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The issues related to the presence and activities of Polish citizens in
Cuba are rarely studied in Polish academic literature. This is a general
result of the weak historical relationships between Poland and Cuba.
Nevertheless,a few valuable studies have been written about these
issues.1

The results of research by both Polish and foreign authors have
focused on emphasising the social dimension of the lives of the Polish
and Jewish diasporas in Cuba; however, the differentiation of Jews by
their country of origin does not as a rule appear in studies by English-
speaking authors, as they only refer to  a generally defined
geographical region.2 However, the activities of the Polish diplomatic
deputation in Cuba during the World War II have completely faded
from view. This deputation organised the lives of groups of Poles living
abroad, including Jewish refugees. Thus, there is a need for a detailed
study that would show the nature of these activities as well as their
range and reach. An analysis of the available material leaves no doubt
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that the most urgent problem faced by the Polish deputation in the
Caribbean region was the issue of helping Jews who had arrived in
Cuba from occupied Europe.3 This activity was outlined by the policy of
the Polish government-in-exile.4

Organisational State of the Polish Deputation

After the independent Polish state established diplomatic relations
with Cuba in 1933, the relationship between the states deepened.
However, this was a gradual process. From 1934, the Honorary
Consulate of the Republic of Poland, headed by Karol Sachs,5

operated in Havana, but the Consulate General of the Republic of
Poland in New York formally looked after Polish citizens ‘from a
distance’. The presence of Karol Sachs in Cuba was not coincidental;
as a prominent Polish sugar manufacturer, during the post-1929
depression he strove to take care of the interests of the Polish sugar
industry, which had been affected by the after-effects of the financial
crisis (as Cuba was one of the main sugar exporters).6

The concept of ‘presence from a distance’ in Cuba was still practiced
after the outbreak of war. At that time a secretary named Leon
Wilczewski, who assisted Sachs, was co-opted to the consulate, but
unfortunately the author could not find any further details about him.
The Polish deputation on the island was expanded further as a result of
international conditions; in 1942, the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs
decided to reinforce its diplomatic structures in Cuba further.

In March 1942, minister plenipotentiary Jan Drohojowski was sent to



the island.7 He was an experienced diplomat 8 and quickly established
relations with other envoys, especially Sir George Ogilvie-Forbes, the
British representative, and Ellis Ormsbee Briggs, the American chargé
d’affaires. Both warned Drohojowski that effective cooperation with
the Cuban government should be dependent on the degree of his
association with the American government, which could be regarded
as an attempt to have Drohojowski report to them.9 The following
people also belonged to the circle of Drohojowski’s acquaintances: Ti-
Tsun Lin (the Chinese envoy), B. Verstraeten (the Belgian chargé
d’affaires; first name unknown), Alfred Danielsen (the Norwegian
chargé d’affaires), as well as Henry A. Hobson (the First Secretary of
the Legation of Great Britain and the British Consul General) and
Philippe Grousset (the representative of Free France).10 During that
period, Drohojowski cooperated closely with the Embassy of the
Republic of Poland in Washington; the above-mentioned areas
belonged to its jurisdiction. Until the time of Drohojowski’s arrival,
Michał Kwapiszewski, the Counsellor of the Embassy, visited the
island in the name of Jan Ciechanowski, the Polish ambassador in
Washington.11

Soon, Drohojowski was replaced by Kazimierz Roman Dębicki, who
came to Cuba as an envoy of the Republic of Poland in Havana. He
held the position of envoy from October 1942 to 5 July 1945, with a
responsibility also covering the Dominican Republic and Haiti, and
then Jamaica from 1944 (delegated competency). Among his
subordinates was the mission’s secretary, Dr. Tadeusz Kozłowski,
about whom – as in the case of Sachs’s secretary – we know
nothing.12



Dębicki was a vociferous supporter of creating the legation; he was
also aware of the geographical and mental distance separating Cuba
from Poland, so he understood that his most important activities
consisted of establishing closer relations with the United States.
Dębicki justified the need for a Polish post in the following way: “[it] is
a necessary supplement of our network on the American continent.
The already mentioned capital of sentiment, which Poland possesses
in these countries and [which] can revive, ambitions and sensitivities
which can be exploited there for Poland, and finally the importance
the United States attaches to these countries, are elements which in
the political and propaganda work can surely be useful.”13

His enthusiastic attitude upon arrival allowed him to look with
optimism at the opportunities for developing the post. In addition to
the above-mentioned people, the Polish honorary consuls – Georges
Lespinasse in Haiti and Juan Gilberto Marion-Landais in the Dominican
Republic – were helpful. Their importance was all the greater as there
were serious communication issues related to the insular character of
the areas under Dębicki’s control, although these obstacles were
overcome. Dębicki was pleased with the work of the honorary
consuls; he emphasised that they represented spheres of the local
elites, and in his assessment Lespinasse was particularly useful due to
his friendship with the president of Haiti, Antoine Louis Léocardie Élie
Lescot.14

Dębicki’s improvising and his personal commitment at least partially
compensated for his deficiencies in preparing for the role. He did not
speak the Spanish language, nor was he acquainted with the history
of Cuba or Polish–Cuban relations, and he had to become familiar with



the island’s modern problems at an accelerated pace. Becoming
acquainted with the local elite and establishing relations – not as a
quasi-representative of Poland but as a person equal to the other
envoys – caused the greatest difficulty. Sachs, who had been
respected and acclaimed by the Cuban government, had all these
attributes; but his mission had a slightly different character than that
of envoy Dębicki.15 Additionally, the newly arrived envoy suffered
from a lack of funds: he complained that the post was underfunded,
and tried to make his superiors aware that prices in Cuba were
approximately the same as in the US.16 Based on these considerations
at least, his mission could be seen as difficult, requiring commitment
and dedication.

Characteristics of Jewish Refugees

When analysing the refugee problem,and more widely the migration
issue, we should not lose sight of what was happening in Cuba in the
interwar period, and even earlier. More than 850,000 Europeans,
mostly from Spain,arrived on the island between 1898 to 1932.17

Jewish migration developed in three large waves.According to
available data, around 6000 Jews from Turkey arrived in Cuba in
1902–1914. In the next wave (1925–1935), 4000 Ashkenazi Jews,
speaking Russian,Polish and Yiddish on a daily basis, came to the
island. After 1938, subsequent groups of Jews arrived from Germany,
totalling about 6000. Their destination was not so much Cuba as the
United States, which restricted immigration from Germany and Eastern
Europe pursuant to the Immigration Act of 1924. This led Cuba to



become a kind of waiting room  for these migrants.18

When taking into account the diversity of the Jewish diaspora in Cuba,
researchers distinguished three main groups: the numerically small
but influential Portuguese-Dutch and American colony; a colony of
Turkish Jews closely connected to that first colony; and a third colony,
which consisted of Ashkenazi Jews from Eastern Europe, referred to
locally as polacos. These divisions proved to be so strong that they
were decisive in internal relationships; the groups were neither
inclined to integrate nor cooperate. Usually, the JDC (the American-
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, sometimes known as ‘the Joint’)
and HIAS (the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) undertook integration
activities. Jews from Eastern Europe had the greatest problems with
adapting to their new circumstances, although there were groups of
Jews from Poland who quickly integrated. The editorial staff of the
newspaper Kubaner Yiddische Vort was such a group. Polish Jews also
ran a school called Elojchem Szul.19 In the last years before the
outbreak of the World War II, the life of the diaspora was focused on
the refugee issue and the fight with escalating anti-Semitism
fomented by German intelligence in Cuba.20

In 1942, it was noted that 5000 Polish citizens or people of Polish
origin were resident in Cuba, including 2000 refugees.21 Their lives
were concentrated solely in Havana. In 1943 the number of war
refugees shrank to 900, which was a result of their immigration to the
US, being granted Cuban citizenship, or the use of   a different
registration criterion to qualify as Polish nationals. For instance, other



calculations for the same year indicate that a total of 3400 people of
Polish origin resided in Cuba, including 1600 Polish citizens and 1800
people ‘coming from Poland.’22 It is difficult to determine not only the
basis for those estimates but also which groups were being
considered: old immigration or refugees, or maybe both groups at
once. It is also unknown how many Jews were in the group of Polish
citizens analysed.
Despite this problem, which we probably cannot resolve, our attention
will focus first on the refugees; according to estimates, 95% of these
refugees were  of Jewish origin. They arrived in Cuba mainly from
Italy, France, Belgium and Portugal, using ‘exotic transit visas’ issued
mainly in France, and to a lesser extent in Belgium, by the Honduran,
Guatemalan, Haitian and Chinese consulates. Some of the newcomers
had certificates issued by Polish consulates or Offices Polonaises in
unoccupied France. The others had documents of stateless persons
(some had only their certificats d’identité).23 They got to the island by
bribery; as Drohojowski stated in 1942, “the way [...] is still open for
anyone who lodges a deposit of 650 dollars and respectively pays an
often not very meticulous law firm in Europe, which has an associate
in Havana.”24 In 1942, Jewish refugees of Polish origin were
maintained by the JDC, which had its own delegation in Havana. This
situation persisted until the end of the war.25 In the remaining areas
under the care of Dębicki, approximately 20 people of Polish origin
were in the Dominican Republic, including some who did not have
Polish citizenship but wanted to renew it, and there was a small group
in Haiti in 1943 of no more than ten Polish citizens (refugees and
representatives of old immigration).26
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