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Introduction

ixty-seven years have passed since Italian Holocaust survivor Primo

Levi published his memoir Se questo é un uomo (If this is Man,
released in the United States under the title Survival in Auschwitz: The
Nazi Assault on Humanity).! Untarnished by the passage of time, Levi’s
testimony remains a touchstone of Holocaust study.? His narrative
extends beyond descriptions of physical suffering of camp life and offers
a philosophical inquiry into humanity and inhumanity in Auschwitz.
For Levi, the camp was a “social experiment” that released “the human
animal in the struggle for life.” In the fight for one’s survival, common-
place categories of opposites such as “the good and the bad, the wise and
the foolish, the unlucky and the fortunate,” became far more complex.’

Reflecting upon humanity and the erosion of ethics in concentra-
tion and death camps, Levi arrived at a fundamental insight. “We do not
believe in the most obvious and facile deduction: that man is fundamen-
tally brutal, egoistic and stupid in his conduct once every civilized insti-
tution is taken away,” Levi declared. “We believe, rather, that the only
conclusion to be drawn is that in the face of driving necessity and physi-
cal disabilities many social habits and instincts are reduced to silence.™
He went on to explain that “survival without renunciation of any part of
one’s own moral world—apart from powerful and direct interventions
by fortune—was conceded only to very few superior individuals, made of
the stuff of martyrs and saints.” In Auschwitz, survival required moral
compromise.

Levi understood that determining the morality of behavior in
Auschwitz was far from straightforward. It is with this thought in mind
that he coined the term “gray zone” in his book The Drowned and the
Saved, published 40 years after his memoir. “Anyone who today reads (or
writes) the history of the Lager reveals the tendency, indeed the need, to
separate evil from good, to be able to take sides, to emulate Christ’s ges-
ture on Judgment Day,” explains Levi.® The camp, however, promoted a
“moral collapse” and thus attempts to apply simplified ethical constructs
are inadequate.” “Itis a gray zone,” Levi argues, “poorly defined, where the
two camps of masters and servants both diverge and converge. This gray
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zone possesses an incredibly complicated internal structure and contains
within itself enough to confuse our need to judge.”® The camp world, in
short, was not black and white. And scholars’ attempts to reduce prisoner
behavior to “right” or “wrong” obfuscates a far more complicated history
of human behavior.

Looking at Auschwitz through the lens of the gray zone illuminates
key aspects of camp life created intentionally by the perpetrators to dehu-
manize Jews. In the struggle to survive Auschwitz, a person had to rely on
one’s animalistic nature to live another day. “It is neither easy nor agree-
able to dredge this abyss of viciousness,” Levi confesses, “and yet I think
it must be done, because what could be perpetrated yesterday could be
attempted again tomorrow, could overwhelm us and our children.”’
Levi’s gray zone avoids placing blame, but it does not shy away from close
scrutiny of victim behavior in the Lager.

The term “bystander,” used by scholars to describe gentiles who fell
somewhere between perpetrators and victims, has taken on a gray-
zone-like quality. Researchers hold bystanders part of a broad category of
action—or inaction—difficult to label or judge. Gentiles had many reasons
to remain silent, including their own survival. Using the term “bystander,”
scholars acknowledge what Levi stressed in Survival in Auschwitz: the
Holocaust is rarely a history of neatly defined black and white categories.

A fundamental difference exists between Levi’s gray zone and scholars’
bystanders, however. The former leads to greater understanding of the
Holocaust, while the latter stymies sharper analysis of gentile contribu-
tions to the genocide. “Bystander” has come to mean less than perpetra-
tor, or less responsible. Yet, less responsible does not mean uninvolved.

The Holocaust and Compensated Compliance in Italy: Fossoli di Carpi,
1942-1952 is first and foremost an investigation of gentile silence and the
ambiguity of the bystander category in Italy during the Holocaust. This
study scrutinizes a ten-year history of Fossoli—the camp from which
Germans transferred Levi to Auschwitz—and its relationship with the
neighboring town of Carpi to address how civilians not targeted for
annihilation took part in a system set on mass murder and then evaded
responsibility for Judeocide after the war.!

ChapterS$ tructure

The Holocaust and Compensated Compliance in Italy is divided into two
chronological and thematic sections in order facilitate clear analysis of
a decade of camp operations, local involvement in each phase, and the
incongruity between the public memory and the historical reality of
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Fossoli.!! “Part I: The War Years” concentrates on the reasons for and

modes by which ordinary gentiles participated in camp affairs during the
war. “Part II: After the War” examines the postwar political, social, and
economic conditions that shaped Fossoli’s legacy as a symbol of Italian
victimization during the German occupation.

The wartime uses of Fossoli discussed in “Part I” illustrate how indi-
viduals, some of whom did not self-identify as Fascist or antisemitic,
carried out actions that supported both Fascism and antisemitic pro-
grams. Chapter 1 situates Fossoli’s creation as an Italian Prisoner of War
Camp for Allied soldiers captured in North Africa (May 1942-September
1943) within the historical context of Benito Mussolini’s violent rise to
power in the 1920s, Italians’ waning support for Fascism in the early
1940s, and political ambiguity during the Pietro Badoglio period. The
next three chapters trace the camp-town dynamic under the German
occupation of northern Italy and the Repubblica di Salo (RSI), the Italian
Social Republic. Chapter 2 scrutinizes the relationships forged between
Carpi and Fossoli during the camp’s use as an Italian-administered con-
centration camp for Jews (December 5, 1943-March 14, 1944). Chapters 3
and 4 analyze local and regional involvement in Fossoli’s use as a jointly
run Italian and German deportation camp for Jews and non-Jewish vic-
tims (March 15-August 1944). Despite the changing political tides and
shifting operations at Fossoli, camp-town interactions remained a con-
stant throughout the war.

“Part II” explores the camp—-town interconnection throughout Fossoli’s
operations in the postwar period to illuminate the pressing political,
social, and economic demands that overshadowed and then elided Italian
contributions to the Holocaust. Chapter 5 examines Fossoli’s use as an
Allied prison for war criminals (spring-summer 1945), an Italian-run
prison for RSI Fascists (winter 1945-spring 1946), and an Allied—then
Italian—managed refugee/displaced persons camp (February-May 1947).
Chapter 6 details Fossoli’s repurposing as a Catholic orphanage and
humanitarian center (May 1947-February 1952). In continuing our anal-
ysis through the immediate postwar era, The Holocaust and Compensated
Compliance in Italy lays bare not only the pattern of silence that facilitated
mass murder, but also the economic, political, social, and religious moti-
vations for that silence first during, and then after, the Holocaust.

Terms

While “bystanders” are often considered silent witnesses, the term
remains opaque. Political scientist Raul Hilberg conceived of bystanders as
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helpers, gainers, and onlookers.!> Historians Robert Ehrenreich and Tim
Cole conceptualize a more fluid category than that proposed by Hilberg.
In their view, a nonvictim/nonperpetrator is capable of transitioning
from bystander to perpetrator according to her/his decision to engage
actively in the persecution of the victim group.'® Philosopher Arne Johan
Vetlesen’s study, on the other hand, meditates on a bystander’s ability to
resist. He contends that “bystanders represent the potential of resistance,”
and that an onlooker’s capacity for action renders her/him responsible
for acts of genocide." Political scientist Ernesto Verdeja similarly argues
that a bystander’s choice not to act removes her/him from a passive to
an active state. He further asserts that, “although knowledge and ability
to act certainly characterize the bystander category, this category is by
no means uniform.”" Indeed, it is this lack of consensus that makes the
bystander category so difficult to define and analyze.

Despite the diversity of the bystander category, however, studies that
examine towns and cities neighboring camps elucidate a pattern of sup-
port of and acquiescence with genocide. Scrutinizing local contributions
to camp operations, two modes of civilian support of atrocity outside of
the perpetrator-victim dichotomy emerge. The most common is the pas-
sive action of individuals whose lives remained separate from all matters
concerning the camp. Others came to engage in camp affairs through
active action, as individuals seeking or presented with opportunities to
gain financial compensation for their contributions to camp functions.
Here I speak specifically of economic incentives for cooperating with a
totalitarian regime set on genocide. I call this compensated compliance, or
acquiescence for economic gain. This differs from safety. Passive action
may have brought security and protection, which in itself was a type of
compensation. And safety may have been a byproduct of compensated
compliance, but it was not the sole profit tendered.

Let us consider how civilians’ actions affected prisoners in Fossoli. In
the first few pages of Survival in Auschwitz, Levi describes the day of his
deportation from Fossoli and the intersections between the town and his
deportation emerge.

Dawn came on us like a betrayer; it seemed as though the new sun rose as
an ally of our enemies to assist in our destruction. The different emotions
that overcame us, of resignation, of futile rebellion, of religious abandon,
of fear, of despair, now joined together after a sleepless night in a collective,
uncontrolled panic...

Many things were then said and done among us; but of these it is better
that there remain no memory. With the absurd precision to which we later
had to accustom ourselves, the Germans held the roll-call. At the end the
officer asked “Wieviel Stiick?” The corporal saluted smartly and replied
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that there were six hundred and fifty “pieces” and that all was in order.
They then loaded us on to the buses and took us to the station of Carpi.
Here the train was waiting for us, with our escort for the journey. Here
we received the first blows: and it was so new and senseless that we felt no
pain, neither in body nor in spirit. Only a profound amazement: how can
one hit a man without anger?*¢

This shows Fossoli’s integral role in the genocide of European Jewry and
infers the mechanisms of its success. Carpi’s train station was located just
a few blocks from the town center. Who are the enemies to whom Levi
referred? Was the Carpi construction cooperative Cooperativo Muratori
that built the camp an enemy? What about Autoservizi Dita Valenti-
Carpi, the local car service that drove Levi from the Fossoli camp to the
train station? Were the bread rations Levi received from Carpi bakery
Forno Chiesi for the journey to Auschwitz from an enemy? If Cooperativo
Muratori, Autoservizi Dita Valenti-Carpi, and Forno Chiesi were not ene-
mies, what were they? Were they part of the “first blow” on Levi’s life?

An analysis of the camp’s financial transactions reveals the profit
companies in Carpi and the surrounding area enjoyed due to business
conducted with Fossoli. Their dealings demonstrate some local residents’
compensated compliance through economic incentives. It also shows
that locals had the opportunity to see the camp and its prisoners. Thus,
they knew what took place within their town limits and to what they
contributed.

Construction and expansion of Fossoli by Cooperativo Muratori pro-
vides one example of how compensated compliance enticed locals’ involve-
ment. Local and regional officials from town mayors to Fascist offices in
Rome employed this cooperative to build the camp, and then reengaged
it for all subsequent repairs and expansions from 1942 to 1945. Similarly,
locals in the town neighboring the Operation Reinhard death camp
Sobibér built that annihilation camp.”” While Sobibér and Fossoli had
very different functions—Fossoli served as a transit camp to deport Jews to
death camps, whereas Sobibér was a mass murder site—in each case those
neighboring the camp built the facility. Does the camp function shape how
we understand the labor of Carpi and Sobibor civilians? Or, perhaps more
importantly, what does viewing the two locations and situations from an
economic perspective say about material motivations for genocide?

Questions Surrounding Italian “Consent”

Questions surrounding Italian “consent” to Fascism, anti-Jewish policies,
and the Holocaust focuses on Italian antisemitism and the legacy of the
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Resistance, both of which intersect with the “brave gente” (“good folk”)
myth. Renzo De Felice brought attention to these issues in the 1960s
when he examined the mechanisms and structural components set in
place by Fascist authorities to engender support for Mussolini’s regime
and policies. While he admits that Fascists were responsible, in part, for
the persecution of Jews during the German occupation, he concludes that
antisemitism was a foreign concept imposed by Nazi Germany. He also
argues that Italians did not support the anti-Jewish campaign.'®

Scholars analyzing Italian antisemitism reject De Felice’s claims and
so doing demonstrate Italian consensus for antisemitic legislation. Works
by Historians Giorgo Fabre, David Bidussa, and Aaron Gilette refute
the common assumption that Benito Mussolini was not antisemitic.'
Scholars Mauro Raspanti, Giorgio Israel, and Pietro Nasti examine how
Italian racial theories influenced Fascist policies.?’ Research by histo-
rians Giuliana Marisa and Garbiella Cardosi’s assess Fascist racial laws
and their application to Jews of “mixed marriages” (marriages between
Jews and gentiles).! Historian Michele Sarfatti’s scholarship details
how Italian Fascist laws predating the occupation were employed under
German occupation to streamline deportations of Jews.??> Works by his-
torians Carlo Capogreco, Davide Conti, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, and Liliana
Picciotto Fargion demonstrate the ways in which deportations and camps
rallied support for xenophobic and racial policies.”* And recent research
by historian Guri Schwarz sheds light on how denial of Italian antisemi-
tism intertwines with the “brava gente” myth.**

The “brava gente” myth—which refers to a public memory of the
Holocaust that omits Italian participation in Fascism and the Judeocide—
ignores Italian consent completely.>> Again, the historiography does not
reflect popular memory because scholars have scrutinized the many
ways by which Italians supported Fascism.? In part, the absolution of
Italian autonomy in the Holocaust originates in early postwar claims that
Italians were not antisemitic or racist. Historian Filippo Focardi, among
others, demonstrates that the nascent Italian republic elided evidence of
Italian antisemitism and racism (particularly in regards to Italian colo-
nialism in north Africa) in order to separate Italy from Germany.” The
failure to hold Italian officials and soldiers accountable for war crimes
after the liberation and the popularization of the Italian Resistance also
supported claims that painted Italians as “good” and Germans as “bad.”
The issuing of a widespread amnesty for Fascist criminals in 1946 was
thus part of an Italian political strategy that severed popular memory
from the historical memory of the war years. Indeed, the Italian republic
unilaterally depicted “ordinary” Italians as Resistors, not collaborators or
perpetrators.?®
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Consent and Compensated Compliers

My argument regarding the consent of some Carpigiani to Fascism,
National Socialism, and genocide hinges on the documentation of com-
pensated compliance. The prospect of working either with or for the camp
for financial gain facilitated individuals and local businesses to seek con-
tracts to supply and work at Fossoli. Similarly, historian Harold Marcuse
explains that “during the months of the Nazi takeover in Dachau, local
businessmen were optimistic about the economic impact of the new con-
centration camp.”* And historian Gordon J. Horwitz finds an analogous
pattern of civilian involvement with Mauthausen. “Establishment of the
concentration camp,” he notes, “brought business to local artisans and
tradesmen which they welcomed and pursued. The camp needed their
skills.”*® While Horwitz refers to these individuals as “observers,” I (as
we shall see) view them as active participants because of the information
such observations provided them.’!

Thus, I trace the creation of the camp under Italian Fascism and
its transition to Nazi rule, laying bare the local collusion at each stage
that facilitated the victimization and deportation of Italian Jews, as
well as Resistance efforts that sought to save them. Locals’ consent to
Fascist and then Nazi demands did not occur overnight. The ground-
work for business with and the administration of Fossoli was laid years
prior to German occupation, when the camp was a Fascist institution
built to house Allied Prisoners of War (POWs) in 1942. A pattern of
compensated compliance emerges in the interactions between the camp
and town throughout the era of Nazi-occupied Italy. Carpigiani who
benefited financially from the camp were not necessarily perpetra-
tors; rather, they were compensated compliers and active participants
in genocide. It is worth noting, however, that their compensated com-
pliance often afforded them personal knowledge of how the Holocaust
unfolded in Italy.

Horwitz notes that local citizens’ involvement in camp operations at
Mauthausen yielded mounting evidence of camp violence. In much the
same way, Carpigiani gained varying degrees of knowledge regarding
Fossoli’s inner workings and its function through their financial rela-
tionships with the camp. In particular, Carpi officials acquired exten-
sive information through their financial oversight of camp operations.
Paying for and facilitating prisoner transport back and forth between
the Carpi train station and the camp located six kilometers outside of
the town afforded town leaders detailed knowledge of population trans-
fers and arrivals. And Carpi businesses such as Forno Chiesi supplied
food for camp inmates and Autoservizi Dita Valenti-Carpi transported
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prisoners to and from the camp and train station; their employees must
have appreciated the constantly arriving and leaving prisoner popula-
tion. Indeed, far from mere onlookers, Carpi’s municipal leaders and
the businesses they hired and paid actively contributed to operations at
Fossoli.** What are we to make of such seemingly mundane acts of com-
pensated compliance?

The local Carpi and Modena governments’ fulfillment of German
orders paint an even more complicated picture. Officials in both areas
began to work with the camp before its transformation into a deportation
site. It is unclear what they could have done to save Jews and others and
what the cost would have been to their own safety. Had they joined the
Resistance would they have ended up at Fossoli? Were they “compliers”
like local companies, or were they something more? Were they perpe-
trators? Without a doubt, Carpi town administrators knew their actions
facilitated the deportation and death of thousands. This fact could not
have escaped them. And this knowledge very well may have prevented
their opposition out of fear for their own lives.

Even faced with the threat of death, however, many people chose to
resist. The legacy of the Resistance fighters remains the hallmark of
Italian Holocaust history.*® Many of those who fought against Fascism
and Nazism ended up at Fossoli. Their courage and bravery loom large in
public memory. The legend of Italians as “brava gente” gains credibility
from the stories of Resistance fighters, many of whom lost their lives in
defense of freedom. There is no popular memory of Italian compliance,
although including the stories of compliers would make the Resistance
fighters shine even more brightly.

The final two chapters scrutinize the underlying postwar mythol-
ogy that divided public memory from historical memory: the victim
myth, debate over Italian antisemitism, and the “brava gente” narrative.
Historian Rosario Forlenza argues that public memory of the Holocaust
portrays Italians as victims of Fascism and denies—or at best reduces—
their Axis membership.** In short, the victim myth fails to distinguish
between targets of German reprisals and those marked for genocide.*® In
so doing Italian responsibility for the Judeocide is overlooked. Just as the
victim myth elides Italian involvement in the persecution of Jews, claims
that Italians were not antisemitic further detract from some Italians’
participation in the Judeocide. The myth of Italian benevolence allowed
for a collective pardon for Italian Fascism, violence, joining the Axis
in 1940, racism, war crimes, and genocide. And despite scholars’ best
efforts, public memory of the Holocaust remains tethered to the “brava
gente” myth.
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In Holocaust City, historian Tim Cole realized that the ordinariness
with which gentiles played small and big roles in setting spaces for the
Holocaust to unfold constitutes an important component of why and
how the Holocaust occurred. Reconstructing the formation of ghettos
during the Holocaust, primarily in Budapest, Cole found himself pon-
dering the engineer who had worked diligently in an office in Berlin
to create an efficient door for the crematoria oven in Auschwitz. This
thought led him to contemplate the Budapest municipal government’s
role in implementing a ghetto, as well as that of the non-Jewish neigh-
bors to the ghetto. “In short,” he explained, “I'm interested in that ques-
tion which obsesses anyone who encounters the Holocaust: Why?”*¢ The
Holocaust and Compensated Compliance in Italy scrutinizes compliance
and acquiescence with genocide in order to explain why and how silence
prevailed for the majority of Italians in the occupied zone during and
then after the Holocaust.
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The War Years



In the Marketplace:
Fascist Socialization and
Consent in Carpi

Primo Levi begins his short story “Small Causes” by sharing a conver-
sation he had with a group of friends on the influence that a seem-
ingly innocuous occurrence can have on history. He writes, “small causes
can have a determining effect on individual histories, just as moving the
pointer of a railroad switch by a few inches can shunt a train with one
thousand passengers aboard to Madrid instead of Hamburg.” Levi con-
tends that looking back on the definitive past it is easy to theorize what
might have been if things had been different.!

Levi’s “Small Causes” often reminds me of the questions my students
ask me upon learning that Hitler took the entrance exam to the Vienna
Academy of the Arts, but failed to gain admission. A student will inevita-
bly raise her or his hand and ask me if I think the Holocaust would have
still occurred if Hitler had got into art school instead of pursing politics.
Ultimately, such questioning can only lead to a dead-end because his-
torical hypotheticals are queries without satisfactory answers. And yet
observing such crossroad moments may help us to understand Hitler’s
path to power.

The history that follows traces the start of a long chain of small and big
causes that help to explain how the people of Carpi became entwined in the
workings of a key deportation camp in Italy during the Holocaust. Benito
Mussolini’s rise to and consolidation of power paved the way for Carpi’s
participation in the construction of a Fascist mandated POW camp and
in turn made all those involved in its operations actively engaged with the
aims of Fascism. This chapter traces how the violent ascent of Fascism in
Carpi, and the 20 years under Mussolini that followed it, created the mac-
china di consenso (the machine of consent).> We will consider the ways
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in which violence in the years leading up to the Fascists’ march on Rome
in 1922 informed Carpigiani (Carpi residents) reception to Mussolini’s
newly minted regime and why Pietro Badoglio’s overthrow of Mussolini
in July 1943 failed to inspire a revolt against Fascist structures in Carpi.?

In order to analyze local involvement in Fossoli during its use as a
deportation camp for Jews from December 1943 to August 1944, we must
begin by scrutinizing the camp-town nexus forged under Fascism in 1942.
This chapter argues that despite no longer sympathizing with Fascism,
the majority of townspeople complied with the regime’s demands to build
and run a POW camp. Indeed, consent to Fascism made Prisoner of War
(POW) Camp 73 possible. With the construction of POW Camp 73, many
Carpi leaders, citizens, and industries transitioned from silent compli-
ers to Fascist functionaries. And conceding to Fascist demands in 1942
introduced new financial incentives for Carpi. Subsequent chapters will
reveal that a pattern of fear and compensated compliance would endure
for the whole war.

The Creation of a Fascist Society in Carpi and
the Construction of POW Camp 73

The construction of Fossoli and its reliance on Carpi created an envi-
ronment of local compliance similar to the one forged between the
Mauthausen concentration camp and its Austrian neighbors. In his study
of Mauthausen, historian Gordon J. Horwitz concludes that its opera-
tions were tied to the locals’ compliance to the camp. “[Mauthausen’s]
first tasks,” he explains, “were bound up with achieving title to the land;
gaining superiority over existing public authorities and placing itself
above the law; securing the material and logistical assistance of local con-
tractors, suppliers, and laborers; and winning the compliance of the local
population.”™ While Fossoli never became a forced labor camp such as
Mauthausen, a similar pattern of events that incited cooperation unfolded
in Carpi.

Local Leadership

The issue to acquire land for a POW camp for Allied soldiers captured
in North Africa marked the Carpi leadership’s first fulfillment of Fascist
demands in support of the camp. Two years of warfare alongside Germany
in Italy’s African colonies prompted the construction of POW Camp
73 to house enemy fighters.” Bonfiglio Tesi, Carpi’s podesta (municipal
administrator or mayor), scrambled to comply when the IV Army Corps
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of Bologna ordered the city (May 28, 1942) to appropriate a large area of
farmland in Fossoli, a small suburb of Carpi.® The order declared that “the
military will occupy the suburban area of the city of Carpi lying between
the street Via di Grilli and the irrigation canal Canale della Francesca.”’

Located far from the fighting and near a train station facilitated conve-
nient transfers of Allied prisoners held in North Africa and southern Italy
to the small northern town. Carpi is part of Emilia Romagna—one of 20
regions that make up the Italian state. Of Emilia Romagna’s eight prov-
inces (Bologna, Ferrara, Forli, Modena, Parma, Piacenza, Ravenna, and
Reggio Emilia), Bologna (the capital) and Modena are the most populous.
Modena is home to three municipalities: Modena (the provincial capital),
Mirandola, and Carpi. Carpi, just under 12.5 miles north of Modena,
spans slightly over 50 square miles of rich farmland. Ten small towns
(Quartirolo, San Croce, Gargallo, Cibeno, Migliarina, Budrione, San
Marino, Cortile, San Martino di Secchia, and Fossoli), each with fewer
than 15,000 inhabitants, are situated in the municipality.®

Because Carpi lies within the province of Modena, the Army
Headquarters in Bologna kept Giorgio Boltraffio, the prefetto di Modena
(Modena prefect), appraised of its plans for Fossoli.” The day after issu-
ing the command to acquire land, Alberto Terziani, the generale di
corpo d'armata comandante (Lieutenant General of the Army, Bologna),
informed Boltraffio that the farmland would be used to build a “prisoner
of war concentration camp for 4,000 officers and troops in Carpi.”!
Leadership in Bologna, Modena, and Carpi often reached out to various
Fascist offices in Rome for financial and logistical support. Boltraffio,
for example, wrote to the ministero interno direzione generale della P.S.
(Interior Ministry Police General) in Rome and requested that he send
police to help support camp security, which at that time was overseen
by the Carpi police. Thus, Fascist leadership in Bologna, Modena, and
Carpi coordinated and managed the construction of POW Camp 73.!!
In hindsight, we can observe that this action set the stage for the town’s
subsequent involvement in camp affairs until the end of the war.

Business Opportunities for Local Companies and Cooperatives

Carpi’s civilian population first learned of the military’s presence within
Carpi when the town leadership complied with Bologna’s order to post
an announcement of the “seized land for public interest.”'? In accordance
with Law n. 2359 of June 25, 1865, land taken by the government required
that the authorities compensate those forfeiting property."* Carpigiani
became directly involved in the camp’s creation a few weeks later when
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the Ufficio Lavori del Genio Militare di Bologna (Bologna Army Corps
of Engineers) hired Carpi’s Fascist construction cooperative Societd
Anonima Cooperativa Muratori, Cementisti e Decorati di Carpi (hence
force referred to as Cooperativa Muratori) to build the POW camp.!*

The fact that Cooperativa Muratori was a Fascist organization only
explains in part the cooperative’s decision to build the Fascist mandated
camp. Actually, Cooperativa Muratori was originally a socialist organi-
zation; one of many camera dei lavore (workers unions) formed in the
1890s that fell victim to Fascist violence in the interwar period. The
central goal of a cooperativo (cooperative) was to provide mutual assis-
tance to its members.”” This was a significant step in the advancement
of labor unions. Cooperatives eventually became the center of political
development and social consciousness. Carpi’s Cooperativo Muratori,
for example, led a successful workers’ strike for higher pay in 1901 that
spread through Modena.'

Modena’s central government had created a camera del lavore, a cen-
tral leadership for workers unions across all fields, and that same year
(1906) Carpi established its own camera del lavore, which advocated on
behalf of 26 workers’ leagues including Cooperativo Muratori.'” Carpi’s
camera del lavore contributed to the rise of socialism, which developed in
parallel to the workers’ unions.

At the end of the 1800s, Emilia Romagna was home to some of the
country’s first and most fiery apostles of socialism: Camillo Prampolini,
Gregory Agnini, Zirardini Gaetano, and Giuseppe Massarenti. Italians
elected 33 socialists to Parliament, securing 13 percent of 508 seats. The
town of Carpi elected Guido Albertelli, its first socialist, in 1913. He was
one of 70 socialist deputies elected nationally that year. The removal in
1912 of a literacy test and property qualification for men to vote enlarged
the electorate from about 7 to 24 percent of the population. Increased
participation in politics helped form a strong socialist identity in Carpi
from 1913 through World War L.'® It is worth noting that voting statistics
only provide insight into men’s political orientation because the Italian
government did not grant womens’ suffrage until 1946.

Historian Luigi Ganapini’s study of Modena’s camera de lavoro
stresses the importance of the nascent workers leagues to Italian political
identity. He explains that in addition to offering communal benefits to
its members, the camere del lavoro symbolized a form of liberal politi-
cal progress and a desire for the working class to gain a say in societal
affairs.”” This push toward liberal democracy, however, made it a target
for advocates of early totalitarian Fascism. Historian Roberto Vivarelli
argues that after the first war, Fascists created a totalitarian doctrine and
political movement that depicted itself as in permanent revolution. Thus,
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Fascist attacks on socialists should be viewed as both a political and a
social confrontation.?

Fascist political violence during the early years of Fascism (1919-1925)
targeted socialist institutions such as Carpi’s camera di lavoro and in so
doing destroyed the socialist workers movement.?! Historian Amedeo
Osti Guerrazzi argues that, “all socialist structures were occupied and
destroyed by the Fascists.”** Capitalist and nationalist desires to blame
socialists for Italian failures in World War I motivated Fascist attacks
during the so-called squadrismo years (1920-1922). Local Fascists
assaulted Carpi’s camera del lavoro on December 11, 1920.** The next
month (January 25, 1921) they targeted the camera del lavoro again,
this time looting the premises and setting the building on fire.”® These
attacks in Carpi and others throughout the region suppressed socialist
political cohesion by eliminating its centers of operation.?® Within a mat-
ter of months Carpi’s camera del lavoro closed permanently. This was a
significant achievement for the Fascists followers given that, as of 1920,
the Carpi organization had 17,000 members.”’

Fascists established their own workers’ unions, and locals either
reluctantly or willingly joined to secure jobs during the period of high
unemployment.”® Guerrazzi contends that this was part of Fascist strat-
egy and that by dismantling socialist workers leagues, Carpi labors had
little choice but to join the Fascist party after Mussolini’s march on
Rome.? While Carpi had wielded a strong socialist identity for nearly two
decades, it quickly folded under Fascist pressure.*® “The goal of domestic
violence was not simply to eliminate a few ‘degenerate’ groups,” argues
historian Micheal Ebner, “but also to force Italians to behave according to
the central tenets of the Fascist state: authority, centralization, hierarchy,
and discipline.”® Thus, we must understand that Cooperativo Muratori’s
construction of a Fascist camp in 1942 (despite its Socialist beginnings),
was possible because of early Fascist intimidation and aggression.

The early years of Fascist violence remained a lasting threat and memento
throughout Fascist rule.*? Even Carpi citizens who had formerly supported
Fascism and had lost faith in the regime by the 1940s still belonged to
Fascist institutions such as Cooperativo Muratori in order to avoid scrutiny
and make an income. Hence, 22 years later, Cooperativo Muratori, formerly
destroyed by Fascist violence, accepted 874,264.48 lire to build a Fascist-
mandated POW camp and locals accepted jobs building it.**

Because the labor opportunities were substantial, so was civilian
involvement in building the camp. Danilo Sacchi, who grew up on a
neighboring farm, recalled his family’s conversation around the din-
ner table one night regarding whether or not his uncle should seek such
employment. After debating the pros and cons—earning much-needed
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money versus supporting a Fascist project—the family decided, “a few
bucks more [would] not hurt.”**

Each labor and material need meant another financial advantage for
Carpigiani and reveals the sustained involvement of Carpi officials in
the camp’s establishment and operations.>® The podesta was responsible
for assigning government-financed contracts for public works.* Located
as it was on former farmland, everything from bricks to electrical wires
had to be purchased from and transported by locals to the camp. The
Carpi administration became increasingly involved in executing such
tasks. Carpi podesta Tesi, for example, wrote to ufficio del genio civilie
di Modena (the office of civil engineers, Modena) on October 30, 1942
to update them on steps taken to bring electricity and waterlines to the
camp.” Tesi and Societd Emiliana di Esercizi Electrici, a nearby electri-
cal company, had been working together for months to get new electrical
wires to reach the remote site.*®

Indeed, Tesi and subsequent Carpi podestd were in some way involved
in nearly every contract generated between the camp and town. Although
Bologna Army Corps IV had hired Cooperativa Muratori to build the
camp, for example, a Carpi podesta facilitated the contract and payment
of the cooperative.*

Cooperativo Muratori quickly assembled a provisional tent camp (see
Figure 3.1, “Prisoner of War Tent Camp Plan”) to meet immediate intern-
ment demands while workers erected a large barrack complex across the
street.* The temporary camp plans indicate 191 tents divided by barbed
wire into two sections of 96 and 95 tents, respectively.*! Each side had
latrines and a kitchen, and midway between the two sectors stood a small
hospital squared off with barbed wire. The guard quarters were located
outside, to the south of the camp across Canale Francesca.*” When
the time arrived to staff the camp, a mix of high-ranking Fascists and
local police signed on.** Colonel Giuseppe (Polo) Ferraresi commanded
the camp from July 1942 until September 1943 on behalf of the Armed
Forces High Command in North Africa. The 300 to 350 guards** were
Carabinieri Reali—royal guards—and local police officers.*

Camp Operations and Italian Consent

For us to trace the routes by which Carpigiani became active in the
Holocaust, we must begin by scrutinizing camp-town dynamics under
Fascism. Religious scholar Victoria Barnett analyzes the ways by which
Europeans not targeted for annihilation became passive onlookers and
perpetrators during the Holocaust. She contends that a bystander’s
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passivity might be considered a form of agency, thus becoming a perpe-
trator was but one way of joining in. “[T]o understand the perpetrators
as ‘ordinary people,” Barnett argues, “is to view them as individuals who
did not start out as convinced fanatics or disturbed, potentially violent
people, but as bystanders.™® Camp-town relations demonstrate the ways
by which passive actors became key players—actively or passively—in
facilitating Fascist aims at Fossoli.

The disastrous consequences of Italy’s entry into World War II had
diminished faith in Fascism and, as a result, distrust of the Fascist regime
overtook animosity against captured Allied soldiers.*’ The first prisoners,
1,800 men, arrived in Carpi on July 18, 1942 at a time when Fascist fervor
was in a state of decline. Mussolini’s ability to inspire loyalty and trust
faltered as Italy’s losses in World War II undermined Fascist visions of
Italian grandeur. Italy suffered a series of military defeats in the Balkans,
Greece, and Italy’s African colonies from June 1940 through July 1943.
Each failure contradicted Mussolini’s assertion that Italy’s entry into war
would bring prosperity and pride.*®

An overall more critical outlook on Fascism in combination with
amicable interactions between prisoners and locals—such as bakers,
construction workers, priests, onlookers, and the town administrators—
demonstrate that the Carpigiani may have not even viewed the POWs at
the camp as enemies. Nonetheless, locals, many motivated by fear and/or
financial incentives, remained involved with the camp.

Camp Structures and Prisoner-Guard Interactions

British POW Abbie Jones’s wartime diary supports the theory that
Carpigiani may have not viewed the POWs as enemies. Indeed, he offers a
positive review of the Fossoli camp and his guards.*’ In a diary entry dated
October 7, 1942, Jones confessed, “Everything that the Italians can do for
us is being done and up to now P.O.W. life is far above my expectations.
In the near future we are moving across the road into brick buildings
which we hope will be better still...T am confident that we shall be made
quite comfortable as up to date.”*® Jones’s reference to his treatment in
Fossoli highlights congenial prisoner-Italian guard relations. Although
they were adversaries, many locals in the region and camp guards did not
view the Allied soldiers as enemies.

Despite Italian benevolence toward their captives, the POWSs’ intern-
ment was far from comfortable. In addition to the infrequency of parcel
arrivals and fears of malnutrition, dropping temperatures in the fall and
winter months made life under canvas tents hazardous to the prisoners’
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health. Jones stopped leaving his bed by mid-November 1942 and spent
his days huddled under blankets. Eventually, he became so sick that he
had boils on his neck and had to be transported to a military hospital in
nearby Modena where Italian medical staff tended to him. Prisoners’ liv-
ing conditions improved on November 18, 1942 when the guards moved
the inmates into the barrack camp.”!

The camp held 97 barracks of which 46 housed prisoners and the rest
served various purposes: offices, guard dorms, hospitals, storage space,
and bathrooms.” Dormitories accounted for the majority of the build-
ings and each measured 19 feet wide by 104 feet long. Hay-mattress bunk
beds lined the walls of the prisoner barracks in two rows and each bar-
rack could hold up to 100 prisoners. The sole entrance to the camp passed
through the command headquarters, guard headquarters, and service
facilities. A double fence surrounded the prisoner barracks. The outer
fence stood 6.5 feet high and the inner one measured just over 3 feet. In
addition to marking the camp perimeter, barbed wire fences also lined the
pathway into the camp and extended to the end of the facility, effectively
dividing the prisoner section into two parts, with two openings in the
wire to each side (four in total). This barbed wire passageway stretched
1,049 feet. Guard towers were located at 164 feet intervals around the
camp outer wire (18 in total).”

The creation and staffing of the camp signifies that Carpigiani were
supporting Fascist aims, even if they no longer held faith in the regime.
The very existence of the camp requires closer scrutiny of the neighboring
population if we want to understand Carpigiani compliance with Fascism.
British POW E. Barrington recorded (January 10, 1943) that “the Alps
[are] in sight but unfortunately some of Mussolini’s minions have put sev-
eral layers of barbed wire and machine guns in between us.”** Although
Italy’s wartime failures eroded the town’s overall faith in Fascism, their
actions tell a different story.

Prisoner Demographics and Numbers

Just as the construction of the camp relied upon local businesses and
laborers, the arrival of prisoners furthered the towns’ involvement with
the camp. The influx of thousands of POWs at the Carpi train station
just south of the town center allowed for locals to meet their “enemies™—
as defined by the Fascist regime—for the first time and watch as they
marched six kilometers past the city limits to the camp.

The sizable prisoner population required local involvement in guard-
ing, feeding, and attending to POW health needs, but before we discuss
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the myriad of ways locals came to interact and provide for prisoners, let
us begin by examining the prisoner population figures in order to bet-
ter appreciate the scope of town involvement. Although documentation
on prisoner arrivals is sparse, those available reveal the approximate
size of the prisoner population. Letters between Carpi and Modena
officials note the following arrival dates and numbers of POWs for the
month of August, which gives an idea of prisoner population growth
(see Table 1.1).%°

Ettore Tirelli (1873-1945) is another key source of information. The
Carpi born priest was ordained 1896 and served the town for nearly half
a century as the chaplain at the Hospital of Carpi and, as of 1937, became
a canon in the Carpi cathedral. He was an avid chronicler of events and
for most of his 72 years he kept a log of activities in Carpi. His position
in the hospital afforded him contact with POWs in need of medical care.
Furthermore, his family’s optical shop, located right outside the town
hall, was a popular meeting location, and a great place for Tirelli to visit
and hear town gossip.*® In his log from July to November 1942, he noted
the arrival of three groups of prisoners (see Table 1.2).%

POW wartime journals and postwar testimony offer additional data
on prisoner numbers. In his postwar testimony, Wilmott explained, “This
camp was the collecting center for men from all the surrounding hospi-
tals, Parma, Lucca, Piacenza, Bergamo, Modena and Castel San Pietro.”®
It is unclear how many prisoners resided in the provisional tent camp
when they finally were marched to the barrack camp. Government docu-
ments stated that the barrack camp could accommodate between 3,500
and 4,000% people.

Table 1.1  August Prisoner Arrivals

Date Number of Prisoners
8 August 43*
30 August 1,255°
30 August 41¢
31 August 1,235¢
Total 2,574

2 Ads Modena Questura d’Modena, “1932-1972,” Elenchi Varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6,
“prot. 0917, oggetto: Campo concentramento prigionieri di guerra” (August 8, 1942).

> Ads Modena, Questura d’Modena, “1932-1972,” Elenchi Varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6,
“prot. 2865, oggetto” (August 19, 1942).

¢Ads Modena, Questura d’Modena, “1932-1972,” Elenchi Varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6,
“prot. 9177 (August 31, 1942).

4 Ads Modena, Questura d’Modena, “1932-1972,” Elenchi Varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6,
“prot. 013914” (August 30, 1942).
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Table 1.2  Ettore Tirelli’s Arrival Log*

Date Number of Prisoners
21 July 1,800
20 August 50
31 August 1,500
Total 3,350

2 Archivio Nomadelfia, “Campo di Fossoli, Memorie e Documenti,” 15B-01, B.

The national makeup of the inmates is equally unclear. By the time
Germany had occupied Italy in September 1943, nearly 80,000 Allied POWs
were housed in 73 camps throughout Italy. British and Commonwealth
troops accounted for approximately 68,000 men, and French, Yugoslavs,
Greeks, and Americans made up the rest.® In his wartime log, Tirelli
mentioned Britons, Australians, New Zealanders, Americans, Canadians,
and Indians in the Fossoli camp.®* Internal government correspondence
dated July 25, 1943 also mentions South Africans detained at Fossoli.®®
Contemporary British POW testimony recorded French and Russian
inmates.®

Infestations

Prisoners’ dismal living conditions within the camp created additional
financial opportunities for vendors, farmers, and medical professionals.®®
Locals were hired in February 1943, for example, to wash the POWSs’
clothing in order to combat the lice and bedbugs that plagued Fossoli
prisoners.®® Many of the soldiers had spent time in other camps without
hygienic facilities prior to their arrival. They brought vermin with them
and, in spite of the washroom facilities, infestation spread. The unhy-
gienic conditions of POW life affected some soldiers’ morale in addition to
plaguing their bodies. W. G. Harvey served in the British 106th Company
of Royal Engineers in North Africa before the Germans captured him in
Egypt in June 1942. Prior to Fossoli, he had been in the Otranto intern-
ment camp in southern Italy. Reflecting years later on his time in POW
Camp 73, he explains, “we felt like caricatures of soldiers.””

The lice accompanied the prisoners from the tents into the barracks
and prisoners had little success in freeing themselves of this pest. In his
wartime diary, British POW Barrington described an instance in which
the guards shaved the entire body of a fellow inmate to quell an uncon-
trolled lice infestation.®®
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Food and Supplies

POWs received inconsistent and often insufficient food rations
and subsisted on inadequate portions from the camp cookhouses.
According to contemporary testimony, a standard meal consisted of
clear soup, bread, and coffee—not enough to satisfy the men’s hunger.*’
At times, the soup contained vegetables, at other times only rice.
Barrington expressed frustration over his short bread ration too. When
Barrington complained about the matter, the camp commander told
him “[he] would run the camp his own way and wanted no welfare
committees.””°

Much appreciated Red Cross packages supplemented their caloric
intake and POWs purchased extra food and goods in the camp cantina
with the money issued to them as a result of Chapter 7, Article 23 of the
1929 Geneva Convention. This clause ensured that, officers and persons
of equivalent status who were POWs, would receive from the detaining
power the same pay as officers of corresponding rank in the armed forces
of that nation monthly. Local businesses stocked the small store with mer-
chandise ranging from food to toothpaste powder.”" The fact that during
this period POWs received Red Cross food packages and had funds to
spend in the camp speaks to the camp’s (and Italy’s) general adherence to
the 1929 Geneva Convention at this time.”

Abbie Jones wrote optimistically of his initial weeks in the tent camp
and discussed the usefulness of the cantina and the POW funds. In a
diary entry dated October 3, 1942, he wrote, “Back pay due from 21st June
to 30th September is 41 Lire total. We now have our canteen at which we
can buy fruit every other day, cigarettes and toilet necessities.””* Access to
the cantina offered a backup in the event parcels did not arrive. “On Sept.
28th we had a visit from the Red Cross people from Geneva,” explained
Jones. “We received some very welcome information as regards to the issue
in the future of food parcels...that all subsequent issues will be under
consistency to a scale, i.e. one per man every 7 to 10 days and one of the
main things we are looking forward to now is word from home.”” Upon
writing this Jones had yet to receive an individual package but remained
hopeful all the same.

If they encountered farmers, the POWs were permitted to buy food
from them.” Prisoners also earned food by volunteering to work on local
farms in the area surrounding the camp.”® Additionally, the camp orga-
nized walks for 100 prisoners at a time around the land surrounding the
camp. In short, the prisoners may have slept behind barbed wire, but they
were not completely isolated from the local population.
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POW Health Care

POW access to health care in the camp clinic and local hospitals afforded
Italians ample opportunity to interact with foreign combatants and
earn a profit. Many of the arriving prisoners required medical atten-
tion as a result of malnutrition, which in turn created another avenue
for prisoner and local interaction.”” Less than a month after opening
Fossoli camp, commander Ferraresi sent a notice on August 5, 1942 to
the ufficiale sanitario del commune di Carpi (health officer of Carpi)
reporting that the prisoners had experienced the first instance of infec-
tious disease.”® When an inmate fell ill, a local doctor traveled to the
camp to treat the patient on site. Prisoners requiring medical attention
beyond the means of the camp infirmary were transferred by ambu-
lance to local hospitals, typically the Carpi town hospital or the nearby
Modena military hospital.”

Sick prisoners also meant more occasions for Carpigiani to benefit
financially from the POW camp and interact with the enemy soldiers.
Carpi nurses who staffed the ambulances received 20 lire per visit.
Ferraresi complained to Tesi that the hospital employed too many nurses
for this purpose and he did not want to pay for unneeded personnel. He
also criticized the hospital for overcharging the camp for the ambulance
fuel. The drivers reported a round-trip distance of 17 kilometers, when in
fact it was 14 kilometers.*

The POWs may have been enemies to Fascism, but the Carpigiani
did not fear the foreign soldiers. Let us consider the case of British POW
Abbie Jones. He was sent by ambulance to a local hospital and ended up
sharing a room with Italian children.

I am in a ward with two Italian kiddies—it is a queer place and I can’t quite
get the hang of it yet. It seems to be for the poorer classes judging by the
kiddies’ families when they visited them. The old man ate the child’s ration
of bread as if he had never eaten for days. Many people have come into the
ward to listen to me trying my utmost to speak Italian.®!

The fact that Italian patients shared their rooms with enemy soldiers
suggests something about citizen—prisoner interaction in the early stages
of the camp. The decision to house enemy soldiers alongside Italian chil-
dren reveals how unthreatened locals felt by the so-called enemy sol-
diers. Locals visiting Jones to hear his comical attempts at Italian reveal a
population unmoved by the nation’s rhetoric of war. This was reinforced
by the fact that some of the poorer Carpigiani were even hungrier than
the POWs.
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While townspeople visiting Jones or sharing his room may not have
viewed the Englishman or other Allied soldiers as adversaries, the local
administrators opposed such fraternization. Thus, by January 1943 the
local Carpi hospital opened a special wing to accommodate POWs. Bologna
once again awarded the contract to Cooperativa Muratori to construct the
POW hospital section and paid them 300,000 lire for this task.®*

Carpi officials also arranged for the burial of soldiers. The POW wing
lost its first patient on February 11, 1943. Walter Lancaster, a British
POW, was 27 years old at the time of his death. Other POWs later met
the same fate and the town of Carpi arranged for their burials in a local
cemetery.®* On the whole, these deaths do not appear to be the result of
negligence, as prisoner testimony from that time indicates that hospital
personnel treated patients well and the latter appreciated the warm room
and better food.

The Church and the Camp

Religion, like health care, created greater opportunities for prisoners to
interact with Italians. Local and national religious figures made arrange-
ments to meet with prisoners, provide spiritual guidance, and baptize
captives throughout Italy. Such interactions occurred inside and out-
side the camps. In his wartime log, for example, Tirelli recorded that on
June 22, 1943 one of his colleagues baptized a British prisoner in the hos-
pital chapel. And Vigilio Federico Dalla Zuanna, the acting Archbishop
of Carpi, confirmed William Rader, a 23-year-old British soldier being
treated at a hospital.® Barrington wrote in his journal about a papal nun-
cio visiting the camp. “By 11:30 am [on 15 January 1943] the bugle sounded
for General Parade and addresses by the Apostolic Nuncio Monsignor
Gustavo Testa,* a high official from Vatican city to give us the Pope’s
New Year greetings,” Barrington recorded. “His blessing [was] to all
Roman Catholics but only his best wishes to others. He also distributed
several hundred Christmas booklets with the Pope’s message inside.”®
The severe winter temperature kept the sermon short. Afterwards POWs,
guards, and camp officials clustered around the apostolic nuncio for
autographs. Barrington wrote:

His signature looked more like “Pumpkin” than “Testa” which amused us
greatly. However he was pretty blue with cold [and after a few minutes]
he said “T catcha da pneumonia, the convention only say 10 and already
I have signed twenty.” Photographs were taken in dozens by [Italian] offi-
cers and press officials and I suppose the incident will have some propa-
ganda value.®”
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Barrington does not specify if he meant that the photos held propaganda
value for the Church, Fascist state, or both. Publishing photos of Vatican
emissaries visiting POWs would have served to paint Church officials in
a favorable light as well as relay the Church’s neutral stance on the war.
By not outwardly condemning Fascism, the Vatican leadership guided
Catholics to do the same.®®

The interaction between Carpi religious authorities and interned sol-
diers shows how the Carpi religious community viewed the inmates as
Christians (or potential Christians) first and enemy combatants second
(if at all). According to Barrington, fellow POWs as well as local priests
held Sunday sermons. He always made an effort to attend services and
thus on Sunday, January 10, 1943, he braced the bitter cold and trudged
to hut 44 for a POW-led prayer meeting. “The Padre gave us another bril-
liant sermon on ‘gratitude’ and how we should count our blessings,” wrote
Barrington. “He certainly is one of them keeping very fit and energetic
for a P.O.W. of his age, standing on a top bunk and showing a shining
example of enthusiasm for his cause.”®

These weekly services also provided an opportunity for the inmates
to gossip, speculate about their release, and discuss the state of the war.
Rumors were fueled by bits of information shared by the town priests vis-
iting the camp and the influx of new prisoners. POW Jones wrote in his
diary that the priests encouraged them to be confident that their freedom
was not far away.”

Fossoli and Carpi Under Badoglio

Mussolini’s removal from power in July 1943 reinforced the priest’s rea-
soning that the POWSs’ freedom was near, but in reality the dismissal
of the Duce (Italian for “leader”) had little effect on camp operations.
Mussolini’s ability to inspire loyalty and trust faltered as Italy’s losses in
World War II undermined Fascist visions of Italian grandeur and faith
in Mussolini. Italy suffered a series of military defeats in the Balkans,
Greece, and Italy’s African colonies from June 1940 through July 1943.
Each failure contradicted Mussolini’s assertion that Italy’s entry into war
would bring prosperity and pride. In the past, Fascists had employed a
rhetoric that exalted war to validate their political ideology. The glori-
fication of war had helped to unify a deeply divided society. It was war,
however, that ultimately sowed discontent with Fascism and Mussolini.”*

The Council gathered on July 19, 1943 to address Mussolini’s dis-
missal. Dino Grandi drafted the Council’s resolution, which declared
its lack of trust in the Duce’s leadership and its intention to return full
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power to King Victor Emmanuel. Mussolini met with the Council on
July 24, during which Grandi presented his proposal. The meeting lasted
through the night and Grandi’s resolution prevailed on the morning
of July 25 by a vote of 19-7. As the Council was an advisory board, its
decision did not worry Mussolini and he went to work as usual. Little
did he know, in less than 24 hours he would be arrested. That evening,
when he reported to the Villa Savoia royal residence, the King informed
Mussolini of his appointment of Marshal Pietro Badoglio as the new
head of government.

In fact, it was not until Badoglio stumbled in September 1943, as he tried
to withdraw Italy from its alliance with Hitler that Carpi was impacted
by Mussolini’s fall. Badoglio’s new role placed him in a fragile position
as he labored to appease the Allies in a manner that would not provoke
a German attack.”> Thus, in his address to the public the day Mussolini
was incarcerated, Badoglio stated for the benefit of the Germans, “the war
continues.””

Badoglio’s fear of Germany undermined his government during its
45-day tenure between July and September 1943.°* Numerous Italians
rejoiced at Mussolini’s removal, but Badoglio’s stance dampened their
celebrations. Journal entries and letters of this time show that many
Italians understood that Badoglio’s announcement was lip service to the
Germans and they held out hope for an armistice. Italian communists in
Emilia Romagna, for example, led a strike on July 27, 1943 as a means of
pressuring Badoglio to annul Italy’s alliance with Germany.”

Before the communists in Emilia Romagana even considered their
strike, however, the Allies and Badoglio had conducted secret talks about
how to handle the POW situation. The Allies feared that the Germans
would transfer all the Allied POWs to Germany and Badoglio’s govern-
ment worried that if they released the POWs, they would engage in guer-
rilla warfare. Their shared concern, however, was German retaliation
for freeing captives. As a solution to their anxiety, General Bernard Law
Montgomery, commander of the British Eighth Army, suggested what
became known as the “Stay Put” order, which was sent out in coded let-
ters and radio transmissions to Italian POW camps:

In the event of an Allied invasion of Italy, officers commanding prison
camps will ensure that prisoners-of-war remain within the camp. Authority
is granted to all officers commanding to take necessary disciplinary action
to prevent individual prisoners-of-war attempting to rejoin their units.’

The Allied POWs thus remained in camps until Badoglio determined
how to release them without provoking the Germans.
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Meanwhile the prisoners, unaware of Badoglio and the Allies plans to
sit and wait, rejoiced at the news of Mussolini’s demise. In his wartime
journal, Barrington recorded his elation upon hearing the news:

So at long last Mussolini has been kicked out. Now our freedom is definitely
near and Churchill can talk peace terms with the new Duce... [E]veryone
is wildly excited and even our few pessimists haven’t much to say... We can
hardly imagine that soon we may be on the way home.””

Guards at Fossoli seemed to share in their captives’ optimism that Fascism
would disappear with Mussolini; yet another sign of Italian ambivalence
about the war. While at roll call a few days after the Duce’s replacement,
Barrington had even observed that many of the guards had removed their
Fascist party ribbons.’®

POWs speculated as to whether their Italian guards would leave their
posts, which speaks to the prisoners’ low expectations for their supervi-
sors’ commitment to Fascism. “The Colonel addressed his troops twice
today,” Barrington observed, “they are in a flat spin outside and do not
know what to do until Italy’s future has been decided. I consider it a 100-1
chance they pack in, and hear the Colonel is supposed to have said that by
Sept. 1st this camp will be cleared.””

Either the Colonel or the rumor that Barrington heard was wrong.
Instead, the inmate population increased. The influx of prisoners, both
prior to and following Mussolini’s removal, indicates a certain level of
operational continuity between the Badoglio and Mussolini regimes. Four
days before Mussolini’s fall, for example, 402 POWs from Fossoli were
sent to Germany (July 21) for forced labor.'” Their bunks did not remain
empty for long as over the next month another 1,700 British, American,
and Indian POWs prisoners entered the camp.!”!

This increasing number of POWs came to rely on the camp cantina to
supplement their diet when Allied bombings in Milan disrupted the sup-
ply chain of Red Cross provisions.'” With the Italian economy in decline,
local businesses continued to benefit from the services and goods they sold
to the camp. Additionally, Cooperativa Muratori, the company that had
built the camp, continued its construction of a new barracked section.!®®

Town and camp relations under Badoglio continued as they had under
Mussolini’s Fascism with only minor changes.'** Carpi residents supplied
the camp as they had before and the camp relied on the same companies
to build barracks and transport goods to the camp. The continuation of
the camp-town nexus during the Badoglio phase highlights the limbo in
which many Italians found themselves. The overthrow of Mussolini illus-
trated the erosion of Fascist support, but waiting for change characterized
the Badoglio period.
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Conclusion

With the construction of POW Camp 73, the war officially came to Carpi.
Primed by nearly two decades of Fascist rule, the town accepted its posi-
tion as proprietor and supplier of the Fascist camp for POWs. The friendly
contact between Carpigiani and the POWs highlights a prevailing war
fatigue and lack of enthusiasm for Fascism that culminated in Mussolini’s
removal in the summer of 1943.!% Badoglio’s assumption of power did
not bring the immediate end of Fascist rule or an Italian exit from the
war. Instead, the townspeople of Carpi lived in state of uncertainty as
they went about their daily activities with the camp as if Mussolini had
never been arrested. The machine of compliance was still in motion.

The following chapters detail Carpi’s increasing contact and inter-
action with the camp through the occupation, liberation, and postwar
repurposing of Fossoli. Despite the momentum of the war and its end,
the town-camp nexus never wavered from that first established under
Fascism. Thus, when considering how some Carpigiani became involved
in the deportation and persecution of Jews, we must remember the camp-
town dynamic forged during Fascism that paved the way for locals’
contributions to the Judeocide.



Germany and Its Occupied
Ally: The German Occupation,
the Repubblica di Salo, and

the Deportations of Jews

Mussolini’s arrest had infuriated Hitler. He would have ordered
an immediate attack on Rome were it not for his advisors Field
Marshall Erwin Rommel and Alfred Jodl (Chief of the Armed Forces
High Command Operations Staff) urging him to take a different course
of action. Germany flooded Italy with swastika clad troops and in so
doing stalled an announcement of an armistice. When Badoglio finally
dissolved Italy’s partnership with the Reich, the Germans were already
in position to take Rome.! Badoglio’s announcement of an armistice with
the Allies on September 8, 1943 and the subsequent invasion of German
forces into Italy furthered camp-town relationship. Locals’ service of
Fossoli continued uninterrupted as the Germans commandeered the
camp, deported the POWSs, and instructed the town leadership to pre-
pare for Fossoli’s new function as an internment camp for Jews.

This brief period (September 9, 1942-March 14, 1943) constitutes an
essential component of our analysis of Fossoli and Carpigiani. The estab-
lished routes of compensated compliance—acquiescence for financial
gain—prior to the Germans’ arrival at Fossoli shaped locals’ participa-
tion thereafter. Following the German occupation, however, Carpigiani
obedience evolved from compliance with a Fascist regime to full coop-
eration with a joint Fascist-Nazi system intent on murdering Italy’s Jews.
With fear and individual gain still fueling the machine of consent, many
Carpigiani became complicit in Judeocide. And while these factors may
have motivated compliance with German commands to build, supply,
and staff a camp for Jews, at what point—if at all—did locals realize they
were party to mass murder?
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Germany and Its Occupied Ally

A lack of military support and direction from Rome resulted in Fossoli
guards’ cooperation with its German occupiers. Learning of Italy’s truce
with the Allies, German troops attacked their former partner, and the king
and Badoglio did nothing to stop the invasion or prepare Italian soldiers.
Instead, as German forces surrounded Rome, the royal family and Badoglio
fled to Allied-occupied Brindisi for safety. The fall of the capital city and
the flight of Italy’s leadership cast an ominous shadow over the German-
occupied zone. Without guidance, Italian soldiers soon threw down their
weapons and either yielded to the Germans or went into hiding. Likewise,
Fossoli guards, lacking military support, surrendered to the Germans.

British POW Abbie Jones’s wartime diary suggests that Fossoli guards
had initially considered fighting the Germans.” Jones recorded that
the day Badoglio announced the armistice, camp commander Colonel
Giuseppe Ferraresi told Major Garnett (a POW leader) that “he would
like to give us arms but could not” and asked that if the situation became
grave “would we give assistance and we agreed most heartily.”® Ferraresi
also celebrated Italy’s truce with the Allies by drinking wine with a few
of the POWs.*

While Jones and his fellow POWs toasted the armistice, German forces
in Italy sprung into action. Shortly after Badoglio announced the armi-
stice on the Ente Italaino per le Audizioni Radiofoniche (EIAR), the Italian
broadcasting system, the Germans radioed their own message, which
included the word “Achse” (Axis), the Germans’ code word to respond to
the suspected Armistice.’

Jones went to bed in the early hours of September 9, 1943 and awakened
to find that the German military had surrounded Fossoli. “The Italian
guards were still on the wire as dawn broke,” Jones recorded. “Some of
the boys saw what we thought to be Italian soldiers out in the field. The
next thing we knew, four German armoured cars rolled up and took posi-
tions at each corner of the compound...and two hours later the German
infantry closed in and took over the camp without trouble at all.”® Thus,
as Badoglio fled, the Germans converged.

The surrender of Fossoli’s guards mirrored events occurring through-
out the German-occupied zone and help us to contextualize the fall of
Italy’s armed forces.” Aroldo Vaccari, a member of the 36th infantry of
Modena sent to Fossoli in 1942 to help organize the camp, described
the guards’ surrender. In an interview years later, he explained that
“a [German] commander [came] to the camp and spoke with our captain
and as a result we gave up our weapons and the 36th Infantry returned
to Modena...” According to Vaccari, nobody resisted.® The Germans
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retained only two Fossoli guards—Captain Marco Bertoli and Major
Luigi Bissignangi—to act as their conduits to the town authorities.’

Like the POWs some had guarded, Italian soldiers were now subject
to arrest, detention, and deportation to Germany. German propaganda
minister Joseph Goebbels issued a directive on September 10, calling for
the disarmament of the Italian army. This was followed by a September
12 decree from Wilhelm Keitel, head of the Reich’s armed forces, that
mandated the murder of Resistance fighters and deportation of soldiers.!’
Vaccari and the remainder of the 36th infantry stayed in Modena until
the end of September, at which time they were sent to Stalag IIC, a POW
camp in Woldenberg, Poland.!!

Fear of reprisal had silenced Italian resistance in Carpi against Fascism
and the same pattern of fear-induced compliance remained in place under
the Germans.!”> The German army captured, disarmed, and interned
between 650,000 and 850,000 Italian soldiers in Italy and Italian-occupied
territories (France, the Balkans, and the Greek islands).”> More than
600,000 Italian soldiers serving outside Italy metamorphosed from allies
into potential victims of German oppression overnight."* Former Fascist
soldiers who managed to evade capture joined pre-existing anti-Fascist
groups or formed new resistance bands.'> Without a leader, Italians now
had to fend for themselves.

The Repubblica di Salo

German paratroopers liberated Mussolini on September 12 from campo
imperatore in Italy’s “Little Tibet,” a plateau in the Abruzzo region. They
brought along carabinieri general Fernando Soleti, who ordered the 80
guards monitoring Mussolini to stand down. The men complied, and the
Germans rescued Mussolini without firing a single shot. The Germans
then took Mussolini to Germany and started preparations to reinstate
him as head of a new Italian Fascist state.'®

Germans combatted budding Italian opposition in part by establish-
ing the Repubblica di Salo, or RSI—a renewed Fascist government under
Mussolini—to suppress Resistance fighters and control Italian citizens.
Germany reestablished an Italian government to help enforce Italian
cooperation, deter budding resistance efforts, and provide an opportu-
nity to collaborate. The Germans focused on extorting Italy’s financial,
industrial, agricultural, and human resources, and the RSI attended to
overseeing Italians’ acquiescence to German demands.

Rudolf Rahn, plenipotentiary of the Reich in Italy, advocated for
the creation of an Italian collaborationist government. He played the
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master role in the formation of the new Fascist command and handpicked
Mussolini’s cabinet members. Mussolini learned of Rahn’s selections just
four days before the announcement of the new regime on September 23,
1943. SS officer Karl Wolff installed Mussolini in the small town of
Salo on Lake Garda and employed an SS detachment to monitor him.
The RSI was rebuilt with the inclusion of hardcore Fascists including
Giovanni Preziosi, Renato Ricci, Vittorio Mussolini (Mussolini’s son),
and Alessandro Pavolini. All four had been with Hitler and his leaders
shortly after the armistice to explain what had happened and to plan for
a renewed Fascist government. Hitler grew particularly fond of Preziosi,
a model of Fascist and antisemitic extremism, because of their shared
views on race.”

Mussolini and his cabinet administered a small part of the Italian pen-
insula. German-occupied Italy was divided into two areas: the German
administration had direct control of northeastern Italy (Udine, Gorizia,
Trieste, Fiume, Pola, and the Italian Tyrol), which was treated as German
territory, while the rest was considered an occupied zone. The RSI osten-
sibly governed the occupied region, but the Germans had created an
administration to oversee it and ensure that nothing would interfere with
the war effort.'®

The RSI's supporters included pro-Germans, opportunists, and
“Mussolinians”—radical Fascists who rallied around the person of
Mussolini more than the regime itself."” In addition, historian Philip
Morgan has noted that an “embattled core of hardline young and middle-
aged Fascists [extremists]” supported the RSI with the hope that it would
“return Fascism to its uncontaminated squadrist and syndicalist origins
of the early 1920s.”%° Some of these Fascists enthusiastically took on the
roles of perpetrators and collaborators because they supported Nazism,
Italian Fascism, and antisemitism.

Many in the occupied zone, however, did not support the RSI. A
clear indication of dissent is the fact that 90 percent of captured soldiers
elected deportation and forced labor rather than pledge allegiance to
the RSI, which would have meant acknowledging the RSI as a legitimate
government.?! The RSI government’s power thus relied heavily on German
reinforcement and popular fear. Historian Lutz Klinkhammer estimates
that during the occupation alone, the Wehrmacht and SS killed approxi-
mately 10,000 civilians, most of whom were women and children.?* Wolff
continued to wage a violent, murderous campaign against civilians even
though Rahn worried that it would undermine Mussolini.?®

It is worth mentioning that RSI supporters also took violent action
against their countrymen and women. Historian Angelo del Boca insists
that the brutal reality of the occupation in the north from September 8,
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1944 to April 25, 1945 should leave no room for myths that purport only
Germans persecuted civilians. Del Boca makes this point clear when he
argues that the RSI Fascists “exhibited ferocity as their main virtue.”*

Collaboration, Resistance, and a Season of Doubt

Historian Claudio Pavone explains that the occupation on September 8
created an opportunity for Italians to pick sides: resist or comply.®
Germans proclaimed their absolute authority over Modena through a
circular dated September 10, 1943.2° The first of eight directives decreed:
“The German armed forces have assumed the protection of the Italian
population from the threats of anarchy and [Allied] invasion.” The edict
declared that in order to safeguard Italians, “all German orders are abso-
lute and must be observed.”” Italian officials were called upon to collabo-
rate with the Germans and enforce civilian compliance. While scholars
have devoted considerable attention to the guerra civile (civil war) waged
during the occupation between the Resistance and RSI supporters, the
story of the compliers has been largely overlooked.

Publicizing punishable civilian behavior, local leaders stood in for
German officials. The Germans employed regional and local Italian
officials to oversee civilian activities and requests. Berlin dictated on
September 14, 1943, for example, that persons requesting permission to
visit with soldiers arrested by the Germans had to meet first with their local
police department or prefect. This contact with local leaders helped create
the impression that local level Italian leaders supported the Germans.*

Carpi’s municipal prefect Romolo Vezzani, for example, made known
the Germans’ decrees regarding civilian acts on September 17, 1943.%
The first of the eight points warned that Carpi citizens conducting acts
of sabotage would face prison or execution. Article three instructed
Carpi citizens to relinquish all weapons to the town mayor who in turn
would surrender the arms to the German command. Points six and seven
threatened “severe penalties” for anyone caught helping POWs in any
way. Article eight proclaimed that the police and town leaders would be
“held personally accountable for the full execution of these orders.”*

The eighth article is of particular importance to our study of local
collusion. It warned that anyone who abandoned his or her work and
thus hurt the war effort would face jail time and, in severe cases, the
death penalty.*! Indeed, the repercussions for resistance were high. Italy’s
Interior Ministry presented an additional twelve-article circular on
October 9 that clarified what the Germans had intended by “severe pen-
alties.” The first article dictated that anyone who aided POWs in any way
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would be killed. The second point explained that those who contacted
or tried to communicate with prisoners faced from ten years to life in
prison. Wary of German reprisals, many civilians in the area continued
their business as usual and catered to the aims of the German command
just as they had done under Fascist rule. The threat of punishment was
great enough to ensure that the vast majority of Italians silently obeyed
Nazi and Fascist orders.

While the Modena region can boast of its significant Resistance move-
ment toward the end of the war, Historian Santo Peli refers to the period
of September-December 1943 as “the season of doubt.”* Historian
Emanuele Guaraldi’s research confirms Peli’s conclusions, adding that
while a modest group of “rebels (maybe the term ‘partisan’ at this time is
inappropriate) in Modena existed at the time of the armistice, its mem-
bership records show a progressive decline, reaching its lowest point in
December.”** Others, though, occasionally ignored the warnings against
helping prisoners.

The story of British soldier Alfred Moore and his escape from Fossoli
provides one example of locals who put their lives in danger in order to
aid POWs. Axis forces had captured Moore in June 1942 in El Alamein,
Egypt. He spent two months in a camp outside of Tripoli before he
was sent by boat to Capua, Italy and then by train to Fossoli. Civilians
watched as he and his comrades marched from the train station to the
camp. “Because we were such a pitiful sight, most cried ‘Poor things!” even
though we sang as we marched,” Moore explained decades later.**

Singing served to connect Moore with Luigi, a local Italian guard who
was also a singer. Luigi brought in wine and shared it with Moore, and in
turn Moore offered chocolate from his Red Cross packages for Luigi to take
home to his children. One night, Moore persuaded Luigi to put on a con-
cert with the POWs. “He played guitar and his first song was ‘O Sole Mio’.
It was wonderful and he received a round of applause,” recalled Moore.
“Around the barbed wire of the camp the Italian guards, with rifles in
their arms, shouted ‘Bravo! Again!”* In the end, this performance cost
Luigi his job and he was fired for “being too friendly with the POWs.”%¢

Moore befriended other Italians stationed at the camp and one
offered to help him break out. When the Germans took over Fossoli and
removed the Italian guards shortly thereafter, Moore decided it was time
to escape. Joined by two friends, the three of them crawled under the
barbed wire fences while another POW distracted the guards by showing
off his best German language skills. They evaded detection and made
their way clandestinely through the neighboring farmland. Exhaustion
set in and they fell asleep in pitch-black darkness only to wake up not far
from a farmhouse lit by the morning sun. Moore watched in horror as
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an old woman left the dwelling and rushed to them through the corn-
field. “Sono inglesi?” (Are they English?) were the first words out of her
mouth. All three soldiers scrambled to explain at the same time in bro-
ken Italian of their escape. She listened, and then said, “Avete fame?”
(Are you hungry?).”” She returned to her house and came back with
bread, a big jug of milk, and six of her family members who were curious
and wanted to meet the escaped British soldiers. They all sat down in the
cornfield and ate breakfast together. “They asked hundreds of questions
as we ate our delicious breakfast,” Moore recalled. “It was wonderful to
be free and be helped by these good Italians, our so-called enemy, on a
beautiful September morning.”*®

Moore and his friends continued to hide in the field and the Italian
family brought them meals. One day Moore spotted the former guard
who had been dismissed for singing with the prisoners. Luigi was thrilled
to see his friend once again. He provided the British soldiers with clothes
and bikes and helped them find a new hiding place in a shack by a nearby
river. Luigi visited them frequently and brought them food. When locals
discovered the POWs and urged them to leave the area out of fear for
German reprisals, Luigi hid the POWs yet again. Relying on Italian hos-
pitality, all three of the soldiers managed to avoid detection and survived
the war in hiding.** Their story, however, is most unusual as the vast
majority of POWs at Fossoli faced deportation and locals did not—or
could not—rescue them.

The aid Moore and his colleagues received from Luigi and others illu-
minates a key point in our study of Italian civilians at that time. While the
vast majority of local citizens did not take an initiative to help, when pre-
sented with an opportunity, some did. Luigi’s actions were not motivated
by personal gain, but by something else. As we try to understand the land-
scape of civilian actions throughout the war, it will become apparent that
circumstance and opportunity played a central role in modes by which
one participated, obstructed, and/or facilitated camp activities. And the
types of interaction were not static.

While Moore and his colleagues had been lucky enough to find shelter
in locals” good will, no one helped the other POWs left in Fossoli. The
Germans sent approximately 5,000 Allied POWs from the camp to greater
Germany in less than two weeks.*® Carpi priest Ettore Tirelli recorded five
separate deportations of POWs from the camp.*! Cars arrived to take the
men to the local train station and German units then shuffled the prison-
ers into compartments. The first group of 1,200 prisoners was sent to an
unknown destination on September 14, 1943.#2 Over the next three days
cars shuttled prisoners from the camp to the Carpi train station. Tirelli
counted 160 cars in total transporting prisoners.*> On September 18,
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a group of approximately 2,000 left Carpi, among them Barrington. He
traveled by cattle truck via Verona, Brenner Pass, Innsbruck, Munich,
and Leipzig to Stalag IV B. Muhlberg, Germany.** Shortly thereafter, on
September 25, the last large group of 1,200 left Fossoli.** Carpi’s Ramazzini
hospital housed a few remaining prisoners who were too weak to travel.*®

A group of 20 POWs tried to escape during the final transfer, but
German guards stopped them, gunning down three in the process. Don
Francesco Venturelli, a local priest, recorded the event in his wartime log.
“It happened at two o’clock in the morning, on the 26th of September. The
Germans wrapped them in blankets and tent cloth, and buried them in
the camp area without the benefit of coffins.”” The injured were taken to
the Carpi hospital wing for POWs and deported on September 27 along
with another 70 POWs still at the hospital.*®

The central location of the Fossoli train station ensured that the town
bore witness to the POWs as they left and some residents even felt a sense
of solidarity with the foreign captives. After all, like the POWs, at that
same time thousands of Italian soldiers were being deported from all over
German-occupied Italy to labor camps in Germany and Poland.*’ Thus,
during the last deportations, residents gathered at the train station to see
off the British POWs. They offered the men cigarettes, flowers, and bread
as they passed. The German troops did not punish the townspeople for
this act of defiance.®

Instead, the Carpi authorities intervened. To prevent further interac-
tions between prisoners and civilians, the Carpi municipality issued a
decree prohibiting civilian use of certain streets utilized for deportations.”!
Vezzani issued an additional circular to discourage locals giving gifts to
POWs to shore up compliance. Vezzani had become the prefect just two
months earlier, during the first week of the Badoglio government. The
rapid turn of events with the German occupation, however, made him
doubt his ability to lead. He confessed this to the public, writing:

In early August I had been obliged to administer Carpi. Since then, dra-
matic and unexpected events have occurred one after another. As of today,
my considerable work as an administrator has become chiefly and exclu-
sively a political position. Until yesterday, I shied away from politics and
Isimply don’t possess the temperament, experience, or capacity to become
a politician overnight.®

Vezzani subsequently elected to step down on September 30 and Gian
Battista Focherini took his place.

Vezzani’s choice to leave a position that would have required him to
collaborate with Germans, in contrast to those who yielded to German
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commands, signifies the levels of allegiance to Fascism. The silent mani-
festation of civilian support of POWs also elucidates the transient notion
of resistance and compliance during the war; where were the civilians
who handed gifts to the POWs two months earlier when Italian officials
deported POWs from Fossoli to work camps in the east? Perhaps most
importantly, the range of responses and their timing demonstrate that
opposition, compliance, and collaboration are far from static categories
of analysis. Indeed, Italian gentiles moved between all three groupings
throughout the war.

The establishment of an Italian collaborationist government on
September 28, just two days before Vezzani left office, presented Focherini
with greater opportunities to collude with German forces. The Germans
made good use of their Italian sympathizers and charged them with vari-
ous tasks, which often required Carpi’s new prefect to coordinate with
former Fossoli guards Luigi Bissignani and Marco Bertoli, who now over-
saw the camp.”® During the POW deportations, the German authorities
delegated financial responsibility for running and supplying the camp to
the town of Carpi. This prompted Vezzani and Bissignani to send a letter
to the Ufficio Prigionieri di Guerra di Roma (Prisoner of War Office in
Rome), the office responsible for POW internment, requesting additional
funds to pay for supplies and cover expenses required to administer the
camp.>* The town of Carpi paid companies and individuals for their work
with the camp. Local businesses were compensated by compliers who
supplied the camp, just as they had under Mussolini and Badoglio.

The Germans left Fossoli less than a month after their arrival and
assigned local authorities to safeguard the camp. They tasked guards
Bertoli and Bissignani to oversee Fossoli. They also ordered Carpi on
October 7, 1943 to manage the repair of the camp. And they required
town authorities and the local police to take a more active role in the
camp management.>

With the Germans gone, locals broke into the abandoned camp to pil-
fer whatever they could. Venturelli remarked upon the German depar-
ture in his wartime log:

On the night of the 30th of September, the Germans abandoned the camp.
The camp was left in the hands of two Italian MPs [military police]. The
people were afraid the Germans would [return and] appropriate all the
things left in the camp, so they started hauling away everything they could
lay their hands on. But during the afternoon of the 1st of October, a group
of Italian MPs suddenly showed up and arrested 20 women. Subsequent to
this, an order came out prohibiting anyone from approaching the Fossoli
Camp with the intention of looting.*®
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Even after the Germans had left, municipal and camp authorities exe-
cuted German commands.”” The town council hired nine agricultural
workers belonging to Il Fiduciario di Fossoli dei Lavoratori agricoli (The
Trust of Fossoli farm workers) to clean the camp.®

Complying with a Genocidal System

In order for us to frame Carpi’s action thereafter, it is prudent to consider
the impact of the Germans’ presence in Italy. After Italy capitulated, the
Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA) Berlin office ordered the deportations
of Resistance fighters, partisans, and Jews. The expulsion of Italian Jews
to death camps furthered Germany’s genocidal plan for European Jews,
while relocation of non-Jewish Italian civilians to the Reich afforded the
Reich free forced labor, a valuable wartime commodity. Germany also
grabbed Italy’s industrial and agricultural resources. Albert Speer played
a particularly vital role in the acquisition of Italy’s resources for the war
effort. Hitler authorized Speer (September 13, 1943) to take all neces-
sary measures to guarantee the war economy in Italy, and Speer ordered
the nation’s industrial materials and supplies to be shipped to the Reich.
Meanwhile, Herbert Backe (Undersecretary of State in the Ministry of
Food) authored a plan to take over Italy’s agricultural sector to secure
food for the war. Backe’s work resulted in the confiscation of food stocks
for Germans and the implementation of a German-style ration system of
foods and goods on October 14.° It is hard to imagine that most Italians
would have welcomed and or supported the economic, industrial, and
agricultural plundering of their nation. And yet, Italian compliance helped
facilitate German objectives.

In Carpi and Modena, local officials’ conformity to Nazi-Fascist
demands facilitated the deportation of Jews to mass-murder facilities.
Postwar narratives typically depict collaborators as extreme Fascists, but
an examination of locals who contributed to RSI aims without strongly
supporting the regime’s exploitative and genocidal aims reveals another
facet of the Italian wartime experience.

Furthering a Pattern of Compliance

The significance of local compliance took on new weight at the end of
November 1943. The reason for attending to and readying the camp after
the German’s departure became clear when longtime Fascist supporter
RSI Interior Minister Guido Buffarini-Guidi issued the November 30,
1943 n. 5 Police Order, which sealed the fate of Jews in Italy.
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1. All Jews, even if discriminated [privileged], of whichever nationality,
and in any case residing within the national territory must be sent to
the relevant concentration camps. All of their personal possessions
and property must be submitted to be immediately sequestered, before
being confiscated in the interest of the RSI, that will assign them to
benefit poverty-stricken victims of invasions in enemy zones.

2. All those, born of mixed marriages, who have, in application of the
current Italian racial laws, the certainty of belonging to the Aryan
race, must be placed under special surveillance by the police. The
Jews are, in the meantime, placed in provincial concentration
camps before being gathered in special concentration camps estab-
lished for this purpose.®

Prior to the November 30 decree, interned Jews in Italy had not been
threatened by deportation. This new legislation underscored the intensi-
fication of antisemitism under the RSI in northern Italy. It also triggered
a series of events that led to the internment of Jews at the Fossoli camp
and the local populations’ acquiescence to Judeocide.

Again, the Modena prefect called upon Carpi to orchestrate incarcera-
tion, furthering the pattern of collaboration and compliance. Modena’s
newest prefect, Bruno Calzolari, sent an order on December 2, 1943 to
Carpi’s prefect Focherini to prepare the camp for the arrival of Jews.*!
“As it is necessary and urgent to create a concentration camp to accom-
modate Jews in this community, please make arrangements with the police
to have this work executed immediately so that the camp can begin to
operate as soon as possible.”®® The document also noted that Calzolari
would consult Modena’s questura (police department) to determine fund-
ing for readying the camp for new prisoners. Focherini responded two
days later requesting an advanced sum for the reconstruction of Fossoli
and titled his letter “Concentration camp for Jews.”® The new classifi-
cation of “Concentration Camp for Jews” officially came into effect on
December 5, 1944 when the first Jews arrived.

The Modena Police Headquarters assigned Italian police commander
Giuseppe Laudani to oversee the camp and sent ten RSI policemen to
help manage the reorganization of Fossoli.** Laudani sent a letter to Carpi
podesta Focherini informing him of the imminent arrivals of more Jewish
prisoners.

The Fossoli concentration camp, which currently holds 97 Jewish interns,
anticipates the arrival of another 800 Jews from various provinces. Currently,
the camp is run by 37 military personnel. The camp is completely without
firewood for both cooking food and heating. Please advise about this.®®
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This communication, in addition to many others, illuminates the integral
role played by the town in managing the incarcerated Jews. The town’s
oversight of Fossoli afforded it an awareness of what was happening inside
the camp. Thus, the town administrators were not ignorant bystanders.

Financial Incentives and Deportations

Despite the changing uses of the camp, the town administration’s col-
laborative role in Fossoli’s operations remained constant.®® In fact, the
town grew even more involved. The Carpi prefecture arranged new con-
tracts and attended to those established prior to the occupation. And
this financial oversight afforded Carpi’s leaders with a great awareness
of camp activities.

The office of the Carpi podesta ordered supplies, paid for services,
and sought remittance from the Modena prefecture. Correspondence
between the two offices reveals that Fossoli was often in the position of
having to write to Modena to request additional funds to pay for Fossoli.
It appears that Modena was habitually behind in paying for camp opera-
tions, which left Carpi responsible for assuring angry businesses that
they would eventually be paid. Cooperativa Muratori, for example, wrote
to the Carpi podesta (February 7, 1944) to complain that it had not yet
received payment for work rendered at the camp.®” Thus, Carpi leader-
ship wrote to Modena (February 9) to ask for additional funding. Carpi
explained that of the 400,000 lire sent to pay for the camp, 300,000 had
gone to Cooperativo Muratori and the other 100,000 had already been
exhausted.®® The Modena prefecture responded on February 14 promis-
ing to send 200,000 lire, but as of 21 February Capri had yet to receive
the money.*

In addition to overseeing camp construction, town administrators
coordinated supplies and food for prisoners and thus were aware of the
volume of prisoners coming and going from Fossoli. The Modena ques-
tura wrote to Carpi’s prefettizio on December 15, 1943 to inform them
that they would coordinate with the camp director to arrange for rations
and supplies for the Jewish prisoners.”” The Carpi prefecture then sent a
letter on December 21, 1943 to Modena’s police department and prefecture
acknowledging its administrative function for the camp and requested a
100,000 lire advance to attend to future camp expenses.”! The Modena
prefecture approved this request and issued payment on January 5,
1944.7* Carlo Alberto Ferraris, who replaced Carpi prefect Focherini on
January 1, 1944, performed the role of intermediary when he wrote to the
Modena questura and copied Cooperativa Muratori requesting additional
details on the extent of work to be carried out at the camp.”” POW food
rations had been determined by the Ufficio Annonario (Ration Office),
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but providing for the Jewish prisoners required a new system in which
the camp commander coordinated directly with town officials to deter-
mine appropriate food and supply deliveries.”* The town leaders’ direct
involvement with the camp means a greater understanding of prisoner
movement via fulfillment of food and supplies requests.

Like the town officials, locals who had previous financial dealings
with Fossoli also soon learned of the camp’s new function to house Jews.
Focherini sent letters to companies with outstanding contracts, such as
the local electric company Societa Emiliana di servizi elettrici, Carpi, to
inform them of the camp’s new title.” Cooperativo Muratori—the same
construction cooperative that had built the POW camp—accepted a con-
tract that explicitly stated that it would build a new section for Jews. Its
reconstruction and expansion of the Fossoli camp continued as Jewish
prisoners arrived. Cooperativo Muratori earned 759,982.31 lire for work
on the former POW camp and as of February 7, 1944 was prepared to
start on the Jewish sector.”

Businesses that developed new partnerships with Fossoli also under-
stood the camp’s new prisoner demographics. Focherini sent out a request
to local merchants for forks, knifes, glasses, pans, and chamber pots for
the camp. The order for supplies clearly specified Fossoli’s designation as
a concentration camp for Jews.”” The Carpi company Guerzoni Ubaldi
earned 61,840 lire in exchange for tables and benches for the Fossoli camp.
Ferraris and the camp commander negotiated the terms of their contract.”
G. M. Merighi, a garage, service, and transport company, earned 357 lire
(minus a 7 lire tax) on January 3, 1944 to transport “clothing and beds
from the Carpi train station to the concentration camp for Jews.”””

While most business transactions did not require civilian-prisoner
interaction, transportation of goods or people provided locals an oppor-
tunity to witness those they helped to incarcerate. Carpi officials paid
amendable locals to transport Jews from the town train station to Fossoli.
The number of prisoners in the RSI-managed camp increased from 60
Jews on December 5, 1943 to 97 Jews by December 29. Another 827 Jews
were scheduled to arrive shortly thereafter from various towns: Florence
(500), Venice (163), Aosta (37),%° Forli (14), Milan (51), Ancona (10), Turin (8),
Rieti (14), and Varese (30).8! Each arrival of Jews at the Carpi train station
created another opportunity for locals to profit as they were shuttled by
Carpi car companies from the train station to the camp. For example,
Carpi paid the company Impresa Cav. P. Valenti e Frat. -Carpi 612 lire to
transport 93 Jews on January 1, 1944 in two Fiat buses from the train sta-
tion to the camp, and collected 12 lire in taxes.®

Local business, companies, and town administrators knew that the
camp held Jews—Italian and foreign alike—as of December 1943, but
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they were not yet aware that Fossoli, and Carpi’s citizens, would become a
cog in the annihilation of European Jews. The official contracts and cor-
respondence referred to Fossoli as “a concentration camp for Jews,” not
a deportation facility. While this classification did not change even after
Jews were deported, locals’ awareness of the camp’s function surely did.

Although knowledge that Jews were held at Fossoli does not clarify
whether local collaborators understood the camp’s role in the annihila-
tion of European Jewry, they may have become suspicious in early January
when Modena officials were called upon to aid in the deportation process.
Head of the Modena police Paolo Magrini (a member of the Blackshirts
Milizia Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionle, or Voluntary Militia for
National Security) informed Tullio Tamburini, head of the RSI police,
that Wilhelm Harster, head of the Reich Security Office in Verona, had
requested that he deliver the Jews in Carpi to the Germans.®* Tamburini
wrote, “[to this end] I have already visited the Carpi concentration camp
and requested from those in charge a list of all the Jews in the camp in
order to prepare for their transfer to Germany.”%*

SS Captain Theodor Dannecker’s visit to the camp on January 20
surely hinted that it would not be long until deportations would begin.
Adolf Eichmann had sent Dannecker to Rome in early October 1943,
where he had led 365 SS police and armed Watfen-SS men into the Roman
ghetto to arrest Jews. His inspection of Fossoli just three months later set
in motion the first removal of Jews from the camp. He ordered that the
“Jews of British citizenship be separated” from the other captives, and he
requested a list of their names. He also demanded that the Jews be moved
into the newly completed camp since “it [would be] easier to separate the
English Jews from the Italians.” Laudani wrote to the Modena questura
to relate Dannecker’s demands and to request additional guards to tend
to the British Jews.®

It remains unclear who these British Jews were or where they came
from, but it is likely that they were Libyan Jews with British passports. At
the time of the Italian alliance with Germany (June 10, 1940), approxi-
mately 2,000 British citizens resided in Libya, of which some 870 were
Jews, many of whom were expelled to Italy for internment.®

Carpi priest Venturelli wrote to camp commander Laudani for permis-
sion to visit them. Laudani supported this appeal and wrote to Modena’s
questura in support of Venturelli’s request. The questora awarded
Venterelli permission (on December 12) to meet with inmates and pro-
vide spiritual guidance to the so-called Catholic Jews, presumably those
who despite being defined as Jews by the 1938 “Laws for the Defense of
the Race,” were practicing Catholics or had converted while in Fossoli.®”
Venturelli also brought wool socks and shoes (January 4, 1944), gloves,
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books, and clothes (January 12, 1944) for the Libyan Jews had arrived in
the depths of winter and had no warm clothing.®

With the prisoner population growing, new camp director Mario
Taglialatela requested an additional 20 Carpi policemen to help control
the Jewish section of the camp. And at Dannecker urging, Taglialatela
wrote a letter to the Modena questura on January 20, 1944 asking for addi-
tional guards. He explained that the Jewish sector at that time (January
1944) held 500 prisoners who were guarded by 60 RSI police and 30 Carpi
policemen.®

Deportations

Carpi officials who facilitated transportation to and from the camp and
cared for the operating needs of Fossoli were more involved in camp
affairs than compensated compliers. By February 1944 their oversight
of the camp provided them with a clear perspective of how Fossoli sup-
ported the Reich’s annihilation machine. Their actions coupled with this
awareness made them collaborators, if not perpetrators.

On the heels of the camp director’s request for more guards, three rep-
resentatives from the IVB4 Verona office (department for Jewish affairs
in the Reich Main Security office) descended on Fossoli on February 10.
They met with Taglialatela and informed him that they required accom-
modations and an office because their commanders had directed them
to stay at the camp in order to supervise the British Jews.”® Following the
arrival of the Germans, Taglialatela sent a letter to the Modena questura
requesting even more guards for the camp and describing prisoners’ reac-
tions to the Germans:

With regard to the surveillance of the camp, I have already stated that the
number of guards needs to be increased, not only because of the insuf-
ficient ratio of guards to inmates but also because the Jews have become
alarmed by the presence of the German military in the camp. A rumor has
spread that all able-bodied Jews will be deported to Germany.”!

German troops oversaw the transfer of the prisoners from Fossoli to the
Carpi train station. The first group of Jews left the camp on January 26,
1944. This small transport of 83 Anglo-Libyan Jews was sent to Bergen
Belsen, where they arrived five days later.”> Two days after the first trans-
port left Carpi, Cooperativa Muratori received 200,000 lire for work ren-
dered building the camp.”

Just as the arrival of Jews in Carpi offered business opportunities, so
did their deportations. Let us consider, for example, the first deportation
of Jews to Bergen Belsen noted above. The Carpi bus company Impresa
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Cav. P. Valenti e Frat., for example, earned 816 lire to “transport approxi-
mately 90 Jews with their baggage in two buses from the concentration
camp of Fossoli to the Carpi train station,” minus a 2 percent tax of 16 lire
collected by the town.”*

In total, the Italians—both stationed in and outside the camp—facilitated
deportations of Jews on four occasions prior to the Germans’ taking up
official residence and assuming management of the Jewish prisoners on
March 15, 1944: 69 Jews deported to Bergen Belsen on February 19, 1944;
517 Jews deported to Auschwitz on February 22, 1944; 71 Jews deported
to an unknown destination on March 12, 1944.%° Local car companies
shuttled all 740 Jews from the camp to the train station.

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated how Carpigiani remained involved in
the supply and operation of Fossoli both prior to and after the German
occupation. The fact that Carpigiani gained an appreciation of Fossoli’s
actions when it began holding Jews is key to our study of locals’ participa-
tion in camp affairs. Ignorance was neither a motivation nor excuse for
Carpigiani collusion with the RSI and Nazi Germany. This fact will be
considered further in “Part II” of this study when we scrutinize the lapses
between the history and memory of Carpi’s involvement in camp affairs.

In particular, this chapter has shown that fear and a preexisting pat-
tern of compliance inspired Carpigiani cooperation with RSI and Nazi
authorities. The Fascist, RSI, and Nazi leadership put in place restric-
tive policies that threatened to imprison and/or execute anyone who did
not stay in line. Thus out of fear many Carpigiani sat in waiting for the
first few months after the German occupation before they joined the
Resistance. Others continued their business as usual. However, business
as usual had become something more. Now locals were turning a profit
from the arrest, incarceration, and deportation of Jews.



Fossoli and the Final Solution

n SS German command took up residence at Fossoli on March 15,

1944 and divided the camp into two sections: one administered
by the RSI and run by Italians and the other staffed by Germans and
overseen by the IVB4 (department for Jewish affairs in the Reich Main
Security office) in Verona. This chapter examines the implementation
of Judeocide and persecution of non-Jewish Resistance fighters in the
German-managed section.!

The German command directed the persecution and deportation of
Jews at Fossoli from March 15 onward; and they employed Fascist con-
cepts of “race” to support their operations. We begin with an overview
of the execution of the Final Solution in Italy in order to situate Fossoli
within the broader landscape of Fascist-legislated antisemitism that pre-
dated the occupation and continued under the RSI. By focusing on the
application of the Fascist regime’s racial laws in the German section of
Fossoli, this chapter reveals the ways in which Italian Fascists and RSI
antisemitism supported the genocidal aims of the Third Reich.

In addition to analyzing the escalation of violence toward Jews in the
German-occupied zone and Fossoli, this chapter considers the persecu-
tion of non-Jewish political prisoners held in the German-run camp. In
considering both victim groups we are able to observe how Jewish and
gentile experiences of Fossoli differed, which opens up a deeper discus-
sion on the victimization of Italians in the German-occupied zone. While
Italian public memory typically conflates Jewish and gentile suffering,
each group experienced the Holocaust differently. An individual’s status
as a “racial” or “political” prisoner carried very different consequences.

German-Italian Collusion

The occupation provided the Germans an opportunity to achieve their
genocidal agenda in Italy in two swift phases. In the beginning, German
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forces seized towns and cities and rapidly arrested and deported Jews
directly to Auschwitz and other killing sites. The second period centered
on the creation of camps to assemble and then deport Jews in large num-
bers. Each stage brought an intensification of violence, antisemitism,
and discrimination. Fossoli features prominently in the second stage of
deportation.

The German Command

Three key German officials coordinated and facilitated Italian involve-
ment in the Judeocide: Wilhelm Harster, Theodor Dannecker, and
Friedrich Bosshammer. Harster, head of the RSHA (Reich Security
Office) in Verona, oversaw the Geheimestaatspolizei (Gestapo) and the
Sicherheitsdienst (security police, or SD), both of which played key roles
in the persecution of Jews. Harster devoted himself to the RSHA goal
of deporting the 33,000 to 34,000 Jews (Italian and foreign) residing in
Italy after the occupation.? SS-Obersturmbannfiihrer Adolf Eichmann®
dispatched SS-Captain Dannecker to Rome to help Harster eliminate
Roman Jews.*

Dannecker’s arrival in Rome on October 6, 1943 signaled the first
phase of deportations from Italy and a murderous new stage in the per-
secution of Jews.” He began by leading a small group of German police
in the October 16 dragnet of Roman Jews.® Dannecker and his unit sub-
sequently conducted similar actions in cities throughout northern Italy,
which resulted in the deportation of some 1,400 Jews to Auschwitz in
less than three months.” He intended these lightning raids to catch Jews
off guard and prevent them from going into hiding. Moving north,
Dannecker’s mobile group rounded up Jews in Florence, throughout
Tuscany, and Bologna (November 5-8), and then the Turin, Genoa, and
Milan triangle (October 27-November 8).®

Italian Involvement in Phase One of Deportations

While only some Italians jumped at the chance to help the Germans hunt
down Jews in 1944, all Italians were familiar with racial and antisemitic
discrimination. Racial thinking predated Mussolini’s rise to power.
As early as 1815, for example, prominent Italian thinkers Massimo
D’Azeglio, Cesare Correnti, and Pasquale Stanslao Mancini had openly
contemplated the concept of distinct races among humanity. The onset
of colonization in the 1890s marked the emergence of biological racism
and in 1908 Italian president Giovanni Giolitti signed into law an act
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declaring Italian’s ethnic supremacy over Africans in the Italian colony
of Eritrea.’

Under Fascism, Italian racism blossomed. Two years before Mussolini
entered the war alongside Hitler (1940), the regime had enacted Racial
Laws that had stripped Jews of jobs and property.”® To insulate “Aryan”
Italians from Jews, Article 1 of Royal Law number 1390 (September
13, 1938) expelled Jews from public schools and Article 1 of Royal Law
number 1728 (December 9, 1938) prohibited marriage between Jews and
non-Jews."! Mussolini’s government started to intern foreign Jews in 1940.'?
And with the passage of the RSI’s November 30, 1943 decree—which
required the internment of all Jews residing in Italy—Italian discrimination
against Jews transitioned from oppression to facilitation of Judeocide.

Despite Italy’s long tradition of racism and antisemitism, the popular
assumption that Italians were not antisemitic has often been credited as
the root cause of Jews’ survival in Italy during the Holocaust. Contrary to
such assertions, the mass deportation of Jews reveals a slice of the popula-
tion able and willing to ensure the eradication of Jews. While the “brave
gente” myth depicts Italians as sympathetic rescuers, neighbors, and
Resistance fighters, the story of the Italian police, the implementation of
the antisemitic legislation, and internment of Jews and others in camps
prior to and after the occupation paint a very different picture."

The Italian police’s role in the apprehension, incarceration, and depor-
tation of Jews speaks to cooperation. Indeed, the Germans relied on
Italian police to apprehend, incarcerate, and deport Jews. The questura of
Asti, for example, captured Jews in its community and surrendered them
to the SS directly or sent them to Fossoli."* And the Fascist militia helped
the Germans’ operations in Siena by arresting Jews (November 5-6).'
The increasing number of prisoners at Fossoli resulted in 20 additional
guards station at the camp in January 1944.'6

With the November 30 law, the Italian police officially participated
in the execution of the Final Solution: by arresting Jews, Italians helped
facilitate genocide. Shortly after the November 30 decree, for example,
Italian authorities in Venice arrested 150 Jews overnight (December 5-6,
1943). Police burst into known Jewish homes while the families slept and
arrested the residents."”

Italians Cooperating with Germans during
Phase Two of Deportations

By January 1944 Dannecker’s raids, aided by Italian authorities, had lost
the element of surprise and proved less and less successful. Eichmann
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replaced Dannecker with Friedrich Bosshammer at the end of January
1944, which opened the second stage of deportations in Italy. As the new
chief of the anti-Jewish campaign, Bosshammer headed the local RSHA
[VB4 office in Verona, a suboffice of Harster’s Sipo-SD office.'® Together
with Harster, Bosshammer exchanged Dannecker’s system with a more
administrative model of persecution and deportation that partnered
with Italians.

The regional Italian police chiefs’ role in arresting and sending Jews
to Fossoli demonstrates the widespread system of Italian involvement in
the Holocaust throughout northern Italy. Italian police in the German-
occupied zone swiftly arrested Jews and arranged for their relocation
to Fossoli. The camp’s location in the Modena region meant that the
Modena questura received letters from other police departments detail-
ing transports of Jews to Fossoli. Paolo Magrini, Head of the Modena
police, reacted by alerting camp officials to expect their arrival. Such
was the case when the Modena questura wrote to the Fossoli camp on
February 15, 1944 and listed the names of six Jews arrested in Rome who
would be arriving at Fossoli.'” In some instances other questure con-
tacted the camp directly. Dr. Alberto Belli, director of the Bergamo ques-
tura, for example, addressed camp officials in a letter dated February 23,
1944 and explained that RSI police would be collecting Jews arrested
in Bergamo and bringing them to Fossoli.?® A few days later he wrote
to Fossoli officials with the names of the apprehended Jews.?! The
Ferrara questura contacted both the Modena questura and the camp
(February 25, 1944) listing 12 Jews to be sent from Ferrara to Fossoli.*
Indeed, the regional questure played an active role.

Bosshammer’s assumption of command inspired the transformation
of Fossoli into a deportation camp and prompted Italian-German coop-
eration at Fossoli.” Fossoli’s conversion under Bosshammer involved the
Modena questura and Carpi administrators’ full cooperation. Magrini
received a letter on February 28, 1944, which detailed Harster’s plan to
divide the camp in two by March 15.** A newly built section, il Camp
Nuovo, the New Camp, was to be taken over by German guards and
controlled by the RSHA in Verona.” In preparation for the German
appropriation, Harster directed Magrini to move all prisoners residing
in the New Camp to the former POW camp, commonly referred to as il
Campo Vecchio, the Old Camp.?® The Old Camp would remain under
the jurisdiction of the Modena prefecture and primarily intern civilians.
Harster also asked Magrini to meet with Carpi municipal officials to
acquire land adjacent to the camp. Through Magrini’s diligence and his
work with Carpi officials, the Germans acquired 12,000 square meters
of additional ground.”
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Province commander Pier Luigi Pansera’s response on February 28 to
the German order to move the 1,215 prisoners residing in the New Camp
to the Old Camp (March 15) suggests that not all Italian leaders fully com-
prehended the German’s absolute hold on power or the German-Italian
dynamic after the occupation. Pansera had not yet learned that under
German occupation, for example, his role as head of the province now
held little influence when it came to German plans. Pansera had urged
RSI police chief Tullio Tamburini to persuade the Germans to reconsider
because the Old Camp had deteriorated significantly since the Germans
had abandoned it in October 1943 and required extensive renovations.?®
Despite Pansera’s reservations, the Germans ordered that all the prison-
ers residing in the New Camp be moved into the Old Camp by March 15,
at which time the German SS took command of the entire camp and
reclassified the New Camp as a Polizei-und-Durchgangslager, police and
transit camp.?’

The new German-Italian partnership at Fossoli was not an equal one.
Its intent was to streamline Judeocide and to suppress the Resistance in
that order. Because these two objectives took precedence over all others,
the Germans mandated that all repairs made to Fossoli start in the New
Camp despite the fact that the Old Camp was in far worse shape. The
Modena questura ensured that this objective was met, and wrote to the
camp director and the Ingegnere Capo del Genio Civile (chief engineer of
civil engineering in Carpi) to communicate the Germans’ directives.*

By executing German orders, Italian officials helped transform
Fossoli into a key juncture in the annihilation assembly line.*! This
union between the Germans and local administrators ensured that camp
operations progressed smoothly. Italian officials continued to inspect
both camps and report back to the RSI police despite the fact that the
Germans had full control of the German section. Perhaps the RSI held
inspections in order to better service the needs of Fossoli. Inspector gen-
eral of the Italian police Alberto Carlo Rossi, for example, was assigned
to visit Fossoli for this very reason. With Italians managing the civilian
camp, the Germans devoted their full attention to deporting Jews and
hunting Resistance fighters.*

Italian Victims in the New Camp:
Racial and Political Prisoners

The German overhaul of the New Camp exacerbated the persecution
of Jews and Resistance fighters. The Germans at Fossoli most likely
monitored the Jews because they figured most prominently in Hitler’s
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plan for Europe. They also oversaw the Resistance fighters because they
threatened Nazi and RSI control of Italy. We will see, however, that
although the two camp sections appeared similar, the treatment of non-
Jewish Resistance fighters and racial prisoners at Fossoli were not the
same. By analyzing the different treatment of two groups, we can draw
distinctions between gentile Italians whose actions made them targets
of RSI and Nazi oppression and Jews whose activities had nothing to do
with their imprisonment. Scrutinizing the distinctions between pris-
oner types will help us further dismantle key elements of Italian post-
war myths.

The Jewish and Political Prisoner Sections in
the Campo Nuovo

The Jewish section of the New Camp fulfilled the Third Reich’s pri-
mary directive to rid Europe of Jews. It contained eight barracks, each
of which could accommodate 256 prisoners, yielding a total capacity of
2,048. Each structure measured 11.6 meters long by 47 meters wide.*
A long corridor created a hallway down the barrack center and there
were 8 small rooms on each side for a total of 16 rooms per half. Walls
two meters high that stopped short of the ceiling divided the little rooms.
There was a large table with chairs and two stoves in the middle of the
hallway. Originally, Jews were interned in their family units, each resid-
ing in the small rooms (four people per bunk, eight people per room).
This changed in May 1944 when the genders were separated.® In the four
northernmost barracks men were kept in one section of the camp and
women and children occupied the rest. A line of barbed wired divided
the two groups, and men and women were allowed to visit each other for
half an hour on Sundays.*

The Resistance fighters, held east of the Jewish area, posed a threat to
German operations in Italy, but when captured, provided much-needed
slave labor for the Reich. Thus, the Germans also saw to the incarceration
of Resistance fighters and their deportation to forced labor camps. The
section with political prisoners contained seven barracks similar to those
housing Jews. Each structure could accommodate 320 prisoners, yielding
a total of 2,240 beds.*® At first, female political prisoners were quartered
in one barrack in the political section, but eventually they were moved
and interned with women and children in the Jewish section.’” The Jews’
barracks were surrounded by two lines of barbed wire fences, as were the
political prisoners’ barracks.
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A Snapshot of Life in the Jewish Section®®

The postwar “brava gente” myth has been nourished by positive assess-
ments of camp life in Italy. This myth, however, fails to account for the
role that antisemitic legislation passed before the occupation played in
the treatment of Jews during the German occupation. The “ebrei misti”
(“mixed blood”) category, for example, supported the destructive racial
ideology of the Fascist and Nazi regimes.** Those with non-Jewish rela-
tions received preferential treatment since they possessed traces of “superior
blood.” The “ebrei misti” classification influenced a Jew’s tenure and life
at Fossoli.*

Racial categorization put into law by the Fascists exposed individuals’
ethnicity and religious beliefs and turned them into destructive mark-
ers. Jews arriving at Fossoli thus faced a series of questions from Fossoli
vice-commander Hans Haage and his aide, “ebrei misti” Nina Neufeld
Crovetti, in order to classify their racial makeup as articulated in Article 8
of Royal decree law 1728/1938:

a) aperson is considered to be of the Jewish race who is born from par-
ents who are both of the Jewish race, even if said person professes
a religion other than the Jewish;

b) a person is considered to be of the Jewish race who is born from par-
ents of whom one is of the Jewish race and the other is of a foreign
nationality;

¢) a person is considered to be of the Jewish race who is born of a

mother of the Jewish race when the father is unknown;

a person is considered to be of the Jewish race who, even if born

from parents of Italian nationality, of whom only one is of the

Jewish race, professes the Jewish religion, or is enrolled in a Jewish

Community, or has, in some other way, manifested his Judaism.

A person is not to be considered of the Jewish race who is born from

parents of Italian nationality, of whom only one is of the Jewish

race, and who on 1 October 1938-XVT, belonged to a religion other
than the Jewish.*!

d

=

Individuals who fell under provisions (a) through (d) were Jews accord-
ing to Fascist law.*? Classifications became more complicated with regard
to children of mixed union parents (one Aryan and one Jewish). Before
1939, such a child was registered as a Jew, but after 1939, grandparents’
religious affiliations were taken into consideration.
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Grandchildren with more than 50 percent “Jewish blood” were clas-
sified as Jews. But grandchildren with two Jewish grandparents could
be identified as either Jews or Aryan depending on additional consider-
ations. If the grandparents were a Jewish and Aryan couple at least one
of the grandchild’s “ebrei misti” parents had to belong officially to a non-
Jewish religion before October 1, 1938 to be considered Aryan.*

Because Jews were not always interrogated and registered immediately
upon arrival, some managed to obtain “ebrei misti” status although they
may not have otherwise. Following the arrival of Franco Schonheit and
his family, a fellow prisoner approached him with advice that may have
saved his life. The prisoner asked, ““Where are you from? Do you have
any relatives who are not Jews?” When we told him we did, he said, “You
must tell the Germans immediately that you are part Catholic.”” Franco’s
father then inquired, “But won’t they ask us whether we were married in
the temple in Ferrara?” And the man said, ‘They won’t ask. The Germans
care only about race, not religion. They will want to know whether you
have any ‘pure blood” and whether you have some documentation that
can prove it.””**

Like other “ebrei misti,” the Schonheits held positions of responsibil-
ity and received privileged treatment. “Every month the camp would fill
with Jews gathered in roundups from all over Italy,” Franco explained.
“Mixed Jews, Jews married to non-Jews, and the children of mixed mar-
riages all remained behind to organize the departure of the others and
to maintain the structure of the camp. Month in, month out, we would
watch as these people streamed in and headed out for Auschwitz.™
The length of stay for a “full-Jew” could span anywhere from a few
days to up to five weeks. Eugenio Ravenna, for example, reported in
a postwar interview that she was at Fossoli for just ten days before the
Germans selected her for deportation.*® An “ebreo misto” could remain
for months.

The length of incarceration influenced whether an inmate worked
at the camp. “Full Jews” whose transit time at Fossoli lasted less than
24 hours were not assigned work. Those interned from a week to a month
often did agricultural work, cooking, washing, and cleaning. Because
“ebrei misti” were the last deported and remained in Fossoli longer than
a month, they typically held jobs. Franco’s parents became barrack
capos (leaders) and Franco helped the Italian camp commander in his
office.”

Prisoner Edvige Epstein Balcone believes that the Germans and
Fascist authorities did not know what to do with the “ebrei misti.”*® While
Balcone and other “ebrei misti” did some work, it appears that the perpe-
trators put little planning into it. Fellow “ebreo misti” Gilberto Salmoni’s



FOSSOLI AND THE FINAL SOLUTION 55

recollection of Fossoli supports Balcone’s assessment. “The camp was not
equipped to make inmates work,” he argued.*” During his incarceration,
he worked as a shoe shiner.®

The Germans recruited some “ebrei misti” such as Nina Neufeld
Crovetti to help in the deportation process. A Polish Jew, Crovetti was
arrested in Sondrio and arrived at Fossoli in mid-February 1944. She
received the privileged status of “ebreo misto” because of her marriage
to a non-Jew; her son and Italian Catholic husband were not arrested.”
She remained at Fossoli until her deportation on August 1, 1944 with the
other “ebrei misti.” Nina spoke fluent German without an accent because
she had worked as a translator in Berlin for 12 years. Her language skills
and her privileged status secured her a job as a secretary and interpreter
for the German command. One of Nina’s tasks was to assist in the cre-
ation of deportation lists.*

Like Crovetti, Renato Fano’s marriage to a Catholic secured him a
place among “ebrei misti.” As a “privileged Jew,” Renato had the liberty
of sending and receiving mail. In a letter to his family dated April 2,
1944, Renato wrote about his job tailoring German guard uniforms.
“On Monday I went to a barrack near the entrance of the camp and
effectively became a tailor. There were four sewing machines and, for the
time being, three women help me....I work from 8 to 12 and from 12.30
to 4...my work is rewarded with extra soup and some cigarettes.” The
lighter work hours and “rewards” speak to Franoc’s “privileged status” as
an “ebrei misti.”>*

Regardless of employment—or unemployment—all Jews followed
the same daily routines. Don Sante Bartoli, a priest held at the camp,
described the roll call in his diary.

The day begins with roll call, and as usual 2,000 inmates line up in rows
in front of armed SS with machine guns. When your number is called,
you have to yell present. A small delay can be fatal. But there is an old Jew
who is not in line with the others and does not hear his number being
called. The old man is deaf. The executioner [guard] pulls out his gun and
at point blank range, knocks him in the back of the neck so that he falls to
the ground. Then he puts the revolver in its holster and, laughingly says
“Next time you will pay attention!”

“Ebrei misti” helped lead roll call. Work followed. Those without a
job assignment reported for a medical examination at the camp infir-
mary and were then assigned to manual labor, heavy or light, according
to physical strength and health. Everyone received small meals of mainly
bread and vegetables.*®
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Jews’ Experiences at Fossoli

In addition to Jews’ racial standing, their country of origin, length of
stay, age, and previous, as well as subsequent, incarceration conditions
influenced how they experienced internment at Fossoli and reflected
upon it afterward. It is important to contextualize Jews’ recollections
of Fossoli with these factors in mind in order to understand the
sometimes-contradictory memories of camp life.”’

Hungarian teenager Goti Herskovits Bauer, for example, had been
living illegally with his family in Viserba, Italy. His father had taken
ill and the Bauers called in a doctor to attend to him. Goti believes the
physician informed the local authorities of their whereabouts, which
prompted his family to flee. They were captured (May 2, 1944) trying
to cross the border into Switzerland. Brought first to San Vittore in
Milan, Italian guards then sent (May 13) them on a three-day journey
by truck to Fossoli. In a written testimony nearly 38 years later, Gotti
reflected on his capture. “It is difficult to understand it today, but the
arrest provided a certain sense of liberation: we no longer had to run,
hide, decide, or search for refuge,” he explained. “Our destiny was no
longer in our hands: we just had to endure passively, and somehow that
seemed easier.”® Fossoli felt like a brief break from the rough three-
day journey that had depleted his already sick father.®® The Germans
deported Goti and his family on May 16 to Auschwitz. Guards killed
Goti’s father Luigi and mother Rebecca upon arrival. His comparatively
favorable account of Fossoli is framed by the fear he experienced prior
to his internment as well as by the brutality of Auschwitz thereafter.®
His less critical descriptions of his imprisonment at Fossoli had nothing
to do with Italian benevolence and much to do with his previous and
subsequent wartime experiences.

Unlike Goti, Brenno Coén described his time at Fossoli as miserable.
At 23, Coén was arrested and taken to San Vittore prison where he was
detained in a cell with other Jews. The torture that he and those around
him endured weighed heavily upon him and informed how he viewed his
next incarceration. Eventually, he was transported to Fossoli along with
70 others.

We were in a miserable state: dying of hunger and exhausted (none of
us closed our eyes and during our trip the SS opened the door just once
for fresh air), and semi-asphyxiated by the pestilential odor in which
we remained for four long days and nights...I had heard of [Fossoli],
but I had never been there. We quickly learned, however, that life at
this camp was horrible. We endured a black hunger. Children, men,
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and women tore at and ate the grass growing in the camp while the
well-fed, arrogant, and violent Germans with satisfied bellies paraded
in front of us.%!

For Coén, Fossoli only compounded the despair he suffered at San Vittore.

Prisoners’ experiences during their incarceration also may account for
their varied recollections of camp life. Jews at the camp who witnessed
acts of violence, for example, might have been more likely to speak criti-
cally about their internment at Fossoli. Political prisoner Dante Bizzari
recalled one such act of assault in a testimony he recorded years later
for the trial of Fossoli vice-commander Haage. While standing by the
fence near the patrol pathway that separated the Jews from the politi-
cal prisoners Bizzari witnessed Haage’s savagery. “Marshal Hans stopped
near the group of Jews—there were six or seven of them talking amongst
themselves—almost in front of me, across the street that divided [the
New Camp into] two camp sections,” explained Bizzari. “Through the
fence he said something in German to the Jews. He had a holster with a
revolver. He pulled his gun, targeted a Jew, and shot him dead. He then
quickly fired five to six shots at the rest of the Jews in the group killing
one in the process. Hans then turned around to face us, revolver in hand,
and told us to go.”** Had they survived, the Jews killed that day, and their
families, surely would have had a different perspective on Fossoli than
Goti. If Goti witnessed the killing that day, would his recollections of the
camp been altered too?

For Jews like the Bauers, the camp offered a brief rest stop, whereas
Coén and others perceived Fossoli as a horror unto itself. This variety of
descriptions complicates our picture of Jews’ lives at Fossoli. A range of
factors influenced prisoners’ experiences and memories of those experi-
ences: racial categorization, national origin, and wartime events prior to
and after incarceration colored their recollections. Some survivors’ posi-
tive assessments of camp life in Italy have been used to support claims
that Italians were kinder and more benevolent than their German coun-
terparts, however, such explanations are too simplistic. It is for this rea-
son that it is important to avoid viewing to the treatment of Jews in camps
in Italy as indicative of Italians’ indifference to racism.

Fascist racial laws influenced the amount of time a Jew spent in Fossoli,
the antechamber of death for nearly all those deported. The movement
from the 1938 Racial Laws to the passage of the RSI November 30th decree
elucidates an escalating Italian mandated racial policy that affected the
treatment of Jews at Fossoli and their route to death. While the Germans
ultimately ordered the deportation of Jews, the victims’ path to Fossoli
had begun prior to the occupation and had been paved by Italians.
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A Snapshot of Political Prisoner Life%

Political prisoners incarcerated adjacent to the Jewish inmates also
were victims of German brutality and in some ways their day-to-day
existence was similar to “ebrei misti.” Like their Jewish counterparts,
political prisoners sometimes participated in camp labor. Arrested in
Bologna, Nella Barconcini Poli arrived at Fossoli on May 6, 1944. She
worked periodically during the three months she was there until her
deportation to Ravensbriick. “[Fossoli] wasn’t a work camp and most
of the time we had nothing to do: sometimes we girls were taken to
clean the SS rooms or work in the kitchen,” she recalled. “I worked in
the kitchen. The SS rooms were outside the fences, but in a barrack like
ours. The men did other types of work,” which included constructing
and fixing wire fences.®*

Political prisoners encountered a more extensive entry process than
that described by Jewish prisoner Franco Schonheit. Socialist Arrigo
(Enrico) Boccolari fought in the Zambelli brigade in the Modena moun-
tain division prior to his arrest and incarceration at Fossoli.®> “Upon
arrival at the camp, my friends and I were subjected to a processing
procedure that was a sort of torture,” he explained. “We had to fill out
dozens of forms both in Italian and German...[and] we were then
photographed—front view and side view—finger printed, stripped bare
(our clothes were put into autoclaves for disinfestation), shoved under
showers (in groups), shaved completely bald, and issued an olive-green
military shirt and two long cotton drawers (the type with closure strings
at the bottom).” Boccolari’s shirt and pants were marked with the number
2469. At Fossoli, political prisoners’ clothing also carried a red triangle,
which distinguished it from foreigners’ clothing, which had a light-blue
triangle, and Jews’ clothing, which had a yellow rectangle.®

Testimony from partito dazione (Action Party) resistance fighter
Leopoldo Gasparotto notes the harassment of Fossoli inmates with red
triangles.®” His journal provides a perceptive record of life in the political
section, as well as of the struggles posed by internment. “Indeed,” wrote
Gasparotto, “life in a concentration camp truly reveals all of man’s nega-
tive qualities: useless questions continually arise, idle discussion, jealousy,
envy. Many prisoners are prone to forget that we are not Germans.”®

The stress of uncertainty about their future that political prisoners
faced caused some to unravel. “Some prisoners are deeply affected by their
imprisonment and it rattles their mental stability,” Gasparotto observed.
“A former aviation lieutenant, for example...lashed out at those around
him over the slightest disturbance in his environment.” A young Roman
exhibiting signs of mental illness climbed the barbed wire fence separat-
ing the political and Jewish sections the morning of May 10, 1944. He fell
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and lay stretched out where he landed until a guard came by and kicked
him until he got up. The guard threatened to lock him in a cell if he did
not stop behaving erratically. When the guard asked if he understood, the
Roman responded “No.” The guard followed through on his threat and
locked the Roman in a cell. The prisoner immediately launched himself
against the window until he was covered in blood at which point he was
carried off to the infirmary.*’

Political prisoners requiring medical attention received care in the
medical unit located in the Jewish section. Gasparotto went there every
other day to receive calcium injections and as a result learned much about
the prisoners on the other side of the fence.”’ Gaining information about
the Jews in the adjacent section in the New Camp, he described news of
an impending deportation in an entry dated May 15, 1944. “Tomorrow
the Jews are [being deported]; poignant farewells in the infirmary: there
are pregnant women, babies only a few months old, and a five-year-old
separated from his parents.” Gasparotto’s observations on pregnant
women and newborns deported from Fossoli illuminates a clear distinc-
tion between the types of victimization experienced by Jews in contrast to
that targeting the political prisoners.”!

The actions of political prisoners resulted in their incarceration,
whereas agency had little to do with Jews’ wartime trajectory.”? It is hard
to imagine a newborn having agency. Although resistance efforts may
have prompted the arrest of some of Fossoli’s Jewish inmates, ultimately
it was their “race” that determined their fate.”

Violence Targeting Political Prisoners

While Jews were slated for genocide from the beginning, political prison-
ers’ actions, not ethnic identity, determined what the Germans and their
allies had in store for them.” Unlike vice-commander Haages’s random
attack on Jews within Fossoli noted previously, German violence toward
political prisoners was intended to suppress partisan activity within and
beyond the camp.

Mimmo Franzinelli, the editor of Gasparotto’s journal, has suggested
that the Germans most likely learned of Gasparotto’s clandestine organiz-
ing activities within the camp, and this prompted his execution. Gasparotto
had plotted his and his fellow inmates’ escape. Political prisoner Lodovico
Barbiano di Belgiojoso recorded, “One evening [Gasparotto] told me he
had spoken through the fence with a certain Italian named [Italo] Cortese,
through which he communicated with partisan organizations for the lib-
eration of a convoy.”” In the last sentence of his diary (June 21, 1944),
Gasparotto mentioned meeting with Cortese.”
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The following day (June 22) Armando Maltagliati, the Italian political
prisoner camp commander, came to Gasparotto’s barrack and escorted him
to the German command. Marshall Haage told Gasparotto that he was to
be taken to Verona for interrogation.”” In fact, the SS put Gasparotto ina car
and drove him to a meadow a short distance from the camp and shot him.
Later that day, rumors spread throughout Fossoli that the Germans had
murdered Gasparotto. Fellow prisoners got word to Barbiano that blood
was leaking from a van guarded by the SS, presumably from Gasparotto’s
corpse. Later that night guards took Gasparotto’s body to the Carpi cem-
etery and buried him in an unmarked grave. Government documents con-
cerning a request by the German guard to the Carpi cemetery claim that
the grave was needed for a prisoner killed while trying to escape.”®

Resistance movements outside the camp fences also affected the
Germans’ treatment of political prisoners.”” During his deposition camp
commander SS-Untersturmfiihrer Karl Titho gave a statement (October 14,
1947) on how the largest massacre of Fossoli inmates unfolded.®

One day in June 1944 I went to Verona to meet with [Verona Gestapo
Chief] Kranebitter. Kranebitter told me that 70 inmates at my camp were
to be shot. The reason for this was that partisans had killed seven German
soldiers in Genova® and 1 had to pick 70 hostages from the camp who
came from Genova. Kranebitter asked me if the hostages could be shot at
my camp and I replied that it wasn’t possible because the camp was too
small and all the other prisoners would see the execution. Kranebitter told
me, however, that the execution would be carried out and that he would
send Lieutenant Miiller to assist me in choosing and carrying out the
shooting of hostages.®?

Titho recalled in his testimony that Karl Miiller came to the camp two
days after their meeting and explained that the executions would take
place at a field six kilometers outside the camp at the small hamlet Cibeno,
north of the city of Carpi.®

The Germans commissioned eight Jews to dig the mass grave, Giorgio
Sealtiel among them. “July 11th, [SS-Scharfithrer Otto Rieckhoff]
appeared at our barrack and asked for volunteers for work in Carpi,”
recalled Sealtiel. He volunteered, hoping that this might offer a chance for
him to escape. Instead, Rieckhoff escorted Sealtiel and the other Jews in a
small van to the execution site. The Jews were given shovels and spades to
dig a mass grave. Not knowing whether the grave was intended for him,
Sealtiel asked Rieckhoff. “[H]e responded no, to be calm, and to continue
our work.” Any hope that Sealtiel held about informing others of their
activities evaporated as his group spent the night sequestered from the
rest of the prisoners.®*
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The 71 political prisoners selected for death were also separated from
the other inmates the night before their murder and kept in barrack 19
in the guard section of the camp. Haage entered barrack 19 at 4 a.m. on
July 12, 1944 and called the first 20 names in alphabetical order. Two of
that 20 avoided the massacre. Teresio Olivelli managed to hide in barrack
15 (used for storage)®® and Renato Carenini, a bricklayer, was spared last
minute because it was decided he was too valuable to kill at that time.®

The morning of the massacre Jewish prisoner Olga Bergmann watched
behind barbed wire as the political prisoners departed the camp. The
political prisoners thought the Germans were transferring them to
another camp.’’ Instead, camp guard SS-Oberscharfiihrer Josef Konig
drove the prisoners to the massacre site where a special execution platoon
sent from Verona carried out the shootings.®® The first group of prison-
ers arrived at the mass grave and the Germans instructed them to line up
along its edge. Eugenio Jemima quickly appraised the situation and yelled
out, “Why are you killing us?” to which the others raised their voices
inciting chaos. The Germans opened fire and in the confusion Jemima
managed to flee unnoticed into the accompanying field. The next two
groups of prisoners brought to the execution site did not resist.®

Carpi priest Vigilio F. Dalla Zuanna learned that the Germans were
executing prisoners outside the camp.?® He raced to the site and arrived
just after the third batch of prisoners had been shot. He demanded to
speak to the person in charge. On Captain Titho’s orders, one of the
guards pointed a machine gun at Zuanna’s chest and yelled, “One more
step and I'll shoot!” Zuanna was forced to return home where he wept for
the 67 political prisoners who lost their lives that day.”!

Despite this massacre, some political prisoners speak less critically of
their time at Fossoli because they experienced worse before and/or after
their time in Modena. Max Boris, for example, was arrested in Firenze on
February 26, 1944 as a result of his activities for the Partito d’azione. He had
spent just over 3 months in solitary confinement at Villa Triste or Murate
prior to arriving at Fossoli. He described joining the general political pris-
oner population as a welcome reprieve from his prior isolation. He was
deported weeks later along with 960 other prisoners to Mauthausen.”

Deportations

All the prisoners in the New Camp faced deportation. The number of
prisoners held in the Campo Nuovo changed constantly and once a section
reached capacity, German commanders organized deportations. In the
New Camp, the Jewish section could accommodate 2,048. The political
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prisoner barracks could quarter up to 2,240. While political prisoners
were sent primarily to forced labor camps in Germany and Poland, Jews
were targeted for a different fate.

The Wehrmacht, SS, and Italian police amassed Jews from all over the
German-occupied zone at Fossoli. The arrivals were composed primarily
of Italian Jews and a smaller number of foreign Jews who typically had
sought mistaken refuge in Italy. The list of arrivals at Fossoli on May 23,
1944, for example, noted that of the 52 new prisoners, 39 were Jewish, 3
were English, 7 German, 2 Polish, and one Czech.”

Foreign Jews knowledge of what transpired at German camps in
the east had a significant impact on Italian Jews. Dr. Leonardo De
Benedetti had learned of the horrors that awaited Italy’s Jews from Polish,
Yugoslavian, German, and Austrian prisoners at Fossoli. When asked in
an interview in 1970 whether he knew what awaited Jews deported from
Fossoli, namely death, he responded, “I knew with certainty.”** Fellow
intern Luciana Nissim Momigliano was more reluctant to believe the
rumors. Yugoslavian Jews interned with Momigliano had told her about
gas vans (early mobile gas chambers), but it was not until she arrived at
Auschwitz that she believed what she had heard.”

The Germans orchestrated the deportations. Camp commander
Titho went to the Verona headquarters to report prisoner numbers in the
Campo Nuovo every two to three weeks. “First I would look for [Fritz]
Kranebitter, head of [the] IV department, and give him the number of
prisoners,” Titho explained. “Then I would go to Bosshammer who was
in the same office, the floor below, and give him the number of Jewish
prisoners.”® Titho described the whole process as rather informal. “They
would ask me the number of persons in the camp and I added the figures.”
According to Titho, he never sent his superiors a written report because
mail communication between Fossoli and Verona was unreliable.””

When the camp neared capacity, Titho and Haage worked together
to create transportation lists of Jews. “The convoys always included sev-
eral hundred people. Among them were men, women, and children,” he
recalled. Titho described the makeup of the political prisoner deportations
as similar to the deportations of Jews except “it was organized according
to different criteria. The separation between the Jews and politicals was
rigorous.” Titho attended to the deportations of the political prisoners.’®

The day before a transport, he elaborated, Wilhelm Berkefeld and Hans
Arndt came from Verona to Fossoli and delivered the official order from
the BdS in Verona to prepare a transport for the following day. According
to Haage’s postwar testimony, he did not follow any precise criteria in cre-
ating the list, and the number of prisoners corresponded with the capac-
ity of the trains available for deportation.’® He worked with “ebrea mista”
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Nina Crovetti. Haage brought her the prisoner registration files and she
wrote out the names of those to be deported.'®

Haage relied on Corvetti to do much of the administration work.
Crovetti’s postwar testimony prepared for the Bosshammer trial spoke
to other German guards in addition to Haage. Once or twice she remem-
bered SS-Sturmscharfiihrer Otto Koch visiting the camp to drop off
orders from Verona. With his red hair and red face, Crovetti described
him as “Fieser Ein Kerl,” or a repugnant one. SS-Untersturmfiihrer Karl
Titho was the head of the camp, although prisoners rarely recall seeing
him. Jewish survivor Olga Bergmann remembered SS-Untersturmfiihrer
Walter Lessner (head of administration) in her testimony and said,
“He behaved, if one may say, quite humanely.” Other guards included
SS-Oberscharfiihrer Josef Konig and someone named Eugen Keller.
Documents on these and other German guards at Fossoli have failed to
emerge in the postwar era.!”

Haage announced which prisoners had been selected the day before
the transport. The prisoners received minimal provisions for the journey,
such as small loaves of bread. Prior to his departure, Gilberto Salmoni
recalled Haage’s announcement. “Our departure was preceded by a brief
talk by vice commander SS Hans Haage. He said, ‘Until now you have
been on vacation, now you will go to more organized camps.”'%> While
Salmoni’s testimony suggests that Jews were informed of their depar-
ture a day in advance, political prisoner Pio Passarin’s description of his
deportation from Fossoli indicates that he learned of his transport within
hours of leaving.'®

The sirens that morning rang out earlier and faster than normal and
shortly thereafter the SS entered our barracks and ushered us out aggres-
sively. It was the first time I had seen the guards act so domineering. They
quickly distributed a broth called “coffee” and a slice of bread with marga-
rine. The appell in the main square was different this morning. .. [w]e were
numbered into groups of roughly five prisoners...Following the appell, we
were told that we would depart for another destination!"**

Deportations occurred with full knowledge of the local population. At
first, prisoners marched six kilometers from the camp to the main piazza
in Carpi where buses awaited to drive them the short distance to Verona.
As they walked from the camp into town, locals silently displayed soli-
darity by handing out food and clothing. Prior to getting on the buses,
however, the guards made the prisoners give up their handouts.'® Edi
Antonelli, a Fossoli di Carpi resident, confirms that locals witnessed
deportations and that on one occasion he managed to hand off a carrot to
a Jew being loaded on a train.!?
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No precise log of the number of political prisoners deported from
Fossoli has surfaced. Passarin estimates that some 1,200 inmates departed
Carpi on buses to Verona where they were put into trains and sent on
to various camps such as Mauthausen, where he was sent. The general
consensus among historians suggests that approximately 2,500 political
prisoners passed through Fossoli.'””

Research on a deportation camp in Gries on the outskirts of Bolzano
suggests that many political prisoners may have been sent from Fossoli to
Gries, and then eastward. The first political prisoners from Fossoli, along
with a few Jews, arrived at Bolzano, Gries on July 21, 1944. Once Fossoli
ceased its operations as a deportation camp for Jews in early August,
commanders Haage and Titho went to Gries and ran that camp just as
they had Fossoli. From July 1944 to April 1945, at least 11,116 political and
racial prisoners were deported from the Bolzano camp.!%®

The “ebrei misti” were the last to leave and their departure came as a
surprise to their relatives. Renato’s family learned about Fossoli through
the bi-weekly letters he sent them.'”” Using a special terminology, he
referred to other prisoners as “fellow sufferers,” guards as “my prin-
cipal,” and the concentration camp as “the establishment.” Ugo Fano,
Renato’s son, recalled years later that this language masked the reality
of the camp as a deportation site. Ugo explained, “our family always
thought that he was okay and that his job as a tailor for the Germans was
a normal factory job.”'"

The Fano’s illusions disappeared when they received a letter on July
30, 1944 informing them of his deportation. “I am resigned to face all
possible situations with the comfort of your affection. We are hoping for
a more pleasant future [and] that my absence will be short...I advise you
to remain calm and to cope serenely with each event. Fate has been cruel,
but we will get through this.... The camp has been liquidated for military
reasons and all my mates suffer the same fate.” In his last letter, he said
that he might be sent from Verona to Germany and he expressed his wish
that his tailoring skills would help save him."!!

The hope expressed in Renato’s final letter to his family echoes the
feelings of other “ebrei misti.” They had watched as hundreds had been
deported while they remained behind. For some, this opened the pos-
sibility that they might avoid deportation all together, but this optimism
partnered with sorrow. Franco Schonheit, for example, observed approxi-
mately one-third of the more than 7,000 Italian Jews who perished in Nazi
camps pass through Fossoli between February and August 1944.

Among those deported were family members and friends. Years later,
Franco recalled the deportation of an aunt, uncle, two cousins, and the
uncle’s elderly parents. “So the whole family of six, including a boy of
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fifteen, a girl of five, and their two grandparents in their eighties, was sent
to Auschwitz,” Franco explained. “It was a terrible shock, but none of us
had any idea they were being taken off to be killed... We knew that there
was a risk that they might die, but of natural causes, not through some
organized extermination: the notion that the Germans would ship thou-
sands of people hundreds of miles just to kill them seemed inconceiv-
able. It was from this lack of comprehension that our hope sprang.”''? In
the end, however, their privileged status merely delayed their deportation
east. Like the “full Jews” before them, “ebrei misti” were deported from
Fossoli to Verona and then on to Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Ravensbriick,
or Bergen Belsen.

Fossoli Fondazione-Ex-Campo, the organization responsible for
maintaining and conserving Fossoli today, estimates that the Germans
and RSI deported a total of 5,000 prisoners from the camp prior to its
closure in August 1944." Jews comprised half of the deported, 91 percent
of whom were sent to Auschwitz. Of those, 94 percent perished.'"* For the
majority of Jews deported from Carpi, Fossoli was the site of their final
incarceration before annihilation. During the German occupation, the
camp played an integral role in the annihilation of Italian Jews, serving as
the deportation site for nearly one-third of all Italian Jews murdered dur-
ing the Holocaust (see Table 3.1, “Deportations of Jews from Fossoli”).

Conclusion

The common assumption that Italians were either victims or Resistance
fighters during the Holocaust fails to engage with some Italians’ contri-
butions to the Judeocide. Racial Laws and race ideology implemented
by the Fascist regime prior to the Germans’ arrival set the scene for the
violence waged under the German occupation. The November 30 law
officiated the transition from Fascists laws suppressing Jews to facili-
tating genocide. Italian involvement in arresting and sending Jews to
camps for deportation was tantamount to directing Jews to their death.
The agency of Italian police in funneling Jews to Fossoli and on to death
camps demonstrates that Italians played a role in the victimization of
Jews and others.

Fossoli, and other camps like it, became essential tools through which
to eradicate Italian Jewry. The 1938 Fascist racial categories of “ebrei
misti” further debased Jews in Fossoli by segregating them into tiers of
“racial worth” that either prolonged or quickened their route to death
camps. Thus, while the “brave gente” narrative describes Italians as either
Resistance fighters or victims, the history of Fossoli reveals Italian par-
ticipation in and support of Judeocide.
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The fate of the political prisoners deported from Fossoli has yet to be
discovered, but the legacy of their internment is important too. The politi-
cal prisoners epitomize the courage displayed by Italians who consciously
chose to risk their lives because of their religious or political ideals. The
fact that political prisoners comprised half of the 5,000 persons deported
from The New Camp and that most violent acts at Fossoli were directed at
them reflects the Germans’ determination to destroy all opposition.

Table 3.1 Deportations of Jews from Fossoli

Convoy  Departure Date of Place of Destination Number
date arrival departure deported
1 1.26.1944 31.01.1944 Fossoli Bergen Belsen 83?
2 2.19.1944 24.02.1944 Fossoli Bergen Belsen 69
3 2.22.1944 26.02.1944 Fossoli Auschwitz 517°
4 3.12.1944 17.03.1944 Fossoli Unknown 71
5 4.5.1944 10.04.1944 Fossoli Auschwitz 564¢
6 5.16.1944 23.05.1944 Fossoli Auschwitz 582
7 5.16.1944 20.05.1944 Fossoli Bergen Belsen 122¢
8 6.26.1944 30.06.1944 Fossoli Auschwitz 504¢
9 8.1.1944 06.08.1944 Fossoli-Verona Auschwitz 156°
10 8.1.1944 04.08.1944 Fossoli-Verona Buchenwald 21
11 8.1.1944 5.08.1944 Fossoli-Verona Ravensbriick 19
12 8.1.1944 6.08.1944 Fossoli-Verona Bergen Belsen 49
Total 2,7578

*The transport data for convoys 1-4, 6, and 9-12 are provided by Picciotto in Lalba ci colse come un
tradimento (p. 232) and reflect her dedication to naming and recording the deportation and death of
Italian Jews. The figures should not be viewed as definitive, however; they are an approximation of the
number of deported Jews. Picciotto recognizes this, and notes that an additional 21 Jewish inmates
remain unaccounted for. I have noted any discrepancies that my research has unearthed.

"In Ettore Tirelli’s wartime log he mentions the February 22nd deportation and notes that it departed
for Germany. Archivio Nomadelfia, “Campo di Fossoli, Memorie e Documenti,” 15B-01, B.

¢In Lalba ci colse come un tradimento Fargion lists the number of deported as 558, but a deportation
list located in ASCC records 564. ASCC, Campo di concentramento di Fossoli, atti dal 1942 al 1949,
B. 1, Fasc. 2, campo concentramento ebrei, sf. 2/8, 1, “elenco di 564 prigionieri partito dal Campo (dato
5 Aprile 1944).”

4 Among those deported on May 16 were 31 Jews sent to Fossoli on May 5 from a camp in Ascoli
Piceno that had been bombed on May 3, 1944. ITS, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, doc.
459503_0_1. For a list of the names of Jews sent from Ascoli Piceno to Fossoli see, ITS, United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum, doc. 459506_0_1.

¢Picciotto contends in Lalba ci colse come un tradimento that the June 26, 1944 deportation held
550 Jews (p. 130). She does not provide information explaining how she came upon this number and
instead footnotes a personal record listed as “Picciotto, File ricerca sugli ebrei deportati dall’Italia”
(p. 288, ftn. 108). Carpi priest Don Venturelli recorded his own list on 504 deportees, a copy of which
resides at ASCC. Because I am not able to confirm Picciotto’s findings, I have elected to cite the source
available to me. ASCC, Campo di concentramento di Fossoli, atti dal 1942 al 1949, B. 1, Fasc. 2, campo
concentramento ebrei, sf. 2/5, 1, “elenco presenti campo ebrei Carpi partiti il 26 June 1944.”

fThe four deportations that occurred on August 1, 1944 were composed of the remaining “ebrei misti”
prisoners.
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8In addition to the estimated 2,757 Jews deported from Fossoli, a number of Jews also died in the
camp: Giulia Consolo (66 years old at the time of death), Roca Doczi (84 years at the time of death),
Carolina Jesi (85 years at the time of death), Pacifico di Castro (40 years at the time of death), Teodoro
Sacerdoti (85 years at the time of death), Magneta Nissie (92 years at the time of death), Arturo
Morsello (59 years at the time of death), Leone di Consiglio (age unknown), Giulio Venna (71 years
at the time of death). This list of names was compiled by Carpi officials in 1949. ASCC, Campo di
conentramento di Fossoli, atti dal 1942 al 1949, B. 1, Fasc. 2, campo concentramento ebrei, sf. 2/7, 1,
“Elenco ebrei deceduti.”

Figure 3.1 Construction Plan for New Camp

Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Progetto Trasformazione campo di Fossoli, 1947-48,”
14 D-D 4.
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Deconstructing the So-called
Silent Assent: The Chain of
Command, Compensated
Compliance, and Resistance

he acquiescence of regional officials, municipal authorities, and

Carpi businesses to Nazi and RSI demands to arrest and deport
Jews supported and facilitated the Judeocide. While some scholars and
politicians have argued that only Nazi and RSI officials perpetrated the
Judeocide, the history of Fossoli suggests another conclusion.! Analyzing
the actions of regional questure (police offices), town officials, Italian
guards, local laborers and businesses, and Resistance fighters, this chap-
ter scrutinizes non-Jewish Italians’ actions during the Holocaust.

Every Italian who took part in, profited from, or enabled Fossoli’s oper-
ations to continue—with the exception of Jewish victims and resisters—
bears responsibility for the murderous function of the camp.? Scrutinizing
the use of Fossoli as an Italian-run deportation camp (December 5, 1943-
March 14, 1944) and the subsequent restructuring under German control
(March 15-August 1944) reveals that, in addition to RSI officers and sol-
diers, ordinary Italians played an active part in supporting the purpose
of the camp. They were not the architects of atrocity. But they had a key
and vital role.

Eschewing the commonly used tripartite classification of perpetrator,
victim, and bystander, we seek to clarify how collective silence and obedi-
ence enacted genocidal practices and policies. Raul Hilberg’s Perpetrators
Victims Bystanders codified these categories and the terms have evolved
over the past quarter century to define not only an individual’s role, but
also her or his degree of responsibility.® If the perpetrator and victim
categories appeared straightforward, bystanders posed a greater chal-
lenge.* Including compliers and onlookers, bystanders have claimed far
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less critical attention than the other two groups. Yet they loom large in
the history of Fossoli. Analyzing the myriad ways that Italians ranging
from blue-collar workers to RSI perpetrators participated in a system
dedicated to the mass annihilation of Jews illuminates the scope of Italian
involvement in Fossoli. The breadth of reactions to the occupation and
the establishment of the deportation camp highlight an individual’s abil-
ity to choose her/his path.

Chain of Command: Prefects, Police, and Carpi
Officials’ active role in the Judeocide

Moving beyond the constraints of the “bystander” category, we shall con-
sider the actions of all Italians on a spectrum of direct to indirect par-
ticipation in atrocity. My aim here is to analyze the actions of prefects,
questure, and town officials who fulfilled RSI and Nazi orders rather than
specify whether they were bystanders or perpetrators. Political scientist
Ernesto Verdeja might have categorized them as moral bystanders, “those
who bear some responsibility by virtue of being in a position to intercede
and consequently alter the direction of events, yet fail to act.” He argues
that knowing that one’s action will facilitate violence and doing noth-
ing to correct her/his behavior “counts as moral complicity.” To Verdeja,
moral bystanders bear more responsibility than silent onlookers.

Itis clear thatthe greatest percentage of Europeans during the Holocaust
were neither victims nor murderers, yet their collective silence was central
to the fulfillment of Hitler’s genocidal plan. Nonvictim/nonperpetrators,
regardless of their position or knowledge, encouraged the Holocaust by
not interfering. The choice to avoid direct involvement made them indi-
rect supports of atrocity. Italian prefects’, police departments’, and town
officials’ fulfillment of Nazi orders, on the other hand, exemplify active
participation in the machinery of annihilation. Thus our focus is on how
everyday silence and compliance facilitated the Holocaust.

The German occupation and creation of the RSI enabled the move
by some Fascist leaders and town administrators to become active func-
tionaries of genocide. The internment of Jews in Italy (following the RSI
law of November 30, 1943) relied upon provincial administrators’ com-
pliance with SS demands to seize and arrest them.® Historian Michele
Sarfatti reflected on the Fascist regime’s fulfillment of Nazi commands:
“The absence of known Italian protests seems to suggest that the Fascist
regime adopted an attitude of ‘silent assent.””” His assessment minimizes
the participation and agency of Italian compliers, the police, and provin-
cial and town authorities who carried out the deportations. Their actions
are thrown into relief by contrast with Dr. Luciano di Castri.
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Modena prefect from September to October 1943, Castri refused to col-
laborate with the German authorities and resigned from his post. Urged
by the RSI leadership to reconsider, Castri would not budge. The RSI then
appointed Bruno Calzolari to replace him. Francesco Barracu, Secretary
of the Presidency of the RSI Council of Ministers, invited Castri to sup-
port the RSI in December 1944 as a Councilor to the Court of Auditors,
and Castri accepted. He had relinquished his role as prefect because he
took issue with the Germans, not the RSL®

The order for deportations emanated from the Germans, but it fell
on Italians to carry them out. While Castri elected not to support the
Nazis, other officials in Emilia Romagna fulfilled Fascist and Nazi orders,
which ensured the arrest and incarceration of Jews, political prisoners,
and civilian hostages. Calzolari, for example, wrote (January 4, 1944) to
Paolo Magrini, questura di Modena (Modena Police Chief), relaying RSI
orders that Carpi assume “the management of the concentration for Jews
at Fossoli.”® And the SS directed Magrini to surrender all Jews in regional
camps and send them to Fossoli, whence the Germans planned to deport
them to German-occupied lands. Upon receiving this order, Magrini
sent a telegram to RSI Police Chief Tullio Tamburini (police chief from
October 1, 1943 to June 23, 1944) informing him of the Nazis’ intended
use of Fossoli to funnel Jews from throughout occupied Italy to the East.!
Magrini called upon Carpi officials to manage the daily functions of the
camp and to ready Fossoli for its new function as a deportation camp.'!
Magrini sent another letter on March 6, 1944 to Carlo Alberto Ferraris,
Carpi prefect since January 1, 1944, telling him that the German SD in
Verona needed the farmland bordering the camp.!? Ferraris then con-
tacted the relevant farm owners and obtained the land, just as Bonfiglio
Tesi (Carpi prefect January 15, 1942 to early August 1943) had in spring
1942 in preparation for the construction of the POW camp.”® German
orders to round up and deport Jews relied upon a chain of command
that began with the Germans, filtered through Italian prefects and police
chiefs, and was facilitated by Carpi administrators.

The regional police chiefs’ role in arresting and sending Jews to Fossoli
demonstrates the widespread system of Italian cooperation with and sup-
port of the Holocaust throughout northern Italy. Italian police in the
German-occupied zone swiftly arrested Jews and arranged for their relo-
cation to Fossoli. The camp’s location in the Modena region meant that the
Modena questura received letters from other Italian police departments
detailing transports of Jews to Fossoli. Magrini reacted by alerting camp
officials to expect their arrival. Such was the case when the Modena ques-
tura wrote to the Fossoli camp on February 15, 1944 and listed the names
of six Jews arrested in Rome who would be arriving at Fossoli."* In some
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instances other questure contacted the camp directly. Dr. Alberto Belli,
director of the Bergamo questura, for example, addressed camp officials
in a letter dated February 23, 1944 and explained that RSI police would be
collecting Jews arrested in Bergamo and bringing them to Fossoli. A few
days later he wrote to Fossoli officials with the names of the apprehended
Jews.'> The Ferrara questura contacted both the Modena questura and
the camp (February 25, 1944) listing 12 Jews to be sent from Ferrara to
Fossoli.'® Thus, the regional questure played a far more active role than
that suggested by “silent assent.”

Normalizing Genocide through Compensated Compliance

The compliance of the questure with and fulfillment of German demands
surely influenced Carpi authorities” decisions leading to the town’s pro-
prietorship of Fossoli on behalf of the Modena questura. The town leaders’
actions normalized and legitimized behaviors that might otherwise have
been viewed as immoral or criminal. Psychologist Ervin Staub identi-
fied a general pattern of a bystander’s ability to influence others: “[One]
can define the meaning of events and move others towards empathy or
indifference... [and] by their passivity or participation in the system can
affirm the perpetrators.” Thus, in addition to fulfilling the demands of
Nazi officials, Carpi authorities were responsible for creating an environ-
ment that inspired compliance.!”

In her study of complicity, Victoria Barnett observed that: “In the
shadow of the Holocaust are the bystanders: millions of human beings
conspicuous not by their absence, but by their silence.”*® Carpi admin-
istrators may have never fired a shot, but they certainly helped facilitate
mass murder. During Fossoli’s short tenure as an Italian-run concentra-
tion camp (December 5, 1943-March 14, 1944), the Germans executed
four separate deportations and the town arranged for transport of the
Jews they had selected from the camp to the train station. When the
Germans took over the camp (March 15, 1944), Fossoli was reclassified
as a polizei und durchgangslager (police and transit camp). The German
overhaul of Fossoli and the addition of a new Italian-run section for
civilian prisoners required Carpi officials’ sustained involvement in and
knowledge of camp affairs. And, just as the questore influenced Carpi’s
cooperation, the town administration fostered local participation. Even
Carpi citizens who did not have direct contact with the camp played
an essential role because their calculated silence supported the func-
tion of Fossoli."”” Carpi citizens’ decision to remain silent—whether for
self-preservation or economic gain—ultimately encouraged town leaders
to carry out Nazi demands.
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Carpi officials’ active management of the expansion, supply, and needs
of Fossoli during the German occupation structured the normalization
of genocide. Their oversight of camp finances, for example, required the
local government to compensate businesses for work related to the camp.
Companies delivered goods to Fossoli, accompanied by a delivery ticket
that served as a packing slip, much like the modern-day postal service
system. A guard at the camp signed the form to confirm receipt. The sup-
pliers then filled out an invoice and submitted it along with the signed
delivery ticket to the comune di Carpi. Carpi government functionaries
typed up two copies of the invoice, one for the Modena prefecture and
one for Carpi files.?® Carpi officials submitted the duplicate to Modena
officials and awaited reimbursement. Businesses utilized this system to
provide goods for both the Italian- and German-run camps.*' The ufficio
economato del comune di Carpi (business office of Carpi government) also
routinely sent a list of transactions to the camp for its records.?* Paying
companies to supply, build, and maintain the camp established a socially
accepted structure in which it was standard to accrue financial gain from
other people’s suffering.

Carpi officials were well aware of what they were doing. Managing
Fossoli’s operating expenses afforded them detailed knowledge of camp
life. Town expenditures included costs ranging from payment for the
transfer of Jews from the camp to the train station, to the expense of mur-
dered Resistance fighter Leopoldo Gasparotto’s burial in an unmarked
grave in the Carpi cemetery.

Handling the financial burden of the camp, however, had its chal-
lenges. The Modena questura had issued an order on December 15, 1943
stating that the Carpi municipality would assume for the time being “the
cost of establishing and managing the camp.” Seven months later, Carpi
still covered camp managerial expenses. In fact, this became so finan-
cially taxing that the comune di Carpi wrote a letter (July 17, 1944) to the
Modena questura asking for financial assistance. They explained their
inability to settle debts totaling 700,000 lire and specified that, “the credi-
tors harass the city to pay them, and [the creditors] do not want to hear
excuses of any sort.”*® The documents I unearthed did not suggest that
Carpi officials were concerned for the deported prisoners. Instead, they
expressed disquiet regarding their inability to compensate Carpigiani.

The chain of command from German offices to Modena officials, and
from Modena officials to the RSI and to Carpi’s podestd, ensured that all
parties carried out orders effectively. Yet one wonders whether the signifi-
cance of the orders faded as they passed from office to office. When Carpi
administrators acted upon orders issued by the Germans and communi-
cated through the Modena questura, did they feel ownership over their
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actions? Did they recognize that by following orders they participated in
Judeocide? Or, did the significance of their actions and the meaning of
the orders get lost somewhere along the chain of command? Given that
orders to Carpi officials were funneled through Modena rather than
directly from the Germans, did Carpi officials feel like they were simply
fulfilling Italian orders rather than being a part of the Germans’ murder-
ous actions against the Jews?

Knowledge of the camp’s function could not have escaped Carpi
officials as they financed its daily expenses just as they had prior to the
occupation. The municipality of Carpi, for example, sent a letter to the
Modena prefecture on June 1, 1944 detailing the sum paid for construc-
tion at the camp from December 29, 1943 to April 13, 1944 totaling
820,000 lire.>* Town officials also bore responsibility for hiring members
of their community to provide services such as construction of the camp
and employment of vehicles for transportation between the camp and
train that facilitated the murder of Italian Jews and deportation of oth-
ers to forced labor camps. This normalization process filtered down to
local businesses as well. In a continuation of the chain of command, the
fact that their town administration paid them for this work encouraged
locals’ participation in genocide. Through their financial dealings, Carpi
administrators came to support and participate in the genocidal aims of
the Third Reich.

The Italian-Run Camp

The reconstruction (and eventual liquidation) of the Old Camp provided
a multitude of opportunities for the local population to make money off
the camp. In the months following the German abandonment of Fossoli
after the mass deportation of POW prisoners (September 1943), the clay
soil had swelled and pushed through the floors of the buildings. Prisoners
peered through the cracks and gaping holes that punctuated the barrack
brick walls, and walked around the shattered remains of windows litter-
ing the camp ground. The plumbing had also been affected and drainage
was obstructed.” Each repair signified a way for the local population to
interact with the camp.

And with 93 buildings—46 used as dormitories and the rest for various
services such as offices, staff housing, storage, and warehouses—repairs
required the immediate attention of Carpi officials.?® Carpi financed the
rebuilding of Fossoli and refurbished barracks with bunk beds and tables
to replace those that had been looted in the days following the camp’s
closure.?” It hired laborers to repair the damage and convert some of the
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barracks into dormitories for families, divided with partitions, as in the
quarters for Jews in the New Camp.*®

Carpi’s rebuilding of the Old Camp provided for the internment of
foreign nationals of enemy states and suspects of the regime.”” A num-
ber of prisoners in the civilian camp were foreigners captured in North
Africa and sent to Italy. Hector Bastico, the governor of Libya, prompted
their incarceration. Panicked by economic collapse and lack of supplies,
he pushed the Italian Interior Ministry in 1942 to expel foreign nation-
als residing in Libya. French Jews were forcibly moved to Tunisia while
British Jews, a small number of Greek citizens, and a large community
of British Maltese were sent to Italy for internment. Many ended up in
Fossoli.*® In addition to the foreign nationals, the camp held Italian “vol-
unteers” for work in Germany and parents of draft evaders.’!

The name “civilian camp” creates the illusion that the prisoners in the
Old Camp and German camp were markedly distinct. Prisoner demo-
graphics reveal another picture, elucidating yet another layer of Italian
participation in the system of mass murder. A telegram to the Modena
questura from Italian camp director Mario Taglialtela dated May 2,
1944 illustrates the overlap of prisoner groups. There were 1,743 “civil-
ian interns,” he reported. This included 661 Jews; 783 Anglo-Maltese; 136
Greeks and other foreigners; and 163 political prisoners and rastrellati
(non-Jewish victims of Fascist and Nazi roundups). Taglialtela noted, too,
that an additional 900 political prisoners were housed in the New Camp
under German surveillance.*® The fact that political prisoners and Jews
were interned in both the Old and New Camps highlights a shared func-
tion between the sections. And, although little information has survived
about the so-called volunteers, it appears they were not always housed in
the Old Camp. A group of 450 gentile Romans, for example, were arrested
and housed in the New Camp until their deportation on June 24 for labor
in the Reich.*

Sparse as it is, the primary source material on prisoner groups in the
“civilian camp” is essential to an analysis of Italian involvement in the
Holocaust after the Germans took up residence in the camp. Few doc-
uments provide data on demographics in the Old Camp, and of those
only some classify prisoner groups. Table 4.1, “Civilian Camp Prisoner
Demographics,” presents figures as noted in correspondence between
camp commanders and regional offices in Modena.

The Jewish prisoner figures in the Old Camp challenge Holocaust nar-
ratives that charge Germans alone for the persecution of Jews in Italy. The
fluctuating number of Jews held in the Italian-run Old Camp—with a high
of 666 prisoners (March 31, 1944) and a low of 31 (April 10, 1944)—reveals
that Italian guards monitored Jews who were constantly arriving and
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deported. This raises the question of the extent to which camp guards
and officials in the Old Camp were involved in the deportation of Jews.
The archival record shows that despite the fact that the Old Camp and
New Camp were technically two separate entities—the Germans officially
monitored the New Camp under the direction of the RSHA headquar-
ters in Verona and the Italians attended to the Old Camp following orders
from the RSI communicated via the head of the Modena prefecture—Ital-
ian guards helped monitor Jews just as they had prior to the Germans’
March 15 arrival. Owing to overcrowding in the political prisoner sec-
tion of the German camp, for example, three barracks in the civilian camp
were cleared out on May 6, 1944 and used to house an overflow of politi-
cals. These prisoners would have been attended to by Italian guards.**

The same Italian guards stationed at the camp before March 15
remained in place after the German takeover. Now, in addition to Jews,
they monitored their former comrades who had joined the Resistance.*
Civilian camp director Taglialatela had sent a letter (February 16, 1944) to
the Modena questura a month prior requesting more guards.*® According
to this document, in February, 30 policemen and 60 RSI guards were sta-
tioned at Fossoli. In addition, 20 RSI guards, 16 policemen, and 12 men
(possibly civilians from town) came to the camp everyday to monitor
prisoners.”

The Italian camp provided another level of participation in and aware-
ness of the Judeocide rarely addressed by scholars. Like their German
counterparts, Italian guards took on the role of oppressor and facilitated
the incarceration and subsequent deportation of Jewish prisoners to
death camps. Italian guards thus directly contributed to the annihilation
of European Jewry. The question is: why?

In his study of local police collaboration in Belorussia and Ukraine,
historian Martin Dean found that antisemitism alone does not explain
what motivated indigenous perpetrators. Dean posits that other consider-
ations included greed, peer pressure, careerism, and anti-communism.®
Testimony from Fossoli’s Jewish inmates suggests antisemitism did not
motivate all the guards at Fossoli.* In fact, “ebreo misto” prisoner Franco
Schonheit spoke fondly of the Italian guards decades later. “As long as
there were Italians in the camp it wasn’t so difficult,” he explained. “The
Italian policemen helped a great deal. One Italian guard would call my
father to his guard tower in the evening and give him little bags full of
bread—not sell, give. And this was a time when bread was rationed in
Italy, almost impossible to get.” Still: if a guard acted benevolently and
shared bread with prisoners, he was part of the system that kept these
prisoners trapped inside barbed wire. What influenced the guards’ choice
to continue as usual?
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Because the Italian guards were not involved in the direct killings of
prisoners, they may have not felt responsible. Historian Gordon Horwitz’s
study of communities neighboring death camps proposes that “not all
townsfolk took up instruments to strike directly at the inmates; some of
the former took refuge in a spurious neutrality.™' Guards too may have
taken shelter in the fact that they were not directly involved in the killings
and thus not have felt responsible for the eventual death of their charges.

Perhaps fear fueled the guards, too. After all, they oversaw prison-
ers who had resisted. The July 1944 murder of 67 political prisoners just
outside the camp was (and was meant by the Germans to be) a harsh
example of what befell resisters.*> And RSI guards in particular must have
been aware of their Fascist colleagues’ arrest and torture of Resistance
fighters.*’ Alternatively, the camp staff may have been Fascists persuaded
by the propaganda of the day, which cast members of the Resistance as
enemies to national unity and peace. The RSI guards, who made up the
majority of the Italian camp personnel, were most likely young third-tier
fascists like most local RSI enthusiasts.**

Historian Christopher Browning’s examination of Reserve Police
Battalion 101—a unit of the German Order Police that participated in
roundups, guarding and liquidation of ghettos, and mass shootings in
Eastern Europe—explains how ordinary men become executioners for
tens of thousands of Jews.*® He encourages his readers to avoid explain-
ing the Police Battalion’s actions as the “acts of evil men,” and instead as
motivated and encouraged by a host of factors including persuasive pro-
paganda, fear, social acceptance, anger, hate, and dissonance (considering
their commanders responsible for their actions). While the Italian guards
at Fossoli came nowhere close to participating in the level of violence
Browning describes, the guards’ motivations for their wartime activities
may bare resemblance.*

And whatever the reason, Italian guards participated in the oppres-
sion of Jews and Resistance fighters until the civilian camp closed in
mid-July 1944 (a few weeks before the New Camp ceased operations),
at which time the nearly 1,000 prisoners were transferred or released.
Dr. Emanuele Giordano, who worked for the Modena questura and might
have at one time headed the Italian camp,*” reported: “The Italian camp
was disbanded and all the inmates were set free, with the exception of the
English, Americans, Russians, Poles, and French, who were transferred
to the German camps.”™® On July 19, numerous “voluntary workers” and
inmates were also deported to Germany. The Anglo-Maltese had been
transferred in early June, many of whom were sent to Bergen Belsen.*

A number of factors appear to have precipitated the relocation and
deportation of prisoners in the Italian camp.*® Poor sanitary conditions
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may have prompted the removal of Anglo-Maltese prisoners.” Letters
among Italian officials (Interior Ministry, Modena questura, Fossoli camp
director) remarked that the barracks were unable to accommodate pris-
oners due to deterioration.” The escalated fighting and German losses
might have also triggered the closure of the New Camp. Throughout the
summer Allied planes flew more and more frequently over Fossoli. Air
raid alarms incited panic. Fossoli historian Anna Maria Ori suggests the
July 20 assassination attempt on Hitler’s life that provoked another form
of frenzy that stepped up deportations throughout Europe had the same
effect in Fossoli.” Another concern was the possible flight of prisoners.
The prisoner population greatly outnumbered the guards, and authori-
ties feared that prisoners would attempt a large-scale escape.® Partisan
attacks in the area had become increasingly aggressive, which also may
have motivated the camp closure. Partisans had bombed the nearby
Modena-Mantova railway lines (June 25), for example. The Germans shot
six civilian hostages in retaliation for the June 25, 1944 bombing.>

Carpi authorities’ responsibility for the camp did not end once the
prisoners left. As prisoners were shoved out the front gate, Dr. Sanctis,
the Modena questore reggente (chief police commissioner) sent a letter
(July 14) to Fossoli and to the Modena Comando Reparto Agenti di P.S.,
a mobile unit of the Modena police, declaring that “this command will
provide for the collection of all the barrack materials in the camp, trans-
porting those now available to Modena, as well as the remaining mate-
rials [when dismantled].”*® Carpi administrators arranged for the camp
furnishings to be sent to Modena for the Germans to repurpose.””

Sanctis sent a separate letter to the “Director of the Concentration
Camp, Fossoli di Carpi” a few days later (July 18), which asserted that “the
premises [of the civilian camp] unless taken over by the [German authori-
ties], shall be given over to the mayor of Carpi.”*® As the Germans had no
real use for the Old Camyp, it sat abandoned; they focused on deporting
the last Jews from the New Camp. Meanwhile, Carpi employed laborers to
perform various tasks at the camp (see Table 4.2, “Hired Labor at Camp,
July 1944”).

The Germans utilized the New Camp from August 6 to mid-Novem-
ber 1944 as Durchgangslager 152 (transit camp 152) to deport gentiles.
Fritz Sauckel, Generalbevollmdchtigte fiir den Arbeitseinsatz (General
Plenipotentiary for Labor Deployment), organized the deportations and
Bruno Zimmermann served as the camp commandant. During this
period an estimated 2,000 Italian citizens—men and women—were col-
lected at Fossoli and sent to Germany for forced labor. They remained at
Fossoli for less than 48 hours, just enough time to have their work skills
assessed. A bombing raid hit the camp on August 20, killing 19 persons
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Table 4.2 Hired Camp Labor, 1944°

Dates Number of Total hours Total cost of
workers worked labor (lira)
April 2-8 26 1,367 7,758.10
April 9-15 24 1,041 5,924.30
April 16-22 20 926 5,896.20
April 23-29 24 1,359 7,941.30
April 30-May 5 22 1,147 6,649.20
May 7-13 18 936 5,445.60
May 14-20° 19 847 4,920.50
May 21-27 19 880 5,076.80
May 28-June 2 15 766 4,442.60
June 3-9 16 734 4,266.60
June 11-17 18 904 5,192.80
June 18-24 18 746 4,254.20
June 25-July 1, 1944 12 562 3,181.40
July 2-8, 1944 14 700 3,989.20
July 9-15, 1944 12 584 3,298.40
July 16-21, 1944 13 472 2,656.80
Total 13,971 80,894.00

2ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, Atti dal 1942 al 1949, b. 2, f. 18, sf. 2, 3.

®The document corresponding to this week of labor does not indicated the exact start and end of the
work week. Instead, it states work for the “week of 14 May 1944.” We can assume, however, looking
at the date on the labor documents buttressing this week that the labor was conducted from May 14
to 20, 1944.

and destroying some of the barracks.” After the attack, the number of
prisoners arriving at Fossoli slowly dwindled to zero in mid-November,
when the Germans abandoned the camp for good.

Little information has survived detailing the camp’s operations during
its last few months. Those records suggest that the town continued to play
its role as camp financier. Correspondence on August 16, 1944 between
Carpi podesta Volturno Bonacorsi (Carpi mayor as of April 1944) and the
Modena prefect specifies 300,000 lire sent to the town to pay for work
at the camp.®® And receipts for services rendered substantiate the town’s
sustained involvement.

Fossoli and Local Companies for Profit

Commerce between the camp and town provides one example of the eco-
nomic gains the camp offered locals, but such transactions did not neces-
sarily afford the companies or their employees an intimate knowledge of
the camp’s function. Still, they profited from the camp’s operation.
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Local laborers’ and businesses’ economic partnerships with the camp
established during the POW era of Fossoli continued when the camp
took in Jews and civilians. The workers and companies carried on as
before. Consorzio Agrario Provinciale, for example, supplied lumber to
build barracks and fuel stoves.®" A document sent by the director of the
Old Camp dated April 3, 1944 noted three separate invoices for wood
amounting to 19,038.85 lire paid to Consorzio Agrario Provinciale.®> The
Guerzoni Ubaldo company profited from tables it sold for use at Fossoli.
Indeed, correspondence between the Modena questura and the comune di
Carpi (January 13, 1944) shows that Modena believed Guerzoni Ubaldo
overcharged for its work and asked Carpi to try to negotiate lower rates.*
Carpi collected 360 lire from the camp for corpse transportation and
burial in the town cemetery.**

While some businesses benefited from the materials they sold for use
in Fossoli, others conducted work within the camp and in so doing gained
greater awareness of camp operations. In the first four months of 1944
alone, Cooperativo Muratori completed more than 514,362.50 lire worth
of work constructing barracks in Fossoli.®® Its builders undertook pro-
jects at the camp, giving them an intimate view of the inmates and camp
conditions. Olinto Pellacani, for example, earned 5.20 lire per hour for his
80 hours of general construction work at Fossoli, while Otello Salvarani
worked 96 hours at 5.20 lire for a total of 499.20 lire.%® Egidio Zanasi and
Pederzoli (no first name noted) each spent 35 hours replacing broken
glass at the camp in December 1943. Zanasi made 4.00 lire per hour and
Pederzoli somewhat less at 3.50 lire.” Unlike employees of local compa-
nies selling goods to the camp, the laborers of Cooperativo Muratori saw
the victims within the camp itself.

Additionally, the municipality of Carpi hired men for “various work”
in the camp (see Table 4.2, “Hired Camp Labor, 1944”). A list of invoices
housed in the Comune di Carpi archives reveals that from April 2 to
July 21, 1941, for example, the office of the mayor paid laborers a com-
bined total of 80,894 lire for 13,971 hours of work. Marino Frignani,
the “collocatore,” signed each invoice and nearly all have stamps from
both the Carpi mayor’s office and the Italian police office at the camp.
The contract laborers worked anywhere from 17 to 82 hours a week and
earned either 4.30 lire or 5.90 lire per hour. We do not know for certain
whether these men managed to see or interact with the prisoners; how-
ever, given the sizable amount of hours they spent at the camp every
week it is not a stretch to say they gained an awareness of the camp
behind the barbed wires.

Despite not having direct contact with prisoners, local bakeries must
have gained an idea of inmate population growth and decline from the
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fluctuating bread orders.®® Forno Chiesi prepared rations for prisoners
being deported; according to one receipt, the company provided bread
for 517 Jewish prisoners deported from Fossoli to Auschwitz on February
22, 1944. That food served as the last meal for nearly all the deportees.
Luciana Nissim Momigliano was one of the prisoners to receive rations
from Forno Chiesi on February 22 when she departed from Fossoli to
Auschwitz. She recalled that the marmalade that accompanied the bread
quickly coated all surfaces until everything was sticky.*

Local car companies also witnessed activities in the camp. Not only did
they shuttle supplies to and from the city center, they also moved people.
Savani Emma, for example, made four transfers of prisoners to the camp
from March 28 to 31, 1944. The first three transports (two on March 28
and one on March 30) escorted three people per trip to the camp for the
price of 120 lire. The March 31 transport of six prisoners cost 240 lire.”
Manicardi Mentore-Autotrasporti drove two loads of civilian internees
to Fossoli, the first on July 18, 1944 for 2,385 lire and the second on July
19, 1944 for 3,000 lire.”! Autoservizi Ditta Valenti-Carpi transported 517
Jews from Fossoli to the Carpi train station on February 22, 1944, where
they were forced onto trains bound for Auschwitz. It took the company
15 separate trips to move the prisoners: 5 loads in an Alfa Romeo, 6 in a
Lancia, and 4 in a Fiat. Autoservizi Ditta Valenti-Carpi earned 4,500.00
lire for this task, 8.70 lire per person.”

An analysis of the transactions with the camp reveals the profit
companies in Carpi and the surrounding area enjoyed due to business
conducted with Fossoli. How are we to understand these transactions?
Primo Levi was one of the Jews loaded into an Autoservizi Dita Valenti-
Carpi car on February 22, brought to the Carpi train station, and sent
to Auschwitz. Bakeries like Forno Chiesi—which made money from
the rations for Levi’s deportation—were as culpable as Autoservizi Dita
Valenti-Carpi, the car company that carried him to the Carpi train sta-
tion for deportation. These companies’ dealings demonstrate local resi-
dents’ economic opportunism and compensated compliance. Through
their business transactions, residents gained an awareness of and contrib-
uted to what took place within their town limits. Their financial dealings
made them an active part of the system that annihilated Jews and thus
directly encouraged genocide.

WhyR esist?

Partisans actively sought opportunities to obstruct Nazi and RSI prog-
ress. Like compliers, Resistance fighters were motivated by an array of
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factors. In Storia della resistenza in Italia, historian Santo Peli classifies
Resistance groups into two categories, those that supported “continuity”
and those that supported “discontinuity.””®> The former were rogue sol-
diers and officials who wanted to expel Nazi forces so that Badoglio and
the king could regain control. Those for “discontinuity” were Marxist
supporters whose vision for Italy’s future favored a revolution, a new
military tradition, and civilian government that excluded the king and
Badoglio. The “continuity” fighters did not join the Resistance until after
the occupation, whereas socialist and communist groups had predated the
occupation.” Regardless of each group’s political agenda, the Resistance
movement as a whole sought to redefine Italy. And the only way to do so
was to unseat Nazi and Fascist forces.”

Stories of individual Catholic Resistance fighters reveal that politics
alone were not the sole prompt for resistance.”® Milan priest Giovanni
Barbareschi, whose Resistance activities eventually landed him in Fossoli,
explained years later that he had simply decided “to be a rebel for love.”””
Don Giovanni Tavasci was caught helping shuttle those targeted for
internment through the Italian-Swiss Alps. Fellow priest Roberto Angeli
described him as the “Alps priest: strong, serious, of few words, but with
a profound spirit.” Father Camillo Valota was also arrested while escort-
ing a group of refugees to Switzerland. Father Angeli described Father
Paolo Liggeri as the best-known priest at the camp because of his previous
position as the director of the Opera Cardinal Ferrari a Milano. Created
in 1921 to help the homeless and destitute, this institute became a site of
salvation as Jews, foreigners, and partisans sought it out for refuge and
assistance with escaping.”®

Incarcerated in Fossoli, the priests sought ways to provide solace and
support for their fellow inmates. Father Paolo organized gospel read-
ings and discussions in his barrack and the other priests went from bunk
to bunk offering prayer, condolences, confession, and practical help.
“Together with some [of the other priests],” explained Father Angeli,
“I took up the task of collecting charitable donations of food and relief
supplies from the most affluent prisoners (those who received parcels
from home), and redistributed them to comrades who were in need.””®

Catholic values shaped the actions of some laypeople, as well as reli-
gious. Teserio Olivelli’s Catholic ethics prompted his decision to join the
Resistance, and his altruism has earned him a place in popular Italian
Holocaust memory. Early on, Olivelli had supported Fascism as an ideol-
ogy that could elevate Italian nationalism, combat social and economic
problems that plagued post-World War I Italy, and do so in a way that
conformed to a Christian code of ethics.®® This changed with Germany’s
1935 and Italy’s 1938 racial legislation. Olivetti then began to distance
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himself from Fascism and to speak out against Nazi racial policies as
anti-Christian.®

Captured by the Germans in September 1943, he escaped from a
camp in Ruhm (Germany) and slowly made his way back to Italy where
he rejoined the Resistance and started the paper Il Ribelle (The Rebel)
that advocated a new Italy grounded in Christian values. He explained:
“An organization without a soul permits greater poverty, the anarchy
of production, the exploitation of man by man, steeped in the cult of
violence, in state despotism and self-consumption of war. Emerging
from this is a workers’ society, freer, more just, with greater solidarity,
and more Christian.”® His writings became dogma for many Catholic
Resistance members.

Arrested in Milan (April 27, 1944), Olivelli was sent to San Vittore and
then to Fossoli alongside local priests, including Don Liggeri. Throughout
his internment, which later included Bolzano (deported from Fossoli
to Bolzano August 1944) and Flossenbiirg (deported from Bolzano to
Flossenbiirg in September 1944) where he eventually was killed, Olivelli
was identified as a “political prisoner,” a blanket categorization for any-
one opposing Fascist or Nazi doctrine.®® Olivelli’s Resistance, however,
was rooted in Christian opposition to discriminatory policies. His reli-
gious principles and his political beliefs prompted his activism.

Active Resistance

Support of and membership in the Resistance mirrored the successes and
failures of the Allied advance. The preexisting anti-fascist rebels’ mem-
bership experienced slight growth in January 1944 when the Allieslanded
in Anzio, but it was not until the Allied liberation of Rome in June 1944
and the landing in Normandy that same month that the Resistance truly
blossomed.®* Indeed, data from September 1943 to January 1944 revealed
only a 7.3 percent increase in Resistance numbers. Looking at partisan
registries in Emilia Romagna from 1944 to 1945, historian Luciano Casali
confirmed that the number of registered partisans experienced its great-
est growth in July 1944. His research shows that of an approximate 79,749
partisans in the Emilia Romagna, 18,947 were located in Modena prov-
ince. More than 50 percent of them joined after June 1944.%° Overall, from
May to July the Resistance experienced 21.9 percent growth.® This slow
start suggests that most partisans tested the water before jumping in.
Spontaneity and contingency characterized the first few months of the
Resistance in Modena after the German occupation. The Gruppi d’azione
patriotica (GAP), or the Patriot Action Group, set off bombs targeting
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Fascist and German soldiers. In response to the strong German presence
in the city of Modena, the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI), or the Italian
Communist Party, moved its Resistance efforts to the hills in order to
carry out more successful forms of guerilla warfare. Some former soldiers
who had fled to the mountains to escape forcible recruitment into the RSI
or deportation to forced labor camps volunteered their skills and leader-
ship to the PCIL

Fossoli’s geographical location in the middle of an open field made
direct attacks on the camp or rescue missions nearly impossible, but
that does not mean the Resistance completely gave up. Reports from this
period by Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale per Alta Italia (CLNAI), or
Committee of National Liberation for Northern Italy, detailed the obsta-
cles to Resistance efforts at the camp.?” A CLNAI report titled “Situation
in the Fossoli Concentration Camp” dated June 15, 1944 described the
long list of challenges to Resistance efforts at Fossoli. A law that prohib-
ited civilians from approaching the camp except on official business made
reconnaissance difficult. And a barbed wire fence surrounding the camp
erected in the summer of 1944 complicated any attempt to help prison-
ers escape.®® Then too, the camp’s exposed position made it difficult to
approach stealthily and, even if an outbreak occurred, the terrain offered
little shelter in which to hide.

Because Resistance members could not drive up to the camp, break
through multiple lines of fencing, or hide during an escape, parti-
sans sought other ways to disrupt camp life through acts of sabotage.
Interrupting communication lines became a favored Resistance tactic.
Disrupting and knocking down phone lines, such as the May 17 blow up
of a telephone line in Rubbiara and the May 30 toppling of telephone and
telegraph lines in Soliera, San Vito, and on via Campi in Modena, offered
an important avenue for weakening communication among Fossoli,
Carpi, German, and RSI offices.*

In order to compel Italian gentiles to stay inline, German authorities
responded vigorously to such acts of sabotage. Imposing fines on munici-
palities where they occurred, the Germans dunned the Modena munici-
pality 8,000 lire for the destruction of German telephone cables. Modena
was also required to set up a security service at its own expense composed
of civilians under the control of German soldiers.”

Trains and transports became another central focus of Resistance
efforts. An attack on the railway line near Fossoli (June 24, 1944), for
example, caused the derailment of a German military train, the death of
two German soldiers, and injuries to five others. The German military
authorities retaliated by shooting six Fossoli inmates the next day.”® The
same month, partisans attempted an act of sabotage during a deportation.
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Distracting the German guards at the Carpi train station with cigarettes
and wine, they handed packages to prisoners in which they had hidden
saws, one per carriage. During the transport, some prisoners managed to
saw out of the train and escape.’?

Without a way to free prisoners already interned at Fossoli, the
Resistance organized to provide aid packages to camp inmates. This was
not easy. In addition to the difficulty of purchasing food and supplies in
the impoverished countryside, a specific prisoner’s name had to be clearly
displayed on the package. With prisoners coming and going, this infor-
mation was crucial because a box sent to a prisoner no longer at the camp
might not be returned and instead be left to the guards. Resistance fight-
ers relied on Italian guards to obtain the identities of the interns.”® The
285 packages they managed to send contained bread, cheese, meat, wine,
liquor, cigarettes, sugar, tea, sweets, and other items.”

Aided by like-minded partisans, clergy in the region focused their
efforts on sheltering antifascists and rescuing and hiding Jews. For exam-
ple, organized by the Delegazione per I’Assistenza degli Emigranti Ebrei
(DELASEM), or the Delegation for the Assistance of Jewish Emigrants,
Villa Emma in Nonantola (approximately 10 kilometers northeast of
Modena) became a refuge for Jewish children who had survived massa-
cres in German-occupied Yugoslavia.”> Following the German occupa-
tion of Italy, a local Fascist led a group of Nazis to the villa.”® By the time
they arrived it was completely empty. In less than 24 hours, locals had
managed to hide all 11 adults and 42 children. Nuns in the area took in 30
of the younger children.”

While some Jews hid from Nazi and Fascist forces, others relied upon
partisan aid to flee persecution. Not far from Villa Emma, for example,
Don Elio Monari in the nearby city of San Biagio, with the help of some
younger members of Azione Cattolica (AC), or Catholic Action (a nonpo-
litical Catholic lay organization), arranged for numerous Jews to escape
through the mountains to Switzerland.”® Monari kept in touch with Carpi
clergymen Don Nino Monari (no relation) and Don Francesco Venturelli,
both of whom did what they could to aid Fossoli prisoners, providing
goods and counsel. Don Dante Sala, pastor of San Martino Spino (near
Mirandola), also helped Jews cross the border into Switzerland, acting as
their guide.

The Black Brigades arrested Don Dante Sala on December 4, 1943 at
a train station in Como while he and the Jews he planned to transport
awaited their hired car. The Jews watched from inside the station’s coffee
shop as Fascist forces swooped in and surrounded the priest. While Don
Sala was hauled off, they managed to evade capture. The Black Brigades
brought the priest to Monte Olimpino for questioning. Don Sala managed
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to hide his contact list and money for the car he had hired in his cell prior
to his interrogation. He reclaimed them afterward while his guards took
a cigarette break. When he was transferred to San Donnino prison by
taxi, he passed the incriminating documents to his driver who just so
happened to be Don Sala’s friend. He was released from San Donnino two
months later, thanks to a lack of evidence.”

Upon release, he joined forces with partisan Odardo Focherini, the
administrative director of Avvenire d’Italia (one of the few Catholic news-
papers not smothered by Fascist law) and president of the Carpi dioceses
of AC. The 37-year-old-father of 7 managed to save at least 105 Jews before
he was arrested on March 11. Deported from Fossoli, he died a few months
later (December 24, 1944) at the labor camp Hersbruck, a subsidiary of
Flossenbiirg concentration camp.'?

Focherini was one among thousands of Italians who sacrificed their
lives to end Nazi and Fascist rule. The legacy of heroic partisan action
in postwar Italy has been championed to such an extent that all Italians
are viewed as members of the Resistance and victims, thus occluding the
range of Italian actions during the genocide. And, in some instances, the
deportation of Resistance fighters is held as equivalent to that of Jews.
The creation of the Museo Monumento al Deportato (Deportee Memorial
Museum) in the center of Carpi in 1973 provides an example of how the
murder of Resistance fighters and Jews are conflated. The museum con-
sists of 13 rooms, each with an emotional trigger, such as a piece of barbed
wire or a striped prisoner uniform, as a means of depicting the German
concentration camp system. In the last room, the names of some 15,000
Italians deported to German camps are chiseled into the wall. After the
war, Italian society adopted a narrative depicting wartime Italy as vic-
tim to Nazi occupation and persecution, and the Museo Monumento al
Deportato tells that story. Thus, no distinction is drawn between Jewish
and gentile deportees, implying that Nazi cruelty oppressed all Italians.

Conclusion

Perhaps understanding why some resisted while others complied is
beyond our reach. Yet comply and resist they did. Holocaust litera-
ture and survivor testimony expert Lawrence Langer has commented
that Primo Levi had that idea when he penned Survival in Auschwitz.
“Indeed,” explained Langer, “I suspect that from the outset he was more
concerned with prodding his readers to reflect on what happened than to
hope to understand it.”!"! The history of Fossoli shows us that genocide
happened, in part, because of silent witnesses, compensated compliers,
and acquiescent followers.
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While we may not understand why Carpi citizens and leaders struck
up relationships with Fossoli, we now know some of the ways they did. Far
from silently assenting to genocide, Carpi laborers and businesses chose
to undertake work that brought them financial and, perhaps, physical
security. Their active engagement with and support of the Germans’ aims
through compliance made them active participants in the system of geno-
cide. The affairs of the comune di Carpi and the Modena offices fulfilling
German orders paint an even more complicated picture of responsibility.
Carpi officials began working with the camp before its transformation
into a deportation site and continued to be involved even after the last
prisoners left. It is unclear what they could have done to save Jews and
others and what the cost would have been to their own safety had they
embarked on such a course. What is clear is that the comune di Carpi
knew its actions facilitated the deportation and deaths of thousands.

Even faced with mortal risk, however, many chose to resist. Thelegacy of
the Resistance fighters remains the hallmark of Italian Holocaust history.
An estimated 2,500 of those who fought against the aims of Fascism and
Nazism ended up at Fossoli. The notion of Italians as “brava gente” gains
credibility through the legacy of Resistance fighters such as Focherini. At
the same time, however, there is limited memory of Italian compliance,
although that history would make the memory of the Resistance shine all
the brighter.
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After the War



The Politics of Blame

Historian Paolo Favero argues that the “brava gente” myth, which
promotes an image of Italians as intrinsically benevolent, “good
folk,” has become a cleansing agent used to remove all the stains of Italy’s
past.! The myth first came into existence during Italy’s era of coloniza-
tion and has since been applied to whitewash evidence of Italian racism,
imperialism, xenophobia, Fascism, antisemitism, and war crimes.>

While previous chapters have explored the complex and diverse actions
of Carpigiani during the Holocaust, in this chapter we will scrutinize the
erosion of historical memory of Italian collaboration. This chapter ana-
lyzes how postwar politics bleached all traces of ordinary Italians’ role in
the Judeocide from public memory and in so doing fostered a shared per-
ception of national innocence. Scrutinizing Fossoli’s postwar functions
as an Allied prison for German criminals and collaborators (spring-
summer 1945), an Italian Interior Ministry jail for Fascists awaiting trial
(winter 1945-spring 1946), and an Allied—then Italian—managed refu-
gee/displaced persons camp (February 1946-May 1947), we shall see that
each incarnation allowed Carpi collaborators and compliers to escape
scrutiny and become members of the “brava gente.”

Trials, Errors, and Tribulations: Political Posturing and
the Rebranding of Fossoli

The first two postwar uses of Fossoli, first as an Allied-run prison for Nazis
and RSI criminals, and second as an Italian-run jail for Fascists, illus-
trate how national and international politics informed camp operations.
Although Fossoli held perpetrators and their collaborators, nearly all were
set free. The quick turnover of camp functions in the first year after the
liberation elucidates how postwar chaos paved the way for Fascists and
compensated compliers to avoid scrutiny for their wartime activities.
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Fossoli as an Allied-Run Prison

When the Western Allies reached Modena in April 1945, the army
quickly refashioned Fossoli to detain their German and Italian adver-
saries. Fossoli’s first postwar use gratified Britain’s desire to hold Italy
responsible for declaring war on its empire in 1940. Sparse information
has survived regarding the Allies’ oversight of Fossoli from April through
June 1945. And none of the available materials offer any insight into camp
operations or the identity of Fossoli captives.

Resistance Groups Take Control of Fossoli

Resistance groups in Modena and the surrounding area supported
Britain’s efforts and petitioned to convert Fossoli into an Italian-managed
camp for Italian collaborators facing trials for war crimes.> The CLNAT*
had headed the Resistance in the north and as part of its mission to pun-
ish Fascists after the war, CLNAI sent former partisan commander Pietro
Migliavacca to Fossoli in July 1945 to meet with Allied leaders and dis-
cuss CLNAT’s intention to oversee Fossoli as a prison for Fascists.

The CLNATs 18-month civil war against RSI and German forces
had cost thousands of partisans their lives and they did not want these
deaths to go unanswered. Historians Giorgio Pisano and Paolo Pisano
have identified the names of 3,976 individuals killed from September
1943-May 1945 in Emilia Romagna. The region was the heart of the
communist uprising in Italy. The province of Modena, which includes
Fossoli, accounted for 1,228 of those killed from September 19 to June 4,
1949.° It is with their dead comrades in mind that the CLNAI sought and
received approval from the Allied commander of Milan, Colonel I. M.
Rorimer, and Commander of the 5th Army, Major Noble A. Abray,” to
“use the Fossoli concentration camp to intern former Republican Fascists
[RSI members], dangerous social elements, or transitionally, as a clearing
house for political refugees.”®

Approving CLNAT’s call to hold Fascists responsible also benefitted
the Allies’ plan to establish a democratic Italy. For them, rebuilding Italy
meant creating a bulwark against Stalin. Despite England’s skepticism of
Italians’ ability to govern, the United States supported and guided the cre-
ation of a temporary multiparty coalition (April 1944) with Badoglio and
the six leading parties of the Comitato Liberazione Nazionale (CLN), or
the National Liberation Committee.” The CLN had been formed in Rome
in July 1943 to pressure Mussolini and the king to broker an armistice.
Its members included the Christian Democrats (Democrazia Cristiana
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or DC), the Italian Communist Party (Partito Comunista Italiano or
PCI), the Italian Socialist Party (Partito Socialista Italiano or PSI), the
Labor Democratic Party (Democrazia del Lavoro or DDL), the Action
Party (Partito d’Azione or PDA), and the Liberal Italian Party (Partito
Liberale Italiano or PLI). The leaders of all six factions endorsed the mes-
sage of Italians as members of the Resistance and designated April 25 a
national holiday in its celebration. Placing Fossoli in the hands of CLNAI,
the northern branch of CLN, reflected the Allies’ desire to reward the
Resistance and unify Italy in the process.

The Allies feared that the intense poverty caused by joblessness and
financial damage, and Italians’ post-Fascist disgust with nationalism,
threatened to drive the nation apart and make it vulnerable to Marxist
ideology. Five years of war and over 20 of Fascist dictatorship had dev-
astated Italy’s infrastructure, economy, and morale. Extensive bombing
had obliterated housing, schools, and hospitals while wreaking havoc on
transportation and the industrial sector. Fighting between the Allies and
Axis had damaged 90 percent of Italian port facilities and destroyed one-
quarter of all railway lines. The war had cost Italy approximately one-
third of its national wealth and left high unemployment and inflation in
its wake.!

Carpi, too, had sustained substantial damage in the final years of war
and the rebuilding and reopening of Fossoli created jobs and provided
an economic stimulus. Cooperativa Muratori—the cooperative that had
built the camp, seen to its wartime expansions, and dismantled the Old
Camp after the Germans abandoned Fossoli in December 1944 —accepted
the job of repairing the New Camp section to hold Fascist prisoners.'!
Accounting for both labor and new materials, Cooperativa Muratori
estimated the total cost to be 20 million lire.!* The Modena prefecture
approved the Carpi branch of the Associazione Nazionale Partigiani
d’Italia (ANPI), or National Association of Italian Partisans—a parti-
san Resistance group formed after the German occupation—to manage
Fossoli’s daily supplies.’* ANPI contacted grocers, butchers, and bakers
in Emilia, Lombardy, and Venice to provide for Fossoli inmates."* And
some 110 former partisans and war veterans gladly accepted positions
as guards in addition to 45 men sent from Rome for the same purpose.'”
ANPI had arranged to provide for 1,500 Fascists at Fossoli. In the end,
far fewer prisoners enter the camp as escalating economic and political
concerns derailed early CLN and Allied enthusiasm for trials.

Ultimately, politics in Italy superseded the left’s call for justice. The
Western Allies’ posturing for a DC-led government prompted Marxist
parties to abandon the crusade for punishment and join the fight for
political power. Democracy was the Allies’ stated goal. But they had their
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version of democracy in mind. To that end, they retained considerable
influence over the new Italian government. The Allies and a small group
of CLN leaders replaced the PSI coalition leader Gerrucio Parri with the
Allied-backed DC leader Alcide De Gasperi in the summer of 1945. In so
doing, the DC and Allied governments established a quasi-democratic
governing coalition that could manage state affairs until Italians could
vote to elect their own leaders.*®

The Allies reasoned that leaving the monarchy and Badoglio in
charge would engender continuity when the country was fully liberated.
This enraged members of the CLN, who asked the king to abdicate and
Badoglio to resign on June 8, 1944. The king obliged and was temporar-
ily replaced by his son. Badoglio also stepped down and was succeeded
by Ivanoe Bonomi, who announced the formation of a new Constituent
Assembly on June 25. But PSI refused to negotiate with Bonomi because
he had been a member of the pre-Fascist elite. He was replaced two months
after the war ended by Gerrucio Parri, whose tenure was also short-lived.
Parri wanted local CLN blocs to run the country, but the Western Allies
and the Vatican feared that this would lead Italy toward communism."”

The national battle for political power had an impact on Fossoli. By the
time the Allied-supported DC leader De Gasperi unseated Parri in 1945,
only 51 Fascists (as of December 6) were held at Fossoli, increasing to 89
by May 22, 1946. Throughout its tenure as a Fascist prison, Fossoli never
held more than 130 inmates, all of whom were released by spring 1946 as
aresult of a widespread amnesty for Fascists.'®

The Italian left’s hopes for far-reaching trials were dashed when the
DC and Allies managed to secure De Gasperi’s leadership of the coalition
government in late 1945. The function of Fossoli as a prison for Fascists
and its subsequent closure paralleled the political interests of the Western
Allies and Italian right and their suppression of the left. The Western
Allies, DC, and the Vatican feared that bringing Fascists to trial would
strengthen leftist support. The “red” partisans had composed the majority
of the 35,000 Resistance fighters murdered at the hands of Nazi and Fascist
forces."” Trying and punishing Fascists was tantamount to valorizing the
majority “red” Resistance. It would give them too much favorable public-
ity, too much visibility, and too strong a voice. None of that would do.

The Italian political parties volleyed for control while the Western
Allies played referee. Palmiro Togliatti, leader of the PCI, wanted to use
the popular image of the Resistance to rally Italian support for com-
munism. After Germany’s defeat, Italy’s PCIL, a party of a few thousand
members, had grown into a huge organization with 1.7 million follow-
ers, making it the largest communist bloc outside the Soviet Union.?° The
Americans worried that such positive press for communists would inspire
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Italians to vote red in Italy’s first parliamentary election in decades sched-
uled for June 2, 1946. And the British, initially more inclined than the
Americans to force Fascists to face justice, were too busy with Palestine
to press the issue. Furthermore, Yugoslavia’s occupation of Trieste and
part of Venezia Giulia (early May to mid-June 1945) had underscored
Italy’s fragile national position and the urgent need to rebuild the coun-
try. Angering the Socialist party, the PCI agreed unity was more pressing
than Fascist trials.?!

To absolve Italians of their Fascist past and silence the PCI’s calls for
tribunals, the Allies and DC depicted Mussolini and Hitler as the main
responsible actors. The royal family was also criticized for having allowed
Fascism in the first place. Targeting Mussolini and the king allowed many
Italians to exonerate themselves. At the same time, American and Italian
officials labored to shift public attention from the nation’s former part-
nership with Germany.

Allied forces stationed in Modena and Carpi sought out ways to cel-
ebrate and reward citizens who had helped POWs. Italian leaders, work-
ing on behalf of the Allies, reached out to their communities and called
upon such individuals to present themselves for rewards such as food and
money. As a result, instead of holding trials, the Allies in the north used
their funds to applaud those who had helped their comrades.**

The Allies feared that Italian trials of Fascists would create unwanted
comparisons with trials of high-ranking Nazis in Nuremberg, Germany.
However little the national appetite for trials at home, there was even
less for legal actions against Italians abroad. At that time, Yugoslavia
and Greece were pressuring Italy to hand over Fascists who had com-
mitted crimes while stationed in those countries. Indeed, Yugoslavia sent
a request to the United Nations asking for 40 identified Italian military
figures to sit trial in Yugoslavia. Italian newspapers treated this request
as an insult to Italian sovereignty. Had Italy agreed to send Fascists to
Yugoslavia and Greece, it would have prompted a comparison to Nazi war
criminals who were also sent abroad for trials. Italy refused Yugoslavia’s
and Greece’s requests and rescinded its charges against both German
Nazis and its own Fascists to sidestep foreign demands to bring Fascist
criminals to trial.??

Using Germans as scapegoats for Fascist crimes allowed Italians to see
themselves as “brava gente.” Historian Guri Schwarz has written exten-
sively about the propaganda of Italian benevolence. “By avoiding trials
against Italian war criminals, obscuring the horrors of the colonial domi-
nation in Africa, and, in general erasing all the sins of a nation that had
long supported the regime’s actions,” he writes, “the government and state
apparatus helped lay the foundations on which the national community
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could gaze at itself in the distorted mirror of the ‘myth of the good Italian’
for over forty years.”**

Historian Robert Ventresca might consider the public memory of
Mussolini’s hanging an example of Guri’s “distorted mirror.” “To remem-
ber Mussolini’s execution as an act of the Italian people rather than one
man or one political party,” Ventresca argues, “is to give birth to a found-
ing myth of postfascist Italy; the myth of Italy as a nation of antifascists.”?
Holding Mussolini and his inner circle the sole perpetrators of the geno-
cide heightened the image of all Italians as antifascists and supporters of
the Resistance.

Without trials of Fascists, the multifaceted Italian wartime experiences
of collaborators, resisters, and compliers were replaced with a singular
narrative of the “brava gente.” Historian Pilippo Focardi argues that dur-
ing the creation of the Italian Republic, the “brava gente” myth became
part of an intentional diplomatic strategy to absolve Italy of its Fascist
past and allowed for transference of responsibility from “good Italians”
onto “bad Germans.”*® Symbolically, by the time the last Fascist prisoners
left the camp, all of the former Italian-run camp had been obliterated.?”

Victims and “Brava Gente”

The postwar conflation of Italian victimhood, operating in tandem to the
“brava gente” myth, also has distorted the memory of Italy’s Fascist and
collaborationist past.?® Efforts to depict gentiles and Jews as equal victims
of Nazi violence allowed former Fascists and RSI collaborators, for the
most part, an opportunity to evade scrutiny.?

While the Italians did suffer at the hands of the German and Fascist
forces, their suffering was not like that of the victims. Lawrence Langer
makes a similar point when he writes: “The subtext of loss exerts its own
influence on the narrative.”*® Italy’s decision not to hold Fascists and col-
laborators accountable allowed Carpi to elide the town’s contributions to
genocide and place their full attention on rebuilding the town from the
ground up. The amnesty granted to the majority of Fascists furthered
this development. By March 1946, the Badoglio government commission
charged with purging the civil service of Fascists closed operations. Three
months later the first wave of amnesties canceled all prison sentences of
less than five years.

The acquittal of former Fascists and oblivion of their guilt allowed for
continuity between the RSI and new Italian Republic.*® Many govern-
ment employees who were interviewed about their Fascist past claimed
that their actions had been forced, as Fascist party membership had been
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required of all civil servants.* Nearly every mayor, prefect, and mid-level
bureaucrat was rehired and avoided payment of previously imposed fines.
By 1960, 62 of the 64 prefects active in the provincial administration and
all 135 police chiefs had held office during Fascist rule.* “The suppres-
sion of civil and political liberties, extremist nationalism, colonialism,
racism, and antisemitism,” argue Paolo Pezzino and Guri Schwarz, “were
therefore barely considered by the Italian collective conscience.”**

The widespread amnesty for Fascist crimes brought an end to Fossoli’s
function as a prison for Fascists and its 130 inmates were released in
spring 1946. In total 43,000 Italian civilians were charged with collaborat-
ing with the Nazis, of which 23,000 were released due to the widespread
amnesty and another 14,000 freed for various reasons. Of those arrested,
5,928 were sentenced to pay fines and spend time behind bars, and of
those 259 received the death penalty. Ultimately, 91 capital punishments
were carried out. The amnesty also benefitted 5,328 Fascists arrested for
wartime crimes.*

Fossoli’s closure coordinated with the political agenda of the Italian
right and Western Allies. Elections in June 1946 solidified the DC’s lead-
ership, stripped the monarchy of power, and closed the question of trials.
With 35 percent of the vote, the DC won 207 seats out of 555 total. The
PSI placed second with 21 percent and 155 assembly members. The PCI
earned 19 percent and 104 seats. While the DC received 9 million votes,
the PSI and PCI (both Marxist parties) earned 10 million combined.
Although the left won more votes, because they were split between the
PST and PCI the DC was victorious.

The Town of Carpi’s Role After the War

National efforts to obscure Fascist crimes made Carpi authorities’ eli-
sion of responsibility possible. Town leaders—who had transitioned from
providing for Fossoli’s wartime needs to managing outstanding bills and
responding to missing person inquiries—followed suit and blamed the
Nazi forces. These postwar occupations and a blanket refusal to accept
responsibility supported a overly simplified image of all Carpigiani as
victims despite the fact that some had willingly collaborated with Fascist
and Nazi forces.

Town authorities’ refusal to pay outstanding wartime contracts exem-
plifies the type of postwar finger pointing employed by former collabora-
tors and Fascists. Let us consider, for instance, the case of Societa Italiana
Acquedotti, the Milanese company that provided the water for Fossoli.
The company wrote to Carpi to request 12,001,55 lira in payment for
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water it had supplied to the camp in 1944.%¢ Carpi consulted with the
Modena questura, which decided that Societa Italiana Acquedotti should
contact the “Wehrmacht for payment,” not the town.*” Societa Italiana
Acquedotti responded by quoting, at length, the contract signed by Mr.
Vezzani, Carpi’s mayor at the time. It argued that his signature on the
contract confirmed that the water company’s business was with Carpi,
not the Germans.*® Carpi’s newest mayor Bruno Losi (who replaced
Volturno Bonacarsi in April 1945), contended that the contract held no
legal bearing on Carpi because the camp had been under German control
when it was signed.®

Thisapproach of holding the Germans financially responsible occurred
in other instances. For example, Telefoni Italia Media Orientale (TIMO),
the telephone company that serviced the camp, also had difficulty col-
lecting payment for the period during which the camp fell under German
command.*’ Holding others responsible permitted Carpi and Modena
officials to absolve the town of debt and themselves of culpability.

Letters between Losi and relatives of the deported conformed to the
national narrative that held Germans responsible and painted Italians as
victims. Despite the vital role of Carpi municipality in the incarceration,
persecution, and deportation of Jews, POWs, and civilian interns, family
members of the deported relied on the same town bureaucracy to provide
word of their missing loved ones after the war. Else Beer sent a letter to
Carpi’s mayor, for example, in search of her Jewish Viennese husband
Carlo Beer. She had lost contact with her husband in May 1944 and his
last known location was Fossoli. Her letter implored the mayor to help her
locate her husband. “I await your response with anxiety,” she concluded.*!
Many people received standardized replies from Losi identical to the
one sent to Elsa Beer. Losi wrote that the camp had closed in November
1944 and he apologized for not having any additional information.** The
Germans, he explained, had not given information on the deportations.
We now know the fate of many of the persons identified in these letters.
Else’s husband Carlo, for example, was deported from Fossoli on May 16,
1944 to Auschwitz, from which he did not return.*?

Florence resident Valentina Padova wrote a heartfelt letter to the mayor
seeking news of six of her Jewish family members, or as she referred to
them, “my loved ones.”** She also sought word on Roberto Fano, who
had been somewhere between the age of three to four when he arrived in
Carpi. She relayed all the information she had been able to accumulate on
her family, including their arrest locations and dates as well as their esti-
mated date of arrival at Fossoli. In his response, the mayor explained that
he had passed all her information to the local priest, Venturelli; perhaps
he knew more.*> Fully aware of Venturelli’s wartime work at the camp,
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the mayor appears to have consulted with him on numerous occasions
before responding to such letters. Venturelli’s logs proved to be important
in preserving the history of the camp, and his record sometimes included
the names of those deported. These lists were eventually given to Losi.

Although the mayor could not supply information about Valentina
Padova’s family members, we now know their fates. All were deported
to Auschwitz and never heard from again: Dr. Ermanno Fano (deported
April 5, 1944); Giorgina Padova Nei Fano (deported August 2, 1944);
Luciano Fano (deported April 5, 1944 and killed on arrival); Liliana Fano
deported April 10, 1944 and killed on arrival); toddler Roberto Fano
(deported April 5, 1944 and killed on arrival); and Alba Fano (deported
April 5, 1944).46

The mayor referred to Venturelli’s logs when he responded to one
Angiolo Cassuto. The latter wrote to the mayor (August 22, 1945) seek-
ing information regarding his mother and aunt who had entered the New
Camp in June 1944. He wanted to know if they had died at Fossoli or been
sent to Germany.*” The mayor responded (September 1, 1945) saying only
that Cassuto’s family was not on the list of those who died at Fossoli.*®
We now know that his aunt, 82-year-old Dolce Eugenia Ghiron, and his
92-year-old mother Regina Ghiron,*’ were deported from Fossoli on June
26, 1944 and killed upon arrival at Auschwitz on June 30.

The lack of communication between German authorities and Carpi
officials on the identities of the deported made it easy to blame the
Germans for the deportations and avoid any acknowledgment of the
town-camp nexus. Losi undertook an immense task in replying to letters
and he typically apologized for not having sufficient information. And if
the mayor used his own ignorance as a tool to deflect responsibility, he
was not alone.*

Losi’s subsequent 25-year tenure as Carpi’s mayor (1945-1970)
speaks volumes on his constituents’ favorable regard for his leader-
ship. Elected at the age of 34, the young communist’s electoral success
reflected Carpi’s postwar political hue. Regardless of his political creed,
Losi focused on healing Carpi. Dante Colli, one of Losi’s city council-
lors and a member of the DC, described Losi as a pragmatist who put
Carpi’s needs ahead of political bantering.” And instead of focusing on
righting the towns’ wartime errors, Losi and his cabinet concentrated
on reestablishing agricultural cooperatives, opening schools, and creat-
ing jobs.>* Although Carpi voted against the national trend by electing a
communist instead of a DC leader, Losi’s dedication to rebuilding Carpi
trumped his politics. His repeated electoral success over the next two
decades affirmed that the town of Carpi, despite its own left leanings,
also wanted to rebuild Italy.
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Former head archivist of the Archivio Communale di Carpi Paola
Borsari explained that Losi’s actions signaled his “need to earn the city’s
trust by providing a return to normalcy. He viewed a system of services
and institutions as a concrete sign of progress that would become the
basis of redemption and reconstruction of the Carpigiani.”>* Normalcy,
however, is perhaps not the right word. It was not Carpi’s past Losi sought
to create; instead it was a bright future. And in this vision of the future,
there was no room for accounting for their role in the Judeocide.

The discerning nature of the “brava gente” myth has come to speak for
the whole by leaving out all evidence to the contrary. Historian Fiamma
Lussana contends that memory, unlike history, can be selective. She pos-
its that “the timeless dimension of memory and its fluctuation” relate a
“memory in time” instead of “a time in history.” A “memory in time”
connotes a plurality of memory, whereas a “time in history” is part of
linear chronology of events. >* Memory has the ability to be selective and
not account for the whole, which is exactly what the “brava gente” myth
attempted, and attempts, to do.

Illegal Entry, Refugees, and “stranieri indesiderabili”

Italian oversight of thousands of refugees traversing through Fossoli at
that time illuminates how a national narrative of Italian benevolence
allowed for a nation of former collaborators and Fascists to become care-
takers of foreign victims, perpetrators, collaborators, and refugees.

By the time Fossoli was repurposed as a camp for stranieri indesider-
abili (undesirable foreigners) in February 1946, the Allies allowed Italians
greater autonomy over wartime prisoners. Initially, Italians were excluded
from management of the refugees, including Jews, because of continuing
British mistrust of its former adversary. By January 1946, however, the
escalating refugee crisis prompted a British request for Italian assistance
to guard ports, staff Displaced Person (DP) camps, and curb unsanc-
tioned entry.

Italy’s involvement with the refugee question was also guided by the
Allies’ plan to lessen its financial burden of caring for refugees and DPs.
Initially, the Western powers had established the United Nations Relief
and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) in November 1943 to pro-
vide assistance to and resettle millions of refugees and displaced per-
sons. The newly formed agency immediately clashed with the Soviets.
This East-West conflict boiled down to politics; the West would not
force individuals to return to Soviet territories and the Soviets contended
that only refugees and DPs who returned home would be eligible for aid.
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In the end, the Western powers and the Soviets agreed to compromise.
Individuals would not be forced to repatriate, but those who did not vol-
untarily return home would only receive assistance for six months. This
meant that after six months’ time, the Western powers had to provide
for refugees unwilling to repatriate.> By the end of 1946, there were still
approximately 158,000 refugees and DPs in Italy of whom an estimated
20,000 were Jews.>®

To lessen the political and economic weight shouldered by the United
States and Great Britain, they took steps in late 1946 to abandon the
UNRRA and establish the International Refugee Organization (IRO) in
order to further international participation and include Italians in resolv-
ing the DP problem. Unlike the UNRRA, the IRO tied refugees’ status to
a fear of persecution. Once recognized as a refugee, the IRO would not
forcibly repatriate individuals and instead coordinated relocation oppor-
tunities abroad.”’

The Allied Commission and IRO shared the burden of managing the
refugee/emigration process and the Italian government took on the role
of supervising the day-to-day care of internees. Italian officials also con-
ducted interviews with camp residents who were then sent on to the IRO
and Allies for immigration opportunities.>®

And the groups they monitored were diverse. Priest Carlo Signorato
visited Fossoli on behalf of the Vatican and remarked upon its mixed
population in a letter dated October 14, 1946. “I recently visited the con-
centration camp Fossoli (Carpi-Modena),” he explained. “It is in dire pov-
erty; the conditions of the poor people are disgusting in every respect.
There are 600 [people] of 23 nationalities! They are also of different reli-
gions!” The diversity of the inmate population was a result of Italy’s sta-
tus in 1946 as the most popular route out of Europe for refugees, DPs,
Jews, and former perpetrators.®

Files created by the Modena police on nearly every prisoner who passed
through Fossoli during this period reveal the range of prisoner ethnici-
ties, ages, and reasons for internment. These records show that Fossoli
housed Jewish camp survivors arrested in Italy after the war without per-
mission to be in the country alongside stranieri indesiderabili, foreigners
who had committed crimes, entered Italy illegally, refused to repatriate,
or were classified as ineligible for immigration because of past crimes.

Italian responsibility for the management of this prisoner population,
which included Italy’s former Axis partners and victims alike, reinforced
the image of Italian benevolence and implicitly absolved Italians of their
own war crimes.®' The opportunity to care for Jewish refugees and coor-
dinate with the Allies worked to Italy’s advantage by helping to associ-
ate Italians with these groups rather than the Nazi prisoners they also
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guarded. We will now consider how Italian supervision over Fossoli’s
diverse inmate population during this period mirrored the national and
international acceptance of the “brava gente” myth.

Jews

Covert entry of thousands of Jews into Italy posed a serious problem for
the British and prompted the Allies’ offer to Italy to oversee its former vic-
tims. Jews sought a route to Palestine via Italian ports, and more Jews set
sail from postwar Italy to Palestine than from any other European coun-
try. The British struggled to prevent mass immigration to the national
homeland.® Yet, with the help of the Palestinian Jewish brigades stationed
in the peninsula, some 15,000 Jewish refugees crossed clandestinely into
Italy in the summer of 1945 alone. In addition, at the end of July 1945,
the Bricha (Hebrew for escape) slipped nearly all the Jews who were in
the British zone in Austria into Italy. And despite British requests to stop
helping these smuggled-in refugees, UNRRA and the Joint Distribution
Committee (JDC) welcomed Jews brought to Italy by the Palestine Jewish
Brigade and Bricha.® Thanks to the help of the Bricha, Palestinian Jewish
brigades, the JDC and other organizations, 20,000 Jews entered Italy—
openly or clandestinely—by October 1945, according to British intelli-
gence estimates.®

The great number of Jews overwhelmed aid organizations set up in
Italy. Lacking sufficient support, some Jews turned to crime to survive
and those caught were arrested and sent to Fossoli. Yugoslavian citizen
and Jewish refugee Papo Danko slipped into Italy in 1944 and the Allies
arrested him in 1946 for “excessive theft.” His wife and their two chil-
dren stayed in Milan and petitioned for his release from Fossoli. While at
the camp, he requested approval for his family to immigrate to either the
United States or Palestine.®® Bernardo Raab, a Polish Jewish survivor of
Mauthausen, was also sent to Fossoli for theft in Italy. After liberation, he
had boarded a train to Italy with other Jewish refugees. The authorities
arrested Raab and sent him to Fossoli to await immigration.®®

Because most Jews had no papers or were stateless—which hindered
their residency and travel requests—the IRO and international commu-
nity worked together to streamline immigration and provide Jews with
travel permits. The London Agreement signed by 21 countries in October
1946 aimed to help provide IRO travel documents to stateless individuals
and played an important role in Jewish resettlement. For example, the
IRO granted Fischel Szwerszarf, a Polish Jew at Fossoli in May 1946, a visa
to Bolivia. Italian officials at Fossoli filled out Szwerszarf’s immigration
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application and then sent a copy to the IRO offices in Italy.” Polish Jew
Marcov Sasha turned himself in to the Allies so he could get their help
filling out immigration forms. He had suffered for three years in a con-
centration camp (the name of which was not included in his file) and
requested permission to travel to Palestine.®® Starting in 1950, DPs could
seek immigration papers directly from police headquarters.® Thus, just
five years after the war, Italian police—some of whom had facilitated the
internment of Jews within Italy and had only kept their positions because
of the 1946 amnesty ruling—took on the same roles as their liberators.

Italians’ part in filling out immigration forms and facilitating Jews’
resettlement distanced Italians from the Judeocide, and political and
religious figures capitalized on the situation to support their claim that
antisemitism was a foreign theory imposed by Nazi Germany. Indeed,
Italians, they argued, were innocent of antisemitism because it was a con-
tradiction of the Catholic morality pulsing through Italian society. The
1948 Catholic Encyclopedia even asserted that “antisemitism has never
existed in modern Italy.””® Alleging that racism was alien to Italian cul-
ture, the 1938 racial laws were dismissed as the result of Nazi pressure.
No mention was made—Dby the Italian Zionists or the government—of
the nearly 7,000 Italian Jews who perished in death camps, nearly one-
third of whom had passed through Fossoli. Instead, stories of Catholic
charity were deployed to depict all Italian actions during the Judeocide.

Historian Guri Schwarz provides an example of this propaganda. The
Italian ambassador in Brussels sent a letter (September 21, 1945) to all
Italian prefect offices summarizing reports by the provincial prefects on
the application of race laws in their provinces during the war. “Our race
laws had scant application in the individual instances,” he assured the
recipients. “Nearly the entire body of administrative authorities...had
actually competed with one another to sabotage them completely or,
at least, to mitigate their effects as far as possible.””! The rosy picture
painted by the Italian ambassador contradicts the actions of the Modena
prefecture that, as we have seen, played a central role in the incarceration
and deportation of Jews in the Emilia Romagna province. The history of
events contradicts the accepted public memory that racial thinking was a
mere formality and not actualized in Italy.

Although Italy’s postwar position as a caretaker of Jews merely flowed
from the location of its ports in the flight to Palestine and the Allies’ need
for assistance, Italians have been celebrated as particularly generous to
Jewish refugees. Yet no dedicated Italian or Allied administrative body
existed to deal with arriving Jews. Camp survivors received the same ser-
vices (or lack thereof) as the Fascists and Nazis held at Fossoli. A group of
survivors from Auschwitz and Mauthausen complained that the Italian
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guards beat and mistreated them and that the camp failed to provide
medical services. They demanded more food and expressed outrage over
their side-by-side internment with perpetrators.”? Historian Susanna
Kokkonen argues that this lack of support for displaced Jews reflects a
general apathy with regard to survivors. But, the side-by-side internment
of Jews and perpetrators at Fossoli goes beyond apathy. It speaks to utter
disregard for survivors, which stands in direct contradiction to Italy’s
self-congratulatory narrative of postwar aid and assistance to Jews.”

Illegal Entry, Criminals, and Vagabonds

Gentiles as well as Jews from all over Europe traveled to Italian port cities
after the war seeking opportunities to leave the continent. Again assum-
ing the role of the benevolent official, local police and camp authorities at
Fossoli conducted interviews to determine what the clandestini e irrego-
lari, non-Jews who entered Italy illegally, wished to do. Many preferred to
settle outside their homelands for both political and personal reasons.”
Some fled to avoid standing trial for crimes committed during the war.
Poles and Russians made their way into Italy hoping to escape the oppres-
sive communism of their homelands with passage abroad or by taking up
residence in the peninsula.

The IRO in concert with foreign consulates chose where Fossoli interns
would be sent and, once a decision was made, the Italians facilitated their
departure. Working with the relevant consulates, Italians arranged for
the intern’s release and passage to her/his final destination. For example,
French police arrested Austrian citizen Ferdinando Weissteiner while
trying to cross the Brenner Pass (direction is not noted) and sent him to
Fossoli. The Displaced Persons and Repatriation Division of the Allies’
Liaison and Civil Affairs Branch in Rome granted Weissteiner’s repatria-
tion and sent a letter to the prefect of Modena dictating the next stage of
his journey.

The Administration of Fossoli di Carpi Camp, and the release and
repatriation of subjects in the Camp, is the responsibility of the Italian
Government, Ministry of Interior: who should get in touch with the
Austrian Representative in Rome, 133 Viale Brune Buozzi, if they wish to
release and repatriate these [above mentioned] Austrian subjects.”

Coordination between the Allies and Italian officials served to present
Italians in a favorable light. Working alongside the Allies, Italians’ efforts
to repatriate delinquents they themselves were further distanced from
their own crimes by tending to the needs of foreign criminals.
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The Allies operated under the principle that the Italians referred to
as non rimpatrio coattivo, or no compulsory repatriation. Austrians and
Germans, who accounted for the majority of interns, were generally will-
ing to repatriate.”® Many of the Germans arrested in Italy and held at
Fossoli had been members of the Wehrmacht and had entered the coun-
try in 1943 as combatants. German citizen and former Wehrmacht sol-
dier Alfredo Ulrich,”” for example, entered Italy in 1943 and was arrested
when he tried to cross the Brenner Pass to return home in 1946. As the
Italian police could not be sure whether he was entering or leaving, he was
sent to Fossoli to await repatriation.”

While many Germans wanted to return to their homeland, others had
lived in Italy illegally until their arrest and preferred to remain. And while
forced repatriation was not official policy, it appears that it was standard
procedure for Germans and Austrians.”” Otto Melchior had fought in
North Africa until he sustained an injury to his right leg in 1943. After
four months in a hospital in Tivoli, he was returned to Germany and dis-
charged. He crossed back into Italy in January 1946 and went to Terlano,
where he took a job in a local factory. Terlano officials arrested him on
November 4, 1946 and brought him to Bolzano, where he was discovered
to have used a false identity card to attain work. He was sent to Fossoli to
await repatriation. He was involved with Esterina Luca, an Italian woman,
and would have preferred to remain in the country.®

Romantic relationships between people of different nationalities com-
plicated the final destination of inmates. Greek citizen Timolam Rallis, for
example, was engaged to fellow intern Elsa Maier, a German citizen. Their
police files indicate that they sought permission to marry in the camp so
that they could be sent to Greece together. The documents at the Modena
State Archives do not indicate how such requests were received.®!

Japanese citizen Liliana Salusso preferred to stay in Italy rather than
return home. She was born in Tokyo on January 9, 1928. Her father
Giuseppe Salusso was born in Italy but had immigrated to Japan before
his daughter was born and the only mention of her mother is her name,
Sharpline Ghirht. Salusso’s police file does not explain why or how she
ended up in Europe. In an interview with Italian officials she claimed to
have been in Berlin when the Red Army took the city. The Allies had sent
her first to a camp in Aversa and then to Fossoli.®?

The role Italians played in handling the irregolari e clandestini was
shaped by necessity. The Western Allies did not have the ability to man-
age everyone who had slipped into Italy, the expense of which weighed
heavily on Italy’s ravished economy, which the Allies laboriously refi-
nanced. Italian involvement at camps such as Fossoli thus reflected press-
ing postwar needs. It had nothing to do with benevolence.®?
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Germans

The Vatican’s and International Committee of the Red Cross’s (ICRC) roles
in relocating Nazis abroad, in combination with their Italian helpers, dem-
onstrates how politics helped to shape the myth of benevolent Italians.®*
Vincent La Vista, a senior official at the US Embassy in Rome, wrote a
top secret memorandum dated May 15, 1947 to Herbert J. Cummings at
the State Department in Washington that sheds light on work performed
by the ICRC in cooperation with church officials to help war criminals
emigrate. La Vista described the Vatican as “the largest single organiza-
tion involved in the illegal movement of emigrants,” and argued that the
Vatican worked in concert with ICRC. “The justification of the Vatican
for its participation in this illegal traffic,” he explained, “is simply the
propagation of the Faith.”® And in postwar Italy, propagation of the faith
meant insulating Catholicism from communism. Thus, created in 1945 to
help Nazi Catholics, the Pontificia Commissione di Assistenza (PCA), or
Vatican Relief Commission, helped Nazi Catholics flee.

Pius XII saw communism as the Holy See’s primary enemy. Historian
Robert A. Ventresca describes Papa Pacelli’s pragmatic approach to
Germany after Hitler’s rise to power, explaining that the future pope had
concluded that Catholicism would fare better under National Socialism
than the atheist political leadership of socialists or communists. Similarly,
historian Michael Phayer reasons that “for Pope Pius XII, the Cold War
began in 1945 not 1948.” The Vatican’s war against communism, or as
historian Peter C. Kent refers to it, the Vatican’s “religious cold war,”
continued long after the liberation. “With the war over,” writes Phayer,
“there was no longer a danger of Rome being destroyed by bombs. But the
pope’s other great fear, Communism, hung over Europe, over Rome, and
over him. For Pius, the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe and eastern
Germany was extremely worrisome, not the Germans who had just mur-
dered between five and six million Jews.”%¢

Kent argues that while Pius XII took a firm stand against commu-
nism, not all of the Roman Curia shared his point of view. Pius XII placed
Monsignor Giovanni Battista Montini (later Pope Paul VI) in charge of
the PCA. “Montini believed,” writes Kent, “that it was possible to coop-
erate with communists politically while opposing them spiritually.”®’
Thus, while the PCA was a Vatican organization that helped Nazis escape
Europe, whether or not those involved were convinced of its aims is not as
clear. What we do know is that under Montini, the PCA helped Catholic
Nazis—regardless of their wartime crimes—escape Europe in order to
allow the Allies and West Germany to concentrate on upending com-
munism. Eventually many states recognized ICRC identity documents



THE POLITICS OF BLAME 109

as substitute passports and did not scrutinize the identities of arrivals,
allowing war criminals to find safe haven outside of Europe.®®

Because the IRO refused to serve criminals, former Nazi soldiers and
officers turned to the ICRC and PCA to obtain the identity papers needed
for a travel visa. Individuals arrested without papers or found guilty of
using false documents were sent to repatriation camps such as Fossoli.
Herbert Zimmermann had served in the German military since 1940.
After the war, he traveled from Wroclaw, Poland, through the Alps, and
finally entered Italy on November 28, 1946 somewhere between Udine
and Florence. It was his first time in the country. He was arrested in
Rome on December 13, 1946 and interrogated three days later. “I went
to Vatican City, Rome with the goal of obtaining a Red Cross passport
to immigrate to South America,” he explained.®” Klaus Ohlwein’s story
is similar. He too made his way to Italy after the war to obtain a passport
for travel to the Americas. While in Rome, authorities discovered that
his identity card and passport were invalid and he was sent to Fossoli
to await repatriation instead.”® Gerado Wolf entered Italy (December 7,
1943) as a Wehrmacht soldier. The Allies captured him on May 2, 1945
and held him at a prison in Sicily until October 12, 1946. Upon his release
he traveled to Bolzano to marry Milanese resident Stefania Rizzoli. He
was arrested again when he was discovered using the identity card of a
deceased German citizen. When questioned about using the false papers,
he refused to explain his motivation and was sent to Fossoli.”

In addition to using false papers, crime and violence landed some
Germans at Fossoli. Mario Thil, for example, had entered Italy in 1943
and was arrested in July 1946 for aggravated assault. During his inter-
rogation he claimed to be a dentist and tried to insist that his captors
release him so he could retrieve his dental equipment left at his last place
of residence.”® Former Wehrmacht soldier Alfredo Francesco Woike had
entered Italy in June 1943, and after the war he obtained permission from
the Allies to remain in Bolzano. Woike was arrested on June 20, 1946 for
stealing a bicycle.”

It appears that Austrian Bishop Alois Hudal’s work to secure travel
visas for Nazi war criminals held at Fossoli was motivated by reasons
other than those expressed by Pius XII and Montini. Hudal sympa-
thized with National Socialists and supported their attack on Russia. He
also agreed with German nationalism and was a convinced antisemite.
His leadership in liberating and relocating Nazi criminals—first as the
founder of the Austrian Liberation Committee and afterward the head of
the Austrian branch of the PCA—was thus motivated by his admiration
of and respect for perpetrators.” SS soldiers relied on the PCA to validate
their falsified identity for the IRO, which in turn granted them access to
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the Americas. Hudal and other Vatican officials met with Nazis and con-
firmed their false identities and procured visas.” Letters of recommenda-
tion from the PCA attesting to a Nazi’s assumed identity submitted to the
PCI were honored without further questions.*®

Although La Vista’s report shows the US government’s awareness of the
so-called rat-line escape route for war criminals out of Europe, it did little
to prevent Nazis from disappearing abroad. And despite some clergy mem-
bers’ claims that they had no way of knowing if the person they helped was
a victim or perpetrator, some such as Hudal knowingly helped.

Fossoli thus functioned as the final resting point for Nazis abscond-
ing from Europe. And, significantly, Italian oversight of the Nazi pris-
oners—even those who were smuggled out of Italy—helped Italians elide
accountability for their war crimes.

Gendered Dynamics

Within a decade of the liberation, women in Italian society had increased
autonomy. The female prisoner files, on the other hand, illuminate wom-
en’s disadvantaged place in society and how far they had to climb.

Female Collaborators
Fossoli housed a number of women collaborators who had been arrested
for their wartime support of Nazi forces.”” Maria Musevic and her daugh-
ter Hilde came to Italy from Yugoslavia and had been arrested for mul-
tiple crimes beginning in 1928. Over the years Maria had been jailed for
blackmail, using counterfeit money, prostituting her daughter, and sell-
ing liquor on the black market. From 1943 through the end of the war,
Maria and Hilde worked as informers for the Italian troops in Yugoslavia.
The Questura of Bergano requested their arrest on the grounds of “hav-
ing collaborated in favor of the Nazi-Fascist forces during the period of
the German occupation.” Italian police apprehended and questioned the
Musevics on June 28, 1945, resulting in their 13-month imprisonment,
part of which was at Fossoli. They were released following the general
order for amnesty.”®

Similarly, Fossoli prisoner and German citizen Gertrude Mombard
was also arrested for informing and collaborating with the Germans. She
moved to Rome in 1937, and in May 1944 was transferred to the East were
she taught Italian to the German military. During the Nazi-Fascist period,
she denounced Princess Rospigliosi for listening to London Radio. For
these actions and for being “pro-German” she was denied Italian citizen-
ship and sent back to Germany.”
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Both Musevic and Mombar were tried as collaborators, not perpetra-
tors. While neither Musevic nor Mombard had been members of the mili-
tary, their work in support of the Nazis made them collaborators. Given
the great consistency of former Fascists holding leadership positions in
postwar Italy, it appears that Italian officials viewed collaboration with
the Nazis as a greater offence than supporting Fascism, as many of the
officials had themselves done. Thus, by January 25, 1952, 5,000 collabora-
tors were still in prison as compared to only 442 Fascists.'*

Women and Children at Fossoli

The dynamic between Italian male officials and female interns suggests
the moral high ground the male guards claimed. Italians role as guards of
former male collaborators and perpetrators asserted their authority over
criminals. The dynamic of male guards over foreign female interns does
that and more.

The police often accused women of prostitution and deemed them
guilty of “pessima condotta morale” or “cattiva condotta morale,” immoral
behavior. Female internees’ files contain moral judgments, mostly about
their perceived or inferred sexual activities. Italian police described
Viennese-born Gerda Renhard as a Wehrmacht follower who entered
Italy in 1942 and served as a nurse in Rome and Merano. After the war,
she settled down in the Alto Adige with former SS member Massimilano
May. May came to Italy after the war and found work in Merano and the
surrounding area. He was arrested while conducting business in Milan,
and it is unclear if she was taken into custody at the same time or after-
ward. Italian police referred to her as of “dubious morality” because she
shared a bed with May without being married. Conforming to contem-
porary sexual mores, no such moral condemnation exists in her SS lover’s
file. Instead, Italian police remarked that as a foreigner he had no reason
to stay in the country and they feared that he posed a security threat.!"!

Maria Thaler’s profile provides further evidence of the moral over-
lay with regard to women prisoners. Maria entered Italy illegally in July
1945. The Italian police arrested her and sent her to Fossoli as she had no
proof of employment. “As a result of poor moral conduct,” writes Bolzano
police officer Antonino Pilizuto, “[Thaler was] admitted to Bolzano hos-
pital in May because she had venereal disease.” Her lack of proper papers
and assumed immoral conduct, which resulted in a sexually transmitted
disease, landed her in Fossoli.'??

Many women held at Fossoli after the war had entered Italy between
1943 and 1945 with the Wehrmacht, and were often deemed prostitutes
or of “dubious morality” in their files. Austrian Maria Uferer followed
the Wehrmacht to Italy and served as a typist in the German command
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at Brunico. After moving to Bolzano in January 1946, she worked first as
a hairdresser and later as a maid. By the end of the year, however, Uferer
was arrested and interned at Fossoli. Her file fails to state the reason for
her arrest, and describes her simply as an “undesirable foreigner singled
[out] for immoral conduct.”'?* This may have been a reference to her work
for the German army, but was more likely in relation to assumed sexual
activity. The absence of moral judgment in male German soldiers’ files
reveals that former Fascists guards and police reserved judgment for
women and not male soldiers. Perhaps judging the German soldiers hit
too close to home. Women were an easier target.

Conclusion

In Italy, a national image of benevolence influenced local elision of past
crimes. Carpi officials’ wartime actions were never brought into ques-
tion in the postwar era. Avoiding postwar trials strengthened the happy
“brava gente” myth and Italian logistical support of Allied deportation
and immigration centers reinforced the misleading portrayal of Italians
as members of the Allies.

The Western Allies and the Vatican supported the “brava gente” myth
in order to gain Italian support in the burgeoning Cold War. As Allied
fears of the Soviet communist threat came into focus, a desire to foster
closer ties with Italians led to greater reliance on Italy to manage German
and Fascist prisoners. At the end of 1946 the Allies considered handing
the camps to the Italians, and by 1947 administration of the UNRRA
camps shifted to Rome.

The Allied, Vatican, and DC handling of postwar affairs during the
first two years after the war fostered the positive image of Italians that
endured until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Italians’ roles as post-
war guards, administrators, and immigration officers at Fossoli placed
former Italian Fascists in positions of power and ensured that they would
not be held accountable for their crimes. The immediate focus on sup-
pressing communism meant that Italian Fascists who had facilitated the
annihilation of Italian Jews were not brought to justice. It meant, too,
that there was no public soul-searching, no self-scrutiny, and certainly no
self-criticism for nearly half a century. On the contrary the Italians were
“brava gente”
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From Concentration
Camp to Christian Utopia:
a battaglia per la moralita

Guards stationed at Fossoli peered from watchtowers on the morn-
ing of May 19, 1947 as Priest Don Zeno Saltini and 200 orphans
approached in a column of trucks and cars, leaving a trail of dust in their
wake.! The children’s voices joined in song as the trucks halted in front
of the gate, melodically requesting entry. Refugees and prisoners in the
adjoining camp climbed onto the barrack roofs to get a look at Don Zeno
and his orphan brigade. Don Zeno’s official requests to Interior Minister
Mario Scelba to inhabit the camp and turn it into a Catholic orphan-
age had gone unanswered so the Carpi priest’s unexpected arrival forced
the issue. When the guards finally opened the gate, the interns cheered.
Don Zeno led his entourage to an unoccupied section of the campo
indeserabili quartered off by barbed wire.

Camp director Raffaele Bellotti traveled to Modena immediately and
met with vice-prefect Giua Loy. They agreed that taking up arms to eject
the orphans would result in public condemnation. Loy called Scelba and
he phoned Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi who said to leave them
alone. No one wanted to face the embarrassment of evicting orphans.
Don Zeno was officially awarded the camp a few months later when all of
the remaining prisoners and refugees were shipped off.> He interpreted
his good fortune as Divine Providence, writing to his friend Ercole
Crovella (July 9, 1947), “the signs are very strong that God wants this.”™
While God may have wanted it, in the end, the Christian Democrats,
Allies, and Holy See managed to use Don Zeno’s new establishment for
their benefit, too.

The transformation of Fossoli into a Catholic orphanage in 1947
turned Fossoli into a battleground between competing visions of social,
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ideological, and political order. The two warring parties in Italy—the DC,
backed by the Western Allies and the Vatican, and the PCI, supported by
Moscow—vied for power and influence in Italy’s nascent republic. Don
Zeno’s plan to resurrect Fossoli into an orphanage and Christian utopia
sought to combine Catholic and communist principles, which the Holy See
considered blasphemous. This chapter argues that just as the war between
the DC and the PCI had far-reaching consequences for the memory of
the Holocaust in Italy, the struggles between Don Zeno and the Holy See
altered the legacy of the Fossoli camp.

The contentious state of postwar Italian politics ensnarled the forma-
tion of Holocaust memory in Italy. In analyzing the postwar memory
of the Ardeatine Cave massacre outside Rome, Historian Alesssandro
Portelli writes: “Memory divides, more painfully and dramatically, also
within persons and within texts...One sure way of missing its meaning
is to carve it into pieces, divide it up, and use those pieces that serve our
purpose.” The DC, PSI, and PCI manipulated memory of the war, the
Resistance, and the Holy See’s leadership during the Holocaust to serve
their own agendas. Likewise, the Marxist and Catholic media employed
the image of Don Zeno Saltini (commonly referred to as Don Zeno by
his congregants), his transformation of Fossoli, and his creation of
Nomadelfia to best serve their political interests.

The Vatican’s plan for Fossoli buttressed its attempts to rebrand Italian
identity as tied to religious motifs. Don Zeno’s compliance with, and at
times defiance of, Papal orders and DC politicians’ warnings speaks to
the contentious state of postwar Italian politics and the battaglia per la
moralita (battle for morality) in postwar Italy. Historian Marco Barbanti
explains that for the Catholics, winning the battaglia per la moralita was
to cement Catholic ideology within all sectors of an individual’s life.
And fearful that communists would overtake the Italian republic, the
Catholic Church depicted communism as a harbinger of moral decay.®
Likewise the communists claimed that a Christian Democratic victory
and capitalist economy would allow for a return to Fascism and an eco-
nomic collapse.”

The conflict between the Holy See and Don Zeno waged at the Fossoli
camp sheds new light on the religious tenor of the “brava gente” myth.
Don Zeno’s and the Vatican’s plans for Fossoli, while prompted by worthy
intentions, elided Fossoli’s former function as an antechamber of death for
thousands of Jews. The establishment of a Catholic organization housed
in barracks once occupied by Jewish victims physically and symbolically
replaced the memory of those who had died and painted over ordinary
Italian’s role in the Judeocide. In so doing, the former deportation camp
of Fossoli buttressed claims of Christian benevolence.
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War, Violence, and New Identities

The antecedents of the Holy See’s postwar battaglia di moralita and Don
Zeno’s upbringing frame our analysis. In order for us to better compre-
hend conflicts after World War II between the Vatican and Don Zeno
we must start at the beginning. Although both the Vatican and the Carpi
priest sought to strengthen Catholicism, their divergent approaches are the
result of their different histories. While the Vatican maneuvered to ensure
its institutional survival, Don Zeno sought to protect the religious integ-
rity of Catholicism. These two different approaches converged at Fossoli
between 1947 and 1952 and came to redefine the legacy of the camp.

The Holy See’s reluctance to participate in or acknowledge a unified
Italy had resulted in the Church’s sustained absence in politics, which
will become important when we trace Don Zeno’s civic development
later in this chapter. The Vatican’s withdraw from the government (1861)
in protest against its loss of territory during unification had weakened
its ability to provide for its followers and advocate for the poor. Even
when Italian troops finally broke through the walls and declared Rome
part of the Italian nation (September 29, 1870), the Church refused to
cooperate.® The Church’s sustained absence from affairs of state shaped
the religious and political climate of Don Zeno’s youth and influenced
his interest in Marxism.

Fossoli as a “Microcosm of the World”

Don Zeno described the Carpi suburb of Fossoli in the early 1900s as
“a microcosm of the world.” Indeed, conflicts in Fossoli between wealthy
landowners and impoverished seasonal farmhands at the turn of the cen-
tury mirrored the political strife reverberating throughout Italy.” Saltini’s
education was thus informed by the political commentary he absorbed
from socialist farmers and the weekly sermons by Carpi priest Dalla
Zuanna. Saltini came to value moral duty as defined by the church and
civic responsibility as advocated by socialists.

Saltini’s youth in the Carpi township of Fossoli informed his future
endeavors. He was born on August 30, 1900 during a period of escalat-
ing criticism of the Vatican as a result of its self-seclusion. By 1900, the
socialist party (formed in 1892) had gained favor as it labored to meet
the needs of the underserved neglected by the Holy See.!” Many of the
workers employed by Saltini’s grandfather to tend to the family’s 17 farms
were among the legions of blue-collar workers who had turned away from
the Church and toward socialism. The young Saltini listened attentively
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to the socialist laborers’ complaints about class and exclusionary voting
practices.!! Moved by the political climate around him, Saltini dropped
out of school at the age of 14, reasoning that he could learn more from the
hired hands tilling his grandfather’s land than from his teachers."?

An Epiphany

After World War I, Saltini had an encounter with an anarchist that
inspired his endeavor to combine Marxist and Christian principles.
Saltini enrolled in the army on March 20, 1918 and continued his ser-
vice after the war. While stationed in Florence in the spring of 1920, he
had a life-changing conversation with a close friend and fellow soldier.
Saltini was splayed out on his cot playing cards with his comrades when
his colleague approached him. An anarchist, this friend had an ongo-
ing debate with Saltini on the relationship between God and humanity.
Saltini viewed them as one and the same, while the anarchist considered
them opposing forces.

The anarchist interrupted Saltini’s card game to debate the matter
again. The two started to shout and the barracks quieted as all leaned in
to see if they would come to blows. The anarchist defended his view that
Christianity was an obstacle to human progress and that, were it not for
Christianity, humanity would have already achieved social justice."

Saltini did his best to argue the contrary but failed to drive his point
home. The anarchist mocked him, calling all Catholics ignorant. “He was
educated, I uneducated and overwhelmed,” recalled Don Zeno years later.
“Almost all the soldiers yelled out in his favor and I was forced into silence.”

The other soldiers whistled and laughed as Saltini stood up and left
the barrack, retreating to a friend’s room. “I had a quick look at my life,”
recalled Don Zeno. “I said: ‘I can no longer waste my time on other things.
Instead, I must respond to this young man’s [criticism of Christianity],
which to me represents all of humanity and its anguish.’” In fifteen min-
utes I dismantled my whole life and became a new man.””* Dismissed
from military service on August 16, 1920, Saltini returned to Fossoli,
resumed his studies, and was graduated a decade later with a law degree
(December 19, 1929) from Universita Cattolica, Milan.!® Immediately
after graduation he traveled to Carpi and attended seminary.

The Lateran Accords and the Piccoli Apostoli

As Saltini took steps to become a Catholic leader, the Catholic Church
focused on reasserting its leadership. Despite the Church’s decision to
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maintain a neutral position with respect to World War I, Pope Benedict XV
attempted to bring peace to Europe by persuading Germany and France
to end the hostilities. The Great Powers, however, paid him little atten-
tion because they viewed the Vatican as subject to Rome. In order for
the Church to regain credibility at home and abroad, it required official
recognition from Italy as an independent state.”” And to combat criticism
of the Church as well as competing religious and political doctrines, the
Vatican needed to foster better relations with heads of state.'®

Cardinal Secretary of State Pietro Gasparri’s signature on behalf of
the Vatican to the Lateran Accords (1929) institutionalized the Church’s
recognition of an Italian Fascist state and, in turn, granted Pius XII
sovereignty.'” The Church’s negotiation with and acceptance of the Fascist
government was the first of many compromises the Holy See would make
with totalitarian regimes in order to ensure its survival and influence.?
The Vatican supported the DC after World War II (in part) because it
feared that the PCI and PSI would annul the Lateran Accords and annex
Rome.?! The Vatican had chose wisely; thanks to the DC’s uninterrupted
reign, the Lateran Accords remained in effect until 1985.

Resistance, Silence, and Compromise: San Giacomo
Roncole and the Piccoli Apostoli

Ordained on January 4, 1931, Don Zeno was assigned six months later
to San Giacomo Roncole Church in the Mirandola province of Modena.
He brought along a young orphan from Carpi named Danilo whom he
had met and later adopted while in seminary. The young Carpi priest’s
relationship with Danilo inspired him to open an orphanage called
Piccoli Apostoli (Little Apostles). During the years he spent as head of San
Giacomo, he cared for hundreds of orphaned children.

In his position as a priest in a rural farming town, Don Zeno did what
Pope Pius XII could not or would not. Don Zeno’s altruism and vocal
criticism of National Socialism and Fascism earned him the respect of
his community. Don Zeno encouraged the orphans under his care and
his San Giacomo congregants to think critically about human rights,
the Bible, and National Socialism. In addition to confronting human-
ity’s most pressing issues in his sermons, he committed his thoughts to
paper and distributed them throughout the community in a journal titled
L’Apostolo.”> And people from Mirandola and the neighboring communi-
ties flocked to the San Giacomo church to attend a film series Don Zeno
hosted. He chose movies that challenged autocracy and led discussions
that inspired his congregation to reevaluate totalitarianism.
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Don Zeno, for example, called for a general assembly in his church
just five days after Mussolini’s fall and urged his congregants to jettison
Fascism in favor of Christian fraternity.>> While in the neighboring town
of Carpi the locals continued their activities supporting the aims of the
Fossoli camp, Don Zeno led his congregants down a different path.

When Pius XI died in March 1939, Don Zeno looked to the new pope to
guide Catholics out of the darkness of Fascism. And he felt it was his duty to
uphold Catholic virtue in Mirandola.>* He continued to lead the small farm-
ing community and take in orphans and in so doing earned the respect
and support of the clergy and other religious leaders throughout the region.
Carpi Bishop Dalla Zuanna was a strong supporter of Don Zeno and sur-
prised churchgoers on September 16, 1941 when he unexpectedly attended
mass, sitting among the congregants. Zuanna praised Don Zeno afterward,
saying his work was “born in the heart of Jesus.”? Priests from the diocese
of Modena and Carpi also supported Don Zeno, particularly his work with
the Piccoli Apostoli. Together they formed the Unione dei Sacerdoti Piccoli
Apostoli, or Union of Priests for the Little Apostles. Similarly, 224 local
family heads also joined together (October 27, 1942) to form the Unione
dei ‘Patres Familias’, male family heads in support of the Carpi priest. And
some young women were so moved by Don Zeno’s spiritual, political, and
humanitarian convictions that they volunteered to cloister themselves and
serve as mamme di vocazione, mothers for all the orphans.?®

Don Zeno published an article on July 30, 1943 (just days after
Mussolini’s removal from power) advising the public to combat the
oppressive social and political norms imposed by Fascism, including
the racial laws. Inevitably such public condemnation of the government
caught the attention of the police. The Piccoli Apostoli orphans pressed
their little faces against the windows on the second floor of San Giacamo
Church one summer day in 1943 to catch a glimpse of the carbinieri
(police) as they made their way into the church to apprehend Don Zeno.
He was released later that evening, but his brief incarceration was a warn-
ing of what would come if he continued to speak out against Fascist and
German authorities.”’

The German invasion of Italy following the armistice worried Don
Zeno, who feared that his long-standing open rejection of Fascism and
Nazism would provoke the Germans to arrest him and thus put the
orphans at risk. As a result, he and 25 others fled south (September 19,
1943) to seek sanctuary in the Allied-occupied zone.?® Bishop Dalla
Zuanna accepted Don Zeno’s resignation (September 28) and nominated
priest Don Luigi Berte to replace him as priest of San Giacomo and coor-
dinator of the Piccoli Apostoli. Berte oversaw the Piccoli Apostoli until
Don Zeno’s return after the war.
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Defending Catholicism: Church Politics in
Liberated and Postwar Italy

Don Zeno’s public cry for righteousness and Pius XII's dedication to the
Church’s survival characterize their wartime and postwar activities.
Their differing political, religious, and humanitarian convictions col-
lided in the postwar period and inspired and informed the Carpi priest’s
overhaul of the Fossoli camp. The Holy See maneuvered to protect the
Lateran Pacts, electing to support the DC in order to buttress Italian sta-
bility with Catholicism. Don Zeno, on the other hand, concerned himself
with mediating inclusive of peace across party lines.

Fossoli’s geographical location in the so-called Red Belt of northern
Italy adds another dimension to our analysis of the Vatican during this
time. In his study of the left and their political opponents in Bologna
(which is also located in Emilia Romagna), Historian John Pollard
stresses the importance of the region’s support of socialists and commu-
nists. “It was against this background, and of course in the context of
an Italy slowly and painfully recovering from the devastation of war,” he
explains, “that the Vatican developed its response to the threat from the
left.”* As we will see, Fossoli became a prominent battleground in the
Vatican’s fight against leftist parties in Emilia Romagna.

Vatican Politics in Liberated Rome

The Allies’ liberation of Rome afforded the Vatican leadership ample
opportunity to participate in Italy’s rebirth. As we have seen in chapter 5,
Pius XII endorsed the DC in order to combat the rise of Marxist parties
within Italy. The fight between the Church and Italian communism, his-
torian Alfonso Botti has argued, was a battle over politics and religious
culture more than a fight for or against religion because many Italian
communists were also Catholic. Thus, Pius XII’s speeches in the postwar
period framed support for the DC as a moral decision in order to draw
communists back to the church. In his view, only the DC could bring real
peace to Italy.*

The Carpi priest’s message of peace and fraternity aligned with Pius
XII’s encyclical message of April 15, 1945, which called for “that the
internecine strife of peoples and nations [to] cease to rage and that all
citizens, joined in a friendly pact, strive peacefully to build from the
heaped up piles of rubble. ..a new building for the human community.”*"
The two diverged, however, on the shape that such an inclusive society
would take.
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Don Zeno, like members of the Movimento dei Cattolici Comunisti
(MCC), or Movement of Catholic Communists, viewed social concepts of
communism as compatible with Catholicism.** While the Church feared
Marxist atheist principles, Don Zeno did not share Vatican’s concern. In a
letter to dalla Zuanna on August 16, 1945, Don Zeno stated that “if Marx
has subverted the human spirit, I as a priest, feel stronger than him.”*

To this end, Don Zeno authored an important pamphlet while in self-
exile in the Allied Zone titled The Social Revolution of Jesus Christ, in
which he predicted that communism or capitalism alone would under-
mine Christianity.** The best defense of Christian values, he argued, was
a policy of fraternity across all party factions.*> And he reached out to
many religious authorities in Rome in order to explain the success of the
social-Christian work of the Piccoli Apostoli.>®

“Fate due mucchi...”

While in exile, Don Zeno wrote to Pius XII requesting a meeting,*” but
when three months passed without a reply the Carpi priest pressed on.*
He viewed the pope’s silence as a test imposed by Providence to advance
a social revolution that would guide the church back to Christ’s path.*
Returning to San Giacomo on May 1, 1945 after the Allies liberated the
north, he resumed his position as head of the Piccoli Apostoli.** The CLN
honored Don Zeno’s long-standing opposition to Fascism and invited
him to speak in Carpi’s main piazza on May 5, 1945. Local priest Tirelli
was in the audience that day and remarked on Don Zeno’s ability to draw
in the crowd. “He got the audience to laugh from beginning to end,” he
explained. “He spoke in [both the regional] dialect and Italian and fin-
ished in song.”"!

From the balcony of the palazzo municipale, with arms outstretched,
Don Zeno painted a picture for his audience that would become the visual
slogan of his campaign: Fate due mucchi. “Make two piles,” he said, “in
one, those who have money, and in the other, those who do not.” It would
become evident, he explained, that the poor were the vast majority. If
they resisted the temptation to splinter into separate political parties,
they would have the numbers to change the balance of power.*> “Since
we always have a government that protects the forces of capitalism,” he
reasoned, “we the 99 percent stay poor.™* He urged the people to aban-
don the political parties of 1919, including the DC, which gave way to
Fascism, and instead together seek a new solution to Italy’s problems. The
crowd’s boisterous applause reverberated throughout the stone walkways
and brick alleys lining Carpi’s central square.
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That speech in Carpi resonated with many. His message of peace and
advocacy for the poor prompted other political, church, and resistance
groups throughout northern and central Italy to invite him to address
their members. He embarked on a rigorous lecture tour, presenting 130
such talks in 90 days.** He called for unity and forgiveness in the tense
postwar climate. Partisans in the region continued to hunt down and kill
Fascists and their supporters and this, he argued, served only to destroy
unity. Don Zeno also viewed the political maneuvering of the DC, PCI,
and PSI as obstacles to social cohesion. He worried that the political lead-
ers were so engrossed in their own affairs that they were neglecting the
pressing needs of the poor.*®

While Don Zeno considered the parties’ attempts to gain popular favor
unchristian, the Vatican championed the DC.*¢ In response to a letter
from the Modena Catholic newspaper La Lanterna (April 23, 1946), Don
Zeno predicted that Italians would never band together as long as each
political faction fought for its own hold on power. The Vatican, however,
would not welcome Catholic communists. Thus, when the Vatican news-
paper Osservare Romano proclaimed communism incompatible with
Catholicism, the MCC dissolved and its members either returned to the
DC or joined the PCIL.# The PCI, for its part, announced in January 1946
that it welcomed anyone who agreed with the party’s platform.*®

Don Zeno’s outlook on unity, eradication of social class, and criticism
of the bourgeoisie earned him accolades from the left and encouraged his
decision to respond to the Pope’s condemnation of Catholic-communism
by forming a political movement called Fraternita Sociale, or Civic
Brotherhood.* And his pamphlet The Social Revolution of Jesus Christ
struck a chord with communists, as shown by a letter the Bomporto sec-
tion (municipality of Modena) of the PCI sent to him.

Your work, written in simple words, is understandable to everyone, but
even more so, it penetrates all hearts and it moves all spirits. Don Zeno, we
consider you a true messenger of God and, as such, you have our respect
and our admiration...Rest assured that we will remain active propagan-
dists of your book [The Social Revolution of Jesus Christ] and simultane-
ously we will be defenders of your ideas... As you are fond of teaching us,
more than just being comrades, we are brothers.*

The communists’ affinity for the Carpi priest illuminates a key aspect of
that party and a sharp distinction between Don Zeno and the Vatican.
Many communists remained believers; they were not afraid to praise Don
Zeno’s work and even call him God’s messenger. The Vatican, however,
criticized Catholic-communists.
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Don Zeno’s attempts to encourage a Vatican-supported Risorgimento
within the Church that included Catholic-communists failed to gain
traction in the months leading up to June 2, 1946, when Italians elected
parliamentary representatives and voted for a republic instead of a mon-
archy. The subsequent flight of the king must have worried the Vatican
leadership. Historian Fillipo Focardi suggests that suppression of the
monarchy amounted to a dispute over memory. The antifascists’ victory
over the king allowed them to hold him responsible for Mussolini’s ascent
to power. What would prevent them from blaming the Vatican in the
same fashion?

Pius XII’s narrative of DC support as an ethical action meant that in
order to be a good Catholic, one had to shun Marxism, and in order to
be a good Italian one had to vote for the DC. Don Zeno refused to take
such a polarized approach. The Catholic churches in Emilia Romagna
feared that Don Zeno’s growing popularity would unite Marxist fac-
tions and undermine the DC’s popularity. Vying for power with the PCI
and PSI, the DC knew full well that a unified Marxist front left them
vulnerable. A defeat of the DC threatened to undermine the Holy See;
the church leaders in the Emilia Romagna therefore defended the DC
in order to protect themselves. Thus Don Zeno was on the agenda of
the first postwar meeting of the episcopate in Emilia Romagna (July 5,
1945). In an attempt to rein in the Carpi priest, Bishop Dalla Zuanna
wrote a letter (Julyl0) to Don Zeno on behalf of the episcopate. “In view
of the general conclusions reached at the Conference of Bishops in the
Emilia, held last Thursday,” he explained, “I believe it is my duty to ask
you to suspend your public addresses regardless of the source of the
invitation.”>

Dalla Zuanna’s attempt to silence the Carpi priest, despite having
supported Don Zeno in the past, reflects the influence of politics on the
Church’s postwar operations and its desire to neutralize anything that
threatened its or the DC’s reputation. During the war, the bishop had
praised the Carpi priest, calling his work “born in the heart of Jesus.” Don
Zeno’s message of peace and fraternity had not changed, but the Catholic
leaderships’ fears of losing political ground to communists spurred Don
Zeno’s early clergy enthusiasts to rescind their support of a man preach-
ing a social vision that diverged from that issued by Pius XIL.>

Don Zeno pressed on, determined to give life to a social revolution
inspired by the gospel and Marist tenants of community: providing for
those in need and shunning materialism. But, as he prepared to lead a
grassroots conference of 100,000 people, Dalla Zuanna petitioned the
Vatican to forbid it. With the opposition buttressed by the Vatican, Zeno
canceled his rally.>*
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A New Christian Order through Fraternity

Despite the Vatican and local Church leaders’ objections to Don Zeno’s
political and spiritual ambitions, the Carpi priest forged ahead. But how
could he give life to Fraternita Sociale without the Vatican’s help? Don
Zeno turned to his parishioners for support. In the summer of 1946 they
gathered at San Giacomo to discuss a practical manifestation of their
politician-religious vision: to provide for the steadily increasing number
of orphans.™ In the end, they decide to form a cooperative.*®

Creating unity, however, was easier said than done. Some of the family
heads expressed concern as to whether or not Christianity could foster
peace. “[The family heads] say that Christianity is in crisis,” Don Zeno
lamented. “I think that humanity is what is in crisis and that Christianity
has not yet arrived. There are those who say that the sun is setting on
Christianity. Instead, I have always maintained it is not even its dawn.”’

In an interview with film director Giuseppe Fina recorded in 1981,
Don Zeno recalled that he had begun by considering other forms of orga-
nized brotherhood. “It is strange. I believed, for example, that commu-
nists were brothers, but I discovered that the state imposed the shape of
that brotherhood...” He preferred a comradeship that was the work of
all instead of the design of a few. His vision for Piccoli Apostoli mirrored
his hope for Italy in that he wanted the state to be a product of complete
collaboration and fraternity. And he wanted to avoid the traps of capi-
talism that undermined religious groups’ attempts to sow unity. “Those
who managed to stay solvent,” he explained, “did so through capitalism
and in so doing sacrificed their initial value system in order to secure
financial success.” He feared that social classes created by capitalism
would disrupt unity. Don Zeno wanted to build a Christian society in
which everyone shared everything.”® And he hoped that advocating unity
among Catholics and Marxists might help them create peace in Italy. The
DC’s success in the June election, however, had intensified fighting and
strife in Emilia Romagna and pushed the parties further apart. The vot-
ing results outraged the region’s communists, who blamed the Allies and
Vatican for influencing the outcome.>

The mounting criticism of the Church worried Don Zeno, a fact that
he expressed openly to Bishop Dalla Zuanna and Pius XII. He had written
to the bishop nearly a year prior urging the Church to take responsibility
for the criticism it engendered as a result of its support of the DC. “The
unilateral aims of the Christian Democrats as is will not save Italy,” Don
Zeno warned, “but instead will bring about its complete destruction and,
upon reflection, the masses will blame the church and thus exacerbate
a deep infernal hatred of the Church itself.”®® The violence that erupted
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in the red north in the wake of the June 1946 election did little to abate
his fears. Again, the Carpi priest picked up his pen and wrote to Pius XII
(January 6, 1947), urging him to reconsider his support of the DC. He
confessed that his own vote for the DC had made him sick, but having no
other alternative he had cast his ballot in their favor.**

He believed that the DC had found support among the wealthy and
catered to them exclusively. Thus, the blue-collar workers and the poor
turned to the communists for support. Without the Vatican’s interven-
tion, Don Zeno feared Catholicism would languish as the poor gave up
on the Church. He recognized the Pope’s fear that supporting Catholic
communists might weaken the Church’s authority, but urged Pius XII to
have faith in God. “You have to believe in God’s omnipresent power to
enter the masses, raise their spirits, and rejuvenate the world,” he wrote.
“In this time of great suffering, we need a leader like Joan of Arc, certain
of God’s call, willing to throw herself upon the masses and guide them to
a new law of social justice...influenced by the strength of Christianity.”s
Don Zeno contended that Pius XII needed to become that generation’s
Joan of Arc and foster a unity among Italians to bring true and everlast-
ing social accord.®?

Don Zeno Sets his Sights on Fossoli

Don Zeno worked to practice what he preached and thus set his sights on
the Fossoli di Carpi camp. While visiting his family in the fall of 1946,
Don Zeno met with his colleague, priest Don Paolo Morotti, who sug-
gested that Piccoli Apostoli move into the former deportation camp. At
that point, 150 people remained in the camp and half of it had been dis-
mantled. Don Zeno inquired with the local authorities if it would be pos-
sible for him to use unoccupied barracks for his orphans. The authorities
ignored his requests.®

The ascent of the Vatican-supported DC meant that, in addition to
being ignored by the Church, the heavily DC-saturated government
ignored him, too. Shortly after mailing his letter to Pius XII, Don Zeno
sent another (February 19, 1947) to Interior Minister Mario Scelba request-
ing permission to transform the Fossoli camp “into a place of love and
work.”®* Scelba, however, was particularly suspicious of any “red” organi-
zation in the Emilia and he viewed Don Zeno as “half-red and half-mad.”®
As Interior Minister, Scelba had made his first order of business the purge
of all partisan police officers and government officials from Emilia. He
estimated that 8,000 of Emilia’s 30,000 officers “were communists, ready
to take action against the state from within.”” Scelba’s intense focus on
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uprooting communist support in the region meant that he would soon
become one of the Carpi priest’s greatest adversaries.

The Pope and the DC believed themselves at war with the communists
and, despite Don Zeno’s altruism, they refused to support someone sym-
pathetic to Marxism. Had it not been for Don Zeno’s outspoken call for
inclusivity after the war, Pius XII might have praised Don Zeno’s work
for the Piccoli Apostoli instead of challenging it. Indeed, the Pope had
made a point of encouraging Catholics and clergy to do more to help war
orphans. In an encyclical dated January 6, 1946 titled “Pleading for the
Care of the World’s Destitute Children,” Pius XII asked Holy See support-
ers to “take to heart the extremely grave plight of these needy children.”®
But at that time, Don Zeno’s initiative could not be condoned without
acknowledging his movement.

Political-Religious Conviction

Don Zeno, determined to bring life to a new political and socioreligious
movement, found a home in the Fossoli camp and in so doing brought the
war between the Vatican and communism to the former deportation camp.
Once again, Fossoli was engulfed by postwar politics. Commandeering
the camp against the wishes of DC leaders forced the Vatican’s hand and
they turned Fossoli into the epicenter of DC political propaganda in the
Emilia Romagna. The positive narratives of the press, DC, and Vatican
employed to present Don Zeno’s transformation of Fossoli to the world
projected an image of Catholic benevolence onto the former site of Jewish
suffering, masking Fossoli’s history as a site of Italian participation in the
Holocaust.

From Deportation Camp to Catholic Orphanage

The Vatican and DC’s newfound backing of Don Zeno was tied to the
political climate of the Carpi priest’s takeover of Fossoli. Elections in April
1947 had confirmed the rising popularity of the PCI. To combat its influ-
ence, De Gasperi blamed the PCI for Italy’s slow recovery, accusing its
leaders of vetoing his economic proposals. De Gasperi dissolved his cabi-
net on May 13, 1947, just three days before Don Zeno occupied Fossoli, and
re-formed it without the PCI party. This removal inspired the so-called
Red Scare of 1947, in which thousands of PCI members staged strikes and
demonstrations for weeks on end. Scelba responded by having his officers
lead raids on homes and factories to confiscate weapons in the red strong-
hold. The PCI retaliated in December 1947 by joining with PSI to form the
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Popular Front (Fronte Democratico Popolare). Their collective strength in
the 1946 and 1947 elections spurred the US government, the Vatican, and
the DC to spring into action to suppress the Marxist threat.®

Despite their earlier criticism of Don Zeno and his projects, the Vatican,
DC, and Americans became the financial backers of his new commu-
nity at the camp. Don Zeno’s speaking tour after the war had earned him
the respect of communists and Catholics alike, so the Americans hoped
he might stir Catholic communists to vote for the DC in the upcom-
ing election.”” The US government gave the community 80 million lira.
Even Minister Scelba followed suit, deciding that the best way to silence
Don Zeno’s complaints about the DC was to gift 13 million lira to his
establishment.”*

Perhaps to entice Don Zeno to support the DC, Pope Pius XII finally
agreed to meet with Don Zeno in March 1948, just after De Gasperi had
announced the call for a general election to be held on Aprill8. This elec-
tion was of particular importance as those selected were tasked with
creating a new constitution.”” Ventresca views the 1948 vote as a crucial
moment in Italian history. Although minor and leading political parties
made the ballot, the true contest was between the Italian Popular Front
and DC. When Italians cast their votes they were choosing between two
competing and clashing visions of the future. “The choice was between a
conservative, Roman Catholic, capitalist Italy as envisioned by the gov-
erning Christian Democrats,” explains Ventresca, “and a revolutionary,
secular, socialist Italy as envisioned by the Popular Front. This clash of
ideologies left little room for middle grounds, as Italy’s Marxist parties
made a concerted bid to seize power at the ballot box.””* Don Zeno, how-
ever, was seeking a middle ground.

Don Zeno walked out of his 12-minute meeting with Pius XII confi-
dent that he had managed to persuade the pope of his ideas. This was the
first and only meeting he would have with Papa Pacelli.”* Pius XII pledged
100,000 lire to support Don Zeno’s community and in so doing mollified
the Carpi priest and inspired positive press that could attract Catholic
communists back to the DC.”®

Don Zeno put his funds toward the reconstruction of the camp as a
Christian utopia. He hired Cooperativo Muratori, the same construction
cooperative that had first built the camp in 1942 and had handled all
previous remodeling and expansions. The project involved refashioning
29 barracks into sleeping quarters, offices, schools, a chapel, a garage, a
wood working studio, and an infirmary. Cooperativo Muratori also paved
the roads and refitted the plumbing and electrical wires.”® The orphans
aided in the reconstruction of their new home, and thus the concentra-
tion camp was transformed into a symbol of Catholic charity.
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The Vatican and DC’s newfound support for the Little Apostles tells
us a great deal about Church policy in the postwar era. Scholars examin-
ing Pius XII’s wartime silence on Germany’s racial laws and genocidal
program typically focus on three main threats that speaking out may
have posed. The first two, fear of provoking a Nazi occupation of the
Holy See and the danger of making matters worse for religious leaders
(such as Nazi attacks on priests), centered on the physical dangers that
opposing National Socialism might have yielded. Both these threats were
absent after the fall of the Nazi regime and Pope Pius XII waited until
then to speak out against communist leaders in the East and in Italy. The
third threat, or as historian Michael Marrus has termed it, the “essential-
ist threat” (which Marrus speaks of in connection to the war years), was
still a risk in the postwar period. According to Marrus, the “essentialist
threat” was the Vatican’s fear during the war that “its moral authority
would evaporate if it took sides conspicuously [against Nazi Germany],
that doing so would shatter what remained of universal standing of the
Church, expose its weakness, and that if its calls for concrete actions
were spurned the only result would be the humiliating and debilitating
loss of authority.”””

The Vatican’s newfound support of Don Zeno was a postwar piece of
the Holy See’s long-standing self-preservation plan. To the Church, the
fact that Don Zeno was turning barracks that once housed Jews awaiting
deportation into schools and homes was irrelevant. And it was of little
to no importance to Don Zeno either. Instead, he focused on creating a
home for his war orphans. While both the Holy See and Don Zeno advo-
cated on behalf of their own beliefs, there was no one left to do so for the
Jews. Thus, no one objected when Don Zeno turned former barracks into
achapel and erected a large cross that cast a shadow across the camp. And
indeed, such practices were common in the immediate postwar era when
Europeans were facing a housing crisis. The distinction with Fossoli,
however, was the message of Catholic benevolence. The cover of this book
provides us with a key image of such propaganda.

Nomadelfia

AsItaly prepared to vote in the April elections that would determine the
authors of the country’s constitution, the Piccoli Apostoli orphans and
their caretakers joined together on February 14, 1948 to sign a consti-
tution of their own. Their document officially inaugurated the transi-
tion from Piccoli Apostoli into Nomadelfia and the former deportation
camp for Jews into the birthplace of a new Christian order. The name
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originates from two Greek words, “nomos” meaning law and “adelfos”
signifying brother, translating to “the place where fraternity is law.”
The name encapsulated Don Zeno’s hope for a new Christian utopia
arising from a unified community. Article 1 defined the meaning of
Nomadelfia and included the following bible passage, “I do not ask on
behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their
word; that they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in
You, that they also may be in Us, so that the world may believe that You
sent Me.””®

Don Zeno commonly quoted scripture in speeches and letters to
Catholic authorities as a means of connecting his movement with the
teachings of the gospel. His alignment of the Bible and the fundamental
principles of Nomadelfia served to highlight the community’s dedication
to living an existence true to God and Don Zeno’s vision for Italy as a
whole. Article 49 in the Nomadelfia constitution called for loyalty to the
Church in all matters and promised to respect the common laws of the
Church and state.

Don Zeno’s ultimate goal was to create a Christian utopia on the site of
the former concentration camp, and he viewed this endeavor as symboli-
cally significant.”” He was not the only one who saw the symbolism in that
transformation. Journalists from around the globe visited the camp and
praised the community’s efforts. Donations soon followed.*® Edward E.
Swanstrom published a long article (July 14,1950) in Commonweal titled
“A Kind of Miracle: Christian Charity in what was once a concentration
camp,” in which he used the camp as a metaphor to undermine com-
munists and elevate Don Zeno’s Christian charity.®! Brazilian newspa-
per A Gazeta—San Paulo described the Italian government’s significant
financial support and kindness.®* American newspaper Everybody’s ran
an article (March 26, 1949) titled “Where They Are Happy” in which its
author noted: “You cannot ignore a city of a thousand children who, in
less than a year, have established their lives on ground dishonored by war.
And who, with their own hands, have torn down the shed where five hun-
dred Jews were murdered, and are using the same materials to build a
Chapel upon the same site.”®® While the historical accuracy of his mes-
sage was inaccurate, his meaning was clear.

Don Zeno modeled Nomadelfia on the social structure of his grandfa-
ther’s farm, with many family generations living under one roof. Its con-
stitution declared that a comunita familiari, or family community, would
replace traditional nuclear families. And Article 53 proclaimed that
Nomadelfia would be organized into borgate, mini-villages with orphans
and traditional families living together. The founders envisioned that the
borgate would foster greater inclusion. As Article 58 explained: “From
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a secular perspective, each borgata is a township. From an ecclesiastical
point of view, each borgata is a parish [of Nomadelfia].” Don Zeno sent
a letter to De Gasperi on November 16, 1948 explaining that in just a
year’s time the community had grown from 280 orphans dispersed into
28 families to 780 children in 56 “borghi.”8*

The oldest males of each family grouping acted as heads of that
unit, much as Don Zeno’s grandfather had on the farm. Men worked
in the fields, managed administrative matters, and attended to the vari-
ous camp industries including printing presses and auto repair shops
that Don Zeno hoped would make the community self-sufficient. The
women were mothers to all the children and took on traditional female-
gendered roles such as seamstresses, teachers, nurses, and cooks. Article
18 of the charter defined the mamme di occupazione, women who gave
up marriage and having children in order to devote themselves entirely
to the orphans.

Marxist theory on property and eradication of social class were re-
envisioned in a Christian form at Nomadelfia. Article 2 specified that
all members had to work for the shared good of the community and
relinquish individual property and money. Don Zeno’s aversion to a
“culture of privacy” originated in his belief that, to create a religious
utopia, all must unite in a shared sense of purpose and spirituality. He
employed a Marxist approach to family and private property tempered
by Christian values to prevent individual ownership and traditional
family units from dividing the community.®*> He intended Nomadelfia
to move its followers to the social life promoted by communism, “but in
the womb of the church.”®¢

In any case, economic necessity forced the community to unite in
order to continue. The Aprill8 election, which attracted 92 percent of all
eligible voters, had shown that the anticommunist propaganda machine
had largely succeeded. By the morning of April 21, all the ballots had
been counted and the election results announced. The DC secured power,
winning 48.5 percent of the vote, which awarded it 305 of 574 seats in
parliament. This was a huge gain from the June 1946 election in which the
DC received 36 percent.’” No longer needing Nomadelfia for propaganda
purposes, DC, Vatican, and US support for the project evaporated.

The Church Responds

The DC’s electoral victory in 1947 did little to ease Pius XII's polarized
interpretation of Italian politics and objection to Catholic communism.
Newspapers reported on July 14 on Pius XII’s decision to excommunicate



130 THE HOLOCAUST AND COMPENSATED COMPLIANCE IN ITALY

Catholic communists worldwide. The St. Petersburg Times, for example,
reported that, “It is believed that the decree will have tremendous reper-
cussions in countries like Italy... where the communists insist there is no
essential conflict in membership.”®® Don Zeno resumed his public talks.
Audiences once again gathered in 1950 to hear him criticize the DC for
nurturing deep social divisions and denounce an epidemic of rich priests.
He also lambasted the Vatican’s decision to spend money on building new
churches while the poor went unfed.®

Scelba feared that Don Zeno’s popularity, buttressed by his ever-
expanding community, would foster a renewed interest in a communist-
Catholic coalition that could rival the DC in the red north. By October
1950 Nomadelfia had approximately 1,200 members in 65 houses and
Don Zeno’s political speeches remained popular. As the country’s econ-
omy continued to rebound, Carpi industries had recovered and started
funneling money into the camp.”®

Scelba stirred up trouble for Don Zen by attempting to undermine the
community’s financial security. He met with Countess Maria Giovanna
Albertoni Pirelli, one of Nomadelfia’s most important financial back-
ers, and urged her to stop funding it.”! He also encouraged the Vatican
to send a representative to assess Nomadelfia.”* Vatican official Mons.
Crovini visited the camp (1950) and disputed Scelba’s rendering of Don
Zeno, explaining that the priest was not the heretic he was made out
to be.”® At Dalla Zuanna’s request, Apostolic Nunzio Mons. Borgongini
Duca also visited Fossoli and reflected (June 18, 1950) in a letter: “I have
visited many cities, but I have never seen a city like this.” He praised
the community and Don Zeno’s creation as a true Christian utopia.”
Even Milan’s Cardinal Alfredo Ildefonso Schuster celebrated Don Zeno’s
accomplishments, affirming “Nomadelfia represents a page of the holy
gospel.”?

Despite accolades from Vatican emissaries and church officials, Don
Zeno’s politics earned him criticism in the new political climate of the
Cold War, which brought the DC and the Vatican closer together. He
advocated for a social revolution in Italy mirroring what he had already
accomplished at Nomadelfia and what he hoped to build in Grossetto,
Tuscany, the second site of Nomadelfia. His community represented a ref-
ormation of the Church, he argued, and he wanted the DC to follow suit.
On June 10, 1951, approximately 200 of Don Zeno’s supporters joined
together and abstained from voting for the DC in the local Carpi admin-
istrative election. Instead, on their ballots they wrote, “Liberty, Equality,
Fraternity.”® The Nomadelfians’ abstention from voting threatened the
social power of the DC and the religious power of the Vatican and cost
Don Zeno many of his most important backers.?”
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Don Zeno’s previous support from the clergy turned to criticism.
Cardinal Schuster, who had referred to Nomadelfia as a page out of the
Bible, openly condemned Nomadelfia’s leaders the following year. The
right-wing newspaper Lltalia ran a lengthy article by Schuster (May 27,
1952) that referred to Nomadelfia’s leaders as ruining “an ideal humani-
tarian program” by joining it with a social theory “beyond ecclesiastical
discipline.” He even disparaged the name “Nomadelfia,” calling it inten-
tionally ambiguous so that its founders “could justify any moral disorder.”*
Schuster’s criticism resulted in the collapse of Amici Nomadelfia, a group
of Catholic parishioners who raised money for the orphans under Don
Zeno’s care. Carpi Bishop Dalla Zuanna revoked Nomadelfia’s diocesan
approval (May 16, 1952), originally awarded to the Piccoli Apostoli on
August 27, 1937.

Discrediting Don Zeno, not Nomadelfia, became both the Vatican and
DC’s primary aim. Don Zeno reported to Archbishop Duca Francesco
Borgongini (February 5, 1952) who read a Vatican decree ordering the
priest to leave Nomadelfia and report to his bishop to select a new parish.
The decree also informed Don Zeno that Silesian priests would hence-
forth attend to Nomadelfia. Don Zeno felt he could not protest because
the pope himself had issued the statement.”

Don Zeno penned a letter to his congregants on February 9, 1952
explaining that the Vatican had ordered his resignation from Nomadelfia
and the newspaper Corriere della Sera published it the following day
without commentary. “God sent me to you and together we have built
[Nomadelfia],” Don Zeno wrote. “I have loved you as my true children
and now the Church has torn me from you.” He thanked God for the
opportunity to obey the pope as promised when he joined the priesthood
in 1931, but also made a point of telling his followers that “this is my
promise, not yours.” Despite the Vatican’s instructions for him to join
a new parish, Don Zeno decided to give up his collar after more than
20 years of priesthood.’®® And, instead of accepting Don Zeno’s replace-
ment, the community of Nomadelfia elected to abandon the Fossoli camp,
move to Grossetto (Tuscany), and begin anew. Located outside of Italy’s
red zone and beyond the walls of the former camp, the Vatican finally left
the community to its own devices.!"!

Conclusion

The myth of Italian Catholic altruism during the war has dominated
the memory landscape of the Holocaust in Italy. For decades after the
liberation, commentary on Catholic and hence Italian benevolence
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overshadowed discussion of Italian’s contributions to the Holocaust.
Journalist Tas Luciano’s book Storia degli ebrei Italiani published in
1987, for example, argued that Italian Jews survived the war because of
Italian Catholic altruism. He included a picture of Fossoli and attributed
its place in the Judeocide to the German command.'” The history of
Fossoli’s function as a home for Catholic orphans fortified the impres-
sion of Christian compassion and charity. However, as this chapter has
shown, the Vatican only supported religious charity if it served their
political end. Thus, Pope Pius XII’s directive to remove Don Zeno from
Nomadelfia reflected a greater need to control and define the image of
Catholics.

Pius XI and Pius XII had prioritized the Vatican’s stability and failed
to object to German National Socialism and Italian Fascism. Pius XI’s
support of the Lateran Accords bolstered Mussolini’s power. Pius XII too
chose to protect the Holy See at all costs, first through silent compliance
during the war and then by championing the myth of Catholic benevo-
lence afterward in order to promote the DC. The political maneuvering
of both popes was done to benefit the Church.

Don Zeno’s youth in Carpi, as well as his experience of Fascism and
World War II emboldened him to do all within his power to benefit the
community around him. Politics became a component of his path to the
glorification of God, a way to unite all people regardless of party affilia-
tion or creed. Nomadelfia became the living version of Don Zeno’s world-
view and what he hoped Catholic leadership could accomplish.

After the war, Don Zeno and the Vatican acted in what each consid-
ered the best interest of the Church, and for both, this had nothing to do
with the Judeocide or its memory. Instead, as each party sought to achieve
its aims, the legacy of an Italian-run deportation camp for Jews became
fodder for a redemptive narrative of Catholic charity. Focused on protect-
ing the Holy See’s sovereignty, Pius XII threw the weight of the Church
behind the DC, going so far as to excommunicate Catholic-communists in
order to drive believers to the DC. In contrast to the Bishop of Rome, the
humble local priest Don Zeno prioritized his congregants, many of whom
sympathized with communism. Don Zeno’s determination to find a mid-
dle ground challenged the Vatican’s attempts to champion Catholicism
as the sole righteous political force.!”® Acting in what each believed to be
Italy’s best interest, the interests of the Jews was first marginalized and
then forgotten.



Figure 6.1 Don Zeno Saltini Leading Prayer in the Fossoli Camp
Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Fossoli 1947-1952,” doc. 00176e01.

Figure 6.2 Don Zeno Saltini Speaking in Rovereto
Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Fossoli 1947-1952,” doc. 00113-01.
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Figure 6.3 Mamma Sirte, a mamma di vocazione, holding a baby at the Fossoli
Camp

Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Fossoli 1948-1952,” doc. 00143-03.
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Figure 6.4 Reconstruction Plan to Transform “New Camp” into Nomadelfia

Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Progetto Trasformazioni Campo di Fossoli, 1947-48,”
14 D-D 2.
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Figure 6.5 Don Zeno Saltini with a War Orphan in Front of a Former Guard
Tower

Note: Archivio Nomadelfia, “Fossoli 1947-1952,” doc. 00213-02.
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Conclusion

hen I began my research years ago I intended to write a concise

history of Fossoli’s wartime operations, but the primary sources
I had uncovered told a more complex story. Studying camp opera-
tions, I saw additional questions: Who built the camp? What inspired
Carpigiani business transactions with Fossoli? How were Italian officials
involved in the incarceration and deportation of Jews and others? Why
did gentiles in the area join the Resistance and what motivated others
to abstain? Should I think of those who did not resist as perpetrators,
victims, or something else? What postwar conditions allowed Carpigiani
to elide responsibility for their support of the camp? And what postwar
political and religious factors shaped early memory of the Holocaust in
Italy? Thus, while the camp history from May 1942 to March 1952 is the
subject of The Holocaust and Compesnated Compliance in Italy: Fossoli
di Carpi, 1942-1952, my analysis has engaged with themes outside the
camp walls and beyond the wartime period.

The buoyancy and longevity of the “brava gente” myth in popular
Holocaust memory has obscured Italian participation or, at best, rele-
gated it to an abstruse footnote in the immense chronicle of the Judeocide.
Instead, Italian heroism is often viewed as a beacon of light in a dark
history.! We have only to look to Primo Levi’s poetic reflection of Fossoli
di Carpi to see the fault in such formulations. Titled “Sunset at Fossoli,”
Levi reflects: “I know what it means not to return./ Through barbed
wire I have seen/ the sun go down and die.” For nearly every Jew who
passed through it, Fossoli was an antechamber of death. And Italians,
not Germans, erected the barbed wire fences that surrounded the Italian-
built camp and then they eventually drove Levi to the train that delivered
him to Auschwitz.

This study of a camp, from its origins to its postwar functions, exposes
not only the pattern of silence that facilitated mass murder, but also the
national and international political motivations for that silence. And, as
we have seen, Italy’s wartime past is far from a single-note narration of
benevolence. This emerges clearly as we scrutinize a decade of uses of
Fossoli.
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Fear and Compensated Compliance

The Holocaust and Compensated Compliance in Italy argues that fear
alone fails as an explanation for why some Carpigiani carried on financial
partnerships with the camp throughout the war. “Part I: The War Years”
(chapters 1-4) contextualizes the ways in which some locals contributed
to camp operations and their motivations for doing so. This study claims
that although violence and fear engendered Carpigiani silence during
the war, they were not the sole motivators for locals’ fulfillment of Nazi
and RSI demands. While violence and fear played a key role in priming
Carpigiani obedience, this study presses us to consider the years prior to
Fascism in order to understand conformity to Fascist demands in Carpi.?
The camici neri (black brigades) used intimidation and aggression after
World War I to suppress Carpi socialists, destroy the town’s camera dei
lavore (workers’ unions), and commandeer its cooperative (cooperatives).®
Fascists eliminated all armed opposition to Mussolini’s regime in Carpi
so that there was no one left to resist by the time the IV Army Corps of
Bologna ordered town officials to build a POW camp in 1942.*

Yet, even when Badoglio replaced Mussolini on July 26, 1943 and the
threat of forceful reprisals for disobedience dissipated, locals continued
to manage and conduct business with the Fascist camp. While former
supporters of the regime ripped Fascist insignia off their uniforms and
the few remaining communist Resistance bands in the area paraded
down Modena’s main streets, camp operations in Fossoli di Carpi con-
tinued unabated.’ Thus, fear and intimidation were not the sole reason
Carpigiani maintained business relationships with the camp.

In addition to fear, a myriad of other factors, including monetary gain,
contributed to non-Fascist Carpigiani actions. Fascist orders to build,
staff, and supply the camp in 1942 created an opportunity for economic
gain. Those financial incentives extended into and beyond Badoglio’s
45-day rule. Carpi’s compensated compliance, however, took on new
meaning when the Germans occupied Italy in September 1943, deported
Fossoli’s POW population, and instructed town officials to ready the
camp to hold Jews.

The Victim Myth and the Resistance

Alongside accounts of individuals who complied with and facilitated
genocide are stories of the Resistance, which offer a more popular and
well-known narrative. Notwithstanding the past 15 years of scholarship
by Luca Baldissara, David Bidussa, Angelo Del Boca, Filippo Focardi,
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John Foot, Robert Gordon, Paolo Pezzino, Fiamma Lussana, Claudio
Pavone, Guri Schwartz, Robert Ventresca, and many more, the stubborn
public memory of the Italian Resistance’s heroism has overshadowed the
persecution of Italy’s Jews at the hands of Italians.®

Armed and unarmed Resistance efforts landed thousands of
Resistance fighters from all over German-occupied Italy in the jointly run
German-Italian camp. Following the liberation of Rome on June 4, 1944,
Resistance activities in the Modena region surged and efforts were made
to disrupt camp operations.” Because the camp’s position in the middle of
open farmland precluded direct attacks, Resistance bands bombed rail-
way tracks, cut telephone lines, and organized care packages for partisans
held at Fossoli.® The murder of 67 Resistance fighters rounded up from
Fossoli and shot into a mass grave just beyond the camp exemplifies the
risk that rebellion posed.

Thousands of Resistance fighters and civilians suffered during the
German occupation and the guerra civile that followed. Yet the typical
postwar practice of conflating the suffering of Jews and gentiles is his-
torically inaccurate. Using the conflation of victimhood in Carpi’s Museo
Monumento al Deportato as an example, chapter 4 shows that after the
war, Italian society adopted a narrative depicting wartime Italy as victim
to Nazi occupation and persecution, and the museum in Carpi’s main
piazza built in 1973 tells that story. No distinction is drawn between
Jewish and gentile deportees in the room of names of deported Italians,
implying that Nazi cruelty oppressed everyone.’

In an interview shortly before his death, Levi clarified the differ-
ence between these two victim groups. “The conditions under which the
political prisoners lived in the camps were different from ours because
they had a moral as well as political armor that most of us lacked,” Levi
explained.’® His comment highlights that gentiles’ agency informed their
incarceration, not their “race.” And according to Levi, racial persecution
was a more complete victimization. In short, Resistors did not die in gas
chambers—that fate was reserved for Jews and Jews alone.

The victim myth, which positions all Italians in Italy as victims of
German oppression, simplifies at best, or elides Italian antisemitism
and gentile contributions to the arrest, incarceration, and deportation
of Resistance fighters and Jews.!! The acquiescence of regional officials,
municipal authorities, and Carpi businesses to Nazi and RSI demands
to arrest and deport Jews supported and facilitated the Judeocide. While
some scholars and politicians have argued that only Nazi and RSI offi-
cials perpetrated the Judeocide, the history of Fossoli suggests another
conclusion.'” Every Italian who took part in, profited from, or enabled
Fossoli’s operations to continue—with the exception of Jewish victims
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and the Resistance—played some part in the murderous function of the
camp.”® Indeed, the history of genocide requires closer scrutiny of perpe-
trators and their enablers: the silently complicit.

The history of German-Italian supervision of the camp from March
15 to August 1944 offers a counter-narrative to the universal victim myth.
While previous studies of Fossoli have depicted Italian and German oper-
ations at Fossoli as separate—claiming that Italian guards did not moni-
tor Jews—my research has shown that prisoner populations overlapped
between the Old Camp and the New Camp and Italian guards attended
to civilian, political prisoners, and Jews.

“Brava Gente”

The myth that all Italians were victims and only the Germans were to
blame developed in the immediate postwar years as part of an intentional
policy by the Italian coalition government and supported by the Western
Allies." This blurring of history distorted public memory of Fascism and
Italian collaboration.

Historian Robert Gordon argues that Italians sustained this diplo-
matic strategy “to distance Italian Fascism from German Nazism, [and]
to talk up individual acts of courage, including aid to and rescue of Jews
and others...”"* The “brava gente” myth attributes Italian Resistance to
Italians’ inherently benevolent character. Indeed, in postwar Italy the vic-
tim myth and popularization of Resistance narratives buttressed “brava
gente” claims. The “brava gente” became the colander through which all
national questions were strained.’® And it is in this way, argues histo-
rian Rosario Forlenza, that collective memory—the benevolent image
of Italians fostered by Catholics, communists, socialist, liberals, and
moderates—became public memory."”

National efforts to distort Italy’s former alliance with Nazi Germany
boiled down to a simple format: Italians were “good” and the Germans
were “bad.” Guri Schwarz’s research on Italian antisemitism elucidates
how the “myth of the good Italian” involved purging Italy of its Fascist past
and disputing any history or memory that painted Italians as antisemitic.
“[A]ntisemitism was always judged as a phenomenon absolutely foreign
to Italian culture, history, and national character” he explains.'® Blaming
the Germans for antisemitism in turn depicted Italians as victims of Nazi
oppression instead of originators, collaborators, or enforcers of racism.

This book presents an alternative history to these claims and demon-
strates how Fascist laws and structures informed the persecution of Jews
in the camp. The “ebrei misti” (“mixed blood”) category as outlined in the
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1938 Racial Laws, for example, influenced and had an impact on prison-
ers’ lives in Fossoli from December 1943 to August 1944 (chapter 3). The
original structures set in place by the local and regional Fascist leaders—
such as supply and delivery of goods—made some Carpigiani compen-
sated compliers with genocide (chapters 3 and 4). And the RSI’s passage
of the November 30 decree, which called for the internment of all Jews
in Italy, relied upon the initiative of prefetti and questure throughout the
German-occupied zone (chapter 4). By eliding Italian Fascism and Italy’s
anti-Jewish racial laws, Fossoli’s role in the Judeocide was wiped clean
and placed neatly into the “good Italian” category.

Then too, the decision of the Italian coalition government to suspend tri-
als of Fascists allowed Italians to view themselves as innocent victims and
not guilty of war crimes, at home or abroad. Historian Robert Ventresca
refers to this as a process of “collective amnesia,” which he argues “was
institutionalized, in a sense, by the Italian government’s refusal, backed
by the Allies, to agree to a thorough investigation and prosecution of war
crimes committed by Italians in formerly occupied areas, namely the
Balkans, Greece and Africa.”® Without trials of Fascists, the multifac-
eted Italian wartime experiences of collaborators, resisters, and compliers
were expunged from popular memory. And although Fossoli had operated
briefly as a prison for Fascists awaiting trial, its prisoners were released as a
result of a widespread amnesty announced in May 1946 (chapter 5).2

Again, national politics shaped Carpi’s perception of its role in
the Judeocide. National efforts to obscure Fascist crimes made Carpi
authorities’ elision of responsibility possible. As Fossoli’s Fascist pris-
oners departed the camp free men in spring 1946, Carpi authorities
denied payment to companies for business conducted at the camp dur-
ing the German occupation. In addition, Italian oversight of thousands
of refugees traversing through Fossoli as a camp for stranieri indesider-
abili (undesirable foreigners) from February 1946 to May 1947 solidified
Carpigiani understanding of their own innocence. Thus a nation of for-
mer collaborators and Fascists became caretakers of Jews, perpetrators,
collaborators, and refugees (chapter 5).

Blaming Germans alone for the Holocaust had long-lasting conse-
quences for Italian Holocaust memory. Schwarz maintains that “by avoid-
ing the trials of Italian war criminals...the conscience of a community
which obstinately pursued a convenient oblivion, [was] happy to look at
itself in the distorting mirror of the myth of the good Italian.”*! And if
prominent Fascists were not held accountable, why would the Carpigiani
acknowledge their role in the Judeocide? Symbolically, by the time the
last Fascist prisoners left the camp, all of the former Italian-run camp had
been obliterated.”
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Good Italians, Good Catholics

Religious explanations for Italian benevolence are imbedded in the “brava
gente” myth. Here too we see antisemitism dismissed as a German inven-
tion and once again claims of German victimization of Italians come to
the forefront. The final chapter uses the story of Don Zeno, Nomadelfia,
and the Vatican at Fossoli to elucidate how and why religious leaders and
politicians employed religious motifs to redefine Italian identity. The
conversion of Fossoli into a humanitarian center (May 1947-February
1952) played a significant role in fostering a postwar amnesia around
Italian collaboration. Newspapers throughout Italy and across the globe
depicted Nomadelfia as an example of Catholic and Italian benevolence,
as well as a poignant illustration of a postwar redemption and rehabilita-
tion initiated by Christian Italians.

Newspapers and magazines praised the changes Don Zeno wrought at
Fossoli and described the orphanage as “the City of the Sun,” “the City of
Dreams,” and “the City of God.”** No one questioned his cannibalization
of the Italian-run section of the camp to rebuild and transform the New
Camp, nor did anyone question such appellations as “the City of Love”
and the “City of God” to describe a former deportation camp.** Fossoli
had functioned as a place of hopelessness and despair. For many, it was
the last stop before deportation to death. The orphanage, on the other
hand, looked to the future. Clearly, the war and the orphanage were inter-
twined—the children were war orphans, and the institution was created
from the remains of a former concentration camp. Did the orphanage
overwrite the memory of the former deportation camp, or merely distract
attention from its darker history?*

The Vatican stepped in when Don Zeno drew attention to Catholic
passivity (1951) to Nazi wartime atrocities and criticized the dominant
and Vatican-supported Christian Democrat Party.*® The Pope requested
that Don Zeno step down as leader of Nomadelfia and, being a devoted
Catholic, Don Zeno complied. Immediately, the press picked up the story,
but this time to criticize the Carpi priest and accuse him of scandalous
behavior ranging from embezzlement to planning a communist upris-
ing in the Emilia Romagna.?” By 1953, Don Zeno had been cleared of all
accusations, stopped wearing his pastoral collar, and relocated his entire
community to Grosseto, Tuscany.

Don Zeno’s transformation of the camp into a place of hope and the
Vatican’s involvement in its relocation to Tuscany, is part of a compre-
hensive history of Fossoli and the role of the church during and after
the Holocaust. The new image that Don Zeno created did not and could
not completely erase knowledge about the use of Fossoli as a deportation
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camp; however, it could—thanks in part to the Vatican—and did shift
responsibility for its wartime use onto the Germans.

“Bystanders,” Collaborators, and the Gray Zone

Early formulations of Italians promulgated by the Allies and nascent
Italian Republic viewed “bystanders” and the “brava gente” as inhabiting
the same space. As Gordon has argued, the “brava gente” myth, much
like Levi’s gray zone, has become “a convenient lens through which to
see Italy’s wartime history.”*® In short, if an Italian was not a member
of the RSI, then he or she must have been “good.” And if she or he did
collaborate with the Nazis or RSI, then she or he had no choice but to
follow orders.

The Holocaust and Compensated Compliance in Italy argues that the
“bystander” category and the “brava gente” myth fail to explain civilian
involvement in camp operations during the German occupation. As dis-
cussed in the “Introduction,” the term “bystander” often refers to those
who were neither perpetrators nor targets for annihilation. Similarly, the
unilateral conclusion that all Italians were inherently good has circum-
vented critical analysis of civilian contributions to atrocity.

We need more concise language to explain the broad range of civil-
ian contributions to Judeocide. This will promote historical accuracy and
clarity, and it will help us define and examine civilian motivations dur-
ing genocide. It is for this reason, for example, that I refer to individuals
who profited financially from the camp as compensated compliers, not
bystanders. Clearly Carpigiani were under considerable pressure to fol-
low orders. Indeed, the consequences for rebelling against Nazi and RSI
forces were dire. And yet, as has been shown, fear alone does not explain
compliance.

FinalC onsiderations

Italian writer Ferdinando Camon conducted a series of interviews
with Italian Holocaust survivor Primo Levi beginning in 1982, the last
of which took place a few months before Levi’s suicide in 1986. In one
such interview, Camon asked Levi whether all Germans supported the
Judeocide. No, Levi replied. “One can and should, however, accuse the
German people of cowardice,” Levi went on to explain. “Those who knew
kept silent, those who didn’t know were afraid to ask questions...It’s cer-
tainly true that state terrorism is a very strong weapon, one that it’s very
hard to resist, but it’s also true that the German people, on the whole,
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didn’t even try to resist.”* The same can be said of the Carpi officials and
businesses involved in the running of Fossoli.

Many Carpigiani, for example, became imbedded in a system set on
destruction and mass murder via the Fossoli camp, perhaps without real-
izing that they were getting their hands dirty. It is debatable how much
bakers and laborers with contracts to provision and to work at Fossoli
knew about the Jews’ final fate. One thing is for sure: had they wanted to
know, they could have found out.

Levi brings up this point later in his conversation with Camon, in which
he remarks “the Germans could have known much more about the exter-
mination if they’d wanted to, and if the few who knew had had the cour-
age to speak, but this didn’t happen. Those who knew kept silent, those
who didn’t know were afraid to ask questions—eyes, ears, and mouths
stayed shut.”*® The same could be said for Carpi.
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the Indian group saying, “At 2pm all the Indians left Camp for a special
Indian compound...and I immediately appropriated their top bunks under
the light; mine bearing the cognomen [sic] ‘Mustafa Khan.” (IWMA, E.
Barrington, 88/58/1).

Ads Modena, Questura di Modena, “1932-1972, Elenchi Varie, 1940-1949,
Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6, “prot. 01612” (July 25, 1943).

IWMA, Wilmott, 98/91/01. It is possible that Roma and Sinti were also
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as of September 11, 1940. Little is known of the fate of Italian Roma and
Sinti. While a few camps were created in Italy specifically for them, histo-
rian Koral Fings argues that they most likely ended up in camps through-
out the country. Karola Fings, In the Shadow of the Swastika: The Gypsies
during the Second World War, Volume 2 (Hertforshire, UK: University of
Hertfordshire Press, 1999), pp. 15-28.

The establishment of POW camp 73 funneled money into the commu-
nity. The Miniestro dell’Interno (Interior Ministry) in Rome sent money to
Prefects to staff and supply camps. Bologna, for example, received a line of
credit for 80,000 lira and Modena 50,000. The financing of Fossoli’s con-
struction was provided by the Bologna Army Corps of Engineers. ADSR,
PS-Massime, B. 100, Fasc. 7, s. fasc. 1, ins. 3, “Elenco delle aperture di cred-
ito da disporsi a favore delle prefetture del regno ler 'es. 1942-1943 per le
spese reiguardanti il servizio degli internati e funzionamenti dei campi di
concentramento” (1942-1943) and ADSR, PS-Massime, B. 100, Fasc. 7, s.
fasc. 1, ins. 3, “Prot. 113220, Oggetto: Spese per il funzionamento dei campi
di concentramento e per il mantenimento degli internati. Aperture di cred-
ito ai funzionari delegate” (November 9, 1942).

From diary entry dated February 18, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1.
IWMA, G. Harvey, 06/51/1.

From diary entry dated January 8, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1.

A. Bulgarelli (no first name given), the party secretary of the local Carpi
Fascist party sent a letter to Carpi prefect Bonfiglio Tesi on January 15, 1943
which stated, “It has been brought to my attention [that] the food for the
noncommissioned English prisoners in the Fossoli Camp is largely sup-
plied with rabbit and poultry which is collected from the town market in
Carpi which itself is short of goods” (ASCC, Campo di Concentramento
di Fossoli, B. 1, Fasc. 1, Sf. 1/1, 1943 f. 1, “prot. 526/XXI, al commissario
prefettizio del comune di Carpi” (January 15, 1943). Prisoner testimony,
however, contradicts this complaint by the local Fascists. In fact, it would
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Irritated by the varying bread rations, Barrington and a friend constructed
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the same as the bread ration. “We weighed both loaves and they must have
been only % weight,” he wrote in his diary on January 23, 1943. Prisoners
staffed the cookhouses and Barrington did not trust them or the Italians.
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and those loaves can only come from the rations,” he lamented. From diary
entry dated January 23, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1. Although
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From December 6, 1942 to August 8, 1943, a total of 17,718.30 lire worth
of goods (food, wine, cheese, medicine, liquor) were spent to provide for
the staff of the camp. The list indicates a rich diet, notwithstanding war-
time conditions. ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, b. 1, fasc. 1,
sf. 1/1, 5, “appalto imposte di consume” (May 4, 1943).

ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, B. 1, Fasc. 1, campo di con-
centramento prigioni di guerra (n. 73) dal 1942, sf. 1/1, atti 1943, 5-6.

In September 1939 the ICRC had requested assurances from belligerents
that they would adhere to the terms of prisoner treatment established by the
1929 Geneva Convention. During World War II, internment conditions of
POWs ranged from strict adherence to the Convention to utter disregard,
and a prisoner’s treatment depended largely on when he was incarcerated,
his nationality, and the nationality of his captor. Italy signed on to the 1929
Geneva Convention and initially followed its stipulations. In practice, this
meant that Rome agreed to maintain adequate standards of living (food,
shelter, hygiene) and permit the ICRC access to camps to ensure adherence
to these requirements. Although POW journals, letters, and diaries, as well
as reports from the ICRC discuss the Red Cross presence in Fossoli, the
ICRC archive in Geneva (Switzerland) holds only two reports that mention
the camp. The first speaks broadly to camps visited in the Modena region
in April 1943 and the second refers to June 1944. For more information on
POW treatment in Italy, see: S. P. MacKenzie, “The Treatment of Prisoners
of War in World War II,” The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 66, No. 3
(September 1994), pp. 487-520.

From diary entry dated October 3, 1942, IWMA, Abbie Jones, 92/10/1.
From diary entry dated October 3, 1942, IWMA, Abbie Jones, 92/10/1.
Biondi, Liotti, and Romagnoli, “The Fossoli Camp” in Trentacinque progetti
per Fossoli, p. 51.

The Interior Ministry in Rome issued a letter to all regional prefects (July 5,
1942) explaining that political and Jewish prisoners could work so long as
it did not compromise Italian security or take away jobs from Italians. The
war effort had put a strain on Italy’s workforce and as such prefects could
decide as they saw fit to utilize the prisoner population for labor. ADSR,
PS-Massime 13/79, 3, B. 99, Fasc. 16, sfasc. 1, Ins. 1/1, “prot. 442/18947,
oggetto: Lavoro dei confinati politici ed internati politici” (July 5, 1942).
While camps in Emilia Romagna maintained superior sanitation conditions
to those in North Africa, they were not exempt from disease. Red Cross
representative Dr. B. Beretta, who visited camps in the Emilia-Romagna
area between April and May 1942 (prior to the creation of POW Camp
73), reported that “the region of the Po Valley in which lie the provinces
of Bologna and Modena is one of the safest of the peninsula, the climate is
mild and temperate, there are no cases of malaria, and supply conditions are
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among the best of Italy.” This statement did not hold true for POW Camp
73. Archives du CICR, B/JPe/MBG.

ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, b. 1, fasc 1, sf. 1/1, 6, “prot.
449/9, oggetto: Malattie infettive” (August 5, 1942).

Fossoli camp commander Giuseppe Ferrari sent a letter to Carpi’s Ufficio
Sanitario (Health Office) to inform them that two prisoners were to be
sent to a military hospital in Modena to be treated for diphtheria. Ferrari
elected to send the POWs to Modena because the camp did not have the
space necessary to quarantine the POWs. ASCC, Camp di Concentramento
di Fossoli, atti dal 1942 al 1949, B. 1, Fasc. 1, campo di concentramento
prigioni di guerra (n. 73) dal 1942, sf. 1/1, 5, “prot. 439/1, oggetto: Casi dis-
fetirita” (August 4, 1942).

ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, b.1, fasc 1, sf. 1/1, 3, “prot.
570/a, oggetto: Elenco dei servizi fati con l'autolettiga” (March 15, 1943),
and ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli, b.1, fasc 1, sf. 1/1, 2,
“Prot. 3047, oggetto: Servizio autoambulanza trasporto prigionieri” (March
13, 1943).

From an entry dated November 19, 1942, IWMA, Abbie Jones, 92/10/1.

On November 27, 1942, Cooperativa Muratori agreed to build a POW
wing at the Carpi Hospital and was paid a sum of 300,000 lire. Archivio
Nomadelfia, “Campo di Fossoli, Memorie e Documenti,” 15B-2, A.

Carpi oversaw the expense for burying soldiers. POW Alfred Hind’s
funeral on April 27, 1943, for example, cost 437 lire. ASCC, Campo di
Concentramento di Fossoli, atti dal 1942 al 1949, B. 1, Fasc. 1, campo di
concentramento prigioni di guerra (n. 73) dal 1942, sf. 1/1, atti 1943, 4,
“prot. 5264, oggetto: Rimborso spese attolettiga e spese funerarie” (May 3,
1943).

Archivio Nomadelfia, “Campo di Fossoli, Memorie e Documenti,” 15B-01, B.
Apostolic Nuncio Monsignor Gustavo Testa (1886-1969) was ordained
on October 28, 1910. Over the course of his career, Testa was an apos-
tolic delegate in Jerusalem, Palestine, Trasjordania, and Cyprus. And in
he attended the Second Vatican Council and was a member of the con-
clave that elected Pope Paul VI in 1963. For more, see: Niccold Del Re,
“Gustavo Testa,” In La Sacra Congregazione Per Le Chiese Orientali Nel
Cinquantesimo Della Fondazione. (1917-1967) (Roma: Tipografia Italo-
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From diary entry dated January 15, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1.
From diary entry dated January 15, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1.
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tolica dalla guerra fascista alla resistenza,” in Ventura, Sulla crisi del regime
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From diary entry dated January 10, 1943, IWMA, E. Barrington, 88/58/1.
From diary entry dated February 15, 1943, IWMA, Abbie Jones, 92/10/1.
For more information about a breakdown of faith in the Fascist party, see:
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Chief of the Armed Forces general staff for 15 years (1925-1940) and for
a time simultaneously acted as governor-general of Libya (1928-1933) and
then commanded the Italian armies in Ethiopia (1935-1936). He resigned
from the general staff in December 1940 following Italy’s failed invasion
of Greece. For more information on Badoglio, see: Anthony Majanlahti
and Amedeo Osti, Roma occupata, 1943-1944: itinerary, storie, immagini
(Milano: Il saggiatore, 2010), pp. 57-58.
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Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6, “prot. 01113” (July 22, 1943).

Government documents report the following arrival dates and numbers of
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30, 1943. Ads Modena, Questura di Modena, 1932-1972, Elenchi Varie,
1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6; Archivio Nomadelfia, Campo di
Fossoli, memorie e documenti, 15B-01, B.

Barrington once again noted (August 6, 1943) how life in the camp had
changed in just a year saying, “it is quality not quantity we desire now in
food—so the scene changes, and last year in this month we were sharing
cookhouse refuse and rotten potatoes stinking to the skins” (IWMA, E.
Barrington, 88/58/1).

Archivio Nomadelfia, “Campo di Fossoli, Memorie e Documenti,” 15B-2, A.
One such minor interruption was Matteo Negro’s assumption of control of
the Modena region (July 26, 1943). This new role placed him in charge of
the police, armed forces, and displaced residents in the province of Modena.
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requesting additional personnel to monitor prisoners. Ads Modena, ques-
tura di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi varie, 1940-1949, serie: internati liberi,
B. 6, “prot. 05568, Campo di concentramento di Fossoli in Carpi” (January
14, 1944) and Ads Modena, questura di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi varie,
1940-1949, serie: internati liberi, B. 6, “prot. 001233, oggetto, Fonogramma
amano” (July 6, 1944).

Harster’s letter came after a SS representative from Verona visited Fossoli
a few days earlier and asserted that all prisoners should be sent to the east
for forced labor. Ads Modena, questura di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi
varie, 1940-1949, serie: internati liberi, B. 6, “promemoria, Il campo di con-
centramento ¢ stato visistato dal Generale Germanico comandante le SS
in Ttalia...” (February 26, 1944) and Ads Modena, questura di Modena,
“1932-1972,” elenchi varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6, “oggetto:
Campo Fossoli” (February 28, 1944).

The terms il campo vecchio (the Old Camp) and il campo nuovo (the New
Camp) were used early on by Italian officials to distinguish between camp
sections. Ads Modena, questura di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi varie,
1940-1949, serie: internati liberi, B. 6, “prot. 088208, oggetto: telephone per
il Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli di Carpi” (April 20, 1944).

Ads Modena, questura di Modena, “1932-1972,” elenchi varie, 1940-1949,
Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6, “prot. 1877, oggetto: Camp di Fossoli—terreno
adiacente” (March 1, 1944) and Ads Modena, questura di Modena, “1932-
1972, elenchi varie, 1940-1949, Serie: Internati Liberi, B. 6, prot. 08894,
oggetto: campo Fossoli” (March 6, 1944).

Pietro Lotti’s (inspector general of the Italian police) visit to Fossoli on April
13, 1944 recorded the state of both sectors. Larger than the New Camp, the
Old Camp was composed of 93 buildings of which 46 were used as prisoner
dormitories and the rest as offices, dormitories for staff, storage, warehouses.
The clay soil beneath the buildings had pushed through the floors. The dor-
mitory walls were cracked, bricks were missing, and glass windows long
gone. The plumbing had also been affected and drainage was obstructed. At
the time of his visit, Lotti noted that the Old Camp housed 854 civilians and
the New Camp held 261 Jews. ASCC, Campo di Concentramento di Fossoli,
Atti dal 1942 al 1949, b 1, Fasc. 2, Campo concentramento ebrei, sf. 2/9, 1,
“oggetto: Vechio campo di concentramento di Fossoli di Carpi in Provincia
di Modena. Risp. Al telegramma n. 451 del 3 corrente” (April 13, 1944).
While we do not know the exact number of prisoners held in each section
at the time of this transition, we do know that as of March 22, 1944 the
total prisoner population was approximately 1,500. Ads Modena, questura
di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi varie, 1940-1949, serie: Internati liberi, B. 6,
“prot. 008961, 42 Comando Militare Provinciale” (March 22, 1944).

Ads Modena, questura di Modena, 1932-1972, elenchi varie, 1940-1949,
serie: internati liberi, B. 6, “prot. 08894, oggetto: Lavori di riattamento e res-
tauro del campo vecchio di concentramento di Fossoli” (March 19, 1944).
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Chapter 4 will explore in further detail Carpi officials’ and civilians’ contri-
butions to the Judeocide.
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6, “Italia Rep. Questori Italia Rep., num. 73175” (May 23, 1944).
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For more information on how Italian anti-Jewish legislation compares to
laws in other European countries at that time, see the volume La legislazi-
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Few documents pertaining to political prisoner camp life have emerged
and those available are almost exclusively from the male vantage point.
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description.
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Fascist Italy, trans. Giovanni Noor Mazhar (London and Portland, OR:
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Documents from that time referred to the Italian-run section of Fossoli as
“the ex prisoner of war camp,” and thus fail even to note Italian involve-
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cover image of this book, which is a copy of a poster of Don Zeno’s commu-
nity of “Young Apostles” from 1949. Photo courtesy of Archivio Nomadelfia.
Don Zeno’s disapproval of capitalism earned him communist support and
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Casari, “Don Zeno Saltini in alcune testimonianze giornalistiche del dopo-
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