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JEWISH LEADER INVITED BACK TO LIBYA

Exiles support
the revolution

A LIBYAN Jew who fled his
country in terror nearly 45 years
ago said he — and other Libyan
Jews — have been fully behind
the fight to the regime of Mua-
mar Gaddafi crashing down.

Raphael Luzon, 57, told the Jewish
Telegraph: “We could not accept and
support the Gaddafi dictatorship.

“We are totally in favour of what the
rebels are doing and are all united in
this overthrow.”

And Mr Luzon, the leader of Jews of
Libya UK, revealed that opposition
leader Mustafa Abdul Jalil had invit-
ed him to return to Libya to take part
in any future political discourse.

“I have close contact with the rebels
and, as a Libyan, feel close to them” he
explained. They want to bring democ-

BY SIMON YAFFE
racy and I really hope
that happens soon.

“If democracy does
come about and the
proposal for me is still
there, I would have to
think about it.”

London-based Mr
Luzon also said that
Jews had sent medi-
cines and aid to the
rebels currently
smashing the Gaddafi
regime.

Born in Benghazi, Mr
Luzon and his family
fled Libya after the
Six-Day War when the
government launched a

state-sponsored pogrom
against its Jews.

His aunt, uncle and
six cousins were taken
by a Libyan army offi-
cer – and killed.

Mr Luzon, parents
Rachel and Amos and
his two sisters left for
Italy where they set-
tled in Rome.

He became a journal-
ist and later moved to
Israel before arriving
in Britain 10 years ago.

Here, he continued to

lobby the Libyan
regime for compensa-
tion for everything
Libya’s Jews were
forced to leave behind.

Last year, however,
he received an unex-
pected request from
Gaddafi — he was invit-
ed to be the dictator’s
guest of honour at an
independence day cele-
bration in Tripoli.

Mr Luzon recalled:
“He told me that he had
nothing against Jews.

“You do have to
remember that Gaddafi

never threw the Jews
out – that was two
years before he took
over under King Idris I.

“He told me Jews
were free to come back
and live in Libya and
that Israel should be
dissolved into one state
with the Palestinians
to be called Isratine.”

It was a particularly
poignant trip for Mr
Luzon as he took his
elderly mother Rachel
with him and visited
many of his childhood
haunts in Benghazi,
including the shul he
used to pray in.

Mr Luzon, who is
recovering from a kid-
ney transplant, esti-
mates that there are
around 300 Libyan Jews
in London and a family
in Bournemouth.

He added that there
are 6,000 in Italy and
95,000 – including Jews
of Libyan descent – liv-
ing in Israel.

There have been mur-
murings of Islamists
infiltrating the rebel
groups, but Mr Luzon
told said he did not
believe they would be
victorious.

He explained: “North
African Muslims are
different to those in the
Middle East. They are
not like those Arabs —
North Africans like to
eat and have a good
time far too much for
that to happen.”

Mr Luzon also said
he could envisage a
future where Israelis
could visit Libya as
tourists too, much like
they have done in
Morocco and Tunisia.

“Maybe I will go back
and live in Libya,” he
added.

Uprising ‘bad for Israel’
A MAN whose parents
escaped from Libya has
warned that the current
uprising will be bad for
Israel, writes SIMON
YAFFE.

Pedazur Benattia, the
founder of the Or
Shalom Jewish Libyan
Cultural Centre in Bat
Yam, told the JJeewwiisshh
TTeelleeggrraapphh this week:
“The fall of Gaddafi is
bad for us.”

“Libya will be taken
over by a radical Islam
— and we all know what
can happen then.”

And Mr Benattia, 50,
claimed that most
Libyans hate Jews.

He added: “Only a few
Libyan Muslims, espe-
cially the Berbers,
remember us well.

“When I visit Libyan
websites and tell them I
am Jewish and Israeli,
they have a never-ending
mantra against the ‘Zion-
ists’.

“The Libyan Jewish
community had no feel-

ings towards Gaddafi.
“In fact, the relation-

ship between Israel and
Libya wasn’t war-like as
with Syria or the Pales-
tinians. Only a few Jew-
ish people remained in
Libya after Gaddafi took
over.”

Mr Benattia’s parents,
who were born in Al-
Khums, east of Tripoli,
left Libya as youngsters
and moved to Israel
where he was born and
brought up.

He explained: “As part

of my duty, I know a lot
about Jewish life in
Libya.”

Mr Benattia estab-
lished Or Shalom after
the death of his father 17
years ago.

It hit the headlines
last year when an
Israeli-Belgian photog-
rapher they sent to docu-
ment the crumbling syn-
agogues in Libya was
arrested and held in
prison for months.

Mr Benattia’s organi-
sation publishes a
newsletter for Libyan
Jews and arranges
events and activities.

And he told the JJeewwiisshh
TTeelleeggrraapphh that he would
be happy to go to visit
his roots in Libya.

Mr Benattia said: “I
have a dream of walking
with my parents among
the narrow streets of Al-
Khums, visiting the
grave of my grandfather,
Rabbi Shalom Tayar and
all the buildings where
the Jews used to live.”

WARNING: Benattia 

JEWS have lived in Libya
since the Greco-Roman
period.

Most of them resided in
the city of Cyrene, which is
modern-day Shahat.

By the early 1930s there
were 21,000 Jews in Libya,
which had been colonised
by Italy 20 years earlier.

But when the Fascist
Italian regime passed
antisemitic laws, Jews were
fired from government jobs
and their citizenship papers
were stamped with the

words “Jewish race”.
Despite this, 25 per cent

of the population of Tripoli
was still Jewish in 1941 and
44 synagogues were
maintained in the city. 

In 1942, German troops
occupied the Jewish
quarter of Benghazi,
deporting more than 2,000
Jews across the desert.
More than one-fifth died.

The worst anti-Jewish
violence occurred after the
liberation of North Africa.

More than 140 Jews

were killed in a state-
sponsored pogrom in Tripoli
in 1945. 

More than 30,000
Libyan Jews emigrated to
Israel between 1948 to
1951. The end for the
country’s Jews came when
Colonel Muammar Gaddafi
came to power in 1969.

All Jewish property was
confiscated and all debts to
Jews were cancelled. 

The last Jewish native of
Libya, Rina Debach,
emigrated to Italy in 2003.

21,000 Jews . . . now there are none

VISIT: The head of Libyan Jews in Britain, Raphael Luzon, visits Benghazi


