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The Jews of Greece
By ROMAN SLOBODIN

Italy’s threatening gestures in the direction of Greece
foreshadow the possible swallowing into the totalitarianism
maw of another European Jewish community, a small one,
to be sure, but distinguished nowadays by the fact that it
is one of the last oases on the continent of Europe for some-
thing resembling decent life for the Jews.

The cries of rage in the con-
trolled Fascist press over the kill-
ing of a so-called Albanian na-
tionalist leader by the Greeks are,
of course, not being uttered in the
interest of Albanian nationalism,
which the Italians sattered a year
ago when they seized that coun-
try, and are continuing to grind
under the heels of their army’s
boots today. The Fascists shouted
about the rights and liberties of
Albanians with their eyes else-
where. Specifically, they were di-
rected toward Salonika.

Salonika is a seaport at the
head of the Aegean Sea, which
changed hands from Turkey to
Greece in the last war. It is far
and away the most important
strategic spot in southeastern Eu-
rope. In possession of this city,
an Axis army would be in a posi-
tion to drive the British out of the
Aegean, and challenge their naval
control of the Eastern Mediterra-
nean. They also would be in a pos-
ition to talk turkey to the govern-
ment at Constantinople.

Early in . World War I, the Al-
lies seized Salonika, and they held
on to it even after the retreat
from Gallipoli. For a long time the
Germans laughed at the Allied
garrison there as “our largest con-
centration camp” but in the end
the effect of the Allied wedge
driven from this base between
Turkey and Austria played a tell-
ing role in the victory in the East.

So much for Salonika’s military
importance. Its importance to the
Jews arises from the fact that
they constitute nearly one-fourth
it population, numbering 55,000.
The entire Jewish population of
Greece numbers 72,000, so Greek
Jewry is almost synonymous with
Salonika Jewry.

The Salonika Jews are a color-
ful and interesting group. They
are the only traditionally seafar-
ing Jewish population I know
about. A large proportion of Sal-
onika Jewry works in maritime
trades, as sailors, lightermen, and

harbor workers. In fact, the hard

work of Salonika port is done
mostly by Jews.

As might be expected, they are
a rough and sturdy crew. Salonika
Jews run to the burly six-foot
type, with ruddy complexions, sun-
bleached blue eyes. While I never
visited the Greek seaport, I saw
plenty of them in the harbors of
Tel Aviv and Haifa, for it is they
who are doing the heavy work of
trying to build a Jewish mari-
time industry for Palestine.

They are not only sailors, but
shipwrights on a small scale,
building the sturdy little craft of
the type used in almost every
Mediterranean port for for ferry-
ing goods between anchored ships
and the shore. The officials of Tel
Aviv port proudly take visitors
to see what they call hopefully the
“significant Jewish shipbuilding
industry.” It is a large shed in
which Salonika craftsmen build
lighters of this kind, and other
types of small boats.

Naturally, most Salonika Jews
are extremely poor, and so are
most other Greek Jews, with the
exception of a handful of pros-
perous merchants. But they have
a long and distinguished history,
with almost unbroken records
back to classical times.

One of the distinguishing fea-
tures of Greek Jewry has been
that during most of their history
they were not banned, as were
Jews elsewhere in Europe, from
skilled trades, and thus forced to
make a living by commerce. In
medieval times they developed the
Greek silk industry, raising mul-
berry groves, rearing silkworms,
and spinning and weaving. The
most distinquished Jewish name in
Greek history was Don Joseph
Nasi, who was made Duke of Na-
xos by the Turkish Sultan Selim
IIin 1574, and Who introduced the
silk industry from Greece into Ti-
berias in Palestine, in an effort,
crowned with considerable suc-
cess, to revive Jewish life in the
Holy Land.

The great Sephardic migration
after expulsion of the Jews from
Spain brought many Jews from
that country to Greece, and the
indigenous Jewish population was
largely absorbed by the new com-
ers, so that the religious ritual
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and culture of Greek Jewry to-
day is almost entirely Sephardic.
Even today many Jews in Greece,
as in other Mediterranean lands,
speak the corrupted form of
Spanish called Ladino as their sec-
ond mother tongue, although some
communities are purely Greek-
speaking.

Greece ia altogether a poor and
in many respects a backward
country, and it would be stretch-
ing the truth to call it a land
where democracy survives. Its
government, of course, is a dicta-
torship which hasn’t yet learned
to rule every phase of human life
with an iron rod, with the thor-
oughness of a Germany, Italy or
Russia. People in Athens, when I
was there six months ago, said,
“Yes, we have a dictator, but we’re
pretty democratic.” They said it
apologetically and half hopefully.

One thing they weren’t half-
hearted about. They hate, and fear
Italy. They tremble at the name
of Germany. They hate England,
too—Greeks have never forgiven
the theft of the Elgin marbles
from the Parthenon but they
have some hope of help from her
in a pinch. And they regard Tur-
key, with whom they fought one
of the bitterest little wars of mod-
ern times twenty years ago, as
their great friend and protector.

Greece is only a little chip
which must be dashed around
helplessly in the tidal waves of
World War 11. Her shoddily-
equipped, ill-trained army couldn’t
stop Italy for five minutes, un-
aided. And this isn’t World War
I. There is no France, and Eng-
land is too busy elsewhere to help.
Only the opposition of Turkey,
supported by Russia, and the in-
tercession of Germany, which
wants no upset in the Balkans,
can stop Mussolini. *

Greek trade and markets are
dominated by Germany to such an
extent that it is hard to find non-
German goods in Athenian shops.
Xazi good-will is one of the major
factors in the little country’s con-
tinued existence. Yet, unlike all
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other Balkan countries, Greece
has held out so far against Nazi-
fication of her laws and her daily
life. She is the only country I
know of which, as recently as a
year ago, adopted a law for com-
pulsory attendance of Jewish chil-
dren at Jewish elementary schools,
which get Government financial
support. The principle of sectarian
education is a dubious one, to my
mind, but the action, in this case,
was taken at the request of the
Jews, It speaks pretty well for
Greek tolerance.
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