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Preface to the 1957 RAND Report


From mid-October 1941, to early April 1944, the city of Odessa and its hinterland were under foreign occupation. One of the largest Soviet cities to fall into enemy hands during the second World War, Odessa’s experience was unique also for another reason: during almost the entire period it was under Romanian, rather than German, rule. As capital of the improvised, ad hoc province of “Transnistria,” it became the object of Romanian policy disputes, experiments, efforts at self-enrichment, and exploitation. At the same time, it was the object of acute Soviet attention, including agents and partisans, while foreign observers — newspapermen and officials — and local residents intently watched the large and once flourishing city respond and adjust to a new and challenging situation.


In the study of the Second World War, the story of Transnistria has been well-nigh neglected. While scattered material is abundant, there exists no secondary study of any substantial value. Thus, the first aim of this paper is to provide an historical reconstruction of wartime Transnistria. The paper also seeks to analyze Transnistrian experience and see what lessons can be drawn from it. A comparison of Romanian rule with the German occupation in other parts of the U.S.S.R. during the same years reveals much of significance about the problems of occupation. Odessa under the Romanians also sheds a curious light on Soviet society: one can here study what happens — what aspirations and responses are disclosed — when Soviet controls are removed.


There are various limitations inherent in the subject-matter. Any post facto reconstruction, especially of attitudes and values, must be viewed with some skepticism. The sources contradict each other repeatedly. Contemporary observers were often in no position to have special insight into the subjects they dealt with; and memories inevitably tend to err when relied upon several traumatic years later, under drastically different material and political conditions. To mention but one major methodological hindrance, the refugee informants — who proved quite valuable — were exclusively urban intellectuals (in the broader Soviet sense of this term). This renders impossible a thorough study of workers’ attitudes and behavior during the occupation. Because some work has already been done on peasant attitudes, however, the fact that informants were urban is less important. In some respects, it is fortunate to have so much of the material deal with the white-collar and intellectual strata under foreign rule; material on these groups in German-controlled areas is strikingly poor.


It should perhaps be added that the contrast between what happened in Odessa and in German-occupied areas proved somewhat less dramatic and less extreme than the stereotypes and myths among Soviet émigrés (typified by the polar images of “German rule — bad; Odessa — good”) would have led one to believe. Nonetheless, in many crucial areas the differences were substantial — and where they were not, the reasons for this were significant — so that the author, at, least, feels the investigation to have been justified, even though the evidence proved to be considerably poorer than had been hoped.


This study was produced for the Social Science Division of The RAND Corporation. The author owes particular thanks to Messrs. Melville J. Ruggles, Emmanuel G. Mesthene, Herbert S. Dinerstein, and Leon Gouré for their advice, assistance, and criticism. Appreciation must be expressed to the informants — Soviet refugees and Romanian ex-officers — who prefer to remain unnamed, and to individuals and libraries that helped survey the available materials or draw attention to obscure information: Professor John A. Armstrong, University of Wisconsin; Bibliothek des Instituts für Weltwirtschaft, Kiel; Signore Maurilio Coppini, Italian ambassador to Switzerland; Institute for the Study of the History and Culture of the U.S.S.R., Munich (which, thanks to the assistance of the American Committee for Liberation from Bolshevism, commissioned two manuscripts on wartime Odessa); Institut für Zeitgeschichte, Munich; Mr. Lev F. Magerovsky, Curator of the Archive of East European History and Culture, Columbia University; Mr. Ivan Maistrenko, Munich; Osteuropa-Institut, Munich; Dr. Joseph Schechtman, New York; Dr. Werner Stephany; Mr. Paul Sweet, German Documents Branch, Department of State; Professor Witold Sworakowski, Curator of the East European Collection, Hoover Library, Stanford University; and YIVO Library, New York.


Alexander Dallin











Preface to the New Edition


As the original preface to this manuscript indicates, it was written in 1956, on the basis of research and interviews conducted during the preceding several years. This explains some of its limitations. The author had access to some captured German army records and was able to interview some former residents of Odessa who after World War II found themselves in Western Europe, and a few officers who had served in the East during the war. Also available were some, though rather incomplete, sets of newspapers published during the war. But this was a time when American scholars had virtually no scholarly contact with, or access to, the Soviet Union or Romania.


What was manifestly lacking in this manuscript were, first of all, uncensored Soviet memoirs and archival sources, and second, virtually all accounts — official and unofficial — from the Romanian side.


Perhaps this publication will stimulate others to fill some of these gaps. Such additional sources — and others that have become available in the past forty years — would surely make it in many regards a far richer and far more precise account than the present manuscript. I would be delighted if this were to be one effect of its present publication. And yet, everything I have seen or heard since then suggests to me that the basic themes of what is described above and the general conclusions I reached at the time will apparently stand the test of time. Regrettably, not many survivors — either on the Romanian or on the Soviet side — remain alive to round out or correct this picture.


If the passage of time has reduced the seeming saliency of the experience, it has also crystallized some intriguing new questions. Those regarding Romanian policy and behavior I am hardly qualified to discuss.



Others, however, deal with the wartime experience of Odessa in the context of both Odessa’s specific culture and tradition, and the broader Soviet experience, from the New Economic Policy of the 1920s to the post-Soviet transition of the 1990s.


How to explain the experience of Odessa under Romanian rule? One element was of course the greater permissiveness of the Romanian administration compared to the German regime to the north. It was, it appears, not a matter of Romanian compassion but rather a matter of laxness and inefficiency, perhaps a broader attitude toward authority and discipline, although there were many instances of terror, panic, and atrocities as well. There was also a slight element of political guile among probably a minority of the Romanians who hoped to annex “Transnistria” to a future Greater Romania and did not wish to antagonize potential subjects or “fellow-citizens.”1


The behavior of the occupying administration is a significant variable, and the experience of the Odessa region prompts a comparison with the German regime in the Northern Caucasus, which was likewise comparatively lenient (for a combination of reasons: “Transnistria” and the Northern Caucasus, and to some extent Baltic areas, stand out by contrast with all the other of the former Soviet Union in the attitudes of the population toward the occupiers and toward forging a non-Soviet way of life). However, Romanian practice differed greatly from the German — including a popular sense that anything was possible, that anything could be bought or sold, and that there were exceptions to all rules. In any event, Romanian behavior was a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the emergence of the embryonic “civil society” (and to some extent, a “civil economy”) that we observe in Odessa during the war.


What we find difficult to evaluate is the question to what extent Odessa — with its particular spirit, the values of its citizens, the tradition of humor, spunk, and enterprise, defiance of convention, on the threshold of criminality — represented a unique phenomenon even after 25 years of Soviet rule. In many ways its tradition places it in a line closer to Marseilles and Naples than in a row with Leningrad and Sverdlovsk. But if this is so, it also implies that there lingered a flame more reminiscent of the years of the NEP (the New Economic Policy of the 1920s) than of the Stalin era — more Isaak Babel’ and II’f and Petrov than even Katayev and Fadeyev. Recent observers have confirmed the survival of this “something special” in Odessa.2


A different explanation (and these need not be mutually exclusive) would suggest that — from the perspective of the 1990s — Odessa was a remarkable forerunner of what we would now characterize as the values and attitudes of post-Soviet urban life, part of the transition to a non-communist society and economy. The flourishing of private enterprise, especially in the service sector, the remarkable growth of corruption and banditry; the ambivalence about politics; the search for creature comforts; the emergence of a (small) elite of nouveaux riches; and much else resonate with what emerged in the Soviet Union beginning with the years of perestroika and since. If Odessa was unique during the war, it was also because the development here was permitted, by default, to be more authentic than under the Germans in Kiev, Pskov, Smolensk, or Minsk.


In the end, both things may have been true. Odessa was and is unique, and that uniqueness showed during the war. But quite apart from its special flair, in a variety of ways that could not have been foreseen, the abortive experience under the Romanian occupation foreshadowed something of a pattern of post-communist development that has been observed, since 1989, in a variety of East European and post-Soviet settings.


The wartime experience must not be idealized by any means. Moreover, the popular mood began to change rather dramatically in 1943-44, as military fortunes reversed after Stalingrad, as economic conditions deteriorated and prices began to rise “astronomically,” and as partisan activity reminded people of a potential Soviet presence. If, at the start, many residents of “Transnistria” seemed prepared to adapt to the new system, two years later, under conditions of war-weariness, Romanian rule was widely perceived as futile, unjust, or antiquated, while an upsurge of patriotism and wishful thinking led more people to think of the Red Army as the People-under-Arms, bearers of a new message.


The war years in Odessa remain a significant yet neglected experience which prompts provocative questions and deserves further study and reflection.


Alexander Dallin


Stanford California


August, 1997










1 The Romanian wartime label of Transnistria or Transnistria, must be carefully distinguished from the post-Soviet usage of Transnistria. While the Romanian reference was to the area beyond the Dnestr River — i.e. in the Ukrainian USSR — the post-Soviet (Russian) usage refers to the area beyond the Dnestr within Moldova — i.e. the slice of territory centered on Tiraspol.



It is similarly important to bear in mind the charges in nomenclature and spelling for a number of locations introduced since 1991. Thus, the references in the text to Moldavia, of course, mean the current Moldova: the city of Nikolaev is now (in Ukrainian) Mykolaiv, and so forth.


2 See, e.g., Maurice Friedberg, How Things Were Done in Odessa (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1991).













Introduction: Alexander Dallin and Romanian Historiography


Larry L. Watts


As a long-time advocate for the republication of Alexander Dallin’s manuscript, I am especially pleased at the reappearance of this remarkable work. It is remarkable for several reasons, not the least of which are the depth and breadth of his research and the fact that nearly half a century later western scholarship has produced no better, or even comparable, work on the topic.


As the author states, the principal goals of his study were to reconstruct and analyze the Transnistrian experience and its effect on the Soviet population, and to compare Romanian rule with the German occupation. On both points he succeeds admirably. Dallin was less concerned with the motivations and intent of central Romanian authorities and the variance in intended policies and actual implementation, issues of central concern to Romanian specialists. Paradoxically, even though he was explicitly focused on other aims and in spite of the almost total inaccessibility of Romanian documentation when it was undertaken, Dallin’s work remains the most sophisticated regarding the Romanian occupation of Transnistria.


Faced with an uneven database, particularly minuscule in the case of Romanian, intent and policies were identified primarily through the prism of those who observed or experienced their effects.1 At the start then, it is important to recognize the obstacles which confronted Dallin then and which still confront historians and analysts of Romania today. At the most general level, the availability of evidence and detail colors the subsequent nature of interpretation given the natural tendency to presume that state leaderships exercise relatively complete central control. More evidence and greater detail inform one of the conflicts, confusion, and failures that exist between intent and implementation and justify a less judgmental, more nuanced and “forgiving” interpretation of leadership intent. On the other hand, a paucity of evidence and detail promotes interpretations of more rigid central control and of a unity between intent and implementation, thereby justifying more simplistic and “harsher” interpretations of leadership intent. This continues to characterize scholarship on Romania during this period.


The presumption of more rigid central control is often confounded with unidirectional and policy-driven analysis in which a state and/or its leadership is evaluated on the basis of only its negative aspects while its positive aspects are neglected, ignored, or categorized as marginal and unintentional phenomena and thus not meriting serious attention. (Contrariwise, the same error is committed if one judges a state exclusively on the basis of its positive aspects, categorizing its failings as marginal or unintentional.) This approach is especially prevalent among belligerents and interested parties during wartime, tending to carry over into the subsequent historiography of the war as well.2


This is the case of the specialized literature on the region and on Romania in spades. There is a general and pronounced tendency to attribute the occurrence of all negative phenomena in wartime Romania and in Transnistria to purposeful Romanian intent, but to explain all positive phenomena as a result of Romanian incompetence in carrying out intent, usually because of a presumably greater distribution of venal characteristics among the Romanian people such as greed, corruption, and laziness.3 It may be that specific events were primarily or partly the result of such characteristics. But this has to be empirically proven, not merely assumed on the basis of a cultural stereotype. While such analysis was not possible at the time of Dallin’s work, it can and should be seriously undertaken today.


There is also a more specific effect of the uneven database deriving from the inter-relationships between Germany and Romania on the one hand and between the Soviet Union and Romania on the other. There is a general tendency in the literature, also evident here, to take German and Soviet pejorative statements and accusations directed against the Romanians at face value while questioning similar Romanian statements and accusations aimed at the Soviets and Germans as doubtful or unreliable. Obviously, the preponderance of German and Soviet sources necessarily reflects German and Soviet perspectives and biases to a far greater degree than it reflects the Romanian perspective and its biases.4 Less obviously, as recent scholarship has discovered, the Germans exhibited a consistent tendency to present their wartime allies as morally inferior, especially in connection with atrocities and treatment of Jewish populations which the Germans themselves often staged or initiated but also with regard to “normal” abuses frequently committed by troops in combat and occupation forces.5 This is not to assert that Romanian troops and local populations did not engage in atrocities. Indeed, there is ample evidence of this from a host of sources, many of them cited in this book. It is to assert that German reports pertaining to their allies’ behavior cannot be assumed to be as complete and accurate as once thought and should be treated with the same degree of caution and skepticism as other sources, including Romanian ones.


Several factors make the relationship between the Soviet Union and Romania and thus the evaluation of Sovietsources dealing with Romania (and vice versa) more complex. First, for a variety of reasons, Moscow fostered a denigratory attitude towards Romania ever since the founding of the Romanian principalities. This attitude survived into the Soviet regime in exacerbated form because of the union of then Tsarist-held Bessarabia with the Romanian Kingdom in 1918. Add to this the impact of Soviet wartime ‘enemy image’ projections and it becomes immediately understandable why pejorative attitudes towards Romania and Romanians dominated among Soviet citizens. Throughout the interwar period, and even during the Soviet-Romanian rapprochement of 1934-1939, the Soviet line on Romanian “imperialism” was maintained as a major aspect of Soviet public propaganda.


However, the greatest impetus to prejudicial Soviet appreciations came in two waves; the first after the Soviet occupation of Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina in June 1940, and the second after the opening of the Eastern Campaign one year later. The underlying cause was Moscow’s need to brand the entire Romanian war effort criminal (the principal crime for which Romanian leaders were branded war criminals in the 1946 trials being “aggression against the Soviet Union”). This was necessary because international law still held Bessarabia and northern Bucovina to be Romanian territories under Soviet occupation at the start of the Romanian offensive, lending it the character of a just war (jus ad helium).6 Not surprisingly, it became a matter of Soviet policy to play down Romania’s defensive motivations for joining the campaign and to attribute and emphasize non-defensive motives to Romania, the baser the better. Predictably, Romanian intent and behavior in Transnistria was a central battlefield in this propaganda war.


These cautions aside, Dallin’s findings and impressions regarding Romanian war aims, assimilationist policies, and the nature of Romanian control remain significant for our interpretation of Romanian occupation policies and have been substantially borne out by subsequently accessible documentation. Unfortunately, they are also often neglected in mainstream literature dealing with wartime Romania and therefore deserve something more than passing comment.


Motivations for Entering the War


Dallin’s finding that Romania did not annex Transnistria, and that only a small minority of Romanian officials entertained the idea, has been verified by Axis and Allied sources alike.7 As he points out, Romania was well aware that Germany sought to persuade Romania to accept the territory as a trade-off for that part of Transylvania whose transfer to Hungary Germany had underwritten in 1940, something which the Romanians were loath to do. While this was an important motivation, it was not the primary one.


Another partial motivation was a carry-over of Romanian interwar efforts to implement a rapprochement with the Soviet Union which, given its military capabilities and outstanding claims on Romania like those of Imperial Russia before it, was perceived as a threat that could only be neutralized through the institution of a new less antagonistic relationship. In this sense Romanian reticence was much like that of Finland regarding participation in the siege of Leningrad. It was considered the straw that would break the camel’s back in terms of earning the undying enmity of the Russians (or Soviets depending on the outcome of the war).


Additionally, and closer to the mark in identifying first priorities, Romanian self-interest in preserving the post-World War I status quo was closely linked to the recognition that Germany could never equal the resource and manpower base of the British and French Empires, the United States, and the Soviet Union. Once the Soviets joined the League of Nations in 1934, almost immediately after the Germans had left it and publicly condemned the Versailles peace arrangements, Romanians conceived of the looming conflict of great powers on the continent in terms of League defenders (supporters of the status quo) and League attackers (revisionists).


The continuity and prevalence of Romanian thinking in this regard is demonstrated by the fact that Romanian wartime leader Ion Antonescu had himself pioneered the military aspects of the rapprochement with the USSR such that, during 1934-1936, the bulk of Romanian forces were transferred from the Soviet front to the Western front with Hungary (which was already in a relationship of security cooperation with Germany).8 By 1937, over 15 divisions — 70% of Romanian effectives — were on the Western Front, while only 5 divisions were on the border of the USSR.9 Then Defense Minister, Antonescu was projecting a clash between the “German-Italian ideology” of revisionism and the status quo oriented “Franco-Soviet ideology,” to which Romania adhered for obvious reasons.10


This appreciation of the military leaders and the military deployments that followed from it, approved and supported by the political leadership, were not seriously challenged until the German-Soviet co-invasion of Poland in mid-September 1939, despite the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. There was a broad consensus among Romanian military and political leaders that, along with the Allies, Romania would initially be fighting Germany and the Axis on a roughly equal footing and then quickly “gain an overwhelming superiority — militarily and materially — given the immense resources of America, of the Soviets, and of the vast colonial empires of the English and French.”11 This largely explains Antonescu’ s persistence in arguing with the U.S. representatives in early 1941 that only an American intervention and compromise peace could protect Europe from disaster as well as his readiness to admit in November 1941 that Germany had lost the war against the Soviet Union.12


Thus, Romania’s primary motivation for resisting the annexation of Transnistria was its manifest self-interest in preserving the defensive nature of its war and its claim to the restoration of the status quo ante, which would presumably return it the territories of Bessarabia, Northern Bucovina, and northern Transylvania lost in 1940. This was reflected in Romania’s repeated insistence from August 1941 until August 1944 on the application of the Atlantic Charter, co-signed by the U.S., Britain, and the Soviet Union, which explicitly refused to recognize any territorial modifications implemented during the war.13


This is an extremely important point for evaluating Romanian war aims and occupation policies and practices. If aggressive revisionism and imperial aggrandizement could be demonstrated to constitute Romania’s primary motivation for joining the Eastern Campaign, then a number of presumptions can be made about Romanian intent and subsequent policies. For example, concern for international law was obviously not a priority. Therefore, subsequent atrocities and annexationist policies do not require detailed explanation for the understanding of Romanian wartime behavior. They logically follow from Romania’s primary motivation. First cause, imperialism and revision, obviously took precedence over any concern for the restrictions of international law.


If, however, Romania was adamant on restoring the status quo ante and was attempting to adhere to the letter of international law in pressing its case, then the presumptions regarding Romanian intent and policies are quite different. Occupation policies must be evaluated in terms other than how they promoted policies of annexation and against the stipulations and restrictions of the laws of war, and atrocities require investigation as to their cause and the official reaction to them since they presumably deviated from intended Romanian behavior. First cause, defensive response (the only validating reason for the use of force under international law), must be considered the primary motivation and apparent deviations from it investigated.


The degree to which our understanding of Romania’s motivations for entering the war affects our interpretation of its subsequent behavior in very specific and important ways. To take one example germane to the study at hand, wartime administrations regardless of political coloration tend to institute draconian regulations, often stipulating the death penalty for a greater number of offenses that would not be deemed as such in peacetime. These measures to preserve order in periods of crisis are designed as disincentives rather than post facto reprisals, and are generally not carried out or are carried out in only symbolic fashion. If a presumption is made that the state authority values adherence to international law, then atrocities connected with such stipulations are the legitimate subject of detailed investigation to determine why and how the presumed deviation occurred and who is the responsible party or parties. It is not presumed that such draconian practices typify the policies and intent of the respective authority.


If, however, an a priori presumption of expedience rather than legality is made, then atrocities linked to such measures are considered a logical and inevitable consequence of them needing no further explanation. Moreover, even where there is no explicit evidence that such measures were implemented they are presumed to have accurately described normal regime behavior. For this reason alone, a serious reconsideration of Romanian occupation policies and Romania’s role in the Second World War is very much in order.


Assimilationist Policies


Dallin was the first to establish that Romania did not adopt a program of assimilation or “Romanization” towards the resident Russian and Ukrainian populations, permitting the continued operation of their cultural establishments, schools, journals, and newspapers in a rather lassez-faire manner.14 In part, as he notes, this was a reflection of Romanian political guile in that Bucharest was attempting to win hearts and minds in the region in preparation for the peace conference at the end of the war as well as to create as inhospitable a climate as possible for the reintroduction of Soviet-style communism. Also, in part, this difference with German occupation policies also reflected the fact that Romanians did not perceive the Slavs as untermensch as did the Germans, but rather recognized the necessity of long-term coexistence with what would inevitably be a large Slavic state to their cast no matter what the outcome of the war.


At the same time, however, there was an obvious “Romanization” effort in that the Romanian authorities did attempt to introduce or reintroduce Romanian history, tradition, and language to the “Moldavian” people — an ethnicity created by Stalin in 1924 in order to differentiate ethnic Romanians under Soviet rule from ethnic Romanians under Romanian rule and to foster the Soviet claim for Bessarabia and Romanian Moldavia.15 To this end, the occupiers introduced Romanian literature, grammar, and text books, and established a Moldavian faculty at Odessa University. Whether this can legitimately be considered an assimilationist policy is an interesting question given the prior attitude and nationality policy of the Soviet authorities towards the Moldavians.


The transformation of the Moldavians to a privileged elite is in itself a partial explanatory variable for subsequent Soviet attitudes towards the Romanians and their administration. Moldavians under Stalin had not received anything approaching equal treatment and were consistently lower in the pecking order than either the Russians or Ukrainians. Thus, even had the Romanians implemented an impartial equality, it would have been natural for the resident Russians and Ukrainians to perceive the Moldavians as “getting uppity.” Given that the average, presumably Slavic, citizen resented the study of Romanian as an imposition and sometimes insult, as Dallin points out, and further given that such things as bilingual signs were introduced and Romanian made the compulsory first foreign language, it is predictable that regardless of the “mildness” of occupation policies, and aside from the effects of Soviet interwar and wartime propaganda, a resentful attitude among the Slavic population would have developed because of this perceived assault on their relative social standing.


Central Control and Periodization


Dallin was the first to note that different periods of the Transnistrian occupation are distinguishable in terms of the policies followed by the Romanian authorities and their effect on the population. The first few months during the winter of 1941/1942 characterized by terror, chaos, and insecurity, followed, in the spring of 1942 and until the summer of 1943, by a relatively beneficent period for the local population, even in comparison with the pre-war Soviet regime. And finally, the period when the departure of the Romanians seemed imminent which was characterized more by the change of attitude by the occupied towards the occupiers rather than real changes in occupation policies and practices (at least until the Germans took over). A further aspect noted by Dallin that should inform later work concerns the German presence. Even though the bulk of German troops left Transnistria by the spring of 1942, the Germans did not disappear from the province, retaining a number of army echelons, a central coordinating staff, administrative headquarters for rail transport and operation of the port and coastal and antiaircraft installations, as well as offices for economic exploitation in Transnistria throughout the war.


Part of the cause for the seemingly radical change from the first few months of harshness and terror to the second period of mildness and even opportunity was thus evidently related to the fact that the front move through and out of the region, that German troops, including the dreaded Einsatzgruppe, and the bulk of Romanian troops moved out of the region with it, and that the military administration was replaced by a civilian one.16 In this regard, it should be noted that due to the slow pace of authority transfer, the first official Romanian decree to the population of Transnistria was made public only on November 1, 1941, and the last regions (judeţe) were handed over by the Germans to Romanian control only in the spring of 1942.


Another part of the cause for these changes, again first identified by Dallin, was the existence of different and competing policy lines and interests within the Romanian leadership and between the Romanians and Germans. Unfortunately, this level of sophistication has not permeated mainstream specialized literature to any great extent.17 While Dallin sketches the various approaches to the Transnistrian occupation, a number of central power struggles also influenced the type and manner of policy adoption and implementation and their understanding requires a brief review of the conditions surrounding Antonescu’s rise to power.


Antonescu was appointed the leader of the state by King Carol at the beginning of September 1940, after Carol had invited the Iron Guard into Government and while the Germans were insisting that the Guard remain in government.18 From the start, the Guard, backed principally by Himmler’s SD and the Nazi Party, fought with Antonescu over control of the state. Events came to a head in January 21-23, 1941, when the Guard mounted an unsuccessful coup against Antonescu. This did not end German support for a joint Antonescu-Guardist government, however, and together with the German Foreign Ministry, Hitler continued to insist that Antonescu rule with allegedly “healthy sections” of the Iron Guard. In order to placate the Germans that his refusal to do so did not mean greater unreliability of the Romanian leadership, Antonescu appointed a noted pro-German, General Iosif Iacobici, as Minister of Defense four days after the Iron Guard rebellion.19


Iacobici was an intimate of the German Minister in Bucharest, a frequent unofficial visitor to the German Embassy throughout 1941-1942, and was known to be “very close” to National Socialist circles as well.20 On September 9, 1941, after the repeated failures and huge losses already incurred in the siege of Odessa, Iacobici was named Commander of the 4th Army responsible for the siege. As this was perceived a temporary posting given mistaken appreciations that Odessa would soon fall, Iacobici apparently retained the titular leadership of the Defense Ministry as well. On September 22, after the Romanian Chief of Staff was killed in a freak accident, Iacobici was named to that post, retaining his Command of the 4th Army while relinquishing the Defense Ministry to Antonescu’s ad interim leadership.


Thus, Iacobici, who still had his staff at the Defense Ministry, was simultaneously the Chief of the General Staff and the Commander of the 4th Army fighting to take Odessa, a completely sui generis concentration of responsibilities.21 Following the explosion of Romanian Headquarters in Odessa on October 22, Iacobici requested Antonescu to approve the reprisals he ordered on the scene. The reprisals quickly became a massacre in which some 19,000 were killed. A massive cover up was mounted with the full complicity of the 4th Army Staff and the Headquarters General Staff; a feat which Iacobici was in a unique position to accomplish.22


At about the same time as these events, Iacobici was initiating a restructuring of the Romanian General Staff that would place it on an equal footing with the Ministry of Defense, making it and him independent of the Defense Minister’s control and thus replicating Germany’s independent Oberkommand Wehrmacht.23 Antonescu had repeatedly refused Iacobici’s earlier proposals in this regard even though the latter had German support. More to the point, the restructuring would create a position for Iacobici in which his authority would be second only to that of Antonescu and in which he would be empowered to take executive decisions in the latter’s absence.


The discovery of this unauthorized initiative, previously rejected by Antonescu, led to an open and acrimonious conflict that was only partially resolved by Iacobici’s dismissal on January 20, 1942. Iacobici then apparently sought out the support of Berlin and the Iron Guard. Finally, in a December 1942 putsch attempt mounted by the Germans and the Iron Guard, Iacobici launched an unsuccessful bid to replace Antonescu as chief of state.25 Along with the crisis in Romanian-German relations, Antonescu subsequently cashiered Iacobici from the army altogether.


Such dynamics as this, which obviously influenced both Romanian internal politics and external policies in sometimes radical fashion, were first hinted at by Dallin even though he was hampered by virtually no access to official and unofficial Romanian documents. Interesting questions remain as to whether and to what degree such power struggles affected the divergence in Romanian policies in Transnistria before and after the winter of 1941/1942.


Context


Perhaps the principal strength of Dallin’s study is its comparative nature, making sense of the Romanian occupation through often direct references to German occupation policies. While Dallin was uniquely qualified to undertake this particular comparison given his earlier work on German occupation policies in the Soviet Union, there are a number of other comparisons that promise to further enlighten our understanding of the Romanian occupation and deserve consideration.26


For example, there is no comparison of the Soviet occupation policies in Bessarabia and Bucovina that preceded the Romanian occupation of Transnistria. While the study of the Soviet occupation of these territories in 1940-1941 is still in its infancy, the potential for providing a valuable context for interpreting the subsequent Romanian occupation policies in the Soviet Union is self:evident.27 Also useful in this regard would be comparisons with the Soviet postwar treatment of the respective populations in both Bessarabia and former Transnistria.


Finally, in seeking to analyze Romanian policies in Transnistria it might be more useful, as originally suggested by Gerald Reitlinger, to treat the Jewish populations of Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina deported to Transnistria separately from the Jewish populations that remained under Romanian sovereignty throughout the war in the Old Kingdom and southern Transylvania.28 At present, the Transnistrian deportations are generally interpreted as part of a Romanian Final Solution aimed at “dumping” unwanted ethnicities abroad (and murdering as many as possible along the way). Such an interpretation renders inexplicable the radical improvement of the treatment of deported Jews in the spring of 1942; Antonescu’s guarantees, made in 1941 and 1942, of the physical safety of the rest of the Jewish population under Romanian control (some 320,000), and of his refusal to deport them to death camps in the autumn of 1942; aside from lending a schizophrenic quality to Romanian occupation policies generally. If approached in a differentiated manner, useful comparisons might then be drawn with other displacements of alleged “enemy aliens” during the war; for example, the evacuation of ethnic Japanese (also numbering about 120,000) from the Pacific West Coast in the United States during 1942 and the relocation of various minorities within the Soviet Union during the war (Volga Germans and, after their annexation, Poles, Lithuanians, Latvians, etc.).29


In conclusion, because of the stated intention of his work and the paucity of Romanian sources, Dallin could only present Romanian intention and policy from the perspective of those who experienced or observed their practical effects. At the same time, his insight has made this work the principal scholarly reference on Romanian occupation policies during the war to this day and a great boon to the historiography of Romania generally. I fully share Dr. Dallin’s hope that the appearance of this work will spark further study of a long-neglected aspect of World War II history. I also share his belief that his basic themes and general conclusions will stand the test of time. Indeed, after almost half a century, one might argue that they already have.
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Odessa, 1941-1944


A Case Study of Soviet Territory under Foreign Rule











Chapter I Odessa from Peace to Occupation



Background


At the end of the 18th century, after the conquest of the northwestern region of the Black Sea by Russia, the small Turkish settlement of Hadjibey was renamed Odessa. On a natural gulf, it soon became Russia’s major maritime outlet on the Black Sea. By the early 20th century, it was a busy center of export and import, it had a fast-growing industry, and it attracted a motley of tradesmen and sailors, artists and immigrants. It was strikingly cosmopolitan and “Western” in character, partly because individual Western Europeans (like the Duke of Richelieu) had played a role in its initial development, but primarily because of its location and economic raison d’être. If St. Petersburg was Russia’s northern window to Europe, its southern was Odessa.


To a basic Russian stock had been added a variety of other ethnic groups: Ukrainians, Moldavians, Bulgarians, Germans settled in or outside the city proper, and Jews, Armenians, and Greeks in considerable numbers Hocked to the port. There grew an urban middle class with material ambitions and cultural interests, leading to a further intensification of foreign influences and contacts. The first university in the new Russian areas in the south — Novorussiia — had been established in Odessa; foreign teachers, artists, and singers went there either as visiting performers or to settle. Odessa became known as “the Pearl of the Black Sea.” The vigor of its cultural life, incidentally, continued pronounced — and a source of local pride — in the Soviet era. By 1941, Odessa, with a population of some 650,000, had 18 academic and 29 technical institutes of higher learning, and 12 theaters.


Odessa had a special place in the history of the revolutionary movement. Here, in 1875, the first Russian labor organization, the “South Russian Union of Workers,” was formed; here Leon Trotsky lived as a boy; here the mutiny aboard the legendary battleship “Potemkin” triggered the 1905 Revolution, which found widespread support among Odessa’s urban proletariat and student body. During the Civil War, it repeatedly changed hands, being held at different times by Russian “Whites,” Trench, Ukrainian nationalist, and communist forces. In 1920, it passed under Soviet control.


Under Soviet rule, Odessa changed. It did not benefit greatly from the industrial construction that expanded the productive potential of certain areas of the U.S.S.R. and transformed others. Its primary economic asset — the port — declined with the substantial drop in its foreign trade. Odessa attracted few outsiders and had little to offer that was new or unique. In the Soviet melting pot, Odessa, as a major city of the Ukrainian S.S.R., lost some of its specific color and became more like other Soviet cities. Yet, at the beginning of the Second World War, Odessa still had its specific reputation. Not unlike Marseilles, it was half-ironically, half-pejoratively held to be at once a source of shame and of pride. With its own jargon and humor, with a distinct laxity of morals and interminable jokes suggesting the existence of a semi-thievish fringe, it also stood for a spirit of inquiry and independent judgment, a quest for personal advantage and elbow-room not common under Soviet controls.


Periodically, Odessa had experienced typical Soviet crises — the end of the NEP, the break-neck industrialization-collectivization drive, and the Great Purges. Unlike other Soviet cities, it felt the Spanish Civil War: Soviet shipments to and from Spain went largely through Odessa. Odessa’s hinterland, between the Bug and Dnestr Rivers, had undergone an evolution rather similar to the rest of the Soviet countryside. It was now dotted with collectives and state farms, interspersed with machinetractor stations and electric power stations, the whole system thoroughly supervised from afar through an intricate system of controls.


Part of the hinterland included the Moldavian Autonomous S.S.R., which had been detached from the Ukrainian S.S.R., in line with early Soviet policy of fostering national groups within the U.S.S.R. The Moldavian Autonomous S.S.R. had also been created to keep alive claims to neighboring Bessarabia which united with Romania in the wake of the First World War. It was not until 1940, under the Hitler-Stalin Pact, that the Red Army marched into Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina to “reunite” these areas with the mother country. Moldavia was made the sixteenth full-fledged Union Republic.


Invasion


On June 22, 1941, the Germans struck. Like the rest of the Soviet Union, Odessa that day listened with consternation and disbelief to the radio address of Viacheslav Molotov. On the same day, the age classes from 1905 to 1918 were drafted.1 Four days later, the Odessa garrison commander declared that the martial law (voennoe polozhenie) proclaimed on June 22 by the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet was in effect, and appealed to the population to uncover suspects and turn in violators of the detailed regulations, which ranged from the imposition of a curfew (2400 to 0430) to the prohibition of speculation.2 The local papers, in the wake of Stalin’s speech of July 3, demanded the “voluntary” formation of a “mighty people’s levée (opolchenie).”3 The registration of volunteers and conscription of the opolchenie were entrusted to the oblast and city committees of the Party.4 Full-scale mobilization of other age groups did not begin until a month after the outbreak of war.5


By then, bombing raids on the city and the port, which had subsided after the initial attack on June 22, had multiplied and increased in effectiveness.6 Perhaps more upsetting than the raids themselves were incidents such as the strafing by German planes of a column of students being evacuated by foot on the road to Nikolaev (presumably mistaken for soldiers, since they wore uniforms), and the bombing of port installations, where thousands were waiting to be evacuated by sea.7


The evacuation of men and materiel was a major preoccupation of the local authorities during the first two months of the war. The general “scorched-earth policy” made mandatory the removal or destruction of all tools, machines, stocks, and personnel. More specifically, a subsequent account relates, the State Defense Committee (established on June 30) “in the first days of July” ordered the evacuation of Odessa begun, with the removal of major enterprises, stocks of supply, and food stores as priority items.8 That the German advance would continue was scarcely questioned, even if official Soviet communiqu s avoided giving the impression of a serious, let alone catastrophic, rout.


Evacuation was rendered difficult by the disruption of communication and transportation lines, which had immediately followed the outbreak of war. Passenger trains did not operate until July 9, and then only sporadically; a few weeks later the rapid German advance to the north of Odessa cut the lines completely.9 Numerous tourists, south for the summer, were another complication. Regular plane flights were canceled. Wires were accepted only on official business. Rather realistically, Valentin Kataev, the Odessa novelist, describes these initial weeks of war; his “hero” — a Moscow boy, trying to rejoin his mother in the capital — was finally put aboard a train; it got no farther than near-by Birzula (now Kotovsk), because a German plane had wrecked the railroad bridge ahead; after three days, the train returned to Odessa.10 It was difficult to get away.


Evacuation was directed by a special commission including Army, State, Party (and probably NKVD) elements.11 As early as July 5, Communist Party members who were not locally indispensable were ordered to leave with their dependents. On July 8, the evacuation of industrial enterprises began. Other categories followed in the next weeks.12 In early August, as rumors about the approach of the Germans multiplied, there were frantic efforts to get out “on one’s own.” The major avenue of escape was by sea, and thousands huddled for days in the port hoping to get abroad ships, knowing that they risked being bombed and strafed by German planes on their sea journey to Mariupol’, Berdiansk, or the Crimea.13 Others, younger and more enterprising, loaded their families on rented horse carts, or left by foot or bicycle. Sometimes, for no apparent reason, the militia would stop them on the road out of town and force them to return. More frequently, the authorities were happy to see anyone go who wanted to do so.14


As “Soviet patriots,” or from fear, or a sense of duty, or from a combination of feelings, perhaps as much as 15 per cent of the population left voluntarily.15 Others were urged, even compelled to leave. The prominent scientist and eye specialist, Academician V.P. Filatov, was flown out of Odessa at official behest, reportedly against his will. Among “intellectuals,” only exceptional individuals seem to have been accorded such treatment. The university faculty, for instance, was given the opportunity to leave, but only about half took it.16


A far greater effort was made, from July on, to evacuate the equipment and key personnel of factories. By early September, German intelligence had ascertained the removal of the large Lenin plant, producing machine tools, with a peace-time contingent of some 6,000 workers, to Ufa; the “January Revolt” factory, which produced cranes and artillery equipment, with, normally, some 8,000 workers, was moved to Sverdlovsk; the administration of the Black Sea merchant marine, to Rostov; the giant October Revolution factory and some smaller war plants and chemical installations, to Rostov and Melitopol’. The André Marty plant and the turbines from the electric power stations were shipped off to the Urals, while the floating docks went to Mariupol’.17 According to Soviet postwar sources, about 190,000 tons (the equivalent of some 10,000 freight cars) was disassembled and shipped out of Odessa, including equipment, machinery, and raw materials:18
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Evacuation, while substantial, went less smoothly than Soviet figures suggest. A number of ships carrying equipment and personnel were sunk on the way out; gossip-ridden Odessa spoke of “two out of three” ships sinking. In the chaos and confusion, a number of small plants and workshops were simply forgotten by the evacuation commission and received no instructions. Some of the cattle, fowl, and horses chased eastward on the roads from the farms of Odessa Oblast “safely” made it across the Bug (often, only to be overtaken by German columns there or farther east), but a considerable number of animals perished. There was considerable waste and disorganization in the removal of equipment.19


What contributed most to popular confusion about evacuation was the uncertainty about the ultimate fate of the city. The authorities at first aimed at total removal or destruction of factories, but, as will be seen below, reversed themselves when it became likely that Odessa would be cut off and would have to marshal all that it could of its own resources to withstand a prolonged siege. In mid-August, after most machines were gone — the precise date cannot be established — an order suddenly went out to convert plants into repair shops for armored vehicles and artillery pieces, and to improvise “Molotov cocktails” and other rudimentary weapons.20


All this could not but have a most unsettling effect on the local population. There was apparently a goodly measure of pessimism, intensified by the depressing impression created by the passage of retreating troops through the city in early August, and by the appearance of deserters from the frontlines, who sought to hide in the city; and there was some feeling of weary indifference as supplies dwindled, enemy air attacks increased, and hope for the city vanished. In the first days of the war, hoarding of available supplies and foodstuffs had begun on a considerable scale. “Panic” in the sense of frantic and often aimless activity manifested itself primarily among those who sought to leave the city but could not. There was an atmosphere of nervousness and rumors; and individual instances of people being shot for violation of military orders reverberated widely. A Soviet account admits that a destruction battalion formed in the port, among other things, was compelled to “fight with panic-makers.”


But there is no indication of overt discontent, not the slightest suggestion of any effort to help speed the Germans’ or Romanians’ arrival, or of actual sabotage. There are hints of dissatisfaction, even in workers’ circles, about the way the Party brass “take care only of themselves” — similar resentment was reported in Moscow during the crisis in October, 1941.21 By and large, this resentment remained confined within an axiomatic acceptance of the Soviet side as “one’s own.” The best indication, perhaps, of the failure of the population to break its ties with the Soviet regime is the “spy mania” which developed in Odessa (as in many other localities) during the first weeks of war. Had there been widespread willingness to break with the Soviets, anxious and zealous “spy hunting” would not have been so widespread. Not only Komsomol activities but ordinary citizens would apprehend “enemy agents.” Such activity tended to be nonsensical. Two beggars were arrested on suspicion of espionage, and two university instructors were “caught” by a crowd because one was smoking a cigar and the other wore a Tyrolian hat.22


By mid-August, however, a more stable, more austere mood came to prevail. The crucial factor in bringing this about was the military situation, which left the city no choice but to settle down to a long siege. By the end of July, the German Eleventh Army and the Romanian Fourth Army had reached the Dnestr. With quite heavy casualties, the Germans crossed the river and broke through the Soviet defense lines. Once across, the mobile German columns sallied forth rapidly, taking Kotovsk and Voznesensk on August 7 (thus cutting Odessa’s two rail links) and racing on across the Bug. The Romanian army — smaller, less skillful, and not so well equipped — lagged behind, but took advantage of the initial crossing to widen the bridgehead and advance southeastward from the Dubosary — Grigoriopol’ area toward the Black Sea port.23


Odessa faced the prospect of being cut off. The Germans, to the north, had already by-passed it. The so-called Maritime Group of the Red Army had retreated from its positions near the Romanian border but, by August 7, found itself cut off from the rest of Soviet forces. It was now reorganized into the Maritime Army for the defense of Odessa.24 Rather, its commander, Lt. Gen. G.P. Safronov, initially prepared to abandon the city and ordered the further evacuation of troops and equipment from the port. Yet in fact there was an ambiguity about Soviet plans for the city’s future. On August 8, the commander of the Odessa garrison proclaimed a state of siege. Curfew was extended to cover the hours from 2000 to 0600. Entry into the city without special permits was barred. “For all diversionary acts (shooting from attics, giving light signals, operation of radio transmitters) house owners, managers, and superintendents will be held responsible.”25 On August 10, when Odessa was practically cut off, the construction of defense fortifications — three concentric semi-circles around the city, with the open side toward the sea, the widest as far as 25 kilometers from the city, the nearest within 6 to 10 kilometers — was hastily begun. Work on anti-tank obstacles, artillery installations, and barricades within the city limits was also started.26


Evacuation or defense? With Odessa virtually cut off, the decision had to be made. On August 16, Rear Admiral G. Zhukov, commander of the Odessa Naval Base — apparently on his own initiative — countermanded an order of Lieutenant General Safronov, commanding general of the Maritime Army, concerning the departure of four vessels (Dnepr, Azov, Pestel’, and Rostov) with troops and military equipment. Insisting that they were needed to hold Odessa, Zhukov wired a detailed plan for the defense of the city to Admiral F.S. Oktiabr’ski, commanding admiral of the Black Sea Fleet. On October 18, Oktiabr’ski and another member of the Black Sea Fleet’s military council, N.M. Kulakov, reported Admiral Zhukov’s plan with a favorable recommendation to the Supreme Stavka. The following day this body approved the decision to hold Odessa and decreed the formation of the “Odessa Defensive Rayon” (discussed below) under Zhukov’s command. Characteristically, Safronov was dropped and replaced by Major General I.E. Petrov as commander of the Maritime Army. On August 20, the Germans intercepted a message signed by Marshal Budennyi, commander of the South Front, to the military council of the Odessa Defensive Rayon: “I order that Odessa must not surrender under any circumstances.”27 The siege had begun.


Siege


Odessa was under siege for two months before it fell to German and Romanian forces (see map 1). By agreement between the German and Romanian commands, the Romanian Fourth Army was to affect the capture of the city, helped only by small — almost nominal — German detachments, particularly artillery and other specialized services. Initial plans called for its being captured by early September.28 However, as early as August 20 the Romanian command began to realize that the rapid push for Odessa had failed. In spite of their considerable numerical superiority — about 6:1 in manpower and 5:1 in artillery — the Romanians were compelled to dig in and begin systematic attacks and infiltrations.29 Axis artillery began shelling the port.


By mid-September, their supplies low, their casualties high, and morale rapidly dropping, the Romanian troops had failed to seize any of the pivotal points in the defense line. Seeing the difficulties in which their “allies” found themselves, the Germans on September 9 established a new command of “German Troops before Odessa” (Befehlshaber der Deutschen Truppen vor Odessa) under General L’Homme de Courbière, and provided for a German liaison and advisory officer for each Romanian unit. Hitler had promised the Romanians the loan of the entire LIV Corps but failed to transfer any troops except for one division briefly assigned to rear-area security near Ochakov. The Red Army, meanwhile, had reversed its earlier evacuation policy and was now pouring in troops, ammunition, and equipment from Sevastopol by sea, and the Red Navy maintained vessels (including the cruiser “Komintern”) off-shore to reinforce the city’s defenses with long-range guns and to guard against any Romanian or German landing attempts along the coast.
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Map 1 — The Siege of Odessa





By mid-September the situation had become so “stable” that the Romanian command confessed its inability to take Odessa.30 A report of Gen. Courbière on September 19 aptly summarized the situation. After enumerating the Soviet manpower and artillery reinforcements, he commented:


The enemy has fought and continues to light with extreme bitterness. He has a very active air force, superior to that of the Romanians. He is being supported by naval guns… The Russians have the advantage of the interior line, which they cleverly use by rapidly moving troops by truck to the decisive sectors.


He maintained that the Romanian troops, moreover, were exhausted. The appointment of Defense Minister Jacobici as commanding general of the Fourth Army on September 9 had brought no real change; the Romanians were, on the whole, badly officered, and the poor supply situation was further complicated by the absence of bridges over the Dnestr. The Romanian command had demanded that Courbière throw German troops into action to help get the advance going again; most reluctantly lie agreed to participate in the next operations, though he would have preferred to stay out or else first to obtain considerable German reinforcements.31


Apparently, the attackers underestimated the difficulties of the city’s defenders. From the bases along the Adzhalyk, northeast of Odessa, the Axis artillery could shell the port and vessels leaving and entering it. Yet the defense was predicated on the continued operation of the port. “At that moment,” a Soviet account frankly acknowledges (referring apparently to September 15), “the Supreme High Command appealed to the defenders of Odessa to hold out a few more days, during which they would receive help in troops and arms.” The Stavka ordered a small landing at Grigor’evka (Dofinovka), which was successfully carried out on September 22, knocking out the menacing artillery installations with the aid of two rifle divisions specially brought in from Novorossiisk, and causing a few days’ confusion in German and Romanian quarters at the front.32 Odessa gained a breathing spell. On September 24, the Romanian dictator, General (and now, since the Russian campaign, self-appointed Marshal) Ion Antonescu, informed the head of the German Military Mission in Bucharest that he must abandon the siege: casualties were stupendous, and he had no replacements or supplies. After some recrimination, by October 1 he had agreed to continue the siege, but only on Berlin’s promise of reinforcements in men and heavy weapons. On October 5, Hitler informed Antonescu that, because of the capture of Kiev, he could spare some German divisions to help before Odessa. Troop movements did begin, and by October 17-20 the first additional German contingents were expected at the Black Sea.33


Achieved at a high price — but, in the process, inflicting severe casualties on the enemy — the successful defense of Odessa was, tragically or paradoxically, just then ordered terminated. By the beginning of October, the order was given to prepare to abandon the city.


During the siege, the population of Odessa was only vaguely aware of these high-level decisions, which were reflected indirectly and slowly in events within the universe of its own experience. Chiefly, it felt the pulsation, with almost frightening regularity, of Romanian attacks in daytime, and of nightly counterthrusts by Soviet troops — army regulars, recent recruits and “green” city-dwellers, NKVD units, and especially marine infantry, which (often after considerable quantities of vodka) fought savagely.34 To the roar of artillery in the distance, to the flashes of shells and to the accompaniment of increasingly frequent air attacks by German planes, life within the defensive perimeter continued.


In addition to the usual Soviet state and Party organs, there was (as indicated above) the Odessa Defensive Rayon (Odesskii Oboronitel’nyi Rayon, or OOR), created on August 19 by order of the Supreme Command. Its commander was the commander of the Odessa Naval Base (which was now also given full control over a part of the Black Sea Fleet); its deputy commander, the commanding general of the Maritime Army which did much of the land fighting in the Odessa area. This merging of land and sea forces was apparently intended to facilitate defense and supply operations and, so far as can be judged, was a successful administrative device.35
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