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Summary 
 
Nissim Zion was born in Sophia, Bulgaria in 1925. His grandfather was born in Salonica, and he 
was the head of the religious court there.  He sent Nissim’s father to Sophia to officiate as a 
rabbi there. The father, Daniel Zion, was a deeply religious Jew, who saw himself practically as 
living in the times of the prophets. As Chief Rabbi of Sophia, he shared the salary he earned 
with the poor. He did not believe in materialism and lived his life accordingly. He lived in a 
modest, rented home. He sent his children to work, from a young age, to make some pocket 
money. Since he was the youngest of the siblings, Nissim often received support from his older 
siblings.  Nissim’s father almost did not speak to him until the age of 20, unless it was to learn 
the sacred texts. He was the patriarch, and the mother raised the children. The father was the 
spiritual father of the community. Father wrote several books, and was good at composing 
verses. On Friday nights, the entire family would sing for a couple of do with Israel. 

Nissim maintains that the Sephardic community in Bulgaria was very strict in their ethical 
behavior and their good deeds. It was a harmonic, homogeneous community “as behoove the 
Sephardic people. “ 

Father would travel many months around Bulgaria, collecting money for the poor. Then, he 
would rent a train and, with the help of his sons, distribute coal to the needy. He would never 
sell places in the synagogue for the holidays, and was against giving a dowry to the future 
brides, which discriminated against the poor families. He was called “the Red rabbi” because of 
his socialist in approach to life 

The father was gifted with an amazing memory, and knew the Bible by heart, but he also versed 
in Greek philosophy. He sent Nissim to a friars’ convent for high school, the French College, to 
learn French. Upon their arrival to Israel, Nissim’s father was offered the chief rabbinate in 
Jaffa, but he refused the offer. He could not adapt to the way they did “business” in Israel. He 
believed in offering help to the destitute, and not in the accoutrements of the office, or in the 
politics that permeated every aspect of life. He founded a small synagogue, and officiated 
there. 

When he became a widow, he married a British, rich lady in Jerusalem. She helped him with his 
charity, but the marriage lasted only a couple of years 

The father lived to the age of 97, but functioned perfectly until the age of 92 when senility took 
over, and then he would believe that every day was Shabbat.  He would also pray that God will 
take him already. 
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 A bit about Nissim’s brothers’ lives: one was a cantor, another one “almost” a cantor, he, the 
youngest and the one before him, went to live in a leftist kibbutz.  

At home they spoke Ladino but the siblings spoke Bulgarian among them.  The entire family 
arrived in Israel in 1948, but Nissim came in 1945, after a brother who had come in 1936. He 
finished high school in Sophia. When Nissim arrived in Israel, he left that entire world behind. 
He is the only one in his family to have married an Ashkenazi woman. 

Some interesting facts about the community in Sophia. There was a sect that belonged to a kind 
of Catholic kibbutz. Nissim’s father was friendly with them, and he was respected there. They 
put him in touch with Bulgaria’s king, and he had an audience with the king. He, in essence, told 
the king that anything he would to harm the Jews, will come back to haunt him. So it happened 
that the king always openly opposed to expel the Jews. The organized community, was uneasy 
that Nissim’s father was influencing the king to go against the conquering authorities so they 
finally fired him with the excuse he was crazy. They believed more in lobbying the king quietly. 
On May 24, there was the attempt to take the Jews to forests and from then to Poland, but the 
father presided a very large and public demonstration against it, marching at the head of the 
Jews. The rabbi was sent to the camp in Somowitz (?) as the most important prisoner for going 
against the authorities. Nissim had already been in trouble for taking part against the Fascists, 
and affiliating himself with the Communists, so they imprisoned him. He sympathized with the 
Hashomer Hatzair group and helped them.  

Prison life and encountering other prisoners at the tender age of 15-16. 

Nissim had been sentenced to death but the father managed to get some important people to 
intercede for him: the Chief of Police, and the Interior Minister. They all loved the father. 

When Nissim was released he couldn’t join his friends in the Zionist Youth Group Hashomer 
Hatzair because, despite his lack of belief, he was considered religious. Many of his friends were 
sentenced to many years in jail. He received one of the first 1000 certificates Bulgaria to go to 
Palestine, and he departed immediately by train to Istanbul and then by the ship Transylvania, 
to Haifa where he arrived on December 25, 1945. 

At the time of the interview, Nissim was the director of the Tzavta Club, an important cultural 
institution in Israel. 
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