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Abstract

An updated, contextual picture of the Salonikan Jewish working world
from the Balkan Wars (1912/3) until the onset of the dictatorship of
Ioannis Metaxas (1936) is proposed in this paper. Based on the Ladino
and Greek press, the list of applicants for certificates to immigrate to
Mandatory Palestine between 1930 and 1935, and statistics compiled
by Member of Parliament Mentesh Ibn Shanji in 1936 concerning Jew-
ish professionals in the city, it is argued that the decline of Salonikan
Jewry and its chronology must be understood against the backdrop of
the ebb of the city at large and changes in Greek tobacco politics dur-
ing the interbellum period, rather than solely interethnic tension and
efforts to hellenize the city. This portrait of the interwar working world
in Salonika also refutes the commonly accepted view of the success of
Zionism in that city.
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Introduction

Socioeconomic studies of Greece between the Balkan Wars (1912/13)
and the Second World War (1940) have amply addressed questions of
overall socioeconomic policy' and the history of the Greek labor move-
ment’. However, owing to prevailing ethnocentric perspective in Greek
historiography, the role of Jewish bread winners in Salonika has been

1. Kwvotavtivog B. Bepyomovhog, «H eAAnvikn otkovopia and 1o 1926 ¢wg 1o
1935» [KonstantinosVergopoulos, “The Greek Economy from 1926 to 1935”], in Iotopia
Tov EAAyvikov EOvoug, Newtepos EAAyviopos amo o 1913 éwg 1o 1941, 1. IE" (ABnva:
Exdotikiy ABnvwv, 1977) [History of the Greek Nation, vol. 15 Modern Hellenism from
1913 to 1941 (Athens: Ekdotiki Athinon, 1977)], 327-42; ©@e6dwpog ZakeA apomovAog,
«Kpatog kat otkovopia otnv EAAGda pia totopikn tuvmohoyia» [Theodoros Sakel-
laropoulos, “State and Economy in Greece: A Historical Typology”], in ®eddwpog
Zakehapomovhog, ekdotng, NeoeAnviky Kowwvia Iotopikés ko Kpitikés Ipooeyyioeg
(ABnva: Etog éxdoong evtumov, 1993) [Theodoros Sakellaropoulos, ed., Modern Greek
Society, Historic and Critical Approaches (Athens: Etos ékdosis entipou, 1993)], 189-246;
Mark Mazower, Greece and the Inter-war Economic Crisis (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991);
Christos Bakalis, “The Impact of Tobacco in Greece (Cultivation, Processing, Manufac-
turing, and Trade)”, in Tabakund Gesellschaft: Vombraunen Goldzumsozialen Stigma, ed.
Frank Jacob and Gerrit Dworok (Baden-Baden, 2015), accessed June 16, 2019, https://
www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/9783845256696-1/titelei-inhaltsverzeichnis, 237-64.

2. Avtwvng Ataxog, Epyacia kot moditiky oty EAA&Sa Tov Meoomodépov (ABrva:
Negély, 1993)[ Antonis Liakos, Labor and Politics in Interwar Greece (Athens: Nephéli,
1993)]; Efi Avdela, “Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in Post-Ottoman Thessaloniki: The
Great Tobacco Strike of 1914”, in Borderlines: Genders and Identities in War and Peace,
1870-1930, ed. Billie Melman (New York: Routledge , 1998), 421-38; Alexandros Dag-
kas, Recherches sur I'histoire sociale de la Gréce du nord: Le mouvement des ouvriers du
tabac 1918-1928 (Paris: Association Pierre Belon, 2003); Kwotag ®ovvtavomovAog,
Epyaoia keu Epyatixd Kivqua oty Oeooadoviky. HOwn, Oicovopia ko cvAdoyixn Spdon
oto Meoomddepo 1908-1936 (ABnva: Nepédn, 2005) [Kostas Fountanopoulos, Labor
and the Labor Movement in Thessaloniki: Moral Economy and Collective Action dur-
ing the Interwar Period, 1908-36 (Athens: Nephéli, 2005)]; Alexandros Dagkas, Le
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lost in that overall picture’. Where it has been considered in depth, the
economic activity of the Jews of Salonika generally has been studied in
relation to banking and industrial enterprises?, and far less often with an
eye to the simple Jews of Salonika—day laborers, small craftsmen, and
particularly tobacco workers—who lived hand to mouth, and the depic-
tion of their world within the city’s increasingly Greek Christian society
during the first twenty-four years of Greek control. The inspiration for
this paper came from the studies of Gila Hadar and Shai Srougo, each
of whom focused on a different group of Jewish laborers®. Their schol-
arship led me to consider the position of tobacco workers, the largest
and most politically active segment of Salonikan Jewish laborers, and to

mouvement social dans le Sud-Est Européen pendant le XXe siécle: Questions de classe,
questions de culture (Thessaloniki: Editions épicentre, 2008).

3. Evanghelos Chekimoglou, “Thessaloniki, Economic Developments 1912-1940,
in Queen of the Worthy: Thessaloniki, History and Culture, ed. Konstantinos I. Hassiotis
(Thessaloniki: Paratiritis, 1997), 142-54.

4. Nikolaos Thomopoulos, “The Wealthy Jews of Thessaloniki and Their Impact on
This Port-City: Myth or Reality?”, Emfewpnon Oicovopikawv Emotnuwv, Tebxog [Eco-
nomic Sciences Review] 10 (2006): 107-32; Orly C. Meron, Jewish Entrepreneurship in
Salonica, 1912-1940: An Ethnic Economy in Transition (Brighton UK: Sussex Academic
Press, 2011); TIapig Mamapixog Xpovdkng, «Ot éAAnveg, efpaiot, povoovApdvol Kat
vTovpé éumopot G Oeooatovikng, 1882-1919,Ta&wkoi kat eBvotikoi petaoynuatiopol
o€ tpoxtd eEeAnviopov» (Adaxtopikr Atatpipn, Havemiotiuo Kpnrng, PéBupvo,
2011) [Paris Papamichos Chronakis, [Greeks, Jews, Muslims, and Dénme Traders of
Salonika, 1882-1919: Struggles and Ethnic Transformations in the Greek Era] (doctoral
diss., University of Crete, Rethymno, 2011)]; Mark Levene, “Port Jewry of Salonika:
Between Neo-colonialism and Nation-State”, Jewish Culture and History 4, no. 2 (2001):
125-54.

5. Gila Hadar, “Karmen be-Saloniki—Migdar, Mishpahah u-Ma’avak be-Kerev
Po‘alot Tabbak Yehudiyyot” [Carmen in Salonika—Gender, Family and Tension among
Jewish Women Tobacco Workers], Peamim 107 (2006): 5-37; Hadar, “Jewish Tobacco
Workers in Salonika: Gender and Family in the Context of Social and Ethnic Strife”,
in Women in the Ottoman Balkans: Gender, Culture and History, Library of Ottoman
Studies 15, ed. Amila Buturovi¢ and Irvin Cemil Schick (London and New York: Tauris,
2007), 127-52; Shai Srougo, Ha-Poalim ha-Yehudim bi-Nemal Saloniki: Bein ha-‘Olam
ha- ‘Othmani le-‘Olamah shel Medinat ha-Leom ha-Yevanit [Jewish Laborers in the Port
of Thessaloniki: Between the Ottoman World and the Greek Nation-State (1869-1936)
(Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 2014).
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reconsider in general the socioeconomic history of disadvantaged Jews
in Salonika during the period.

In the pages that follow, the experience of Jewish workers in the wider
context of Salonika during these twenty-four years is reconsidered on
the basis of the Ladino and Greekpress of the period, lists of individuals
who applied between 1930 and 1935 to the Palestine Office in Salonika
for certificates to immigrate to Mandatory Palestine, preserved in the
remains of the community’s archive in Moscow, and statistics compiled
by the Jewish Member of Parliament Mentsh Ibn Shanji® in 1936 about
Jewish professionals in the city.

I. Rereading the Early Years, 1912-1922

1. The Balkan Wars and Their Immediate Repercussions

In the historical memory preserved among Salonikan Jews, the ar-
rival of Greek forces in October 1912 led to a series of crises in the
community’s life that broke its economic vitality’. The obvious desire of
the Greek government to hellenize Greek-ruled Macedonia and Thrace,
newly acquired in the Balkan Wars, contributed to a similar picture in

6. Transliterated from the Hebrew fonts, pronounced by Salonikan Jews: Mentech
Bessantci.

7. Yitzhaq Shemuel Emmanuel, “Toledot Yehudei Saloniki” [The History of the Jews
of Salonikal], in Zikhron Saloniki: Gedulatah ve-Hurbanah shel Yerushalayim de-Balkan
[A Memoir of Salonika: The Greatness and the Fall of Jerusalem of the Balkans], ed.
David A. Recanati, 2 vols. (Tel Aviv: Ha-Va‘ad le-Hotza at Sefer Kehilat Saloniqi, 1972-
86), 2:203-13, 225-27; Recanati, “Hakdamah” [introduction] to “Hit'orerut Le’ umit,
ha-Tenu‘ah ha-Tsionit” [National Revival, the Zionist Movement] in Recanati, Zikhron
Saloniki, 1: 277-78; Asher R. Moisis, “Ha-Makkabbi u-Fera‘ot Kempbel” [Maccabi and
the Campbell Riots], in Recanati, Zikhron Saloniki, 1:361; David (Daut) Levi, “Pe‘ilut
ha-Yehudim be-Hayyei ha-Mishar (o Sippuran shel Shtei Mishpahot)” [The Activities
of the Jews in Commercial Life; or, Two Families” Story], in Recanati, Zikhron Saloniki,
2:201; Mentesh Ibn Shanji, “Ba‘alei ha-Miktso'ot bi-Kehillat Saloniki” [The Profes-
sionals of the Salonika Community], in Recanati, Zikhron Saloniki, 2:208-9; Yitshaq
Alvo, “Aharei ha-Delekah” [After the Fire], in Saloniki Ir va-Em be-Yisrael [Salonika:
A Jewish Metropolis] (Jerusalem: The Center for Research of Salonikan Jewry, 1967),
226-27; “Ha-Kalkalah la-‘Anafeha (Sekirah)” [Sectors of the Economy (A Survey)], in
Saloniki ‘Ir va-Em, 234-35, 237-38.

12



Salonika’s Jewish Laborers from the Balkan Wars to the Metaxas Dictatorship

subsequent scholarly literature, even where the overall state of the ailing
city was described in sufficient detail to be contemplated as a significant
reason for the deterioration of the Jewish community®. Attention to stud-
ies of Salonikan economic history contributes to a more precise and
less clichéd picture and helps us to contextualize the economic decline
of the Jewish community amid the city’s overall social and economic
experience. Such studies, along with primary sources,shine a light on
economic processes among the city’s Jews that prove to be not only part
of a deliberate effort by the Greek government to restrict the influence
of the city’s Jewish community, but also, perhaps even more, one aspect
of a wider economic downturn in Salonika following the incorporation
of Macedonia within the Greek state.

Under the Ottomans, much of Salonika’s wealth was obtained from
trade with the traditional, rural hinterland of Macedonia and Thrace,
whose agricultural products were shipped via Salonika to the ports of
the Mediterranean and beyond.The city’s severance from the hinterland
upon which it previously had relied brought about the abrogation of
many debts by virtue of new borders separating borrowers from lend-
ers’, a development that resulted in the bankruptcy of many businesses.
The same severance engendered a second negative outcome as well: the
Greek government enacted a highly deliberate regime of taxes and cus-
toms on goods imported to Salonika from neighboring rural areas still
within the Ottoman Empire or governed by new nation-states that had
emerged with the disintegration of that empire. Foreign goods passing
through the port of Salonika en route to the hinterland now were taxed
more highly than under Ottoman rule, and thus by 1914, imports wend-
ing their way through the port of Salonikahad dropped by 40 percent
relative to the years preceding 1912, and exports, largely goods in transit

8. See esp. Mark Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts: Christians, Muslims and Jews,
1430-1950 (Vintage Books: New York, 2005), 306, 347-58, and more generally, but
without placement in the context of the rest of northern Greece, Katherine E. Flem-
ing, Greece: A Jewish History (Princeton NJ.: Princeton University Press, 2008), 84-88.
Devin E. Naar, Jewish Salonica (Stanford CA.: Stanford University Press, 2016), 293,
discusses at length the hellenization efforts, but only on the cultural level, and states the
cultural deterioration of the community as a fact without providing any explanation.

9. Chekimoglou, “Economic Developments”, 151.
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from other parts of the erstwhile empire, decreased by 47 percent’. In
April 1914, the Belgian consul in Salonika reported to his government
that prior to the coming of the Greeks, nine hundred large firms had
operated there, yet in the spring of 1914, only six hundred remained"".
The results were of course apparent not only in the financial state of the
firms’ owners, some of whom departed the city, but also that of their
erstwhile employees. Many other businesses had upon the outbreak of
hostilities immediately lost the ability to carry on operations, and their
employees too were deprived of their source of income'.

2. The Tobacco Workers and Their World

One of the most important sectors in the Macedonian economy, and
that of Greece as a whole, was the tobacco industry. Greek tobacco was
considered the best anywhere,and provided employment and sustenance
to hundreds of thousands of growers, farm laborers, brokers who in-
termediated between those growers and the large tobacco firms, small
merchants, factory owners, and laborers who earned their daily bread in
the warehouses where the crop was processed. The sorting and packing
of tobacco leaves was a source of income for a large number of Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim laborers**

The Macedonian tobacco industry was dominated by Muslims and
Christians', but the bulk of tobacco workers in Salonika itself were
Jews. In 1912, they numbered three thousand, including men, women,
and girls”. The Regie Company alone provided work for four hundred

10. Orly C. Meron, “Jewish Entrepreneurship in Salonica (1912-1921): An Over-
view” (discussion paper presented at the Economic History Seminar of the Department
of Economics, University of Athens, Apr. 30, 2007), accessed Jun. 4, 2019, https://
hdoisto.gr/download.php?fen=seminars/meeting_0023_2096.pdf, 6, no. 13.

11. “El porto de Salonik” [The Port of Salonika], Nuevo EI Avenir 17, no. 93 (Apr.
21, 1914).

12. “Por la seguridad y el orden publiko” [For Security and Public Order], El Avenir
15, no. 37 (Nov. 15, 1912).

13. Bakalis, “Impact of Tobacco”, 237, 240-44.

14. Dagkas, Recherches sur Uhistoire sociale, 61-66, 87, 143-44.

15. Supplement 1, La Solidaridad Ovradera, Journal Sosialista Semanal [Workers’
Solidarity: A Weekly Socialist Journal], Mar. 31, 1911; “El konflikto del tutun” [The
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Jewish women and ninety male workers'. In 1916, there were among
the Jewish tobacco workers of Salonika eight thousand men,women, and
girls, comprising nearly half of the Jewish workers in the city". Girls aged
10 to 14 formed the bulk of this group, while young women of 14 to 20
formed a much smaller part and male workers comprised not more than
10 to 14 percent of all tobacco workers®.

The increase in the number of Jewish tobacco workers between 1912
and 1916 may be explained not only by different criteria according to
which a tobacco worker was defined by different sources, but should
also be connected with the increase in the consumption of tobacco and
especially of cigarettes during the First World War. Smoking was prized by
governments, civilians and soldiers alike for its morale-boosting qualities™.

Tobacco processing was a seasonal task that required many workers
during a relatively brief period. This reality gave the tobacco workers a
kind of power that no other category of day laborers had, and thus in
1908 they were the first in the city to form a syndicate®’, which came to

Tobacco Conflict], Avanti 3, no. 202 (May 19, 1913): 1; supplement, EI Avenir 14, no.
45 (May 2, 1911).

16. Supplement, EI Avenir 14, no. 45 (May 2,1911). La Société de la régie co-intéressée
des tabacs de lempire Ottoman, its full name, was a parastatal company formed during
the late Ottoman Empire by the Ottoman Public Debt Administration with backing from
a consortium of European banks, and its revenues were supposed to go toward paying the
Ottoman debt to foreign countries. The company had a monopoly over tobacco production.

17. Henry Morgenthau, “The Jews in the Balkan States and Salonica’, 1916, Henry
Morgenthau Papers, box 34, reel 28, p. 32, Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress.
Fountanopoulos (Labor and the Labor Movement, 134) reports a total of 3,207 regis-
tered laborers in Salonika, but this excludes unregistered laborers, women, and children.

18. Hadar, “Jewish Tobacco Workers”, 127, n. 6. Compare her numbers, based
on Ladino sources, with those of Dagkas, Recherches sur histoire sociale, 476, who
calculated the percentage of Salonikan female tobacco workers under twenty as 79.37
percent of all female workers.

19. Michael Reeve, “Smoking and Cigarette Consumption”, accessed Jul. 27,
2020.https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/smoking_and_cigarette_
consumption#:~:text=During%20the%20First%20World%20War,cigarette%20
across%20the%20belligerent%20nations.

20. See Raporto anual dela union de los lavoradores del tutun de Saloniko (Annual
Report of the Tobacco Workers Union in Salonika 1909) (22 September 1907-19 July
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be the backbone of the Socialist Workers” Federation of Salonika?!. The
connection between the Socialist Federation and the Tobacco Syndicate
is clear from the involvement in the latter of Federation leader Abraham
Ben Aroya, and the membership in the syndicate’s committee of Shemuel
Yonah and Shelomoh Na‘ar, two enthusiastic federation members*. The
syndicate was well organized. As of 1914, its supreme institution was the
committee, which was responsible for the Audition Committee, the Ar-
bitration Committee, the Licensing Committee, and the Committee for
the Recovery of Old Debts, in addition to a tax collector for each of the
five major warehouses, a separate commission charged with verifying the
use of the laborer cards given to syndicate members, and a propaganda
commission®. Though the majority of tobacco workers were women
and they were members of the syndicate, they formed their own part

1909) ( Salonika, 1909); list of workers who contributed to the striking tobacco work-
ers at Kaza Erzog, Journal del Lavorador, 30 Elul 5669 (an erroneous date: there are
only twenty-nine days in Elul, the last of which corresponded to September 15, 1909).
The Budapest-based Herzog firm, which operated branches worldwide, had tobacco
as well as banking operations. Konstantinos Lalenis, “Tobacco Era in Kavala, Greece:
Shaping up Urban Identities”, in Jacob and Dworok, Tabak und Gesellschaft, 102-103.

21. On the federation, see Avtwvng Atdkog, H Zooiadiotiky kar Epyatixsy Opo-
onovlia Ocaoalovikns (Pevrepaaiov) kau n Zootaiotiky Neodaio (ABxve: Hapaty-
pn#6,1985) [Antonis Liakos,The Socialist and Workers’ Movement of Thessaloniki
(Federation) and the Beginning of Socialism] (Athens: Paratiritis, 1985); Dagkas,
Recherches sur Uhistoire sociale, 147, 155-162; H. Stikri Ilicak, “Jewish Socialism in
Ottoman Salonica”, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 2, no. 3 (Sep. 2002):
115-46; Takovos J. Aktsoglou, “The Emergence/Development of Social and Working
Class Movement in the City of Thessaloniki (Working Associations and Labor Unions)”,
Balkan Studies 38, no. 2 (1997): 285-306. Concerning the tobacco workers’ syndicate,
see its first yearly report, covering the period Sep. 22, 1907-July 19, 1909 (Salonika,
1909). On the role of tobacco workers in the federation, see supplement, El Avenir 14,
no. 45 (May 2, 1911); Ilicak, “Jewish Socialism”, 115-46.

22. “Parte Sindikale, Sindikato de Tutun” [The Syndicalist Part, the Tobacco Syndi-
cate], Avanti (Jan. 22, 1914): 2; Abraham Ben Aroya, “Reshit ha-Tenu‘ah ha-Sotsyalistit
bein Yehudei Saloniki” [The Early Socialist Movement among the Jews of Salonika],
Zikhron Saloniki, 1:318.

23. “Parte Sindikale”, 2.
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of it, did not participate in meetings unless invited, and had no say in
negotiations with employers*.

A few words about the lexicon of tobacco processing are in order,
the better to understand changes that took place in the industry and
their effect on workers’ lives, and in fact on all of Jewish lower-class
existence. Preparatory work for tobacco processing was performed by
specialists called achtarmatzides®, called bijakjis in Ladino sources®.
This is the only term for specialized tobacco workers that I have found
in the Ladino sources,which also eschew other terms for differentiating
between workers according to specialization, instead referring to all male
workers as tutunjis and all females as tutunjias”’. This preference may
be due to a desire in the socialist sources to do away with hierarchies
among the workers.

The main task of the bijakjis was to separate the tobacco leaves,which
had been packed in the fields, when the product arrived at the ware-
houses?. Once the leaves had been divided up according to quality, color,
and size, they were transferred to other specialists, who sorted them
according to a finer classification, a requirement for the production of
fine tobacco products.

Further work was assigned according to tobacco quality. The best
tobacco (basmas or basma in Turkish, from basmak, to press), was pro-
cessed by exatratzides®, who were expected to demonstrate great skill in

24. “Konferensia” [Conference], Avanti (Jan. 22, 1914): 2. See also below, p. 13; n.
42; p. 15,n.50.

25. Axtappatindec, from Turkish aktarmac, an individual who moves something
from one place to another.

26. From the Turkish bicakg: (singular), indicating not a cutler, as the term is defined
in Turkish dictionaries, but one who uses a knife in his work.

27. From tutun, Turkish for tobacco.

28. The word warehouse is used here throughout rather than factory, the literal
translation of the Ladino words fabrika and magazin, because these were not truly
factories, but huge warehouses where tobacco leaves were manually sorted and packed.
No manufacturing of any kind was done in these facilities.

29. E¢aotpat{ndeg, from the Turkish extraci, one who works with extra-fine leaves.
The term extra, from which the term is derived, expresses both the quality of the tobacco
leaves and the expertise of the workers. Another Greek term for them was vte€ndec,
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identifying and sorting high-quality leaves, the best of which they placed
together. In the next stage, the lower-level pastaltzides® collected the
leaves left over by the skilled workers and packed them separately. Each
skilled worker had three or four pastaltzides. These usually were young
female workers or even children, often members of the same family.

The nominal workday, at ten to twelve hours, and even more, was
quite long. However, working in groups connected by neighborliness
and often family ties contributed to a relaxed tempo, and this allowed
for conversations and for coffee and smoking breaks. Union propaganda
during work time was very easy under such circumstances, and so was
collecting donations for the union or gathering workers’ signatures on
petitions to warehouse owners. Work time was under the control of the
workers, rather than the employers. The skilled workers received the
highest wages of all tobacco workers, and their wages influenced those
of the other workers.

The warehouse owners’ inability to control workers and their work
was mitigated by the method of payment. Wages fluctuated from week
to week and even from day to day; they were tied not to working hours,
but to the weight of the processed leaves consigned at the end of the
day to the merchant or firm that owned the warehouse. The optimal
weight of the delivered leaves was fixed through negotiations between the
representatives of the male specialized workers, and the firms’ owners.
This optimal weight represented what these male workers considered
the result of a day’s work sufficient to provide for their families.In ad-
dition, daily wages were fixed as a percentage of the international price
of tobacco at any given time. Fluctuations in male wages affected those
of female workers as well. In sum, payment received by workers bore a
greater resemblance to the consideration for a certain product than to a
salary, and the long working hours thus are deceptive.

but in fact it derived from the Greek word for “right” 814, as opposed to left, here
meaning those who do the work right, the best way possible, with dexterity. The change
of orthography is attributable to the Anatolian refugees who were the main working
force in Salonika in the interwar period.

30. ITaotalatlfdeg from the Turkish pastalci (singular; a packer of tobacco leaves,
pastal, a bundle of tobacco leaves).
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This arrangement served both sides. It spared the merchants the need
to supervise the efficiency of the work, and gave the workers a sense of
identification with their labor. Their work was their life*'.

However, the various actors in the field—growers, workers, mer-
chants—were subject to economic developments afar. The surge in de-
mand for Macedonian tobacco resulted from the American Civil War
(1860-1865), which curtailed American tobacco production. However,
beginning in the 1870s, American crops recuperated, reaching new heights
in the following decades®”. The great American tobacco companies man-
aged to restrict the price they paid to American tobacco farmers, and
in the meantime introduced machine-manufactured cigarettes®. The
enormous American industry developed what was called the American
blend?*, consisting of poorly processed Virginia, Burley, and low-quality
oriental tobacco. Both the American machine-made cigarettes and the
new American blend conquered the markets of the world, resulting in
ongoing pressure to limit classification of tobacco leaves as a means of
lowering cigarette prices. American money arrived in the Macedonian
tobacco market in the 1880s*, and the value of tobacco it purchased
there increased every year starting with 1914, when the cigarette became
a basic requirement among the soldiers of all belligerent forces in the
First World War?’.

The global economic changes that emerged from the American to-
bacco market soon dictated much of the general atmosphere in which

31. Supplement 1, La Solidaridad Ovradera; Fountanopoulos, Labor and the Labor
Movement, 137-45; Hadar, “Jewish Tobacco Workers”, 129-30.

32. The value of the annual American tobacco product nearly tripled between 1870
and 1900. See Barbara Hahn, Making Tobacco Bright: Creating an American Commodity,
1617-1937 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2011), 76, table 3.1.

33. See Amanda Fallin and Stanton A. Glantz, “Tobacco-Control Policies in Tobacco-
Growing States: Where Tobacco Was King”, The Milbank Quarterly: A Multidisciplinary
Journal of Population Health and Health Policy 93, no. 2 (2015): 321-22; Dagkas, Re-
cherches sur Ihistoire sociale, 369.

34. Dagkas, Recherches sur Uhistoire sociale, 94.

35. Ibid., 254, 294, 383, 744, 758-59. See below, pp. 25-26, on the introduction of
what came to be known as the tonga, i.e., minimal, method of tobacco leaf classification.

36. Dagkas, Recherches sur Uhistoire sociale, 120.

37.1bid., 387. See also n.19 above.
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the Salonikan workforce lived. Yet the equilibrium between merchants
and laborers was even further destabilized during periods of social and
political instability, and at times when wars flooded the city with cheap
labor or the markets ceased to prefer the first-rate tobacco that Greece
took such pride in producing. One such period of social and political
instability followed the Young Turk Revolution of 1908%. The winds of
freedom and equality that then came coursing through the Ottoman
Empire, Salonika included, enhanced laborers” awareness of their power
and stimulated them to conduct strikes and generally to fight for their
wages and working conditions*. However, the Salonikan tobacco workers
overestimated their power. They did not fully appreciate the pressures
from without, and failed to create a strike fund sufficient to support two
thousand striking workers. The result was that they needed to forgo many
of their demands. According to the syndicate, however, the strikers did
achieve reduced working hours*. Reduction of working hours meant an
increase in wages, since the worker had to deliver a product of a certain
weight commensurate with his work hours. If hours were reduced and
wages were not, then income per hour rose.

Even if the syndicate did attain such an achievement, it was short-
lived. According to its own evidence, before the Young Turk Revolution
of 1908, a skilled male worker at the Regie Company received two giiriis
for every hundred kilograms of processed tobacco, but in 1911, only one
gtiriis. Female workers who “years ago” received 12 giiriis for a thousand

38. Yavuz Selim Karakisla, “The 1908 Strike Wave in the Ottoman Empire”, Turkish
Studies Association Bulletin 16, no. 2 (1992): 153-77.

39. Hadar, “Jewish Tobacco Workers”, 132-33; Hadar, “Karmen be-Saloniki”, 5-37,
esp. 8, 11-15; Fountanopoulos, Labor and the Labor Movement, 133, 146; Can Najar,
“Labor Activism and the State in the Ottoman Tobacco Industry’, International Journal
of Middle Eastern Studies 46 (2014): 534-35; Emine Tuktu Vardagli,“Searching for
Women’s Agency in the Tobacco Workshops: Female Tobacco Workers of the Province
of Selanik”, in A Social History of the Late Ottoman Women: New Perspectives, ed. Duygu
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packages of sorted tobacco leaves received twelve metelik in 1911, rep-
resenting a 75 percent decrease*’. The workers again went on strike that
year, demanding an increase in wages, while the company demanded
further cuts, surely knowing that the superior classification for which
it was paying so much had become superfluous thanks to the demands
of the American market. The ninety male workers were thus compelled
to negotiate a compromise cut of 5 percent. While this sufficed to bring
the men back to work, the four hundred female workers, whom the male
workers had not consulted before agreeing in their name, and whose
demand for an advance payment for the new year had been rejected,
proceeded to initiate their own strike, prompting the company to lock
the gates of the warehouse®.

As will be shown, the Balkan Wars (1912-13) and the First World
War (1914-18)additionally undermined the power of the workers and
gave the tobacco merchants a propitious opportunity to change the es-
tablished order in the warehouses. At the same time, it is obvious that
conflict between the two sides had been simmering continuously since
the Young Turk Revolution. The 1911 strike ended with no achievements
for the workers. During 1912, the owners of the great warehouses con-
tinued to exert pressure with the goal of breaking the union and again
reducing workers’ wages®. On August 17, 1912, the workers tried their
luck again. Their opening move came as the warehouses owners can-
celled the agreements made with the syndicate and introduced a way of
calculation of the worker’s pay that resulted in a cut of 30 percent of the
amount earned by skilled workers. This was achieved by increasing the
weight of processed tobacco needed to earn what the workers considered
a reasonable daily income.What is more, the employers demanded the
abolition of all syndicalist privileges in the warehouses. The practical
meaning of this demand was lost on no one: abolition of organized labor.
The result was a strike that lasted almost a year*.
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The warehouses owners probably were motivated by concern that they
might be unable to sell their tobacco in the absence of much demand
for excellent tobacco leaf classification.Their interests soon were served
by political events, as Salonika was flooded with refugees fleeing the
hostilities of the First Balkan War*. Thousands of Muslim girls from
Macedonia who passed through the city on their way from the battlefields
of Macedonia to Ottoman Asia were willing to work in the warehouses at
remarkably low wages, pushing skilled veterans of the industry out of the
market*. Until this time, men had explained to their female coworkers
that the union was protecting their interests and the females thus ought
to be satisfied with doing less-skilled work and earning less money. Now,
though, came other young females who did not care about the union
and were ready to sort or pack tobacco leaves however they were told
for very little money*’. The ensuing conflict between big merchants and
organized workers brought the former to impose a nine-month lockout,
during which they continuously worked to recruit unorganized workers
and particularly female Muslim refugees.
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In the mean time, the Greek government’s fear of losing share in
the international tobacco market because of the wars led it in the early
days of the First World War to start opening up the market for export
of unprocessed and poorly processed tobacco*.

Naturally, minimal processing or not processing at all permitted a
reduction in the number of workers employed in the tobacco industry.
It also confuted the claim that male workers should have higher wages
than females, now that most members of both genders were supposed
to be doing the same work. This threatened the livelihood of tobacco
workers in Salonika and across Macedonia, who came together to fight
for their wages and working conditions. The resulting strike in 1914
Salonika was one where both ethnicity and gender came to the fore®.
Duly instructed by their brothers and fathers, the young female Jewish
workers rioted and tore oft the headscarves of Muslim women workers
to force them out of the packing warehouses. The Jewish women and
girls, though they earned far less than their menfolk, fought the latter’s
struggle in the streets of Salonika®. The strike ended with the negotiation
and signature by the Greek Ministry of Labor and the workers’ repre-
sentatives of the Kavala Protocols, a process that took place in the town
of that name®'. However, the end of the strike neither brought peace to
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the Jewish tobacco workers of Salonika nor even obviated the political
harm suffered by the entire community: the strike signalled the start of
the identification of the Jews of Salonika with “international socialism”*?,
which sought, so it was believed, to destroy Greece. The chaos that began
with rioting in the streets of Salonika by Jewish women and especially
girls, as well as the small number of Christian Greeks among the city’s
tobacco workers at that time, rapidly transformed the sympathy the
Greek press had shown toward the strike into suspicion that it was part
of a Jewish plot to subvert Greek sovereignty in the city*®. What is more,
the Jewishness (and the Bulgarian education) of Abraham Ben Aroya, a
leader of the strike who consequently was internally exiled to the Aegean
Greek islands for disrupting public order, served to further intensify the
feelings of rejection towards the strikers®. As discussed below, tobacco
continued to be a cornerstone of the lives of Salonikan Jews, and no less
in the economy of Macedonia and Greece writ large.

3. The Port

The Greek government’s insecurity regarding its continued control
of Salonika led it to implement an intensive policy to affirm the city’s
Greekness. One of the fundamental components of this program was
an effort to break the Jewish monopoly in the port of Salonika. What
proved to be the first step was a spontaneous one: a Greek employment
boycott in the port. Available evidence demonstrates that the boycott
erupted immediately upon the arrival of the Greek army in the city®.
Faced with this threat and with claims that the Jews had not rejoiced
when the Greek army had entered the city, bearing a constitutional grant
of freedom for all, the leadership of the Jewish community, headed by
Chief Rabbi Ya'akov Meir, protested in an audience with King George I:

The constitution did not change anything for the Jews,because
we always have enjoyed freedom and equality [under the Otto-
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man rule], but one thing that is occurring today must be changed:
Greeks go to the shops and ask, “Who is the owner? Jew, Turk, or
Greek?” and when they are told “Jew”, the Greek says,“Jew? I'm not
buying from you!” The same goes on in shops and tobacco stores,
and in the port as well. You know that most sailors [on barges and
small boats bringing goods from ships to the quay] in Salonika are
Jewish, and now thirty-forty [sailors] have come from Greece. The
Jews want to make a respectable living and live in friendship with
the new sailors, but they stand on the boat’s bow and say to those
who come ashore, “Those are Jews.Don’t go to their boats™*.

The prevailing view in the recollections of Salonikan Jews who im-
migrated to what would become Israel during the 1930s was that this
boycott immediately eliminated the Jewish presence in the port®”. How-
ever, recent scholarship has demonstrated that during the years 1914-18,
most of the stevedores and other port workers still were Jews*. According
to data recorded by Henry Morgenthau, then ambassador of the United
States in Istanbul, there were in 1916 four hundred Jewish laborers in
the port*’, and on the eve of the Greco-Turkish population exchange of
1922-23, their number was estimated at seven hundred®.
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4. The Great War

The arrival of the Allied fleet in 1916 led to a marked improvement
in the Salonikan employment market®, where much new work became
available for manual workers and day laborers®. In that year, the Brit-
ish forces garrisoned in the city provided work for 2,500 men who were
ineligible for enlistment, which Rabbi Yaakov Meir made sure was an-
nounced in all the city’s synagogues®. The number of employees outside
the tobacco industry and ports was estimated in the same year at eight
thousand, including two thousand individuals working in cafés and res-
taurants and as peddlers, six hundred porters, five hundred drivers of carts
and other vehicles, 150 customs employees, two thousand mechanics of
various kinds, 1,105 merchants, and 1,200 shopkeepers, apart from 430
white-collar professionals®.

Between 1915 and 1920, several professional organizations linked to
the port and other professions were founded in Salonika with the aim
of replacing Ottoman-era guild regime. Not with standing the common
view that the employment boycott pushed Jews out of the port as Greeks
entered the city, these organizations were based not on ethnicity, but
“class”, a requirement imposed by the Greek authorities that sought to
keep them under government control. Users of the port’s services and
customers of contractors in that field formed one organization, contractors
of operations in the port formed different organizations, while various
types of workers formed their own.

Not all Jewish port workers joined these organizations at once. Be-
ing organized according to family ties, they preferred to adhere to their
accustomed affiliations. During the years of the First World War, with
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ships of the Entente Powers anchored in Salonika, the power of the Greek
government in the port had been limited, and in any case, the wartime
shortage of manpower stood in the way of any Greek shipowners who
perhaps wished to avoid or boycott Jewish stevedores and barge sailors®.
Even between the 1918 withdrawal from Salonika of the Armée d’Orient
and the acceleration in the rise of new labor organizations in 1922, most
of the problems that workers confronted related to work relations with
the state and the contractors who employed them, rather than ethnic
conflict®. Contrary to the plaints of Rabbi Meir,the struggle of Greek-
Christian laborers, to the extent that it was of an ethnic character, was
at this stage aimed not at pushing the Jews out of the port, but against
partiality for Jewish workers®’.

At least until 1918, employment stability among Jewish port workers
can be understood in terms of the economic recovery that the Allied
fleet brought to the city. Yet between 1912 and 1921, despite substan-
tial relocation of large Jewish-owned firms from Salonika and Greece®,
large Jewish-owned businesses remaining in the city made their mark
on it through a preference for Jewish port workers. Concurrently, a clear
statepolicy of preferring Greek Christian workers was adopted in all
public and governmental places of employment. According to the Greek
press, almost all Jewish workers in the railroad industry, the trolley sys-
tem, municipal government, and municipal services had by 1919 been
replaced by Greek Christian workers®.

Numerous stevedores, boat and barge sailors, porters, cart drivers,
factory workers, and employees of other businesses in Salonika lived
in the crowded area next to the port, and a great many of these lost
their homes when that neighborhood burned to the ground in August
19177°. The Great Fire also toppled the Salonikan Jewish middle class.
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Artisans who had earned a decent living from their craft suddenly
found themselves not only homeless, but also deprived of their means
of production, their workshops and tools consumed by the flames.
There were no good solutions for such individuals. If they wanted to
continue working at their trades, they needed to borrow money, but no
help was forthcoming from the community, the Greek government,or
that of their city”’. Owners of small businesses lost in the fire lacked
ability and even right to reestablish their businesses where it had pre-
viously existed’”. In one representative case, a teacher at the Alliance
Israélite Universelle school sent a telegram to Paris in which he wrote
to Jacques Bigart, president of the Alliance, that he and his family were
suffering terribly and requested immediate relocation to Morocco™.
Even a gynecological surgeon, Dr. Isaac Cohen, was confounded by
how he might manage to purchase new equipment and rent a new clinic
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