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Benjamin Robert BERREBI was born on September 3, 1934, in Sfax, Tunisia, the youngest of a 
family of 6 children.1 His father, Victor, was a wholesale merchant in grains, oils, dried fruits, and 
beans, with a large warehouse in Sfax and property not far from the city, with orchards and an oil 
press.  

The city of Sfax was divided into the “Ville européenne”  and the “Ville arabe”. The Jews of 
“more modest means”, as Mr. Berrebi put it, lived and set-up their small shops at the entrance to the 
Arab part of the city, surrounded by ramparts, called “Cité de Feu” or “Borj El Nar”. Elsewhere, 
he divides the city into three sections: Piqueville, the Municipality, and Moulinville. His family was 
well-to-do and lived in the European sections on the rue des Belges, right across from the major 
movie theater. 

Mr. Berribi’s family was pious and celebrated Shabbat. He remembers attending synagogue, seated 
with his father, while the rest of the family sat elsewhere. He received religious instruction and 
learned Hebrew from the Rabbi David Guez. 

Since he attended school at the Alliance Israélite Universelle, Robert did not have much contact 
with non-Jewish children his age, although he said that his family got along with their non-Jewish 
neighbors until the war. Later, he remembers a Frenchman, Monsieur Bedet, who lived on his street 
and who wore the black beret characteristic of a member of a far-right organization2. Another 
neighbor, Monsieur Milazzo, had a portrait of Mussolini in his home. 

M. Berrebi relates an incident which greatly disturbed his father:  invited to celebrate a Muslim 
holiday by his friend, the Caïd of Sfax, a man announced that Victor was the only non-Muslim 
present and that he could be killed and boiled in oil right then and there and no one would ever 
know what happened to him. After that, his father refused to attend such celebrations alone. 

Mr. Berrebi said that his family considered themselves Tunisian, and not French or Italian, although 
they had neither passports nor identity cards. He divides the period of the war into two parts, which 
is how he saw it as a 5-year old boy in 1940. He considers that Tunisia “entered the war” in late 
1942, with the invasion by Germany, but dates are not clear for him. He later says that he 
remembers that there was rationing. As a child, he did not know what was going on, but sensed his 
father was nervous when a large amount of money had to be procured.3 

He remembers taking shelter from the nightly air raids in a warehouse in his neighborhood and his 
mother praying in Hebrew most of the night. Although Sfax was continually targeted, as a strategic 
port, his mother refused to leave. He remembers his fear and the sound that the bombs made before 
they hit. Finally, when every other building on their street had been destroyed, the family left for the 
country, a place called “Bourj El Khemakhem” on the route of Moulinville. That is where they were 
when Montgomery’s troops liberated Tunisia. He remembers that an American Jewish soldier came 
to his family’s house and even wanted to propose to one of his sisters. The Jews of Tunisia made 
sure that Jewish soldiers in the Allied forces were welcome. 

Mr. Berrebi resumed school soon after the liberation of Tunisia, in May, 1942. He remembers 
discovering the warehouse which once belonged to his father, completely destroyed during an air 

                                                           
1 See attached list of dates and names. 
2 such as the Parti Populaire Français, the Phlange africaine, or the SOL or the Service d’ordre legionnaire. 
3 I observed that he might have been contributing to the 20 million franc fine that the Germans had imposed on the 
Jewish community of Sfax. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



raid, with puddles of oil all that was left of his stock. The main postwar event in his life was the 
accidental death of his father in a local clinic in 1948, after a fall from a horse.  

Mr. Berrebi did not mention this until after the recording was over, but he not only speaks Arabic, 
but reads and writes it, encouraged to learn the language by his father. He remembers attending 
classes with a brilliant Muslim student, who rode to school on a mule. He later became Prime 
Minister, but Mr. Berrebi neglected to specify whether he was speaking of Mohammed 
Ghannouchi, a moderate and leader of a transitional government in 2011, who had served Ben Ali, 
or Rached Ghannouchi, the radical Islamic leader tied to the Ayatollah Khomeini. 

He received a brevet d’enseignement industriel and continued his high school education in Tunis, 
later passing his baccalaureate exam at the Lycée Impérial in the city of Nice, on the French 
Riviera. He continued his career as an electrical engineer, but moved to Israel around 1970. He is 
married and has two sons.  

His family gradually left Sfax in 1956, when Tunisia declared its independence from France. 

Despite the documents recording the sale of property to Victor Berrebi, Tunisia never recognized 
the family’s ownership, maintaining that they had left their home uninhabited and their land unused 
for too many years. 
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Glossary of Names 

BERREBI FAMILY 

Father:  Victor (or “Factor” in Arabic), born in 1906 

Mother: Rachel née Amira, born 1910 

Paternal grand-mother : Yacuta, called a “haberah” or “havarah”, highly-respected in the Jewish 
community, preparing the corpse for burial. 

Maternal grand-mother:  taught French and Arabic in the Italian School, Scuola Addis Adeba, from 
the Tripolitaine bordering, and included in part of, Libya. 

Brothers:  Daniel, born in 1927;  André 1931;  David 1932. 

Sisters:  Arlette, born in 1925, married to Nataf, a dental surgeon, Vice-President of the Jewish 
Community of Sfax;  Odette, born in 1928, married to Pinhas. 

***** 

AIU:   The principal was Vitalis Danon, author of a book called “Ninette Caoutchouc”. The main 
teacher was Monsieur Fakia. Madame Saada and her husband Marcel lived on the school grounds, 
on the first floor of the school, and they were especially nice to Robert. 

Kowesh:  the Arabic word for the person who places bread in the ovens 

PLACES in and around Sfax: 

14, rue Flatters, where Victor Berrebi’s store was situated 

Borj El Nar:  the “City of Fire” or the Jewish quarter at the entrance to the Arab section of Sfax. 

Bourj El Khemakhem:  the hamlet outside of Sfax where the Berrebi family took refuge when the 
Allied air raids became too intense in 1943. 

Rue de Belges:  where the Berrebi family lived 

Bab Diwan:  one of the large gates to the Arab quarter or medina 

PEOPLE 

André Blumel:  a politician and advisor to Léon Blum in the 1930’s as well as an ardent Zionist 

Isaac Chuba:  a man from the Tripolitaine who purchased the Aldorf Astoria Hotel in NYC  

Nahmias: administrative representative for the Jewish community of Sfax, registered births and 
deaths. 

Other names: 

CNET:  Centre national d’études de télécommunications 

CGE :  currently, CGED sonapar, an electrical product distribution company 

Alcatel-Lucent 

Hisdradut:  one of Mr. Berrebi’s brothers was secretary of this Israeli labor union 
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