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Prologue

One day in the summer of 1970 the telephone at my
home rang and on picking up the receiver I heard an
unknown voice. It was David Abikzer, who introduced
himself as a former resident of Haifa and more recently
Hazzan at the Sephardic Temple of Cedarhurst, New York.
He sought an appointment and we arranged to meet at my
home on the following afternoon.

My guest turned out to be a youngish man, of middling
height and a firm visage. He spoke a somewhat throaty
Hebrew, replete with literary turns of phrases, and speedily
got to the point of his call.

It turned out that he had been a week in Israel already
on a mission for a Jewish philanthropist, Mr. Louis Rousso,
a resident of New York. Mr. Rousso has been a munificent
donor to all kinds of charitable institutions in Israel and of
late contributed hundreds of thousands of dollars for the
establishment of a University Preparatory School on
Mount Scopus to serve students from the Sephardi
communities. Mr. Abikzer had been asked to represent
Mr. Rousso at the corner-stone laying ceremony of the
project. That was his first mission, while his second one
had brought him to me.

[ pressed him for details.

My guest related how Mr. Rousso was born in a small
town in southern Yugoslavia where he spent most of his
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8 | .
childhood. One of his closest friends of that formative

period in his life had been a man named Le?\? Kamhi,
and whom he had not met since he moved to New York
. Eg)igi(gfnﬁ'was an unusual man for that envirgnment,
A devoted Zionist, he saved literally h}lndreds of his fellqw
Jews from the Holocaust by persuading them to settle. in
Eretz-Israel during the 1930s. He, himself, kept postpomn'g
his own immigration for he did not wish to abandon his
community.

He suffered the fate of European Jewry, and in 1943
was deported to the Treblinka death camp together with
the rest of his community. Louis Rousso wished to
establish a living memorial in the form of a book that
would tell his life-story and the annals of his birthplace.
He asked me to write the book.

“What is the name of the town? , I asked.

“Monastir”, the Hazzan explained.

I had never heard of that town before. i

“The name written on the map is Bitol””, Abikzer told
me. It turned out that Monastir was the Turkish' name of
the place, and following the Balkan Wars and the break-up
of the Ottoman Empire the name was changed to that of
Bitol.

That name meant nothing to me either,
graphy had not been my speciality.

I picked up an old school atlas and together with the
Hazan we picked our way through the map of southern
Yugoslavia, until we found the p]

lavi ace. A small town regis-
e ' 3 i ’ :

t reFi in tlny'letters at the junction of the borders of Yueo-
slavia, Albania and Greece. y

In recalling my fee
them as a blend of hes

after all geo-

lings at the tim

= €, I can o :
1tation and a nly define
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fashioning a
1 person
and blood and breathe g living spirit inte the shad?)fv f:)efS:

person, of whom I had never he
away when I was still a chitd? O " Who passed
Time passes and endures, and with it
that seemed to unavailable to questions
a profounder meaning,
Today at the conclusion of long months of research,

work and study, I find myself deeply grateful for the
opportunity afforded me and for the very special ex-

perience I have undergone. I visited the town and per-
suaded its non-Jewish inhabitants to talk of their dead
Jewish neighbours. I took photographs of the streets and
and places wherein occured the events related in this book
I spoke to practically every person living in Israel who had
known Leon Kamhi. Thereby I compiled and assembled
the memories of his life’s work.

Gradually but surely the image of this man began to
emerge. | talked at length with many people, mostly the
aged, whose retentive memory astonished me on the whole.
One element added to another until the visage cleared
through the mists of the past. :

[ think it only right and fit to register my _pc?r§onal tri-
bute to Mr. Rousso for the project which he 1n1tlat§d anfi
which has enriched my peisonal experience. | tl}n:)l:n la
would be to the best if I utilise this space t(;) qug:)r;[iorwork
letter he wrote me a few months ago when 1 beg

on this effort.

[t was an illuminating letter:
“I arrived in the United States

left behind me all my childhoodf
after a few years elapsed some O

come the answers
that have assumed

of America in 1?13. |
friends 1n Monastir, and
them began to reach the
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ta
ica co tlnen n 1 )
Am‘g‘f I friends J Louis Maurice Kamhi, a
per best © i liant your ster, He Was @ year i
d bri
¢ promising e Jass e
:;n?orpan jed in | Ll he Was the most brilliant
n
As far as | can |
' 1. : ame to Israel on
poy in our s ool. [ left Monastir | ca '
Fifty-fiivi Y;ars ‘ tf]; ¢ the Dan Hotel in Tel .Av1;11 ,fof a
o o
a visit an while there [ got a call from my cousin, NISsim
few days i Hoif He told me that three mefl wish
0 sked me to allow

.t matter and a .
_They wWere former residents

m to sec me
had been living in [srael for the past 35
years. They begged of n idea of theirs, which

they had been considering for some time. :
«jt concerned Leon Kamhi who perished 1n the

Treblinka death camp together with three thousand fellow
Jews from Monastir in 1943. They felt that this man, who
waved the lives of hundreds of his co-religionists during the
1930s, was not being suitably commemorated. They said

he deserved a worthy memorial.

“I gave my agreement in principle.
- “I do not doubt that Leon Kamhi was an exceptional
md1v1du§11 in his concept of life and in his courageousness
ii;uiire:i;czzgdthe oncoming cgtastrophe and did all that hé
o o WOUIr(riler;lbers of his community to Eretz-Israel
height during th le [ile, Tis ciforta reached SN
War 2 in 1939 f ate 19305, and the outbreak of World
e refus:(;md him still in Monastir. As a b :
struggled as lon fo abandon the sinking shi -
e thi as he could until it was too late t -
R i ?r;iglll(li)ﬁrs }?f his own family . "l?hreesculel

g chumneys of Treblinkg y &

“No ' H
one envisaged the horrors of the
i| * Holocays
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beforehand and even Kamhi did not imagine such a
dreadful end. However, he admonished and warned of the
impending dangers. With that he dismissed the entreaties
that he join the groups of people he was sending to
Eretz-Israel. Instead he stayed at his post to the end. He
would say that he could not leave his community as a
flock without a shepherd.

“The three men who called on me at the Dan Hotel
urged that I set up a monument memorial to Leon Kamhi.
I devoted much thought to the idea and finally turned it
down. I believe that a stone monument of that kind was
not the most appropriate form to commemorate a man,
because in the course of time it will have no meaning for
the young who will only see a name inscribed on stone.,

“Rabbi Marans, the Rabbi of the Sephardic Temple in
Cedarhurst, New York, and the Hazzan Abikzer, were
the ones who convinced me that the best memorial to
Leon Kamhi would be a book that would relate the story
of his life and deeds. I would like you to take on this
mission. As for myself, I consider myself duty bound to
facilitate the publication of this volume because I knew
this man in my youth and I am fully cognizant that he
deserved such a tribute.

“It is my hope that those people who knew Leon Kambhi
during his life and the many more who will become
acquainted with him through this book, will learn to
appreciate the meaning of human devotion and self-
sacrifice,

“The late Leon Kambhi gave us a lesson that must be
remembereq. Men do not come into this world only in
ox:der to live out their lives and enjoy their pleasures,
without a thought for others, Whosoever considers that
his life’s meaning is in public service and indeed carries
out this philosophy to its logical conc

lusion gj
o o[ . VeS a
significance to the lives of us all. THowE

.
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thereby.

[ was given the Opportunity of meeting Mr. Rousso in
person when he visited Israel for 3 second time in 1970. I

found a man of dignified mien. We discussed the content
of the memorial project, after I began to assemble the
material. I told Mr. Rousso that history had hardly left any
testimonies to Leon Kamhi’s life’s work, while the town of
Monastir had hardly earned any mention in the history
books besides a few lines.

Most of the material I gathered from the recollections
of men who were born and raised in Monastir — Bitol.
Likewise | assembled my raw material from the Gegeral
Archives in Belgrade, from the newspapers of the pqus,
from the memories of the men who worked side by mde
with Kamhi in his Zionist efforts, and froql the slim
volume brought out by the township of Bitol in memory
of the destroyed Jewish community. ,

On Marc(f)ly ldl, 1943, the Germans and the Bul,ga{ﬁl:;
deported three thousand Jews from Bitol and despd::/ive
them to their deaths. Only six persons managed 10 3 .
All the others perished in the gas Cha].nbersa work of Leon

[ wish, therefore, to tell of the life an

‘ munity of
Kamhi against the backdrop of the Jewish com
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Bitol. Not only because thereby I sought to establish a

living memorial to an entire community that was eraseq
from the face of the earth, but because Leon Kamhi’s life
was lived out amid a profound identity of fate with that of
his community. The fact of the matter is that Leon Kamhi
hardly had any private life of his own. He did not find
time to setup his own family until the age of 40, some
five years before he met his death under such cruel
circumstances. Literally no one could speak at length of

his personal life, but only of his public work and Zionist
activity,
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Mr. Louis E. Rousso
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