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THE CONTRIBUTION OF ITALIAN JEWISH REFUGEES 
TO ANTI-FASCIST ACTIVITIES IN WARTIME AUSTRALIA: 

AN INTRODUCTION 
Marcello Montagnana 

This essay does not and cannot present an exhaustive outline, complete with 
biographical and quantitative data, of the Italian Jewish refugees who came to 
Australia immediately before the outbreak of war with Italy: actually basic 

researches on this theme - such as a thorough survey of the immigration registers, 
of the classification of refugees, of their internment, et cetera - have not as yet been 
undertaken. Therefore a mere provisional sketch of the political activity in which 
some of the Italian Jewish refugees were engaged during wartime will be offered 
here, but without neglecting some of the problems all refugees had to face. 

The work is based on a previous study, regarding the Australian-Italian Anti­
Fascist Movement Italia Libera, to which new information gathered during a recent 
visit to Australia has been added. Another article, more or less regarding the same 
subject, has recently been written by Joseph Gentilli, while general studies on the 
political activity of Italians in Australia - and therefore on some of the Jewish 
refugees coming from Italy - have been published in Australia and in Italy by 
Gianfranco Cresciani. 1 

Certain aspects clearly require further specification and more documentation. For 
instance: (1) we only know that, out of some 6,000 Jews who left Italy on account of 
the anti-Semitic laws of late 1938, the number of those who emigrated to Australia 
was approximately fifty, including women, children and som e foreign Jews;2 (2) we 
do not know whether this destination was freely chosen or - as Gentilli puts it -
was 'simply due to lucky events and coincidences'; (3) nor do we know how many 
out of th at number had any anti-Fascis t background or had been in contact with 
underground political groups opposed to Mussolini's regime. 

On the other hand, some findings may be held to have been already established: 
(a) a significant number of Italian Jewish refugees became involved in political 
activities with the foundation of the anti-Fascist movement Italia Libera in Mel­
bourne, in March 1943; (b) the number of Italian Jews interned in Australia after the 
outbreak of war with Italy (10 June 1940), compared with the total of Italian Jewish 
refugees (though still not exactly determined), amounts to the same proportion of 
Italians as a whole interned from 1940 to the Fall of 1943, i.e. about ten percent (five 
Jews interned out of about fifty); (c) Jewish refugees contributed decisively to the 
growth of the Italia Libera movement, in quality and in quantity; for example, in the 
first Committee, five of the fifteen members were Jewish refugees, and so were the 
first Secretary and Vice-Secretary, Massimo Montagnana and Fulvio Levi; alto­
gether ten or so Jewish refugees became its most qualified promoters and emerged 
as the chief leaders of the anti-Fascist movement, just as h ad happened both in the 
Mazzini Society and in the Communist group acting in the United S tates, as well as 
in other anti-Fascist movements all over the world.3 

As to the quality of their contribu tion, its value may be clearly estimated if the 
very dim picture of pre-war anti-Fascism in Australia is borne in mind. On this 
matter Cresciani correctly remarks that 
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an important obstacle met by the opposition to Fascism was the absence in its ranks - with the 
exception ofSchiassi - of an educated e lite, of an intellectual leadership. in Austra lia there were no 
fuomsciti as in France or the United States who could be a t the fore of an articulated and in formed 
opposition; instead, here, the character of Italian anti-Fascism was brisk, rough and sharp­
tongued.'I 
A few years after the end of World War II the Italian historian Aldo Garosci wrote 

a short but fundamental essay, Starin dei fuorusciti, based on his own personal 
experience as a political refugee. In describing the anti-Fascists' activity, especially 
in the United States, he speaks at length of the Jewish refugees who h ad left Italy 
after the anti-Semitic laws of 1938, and he points out the importance of their con­
tribution to the fuorusciti's work.5 Though further studies on this matter have not in 
later years added many new facts to those given by Garosci,6 it is widely 
acknowledged by Italian historians that the flow ofJews to Great Britain and to the 
American continent, which took place just before the outbreak of war, brought to 
the local anti-Fascist circles not only fresh and firsthand news about the situation in 
Italy during the ' thirties, but also a substantial help (in number and in quality) in the 
task of explaining to the Allies that not all Italians were Fascists, as Mussolini's 
propaganda had proclaimed, nor that the dictator's regime did really represent 
Italy . 

However, in the case of Australia, the essay written a few years ago by Michael 
Blakeney on the Jewish refugees in Australia does not carry any information about 
the Italian Jews who took refuge in Australia (as if none of th em had come here) and 
it s tates that the inflow of Jewish refugees ceased in September 1939.7 As far as 
Italian Jews are concerned this is certainly not correct. In fact, some of them still 
landed in April and May 1940 from the last two Italian ships (Romola and Remo) 
which reach ed Australia before Mussolini declared war, and though the number of 
Italian Jews is very small compared with those coming from Central Europe (ac­
cording to Blakeney, some 6,500), nevertheless the political work done by a dozen 
of them in foun ding and developing th e anti-Fascis t m ovement Italia Libera is quite 
remarkable and should not be underestimated. 

On the other hand, th e activity of the anti-Fascist groups operating outside Italy 
during the war should not be over-emphasised, because th e real struggle against 
the Nazi Fascists took place in Europe and in Italy. But i t certainly should not be 
disregarded or altogether ignored, as two books on the Australian Italian com­
munity published in Australia on the occasion of the Bicentennial have done. 
Neither accepts that the Italia Libera played a positive role in defending the Italo­
Australian comm unity during wartime, and both overlook a key chapter of the 
political his tory of Italian immigrants, without a knowledge of which many even ts 
of those years become incomprehensible.8 

When examining the events regarding Italian Jewish refugees some basic points 
should be borne in mind. Italian Jewry differed substantially from the pattern con­
sidered universal to th e world's Jews. Italian Jews were less than fifty th ousand 
when Mussolini imposed the an ti-Semitic laws in 1938. After the ghettos had been 
abolish ed in 1848 by Carlo Alberto of Savoy, and Jews h ad been given the same 
civil rights as all other citizens, at first in Piedmont and th en throughout the king­
dom of Italy, the overwhelming majority tended to integrate completely into the 
n ewborn nation and took active part in the country's political life as Italians and not 
specifically as Jews. 

The attitude of Italian Jews towards Mussolini's regime was thus determined by 
class and by political or ideological factors rather than by their Jewishness. In fact, 
amongst th e founde rs of the Fascist Party and the first of Mussolini's supporters, 
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Jews were not at all absent, a significant number occupying high posts in the Army, 
the Fascist Party, the Government, and in the Judiciary. Suffice it to say that from 
November 1935 to February 1937 the Italian Consul General in Australia was Paolo 
Vita Finzi, who was of Jewish origin.9 

Of course, many Italian political leaders opposed to Fascism were also of Jewish 
origin: the Communists Umberto Terracini, for instance, and Emilio Sereni, Mario 
and Rita Montagnana, the Socialists Claudio Treves, E. Modigliani, Musatti, Don­
ati, and Della Seta, as well as the Rosselli brothers, Paolo Treves, and the Mandolfo 
brothers. 

Italians of Jewish origin had become assimilated into the national community to 
such a degree that Mussolini had to invent ex nihilo some kind of definition that 
could enable the policemen and the registrars to understand upon whom the anti­
Semitic laws were imposed. 10 For at least three generations, persons ofJewish ori­
gin had not been discriminated against; some of them even discovered that they 
were identified as Jews only when the first racial decrees were enacted in September 
1938. Having always considered th emselves simply as Italians, Italian Jews could 
not be transformed overnight by the anti-Semitic laws into anti-Fascists, nor did 
their persecution necessarily restore to a Jewish self-consciousness those refugees 
who eventually did work with the anti-Fascist movements. It must rather be noted 
that no Jewish anti-Fascist movement was founded anywhere by Italians and that 
the Italian Jewish refugees supported or founded anti-Fascist groups exclusively as 
' Italians' and never as 'Jews'. 

The reason why these persons were eventually brought together, therefore, lies 
only in the so-called 'racial laws'. No other affinity or link between them can be 
found, for Italians of Jewish origin did not form at all a highly distinct and homo­
geneous community; besides, the idea of fitting all persons of Jewish origin into a 
stereotyped pattern is imbued with exactly the same prejudice on which anti­
Semitism is based - that Jews are different from all other citizens. 

It should finally be stressed that, in keeping with all people living in Italy, the 
Halo-Australian community did not consist only of Fascists and anti-Fascists, but 
mainly of non-Fascists (in Italian, afascisti). Likewise, among the Italian Jews who 
came to Australia, there were Fascists, Communists, Liberals, non-Fascis ts and 
even close friends of the Mussolini family. Furtherm ore, the pluralist nature of the 
ltalo-Australian anti-Fascist movem ent must be considered: indeed amongst the 
fifteen hundred or so members of th e Italia Libera there were Socialists, Republi­
cans, Anarchists, non-Fascists, and even som e ex-Fascists, because the m ovement 
was open to all those who felt that good Italians should help the Allied cause and 
bring about the downfall of Mussolini's regime. 

As for the situation in Australia it sh ould be remembered that, not unlike Cabinet 
and political leaders in Great Britain, the Australian Prime Ministers Lyons and 
Menzies h ad also expressed sympathy and admiration for Mussolini and the Fascis t 
regime right up to the outbreak of war with Italy; 11 that Fascist propaganda h ad 
therefore been allowed in Australia, and was spread through the Italian Consulates, 
through the Fascist Party's sections, and through the Catholic Church, whose 
powerful hierarchy contributed greatly to giving credit to Fascism among Italo­
Australians and among Australian political and trade union circles; and the Aus­
tralian Government's attitude towards Jewish refugee immigration had been nega­
tive as far back as 1921, when the British Secretary of State for the Colonies had 
asked in vain whether the Commonwealth could receive any of the Jews who had 
fled from Russia. 
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With respect to this last point, it must be noted that things did not change after 
Hitler's accession to power in 1933: 'it is not considered desirable that any special 
facilities should be given for Jews from Germany to migrate to Australia ' .12 This was 
still the Government's position when Hitler invaded Austria in March 1938. It is 
true that a few months later, in July 1938, Australia agreed to attend the Evian 
Conference on the migration of political refugees from Europe, promoted by the 
United States, but the Prime Minister stressed again that 'no special facilities can be 
granted for the admission of groups of Jewish migrants whether from Germany or 
Austria' .13 When the report of the Australian delegation to Evian was presented to 
Parliament on 1 December 1938, the Kristallnacht (9 November) had completely 
changed the situation and compelled the Government to review its immigration 
policy. The High Commissioner in London had suggested that Australia should 
take 30,000 refugees over the next three years; but in Parliament the Minister of the 
Interior, J. McEw en, announced that 15,000 permits would be issued over that 
period, without saying how many would be given to Jews . The Cabine t later de­
cided that four-fifths of the annual quota should consis t of Jews. However, by the 
outbreak of war in September 1939 only 3,000 permits had actually been taken up 
by Jewish males, bringing the total figure (including their families) to an estimated 
6,500- 7,000.14 

With regard to Mussolini' s opponents in Aus tralia the following points should 
also be taken into account: the considerable size of the organisation developed b y 
the Italia Libera country-wide, compared with similar movements in the American 
continent and in Great Britain (the movement had a Central Committee, six State 
Committees and many sections all over Australia); the connection with the Alleanza 
I nternazionale Giuseppe Garibaldi, founded in Mexico in N ovember 1941 by Italian 
Socialists and Communists; the many distinguished Australian personalities wh o 
were patrons of the Italia Libera, first of all Sir Isaac Isaacs, former Governor­
General of Australia, as well as Federal Ministers. On this point it is worth recording 
the following lines about the origin of the Italia Libera, w ritten by its H on orary 
President, Professor A. R. Chish olm, in 1945: 

It was launch ed openly, at a public meeting in Melbourne, while we were still a t war with Italy. At th e 
reques t of several of my Italian friends, all sincere anti-Fascists and ma ny of them exiles from Mus­
solini's Italy, l accepted th e office of Honorary President (the chairman was m y o ld friend Dr. Omero 
Schiassi, who has ea ten the bitter bread of exile fo r over 20 years). At th e public meeting in question 
one of the speakers was an Australian Minister of the Crown. The purpose of the associa tion was, 
from the beginning, to combat Fascism and to assist the Allies in their struggle against it. Realising 
that this was an Ita lian viewpoint that they could legitimately expose even in wartime, some very 
disting uished citizens consen ted to act as patrons. T hey include Sir Isaac Isaacs, Sir Harry Lawson, 
Profs. Boyce Gibson and Wal ter Murdoch, Judge Foste r, Or. John Dale, several well-known Aus­
tralian writers and three Commonwealth Minis ters. is 
The resolutions passed by the Italian Ca binet during its meeting h eld at the 

beginning of September 1938, and enacted on 5 September, were the first official 
signs of the State's anti-Semitism . Th e decree ordered that all foreign Jews must 
leave the country within six m onths - some ten thousand h ad come to Italy, 
especially after 1933; it also excluded Italian Jewish children (over 5,000) and 
teachers ( over 200) from school, as well as students ( over 200) and professors (about 
100) from universities. Two months later, on 17 N ovember, the firs t anti-Semitic 
legisla tion was completed w ith the Measures in Defence of the Ita lian Race: Jews were 
dismissed from all State employments, and obviously from the Army; they could 
not own real estate or o ther prop erty above a fixed amount, or be managers of firms 
with more than a hundred employees; they could not work as lawyers, p h ysicia ns, 
engineers. In short, Jews were dispossessed of all civil rights . 
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Though these measures had been preceded shortly before by a Manifesto of the 
Race (published 14 July) and by a decree against foreign Jewish students (3 August), 
nevertheless they startled nearly all Jews and caused widespread surprise. Racism 
had never developed in Italy as anti-Semitism. Before 1938 Mussolini had even 
considered the racist theories as absurd: in 1932 the Italian Encyclopaedia gave this 
definition of 'race': 'Only the Italian people and the Nation of Italy exist, not the 
race. No Jewish race or Jewish nation exist, but only the Jewish people; nor (the 
biggest mistake of all) does an Aryan race exist, but an Aryan civilisation and 
language' . Mussolini used more or less the same terms when speaking to Emil 
Ludwig: 'Obviously a pure race doesn't exist any more, not even the Jewish one'. In 
the 1932 interview with Ludwig, Mussolini also stated that ' there is no anti-Sem­
itism in Italy. Italian Jews have always been good citizens. They are in the top ranks 
of the universities, of the Army and of the banks' .16 

In order to emphasise the Jews' loyalty to the Fascist regime, a monthly magazine 
had been founded in 1934 in Turin by a group of Jewish Fascists, La Nos tra Bandiera 
(Our Flag). In 1935, the Chief Rabbi of Rome, Angelo Sacerdoti, explained to a 
French journalist why there wasn't any anti-Semitism in Italy: 'First of all many 
Jewish patriots joined the Fascist ranks right from the beginning. And secondly 
Mussolini has never had the slightest anti-Semitic thought in his mind' . Rabbi 
Sacerdoti also added: 'I don't know if Fascism in other countries will become a 
threat to Jews, but I do know that democracy is even a greater danger' (sic!). In 1936, 
the Foreign Minister and the Minister for Propaganda entrusted an Austrian Jew to 
write a pamphlet on Italian Jewry for Anglo-Saxon readers: it stressed the Jews' 
fortunate situation in Italy and praised the liberal attitude of Fascism towards 
them.17 

The artificial and ambiguous characteristics of the law enacted in November 1938 
appeared clearly in the rules regarding those Jews who could claim 'special Fascist 
or military merits' (which Mussolini could not or did not want to ignore), and 
against whom some of the law's obligations were not to be enforced. In fact thou­
sands of applications were sent to the Authorities, which had already estimated that 
out of the 15,000 Italian Jewish families, some 3,500 were entitled to apply: 724 
families had at least one member who had joined the Fascist Party before the 
'March on Rome' or during the Matteotti crisis of 1924; 51 had a 'legionary of 
Fiume'; 3 h ad a 'Martyr of the Fascist Cause' and 20 a person disabled for the same 
cause; 406 had had someone killed during the firs t World War; 721 had a volunteer 
in the same war; and finally 1,597 had a member of the family decorated with a 
Military Cross. 18 No wonder so many Jews trusted that no real tragedy could befall 
them in Italy, and were ready to please the regime and obey the Authorities! Even 
during the war, in 1941, some ten Jews wrote to Mussolini begging to be enlisted in 
the Army as volunteers. 19 

Finally, it may be worth mentioning briefly the hostility of the Catholic Church of 
Melbourne (where the Italia Libera was founded) towards the Jewish refugees and 
their political activity. It has already been noted that the Catholic hierarchy ap­
proved of Mussolini's regime and often spoke in its favour. However, after the 
outbreak of war and in the wake of internment of some of the refugees and the 
difficult position of all 'enemy aliens' in Australia, some leading Catholic person­
alities, such as C. Venn Pilcher, Bishop Coadjutor of Sydney, sided with other 
Churches and with the Australian Jewish Welfare Society in the attempt to per­
suade the Government to be considerate in treating the refugees.20 But it must also 
be underlined that the Archbishop of Melbourne, Dr. Daniel Mannix, his close 
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Jesuit collaborator Father Ugo Modotti, and other Catholic personalities such as the 
Federal Minister, A. A. Calwell, and the rich businessman Gualtiero Vaccari, 
mounted a disparaging campaign against the anti-Fascist movement as soon as it 
had begun gaining wide support within the Italo-Australian community. The unex­
pected growth of the Italia Libera and the new situation brought about by the 
downfall of Mussolini in July 1943 and the ensuing armistice on 8 September sorely 
disturbed Melbourne's Catholic hierarchy. A heavy offensive against the move­
ment and its Jewish leaders was conducted on instruction of the Archbishop and by 
Father Modotti, mainly through the religious magazine L'angelo de/la famiglia; and 
even in public speeches these persons did not refrain from expressing both their 
admiration for Mussolini and their hostility towards the anti-Fascists. 

On 12 September 1943, just four days after Italy had proclaimed it would fight 
alongside the Allies, the Archbishop of Melbourne invited all Italians to a meeting 
in the Cathedral Hall at Fitzroy. The speakers were Father Modotti, A. A. Calwell 
M.P., Gualtiero Vaccari and the Archbishop himself. The Secretary of the Italia 
Libera, Dr. Massimo Montagnana, attended the m eeting and asked permission to 
speak too, but was not allowed. A three-page report on the meeting was written by 
an officer of the Securi ty Service, part of which is worth quoting. With regard to the 
Archbishop's speech, the officer remarks: 

He made the following statement: ' I have never been a supporter of Mussolini, but I think that history 
will have to confess that Mussolini will go down as one of the really big men of thjs world'. At this 
stage the applause was tremendous, consisting of clapping, cheering, stamping of feet, and whistling; 
and it was fully four minu tes before Dr. Mannix was able to make himself hea rd. He later sa id that 
[ ... ] the fact remains Mussolini had done a lot for Italy and was one of the greatest men of the 
world.2 1 

During the meeting, Mr. Calwell said: 'I have been happy at all times to render 
any service that his Grace the Archbishop has asked of me', and concluded with a 
special ad vice to the politically-minded: 'I say to those who have been associated 
with Italia Libera that they are not rendering any service to the Italian community by 
main taining that body in existence'. Addressing himself to all Italians Calwell said: 
'I think you would be very wise to continue your work and say your prayers' .22 

Father Modotti, in turn, had begun his speech sayin g ' this is n ot a day for jubilation', 
and went on rem arking that those persons who rejoiced for the armistice were 
'criminals, inhumane and anti-Italian'. 

The sam e officer made the follo wing comment in his report: ' the most amazing 
thing during the afternoon was the applause given to Dr. Mannix's reference to 
Mussolini'; but he was also 'astounded to hear Mr. Calwell say, " I want you then to 
forget all about this Italia-Libera movement, because it would do no good".' In 
reference to these sam e points, the official Organ of the Australian Protestant Fed­
era tion , The Vigilant, published a note a few months later. If ' those who were 
committed to the Italia Libera movement' should not be considered self-respecting 
Italians - as Dr. Mannix had declared - 'surely this is coming very close to aiding 
and abetting our enemies, since he knows only too well that Italia Libera is anti­
fascist'. The note ends with the following words: 'We have seen that Archbishop 
Mannix and Father Modotti gave virtual ins tructions that all Italians must remain 
Fascist, since they told them that they must not join the anti-Fascists.'23 

The leading Melbourne newspapers did not carry any news about the meeting 
and refused to print a Jetter sent by the Secretary of Italia Libera . Only the Mid-day 
Times agreed to publish it, but without m ention of any of the speakers' names. With 
reference to Father Modotti's address, Dr. Montagnana wrote: 
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The reactionary elements here - both Italians and Aush·alians - instead of drawing conclusions 
from the last events for a greater union and collaboration between the ltalians and the Allied people, 
say that any Italian who rejoices at the armistice is a criminal, because ltaly today is in the worst 
situation it ever was in, as there is a civil war in Italy. No, dearltalian reactionaries, your keen wish has 
not been fulfilled. There is no civil war in Italy . The Italians do not fight amongst themselves, but are 
all united to fight one enemy, the Nazis and the few battered Fascists. 

As for the Archbishop's praise of Mussolini, the letter went on: 
In answer to those other reactionaries who, openly or cover tly, affirm that Mussolini is one of the 
greatest men of Europe, we say that the present situation [ ... ] has been caused not by Liberals, 
Democratic Catholics, Socialists or Communists, who have fo r twenty years been barred from par­
ticipation in the political life of the nation, but only by the series of enormous errors committed by 
Mussolini himself. 

And with reference to Mr. Calwell's call 'to forget all about this Italia Libera move­
ment', Dr. Montagnana concluded: 

The activity of these reactionaries has only one aim, viz. to stir up hatred between Italians and 
Australians; somebody even went as far as suggesting that the Italia Libera movement . .. is in bad 
odour with Australians who do not like free movements here. These people lie with full knowledge of 
the facts, because, just recently, the Australian people have shown by their electoral figures that they 
support all those who have sympathised with all free democratic movements founded here since the 
outbreak of the war. 24 

At this meeting, Gualtiero Vaccari appeared to be just a secondary figure, but his 
role became clear three months later when Mannix called another meeting at the 
same Fitzroy Cathedral Hall (5 December). It was here announced that the Gov­
ernment h ad appointed Vaccari as liaison officer for the Italian community in 
Australia. The official letter, signed by the Minister for External Affairs Dr. Evatt, 
was presented in such a way to make believe that ' the Commonwealth Government 
had empowered Mr. G. Vaccari, an Australian citizen of Italian origin, to open an 
office for the purpose of looking after the interests of Italians in Australia'. 

Besides, it appeared that 'Mr. Calwell, Minister for Information, expressed the 
hope that Mr. G. Vaccari would become the future Consul-General for Italy in 
Australia'. 25 

Actually, the Archbishop of Melbourne had written to the Prime Minister, John 
Curtin, (13 September) with reference to the new position of Italians in Australia. In 
connection with an enclosed report prepared by Father Modotti on this subject, the 
Archbishop suggested that 'pending the appointment of Consuls, the Government 
would appoint an Italian as an accredited liaison officer between the Government 
and the Italian community' concluding that he would be 'very happy to nominate 
an Italian who, I am confident, will give you complete satisfaction' i.e. Gualtiero 
Vaccari.26 In fact, despite the Security Service's objections against the appointment 
of a liaison officer,27 Mr. Calwell - who was always 'happy to render any service' 
to the Archbishop - had managed to persuade his colleagues that the designation 
of Vaccari was perfectly all right (but it was stressed that 'no Press discussion was 
desired upon the subject').28 

Of course the leaders of Italia Libera in Melbourne were astonished by the news. 
But, on the advice of the movement's patrons, they made what proved to be a 
correct response to the clerical-Fascist attack. Instead of engaging in a public cam­
paign against the Government (which would have proved advantageous to Man­
nix, who believed that Italia Libera would be thus outlawed), they carefully avoided 
any publicity on the incident. Schiassi and Montagnana simply sent a letter to the 
Prime Minister (8 December) in which they pointed out that Vaccari 'had always 
been and still is a Fascist',29 and they referred to the speeches delivered at the 
meeting called by the Archbishop in September. All else was left to the political 
pressure exerted by the patrons of Italia Libera on the Government, also through a 
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question pu t in Parliament to Dr. Evatt. The Minister for External Affairs (wh o was a 
friend of the anti-Fascists) replied on 17 February 1944, saying ' there was no ap­
pointmen t' and declaring th at 'wh en Mr. Vaccari was authorised to act, th e Gov­
ernment had no knowledge of any alleged association by him with the Fascist 
party' . 

The result was ' that the Governmen t decided to withd raw the letter ' sent by Evatt 
to Vaccari, and that instructions were issued to the effect ' th at th e auth orisation of 
Mr. Vaccari ... sh ould be discontin ued' .30 Therefore, in the end, far from being a 
setback for the Italia Libera, the Vaccari question turned ou t to be a boomerang 
against th e clerical-Fascists and proved that th e anti-Fascist movemen t had the 
capacity to face even the powerful Catholic Church of Melbourne. 

It migh t be men tioned that a few m onths later ( on 7 August 1944) Vaccari tried 
once again ' to secure some form of recognition', th is time by the Italian Prime 
Minister Bonomi, to wh om he sent a seven page report on ' the composition and 
political attitude of the Italian community in Aus tralia'; he did not succeed, the 
Security Service having easily foreseen this: 'Vaccari's hopes in this direction are 
not likely to be realised' .31 Not knowing much about the political si tuation in Italy, 
Vaccari attacked the chairman of Italia Libera, O mero Schiassi (wh o knew Prime 
Minister Bonomi prior to Fascism), defam ed the Jewish refugees and - needless to 
say - considered th e Communists as enemies. Vaccari wrote: 

Since the outbreak of war about one hundred Italians of Jewish descent have reached Australia. They 
were generally Fascists in Italy up to 1938- 39 before the Racial laws; and here they have been rabid 
anti-Fascists . .. . At the beginning of 1944 notwithstanding the abrogation of the Racial laws in lib­
erated Italy they have classified themselves as 'Refugees, Stateless' (Refugee Aliens) .... The majority 
of this contingent of refugees exacerbated by comprehensible personal resentments against Fascism 
and dazzled by the Russian victories has made common cause wi th the Communist group and with 
the anti -Fascist concentration in Australia in the new association Ital ia Libera . .. . they continue to 
make almos t exclusively political propaganda shouting against a non-existent Italian Fascism in 
Aus tralia . 
Any comment on Vaccari's report is unnecessary; but in regard to the last words 

mentioned above, it must be noted that he obviously had completely forgotten the 
'tremendous applause' given to Arch bish op Mannix wh en - not even a year before 
- he had stated that 'Mussolini will go down as one of the really big men of this 
world '. 

The sharp reaction of the Catholic Ch urch against the Italia Libera corroborates 
the fact that the movemen t had in troduced something new into the anti-Fascists ' 
action, establishing a regular contact with the im migran ts scattered all over Aus­
tralia, through its official organ JI Risveglio, as well as cultivating fri endly relations 
with the Australian political, cultura l and trade union circles. In fact, only th e Ita lia 
Libera then defended in Australia the image of a m otherland clearly distinct from 
Mussolini's regime, an d promoted the ethical values of political and social solidar­
ity on which the Liberation war based itself, and by which the principles of the 
Italian Constitution were later insp ired. 
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