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UNPUBLISHED
THE JEWS HIDDEN IN THE CONVENTS

The Holy Father orders ...
We print the unpublished memorial of the Convent of the
Santi Quattro Coronati, relative to the years of the Nazi
occupation of Rome: the order of Pius XII to open the
convents to the persecuted, the names of the Jews hidden
there, life in the convent during those terrible years
by Pina Baglioni

«Ours wants only to be a small testimony about Pope Pius
XII. Without any pretension, for goodness sake. Certainly, the
amount of writings about the presumed indifference of the
Pontiff and his "silences" about the Jews in the years of Nazi
Fascism, pains us deeply. And so it seemed useful to make
known what happened here among us more than sixty years
ago».
"Here among us" is the cloistered convent of the
Augustinians, part of the millenary Basilica of the Santi Quattro
Coronad, on the slopes of the Coelian Hill in Rome. Sister Rita
Mancini, the mother superior who has headed the monastic
Augustinian community since 1977, speaks to us.
Solicited and encouraged by the International Conference
The entrance to the convent ofthe Santi Quattro
"Pius XII. Testimonies, studies and new findings", organized by
Coronati
30Days on 27 April last at the Pontifical Lateran University, the
cloistered nuns of the Santi Quattro got in contact with our
magazine to offer their contribution: some very precious pages
of the Memorial of the Augustinian religious of the Venerable Convent of the Santi Quattro Coronati. That is to say
a part of the official diary of the community that has recorded since 1548 - the year in which the Augustinians took
up residence in the Sand Quattro - the chronicles of monastic life.
Thanks to the Augustinian nuns of the Santi Quattro there is the possibility of opening a window on that
microcosm separated from the world and suddenly called by Pius XII to open its doors, raise the grilles and allow
itself to be involved, risking grave consequences, by the destinies of so many people whose lives were in danger.
«When I came here in 1977 I met Sister Emilia Umeblo», the mother superior of the Santi Quattro recounts. «At
the time of the occupation she was the "external" sister, the person authorized that is, for practical purposes, to deal
with the outside world. She spoke to me at length of those months and of the organizational logistics to facilitate
hospitality for the Jewish refugees and many other antifascists. Among other things Sister Emilia was in constant
contact with Antonello Trombadori, a Communist party leader and head of the Anned Partisan Groups in Rome and
with many other opponents of Nazi Fascism. I begged Sister Emilia many times to write down all that she was telling
me. But unfortunately she never wanted to do it. She is gone now and has taken her memories with her».
Luckily the pages that Sister Rita Mancini made available to 30Days remain. They have to do with a span of time
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that goes from the end of 1942 to 6 June 1944 and that includes therefore the Nazi occupation of Rome up to the
liberation of the city on 4 June 1944.
«Having come to this month of November we must be ready
to render services of charity in a totally unexpected manner»,
writes the anonymous chronicler at the end of 1943. «The Holy
Father wants to save his children, the Jews also, and orders that
hospitality be given to these persecuted people in the convents,
and that the cloisters also must adhere to the wish of the
Supreme Pontiff». The names of the guests identified by the list
in the memorial follow: Viterbo, Sermoneta, Ravenna, De
Benedetti, Caracciolo, Talarico ... «To all the people listed
above, board, as well as lodging, was also given, performing
Pius XII in Piazza San Giovanni, 13 August 1943,
after the bombings of the San Giovanni quarter
miracles for the time we were going through»; we read that
in Rome
«everything was rationed. Providence always intervened ... for
Lent the Jews also came to hear the sermons, and Mister
Alberto Sermoneta helped in the church. The mother prioress
had him do many things at the altar of the Most Holy prepared for Holy Thursday».
And in the middle of the storm, while the 13th century cloister was filled with hay and straw to offer bedding to
all those poor people, nothing was interrupted: work and the liturgical celebrations proceed, under the paternal
guidance of Monsignor Carlo Respighi, the then rector of the Basilica of Santi Quattro and Prefect of the Apostolic
Ceremonies, who died in 1957. In a large area next to the garden the nuns hid no less than eleven cars, including that
of Marshal Pietro Badoglio, the head of the Italian military government, who had fled from Rome the day after 8
September. And then seven mares, four cows as well ...
But from what we come to know from the memorial, hospitality continued at the Santi Quattro also after the
liberation: «The Secretariat of State has ordered us to host with utmost caution General Carloni who was being
hunted with a death warrant». This was Mario Carloni, general of the Bersaglieri who had been head of the Monte
Rosa IV Alpine Division of the Republic of SaID.
It was well known that the Roman convent was part of the tight network of Catholic institutions that lodged Jews
and the politically persecuted during the Fascist occupation: it is included in the 'Elenco delle case religiose in Roma
che ospitarono ebrei' [The list of the religious houses in Rome that hosted Jews, fr.] published in the documents
section of Storia degli ebrei italiani sotto il fascismo [History of the Italian Jews under Fascism, tr.] by Renzo De
Felice, first published in 1961 (Einaudi, Turin 1993, pp. 628-632), where one reads that the «Augustinian Sisters of
the Santi Quattro Incoronati» had hosted 17 Jews. The list, that takes up an article in Civilta Cattolica of 1961
written by Father Robert Leiber, is still today one of the key documents for all the successive investigations. Up to
the most recent. Such as that, initiated in 2003 by the Religious Historians Coordination, on the Jews lodged in
Catholic institutions in Rome between the Fall of 1943 and 4 June 1944. Sister Grazia Loparco, teacher of Church
history at the Pontifical Auxilium Faculty and a member of the Coordination, made known in January 2005 to the
international agency Zenit the first results of the investigation: the Jews saved in Rome within the religious institutes
were, according to the lowest estimate, at least 4300.
Other unpublished testimonies furnished by people saved
thanks to being taken in by the religious institutes were made
known in the books of Antonio Gaspari, Nascosti in convento
[Hidden in a convent, fr.], (Ancorn, Milan 1999), and by Alessia
Falifigli, Salvati dai conventi. L 'aiuto della Chiesa agli ebrei di
Roma durante l'occupazione nazista [Saved by the convents.
The help of the Church to the Jews of Rome during the Nazi
occupation, tr.], (San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 2005). These
latter studies, as all of those that for at least forty years have
studied the role played by Catholics in the saving of Jews from
Nazi persecutions, pose the question of whether that welcome
Gennan tanks on the streets of the center of
had solely a spontaneous character, or whether there had been
Rome in September 1943
orders coming from the Church leaders. The answer was always
substantially the same. And that is that the nature of the
hospitality given by the Roman Church to the persecuted,
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especially the Jews, was spontaneous, not decided beforehand by the leadership of the Church, but backed and
supported morally and materially by it. And in the introduction to Falifigli's book, Andrea Riccardi, historian of
Christianity at the Third University of Rome and founder of the Community of Saint Egidio, clarifies: «To get over
the prohibitions of the cloister, the strict ones of the monasteries and the milder ones of the convents, a directive was
needed from above». And he adds: «But everyone, without exception, has laughed at the idea that there might be
some Vatican document in this regard. Who would have produced a evidence against himself of a prohibited and
undercover activity? And yet all those responsible were convinced that it was the will of the Pope, that of opening
the doors of their houses to the Jews and the persecuted». A judgment already expressed by the writer and journalist
of Jewish origin Enzo Forcella in a book of 1999: «The assent to giving refuge was only given verbally, one
understands. For the whole duration of the occupation the religious authorities kept to their ancient rule: it is always
better to let things be understood than to speak, if something has to be said it is better not to leave written trace of it
and, in any case, in the face of eventual challenge response must be that it was done on the personal initiatives of
individual priests unbeknownst to the higher authorities». (La resistenza in convento [The Resistance in the convent,
fr. ] Einaudi, Turin 1999, p. 61).
What then do the pages of the Augustinian memorial published by 30Days add? «It's enough to read them, there
is not much more to be said: our fellow sisters didn't receive a vague invitation from the Holy See to open the
convent to whoever had need of it. But an ordeD>,Sister Rita Mancini states. «The peremptory order of the Pontiff to
lodge Jews and anyone else whose life was at risk because of the Nazi Fascist persecutions. Sharing everything with
them, making them feel as if they were in their own home. With joy, despite the danger. Ifthat is indifference ... ».
The memorial is written in a lean style, sober and yet enthralling, evoking
the atmosphere of those months lived dangerously within the sacred and
inviolable walls of the convent, where the echo of a terrorized and suffering
Rome could be heard. A Rome that in rapid succession underwent: the
bombing of the San Lorenzo quarter on 19 June of 1943, with 1,400 dead,
7,000 injured and the destruction of the ancient Basilica of San Lorenzo; six
days afterwards, the arrest of Mussolini by order of Vittorio Emanuele III of
Savoy and the nomination of Marshal Pietro Badoglio as head of the military
government; a second bombing by the Allies «even more disastrous than the
first», the Roman newspapers wrote, on 13 August: the Tiburtino, Appio and
Tuscolano areas were then the targets; the successive gaining of the status of
"open city", meaning demilitarized zone; then the armistice of 8 September
between the Italian government and the Allied forces; the flight of Badoglio
and the Savoy royal family to Brindisi; the disorientation of the Italian
soldiers left routed; the wait for the Anglo-Americans, landed in Sicily since
10 July, and the arrival instead ofthe German tanks which occupied the heart
of the city, having crushed, near Porta San Paolo, the last stand of civilians
and Italian soldiers in defence of Rome. And then there was the Saturday of
Two nuns in the cloister of the
16 October in the Ghetto, when, at 5 in the morning, the Nazis tore 1,023
Santi Quattro in a photo from the
Jews from their homes destining them the extermination camp of Auschwitz.
early 'forties
But «even during the period of German occupation, the Church shone on
Rome», a great layman, the historian Federico Chabod, was to say to the
students in the Sorbonne. It shone, Chabod continues, «in a not very different way than had happened in the 5th
century. The city found itself, from one day to the next, without a government; the monarchy had fled, the
government also, and the population turned its look on Saint Peter's. One authority wanes but in Rome - a unique
city in this respect - another exists: and what authority! This means that, even though in Rome there may be the
military committee and organization of the Committee of National Liberation the action of the papacy is by far more
important for the population and acquires greater significance daily» (Federico Chabod, L'ltalia contemporanea
1918-1948 [Contemporary Italy 1918-1948, fr.] Einaudi, Turin 1993, pp.125-126).
We publish here below the memorial relative to the period of Nazi Fascist occupation in Rome. It also contains
an excerpt from an article that appeared in L 'Osservatore Romano.
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The unpublished memorial of the
Augustinian nuns of the convent of
the Santi Quattro Coronati in Rome
VENERABLE CONVENT
OF THE SANTI QUA TTRO CORONA TI
Rome
[The last nine lines from 1942]
During the year no news of importance. We go ahead with the anxiety caused by the great war. Continuous
frights because of nocturnal alarms. Lack of necessities. Bread, pasta, oil etc.
The Easter Station is nevertheless celebrated with the usual solemnity. The functions of Holy Week by means of
the Irish students. Thus the solemnity of our sainted father Augustine, then of the Santi Quattro and we reach the
year's closure blessing the Lord who has saved us from so many dangers, because of the appalling war, because of
the privations and preoccupations of all kinds. The Te Deum was sung thanking God who has protected us.
Anno Domini 1943
With the traditional small function of the procession with the Holy Child, a pious practice that assures divine
blessing for us, this year begins amid the horrors of the war, privations of all kinds, and the uncertainty of the
outcome of the war itself.
Providence assists us, and enables us to face all the difficulties, through the work on sacred vestments and the
washing of the church linen of the Pontifical Gregorian University, of the Pontifical Biblical Institute, of the
Borromeo College, and other churches. Monsignor Respighi exerts himself as usual so that the liturgy of the Lenten
station will be as solemn as always. The community can perform the spiritual exercises, and have the two sermons
every week during Lent. So we approach Holy Week, and the functions of the Triduum take place. The Holy
Sepulchre is visited by many faithful. We proceed with the same rhythm up until the solemnity of Saint Augustine
which is celebrated with intense fervor. We approach the titular feastday of the Santi Quattro which is celebrated
with pontifical vespers and the pontifical mass the morning of day 8, on which many read masses are celebrated.
Having arrived at this month of November we must be ready to render services of charity in a completely
unexpected way. The Holy Father Pius XII, of paternal heart, feels in himself all the sufferings of the moment.
Unfortunately with the Germans entry into Rome, which happened in the month of September, a ruthless war against
the Jews has begun, whom they wish to exterminate by means of atrocities prompted by the blackest barbarities.
They round up young Italians, political figures, in order to torture them and finish them off in the most tremendous
torments. In this painful situation the Holy Father wants to save his children, also the Jews, and orders that
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hospitality be given in the convents to these persecuted, and that the cloisters must also adhere to the wish of the
Supreme Pontiff, and, from the day of 4 November, we lodge the persons listed below up to the following 6 June:
from 4 November to 14, Mrs Bambas, wife of a political figure. The husband was hidden in another religious
house and she wanted to reach him.
From 1 December to 27, all the Scazzocchio family of nine people.
From 1 December through all of the following February, the mother of Doctor Scazzocchio. These people were
settled in the Chapter room, with the small room next to it, and the adjacent corridor. The meals are eaten in the
refectory .
From 7 Decemebr to 23 January, Ravenna, Jewish (Rabbi) in the sacred vestments' room.
From 15 December to 18 January, Mr Viterbo with father-in-law, Jews, only to sleep.
Anno Domini 1944
From 1 January to 21, Mrs Dora, Jewish, - the small room ofthe reception hall.
From 5 January to 9 May, Mr Alfredo Sermoneta (Jewish) in the sacred vestments' room.
From 2 February to 7 May, Mr Salvatore Mastrofrancesco (politician) nephew of Sister Maria Veronica Del
Signore.
From 2 February to 5 June, Mr Fernando Pisoli (politician) in the sacred vestments' room.
From 2 February to 9 May, Mr Fernando Talarico (drafted).
From 13 December to 6 June, the young Francesco Caracciolo.
From 15 December to 6 June, his brother Alberto, sons of General Caracciolo.
From 8 March to 7 May, Piero De Benedetti (patriot).
In the month of March, for eight days, Franco Talarico.
In the same period we hid a hundred tons of Fabriano's paper in the refectory and because of this suffered
reprisals from the relatives ofthe proprietor.
In a large area next to the garden, we hid eleven automobiles, including that of General Badoglio, and of
General Tessari, two trucks brought here by the military immediately after 8 September 1943.
A trailer truck, a motorbike belonging to Captain di Trapani, a tricycle, ten bicycles.
From the Gianni farm we hid seven mares, four cows, four oxen, all the agricultural machinery, and means of
transport. The cloister, closed to visitors in order to allow the refugees to walk, was full of straw and hay. The
furniture and linen of various evacuated families, objects of value and bank bonds.
6 June. Finally the doors are opened to these poor refugees, and we remain again in our freedom, but for a short
time, because on the following 4 October we were ordered to lodge with the most scrupulous precaution General
Carloni who was being hunted with a death warrant. We were ordered to lodge him by the Secretariat of State,
imposing solemn secrecy on us. And he was accommodated as best as possible in the small room under the reception
hall, but he was obliged to pass through the center of the community. Along with him was lodged his housekeeper
because, suffering from a liver complaint, he needed to be careful about his food. The said lady cooked in our
kitchen. The superiors were aware of this. It was hoped that this guest would also be freed in a few months.
Unfortunately in the month of March following it was discovered that he was with us, and in a great hurry
Monsignor Respighi along with Monsignor Centori took him by car to the Vatican to the Sacred Congregations in
the house of Monsignor Carinci and he stayed there until 15 September, when we had to receive him again. And he
was our guest for a good five years.
To all the above listed people, as well as lodging, board was also given, performing miracles for the moment we
were going through, when everything was rationed. Providence always intervened. In the last months they gave us
LAO... in this way we carried on the year. For Lent the Jews also came to hear the sermons, and Mr Alfredo
Sermoneta helped in the church. The Mother Prioress, Sister Maria Benedetta Rossi, had him do many things for the
altar of the Most Holy prepared for Holy Thursday, she hoped that his soul would be impressed by it. But
unfortunately this holy satisfaction was not given us. We also had frights, especially one day when two agents of the
SS, Special Service for tracking down Jews and young men, presented themselves. One of the two was Italian and
the painful impression received was greater. However we didn't let ourselves be defeated neither by the threats nor
the persuasions, and they went away.
At the end of the war, the goodness of the Holy Father was spoken about, who had helped and caused many to be
saved, both Jews and young people and entire families. The press filled its columns and in a Catholic paper,
L 'Osservatore Romano, we read an article by Professor Tescari who knew well how much had been done in the
cloistered convents for the salvation of so many persecuted.
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Peaceful partisans
«Those who write the history of the most recent German Fascist oppression in Rome will have to devote a
special chapter to the generous, vast, multiform work, deployed in favor of the persecuted by the religious. Parochial
offices transformed into true and proper placement-refuge offices (I was in one where, in the few minutes I was
there, I saw a multitude of men and women of every class, of every age, converge, and the parish priest listen, take
notes, direct, promise, give generously), priests' homes become hotels for fugitives (I still hear the housekeeper of
one of them grumbling that there wasn't anything in the house anymore etc.); complaints unusually peopled by faces
shaped by new and strange confusion, but in this field of charity those who showed themselves real heroines, were
the nuns who dressed up Jewish women (guilty of nothing else except being blood of Jesus and Mary) as fellow
sisters, who violated the sacred cloister to shelter men persecuted for reason of politics or race, who took in children
of fugitives, who gave themselves to the forging of personal documents getting them themselves or facilitating their
acquisition, carrying out this grandiose and dangerous work with simplicity and courage and ineffable disinterest.
The persecutors knew of it but they didn't dare violate the sacred precincts beyond a certain limit: the great shadow
good and dear Sisters, may
projected by Saint Peter's protected even the most remote and solitary places of refuge.
you be blessed along with the others by God, Who of the prize destined for you, has also given you here below a
precious taste, allowing you to take part in so many marvellous conversions of people helped by you, who having felt
that the substance of our religion is love, love without distinction, love without limits, did not resist the sweet
invitation of grace and became again, or became, our brothers in faith also» (Onorato Tescari).
Remaining in our peace once again, the community life continues. Prayer and work. Since 1925 we worked for
the GammarelIi firm makers of sacred vestments, later in the same year the Romanini firm asked that we sewed
sacred vestments. From the time of the arrival of the Augustinian fellow sisters from Santa Prisca who washed the
personal laundry of the fathers of the Society of Jesus in the Pontifical Gregorian University, we continued for some
months, and then we left the personal laundry and gave it to the Sisters of the deaf and dumb, continuing to concern
ourselves with the sacristy linen of the Pontifical University as well as that of the Pontifical Biblical Institute, later
that of the Borromeo College and Sant' Andrea al Quirinale. We attended to the church of the Vittoria already for
more than fifty years, and thus also with the Trappist fathers.
Normal life proceeds, the solemnity of our sainted father Augustine is celebrated with the customary functions.
We reach the solemnity of the Santi Quattro without anything new, which Monsignor Respighi celebrates always in
grand style. So we conclude this year also, so special in events, thanking the Lord for all the graces granted.
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The memory of the current monastic community of the Santi Quattro Coronati

Those fellow sisters of ours quiet in
the storm
the monastic community of the Santi Quattro Coronati in Rome

«Worried rumours of a Second World War. that is unfortunately at the doors and from which the most painful
consequences are foreseen ... ». So we find written in the chronicles of our Augustinian monastic community of the
Santi Quattro in Rome. We are in the year 1940. The war knocks forcefully at the doors ofthe convent also. And the
nuns note: «Since the beginning of the war is felt to be near, we must think of preparing a secure place where we can
seek shelter». And shortly afterwards: «at the sound of the siren, awoken by the lugubrious sound we all go to the
shelter and in prayer await the all-clear ... No one is tranquil anymore».
From that moment it is difficult to say what and how our fellow sisters
went through in those terrible years of war here. What is recorded in our
Memorial gives only a glimpse of what was lived within the convent in that
grave time of trial: «We carry on with the anxiety brought us by the great
war. Continuous frights because of night alarms. Lack of necessities». «
Everything is lacking». The world was in flames, pain and violence were
spreading and these women, as all of their brothers in that moment, bore the
burden of a history much greater than them.
The nuns who lived those years are not with us anymore, but their
stories still re-echo through these walls of ours. In their words we trace the
possibility of a reading of history, that of great events, that passes through
small experience, wholly personal, hidden and silent, that make the common
experience of the men and women of that time even more authentic.
For us who live here today taking up the human and spiritual heritage of
Sister Emilia Umeblo
those who went before us, the fact that politicians, patriots, deserters
perhaps and entire Jewish families with grandparents and children found
refuge in our cloister is not a mystery. Our chronicles record names and
surnames of the unexpected guests and before anything else record the order of the Holy Father Pius XII to open the
doors of the cloister to them, to protect them, hide them, feed them, saving them from deportation and certain death.
In that period Sister Maria Rita Saporetti was Mother Prioress, a determined, intelligent woman of spirit,
endowed with great faith and an engaging charm. Not only did she and the community not hold back from the
delicate task that the Pope and the Church entrusted them with, but they succeeded in creating a climate of true
welcome and kinship with ail those who crossed the threshold of the cloister seeking refuge.
The little there was to eat was divided «performing miracles»! Men and women when it was necessary were
dressed in religious habits, veiled and taken to the orchard as if they were real nuns going about their work. Some
helped in altar service and in the sacristy. Many, due to the direct involvement of the enterprising Mother Rita,
cousin of an employee in the City Hall, were provided with forged identity papers and new names for entire families.
The risk of being discovered was always very high and the fears became stronger when the news spread of the
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SS raid on the Benedictine convent of Saint Paul's.
In an inner room of the convent we still tread today on a trapdoor that opens onto a narrow underground room;
almost none of us take any notice of it anymore, but we know that that was the hiding place where the refugees were
conducted in the case of a house search. When however two SS officials presented themselves at the outer door
grille of the porter's lodge, the determination of the mother and the nuns was not beaten down by their bullying
arguments and the cloister was not violated. The fright was great and the nuns, whose greatest weapon, as we
known, is prayer, proudly recounted that they had had the better and the joy and relief of all was great. That day they
held a party.
Today we smile affectionately reading the rather curious list of what was consigned to the keeping of the nuns:
cars, motorbikes, trucks, horses, cows, paper, bicycles ... , furniture, linen ... ; everything was of value and everything
was carefully hidden to protect these poor persecuted people from the pillaging of all their possessions by the
Germans.
They were demanding years for all without doubt, the pain, the loss and the uncertainty about the future seemed
to be the only elements of the daily life of the time.
And yet here, between these high walls, life for many regained its dignity; stories of faith re-found, of friendship,
of brotherly closeness and solidarity interwove in the simplicity of sharing a life made up of silence and prayer in a
communion that overcame all fear. These remain the finest memories.
The Augustinian monastic community
of the Santi Quattro Coronati in Rome
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THE JEWS HIDDEN IN THE CONVENTS

Through the eyes of a little girl
The story of a Jewish family in Turin saved by the
Augustinian religious of the Santi Quattro Coronati told
by one of the daughters, who was eight years old when
she was hidden in the ancient monastery
by Amalia Viterbo

I was born in Turin on 18 August 1935: my mother was an elementary school teacher and my father a dealer in
untreated hides. Three other children followed me: Laura (1938), Davide (1939) and Silvio (1946).
Despite the racial persecutions and the dangers of the war, my childhood was fairly serene because of the
tranquil and reassuring family atmosphere that my parents managed to create around us children.
I remember well that in the Fall of 1938 mamma had to leave the school because she was Jewish; daddy, instead,
continued his independent work, and traveled a lot, but when he was at home he was very close to us and played
with us. When I was about three, he gave me a present of a bicycle with training wheels and taught me how to pedal
in the hallway of the house: I was so happy to see him get on to my little bicycle and laughed myself sick.
Soon after the outbreak of the war the bombings of the city began; the sirens sounded in the heart of the night
and we all had to abandon our warm beds to seek refuge in the cellar: more than once daddy and mamma, after
having wrapped us in a blanket, carried us asleep in their arms to the refuge.
The glass of the windows was blacked out so that the pilots of the planes would not pick out lights; often
however the pressure wave caused by the bombs reduced the windows to fragments, and because replacements could
not be found, plywood had to be used instead, and very soon appeared in all the window frames in the city.
In 1941 I was six years old, but as a Jew could not attend the public
school in my neighborhood. Therefore my parents enrolled me in the first
grade of the Jewish school. Every morning with daddy I took tram number
13, catching it in Via San Donato, not far from my home. My teacher was
Miss Bianca Amar who also taught us Hebrew: she was very good and fair
and also even if I was only with her for one school year I always preserved a
wonderful memory of her. It gave me great pleasure to see her again after the
war, and particularly during the last period of her life when she was a guest
in the Jewish Rest Home.

A view of the cloister of the Santi
Quattro Coronati in a period
photograph

In 1942 the bombings intensified and daddy, who was miraculously saved
from an air attack on the train in which he was traveling (his carriage had
stopped in a tunnel), decided on evacuating from our Turin home to II Fe, a
little place in the Lanzo valley. The grandparents didn't want to move and
remained in Turin, but the air raids became ever more frequent and
devastating; from II Fe we could see the glow of the incendiary bombs.
Mamma was very worried about the survival of her parents and one day went
back to the city with me and almost forced them to escape from Turin. From
that day until the end of the war grandma Gemma and granddad Marco lived
with us.

I should have attended the second elementary, but I was prohibited from
sitting with the other pupils because I was Jewish. The local teacher was very
kind and understanding and came especially for me every Saturday afternoon
from Precaria, where she lived, to II Fe, two kilometers away. She assigned me the homework for the whole week
and explained the lessons to me; I don't remember her name but her goodness and patience are imprinted on my
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mind. I don't remember either how I was then allowed into the third elementary class.
The winter that year was particularly cold; all of us wore big nailed shoes so as not to slip on the sheets of ice
that formed on the paths.
Other relations joined us at 11Fe: grandma's mother, whom we called "grandma great", two young grandchildren
of hers and our cousins, Ugo and Franco, a sister of my father's, aunt Gina, with her daughter Editta and son Bruno,
married and father of a small boy. Great grandmother, despite her age, went out every day and used a fur muff to
protect her hands from the cold. She was a woman of very strong character and knew how to impose herself. I
remember that she almost always spoke in dialect and enriched her conversations with old sayings, such as "sacucin
d'Ulanda!" if by chance she was irritated. But grandma great, Ugo and Franco stayed only a short time with us and
then moved to Mattie in Val di Susa.
In the village we all knew each other and relations were very good: the children of the peasants and of other
evacuated families from Turin were our playmates, we were very close and we amused ourselves with little. For
example we designed clothes from the large leaves of the chestnuts, we drew on the walls with pieces of talcum or
brick that we found on the paths. We also liked to grind the talcum or the brick to get that white and red powder that
we used as face powder. Living in the country, we children born in the city also learned to know nature and domestic
and wild animals very well. We passed the days serenely and the war did not threaten us.
But everything changed in 1943, particularly after 8 September. German soldiers patrolled everywhere, and the
oasis of 11Fe also became dangerous because the search for Jews was very intense. Daddy understood that it was
necessary to flee as soon as possible toward the south of Italy, where the Anglo-American troops, after landing in
Sicily, were making their way up the peninsula. The first idea was to reach Naples, but the plan came to nothing
because transport was impossible. It was then decided to go to Rome, where both mamma and daddy knew
trustworthy people. Since there were seven of us, the cases and bundles were many and cumbersome. At all events
the journey by train went smoothly even if it seemed interminable because of the numerous stops that sometimes
lasted several hours. The tract of the Gothic Line in Tuscany took a very long time to get through because the
Germans had concentrated men and weapons there and every train of theirs had precedence over ours. We stopped a
very long time in Florence, and from the train window saw the German soldiers shaving, eating their rations,
smoking.
On the evening of 16 October we finally reached Termini station in Rome, and even though tired by the long
journey, my parents decided to spend the night on the train.
It was a brilliant idea. In the city the rounding up of the Jews was underway in full force. As is sadly known,
some thousands were deported to Germany and few of them returned.
The following morning we went to the Massimo D' Azeglio
hotel very close to the station. The fear transformed into terror
when the maid, called by the porter in order to help us carry the
baggage, seeing grandma Gemma, happily exclaimed: «Ciareja,
Madam Levi, don't you recognize me? I was behind the counter
in Costa pork butcher's in Via Cibrario». Grandma replied to
the greeting with a wisp of voice and made a sign to shut her up.
The surname Levi is one of the best known, to the Germans
also, as indicating a Jew; when we were in the room, grandma
explained everything to the unknowing maid, who apologized.
For obvious reasons we didn't stay long in the hotel; the
moves were fairly numerous until we were taken in by a convent
of nuns. Many people helped us, in particular Professor Onorato
Tescari, who was known in Vatican circles. He presented us to
the mother superior of the convent of the Santi Quattro
Gennan paratroopers during a round-up in a
Coronati, and a sister, Maria Artemia, offered us her room,
street in Rome in spring 1944
where however daddy and granddad couldn't stay because of
lack of space. They passed their nights in a chapel next to the
section of the convent where the cloistered nuns lived.
Professor Tescari was a tall man, thin of body, with grey hair and blue eyes. He was a man of wide ranging
classical culture and loved Saint Augustine in particular, whose works he had translated. He was rather reserved, but
very affable. Through professor Tescari, who had kindly got us permission, I went with mamma's to visit part of
Vatican City of which I remember little, whereas I was impressed by the Swiss guards with their multicolored
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uniforms and sharp lances.
During the day in the convent Daddy and granddad joined us and we went out with them until curfew. When it
rained or it was very cold we stayed in the convent: we were allowed everywhere, from the huge kitchen to the
workrooms where the deaf and dumb sewed, from the laundry to the chapel where a young and beautiful sister
taught us children prayers.
There was also a large vegetable garden with fruit trees; in one comer they had built the pigsty and I remember
very well how happy we were looking at the piglets suckling, and watching the big pigs when the sister with the
bucket of swill approached the gate.
During the early period of our stay in the convent we still had the identity documents on which were stamped "of
Jewish race". When we learned that the SS did not respect the inviolability of the monasteries, the mother superior,
in the cloistered section, Sister Maria Rita, a woman endowed with great intelligence, busied herself for our safety
and, through numerous contacts, got us documents with false names. The grandparents took the name Mancini, we
that of DeSanctis; place of birth Naples, residence Caracciolo seafront. The maker of the false papers was a simple,
but courageous, police brigadier, Signor Ampio.
After the capture of some Jewish families hiding in the monastery of Saint Paul Outside the Walls, my parents
were also afraid and, with the help of the sisters, sought a more secure hiding place in case the monastery of Santi
Quattro Coronati was also raided by the Gestapo. They had my mother put on nun's clothing and we were shown a
manhole hidden by a wardrobe.
One evening we were seized by panic because mamma and daddy had not yet returned and the curfew deadline
had already passed. Furthermore the portress of the convent came panting to tell the mother superior that the
Germans were about to come in. In a second we left our room and went down the manhole: our hearts were
pounding and the anguish increased with every minute. My parents had not returned and we thought that they had
been taken. After about an hour we heard the wardrobe being pushed aside and we thought we had been discovered;
instead it was the sisters who came to tell us that the danger was over and my parents were back. Our faces relaxed
and we hugged each other. By good fortune the portress had made a mistake because she had mistaken
blackmarketeers selling coffee for Germans.
When we were in the convent we often went to the Colle Oppio gardens where we played tig , but woe betide us
if we trampled on the flowers or plants! Immediately we were scolded and summoned by our parents or
grandparents, who feared that the municipal guards might pass and fine us, or that they would ask us for our
documents which were false. And indeed it was in Rome that grandma Gemma, always patient and good, gave me a
smack - the only one - because I had run across the street.
Naturally that year I didn't go to school; we changed residence again and moved to a large apartment in Via
Pierluigi da Palestrina, near Piazza Cavour. The house belonged to a Fascist family who had moved to northern Italy.
In one room they had locked away what they couldn't carry and we children were very curious to know what lay
beyond that door, but they had taken the key away. Compared to the limited space of the room in the convent, the
new residence seemed a paradise to us and we could run in the long hallway and play games. Some we invented
ourselves: I remember one in particular which took place in the dining room.
We would climb one by one on a chair at the head of the table, we then walked down the table and when we
arrived at the center, right under the chandelier, we bent down, crossed our arms on our chests and said "da bade,
dabu", then we got down on to the chair placed at the other end ofthe table and so on until we got bored.
Living in that house we were much freer to play than in the public gardens, because of the fears of parents and
grandparents of some transgression of ours that, as I've said, might force them to present their false papers. One day
we were alone in the house, grandma Gemma and I, the doorbell rang and I went to open it. It was the guard from
the town hall who was handing out ration books. I called grandma and the guard asked: «What's your name, Mrs.?»
Grandma had momentarily forgotten the false surname, but, even though overcome by fear, she had the presence of
mind to say to the guard: «Excuse me a second, I left a pan on the stove». So she turned away, went and got the
identity card, read the surname, then returned and said: «I'm Mrs. Mancini». The guard gave her the cards and left,
not having noticed anything. Once the door was closed, grandma had to sit down because her legs were trembling,
her heart thumping fiercely and her cheeks on fire.
The months passed and the Anglo-Americans advanced very
slowly. Finally they landed in Anzio, not far from Rome, and
we thought we would soon be free. The shelling could be heard,
but the German resistance was tenacious. Food began to get
scarce and prices on the black market rose to the skies. Daddy
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had brought money with him but the lengthening out of the war
had reduced our resources to a pittance.
One ate little and badly because everything was scarce and
the card gave one the right to laughable rations; only on the
black market could one buy all sorts of food, but the prices were
beyond our possibilities. In Tor di Nona there were various
people who sold under-the-counter stuff; they had an
extraordinary organization and rarely did the police manage to
catch any, because when the cry came from afar: «It's raining,
it's raining!» it meant that some policeman was in the vicinity.
Immediately all the spivs and goods disappear into doorways
and business was suspended until the danger had passed. Then,
as if by magic, they reappeared with their offerings and trading

began over again.
It was necessary to devise some system to get together a little money: mamma went to sell bobbins, needles, pins
on the street, but the income was minimal. A friend of my father's found out that the German military command had
to transport hides to the north; daddy offered to accompany the driver and to find a buyer, showing an uncommon
courage to provide for his family. The business succeeded perfectly and daddy returned without much difficulty and
with a nice wad which allowed us to survive until the Liberation.
The allied troops were ever closer to Rome and no food was coming into the city. We ate locusts, hard black
bread; there was no electricity and acetylene or carbide lamps were used, that gave out little light and much smoke.
There was no public transport anymore; it was as if the city were besieged.
At the end of May of 1944 the German troops fell back towards the north, many were wounded but not all of
them found places on the trucks or in the army cars, because a lot of these had been destroyed in the fighting. To
replace the fallen or seriously injured, Hitler had no hesitation in sending very young 16-17 year-old lads, still not
shaving, to the front, but with the same arrogance as their adult companions. Luckily there were not too many serious
clashes in the city; only in the outskirts did the Germans try, but in vain, to stop the Anglo-Americans. The soldiers
of the Wehrmacht were in disarray: I saw them ragged and tired as they abandoned Rome.
One day granddad was moved to take pity on those very young German soldiers and speaking in their language
approached a group of them stopped in the garden of Piazza Cavour for a brief pause and gave them money so that
they could quench their thirst.
A memory from well before then: one day my mother, my sister and I were on the tram, there were also some
German soldiers on board and one of them, when he saw little Laura with her blonde curls, approached and caressed
her, and said that she reminded him of his little girl whom he had not been able to hug for a long time. Even if the
soldier's gesture was a tender one, my mother was terribly frightened because the German military induced terror not
only because of the weapons they carried, but especially for their rigid, harsh behavior and because of their
language, so metallic and imperious. Even now, when I hear German I get the shivers and if someone wants to sell
me a German product, I refuse to buy.
On the evening of the 3rd of June cries reached us from the street. We didn't understand. Then it sounded as if
they were saying: «The robbers, the robbers!» Instead they were shouting: «The Americans, the Americans!» The
following morning we saw the procession of tanks and we were all wild with joy. What a difference between the
German soldiers and the well-fed, well-dressed and well-armed Anglo-Americans! They threw chocolate bars and
other treats that nobody had tasted in such a long time to the rejoicing crowd.
Little by little life came back to the city. Mamma got a post as teacher in the public elementary school and I, a
year behind, attended the third elementary while my little sister Laura began the first. But the return to Turin was not
yet possible and the worrying for relatives who had remained there was very great since we had had no news of them
for a long time.
Mamma, using her limited knowledge of English, spoke to many Anglo-American soldiers and we became
friends with a black American soldier who often came to visit us and brought us many good things to eat. He was
called Johnson, he was tall and robust and without effort his powerful hands could lift two of us children and whirl
us as if we were on a roundabout. We were very fond of him; unfortunately he was sent to Normandy, where he died
in combat.
Daddy started working again with the clients trom the south, not always without danger despite the Liberation.
The most serious moment was when, in one of his many journeys for work, he was arrested by the Military Police
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and put in prison for some days. It was a traumatic experience that devastated daddy; his hair turned white instantly
as if he had suddenly aged by ten years. The facts were as follows: daddy and a friend were in a truck and were
returning to Rome. Near Terracina some American soldiers with a jeep blocked the truck, they forced Daddy and his
friend to get out and obliged them to follow them with shouts, pushes and slaps. They were drunk and maintained
that the truck was traveling too fast and that, despite repeated signals to stop, the truck had continued on its way.
Daddy and the friend protested at the way they were being treated, but the soldiers wouldn't listen to reason and took
them to their command headquarters: they were locked in a cell and kept there for some days. Daddy had believed he
would never have to suffer mistreatment again and this was an injustice from the very Americans whom he
considered liberators. For him it was a grave blow that had repercussions both psychologically and physically. He
said that the Germans, even though much hated, had never treated him as harshly as the Americans, in whom he had
placed so much hope for a better world.
In any case, we had the pleasure of seeing again Aunt Rita
Montagnana,
a sister of Grandma's, and her husband Palmiro
We had the pleasure of seeing
Togliatti,
who
had settled in Rome after the long stay in the Soviet
again Aunt Rita Montagnana, a
Union. Rita and Palmiro came to visit us sometimes and we went to
sister of Grandma's, and her
their house. She was always smiling and very active: she concerned
husband Palmiro Togliatti, who
herself particularly with women and their emancipation, and had also
had settled in Rome after the
founded a newspaper Noi Donne [We women]. Palmiro had a very
aloof aspect, and at first sight seemed cold and detached, whereas,
long stay in the Soviet Union.
especially with us children, he was amenable, took us in his arms and
Rita and Palmiro came to visit us
told us fairy tales and stories of episodes from his life. We also made
sometimes and we went to their
friends with a Piedmont soldier stationed in Rome, Bruno Barbero,
house. She was always smiling
whom we continued to see for long years afterwards in Turin, where
and very active: she concerned
he was married and had opened a printing shop.
herselfparticularly with women
With the liberation of Rome, which in my memory was identified
with the arrival of the Americans, religious functions began again at
and their emancipation, and had
the Temple. We went a few times and all of us from Turin were
also founded a newspaper Noi
stunned by the amount of gestures, almost theatrical for us, of the
Donne [We women). Palmiro had
arms and the legs, made both by the faithful and the Rabbi. The rite in
a very aloof aspect, and at first
Rome was different from that in Turin. I continued to look around me
sight seemed cold and detached,
in wonder: what a difference between the composed behavior of the
people of the Temple in Turin and the curious gesticulation of the
whereas, especially with us
Roman Jews!

children, he was amenable, took
us in his arms and told us fairy
tales and stories of episodes from
his life

When we were living in Via Pierluigi da Palestrina, I went out
almost every day with granddad Marco and we took the same route by
the Tiber, Castel Sant' Angelo, Saint Peter's Square. Granddad knew
that there was a point in the colonnade that surrounds Saint Peter's
from which instead of seeing different columns, you saw just a single
row, and it was he who found it. If there were cigarette butts on the ground we gathered them, and then at home
granddad used the tobacco to make hand-rolled cigarettes.
During the war many of the people that I knew died and some my relatives also, some deported without
returning, others because of mishaps and illnesses. But here I want to recall in a particular way a person who in those
years was very close to us children: Lena. She was perhaps sixteen years old when she came to work for our family
in Turin. I was very fond of her and considered her a sister. She was patient especially with my sister Laura who was
only three years old and very capricious and intolerant. Lena was also very hard-working and strong despite her
slender body. I remember that to clean and polish the parquet she used what was known as the galera, a heavy metal
rectangle attached to a wooden handle; we children loved to stand on the base and hold on to the handle to have
ourselves swept from one room to another by Lena.
When we evacuated from Turin to II Fe, faithful Lena followed us; my parents entrusted to her care everything
that they couldn't take from II Fe to Rome. We separated from her in October 1943 certain of seeing her again at the
end of the war. Instead she was killed by machine-gun fire on a train she had taken to visit her family in Saluzzo. She
was only twenty years old.
When in April 1945 all of Italy became free, we returned to Turin in a private car belonging to a Venetian noble,
Count Bragadin. That journey was memorable because everything imaginable happened to us. On the bends leading
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Some days before our meeting with Sister Rita Mancini, the mother superior of the Augustinians, which took
place in mid June of this year, a man and a woman stopped in &ont of the large entrance door of the convent of Santi
Quattro Coronati. They were Davide Viterbo, Professor of Mineralogy at the University of Eastern Piedmont, and
his wife.
Before knocking, Professor Viterbo looked around as if somewhat lost. Certainly, it had been more than sixty
years since he had been there before, and he had been only five years old. With all his family. His memories were
understandably a little confused. So he had called his sister Amalia, in Turin, to get more information. And once the
confirmation arrived that this was indeed the place he was looking for, he had asked to be received by Sister Rita. He
wanted to see again the place where, in 1943, he, his father, mother, three other brothers and sisters and the maternal
grandparents had found refuge after fleeing Turin because of the racial persecution. And so to thank the "heirs" of
those nuns who had protected them sixty years before with great love and willingness. In the hope, perhaps, of
finding someone still alive.
Along with his thanks Professor Viterbo left the nuns a testimony written by his sister, Amalia Rossetto Viterbo,
describing the odyssey of their family, forced to leave everything to save themselves &om the Nazi-Fascists.
We phoned Mrs. Amalia Viterbo to ask her permission to publish it. She gave it. And, overcome by emotion, she
told us that before dying her mother had asked her never to forget those nuns. «Send them a gift every year at
Christmas», Mrs. Amalia, a teacher of literature, retired now for some years, told us. «My mother strongly exhorted
us never to forget what the nuns of the Santi Quattro and the Daughters of Our Lady of Mount Calvary, they too
resident at that time in the great complex of the Basilica of the Santi Quattro, had done for us. They took care of the
deaf and dumb girls. My father and grandfather slept in the cloister. I and the rest of the family, however, were
hidden in the convent facing, with the sisters of Mount Calvary. Indeed the mother superior of those nuns, Sister
Maria Artemia, had given us her room. The thing that struck me most and that I still remember now is the great
dignity of those women. Especially Mother Rita Saporetti, the superior of the cloistered nuns. What culture, what
spirituality! And she was also really likeable! She had the capacity to live through those tremendous days while
working, praying, taking part in beautiful liturgical rites, and sharing the little there was with us».
The testimony published here begins in 1938, the year ofthe anti-Jewish laws and the flight &om Turin to Rome.
And it concludes with April 1945, when it was finally possible for the Viterbo family to return home.
In recalling the Roman "sojourn", following the liberation of the city on 4 June of 1944, Amalia Viterbo, who
meantime had gone to live with her family in Via Pierluigi da Palestrina, describes the visits of two exceptional
relatives: her greataunt, Rita Montagnana, sister of her grandmother, and her husband, Palmiro Togliatti. The
Secretary of the Italian Communist Party and his wife, she too an authoritative exponent of the Party, founder of the
flagship newspaper of female emancipation Noi donne [We women], « had settled in Rome after the long stay in the
Soviet Union», Mrs. Amalia recounts. « Palmiro had a very aloof aspect, and at first sight seemed cold and detached,
whereas, especially with us children, he was amenable, took us in his arms and told us fairy tales and stories about
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to Radicofani we had to be towed by a cart. The roads were often pitted and the tires burst frequently and someone
had to be found to fix them. The car was somewhat old, and even though quite large, it was overloaded with people
and baggage; therefore progress was slow and we took several days to get to our destination. The count/driver, after
deposing his lover in Bologna, wanted to drive straight to Venice, but father reminded him of the commitment made
in Rome and forced Bragadin to take us to Turin, which we saw with great excitement even if it had been severely
damaged by the bombing.
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