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Emanuel Margalit (ne Enko Margolis) was born in Sophia, Bulgaria, in 1918. His father, who had 
immigrated from Russia, was a devoted Zionist, and politically a social-democrat. Hence he was 
persecuted in Russia after the revolution of 1905. As befitting the “intelligentsia” he wanted to pursue 
his studies in Switzerland, but was caught in Bulgaria, where he stayed to pursue his studies and become 
a Hebrew teacher. (He knew Berl Borochov personally, and was a member of Po’alei Tzion (Laborers of 
ZIon,) a movement that Borochov founded.) In fact, none of the members were laborers (poalim) and 
there had never been ideological or class conflicts in the Jewish community. Emanuel’s father’s activities 
centered in the fostering of the Hebrew language, and he lectured often on Literature, Jewish History 
and more. Emanuel’s father married an Ashkenazi-Sephardic Jew. The traditions at home were 
traditional Jewish and Zionist, but not religious. Since Emanuel went to a Jewish school, where his father 
taught, on Shabbat they all prayed together. He still remembers the Sephardic melody of “Nishmat Kol 
Hai” (he sings a bit in minute 8:24.) The parents spoke Bulgarian among themselves; however Emanuel’s 
first language, in Tiberias, where he lived later on, was Hebrew. The father and Emanuel spoke Hebrew 
among themselves. In Sophia, the family lived in a non-Jewish neighborhood before WWII, because the 
rent was lower. They did not experience any anti-Jewish sentiments. Most of the family’s friends were 
also immigrants from Russia. 

 After the Balfour Declaration in 1917, the family decided to immigrate to Palestine. Emanuel was 10 
months old. In Tiberias, where they lived, the Arab and Jewish population lived in harmony. Emanuel’s 
best friend was an Arab girl. While there, Emanuel’s mother contracted malaria and, by physician’s 
advice, she returned to heal in Bulgaria, (which she missed) and where her siblings still lived. It was 
perhaps 1925. The father stayed in Tiberias, teaching Hebrew in a girls’ school. The mother took 
Emanuel with her. Since she wanted to stay in Sophia, she arranged for her husband to get a job as a 
Jewish envoy in charge of supervising Jewish schools. The contract was for 3 years, but their stay 
extended to 30 years. Even so, they knew that, eventually, they will all go return to Palestine. During 
WWII, the father tried to go back to then Palestine with the wave of immigration called “Aliya Bet”, but 
was caught and returned to Bulgaria. Emanuel began his Law studies in Bulgaria, and also took a two-
year course to teach Hebrew, which he did. The Jews of Bulgaria took the study of Hebrew seriously, 
which helped them to get acclimatized to Israel faster than other groups when they immigrated. He says 
that at least 50% of the Bulgarian immigrants had been his father’s pupils. With the outbreak of WWII, 
the Jews stayed in Sophia as long as the local authorities allowed them to, then they had to move to 
Jewish neighborhoods. The family arrived in Israel in 1949, with the immigration called ma’apilim. 
Emanuel married his sweetheart from Sophia in Israel, served in the army, in the Givati Brigade, and 
graduated medical school. In 1980s he went to the US to train in geriatrics. He was offered work in the 
US, and stayed, there for 10 years, even though he kept his Israeli citizenship.  

WWII: Nazism did not spread rapidly in Bulgaria until it became a satellite of Germany.  
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With the worsening of the situation, the Jews could no longer live in Sophia itself. It was hard to make a 
living. Very few could continue their work as doctors or lawyers. With the enactment of the anti-Jewish 
laws, Emanuel felt mostly sympathy from the non-Jewish population. He even heard that there were 
demonstrations in favor of the Jews, mainly by the intelligentsia. Emanuel managed to stay in Sophia 
until 1941. In 1942, he was sent to a forced labor camp in Beloro (?) and, just before the Russians 
entering Bulgaria, he was sent as punishment to another forced labor camp near Nikovu (?) From there, 
he escaped. There were between 300 and 400 people in the camps. Work conditions were not as harsh 
as in other parts of the occupied countries. They worked 8-9 hours a day, and food was not sufficient. 
Later on, on, they found out that the local population, for the most part Bulgarian farmers, had gone to 
the headquarters of the labor camps to warn the authorities that in case they mistreated the Jews, they 
will have to account to them. Those farmers were members of the Farmers Party. Life in the camps. 
These were not death camps, so that was not the fear. The fear was that the Germans would demand 
the turning over of a certain number of Jews. What they found out afterwards, is that the Bulgarians had 
all kinds of excuses not to fulfill the Nazis’ orders .The Jews were also in contact with the partisans, and 
they knew that if the situation worsened, they could escape with their help. The partisans would show 
up at the camp dressed as farmers or gypsies, and many of the Jews would join them later. One of the 
partisans, who remained good friends with Emanuel, a Zionist that stayed in Bulgaria, was Grisha 
Ostrowsky. 

The guards in the camp were retired army officers who supervised that the work was done, and no time 
was wasted. Emanuel doesn’t remember any cruelty from their part, or harsh punishments. Some 
names Emanuel recalls are Refael Arieh Abaf (?) a good singer, also a famous saxophonist, and a clarinet 
player: Niko Nissimov. In the camp, they put together a parody of Offenbach’s opera “La Belle Helene”. 
The supervisors were invited to the show, including the head of the camp, a retired army officer who got 
on the stage at the end, to congratulate the performers. Emanuel remembers also that those who 
finished the assigned jobs earlier could leave the premises. He and two other friends would go to swim 
in the river, sit and think or wash their clothes. Worse seasons of the year to work, were fall and winter. 
Sometimes in December, it was impossible to work because of the ice and snow, so they would be let 
go. They lived in barracks. 24 to 30 in each. . They slept on bunks. There was always water in the camp, 
and many water sources nearby. Every person did his own laundry. Those who had money could give the 
laundry to outsiders. The cook made dishes with little meat, and there was plenty of beans and fazuli, 
the typical Bulgarian fare. The inmates would sometimes receive parcels from home. Whoever had 
money, could buy more food. The clothes worn were their own. Medical services were provided. In 
severe cases, the inmates were taken to the hospital. The brother of Shirazi, a lawyer who now lives in 
Jerusalem, was hit on the head in a work accident, and was hospitalized, but died after a few days. 

Approaching liberation, in September 1944, in Nikobu (?) The supervisors disappeared. Emanuel 
decided to go home. After a few days, the Red Army entered Bulgaria, and the reign of the Nazis ended.  

In the camp, they listened to the radio in secret, and knew what was happening in the war outside of 
Bulgaria. They found out about the death camps, though, after the entrance of the Russians.  
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The Germans bestowed to Bulgaria parts of Yugoslavia and Trachia. where Miko Nissimov was taken, 
but they managed to free him with great effort. 

After the liberation, Emanuel continued his activities with the Zionist group. Zionists were at the top of 
the Jewish community institutions. Hebrew was fostered in schools. Of course the Communist didn’t like 
it. The Jewish Section of the Communist Party did not relate to the Jews with tolerance and sympathy, 
like the Bulgarians had. 

Pride on the fact that In the International Fair of 1946-47, in Sophia, his Palestinian exhibit was next the 
Russian exhibit, affording it great visibility. 

David Ben Gurion‘s visit to Bulgaria, in November, after the UN declaration: He was received as though 
he was a Prime Minister. Ben Gurion strengthened the resolve of the Jewish organizations, as well as 
that of Emanuel’s. In the assembly in the Balkan Auditorium, Ben Gurion spoke in Hebrew, not English or 
Russian. but he needed a translator. Emanuel was it. BG congratulated Emanuel on his job. 

After 1948, out of the 50,000 Bulgarian Jews, more than 40,000 immigrated to Israel within a short time.  

Emanuel started thinking of immigration to Palestine in 1946.  

The first group to depart, in 1947, consisted of 800 people. Emanuel immigrated with Aliyat Hanoar, but 
was sent to a DP camp in Cyprus. He stayed there for one year. The first time he tried to flee the DP 
camp, he was caught. The second time, he fled was with a fake document declaring him an envoy. The 
DP camp was Tzilotembuk (?) 20km from Lanaka. He wore some clothes usually worn by the Joint 
delegates. Greeks also helped. He had to pay some people also. To get to the Hagana ship, he had to 
take first a rubber dinghy. Emanuel’s group counted 36 people but the dinghy could carry only 12 at a 
time.  

After the UN declaration, a delegation of the Zionist Organization went to the Prime Minister of 
Bulgaria, to ask him to allow the Jews to immigrate to Israel, hoping for no opposition. The Prime 
Minister answered that he would have liked the Jews to help rebuild Bulgaria but on the other hand he 
understood that the Jews wanted to build their own country, hence he did not oppose the immigration. 

Emanuel raises his glass to the people of Bulgaria, not to the nation, because through all the vicissitudes, 
(Nazism, Communism,) no Jew was sent to death. The Bulgarians were tolerant people. 
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