


Our father was one of the most infuriating, fascinating, 
complicated and loving people we’ve known. He was an 
engineer by trade, and an artist and painter by all accounts. He 
had an ease with languages. He spoke Hebrew, French and 
Arabic fluently. He picked up Yiddish and German in the camps. 
He knew some Italian. 

He loved well-tailored clothing. He walked with a strut. Women 
adored him and he adored them. He left his home and his 
family in Tiberius, in British Mandate Palestine to follow a 
friend to Paris, then married his friend’s sister, Sylvie. He lived 
like a bon vivant in Paris, painting and experiencing life to 
the fullest until World War II started. Then he found himself 
trapped, unable to leave or stay. He was part of the resistance 
until he was caught and eventually, he was sent to Auschwitz. 

Our father hated the term survivor. He defined himself as 
so much more than those horrible years. But before he died, 
he gifted us with his journals and sketches from those years, 
notebook and sketchbooks that he’d labelled for us, and piles of 
drawings and paintings. We knew we wanted to publish them, 
and finally, towards the end of his life, he consented. 

Our father loved taking risks. He was a lifelong smoker. He 
was always in search of love, and adventure. He loved travel, 
and good food, especially the Moroccan Jewish food of his 
childhood. Growing up, my sister Odette and I often wanted 
a more typical dad. He was haunted by the disappearance of 
our mother, Sylvie, and by the horrors he witnessed in his life 
after. We often wanted an easier life, a life free of sadness and 
trauma. But today, we see what a gift his personality was. And 
we want to share it. 



When our father met someone, he’d introduce himself by saying: 
“Call me Vidal.” So let us introduce him to you. Vidal Ben Soussan  
was charming and memorable. His art was beautiful, and his 
world-view was always interesting. Now, at this time in history, 
we want to share his story. All anyone wants is to be remembered. 
Our dad was full of colour, just like his paintings. Remember 
him, and remember what we knew of our mother, Sylvie Levy. 
Remember our family’s story. 

Aline Ben Soussan-Cohen and  
Odette Ben Soussan- Oziel, Toronto, 2024  





I was born in a city of humidity and dust, 
jasmine and coriander, almonds and olives, 
and a lake that was shaped like a violin.

It was named after a Roman Emperor, though no one I knew 
could tell you a single thing about Emperor Tiberias.

I grew up in a small stone house that was always overflowing  
with love and friendship. neighbours and cousins and friends.
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My twin brother, Behor, was born first in 1915 and everyone from the 
midwife to my father, who was praying in the next room, cheered. 
His name means first born, and even though our sister Hadassah 
was technically the first child, he was their first-born son, and they 
didn’t hide its significance.
I came out blue and silent, struggling to breathe and they called me 
Vidal, which means alive. I think they were hoping for the best.
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Tiberias was known for its scorching 
heat. It was often forty degrees day 
and night. In the summers, we’d hang 
cold wet towels on our windows, to get 
some cool air blowing in from the hot 
breath on the back of your neck feeling 
of the hamsin.

We spent a lot of summer nights sleeping on our roof. The sky 
sparkled with stars, and we all climbed the ladder together, 
holding hands until we fell asleep. Sometimes we could hear 
the distant lapping of lake Kinneret against the rocks on the 
shore. It was a soothing sound. When it got hot enough to fry 
an egg on the sidewalk, we stayed at our aunt and uncle’s in 
Tzfat. The mountain air was much cooler.
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The Bensoussan family was big, 
especially considering the size of 
our house. My brother and I shared 
one bedroom, and my four sisters 
shared the other. 

Through the wall we could hear our sisters 
laughing or fighting. Our parents converted part 
of the pantry into their bedroom. Our kitchen was 
always full of cumin, cinnamon and garlic, 
flour and sugar and pickled lemons and olive  
oil from our neighbour’s groves.
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We had a tall date palm tree near to our blue 
metal gate, and cactuses grew wild around our 
fence. Our back yard was large, and often full 
of damp, flapping laundry. We had a small porch 
outside our kitchen where my dad liked to daven 
Shacharit in the mornings.
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Our house had no running water, so we 
bought water in huge, heavy jugs from 

beautiful women in soft hijabs who hauled 
them from nearby wells. Our father, Chacham 

David was a rabbi at a nearby congregation 
called Beit Knesset Hasignor. Our mom, Esther, 

took care of all six of us. She was always sewing, or cooking or 
cleaning. She made all of our clothes. She was 4’11” but powerful.
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Our parent’s families were both 
originally from Fez, in Morocco. 
They were the fourth generation 
living in Tiberias, which made my 
siblings and I fifth generation. 
At home we spoke a mix of Arabic, 
Hebrew and French.

My earliest memory is of watching 
my mothers hands. They were soft 
and lined, light brown with light 
blue veins, always racing ahead of 
her, full of pins or needles or dough 
or dates or spearmint for tea that 
she grew in a pot on our kitchen 
window sill.
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Apparently, my first words were the Arabic ones I heard her exchange with 
my Teta Miriam in our kitchen. “Khallas,” which means enough, followed 
by “Askeed,” which means of course. My brother’s first words were Hebrew, 
Shabbat, and Amen. Mazal’s first word was Vidal. 
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Even though I 
believed it too, I still 
always told Mazal 
she was beautiful. 
When we got older, 
everyone said she was 
the most beautiful of 
all of us.

Even when we were little, 
I preferred playing with 
Mazal, who was only one 
and a half years younger, 
and felt like my real 
twin. Behor was always 
serious, wanting to pray 
and learn, and watch 
and talk to the adults.

Mazal and I played hide 
and seek and jumping 
games and collected 
pebbles on the beach. When 
we were little, Mazal was 
less beautiful than our 
other sisters. Our parents 
always blessed us all by 
saying “may your mazal,” 
or your luck, “be greater 
than your beauty.”
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