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1. Introduction 

In the spring of the year 2021, some people fear – or hope – that there will be no coming 

back. About a year into the global coronavirus pandemic, it is likely that some effects of the 

accelerated digitization of many parts of the society will be irreversible. “Virtual events could 

be here to stay,” an article by the German international media outlet Deutsche Welle asserts. 

Long forgotten seem to be the times of spontaneous meetings after class and corridor chats at 

work. But the relegation of social interaction to the virtual sphere is not without consequences. 

“I think it’s a question of depth or breadth,” the scholar Diana Raiselis is quoted in the article. 

“There is something about physically being with other people and sharing an experience that 

creates connection.”1 

 As the pandemic invites to reflect upon the value of face-to-face meetings in the 

structuring and experiencing of human social interaction (and the losses if one gives up that 

value), it might be a good idea to look back into the past. About 90 years ago, in August 1931, 

a remarkable effort was made to bring people together. It has not caught much attention by 

historians yet. I chose this instance to be the topic of this study. About 200 Jewish adolescents 

and youth leaders travelled to Normandy in France to camp next to the beach for two weeks. 

They came from countries like France, Germany, Austria, Belgium, Romania, England, Tunisia 

and Palestine, although some had probably already been in Western Europe before the event. 

With sources both analog and digitized from archives in France, Belgium, Israel, England, 

Austria and Germany, I am able to reconstruct in detail what unfolded. In a microhistorical 

study, I hope to present a story of people who deemed it important enough to travel long 

distances in order to create a community and a sense of a common identity. 

Most of the campers in Normandy were scouts. That means that they belonged to a 

certain type of youth organizations which had its origins in early twentieth century Britain, but 

in the 1920s and 30s spread internationally to become the most successful youth movement in 

world history2 and a prototype of many other organizations in the “century of youth.”3 Scouting 

organizations had and still have a few core features: outdoor and wilderness games and 

activities, a hierarchical organization with a patrol system where elder children and adolescents 

 
1 Jordan Wildon, “Life after Lockdown: Virtual Events Could Be Here to Stay,” Deutsche Welle, June 30, 2020, 
accessed January 12, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/life-after-lockdown-virtual-events-could-be-here-to-stay/a-
53982711. 
2 Tammy M. Proctor, “Introduction. Building an Empire of Youth: Scout and Guide History in Perspective,” in 
Scouting Frontiers. Youth and the Scout Movement’s First Century, ed. Tammy M. Proctor and Nelson R. Block 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Pub, 2009), p. xxvii. 
3 Mischa Honeck, “Youth Organizations,” trans. David Burnett, Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, May 16, 2019,  
accessed February 1, 2021, http://docupedia.de/zg/Honeck_youth_organizations_v1_en_2019.  
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lead the younger ones, a system of earning badges for various challenges, the wearing of 

uniforms, adherence to a scouting law and typical rituals like the scouting promise. Its 

educational method is meant to develop the physical and mental capacities of the scout’s 

character, and central values include self-reliance, good citizenship, respect for authority and 

helping others.4 But there exists enormous variation, as different communities and actors 

adopted the model to form organizations according to their needs and wishes. One such an 

adaptation was the French Jewish scouts, the Éclaireurs Israélites de France (EIF).5  Founded 

in Paris in 1923, they had become the most important Jewish youth organization in France when 

they invited Jewish scouting groups to a “camp mondial” – a world camp – in Colleville-sur-

Orne, a village at the sea in the département Calvados in Normandy. Their stated goal was not 

only to get to know the other organizations, but to establish a new international institution which 

would represent Jewish scouting as a whole: a World Union of Jewish Scouts.  

 The gathering was remarkable in several aspects. First, the delegations represented a 

number of well-known Jewish youth movements. Maybe the most prominent was the Zionist 

Hashomer Hatzair which counted tens of thousands of members with branches in Europe and 

Palestine. The delegates’ biographies would branch out in many directions: some hid children 

from the Nazis in occupied France and became leaders in the Résistance, others immigrated to 

Palestine and embarked on political careers. One of the main organizers of the camp, the 

Romanian immigrant Sigismond Hirsch from the EIF, was deported to Auschwitz with his wife. 

While she was murdered, he survived by working for the infamous doctor Josef Mengele.6 

Visitors included prestigious guests for example from the Rothschild family and the 

head of the French branch of the Jewish National Fund (JNF), Joseph Fisher. Jewish 

newspapers in France, Germany, Austria, England, Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria reported on the 

event. A professional photographer produced postcards. The campsite had modern equipment. 

There was electric light in the tents. Announcements were made with a loudspeaker in French, 

German, English and Hungarian. Inspectors made the rounds each day to check the tents. And 

the location was extraordinary: the campsite was on the grounds of a large villa, the Maison de 

la Mer, which belonged to a rich Jewish philanthropist from Paris. In the late 1920s, it was used 

as a summer holiday retreat for Jewish youth from the French capital. During the camp, the 

villa housed an exhibition of scouting organizations from different countries.  

 
4 Proctor, “Introduction,“ p. xxvii. 
5 This organization still exists today. It is now named Eclaireuses et Eclaireurs Israélites de France (EEIF), 
reflecting the inclusion of girls. 
6 See the book written by Sigismond’s son Jean-Raphaël Hirsch, Réveille-toi, papa, c’est fini ! (Paris: Albin 
Michel, 2014). 
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In the two weeks of the camp, the young participants engaged in various activities (see 

the appendix). They debated the goals and statutes of the World Union of Jewish Scouts, 

organized competitions in the fields of scouting, athletics and Judaism, performed shows for 

visitors, celebrated Jewish services, honored the founder of Zionism, Theodor Herzl, at a 

ceremony, went on excursions to nearby cities, sang and danced together, bathed in the sea and 

played games. The camp ended with a large campfire. 

 Not all of the scout organizations present at Colleville joined the newly founded Union 

Mondiale de Scoutisme Juif. The organization does not seem to have survived very long. 

Historian Alain Michel has called it “a stillborn organization.”7 In my research I found some 

traces of the Union’s existence after 1931, but it is my contention that even if this organization 

did not fulfil its purposes, the events of Colleville nevertheless constitute a promising case study 

of historical research. For a short period in history, the local village was transformed into a site 

of international Jewish cooperation. The case is a microcosm which reveals the goals, 

mechanics, ambiguities and, partially, the results of a specific instance of internationalism. It 

thus might not only add to the understanding of the functioning of internationalism as such. It 

also evidences the cross-national links and organizational capabilities of Jewish teenagers and 

students who, far from being passive recipients of the zeitgeist, actively sought and 

experimented with responses to the pressing issues of their time. 

1.1. Historiography, concepts and research question 
While previous literature on Jewish youth movements has often been confined to the 

national context, I propose to view the events in Colleville-sur-Orne as part of the phenomenon 

of interwar internationalism, and especially Jewish internationalism. The following paragraphs 

shall provide some clarity about these concepts, historiographical trends and the relevant 

historical context. Historians have written much about Jewish youth movements in Germany,8 

 
7 Alain Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français. L’histoire des E.I. de 1923 aux années 1990 (Jerusalem: Editions 
Elkana, 2003), p. 56, translated by J.R. 
8 The research field is extensive. Significant works include the essays in Yotam Hotam, ed., Deutsch-jüdische 
Jugendliche im “Zeitalter der Jugend” (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2009); Ulrike Pilarczyk and Ulrike Mietzner, 
Gemeinschaft in Bildern. Jüdische Jugendbewegung und zionistische Erziehungspraxis in Deutschland und 
Palästina/Israel (Göttingen: Wallstein-Verlag, 2009); Ulrike Pilarczyk, “Grundlagen der seriell-ikonografischen 
Fotoanalyse. Jüdische Jugendfotografie in der Weimarer Zeit,” in Arbeit am Bild. Visual History als Praxis, ed. 
Jürgen Danyel, Gerhard Paul, and Annette Vowinckel (Göttingen: Wallstein-Verlag, 2017), pp 75–99; Chaim 
Schatzker, “Die ‘Kameraden’. Geschichte einer jüdischen Jugendbewegung in Deutschland,” in 
Auseinandersetzungen mit dem zerstörten jüdischen Erbe. Franz-Rosenzweig-Gastvorlesungen (1999-2005), ed. 
Wolf-Dietrich Schmied-Kowarzik (Kassel: Kassel University Press, 2004); Chaim Schatzker, Jüdische Jugend 
im zweiten Kaiserreich. Sozialisations- und Erziehungsprozesse der jüdischen Jugend in Deutschland, 1870-
1917 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1988); Knut Bergbauer, “Andere Blicke zurück. Jüdische 
Jugendbewegung zwischen historischer Darstellung und Selbstwahrnehmung,” in Die deutsche 
Jugendbewegung. Historisierung und Selbsthistorisierung nach 1945, ed. Eckart Conze and Susanne Rappe-
Weber (Göttingen: V&R unipress, 2018), pp 75–87; Hermann Meier-Cronemeyer, “Jüdische Jugendbewegung,” 
Germania Judaica 8, no. 27/28 (new series) (1969), pp 1–122; Ivonne Meybohm, Erziehung zum Zionismus. Der 
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Austria,9 France,10 Belgium,11 Poland,12 Palestine,13 Italy14 and other countries. For various 

reasons, these movements emerged in increasing numbers throughout Europe in the interwar 

period. Comparative perspectives or systematic analyses of transnational connections are still 

rare in the scholarship, however.15 In the German context, the focus is also often on Zionist 

youth groups, with conservative, liberal and patriotic movements being relatively neglected.16 

Not every Jewish youth movement reached out to organizations in other countries. But 

these connections existed. Already prior to the First World War, the president of one of the first 

 
jüdische Wanderbund Blau-Weiß als Versuch einer praktischen Umsetzung des Programms der jüdischen 
Renaissance (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2009); Jörg Hackeschmidt, Von Kurt Blumenfeld zu Norbert Elias. 
Die Erfindung einer jüdischen Nation (Hamburg: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1997); Bernhard Trefz, 
Jugendbewegung und Juden in Deutschland. Eine historische Untersuchung mit besonderer Berücksichtigung 
des deutsch-jüdischen Wanderbundes “Kameraden” (Frankfurt am Main, 1997).  
9 For example David Rechter, “‘Bubermania’: The Jewish Youth Movement in Vienna, 1917–1919,” Modern 
Judaism 16 (1996) pp 25–45; P. L. Utley, “Siegfried Bernfeld’s Jewish Order of Youth, 1914-1922,” The Leo 
Baeck Institute Yearbook 24, no. 1 (January 1, 1979), pp 349–68. 
10 Danielle Delmaire, “Les mouvements de jeunesse juifs en France, 1919-1939,” in Mouvements de jeunesse. 
Chrétiens et juifs : sociabilité juvénile dans un cadre européen 1799-1968, ed. Gérard Cholvy (Paris: Cerf, 
1985), pp 313–30; Jeannine (Levana) Frenk, “Chapitre 1. La création du mouvement Hashomer Hatzaïr en 
France,” unpublished book chapter (October 29, 2020); Takako Tobita, “La Fédération Française des Éclaireuses 
(FFE) : une histoire de jeunes filles et de femmes dans un mouvement scout féminin en France (1911-1970)” 
(PhD thesis, Université Paris Sciences et Lettres, 2018); Nadia Malinovich, “Affirming Difference, Confirming 
Integration: New Forms of Sociability Among French Jews in the 1920s,” in The Jews of Modern France. 
Images and Identities, ed. Zvi Jonathan Kaplan and Nadia Malinovich (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2016), pp 102–26; 
Erin Corber, “The Kids on Oberlin Street. Place, Space and Jewish Community in Late Interwar Strasbourg,” 
Urban History 43, no. 4 (November 2016), pp 581–98; Daniel Lee, Pétain’s Jewish Children: French Jewish 
Youth and the Vichy Regime, 1940-1942 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Michel, Scouts, Juifs et 
Français; Alain Michel, “Qu’est-ce qu’un scout Juif ?,” Archives Juives 35, no. 2 (2002), pp 77–101; Paula 
Hyman, “Challenge to Assimilation: French Jewish Youth Movements Between the Wars,” The Jewish Journal 
of Sociology 8, no. 2 (December 1976), pp 105–14. 
11 Gertjan Desmet and Janiv Stamberger, “Joodse Jeugdorganisaties in België,” Archief- en Bibliotheekwezen in 
België LXXXVII, no. 1–4 (2016), pp 281–311; Janislav Stamberger, “Be Strong and Brave! A Small Youth 
Movement in a Sea of History. The Hashomer Hatzair Antwerp (1920-1948)” (Master’s thesis, University of 
Ghent, 2013). 
12 For example Magdalena Kozłowska, “How to Become a Young Jewish Socialist Martyr in Interwar Poland: 
The Tsukunft Youth Movement and Its Politics of Memory,” European Journal of Jewish Studies 15, no. 1 
(November 2020), pp 104–22; Elkana Margalit, “Social and Intellectual Origins of the Hashomer Hatzair Youth 
Movement, 1913-1920,” in Essential Papers on Zionism, ed. Jehuda Reinharz and Anita Shapira (London: New 
York University Press, 1996), pp 454–72; Sean Martin, “Jewish Youth between Tradition and Assimilation: 
Exploring Polish Jewish Identity in Interwar Kraków,” The Polish Review 46, no. 4 (2001), pp 461–77;  Israel 
Oppenheim, The Struggle of Jewish Youth for Productivization. The Zionist Youth Movement in Poland 
(Boulder, CO: East European Monographs, 1989). 
13 For example Eitan Bar-Yosef, “Fighting Pioneer Youth: Zionist Scouting in Israel and Baden-Powell’s 
Legacy,” in Scouting Frontiers, pp 42–54. 
14 Cristina M. Bettin, “Italian Youth Movements and Jewish Youth Movements,” in Italian Jews from 
Emancipation to the Racial Laws, by Cristina M. Bettin (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2010), pp 97–137. 
15 An example for the increased focus on international dimensions is a recent conference, see Knut Bergbauer, 
“Jewish Youth in Transit / Jüdische Jugend im Übergang,” H-Soz-Kult, February 3, 2021, accessed March 20, 
2021, https://www.hsozkult.de/event/id/event-95640. 
16 See Lieven Wölk, “Dissertationsprojekt: Der deutsch-jüdische Jugendbund ‘Schwarzes Fähnlein’ und seine 
wechselvolle Geschichte im 20. Jahrhundert – Jugendbewegung, Erinnerungsnetzwerke und Historisierung,” 
Institut für Geschichtswissenschaften, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, accessed March 15, 2021, 
https://www.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/de/bereiche-und-lehrstuehle/dtge-20jhd/forschung/laufende-
forschungsprojekte/der-deutsch-juedische-jugendbund-schwarzes-faehnlein-und-seine-wechselvolle-geschichte-
im-20-jahrhundert-jugendbewegung-erinnerungsnetzwerke-und-historisierung-unter-besonderer-
beruecksichtigung-von-privaten-nachlaessen-und-neuen-quellen. 
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French Jewish youth organizations, Dr. S. Mélamet from the Association des Jeunes Juifs (AJJ), 

said at a conference of the Verband der jüdischen Jugendvereine Deutschlands (VJJD) in 

Frankfurt, Germany, that “your battles were our battles, your hopes our hopes.” He went on to 

propose the formation of a federation of European Jewish youth which could fight antisemitism 

effectively and revive the Hebrew language.17 After the First World War, two young men from 

Salonica founded the pacificist Union de la Jeunesse Juive (UUJJ) in Paris which supported the 

League of Nations. The UUJJ organized several international congresses in the 1920s and early 

30s.18 Another example is a Zionist world youth conference in Danzig in 1924 which resulted 

in the formation of the organization Brith Hanoar (Hebrew for “Covenant of Youth”).19 

The international camp in Colleville is almost non-existent in the literature about the 

EIF and Jewish youth movements. Much research on the EIF focuses on their resistance and 

rescue activities during the Second World War.20 Alain Michel has presented a definitive 

history of the organization from its founding in 1923 until the present. He places its history 

primarily in the context of the Jewish community in France, which underwent great changes in 

the interwar years due to the large influx of East European and later German and Austrian 

immigrants, a religious revival, the rising importance of Zionism and the increase of 

antisemitism in the 1930s. Michel highlights the EIF’s role in uniting Jewish youngsters from 

various origins and with different conceptions of Judaism, offering them educational and social 

activities. He attributes much of the EIF’s success to its charismatic leader, Robert Gamzon.21 

Whereas Paula Hyman described the actions of EIF leaders as a “challenge to 

assimilation” and to the “ideology of emancipation” of the French Jewish community,22 Nadia 

Malinovich has contributed a more nuanced interpretation of the reformulation of Jewish 

identity in the interwar years.23 Her work reflects a shift in historiography, which has 

traditionally analyzed French Jewish and to some degree European Jewish history from the 

 
17 “Stenographischer Bericht über die 3. Delegierten-Versammlung des Verbandes der Jüdischen Jugendvereine 
Deutschlands,” Mitteilungen des Verbandes der Jüdischen Jugendvereine Deutschlands 4, no. 6/8 (June 1, 
1913), p. 214–5. 
18 See Catherine Poujol, “Un cas singulier dans la presse des mouvements de jeunesse : Chalom (1925-1935), 
véritable mensuel d’information,” Archives Juives 36, no. 1 (2003), pp 25–39. 
19 “Zionistische Weltjugendkonferenz,” Jüdische Rundschau 29, no. 75 (September 19, 1924), pp 538–39. 
20 Alain Michel, Les Eclaireurs Israélites de France pendant la Seconde Guerre Mondiale. Septembre 1939 – 
septembre 1944, action et évolution (Paris: Edition des E.I.F., 1984); Mathias Orjekh, “Du scoutisme Juif à la 
Résistance : une même engagement. Quelques figures d’un même itinéraire” (Master's thesis, Université Lille-
III, 2000); Lucien Lazare, La Résistance juive en France (Paris: Stock, 1987); Anny Latour, La Résistance juive 
en France (1940-1944) (Paris: Stock, 1970); Lee, Pétain’s Jewish Children. 
21 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français. 
22 Hyman, “Challenge to Assimilation,” pp 105–6; See also the influential Paula Hyman, From Dreyfus to Vichy. 
The Remaking of French Jewry, 1906-1939 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), pp 191–2. 
23 Nadia Malinovich, French and Jewish. Culture and the Politics of Identity in Early Twentieth-Century France 
(Oxford, UK/Portland, OR: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2008). 
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perspective of the Holocaust and national rebirth, stressing the failures of assimilation and the 

persistence of antisemitism.24 Providing an alternative to the dichotomy of assimilation and 

Zionist separatism, Malinovich describes a general trend moving from formulations of Jewish 

identity as a religious minority in the nineteenth towards increasingly ethno-cultural 

understandings in the early twentieth century, resulting in a dynamic and continuously evolving 

synthesis of French universalism and Jewish particularism. In contrast to other countries like 

Germany, Malinovich asserts, French Jews saw the First World War as a confirmation of their 

belonging to the French nation and experienced less antisemitism in the following decades.25 

Thus, debates about Jewish identity were less motivated by exclusion than by integration and a 

strong approval of French values. She argues that the numerous youth movements of the 

interwar years formed part of a “self-proclaimed Jewish cultural renaissance or awakening.”26 

According to Malinovich, the organizations were primarily forums of sociability, where Jewish 

youth met, learned together and developed a sense of community.  

Building on this literature, I highlight another dimension of Jewish youth associations 

in this study, namely their involvement in what has been called Jewish internationalism. But 

before going into the specifics of Jewish internationalism, it might be helpful to turn to 

observations by scholars about internationalism more generally. In his often-cited study from 

1997, Akira Iriye has defined internationalism as an “idea, a movement, or an institution that 

seeks to reformulate the nature of relations among nations through cross-national cooperation 

and interchange” with the goal of constructing a “more peaceful and stable world.”27 And just 

as nationalism necessitates a vision of a nation as an “imagined community” in order to be 

effective, Iriye cites Benedict Anderson’s famous formula, the internationalist must imagine 

the international community, too.28 In Iriye’s typology, there exist different types of 

internationalism, for example legal, economic/capitalist or socialist internationalism. 

Especially applicable for this study seems the concept of “cultural internationalism”: the 

“fostering of international cooperation through cultural activities across national boundaries.”29 

Reflecting an increased focus on nonstate actors in international history, Martin H. 

Geyer and Johannes Paulmann have developed the concept of internationalism further, which 

 
24 See the historiographical essay Erin Corber et al., “Beyond the Pletzl: Jewish Urban Histories in Interwar 
France,” Urban History 43, no. 4 (November 2016), pp 577–80. 
25 Nadia Malinovich, “Le « Réveil juif » en France et en Allemagne. Éléments de comparaison en manière 
d’introduction,” Archives Juives 39, no. 1 (2006), pp 4–8. 
26 Malinovich, French and Jewish, p. 6. 
27 Akira Iriye, Cultural Internationalism and World Order (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997),  
p. 3. 
28 Iriye, Cultural Internationalism, p. 16. 
29 Iriye, Cultural Internationalism, p. 3. 
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they describe as two-fold. Not only does internationalism refer to political and social 

movements who create international identities and reform society by way of transnational 

cooperation, they assert. Moreover, the authors suggest a second aspect of internationalism: the 

process of internationalizing cultural, political, and economic practices. This allows them to 

write a history of the “mechanics of internationalism,” of “the underlying structures and the 

varieties of international regimes, the connections between them, and their structural set-up.”30 

In other words, the authors distinguish analytically between the activities of the internationalist 

movements themselves and the structures they created and creatively used to achieve their 

goals. These structures – cultural, economic, political – could survive, even if internationalist 

activism at a given time in history diminished, for example during the two world wars. 

Some important protagonists of the “the increased transnational interlinking of societies 

from the middle of the nineteenth century,” which Geyer and Paulmann observe, were Jewish.31 

In recent years, the subject of Jewish internationalism has gained more attention by historians. 

Among the reasons for the previous reluctance were the prevalence of Zionist narratives which 

treated Jewish transnational activism as proto-Zionist, the focus on Jewish history in the context 

of nation-states – and the fear of playing into the old antisemitic trope of a Jewish world 

conspiracy.32 Indeed, anti-Semites seem to have a clearer answer to the question “What is 

Jewish internationalism?” than the emerging field of scholarship, Rona Yona has noted 

laconically.33 It is not the goal of this study to arrive at a new theory of Jewish internationalism. 

However, it aims to contribute to the discussion by presenting a case that not only reveals the 

mechanics of Jewish international cooperation in an exemplary way but also highlights a 

category of actors that seems underrepresented in the field: Jewish youth and its organizations. 

According to Abigail Green, imperial French and British Jewish institutions had a 

certain preeminence within a “Jewish International” which emerged in mid-nineteenth century 

– a network of Jewish associations and individuals for which the press served as the principal 

lever of communication and mobilization, often of disaster relief.34 For French Jews, the legacy 

 
30 Martin H. Geyer and Johannes Paulmann, “Introduction: The Mechanics of Internationalism,” in The 
Mechanics of Internationalism. Culture, Society, and Politics from the 1840s to the First World War, ed. Martin 
H. Geyer and Johannes Paulmann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp 1–25, here p. 3. 
31 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,” p. 2. 
32 See Nathan A. Kurz, Jewish Internationalism and Human Rights after the Holocaust (Cambridge, UK/New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2020), p. 195, note 16. 
33 Rona Yona, “Anti-Semitism and the Emergence of Jewish Internationalism, 1840-1914,” Nineteenth-Century 
Anti-Semitism in International Perspective – Open Peer Review, December 16, 2016, accessed March 23, 2021, 
https://antisem19c.hypotheses.org/795. See also S. R. Goldstein, “Baghdadi Jewish Networks in Hashemite Iraq. 
Jewish Transnationalism in the Age of Nationalism” (PhD thesis, Leiden University, 2019). 
34 Abigail Green, “Old Networks, New Connections: The Emergence of the Jewish International,” in Religious 
Internationals in the Modern World. Globalization and Faith Communities since 1750, ed. Abigail Green and 
Vincent Viaene (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp 53–81. See also Abigail Green, “Nationalism and 
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of the French Revolution was crucial, writes Lisa Moses Leff. As they embraced the republican 

and liberal traditions which evolved from the Revolution and which seemed to secure Jewish 

rights and emancipation, an inseparable part of their patriotism was solidarity with Jews in other 

countries, Leff argues. Accordingly, French Jews framed activities of international aid as 

expressions of fidelity to fellow Jews and of Enlightenment universalism and an imperial 

civilizing mission. This activism was also directed at a national audience, Leff claims: “To 

secure their own position within France, they fought to define France as the defender of Jewish 

interests everywhere, and helped to forge alliances with other nations on these grounds.”35  

Leff’s observations point to the fact that international mobilization in general has often 

been used strategically – for example as a way to legitimize one’s position in front of a national 

audience or as a way out of political impasses.36 Moreover, the practice of Jewish solidarity 

was not always benevolent and neutral when it was framed as a civilizing mission targeted at 

“backward” kinfolk or when its goals were to stem the tide of Eastern European immigrants.37 

As internationalism is not based on the equality of participating actors, write Geyer and 

Paulmann, it is “a process of continuously redefining boundaries between societal entities, 

groups of nations, or states.”38 This also means that the goals of internationalism are not per se 

good or bad in a moral sense, nor is internationalism confined to a specific political spectrum. 

Jonathan Dekel-Chen, then, has defined Jewish internationalism as a “community of 

action informed by a vague communal and traditional religious consciousness.”39 He stresses 

the role of philanthropy in the creation of this community. He argues that the pogroms in the 

Russian empire in the 1880s catalyzed the growth of Jewish internationalism, with charity, 

resettlement and other campaigns involving an increasing number of individuals. This trend 

continued after the First World War, Dekel-Chen writes, when the importance of intervention 

by philanthropists was eclipsed by more systematic aid and informal political advocacy through 

organizations like the American Joint Distribution Committee or the ORT, an organization 

promoting vocational training founded in Russia. Moreover, the Zionist movement competed 

with non-Zionist internationalists for support from diaspora communities, Dekel-Chen argues. 

This competition popularized the idea of solidarity among ever more Jewish people.  

 
the ‘Jewish International’: Religious Internationalism in Europe and the Middle East c.1840–c.1880,” 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 50, no. 2 (2008), pp 535–58. 
35 Lisa Moses Leff, Sacred Bonds of Solidarity. The Rise of Jewish Internationalism in Nineteenth-Century 
France (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), pp 1–15, here p. 15. 
36 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,” p. 22. 
37 Kurz, Jewish Internationalism, p. 8. 
38 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,” p. 6. 
39 Jonathan Dekel-Chen, “Activism as Engine: Jewish Internationalism, 1880s-1980s,” in Religious 
Internationals, pp 269–91, here p. 269. 
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 Zionism had developed as a political movement after the Austro-Hungarian journalist 

Theodor Herzl contended in the pamphlet Der Judenstaat in 1896 that there was no point in 

fighting antisemitism and that the Jews were in need of their own national homeland. After the 

Balfour Declaration of 1917 signaled Great Britain’s support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine 

and the 1919 Paris Peace Conference resulted in treaties that promised group rights for national 

minorities, a significant internationalist wing of the Zionist movement emerged, writes Nathan 

Kurz. Zionist internationalists fought not only for a Jewish homeland in Palestine but also for 

the safeguarding of Jewish national minority rights in the states of the diaspora, putting their 

hopes in the Mandate System and the League of Nations.40 These observations reflect the often-

ambivalent relationship between internationalism and nationalism. The two can appear as 

antagonistic on first sight but one might only understand the phenomenon of Zionist 

internationalism if one views them as “closely interlinked concepts.”41 According to Kurz, the 

Holocaust deeply impacted Jewish internationalism, but this is beyond the scope of this study.42 

Like Kurz, James Loeffler has analyzed the relationship between human rights and 

Jewish internationalism, focusing on Jewish lawyers, public figures and politicians. Especially 

instructive for this study is Loeffler’s claim that the new mechanisms of international law 

captured the imagination of a rising generation of Zionist youth in Eastern Europe – including 

law student Hersch Zvi Lauterpacht from East Galicia who called on Jews to internationalize 

themselves and to stand up for their rights as a nation. In 1924, he founded the World Union of 

Jewish Students in Antwerp, an international movement to combat antisemitism in European 

universities.43 Scholars have noted that forums like these often attracted a multitude of voices, 

producing fierce ideological discussions about Jewish nationhood and religion.44  

In France, the country of the Jewish emancipation in the diaspora, Zionism was 

traditionally met with skepticism and rejection from the Jewish establishment. However, in part 

due to the influx of Eastern European immigrants, a “pro-Zionist periphery” emerged in the 

interwar years.45 According to Malinovich, prominent French Zionists were often active in left-

wing political circles and thought of Zionism “as a ‘different’ kind of nationalism” – as part of 

 
40 Kurz, Jewish Internationalism, pp 9–11. See also Tomohito Baji, “Zionist Internationalism? Alfred Zimmern’s 
Post-Racial Commonwealth,” Modern Intellectual History 13, no. 3 (November 2016), pp 623–51. 
41 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,”, p. 7. 
42 Crucially, German Jewish youth movements became organizations for the rescue and emigration of young 
Jews. See Chaim Schatzker, “The Jewish Youth Movement in Germany in the Holocaust Period (I): Youth in 
Confrontation with a New Reality,” The Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 32, no. 1 (January 1, 1987), pp 157–81.  
43 James Benjamin Loeffler, Rooted Cosmopolitans. Jews and Human Rights in the Twentieth Century (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), pp 6–22. Lauterpacht would later become a prominent British lawyer.  
44 Loeffler, Rooted Cosmopolitans, p. 21. See also Kurz, Jewish Internationalism, p. 6; Green, “Old Networks, 
New Connections,” p. 69. 
45 Michel Abitbol, Les deux terres promises. Les Juifs de France et le sionisme, 1897-1945 (Paris: Olivier 
Orban, 1989), p. 147, translation by J.R. 
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a larger humanitarian project. “Zionism was translated through both internationalism and 

pacifism,” Malinovich states. French Zionists did not reject the Jews’ attachment to France or 

universal values but argued that these ideals were compatible with the support of Zionism.46 

Several historians have pointed to the Jewish youth movements UUJJ and the EIF as 

organizations where Zionist ideas were particularly influential.47 For example, students from 

Romania formed a Zionist faction within the EIF. However, as the general orientation of the 

EIF retained a strong French patriotism, the movement was challenged. In 1930, a group of EIF 

members seceded from their organization to establish a French branch of the large Zionist youth 

movement Hashomer Hatzair (Hebrew for “The Young Guardian,” HH) which had its 

headquarters in Warsaw. Contrary to French Zionism, HH had a wholly different understanding 

of Jewish nationalism, propagating ideals of the formation of a new human being through the 

emigration to Palestine and the collective construction of settlements. The rivalry between the 

EIF and HH could be seen at the camp in Colleville in 1931, where the representative of HH 

refused to join the World Union of Jewish Scouts as it did not adopt a clear Zionist orientation. 

The EIF pursued two main activities in Colleville: organizing an international scout 

camp and establishing an international institution. Both of them had well-known precedents in 

the history of scouting. British leaders of the scout movement had initiated the formation of an 

International Bureau and Committee at a conference held during the first of many world camps, 

so-called “jamborees,” in London in 1920. According to Tammy Proctor, the British leaders 

were concerned that with the rapid expansion of the movement, it could stray from the mission 

of the founder, the army general Robert Baden-Powell. The International Bureau’s aims, then, 

were to coordinate the cooperation of the various national movements, provide leadership and 

control the growth through a policy of recognition of new scout organizations.48 

Another initiative coming from the jamboree in 1920 resembles more closely the World 

Union founded in Colleville. Catholic scout leaders envisioned an institution that would link 

all Catholic scout organizations in the world. The International Office of Catholic Scouts 

(IOCS) was established two years later. But in the next decades, the IOCS was hardly a success. 

For several reasons, its “scarce” activities were “practically confined to Liturgical Celebrations 

and meetings on occasion of the Jamborees and the International Conferences of the Scout 

Movement,” contends Domenico Sorrentino who has written a history of the organization.49 

 
46 Malinovich, French and Jewish, p. 202, 203 and 207. 
47 For example Abitbol, Les deux terres, pp 118–23; Hyman, From Dreyfus to Vichy, pp 191–2. 
48 Tammy M. Proctor, “Scouts, Guides, and the Fashioning of Empire, 1919-39,” in Fashioning the Body Politic. 
Dress, Gender, Citizenship, ed. Wendy Parkins (Oxford/New York: Berg, 2002), p. 128. 
49 Domenico Sorrentino, A History of the International Catholic Conference of Scouting. 1920-2002 (Rome: 
edizioni scout, 2004), p. 49. 
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Meanwhile, scouting became increasingly popular in the world. Around 30,000 scouts 

and more than a quarter million visitors came to the jamboree of 1929 in Arrowe Park in 

Liverpool. The press called the spectacle a “League of Nations of Youth.”50 Proctor interprets 

the event as a project of imperial British internationalism: it symbolized the emerging view of 

an empire and a world brought together by a spirit of goodwill and British diplomacy, while 

the variety of uniforms, flags and languages reflected the strong power of nationalism, and royal 

splendor and the parade of imperial subjects expressed older notions of imperial privilege.51  

 The EIF did not participate at the jamboree in 1929. Because the EIF was not recognized 

by the national French scouting association, the Bureau Interfédéral du Scoutisme Français 

(BIF), the French Jewish scouts were barred. This experience of exclusion motivated the EIF 

to organize their own jamboree – a much smaller, Jewish-only version. What Proctor’s 

interpretation of the 1929-jamboree shows is that these events reflected and produced diverse 

and often ambiguous notions of how the organizers, the participants, the visitors and the 

commentators saw the world. I take this to be true for the camp in Colleville as well. 

As many researchers have noted, the interwar years saw a general upsurge in 

internationalist agitation. This went far beyond the creation of the League of Nations. The 

common experiences of soldiers fighting in the trenches and wide-spread media coverage had 

made the Great War a phenomenon of mass culture. As citizens worried about peace and the 

future, many founded transnational societies that aimed at influencing public opinion and 

politics beyond the level of the nation-state. Moreover, the belief that the key to peace lay in 

cross-national understanding led not only to international cooperation in the arts, sciences, 

media and education but also to large pacifist youth congresses, for example in French Bierville 

in 1926 or in Dutch Eerde in 1928. According to Charles-Édouard Harang, the First World War 

had given scouting a “raison d’être”: the education of “scouts of peace.”52 Harang interprets the 

jamborees as events where youth could witness the possibility of a coming-together of nations 

without animosity. While interwar internationalism did not prevent the fascist terror of the 

1930s and 40s, it is credited for having laid the basis for the European integration after 1945.53 

 
50 Allen Warren, “Foreword. Understanding Scouting and Guiding after a Hundred Years,” in Scouting 
Frontiers, ed. Proctor and Block, p. xxii. 
51 Proctor, “Scouts, Guides, and the Fashioning of Empire,” pp 125–6, 144. 
52 Charles-Édouard Harang, “Les Jamborees en Europe 1920-1995,” in Le scoutisme : un mouvement 
d’éducation au XXe siècle, pp 43–55, here p. 46, translation by J.R. See also the Volontaires de la Paix, a scout 
movement founded by the French Catholic pacifist and transnational activist Marc Sangnier, in Gearóid Barry, 
“Crusade of Youth, 1927-32,” in The Disarmament of Hatred: Marc Sangnier, French Catholicism and the 
Legacy of the First World War, 1914-45 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p. 158. 
53 See Guido Müller, Europäische Gesellschaftsbeziehungen nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg. Das Deutsch-
Französische Studienkomitee und der Europäische Kulturbund (München: Oldenbourg, 2005), pp 1–34. See also 
Iriye, Cultural Internationalism, pp 52–90. For the role of youth exchanges see Dieter Tiemann, Deutsch-
französische Jugendbeziehungen der Zwischenkriegszeit (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1989). 
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In conclusion, the “camp mondial” in Colleville-sur-Orne in August 1931 must be 

placed in the context of the numerous internationalist initiatives that emerged in Europe after 

the First World War. It was inspired by the pacifist internationalism of the jamborees and it 

reflected features of Jewish internationalism. Surely, the camp was not a humanitarian aid 

campaign, nor did it involve a large mass of individuals. But still, it was an attempt by Jews to 

achieve goals related to Jewish concerns through transnational cooperation, the formation of an 

organization and actions which were seen as contributing to a more peaceful world in general 

–  such as the education of a Jewish youth with internationalist sensibilities.54 It seems to 

symbolize a certain cultural type of Jewish internationalism: the imagination and practice of 

international Jewish solidarity and community through cultural and recreational activities. To 

grasp this instance of cooperation of Jewish youth, this study asks how the scouts in Colleville 

imagined and practiced international community, to what ends, and with which results. 

1.2. Methodology, sources and hypothesis 

The method of microhistory seems especially promising for the analysis of my case. 

According to István M. Szijártó, a microhistorical study is defined by a reduced scale of the 

unit of analysis (an event, place or person), the asking of “large” historical questions in local 

contexts, and the stress on individual agency. In his view, microhistorians assume that historical 

actors shaped and constructed the social and cultural structures they lived in. In other words, 

their behavior was not pre-determined by their environment. This anti-deterministic view leads 

microhistorians to be skeptical of large meta-narratives, Sigurður G. Magnússon adds. By 

focusing on the details, microhistorians are able to tell a detailed narrative of an intricate 

historical reality which defies simple explanations. The protagonists of their stories are people 

and their actions in social networks, and not larger and abstract entities like states or societies.55 

The application of the method of microhistory means that whenever possible, I try to get as 

close to historical reality as possible: how the campsite in Colleville looked, what the scouts 

wore, how they lived and what they did there. But I always seek connections with the broader 

context, thereby exploring the complex relationship between micro and macro levels of history. 

 
54 See also Daniel Laqua, “Activism in the ‘Students’ League of Nations’: International Student Politics and the 
Confédération Internationale des Étudiants, 1919–1939,” The English Historical Review 132, no. 556 (June 
2017), p. 606. 
55 Sigurður G. Magnússon and István M. Szijártó, What is Microhistory? Theory and Practice (London/New 
York: Routledge, 2013). For more on the theory of microhistory and the debates about it see Richard D. Brown, 
“Microhistory and the Post-Modern Challenge,” Journal of the Early Republic 23, no. 1 (Spring 2003), pp 1–20; 
Hans Renders, “The Limits of Representativeness. Biography, Life Writing, and Microhistory,” in Theoretical 
Discussions of Biography, ed. Binne de Haan and Hans Renders (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2014), pp 129–38; 
Francesca Trivellato, “Microstoria/Microhistoire/Microhistory,” French Politics, Culture & Society 33, no. 1 
(Spring 2015), pp 122–34. 
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In the analysis of the activities of the camp I use certain theoretical concepts which are 

associated with the “performative turn.”56 One basic premise is that culture is not a holistic and 

static system of symbols but a process, in which meanings and experiences can be produced 

through symbolic practices – so-called “performances.”57 I also suggest viewing the two weeks 

of the camp as marked by a state of “liminality,” a term from Victor Turner’s theory of ritual 

processes which I explain in more detail below.58 It designates an in-between-state in which 

subjects are separated from their usual social environment at a moment of cultural transition. 

The bulk of the sources used in this study comprise newspaper articles from various 

countries, photographs, brochures and protocols from the camp, and editions of the bulletins of 

the EIF. I accessed most of these sources in the archives of the Mémorial de la Shoah and the 

Alliance Israélite Universelle in Paris. I also obtained sources about Hashomer Hatzair from 

the research center Yad Ya’ari in Israel. Moreover, from the Belgian National State Archives in 

Brussels I accessed a file of the Belgian Foreign Police about Max Butkowski who was with 

utmost certainty the representative of Hashomer Hatzair in Colleville.59 I also conducted two 

interviews with the son of Max Butkowski. Finally, an e-mail correspondence with Yoël Sher, 

former Israeli ambassador to France, provided much background information. 

My research is certainly not exhaustive. Given that many organizations were present in 

Colleville, one could potentially find relevant sources from any of these groups. I also lack 

information about the history of some of these groups. Even in the case of the EIF, I could not 

find certain sources which could potentially have been very helpful.60 Another difficulty arises 

from the type of some sources. Often, they are personal recollections of events which happened 

many years ago. For example, the French and later Israeli journalist Antoinette Simon provided 

much information about her sister Lily’s life in an obituary on the occasion of her death in 1955 

and in two speeches in 1983 and 1987 respectively.61 Antoinette’s son, Yoël Sher, also offered 

 
56 For a summary of the performative turn see Doris Bachmann-Medick, “Performative Turn,” in Cultural Turns. 
Neuorientierungen in den Kulturwissenschaften (Reinbek: Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 2018), pp 116–43. 
57 See Erika Fischer-Lichte, Performativität. Eine Einführung (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2016). 
58 See Victor Turner, “Das Liminale und das Liminoide in Spiel, ‘Fluß’ und Ritual. Ein Essay zur 
vergleichenden Symbologie,” in Vom Ritual zum Theater. Der Ernst des menschlichen Spiels, trans. Sylvia M. 
Schomburg-Scherff (Frankfurt am Main/New York: Campus Verlag, 2009), pp 28–94. 
59 The sources on Colleville mention a Mr. Butkowski. But I am convinced this is Max Butkowski. See note 206. 
60 This includes minutes of the Comité Directeur and the Comité Central of the EIF prior to 1932 and editions of 
the organization’s bulletin L.E.I.F. from the year 1931. 
61 Antoinette Sher-Simon, obituary on the occasion of Lily Simon’s death in 1955, pp 1–4, family archives of 
Yoël Sher; Antoinette Sher-Simon, transcript of a speech held at the celebration of the 60th anniversary of the 
EEIF, Jerusalem/Paris?, August 24, 1983, pp 1–4, family archives of Yoël Sher; Antoinette Sher-Simon, 
transcript of a speech held at the planting of a tree for Sigismond Hirsch in the Judean Mountains, a traditional 
ceremony of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) to commemorate family members and friends, July 22, 1987, 
quoted in Hirsch, Réveille-toi, pp 79–81. Hirsch falsely identifies the speech as a “letter,” according to an e-mail 
from Yoël Sher to Jasper Riemann, October 10, 2020.  
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many details to me. These sources are very valuable because they provide details which only 

someone like Antoinette or Yoël could have access to. The same is true for another protagonist, 

Sigismond Hirsch, whose son wrote a book about his life.62 Antoinette and Sigismond gave 

interviews to the historian Alain Michel who used the testimonies for his study.63 Hence, 

whenever possible I corroborated the information of my sources with Michel’s account who 

also used many other oral testimonies and documents, and with other sources that I collected. 

In my narrative, I avoid reproducing implausible and contradictory details. Still, a principal 

uncertainty as to the veracity of some facts remains – a challenge which I can only respond to 

by always mentioning the source, so the reader can contextualize the information accordingly. 

A special focus in the analysis will be on the photographs. A number of pictures will be 

provided as illustrations of the text. However, I also analyze the practice of taking photographs 

and their usage as significant acts in themselves.64 Postcards, illustrations of newspaper articles 

and private photographs of the camp created publicity and served as evidence for the scouts’ 

achievements. Moreover, the pictures became common reference points for the camp’s 

participants and thereby supported the creation of community which unfolded in Colleville on 

several levels. Similarly, the media coverage reveals a practice of presenting the events before 

an audience. At times, these interpretations diverged, which I highlight in an exemplary way. 

I propose to tell the story of Colleville in three chapters. First, I outline the genesis of 

the camp. This includes the Zionist-oriented circle within the EIF in a changing Jewish milieu 

in Paris in the 1920s. Equally important is the growth of the EIF in the late 1920s and their 

increasing interest in Jewish affairs abroad. Defections to the rival Zionist movement Hashomer 

Hatzair threatened the dominance of the EIF as the main Jewish youth organization in France. 

The failed attempts to gain recognition from the French national scouting association BIF 

finally resulted in the decision to organize the “camp mondial.” 

In the second part, I approach the complex reality of the camp in several steps. I start 

with a description of the diverse group of the participants. The fact that this was not a global 

but a largely European community points to a central feature of the Colleville, namely the at 

times fraught relationship between historical reality and its visual and textual representation. A 

short excursion regarding the role of women in Colleville shall exemplify this. After describing 

the logistics of organizing the camp, I use photographs to analyze the camp’s location as well 

as the practice of taking photos. By introducing concepts of the “performative turn,” I interpret 

 
62 Hirsch, Réveille-toi. 
63 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 336. 
64 See Annette Vowinckel, Agenten der Bilder. Fotographisches Handeln im 20. Jahrhundert (Göttingen: 
Wallstein Verlag, 2016), pp 18–27;  Horst Bredekamp, Image Acts. A Systematic Approach to Visual Agency, 
trans. Elizabeth Clegg (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2018). 
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the activities of the camp as symbolic practices that constituted community. Finally, I turn to 

the debates that resulted in the foundation of the World Union of Jewish Scouts. 

In the third part, I detail the aftermath of the camp. I highlight the diverging 

interpretations of Colleville before presenting a few traces of the World Union after its 

foundation. I show how certain ideas from Colleville continued to influence the history of the 

EIF in the following years and I also detail the lives of some of the camp’s participants in later 

years. This will demonstrate the potential which was present in the group in Colleville. 

 Three main claims correspond broadly to the three parts of the study. First, the events 

of Colleville were as much a summer camp as they resemble a sort of international diplomacy 

within a quickly changing world of Jewish youth and scout organizations. Individuals and 

organizations sought to influence the direction of Jewish scouting. Using a rhetoric of unifying 

Jewish youth in a spirit of harmony and peace, the EIF wanted to strengthen the Jewish position 

in the scouting world with the foundation of the World Union and assume the leadership in this 

initiative. Hashomer Hatzair, on the contrary, primarily sought to prevent the foundation of a 

non-Zionist World Union. Adults from Zionist and non-Zionist institutions also took an active 

role in the camp, turning Colleville into a struggle by and for Jewish youth. 

 Secondly, Colleville was not only about experiencing community through camping and 

spending time together but also about performing it with ritual-like symbolic practices and 

representing it visually and textually. These different dimensions of historical reality were at 

times inextricably entangled, creating a multilayered and highly symbolic event. Interpreted 

through the concept of liminality, the camp in Colleville becomes a foundational moment of a 

new Jewish international scout community. However, the precise boundaries of this community 

were disputed and fluid. Tension seemed to emerge from the question whether the community 

perceived itself and by extension the Jewish people as a nation, and whether the scouts’ primary 

allegiance should be towards that nation or the nation of the diaspora in which they were 

citizens. Already hinted at by the vague and at times contradicting symbolism of the camp’s 

architecture and performances, this dispute would become most visible at the Preparatory 

Assembly of the World Union. It can also explain the diverging interpretations of the meaning 

of Colleville in its aftermath. 

 Thirdly, while the successes of the political initiatives of the scouts in Colleville seem 

to have been small, the truly remarkable achievement was the organization of an event which 

enabled the experience of community, belonging and pride at a time when many Jews in Europe 

found themselves surrounded by increasingly hostile societies. The sources indicate that this 

experience had a profound impact on at least some participants of the camp. 
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2. The genesis of the camp 

Marie-Marthe-Elisabeth Simon, known as Lily, was born in Normandy in 1902 as the 

first daughter after four sons into a well-regarded family with a long tradition in textile 

manufacturing.65 In Lily’s youth, her parents ignored Jewish religious traditions and celebrated 

Christian holidays, her sister recalled years later.66 But the attitude of the family towards 

religion evolved over time. Things seem to have changed when Lily’s mother “found Judaism 

and Zionism” in the first congregation of Reform Judaism in France, the Union Libérale 

Israélite, and conveyed the new teachings to her daughters, according to Lily’s nephew Yoël 

Sher.67 But Antoinette remembered that only after Lily had finished secondary school in Paris, 

learned nursery and entered a school for social services, her Jewish consciousness really 

awakened. Antoinette explained that an encounter with three sisters from Palestine who had 

come to France to study turned her into a fervent Zionist. Lily decided to commit her life to 

social work with impoverished Jewish children and their parents. She had already been looking 

after children as a “cheftaine,” a female leader in the Protestant scout organization Eclaireurs 

Unionistes de France (EU). In 1924, a young man reached out to her. When he said that he had 

founded a Jewish scouting group and was looking for a cheftaine, she enthusiastically accepted 

the offer.68 

 The man was Robert Gamzon (Castor).69 He is considered the founder of the Éclaireurs 

Israélites de France (EIF). The EIF was the fourth national scout organization in France. 

Scouting in France was organized along religious lines.70 The inter-confessional Éclaireurs de 

France (EdF) and the Protestant EU were founded in 1911, while the Catholic scouts existed 

informally for several years before becoming the Scouts de France (SdF) in 1921.71 

 Robert Gamzon, grandson of a Chief Rabbi of France, Alfred Lévy, is said to have 

witnessed a camp of one of the scouting groups for the first time in 1919.72 He decided to seek 

support for an initiative to make scouting available for Jews, too. While he was studying 

 
65 See the family history Antoinette Sher-Simon, “La saga des Simon. Un siècle de tissage à Elbeuf,” Bulletin de 
la Société de l’Histoire d’Elbeuf, no. 38 (November 2002), pp 5–13. Antoinette Sher-Simon (1907–2000) will be 
consistently named Antoinette Simon in this study to avoid confusion. This is also how her son referred to her. 
66 Sher-Simon, obituary, p. 2. 
67 E-mail from Yoël Sher to Jasper Riemann, November 25, 2020. See also Yoël Sher, “Hommage auf Cheftaine 
Antoinette Simon,” in Grunderfahrungen im Pfadfindertum, 1947-1957-1961: Eine Hommage, by Erhard Roy 
Wiehn (Konstanz: Hartung-Gorre Verlag, 2014), p. 176. 
68 Sher-Simon, obituary, pp 2–3; Sher-Simon, speech held at the celebration of the 60th anniversary, p. 2.  
69 One of the peculiar traditions of the EIF was to give every member a nickname, a so-called totem. Often, the 
sources mention only these scout names, thus I provide them in parentheses throughout this study. 
70 These organizations were only open for boys. For the associations for girls see below. 
71 Philippe Laneyrie, Les Scouts de France. L’évolution du mouvement des origines aux années quatre-vingt, 
(Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1985). 
72 This date is disputed. According to Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 35, it was 1921, but an account in the 
EIF’s bulletin clearly mentions 1919. See “Notre Mouvement,” L’E.I.F. 4, no. 9 (June 1930), p. 6, P231B, 
Alliance Israélite Universelle (thereafter AIU), Paris, France. 
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engineering in Paris, he found help from the rabbi Maurice Liber who made possible the 

creation of the EIF under a Jewish patronage. In May 1923, a small group of people made their 

first scouting pledge in the synagogue in Versailles. They pledged to “serve God, Judaism and 

France” in front of a large tricolor.73 This event demonstrates how the early EIF leaders adhered 

to French patriotism and a purely religiously defined Judaism, reflecting the traditional Franco-

Judaism of rabbi Liber. But already a year later, when Gamzon asked Lily Simon to join the 

EIF, first elements of a different kind of Jewish identity entered the organization. The contact 

between Lily and Robert had been established through an intermediary. According to Michel, 

this person was none other than Aimé Pallière74 from the Jewish reform congregation Union 

Libérale: a writer, journalist and religious activist whom historian Paula Hyman has described 

as one of the main protagonists of a Zionist “strategy of infiltration” of Jewish youth in the 

interwar years.75 And if Antoinette’s recollections are correct, Lily only accepted Robert’s 

demand under the condition that she did not have to hide her Zionist orientation.76 

2.1. Paris: a Jewish milieu in transformation 

Many historians have traditionally described the interwar French Jewish community as 

being divided between bourgeois, assimilated, anti-Zionist “native” French families and lower 

class, visibly Jewish, often Zionist immigrants, with only few meetings points between the 

two.77 But Lily Simon belonged to a respected French Jewish family and worked with 

immigrant families. And she was Zionist. In the mid-1930s, she emigrated to Palestine, only to 

return briefly because of an illness of her father. Her ultimate departure came in 1940 when she 

settled at a kibbutz in Northern Palestine, committing to hard, agricultural life in a collective. 

This is how Antoinette described it.78 

 
73 André Kisler, “Les EIF sont 30 ans“, Lumière 6, no. 29, June–August 1952, p. 3, quoted in Michel, Scouts, 
Juifs et Français, p. 36. 
74 Catherine Poujol, who wrote her doctoral dissertation about Pallière, has called him a central figure of interwar 
French Judaism. A convert from Christianity, Pallière was president of the youth organization UUJJ but spread 
his message in many associations, publications and forums. Among them was the reform synagogue at the Rue 
Copernic, the base of the Union Libérale, in Paris. He was in close contact with the World Zionist Organization 
(WZO) and the Zionist fundraising institution Jewish National Fund (JNF) and pursued a strategy to “re-
Judaize” youth, trying to convince the young of a particular form of religious Zionism. See Catherine Poujol, 
Aimé Pallière (1868-1949): itinéraire d’un chrétien dans le judaı̈sme (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 2003); 
Catherine Poujol, “The Daily Life of a Propagandist at the Paris Bureau of the Jewish National Fund (K.K.L.) 
(1929-1936),” Bulletin du Centre de recherche français à Jérusalem 8 (2001), pp 173–87; Catherine Poujol, 
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But emigration to Palestine – “making Aliyah” in the language of 

Zionism – was not the main aspect of Lily’s life which her sister commemorated 

in the obituary. Instead, what Antoinette described as Lily’s “grande œuvre” 

was the creation of a social and youth center in Paris and its annex, a summer 

camp and holiday retreat in Colleville-sur-Orne in Normandy. Just a few months 

after Lily was recruited by the EIF, she passed the baton as cheftaine to her sister 

Antoinette (Noire Lionne). Lily was employed by a rich Jewish philanthropist, 

Alice Halphen, widow of the composer Fernand Halphen. Previously, Alice 

Halphen had constructed two buildings in the Rue des Deux-Ponts on the Île 

Saint-Louis, a Parisian island in the Seine river. In these buildings, Halphen 

offered housing for poor Jewish immigrant families. Now, Halphen searched 

for someone to help create a social center in the complex where the children of 

the families could be taken care of after school.79 Lily Simon accepted this 

position, Antoinette explained, adding that Lily also offered social services to 

the parents, many of whom came from Central European countries like Poland 

and Hungary. During the summer months, Lily organized longer stays for the 

children of the center at the Maison de la Mer, a villa at Colleville-sur-Orne owned by Alice 

Halphen, where they received a Jewish education.80 The “Foyer de la rue des Deux-Ponts,” as 

the center was known, became a popular meeting-place for Jewish youth in the 1920s. It 

attracted many children and teenagers from nearby quarters where predominantly Jewish 

immigrants lived, most notably the so-called “Pletzl” in the fourth arrondissement.81 The 

demand was constantly growing: according to numbers 

cited by Paula Hyman, there were approximately 150,000 

Jews in France in 1919, but 300,000 in 1939, with the 

increase coming almost in its entirety from immigration, 

mostly from Eastern Europe. Consequently, on the eve of 

World War II, immigrants comprised the majority of the 

French Jewish community.82 

France was one of the most immigrant-friendly 

states in the 1920s. Its centralized structure and emphasis 

on cultural uniformity encouraged a rapid integration into 

 
79 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 49, note 108. 
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Figure 1. 
Antoinette Simon in 
her uniform as 
cheftaine on the 
balcony of her 
apartment in the 
Boulevard Raspail, 
Paris. Photograph, 
n.d., from the 
personal collection 
of Yoël Sher. 

Figure 2. The Maison de la Mer in 
Colleville-sur-Orne. Photograph, 
circa 1930, MJP12_56, Mémorial. 
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society.83 “After World War I, Russians, Poles, Hungarians and Lithuanians rushed to Paris in 

hopes of an unfettered political, cultural and economic existence,” writes one historian.84 The 

result was a complex and often tension-ridden reshuffling of the Jewish community of the 

French capital which became increasingly diverse in many dimensions. 

One of the immigrants was Sigismond Hirsch. He came from Transylvania. The region 

had been part of Austria-Hungary until the end of World War I when it became Romanian. 

Hirsch’s family was culturally Hungarian.85 He went to Paris to study medicine in January 

1924. Sigismond’s son, Jean-Raphaël wrote that his father arrived with a group of friends from 

Transylvania, adding that the group was known as the “Barissias.”86 A report in the French 

paper Le Temps confirms the existence of a student union from Transylvania with that name.87 

Moreover, a number of the Transylvanians including Sigismond were former members of the 

Zionist youth movement Hashomer Hatzair.88 

In Paris, Sigismond met Édouard Simon (Bouli), a brother of Lily’s. If one believes the 

account given by Jean-Raphaël Hirsch, it was this encounter which led to the integration of the 

Transylvanians into the EIF.89 In the next years, the friendship between the Hirsch and Simon 

families would result in a trip by Antoinette to Romania, a close working relationship between 

Lily and Sigismond at the Foyer de la rue des Deux-Ponts and a marriage between Édouard and 

Sigismond’s sister Charlotte (Shatta). 

Sigismond, nicknamed Djigo, was a popular and experienced leader of youth groups. 

Robert Gamzon, EIF’s founder, saw in him an opportunity to vitalize his still developing 

movement. But the two often clashed, especially over issues of Zionism. Within the EIF, Djigo 

became known as the “chef sioniste,” while the Transylvanians were either called “Chomrim” 

after the name of members of Hashomer Hatzair,90 or by the nickname “tchoutchoums.”91 

About 1928, Lily Simon proposed to create sections of the EIF at the Foyer de la rue 

des Deux-Ponts. Djigo and the Chomrim helped to build up these sections, turning the Foyer 

into a vibrant Zionist base within the EIF. The scout troops carried names of Zionist heroes like 

Bar Kochba or Trumpeldor, and the rooms in the Foyer were decorated with a map of Palestine 
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86 Hirsch, Réveille-toi, p. 62.  
87 “Les congrès universitaires,” Le Temps 78, no. 24353 (April 21, 1928), p. 2. 
88 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, pp 45–6. See also Hirsch, Réveille-toi, p.43 and 50. 
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and Hebrew inscriptions.92 Many children of 

the immigrant families who lived in the 

buildings connected to the Foyer knew Djigo 

as a scout leader. Their parents came to 

benefit from Djigo’s professional expertise, 

after he had installed a dispensary nearby to 

provide medical care for the community, 

according to Antoinette Simon’s testimony.93 

A scout from the EIF later described the 

circle based at the Foyer as “almost a state 

within a state,” whose dynamism brought 

energy to the movement, but which could 

also pose a risk to its unity – a worry not completely unfounded as will become clear below.94 

The sources indicate that Djigo and Lily were key figures in the organization of the 

international camp of Jewish scouts in Colleville-sur-Orne. In November 1930, the EIF leaders 

decided to examine the possibility of such a camp “in connection with the Chomrim.”95 In 

January 1931, an office charged with the preparation of the camp was opened at the Foyer de 

la rue des Deux-Ponts.96 It seems only natural, then, that the choice of the 

camp’s location fell on the Foyer’s annex, the Maison de la Mer in Colleville. 

According to Antoinette, Lily made it available for the EIF.97 The scouts knew 

these grounds well, as Djigo had already organized a camp for 100 boys there 

the previous year.98 He was one if not the main person responsible for the 

“camp mondial,” writes historian Alain Michel.99 The sources do not provide 

information on his exact role, but Djigo’s experiences with Hashomer Hatzair 
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Figure 3. A camp of the EIF in the mid-1920s. Djigo 
Hirsch knees at the left end, Antoinette Simon is the 
fourth from the right in the last row. Photograph 
from the personal collection of Yoël Sher. 
 

Figure 4. Lily, Édouard Simon and Charlotte Hirsch-Simon (from right to 
left) at the entrance of the Maison de la Mer in Colleville in the summer of 
1930. Detail of a photograph from the personal collection of Yoël Sher. 
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and his contacts to Romania could have helped the EIF in the selection of and communication 

with the organizations attending the camp. In Colleville 1931, Djigo served as “commissioner 

of the camp”100 and gave an introduction speech with Robert Gamzon.101  

2.2. The EIF: from a local to a national movement 

When the EIF invited Jewish scout organizations to Colleville, a development 

culminated which had begun several years earlier. After the EIF’s foundation in 1923, the 

organization continuously grew. More and more groups with diverse tendencies emerged in its 

fold, while the quality of the scouting activities and education methods increased. With the 

crucial support of adults, the EIF established itself as a national movement. 

The EIF had never been an organization purely led by young people. On the contrary, 

the formal leadership was in the hands of a president. From 1925 to 1934, this position was 

occupied by (former) military officers.102 Moreover, from the beginning the so-called Comité 

de Protection, which later became the Comité Central, watched the scouts’ activities and stood 

behind much of the financial and administrative organization. For example, the mothers of the 

two EIF founding members Robert Gamzon and André Kisler-Rosenwald (Cigogne) were 

secretary general and treasurer in the Comité. Noémi Gamzon is credited for having supported 

her sons’ initiatives in the early years of the EIF with tenacity and for having managed the 

relations with the religious leadership of the often-critical Consistoire.103  

The strong involvement of adults in the affairs of the EIF belies accounts according to 

which the building of the organization appears as the result of the engagement of primarily one 

man, namely Robert Gamzon.104 Instead, the history of the EIF seems inseparable from the 

history of the French Jewish community, whose adult representatives closely observed the 

activities of the young. A striking example of this are two meetings in the spring and summer 

of 1927, when leaders from major strands of French Judaism decided to integrate Jewish 

scouting within the EIF. Edmond Fleg, an acclaimed Jewish writer and early supporter of the 

 
100 “Première Séance – 4 août 1931,” in “Assemblée Préparatoire de l’Union Mondiale. Procès Verbal,” n.d., ca. 
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102 According to Alain Michel, the EIF followed the example of other scouting groups. Michel, Scouts, Juifs et 
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103 Sher-Simon, speech held at the celebration of the 60th anniversary, p. 2. Originally created by Napoleon I in 
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With the separation of state and church in 1905, the Consistoire had lost its public law status, but it continued to 
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104 See for example Isaac Pougatch, Robert Gamzon. Un bâtisseur (Paris: Service Technique pour l’Education, 
1971).  
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EIF, brought them all together: Aimé Pallière and Eugène Henri Bach from the liberal 

congregation, the Zionists Léonce Bernheim and Jabotinsky105 and the orthodox rabbi Maurice 

Liber. They signed an agreement to transform the EIF into a federation which should unite all 

French Jewish scouting groups.106 Previously, other youth organizations like the UUJJ or the 

religious Chema Israël had already begun to create their own scout troops. Now, a remarkable 

alliance of the different factions of French Judaism secured (almost) uncontested dominance by 

the EIF.107 In the following years, the organization grew from 150 members in 1927 to 300 in 

1928, 600 in 1929 and 1200 in 1930.108 

Groups with different characteristics joined the movement – French, immigrant, 

orthodox, liberal, Zionist. The spread was also one of geography. Originally a largely Parisian 

affair, the EIF not only incorporated existing Jewish scouts from Alsace-Lorraine, the other 

center of Jewish life next to the capital in France. In Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt, too, 

the EIF opened sections.109 It seems likely that many scouts of these various branches actually 

saw and met one another for the first time at the international camp in 1931. 

Looking back at the EIF’s development in the previous years, the French Jewish writer 

Edmond Fleg spoke of a “small miracle” in a programmatic article for the weekly newspaper 

L’Univers Israélite in December 1930.110 The prestigious L’Univers Israélite was the organ of 

the Central and the Parisian Consistoire. As religious Jewish leaders had often been skeptical 

of the EIF in the past, Fleg tried to convince his readers of the movement’s benefits. His article 

provides not only a glimpse into the workings of a French Jewish scout organization but also 

offers a theory of how to reconcile French, Jewish and international identities.  

“Our small scouts” have been able to solve problems which had appeared insoluble to 

their elders, Fleg declared. He wrote that the “Jewish renaissance” had previously been a largely 

intellectual undertaking.111 The scouts, however, re-made and developed Jewish life in an easily 

accessible way: the scouting principles which lean towards a union of goodwill, Fleg explained, 

turned the EIF into a platform of integration where immigrant and French as well as secular, 
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liberal, orthodox and Zionist Jews mingled in joyous and active troops. The EIF, he wrote, 

combined the benefits of scouting – the physical and mental development through “virile 

recreation,” mutual education, the practice of solidarity – with the playful learning of Jewish 

history, religion, holidays and feasts, dances and songs, and the Hebrew language: the Ten 

Commandments and the Lions of Judah were always present on the logo of the EIF; the troops 

carried names of ancient and recent Jewish heroes like Abraham or Bar Kochba; games 

reenacted biblical stories; Jewish festivals were celebrated at camps outdoors. Moreover, the 

system of trials and earning badges of the scouting method was used for Jewish education. “We 

give back to our children what our generation without a past essentially lacks, namely the 

treasure of memoires accumulated in the very blood of our ancestors,” Fleg summarized.112 

In a second part of the article, he answered to a potential objection which he described 

as a contradiction between assimilation in France and the restoration of Jewish life. Fleg wrote 

that the return to Judaism would only raise the esteem of the Jews in the eyes of non-Jews and 

that the only question was whether Judaism, whose only basis was the fidelity towards its 

memory, would disappear or not. But letting Judaism disappear, Fleg explained, would not only 

be an abandonment of the duties of Judaism but of humankind in general. He wrote that the 

“great family” of Judaism was spread among the nations, forming a League of Nations within 

them. According to Fleg, it was Judaism’s ancient mission to unite within itself all the “human 

families” in order to help realizing the unity and peace of humankind as a whole: “Let us imitate 

these scouts of Israël who imitate their fathers, so that after having proclaimed divine unity 

before the world, Israël finally helps to achieve this human unity of which the centuries have 

made it the surest artisan.”113 

Limitations of space do not permit a comprehensive interpretation of the article. But a 

few aspects are particularly interesting. First, Fleg underscores the importance of the EIF for 

the so-called “Jewish renaissance,” the rediscovery and reformulation of Jewishness in the 

interwar years. Fleg describes a few of the key features of the EIF and their pedagogical model. 

Revealing is the playful aspect of the pedagogy, which appears as one of the key factors of its 

attractiveness. Fleg also reflects ideas about the connections between health, individual and 

collective regeneration and the “remaking of the male body,” which were not only at the heart 

of the physical culture in interwar and Vichy France, but also crucial ingredients of the 

transnational Zionist projects of Jewish national regeneration through sports and gymnastics.114 
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Fleg’s vision is one of tolerance and unity: the EIF as a vehicle of integration and Jewish 

solidarity. This calls to mind Robert Baden-Powell’s justification of uniforms as clothing which 

supposedly hides and covers all differences of class and origin – the (often contradicted, in 

reality ambiguous) ideal of a scouting organization was to be one of equality and solidarity for 

everyone.115 Lastly, Fleg offers a definition of Jewishness and its relationship with national or 

French identities and humankind. His account however lacks clarity. In one instance, he writes 

that Judaism is maintained purely by fidelity towards the memory of the ancestors, which would 

be a version of a cultural-religious Jewish identity of voluntary beliefs and practices. In another 

instance, he seems to imply a connection of Jews through blood, suggesting a rather ethnically 

defined identity of common blood-descent.  

Fleg speaks of a League of Nations within the Jewish “family,” which implies that there 

are national divisions between the Jewish communities whose task it nevertheless was to come 

together and form a “divine unity.” Here, Fleg applies interwar concepts of world peace and 

international understanding to the Jewish context. He thus synchronizes the pacifist missions 

of humanity and Judaism. Fleg offers a way of how to reconcile the various communities of 

belonging – the (French) nation, Judaism, the international community –, while he equally 

attributes a moral, international and pacifist cause to the work of the EIF. This is a reflection of 

a new self-confident attitude of the EIF which started to evolve in the late 1920s. The clearest 

incarnation of Fleg’s ideas, then, was the “camp mondial” in Colleville-sur-Orne which Fleg’s 

friend and EIF leader Robert Gamzon would later interpret along exactly the same lines as Fleg: 

in the unity of the people of Israel, Gamzon wrote some time after the camp, the unity of 

humankind was inscribed.116 

2.3. A new self-confidence: opening up to the world 
The rapid growth of the movement in the late 1920s went along with a new sense of 

importance, responsibility and confidence. Clearly, the EIF now wanted to be more than a club 

of fun and games: one should not believe that the scouts disregarded the great social problems 

of the time, wrote one scout in an article for the EIF’s internal bulletin. He reported that the EIF 

was “affiliated” with the organizations Voix de Jeunes, Entente des Jeunes pour la Société des 

Nations and the Fédération française des Jeunesses pour la Paix.117 It is not clear what 

“affiliated” meant exactly, but the purposes of the three organizations nevertheless reveal an 

interest in ideas which extended the context of the French Jewish milieu. The Voix de Jeunes 
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campaigned against perceived social problems like immorality and alcoholism, the Entente 

supported the League of Nations and the Fédération was committed to educating the public for 

peace. These themes influenced the international camp in Colleville to a certain extent, too. An 

article in the Parisian newspaper La Liberté announced at the beginning of August 1931 that 

the EIF had invited Jewish scout movements “in the interest of world peace.”118 And the general 

secretary of Voix de Jeunes, a certain Mr. Badoche, was one of the guests in Colleville.119 

In the late 1920s, the EIF also deemed it important to educate its members on Jewish 

youth in other countries. The EIF reported about them regularly in a section called “Les 

Eclaireurs Juifs dans le monde” in their bulletin L’E.I.F. A survey of this section in several 

editions reveals a focus on branches of Hashomer Hatzair in various countries, from Poland to 

Lithuania, Estland, Belgium, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia. Only in a brief article about Jewish 

youth in Germany did the authors highlight other groups, most notably Blau-Weiß, Kameraden, 

Jung-Jüdischer Wanderbund (JJWB) and the Jüdischer Pfadfinderbund Deutschlands (JPD).120 

The EIF not only reported about Jewish youth. Increasingly, contacts were established, 

trips were made, personal connections forged. In 1928, Antoinette Simon travelled to Romania. 

According to her son’s recollections, she visited Jewish youth camps as an official 

representative of the EIF.121 A photo shows Antoinette with Djigo in Transylvania (figure 5). 

France was a popular destination for other groups, too. The German Jungvolk, the section for 

young members within the Kameraden, was in contact with the EIF’s leaders, L’E.I.F. reported 

in June 1928.122 Some months later, the bulletin of the Jungvolk published a description of a 

trip to Southern France.  The author recommended contacting the local scout leaders of a given 
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Figure 5. Sigismond 
Hirsch and to his right 
Antoinette Simon in 
Brașov, Romania, 1928.  
Figure 6. Antoinette 
Simon in Cluj, Romania, 
1928. Both photographs 
from the personal 
collection of Yoël Sher. 
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city before going there: “Mostly, they are 

heartwarmingly nice, and you only benefit from 

them.”123 However, it is unclear if the Germans 

actually met scouts from the EIF. In the eight 

pages of the text, the author only mentioned 

encounters with the Catholic Scouts de France 

and claimed that the EIF’s only considerable 

section was in Paris. 

 Just weeks before the camp in 

Colleville, eight young men from Tel Aviv were 

responsible for a particularly remarkable 

instance of international exchange in the Jewish world. The members of the sports association 

Hapoël toured through Europe – by bike. They left quite an impression. In Mulhouse in Eastern 

France, they were received and celebrated by the local Jewish prominence. Captivated, the 

bulletin of the congregation called them “messengers from Palestine” who brought news from 

the promised land.124 When the cyclists arrived in Paris, they made an entrance at the Foyer de 

la rue des Deux-Ponts where the boys and girls from the EIF excitedly awaited them. With only 

sparce Hebrew knowledge on the part of the French scouts, communication was a problem, but 

not anymore when they sang the Zionist anthem Hatikvah together, reported Antoinette Simon. 

Almost reflecting a bad conscience, she ended the article for the journal La Terre Retrouvée by 

writing that the French scouts would pursue the same goals of peace and fraternity just with 

different means, and that despite the distance the Jewish youth in France could support 

Palestine, too, by working for the Jewish National Fund – which, according to Antoinette, 20 

scouts started doing as a consequence of the meeting.125  

Antoinette’s statement carries a personal connotation, given that she herself was a 

secretary at the JNF.126 Next to Keren Hayesod, the JNF was one of two main Zionist 

fundraising institutions operating in the diaspora. Especially from 1926 until 1933, the staff of 

the French JNF networked, organized, and campaigned frenetically to rally the French Jewish 
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Figure 7. The “messengers from Palestine,” here 
seen in Mulhouse. Photograph. Kadimah. Bulletin 
bi-mensuel pour les communautés israélites de 
Mulhouse et du Ht-Rhin, no. 21 (July 10, 1931), p. 
13, P159, Alliance Israélite Universelle, Paris, 
France. 
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public to the Zionist cause. Although the 

organization’s journal La Terre Retrouvée was the 

most widely read Jewish newspaper in France with 

a circulation of more than 15,000 copies, historians 

estimate its impact on the general Jewish public as 

relatively small.127 However, a maybe 

underestimated field of influence was the EIF. The 

connections were manifold. A few examples: In 

November 1928 it was announced that the wife of 

Joseph Fisher would give the first Hebrew courses to 

Parisian EIF groups.128 Fisher was the head of the 

French JNF. According to Michel, Robert Gamzon 

was a personal friend of Fishers’.129 Moreover, EIF’s 

president from 1928 to 1931, the retired general and committed Zionist Gédéon Geismar, was 

honorary president of the JNF from 1924 onwards and a regular contributor for La Terre 

Retrouvée.130 In light of these connections, it is no wonder, then, that Joseph Fisher himself and 

other members of the JNF used the occasion of the camp in Colleville to propagate their 

message among the international Jewish youth. In other words, the history of the EIF in general 

and the camp in Colleville in particular could be read as a simultaneous struggle by and for 

youth – a struggle about agency, about who gets to define the movement’s and therefore Jewish 

youth’s orientation and direction. Hence, the case of Colleville is another piece of evidence for 

the contention of the historian Yotam Hotam, who writes that youth and the attitude towards 

youth played a central role “in the area of conflict between the so-called assimilated Judaism 

and the national Jewish, Zionist-oriented Judaism.”131 Whereas Hotam limits his claim to 

Central Europe, Colleville shows that the following can be applied to Western Europe as well: 

“The competition between both tendencies [assimilated vs Zionist Judaism, J.R.] was 

concentrated to a great extent on the influence of youth and the younger generation. Here, the 

decision about the future of Judaism was expected: the youth movements, but also the Jewish 

gymnastics and sports associations became the site of an inner-Jewish fight about the future.”132 
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Figure 8. The staff of the French branch of the 
Jewish National Fund in 1931. Antoinette 
Simon is the second from left in the first row, 
Abraham Sher stands to her right behind her.  
Their child Yoël Sher will be born in 1933. 
Next to her sits Joseph Fisher. Standing as the 
third from left is Chaim Gamzou, a participant 
in Colleville. Photograph from the personal 
collection of Yoël Sher. 
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2.4. The decision for an international scout camp 

The camp in Colleville might appear like a natural continuation of the opening up to the  

world in the late 1920s. But without a crucial development, it seems unlikely that it would have 

happened: the rejection of the application for recognition from the French national scout office 

and the denial of participation at the world jamboree in 1929. Moreover, it seems probable that 

the emergence of a rival in the scout scene was another factor that led to the “camp mondial.”  

 On October 2, 1928, EIF president Gédéon Geismar submitted an application to the 

Bureau Interfédéral du Scoutisme Français (BIF) for recognition as an official scouting 

association in France. The BIF was comprised of leaders from the Catholic SdF, the Protestant 

EU and the inter-confessional EdF.133 Now, five years after its foundation, the EIF deemed 

itself professional and developed enough to become the fourth official association. In the 

application, Geismar justified his case. He wrote that the EIF had all the necessary 

characteristics of a proper scouting movement – the scouting law, the promise, the badges, the 

journal, the chefs. But furthermore, he argued, the EIF functioned as an effective device to 

integrate Jewish immigrants, who would otherwise be excluded from the “great French family.” 

The EIF also filled a void by providing Jewish religious education, Geismar claimed.134 

 Geismar’s appeals to French patriotism were in vain. When Robert Gamzon got wind 

that the BIF planned to reject the request, he pledged to the national commissioner of the EU 

to prevent a “grand injustice.” Many will think that antisemitism would be the true reason 

behind the decision, he warned in a letter, adding that this would hinder the EIF’s efforts to 

instill love for France in the immigrants who will say that “it is just like at home” here.135 

 The official reason for the rejection given by the BIF was that one had to prevent a 

dispersion of the scouting movement into too many small organizations. The EIF scouts could 

join the EdF, the BIF argued, there was no need for a separate association.136 Naturally, 

however, the failure on the part of the BIF to give Jewish scouting an equal standing to Catholic, 

Protestant and secular scouting created strong resentments among EIF leaders. Moreover, 

because of their non-recognition by the BIF, the EIF could not participate in the world jamboree 
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in 1929 with its own contingent, informed the director of the Boy Scouts International Bureau, 

S. Hubert Martin, in May of that year.137 

 Geismar, Gamzon and EIF-supporter Edmond Fleg organized certain meetings and 

initiatives with leaders of other scout associations in order to reach compromises which would 

give the EIF at least a partial recognition by the BIF or a slot within the EdF contingent at the 

world jamboree – but, again, yielding no results. In July 1929, the first Conseil National of the 

EIF in Heiligenberg in Eastern France, a new forum which united all of the movement’s scout 

leaders, condemned the “injustice” committed against the French Jews and criticized the 

attitude of the EIF negotiators towards the BIF as “a bit too conciliant.”138 At the second Conseil 

National in Paris in November 1930, the scouts instructed the EIF’s Comité Directeur and the 

Romanian Chomrim to study the possibility of a world camp. It was argued that such a camp 

could provide Jewish scouts with a replacement for the jamboree to which they could not go.139  

As the experience of non-recognition by the BIF made the EIF turn to international 

Jewish solidarity, some saw their own struggle connected to the struggles Jews fought all over 

the world. One example is a remarkably emotional and affirmative article for the EIF’s bulletin 

with the title “Je suis Juif” in which Robert Gamzon decried the assassination of a Jewish man 

in the course of the Jewish-Arab riots in Palestine in the summer of 1929. Gamzon described 

how a band of Arabs in Jerusalem killed the man because he had replied to their question of 

who he was by saying, “Je suis Juif.” The young Jewish scouts in France should take him as an 

example, Gamzon wrote, and always proudly affirm their Jewishness and never conceal it.140 

In line with the idea of Jewish solidarity, an article in the Parisian daily newspaper 

Paris-soir stated that one goal of the World Union of Jewish Scouts was to support scout 

organizations in states where the government is antisemitic.141 That this message was more than 

symbolic for some who came to Colleville in August 1931 is exemplified by the fact that just 

weeks prior to the camp, the office of the Greek Jewish scouts Hacoah in Salonica was 

destroyed during an antisemitic pogrom.142 The rioters had burned down the entire Jewish 

 
137 Letter from S. Hubert Martin, director of the Boy Scouts International Bureau, to Robert Gamzon, May 23, 
1929, CMXLIII/7/1/4, Mémorial. 
138 “Compte-rendu du Conseil National des Chefs E.I.F., Farkental 14-15 Juillet 1929,” July 14, 1929, 
CMXLIII/7/1/4, Mémorial. 
139 This position of the Conseil National was summarized in a statement at a session of the Comité Central in 
June 1931, which is quoted in Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 56. 
140 Robert Gamzon, “Je suis Juif,” L’E.I.F. 2, no. 11 (September 1929), pp 3–4, P231B, AIU. 
141 “Un camp mondial d’éclaireurs Juifs,” Paris-Soir, August 10, 1931. It is quite likely that this article is a direct 
copy of a draft which the EIF probably had sent the journal, because the text is almost identical to another article 
which appeared one day before in another paper. See “Informations. Un camp mondial d’éclaireurs Juifs,” Le 
Temps, no. 25551 (August 9, 1931), p. 4. 
142 “Les désordres antijuifs à Solonique,” Béné-Mizrahi. Organe de l’Association de la Jeunesse Israélite 
Orientale et de l’Université Populaire Juive 2, no. 9 (July 1931), p. 2, MD-19, Mémorial. 



 30 

settlement of Camp Campbell, leaving 500 families homeless, many Jews injured and one 

dead.143 

 However, the scout leaders of the EIF justified the initiative for a camp and the World 

Union with more reasons. The camp could be a means of propaganda even vis-à-vis French 

Jewry, they argued before the older patrons of the Comité Central. Many small movements 

fought desperately and felt isolated, they said, adding that a general camp had been judged 

necessary and it was up to the EIF to either take the lead or let it happen without participating. 

The EIF found the first option to be the best, they declared.144 

 Unfortunately, the historian Alain Michel did not quote the full statement, which might 

have cleared up certain questions: who had deemed it necessary to organize a general camp 

other than the EIF? Which small movements were referred to? Who was speaking? I could not 

find the original source in the archives of the Mémorial de la Shoah in Paris that holds the 

materials of the EIF. Not only were the minutes of the sessions of the Comité Central 

untraceable but also those of the Comité Directeur, the highest body of the EIF scouts, at least 

concerning the time period in question. Nevertheless, Michel’s citation reveals a desire on the 

part of the EIF to take up a leadership role in the French Jewish scout scene. Another source 

reinforces the impression that the EIF thought other groups were in need of guidance. An 

undated two-page typescript, apparently produced by the EIF, is titled “Preparatory Assembly 

of the World Union. Advantages and Necessity of a World Union.” Maybe, the EIF distributed 

the text to participants of the Preparatory Assembly during the camp in Colleville. It was written 

that scouting “is an extremely delicate weapon.” Its flexibility made it prone to misuse. Hence, 

the World Union was necessary because it could guide the member organizations in the right 

direction. Moreover, it was argued that such a Union was needed because the “absence of unity” 

has prevented Jewish scouting its rightful place among the youth of the different nations, “even 

in countries as hospitable as ours.” The situation will be completely different, “when we are 

recognized and approved by a powerful Union which will help us and answer for us.”145 

 Taken together, the sources reflect a multitude of motivations of the EIF. Not only did 

the EIF want to offer Jewish scouts a replacement for the jamboree from which they were 

excluded. With the foundation of the World Union, they also hoped to right a wrong, to achieve 

recognition from national scout associations. But the Union could also lend stability and 

guidance to Jewish movements, which in the eyes of the EIF struggled to apply the scout 
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methods properly. The EIF saw itself as the leading organization which could amend this 

situation. That is not only indicated by Michel’s citation of the session of the Comité Central 

but also by the fact that the leadership positions in the Union, which was eventually founded in 

Colleville, were almost exclusively controlled by EIF members. Apparently, the EIF felt 

compelled to assert themselves in the French scout scene as the dominant organization which 

guided others. It is worth asking why the EIF felt that need. A possible answer, which I want 

to outline in the following, points to the increasing competition from other youth movements. 

In the late 1920s and early 30s, new Jewish youth movements emerged in France, often 

with a Zionist orientation. For example, the Revisionist-Zionist Betar was introduced in France 

in 1928, five years after the movement’s foundation in Riga, Latvia. Betar was founded and 

directed by Vladimir Ze’ev Jabotinsky, one of the most influential intellectuals from the right 

within the Zionist movement. According to his ideology, Revisionism, the construction and 

military defense of a Jewish nation-state was a necessary condition for the national self-

determination of the Jewish people. Betar’s stress on arming Jewish youth, the importance of 

the state and obedience to a leader places the movement near the extreme right.146 However, it 

was not Betar but another Zionist movement, Hashomer Hatzair (HH), which created a 

potentially very threatening problem for the EIF: defections. 

HH was in many ways very different from the EIF. HH had started as an idealist, neo-

romantic youth movement led by Jewish pupils and students from Polish Galicia who fled to 

Vienna during the First World War.147 After having witnessed the destruction of the Jewish 

community in Galicia, the young intellectuals developed an almost eschatological worldview 

and educational method. Its leitmotif was the rejection of the mentally and physically crippled 

Jew of the diaspora and the salvation through the formation of a new human being. HH adopted 

features from the Wandervögel, the classic German youth movement, and British scouting to 

create a new model of a youth movement, argues the historian Zvi Lamm.148 To be a Shomer, 

a member of HH, meant to fully commit to life in an intimate small circle comprised of others 

of about the same age, in which one learned Hebrew, studied Jewish history and literature, 

hiked in nature, sang together, discussed freely around campfires. In the 1920s, after antisemitic 

violence in liberated post-war Poland and the successes of the Zionist movement with the 

Balfour Declaration, emigration to Palestine became a necessary and practical ideal. Inspired 

by Friedrich Nietzsche’s views of the tragic existence of men who are deserted by god and must 
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create and master their fate alone, HH leaders understood “making Aliyah” as a revolutionary 

and emancipatory act to overcome their existential crisis, a central aspect in the formation of 

the new human being.149 The whole education of the Shomrim (plural of Shomer) was now 

directed towards this goal. 

The movement grew. Local groups were established throughout Europe, and a global 

headquarter was erected in Warsaw. It sent out so-called emissaries to the various branches to 

support and control the education of the groups. In 1927, the leading HH personality Meir Yaari 

founded Hakibbutz Haartzi in Palestine, an umbrella organization for the movements’ 

collective settlements – the institutionalization of HH as a settlement movement which saw its 

members as recruits for the colonization and nationalization of the Jewish land. Originally a 

rather apolitical youth movement, HH leaders started to openly debate political affiliations. In 

the 1930s and 40s, as Rina Peled has demonstrated, an initial pluralism slowly gave way to a 

Zionist-Marxist ideology of radical collectivism, which culminated in the formation of a leftist 

political party in Mandatory Palestine in 1946.150  

Before its leadership shifted to Palestine, the HH’s base was in Eastern Europe. Only in 

the late 1920s, the movement gained a foothold in Western Europe. A few recent studies shed 

light on this process. Notably, Janiv Stamberger has researched the history of HH in Belgium, 

the oldest Western branch of the movement. Its center was in Antwerp, with other bases in 

Brussels and, later, Liège. Until the early 1930s, membership was small due to internal 

conflicts, turbulences, economic problems.151 Nevertheless, it were two Shomrim from Antwerp 

whose activities resulted in a threat to the dominance of the EIF in France. 

The origins of HH in France are somewhat opaque. Stamberger notes that a certain Katz 

Verstiger established a small group in Paris in 1928.152 Historian Jeannine (Levana) Frenk 

discovered traces of a group of Polish Shomrim who studied agricultural engineering in Nancy 

from the same year onwards.153 What seems to be certain, however, is that at about that time 

Chaim Nussbaum (later Egozi) and the Yithzak/Jacques Gunzig (Dolly), two members of HH 

Antwerp originally from Poland and Czechoslovakia respectively, completed their preparation 

for making Aliyah, the so-called Haksharah.154 But because they did not receive immigration 

certificates, they decided to travel via France and North Africa to slowly move closer to 
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Palestine.155 In Tunis, they mingled with Jewish youth from the local EIF group, telling them 

about their plans to live in a kibbutz in the land of Israel. Their popularity concerned the local 

EIF leader Jules Cohen-Solal who rallied some of the scouts’ parents behind him. The conflict 

intensified when the Belgians insisted that boys and girls should be organized in mixed groups. 

In February 1929, a faction of the EIF officially seceded to form a section of HH in Tunisia. 

The remaining EIF group consisted of circa 150 scouts, while HH had about 80 members. 

Robert Gamzon himself went to Tunisia in October to sooth the tensions.156 But this did 

not stop a number of Tunisians, former EIF and now HH members, to come to study in Paris in 

the following year, and to enter into fierce debates with the scouts of the EIF. The result was a 

second secession. The journalist, Holocaust survivor and former Shomer in France, Henry 

Bulawko, has chronicled the rupture. According to his account, it happened in the course of an 

EIF camp in Colleville-sur-Orne, but he does not give a date.157 Referring to Bulawko, Alain 

Michel states that the camp in question was the one from the summer of 1930 – the camp, which 

Sigismond Hirsch had organized for scouts of the Foyer de la rue des Deux-Ponts. Michel 

explains that a number of youngsters from EIF’s Zionist base at the Foyer, idealists between 15 

and 16 years of age, left their organization to join the newly formed HH in Paris.158 However, 

details such as the exact time of the rupture, its main protagonists and its unfolding remain 

unclear. According to Frenk, a dozen youngsters, between 15 and 19 years old, constituted the 

Paris group together with some elders who were passing through the capital. Other HH cells 

were formed in Lilas and Clichy not far from Paris.159 

Just a few months after the secession, EIF leaders met during the above-mentioned 

Conseil National and developed ideas of a world camp and the establishment of a World Union 

of Jewish Scouts. As already mentioned, one of their goals was to prevent a misuse of the 

scouting method. It now seems plausible to attribute these worries to the rivalry between EIF 

and HH. In this view, the EIF organized the camp in Colleville and initiated the formation of 

the World Union in order to secure their dominance. 

In conclusion, the international camp in Colleville was an initiative born out of a feeling 

of exclusion after the rejection from the BIF and the denial of the request to participate at the 

world jamboree in 1929, while it equally reflected an ambitious assertion of dominance in the 
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Jewish scout scene, possibly responding to the threats of defection to the rival HH. The “camp 

mondial” signifies the culmination of an increasing opening up to the world in the late 1920s 

and early 30s, only that “the world” had become, from the point of view of the EIF 

unintentionally, an almost purely Jewish one. 

3. The “camp mondial” in Colleville-sur-Orne, August 1931 

 In December 1930, the Comité Directeur of the EIF and the Romanian Chomrim were 

charged with the task of preparing the world camp. They acted swiftly and effectively. In a 

remarkably short time, the EIF developed a program, set up an office for the camp, invited 

scouting groups, and made their project heard in Jewish communities of many countries.  

Already in mid-January 1931, the Cairo-based Jewish newspaper L’Aurore announced 

that the EIF had fixed a date and time for the camp.160 About three weeks later, Jewish papers 

in Vienna, Stax in Tunisia and Cairo published announcements that numerous Jewish scouting 

organizations had responded to the call of the EIF and decided to send small but carefully 

selected delegations to the camp in the summer. The delegations would represent the whole of 

Jewish scouting in a spirit of collaboration and brotherly entente for the first time, the articles 

stated. The goal of the camp was vaguely but assertively defined: “to fight the Jewish plight: 

division and weakness; and to prepare for the future with unity and strength.”161 These texts 

often contain the exact same phrases. It seems that they are copies or translations of a sort of 

press release which the EIF had sent to the papers. The EIF appears to have repeatedly sent 

more information to journals in the following months, as diverse preview articles indicate.162 

In their program of the camp, the EIF wrote that every Jewish scouting organization 

could send a delegation of eight to ten members, and that one representative of a non-scouting 

Jewish youth movement could also attend the camp.163 According to Michel, the EIF had 

deliberated to limit the participation to purely scouting organizations, which would have 

excluded HH.164 But they decided otherwise. HH came to Colleville as did some other 

movements which do not seem to have been strictly and only scout organizations. According 
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to a report from one participant, non-scouting organizations contributed to the exhibition in the 

Maison de la Mer during the camp.165 Also, a Belgian delegate belonged to Hanoar Haivri 

which was known as a “circle of youth.”166 It specialized on education which included Hebrew 

courses, history and “a bit of scouting,” stated one newspaper article.167 Another example is the 

Deutscher Makkabikreis, an umbrella association of German Jewish sports. It announced in 

July 1931 that it would send a delegation of about ten members to the Normandy.168  

 The EIF asked the organizations to send a carefully selected and representative 

delegation. It should consist of six to eight scouts who should be between twelve and sixteen 

years old and two leaders of at least twenty years of age. One of the leaders should represent 

the organization at the Preparatory Assembly for the World Union of Jewish Scouts. The EIF 

justified the small size of the delegations with “material difficulties.” In order to limit the 

expenses, the EIF promised to host the delegations for free and to offer them tents and accessory 

material. The EIF also referred to discounts on train tickets in Europe due to the Paris Colonial 

Exhibition which took place in the summer of 1931.169 That the EIF wanted to facilitate the 

arrival of groups from far-away places makes sense given that the world was in the midst of the 

Great Depression, a global economic crisis which had started with a stock market crash of Wall 

Street in 1929. The costs of the camp weighed heavily on the EIF. In June 1931, Marc Haguenau 

(Colombe) from the EIF’s Comité Directeur sent a letter to the Alliance Israélite Universelle 

(AIU) in which he asked for financial support.170 The ensuing letter exchange is a first example 

of disagreements within the Jewish community about the camp. 

The AIU has been described as one of the main institutions of Jewish internationalism 

in France.171 The statesman Adolphe Crémieux had founded the AIU in 1860 to secure Jewish 

rights around the world, help Jewish communities in peril and spread liberal values. Its most 

famous legacy is in the field of education: the building of Jewish schools in the Middle East 

and North Africa. The AIU was hostile to any ideology which questioned French Jewry’s 

patriotism. Famously, AIU leader Sylvain Lévi enraged Zionist representatives when he 

disapproved of the establishment of a Jewish national homeland at the Paris Peace Conference 

in 1919, warning of a double allegiance which would undermine the rights of Jewish citizens 
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everywhere.172 In 1931, the AIU rejected Haguenau’s request, writing that the demand was 

completely unrelated to the purpose of the AIU. The unnamed author did not elaborate this 

statement. But part of the letters’ dossier in the archives of the AIU is the program of the “camp 

mondial,” in which someone had underlined certain elements with a pen: Hebrew chants, 

Palestinian dances and the ceremony in honor of Theodor Herzl.173 It seems that EIF’s Marc 

Haguenau had sent the program to the AIU and the AIU then returned it with the underlining. 

Apparently, the AIU disapproved of the camp because it considered its program too Zionist.  

Noémi Gamzon, Robert Gamzon’s mother and leading member of EIF’s Comité 

Central, responded to the rejection with a letter in which she argued that the EIF actually 

pursued the same goals as the AIU with the camp: “to make the French influence predominate 

as well as giving the young boys an idea of their duty of Jewish solidarity.” According to 

Gamzon, Jewish scouts had expressed the wish for a jamboree in France, and the EIF had 

thought it wise to take the direction of the camp in order to spread its influence there.174 

 The sources do not tell if Noémi Gamzon was successful with her argumentation. She 

appealed to French patriotism and avoided any Jewish nationalist vocabulary. Colleville as a 

propaganda platform for French patriotism – this was another framing of what the camp was 

about. An attentive reader of the French Jewish newspaper L’Univers Israélite could have 

noticed a similar framing in an article published a few days before the camp:175 
The Éclaireurs Israélites de France hope that the welcome which the foreign delegates will receive in 
Colleville will leave them with an indelible memory of good understanding, joyful comradeship and that 
the atmosphere of cordiality, harmony and peace that will reign there will reveal to them the true face of 
France. 

 However, it is important to mind the context. Noémi Gamzon wanted money from the 

AIU, a strong incentive to describe the camp in favorable terms to the AIU. Furthermore, 

L’Univers Israélite was a conservative newspaper of French Jewish elites who traditionally 

adhered to French patriotism and a religious definition of Judaism. Thus, already before the 

camp there are indications that the meaning of Colleville shifted depending on the audience.

 One organization which was convinced of the existence of a Jewish nation and which 

wanted to prevent the cooperation of Jewish youth based on any other understanding of 

Jewishness – in complete contrast to the AIU – was Hashomer Hatzair. In May 1931, HH’s 

world leadership in Warsaw, Hanhagah Elyonah, sent instructions to an office in Brussels 

which was charged with overseeing the activities of HH in Belgium, France, Tunisia and the 
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Netherlands.176 The letter was signed by Mosche Zilbertal and Yaakov Chazan. The latter was 

one of the founders of HH and together with Meir Yaari also of the organization Hakibbutz 

Haartzi in Palestine. He was an influential lawmaker in the Israeli parliament until the 1970s.177 

Chazan and Zilbertal wrote in their letter that they were in direct contact with the EIF 

leadership. They announced that HH would send a delegation of scouts from Tunis, Belgium 

and maybe France, and one representative to Colleville. The task of the representative, Chazan 

and Zilbertal instructed, was to ensure that the World Union of Jewish Scouts will not have an 

anti-Zionist character. No decision should be made without consulting the world leadership, 

they warned, adding that they would treat the union carefully since the EIF was not Zionist.178 

 Hashomer Hatzair had to coordinate the gathering in Colleville with their own camps 

in the summer of 1931. The office for the Western HH branches in Brussels tried to change the 

dates of a camp for 17- to 18-year-old Shomrim from Belgium, France and Tunisia in 

Luxembourg so that HH’s delegation in Colleville could participate at both camps.179 HH 

organized another international camp for older members, so-called Bogrim, in the village 

Falaën in Belgian Wallonia from August 3 to 19 – at almost the exact same time as the camp in 

Colleville which lasted from August 3 to 18. It seems likely that HH’s representative in 

Colleville, Butkowski, who left the world camp several days early, travelled to the camp in 

Falaën afterwards and talked there about the kibbutz movement.180 

 The internal communication of HH underscores the resonance of the EIF’s initiative 

among Jewish youth internationally. According to the program of the camp in Colleville, the 

gathering was the first official manifestation of global Jewish scouting.181 Naturally, the 

participating organizations wanted to make a good impression. For example, the EIF section in 

Oran, Algeria, announced at the end of June that those scouts who wanted to go to Colleville 

had to attend an obligatory meeting every evening at 6.30 pm in order to prepare.182 The 
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challenge for the organizers, the EIF, was to provide an infrastructure and a program of 

activities which would integrate all of the participants, despite their different backgrounds. 

3.1. Unité et fraternité 

With 320 inhabitants – 326 with Colleville-Plage, the area next to the beach – Colleville-

sur-Orne is certainly not a large commune, the Parisian daily La Liberté stated matter-of-factly 

on August 3, 1931. “But it is in the process of becoming a cosmopolitan city.”183 

It is intriguing to ask oneself how the people of Colleville, who for the most part were 

probably Christians and who appear to have lived in simple one- or two-story houses, reacted 

when about 200 visitors arrived in the midst of them to sleep in tents in front of a monumental 

villa – visitors who spoke different languages, were young, and all Jewish. I have searched 

through a number of local newspapers which are available in digitized form on the website of 

the Archives du Calvados.184 But I could not find any report about the camp. 

The brochure of the gathering in Colleville stated that the “spirit of the camp” should be 

one of tolerance, respect and unity, given that Jewish youth from different regions and with 

differing mentalities came together. The central idea of the camp should be “chalom” (Hebrew 

for “peace”), the program reads, and the “words of order” were “unité et fraternité.”185 

With this motto, the scouts of the EIF followed the tradition of the jamborees. The main 

themes of these mass spectacles in the interwar years were fraternity and peace, reflecting the 

pacifist and internationalist outlook of the scout movement after the First World War.186 

According to Allen Warren, the jamborees were “great public demonstrations of the 

movements’ claims to be vehicles for international harmony and reconciliation.”187 At the same 

time, they were still camps and as such a central part of any scout organization. At the camp, 

the scout or guide practiced his or her skills outdoors: from woodcraft to cooking, swimming, 

hiking and other activities. Scout camps in the early twentieth century were part of a broader 

cultural phenomenon, writes Kristine Alexander, “related to the rise of summer camps, the 

visibility of camping supplies in department store catalogues and displays, and the popularity 
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of outdoor leisure pursuits, as exemplified by the British rambling movement and the German 

Wandervögel.”188 

The camp in Colleville was not a copy of a jamboree, but a creative adaptation of 

elements of jamborees to a Jewish context. The “fraternity” of Colleville was necessarily a 

Jewish and not a universal one, although some scouts like EIF leader Robert Gamzon later 

theorized that the unity of humanity was inscribed in the unity of the Jewish people which came 

together in Colleville.189 Like the jamborees, the camp in Colleville had a strong performative 

character: many of the camp’s activities were demonstrations – tent decorations, dances, 

sketches, athletic competitions – imbued with symbolism and meaning, which were directed at 

changing audiences. On a basic level, the camping experience was probably similar to other 

scout camps in that it provided a sense of sociability for a like-minded youth, sports and games. 

But it is my contention that the specific composition of the participants, the symbolism of the 

camp’s architecture, its medialized representation and the performative activities created a 

unique event, the central purpose of which was to display, stage and make experience Jewish 

international community. This community should find its institutional form and fixation in the 

World Union of Jewish Scouts. The community’s boundaries, however, remained vague and 

were open to diverse interpretations.  

In the next paragraphs, I approach the complex reality of the camp in Colleville in 

several steps. First, I detail certain characteristics of the group of participants at the camp. Next, 

I describe how the EIF responded to the practical challenge of bringing such a diverse group 

together. I continue by describing the location of the camp: a village transformed into a 

cosmopolitan space. In the next part, I introduce certain theoretical concepts of the 

“performative turn” in order to analyze the activities during the camp. The performances and 

symbols used in Colleville could be and were interpreted in different ways, pointing to 

diverging understandings of the image of Jewish community that was forged at the camp. 

Finally, I turn to the Preparatory Assembly where the World Union of Jewish Scouts was 

founded. The conference deserves an own discussion as it formed a distinct part of the camp. 

3.2. A European community at a “world camp” 

In an article for the French Jewish L’Univers Israélite, Robert Gamzon wrote that 200 

Jewish scouts from 15 different countries came to Colleville, representing movements with a 

combined number of members between 70 and 80,000.190 The Jüdische Rundschau spoke of 
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about 300 participants, but photographs of the camp suggest that Gamzon’s estimation is more 

precise (see figure 14).191  Newspaper reports and the minutes of the Preparatory Assembly of 

the World Union192 contain information on the participation of these organizations: EIF groups 

from Paris, Strasbourg, Mulhouse, Marseille, Nice, Tunis, Oran,193 Hashomer Hatzair, Hacoah 

(Greece),194 Habonim (England),195 Jüdischer Pfadfinderbund in Deutschland (JPD)196 and 

Junggruppen der Jüdischen Jugendvereine (Germany),197 Haonar Haivri,198 Hanoar 

Hatzioni,199 Zirenu200 and Maccabi Hatzair (Austria and/or Czechoslovakia),201 Eclaireurs 

Juifs de Suisse and Hashomer Kadimah202 (Czechoslovakia). Without naming organizations, 

Gamzon wrote in his article that Palestine, Romania, Egypt and Yugoslavia were also 

represented. In the same text, he mentioned chants sung by “the Hungarian delegation,” but this 

could have been the Chomrim of the EIF, immigrants from Transylvania, a region which had 

belonged to Austria-Hungary before the First World War.203 

Quite a few of these organizations were clearly Zionist. This is another sign for the 

influence of the circle around Lily Simon and Djigo Hirsch in the design of the camp. However, 
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the label “Zionism” is a large umbrella term for many different currents within the Zionist 

movement. If one dares a necessarily rather rough categorization, Zirenu and Hashomer Hatzair 

seemed to be closer to the leftist Labor Zionism, whereas Hanoar Haivri and Hanoar Hatzioni 

appeared to adhere to the centrist General Zionism. Members of the EIF who were open to 

Zionism seemed to see in it less a concrete political program and rather a spiritual source of a 

renewed form of Judaism, resembling a sort of Cultural Zionism, writes historian Paula 

Hyman.204 Finally, the German JPD had the reputation of being a non-partisan educational 

union, whose members should develop their political orientation independently.205 But by the 

time the JPD merged with Maccabi Hatzair in 1934, it approved of the idea of a Jewish nation 

and supported Zionism.206 Revisionist Zionist groups do not seem to have been represented. 

Not only the composition of the various organizations was diverse – so was 

the group of individuals. For example, the sources name a Mr. Butkowski as HH’s 

representative. That was almost certainly Max Butkowski who was born in then-

Russian Brest-Litovsk and grew up in Warsaw. He was studying a technical subject 

in Brussels when he came to Colleville. By that time, the 23-year-old was already a 

longtime member of Hashomer Hatzair and, according to the Belgian police, a 

Zionist-socialist.207  

Furthermore, the sources confirm the participation of the following EIF 

members: national commissioner Robert Gamzon, Sigismond Hirsch, deputy 

national commissioner Jean Levinger, regional commissioner for Eastern France and 

founder of the EIF section in Mulhouse, Sigismond Haït (Loup Gris), Marc 

Haguenau (Colombe), J. M. Muslak (Faucon), the future rabbi of Metz, Élie Bloch, 

and EIF founding members André Kisler-Rosenwald (Cigogne) and rabbi Henri 

Schilli. Given their important roles for the EIF, it is likely that Édouard, Antoinette, 

Lily Simon as well as Charlotte Hirsch were in Colleville, too. Raymond May 
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(Baloo), Frédéric Hammel (Chameau) and Edmond Blum from the EIF 

Strasbourg might have also been there. Some of these people were Zionist-

leaning, like Sigismond Haït who was born in Russia and had previously 

been a member of Hashomer Hatzair – in Colleville, he described himself as 

a Zionist.208 For Élie Bloch and Henri Schilli, religion was a central part of 

Judaism. Both were trained at the École Rabbinique in Paris. 

When I describe the aftermath of the camp, I highlight the important 

roles some participants played in later years. However, even if a certain elite 

of Jewish youth gathered in Colleville, it would be wrong to ascribe 

universality and representativeness to the community. In fact, a closer look 

reveals that the label “world camp” is actually quite inaccurate.  

First of all, not every participant actually travelled to Colleville from the country they 

stood for. For example, one newspaper article mentions a speech by a Palestinian delegate, Mr. 

Gamzou.209 This was very likely Chaim Gamzou, whose Russian family had immigrated to 

Palestine in 1923 but who had come to Paris to study. In the French capital, he was affiliated 

with the JNF under Joseph Fisher, who also came to Colleville (see figure 8).210 Gamzou would 

later become a celebrated Israeli art and theater critic. Moreover, the Mr. Stern who reportedly 

spoke “in the name of” Hanoar Hatzioni in Colleville,211 could well have been a man named 

Maurice Stern who was part of the JNF, too, according to Antoinette Simon.212 Equally, the 

scouts of Hashomer b’Transylvania from Romania could have included the Chomrim around 

Sigismond Hirsch. One should also be aware that despite the number of different groups, about 

hundred participants in Colleville and thus the clear majority were members of the EIF, 

according to Michel.213 With this in mind, the label “camp mondial” seems quite exaggerated: 

more accurately one should say that the EIF hosted a scout camp where a number of small 

delegations attended which came mostly from Europe, but also from North Africa and, maybe 

rather indirectly, from Palestine. Hence, the global Jewish community, which for example 

Robert Gamzon exalted in certain texts, was in fact a pretty European affair, especially given 

that at the time Palestine was a British Mandate, and Tunisia and Algeria were under French 

rule. This observation already hints at the constructedness of the event: various participants of 

 
208 “Première Séance – 4 août 1931”; Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 47, note 98. Haït emigrated to 
Jerusalem in the 1960s, according to the e-mail from Yoël Sher to Jasper Riemann, October 28, 2020. 
209 “Weltkongreß jüdischer Pfadfinder,” (August 18, 1931), p. 394. 
210 “E-mail from Yoël Sher to Jasper Riemann,” November 06, 2020. The nature of the affiliation is unclear. 
211 “Première Séance – 4 août 1931.”  
212 Sher-Simon, speech held at the planting of a tree, quoted in Hirsch, Réveille-toi, p. 80.  
213 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 56. 

place holder 

Figure 10. Sigismond 
Haït (left) and 
Raymond May. 
Photograph, n.d., 
MI_533, Mémorial.  



 43 

Colleville, not only members of the EIF, put a lot of effort into interpreting the camp as a 

representation of something larger and meaningful. The apparently fraught relationship 

between historical reality and its medial representation reveals struggles over the agency of 

interpretation: who gets to define what the event stands for, who belongs to the community, 

who does not? A good example is the role of young women at Colleville. 

The written sources do not contain any information on the few young women who took 

part in the camp, as photographs attest (see figures 14, 20). The English Jewish Chronicle even 

stated that “about 300 Jewish Boy Scouts” came to Colleville, suggesting that only boys were 

present.214 One can only speculate who the women in Colleville were. Among them could have 

been Lily and Antoinette Simon, Denise Gamzon (Pivert), an éclaireuse whom Robert had 

married in the previous year, and Charlotte (Shatta) Hirsch, one of Sigismond’s sisters. But 

without evidence, it is impossible to know for sure. Still, the fact that young women came to 

Colleville is remarkable and can be contextualized with the general position of girls in the EIF. 

Traditionally, boys and girls were segregated in scout culture, with girls having their 

own “guiding” or “girl scout” organizations. But gender boundaries were objects of constant 

negotiations within and between the movements on international, national and local levels. In 

France, the 1921-founded Fédération française des éclaireuses (FFE) was the guiding 

association for Protestant and secular girls, while Catholic girls went to the Guides de France 

(GdF) from 1923 onwards. A history of French Jewish girl guiding or scouting still has to be 

written, but historians have already noted that it constitutes a special case. 

Some young women like Lily and Antoinette Simon were important figures in the 

masculine EIF from its beginning. Remembering one of her first camp experiences, Antoinette 

later declared, “I believe that I was so well integrated in the troop David that my presence at 

the camp was not put into question – a girl camping with two dozen boys, yes, that was quite 

scandalous at the time!”215 Antoinette became a well-known member of the EIF. She integrated 

scouting traditions into the upbringing of her own child and, as an alumni, remained committed 

to telling the history of the EIF throughout her whole life. 

Furthermore, when an independent female section of the EIF was created, its 

segregation from the masculine EIF was not as strict as in the other French scouting 

organizations. In fact, from 1927 onwards the girls from the Éclaireuses Israélites de France 

were both members of the EIF and the FFE at the same time, making the EIF “the only 

organization of scouting with co-education in France until the forties.”216 Especially in the 
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training camps for the troop leaders the Éclaireurs and 

Éclaireuses seem to have been mixed, while the groups as 

such were separated.217 However, the exact degree of male-

female cooperation is still unclear, as are the precise reasons 

for why the EIF allowed more participation of girls than 

other scouting organizations.218 This study cannot answer 

these questions. But the participation of girls at the camp in 

Colleville in 1931 is another indication of the undermining 

of gender boundaries by Jewish women in the scout culture. 

3.3. The practicalities of an international scout camp 

The EIF asked the participants of the camp to be open-minded and to never look at what 

divides the community but always seek what unites it.219 But obviously, such pleas to individual 

behavior were not enough to create a welcoming and integrative atmosphere. This was a 

particularly important task. Many participants in Colleville had been strangers to each other 

prior to the camp. The participants came from different countries, spoke different languages 

and had diverging ways to practice and express their Jewishness. In the following paragraphs, 

I detail how the EIF responded to the challenge. 

The French scouts tried to lower the expenses for travel and lodging, as described above, 

in order to ensure the arrival of those who came from far-away places. Once arrived at the camp, 

the different languages rendered communication difficult but not impossible. The EIF required 

the two leaders of each delegation to speak one of the following languages: Hebrew, French, 

 
217 That is how Denise Gamzon, former Eclaireuse, wife of Robert Gamzon and important figure of the 
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Figure 13. A group of the Eclaireuses 
Israélites de France in Chapelle-en-Serval 
in 1932. Photograph. MI_451, Mémorial. 
 

Figure 11. Two éclaireuses in Chapelle-
en-Serval, France, 1931. Photograph, 
MCXXIV_A_166, Mémorial. 

Figure 12. Robert Gamzon at a training 
camp for chefs and cheftaines of the EIF. 
Photograph, n.d., MI_342, Mémorial. 
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German or English. The EIF organized a loudspeaker with which announcements were made 

in different languages. At the Preparatory Assembly of the World Union of Jewish Scouts, the 

delegations spoke mostly French but also German, Hebrew and English. Hence, Colleville was 

a multilingual event, although French was probably the language most spoken. However, in a 

certain way, the conventions of the scouting and sports culture served as a common vocabulary 

for the participants. The scout camp, its typical layout, the woodcraft, sports, outdoor activities, 

the wearing of uniforms, the campfires, but also the values of order and discipline, international 

understanding, a positive attitude and an active lifestyle – these were common elements of 

scouting. They gave orientation and a sense of familiarity to the scouts in Colleville.  

A typically scout procedure in the daily life of the camp began early in the morning. In 

different languages the loudspeaker announced, “Attention to the inspection of the tents!” A 

horn blow followed, according to a description by Robert Gamzon. He wrote that a jury 

composed of delegates looked at everything: the mattresses, cutlery, even the boys’ nails. “But 

nothing of the military discipline,” he assured: the scouts received the jury joyously.220  That 

the EIF took the matter seriously is clear from the camp’s program which spoke of the “absolute 

necessity” that the scouts maintain “on every occasion” the “dignity of the camp” and the 

“Jewish honor” with “no sign of discord or indiscipline,” adding that every delegation ought to 

bring “absolutely uniform,” “impeccable” and “chic” scouting, sports and swimming outfits.221 

The EIF tried to render the stay at the camp as comfortable as possible – at least that is 

what Gamzon proudly declared in his articles. Not only obtained the EIF a loudspeaker but the 

scouts also provided electric light in every tent and a telephone device.222 Every night the tents 

blazed in bright light, a German participant reported, amazed.223 Surely, technical features like 

these were as much practical as they were a demonstration of the EIF’s capabilities vis-à-vis 

the guests, indicating that practicality and propaganda often overlapped in Colleville. 

The kitchen was centralized and strictly kosher, the EIF stated in the camp’s brochure, 

symbolizing an inclusive approach and a demonstration of good practice.224 Equally, the 

program of activities appealed to various facets of Judaism and scouting. The activities and also 

the foundation of the World Union were complex phenomena which I account for in a detailed 

analysis below. First, however, I want to turn to another important factor that influenced the 

 
220 Gamzon, “Instantanés,” p. 19, translations by J.R. 
221 Program of the “camp mondial,” p. 6, translations by J.R. 
222 Gamzon, “Le camp mondial,” p. 620. 
223 “Unsere Jugend. Weltunion der jüdischen Pfadfinder,” Gemeindeblatt der Israelitischen Religionsgemeinde 
zu Leipzig 7, no. 40 (October 2, 1931), p. 4. 
224 Program of the “camp mondial,” p. 7. 
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impression of the scouts and their memory of Colleville: the location and layout of the camp, 

as well as the production of photos as common reference points for the participants. 

3.4. Turning a village into a cosmopolitan space  

Four photographs in particular give an insight into what the camp looked like (figures 

14, 15, 16, 17). It makes sense to analyze them together because they portray similar motifs and 

complement one another. According to the archives of the Mémorial de la Shoah, the 

photographs stem from the collection of Edmond Blum, an EIF member from Strasbourg. It is 

unclear, however, how Blum received and used them and whether he was in Colleville himself. 

The photographs are in black and white. They were taken during the camp in Colleville, but the 

exact date is unclear. “Carte postale” is printed on the back of figures 14, 15 and 17 next to an 

address of a photographer named R. Delassalle from the nearby city Caen. It might be that R. 

Delassalle went to Colleville and took the photos himself, but it is also possible that someone 

else was the photographer and brought the film to Delassalle’s studio, who then printed them 

as postcards. The fact that the images were supposed to be postcards suggests that there existed 

several prints which, one imagines, could have been distributed to the camp’s participants. 

Because figure 16 also shows the campsite, it seems likely that it was printed as a postcard by 

Delassalle as well. But the archives of the Mémorial only have a copy of the original. The back 

of the copy does not contain information about the photographer or the usage of the image.  

The photographs contain valuable information about the camp’s layout, the location, the 

weather and the clothing of the scouts. Their usage as postcards suggests that either already the 

process of taking the photos or at least the choice among various photos was intentional: the 

creators wanted to document specific objects and motifs which they deemed well suited for a 

postcard. These cards might have been sent to family members or friends and thus to people 

who were not at the camp, or the participants kept them for their own memory.  

In the sense that the photographs not only display but design and fixate reality, their 

production and distribution could be understood as arguments, as historian Annette Vowinckel 

has suggested: a visual statement by the photographs’ producers about how a certain reality 

should be seen and conceived.225 Once produced, the pictures impact the feelings, thoughts and 

motivations of their viewers, writes art historian Horst Bredekamp. To account for the inherent 

capacity of images, Bredekamp uses the term “image act.”226 It seems as if both photographers 

and the photographs themselves possess agency in the process of shaping reality. 

 
225 Vowinckel, Agenten der Bilder, pp 17–27. 
226 Bredekamp, Image Acts, pp 33–5. Other scholars have pointed to the act of looking at images which has 
transformative power – not the image itself. Thus, they ascribe agency to the viewer. See Fischer-Lichte, 
“Bildakte – Blickakte: Zur Performativität von Bildern,” in Performativität, pp 147–59. 
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Figure 14. A gathering at the camp in Colleville-sur-Orne in August 1931. Photograph, 
postcard produced by R. Delassalle, MId_75, Mémorial. 
 

Figure 15. A view from the campsite to the Maison de la Mer in Colleville-sur-Orne, 
August 1931. Photograph, postcard produced by R. Delassalle, MId_66, Mémorial. 
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Figure 16. A view from the campsite to the beach in Colleville-sur-Orne, August 1931. 
Photograph, MI_539, Mémorial. 
 

Figure 17. A view of the tents and the campsite in Colleville-sur-Orne, August 1931. 
Photograph, postcard produced by R. Delassalle, MId_76, Mémorial. 
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One can assume that the creators of the postcards from Colleville tried to ensure that 

they portrayed a successful camp, showed significant features or highlights, and that the pictures 

had a certain stylistic quality and formality. Hence, the photographs evidence a practice of 

producing visual representations of a historical event which outlasted the event itself and served 

diverse functions: the images should be proofs of the camp’s existence, artifacts of memory – 

individual or collective, and a presentation of the camp to a semi-private audience.  

All four photographs were taken from a location within a fenced area, the campsite. 

They show the tents lined up parallel to the white fence. There was a free space in the middle. 

The soil appears to be a dry mix of grass and sand which is something the EIF had informed 

their guests beforehand, warning that they would not easily find material on site to improvise 

with or build decorations.227 Figure 16 shows that the beach was right behind one of the gates 

of the campsite. From the banner above the gate one can deduce that it was windy when the 

photograph was taken. Apparently it was warm, as one boy on figure 14 wears nothing on his 

upper body. Figure 16 shows an entrance gate which seems to be on the exact opposite of the 

gate from figure 15. On top of each of the two poles of the gate is a Star of David. Again, there 

is a banner connecting the poles. Although not visible on the photographs, one of the banners 

at a gate said “ םימלוע הנחמ ” (“machane oulmim,” Hebrew for “world camp”), if Robert 

Gamzon’s description is correct. According to Gamzon, the portico was painted in white and 

blue and also had an “emblem of the camp” attached to it, showing three golden ears of corn.228 

Assumably, this was a biblical reference symbolizing abundance, fertility and work of the land.  

On figure 15, one sees the Maison de la Mer in the background behind the gate. One 

boy in scouting uniform stands in front of the gate, it looks as if he functions as a guard. The 

photographs also show several of the surrounding houses in the village which did not belong to 

the grounds owned by the Parisian philanthropist Alice Halphen. 

The primary motifs of figures 16 and 17 are the tents and their decorations. Figure 16 

features prominently a wooden structure erected between two tents, which carried a flag on top. 

Sketches of animals are used as decorations. Equally, the photographer highlighted the camp’s 

location next to the beach. Clothes hang at a washing line, the wind blows. The tents look very 

similar, which is unsurprising as the EIF provided all of them. They have the classic a-frame 

shape of a ridge tent. Most tents are plain, but some are decorated with flags, pennants, symbols 

and inscriptions which refer to scouting and to Jewish imagery. They form part of a competition 

about the decoration of tents, which the Strasbourg delegation won according to handwritten 

 
227 Program of the “camp mondial,” p. 5. 
228 Gamzon, “Instantanés,” p. 19. 
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notes on the back of figure 17. On the left side of figure 14, one sees a totem mast with a plaque 

in the form of a wolf head on top (see also figure 19). In scouting culture, the wolf was a 

prominent animal. The junior sections were generally called Wolf Cubs – or in the case of the 

EIF, “Louveteaux.” It was also common in scouting to construct a mast as a designator of the 

camp. The totem belongs to the “indianism,” a set of symbols and stories in the popular 

imagination about Native American life which several scout movements appropriated. This is 

also the background for the practice of the EIF to give its members a “totem” nickname.229 

Animals from Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book were another source of symbolism for the 

EIF, which was used especially for younger members. 

Figure 14 shows a gathering in the middle of the campsite. On the left side, one sees a 

handful of girls, the rest are boys and young men. It looks as if something is about to start but 

has not begun yet: people talk, there is still movement. The group’s focus is not yet directed at 

the men who stand before the mast and appear to be the leading figures of this particular event. 

It is a coming together of a diverse group. Some boys look very young, they are perhaps 

fourteen years old, whereas the men in front of the mast seem to be adults. Someone identified 

one of the men as rabbi Henri Schilli by drawing a line with a pencil on the photograph. Most 

of the people appear to be between fifteen and twenty years old. 

Only a few scouts wear a full uniform with long socks, shorts, shirt, neckerchief and 

hat. These appear to be older troop leaders who needed to be distinguished from the younger 

scouts. One can discern different groups. For example, a group of boys sitting on the right wear 

white undershirts. Some of them have a neckerchief and a beret with a Star of David on them. 

In scout camps generally, the wearing of uniforms followed certain rules. For example, 

according to one participant from Colleville, the scouts solemnly entered the camp in full scout 

costume in an opening ceremony on August 3.230 During the camp, however, it is likely that the 

scouts wore lighter outfits most of the time, depending on the weather and the activities.  

Only some of the boys look into the camera, while most do not seem to notice the 

photographer. Intentionally it seems, the photographer avoided entering into a dialogue with 

the photographed subjects, most of whom did not have the chance to pose or perform in a certain 

way for the picture. That the photographer acted intentionally is suggested by the fact that the 

picture was taken from an elevated position, apparently to reach a perspective as large as 

possible. Hence, the strategy of the photographer seems to have been to document something 

real instead of staging something artificial. Whoever received the picture as a postcard should 

 
229 Michel, Scouts, Juifs et Français, p. 36. 
230 Hauser, “Weltkongreß und Lager,” p. 284. 
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get the impression of witnessing the camp how it really was. The large perspective and the 

elevated position of the photographer suggests that he or she also aimed at completeness and 

representativeness: as many of the camp’s participants as possible should be seen in a situation 

which could stand for the camp as a whole. 

Certainly, the promises of authenticity, representativeness and completeness which 

might have been the intentions of the photographer of figure 14 have to be seen with a critical 

view. For example, according to one newspaper article, the weather changed a lot during the 

camp.231 In other words, the moments of apparent warmth and sunshine as portrayed by the 

photographs could have been the exception rather than the rule. The good weather might not be 

the only reason why the photographer of figure 14 chose this moment as the one which should 

be captured and printed on a postcard. It seems as if the photographer wanted to convey the 

impression of a group of young people who came together to form a community despite their 

differences. The impression of one community is reinforced by the fence which physically 

separated the campsite from the surrounding village, clearly dividing between those who belong 

and those who do not. The Stars of David on the berets of two scouts and on the gate are visible 

markers of Judaism. Moreover, the photograph makes clear that elements of scouting defined 

and structured the community. The picture presents main features of any scout camp: the mast, 

the uniforms, an entrance gate, the tents. The photograph proves that this was a proper scout 

camp, demonstrating the capabilities of the organizers. Also, the atmosphere seems casual and 

relaxed, which is maybe best expressed by one scout on the bottom right side who sits on the 

ground laid back with his legs crossed. The capturing of this atmosphere was only possible 

because the photographer operated without notifying the scouts. Hence, from all the available 

photographs of the camp, this one seems to display best what Colleville should stand for in the 

eyes of the organizers: a creation of a Jewish community of good understanding and discipline 

through the specific regularized forms and conventions of scouting. It signified maybe most 

clearly the temporary transformation of a local space in French Normandy into an international 

site of a Jewish scout community. 

For figure 15, also a postcard, the photographer more clearly underscored the campsite’s 

unique location. It shows the entrance gate in front of the Maison de la Mer. The villa 

overshadowed the other buildings in the village and must have looked like a majestic monument 

that dominated the landscape, adding a sense of importance and rootedness to the location 

which was otherwise defined by its closeness to the sea. The straight visual axis from the 

photographer through the gate to the Maison de la Mer adds to this impression. The villa and 

 
231 “Le camp mondial de Colleville,” Archives Israélites 92, no. 34 (August 20, 1931), p. 134. 
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the gate with the Stars of David produced the impression of a distinct, proud and visibly Jewish 

space anchored in the landscape. The photograph also portrayed a relaxed camp life. One scout 

is lying on the ground, covering his face from the sun. Another scout sits in the shadow of his 

tent. But there is no disorder: a guard stands in front of the gate and observes. Again, this 

photograph reflects central scouting features like the camp’s layout, the tents and the motto of 

always being in a good mood but never undisciplined. 

If figure 16 was used as a postcard, it is likely that its main purposes were to convey the 

atmosphere at the sea, and to evidence the woodcraft skills of the scouts. The photograph fixates 

the memory of sports and leisure activities: the clothing on the washing line indicates that the 

scouts had swam in the sea, a bicycle stands behind one of the tents. The woodcraft skills are 

demonstrated by the structure on the right. Given the visibly strong wind, the wooden structure 

on the right side appears as a remarkable achievement. Its likely printing on a postcard suggests 

that it was a highlight of the camp. A flag, an emblem and pennants are attached to the structure. 

They show figurative elements which form a whole composition with the decorations on the 

two tents next to the structure. One discerns a squirrel on an emblem and a head of what appears 

as a wolf. More research would be necessary to be able to decode this imagery in this specific 

historical context. But it seems that at least in figure 16, the imagery refers primarily to scouting 

and not Jewish traditions. This is different on figure 17. 

As a postcard, figure 17 highlights the lineup of the tents and some of their decorations. 

Significant is the combination of scouting and Hebrew and Jewish imagery. For example, on 

the roof of the second to last tent on the left side it is written in a circle “cherche et trouve” 

(“search and find”). This fits to the ideal of the scout as an explorer and expeditioner. Next to 

the circle there is a triangle with a Hebrew word which I am unable to decipher, but the language 

itself is already a sign of the connection of scout features with Jewish culture. An even clearer 

example is the tent on the right side of the photograph. On its roof it is written “Maccabi” in 

Latin and in Hebrew letters. “Maccabi” was (and is) the name of many Jewish sports and scout 

associations. In Jewish tradition, “Maccabi” refers to the ancient Maccabees, a group of Jewish 

warriors who fought against the Seleucids and set up a Jewish kingdom in Judea. In modern 

Zionist discourse, the Maccabees were often seen as heroes to emulate. Their leader was the 

priest Judah Maccabee. The meaning of his surname has been interpreted in various ways, but 

according to one understanding it meant “hammer,” turning him into “Judah the Hammer” who 

crushed his enemies.232 The image of a hammer and a crouching figure on the tent apparently 

 
232 Yehuda Shurpin, “What Does ‘Maccabee’ Mean?,” Chabad.org, accessed March 19, 2021, 
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alluded to this tradition. The creators painted a boy in scout uniform next to the hammer. Thus, 

they fused both worlds, suggesting: the Jewish scouts are heirs of the Maccabees, displaying 

both physical strength and a desire for national liberation and self-determination. Quite 

possibly, the delegates using the tent could have belonged to Maccabi Hatzair, a Central 

European Zionist youth movement with a focus on physical education and sports. Figure 17 

attests that Zionist imagery was a visible part of the complex symbolism in Colleville. 

The primary purpose of the postcards, it seems, was to make the memory of Colleville 

indelible, even to create and medially fixate a certain representative and formalized memory. 

Figure 14 captures the community of the scouts, whereas figures 15 to 17 highlight the scout’s 

achievements and the specific location. However, all four photographs appear somewhat 

impersonal, there is almost no interaction between the photographer and the photographed. One 

explanation could be that the pictures were indeed taken by an external photographer who was 

perceived as an outsider. It is also imaginable that the scouts got so used to a photographer who 

was permanently present that they remained relaxed even when they were photographed. 

More personal are two other photographs, figures 18 and 19. Given their small size and 

the fact that there is no printing on their back sides one can assume that they were not used as 

postcards. Especially figure 18 with its blurry upper part appears to be a quick snapshot rather 

than a professional photograph. The ownership and usage of these photographs are unknown. 

According to handwritten notes on the backs of the photos, both were taken during the camp in 

Colleville. Figure 18 shows seven boys estimated to be between maybe fifteen and seventeen 

Figure 18. A group of scouts from the camp in 
Colleville-sur-Orne, August 1931. Photograph, 
MId_67, Mémorial 
Figure 19. A scout at the camp in Colleville. August 
1931. Photograph, Mid_69, Mémorial. 
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years old. They wear different scout uniforms. There seems to be a building in the background. 

Like the boys from figure 18, the scout of figure 19 poses for the photographer. He stands next 

to a number of flags which appear to belong to the camp equipment. He is in front of an 

unknown house. There is another boy behind the flags, and a tent. The symbol of the camp, the 

wolf head, appears fixated at the roof of the house. 

The photographs differ in several ways from the visual formulations of figures 14 to 17. 

The variety of photographic representations points to the “multiple and multi-layered 

experiences of adults and children as worked out in the environment of the camp,” which 

according to Warren form a central part in scouting culture in general.233 

The scout of figure 19 performs in a certain way for the photographer and by extension 

for an imagined audience, and thus creates a situation which would not exist without the camera 

(notice the difference to figure 14).234 It was his intention to portray and capture, possibly also 

to historicize a certain image of himself. He stands in a self-confident posture with his chest 

outstretched, his hands behind his back. He smiles. His shirt tucked into his shorts, the uniform 

neat and clean, he puts himself in a sunny spot next to the flags and aims for an ideal photograph 

which shows his formidability as a scout. The uniform marks the belonging to his organization, 

possibly the EIF, while the various flags are features of the international camp where he 

participated. The impression is one of belonging, but also of pride and self-sufficiency. 

Figure 18, on the other hand, produces a completely different impression. The 

photographer seems to have acted quickly, haphazardly, maybe spontaneously. The scouts pose 

for the photograph, but they do not seem to have found their positions yet: the boy on the left 

is not looking into the camera, the postures of the boys are not in harmony, one boy opened his 

mouth in the exact moment the photograph was taken. The focus is distorted, too. One can 

barely see the faces. There is a certain awkwardness about the picture. The four boys on the 

right wear the same uniform and seem to form a distinct group. One could imagine that the 

photograph was taken during one of the excursions to nearby cities in the second week of the 

camp. Possibly, scouts went together who were strangers to each other. This would explain the 

impression of awkwardness. The photograph shows that the ways of performing community, 

which I turn to in the next chapter, might not always have unfolded smoothly and perfectly. 

3.5. The camp: performing community outdoors 

In the following, I turn to the unfolding of the camp as it happened in August 1931. 

With this focus on practices and processes, I follow a central premise of what has been termed 

 
233 Warren, “Foreword,” p. xxii. 
234 See Pilarczyk, “Grundlagen der seriell-ikonografischen Fotoanalyse,” p. 87. 
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the “performative turn” in the humanities: that culture is not a static and holistic system of 

symbols and meaning, but a continuously evolving process in which meanings and experiences 

can be produced and transformed by symbolic actions and practices – “performances.”235 Erika 

Fischer-Lichte, a well-known theoretician of the concept of performativity, provides a helpful 

tentative definition which shall function as a basic framework for the following interpretation. 

According to this definition, performative acts are self-referential symbolic practices which do 

not represent but constitute the social reality they refer to, and they are always physical acts: a 

central dimension is the perception, experience, usage and staging of the human body.236 

Performances are also often tied to an audience in order to work, highlights Fischer-Lichte, who 

explores the complex relationship between theatricality and performance.237 

The camp in Colleville was full of activities that had a performative character. 

Moreover, one might view the whole camp as characterized by a state of “liminality.” The term 

comes from Victor Turner’s analysis of ritual processes which in turn is based on Arnold van 

Gennep’s model of three stages of rituals: 1. separation from the familiar societal surroundings, 

2. a liminal state of in-between, in which the protagonist(s) is/are confronted with sacral or at 

least central norms of the culture and 3. a phase of reintegration into a stable position in 

society.238 Turner highlights in particular the middle-stage as a fragile, ambiguous and uncertain 

yet central phase of transition. According to Turner, the stage of liminality produces heightened 

feelings of community which he names “communitas”: as protagonists are temporarily liberated 

from their various roles in society, they enter a state which allows them to intuitively and 

directly relate to other individuals and experience a sort of homogenous, unstructured 

community.239 The semantic content of the experience of community depends on the symbols 

which are part and product of the ritual, Turner contends.240 Liminality has become a key 

concept in the analytical toolbox of the humanities, which has been used to describe not only 

rituals but generally moments of political and cultural change. 

When scouts from various countries came to Colleville, they entered a state of 

liminality: they left their usual lives behind them and found themselves with a lot of strangers 

in an unfamiliar situation almost completely separated from society. Hence, central functions 

of the performative practices in Colleville were to give orientation by regularizing and 

 
235 For a summary of the performative turn see Bachmann-Medick, “Performative Turn,” pp 116–43. 
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240 Turner, “Das Liminale und das Liminoide,” p. 94. Turner has originally distinguished between liminality and 
liminoid experiences, the latter being related to voluntary activities in post-industrial societies (leisure, sports, 
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structuring the encounter, but also and most importantly to constitute what had not been there 

before: an international community of Jewish scouts. 

The camp’s official program provides an overview of the activities in Colleville, but it 

had been formulated months prior to the camp. Quite a few details were still unclear. 

Information from newspaper articles corroborate certain details and add others. I have found 

reports about Colleville in L’Univers Israélite, Archives Israélites, Chalom, La Tribune Juive, 

Kadimah. Bulletin bi-mensuel pour la communauté israélite de Mulhouse, Paris-soir, La 

Liberté, Le Temps in France, Jüdische Rundschau, Gemeindeblatt der Israelitischen 

Religionsgemeinde zu Leipzig, Bayerische Israelitische Gemeindezeitung, Das Jüdische Echo 

in Germany, Die Stimme and Die neue Welt in Vienna, Jewish Chronicle in England, L’Aurore 

and Israël in Cairo, La Voix Juive in Alexandria, Le Réveil Juif in Sfax, Tunisia, and L’Echo 

d’Oran in Algeria. Most of these papers were Jewish. In many cases it is impossible to know 

whether the article was written by a reporter or by EIF members who might have sent texts to 

the journals. I presume the latter to be likely when the articles resembled each other to the point 

of being completely identical. The articles in the bulletins of the Jewish communities in Leipzig 

and Munich, however, were written by authors who had been in Colleville themselves. Also 

written by a participant were two articles in L’Univers Israélite which were signed respectively 

by Robert Gamzon and “R. D.” which probably stands for Robert and his wife Denise Gamzon. 

In the following, I mainly use these articles to reconstruct the unfolding of the camp.  

One participant from Munich detailed the inauguration of the camp on August 3. 

Accordingly, the scouts entered the “tent city” in full uniforms through the gates which were 

decorated with emblems of their countries.241 Then, Robert Gamzon and Sigismond Hirsch, the 

two “leaders of the camp,” explained the purpose of the camp. A scout from Leipzig 

additionally reported a raising of “a blue and white flag with the sign of the ear bundle 

[Ährenbündel] in the midst of the flags of all nations.” The scouts saluted the flag.242 

In the evenings of the first week of the camp, leaders of the delegations met in the 

evenings at the Preparatory Assembly to discuss and found the World Union of Jewish Scouts. 

As I will detail below, the sessions produced the clearest and most visible dispute over the 

internationalist paradigm of the EIF, when the delegate of Hashomer Hatzair proposed to 

anchor in the Union’s statutes the principle that the Jewish people formed a single nation. The 

last session was held during the day of August 8. The Assembly ended with a ceremony in 

honor of Theodor Herzl in the afternoon.  

 
241 Hauser, “Weltkongreß und Lager,” p. 284. 
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According to the Jüdische Rundschau, the camp’s participants assembled in the middle 

of the campsite in a large square, in front of which was displayed an image of Herzl. Robert 

Gamzon held the first speech. Then spoke the “Palestinian delegate” Chaim Gamzou first in 

French then in Hebrew about the “time-transcendent meaning” of Herzl for the youth in the 

“Galuth” (diaspora) and “Eretz Israel” (the Jewish land in Palestine). After him, the leader of 

the delegation of Zirenu from Vienna, probably a Mr. Auffärber,243 commemorated the “victims 

who had fallen for Herzl exactly two years ago in Palestine,” according to article. There were 

two minutes of silent mourning of the dead. In a long procession the scouts walked past the 

image of Herzl and put down flowers and pennants. In a final act, they sang the Hatikvah, the 

Zionist anthem. The singing closed the “impressive hour of the commemoration.”244 

In the previous days, while the leaders of the delegations met at the Preparatory 

Assembly in the evenings, the whole camp community engaged in competitions during the day. 

There were three categories, according to the camp’s program: in the field of athletics, there 

were sprints and swim races over various distances, high and long jump, gymnastic formations 

like pyramids and athletic performances. In the field of Judaism, the scouts competed in Hebrew 

songs, Palestinian dances, campfires and the decoration of tents. Finally, the scouting part was 

constituted by rescue and first aid, morse code and signage, fire and cooking, games and the 

exhibition. In addition to these “temporary” competitions, the scouts were benchmarked in 

“permanent” ones: organization and discipline, maintenance and cleanliness, “works of 

ingenuity,” the behavior at the gatherings, ceremonies and services.245 

On Friday evening, August 7, the scouts celebrated the beginning of shabbat with a 

religious service. After the last session of the Preparatory Assembly and the Herzl ceremony, 

which apparently both took place during shabbat, the beginning of the next week brought the 

competitions to a highlight. On Sunday, August 09, invited guests visited the camp. Reported 

is the presence of certain personalities, among them Mr. Berman, a rabbi from Brussels, Henri 

Baur and his wife, Mr. Badoche, secretary general of the above-described organization Voix 

des Jeunes, R.- A. Olchansky and his wife, Louis de Graaff and his wife, and Alice Halphen, 

the philanthropist and owner of the grounds in Colleville. Also, two Catholic priests of the 

region and delegates of other French scouting associations reportedly attended.246 These guests 

visited the Maison de la Mer where the scouting organizations had constructed an exhibition, 

presenting books, brochures, prints, insignia, photographs, statistics and handicrafts. Non-

 
243 Mr. Auffärber spoke at the Preparatory Assembly as the delegate of Zirenu.  
244 “Weltkongreß Jüdischer Pfadfinder,” (August 18, 1931) p. 394. Quotes are translations by J.R. 
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246 In his list of guests, Robert Gamzon referred to women and couples only ever by the name of the husbands. 
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scouting movements apparently also contributed objects. Reports highlighted the material 

provided by the German JPD, Hashomer Hatzair and the EIF.247 According to what appears as 

a draft set up by the EIF prior to the camp, the goal of the exhibition was “the creation of a 

complete documentation of the methods of education, the development and the scope of the 

different Jewish youth movements.” This document furthermore reveals the ambitious plan to 

use the collected material and organize a scheme of several exhibitions in the future. The idea 

was to set up a “permanent periodical exhibition” that could take place every year in Paris in 

January, in Berlin in February, in Vienna in March, in London in April and so forth.248 In the 

statutes of the World Union, agreed upon in Colleville, a “permanent exhibition” was listed in 

the “general program of activities.”249 It is unclear, however, if anything came out of this idea. 

After a common meal of some of the guests and the scouts, the rabbi Berman from 

Brussels addressed the camp’s participants in a short speech in which he commended the scouts 

for taking the initiative of Jewish education, claiming that every generation should add to the 

spiritual heritage of Israel with its own work and should not view Judaism as an unlimited depot 

and unchanging work of the ancestors.  

In the afternoon of August 9, the whole camp community came together for a “scout 

party.”250 The various delegations performed in front of the others and the guests: according to 

Gamzon’s enthusiastic description, the Greek delegation from Salonica impressed with dances, 

the Hungarian and English scouts with “profound and sad” Hebrew chants, the Austrians with 

parody operas, the Parisians with sketches and the German scouts with athletic performances. 

It seems that the two photographs printed under an article about Colleville in L’Univers Israélite 

captured moments of this party (figure 20). One sees elder spectators sitting in a circle on the 

left image. The photograph on the right shows a group of young people dancing a Horah, a 

traditional Jewish dance. The performances appeared to have taken place on the campsite, as 

the tents and flags in the background indicate. The picture also evidences once more the 

participation of young women at the camp.  

Then, the results of the competitions were announced. The Romanian HaShomer 

B’Transylvania won with 97 points, reported the participant from Leipzig. The German JPD 

arrived on second place with 90,5, followed by a Parisian group and the Austrian Zirenu. The 

winner was awarded a silver cup donated by members of the Rothschild family, which they 
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should keep until the next international 

camp. The first four winners also got a 

tent and a pennant, the report states.251 

The second week of the camp 

was devoted to excursions, leisure 

activities and final gatherings.252 On 

August 11 and 12, the scouts went on a 

boat trip to the city Le Havre and 

visited the communes Trouville-sur-

Mer and Deauville. During these trips, 

Christian scouts welcomed the Jewish 

scouts, as several articles highlight. 

They were received by the 

municipality at a casino.253 Back at the campsite, the Chief Rabbi of Marseille, Israël Salzer, 

led a religious service on Friday evening, August 14, to celebrate the beginning of shabbat. 

Reportedly, a Baroness from the Rothschild family, Alice Halphen and her son, and R.-A. 

Olchanski, his wife and their children arrived from Paris to join the service. Kisler-Rosenwald, 

a founding member of the EIF, thanked Alice Halphen for her generosity. Halphen had 

previously also been appointed as honorary president of the World Union of Jewish Scouts. In 

the evening of the next day, a delegation of Catholic scouts helped with a last and final large 

campfire which united the whole camp. Then it was time to say goodbye. The participant from 

Leipzig spoke of a warm and enthusiastic parting of the German delegation. Everyone wanted 

to hug the German scouts and shake their hands one last time, he wrote.254 The official end of 

the camp was Tuesday, August 18. The community dissolved. The Greek delegation added to 

their holidays a trip to Paris, where they were invited by the Greek embassy. “The ambassador 

was deeply interested in the trip of his young fellow citizens.”255 And with that, the “camp 

mondial” was over. 

As indicated above, I suggest describing the scouts’ coming to the camp as entering a 

state of liminality. The two collective practices at the beginning, the solemn entry in uniform 

into the tent city and the saluting the flag, could be seen as opening performances which 
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signaled the transition from normal life to the liminal 

state: the beginning of the camp and the first 

constitutive expressive act of the Jewish 

international community. The full scout uniforms 

disguise the individual history of each participant 

and create the impression of a distinct and new 

community of equals.  

At the same time, boundaries are apparent. 

As seen in the photographs above, the delegations 

had differing uniforms. And as Tammy Proctor has 

noted, if everyone wears similar uniforms, the small differences between them are all the more 

accentuated.256 The national emblems at the gates and the national flags are also visible 

expressions of differences among the participants – differences which are primarily due to their 

belonging to various nations. The flag salute, a common practice in scouting culture to this day, 

signifies allegiance, loyalty, dedication. It is closely related to the scout ideals of good 

citizenship and patriotism. The salute in Colleville shows that the idea was not to overcome 

national differences, but to celebrate national diversity while nevertheless seeking common 

denominators from the worlds of scouting and Judaism. In the middle of the national flags was 

raised the blue and white flag with the ear bundle. This was probably the same symbol as the 

three golden ears of corn, which Robert Gamzon described in one of his reports as the “emblem 

of the camp” attached to the camp’s gate.257 The Hebrew inscription “world camp” on one of 

the gates’ banner was another of these unifying symbols, suggesting a common allegiance of 

the camp’s participants to the ancient and biblical traditions of Judaism. The Jewish services 

offered the scouts an experience of the religious bond that held the community together. Taken 

together, these performances reflect a view of the world according to which the international 

Jewish community was composed of different elements which were mainly connected through 

spirituality and tradition. It was a view which Robert Gamzon reproduced in his texts which I 

detail below. In line with his view were also the visits of Catholic scouts and priests at the camp 

and the meeting of Christian scouts during the excursions in the second week. It is possible to 

see these encounters as intentional demonstrations of French tolerance and liberalism to Jews 

who might have come from societies less tolerant. In scouting culture, jamborees were always 

opportunities for the host nation to present itself to the world.  
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Figure 21. The Éclaireurs Israélites of 
Strasbourg salute the flag at a camp in August 
1929. Photograph. MId_40, Mémorial. 
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However, the Herzl ceremony and especially the speech by the Zirenu delegate seemed 

to transcend the national boundaries between the delegations. The event transformed the 

participants into a community of mourners, who commemorated the Jewish victims of the 

Palestinian riots of 1929. They celebrated Theodor Herzl, considered the founder of the Zionist 

movement. As the delegates sang the Hatikvah together, they seemed to perform not an 

international but a national community. On first sight, it appears as if the Herzl ceremony had 

the potential of questioning the whole internationalist model of the camp in Colleville.  

It is important to note, though, that the Jüdische Rundschau, which provided the details 

of the event, was a pro-Zionist paper. Almost suspiciously, it only reproduced details of the 

speech by the Zirenu delegate while the content of Robert Gamzon’s speech remained unclear. 

It is unlikely that he would have used Zionist rhetoric. In the past, he had already advocated for 

solidarity with the Jewish dead in Palestine. That hardly turned him into a Zionist. The AIU, 

for example, had a long history of supporting Palestinian Jewry while opposing Zionism.258 

Moreover, many Zionists in the interwar period were committed internationalists, 

especially in France.259 Thus, reading an antagonism between internationalism and nationalism 

into the camp in Colleville by referring to the Herzl ceremony would be too simple. In fact, the 

concept of the nation as a primary community of belonging was present throughout the camp. 

The key questions were therefore not if nations existed but if a Jewish nation existed, and how 

the Jewish community positioned themselves among or within the nations and religions of the 

world. Instead of challenging internationalism as such, I would argue, the Herzl ceremony 

signified first and foremost a renegotiation of the community’s boundaries in Colleville. In this 

performance, the bond that held the Jews together seemed to be less religious and rather ethnical 

or even national. It is very important, however, not to read too much into the ceremony. There 

is a danger of imposing clear-cut analytical categories on a historical context which was 

essentially fluid and complex. The sources do not tell how the individual participants conceived 

of the ceremony. That the national question became a disputed topic during the Preparatory 

suggests that the scouts did not have clear and uniform opinions about Zionism and 

internationalism. Hence, it might make sense to understand Colleville as an experimental 

testing ground where different conceptions of communities were tried out. 

Less controversial were the sports and scout competitions which found their highlights 

in the final demonstrations at the festivities in front of an audience of distinguished guests. I 

propose to understand these activities as performances of a community which was basically an 
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athletic, healthy and young one. In the 1920s and 30s throughout Europe, sports became a mass 

phenomenon in society. Several scholars have highlighted the role of sports in the formation of 

modern national identities. Jewish nationalism, too, was experienced, practiced and imagined 

through sports, as Ofer Ashkenazi has demonstrated. The masculine ideals of the construction 

of a new type of Jewry through gymnastics and sports, a “muscular Jewry” in the words of Max 

Nordau, was an important component of the Zionist nation-building project.260 These themes 

had a lasting influence in the Jewish communities generally, as they existed parallel to 

reformulations of youth, body ideals and masculinity in the physical cultures in Europe after 

the First World War.261 Thus, it is not a coincidence that sports played such a large role in 

Colleville. Certainly, considerations of the beneficial effects of fresh air and being outdoors in 

a rural area next to the sea in contrast to the supposedly detrimental and unhealthy big city life 

influenced the choice for the location in Colleville as the campsite. Moreover, in unmistakable 

terms, Robert Gamzon reproduced stereotypes about old Jews of the ghetto (in the East) with 

the young and athletic Jews of today (in the West) when he described the scouts at the camp in 

Colleville in a journal article with the words, “nothing but muscular bodies, flexible, bronze, 

half-naked in full sun. Health – joy. Old Jews of the Galician or Moroccan ghettos, do you 

recognize your sons?”262 The image is one of youth, strength, masculinity, health. It is 

performed and presented in front of an audience in Colleville, and through various newspaper 

articles in front of the whole French Jewish community.  

Furthermore, the scouting exhibition in the Maison de la Mer gave a sense of material 

reality to the concept of one community. The collecting, assembling and displaying of the 

books, pennants and other objects in a single space made it possible to conceive these artifacts 

as belonging together and forming a whole when one walked through the exhibition and looked 

at the objects. The Maison de la Mer as the location of the exhibition lent an aura of importance 

and prestige to the exhibition, which enabled its visitors to imagine an international community 

of Jewish youth. Albeit much smaller, the exhibition resembled the world exhibitions, an 

invention of the nineteenth century and a classic subject in the study of internationalism.263  

Very likely, the EIF intentionally chose to organize an exhibition at exactly the same 

time as the world rejoined in Paris at the international Colonial Exhibition. According to the 

camp’s program, the EIF had planned a visit of the Exhibition, but newspaper reports do not 

mention such a trip and I thus presume it did not materialize.264 

 
260 Ashkenazi, “German Jewish Athletes.” 
261 Tumblety, Remaking the Male Body. 
262 Gamzon, “Instantanés,” p. 19, translation by J.R. 
263 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,” p. 10. 
264 Program of the “camp mondial,” p.5. 



 63 
 

place holder 

Figure 22. Extension plans of the Maison de la Mer, 1928. 21Edt/81, Archives du 
Calvados, Caen, France.  
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3.6. The foundation of the World Union of Jewish Scouts 

On August 4, 5, 6 and 8, delegates from the various organizations debated about and 

voted upon the statutes of the World Union. They elected certain members for posts of the 

Union’s Central Office. Almost all of the important posts went into the hands of the EIF. 

Arguably the most important representative of a Jewish youth organization other than the EIF 

was Max Butkowski, who acted under instructions from the headquarters of Hashomer Hatzair 

in Warsaw. In the second session on August 5, Butkowski announced that HH would not join 

the Union after a heated discussion about the inclusion of Zionist elements in the statutes. 

 The diverging ways of thinking about Jewish community, simmering under the surface 

of the camp in Colleville, became visible and were openly discussed during the Preparatory 

Assembly. In a way, the relationship between the camp and the Assembly could be interpreted  

as a small example of the general interlinking of the world of culture – symbols, stories, 

performances, discourse – and the world of politics – ideas, debates, elections.  

The archives of the Mémorial de la Shoah in Paris contain a circular letter sent to 

membership organizations of the Union on October 10, 1931.265 The head of the letter mentions 

the name World Union of Jewish Scouts in four different languages: Hebrew, French, German 

and English. The English version reads “World Wild Union of Jewish Scouts,” an obvious 

translation error given that the other versions contain no equivalent of “wild” or even “wide.” 

Notably, the address named in the letterhead of the Central Office of the Union is the Rue des 

Deux-Ponts in Paris, the location of Zionist troops of the EIF. Attached to the letter were the 

minutes of the Preparatory Assembly in Colleville from August 4 to 8.266 Part of the same 

dossier is a membership list of the Union.267 Possibly, the list was also a part of the attachments. 

The organizations mentioned there are not identical with the organizations that appear in the 

minutes of the Assembly. Hence, not all groups in Colleville joined the Union, while other 

organizations became members without having been at the camp. 

The minutes of the Preparatory Assembly do not inform the reader where exactly the 

meetings took place. The protocols contain numerous spelling mistakes. They are not the final 

version. A note at the end mentions that delegates can send corrections to the Union if they do 

not feel properly represented. It is unclear who wrote the minutes and how. It is likely, however, 

that someone from the EIF was responsible for the text, as it was sent from the Union’s Central 

Office which was dominated by EIF members. The main points of contention and the votes 

detailed in the minutes are corroborated by newspaper articles and can be deemed trustworthy. 
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Furthermore, another attachment of the circular letter were the statutes of the Union 

which were determined in Colleville. In a completely different dossier in the Mémorial one 

finds the drafts of the statutes.268 A comparison of the drafts with their final version shows 

which elements the delegates added or removed during the sessions of the Assembly. 

The statutes are divided into eight different chapters: goals of the Union, organization, 

administration, program of activities, basic principles, uses and customs, statutes (some 

elements are redundant here), leadership and seat. According to the minutes of the Preparatory 

Assembly, the four sessions all followed a similar pattern: Robert Gamzon read a chapter of the 

draft, the delegates discussed and proposed modifications, the delegates voted on the (modified) 

chapter, and then Gamzon presented the next chapter and so forth. But already the first part, the 

goals of the Union, produced a heated debate that delayed a first vote until the second session. 

The first session on August 4 began with welcoming words by Robert Gamzon, Joseph 

Fischer, secretary general of the JNF, and several delegates.269 Among them were Butkowski 

from HH, a Mr. Stern, named in the minutes as delegate of Hashomer B’Transylvania who 

spoke in the name of Hanoar Hatzioni, Mr. Lipshitz from the English Habonim, Mr. Hoffner 

from the German JPD, Mr. Mizrahi from the Greek Hacoah and Mr. Auffärber from Austrian 

Zirenu. The debate started when Gamzon presented the draft of the first chapter of the statutes: 

the goals of the Union. They included connecting all Jewish youth movements through a global 

organization based on the educational principles of Robert Baden-Powell, coordination among 

the member organizations, a complete documentation of all the Jewish youth movements, 

formation of a center of press, propaganda and statistics, organization of international camps, 

congresses and jamborees, representation of Jewish youth before the international scout 

institutions and contributing to the renaissance of Judaism.270 

The Belgian delegate Mr. Schmidt from Hanoar Haivri demanded that support for the 

JNF should be included in the goals. EIF’s Sigismond Haït and Robert Gamzon argued against 

forcing the member organizations to work with the JNF. Gamzon claimed that it was the attitude 

of not putting pressure on its members that enabled the EIF to unite scouts of diverse strands of 

Judaism in the past years. He asked Fisher from the JNF to express his point of view. Fisher 

said that scout organizations in the whole world have for a long time already included practical 

work for Palestine and for the JNF in their program. “France constitutes an exception. Indeed, 

in France the scout sections are not yet ‘mature’ enough in the Jewish sense,” he said according 
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to the minutes. Fisher explained that the JNF did not wish to oblige people to act against their 

will and argued that Mr. Schmidt should withdraw his request. At this point at which a 

compromise seems to have been possible, Butkowski proposed to add the phrase “based on the 

a) national idea of the Jewish people, b) the concrete participation at the creation of the Jewish 

home” to the first goal which was connecting Jewish youth movements through a global 

organization based on Powell’s principles. He said that Zionist organizations could not be 

content with a program which did not include this formula. Sigismond Hirsch, who had been a 

member of HH in Romania, criticized Butkowski. He said that in certain countries a 

collaboration with HH on the basis of Butkowski’s formula had already been partially realized 

and that HH’s internal requirements to implement its social and political program had produced 

regrettable secessions. Hirsch said that he did not want the same to happen in the Union and 

that Butkowski’s formula would render impossible the entrance of Zionist organizations into 

the Union. After this dispute, the session was closed. On the next day, August 5, Butkowski 

demanded the establishment of a committee to investigate the facts presented by Hirsch. He did 

not agree to the compromise formula put forward by Gamzon who suggested to add “an active 

work for Palestine” to the first article of the goals chapter. But as everyone else agreed to this 

solution, the Assembly moved on to discuss the next chapter.  

The second chapter included the formal admission procedure of new member 

organizations, the composition of the Union’s Central Office and its relationship with the 

General Assembly.271 After a short discussion, the delegates in Colleville agreed on the draft 

without modifications.272 Gamzon presented the third chapter about administrative matters but 

before the Assembly started to discuss, Butkowski intervened by making an announcement. He 

explained that his organization was ready to support and to collaborate with the Union but 

without becoming a member. He said that he hoped this meeting would contribute to turning 

the Jewish people into a “healthy nation” again. Butkowski warned that certain organizations 

should not take possession of the whole Union. Hirsch criticized Butkowski once more, but 

Gamzon thanked him for his conciliatory words and said, “Our final goal is the same, but we 

follow different paths.” The second session of the Assembly ended with a unanimous vote on 

chapter 3 which dealt with matters of finances and administration.273 

Before continuing with the description, I would like to highlight certain observations. 

First, the role of the JNF is notable. Fisher expressed his frustration that Jewish scouts 
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collaborated with the JNF everywhere in the world but not in France where the scouts were not 

“mature” enough yet. Fisher’s statements shows that Jewish youth did not operate in a vacuum: 

adults with certain political and ideological interests tried to pull them in their direction.  

It is also revealing that Fisher equates working for Palestine and the JNF with being 

mature. This resembles the typically nationalist assumption of the existence of a collective 

national self, which has to be discovered and realized by members of the collective. This search 

of and eventual unification with an authentic, immanent self is what the historian Yotam Hotam 

has defined as the “strategy of youth” – in other words, being young meant to search and find 

oneself. And in the case of Zionist youth movements, the inner, individual self was equated 

with the national self, which means that the “strategy of youth” would inevitably lead to 

Zionism. For Yotam, the unification with the inner self was a moment of redemption. It 

demonstrates the theological basis of a secular movement.274 

What also evokes curiosity is the conflict between Hirsch and Butkowski, in particular 

Hirsch’s accusation that HH’s behavior had led to conflicts in a different project of 

collaboration in the past. The criticism seems to point to a certain radicalness and intolerance. 

It is unclear what Hirsch referred to, and Butkowski did not seem to know either. It is also 

plausible that Hirsch’s recent experience with the split within the EIF groups of the Rue des 

Deux-Ponts played into this conflict. What is clear, however, is that Butkowski attempted to 

implement Zionist elements into the Union’s program and did not agree to a compromise 

offered by Gamzon. This fits in with the account of Dan Bitan, Butkowski’s son, who described 

his father as a man with principles who was capable of arguing but not very willing to 

compromise.275 Apparently, Butkowski tried to follow the instructions of HH’s headquarters in 

Warsaw to ensure that the Union would not have an anti-Zionist character. However, he failed 

to convince other delegates of his proposal and did not join the Union. Other Zionist delegations 

remained in the Union which creates the impression that HH was sidelined. But maybe, this 

development was intended by Butkowski. One should keep in mind that HH has been described 

as an elitist, avant-garde organization whose idealism and strong group identity often created a 

certain distance towards other movements.276  

The minutes of the last two sessions do not contain any statements from Butkowski, as 

the following description shows. On August 6, the delegates discussed the general program of 

activities of the Union and in particular for the year 5692 (which began in September 1931 of 
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the Christian calendar).277 The draft of chapter 4 included numerous activities, including the 

establishment of a permanent exhibition, letter exchanges, competitions in the study of Hebrew 

and other Judaism-related themes, the edition of a book of Hebrew songs, translations of stories 

about Judaism, the publication of a “world periodical,” summer camps and camps for the scout 

leaders.278 Mr. Schmidt from Hanoar Haivri proposed to add the realization of a program of 

Jewish education and the promotion of practical work for Palestine to the activities. With this 

modification, the delegates agreed on the chapter and moved to the next about the basic 

principles of the Union. 

The draft of chapter 5 contained seven articles which defined the nature of the Union as 

a neutral organization which did not prescribe any political or social ideology. It was stated that 

the member organizations enjoyed complete autonomy. However, several articles formulated 

certain expectations. For example, member organizations should work towards a good 

understanding with other scout movements regardless of their confession. They should also 

fulfil their “civic duties” in the country where they were citizens and strive for universal peace. 

They should make an effort for the “renaissance of Judaism.” Furthermore, they should 

endeavor to unite all Jewish scouts of a country within a single organization.279 

In the debate about chapter 5, Gamzon suggested to mention Hashomer Hatzair 

explicitly as an organization to collaborate with, but Hirsch rejected the idea. The delegates 

agreed on two different, small proposals by Gamzon. One proposal was to add the phrase “and 

to do one’s duty for Palestine” to the fifth article that already included efforts for the 

“renaissance of Judaism.” 

What one sees in the debate about the fifth chapter is Gamzon’s attempt to respond to 

the demands made by Zionist delegates. Especially his idea to mention Hashomer Hatzair 

explicitly can be interpreted as a sign of reconciliation after the Assembly had rejected 

Butkowski’s proposals. Clearly, Gamzon tried to be as inclusive as possible, whereas Hirsch 

was less interested in playing to HH. But Gamzon’s approach also reveals a certain ambiguity 

in the statutes. The version that was agreed upon contained the guideline for the organizations 

to live up to their civic duties in their own country – and at the same time to do their duty for 

Palestine. It is unclear, and probably intentionally so, what exactly these duties consisted of and 

which of them was more important. Here again, the crucial question concerned the primary 

community of belonging. This shows that the stated neutrality of the Union was only an 
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umbrella under which the character of the Union was fiercely debated. The addition of the 

“duties for Palestine” as agreed on by the delegates evidences another instance of the 

negotiation of boundaries which defined the Assembly and the camp Colleville as a whole.  

The third session ended with a vote in agreement of the short draft of chapter 6 about 

customs. It included among other things the implementation of an international Jewish scouting 

day. During the fourth and last session on August 8 the delegates approved of the drafts of 

chapters 7 and 8.280 Chapter 7 was titled “Statutes of the Union”. As most of its articles referred 

to other sections of the statutes, the chapter seems to have been a legal formality. Article 11 

dealt with the Union’s dissolution. According to the draft, in case of the Union’s dissolution its 

assets should be donated to an organization of education and Jewish propaganda. In the debate, 

Gamzon proposed another solution, according to which the funds would be divided between 

the JNF and Hebrew University in Jerusalem. The delegates approved.281 Chapter 8 remained 

unchanged. It determined that the seat of the Union would be in Palestine but could temporarily 

be in a diasporic country because of “the technical and material difficulties.”282 An article of 

chapter 7 already stated that the seat of the Union would be in Paris for the next two years. 

The last session concluded the Assembly with an election of the Central Office of the 

Union. An election committee composed a list of candidates after having deliberated in a 

separate meeting. The Preparatory Assembly accepted the list unanimously. Robert Gamzon 

became Central Commissioner, Jean Levinger the treasurer, Sigismond Hirsch the 

Commissioner of the External Departments, Sigismond Haït Commissioner of Internal 

Departments. François Stein was elected as secretary general. All of these men belonged to the 

EIF. The only position occupied by a non-EIF delegate was a permanent advisor for “the 

questions of Jewish education.”283 It was reserved for a representative of Hanoar Hatzioni who 

would be determined later. 

Taken together, the decisions made at the Preparatory Assembly are striking in several 

aspects. First, the EIF dominated the Union whose seat was in Paris. Gamzon and Hirsch were 

the most active participants in the debates. Still, the EIF achieved the inclusion of almost all of 

the present organizations in the Union except HH. It put the EIF into a position of prestige in 

the international Jewish scouting world. At the same time, this situation put at risk the Union’s 

neutrality which was described as its basic feature. Butkowski from HH had warned against the 

possession of the Union by a single organization, and it seems that this is exactly what 
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happened. At the same time, the Assembly saw a clear push by organizations like HH, Zirenu, 

Hanoar Haivri and the JNF to change the nature of the Union in a more Zionist direction. 

Almost all of the modifications to the drafts reflect this: the addition of the goal of the Union 

of an “active work for Palestine,” the “duty for Palestine” as a basic principle or the donation 

of the funds to the JNF and Hebrew University in the case of the Union’s dissolution. Even the 

international Jewish scouting day was set on a day that was meaningful in Zionist culture. It 

was set on the fifteenth of the Jewish month Shevat which was the “New Years of the Trees,” 

a holiday when children and youngsters planted trees in the forests of the JNF in Palestine.284 

Fittingly, the Preparatory Assembly ended with the ceremony in honor of Theodor Herzl. 

Nevertheless, the EIF successfully managed to integrate the Zionist elements into the Union, 

the basic outlook of which remained neutral and pluralistic. In other words, the forces of 

Zionism caused tensions within the project of Jewish internationalism but eventually became 

entrenched in it. 

4. The aftermath 

If the solemn march into the campsite and the salute of the flag were opening 

performances that signaled the begin of a state of liminality, then the farewell festivities were 

its end. According to Victor Turner’s theory, the state of liminality is characterized by a 

heightened sense of community – “communitas” in his words.285 And there are indeed 

indications that the various strategies of creating community I outlined above produced the 

desired effects. A scout from Leipzig reported after the camp:286  
They [the scouts, J.R.] were different in their languages, in their customs, but nevertheless in a few hours 
they soon became a single, great camp family because of their common peoplehood [“Volkstum,” J.R.], 
their common scouting. And borne by the spirit of the Jewish peoplehood and the scout fraternity the 
camp was started. Surely, only rarely in the history of Jewish youth movements have so many young Jews 
from all over the world slept together, ate together, lived together and worked together. 

Hence, the experience of community made a lasting impression on at least some of the 

camp’s participants. In the following paragraphs, I outline what happened after the scouts 

returned to their home countries. First, I present several newspaper articles which indicate how 

the camp was interpreted differently by various actors. Secondly, I detail what I have found 

about the future of the World Union. Thirdly, I sketch how certain themes that determined what 

happened before and during Colleville influenced the EIF’s history until the Second World 

War. Lastly, I look at the roles some of the participants in Colleville played in later decades, 

thereby highlighting the potential that existed in the community of the camp. 
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4.1. Capturing the spirit of Colleville 

 For Robert Gamzon, the coming together of Jewish youth in Colleville had a spiritual 

element. He published articles about the camp in the newspaper L’Univers Israélite and the 

journal Chalom. Among the various texts about Colleville these were arguably some of the 

most important ones, given the status of Gamzon as leader of the EIF and the reputation of the 

journals. The articles are textual representations of the camp, providing an interpretation of its 

symbolism before a certain audience. 

Chalom was the journal of the Jewish youth organization Union Universelle de la 

Jeunesse Juive (UUJJ). Published since 1925, Chalom became a journal of high intellectual 

quality that was read in Jewish communities not only in France but throughout the world.287 

As the organ of the Consistoire, L’Univers Israélite generally represented the opinions 

of Jews with a more or less close relationship with religious practice.288 In these circles, French 

patriotism was part of a Jewish identity which was primarily expressed in religious terms.  

When Robert Gamzon published an article about the camp just one day after its end in 

L’Univers Israélite, he concluded after a lengthy narration of facts that any description was 

necessarily “a bit dry” and could not capture the “wonderful spirit” of the camp.289 More than 

two months later, he chose to avoid any descriptive account in a text for Chalom with the title 

“Instantanés.” Instead, he formulated ten paragraphs in a poetic style. It seems as if whatever 

happened in Colleville was almost impossible for Gamzon to adequately put into written words. 

That is another indication that it were not the ideas or debates but the body-centered 

performative and theatrical acts which produced meaning and rendered the experience of the 

camp. In each paragraph, Gamzon presented a theme which he deemed central for the camp. 

They included sports, discipline, good mood, sabbath, the Herzl ceremony and the campfire.  

In his texts, Gamzon often highlighted the religious services, chants and dances when 

he tried to frame the “spirit” of Colleville.290 Equally important for him seems to have been the 

international dimension of the community. In the “Instantanés,” Gamzon used national 

stereotypes (“phlegmatic English, agile Greeks, athletic Germans, mischievous French”) to 

claim that the participants in Colleville were assimilated to their countries of origin but felt 

proud both as Jews and as scouts at the same time. Gamzon then described the great campfire 

at the end of the camp as an allegory of unity despite difference: “The flame rises, high and 

brilliant, and illuminates these two hundred faces so different and so similar.” Hebrew chants 
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are sung in the dark night, Gamzon continued, joyful Palestinian dances alternate with tragic 

Polish melodies. “The Hungarian basses make the chests swell, some Judeo-Russian laments 

end in sobs.” The text ends with the exclamation “Oh! Israel, my people, you who have felt the 

joy and the pain of every people, do you not already realize in your unity the unity of humanity, 

after having taught the world the unity of God?”291 This quote mirrors the view outlined in the 

article by Edmond Fleg I described above: the Jewish communities, which were spread among 

the nations, were a small version of the international community as such. Their vaguely defined 

bonds of solidarity appear as unifying forces for the whole of humanity. Despite being a Jewish-

only event, Colleville thus acquired an internationalist, universal and pacifist character. In this 

outlook, national identities could and should coexist with expressions of Jewishness. 

Revealingly, Gamzon did not mention the ceremony in honor of Theodor Herzl in his 

writings for L’Univers Israélite at all. He carefully avoided themes that reminded of Zionism. 

Even in his text for Chalom he touched the Herzl ceremony only superficially. The Jüdische 

Rundschau, on the other hand, provided more details about the ceremony.292 The Rundschau 

was the most important paper for the German Zionist movement. Its two articles about 

Colleville were labelled “from our correspondent,” suggesting that the paper had sent a 

journalist to the camp.293 A German participant with connections to the paper could also have 

sent information from the camp to the editorial office via telephone or telegraphy. Interestingly, 

Gamzon followed the Rundschau’s coverage. He sent a correction to the Rundschau in which 

he criticized its report about Colleville from August 11. He wrote that the article could create 

the impression that the delegates had refused to anchor work for the JNF in the statutes of the 

World Union. In fact, Gamzon explained, the delegates agreed on the phrase “to favor practical 

work for Eretz-Israel.”294 The Rundschau published Gamzon’s correction on August 21, which 

means that Gamzon must have reacted to the German article quickly (presumably he knew that 

the Rundschau would publish an article and was therefore very attentive). It also means that the 

public perception of the events in Colleville was very important for Gamzon. He wanted to 

control the narrative and prevent that the readership of German Zionists conceived of the World 

Union as an anti-Zionist initiative. In his articles for L’Univers Israélite, however, Gamzon did 

not mention the JNF or the Herzl ceremony. This discrepancy points to Gamzon’s diplomatic 

qualities. Contemporaries described him as someone who always sought compromises and tried 

to include everyone despite differences of opinion.295 Gamzon’s articles were important voices 
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in the public framing of Colleville. But he did not have the sole interpretative sovereignty. Two 

more examples complement the spectrum of interpretations of the meaning of Colleville. 

Die Stimme was the official organ of the Zionist national committee of Austria. In 

February 1932, it published a report on the occasion of the first “international Jewish scouting 

day,” which had been invented in Colleville half a year earlier. After summarizing the founding 

of the World Union of Jewish Scouts, the unnamed author stated that the Union was based 

among other things on the conviction that the Jewish scout movement was determined to 

become an important factor in the chalutz movement. Chalutz, Hebrew for “pioneer,” depicted 

the idealized image of the young Jewish worker who re-built the land of Israel with physical 

labor in agriculture. In the early twentieth century, the Zionist youth movement Hechalutz (“the 

pioneer”) trained thousands of young Jewish men and women in farms in Europe to prepare 

them for emigration. In Die Stimme, the author wrote that by celebrating the international 

Jewish scouting day, 70,000 Jewish scouts in the world powerfully affirmed the 

inextinguishable power of youth that was directed towards Eretz Israel. At the end of the article, 

the author reproduced a declaration concerning the new holiday which the World Union had 

sent to its membership organizations. It included vague calls for Jewish unity and the re-

building of the house of Israel by the scouts. 

The Austrian Zionist paper depicted the community of Jewish scouts, which was forged 

in Colleville and institutionalized in the World Union, as chaluzim who build the land of Israel. 

But despite the clear Zionist overtones, the author described the camp in Colleville as an 

internationalist project when he wrote that delegates “from sixteen different nations” 

participated at the congress to establish the World Union, a basic goal of which was to achieve 

equality of the scouts of the “Jewish people” in the world scout movement.296 

EIF member J. M. Muslak (Faucon) portrayed a strikingly different conception of 

Jewish internationalism when he adopted the ideal of the chalutz but changed its meaning in an 

article for the EIF’s bulletin for its troop leaders, Lumière, in 1936. Muslak, a well-known 

intellectual within the EIF, wrote that “our role as Jewish scouts in all of the countries is to 

build the diaspora. Like someone in Colleville had said, ‘We are the Chalutzim of the Galouth 

[the Jewish diaspora, J.R.].’” 297 According to Muslak, one basic goal of the EIF as a scouting 

movement was to reconstruct the society after the image of the jamboree. “A global camp 

(remember Colleville!) is the link where one is both the most universal and the most national, 

 
296 “Der internationale jüdische Pfadfindertag. Chamischa Assar Beschwat,” Die Stimme 5, no. 213 (February 4, 
1932), p. 9, translations by J.R. 
297 J. M. Muslak (Faucon), “Introduction. But et Méthode,” Lumière 1 (new series) (December 1936), p. 11, 
translation by J.R. 



 74 

where every group is proud of its element of diversity which it brings to the ensemble.”298 An 

association was only a scout movement, Muslak continued, if it was “profoundly attached both 

to universal fraternity and to the traditions of a group, deeply international and deeply national.” 

The EIF had a clear mission in its own country: to collaborate with the “France of tomorrow,” 

to instill love for France in the immigrants and to continue the work done by the previous 

generations which have created her fields, her roads and her culture. 

Muslak thus provided a rare theoretical conceptualization of the EIF’s role in society. 

He interpreted the camp in Colleville as a blueprint for the internationalist orientation of the 

EIF and other Jewish scouting movements. In Muslak’s view, they should remain deeply rooted 

in the diaspora – with no orientation towards Palestine whatsoever. According to Alain Michael, 

Muslak was anti-Zionist and had a strong character. In 1937, he left the EIF after a conflict with 

Édouard Simon. He was killed in Flanders during the German attack in May 1940.299 

The diverging interpretations of Colleville reflect the tensions that were already evident 

during the camp itself. The articles suggest that there existed profound disagreement as to the 

ideological orientation of the community forged in Colleville. This disunity might have been 

one reason for the rather disappointing history of the World Union of Jewish Scouts. 

4.2.Traces of the World Union 

 Further research would be needed to determine the activities of the newly founded 

World Union in the months and years after the camp in Colleville. The circular letter issued by 

the Union, which seems to have contained the minutes of the Preparatory Assembly and the 

statutes, can be found in the archives of the EIF. I have not found any other material produced 

by the Union and I am not sure if any exists in a French archive. Possibly, Israeli archives hold 

sources related to the Union, as the seat of the organization was supposed to be transferred to 

Eretz Israel after two years. I do not know if that transfer actually happened. I also do not know 

if the first General Assembly of the Union really met during the first Maccabiah Games in 

Palestine in 1932, as the circular letter from October 1931 had announced.300 Equally unclear 

is the extent to which the program of activities as determined during the Preparatory Assembly 

in Colleville was realized. Surely, the delegates perceived the ambitious plan as a maximum 

program, which set high goals but was unlikely to succeed in a short time.301 Given the 

difficulties of the EIF in the upcoming decade, it is unclear if the Union could live up to its 

promises. But I have discovered some traces of the Union which shall be mentioned.  
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I have already described the declaration the Union sent to its member organizations on 

the occasion of the first international Jewish scouting day in 1932. An EIF calendar from 

1934/1935 also contains an entry of the holiday on January 19, 1935.302 

According to the report in Die Stimme, three Austrian Jewish youth movements founded 

a liaison office to cooperate with the Union’s headquarters in Paris.303 The movements were 

Makkabi-Hatzair-Brith Zeirenu, Hashomer Hadati and the Jüdischer Pfadfinderbund 

Österreichs (JPÖ). Apparently, JPÖ and Hashomer Hadati, a religious Zionist youth 

movement, had joined the Union after its foundation in Colleville. In Germany, there were plans 

to set up a liaison office under the direction of the JPD in Leipzig.304 

Apart from the first General Assembly of the Union during the Maccabiah Games in 

1932, the next large-scale event that was already envisioned in Colleville was a Jewish 

jamboree in 1933.305 It seems that the Union actually had plans to organize it. In June 1932, the 

Comité Directeur of the EIF discussed an invitation by the Union as the minutes of that meeting 

detail: “The World Union invites us to participate at a Jewish jamboree from August 1 to 10, 

1933, in Czechoslovakia. The C.D. accepts subject to confirmation of the Comité Central.”306 

I do not know what came out of these plans. But in August 1933, a world scout jamboree took 

place in Hungarian Gödöllö near Budapest. According to an article of an Austrian Jewish 

weekly, Jewish scouts from different countries lived at a distinct campsite whose gate was 

decorated with the tablets of the Ten Commandments.307 This was an international Jewish 

meeting, and the Union could have been involved in it. But the sources do not confirm this.  

The last trace of the Union I found in the archives is a short note in a session of the EIF’s 

Comité Directeur from October 1937: “World Union. Bouli will write.”308 Bouli was the totem 

nickname of Édouard Simon, the brother of Antoinette Simon. But there is no context. It is not 

even clear if this was the same Union as the one founded in Colleville.  

4.3. The EIF after the camp 

Given the apparently short history of the World Union, its impact was probably very 

small. Some of the ideas propagated in Colleville, however, became increasingly relevant in 

the history of the EIF in the upcoming years. For example, Robert Gamzon argued at the 

Preparatory Assembly that the EIF was very popular because of its openness towards the 
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different currents in the Jewish community. As Zionist elements seemed to rise in importance, 

Gamzon tried to embrace them in his inclusive program that was based on patriotism and values 

of citizenship. In autumn 1932, this evolution found an expression at the third Conseil National 

where the scout leaders agreed on a so-called “minimum commun.” This formula would obtain 

a prominent position in the organization’s history, with some hailing it for ensuring the unity 

of the movement while leaving others in consternation. According to the resolutions adopted 

by the Conseil National, the EIF approved a definition of Judaism that included both the 

“religious ideal and the Zionist ideal.”309 

Ideologically, the EIF openly endorsed Zionism for the first time. That sparked an outcry 

among certain figures from the Jewish community who were part of the EIF’s Comité Central. 

What followed was a month-long dispute between the scout leaders headed by Robert Gamzon 

and their older patrons, which historian Paula Hyman has called a “generational conflict.”310 

The result was a shift in the balance of power in the early 1930s from the Comité Central to the 

scout leaders as organized in the Comité Directeur. The scouts managed install Edmond Fleg 

as the organization’s president in 1934, the longtime supporter of the EIF. However, the scouts 

refrained from self-definitions with the label “Zionism” and instead described themselves as 

“pro-Palestinian.”311 Nevertheless, their push for agency continued to mark the EIF’s history. 

In France, the 1930s were a period of social, economic and political turbulences. The 

rise of the Nazi Party in Germany brought many Jewish refugees from Central Europe to France. 

Increasing antisemitism, a rising far-right movement, anti-immigrant legislation and the fallout 

from the world economic crisis challenged the Jewish community which was internally divided 

and often disorganized. Despite these developments, the EIF did not become a political 

organization whose members took to the streets and campaigned against antisemitism like 

LICRA, the 1927-founded International League Against Racism and Anti-Semitism. Members 

of the French section of Hashomer Hatzair, for example, developed a communist orientation 

and joined LICRA, causing an ideological crisis of the movement.312 At the same time, the 

influx of Polish and German Jews in the 1930s led to the emergence or reinforcement of 

originally Central or Eastern European Zionist youth movements in France. They belonged to 

various Zionist factions and had names like Betar, Freiheit, Hanoar Hatzioni, Mizrahi or 

Hechalutz.313 
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For some years in the early 30s, Hashomer Hatzair seems to have continued to recruit 

dissatisfied EIF members, but their precise number is unclear.314 In the winter of 1933–34, most 

of the EIF scouts in Tunisia left their organization and joined the Jewish youth organization 

UUJJ, reproaching the EIF for its French patriotism and lack of support for Zionism. In 

Morocco, a ban by the authorities of Jewish scouting created massive problems for the EIF in 

1933.315 But apart from these developments, the EIF maintained its membership numbers which 

had increased so much in the last years of the 1920s. Indeed, Alain Michel terms the 1930s as 

a “period of stabilization, consolidation and public acknowledgment.”316 

In line with its previous work for Jewish immigrants, the EIF sought to integrate Jewish 

refugees. One of them was Léo Cohn, a former member of the German Jewish religious youth 

movement Ezra. With his spiritual teachings inspired by Jewish mysticism he greatly 

influenced the EIF in the upcoming years. Cohn’s approach has been dubbed “neo-hasidism.”317 

Furthermore, the EIF opened a community center in Paris named “Notre Cité” in 1935 which 

offered immigrants professional training. At the end of the 1930s, the EIF also decided to 

become involved with the Fédération des jeunesses sionistes et pro-palestiniennes, However, 

this participation was controversial within the EIF.318 Contrary to many Zionist movements, the 

EIF did not conceive of the rising antisemitism in France and the Nazi agitation in Germany as 

evidence of the Jews’ non-belonging to the diaspora. Instead, Robert Gamzon emblematically 

declared in EIF’s Lumière of 1938–39 that the organization’s task was to aid the refugees and 

to provide professional re-orientation to them. He then added:319 
We also have to develop the desire for a fraternal collaboration with the other communities, Catholic and 

Protestant, and with the neutral organizations […]. We will serve France by being good Jews […]. We will seek 
to spread throughout French Judaism the spirit of fraternal action which is the characteristic of our Movement. 
This will be one of our replies to the perfidious work of the agents of Hitler in our country. 

 Hence, Gamzon proposed to counter the “agents of Hitler” with self-confident actions 

of solidarity and ethically good behavior that displayed both French patriotism and Jewishness 

to the public. At around the time as Gamzon published his text, the BIF finally recognized the 

EIF after years of renewed negotiations. One of the demands of the BIF had been that the EIF 

reduced its Zionist activities. Apart from the conflict with the Comité Central, this might have 

been another reason why the EIF’s leaders remained cautious about Zionist rhetoric. The 

yearlong attempts to secure recognition by the BIF demonstrate unequivocally, however, that 
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the EIF saw itself as being firmly rooted in the scouting scene in France. On March 30, 1939, 

the EIF officially entered the BIF.320 

4.4. The potential of Colleville 

 Especially during the Second World War, some of those who had practiced Jewish 

solidarity in Colleville became involved in organized rescue and resistance activities, while 

others embarked on careers in Palestine. In the following, I trace some of their stories and 

thereby highlight the potential of the group that had come together in Colleville.  

Like many EIF members, the rabbis Henri Schilli and Élie Bloch were active in the 

Résistance against the Nazis and in the rescue of Jews from the Germans.321 As chaplain, Schilli 

saved Jewish adults and children from internment camps in Southern France by hiding them, 

providing fake identities and organizing escape routes to Spain and Switzerland. Having 

survived the war, he worked as rabbi and chaplain for the EIF in Paris where he died in 1975.322 

Élie Bloch constructed a rescue network with his wife Rachel in Poitiers and the surrounding 

region in Occupied France and liberated 84 children from internment camps. In 1943, they were 

deported to Auschwitz together with their young daughter Myriam and never returned.323 Other 

important EIF figures in the Résistance whose presence in Colleville is confirmed by the 

sources were Robert Gamzon, Marc Haguenau (Colombe)324 and Sigismond Hirsch. Edmond 

Blum, who had a collection of photographs from the camp, was also active in the Résistance.325 

Édouard Simon and Charlotte (Shatta) Hirsch could very well have been in Colleville, too, 

given Édouard’s important position in the EIF and the friendship of the Hirsch and Simon 

families. During the war, the couple directed the now-famous Maison de Moissac in Tarn-et-

Garonne in Southern France, a clandestine center of the EIF and a refuge for hundreds of Jewish 

children. After evacuating the house in 1942 before the German army arrived, Édouard and 

Shatta created the Sixième with Robert Gamzon, a clandestine rescue network of EIF 

members.326 They stayed committed to the education of Jewish children in France after the war.  

In the last years of the war, Robert Gamzon took an active role in the military resistance 

against German forces. He directed a “maquis,” a resistance unit, in the Tarn area in Southern 
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France. He named the unit “compagnie Marc-Haguenau” after his friend, resistance activist and 

national EIF leader who was arrested and shot by the Gestapo in February 1944.327 The unit 

liberated the towns Castres and Mazamet from the Germans. Gamzon was awarded several 

military honors for his activities in the Résistance.328 After the war, he immigrated with a 

number of other EIF members to the newly founded state of Israel in 1949, a move that surprised 

the EIF leadership at the time, given that Gamzon had advocated for a commitment to Jewish 

life in the diaspora just a few years earlier.329 This was one of the few instances where the EIF 

systematically organized a collective departure of a group to Israel, including the preparation 

in a Haksharah in the tradition of the chalutzim movements. In the following years, there were 

some attempts to increase the EIF presence in Israel but with meager results. According to 

Michel, emigration to Israel continued not on a collective level but individually.330 

Nevertheless, until today a community of EIF veterans, alumni and friends lives in Israel and 

stays in contact. Gamzon lived in a kibbutz at first, but soon settled in the city Rehovot where 

the former student of engineering worked as a researcher in the field of electronics. In 1961, he 

died in an accident. His wife Denise lived in Israel until her death in 2002. 

Like Gamzon, Sigismond Hirsch, the other important organizer of the camp in 

Colleville, saved hundreds of children and adolescents from the Nazis in the Résistance. In 

October 1943, the Gestapo arrested Sigismond and tortured him in a prison in Toulouse. In 

November, he was deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau with his wife Berthe, born Weyl, who 

never returned. In May 1945, he was liberated after having been transferred to other 

concentration camps previously. Sigismond was profoundly marked by his time in Auschwitz. 

After his return to France, he initiated the foundation of the health-care organization COSEM 

(Coordination des Œuvres Sociales Et Médicales).331 Sigismond was awarded the Legion of 

Honor, the highest French order of merit. He died in 1990.332 

A different role during the war played André Baur, another participant in Colleville. 

Born in 1904 into a prestigious Jewish family – his father was a banker and his mother the sister 

of the Chief Rabbi of Paris –, Baur became treasurer of the JNF in 1927 or 1928 and president 

of the reform congregation Union Libérale just before the war. He worked with the Vichy 

Regime as vice president of the Union Générale Israélite de France (UGIF), an institution set 
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up to monitor and represent the Jewish community. Baur was deported to 

Auschwitz with his wife Odette Pierre-Kahn and their four children in 

1944. None of them survived.333  

In Colleville, Baur had been accompanied by Pascal Themanlys, a 

French and later Israeli author and Zionist who made Aliyah in 1949.334 

Like Themanlys who worked for the Jewish Agency, some participants 

from Colleville made careers in Israel. Max Butkowski from HH, for 

example, emigrated in 1932 to live in a kibbutz. In later years, he embarked 

on a political career in the leftist party Mapai in Jerusalem while he was a 

teacher and later school principal, before he went to Belgium and France 

to work for the JNF and the Jewish Agency, only to return to Israel to take 

up leading positions in the administration of Hebrew University.335 

François Stein, finally, a member of the Chomrim from Transylvania and 

secretary general of the World Union of Jewish Scouts, made Aliyah in the 

mid-1930s and worked for the water department of the city government of Jerusalem. He was 

a close friend of Antoinette Simon and her husband Abraham Sher who fled to Palestine with 

their son Yoël in 1940.336 

Taken together, it appears that the community in Colleville was comprised of activists 

of Jewish youth who continued to work for the Jewish community in the upcoming decades in 

various functions, while an unknown number of them perished in the Holocaust. Their 

biographies and the fact that the delegations in Colleville were small and carefully selected 

suggests that the camp community stood out. It seems to have been a gathering of particularly 

active, engaged and curious teenagers and students. Despite their relatively young age, they 

displayed a high level of international mobility and had much knowledge about political and 

cultural issues of their time. Certainly, the organizing and networking skills which the scouts 

developed with events like the camp in Colleville helped those who they put their lives on the 

line in order to save others during the war, or those who dedicated their life to the Zionist cause 

like Butkowski. The experiences of community and solidarity in Colleville could also have 

contributed to the motivation of these individuals. Historian Dieter Tiemann, who has analyzed 
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Figure 23. From bottom 
up: Max Butkowski’s 
sister Balbina, Max, his 
wife Hanna (born 
Reindorf) and her 
brother in the kibbutz 
Ein Hahoresh in  
1933–34. Photograph 
from the personal 
collection of Dan Bitan. 
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the contacts between French and German youth in the interwar years, has stressed the diverse 

impacts of these exchanges, observing that many youngsters involved in them occupied leading 

positions as adults.337 The case of Colleville seems to confirm this observation. 

Most people whose history I could trace came from the EIF. Although some figures like 

Lily Simon and François Stein made Aliyah in the years after the camp, most stayed in France. 

Even Sigismond Hirsch, who had been described as the “chef sioniste” in the EIF, remained to 

get involved in the Résistance. The meaning of the label “Zionism” was much different for him 

than it was for example for Max Butkowski from HH. Only after the foundation of the state of 

Israel a number of EIF members emigrated, including Robert Gamzon and Sigismond Haït. 

Until then, the EIF was remarkably successful in retaining its internal cohesion. 

More research would be needed to detail the history of all people whose names appear 

in the sources. Moreover, it is important not to forget that a large proportion of those who went 

to Colleville do not appear in the sources. The sources privilege those who were important 

enough to leave a trace whereas others are neglected. The small pool of researched individuals 

makes generalized statements difficult. One should also be careful not to attribute too much 

explanatory power in the biographies to one single event. Colleville might have attracted and 

shaped a certain activist elite of Jewish youth but it probably did not produce it. 

5. Conclusion 

In the 1920s, the world seemed to become increasingly connected. One legacy of the 

First World War was the emergence of internationalist institutions, movements and ideologies 

which aimed at an increased cooperation among nations. Activists crossed borders and built 

transnational organizations in all sorts of fields. The pacifist and liberal strand of interwar 

internationalism found an expression in the scout movement which spread from Great Britain 

all over the world in the 1920s and 30s. Communities in different countries adopted the scout 

educational method and changed it according to their needs. In this study, I presented a Jewish 

scout organization in France which assumed the pacifist and universalist outlook of the 

jamborees of the world scout movement but combined it with values of Jewish solidarity, when 

it invited international Jewish youth to a “camp mondial” in the French Normandy in 1931. The 

camp in Colleville became an experimental testing ground for how Jewish internationalism 

could look like and be practiced. Using the common vocabulary of scouting rules, rituals and 

activities, the EIF managed to establish a model of Jewish international cooperation which 

could potentially be copied and used by other actors later in history. This could be seen as an 
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example of the internationalizing of cultural practices which Geyer and Paulmann have defined 

as one of the core aspects of internationalism.338  

A close look at the actors, their clothing and activities, the spatial configuration of the 

camp as well as its medial representations has uncovered the mechanics of this instance of 

internationalism. Hence, with the method of microhistory it was possible not only to shed light 

on the functioning of internationalism on a basic level, but also to describe an instance of cross-

national cooperation, activism and community-building which defies easy categorization: 

neither was Colleville a political or philanthropic campaign to provide financial aid or secure 

Jewish rights, nor was it simply a copy of a jamboree. The camp seems to constitute a unique 

case of Jewish internationalism whose parameters were defined by specific local, national and 

international contexts. Its most remarkable feature were its main protagonists: Jewish teenagers 

and students. Whereas the category of youth does not feature prominently in the scholarship on 

Jewish internationalism, historians of Jewish youth movements have often privileged the 

national context. This study is situated at the intersections of the two strands of historiography. 

It suggests that some Jewish youth organizations in the interwar years acted as agents in the 

formation of international Jewish identities and associations. However, more research would 

be necessary to explore the role of youth within Jewish internationalism systematically. 

In the first part of the study, I described the genesis of the camp. As key figures emerged 

Lily Simon and Sigismond Hirsch, whose Zionist leanings as an immigrant in Paris were typical 

of the transformation of the Jewish milieu in the French capital as a whole. Through a 

remarkable alliance of leading figures of diverse groups in the French Jewish community, the 

EIF united Jewish youth with diverging ideological orientations as it developed into a proper 

national scout association. The EIF took pride in its role of bringing immigrant youth together. 

When its president Gédéon Geismar submitted an application to the Bureau Interfédéral du 

Scoutisme Français in which he asked for the EIF to be recognized, he presented the EIF as an 

organization which rendered French society a service by integrating immigrants who would 

otherwise be ignored. The rejection of Geismar’s request by the BIF was a blow to the EIF, 

which had hoped to participate at the jamboree in England in 1929. Adding to the feeling of 

exclusion from the French scout community, the EIF also came under pressure from some of 

its own members who demanded a more Zionist orientation of the organization. In this specific 

historical situation, the scout leaders decided to assert themselves. In the previous years, the 

EIF had already gained experience with international encounters and exchanges. Now, they 

invited Jewish scout organizations from different countries to Colleville.  

 
338 Geyer and Paulmann, “Introduction,” p. 3. 



 83 

As detailed in the second part of the study, Jewish teenagers and young women and men 

from European, North African and, more or less indirectly, Middle Eastern countries crossed 

borders and developed a sense of belonging to a common international community for a small 

moment in history. They presented themselves to the others in sports and scouting competitions, 

discussed serious matters of Zionism and Jewish education, founded a World Union to 

strengthen Jewish scouting internationally, they mourned the Jewish dead of the riots in 

Palestine in 1929, held religious services, sang, danced and ate together – in short, they engaged 

actively with the world and sought their place in it. 

These practices in Colleville were crucial factors in the constitution of community at 

the camp. The concept of “liminality” has helped to understand this process. When the scouts 

wore their uniforms and solemnly marched into the campsite, they left their old social roles 

behind them and became part of a new community. They created and shaped this community 

by performing it. The scouts saw and presented themselves as athletic, young, pacifist, 

disciplined, patriotic, international – and Jewish. An exhibition gave a sense of material reality 

to this image of international Jewish youth. The camp’s architecture added to the impression. 

A fence surrounded the campsite and marked physically and symbolically the boundary 

between those who belonged and those who did not. The Maison de la Mer produced the 

impression of a proud and visible Jewish space rooted in the landscape. Moreover, textual and 

visual representations fixated the memory of the camp medially. 

The imagined and practiced community in Colleville was not universal. Despite the 

label “camp mondial,” all of the participants seem to have come from Europe or from countries 

that were dominated by European powers. Furthermore, the position of girls and young women 

in relation to this community is unclear, as they took part in the camp but did not feature in any 

newspaper article about it. Most controversy, however, was emanating from the presence of 

Zionist movements, imagery and performances. Already prior to the camp, the Alliance 

Israélite Universelle seems to have rejected supporting the EIF because of the Zionist elements. 

At the camp itself, the national question was openly debated during the Preparatory Assembly, 

while the differences in opinion marked the textual interpretations of Colleville in its aftermath. 

These observations reveal the ambiguities of this instance of Jewish internationalism. 

In Colleville, the self-definition and ideological orientation of Jewish youth was 

negotiated. The involvements of adults in this dispute signals the complexity of agency which 

is a recurring feature in the history of youth organizations in general.339 During the camp, JNF’s 

Joseph Fisher pushed for more support of the Palestinian settlements, while the rabbi Berman 
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propagated spiritual fidelity to the Jewish religious traditions. The campsite was owned by the 

philanthropist Alice Halphen, and prestigious guests attended the festivities and donated prizes 

for the scouts. But under this web of adult protection and influence, the scouts carved out their 

own spaces of agency, for example by negotiating with Hashomer Hatzair before the camp and 

by debating the statutes of the World Union at the Preparatory Assembly. 

Finally, given the apparently short history of the World Union the question emerges 

whether this instance of Jewish internationalism was successful. On first sight, it seems as if it 

clearly failed. The lack of repetition of camps like the one in Colleville meant that the 

experience of community does not seem to have been kept alive but instead soon entered the 

realm of memory and the past. Moreover, even though the EIF obtained recognition from the 

BIF in 1939, it is unlikely that the World Union had contributed to this success. As to the reasons 

for the ephemerality of the Union, one could point to the internal ambiguities in the project of 

internationalism which became visible in Colleville and could have led to discussions within 

the Union about the organization’s ideological orientation. Likely, external factors played a 

large role. In the highly unstable 1930s, EIF members probably had other priorities than 

investing their time and energy in the countless activities the Union had originally envisioned. 

Still, even if the World Union did not survive long, its existence served as a precedent 

for an initiative much later. In November 2006, the International Forum of Jewish Scouts (IFJS) 

was inaugurated in Jerusalem. The IFJS claims the heritage of the World Union of Jewish 

Scouts. On its website it is stated that the World Union “was unable to develop due to the tragic 

events that unfolded in Europe, beginning in 1933 and culminating in the Shoah.”340  

 It seems that Colleville’s most enduring legacy was on the level of personal experiences 

and memories which certainly shaped the participants’ lives. The scout from Leipzig mentioned 

letter exchanges after the camp.341 Another participant, Pascal Themanlys, remembered almost 

thirty years later how he had been in Colleville with his friend André Baur. In his article for the 

Tunisian francophone newspaper La Gazette d’Israël, Themanlys highlighted the encounter 

with the Germans and Austrians: “We were moved to meet in Colleville the scouts of Germany 

and Austria whose communities seemed so threatened to us.”342 

The EIF was proud of having organized the camp. That is attested not only by Gamzon’s 

various articles, but also by the fact that Antoinette Simon mentioned the camp years later as 

an achievement of her sister Lily and Sigismond Hirsch. A calendar from the EIF from 1934/35 
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lists Colleville as the most recent major event in a chronology of the movement.343 Also, in an 

internal document of the EIF titled “Les grandes dates E.I.F.,” which was not written before 

1948, Colleville is mentioned as one of the important dates in the organization’s history.344  

Hence, even if Colleville remained a singular event, the camp in itself can be counted 

as a success. It confirms once more the importance of physical face-to-face meetings in the 

creation of community. Without the very presence of the scouts in Colleville and their collective 

performances, this case of Jewish internationalism would not have worked. 

Furthermore, it is not implausible to imagine that the practice of Jewish solidarity which 

characterized the event in Colleville became an experience that shaped or even motivated some 

of the camp participants’ later rescue activities during the Second World War. And Colleville, 

too, should play an unexpectedly important role in the conflict. 

When German forces occupied large parts of France, they also arrived in Colleville. 

According to notes on the back of a photograph of the Maison de la Mer, the German army 

used the villa as a military base during the occupation.345 In June 1944, Allied troops attacked. 

On D-Day, a British officer took a photo of the beach of Colleville. Judging from the picture, 

he stood on his ship still at sea. British troops disembarked on the landing site. In the 

background, the Maison de la Mer loomed over the historic event. Suddenly, the place, where 

thirteen years ago Jewish youth had camped and peacefully discussed together, became 

entangled in one of the most important battles in World War II. In its course, the Maison de la 

Mer was destroyed. It was later demolished.346 This seems to be, in a metaphorical fashion, a 

symbolic closing of a chapter of proud, yet often 

defiant Jewish life in the European diaspora. 
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Figure 24. British commandos of the 1st Special 
Service Brigade land on the Queen Red sector of 
Sword Beach on D-Day. The building in the 
background is the Maison de la Mer. Photograph 
by J. L. Evans (Capt), No. 5 Army Film and 
Photo Section, June 6, 1944, IWM B 5103, 
Imperial War Museums, London, Great Britain. 
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6. Appendix 
 
Timetable of the “camp mondial” in Colleville-sur-Orne in August 1931. Assembled with 
information from diverse sources. The information is incomplete and might not always have 
been reported correctly. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

First week Competitions and Preparatory Assembly. Inspection of tents in 
the morning.  

Aug 3 Opening of the camp: solemn entry into the tent city; short 
introductions by Hirsch and Gamzon about the goals of the camp; 
saluting the flag. 

Aug 4 Competitions in the fields of scouting, athletics and Judaism.  
First session of the Preparatory Assembly. 

Aug 5 Competitions in the fields of scouting, athletics and Judaism. 
Second session of the Preparatory Assembly. 

Aug 6 Competitions in the fields of scouting, athletics and Judaism. 
Third session of the Preparatory Assembly. 

Aug 7 Competitions in the fields of scouting, athletics and Judaism. 
Jewish service at the beginning of shabbat with chants sung by 
Hungarians, Alsaciens and Londoners. 

Aug 8 Fourth congress session. Conclusion of the Preparatory Assembly 
with a ceremony in honor of Theodor Herzl. 

Aug 9 Day for visitors. Opening of the scout exhibition to the public.  
Guests from the Jewish community attend a lunch. Scout 
demonstrations in the afternoon. Announcement of the results of 
the competitions. 

Second week Trips and excursions.  

 Reception by the municipality at the casino (date and location 
unclear). 

Aug 11 and 12 Trip by boat to Le Havre, where the EIF ostensibly displayed 
good relations with Christian scouts. Excursion to Trouville-
Deauville. 

Aug 14 Jewish service at the beginning of shabbat led by Israël Salzer, 
Chief Rabbi of Marseille. Attendance of Alice Halphen, the 
owner of the campsite, and a Baroness of the Rothschild family. 

Aug 15 Large campfire with the help of Catholic scouts in the evening. 

 Farewell festivities (date unclear). 

Aug 18 
 

At least some delegations travel or return to Paris. Reception of 
the Greek delegates by the ambassador of their country. 
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