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Abstract

In August 1917, a fire broke out in a crowded quarter on the northwest side of Salonika. 
It eventually destroyed the historical center of the city, including the homes and property 
of more than 70,000 people, most of them Jews. The Greek government enacted a law 
for the reparceling and reconstruction of the burned-out area, which aroused anger and 
concern among Salonikan Jews, who understood it as a scheme to push them out of the 
city. The scholarly discussion of this crucial event in the history of the city and its Jewish 
community has revolved mainly around two main foci: the role of the fire as a much-
needed opportunity to modernize the city and the question whether the rebuilding plan 
was a calculated scheme to Hellenize Salonika at the expense of the Jewish community. 
This latter debate is part of the wider discussion of the place of European Jewry in the 
transition from empire to nation-state. In this paper, the repercussions of the fire will be 
discussed from another perspective, namely, the role played by members of the local Jewish 
political and social elite in the aftermath of the fire. Key members of this elite adapted 
themselves to the politics of the Greek state and succeeded in turning what was consid-
ered a disaster by the majority of the Jewish community into a catalyst for promoting their 
own economic interests.

Key words: Salonika, Great Fire, Jacob Cazes, Rabbi Yaʽakov Meir, Saul Modiano, 
Jewish community

This article offers an in-depth exploration of an event that 
took place in Salonika over the course of August 18–19, 1917. 
Known as the Great Fire, it laid waste to the historical cen-

ter of the city and left over 50,000 Jews homeless. Shortly thereafter, 
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the Greek government expropriated the so-called Burnt Zone and 
began planning its reconstruction. Until now, the event and its conse-
quences have been debated at the individual level as part of a larger 
argument over the government’s intentions, with Jewish survivors of 
the fire portraying the reconstruction plan as part of a Greek conspir-
acy to drive the Jews from the city and Greek historiographers casting 
it as a colossal undertaking to modernize Salonika and turn it into a 
European showpiece. At the broader historical level, the event and 
its aftermath have been judged within the context of the transition 
from an imperial regime to a nation-state, specifically with regard to 
minority populations.

The perspective offered in the present work is at once microscopic 
and telescopic. The former perspective proposes a fresh reading of 
the existing sources on the incident and its repercussions, based in 
part on an abundance of new sources that shed light on the role 
played by the Jewish community’s leadership and financial elite in the 
eventual shaping of the reconstruction plan and on the way that the 
plan was utilized to increase the capital and assets of these same lead-
ers and their social stratum. The microscopic perspective also allows 
us to reexamine the accepted approach whereby the Great Fire rep-
resented a turning point in the history of Salonika’s Jewish commu-
nity. As the present study indicates, an important aspect of community 
life—namely, its political culture—did not change in the wake of the 
fire: the dominance of a handful of wealthy families who elected to 
remain in Greek Salonika persisted along with the ethos of appeas-
ing the regime and avoiding conflicts, which had also characterized 
the Ottoman world. This attitude endured despite the challenges 
posed by the Zionist movement.1 From a telescopic standpoint, the 
specific incident of the fire provides us with an opportunity to observe 
its broader, universal meaning, which emerges if we examine the fire 
and its aftermath through the prism of various disasters in other times 
and places and question whether these led to opportunities for those 
with vested interests to get richer. One might assume that numerous 
historical studies had already been conducted on this topic, but in 
fact it began to attract academic interest only in recent decades, and 
the many studies on the nexus of natural disasters and profit making 
relate, for the most part, to disasters that took place in the late twenti-
eth and early twenty-first centuries.2 

Naomi Klein has coined the term disaster capitalism to describe 
this type of economic activity. In her book The Shock Doctrine, she 
analyzes not only natural disasters but war, which is not our subject 
here. The fact that there are always people who profit from war, 
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and that some wars take place in hopes of financial gain, does not 
need to be proven here. Nor is the exploitation of natural resources 
for profit to the point of catastrophe of interest to us at this junc-
ture. Our subject is natural disasters, or disasters that by definition 
took place without premeditation but were nonetheless exploited 
for profit after the fact. There is a difference between the former 
examples and the latter. Warmongering for financial gain and the 
callous exploitation of the planet’s resources, even at the expense 
of human life, demonstrate cold-blooded planning unbound by 
moral constraints. The latter and more common category, which 
encompasses the Great Fire, entails taking advantage of the oppor-
tunity presented by someone else’s misfortune to further one’s own 
interests. Surprisingly, there are few studies dealing with the con-
nection between natural or accidental disasters and profit making 
over the course of human history prior to the late twentieth century. 
This could lead us to conclude that it was only then that this phe-
nomenon emerged, but it stands to reason that this is not the case 
and that the paucity of research stems instead from the difficulty of 
tracking the incidence of disaster-based profiteering in the distant 
past. For example, The Routledge Handbook of Hazards and Disaster 
Risk Reduction contains only one article devoted to the historical 
aspect of the phenomenon.3 Unlike studies dealing with the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, which discuss profiteer-
ing from natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, marine oil 
spills, and the like, the bulk of the research dealing with the subject 
from a wider historical perspective has revolved around the subject 
of hunger, which is not always the result of a natural disaster but 
often stems from speculation or poor planning (whether misguided 
or intentional). These include studies by Steven Kaplan on hunger 
in Paris in the eighteenth century,4 the work of Pierre-Etienne Will 
on famine in China in the eighteenth century,5 and many studies 
of famine in India under British rule.6 The present study offers a 
modest contribution to addressing this lacuna. 

The Sources

The primary sources used in this paper can be divided into two types, 
each with advantages and disadvantages that were taken into account 
during the writing process. The bulk of the historical material is 
found in memorial books compiled in Israel during the 1960s and 
1970s, along with memoirs written in Israel that present events and 
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impressions dating back 50 years or more. It is important to recall 
that these memories reflect the Zionist ideology that inspired the 
writers to immigrate to Israel.7 Nor are the descriptions of the fire 
that were written proximate to the actual event, either by Jews or by 
soldiers of the Entente powers stationed in Salonika at the time of 
the fire, free of speculation and personal opinion, which affected the 
description of the fire. I have relied heavily on newspapers from the 
period in all languages published in Salonika (Judeo-Spanish, Greek, 
and French). The local press represents the political opinions of the 
newspaper owners and editors as well as the writers themselves. The 
notices in the Greek press announcing auctions of parcels of land 
in the Burnt Zone are of great importance.8 In addition, the 1910 
commercial directory of Macedonia provides us with a matter-of-fact 
portrait of the community institutions and major businessmen at the 
time.9 The archival material on which this article is based includes 
documents from the Greek Foreign Ministry Archives, which have 
been published by Photini Constantopoulou and Thanos Veremis in 
Greek and English versions that are virtually identical. Both versions 
were compared before being referenced here. Nearly all citations 
are from the English edition; when I cite the Greek edition (due to 
a disparity between the versions), this is mentioned in an endnote. 
Unfortunately, for reasons beyond my control, I was unable to access 
the archives themselves, but photocopies of several documents con-
tained therein and not appearing in the aforementioned work were 
provided to me by Manolis Kandilakis of Salonika, for which I am 
exceedingly grateful. Naturally, most of the material in this archive 
reflects the positions of the Greek government on the subjects in 
question. I also made use of a section of the Salonika Jewish commu-
nity archives that was confiscated by the Nazis and found its way to 
Moscow.10

A different portion of the Archives of the Jewish Community 
of Salonika appears in the Central Archives for the History of the 
Jewish People in Jerusalem (CAHJP).11 The various sections of 
the Archives of the Jewish Community of Salonika generally recount 
the basic facts and figures. In addition, I made use of files of the 
Israel Land Development Company (ILDC) and the Central Bureau 
of the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet le-Yisrael, or KKL), 
both found in the Central Zionist Archives (CZA); documents in 
this archive pertain to topics of interest to the Zionist movement. 
The archives of the Alliance Israélite Universelle in Paris contain fas-
cinating material about the efforts of Salonikan Jews with close ties 
to the Alliance to mobilize it in the fight against the reconstruction 
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plan for Salonika put forward by the Greek government.12 Rounding 
out the material is the correspondence of the Conjoint Foreign 
Committee of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, found in the 
YIVO Archives in New York.13 

The Fire and Its Aftermath

On Saturday, August 18, 1917, in the early afternoon, a fire broke 
out in a crowded quarter on the northwestern side of Salonika known 
by the local Jews as Agua Nueva (New Water) during the Ottoman 
period. It was a mixed neighborhood, home to ordinary Greeks as well 
as impoverished Jews and refugees from the Balkan wars and World 
War I. In Greek sources, the exact site where the fire broke out is 
identified as 3 Olympiados Street.14 Strong winds blew in from the 
Vardar River valley, and the flames spread quickly through the narrow 
alleys lined with wooden houses, leaping from house to house, moving 
rapidly southeast. Firefighters were called in, but the water supply was 
soon depleted because of the density of the population and the fact 
that water had been diverted for the use of Allied warships anchored 
in the harbor and Allied troops camped in the city. The fire was not 
brought under control while it was still possible. As the fire raged in 
the poor districts in the north and headed downtown, families were 
sitting in cafes along the boulevard near the White Tower,15 and peo-
ple in holiday clothes were out for a stroll. The cinemas and theaters 
were packed, and an Italian military band was playing lively marches 
in Liberty Square on the waterfront. The fire swept through the Greek 
neighborhoods and the upper quarters populated by Muslims. No 
one believed that the fire would spread to the city center, and many 
people were confident that it would die down when it reached Agiou 
Dimitriou and Egnatia, which were the most important streets of the 
city. In fact, in a few places their width was of maximum eight meters 
from building to building and in other places even less. It is no won-
der they did not create a barrier against the flames. The French army 
dynamited several rows of buildings, including the enormous new 
Talmud Torah, hoping this would stop the fire, but again to no avail.16 
The fire was not extinguished until the evening of August 19, though 
a few smoldering hot spots remained.17 Sixty percent of the real 
estate inside the city’s walls—totaling roughly 9,500 buildings—was 
destroyed. Of the 73,448 people left homeless, 52,000 were Jews, and 
40,000 of these could not fend for themselves. Eighty-four percent of 
the 5,400 property owners in the district were Jews. The damage from 
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the fire was appraised at a billion French francs. Seventy-five percent 
of this was Jewish property.18

A fortnight after the fire (September 4, 1917), the government 
of Elephterios Venizelos declared that Salonika would be rebuilt not 
along the old lines but according to a new master plan. Law 823, call-
ing for the redesign of the city, was drafted by the minister of trans-
port, Alexandros Papanastasiou. An International Committee for the 
Redesign of Salonika was established, and a team of architects headed 
by two famous experts, Ernest Hébrard of France and Thomas Mawson 
of England, was appointed to come up with a design.19 On June 29, 
1918, the proposal was submitted to the General Administration of 
Macedonia, supported by Law 1394, which was promulgated on May 9, 
1918. The initial concept was to rebuild Salonika as a model European 
city. To accomplish this, the government expropriated not only the 
Burnt Zone but also large parts of the city that had not been affected, 
which were slated for demolition and reconstruction. Fifty-two per-
cent of the land was allocated for public buildings, grand public 
squares, and wide boulevards, with an efficient transportation system 
catering to a population of 350,000.20 The planners envisaged stately 
colonnaded buildings similar to those in the modern districts of Paris, 
which would serve as the foundation of “garden cities” for the middle 
class and carefully designed suburban districts for the masses.21 The 
area was divided into huge pieces of real estate that were put on the 
market for exorbitant prices. 

It should be borne in mind that there was no connection at all 
between the parceling of land before the fire and its allotment after 
the fire. Under the new plan the redistributed area was divided into 
six sections, the average minimum price of which went as follows, from 
lowest to highest: D, E, B, A, the Bazar section, and C section.22 Three 
years after the fire, only a few dozen of the 2,400 tracts offered at auc-
tion had been purchased for rebuilding.23 The rights of the evicted 
population were supposedly protected by a complex set of financial 
arrangements. An association of property owners was established by 
the state, and the expropriated land became the property of the asso-
ciation. Anyone who submitted proof of ownership of assets in the 
Burnt Zone in time received a certificate that specified the exact tract 
of land he had owned before the fire and its worth at the time. The 
evaluation of the lot was based on the average value of the land and 
the buildings in use on it in the five years preceding the fire. The 
appraisal was conducted following a survey by the president of the 
Inferior Court of Salonika, assisted by a consultative committee, which 
included two representatives of the affected landowners. Landowners 
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could comment on and appeal the findings of this body within a time 
frame determined by the president of the court. A date was fixed at 
which the relevant evidence was heard in public, and the results were 
published in the local newspapers. Landowners were still able to sub-
mit a second appeal within two months, after which the assessment 
became final. At that point, the property rights were transferred to 
the Property Owner’s Association (POA), and the property owner 
received a combined treasury bond and title deed that specified the 
place and value of the property turned over to the POA. These legal 
tenders were not transferable. However, since most of the fire victims 
remained homeless and deprived of their places of business, these 
bonds could be used as collateral for loans issued by the National Bank 
of Greece for up to 75 percent of their face value. The bank could 
not realize them except for collecting the interest payable on them. 
Disputes over the property value could not halt the implementation 
of the plan. The certificate could be used as legal tender in a closed 
bid among the property owners for a tract in the Burnt Zone that had 
been reappraised and assigned price restrictions. Prime properties 
defined by the new plan were sold at auction without restrictions on 
the maximum price; however, there was a minimum price. The next 
most valuable properties were designated to be sold at auction for a 
price not exceeding 50 percent of their minimum value, and the final 
category were to be sold at a price not exceeding 25 percent of their 
minimum value.24 A commission was appointed to decide the order in 
which the lots would be sold. The successful bidder could pay with his 
title deed and, if necessary, add more money. Resale of the property 
was forbidden for three years.25 The deed was never equal in value to 
the property owned previously and was worth almost nothing when 
compared to the value of real estate following the unification and 
redistribution scheme, but it was still legal tender.26 

A problem that further complicated the situation of landowners 
in the Burnt Zone was the fact that some 75 percent of the burnt 
lots basically belonged to Ottoman vakıfs (religious endowments). 
Under Ottoman law, the vakıfs had inalienable rights of ownership 
without usufruct, and the people who benefited from the asset had to 
pay a yearly sum to the vakıf for its use. Ottoman law was preserved 
within the Greek legal system through the Greek-Turkish Agreement 
of November 1, 1913, signed in Athens.27 Contrary to this agreement, 
a Greek law passed in 1918 stated that the person who enjoyed the 
usufruct was considered to be the owner. He was also the owner of 
the title deed (ktimatografo) that formed the basis of his claim on the 
land in the Burnt Zone. The vakıf’s right to the land was reduced 
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to a relationship of obligation (enochiki schesi), that is, the holder 
of the land owed money to the vakıf, but the vakıf no longer had 
rights to the land. For small landowners, this complicated legal situ-
ation meant that the actual value of their title deed was slashed even 
further. A more basic problem emerged from the simple fact that 
many of the fire victims were unaware of the time limit for declara-
tion of ownership of lots in the Burnt Zone, and thus they lost their 
rights to the bond that would have enabled them to participate in the 
auction.28 

Most of the fire victims, though they had had a roof over their heads 
before the fire, were now stranded with very little hope of reclaiming 
such a roof in the near future. Although the deeds were nontransfer-
able and resale of the property was restricted (which should ostensibly 
have prevented speculation), in reality the necessities of life prevailed. 
People who did have deeds but needed housing right away were forced 
to take loans against them or sell their rights in one way or another 
in order to rent or buy a property that was worth much less than what 
they had owned before. Most of the property owners could not afford 
to buy at the auction prices.29 

There is a tendency to doubt the testimonies written 50 years after 
the fire and collected in Zikhron Saloniki (Memoir of Salonika),30 
which is rightfully considered a memorbuch written by Zionists under 
the impact of the Holocaust and belonging to the genre developed 
by Ashkenazi Holocaust survivors to commemorate their annihilated 
communities; thus the constraints that forced the fire refugees to 
abandon their rights and make do with lesser housing conditions are 
sometimes regarded as exaggerated. Yet this must be balanced against 
the fact that a majority of the refugees eventually settled in the poor 
suburbs of Salonika. In his survey of the length of time that refugees 
had to wait until they could reclaim their old lots of land, Evanghelos 
Hekimoglou shows that on June 28, 1922—58 months after the fire—
when the auction of the new lots (section D) began, only eight of the 
85 Jewish former owners in the Rogos neighborhood regained lots in 
this neigborhood.31 Those who waited until all the properties were 
sold at their new reevaluated prices could look forward to pocketing 
50 percent of the revenue generated by these auctions.32 

The Jews of Salonika were shocked by this turn of events.33 For 
the majority of the Jewish community, the explanations made by the 
Greek authorities about what a marvelous opportunity this was for the 
city and for them personally, and about how they would now be able 
to live in a modern environment and rake in profits from selling their 
property, which was steadily spiraling upward in value, fell on deaf 
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ears. They saw the rebuilding scheme as a Greek conspiracy to drive 
them out of the city center.34 Most of the protest came from the mid-
dle class, whose entire world had collapsed.35 These were small- and 
medium-scale businessmen of all types and members of the free pro-
fessions. The backbone of the Zionist movement in Salonika could 
be identified as belonging to this same middle class.36 Thus, it is no 
surprise that the Zionist leaders of Salonika were particularly out-
spoken on the subject. Especially active was Rabbi Yaʻakov Meir, who 
wrote a steady stream of letters to the Conjoint Foreign Committee 
of the Board of Deputies of British Jews. News of his complaints 
reached Jewish public figures in the United States.37 The Zionists 
were not the only ones who were critical of the plan. Outrage was also 
expressed in Alliance circles.38 The president of the local committee 
of the Alliance for many years (until 1920) was Joseph Misrachi,39 an 
industrialist, banker, and tireless community activist. Together with 
the Allatini and Fernandez-Diaz families, the Misrachi family owned 
the Olympos beer brewery (founded in 1892).40 They also owned a 
spinning mill along with the Torres family (1885) and a jute-sack fac-
tory with the Fernandez-Diaz and Torres families (1906).41 In the early 
twentieth century, Joseph Misrachi was the director of the Salonikan 
Commercial Society, which dealt in tobacco,42 and his personal cap-
ital was estimated at £10,000–15,000.43 From 1902 to 1914 he was a 
member of the Board of Governors of the Banque de Salonique and 
from 1922 to 1929 served as director of the bank.44 He was among 
the founders of the Industrialists Association of Salonika (1914) and 
was its second president.45 From 1914 to 1919 he was a member of 
the Salonika Chamber of Commerce.46 In 1919 he was also a member 
of the chamber’s board of directors. In 1910 he became president 
of Baron de Hirsch Hospital.47 He was a member of the Community 
Executive Council in 1902 and again in 1911,48 and in 1911 he also 
served as a member of the administrative council of the Talmud Torah 
ha-Gadol.49 In short, he was a major pillar of the city in general and of 
the Jewish community in particular. 

Whereas the Zionists stressed the injustice done to the Jewish com-
munity at large, the correspondence of Misrachi with the Alliance 
in Paris reflects the efforts made by landowners more practical than 
the Zionists to resolve their problems. In letters written on August 
21 and 29, 1918, Misrachi explained the demands of the landowners 
from the Burnt Zone. They were interested in keeping their former 
lots but would agree to accept smaller lots in exchange for decent 
compensation. When they realized that this was not going to happen, 
they demanded compensation for expropriated land as stipulated in 
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the Greek Constitution. When they understood that the government 
would not be able to pay them for the expropriated land, they offered 
to be paid in installments. Seeing that this offer too was rejected, they 
offered to found an association of landowners under government 
supervision, on condition that they be able to decide on the repar-
titioning of the land. They also asked that the bonds representing 
their rights to the land be negotiable. None of this was accepted by 
the government. Misrachi, like everyone else, did not believe that the 
system of public auctions envisioned by the government would leave 
anything for the landowners. As he wrote, everyone was ready to give 
the government the profits they imagined would come from the land, 
if only it would buy the land from them at the 1917 prices.50 

Misrachi’s letters were sent to the Alliance two months after Law 
1394 of May 9, 1918, was presented to the ministry of Macedonia (June 
29, 1918). They attest to his acknowledgment of the fact that the land-
owners themselves could not change the law and that the Jewish com-
munity as an organization could not do much either. Outside help was 
needed. Because of all the efforts to recruit organizations and people 
of influence from abroad to the Jewish cause, the Greek government 
was inundated with demands and inquiries via its embassies in various 
countries. As a result, it sent a briefing to all its diplomats on how to 
respond to charges made by the Jews that they were being thrown 
out of the city. The Jews were not the only ones who protested. Greek 
Christians and Muslims, who also felt cheated, lodged complaints, but 
since both groups together made up 15 percent of the total of fire 
victims, the number of complaints lodged by them was smaller than 
that lodged by Jews.51 According to contemporary Jewish sources, gov-
ernment aid was quickly extended to the other groups, a complaint 
that was indignantly rejected by the government.52 As a result of the 
uncertainty surrounding the final rebuilding arrangements, the prop-
erties put up for sale had no takers. The laying of the cornerstone for 
the first building in the Burnt Zone took place only in April 1920, 
with a total of 90 properties being sold by the end of the year, all for 
rock-bottom prices. There was no competition.53 “Salonikans are not 
stupid enough to buy land in the Burnt Zone for three times the price, 
and then pay money for thousands of building permits,” quipped a 
satirical magazine published in Ladino.54 

In November 1920, Venizelos lost the election, and Dimitrios 
Gounaris, his successor, abolished the rebuilding order of 1918. On 
January 10, 1921, Gounaris published a letter stating that the vast pub-
lic spaces designed in the original plan would be reduced, and west-
ern Salonika, untouched by the fire but included in the remodeling 
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plans, would not be razed. He wrote that the landowners in the Burnt 
Zone were now free to build there without restriction.55 However, 
Gounaris’s repeal of the order did not bring about the anticipated 
results as far as the ordinary refugees from the fire were concerned. 
The savvy businessmen of Salonika had already grasped the fantas-
tic real-estate potential of the plan and explained to the Greek gov-
ernment that they opposed only certain clauses—not the project as a 
whole. The upshot was that Hébrard amended the plan to suit them.56 
The rich grew richer, and the poor grew poorer. By 1921, at which 
point most of the landowners were already impoverished, the govern-
ment allowed the sale of the bonds, which now sold very cheaply.57 A 
piece in the newspaper Makedonia on December 30, 1921, claimed that 
“vested interests,” that is, wealthy individuals who had never owned 
real estate in section A, had “infiltrated the ridiculous auction” by buy-
ing up all the deeds (ktimatografa) of this section and “grabbed the 
large plots.”58 The government had approved the exclusion from the 
auction of deed holders in the other sections, thus giving an advan-
tage to big businessmen who could afford to buy these deeds, gener-
ally from poorer residents, in advance. These conclusions are not new; 
Alexandra Karadimos-Yerolimpos has already alluded to them.59 But 
how did this happen? The explanation lies in the encounter between 
Jewish social and political culture and the world of Greek politics.

The Jewish Leadership of Salonika between the Ottoman Empire  
and the Greek Nation-State

I wish to shed light on another aspect of the story that has received 
less attention until now: the role of the community president, Jacob 
Isac Cazes, and a number of wealthy, influential families in the bat-
tle between different segments of the community to block the Burnt 
Zone Rebuilding Plan60 or at least minimize the harm it would cause 
them if it were carried out in full. This facet of the fire story fits in very 
well with the discussion of how economic power, translated into polit-
ical power, enables power brokers to amass even more clout. To com-
prehend the issue, some background on the political culture of the 
Jews of Salonika—and the personal histories of the leading families 
involved—is needed. Throughout the Ottoman era, the community 
was governed by a plutocracy of several hundred individuals whose 
sons and daughters married one another. Traditionally, cultivating a 
position in this group entailed having close relations with the Ottoman 
authorities. At the end of the Ottoman era, strong connections with 



[85]

The Great 
Salonika Fire 
of 1917

•
Minna 
Rozen

the European powers were another prerequisite. The last Jewish 
communal elections under Ottoman rule took place in the winter of 
1912. The list of community members eligible to vote or run for office 
included 794 individuals.61 Members of this group, payers of the petcha 
tax—a direct tax on income and property—came from 210 families. 
Fifty families had more than four representatives on the list, and some 
families had between eight and 10. By way of illustration, in 1902 five 
of the 17 members of the Community Executive Council belonged to 
the Modiano family.62 Common people who had no right to vote had 
no idea how the procedure worked. The sources show this aspect of 
Ottoman life remained largely unchanged for many years, even under 
Greek rule. Formal political involvement remained the prerogative 
of a very small segment of the population—those who paid the pet-
cha tax, in a carryover from the Ottoman period. The running of the 
community was an inside affair, almost a family matter, in the hands of 
a closed group of taxpayers. Nobody else was privy to information or 
understood the true dynamics.63 

The arrival of the Greek army challenged this state of affairs. 
Having identified the problems of the Ottoman Empire, which still 
governed Albania, Macedonia, and Thrace, Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, 
and Montenegro launched a combined military campaign designed 
to conquer these regions and divide the spoils of war between them. 
Following the unexpectedly swift progress of the Greek army toward 
Salonika, the Ottoman commander Hasan Tahsin Pasha, who was 
promised that the local population would not be harmed, surren-
dered Salonika and its garrison of 26,000 men to the Greeks without 
a fight on November 9, 1912.64 The early weeks of Greek control in 
Salonika were accompanied by violence against the Jewish commu-
nity, which perceived itself—and was treated—as an occupied popu-
lation.65 The leaders of the community, until then loyal allies of the 
Ottomans, found themselves in a bind. They were not certain of the 
political future of the city, which was coveted not only by the Greeks 
but also by the Bulgarians and the Austrians. There were even rumors 
circulating about a free port where the Jewish element would be the 
major player.66 But in the meantime, they could not afford a confron-
tation of any kind with the new regime. In 1913, the future was Greek, 
and Salonika’s Jewish leaders had to prove their loyalty to the new 
rulers.67 

A major figure in the leadership of the Jewish community was Jacob 
Isac Cazes. He had served as a member of the Community Executive 
Council since 188868 and in 1912 was elected president of the com-
munity, a post that he continued to hold virtually uninterrupted until 
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1930.69 Cazes was born in 1845 to a wealthy family. His father Isac was a 
major trader of cotton and other agricultural products and a broker of 
the Vlastos firm in Salonika.70 Cazes was sent to the Lippman School, a 
French-oriented Jewish school in Salonika.71 Upon completion of his 
studies, he did not join the family business but went his own way, work-
ing for the Charissis firm for 20 years before opening his own business 
in 1880. The reason for his choice of career may have been connected 
with the fact that by the time he finished his studies, his brother-in-law 
Saul Modiano had already taken control of Cazes’s father’s business. 
It is very likely that Saul Modiano got Cazes the post at the Charissis 
firm through his ties with Pulcheria Prassakakis (neé Charissis), thus 
connecting the two brothers-in-law with two of the greatest Greek 
international firms in the city, Vlastos and Charissis.72 Cazes became 
a successful grain and flour merchant and businessman73 and was 
among the founding members of the Club des Intimes, a Jewish social 
club whose members constituted the financial and social backbone of 
the community, all of them graduates of Italian and French schools.74 
In 1909, he founded the Cercle Commercial Israélite, which merged 
with the Club des Intimes and took its name. Some two hundred 
major Jewish merchants belonged to this club, the aim of which was 
to foster and protect the interests of Jewish businessmen in Salonika.75 
Cazes served as a member of the Salonika Chamber of Commerce 
under both the Ottomans and the Greeks76 and was also on its board 
of directors. From 1888 through 1906, he sat on the Salonika City 
Council.77 For 50 years, Cazes was a fixture of the local Jewish com-
munity and a leader in business circles.78 In 1912, he was still living 
in the qaurter of Kaldirgoch,79 but in 1917 (before the fire) he lived 
on Hamidiye Caddesi (Hamidiye Avenue), nowadays Ethnikis Amynis 
(and previously Vasilissis Sophias). I have no documentation on his 
residence after the fire, but in comparison to his brother-in-law’s pal-
ace in the Campagnias (Vasilissis Olgas Avenue), Hamidiye Caddesi 
was just a well-off neighborhood, which reveals something about the 
balance of power between the two families. However, in 1932, when 
the 599 wealthiest Jews in Salonika were taxed by the Greek author-
ities to finance soup kitchens for Jewish indigents, then 87-year-old 
Jacob Cazes was one of seven people taxed at the rate of 14,000 drach-
mas. The highest tax was 15,000 drachmas, paid by 21 community 
members, among them the three sons of the late Saul Modiano.80 The 
remainder of the taxpaying community members were charged much 
smaller sums. Cazes lived to the ripe old age of 90.

Jacob Cazes’s sister, Fakima, married Saul Modiano. Through this 
marriage, she eventually became an exemplary, even legendary, figure 
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in the history of the community.81 Viewed through the lens of time, 
the marriage of Saul Modiano and Fakima Cazes has acquired a kind 
of romantic-nostalgic patina. According to the story, Modiano was 
born in 1816 and orphaned at the age of seven. His relatives refused 
to take him in, and he was forced to earn a living from the age of 10. 
First he was taken as a servant by a French physician, Dr. Lafont, for 
whom he worked until the age of 16. After Lafont’s death, Modiano 
started working for another Greek physician and businessman, Dr. 
Ioannis Prassakakis, a French citizen originally from the island of 
Chios. Prassakakis, a very wealthy man with no children, lived with 
his childless sister-in-law, Pulcheria, who was the daughter of wealthy 
Greek international entrepreneurs, the Charissis family. Apparently 
Prassakakis and his sister-in-law liked the young boy and appreciated 
his talents and diligence. He did all sorts of odd jobs and peddled 
goods from village to village.82 

After Modiano’s marriage to Fakima Cazes, his father-in-law intro-
duced him to the brokerage business he conducted with the house 
of Vlastos, an international firm run by a family of Greek merchants 
and bankers that operated branches in Istanbul, Trieste, Marseilles, 
Paris, London, New York, and New Orleans.83 Establishing himself as 
a loyal and conscientious business associate, Modiano gained entry 
into the world of international commerce. Eventually, he became a 
top-tier merchant and banker in his own right. According to Modiano 
family mythology, he wed Fakima Cazes at the age of 17. She was 12, 
and they married for love.84 They were young, but that should not 
make us doubt the story; early marriage was the Ottoman Jewish cus-
tom of the day. More interesting was the fact that the Cazes family 
gave its consent. The Cazeses were successful grain merchants and 
colonial traders. Why would they give their daughter in marriage to 
an orphan without any family backing? On the face of it, all he had 
to show was a talent for hard work. If we accept the account of Saul 
Modiano’s childhood without reservation, the mystery of the match 
may be explained as follows: Modiano was a descendant of a long line 
of rabbis and scholars,85 which meant a good pedigree. Good lineage 
had always been an important asset in Sephardi society.86 However, 
pedigree alone may not have been the only advantage Cazes the elder 
saw in young Saul. The Modianos managed to acquire Tuscan citizen-
ship.87 In 1834, the year Saul and Fakima were married, this meant 
they were Austrian citizens.88 (Later, after the founding of the Italian 
state in 1860, they became Italian citizens.89)

In this respect, Saul Modiano was a good match. Foreign citizen-
ship meant many advantages in Ottoman lands, and coupled with 
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local business interests, it was even better.90 Modiano soon surpassed 
his wife’s family in wealth and reputation. Jacob Cazes was thus affili-
ated with one of the richest families in Salonika and the whole of the 
Ottoman Empire. The Modianos had a finger in every pie.91 The pres-
ident of the General Assembly of the Jewish community in 1910 was 
Saul’s cousin, Samuel Daniel Modiano. Among the members of the 
assembly’s presidency was another relative, Dr. Leon Modiano. Saul’s 
son, Jacob Modiano, and another distant relative, the lawyer Raphael 
Modiano,92 as well as Jacob Cazes sat on the consultative committee 
of the community.93 Saul Modiano died in 1883, leaving three sons: 
Jacob, Samuel, and Levi. Jacob was the principal owner of Banque 
Saul (Bank Saul), in partnership with his brother Samuel. Levi owned 
Banque Levi. Both banks were based in Salonika. Levi was also the 
owner of another bank carrying his name in Paris. The Modianos 
owned a stocking factory and real estate worth over 700,000 Turkish 
liras. Among the properties belonging to them were Rogoti Han, 
Boshnak Han, a large house on Ptolemaion Street, six warehouses, 
two nurseries, a silk factory in the Karahatzioglou neighborhood, a 
café on Venizelos Street, a store in the Vardar district, and storerooms 
on Egnatia Street. They owned the Cité Saul, a commercial center 
that housed 96 small businesses, a café, offices and storerooms, a large 
building, and various businesses on the same street, as well as a bakery. 
They were also the owners of shops in the flour market, a five-room 
hostel on Papoutzilar Street, an industrial building housing 23 work-
shops on Alexandrou Megalou Street, and two shops on the water-
front. They owned two enormous tracts of land on Fleming Street, 
known at the time as Saul Zadeleri (Sons of Saul)—and this is just a 
partial list. The Modiano brothers owned property in the best parts of 
town. Their assets doubled between 1909 and 1911, but like business-
men of our time, they were heavily leveraged. When Italy declared 
war on the Ottoman Empire in 1911, they owed millions to Greek 
banks and huge sums to dozens of local investors in Salonika itself. On 
November 6, 1911, when the Ottomans ordered all businesses owned 
by Italian subjects to be shut down, the Modianos packed their bags 
and left for Budapest. 

Evanghelos Hekimoglou offers a detailed account of how the 
Greek banks and Salonikan lenders tried to recover their money 
from the Modianos’ shuttered banks. After negotiations conducted 
across the continent, from Paris to Vienna and Istanbul to Salonika, 
an arrangement was worked out based on the family’s vast real-estate 
holdings in Salonika, which served as financial leverage. With the out-
break of the first Balkan War at the end of 1912, however, the plan fell 
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apart. The Modianos’ banking career thus came to an end, but most 
of their property in Salonika remained in their hands.94 Jacob Cazes 
represented the Modianos’ bank in the complicated negotiations to 
resolve the financial troubles brought on by the 1911 war. His close 
involvement was probably necessary due to his Ottoman citizenship, 
though it may also attest to the fact that he was not only a trusted 
uncle but also a partner in the Modianos’ business operations.95 The 
collapse of the Modiano family’s banking enterprise did not harm 
him personally, just as it did not mark the end for the family into 
which his sister had married. Those who remained in Salonika con-
tinued to be active in the local economy, and those who left became 
prosperous businessmen in Europe. The Cazes and Modiano fami-
lies were first and foremost businesspeople. In their eyes, wars were 
just an annoying interruption of their financial and mercantile pur-
suits, and when the guns died down, the new geopolitical settings 
became a springboard for new transactions. Perpetuating this state 
of affairs required placating the Ottomans until 1912 and accommo-
dating the Greeks after them.96 They pledged allegiance to whoever 
was in power. Jewish communal activism was part of their business, 
and the same was true for their philanthropy.97 When the Greek army 
entered Salonika, the families faced a serious dilemma. In November 
and December 1912, Jewish businesses were attacked and looted, and 
women were raped. Some Jews were killed.98 Cazes, then president 
of the community, remained silent. He waited to see which way the 
winds were blowing and how strongly, then left the chief rabbi of 
Salonika, Yaʻakov Meir, to face the tempest alone. After all, he him-
self had businesses at stake.99 (In fact, there is a possibility that he 
left the city altogether at the beginning of the war and returned only 
some time in 1913.100)

Rabbi Meir, who had been brought to Salonika from Palestine, was 
a devoted and passionate Zionist who saw the future of the Jews as 
being in their sovereign homeland. He regarded life in Salonika or 
anywhere else outside of Erets Yisrael as a passing episode. Rabbi Meir 
had no businesses to worry about, and he did not flinch from throw-
ing his weight around and standing up to the Greek state.101 Cazes 
himself did not waste time and aligned himself with the Venizelist rul-
ing party, running as a Liberal candidate in the elections of 1915.102 
Without the documentation of his political and business activities in 
later years, this step might have been interpreted as a form of cautious 
investment on behalf of the Jewish community. But times were chang-
ing, and as the Latin proverb says, Cazes was changing with them. 
The outbreak of World War I and developments on the Balkan front 
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changed the global status of Salonika. In early 1917, the Allied powers 
were a dominant presence in the city, to the point of overshadow-
ing Greek sovereignty.103 Moreover, the idea that after the war a new 
order would prevail in Europe became so popular that it occurred to 
the community lay leadership, Cazes included, that some preparatory 
activity to ameliorate the political status of Salonikan Jewry might be 
a good idea.104 Though ostensibly acting for the benefit of the Jewish 
people at large, the leaders believed they could look out for the Jews 
of Salonika without arousing antagonism in the minds of any future 
government. There is no question that Cazes was persuaded by the 
city’s Zionists to take this course of action.105 Nonetheless, it is also 
obvious that neither then nor later did he become a Zionist or agree to 
identify himself with the Zionist cause. This point needs to be empha-
sized to avoid any possible doubt: after August 1917, the Zionists saw 
the Burnt Zone Rebuilding Plan as an abomination—a position that 
placed them in direct opposition to the government. Cazes did not 
share this view. 

A pamphlet in French distributed in Salonika free of charge at 
the beginning of March 1917 points to the duality entrenched in the 
Jewish Congress initiative, to be described below. The pamphlet, enti-
tled Le Congrès juif, explained the need that had emerged, with the 
realization of the coming peace conference, to express the wishes 
and opinions of Salonikan Jewry. This need led the group of people 
behind the pamphlet to convene a “Jewish Congress.” From the word-
ing of the pamphlet, it is clear that the chief rabbi and the Community 
Executive Council supported and collaborated with the organizing 
committee of this congress. The word Zionism does not appear in any 
form anywhere in the pamphlet. The persons who published the tract 
signed it as “the Organizing Committee.” Someone added a handwrit-
ten “index” to the printed pamphlet specifying the political opinions 
of the members. Was the omission of their political affiliation from 
the printed matter accidental? It is unlikely. They simply preferred to 
leave their political views hidden. Cazes in particular was anxious to 
do so, and future events support this theory. Nevertheless, the addi-
tion of the political affiliations shows the power of Zionist circles in 
this initiative. The organizing committee’s members were divided 
by the anonymous commentator into three groups: (a) nationalists; 
(b) members of Zionist organizations and unaffiliated Zionists; and 
(c) a group referred to in French as incoloré (uncolored, that is, non-
aligned). The “nationalists” were people who promoted the right of 
Jews to live as a national minority within the nation-states of others. 
The “uncolored” were those who did not identify with either the 
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nationalists or the Zionists. They can best be described as people who 
believed in the possibility of being a Greek outside and a Jew at home. 
In future years, they would be identified as assimilationists, and Jacob 
Cazes would be their head.106 The second group consisted of delegates 
of Zionist organizations and Zionists who were not delegates. Their 
views need not be explained. 

Of the list of organizers, Jacob Cazes and three others were identi-
fied as nationalists, and two others, among them David Matalon, were 
considered Zionists. This meant that the nationalists on the organiz-
ing committee numbered twice as many as the Zionists. However, on 
the list of “members,” which followed the organizing committee, 14 
out of 21 were Zionists, four were nationalists, and three were uncol-
ored. The proposed goals of the congress were as follows: (1) to ensure 
equal civil, political, and religious rights for Jews in all countries where 
they were denied them, in full or in part; (2) to obtain national rights 
in countries where other national groups enjoyed such rights; (3) to 
ensure the unhampered development of a Jewish national center in 
Palestine; and (4) to establish collaboration between Salonikan Jewry 
and Jews around the world so as to achieve legitimate Jewish repre-
sentation at the upcoming peace conference. Zionism was only one 
of four goals aspired to by a group consisting mainly of Zionists.107 
However, the Great Fire pushed aside this initiative as larger problems 
mounted. Again, Cazes stepped aside, and the Zionists began to fill 
the leadership vacuum. He appeared again as an active leader only at 
the beginning of 1919, when the chance of gaining profits from the 
Burnt Zone Rebuilding Plan became more realistic. Now he had to 
find a way of toning down the agitation against the Greek authorities 
that the Zionists had managed to arouse outside of Greece over what 
they saw as the unfair treatment of Jewish refugees from the fire, the 
attempt to change the status of Saturday as the city’s official day of 
rest, and a host of smaller problems.108 

The outrage was genuine. The Zionist activists capitalized on it, 
with Rabbi Meir as their guide and moral compass. Cazes worked hard 
to restore a sense of calm, but he was unable to halt the politicization 
of the Jewish community. Sam Yoel, who left Salonika before the war 
and returned to the city in 1919, wrote that “in 1914 very few were 
drawn by the Zionist idea, whereas now, one might say that there is 
at least one Zionist in every family, and this is the result of the war 
and the alienation caused by the attitude of the Greek authorities.”109 
In February 1919, the Greek government released two separate state-
ments, supposedly by Rabbi Meir and the leaders of the Alliance in 
Salonika, which denied that the city’s Jews were being persecuted.110 
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Soon after, on March 10, 1919, the first Panhellenic Jewish Congress 
finally convened in Salonika. At that point, the world seemed to be 
undergoing a total transformation; preservation of minority rights 
came to be considered a mandatory condition for the new nation-states 
formed by the Versailles Conference, and the principle of nationhood 
became the order of the day. In 1919, the Jews of Salonika were car-
ried away by the euphoria generated by the Versailles Conference and 
decided to reconvene the congress. In view of the mounting dissatis-
faction among them, Greece’s support for Wilson’s Fourteen Points, 
and the Greek government’s need for the Allies to support its plans 
in Anatolia, expressing the needs of the Jewish community in a dip-
lomatic manner seemed reasonable.111 There is a certain amount of 
confusion regarding this congress in the sources. It has been defined 
as the First Zionist Panhellenic Congress;112 however, it is often con-
fused with another congress, which took place on May 28, 1919, 
some three months after the Jewish Congress.113 The archival sources 
relating to the March congress convey a complicated reality that has 
hitherto gone unnoticed. The planned congress of 1919, like the 
1917 congress, was defined not as a Zionist Congress but as a Jewish 
Congress.114 On March 7, 1919, Cazes’s signature still appears on a 
handwritten appeal to support the “Jewish Congress.”115 Within a few 
days of the publication of the appeal, Cazes realized that the Zionists 
had taken over the reins of the congress in a way that was going to put 
him in a very uncomfortable position vis-à-vis the Greek authorities. 
At the congress, which convened on March 10, his apprehension was 
shared by the other delegates, whose eyes were constantly turned to 
the loggia, where agents of the Greek government, the director of the 
Salonika Press Office, and the chief of police were sitting and trying 
to make sense of what was being said in Judeo-Spanish and French.116 

By this time, the government’s plans for restoring the Burnt 
Zone were clear, and the Jewish tycoons—Cazes, the Modianos, and  
others—had ideas about how they could turn a fine profit. It was an 
opportunity they had no intention of passing up. While the Zionists 
were fighting the reconstruction plan, the French-language Jewish 
newspapers, which reflected the views of the tycoons, supported it.117 
Furthermore, the Modiano-owned insurance company, Patriotique, 
was in no hurry to pay property owners in the Burnt Zone and created 
all kinds of difficulties.118 

On March 17, 1919, Cazes worriedly wrote to the governor of 
Macedonia that four days earlier a “decision-making” committee (of 
which he was not a member) had been established at the congress; 
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basically, he was saying that his vision of the future differed from theirs. 
He explained further that the Jews of Salonika were seeking national 
autonomy. Cazes knew that national aspirations in a place far from 
Greece would not upset the government,119 but by now he understood 
that the battle for autonomy within Salonika was lost. The supremacy 
that Jewish entrepreneurs had enjoyed for generations would have to 
be preserved by other means, if at all. The notion of national auton-
omy would not be something the Greek government would favor, and 
Cazes wanted to continue doing business in the city.120 In the letter to 
the governor, he actually defined the congress as a Zionist congress, 
and to distance himself from the Zionists, he declared that he had quit 
his post as president of the congress (proedros).121 At that point, Cazes 
wanted badly to distance himself from the Zionists, yet he was not 
prepared to openly betray his coreligionists. At the end of the letter, 
he added: “Let there be no misunderstanding: The Jews will always 
work for the good of the Greek state.”122 The letter seems to indicate 
otherwise. 

Cazes may have resigned from the presidency of the congress, but 
he did not resign from Jewish communal activity. On the contrary, he 
continued to serve as the community’s president (interspersed with 
short breaks) until 1930, thereby constituting a solid bridge between 
the Ottoman and Greek periods.123 It was Rabbi Meir who left the 
city in September 1919, though his supporters pleaded with him to 
return.124 The rabbi agreed only on condition that matters revert to 
what they had been before and that he continue to be the sole deci-
sionmaker. But even the Zionists were not so sure they wanted one 
person, however capable, to have such power.125 Ottoman political 
culture thus persisted into the Greek period with the same leadership 
and the same mindset—the sovereign must be humored. Rabbi Meir’s 
departure was prompted by the angry response to his attempts to mobi-
lize foreign governments against the reconstruction plan via Jewish 
organizations in those countries. It was feared that such tactics would 
not help the Jews of Salonika and might even harm them.126 Cazes 
continued to maneuver expertly between the conflicting interests— 
his own and those of his peers, the interests of the Greek government, 
and those of the poor Jewish masses left without roofs over their heads. 
But while he was toiling over these matters, the Zionist Executive in 
Salonika, which did not trust him or the Venizelist government, dug 
up the old plan to internationalize Salonika and sent emissaries to 
Europe to convince Zionist institutions there to propose the nullifica-
tion of the Greek mandate over Salonika and the establishment of a 
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sovereign city. Cazes hurriedly wrote to the Greek minister of foreign 
affairs, assuring him as follows: 

our community has never sent a single representative to Europe to pro-
mote such a scheme since the liberation of the city. Furthermore, the com-
munity is working toward brotherhood between the Greek population 
and the Jews. The Jewish Community Executive Council condemns any 
attempt to ruin the relationship between Greece and Salonika Jewry.127

Cazes’s declaration regarding the emissaries to the peace conference 
was not entirely accurate. French diplomatic correspondence from 
1919 names three people sent from Salonika to represent the interests 
of Salonikan Jewry at that conference.128 However, his declaration that 
the community had not sent such emissaries indicates that he did not 
regard the Zionists as its representatives. This turn of affairs brings us 
back to the spring of 1920, when events concerning this matter came 
to a head.

The Rich Get Richer, the Poor Get Poorer 

In order to appease the homeless, restrain the Zionists, and move 
the reconstruction plan forward, Cazes had to do something for the 
homeless members of the Jewish community. After negotiating with 
government representatives, he managed to extract a promise from 
the minister of transport, Alexandros Papanastasiou, who was in 
charge of the Burnt Zone Rebuilding Project, to build six hundred 
homes—or cabins, to be more precise—for refugees from the fire.129 
He also arranged for the Jews of Salonika to be exempted from mili-
tary service.130 In March 1920, Cazes, speaking before a large crowd, 
stated: “Now that the government has reached a commendable deci-
sion in the matter of our military service, were it not for the rebuilding 
plan, one could say that we are living in a paradise here.”131 The head 
of the Salonika Press Office, whose duties included tracking politi-
cal developments and the mood of the Jewish community, wrote to 
Athens that he thought the atmosphere was more positive than in the 
past and that even the Zionists had softened somewhat, owing, among 
other reasons, to the government’s pledge to contribute toward the 
construction of housing for refugees from the fire—an achievement 
that Cazes took credit for.132

All these details take on new significance when we examine them 
in the light of other sources. As already stated, some of the great 
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landowners in the Burnt Zone were not opposed to the project itself 
but only to certain sections that interfered with their plans, such as the 
enormous open spaces designated as public areas, which were to their 
detriment, or the low assessments of the value of their old lots. It seems 
reasonable to assume that most members of the community were unin-
formed about the details of the plan both before and after Gounaris 
rose to power and that they had no concept of what their leaders were 
up to. The person in charge of negotiating changes to the Burnt Zone 
Rebuilding Plan was Jacob Cazes, and his goal was to preserve the 
interests of his family and colleagues. While Cazes was negotiating in 
Athens, Dr. Leon Modiano, the grandson of Saul Modiano’s brother 
Juda Modiano, was working to spread the word—across the ocean and 
in Salonika itself—that the Jewish community was being discriminated 
against, in order to pressure the government. When Cazes returned to 
Salonika, the community sent Saul Modiano’s son, the banker Jacob 
Modiano, to Athens to negotiate on its behalf. Cazes then assumed 
the role that had previously been filled by Leon Modiano, appealing 
to the masses to “help him moderate the community’s demands on 
the government.” These demands, he said, had been imposed on him 
by the community’s wealthy Jews.133 This was not entirely false. The 
demands presented in Athens were indeed those of the rich, but pre-
senting himself as a spokesman for the poor was far from the truth. 
He needed the lobbying power of the Jewish street, and indeed that of 
Jewish organizations abroad, to achieve what was really the opposite 
of the interests of the poor and the middle class. Those who were not 
part of the inner circle understood that they were being cheated but 
could not do anything about it. As a result, many of them found their 
way to the Zionist cause. Their frustration was directed not toward the 
president of the community but toward the Greek government. Rich 
industrialists, who found it difficult to integrate into the new state pol-
itics, left the country,134 while socialists found another way to express 
their anger. 

In early 1921, the satirical journal El kulevro (The Snake) pub-
lished a series of stinging articles against Cazes’s political activity 
in Athens and on the various committees that dealt with the sale of 
the new land lots. The alleged facts related by the journal all refer 
to the period before the elections of December 1920. The journal 
does not call the protagonists of the articles by their real names. 
Cazes is called Yakovaji, and Papanastasiou is called Papanash. Only 
Venizelos is called by his actual name. In the first article, the author, 
writing under a pseudonym, mocks Cazes, who had become a fre-
quent “pilgrim” to Athens (using the Turkish term for a pilgrimage 
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to Mecca, hacılık). According to El kulevro, since the Great Fire, Cazes 
had become a devoted adherent of Venizelos and a dear friend of 
Papanastasiou, all in order to make sure that his parcels of land 
would be favorably assessed. In return, he pledged the Jewish com-
munity’s allegiance to the Venizelist Liberal Party. This is, of course, 
far-fetched. Cazes had betted on Venizelos already in 1915. However, 
in the general election held on November 1, 1920, Venizelos’s Liberal 
Party was badly defeated. The royalists came back to power, and on 
December 19, 1920, King Constantine returned to Greece. El kulevro 
described in Ladino how Cazes, like any good merchant who never 
missed an opportunity, sheepishly hurried back to Athens, went 
to King Constantine, kissed his hand, burst into tears, and begged 
for mehilah, selihah, ve-kaparah (compassion, forgiveness, and atone-
ment). “The God of the Greeks may have forgiven, but the Jews well 
understood the deceit,” wrote the author.135 

Two weeks later, the same author elaborated further on the sub-
ject. Now that Venizelos was out of the country and Papanastasiou was 
no longer in office, he could do so without fear. In a new article, he 
blamed Cazes very openly for not opposing the Burnt Zone Rebuilding 
Plan. The complicated story told by “the Snake” explained that in 
order to ensure high assessments for lots owned by himself (and his 
friends) before the fire without causing a scandal, he arranged that 
all the old lots around his own would be assessed high, at 90 drach-
mas a meter. However, one of his friends, a Dönme (Muslim descen-
dants of Salonikan Jews, who converted in the wake of Sabbetai Zvi’s 
movement in the seventeenth century), was unhappy with the eval-
uation of his old lot and wanted more—a fact that caused Cazes to 
try to raise the assessment of this group of lots. To achieve this, he 
went to Athens, bribed Venizelos and Papanastasiou, and showered 
them with “love and affection.”136 Such things cannot be proven eas-
ily if one has no access to the scene of the crime, but sometimes the 
irregularities are so obvious that they can hardly be overlooked, and 
the author referred to one such irregularity. Keeping his readers on 
edge, the author revealed the rest of the story only several weeks later. 
In the next chapter, readers learned how a lot that this same Dönme 
friend was interested in was bought by the friend at auction for a very 
low price. The lot, number 15, was situated adjacent to what is now 
Aristotelous Square and was publicized in the newspapers among 
prime property lots (numbers 82–96) around the planned Town Hall 
Square. The minimum prices set for these lots were very high, and 
they could not be sold at lower prices. The publication of lot 15 in 
the midst of these lots could be explained as a “typographical” error, 



[97]

The Great 
Salonika Fire 
of 1917

•
Minna 
Rozen

but it caused potential buyers to refrain from competing for the lot 
and enabled the lucky friend to buy it for a piddling sum, accord-
ing to El kulevro, thus earning him a profit of half a million drach-
mas.137 “The Snake” was sure that the publication of lot 15 among the 
high-priced lots of another series was not a mistake but was planned 
and executed as a result of Cazes’s efforts in Athens. And that was 
not the end of the business dealings between the president of the 
community and his friend, the anonymous Dönme. The next day, 
“the Snake” had bitten again. According to El kulevro, the Dönme 
friend made sure that the lots he had owned before the fire would 
be overvalued and that he would be able to buy new lots at less than 
their estimated worth. To achieve all this, he promised Cazes that 
he would sell him a lot of his in the Burnt Zone (or most probably a 
bond attesting to the value of his former ownership of a lot) at a very 
low price. According to El kulevro, Cazes’s efforts were not limited 
to bribes. He promised Venizelos and Papanastasiou that all Jews in 
Salonika would vote for the Liberal Party.138 In view of these allega-
tions, it is obvious that Cazes could not achieve such goals without 
continuing to hold his prestigious post. He certainly could not fight 
the Burnt Zone Rebuilding Plan, and if he wanted to go on perform-
ing as he did under the Venizelist regime, he had to gain the favor 
of the Laiko Komma, the royalist People’s Party. One should not, of 
course, take the bites of “the Snake” at face value. They were socialists 
and, in their eyes, Cazes, Modiano, and the rich Dönmes in Salonika 
were prime examples of the exploitation of the working man (and 
woman). There is no guarantee that the buyer of lot 15 made half a 
million drachmas out of this transaction. Nevertheless, financial sup-
port of Greek political personalities in return for personal favors was 
not invented by Salonikan Jews, and generally speaking, such maneu-
vers are as old as humanity itself.

A final note on this matter of exchange between old lots and new 
ones is in order. On December 2, 1919, the court of appeal on the 
Burnt Zone land assessments rejected an appeal made by the Jewish 
community regarding the valuation of certain plots of land owned by 
it before the fire. The president of the court, N. Plaskakis, rejected the 
appeal, since it was made after the legally prescribed period for such 
a motion, and ordered that the appellant (the Jewish community) pay 
a fine of 50 drachmas as court expenses.139 This can be interpreted as 
proof of the limited ability of the public to change the court’s decision; 
at the same time, one can deduce from this court order that when it 
came to assets owned by the community, Cazes was not as industrious 
as he was concerning his own property or that of his friends.
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The implementation of the Burnt Zone Rebuilding Plan changed 
the face of Jewish Salonika, with poor and middle-class Jews now 
pushed to the perimeters of the city. In the best case, the refugees 
were housed in crowded neighborhoods lacking municipal services 
built on the grounds of army barracks and hospitals of the Allied 
forces, such as in District 151 and District 6. In the worst case, they 
huddled in roofless, floorless shacks, in Angelaki for example, and 
managed as best they could. When there was no alternative, they 
took shelter in schools and synagogues.140 In stark contrast, some 
two hundred meters off Cité Saul, which was partially destroyed in 
the 1917 fire, Saul’s architect grandson, Eli Jacob Modiano, and 
Henry Oliphant built the shopping center known as Agora Modiano 
(Modiano Market, 1922), with 143 shops on an area of 3,300 square 
meters. Before his death in 1926, Eli Modiano designed a whole series 
of buildings constructed after the Great Fire on land purchased by his 
family: the Modiano buildings at 22–24 Ermou Street (around 1923); 
the Levi building at 26 Venizelos Street, on the corner of Vassileos 
Irakleiou (1924); the house at 6 Ermou Street (1925), and others too 
numerous to list here. 

Grade A lots, assessed at 30,000 drachmas or more, could not be 
sold for less than that, and there was no limitation on their sale even 
if they had belonged to a large number of owners before the fire.141 
Reviewing the records of the public auction of these lots on December 
15, 1921, it is obvious who the winners were; out of 19 buyers, 14 were 
Jews, three Muslims, and two Christians. All three Muslims bought 
their assets in partnership with Jews. Members of the Modiano family 
bought three of the lots for 248,000 drachmas all together. The great-
est buyer was Joseph Sides, who sold his spinning mill in 1919.142 The 
value of his transactions amounted to 550,000 drachmas.143 On April 
13, 1923, no less than 39 lots were sold at auction. Only five of them 
were assessed at less than 30,000 drachmas, which attests to the clas-
sification of the other 34 lots as prime property. Of these 39 lots, 18 
were bought by Jacob Cazes together with the architect Eli Modiano. 
Most of the other lots sold at that auction were bought by the Greek 
hospital.144 

Religious communities and public institutions such as hospitals 
were not restricted in their acquisitions, and there is almost no doubt 
that Cazes and Modiano made these transactions as representatives of 
the Jewish community. The late date of the sale, and the fact that all 
the lots were bought by representatives of communal organizations for 
not much more than the minimum price, suggests that there were no 
other bidders. Most of these lots were situated between Tsimiski Street 
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and Mitropoleos Street. Very close to them was lot 15, purchased by 
the anonymous Dönme, Cazes’s friend. What became of these lots is a 
subject for another study. The role played by the president of the com-
munity did not, and could not, have changed the overall result of the 
Greek government’s plans. However, there is no doubt that he and the 
Modiano family—being so well connected—were among those who 
benefited the most from them. 

Social Responsibility

Joseph Nehama has attempted to assess the relative share of each of 
the elite Jewish families in contributing to communal undertakings, 
based on lists of donations in the 1880s. His conclusion is that the 
major donors totaled 40 families all in all, comprising 197 individ-
uals. The highest number of donations was made by the Modiano 
family (21), followed by Fernandez (10), and Allatini, Benjamin, 
Bensussan, and Hassid (all 8). Cazes lags far behind (2).145 These 
lists attest to the general situation that existed in the Ottoman era, 
but they are also telling in terms of the role of the Modiano family 
as philanthropists.

Both families, Modiano and Cazes, were involved in philanthropic 
ventures within the Jewish community but collaborated mainly on two 
major projects: a school and an old-age home. In 1902, Vida, Cazes’s 
wife, reportedly donated a large sum for the construction of a new 
school building together with her sister-in-law Fakima (sister of Jacob 
Cazes), wife of the well-known banker Saul Modiano.146 In the course 
of his lifetime, Jacob Cazes continued to be involved in philanthropic 
ventures within the Jewish community. His epitaph commemorates his 
charitable activities as well as his community leadership, presenting 
him the way his mourning family saw him and wished future genera-
tions to remember him:147

Blessed be the True Judge 

A counselor and man of great insight, a glorious spokesman for the elders

Patron of the poor and champion of our people’s welfare 

He acquired a good name; he was a glory to his community

He established the Cazes school for our offspring

Where the children of Israel [study] the Torah of the Lord

Splendor and honor will be his legacy for eternity

Wise at heart he was, beyond that of all exalted men
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Temperate, resourceful, the mark of life on his forehead 

The community of Salonika venerates his name

His memory and his righteous deeds will be extolled for generations to 
come

He will awaken, when all the dwellers in the dust are awakened 

Everyone will proclaim this righteous man’s demise

Here is interred a grandee of the Jews

A prince and leader of the community of Israel in Salonika

Jacob Isac Cazes, whose soul is in the Garden of Eden,

Was taken to his eternal home, on the fourth of Nisan, in the year 5695,148

May his soul be bound up in the bond of [eternal] life.149

Saul Modiano’s son Samuel (not to be confused with his second 
cousin, Samuel Daniel Modiano) contributed a large sum of money to 
build an old-age home named after his father: “Thanks to the efforts of 
Jacob Cazes, head of the Jewish community, and a donation of 400,000 
liras by Samuel Modiano, a native of the city now living in Italy, a home 
was bought in the Campagnias consisting of two buildings, each with 
six rooms and a large yard,” announced La verdad.150 The Cazeses and 
Modianos were a classic illustration of the age-old game of power and 
politics. Despite the philanthropic activities of both families, praised 
so highly by historians of the Salonika Jewish community,151 they were 
like all major players: they accumulated a certain amount of wealth, 
set themselves up in strategic social and political positions in order to 
increase and safeguard their assets, and tossed an occasional bone to 
the masses. 

In 1928, Yosef Uziel, author of The White Tower, wrote about his 
beloved birthplace from his home in Tel Aviv. Though the scion of a 
famous family of rabbis, he himself was raised in the humble neigh-
borhood of Kalamaria and was not blind to the poverty of the Jewish 
masses. He dedicated a short chapter of his book to Fakima Modiano. 
Looking at this Ottoman matriarch and her husband through the lens 
of the Greek era and the Tel Aviv reality of his day, Uziel wondered 
why Saul Modiano, the Ottoman tycoon, “commander-in-chief,” and 
spokesman of the Jewish community, never won the kind of honor 
and admiration earned by his widow, Fakima.152 When Saul Modiano 
passed away in 1883, he was eulogized by the Livornese educator 
Mosheh Yaʻakov Ottolenghi in La epoka. A newspaper that catered 
to the needs of people with no distinct political views and devoted 
considerable space to the activities of the rich and famous,153 it was 
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the natural place to extol the man.154 Ottolenghi wrote that at such 
an hour all differences of opinion should be forgotten, because “il 
kapitan manka” (Italianized Judeo-Spanish for “the Captain is gone”). 
The majority of his words were dedicated to the subject of unity. He 
mentioned Modiano’s good deeds, in particular on behalf of poor 
children and the Holy Land. Reading this piece, it is obvious that 
Modiano was remembered largely because of his wealth and his role 
in community leadership and only lastly because of his philanthropy. 
It should be borne in mind that Fakima Modiano outlived her hus-
band by many years, in which her generosity outshined his—to say 
nothing of the fact that philanthropy was virtually the only way for a 
woman to be active in the public arena at the time. In the end, the 
vox populi could not be ignored: the collective wisdom of the masses 
allowed simple Salonikans to make the distinction between husband 
and wife, with Saul Modiano’s commercial and banking activities ulti-
mately overshadowing his generosity. Fakima Modiano, who lived to 
a ripe old age,155 lavished her money on the poor of Salonika without 
counting pennies or making political calculations. She opened both 
her purse and her heart. 

Notes

I am indebted to Evanghelos A. Hekimoglou and Alexandra Karadimos-
Yerolimpos, who read the manuscript of this article and offered valuable and 
important comments. In addition, Mr. Hekimoglou kindly shared with me the 
results of his own research on the urban history of Thessaloniki. Nonetheless, 
it goes without saying that everything written in this paper is my own respon-
sibility. A note about the transliteration: Hebrew titles were transliterated into 
Latin characters according to JSS style. Titles in Ladino (Judeo-Spanish) were 
transliterated from the Hebrew characters in accordance with the system of 
the newspaper Aki Yerushalayim; foreign words inside such titles were trans-
literated phonetically. Surnames written in Judeo-Spanish were cited in the 
romanized form used in the original documents. If such did not exist, they 
were transliterated according to the Aki Yerushalayim system. Surnames of 
Sephardi origin written in Hebrew were transliterated. Greek bibliographical 
information was transliterated according to the ELOT 743 system.
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