
Summary of Oral Interview with Simon Darmon RG-50.647.0019 

Born: Oct. 27, 1935, Algiers; now lives in Jerusalem 
Parents: father Prosper (b. 1899, Bone); mother Renee Rachel Seraf (b. 1906, Boukhari) 
Occupation of Parents: Prosper- journalist 1939-45; Renee Rachel- seamstress   
 
Family History:  Prosper married Renee Rachel in Algiers, then went back to work in Bone. 
Simon is the third of four children. They owned a large printing press but Prosper also worked as 
a journalist for Le Cri de Bone. Darmon’s father died in Bone, age 45, in September 1945, of an 
infection that could have been treated with penicillin. His mother never remarried and after a 
year or two went back to Algiers. She had family there but his father’s family stayed in Bone. 
Simon’s father worked at a non-Jewish press where he encountered a lot of anti-Semitism. His 
grandfather was an upholsterer who also worked at the press. All the Darmons were in the 
printing business, but a brother eventually went into fashion, tailoring, and clothes designing.  

His family lived modestly, and since his father died when he was nine years old, there were 
money problems. But they had what they needed and lived within their means. They didn’t have 
a maid. His mother worked hard as a seamstress to provide for her family. Clients came to her 
home and Simon still remembers her sewing machine. Most of his mother’s clients were Jewish.  

He had very little contact with Arabs. They all had separate schools and friends. One Arab in his 
high school was very European. They didn’t socialize but they talked and Simon learned Arabic, 
which he could also read. 

Jews in Algeria: Five families prepared the arrival of rabbis from Spain. Simon Darmon 
discusses the background of these noble families, who enabled the rabbis to come to Algiers with 
many of their followers. They arrived in 1391, and he describes the special clothing they wore in 
Spain in the middle ages. The first Jewish printing press in Algiers was located at Place Lelievre. 
A discussion of the different prayer books used by rabbis in Algeria follows, including 
differences from those used elsewhere. He talks about Rabbi Joseph Caro, the Shulchan Aruch, 
and the rabbinical authorities who influenced Caro (Isaac Ben Sheshet Barfat aka Ribash). The 
Jews of Algeria don’t follow the Shulchan Aruch because their rabbis precede Caro and the 
Shulchan Aruch. He shows a book published by Jacob Guedj.  

Jews in Europe and Algeria didn’t have the right to own a printing press, so emissaries came 
with suitcases carrying print characters. They went from country to country in the 
Mediterranean, printing books for Jews, who used the presses of non-Jews for a time to print 
their books. The characteristics of the fonts revealed the printer. The first Passover Hagaddah in 
Algiers was from the 1840s. At end of 19th century Jews were permitted to have presses.  

Between 1945 and 1962, the area he lived in had a lot of Europeans, Frenchmen, Spaniards, etc. 
There were no problems that he remembers, but they were discreet and kept a low profile to 
avoid confrontations. They respected each other’s religions. Jews in Algeria didn’t wear a 
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yarmulkeh in the street; some wore a beret or nothing. They had good relations with Christians— 
they gave their neighbors Matzah and the Christian neighbors brought them a cake. They took it 
but didn’t eat it because it wasn’t kosher. However, they were told they could eat it because the 
ingredients were okay. So their Christian neighbors were aware of Jewish dietary laws. Another 
family who was very friendly with them probably consisted of converso Jews because of the way 
they acted. (Note: Conversos were descendants of Jews from Spain and Portugal who had 
converted to Catholicism under duress during the 14th and 15th centuries). He discusses people 
from Spain and Majorca who had Jewish names. He claims the most virulent anti-Semites were 
former Jews, and mentions Torquemada. He talks about Jews who denounced other Jews in 
Spain, who were then imprisoned or had to leave. He discusses the anti-Semitic culture of the 
Church and its theology, particularly in Spain. There was anti-Semitism in France as well, and 
Italy. This was due to stereotypes and ignorance. He tells of a soldier in the Algerian military 
who had never met Jews and thought of them like the farm animals with which he was familiar. 
The Maltese were anti-Semitic as well. 

Education: Simon Darmon went to school in Bone and Algiers. The school, La Place Lelievre, 
has an interesting history. It was first a large church with an abbot named L’Abbe Stora, known 
as the Jew in Bestorah .The abbot was probably a convert from Judaism. Simon started his 
elementary school education at the local school at Place Lelievre. He had to attend a school not 
far from his house. He went to a Talmud Torah and studied with a rabbi he admired, praising him 
for being an excellent teacher, humble, and caring. He also went to Talmud Torah sessions where 
he learned to read Hebrew on Thursdays when they were off from school, from 8 a.m. to 11 a.m. 
and 1:30 p.m. to 4 p.m., as well as Sundays 8 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. Not all teachers would teach on 
Sunday. 

All Jewish children learned how to become good members of the Jewish community. He 
effusively praises the quality of the rabbis who taught them, one writing a book to teach the 
children Jewish history. Bar mitzvah students studied from this book. One teacher offered extra 
classes three times a week, after regular school, at 4:00 p.m., to any student who wanted to study 
subjects such as Rashi, commentaries, Haftarah, songs, and cantorial skills. Simon was already 
able to help in the synagogue by age ten. Rabbis had a big influence on him and his community. 
Not everyone went to study with the rabbi — it was voluntary. But they wanted to show they 
could read the Haftarah in the synagogue — it was a badge of honor. The boys passionately 
competed to determine who would read what part, demonstrating a love of learning. Singers 
were needed for events in the community such as marriages, brises, and community events, and 
children who learned the songs and prayers could participate. In addition, they were paid for this. 
Children weren’t used to see money circulate, so it added interest.  

A rabbi told them that those who wished could study at the rabbinical school in Algiers. In Paris 
you needed a baccalaureate degree to be admitted but not in Algiers, where one could do it 
sooner. The curriculum consisted of religious subjects in the morning and secular studies in the 
afternoon, the same as in Israel.  
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He was twelve when he entered the rabbinical school. His mother supported and encouraged 
him. He stayed five years. His maternal grandfather had been a rabbi in Bulgaria and an uncle 
who had studied with rabbis likewise encouraged him. He always felt that being a rabbi was a 
vocation, a part of him until this day. He eventually received the baccalaureate degree and 
needed two to three years to become a rabbi. In the meantime the Algerian War intervened.  

In 1956 the rabbinical school was located in a beautiful village in a villa, the former Barberousse. 
The head of the Algerian Jewish community was wealthy, bought this villa, and gave it to the 
community to start a rabbinical academy. Students from all over Algeria came, became rabbis, 
and are now in France and other places. He talks about the students who became rabbis. The 
head of the academy, Abraham Levy Fingelrote (?) taught Talmud to advanced students, 
although Simon didn’t study with him. Each day the rabbi would come and tell them a story of 
an incident that had occurred at the Bet Din and how it was resolved. This was conflict resolution 
training. Simon Darmon never attended the advanced class because the academy was forced to 
close by Arab terrorists. A truck with an Arab driver would transport the kids and one day the 
driver said he was threatened because he worked for them. He warned them that there was a 
problem, and eventually they had to leave because it wasn’t safe for them. This was in 1957-58. 

 They transferred to an old school in the Casbah, the Maimonides School. The old cemetery of 
Algiers was located there, with ancient graves from the eleventh to the fourteenth century. With 
the influence of Rabbi Finkelrote, in 1960, they built a new rabbinic school on the site of the 
cemetery— the Maimonides School of Algiers. Simon discusses why they couldn’t stay in one 
place and had to build in another area. The original rabbinical school wasn’t in an Arab section 
and they weren’t forced to move. It was in the Mont Plaisant area. While the driver relayed the 
message to the heads of the Jewish community that they had to move, it wasn’t an official order. 
Perhaps they were mistaken. Originally, they thought they could stay in Algeria forever. 
However, parents took their children out of school after they relocated the school because they 
were afraid. Although not closed, the school wasn’t used for long after being built. It’s still there 
and became a place of refuge for Jews. However, the government wanted it opened to other 
religions as well. The texts they studied were translated into French i.e. the Talmud, Rashi, 
Torah, etc.  

He explains what happened when he was forced to leave school while the rabbinical school was 
being constructed. The president of the Jewish community called together the six or seven 
students who were left, waiting for it to be built, and asked what they wanted to do: their choices 
were to go to Paris, stay, or go to the university. Most wanted to wait but he wanted to go to the 
university and was told he couldn’t do it. They tried to stop him but he went to the university and 
didn’t go back to rabbinical school. Later, he was given the opportunity to finish his rabbinical 
studies but it was too late for him. He was already at the university, teaching, etc. and couldn’t 
go back. He received his baccalaureate degree from the University of Algiers in 1955 in English 
studies, and also received a Master’s degree. He studied religious and secular subjects. 
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Simon Darmon transmitted his knowledge and passion for Jewish studies to his son, who is a 
cantor at an Algerian synagogue in Paris. 

The Vichy period (Note: During WW II, Marshal Philippe Pétain was Chief of State in Vichy, France 
from 1940-1944. This regime governed France and its colonies, including French Algeria.) A census was 
taken of Jews in Algeria in order to organize convoys to work camps in the south of Algeria. 
Simon shows a census document from Sept. 1941. Jews were also transported to Drancy and 
then to concentration camps. He was five years old at this time. Jews had to declare themselves. 
Two years before she died, his mother showed him documents that he didn’t know existed. His 
father had received the Croix de Guerre from WWI and yet they were still expelled from school. 
(Note: This is a military decoration for bravery). Parents were told to come and get their 
children, who were not allowed to come back to school. They escaped to Bone during the 
bombings. He remembers sleeping in a stable there during this time. Oran and Algiers were 
targets of the bombing, since the Germans bombed ports of exit. He remembers ceremonies at 
school before class under the Vichy government. They subsequently went back to Algiers 

Relations with non-Jews didn’t change much, except Arabs tended to be against the Americans 
and English who landed in Bone. Arabs insulted the French, Americans, and English. Jews wore 
a yellow star. Arabs tended to encourage the arrival of Germans rather than Americans and 
English. His family had Christian friends but were watchful because of anti-Semitism among 
them. Anti-Semitic uprisings occurred in Bone, Oran, Boukhari, etc. He knows these things from 
hearing his parents talk about them. The only contact with Arabs was with merchants who were 
Mozabites. They lived alone, their wives and children elsewhere. Twice a week they went home 
to see their families.  

Algerian War: (Scattered throughout the interview are references to the Algerian War.) He 
mentions the FLN (Note: Front de Libération National was the National Liberation Front 
directing the Algerian War against France). Simon claims they didn’t have a clear political 
strategy and did some things hard to justify. In 1960-62, when Jews and the pieds noirs left, it 
was because of the FLN.  (Note: Pieds noirs were people of French origin, living in Algeria 
during French rule. Most pieds noirs left when Algeria became independent in 1962). 

In 1954, the Algerian war wasn’t a total surprise. There were signs that it would occur but people 
didn’t understand what was happening. The status of Arabs had been ambiguous. They had 
French ID cards but were listed as French Moslems, not even as Algerians, so their status was 
questionable. Arabs voted for Moslems, not French, and went to Arab schools. Really good 
students went to French schools. The Arab uprising was because of their status as second-class 
citizens and they had had enough. If they could have received French nationality, they probably 
wouldn’t have revolted, but no French government wanted to give them total French nationality. 
De Gaulle thought if they were given French nationality, France would become an Arab country. 
He says that France refused French Algeria but now have Algerian France with Arabs from other 
African countries as well. 
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He discusses the effects of the Crémieux Decree on Jews. (Note: The Crémieux Decree of Oct. 
1870 gave French citizenship to Algerian Jews but not Muslims. It was abolished in Oct. 1940 
under the Vichy government.) The original plan was to extend the decree to Arabs as well but it 
didn’t happen since there were too many of them. Darmon claims that originally it was supposed 
to be a personal choice for Jews. The Arabs revolted in order to have legal equality and it 
became worse with extremists who didn’t want to be French. Other Arab countries supported 
them. Also, at the time, the Algerian Arabs were content to speak French because it gave them 
more social and economic status.  

The Algerian War officially started on Nov. 1, 1954. Jews told Arabs that they supported their 
fight for equal rights but wanted to remain French. The Arabs saw this as a betrayal because they 
thought Jews would become Algerian, but Jews were too integrated into French culture, 
language, etc. to give it up. Arab friends and others tried to convince them to stay and be part of 
Algerian society. They listened and said they’d do what their leaders decided but privately knew 
they didn’t have anything in common with the Arabs. There were Jews who said they were more 
Algerian than French and went along with the Arab discourse. He discusses Jews who belonged 
to this clique. Thinking about his own attitude, he feels that Algeria is foreign to him. Jews felt 
totally French—150%! Even though he was born in Algeria, went to school there, left personal 
items behind, and has many memories, Simon feels no personal or geographic connection to 
Algeria. He can’t be part of Moslem culture.   

The OAS fighters were invisible and he compares them to African-Americans between WWI and 
just after WWII who were invisible and sometimes visible. (Note: OAS: Organisation armée 
secrète = Secret Armed Organization that carried out attacks to stop Algerian independence from France). 
He would sometimes find out people he associated with were pro OAS activists who had killed 
Arabs. Some Jews were members of the OAS but their names are not revealed for their 
protection. He tells the story of a man who was everyone’s friend, had coffee with French 
friends, etc. who the day after the declaration of independence showed up with a gun and said he 
had been part of FLN the whole time. The FLN never clarified on paper what it wanted.  

 The OAS bombed buildings and killed people. Until 1961 the OAS tried to stop Europeans from 
leaving Algeria. Some people claimed they would return when things calmed down and gave 
neighbors keys to their houses. They offered their furniture and libraries they couldn’t take with 
them.  

He left Algeria in 1962 after independence. The majority of Jews were perhaps “officially” 
neutral in the Algerian War, but 99% were for French Algeria and sympathized with the OAS but 
without the violence. There were also anti-Semites in the OAS and Jews were against the crimes 
of the OAS. Simon saw horrors that would make one lose faith. The fact that he’s in Jerusalem is 
a miracle. He describes crossing Arab areas in military uniform and in civilian clothes. He was 
once caught in cross-fire between the French military and Arabs, resulting in many dead and 
wounded. It was frequently unclear who started skirmishes. Some Jews, however, were for the 
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FLN, especially the intellectuals. It was ideological—they sympathized with the poor, 
downtrodden, persecuted, colonized, etc. Darmon says he is middle of the road and doesn’t like 
extremism on either side. He didn’t put all Arabs in the same category, and had more sympathy 
for the OAS but no sympathy for the FLN.  

There were also Zionist movements in Algeria at this time. Jews were going to Israel starting in 
1954-55, especially wealthy ones. They went to buy property, businesses, houses, etc. but were 
not well received and were regarded by some as Arabs. There was no middle class in Israel 
then—just rich and poor. Going from Algeria to France was different than going to Israel, which 
was a totally different culture and language. Going to France was like going from one city to 
another within France, not like a mass migration to Israel. The Algerians represented the middle 
class, but not until recently was there a middle class in Israel. They didn’t give opportunities for 
Algerian Jews to come— it wasn’t the same Israel as now. He considered studying at the 
university in Jerusalem after getting his baccalaureate degree and wrote to the university in 
Jerusalem. He even knew Hebrew and had contacts, but he received a letter back that pointed out 
difficulties in getting housing, etc. It discouraged him, so he didn’t go. It was a very objective 
letter but with no encouragement. 

Military career: In 1960 he was mobilized and served in all departments of Algeria as an army 
chaplain assisting other rabbis. There were three zones served by the rabbis. Work was assigned 
every day, and he visited different encampments of soldiers who identified as Jewish, going only 
to soldiers who wanted to meet with him. Some with Jewish names weren’t Jewish and some 
weren’t interested. His functions: to bring soldiers comfort, help with anti-Semitic incidents, and 
obtain kosher food, which he received as kosher packages by mail. For holidays, all Jewish 
soldiers received food for Passover, Haggadahs, etc. In each barrack, a list of Jewish holidays 
was given to the commander. He asked to be off for holidays and Shabbat. 

He finished his military service in 1962. During his service, he taught English at the Jewish 
school. He met a rabbi from Strasbourg who was also a chaplain and who offered to look into a 
job for him at a Jewish school in Strasbourg after he was discharged. The directors of the school 
were able to get Simon discharged a month earlier than planned so he could be there for the 
beginning of the school year. A military transport plane flew him to Orleans, France. He went to 
Paris where his family was and then took a train to Strasbourg. He was single. His entire family 
left Algiers in 1960 and went to Paris. He had some cousins in Marseilles.  

Life in Israel: He stayed in Strasbourg until 1965, when he took a year off to get married and 
move to Netanya, Israel. He met his wife in England, where he had gone several times as a 
madrich (Note: a group counselor). His wife was born in Tunis. In 1964, an Israeli friend had 
introduced him to his wife’s sister. She turned out to be the woman Simon had met in England 
and then married in Israel in 1965! He went back to Paris until 1970 and taught at the Lycée 
Lamartine in the 9th arrondissement.  
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In the meantime, a friend wrote him that he knew the director of a large high school in Jerusalem 
and asked if he’d like to teach English there. He applied and received a letter of interest from the 
Director. He quit his job in Paris and resigned from the National Education system in France, 
which was a mistake. He got a letter from his friend that the apartment in Israel where he was 
moving would be great, finished, etc. The Darmons had two children, two and four years old. He 
took the letter he had received to the school in Jerusalem. His wife and children stayed in 
Netanya, where he went first. It was August, 1970. He waited two hours to see the Director of 
the school, who was very busy. When he spoke with him, he was told that the teacher he was 
supposed to replace didn’t leave after all, and there was no job for him! The letter wasn’t a 
contract. He was furious, and describes what a good deal he had left in Paris, including 
permission to teach extra hours beyond his regular classes, with extra pay. He taught 3½ days 
and received permission to get Jewish holidays off with pay. He didn’t know what to do, but 
eventually got a part-time job teaching 10 hours at a French lycée (Note: a high school) and adult 
education classes in French at night. Eventually he taught 8 hours in a Jewish school, but the 
normal load was 20 hours /wk. His first year was terrible and he swore he would leave and go 
back to Paris. He had to get used to a different educational system as well.  

When he applied to go back to France, he was told that since he had resigned, they didn’t owe 
him anything. Perhaps they could give him a job where they needed him, not necessarily in Paris. 
But, before leaving, he was contacted by the Diocese of Paris by an abbot who said they have a 
French school that they owned in Jerusalem. They offered him a job teaching English at their 
school, indicating they already had his dossier from Paris. Then he started receiving phone calls 
day and night telling him he was forbidden to set foot in the mission school. He doesn’t know 
which group was calling, but they eventually threatened him physically. They also threatened to 
have his children removed from all Israeli schools. The callers spoke Hebrew, but wouldn’t tell 
him who they were. Finally, he said he’d go back to France and they said fine. He told the 
Director of the Lycée franҫais of Jerusalem that he was sick. The job was ultimately given to 
Daniel Ashkenazi, who wasn’t intimidated by the anti-mission group. He doesn’t know to this 
day why this happened. Perhaps Ashkenazi converted, but he’s not sure. 

Ninety percent of high schools in Israel are private, while ten percent belong to the mairie (Note: 
town council). To get a job, a teacher goes from high school to high school knocking on doors. 
He left his papers everywhere but had trouble finding a regular job. He was contacted and told to 
be patient and encouraged to stay, while his friends found him some part-time teaching jobs. So 
he decided to remain in Israel until the holidays and then leave. He still had contacts in France.  

Finally, in October, he received an urgent phone call from the Director of Yeshivah Chorev who 
needed him right away. It was considered the best Yeshiva in Israel. An English teacher had died 
suddenly and they needed to fill the position. He took the job until he retired in 1996. He also 
enrolled in retraining courses at the university to learn about the Israeli educational system. The 
teachers were excellent. A British teacher in particular helped him, since he had learned English 
in England. He became head of English studies at Chorev, supervising eight teachers. His 
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religious background helped him feel more comfortable at the school. He was used to Algerians 
who gave their word and did what they promised, and to things starting on time. In Israel, his 
knowledge didn’t matter as much as how students performed at the end of the course. He adapted 
to the system. In France, there was no particular method whereas in Israel there was. Now it’s 
different in France. He had to learn all the various methods in Israel, where everything was 
organized and standardized. You followed the rules, with no fooling around. He liked being in 
contact with excellent pedagogues of the highest level and other teachers who had higher 
positions than regular rabbis. He enjoyed talking with them and enriching his knowledge of 
Jewish texts. In Israel he was happy with his milieu and being part of this family. He gave his 
children a love of Jewish learning, community, history, and culture. 

Translated by: Felicia Berger Sturzer – September, 2019 
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