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RG-50.647.0022 
Summary of oral history interview with Danièle Sebaoun 
Parts I – V were recorded June 30, 2003; Part VI was recorded August 4, 2012 
Notes in parentheses were added by the translator for purposes of clarification. 
 

Part I 

Background: Born in Algiers on December 1, 1927. Danièle’s mother, Evenée Bellalish (?), 
didn’t work. Her father (Raymond …? Jonathan) had a fabric store. They weren’t religious but 
celebrated major holidays and sometimes Shabbat. It wasn’t a systematic observance. 

Thoughts on armistice between France and Germany: Her father was involved in social 
service activities. During the1930s and 1940s they became interested in what was going on in 
British Palestine. In 1939 she was 12 years old, in high school, and affected by political events. 
She was 13 years old when the armistice was signed and had to leave school. Danièle heard 
about Pétain in school, with songs and symbols that expressed patriotism. She felt different when 
she was excluded from the school system and started questioning her French nationality. It was 
taken away without asking her family’s opinion.  

Relationship with friends, school, etc.: She was the only Jew in her social group. They would 
get together once a week on Thursdays, meeting at her house to show solidarity. This lasted 
several months. She knew about Pétain’s history, but tried to live her life as a teenager, mostly 
with a group of Jewish friends. Some beaches had signs indicating Jews were excluded. They 
were all aware of restrictions, especially in certain professions like doctors, lawyers, etc. Danièle 
tells a story about a scout group she joined which was primarily non-Jewish, but she was told she 
could remain a member. 

 After Jewish students were excluded from the school system, the Jewish community started their 
own system, including an elementary school. The Maimonides high school was established in a 
Moorish house with teachers who weren’t allowed to teach in the other schools. It functioned 
like a regular high school. In her class there were about 12 students. All subjects were taught, 
through the baccalaureate. The laws of exclusion from school were not uniformly applied, 
depending on the director of the school, percentage of students, as well as other factors such as 
Jewish family background. Friends who were allowed to stay at the regular lycée weren’t as 
happy as those who left for the Jewish high school. She doesn’t think an alternative school 
system existed in other parts of Algeria. They could go back to school in 1943 but not all at once. 
Her relationship with non-Jewish friends didn’t change, and some didn’t know exactly what was 
going on. Anti-Semitism remained a factor. She heard anti-Semitic comments, such as “dirty 
Jew”, even at the lycée, but wasn’t personally insulted in the street. She mentions a girl who was 
anti-Semitic but married a Jewish man. 

The effects of French anti-Semitic legislation, Oct. 3, 1940: They knew what was happening 
from newspapers and other sources. She was in Algiers at this time. On Oct. 5, 1940, laws were 
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passed regarding French nationality that excluded Jews. She started questioning the meaning of 
French nationality—first they had it and then it was taken away—what does it mean? When her 
nationality was restored, she no longer had the same feelings for France, but didn’t discuss this 
with her family, just friends. Before, she had felt culturally French, but now reevaluated her 
position and felt more Jewish. As for those around her, Danièle’s father had been involved in 
social services for the community, such as food distribution to needy Jews, etc. Help was needed 
after the anti-Jewish laws were instituted. He was interested when the State of Israel was 
established.  

Relations with Moslems: They had very little contact with Arabs. They mostly had Spanish 
maids. Sometimes they hired Moslem workers for certain tasks, but generally had no relations 
with Moslems in the area. 

Nov. 8, 1942 (Note: Beginning of Operation Torch, the Anglo-American invasion of French 
North Africa, especially Morocco and Algeria): She was 15 years old and her family was going 
to the movies that night. They met a medical student who told them not to go because something 
was going to happen. They went home and later that night heard canon fire at midnight, her 
mother noting it was a good thing they stayed home! During the night they listened to the radio 
and were very happy to see American boats in the harbor the next morning.  

Part II 

Danièle has a sister, but mentions that her brother has died. They went into the streets and saw 
parades by Americans who had landed, and later realized the British were also there. People 
showed their joy but it wasn’t the majority of them.  

Reaction to 1943, restoration of French nationality, and Gaullism: There was a hierarchy of 
patriotic feelings. She felt more Jewish, but also conflicted regarding her identity when her civil 
liberties were restored. She didn’t become anti-French but had a gradual change in attitudes.  

Operation Torch-1942, Salle Géo Gras (Note: Géo Gras was a boxing champion): Danièle 
explains why she doesn’t think it was a Jewish resistance operation. Various Jewish groups 
participated, but as Frenchmen. Of the 80% of Jews who participated in the landing, 30% were 
Jewish resistance fighters who were formed before the landing, i.e., the Salle Géo Gras group. 
Such a group was originally founded to help Jews who were being harassed, and then it became a 
resistance group. The interviewer, whose father was a member of the Géo Gras group, says her 
father didn’t think of himself as a member of a Jewish resistance, but rather French. Responding 
to whether members regarded themselves as French or Jewish, Danièle claims that members of 
the Géo Gras group always had a clear goal: to combat anti-Semitism. Jewish students were 
encouraged to meet and train in the gymnasium with Géo Gras, ready to defend themselves 
when necessary. There had been anti-Semitic incidents at the lycée even before students were 
forced to leave. When they were terrorized by armed anti-Semites, members from the Géo Gras 
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group would come and help them. She describes an incident in 1940 when young students were 
harassed and saved by the group. 

Danièle’s husband, Paul Sebaoun: He belonged to a sports club (l’Automobile Club) and was 
part of a fencing group. He was a champion fencer but the sports club excluded the three Jewish 
fencers. However, they couldn’t stop them from participating in the Regional fencing 
championships of Algeria, even though they were excluded from Auto Club. Although the club 
wouldn’t allow them to fence, there was an Italian competitor from the armistice commission 
who didn’t understand this attitude. They were finally allowed to compete when members of the 
Géo Gras group, including a boxer, came to their support. 

Géo Gras, Zionism, Israel: Before the formation of the Maimonides School, there were separate 
courses organized for children so they could study and they were protected by the Géo Gras 
group when they were harassed. That’s how the group started.  

Danièle’s family had stayed in Algiers. But they had been involved in Zionist activities, and 
decided to go to Israel in 1962. Discussions occurred in her family when the State of Israel was 
established. Emissaries came to encourage Aliyah, some coming to her house. Her father became 
active in these activities before the establishment of the State of Israel. He was a contact for 
people as a member of the Zionist Federation of Algeria. They received news from other people 
and Radio London programs. Her father was also a member of the Comité algérien d’Aide 
Social. 

The 1960’s, Israel, the OAS (Note: Organisation armée secrète - Secret Armed Organization 
that carried out attacks to stop Algerian independence from France): Her family was for French 
Algeria but not pro-OAS. They didn’t trust the OAS or the anti-Semites who were pro-Israel for 
their own goals.  

When they went to Israel in 1962, they stayed less than a year. There was an economic recession 
at the time and they couldn’t make a living or speak Hebrew. Their son was working on a French 
baccalaureate degree and their younger daughter tried to go to an Israeli high school in Tel Aviv. 
Another student tried to help her but it was very difficult. The school wanted their daughter to 
take Arabic, thinking it would be easy since they were from Algeria. However, she was trying to 
learn Hebrew! The teachers didn’t believe she couldn’t speak Arabic and wouldn’t exempt her 
from the course. So, she didn’t attend. They went to France in 1963 and stayed there, but also 
obtained an apartment in Israel. 

Part III 

Life in Israel, Algeria, Aliyah: They eventually spent more time in Israel. They also helped 
their daughter who was divorced and living in France. They divided their time between the two 
countries. They lived in Nancy where her husband had a sporting and camping goods store for 
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Trigano. They stayed in France 18 years, subsequently moving to Israel and selling their store. 
They kept a pied à terre in Paris.  

Does she feel French or Israeli? Emotionally, she feels Israeli. The family is Jewish but not 
religious—all religious holidays in Israel are national holidays. Culturally, she feels French but 
doesn’t identify with Algeria. Today, Algeria isn’t what it was. When she left, she realized that it 
was no longer her Algeria. Nevertheless, she likes seeing pictures of Algerian landmarks and 
landscapes but thinks the history between the French and Algerians isn’t accurately conveyed. 
She regrets that the sense of exile isn’t evoked. While she is interested in events in Algeria, she is 
not invested.  

After the war, she heard about the Jewish internment camps in Algeria from her husband, who 
helped deliver medicine to imprisoned Jews. She learned many details later and was surprised at 
how hard conditions in the camps were. Later, there were trials and the director of one camp was 
condemned to death during the first trial. She talks about two trials, but she didn’t know about 
these concentration camps at the time. 

Moroccan Jews in transit through Algiers talked about Aliyah. Danièle was best friends with her 
sister-in-law, who was part of the Zionist movement, although Danièle wasn’t. Young people 
who were part of the movement went to Israel. She talks about Algerians who left for Israel. 
Some had been in a Zionist youth movement, but no family Aliyah was organized by the Jewish 
Agency. The Haganah organization in Algeria was formed to protect Jews from Arabs and also 
recruit for Aliyah. She mentions people they met, who spoke mostly Hebrew. Her brother-in-law 
organized an Aliyah and had contact with the French administration. Danièle describes camps 
and locations such as Ténès and Cherchell where people waited to go to Israel. Some came from 
Morocco. She mentions buildings used to house refugees at community expense as they waited 
for transportation. They were located in the middle of an Arab section where they could circulate 
freely and talk about waiting to leave for Israel. Buildings of the Alliance Israélite were also 
used, as well as hotels that were bought for housing. The average family stayed a few weeks or a 
month before leaving by boat.  

The Algerian War: Events that influenced Danièle Sebaoun during the Algerian War: The 
French nationalist movement was a historical moment that would continue. Particular memories 
include Arab employees going to work and risking their lives, and her emotions in 1960 realizing 
that she would leave her birthplace. De Gaulle was in power in France and they supported 
Jacques Soustelle (Note: Governor-general of Algeria sent by de Gaulle). She describes being 
swept up in a movement, the crowd psychology in the cries of support for Soustelle and de 
Gaulle. Though she didn’t intend to participate, she became aware of how crowds can be 
manipulated. People were swept toward Gaullism. There were also native people who marched 
in support of de Gaulle. Everyone was on the same page—Arabs and French united for a French 
Algeria. However, she did not envision staying in Algeria. 
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Political views: For her, the FLN was a terrorist organization whose assassins did terrible things. 
(Note: Front de Libération National - National Liberation Front directing the Algerian War 
against France). She had more sympathy for the OAS because they wanted a French Algeria but 
she was not fervently for the movement. There were a lot of anti-Semites and fascists in the OAS, 
and she knew some members. The various Jewish organizations functioned well and helped 
French citizens. 

Role of Jewish women in the family: They were very important. Danièle’s mother, who didn’t 
work outside the home, had an important place in the family. If women had a profession, they 
worked outside the home. She gives examples of doctors, lawyers, teachers, and business 
women—it was a French society with common values. She names some of these women. In her 
home, they didn’t keep kosher but celebrated major holidays. They bought kosher meat for the 
holidays but also ate ham. 

Part IV 

Salle Géo Gras continued: What would she redo if possible? She’s pragmatic and deals with a 
situation as it is, living life as it is. Her husband told her how the Géo Gras group trained with a 
boxer. This goes back to 1940. They went to the stadium for self-defense training. There were 
also Arabs since the Salle Géo Gras was a sporting venue open to everyone and people paid 
entrance fees. During the day it was a sporting club but in the evening they trained. Those who 
were motivated were recruited into the group. This was also a way for people to meet each other 
and socialize.  

Paul Sebaoun: Danièle’s husband was born in 1921 and was mobilized after the landing. The 
Salle Géo Gras was an independent group that started with four people. Raphael Aboulker was 
their counselor. He was a friend of Emile Atlan, who lived in the same building, and was a 
member of the group. Aboulker gave them advice. 

Part V 

Paul Sebaoun, Géo Gras, Operation Torch, Free French Forces: When Capt. Pillafort arrived 
in Algiers, he wanted to recruit men who could help and he was referred to the Géo Gras group. 
José Aboulker facilitated such contact and said they had 100-120 loyal men ready to help as long 
as they could maintain their autonomy and only participate in the landing operation. Danièle 
emphasizes that Operation Torch wasn’t a Jewish operation but there was a group of militant 
Jews who participated. Her husband told her details that weren’t written down.  

Danièle mentions an incident when the Géo Gras group was told that a cache of weapons from 
the Americans was arriving but then was cancelled. Another time Emile Atlan was supposed to 
go to another rendez-vous with the group to get weapons before November 8. Her husband didn’t 
go but Emile went and everyone had their own weapon. In another incident, Paul was on duty at 
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the entrance to the prefecture of police when Commandant Broleux (sp.) came and Paul let him 
enter. Paul wore an armband that identified him.  

After November 8, the participants were abandoned by the Americans and British and didn’t 
know quite where to go. They were still mobilized, i.e. at Cheraga and Rivoli. However, since 
they were no longer combatants, Paul deserted from the Rivoli group in Giraud’s army. Paul was 
the only one who had a special permit allowing him to drive a truck, thus enabling his colleagues 
to leave the base —so he was very valuable. One day the general came to review the troops, 
when his car broke down. The camp commander offered to have his best driver get the car fixed 
in Algiers, and this was Danièle’s husband— that’s how he managed to escape! He took the car 
back to Algiers but didn’t return. Then he joined the Free French forces. His friends later told 
him they couldn’t leave the base because no one could drive the truck! Truck convoys were 
organized to help those who wanted to desert and join the Free French forces.  

Those who left went to Guelma in the Department of Constantine to take a train. When they 
arrived, they didn’t know where to go. There were four of them. Danièle’s uncle, head of the 
Jewish community there, had an unoccupied apartment to house them until they could join the 
Free French forces. Her husband was in Tunisia and also participated in the Italian campaign. He 
went to Garliano, Italy and Lacrot, France. All this is written down and documented with dates 
and names. He was also wounded. The troops continued marching, liberated Toulon, and moved 
into Lyon and up to Alsace. They didn’t continue to Germany because there were pockets of 
resistance in the Atlantic and south of France. Paul was again wounded and went back to Algiers 
after the war.  

To fight in the Free French forces, Paul had to desert Giraud’s army. They were given dirty, torn 
uniforms when he was in Cheraga and went home on leave. Danièle’s father-in-law was upset 
when he saw this and said Paul shouldn’t remain in the army. Giraud didn’t want Jews as 
combatants for fear they would become strong and demand their nationality back. So they found 
themselves in an army that discriminated against them, with some of the officers who had put 
them in prison. 

Danièle was glad when Darlan was assassinated (Note: Admiral Jean). The Americans had 
played the hand of Darlan, ridiculing the resistance fighters. The British were more equitable in 
their treatment. Paul was decorated by the British, receiving the “King’s Medal for Service in the 
Cause of Freedom”. Danièle displays various pictures of her husband, their wedding, her in-laws 
and other family photographs, including their Spanish maid. There is a picture of her husband 
fencing, her father-in-law with his sons on the beach, etc. Of interest is a photograph of the villa 
built by Paul’s grandfather that became a clinic. There is also a picture of their store, the 
barricades erected by the OAS in 1960, 1962, as well as pictures of people involved in events at 
the time, including OAS members. The names of people Danièle knew from Géo Gras are 
mentioned. Her family helped a former fighter hide in their store—they had to be very discreet. 
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Part VI 

Abraham Sanguinetti: He was Danièle Sebaoun’s ancestor on her mother’s side—her great-
grandmother’s father— and was a goldsmith born in Livorno (later corrected to Genoa), Italy. He 
went to Algiers with his brother, also a goldsmith. Their story is told in a book by Paul Eudel on 
the history of the goldsmiths in Algeria, published in 1902 (Note: L’Orfèvrerie Algérienne et 
Tunisienne). Abraham was born in Genoa and made jewelry for the Dey of Algiers. He didn’t 
display his jewelry, and guarded what he made so it wouldn’t be copied. He also wanted to 
safeguard the jewels in his possession.  

Danièle displays and tells the story of a silver diamus (sp.) bracelet made for Algerian women 
about to give birth. The bracelets, made of silver or gold and elephant hair, were believed to keep 
away the evil eye and were used by Arab and Jewish women. Abraham made a bracelet for one 
the wives of the Dey who was ready to give birth. Danièle’s great-grandmother was also 
pregnant and Abraham made a bracelet for her also. The Dey’s wife gave birth prematurely so 
Abraham gave the Dey the bracelet meant for her great-grandmother and made another one for 
her. The story is not invented by Danièle’s family. When Algiers was conquered, the treasury 
was ransacked and many items were stolen, including those belonging to the Dey. There was an 
exposition of these items in France, including a duplicate of the silver bracelet. Jacques Chirac 
subsequently returned the artifacts to Algiers. The bracelet passed from generation to generation, 
and Danièle now has it. A close-up of the bracelet is displayed. She also has other jewelry from 
her ancestor but the provenance is not as well documented as the bracelet. Family lore thus has a 
historical basis. 

Danièle Sebaoun’s father: (Raymond …? Jonathan) was born October 13, 1900 in Algiers. He 
was a businessman who dealt in indigenous fabric and was very active in charitable 
organizations in Algiers. He was treasurer of the fourneau économique that distributed daily hot 
meals to the needy. There were all kinds of social aid organizations, such as those providing 
dowries to needy Jewish brides. Welfare organizations were supported by wealthy Jewish 
families.  

Aliyah Bet (Note: Code name for illegal Jewish immigration to Israel): After WWII and the 
establishment of the State of Israel, Jews from N. Africa and especially Morocco crossed into 
Algiers secretly, and from there passage to Israel was facilitated by Shlihim sent from Israel. 
They traveled by different means—executives flew to Marseilles, where the Aliyah Bet took 
charge of them—but the majority left by boat.  

Algiers took care of these Jews, housing them in the Jewish Consistoire in the Arab quarter 
where they were told to be discreet. However, they didn’t hide the fact that they were waiting to 
go to Israel. There wasn’t much interest in them, they weren’t attacked, and were well-organized 
by the Haganah. The risks were anticipated and the State of Israel sent emissaries to organize 
resistance in case they were attacked, like in Constantine, but there were no repercussions. Paul 
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Sebaoun helped direct this, but at the time it was done secretly. There were partisans as well as a 
doctor on call. Groups of Jews were tasked with protecting the ones who lived in the Casbah in 
case there was trouble. The Jewish middle class wasn’t exposed to the danger of Jews who lived 
in the Casbah area. Some people involved in this were Danièle’s brother-in-law, as well as André 
Baranès and others who are now in Israel. It was Shlihim who helped organize the operation, 
especially Ephraim Friedman. His parents came from Poland to Belgium and he spoke perfect 
French. He was accompanied by an Israeli, David Avidov, from the Moshav Nahalal.  

This Moshav is laid out like a star with equal parcels of land for members. Avidov didn’t know a 
word of French and would sing Hebrew songs. People from Israel all spoke Hebrew. Various 
boats came to transport the Olim. The last boat had many mishaps. Danièle’s husband was 
supposed to get a boat in Italy, but Danièle was pregnant and due to give birth soon. So her 
brother-in-law was charged with getting the boat and bringing it to Algiers. The boats used were 
in bad shape, and her brother-in-law’s boat broke down in the middle of the Mediterranean. They 
had to get another boat to rescue them. They finally arrived in Algiers. On board was an almond 
smuggler from Spain whose boat had been recruited by the Jewish Agency. It could dock the 
closest to the coast at the location for the embarkation. The boat came, the signal was given, and 
the immigrants bound for Israel boarded. However, people living on the coast alerted the police, 
who came and held up the operation. They weren’t familiar with it and thought it involved 
smuggling. Danièle’s husband was on the beach, afraid that he’d get shot. He explained what 
was going on, and that smuggled goods were not involved. The police chief contacted the 
prefecture, the boat left, but with fewer Olim than anticipated.  

Danièle’s Father: Danièle Sebaoun’s father worked with Isaac Cherqui, Jacques Lazarus, and 
others when Shlihim from Israel needed help, especially in obtaining and transferring funds. 
They also helped with provisions of food. She describes containers of furniture in which 
weapons were transported, as well as arms shipments between Israel and Algiers that were 
buried in gardens. Some shipments came from France—Marseilles to Algiers. She remembers a 
French officer in civilian clothes coming with a chest that was given to her family. This was 
connected to the Haganah. They also wanted to support any action against Arab resistance. Her 
brother-in-law, Jacov Carrose (sp.), a.k.a. Berger because he had a false identity, was a liaison 
between French authorities and the Aliyah Bet. Her husband had two sisters. Her brother-in-law 
had an important position in the Shin Bet and was the right hand of the Israeli secret service. He 
wrote two books about these activities. 

Immigrant/refugee lodging: There was makeshift housing in Ténès that included families of 
Moroccan Jewish campers. The “Joint” (Note: Joint Distribution Committee) bought an old 
hotel, the Atlantide, to lodge the refugees in better housing. They also obtained health services 
for them. This was in 1949. Due to housing conditions, there was a case of measles among the 
refugees and they were afraid it would become an epidemic. The families from Morocco were 
given room and board by the Consistoire and had access to funds from various sources. Some 
were housed in classrooms, schools, etc. Danièle also helped, but conditions were not good. 
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There were two cases of children infected with measles. Doctors said they had to evacuate to 
prevent the spread of the outbreak, so they were taken by taxi to El Kettar Hospital for infectious 
diseases. Everything was later disinfected. At first no taxis would take them. There was a police 
station on the Rue Brusse (?). Danièle went, told them about the sick children, and the French 
commissioner arranged for a taxi to take the children to the hospital.  

Many problems arose with the Aliyah Bet, especially financial ones. Funding was obtained and 
help was organized by the Joint and OSE (Note: Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants--a children’s aid 
organization). OSE paid for aid workers.  

The Jewish bourgeoisie of Algiers: Were they involved? Not so much. They were afraid of 
Arab reaction. She tells about the wife of Ephraim Friedman who helped found WIZO d’Algiers 
(Note: WIZO d’Algiers—Women’s International Zionist Organization). She didn’t want to 
appear on an international Zionist organization list since it might hurt other causes in which she 
was involved. Women who at first didn’t support this movement did so later, and the two sides 
finally came together. Activities of WIZO are mentioned: collections of gold, broken jewelry, 
etc. to send to Israel. Not a lot of people participated. Some didn’t want to support Israel because 
of war with the Arabs.  

Aliyah, Information Juive: Jacques Lazarus had a very important role in founding the periodical 
Information Juive, with which her father was also involved. She talks about committees and 
people linked to the Aliyah Bet. About 20 Algerian Jews were involved in these activities. 
Reactions were diverse when people were solicited for money or help. Some gave, others turned 
away solicitations. A number of young executives had entry visas to Israel while others boarded 
illegally without visas. Her sister-in-law had a visa, and was the only Jewish Algerian young 
woman to make Aliyah. A large number of people from the Sebaoun family followed her. 
Jacques Baranès (sp.), for example, didn’t have a visa and boarded secretly. While Danièle 
initially didn’t think about making Aliyah to Israel, she always followed the activities of her 
sister-in-law, who was the catalyst for others to follow, and who was very influential for a large 
number of people in Algiers. She ends with a story of going to the Consistoire that housed the 
Jewish immigrants to help the children, and later showering to be sure she didn’t bring diseases 
home to her own children.  

 

Translated by: Felicia Berger Sturzer 
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