A Journey to the OEde of the DiagporaCDFrom Egypt to Austr alia

The three successive wars between Egypt and Israel, in 1948, 1956 and 1967 and the
repercussions upon Egyptian Jewry ranging from imprisonment, sequestration, house arrest,
expulsion, freezing of assets, denaturalisation and various other intimidation measures, triggered
an authentic, panic stricken second ‘Exodus’- type emigration which permeated the whole
community and brought about its self-liquidation. According to established statistics, out of a
population of about 80,000 Jews before 1948, nearly half — 47.5% - migrated to Isracl.' The rest
chose other destinations such as Brazil, France, the United States, Argentina, England, Canada
and even distant Australia.> The present article is part of my doctoral dissertation on the
migration experience of the Egyptian Jews to Australia, based mainly on their oral testimonies.?
By using a combination of traditional academic research and oral history methodology, my
dissertation has produced a comprehensive analysis of a diverse community with a multi-layered
identity and an innate ability to interact with various ethnic groups. The Egyptian Jews who
settled in Australia were not numerous, which could be attributed to a number of reasons, such as
fear of the unknown, the different culture, distance, isolation and most importantly, the
restrictions and discrimination inherent to the Australian immigration policy. Nevertheless, these
immigrants brought an additional level of Jewish culture, which particularly impacted on the
Adelaide Jewish community. Understanding their integration and acculturation into Australia is
of considerable interest in terms of assessing the settlement process of non-Europeans as much as
of Jews.

Australian Immigration Policy

In the late 1940s and 1950s, the Australian Immigration policy was not particularly
welcoming to Jewish migrants and particularly those from the Middle East. In fact, as a general
rule, during the first 150 years of Australian colonisation, the only immigration that was
encouraged was from English-speaking countries such as the United Kingdom, New Zealand,
Canada and the United States. Migrants of Nordic and Germanic origins were considered
exceptions to the rule as they were considered part of the Anglo-Celtic race. As the renowned
scholar on Australian migration, James Jupp, stated, ‘the ideal type of an Australian was of
English culture and Nordic racial origin.”* My research in government archives of the late 1940s
unabashedly revealed, through the exchange of correspondence between immigration officers in
Europe and ministers in Canberra, the ugly face of the so-called ‘White Australia Policy’.

The White Australia Policy was the backbone of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901,
the first year of Australia’s federation. It was central to the government’s aim of building a white
British Australia from which all other racial groups would be excluded, although it was never
spelled out in so many words. As stated in Old Worlds and New Australia, by Janis Wilton and
Richard Bosworth, ‘any sense of special identity that Australians possessed had largely sprung
from a belief — and fear — that they were the “white guard” keeping the pass against a hostile
world.”®

With the use of practices such as the infamous ‘dictation test’, this policy was ‘almost
completely effective between the 1890s and the 1960s as a form of immigrant exclusion’.® It
granted immigration officers all the necessary powers to admit or to exclude anybody because of
their physical appearance or on any other basis.



It was a post-Second World War Labour government that introduced for the first time a
radical program of non-British immigration based on the idea that, in order to resist invasion from
Asia, Australia must ‘populate or perish’. The landing permit system, interrupted during the war,
was resumed and immigration officers went looking for suitable migrants in the Displaced
Persons (DPs) camps of Europe. For Jewish survivors in those camps, there was an initial period
of optimism.” However, due to Australian isolationist attitudes, fear of economic competition,
shortage of housing, and surfacing of antisemitic feelings, a negative reaction to Jewish refugees
manifested itself in the media and amongst some elements of the general population. As a
consequence, in 1946, Arthur A. Calwell, the first Minister for Immigration, imposed a quota
system ‘which limited the number of Jews permitted to travel on any boat to 25 per cent’.® In
1948, Calwell extended that quota to the Jewish refugees arriving by plane; he limited the intake
of Jews from Shanghai in 1947 and introduced the ‘Iron Curtain Embargo in December 1949,
‘which effectively excluded Jews who originated from countries under Soviet rule’.’

Immigration records of the post-war period continued to show evidence of an exclusionist
policy on the basis of race.”® To ensure that no undesirables would slip through the net, the
official instructions were to refuse permanent residency to British subjects as well as aliens who
were not of ‘pure European descent’.** This ruling targeted specifically the applications of British
subjects whose ethnic origin was India or Singapore. Following a 1948 report that large numbers
of Indian Jews who wished to immigrate were non-European in appearance™ the Calwell
ministry decided to prohibit entry to Australia to all Jews of Middle Eastern origin except under
special circumstances:

In regard to Jews of Middle East origin, it has been found that a proportion of them show
distinct traces of non-European origin and their admission is generally restricted to the
wives and minor children of residents of Australia. Applications for the admission of this
class of person, whether of British or alien nationality, should be referred, accompanied by
evidence that they are at least of 75% European origin, as in the case of Eurasians who are
not Jews. Signed F.H. Stuart.’*

Applicants had to specify on their immigration application (Form 40), whether or not they
were Jewish. ™ No other religion was indicated on that form. That question was finally deleted in
1954 after the leaders of Australian Jewry registered a strong protest. Nevertheless, the
immigration officers were still under instructions to try and determine during the interview if the
applicant was of the Jewish faith. Calwell’s immigration policies continued to be implemented
by Robert Menzies’ Liberal government, with Harold Holt as Minister for Immigration from 1949
to 1956. In the course of a personal interview, Aaron Aaron, one of the founding members of the
New South Wales Association of Sephardim, who migrated to Sydney from Calcutta in 1950,
stated that he fought the Australian government for two years to obtain permission for his wife
and children to join him from Calcutta. An Egyptian Jew, reported that his family applied for a
landing permit in 1951 and only obtained it in 1958. He believed that the reason their application
was rejected for so long was because of their Egyptian nationality although their ethnic origin was
Italian and Spanish. When the Jewish media protested against the bias towards the immigration of
Sephardi Jews, the government quoted the ruling that ‘if an applicant for admission is of “mixed
race”, it is necessary for him to be 75% European by descent, European by education, mode of
living, ... and predominantly European in appearance.’*®



It is clear that such an immigration policy would impact on the Jewish refugees from Egypt
wishing to immigrate, since in principle, they were labelled as undesirable migrants. On the other
hand, why would they pick faraway Australia of all places as their new home?

Australia@Rolein the 1956 Suez Crisis

Australia was no stranger to Egypt, despite the great geographical distance. Australia had
been involved with the Middle East since 1914 and Australian soldiers played a key role in the
British conquest of Palestine. They were also heavily involved in the defence of Egypt during
World War I1.'® The Australian politician and diplomat, Richard G. Casey, was in Cairo in 1942
as Minister Resident in the Middle East, appointed by Sir Winston Churchill.” In 1956, the
Australian Prime Minister, Sir Robert Menzies, was personally drawn into the Suez Canal crisis.
Chanan Reich, an Australian academic and political writer who has studied the relationship
between Australia and Israel, noted Australia’s reaction to Nasser’s unilateral nationalisation of
the Suez Canal in July 1956:

The Australian government felt strongly that Nasser had acted contrary to international
law, and that the Canal, being vital to the security of countries including Australia, should
be returned to international control with guaranteed freedom of navigation.*®

In September 1956, Menzies headed the Committee of eighteen countries sent to Egypt to
negotiate with Nasser the regaining of international control of the Canal.”® However, Menzies
was not exactly an objective observer. On the contrary, he was a staunch supporter of the United
Kingdom and ‘had publicly and trenchantly damned Nasser and defended the United Kingdom’s
militant response to nationalization’.”® Furthermore, Australia, ‘as a power dependent on
maritime communications’, had important interests in the region, which included ‘the Suez Canal
as a “life line” of the Empire and of trade with Britain and Western Europe.”® Thus, an
unfettered use of the Canal seemed vital to Australia, since 60% of all Australian trade went
through the Canal and any diversion from that route to the 1900 kilometres longer Cape of Good
Hope route would have increased annual freight charges significantly.?

The meeting between Menzies and Nasser was a total failure in diplomatic terms.
According to Menzies’ own reports to London and Canberra, he was angered with Nasser’s
reaction to the proposal handed to him and had even ‘entered into a personal argument with
Nasser, and ... Nasser had taken great offence’.”®> On 7 November 1956, as a consequence of the
October tripartite attack by Britain, France and Israel, Egypt severed diplomatic and all other
relations with Australia, in retaliation for its support of Britain. The Australian Legation in Cairo
was closed and the Canadian Embassy agreed to act as protecting power for Australian interests.**
The Australian government was kept well informed of the situation in Egypt, post-Suez, through
the various reports tabled at the United Nations on this very issue. From early November,
immediately after the outbreak of hostilities, reports on the alarming situation of Jewish residents
in Egypt started appearing regularly in the Jewish press.”> Under pressure from the leaders of
Australian Jewry, the government voiced a strong protest at the UN General Assembly about the
ill treatment that Jews as well as British and French residents were reported to be enduring under
the Egyptian authorities.?

Therole of the Australian Jewish leader ship in the migration of Egyptian Jews



By March 1957, a special immigration policy was promulgated in favour of Jewish and
non-Jewish refugees from Egypt, in recognition of the hardship they had endured as a result of the
Suez War. Immigration officers were instructed to grant special consideration to applications by
residents or former residents of Egypt ‘who have been or [were] about to be forced to leave Egypt
as a direct or indirect result of the crisis there which began at the end of October 1956.”%" Was
this policy a spontaneous and humanitarian gesture by the Australian Government to the victims
of the Suez crisis, or was it more a response to the strong representation and numerous appeals
made by the leaders of Australian Jewry, particularly in Sydney and Adelaide?

From the evidence uncovered both in government and community archives, it is fair to
say that, notwithstanding the goodwill of the Australian government, the implementation of that
particular immigration policy was mostly due to the tireless efforts of the Australian Jewish
Welfare Society of New South Wales (AJWS) and its President, Sydney D. Einfeld, as well as
considerable political lobbying from the South Australian Jewish Board of Deputies with the help
of Patrick Galvin, the Labor Federal Member for Kingston, South Australia.?®

Einfeld, who was also President of the Executive Council of Australian Jewry, reacted
immediately to the outbreak of hostilities on 29 October 1956 by sending a telegram to the Prime
Minister, Robert Menzies, urgently requesting Australia’s intervention in favour of the Jews in
Egypt, and pointing out the establishment of concentration camps for Jews together with the
‘seizing of one so-called hostage from every Jewish family seeking escape’.”® Subsequent letters
were sent by Einfeld to the Prime Minister, and to the Minister for External Affairs, Casey, dated
respectively 11 and 12 December 1956, urging the government to instruct the Australian
Delegation at the United Nations ‘to support protests made against this harsh and brutal treatment
of the people of [his] faith who are still in Egypt’.*® In fact, the AJWS records showed that from
November 1956 and as late as September 1962, Einfeld was in constant contact with the
Department of Immigration at the highest echelons, pleading the case of Egyptian Jews, and
fighting the reluctance at official government level to take in Oriental Jews on the assumption
they were not ‘white’.®> During a personal interview with Suzanne Rutland in 1984, Einfeld
admitted that he became aware of this attitude in the course of his negotiations with Canberra and
‘asked to be accompanied by Aaron Aaron, (then the leader of Sydney Sephardi Jewry) so that
T.H.E. Heyes (later Sir Tasman), Secretary of the Department of Immigration, could see for
himself what a Sephardi Jew looked like’.*

Although the government sympathised with the predicament of the Jews of Egypt, the
answer was that ‘there is nothing more that can be done by the Department at this juncture’
because of the closure of the Australian Legation in Cairo and the fact that it could no longer
secure checks on health and character of applicants in Egypt. Only the applications that were
received and sent back to Cairo before the closure of the Legation, could be considered at that
stage, provided they fell under the following criteria:

a) holders of recently expired visas may be given renewals.

b) where screening was completed by the Australian legation and visas were about to be
issued, visas may be issued.



¢) where screening had not been completed but the applicants are the dependent relatives of
residents of Australia, [the Immigration Department] will be prepared to consider waiving
normal screening on compassionate grounds.

d) in regard to persons whose admission has been applied for since the Legation was
closed, the Department will consider the grant of visas, without screening to the wives and
minor children of residents of Australia.*®

Rutland’s research also revealed that there was considerable political lobbying by the
Adelaide Jewish community between December 1956 and March 1957, to facilitate the admission
of relatives from Egypt into Australia. The South Australian Jewish Board of Deputies called a
public meeting on 20 December 1956 to discuss the problem of the Jews in Egypt with Patrick
Galvin, the ALP MHR for Kingston, as the guest speaker. A sub-committee was formed and ‘it
was decided that a list of names of families seeking permits to enter Australia should be drawn up
and that this list be submitted to both Canberra and the Australian Jewish Welfare Society.’®
Further recommendations were made such as sending cables to President Dwight D. Eisenhower,
to the Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, to the UN Secretary-General, Dag Hammarskjold,
with copies to Prime Minister, Robert G. Menzies. Furthermore, every effort was to be made to
meet Menzies, during his visit to Adelaide in January 1957 although this request was
subsequently denied. Nevertheless, following the public meeting, Galvin sent a telegram to the
Prime Minister, that read as follows:

Urge you to give special consideration to allow into Australia persons in Egypt and those
expelled from Egypt who have relatives in Australia prepared to give guarantee of
accommodation and maintenance. In addition as it seems impossible in Egypt at present
for screening and medical checks to be completed for people who have already been given
permission from Australia is it possible for visas to be issued subject to such checks being
completed at Australian legations in Paris or elsewhere...Suggest on humanitarian basis
these people receive same consideration as Hungarians as they are suffering because of
their sympathy with Britain and their Jewish faith. *

However, in spite of Einfeld and Galvin’s combined representations, the initial response
from the new Minister of Immigration, Athol G. Townley, to Galvin in January 1957 once again
disappointed the Jewish community. He reiterated once more that only those ‘who had been
nominated already and had their applications accepted and sent to the Australian Legation in
Cairo before its closure could have their screening and medical checks in another country if they
could manage to leave Egypt.”*® Townley further elaborated that it had become necessary since
April 1956 ‘to reduce the number of applications being accepted for nationals of the South
European and Mediterranean countries in order to avoid the number of migrants exceeding the
program approved by the government.”®" Actually, one of my interviewees received such a letter
from the Department of Immigration, where her father’s application for admission of his sister
with her husband and child was rejected on the basis of that particular policy.*®

It is clear from the above that the Federal Government had decided there would be no mass
migration from Egypt and refused to broaden the categories of Egyptian refugees, pointing out,
not unreasonably, that these were not people without a country since ‘Italians and Greeks could
return to their homelands and Israel was prepared to accept all Jews expelled from Egypt.’*



Nevertheless, Galvin® and Einfeld persisted in their efforts. By March 1957, their
lobbying led Townley into agreeing to broaden the categories of persons eligible to come to
Australia under the following terms:

On humanitarian grounds I have now decided that up to 30™ June next applications may be
accepted from residents of Australia for the admission of any relatives, dependent or not,
other than cousins provided that the nominees:

1) Are residents in Egypt, or were residents there on 1 November 1956.

2) Can reach a country outside Egypt where they can be seen by an Australian overseas
post.

3) Are found to comply with normal immigration standards as to health, character etc.

In cases where such applications are accepted before 30" June, but the nominees are found
to be still living in Egypt as at 30 September next, it will be necessary to consider then
whether the application should be regarded as having lapsed.*

This development was welcomed by Australian Jewry and led to the second most important
wave of Egyptian Jewish migration.  Although the relative relaxation of immigration
requirements explains why, at best, a couple of thousand Egyptian Jews ended up in Australia, it
still meant that only those with close relatives in Australia, who could act as sponsors, were
considered suitable applicants. It is not surprising therefore that the majority of my respondents -
68% - invoked the presence of family in Australia as the main reason for their immigration.

Even for those who were considered eligible, the procedure was not straightforward since
the Australian Legation in Cairo had been closed down from the early days of the Suez War.
Therefore, the first hurdle for would-be applicants was to leave Egypt and present themselves
personally at the offices of the Australian Embassy in Paris, Rome or Athens for their initial
interview and medical screening. The harsh political and socio-economical measures
implemented by the Egyptian authorities vis-a-vis their Jewish population, were obviously aimed
at provoking their hasty departure. The travel documents given to stateless and Egyptian Jews
were only valid for a one-way trip even when they were leaving Egypt ‘voluntarily’, and they
were forced to relinquish any claim for compensation from the Egyptian government.*” Under
these circumstances, a great number found themselves in a situation of hardship and required
considerable help for their relocation, transit accommodation, and other related expenses. The
Jewish Communities of Alexandria and Cairo and the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) worked hand in hand with secret funds supplied by international Jewish organisations
such as the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the Jewish Agency and United HIAS
Service to provide that help. ICRC records showed that its delegates in Egypt were:

actively concerned ... with stateless Jews and those stripped of their Egyptian nationality
who wished to emigrate, and the ICRC organised a shipping schedule from Alexandria to
Greece and Italy...Upon arrival, they were assisted by the Greek and Italian Red Cross
Societies and by the local branches of international Jewish organizations, which sought to
find a country of permanent asylum for them.*



From about early 1957, and at least until 1959, the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) ‘declared that many of the escapees from Egypt came under the mandate of
his Office’ and, as refugees, were entitled to United Nations assistance and funding.

Once the Egyptian refugees landed in European ports, the Jewish Agency directed the
immigration to Israel and HIAS took care of immigration to other countries such as Latin
America, the United States, Canada and Australia. The French and British nationals who were
expelled from Egypt as enemy aliens after 1956, were cared for by their respective governments
as soon as they landed in their respective countries. The other refugees, particularly those who
were stateless and without means of support, were met upon arrival, and offered assistance for
food, accommodation, or any other basic needs during that interim period by the local Jewish
agencies with AJDC’s help.** As far as Australia was concerned, the immigration process took
approximately two to twelve months and sometimes even longer, depending on each case. About
26% of the people I interviewed confirmed they received assistance from Jewish relief
organisations at some stage of their ‘exodus’, particularly while waiting for their visa applications
to be processed. The refugees were accommodated in HIAS nominated hotels in Paris or
pensioni in Rome or Genoa. If needed, they were given meal tickets or medical help. One
Melbourne respondent kept a diary of that period. He was 20 years old at the time and had left
Alexandria in December 1956 for Genoa, with his brother, on an Egyptian ship, the SS Nefertiti.
As they were approaching the coast of Italy, he noted:

All day long passengers reorganise, lock up suitcases and make themselves ready for
disembarkation. We are close to Corsica. At 7 p.m. we arrive at the port of Genoa. It is
no great fun to arrive at night in winter in a foreign land not knowing where we will spend
the night with ‘umpteen’ suitcases. The consuls of France and UK are on the dock,
greeting their nationals. Jews on board huddle around representatives of a Jewish
organization. At 10 pm, we are driven to |@lbergho Torinese. Completely lost!

At a later stage, he added this explanatory note for his children:

Our accommodation and board was provided by the HIAS and I seem to remember that the
hotel used to billet Jews from Egypt and from Hungary who had escaped the USSR
invasion. They considered us as the rich refugees as we had full suitcases and £10. Many
of them had nothing!

Since, as a general rule, the Jews of Egypt were leaving the country ‘of their own accord’,
they were not allowed to take anything more than their personal clothing and the meagre sum of
E£20 or E£10 per person. They usually packed enough clothes to last them for the first two to
three years of emigration, in anticipation of difficult times ahead.* The end result was an
‘umpteen number of suitcases’. It is not surprising, therefore, that the majority of respondents
preferred to travel to Australia by ship, in order to have all these suitcases carried at no extra cost.
The Lloyd Triestino or Flotta Lauro shipping lines seem to have been the most popular choices.*
The voyage usually took about 32 days from Genoa to Sydney, with stopovers in Naples,
Messina, Port Said, Aden, Colombo (modern day Sri Lanka), Fremantle, and Melbourne.*” While
the refugees from Egypt were moving from one hemisphere to the other, the Hungarian refugees,
escaping the Soviet reprisals after the 1956 Hungarian revolution, were also heading for the same
destinations, using the same travel routes. In addition, those ships were carrying large numbers of
assisted Italian migrants from Sicily and Calabria, in search of a better life in Australia.



Therefore, the ships were fully booked and the travelling conditions were particularly difficult in
‘tourist class’. My respondents complained of crowded conditions, poor choice of food, and even
at times, segregated quarters, which meant that married couples were separated for the whole
duration of the month-long voyage. On the other hand, those who were privileged enough to
travel in first class cabins retained beautiful memories of a leisurely month at sea and reminisced
about the excellent food, accommodation and entertainment.

Only 12% of the respondents acknowledged having their passage to Australia paid for by
HIAS. The majority declared they paid their own fare, which was consistent with their middle to
upper middle class background. They circumvented the prohibition to take any funds out of
Egypt by purchasing open-dated tickets to Australia before leaving Egypt, often without knowing
whether their application would be successful. As they were aware of the adverse living
conditions in tourist class, some chose to spend all the money they possessed on first-class cabin
tickets, as per the following testimony:

At the time, we could take some of our furniture and household possessions (but no money
or jewellery) because we already had our migration papers. We were allowed only £20
each. As we could take no money out, we bought ourselves first class tickets for our trip.
We tried to smuggle some money out through a custom agent in Alexandria who was
supposed to bring the money on the ship for a 10% commission. We got to Alexandria -
we could not leave via the Suez Canal as it was blocked due to the war -, gave him the
package but on that night he came on the boat and said that the customs had found the
money. We were so scared at the time because they were putting lots of Jews in prison.
We had lost everything. We went to Genoa where we stayed 30 days waiting for the boat
to Australia. HIAS accommodated us in a pensione.

Even the foreign nationals, particularly those who had been expelled, needed assistance
with accommodation and living expenses while waiting for their visas in Paris, Rome, or Athens,
and government or local Jewish organisations provided that assistance. One such case landed in
Paris after being expelled from Egypt as a French national, with her husband, a week-old baby,
and her parents. She described that period as ‘the best and worst year of her life’:

We ended up living all together in one room in the attic of a hotel for one year. We had
help from the French government. Every Thursday, we had to queue up at the Palais
Chaillot and we would get tickets for milk, restaurant and rent.

Another French national who was also expelled in November 1956 with her baby and
parents, had a similar experience:

We had already bought our first class tickets to Australia back in Egypt. We stayed in
France for nine months [waiting for our landing permit] and were helped by the French
government as refugees. We were staying at |®lotel Brebant, which was requisitioned by
the government for the accommodation of Egyptian, Algerian, and Hungarian refugees.
These were financed by the HIAS.

A British national who had been imprisoned then expelled in November 1956, straight after
the Suez War, was accommodated in a Jewish refugee hostel in London with his fiancée and their



wedding ceremony at the Spanish Portuguese synagogue was organised and paid for by the local
Jewish community.

In accordance with published data, 591 Jewish refugees from Egypt were assisted by HIAS
in their emigration to Australia from 1956 to 1963, although the extent of that assistance was not
specified.*®

Why Australia?

The reasons invoked for choosing to migrate to Australia, were characteristic of all
displaced individuals looking for a sanctuary, showing that family reunion was the predominant
attraction (68%). The perception that Australia was a land of opportunity came second with 23%
followed by the search for political security at 8§%:
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Chart 1

The picture was slightly different when a comparison was made between the migrants
pre-1956 and post-1956. About 42% of the ‘pioneers’, who migrated to Australia pre-1956, were
searching for a better future in a safe country far away from the Middle East. In fact, political
security and better economic opportunities rated about the same. Additionally, cultural affinities
and proficiency in English must have contributed to the final decision of where to settle,
considering that nearly half of the group possessed an advanced level of English and one third
had an adequate knowledge of the language. Family reunion, which led to a chain migration



phenomenon, accounted for two thirds of the sample. One of the first Egyptian Jews, who landed
in Australia in 1948 at age 26, stated that he alone was responsible for the arrival of over forty
migrants who all settled in Adelaide because he was there. Family reunion was also a particular
feature of the post-1956 migration from Egypt as demonstrated by the next chart:
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The eulogy of Elie Ovadia, an Egyptian Jew who landed in Australia on Australia Day,
1957, praised him for sponsoring 44 members of his extended family:

My father went on to sponsor the immigration of the entire extended family, both on his
side and my mother’s. Three generations and several families followed in the next 18 to 24
months, all of these using our home as a halfway house until they themselves were
established.*

According to one of the beneficiaries of Ovadia’s hospitality, at any given time, there were
up to thirteen people living under the same roof. There were several other cases of chain
migration and extended families pooling their resources until they could cope on their own, as
illustrated by the following example:

[My first wife’s cousin] bought a house in Homebush and we moved in with them, renting
one of their rooms. As soon as we arrived, | started the formalities for my sister and her
family and for my younger brother. They had to leave Egypt and go to Italy for these
formalities as the Australian Embassy in Egypt had closed down. They were there for six
months. They sent us a little bit of money, which we used as a deposit for a house at Bondi
Beach, where the Swiss Grand Hotel is now, a big semi with four rooms. They arrived



nine months after us and moved in with us. Then my first wife’s uncle and family of four
arrived and also moved in with us. We were three families plus my younger brother. At
one stage we were 13 living together in the house.

In those days, having a British passport virtually ensured entry into any Commonwealth
country and therefore the British members of the sample group were privileged applicants,
provided they complied with the usual conditions applicable to all British subjects.”® For
instance, one interviewee, who had been drafted in the British navy between 1942 and 1945,
‘wanted to see the world’ and dreamt of coming to Australia. He seized the opportunity to
emigrate very soon after the end of the war, although he still had to wait 18 months for passage
on a boat to Australia as troop repatriation had priority over any other kind of travel.

Another British respondent, Mayer Harari, who had also served in the British Army for the
whole duration of the war, could foresee that life in Egypt, as he knew it, was coming to an end,
particularly after witnessing numerous anti-British riots post-1945 and the voting on the partition
of Palestine. In May 1948, two of his relatives were arbitrarily arrested on charges of Zionist
espionage and imprisoned in the infamous Huckstep Camp, and he decided it was time to get as
far as possible from the Middle East. His British passport gave him the choice of any
Commonwealth country. He dismissed Canada because of the climate and South Africa because
‘it was another country with problems’. He decided ‘to go as far South as possible’, and
originally had made plans to migrate to New Zealand where an ex-colleague and his wife had
emigrated. However, as experienced by the previous respondent, there was a two-year waiting
list on ships going in that direction.®® The hardship of travelling such a long way in the
immediate post-war years has been well documented by social historians and writers who studied
that crucial period of migration to the southern hemisphere and the conditions on the so-called
‘hell ships’.®®> Mayer Harari described the old 1500 ton Greek ship SS Rena on which he
travelled to Australia from Port Said with his spouse and fourteen-month old baby. He called it ‘a
ferry’, claiming it was originally used for a shuttle service between Cyprus and Haifa. He stated
they were 400 passengers instead of 80, travelling under ‘terrible conditions’, with stringent water
restrictions, and with some passengers sleeping on deck. The voyage took forty-seven days and
he thought they would never make it to their destination. He even claimed that after
disembarking its last passengers, the ship eventually sank outside Sydney Harbour.

What did most of the respondents really know about their faraway destination? That
knowledge was often very schematic and idealised. It did not match the reality of life in
Australia, particularly in the late 1940s. This was true of all migrants, particularly the desperate
post-war European refugees who relied on the promotional material provided by Australian
Consular officials, as noted by the scholar Catherine Panich, herself the daughter of migrants who
came from Europe at the end of World War II:

The active advertising in Europe to recruit migrants included posters depicting a beautiful
girl plucking oranges from a tree. People in white shoes were walking through Sydney
with the bridge in the background. These, apparently, were the conditions in Australia.>®

Equally, my interviewees had read about Australia in library books, and often based their
decision to emigrate on that scant information. Those who did not wish to settle in Israel and
could not stay in Europe, either because they were stateless or because of limited economic



opportunities, had to pick a country where they had the best chance to be accepted and to make a
decent living. It was often a process of elimination, as explained by one interviewee:

We realised that the situation in Egypt was not good. We took the world map and looked
at Canada, too cold, South Africa, looming problems with the majority black population,
Rhodesia, bound to be trouble, so Australia was the best place with the best climate, a
country for the future.

For others, it was a waiting game, just a matter of accepting the first visa that came
through, after applying to three or four countries such as the United States, Brazil, Canada, and as
a last resort, Australia. One respondent — Max Liberman - admitted that after witnessing some of
the rioting in the streets of Cairo after World War II, he just wanted to leave the place. ‘LdEgypte,
ce n@st pas pour moiQhe told his wife. Waiting for his American landing permit to be approved
would have taken at least six to eight months. He had been told that Australia was a fantastic
country, ‘un pays formidableQand in 1947 he decided to come on a tourist visa to see for himself,
He liked what he saw and settled in Adelaide. Why Adelaide? At first, it was just a fortuitous
decision because of an acquaintance he made on the ship on his way to Australia. He was
searching for investment opportunities and found Adelaide friendlier and people in authority
more accessible and more helpful than in Sydney or Melbourne. He recalled his first meeting with
the person in charge of the Industrial Development Department. The latter arranged for him to
meet almost immediately with the Premier of South Australia who helped him set up a textile
manufacturing industry.

My research also noted two interesting trends concerning the immigration pattern of the
Ashkenazim compared to the Sephardim. As per the next chart, the first group represented nearly
a quarter of the sample group, whilst in Egypt, Ashkenazim constituted only 8% of the total
Jewish population so that, in contrast to the migration trend of the Sephardim, relatively more
Ashkenazim migrated to Australia before the Suez crisis (39%) than after (15%).
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Why did such a relatively high percentage of Ashkenazim choose to settle to Australia?
The search for political security seems to have been the highest motivating factor for the
Ashkenazim, whereas my statistical data indicated that 67% of the overall sample came because
of a family connection, about 25% considered Australia a land of opportunity and the rest
believed Australia would provide political security. For instance, one respondent, whose
grandparents escaped from Russia to avoid being drafted in the army and sought refuge in Egypt,
arrived in Australia as a teenager. She recalled how her father made his choice:

The reason we came to Australia was because my father said he did not want to live again
in a country that could be involved in another war. So he did it by process of elimination.
France was rejected because of the Algeria issue; Israel was rejected because of the war
with the Arabs ... whereas Australia was far enough for him to know that he was going to
lead a peaceful existence.

The second motivating factor for Ashkenazim was the belief that Australia offered more
opportunities and the third must lie in the fact that more Ashkenazim than Sephardim had
attended English schools in Egypt and therefore, on a pro rata basis, more of them possessed
advanced English skills. In fact, 55% of those who were good English speakers were
Ashkenazim, compared to 43% of Sephardim. Nevertheless, the fact that 46% of the whole group
fitted in the top category with only 3% with no previous knowledge of English, amply
demonstrated the overall level of proficiency of the group.

I suggest three other possible reasons for the earlier emigration of the Ashkenazi
participants as shown below on Chart 4. On one hand, the Ashkenazim, because of their
shallower roots in Egypt, were more likely to have family already overseas - in this case,



Australia - who would encourage an earlier migration and provide assistance. On the other hand,
an instinctive understanding and previous experience of persecution might have made them more
sensitive to the ominous signs of danger looming ahead. Or again, maybe they just realised
sooner than their Sephardim compatriots that ‘the good old days’ in Egypt were coming to an end,
since their predominant reason for leaving Egypt pre 1956 was the lack of opportunities for the
future.
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Chart 4
The Number of Migrantsand their Profile

I have just listed the reasons why my sample group of Egyptian Jews chose Australia as
their destination. It has clearly been established that the majority came to be reunited with family
or close friends, trying to alleviate the trauma of dispersion and displacement that they all
experienced at different levels of intensity. However, it is obvious that the road to Australia was
not without its problems, due to the political situation in Egypt, the restrictions imposed by the
Australian immigration policy and the complicated logistics of obtaining a landing permit. It is
also clear that often Australia represented the second or third choice and its distance from Egypt
and from Europe was daunting for some and attractive for others.

The exact number of Egyptian Jews who migrated to Australia cannot be determined
because of the inconsistencies between the numbers recorded in official government censuses,
estimates by various researchers, the educated or uneducated guess of members of the group, and
my own assessment based on the number of people I came into contact with, about forty years
later, taking into consideration the inevitable depletion of the original group due to natural
attrition.> Equally, demographers and Jewish historians have also debated the size of the
somewhat larger group of Hungarian Jews who found refuge in Australia at about the same time,



in the wake of the 1956 Hungarian revolution. Whatever the total number of Egyptian Jews in
Australia, it is undeniably much smaller than the broad Jewish migration from post-war Europe.
This could be one of the reasons why they have not attracted too much attention to themselves
and so little official data on the specifics of the group is available.

The Australian census of 1971 listed as 944 the number of Jews born in Egypt who
migrated to Australia out of an overall Jewish population of 62,208.>° This figure related only to
people who chose to register their religion as well as their place of birth, which obviously was not
always the case.”® Furthermore, it did not take into account those who were not Egyptian-born.
The issue of under-numeration of Jews is an ongoing problem for demographers of Australian
Jewry and most argue that the level of under-numeration is at least 20 %. In view of these
uncertainties about the size of the group, I elected rather to study the profile of who came to
Australia, when, why and where. While it was difficult to draw a definitive picture because of the
diversity and pluralism inherent to all Egyptian Jews, a certain number of characteristics have
emerged from the analysis of my data.

The majority of respondents (about 60%) arrived in Australia after the 1956 Suez crisis,
which was consistent with the general pattern of emigration of Egyptian Jews, while the rest had
already emigrated just prior to or after the first war between Egypt and the fledgling State of
Israel in 1948.°" As has already been established, the reasons for leaving Egypt were closely
linked to the political situation on the ground: nearly two thirds of the sample group were either
expelled for political reasons or forced to leave because of loss of livelihood and one third saw no
future for Jews in Egypt.

Looking at the respondents’ profile compared to the landing permit criteria, it was
obvious that after race, the emphasis was on health as well as youth. The applicants had to
submit to a thorough medical examination by an Australian doctor at the various screening
centres in Europe. Preference was clearly given to young and healthy single men and women and
young families whereas older - over fifty - and/or ailing applicants were discouraged and often
rejected outright. The Australian Jewish Welfare Society was reporting that:

Although quite a number [of Jews from Egypt] have already arrived in Australia there are
serious delays in the issuing of Permits to many who are at present residing in Italy or other
countries.>®

The fact that about 90% of my sample group were under the age of 45 upon arrival on
Australian soil is a clear indication that the age factor played an essential role in the migrant
selection process as shown by the following chart:
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Overall, 49% were aged between 18 and 27, 37% were aged between 28 and 44 and only
8% were 45 and over. Actually, about 57 % of the respondents who had immigrated before 1956
were even younger, their age ranging from 18 to 27.* This particular phenomenon was not
surprising since, apart from the occasional contact with Australian soldiers stationed in Egypt
during World War I, the image of Australia in the minds of would-be migrants was very similar
to that of the Far West in nineteenth-century America. As already indicated, very little of
substance was known about the actual living conditions and the overall impression left by the
Australian soldiers on leave in the streets of Cairo and Alexandria during the war years was not
for the faint-hearted. It was, therefore, natural that anyone who dared to venture so far from a
comfortable and familiar environment to the other side of the world, would be young and
adventurous, looking for new horizons in what was perceived to be an unchartered and distant
land. In fact, nearly a third of the pre-1956 subgroup - twelve out of thirty-seven - considered
Australia to be a land of opportunity, apart from being far away from the troubles of the Middle
East. They saw themselves as pioneers and their youth was an asset that facilitated the
immigration formalities.

The post-1955 respondents were mostly young adults, although slightly older than the
first group.®*® However, the most significant difference was found in the ‘over 44’ group, where
my chart showed a leap from 0% pre-1956 to 12% post-1955. This phenomenon was obviously
linked to the further degradation of the status of the Jews in the context of the Egyptian political
climate from 1956 onwards, when most of the Jewish population had no option but to leave the
country. As already mentioned, their choice of destination was often determined by the presence
of family or friends. On the other hand, it was not surprising that the majority of my respondents
were young since it was a physical impossibility for me to access most of the older cases. The
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odds were that migrants arriving in Australia in the 1950s, aged over fifty, were not likely to be
alive or well enough mentally in the late 1990s to be able to contribute to my research.

Places of Settlement BChoosing Adelaide

Where did the Egyptian Jews settle once they landed in Australia? In view of their
predominantly urban background, it was obvious they would be attracted to the three capital
cities, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide. Big cities usually offer better work opportunities as
well as a stronger community network. Strangely enough, the city that attracted them most, at
least initially was the smallest of the three, Adelaide, the preferred place of settlement for nearly
half of the pre-1955 arrivals. It was certainly the place where they became the most visible and
where they formed the largest single ethnic group within the broader Jewish community. Out of a
population of 985 Jews in Adelaide recorded by the 1961 census, they numbered about 400,
although the people I interviewed quoted much higher numbers.®* Whatever the case may be,
they had a much more significant impact on the Adelaide community than their compatriots in
Melbourne and Sydney.

A number of factors could have contributed to this phenomenon. Three key individuals
were responsible for facilitating the immigration and settlement in Adelaide of Egyptian Jews.
The role played by the Labour MP, Patrick Galvin, in securing a relaxation of the quotas for
Egyptian Jews after the 1956 Suez War, has already been outlined. Another was the late
Reverend Abraham Berman (1891-1982), who served the Adelaide Jewish congregation for many
years, from the late 1940s to 1977. His role has not been recorded in official archives but was
revealed by his wife in the course of a series of interviews conducted by Rutland in 1984 as part
of her research on oral history.®” Franziska Berman related that the Chief Rabbi of Egypt, Haim
Nahum Effendi (1872-1960), wrote to Reverend Berman, appealing for his help in obtaining a
landing permit for one of his congregants and his family who had been rejected twice by
Australian Immigration because of the advanced age — 50 — of his parents-in-law.%® It seems that,
thanks to Berman’s intervention, they were finally accepted in 1955 and arrived in Adelaide in
September 1956, just before the outbreak of the Suez War. Franziska Berman also claimed that
her husband facilitated the entry into Australia of another hundred people from Egypt, because of
his close contacts at the Immigration Department in Adelaide. Some of these individuals became
the most prominent members of the Adelaide Jewish/Egyptian community. Although most of my
Adelaide interviewees confirmed the hospitality and the warmth of the Bermans towards the
refugees from Egypt, the claim that Reverend Berman had helped with such a large number of
landing permits, seems to have been largely unknown.

The third individual who spearheaded the establishment of Egyptian Jews in Adelaide
was Max Liberman who, as already mentioned, came to Australia from Egypt with his young
wife, in late 1947, on a tourist visa, while waiting for his immigration papers for the United
States. He subsequently decided to settle in Adelaide. Having brought with him some capital, he
made contact with the South Australia Department of Industrial Development and the Premier of
South Australia to discuss the investment possibilities in that state. Against all odds, he
succeeded in obtaining the necessary permits to start a textile factory in Adelaide, in partnership
with a friend who was a textile manufacturer in Egypt. The latter had already received a landing
permit for Brazil when he read Liberman’s glowing reports on the South Australia government
policy of encouragement for the establishment of new industries, which caused him to change his
previous plans and settle in Australia.



By remaining in constant touch with his friends in Egypt, Liberman persuaded a number of them
to join him and some of them are still living in Adelaide. Through his contacts in local
government, Liberman was able to secure landing permits for over forty of his relatives and
friends within the first three years of his own arrival. He commented on how easy the whole
procedure was in those early days:

CZait tellement facile d@voir desvisas” ce moment-I~. J@llais~ I@mmigration Dept et
je disais que jGvais une famille de douze personnes en Egypte qui voulait venir ici. Le
type me disait, je suis tres GusyO 11 me faisait remplir les formulaires, mettre la photo
dessus, mettre le GtampQet ensuite il signait et j@nvoyais les @anding permits. (It was so
easy to obtain visas in those days. [ used to go to the Immigration Dept and told them that
there was a family of twelve who wished to emigrate from Egypt to Australia. The guy
would tell me: we’re very busy. I would fill in the forms myself, attach the photo, have
them stamped and signed and I would mail the landing permits)

From thereon, more Egyptian Jews started to land in Adelaide, where they found a growing
network of their compatriots as well as a welcoming Jewish community.

By the late 1970s and 1980s, Liberman’s building company was working in partnership
with immigration authorities on the basis of regional sponsored migration schemes, offering a
housing package to prospective British migrants to Adelaide. They would commit to sell the
prospective migrants’ house in England and provide them with a newly built one in Adelaide.
This project was also replicated in Melbourne, Sydney and Perth. My respondent spoke of about
12,000 families who migrated to Australia thanks to this plan. Liberman eventually became a
giant of the building industry in South Australia. He built satellite towns in Adelaide, Perth, and
Sydney and was Chairman of the South Australia Housing Trust from 1975 to 1980. He was
awarded the medal of Officer of the Order of Australia for services to the building industry (AO)
in 1986. In 1992, the SA State government convinced him to come out of retirement to head a
large inner-city development in Adelaide, called Garden East, which turned out to be very
successful. He told me that he is still vigorously involved in various development projects in
South Australia:

I am more active in my work than I was when I was younger. I just finished eight
buildings twelve months ago and I am looking for another big development in the centre
[of Adelaide].

Was the presence of family and friends the only reason why so many Egyptian Jews chose
to settle in Adelaide? Some respondents spoke of a special bond between members of the same
Masonic Lodge in Cairo as the basis of their decision. Although my research did reveal that a
higher proportion of Adelaide respondents or their parents were Freemasons in Egypt, this claim
was not otherwise substantiated. Others stated that Adelaide’s climate was an important factor.
For instance, one respondent confided that she and her husband chose Adelaide because she was
asthmatic and wanted a place where the climatic conditions were similar to Egypt’s. They
believed that Adelaide, with its Mediterranean climate of winter rainfall and sunny summers, and
the desert never far away, fitted their requirements perfectly.

Adelaide’s compact size - the 20-minute city - was probably another attraction, compared
to the sprawling character of Sydney and Melbourne, which could be quite alienating for a



newcomer, even for those familiar with urban living.®* In a smaller environment, human contacts
are generally easier to establish and most of my Adelaide interviewees spoke with gratitude about
the warmth of the welcome and support provided by people like Reverend and Mrs. Berman.
Their home became a haven for the newcomers who had nowhere to go. The Berman’s helped
the new migrants to adjust to Australian conditions by holding an open house every Sunday
evening, bringing together thirty or forty Egyptian refugees, who met and interacted around a
‘Lazy Susan’, a spinning bowl filled with nuts and snacks. Many of my Adelaide respondents
personally experienced their hospitality, as demonstrated by the following statement: ‘nous
allions chez lui chaque dimanche jouer aux cartes et il nous donnait ~ manger. |l Zait
formidable. N@mporte qui venait et tapait ~ la porte, il lui ouvrait la maison.@We went to his
place every Sunday to play cards and he would feed us. He was fantastic. He would welcome
anybody who knocked at his door)

Indeed, the role played by the Bermans was an important factor both in the process of chain
migration from Egypt to Adelaide and in smoothing out the initial feelings of alienation
experienced by the newcomers. They provided a focal point, a point of social contact for people
who otherwise might have felt totally lost. In addition, the small Adelaide Jewish community,
only too happy to boost their membership with the newcomers, welcomed them with open arms.

Another possibility is that Egyptian Jews did not really choose Adelaide but Adelaide
chose them. Since the arrival of displaced persons after World War II, the Australian government
has been trying to influence immigrants to settle in regional areas. Today, a growing number of
initiatives such as the ‘State Specific and Regional Migration (SSRM) Schemes’ have been
developed to direct migrants away from the bigger centres of Sydney and Melbourne, with the
aim of encouraging the development and industrialisation of the smaller capital cities.®® Max
Liberman claimed that it was easier to obtain landing permits for people willing to go to smaller
centres such as Adelaide.

According to the testimonies of other Adelaide respondents, settling in a more contained
environment and sharing their experience with their compatriots, proved to be, at least for some,
more congenial to a successful socio-economic integration, while maintaining a sense of identity.

I suggest another underlying reason for Egyptian Jews’ preference for Adelaide, the
smallest of the capital cities, a reason probably rooted in the trauma of the migration experience
as a whole. Maybe they were trying to recapture and recreate what had been lost in their
particular ‘exodus’, such as a solidary and close-knit community. The Maccabi Club, which was
one institution they built themselves and patronised assiduously for at least the first ten to fifteen
years, was not only a congenial meeting place, similar to the sporting clubs of Egypt. It was also
an attempt to replicate a familiar ambiance and strengthen their bond and their identity as Jews
from Egypt living in Australia.

Nevertheless, in spite of Adelaide’s initial dominance, Sydney was a particularly popular
destination particularly for those who arrived post 1956. My survey revealed that they were
latecomers even compared to those from Melbourne, as demonstrated in the next Chart.®
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Nevertheless, the majority of the Sydney-bound migrants (68%) settled there for the same
reason as the Adelaide group, because of the presence of family and friends. Furthermore, the
attraction of a big city like Sydney, the hope of better socio-economic opportunities, the pristine
beaches and temperate climate, were all-important components in the equation.

While recognising that all these factors played a part when it came to choosing a place to
settle within Australia, it is also important to remember that often the newcomers had no choice
but to stay, at least initially, in the place of residence of their sponsor — relative or friend -
whether it was Adelaide, Sydney or Melbourne and this was found to be true across the board.
The class privileges they enjoyed in the old country were long gone although not forgotten when
they landed in Australia, unknown and disoriented, with very little money or no money at all.
Social services for migrants were minimal in that period, the distances were daunting, and the
topography of the place was totally unfamiliar. Consequently, the newcomers tried to settle
within close proximity of each other to try and create their own network. They did not always
settle in traditional Jewish areas such as for instance the eastern suburbs of Sydney or Elwood and
St Kilda in Melbourne nor did they seek accommodation in government or Jewish migrants’
hostels. Forty to fifty families, who, through chain migration, had migrated to Australia from
about 1952 onwards, settled within a few kilometres radius from one another in the southern
suburbs of Sydney, such as Beverly Hills, Bexley, Hurstville, Penshurst, Peakhurst, where Jewish
presence was minimal. The nearest established Jewish community was the Strathfield
community.

Furthermore, most of the post-war Jewish refugees were not accommodated in
government migrant camps, such as Bonegilla in Northern Victoria, or Bathurst in NSW, as
pointed out by Rutland:



The Australian government, both Labor and Liberal, insisted that the reception and
integration of the refugees was the responsibility of the Jewish community. No
government funds were to be expended on Jews because of the fear of political
repercussions. The task of accommodating the newcomers and helping those in need to
find their feet in a new land was assumed by the sponsors of the refugees. Australian
Jewish Welfare Societies (AJWS, Sydney and the AJS&RS, Melbourne) directly sponsored
some of the refugees and acted as a backup service for those who were sponsored privately
but required assistance.®’

Among my group of interviewees, there was only one case that went through the Bonegilla
Migrant Centre, when he first arrived in 1968 via Israel.®® As for the Jewish hostels, I also
encountered only one case of a couple with two children who needed a place to stay while their
house was being built, and lived in one room at the Greenwich Jewish hostel in Sydney for eleven
months in 1961. This did not mean Egyptian Jews had no trouble finding a place to live. Coming
from Egypt where most people lived all their lives in rented apartments, they were confronted
with a totally different situation in Australia where people usually bought their own home and
where rental accommodation was scarce. For instance, all the pre-1956 arrivals who had no
family connection in Australia complained about the scarcity of housing in Australia after the
war. Children were not welcome in rented accommodation and guesthouses. Conditions in
Adelaide were particularly difficult in the early days of Egyptian migration and most respondents
concurred in saying that life was hard in this respect. They also remembered that the food
coupons were still in operation and building material for new houses was in short supply. One
interviewee confirmed that in the late 1940s, returned soldiers were given priority for housing.
Migrants had to obtain a building permit and wait two years before they could build their own
home and new houses could not exceed ten squares in size.

Respondents with babies experienced the greatest difficulties. One Adelaide respondent
reported that when she finally found a room to rent, she was not allowed ‘to stay in the house
during the day with the baby because the lady of the house did not want to be disturbed.” Another
woman recalled that she had to move when her baby was born because babies were not allowed in
that particular guesthouse. Another couple lived in a rented caravan for over 18 months while
building their house. A Melbourne respondent said he lived two years with his wife and child in a
rented room at £12 per week until he had saved £500 for a deposit on a house worth £3000.

Occupations and Gender Relations

Apart from a few privileged cases amongst those who arrived before 1956, it was clear
that accommodation was the main source of anguish for most respondents in the early days of
their immigration. Despite those initial difficulties, my survey showed that within two years of
arrival, 68% of the sample had bought their own home and the rest within an average of four
years. This was largely due to the buoyancy of the work market. Looking at the whole group
across gender differences, all of the respondents who were of working age stated they joined the
workforce almost immediately upon arrival without any major difficulty. One must not forget
that those were the days of full employment in Australia. The level of occupation of the
newcomers usually matched their qualifications but obviously not their former status. In fact,
42% were in white-collar jobs while 19% started their own professional or business enterprises.
A very small proportion - 9% - worked as technicians, 7% were still students, while only 11% —
particularly those with low English skills - were initially engaged in factory or menial work.



When comparing the differences in the level of occupation between men and women in
the group, it became apparent that displacement and hardship due to migration disrupted the
structure of the traditional family in Egypt with the man at the helm, sole provider for his wife
and children. Suddenly the man was no longer the only breadwinner and the woman had to
assume a collaborative role in providing for the financial needs of the family. Her status changed
significantly from what it had been in Egypt where middle class married women rarely worked
for a living. Once in Australia, the women were often willingly or unwillingly ‘liberated’ from
the rigid social restrictions prevalent in their country of birth and from their single role as
homemakers. Although the latter category of occupation remained exclusively the domain of
women within the sample, the change was particularly noteworthy in the white-collar category.
Whereas in the old country, only 9% of wives or mothers were employed, in Australia they
constituted nearly half of the overall group of white-collar workers. One respondent claimed that
she developed as a person in Australia because she was able to do what she wanted. She opened
her own women’s wear factory, designed and cut the patterns and her husband organised the
machinists and the orders’ distribution. Amongst the women who arrived in their early teens and
finished school in Australia, the majority went on to become primary and high school teachers.
The adult women took office jobs as clerks or secretaries depending on their training. As
expected, my data also showed that women ‘at home’ with low or no English skills fared worse
than working women, particularly the older ones. Some expressed feelings of isolation and
alienation as they faced a social structure and cultural traditions that were totally foreign to them.
On an obviously less tragic scale, they were confronted with the same predicaments experienced
by Holocaust survivors who, as noted by the sociologist Naomi Rosh White:

having left behind all that was familiar to them, deprived of family, former friends, social
networks and material goods, had to try and find a place in a new community, to start their
lives again.”®

Those interviewees would only found solace within their own ethnic and linguistic group.
For example, one respondent reported that his mother was left in charge of the household while
the rest of the family went out to work to pay off the three mortgages on the home they had just
bought. They were living away from the traditional Jewish areas. After leading a life of luxury
in Egypt surrounded by servants, the mother found herself trying to make ends meet on a very
tight budget, alone all day, having to clean, shop and cook for five adults and an eleven-year old
child. Since her English skills were poor, communication with her Australian neighbours was
made even more difficult because of the Australian accent. Her only support group was her
extended family. It is obvious that in such cases, integration was a longer and more arduous
process.

Overall, my study consistently showed working women within the sample group were
engaged in lower status occupations than the men. They represented only 15% of the
owner/professional section where tertiary-educated men dominated.” This trend was an obvious
reflection of the patriarchal nature of Jewish society in Egypt where higher education was
considered more essential for men than for women, since the latter were destined for marriage
and home. This mentality sometimes persisted even after immigration into Australia. It was not
unusual in Egyptian Jewish families to make all the necessary sacrifices for the son to pursue
university studies while they pushed the daughter into an office job without much prospect.

It is also true that the women — particularly the older ones - did not remain in the work
force in the same proportion after the initial period of settlement. Obviously, as the socio-



economic situation of the family improved, the financial contribution of the women became less
essential. It is important to remember that the Australian working conditions of the 1950s were
not particularly friendly to mothers, especially those from migrant communities, due to a severe
shortage and even lack of public child-care facilities, combined with inflexible working hours.
One respondent remembered that at her place of work, Prudential Insurance Company, the policy
still prevalent in the late 1960s was not to employ young married women.

Overcoming Difficult Beginnings

Taking into consideration all of the information up to this point, a clearer profile of the
Egyptian Jewish migrant comes to light. It has been demonstrated that the selective nature of the
Australian immigration policy ensured that potential migrants were young and healthy individuals
and families, as per the majority of my respondents. It has also been established that although
they came mostly from a privileged middle and upper middle class, they landed in Australia with
very little money or no money at all, particularly after 1956. In spite of the initial and inevitable
culture shock, their integration and acculturation were reasonably smooth thanks to a Western
education, multiple language skills, a cosmopolitan culture, a multi-layered identity and sound
business training. Although most Egyptian Jews have generally maintained their use of the
French language within the family circle and with their compatriots in social situations, two-
thirds of the sample were proficient enough in English to function relatively well in the
workplace. In a climate of full employment, all the respondents who were of age joined the
workforce almost immediately after their arrival. The fact that a very small percentage was
engaged in factory or menial work is a further sign of the overall level of education and
sophistication of the group. The sample group also reflected a traditional community with robust
family structures, a strong sense of Jewish identity, a traditional, but somewhat low level of
religious observance, and no significant involvement in politics.

This study has shown that, in spite of the White Australia policy, in spite of the different
culture and traditions, the Jews of Egypt blended well in Australian society, thanks to the
multicultural skills and cross-cultural strategies they had acquired and practised in Egypt. Due to
their small number and the diversity of their identities, they did so without too much fanfare and
as a result never raised their profile as a distinctive group within the broader Jewish community,
especially in the larger cities of Sydney and Melbourne whereas the Jewish community of
Adelaide was small enough for Egyptian Jews to make a difference. Today, the ranks of the
original community of Egyptian Jews of Adelaide are very much depleted through the process of
natural attrition and displacement towards the bigger cities of Sydney and Melbourne, mainly to
follow their children. Will those children retain some traces of the distinctive identity of the Jew
from Egypt? Most importantly, will they know the chequered history and the background of their
parents and grandparents? The same question applies to the various diasporas where Egyptian
Jews have settled since their ‘second exodus’. Their history constitutes an integral part of the
broader picture of the dispersion of over 800,000 Jews from Arab lands and the only way it will
not be forgotten is if it is included in the study of global Jewish history. At the World Congress
of the Jews from Egypt, in July 2006 in Haifa, an initiative by an Australian/Jewish family to
establish a permanent centre for the study of Egyptian Jewish history at Haifa University was
announced and if it gathers enough support from the Jews around the world, this dream will
become a reality.
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