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Sylvain Samuel Smadja was born on December 25, 1921, in Tunis, Tunisia, at the family apartment 
on the avenue de Londres. He was the eldest child born to Julie Smadja (née Uzan) and Albert 
Smadja, a grain merchant, born in 1890. He had a brother and two sisters. There were three Jewish 
quarters according to Mr. Smadja:  the “Hara” for the poorer Jews, “Le Passage” where there were 
Europeans and Tunisian Jews, and the “Belvedere”, for the wealthier Jews. The Smadja’s lived in 
“Le Passage”. His maternal tongue was French, but he spoke Judeo-Arabic to communicate with his 
paternal grandmother. A rabbi came to his home to prepare him for his Bar Mitzvah. 

Mr. Smadja mentions a serious typhus epidemic in the mid-1930’s, which decimated the 
population. Out of 4 cousins around the same age as he, he was the only one who survived. 

Sylvain attended the Lycée Carnot, a public school run by the French. The  class was composed of 
25 Jews, 5 Arabs, and 5 European non-Jews. He joined the Maccabée Athletic Club at an early age 
and distinguished himself as a strong competitive swimmer.  

His father, Albert, became a naturalized French citizen in order to benefit from fairer tribunals if 
there was ever a lawsuit or other judicial problems. In 1939, he was called up for several weeks and 
sent to a garrison in Gabès, but soon released because of his age. After France fell and the Vichy 
regime came to power in June, 1940, Sylvain was called up to join the Chantiers de la Jeunesse, 
instead of military service. He maintains that Tunisia was the only country where Jewish youths 
were separated from non-Jews1. Mr. Smadja was sent to a sort of officer training school for a month 
during the 9 months he was in the “Chantiers”. A man there named Gigi Halphon was a 
“mélomane”, a connoisseur of music. When they put on musical shows, Halphon arranged 
compositions to sing in French based on Soviet melodies. (Mr. Smadja hums this during the 
interview.) 

He mentions that during the war in 1941, Vichy held athletic competitions in Algiers. He was taken 
out of the “Chantiers de la jeunesse”, where he was obliged to live under rugged conditions and 
perform hard manual labor, to participate in the competition with two other swimmers, the 
Cardozo’s. The night before the competition, they published the names of those taking part and 
excluded Sylvain Smadja from the games because his was Jewish, although the Cardozo’s were 
allowed to compete (and they were Jewish, too).  

Mr. Smadja remembers that all Jewish men of a certain age were asked to report to the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle one morning (probably in December, 1942). As the men boarded a packed 
train, the swimming team coach from the Maccabee’s, a Hungarian named Mr. Schaffer, tried to 
convince the Germans to let the men on his team have a different regime than the others. The young 
men refused. They were sent to the forced labor camp in Bizerte, a city totally destroyed by Allied 
bomb raids, with the exception of the barracks where the workers were housed. They were forced to 
clear the rubble in the port and the airport runways while other planes flew low overhead. At first, 
they were guarded by regular German soldiers, than the S.S. He mentions how he and his friends, 
totally oblivious to the danger, went out in the courtyard of the barracks as the planes flew over, 
singing songs in Arabic to the “beautiful night”. 

When asked about what the Tunisian Jewish community knew or did not know concerning Hitler 
and the rise of Nazism throughout the 30’s, Mr. Smadja said that they really were not aware of what 
was going on. He remembers only one French refugee who escaped to Tunis, named Bernheim2. He 

                                                            
1 In Algeria, the Jews were totally excluded from the Chantiers. 
2 He was Alsatian and « Bernheim » is a fairly typical name. M. Smadja wonders if he was related to the man who was 
the Great Rabbi of France, Gilles Bernheim, until recently. 
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was not politically active, either. He does mention that his future brother-in-law, Dr. Valensi, was 
the head of the Tunisian Communist Party, though. 

He recounts how his group of fellow forced laborers used to take the German officer in charge on 
their shoulders and throw him up and down in the air, jostling him in a friendly way.  

After the liberation Tunisia in May, 1943, Sylvain Smadja was called up to perform military service 
with the regular French army under the General Giraud, a notorious anti-Semite, who did not 
abrogate the Vichy anti-Jewish laws when Algeria and Morocco were liberated. They were in Aïn 
Draham, a village situated in northwestern Tunisia.The Jews were not allowed to bear arms and 
were confined to menial tasks, uniforms dated from WW I. Mr. Smadja and his friends deserted and 
went to sign up with the Free French Army in Southern Tunisia, led by the General Philippe Leclerc 
de Hautecloque and organized locally by General de Larminat. This later became the Second 
Armored Division which liberated Normandy, Paris, Strasburg, and points east. He and his friends 
trained in the artillery in the Tripolitaine, the part of Libya which touches the Tunisian border. They 
then spent the winter in tents in Morocco, in Temara. 

The Division Leclerc boarded a troop ship called The Capetown Castle in Morocco at Mers-el-
Kebir and it took them 11 days to reach Liverpool. They joined the Normandy invasion, but well 
after D-Day, landing at Sainte-Mer-Eglise on August 1st, 1944, proceeding to the Château 
d’Avranches3, then joining Paris from the West on August 25, 1944. His friend, and future brother-
in-law, Tullio Attias, was wounded there and could not continue the campaign east. 

Mr. Smadja stayed with his group of friends, the Bogo brothers (not Jewish) and other North 
Africans, in the Second Armored Division. He has a list of all the places he went during the war.4 
The photos he has lent the USHMM to be scanned show how he traveled from Hesse to Diessen, 
near Munich, and the Ammersee, and finally reached Hitler’s retreat, “The Eagle’s Nest”, in 
Berchtesgaden. They passed through Garmisch-Parkenkirchen, site of the 1936 Winter Olympic 
Games. He was finally demobilized after VE Day and sent to Marseille to return to Tunis.  

He married Liliana Desegni, from the Italian Jewish Community. Her father was in construction and 
Sylvain worked with him. At one point, Mr. Smadja owned a stable of racehorses with the son of 
the Head of the Muslim Community, a close friend, Bachir M’rad. A daughter, Cathérine, was born 
in 1947 and a son, Jean-Pierre, was born in 1950. 

The family left France in 1959, but seemed to have been able to adapt to the challenges of the new 
situation. Mr. Smadja set-up a construction business in France and his clients were many people 
from the uprooted Tunisian community. 

 

                                                            
3 He remembers that a battery of anti-aircraft guns were installed there and that the Americans manning them were 
decimated by Stukas flying low. 
4 See photos taken by interviewer. 
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