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Interview with Mr. Jacques DARMON on October 29th, 2015,  
Antony, France 

 
Jacques (Isaac) Darmon was born in Oran, Algeria, on February 10, 1936 to Henri Darmon (born in 
1903) and Fernande Messouda Benichou (born in 1909), who were first cousins. Mr. Darmon says 
that he and his brother Gilbert, born in 1942, were in perfect health, but a little brother named 
Pierre-Georges, born in 1940 died of a cardiac malformation at the age of 11 months. 
 
The family practiced a non-rigorous and festive Judaism. He and his brother were circumcised and 
celebrated their bar mitzvahs, taught the essentials by a rabbi who came to their apartment in the 
European quarter. Religion was something that was practiced at home and with other family 
members. The family had left the traditional Jewish neighborhood and wanted to blend in with the 
rest of the non-Muslim population, wearing modern clothing. His parents put a high premium on 
education. They enrolled Jacques in a lycée, where the students were destined to pass the 
baccalaureate exam and not in the local primary school, where the students would terminate their 
studies with a Certificat d’études at the age of 13. 
 
Jacques remembers the declaration of war on September 2nd, 1939. The family had rented a villa 
near the port of Mers-el-Kebir and had to return home because his father was called up. Henri was 
not sent to fight on the mainland, but to Morocco, during the drôle de guerre. 
 
Jacque’s father was a “transitère”, an agent who matched up shipping companies with businesses 
which had merchandise to export or import. He worked with a well-known company in Lyon, les 
Transports Claisquin, who sent their own young agent, Louis Ravot, to become the “Aryan” owner 
of Henri Darmon’s business, and were thereby assured that an experienced man kept running the 
business while their young apprentice learned the ropes and signed official papers. 
 
Monsieur Darmon describes in detail the various stages of his education. He first attended the lycée 
on October 1, 1941, before his 6th birthday, but by mid-November, he was expelled from the school 
because of the numerus clausus instituted for Jews in public schools. For a short time, he attended a 
private school for students of all backgrounds, where Albert Camus was teaching French and 
history. By the beginning of 1942, the Jewish community of Oran created its own school in the 
Jewish section, the Camp de Saint-Philippe, in a building belonging to the Alliance Israélite 
Universelle. Jacques and his cousins walked there and back every day until July, 1942. 
 
In the fall of 1942, he and his cousins started attending a private Jewish school run by Madame 
Gourion which opened in the European section on the rue Inkermann. He remembers the Allied 
invasion on November 8th, 1942, and the explosion of a cargo ship carrying oil. 
 
Mr. Darmon remembers that the family did not suffer from hunger, but Algeria lacked 
manufactured goods, like drinking glasses or razor blades. He speaks of something called a “marché 
témoin” organized by the French authorities, where rationed items went on sale. His mother would 
start waiting in line around 6 A.M. and he would replace her while she took care of the housework, 
and then return to take the place he saved. 
 
The Jewish community of Oran welcomed the Allied soldiers and invited the Jewish ones into their 
homes for the holidays. He remembers his astonishment on discovering the square matzot sold at 
the PX for the Ashkenazi Jews, which Jacques had never seen before. For the first time, he 
discovered the meaning of the prayers and the story told in Passover Haggadah, translated into 
English. 
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The Americans set-up a cultural center and Mr. Darmon sings the Star-Spangled Banner, translated 
into French, as an introduction to this interview, a surprise he had planned for me.  
(Track 6) 
 
Mr. Darmon explains some of French history concerning Giraud and De Gaulle and the long wait 
for Giraud to restore the Decrêt Crémieux and give back French citizenship to the Jews. 
 
He then explains how his education gradually distanced him from religious beliefs. He passed his 
baccalaureate at the age of 17 and went to Alger to study mathematics and physics for three years, 
then Marseille. He explains how he studied theoretical physics and went on to get a doctorate, but 
that the great scientists, like Louis Leprince-Ringuet, only took students from the grandes écoles, 
unless they were at the very top of their public university classes.  
 
So, being practical, Mr. Darmon became become an expert in statistics and was involved in the 
major censuses of France for INSEE. 
 
Mr. Darmon was very much in favor of Algerian independence, but could not see himself fighting 
against France with the FLN. By the time his dispensation for extended studies had expired, the 
Evian accords had ended the war and he was able to be reformed. 
 
The last part of the interview describes his civil and later Catholic marriage, the adoption of their 
two children and his divorce. His interest in genealogy was encouraged by his sister-in-law, one of 
the most active members of the Cercle de Généalogie juive de l’Afrique du Nord. 
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