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Somovit as an example of Jewish concentration camps in Bulgaria during WWII 
 

The Bulgarian case and the role of this country in anti-Jewish policy during WWII is to 

some extend different from the experience on many different states in South-Eastern 

Europe. The main reason for that is because the Jewish minority in this country 

(numbered around 48,000 in 1939) survived the war, which should be quite unlikely, 

especially when we take into account that between March 1941 and September 1944 

Bulgaria was a Nazi ally. Because of this fact to these days Bulgarians consider 

themselves to be the only nation able to rescue its Jews during the war, that means – did 

not participate in the Holocaust. That is only partly true. In the beginning of 1943 the 

whole Jewish population from Vardar Macedonia, Thrace and Pirot (the territories 

annexed by Bulgaria in the first half of 1941) was arrested and deported to the death 

camp in Treblinka, situated in occupied Poland. 

 But even rescued from the physical annihilation Bulgarian Jews were subjected to 

the anti-Jewish legislation that was in force from the beginning of 1941. The situation of 

Jews deteriorated significantly after establishing of The Commissariat for Jewish Affairs 

in the middle of 1942, the institution that prepared the deportation of Jews from the 

annexed territories. The next unsuccessful attempts to deport the rest of the Jews from 

within the old country’s borders were the reason of organizing concentration camps in 

Bulgaria, regarded to be only a temporary places for local minority. In the middle of 1943 

the first three camps were established – in Tabakova Cheshma and Kailaka near Pleven 

and Somovit camp, located near the Danube. Somovit concentration camp was the 

biggest and the most important concentration camp for Jews in the country during the 

war. It existed until the communist coup d’etat in Bulgaria in the beginning of September 

1944. The first few hundred people were transported to this place after a great protest in 

Sofia on May 24th 1943, when the expulsion of the Jews from this city started. Although, 
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these people survived the war, they were put under very harsh living conditions, losing all 

their belongings just before detention. During their stay in the camp, because of poor 

accommodation and very bad sanitary conditions, many of the Jews got ill for old and 

new diseases, which was a big problem, especially when we consider the fate of old Jews 

and children. Most of the prisoners were released in the end of 1943. Somovit camp 

evolved during the war from the camp designed for the members of the protest on May 

24th to the place of detention for the Jews from whole over the country, who opposed 

anti-Jewish laws. 

 The story of Somovit camp is not well known in the historiography, even in 

Bulgaria, where many scholars try to preserve the myth of the only country that did not 

participate in the Holocaust. The history of Bulgarian concentration camps and labor 

groups is still not researched well, that is why the topic of the paper proposal seems to be 

innovative and it will be an important addition to discussions during the conference. 

The paper will be based mostly on Bulgarian documents, testimonies and 

scientific literature (as the biggest amount of the works on the problem was written in 

that language), as well as materials published in English and French, including newest 

publications on the subject. 

 
 


