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Refugees
remembered

Revisiting a modern-day expu151on

It’s like a condo ...

Anne and Jack Spiegel were ready
to give up the maintenance of a large
home. The Atrium offered them
housekeeping, groundskeeping,
snow removal and 24-hour staffing.
They now enjoy convenient personal
transportation if they decide not

to drive, an active community and

By Israel Bonan

From 1940 to 1976, nearly one
million Jews were expelled from
their homes in the Middle East and
North Africa; most of the refugees
were resettled in Israel. JIMENA
(Jews Indigenous to the Middle
East and North Africa) is part of
an international campaign, or-
ganized locally by the Jewish Com-
munity Relations Council, to pub-
licize the stories of the Jewish
refugees and advocate for legisla-
tion to recognize their rights.

Commentary

It took me more than 35 years
before I felt comfortable talking
about my personal experience as a
Jew who was born, lived and was
expelled with my family from
Egypt in 1967. Once the emotion-
al dike was broken, I felt the need
to shout my story from every pul-
pit and to every ear that would lis-
ten. It is in essence the story of
more than 850,000 Jews from Arab
countries that had to leave all their
pasts behind and start over again
as refugees in new countries.

In June 1967, I was one month
away from finishing my university
studies when I was abruptly incar-
cerated and summarily expelled
from Egypt after a harrowing six
days in the Egyptian jails. A few
more of my friends and relatives
remained jailed for more than
three years for
no other reason

than being Jews  “|n Jyne 1967, | was

living in Egypt.

I was thrown ON€ Month away from
out of the coun-  finishing my university
uy with a torn gty dies when | was
abruptly incarcerated.”

shirt on my back
and holding a
pair of glasses
broken inten-
tionally on my face and little else.
When a month later my parents
were allowed to leave the country,
having lived more than 50 years in
the country of their birth, they
were only allowed the equivalent
of $10 each in their pockets and 30
kilograms worth of clothing to
show for a whole life lived in
Egypt, in a Jewish community with
ancient and biblical roots.

Several notable scholars lived in
this community, including Mai-
monides, the first person to write a
systematic code of all Jewish law,
and renowned Kabbalist Isaac
Luria. In the early 20th century,
Jews contributed beyond their
proportion in the Egyptian popu-
lation, to all aspects of life in Egypt.
Jews were visible in politics, the
arts, economy, industry, crafts and
banking. In 1945, there were
80,000 Jews living in Egypt; today

Israel Bonan

there are less than 20, all over the
age of 70.

As documentation of what hap-
pened to my family, the complete
record of my story can be found at
http://universaloddities.com/exo-
dus/exodus.shtml.

After my family’s harrowing ex-
odus, we found our safe haven. We
succeeded in making a new life for
ourselves and our families with the
grace of G-d and the help of every
Jewish organization and commu-
nity that we encountered during
our rough journey. The ultimate
priority of those who helped us in
our time of need was to restore
our dignity as human beings and
to help us get on our own two feet.
We rejected the
status of
“perennial vic-
tims” and chose
instead to move
on with our
lives as produc-
tive citizens.

The current
Middle East nar-
rative is unfor-
tunately slanted and one-sided,
speaking only of the Palestinian
refugee experience. There is
never a mention of others affect-
ed in the region and what be-
came of them. It is not empathy,
sympathy, or the negation of the
stories of others that we seek as
“forgotten refugees.” We seek ac-
knowledgement of our history
and redress of our rights; which
have been woefully ignored in
the process.

Israel Bonan of Framingham is
a lecturer at Simmons College, a
JIMENA committee member, and
chairman of the Justice and Re-
dress Commilttee of the Historical
Society of Jews from Egypt
(wwuw.bsje.org). To get involved in
the JIMENA campaign, call (617)
457-8650 or visit www.bostonis-
raelaction.org

at the cedars

Call today to see
for yourself!

The Atrium

friends just minutes away.

The Atrium’s carefree, independent

lifestyle is better than a condo!
Call today to see for yourself

etter

640 Ocean Avenue
Portland, Maine 04103
telephone 207-775-4111
toll free 1-800-563-92711
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For more information about TELEM:
Hila Lipnick, TELEM Director
617.457.8679
hlipnick@jcrcboston.org

Join other teens to experience:

TELEM is a program of the Jewish Community
Relations Council of Greater Boston, with
support from Combined Jewish Philanthropies.

Join American Jewish
World Service and

Jewish teens from
Greater Boston

in MEXICO over
February break!

February 18-25, 2007 (open to 9th—-12th graders)

Take it global! Help sustain a local Mayan community! Create memories and establish friendships
with other Boston area teens through this once-in-a-lifetime experience!

Sponsored by TELEM: Jewish Youth Making a Difference Together

eService-working in a local Mayan community development project
e Study-learning about social justice within a Jewish framework

e Cross-Cultural Exchange-living, working and playing with a local community
e Community-building and embracing a pluralistic Jewish community

jcrc<e

Jewish Community
Relations Council

“All the time in the world
to work on that swing.”

" Let thousands of fellow Jewish Advocate readers share in the joy of a family
> Birth, Wedding, Bar Mitzvah, Bar Mitzvah, Anniversary, Graduation, or Retirement
by placing an announcement in The Jewish Advocate’s celebrations page.

Contact Jean Zove at 617-367-9100 ext. 140 for more information.




