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Summary of Oral Interview with Eli Léon Benhamou 50.647.0016 

Notes are by the translator. 

Part I 

Born:  March 3, 1926, in a village south of Oran in Algeria (Algierville)?    

Father: Joseph Benhamou, born July 13, 1900 in the same village as Eli Léon. Occupation: 
businessman whose store sold a variety of products. 

Mother: Amouliel family (?), born in 1906, died in 1942 in the same village. Occupation: 
housewife. She had five children —two boys and three girls. 

Eli Léon’s background: He travelled extensively, teaching physics in France, Algeria, and 
Morocco, where he got married. In Morocco, he taught in French schools. He returned to France 
in 1958 when things became unstable in Morocco. 

He explains that he stayed in Algeria until the age of nineteen and then went to France. He 
stayed there for two years, and then went to Morocco for four years. He taught in France, 
attended the University of Toulouse, obtained a degree in physics and became a physics 
professor. 

Does he feel Algerian, French, Jewish or Israeli? He feels Jewish, Israeli, Algerian and 
French, in this order. In 1978, he came to Israel. He had a Jewish education and attended Talmud 
Torah school as a child. He always continued his Jewish studies. Everyone in his family was a 
practicing Jew, as well as everyone in his village. He knew Hebrew before coming to Israel. 

November 8, 1942 (Note—Refers to Operation Torch, which began the Anglo-American 
invasion of Algeria and Morocco.):  He was home and seventeen years old. The situation at the 
time included the revocation of the Crémieux Decree, the expelling of Jewish students from 
educational institutions, and anti-Jewish laws. (Note: Crémieux Decree— In October 1870, it 
gave French citizenship to Algerian Jews but not Muslims. It was abolished in October 1940.) 
He was home when he couldn’t go to school. His mother, who had been sick, died during this 
time. The school he attended wasn’t a Jewish one. It was a period of uncertainty, with his 
brothers and sisters home as well, and university teachers and government employees fired from 
their jobs. While home, he read a great deal. A year later, his father remarried. Léon is the oldest 
so he helped with his brothers and sisters. His father’s business wasn’t affected. In his village, 
there were 250-260 Jews. There were some Christians but more Moslems. All the Jews were 
French, but there were very few French Moslems who had joined the army and received French 
nationality. 

While at home and listening to the radio, he learned that Americans had landed in Algiers and 
there were resistance movements; everyone waited to see what would happen.  
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WWII: What affected him the most—discrimination, lack of clothing or food? They had enough 
food. What was very difficult for him was being expelled from his high school. He suffered 
psychologically. People were upset when the Crémieux Decree was revoked and Jews lost their 
French nationality. Did he have Christian friends? He tells the story of how they formed a Jewish 
scout troop, which was unusual. Scouting existed and was started by Catholic missionaries. 
Benhamou and others asked the missionaries if they could participate in the scouting movement. 
They were accepted and they all went camping— it was a very good experience. This started 
before the revocation of the Crémieux Decree and there was no problem. There was also a 
Moslem troop. Was there a separation among the religious groups? He states that in elementary 
school, Jews, Moslems and Christians weren’t separated. Everybody played together. They had 
good relations. He had Moslem friends a long time beyond his school days, even after leaving 
Algeria. Parents didn’t cause problems since everyone knew each other. 

Was he aware of camps and Jews in the camps during the war? He knew people who had come 
to Algeria from elsewhere, like Poland, to escape the camps. Was he aware of camps in Algeria? 
He says there were camps but for foreigners. The interviewer, Nicole Cohen-Addad, says that 
her father was in a camp in Algeria. These were work camps. Eli Léon wasn’t aware of that. 

Was he aware of Aliyah to Israel after WWII?  Yes, mostly from Morocco. Did he witness this 
Aliyah? No, in 1946 he was in Algeria and left in 1949. He didn’t see Moroccans who passed by 
Algiers to go to Israel. 

How were relations between French Jews and Christians before WWII? His contacts were in his 
village. Then he did his military service and had little general contact with Jews. His relations 
with Moslems were good. 

Was the outbreak of the Algerian war from 1954-1962 a surprise for him? He was in Morocco at 
the time. 

Part II 

The Algerian war, politics: Léon was in Morocco and went to see his parents in Algeria. He 
met Algerian Moslem friends and realized they were nationalists because they had to be. They 
discussed the situation. There were attacks. The FLN came later but there were other political 
parties. (Note: FLN— Front de Libération National was the National Liberation Front directing 
the Algerian War against France.) Events that especially affected him during the Algerian war: 
He wasn’t there at the time. What did he think of all these events — the outcome for Algeria? 
Was he conflicted? What about de Gaulle? Was it a just war? Was he involved? Did he take 
sides or change his mind? He was aware of all this. As for the Algerians, they were convinced 
the French had to leave. The nationalist movement took over and his Moslem friends discussed 
the situation frankly. When de Gaulle came, Eli Léon thought it had to end that way.  
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Political views, the OAS: He wasn’t there at the time but was aware of the massacres, which 
were terrible. Jews kept a low profile. The OAS was created to delay the departure of the French, 
who dreamed of staying in Algeria. (Note: OAS— Organisation armée secrète was the Secret 
Armed Organization that carried out attacks to stop Algerian independence from France.) What 
did the Jewish organizations that are mentioned do at this time? He doesn’t know. 

Israel:  He left for France and then went to Israel in 1978. What was the justification for his 
choice? He had always wanted to go and live in Israel. He had a Jewish education and read the 
Torah on Saturdays. In Toulouse, he participated in several Jewish organizations. In 1976 he and 
his wife visited Israel as tourists. At first, she didn’t want to move. Eli Léon had been there 
before but it was her first visit, she was very taken with Israel, and agreed to move there. He was 
52 years old when they arrived. He knew Hebrew but had to improve his oral proficiency so he 
decided to teach in an Israeli high school for two years. He taught physics and also taught in a 
French high school. He taught four years then stopped. 

Life in Morocco, France, Israel, religion: What did he do in Morocco, France, and Israel? In 
Morocco, he was a teacher until he got married. He felt comfortable there. In France, he and his 
wife taught in Toulouse with no problems and they were comfortable there as well. In Israel, 
they stayed one year in Gilo, living in two rooms. When their furniture arrived, it took up a 
room. They had to improve their language proficiency and subsequently they moved, living more 
normally in several different places. They had no problem acclimating in Israel. 

As for religious observance, he observed all the major holidays, Friday night and Shabbat, two 
days for Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot— they celebrated them all. 

Role of women in his family: There was no difference between the men and women. However, 
it was different in Morocco than Algeria. In Morocco, there were two classes of Moroccans. In 
villages they lived according to their customs and then there were those who were emancipated 
and had good jobs. Among Jews, women were always respected in Morocco and Algeria. They 
were important in the house and raising their children. Women had very little religious 
education, but received a general education. They also studied in order to work, since there were 
professional women, doctors, lawyers, etc. His mother had help in the house. Her family lived in 
the village and came to their house. There were preparations for holidays and cooking was a 
time-consuming task. Most of the Jewish women in the village didn’t work. His father bought 
the food they needed. There were vendors who passed by and he would buy their products. His 
mother didn’t do this, just his father, and sometimes his younger sister went as well. Important 
events in his mother’s life: circumcisions, bar mitzvahs, big celebrations, and funerals. 

Algeria: Is his wife nostalgic for Morocco or France? No. Anything in particular he remembers 
about Algeria such as objects or events? He was very young but remembers scouting, school, the 
synagogue. There was one synagogue and it had great rabbis. He talks about one rabbi in 
particular who left when the war came. Eli Léon had very good relations with his Christian and 
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Moslem friends. What did the Moslems do for jobs, professions? Some continued their studies, 
especially in Arabic so they could teach it, and some were herdsmen. 

Part III 

There were herds of sheep in the area. The names of some of his Moslem friends: Bouamran(?), 
a philosophy professor at the University of Algiers. He was an extraordinary, intelligent person. 
The last time he had contact with him is an interesting story. One of his Jewish friends at 
Montpellier received a newspaper in his mail box that had news about Algeria. He saw an article 
signed by Bouamran and thought it was impossible. He wrote the editors of the newspaper and 
asked for Bouamran’s address and wrote to him. Bouamran responded and asked “where is my 
friend Léon Benhamou”? Benhamou was very moved by this. He got in touch with him and they 
met in Paris for three days, discussing many things. They’re both from the same village. They 
kept in touch for a while, but then his friend stopped answering Benhamou’s letters. Benhamou 
met another friend who lived in Oran and asked what happened. His friend Besayar (?) said that 
Bouamran is now director of an Islamic Institute and that says it all. From then on, no one heard 
from him again. Eli Léon was shocked by this since it went against the ecumenism they had 
previously felt. Subsequently, a friend in Marseille had a wedding for his daughter and Eli Léon 
went. Besayar was invited and came with his daughter who was a doctor. 

Discussion on Israeli-Palestinian relations, antisemitism, relations with Moslems: Nicole 
Cohen-Addad asked how he sees relations in Israel between Moslems and Jews. Benhamou feels 
a lot of pain but thinks that the Moslems act like savages and barbarians who have lost their 
reason. They slaughter and kill people indiscriminately—Where is their Koran, he asks. He has 
no relationships with Moslems here in Israel, except for his gardener. Cohen-Addad says that in 
1954 in Algeria people were also slaughtered but Benhamou says it was different. He kept 
relationships with the two friends he mentioned. 

Cohen-Addad says that now Jews and Moslems are separated and don’t live together, which 
wasn’t the case in Jerusalem before. They were like family. Now in Israel there is a separation. 
She thinks it’s not just events that cause this but government policy that separates the two 
groups. She gives the example of Arab delivery men who came to install a closet for her with 
outstanding professionalism. Eli Léon also had an electrician come to his home who was very 
capable. People have contact but no real relationships. They work for Israelis but have no social 
relations that would result in inviting each other to their house. He has no hope of this happening 
because extremist propaganda changed everything on the part of the Moslems. They continue 
working but don’t have an interest in connecting with Jews. Cohen-Addad disagrees and thinks 
it’s more a question of “benign neglect” where as long as they do their job and leave Jews alone 
there is no contact necessary. There is no desire on the part of Jews to connect.  

Benhamou points out that there were wars that affected many families. While there was a war in 
Algeria, he says it didn’t last as long as in Israel, where it is still continuing. They’re in a 
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constant state of war but insist on living normally. It’s the propaganda. Nicole-Cohen Addad 
notes that Islamist propaganda is recent. She points out that in Algeria many people were killed 
by Islamists as well. Benhamou agrees but says it’s a country where they continue to live. He 
claims it’s also a political question. He wants good relations but when a Palestinian says you’re 
not in your own country, and makes demands, it’s a difficult situation. Cohen-Addad thinks this 
is just rhetoric, but Benhamou disagrees. He says they deny our history. Hamas tells Jews they’re 
not in their own country and some day they have to leave. The interviewer says the Palestinians 
and Hamas don’t have a long history of this and thinks it depends on people. She tells the story 
of a study done at Ein Kerem. There was a house that belonged to a woman who said her family 
had left Granada in 1492. She came in 1948 and bought this house that belonged to a Palestinian 
whose family, it turned out, also had escaped from Granada in 1492. So both families from the 
same area had lived in this house! The point is that Moslems are not all from here.  

Benhamou believes the Jewish people have experienced a unique tragedy in the history of the 
world. He worked on a commission through B’nai B’rith that engaged Christians and Moslems 
to improve their attitude toward Israel. He worked with priests, journalists, etc. He discusses the 
damage resulting when Christianity is studied, causing more damage than the Moslems. 
Christianity spread among the pagan populations, claiming Jews killed their god, Jesus. They 
were killers of god. They accused all Jews of having done this. He mentions a book by the 
historian Jules Isaac, who was known for his work on Christian-Jewish relationships. His wife 
and children were killed during the Holocaust, but he escaped. He had been totally assimilated 
and was shocked when this happened. He subsequently said Christians are responsible for what 
was happening. When they evangelize, Isaac says, it is the Jews who are accused of deicide. Eli 
Léon claims it’s been proven that the Jews didn’t crucify. The apostle Peter was crucified in 
Rome by the Romans. The Romans also crucified hundreds, thousands of Jews during the war 
against the Jews. Benhamou mentions research by Isaac proving this in his analysis of all the 
Gospel texts. Why are all the Jews accused of having done this, and not just a specific group, Eli 
Léon asks. For example: the Nazis killed Jews but Jews didn’t kill their children, accusing them 
of responsibility.  

Part IV 

Antisemitism: The issues discussed point to the origins of antisemitism. He talks about how 
terribly Jews have been treated, exiled, etc. He uses the image of a woman carrying a bag and a 
crying child, not knowing where to go. 

What about the Moslems? He read the Koran and discovered that Mohammad said not to return 
to Jerusalem to pray but turn toward the Kaaba instead. According to their dogma, if they take 
over a city, religious buildings are turned into mosques. In Oran, the beautiful synagogue was 
transformed into a mosque. The same thing happened in Algiers and included churches as well. 
Moslems don’t respect other religions. He gives the example of Iraq and killings by terrorists. 
The world should unite against terrorists. Cohen-Addad says an army can’t stop terrorists. 
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Cohen-Addad went to Algeria with her father in 1985. They were well received with two 
exceptions that illustrate fear of the “other”.  They went to a house that had been owned by an 
aunt in Miliana. The children behind the door would not let them in, saying “don’t open the door 
—they’ll kill us”. Her father, however, spoke Arabic to them and they opened the door. Asked 
why they said this, the children replied they were afraid. It was fear of the other. They also went 
to an apartment her mother had from her parents in another location. Teachers were living there 
at the time. There was a very pretty desk her father wanted to see. He was told the door is closed 
and there’s no key available. The occupants were afraid to open it. They were afraid of him or 
that he would take the desk. This is natural, she thinks. We project fears onto the other. There 
were very few Jews left in Algeria and Jews were the “other”. She mentions an old woman they 
visited who was alone but people in the neighborhood helped her, including adolescents who 
were like her grandchildren. They brought her food and other things. But Benhamou says the 
Jews are gone now and it’s finished, especially after they had their nationality taken away from 
them. They became a curiosity. The Moslems weren’t happy either. Cohen-Addad says Moslems 
were offered French nationality and refused. If they took nationality, they would have to abandon 
polygamy. Jews also practiced it. In addition, Jews and Moslems had to agree to the Napoleonic 
Code of inheritance stating all children inherited equally. At first Jews didn’t accept this but were 
pressured by the Jewish Consistory of Paris. They finally agreed, and most became French in 
1970. Moslems who became French didn’t have centralized pressure to do so. For them, 
becoming French was considered treason. Some Jews also felt this way. Eli Léon says that in 
certain cities, when the Crémieux Decree was applied to Jews, they went to French schools. The 
Rabbis were very worried about assimilation. For example, in Oran in 1941 when Eli Léon was 
in high school, the Rabbis said it wasn’t very good for them because their children could 
abandon them and adopt another culture. 

Benhamou makes a comparison with the Bible, a mother, and Christianity, which took much 
from the Bible, as did the Moslems. Here we have two children who don’t treat their mother well 
and are even revolting against her. (Note: Perhaps referencing Judaism as the basis of both?) For 
him, the Bible is important for many religions and is a vision of the world. For Cohen-Addad, 
religion is used to accomplish other goals. That’s how Islamists are using religion now—for 
reasons other than religion itself. Moslems were pagans living in tribes. Cohen-Addad read about 
Mohammad and how he chose Allah, a pagan god who had three daughters. There were 
sculptures of him and three daughters. He cut off the heads of the three daughters and kept Allah, 
who became god. Benhamou says Mohammad fought against certain tribes that rejected his 
religious views and tried to convince Jewish tribes to help him against the idolaters. The Jews 
refused, so he had them all killed. Benhamou ends by saying he’s very pessimistic about our 
current civilization.  

Translated by Felicia Berger Sturzer 
October 2021 
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