and his family to immigrate, and provided affidavits for them 
to do so.  The family settled in Brooklyn, and Vitali worked in an import-export business in New York, 
until his retirement following a heart attack in 1956.  He died in New York in 1965, and his widow, 
Gracia, continued to live in their Forest Hills apartment until her own death in 1989. 
 
Scope and content of collection 
 
The Nachmias family papers consist of documents related to the immigration of Jacob Nachmias (born 
1928), and his parents and sister, from Sofia, Bulgaria to the United States in 1939, as well as 
biographical documents pertaining to various generations of the Nachmias family of Ruse, Bulgaria, 
between the 1870s and 1910s.  Included are letters written by Jacob Nachmias to his father in the 
summer of 1939, prior to emigration from Bulgaria, and a journal kept by Jacob recounting events on 
their voyage in August and September 1939.  Genealogical documents pertaining to the Nachmias family 
include a family history written by Jacob Nachmias in 2015-2016, an account from a Ladino newspaper 
in 1929 describing Nachmias ancestors from Spain, and various biographical documents, chiefly 
certificates of residence and passports issued by the Greek consulate in Russe to Benjamin Nachmias 
(1823-1910) and Jacob Nachmias (1862?-1949), as well as correspondence, birth certificates, marriage 
certificates, and other items, including those pertaining to Vitali (1895-1965) and Grace (née De Taranto, 
1903-1989) Nachmias, the parents of the donor of this collection. 
 
The collection is divided into two segments:  documents pertaining to the family’s immigration to the 
United States in 1939, and biographical and genealogical documents related to the ancestors of Jacob 
Nachmias, chiefly his great-grandfather Benjamin Nachmias, his grandfather Jacob Nachmias, and some 
documents related to his parents, Vitali and Gracia Nachmias.  The immigration-related documents 
include a manuscript text account of the Nachmias' journey from Bulgaria to the United States in 1939, 
written by Jacob Nachmias in Bulgarian, along with the English translation; and correspondence sent by 
Jacob to his father during that period, primarily January through June 1939.  The account of the journey, 
written in Bulgarian in a composition book in January 1940, describes the departure of Nachmias' family 
from Sofia in on 23 August 1939, their journey by train through Yugoslavia and Germany to France, and 
their journey from France to New York on the "Ile de France," including their arrival in New York on 
September 9.  Also included in the composition book are notes that Nachmias kept about current events 
he had read about in the newspaper in early 1940.  The correspondence from Nachmias to his father 
includes two letters sent in 1936, when his father was in the United States on a trip, and the subsequent 
letters were sent to him beginning in January 1939, when Vitali Nachmias had travelled there to make 
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preparations for his family's arrival.  All but one of the letters are in Bulgarian, with later English 
translations included.  Additional documents about the immediate family of Jacob Nachmias from this 
period, including passports and identification cards, as well as a marriage certificate for his mother, are 
also included in this series. 
 
The genealogical and biographical series of documents includes a family history written by Dr. Nachmias 
in 2015 and 2016, as well as a tear sheet from a newspaper, El Tiempo, written in Ladino, and containing 
an article about the history of the Nachmias family in Spain, prior to their move to the Ottoman Empire 
in 1500’s.  A typescript German translation of that text is also available, provided by Jacob Nachmias’ 
uncle Moise, who lived in Vienna.  The bulk of this series, however, consists of documents issued by the 
Greek government, primarily through its consulate in Russe, to the great grandfather and grandfather of 
Jacob Nachmias, Benjamin and Jacob Nachmias.  Such documents consist of residence permits which 
enabled them, as Greek citizens, to continue to reside in Russe, both during the period in which the city 
was part of the Ottoman Empire, and following 1878, as a part of Bulgaria.  Passports issued to both 
men by the Greek government also provide a record of their travels in the region during the latter 
decades of the 19th century and the first two decades of the 20th century.  Addition material about both 
men include a text, written in 1947, commemorating the role of Benjamin Nachmias in helping to spare 
Russe from bombardment and destruction during the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878, when Turkish 
forces had threatened to destroy the city as they retreated from advancing Russian forces.  Additional 
correspondence and documents relate to Jacob Nachmias (the elder), in particular, correspondence 
between family members at the time of his death in 1949, and a tribute to him. 
 
System of arrangement 
The collection is arranged in two series:  I. Immigration and related documents, 1926-1940; and II.  
Family history. 
 
Indexing terms 
 
Personal names: 
Nachmias, Vitali. 
Nachmias, Gracia. 
Nachmias, Benjamin (1823-1910) 
Nachmias, Jacob (1862?-1949) 
 
Topical headings:   
Bulgaria--Emigration and immigration. 
Jews--Bulgaria--Sofia. 
Jews--Bulgaria--Ruse. 
Sephardim--Bulgaria. 
Sephardim--Greece. 
United States--Emigration and immigration--Personal narratives. 
 
Geographical headings: 
Ruse (Bulgaria) 
Sofia (Bulgaria) 
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CONTAINER LIST 
 
 
I.  Immigration and related documents, 1939-1940 
 
1:1 Correspondence:  Jacob Nachmias, with his father, Bulgarian with English translations, 1939 
 Family members, documents 
1:2  Gracia (De Taranto) Nachmias, 1926-1939 
1:3  Vitali Nachmias, 1932-1939 
1:4 Notebook:  contains account by Jacob Nachmias of his family’s immigration, Bulgarian with 
   English translations, 1939-1940 
1:5 Passports, Nachmias family members, Greek and Bulgarian, 1934-1939 
  
II.  Family history 

 
1:6 Family history, written by Jacob Nachmias, 2015-2016 
OS: 1 Family history, from newspaper article in El Tiempo, 1929, Ladino newspaper text with 

typewritten German translation  
 Benjamin Nachmias 
1:7  Accounts of his role in 1877 in saving Russe from destruction, Bulgarian with English 

translations, 1947 and undated 
1:8  Biographical documents, unidentified, 1879-1900, and undated 
OS: 2  Passports, 1878-1898  
1:9-10  Residence permits, 1874-1908 (2 folders) 
 Jacob Nachmias 
1:11  Biographical documents, 1894-1916, and undated 
1:12  Correspondence, letter to Jacob Nachmias from son, Vitali, 1946 
1:13  Correspondence, between family members, at time of his death, 1949 
OS: 3  Passports:  Greek, 1886-1915  
1:14  Residence permits:  Greek, 1879-1890 
1:15  Residence permits:  Greek, 1891-1900 
1:16  Residence permits:  Greek, 1901-1910 
1:17  Residence permits:  Greek, 1911-1916 
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