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         The notes I have used for this book remained buried for years in my diaries, waiting for an opportunity to transform themselves into written memoirs. The incentive came from the President of the Luigi Bosca Foundation, which established The Institute of Mediterranean Studies at the University of Lugano. It was in the intellectually stimulating atmosphere of this Swiss institute that I was able to put together the various versions of the original text in Italian, thanks to the dedicated help of Federica Periale and Federica Frediani and the invaluble critical comments of Maurizio Cabona. Carol Ann Bernheim and Dvora Bar Zemer, in Jeru­salem, helped me to prepare the first draft of an English version of the book, which Martine Halban and Judy Gough carefully revised, edited and shortened to adapt it to an English readership.

         I wish them all to know how indebted I am to them for their patient efforts, understanding and friendship.

         Dan Vittorio Segre

Govone, Turin, January 2005
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            The Luck of Names

         

         In 1946, when Rome was still under Allied Occupation, a gypsy read my palm and told me that there was something strange in it. She saw two lives intertwined. Was it due to a split personality or did I have two names? Startled by her accuracy, I smiled but did not give her the satisfaction of learning that in fact my palm should show three, not two, names, each one of which has influenced my fortunes – if not my character. Perhaps there is some truth in the Jewish belief that our destiny is linked to the name we carry. Orthodox Jews are so convinced of this that they change the name of a seriously ill relative so that the tormenting spirit will lose track of them.

         On the day of my circumcision (not baptism as assumed by most Italians) I was named Vittorio Emilio Giuseppe, the clerk in the registry office confirming that I belonged to the Segre family. The last two names referred respectively to a paternal and a maternal grandfather. Vittorio, on the other hand, was linked to another type of respect. It was not the Italian translation of the Hebrew name Haim, meaning life, as vita  is life in Italian, but an act of homage to the various King Vittorios of the House of Savoy, with which my family felt – like the majority of Piedmontese Jews – a special link. However, I never felt that these three names suited me so when I had the opportunity to discard them I did so with neither heistation nor remorse.

         My surname was a completely different matter. Although not a famous name, it has for me acquired resonance: Segre is the name 2of a Spanish river which, according to family tradition, was the scene of the miraculous rescue of a group of my ancestors who later become known as “those of the Segre”. Fleeing Spanish persecution in about 1492, they were surrounded by soldiers of the Catholic Queen Isabella, by the river Segre, near the city of Guadalajara, but managed to escape under cover of darkness.

         This story, recounted by our elders around the table on Seder night (the Passover meal celebrating the exodus from Egypt), is not supported by any historical evidence. If the event had really taken place, I believe that among the descendants of the saved, there would almost certainly have been some trace of it, perhaps, as is common in religious Jewish families, in the recitation of a prayer of thanks on each anniversary of that happy event, which would then be transmitted from generation to generation. Furthermore, the soldiers of the Catholic Queen preferred to expel the Jews from Spain, not to bring them back into the country unless they were conversos,  that is, baptised Jews who secretly retained their original faith. The Inquisition, in fact, was very interested in saving the souls of these people with the help of the stake. But in my family there were no martyrs until Auschwitz. What we do know about the Segre families is that they arrived safe and sound in the Papal Territories of southern France. From here, at the invitation of the Duke of Savoy, Emmanuel Philibert, some of them crossed into Piedmont.

         This migration had two consequences: on the one hand, these Jews of Spanish origin justified the Duke’s hope, as expressed in his decree of admission, and proved to be an engine of Piedmont’s economic recovery and later development; on the other hand, in gratitude for the security which they enjoyed almost continuously in Piedmont, they became devoted subjects of the House of Savoy. A symbiosis of interests was thus created between the Piedmontese Jews and the House of Savoy which lasted – in spite of occasional religious friction – for about 400 years, until the day on which the racial persecution of Italian Jewry ordered by Musso­lini 3 and countersigned by King Emmanuel III in 1938, led to the ruin of both.

         To change one’s surname in British mandatory Palestine, where I found myself at the end of the 1930s, involved a procedure both bureaucratically simple and ideologically complicated. All that was needed was to apply to the Department of Internal Affairs and pay 25 grush (25p) whereupon one received by mail, within 15 days, the chosen new name, confirmed by an unknown English colonial civil servant who signed himself my Obedient Servant. The only limitation attached to the change of family name was the require­ment not to choose one which might “consist of false identity or illicit pretension”. In other words, it was not permitted for a Jew to call himself Mohammed or for an Arab to call himself Levy or for either of them to call themselves William Shakespeare. But it was also a decision full of significance, representing a psychological break with one’s past whilst, at the same time, being a political affirmation of the future.

         To switch voluntarily from Grün (Green) to Ben Gurion (lion cub), for example, meant for Israel’s first prime minister and his descendants cutting ties with the family’s diaspora past. In most cases the change of name had no mundane implications. Often it represented the cancellation of an insult suffered in Europe or Russia at a time when Jews were being forced to enter a state population registry. Traditional family names such as Moses son of Jacob, who could equally well be the son of another Moses, were considered by the Gentile authorities a cause of confusion and an obstacle to modernisation and census-taking. Often added to this bureaucratic logic was the oppressive scorn of functionaries who imposed family names which had a disparaging meaning in the local language. To choose a new name in Jewish Palestine was thus almost an obligation. It represented a gesture of liberation from the past, a declaration of intentions in the present, and a profession of faith and hope for the future. It could also occasion­ally reveal one’s intimate ambitions as, for example, when one 4chose the name Zamir (nightingale), Ne’eman (faithful), or Oz (courage).

         In my case, the reason for the Hebraization of my name was utterly prosaic, dictated by considerations of security and alphabet, with a pinch of juvenile romanticism. It was also the result of that particular artistic mood which afflicted me during my first years in Palestine, and which in Piedmont is called la  fame  da  suonatore  (the hunger of the musician).

         I have never played a musical instrument, not even one of those mouth organs which were highly appreciated at Mikve Israel, the agricultural school near Tel Aviv, where I landed in 1939. I have, however, often been in that situation of permanently unassuaged hunger which can develop either into talent or desperation, de­pending on one’s age. Despite, or perhaps because of, my lack of musical ability, I was envious of my schoolmates: they had simply to bring the harmonica to their lips in order to create around them circles of young girls and boys eager to dance even if only to the rhythm of a few nostalgic and syncopated notes, repeated ad infinitum.

         The spaces which divide notes produce music; the white space within letters creates an understanding of the sacred, say the mystics. To me, those monotonous ditties sounded like mere sounds, with neither melodic sense nor meaning and with no historic linkage with the land to which, singing in unison, we claimed to have returned to “build and be built in it”. These were songs, if I can call them that, which originated in distant lands. They were intended to remind people of green steppes, of un­bounded pastures, of black forests – of which only skimpy exam­ples existed in our school botanical garden. Yet they succeeded in stimulating and bringing out in the dancers sweaty, angry energies, unfulfilled juvenile sexuality with improvised trills and harsh cries which could almost have been inspired by Negro spirituals or Hassidic songs.

         This music rarely inspired romantic meetings. At most, in the 5fresh, starlit evenings, it created dancing circles of common soli­tude; circles of young people with hands chastely round neigh­bouring shoulders; circles which, when the singing stopped, broke up into thoughtful couples. Sitting on the ground they let the warm sand filter through their fingers; a melancholy vein was twined into these humble, improvised musical gatherings. In me they created a sense of longing which was a blend of the pain of boyish memories and the ache of physical hunger.

         Although we lived in the countryside where fruit and vegetables were never lacking, the food restrictions imposed by the war had begun to be felt. In the dining room of the agricultural school there was no longer any trace of the boiled eggs or the whipped cream and jams which had impressed me so much upon my landing in Tel Aviv when, for a few days, I was the guest of the family of a Jewish Palestinian student I had met in Turin.

         In the kibbutz where I went to study Hebrew and in the agricultural school to which I was later transferred, the only unrestricted food on offer consisted of black bread (white bread was reserved for the Sabbath), margarine, cucumbers, green onions, radishes, and oranges in season. The result was that the pocket money my legal guardian sent me from Jerusalem, drawn from funds transferred to Palestine by my father (with the conni­vance of the fascist commander of Turin as I related in Memoirs  of  a Fortunate  Jew) always ended up in the miserable local grocery shop where students and families of the factory workers attached to the school could buy basic necessities and humble luxuries: shoelaces, shoe polish, combs, towels, notepads, soap, pencils, penknives, buttons, sewing thread and needles. The selection of food was limited and austere; dry rolls covered with coarse salt which in Yiddish are called beigele  and which in time became a cocktail delicacy; chocolate bars of poor quality, and slices of a sesame-seed sweet which the Arabs call halawa  and the Jews halva.  These slices, sweating oil and honey, were my passion. They were cut with a big knife from a block and wrapped in coloured paper. The 6contents crumbled between my fingers into microscopic bits which I religiously licked from the cupped palm of my hand.

         Stacked on the shelves of the shop, one on top of the other, were jars of pickles in which olives, slices of radish and red chillies floated happily together. There were cartons of eggs from the hen coop in which we worked and where we occasionally and stealthily drank the contents of an egg, sucking the yolk from the shell, blaming the breakage on the aggressive temperament of the hens. While waiting to end up in a saucepan, many of the hens stalked about with curious little blue “spectacles” fixed on their beaks. This was an invention of our poultry professor which quickly spread among the poultry farms of the country. The man was a silent, meticulous scientist who had been able to prove statistically that some breeds of hen turned violent when they saw the backs of their companions bleeding from constant egg-laying. Putting coloured spectacles on their beaks gave them a different perception of colour and promoted peaceful relations in the coop. It was a simple and efficient idea which is still waiting to find an appropriate application in the world of human bipeds.

         Being stolen, the yolks seemed tastier, even without salt, than the black bread or the often mouldy white bread which I bought in the school shop. But I found compensation for the renunciation of more expensive goods in the pleasure of chatting with the grocer’s daughter. She was a small, happy girl of about 15 with brown skin like the beloved in the Song  of  Songs.  She wore her blonde hair short, as befitted a member of the socialist pioneering youth movement, with her khaki shorts held up by elastic. A blue shirt, symbol of the movement, was worn on top; it had very short sleeves and red laces at the neck. She never wore socks or shoes but always a pair of sandals which she managed to keep attached to her feet with a strip of leather inserted between the first and second toes.

         The sun of the Middle East had not yet dried her skin as it had her mother’s, whose face was covered in wrinkles at the age of 7about 35. Perhaps it was not only the sun that was responsible. She was a woman with a permanently tense face who vented her frustration on her husband, usually concealed in the back room of the shop and occupied with accounts or with political readings. Unhappy and stern, I believe she lived in fear that some student would steal not her daughter but her groceries.

         The contrast with her mother made the daughter more attrac­tive than she really was. I liked the resentful infantile stubbornness with which the girl refused to speak Yiddish or Polish with her parents. Both languages were totally incomprehensible to me and I visualised them as alien leeches attached to the culture of a ghetto diaspora Judaism from which, we were taught in school, Zionist youth should free itself. Looking back, I am convinced that the grocer’s daughter was not beautiful, but she was young, feminine and smiling. This was enough to attract me. In a school dominated by young males she had an embarras  de  choix.  If she favoured me with her attention, I believe she did so because she felt attracted by that mixture of Italian romanticism and superficial Judaism which distinguished me from my schoolmates and which, at the time, caused me much suffering.

         She did not understand why I felt offended when my school­mates called me Caporetto.  Her grandfather, too, she reminded me, had taken part in that First World War battle which resulted in an Austrian victory over the Italians and always felt proud of it. If her grandfather considered Caporetto  an honour, why should I feel insulted? On the other hand, she shared my anger when they called me macaroni,  but persuaded me that macaroni  was indeed a compliment considering that this was the most sought-after dish on the Sabbath menu.

         In spite of these differences of military and culinary opinions, she thought it quite natural that I should share with her my problems, large or small. She was always ready to listen to me with her impish air, sitting on the square stones which propped up the decrepit wall of the shop. Our conversations were not intense or 8intellectual. Most of what she told me about her family, the school, or the Zionist movement of young pioneers was of no interest to me. Most of what I told her about my family, my school life in Italy, or the fascist youth movement to which I had belonged must have sounded to her like fantasies. Who in Palestine had ever heard of Jewish fascists? Or of Jews who had been prime ministers, ministers of war, members of Garibaldi’s Red Shirts, co-founders of the national identity of another people without being asked to convert to Christianity?

         “Really!” she exclaimed, cutting short my stories and provoking sudden embarrassed silences. This was less in order to check the truth of what I was telling her than because of her fear of wounding me in what seemed to her my dreamworld of fantasies and dreams. None the less, these were kind silences, full of understanding and forgiveness, which took the place of explanations too raw to develop into a serious conversation but founded on that reciprocal understanding which only children at play are able to produce.

         When I decided to join the British Army, the Jewish Agency employees in charge of the mobilisation of Palestinian Jews advised me to change my name to avoid trouble in case I should be taken prisoner by the Italians. The Italian law on nationality at the time laid down that the son of Italian parents, even if born abroad or possessing dual nationality, was obliged to do military service in Italy. To be considered a draft dodger when dressed in enemy uniform was a danger against which I needed to protect myself. It was natural for me to turn to the grocer’s daughter for help in the choice of my new identity and she accepted the task gladly, quite moved by the idea of becoming my “godmother”. She asked me whether I had any preferences in the choice of names. I mentioned only one: I wanted a family name which would put me at the beginning of the alphabet instead of at the end, where I had always been relegated with the name Segre.

         We promised to meet for the “ceremony” after dinner in the tropical greenhouse – a humid, and slightly mysterious place.

         9She was already there waiting for me, half-hidden by a Japanese almond tree, and greeted me with serious eyes. I noted with pleasure that she had substituted a long-sleeved white shirt for the blue of the pioneer youth, freshly ironed, sleeves rolled up to the elbow just like the ones worn on the Sabbath.

         “I have chosen ‘Avni’ as your family name,” she told me, slightly breathless, “and Dan as your first name.”

         I liked both names immediately. The former had the advantage of being short, easily memorised and at the beginning of both Latin and Hebrew alphabets. In Hebrew the root of the word Avni is even  meaning stone. Dan was the smallest of the ten Hebrew tribes. It sounded Anglo-Saxon without being the di­minutive of the more usual Daniel, with its root in the Hebrew ladun  meaning “to judge”. Combined, both names assumed the significance of a calling: stone-like strength and justice would guide me in my future military life – a life which I had chosen less from a sense of national duty than as a way of escaping the boredom of an agricultural school.

         Looking back on that moral commitment, I frequently ask myself how faithful I have been to this self-imposed rite of passage. At the time it helped me overcome my terror when for the first time in my life I found myself on the point of kissing a girl. She did not seem scared. She did not move, even when I unbuttoned her shirt. She stroked my face after allowing me to look at her little breasts and walked away without covering them up.

         My two new names, Dan and Avni, became, however, the cause of a long series of headaches. I got the first taste of this when I returned to Italy as an attaché to the Israeli Legation, the first Jewish diplomatic representation since the time of Emperor Nero.

         I had taken up residence in the St George Hotel which at that time still belonged to my family and was near Termini station in Rome. The neighbourhood was not yet infested by drug pushers nor transformed, as it is today, into an African market. It was difficult then to find a room without prior reservation but for “the 10young master”, as the concierge still called me, there was, of course, always room. It was understandable, therefore, that he felt deeply uncomfortable when he came to my room in the middle of the night to inform me that two military policemen were waiting in the hall to take me to their headquarters in a “state of temporary arrest”. From the embarrassed behaviour of the two policemen it seemed to me that they too, like the concierge, were not quite happy with their mission. However, since orders are orders – as they told me by way of excusing themselves – I had to accompany them.

         This scene repeated itself many times in the next few years. The various warrant officers who interrogated me on suspicion of evading military service were usually military men who looked half asleep if it was night-time or bored to death during the day. Invariably they sat in an unadorned office with a crucifix on the wall sandwiched between pictures of the President and the head of the carabinieri.  Invariably the artificial light was dim. On the wooden or formica table there was always an ashtray full of cigar­ette butts and dirty marks left by cups of coffee. The smell of the place, too, was always more or less the same: a mixture of bleach and cigarette smoke with a whiff of urine when the door to the toilet was left open.

         My reception in these military police stations was initially always affable but turned suspicious when I showed the officer my diplomatic passport and repeated the mantra – which I had learned by heart – to explain the reasons why it was illegal for the Italian military authorities to keep me in custody as an evader of military service. As a diplomat, I explained, I did not come under the jurisdiction of Italian law; as a military man, I had been excused from military service in Italy by a royal decree of 1945 – according to which, service by foreigners of Italian origin in the Allied armies was to be considered fulfilment of national military duty. Finally, I concluded my speech, because of my age I was no longer subject to mobilisation.

         11It was only in Turin in 1953 that I succeeded in putting an end to this curious status of deserter. Having been called for the nth time to report for military duty, I went to the military recruiting office, which to this day is located in a large palace at Corso Unione Sovietica, and asked firmly, in Italian but with a marked English accent, to see the officer in charge.

         The major who received me, judging by his age, the untidiness of his uniform, the bored expression on his face and his badly trimmed beard, appeared to be anxiously awaiting his retirement. Standing to attention and in an act of self-promotion to a Reserve Colonel in the Irish Guards, I showed him the call-up papers and asked him when I could be enrolled. I added that the whole matter seemed to me slightly improper but since orders were orders, they must be obeyed first and only discussed later.

         Every time I remember that scene, I ask myself how I was able to keep a straight face in front of that poor officer’s expression.

         “Mister Colonel,” he kept saying, “please do sit down. Let me understand what is happening. Obviously there must have been a bureaucratic error because you are clearly well above call-up age.”

         “Mister Major,” I answered, “this is not a matter of age. I know my military duty and I do not intend avoiding it because of my past rank in the British Army. I am ready to serve as a recruit. This will give me a chance to see from the inside how the new Italian Army is working. After all, I had something to do with its recon­struction as a member of the Allied Control Commission.”

         The conversation ended over a cup of coffee and a promise that I would never be bothered again. The Italian Army kept its word. The police responsible for public decency, on the other hand, continued to pursue me for another ten years for illicit sexual acts which I had never committed but which were connected with my change of name.

         When I got married in Israel with the name of Avni, before the Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Haifa, I did not foresee my father’s reaction. As an austere and law-abiding citizen, he thought it his 12duty to register our marriage at the Turin Registry Office. He did it, naturally, according to the details of the marriage certificate which I had sent him to prove the legality of our marriage. The result was that my wife, according to Italian law, found herself married to a foreigner with the name of Avni when she was living abroad, and when in Italy living with an unmarried Italian with the name of Segre.

         In order to release her from this situation and to legitimise our two sons born of our marriage contracted in Israel, I was forced to battle against Italian bureaucracy for several years; to request recognition by the Italian authorities of my change of name; to appeal to the President of the Republic, who, according to some lawyers, was the only authority empowered to change the name of a citizen; to appoint a legal guardian for my two sons to plead in court on behalf of the legitimacy of the paternity of their father.

         I was almost on the point of accepting the idea of the Italian Consul-General in Jerusalem to have him marry us again. This was vetoed by my lawyer in Italy who was convinced that such a consular marriage would not only not solve the problem with the names, but would put my wife in the unpleasant situation of finding herself charged with the crime of bigamy with her own legitimate spouse.

         The solution to the riddle was finally found by a friend of mine, a well-known lawyer in Turin. He proposed that my wife accuse me in court of having married her under false pretences. Repre­senting me, he confirmed this crime of mine in front of the court of the city of Alba, in which area I officially resided. The sentence transcribed in my personal file obliged the registry office of Turin to introduce the necessary correction ordered by the judge.

         “Is it possible,” asked a leading Italian journalist, “that a poor devil of a man should suffer for such a long time trying to change his name in order to marry his sole legitimate wife?” This journalist was not the only one to take an interest in my strange bureaucratic case. Two law students asked my lawyer for per­mission 13 to use the file of the trial for their doctoral theses; the chief of police in the small village in which I lived came to congratulate me on the happy ending of the story. “According to regulations,” he said to me, “it was my duty to denounce either you or your wife, for cohabitation and offending public decency.” However, in view of our irreproachable behaviour, he had decided not to press charges against us. His decision was greatly influenced by the opinion of the village priest who often pointed us out to his parishioners as a model couple. “They are Jews,” he once said in church, “but not of that race of people who go out in couples on a Lambretta and return home as a threesome.”
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            Cultural Attaché

         

         Six years of voluntary military service, spent first in the British and then in the Israeli Army, convinced me that military life was not for me. An administrative career in industry attracted me even less; two months of apprenticeship in the export department of the Olivetti company at Ivrea, in 1947, after the Second World War and before Israel’s War of Independence, were sufficient to convince me of my meagre managerial talents.

         As soon as I was demobilised from the Israeli Army in 1949, I accepted with enthusiasm an offer to become an attaché in the newly created Ministry of Foreign Affairs which, at the time, was still located in Tel Aviv. Its offices occupied some of the little villas in the German Colony of Sarona which was founded at the end of the nineteenth century by the Knights Templar. Adolf Eichmann stayed there for a couple of weeks while examining the possibility of transferring German Jews to Palestine. He quickly convinced himself of the non-existence of favourable political conditions and switched his attention to another project, equally unrealisable, of exporting German Jews to Madagascar.

         Like other German settlements in the Holy Land, Sarona had been confiscated by the British at the beginning of the Second World War. In 1948, it was located in that part of the British Man­date territory which came under Israeli control. It was conveniently situated on the outskirts of Tel Aviv and was empty of inhabitants. The new Israeli government transformed it into a complex of ministries, including Defence and the Prime Minister’s Office.

         15At that time, the village contained a strange agglomeration of little houses built in a confusion of styles. Some had red-tiled roofs, sloped at an angle intended to protect its occupants from hypo­thetical snows. Others had flat, Arab-style roofs. Because of its size the church had been turned into an employees’ dining room; it was built in a Gothic style which could hardly be said to harmonise with the climate or the landscape. Architecturally it represented an artificial and glaring transplant of one culture on to another, the only advantage for its former inhabitants being to preserve, in its bricks and mortar or, in this case, its stone and mortar, memories of their countries of origin.

         At the beginning of the twentieth centuy, the founders of Tel Aviv had tried – unlike the German colonists – to escape from the architectural call of Europe by developing a “Zionist Orientalist” style. Few examples of this effort remain but those that do have at last been recognised historically and architecturally as being of sufficient importance to be protected from the greed of builders for whom the sand on which Tel Aviv has grown represents gold. Thanks to this “gold lust”, the largest Jewish city in the world has seen a vast expansion of cement and glass, behind which – accord­ing to Amos Oz – “people speak in Hebrew during the day and dream in every possible language during the night”.

         Sarona still looked like an oasis of green on the sandy outskirts of the then small town of Tel Aviv with its eucalyptus trees and mown lawns. Today it is an administrative neighbourhood, suffo­cated by cement, dominated by the skyscrapers of the Ministry of Defence and of large companies which prefer the humid and mercantile climate of the Mediterranean to the dry, austere, rocky hills of Jerusalem.

         It was from the little villas of Sarona, occupied by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, that I left for Rome and then for Paris in 1950, to follow, for the next 20 years, a diplomatic path full of surprises. None of the tasks which faced me later on scared me as much as the first one – cultural attaché to France.

         16My terror was due to the fact that nothing had prepared me for this mission: indeed I possessed no culture at all. My schooling in Italy had ended after the first year at the Stellini Lyceum in Udine because of the fascist anti-Jewish racial laws. Later on, in the barracks of the British Army, as teachers of gunnery, British life and language, I had Welsh sergeant-majors, Scottish officers, and English naval intelligence commanders full of love for Italy.

         At the time, I did not feel ashamed of my ignorance. As a veteran of two victorious wars, I almost made a virtue of it. All wars share the ability to transform men into violent, unruly brutes and I found out how true this can be in Naples, in the garden of the Royal Palace at Capo di Monte. The park had been trans­formed into a military transit camp; there were lines of tents for sleeping quarters, benches and tables on the grass for the mess, jute fences to conceal the showers and latrines dug into the ground. Within the park there was a festive atmosphere for the military personnel who spent the mornings shaving or sunbathing in shorts while waiting for their next posting.

         On one of these fresh mornings, as I wandered aimlessly among the pines and badly neglected flower-beds, I found myself in a small, neoclassical temple. The marble floor was covered with paper and excrement. Half-way up one wall there was a kind of altar of veined black porphyry. Minuscule, elegant and miracu­lously preserved among all the dirt and ruins, I felt it was a provo­cation. Instinctively, I hit it with the butt of my automatic rifle. The fragments scattered on the temple floor and seemed to look at me with mute contempt through the dust which my irresponsible gesture had raised. Why had I committed this barbarous act? Probably because “the social animal is moved by so many passions that simple, daily, human activities are not sufficient to give vent to them,” according to the Italian social scientist Alessandro Verri. In order to satisfy these human passions, there is need of change, revolution, wars, or at least the hatred of politics which fuels the wild animal in us.

         17How would Velasquez, who was to have such a great influence on my life and about whom I knew nothing, have painted such a scene? At the Stellini Lyceum, the history of art was not included in the curriculum. We studied the history of fascism in the course dealing with “Doctrines of Fascism” which praised the greatness of ancient and modern Rome. In the first class of the Jewish school hurriedly organised in Turin in 1938 for Jewish students expelled from state schools, it had been decided to concentrate tuition on more practical subjects. In Palestine, after a few months on a kibbutz learning Hebrew, my cultural education – together with my social re-education – continued at Kibbutz Givat Brenner where, in 1939, I found myself cleaning chicken coops in the company of former Italian-and German-Jewish academics.

         These “comrades” exuded culture. I listened with admiration and humiliation to their continuous historical-philosophical-political debates. During our work breaks, seated on the ground, we quenched our thirst with non-exportable oranges, known as “third grade”. We shared them with the cows, and with wise speeches we compensated for the dryness of the climate and the poverty of the ambience. None of my working companions, however, was interested in painting and there was no trace of Velasquez in the “house of culture” where I took refuge after working hours.

         This place of wisdom was anything but a house: it consisted of a wooden hut, separated from the water tower by a small square full of weeds, a pathetic reminder of manicured European lawns. Only yablit  grew there, a weed with small, yellowish pointed leaves which resisted all efforts to make it greener by daily waterings. That water, parsimoniously and uselessly sprinkled on the weedy little garden was one of the few “bourgeois” luxuries which the kibbutz allowed itself at a time when even electric fans were a sign of wealth in Palestine. They whirred in the houses of rich town-dwellers, in hotels, and in the offices of British officialdom. At the kibbutz, relief from the heat was entrusted to air currents coming 18through the half-open windows protected by iron mesh netting, against which insects met their death and grains of sand constantly accumulated.

         The “powder” of the desert also settled softly on the book­shelves made of boards propped up on bricks; it penetrated into the pages of books by Marx, Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg; it landed on golden titles printed in Gothic characters of the writings of Goethe and Schiller. In the bedrooms of the kibbutz, it con­cealed itself between the sheets; it surreptitiously intruded into the clothes within the cupboards. It reddened the eyes under eyelids made heavier by sleep, and in the dining room it blended with the food on the chipped enamelled plates.

         There was also dust on a book by Antonio Labriola, the father of Italian Marxism, which gave the impression, because of the thicker layer of dust which covered it, of being an ideological intruder among the volumes in Russian, German and English. It belonged to Enzo Sereni, one of the kibbutz founders. A cultured, enthusiastic Zionist, Sereni tempered his Marxist ideology with the trans-Tiberian humour of the Roman ghetto. He was small in stature and great in faith. Brilliant, human and a humanist, logical and persuasive, he gave lessons on the history of Marxism on Saturday afternoons to the newly arrived immigrants from Italy on the weed-filled square in front of the “house of culture”. But he too never spoke about Velasquez.

         Apart from my ignorance of paintings in general and those of Velasquez in particular, there was another reason for my fear of my Parisian cultural task: the feeling of guilt for an act of cultural cheating about which I am still ashamed.

         In Bari, where I was posted to a British intelligence office in 1944, I learned of the existence of an extraordinary session of matriculation exams for refugee students and Italian military per­sonnel, consisting solely of an oral exam. I applied to take this exam, was accepted because of my age, and on the appointed day presented myself to the examination board, dressed in my military 19uniform and armed with a pistol, in the squalid classroom of an empty elementary school.

         From the unhappy expression of the president of the board, I realised how embarrassing my presence was for him. On his face was stamped the resignation of an educator who for years had taught young Italians pride and love for their motherland and now had to see his people in the occupied part of Italy hailing the triumphant enemy as liberator.

         He was about 50, slightly bent, with a high forehead which warned of the onset of baldness. He reminded me of my literature teacher in Udine in his wrinkled alpaca jacket which had been deprived of good soap for a long time. He spoke with a northern Italian accent, choosing his words with care believing, like my old professor, that grammar was a part of one’s character. He empha­sised his words by raising his eyebrows, with flashes of austere irony in his eyes, which looked at me through the lenses of a pince-nez. But there was also some uncertainty in that downcast look when it moved from my face to my new, well-ironed uniform, from the coloured silk scarf which I wore around my neck in the arrogant fashion of my unit, to the pistol which dangled in a canvas holster from my belt.

         It was obvious that he wanted to get rid of me as quickly as possible. He had, however, to keep up appearances without unduly embarrassing either me or his two colleagues; one, a man silently chewing the stem of an empty pipe and the other, a middle-aged woman, lightly made up, with a short neck which made her look puffed up. It was my bad luck that she was a professor of art history.

         The President of the Board suggested that I should myself propose the Latin and Greek texts on which I wanted to be examined, and the name of the Italian author whom I wanted to analyse. He paid no attention to my answers, asked no questions, and with a gesture of the hand, thanked his male colleague when the latter said he had no questions to ask me.

         20I felt both happy and humiliated. After all, Giovannina Sullam, a refugee from Venice, had conscientiously prepared me for the exams. It had been an accelerated course which I followed for more than a month, studying hard in spite of the dinners which her mother offered to Jewish soldiers of Italian origin in her tiny apartment in Bari.

         Together with this improvised teacher, I had agreed to concen­trate on three subjects: Latin, Italian and mathematics. To me, even these seemed to be too much, but Giovannina was convinced that if I passed these three subjects, nobody would dare to fail me. She had not, however, foreseen the professor of art history. Once it was her turn, she flooded me with questions. Generously, she offered me an escape from Florence, a city in which I was unable to mention the name of a single church. Still ready to help me, she asked me by which route I had arrived in Italy. I answered that I had come from Palestine, which was where I had enlisted in the army, and imprudently added that I had passed through Greece. On hearing this, her eyes lit up and her cheeks flushed. She began, with growing enthusiasm, to describe her pre-war visits to Ithaca, Corinth, Delphi and Corfu.

         She spoke about these Hellenic journeys with a dreamy air, putting her hand on a crumpled bag on the table near the exam register. She wore a grey, sleeveless summer tunic, with a white piqué collar which was unflattering to her cheeks which were emaciated through lack of food. In her voice there was both sadness and hopefulness about returning to the archaeological sites which she described. She spoke as if, with her voice, she wanted to caress the statues and the bas-reliefs. I nodded vigorously at her descriptions of places I had never seen, hoping she would forget me as she reminisced. Instead she suddenly asked me to describe the Caryatids on the Parthenon.

         I had no idea what the Caryatids were, but my instinct warned me that the wrong answer or an admission of ignorance would have wounded this woman, transforming me in her mind into a 21mortal enemy of Hellas. Spontaneously there came to my lips a lie which still makes me shudder. “Madam,” I murmured with the most convincing air I could muster, “nothing remains of that jewel except a mound of fragments. The German Stukas razed it to the ground, depriving the world of a treasure.”

         “What barbarians!” she said, turning to her two colleagues with a voice almost broken by tears. Neither of them seemed impressed. They understood the aim of my invented disaster, which had the double advantage of putting an end to the melancholy memories of their colleague, and offering the board a way to rid itself of an embarrassing and pretentious candidate. They sent me away with a 6, the lowest pass mark, in every subject including gymnastics, which of course I had not taken.

         I did not have the courage to reveal this scholastic fraud to Maurice Fisher, the first Israeli Ambassador to France. It was he who had conferred on me the responsibility of cultural relations between Israel and France. I limited myself to observing that my French was still poor, that the war years and my agricultural work had not left me much opportunity to complete my cultural edu­cation. He answered brusquely, that if I lacked culture – as did the majority of Israelis in his opinion – my new task would give me the possibility of acquiring it.

         It was obvious that he had no intention of involving me in the political activities of the Embassy. He knew nothing about me and perhaps suspected that I was linked to some political currents of the central administration hostile to him, since my despatch to Paris did not result from any request of his but was a ministerial decision. He was, in any case, indifferent to what I would or could do. Probably he thought that by being in charge of cultural relations, I might cause less harm both to Israel and to his diplo­matic mission.

         Knowing that I would be unable to make him change his mind, I thanked him and went off to think about how I might do the job in a bar known to have the best cheese baguettes in Paris.

         22I drew my plan of action on a paper napkin. I told myself that by enrolling in the School of Political Science in rue St Guillaume, I could improve my diplomatic skills as well as my knowledge of French, To introduce me to the world of art would be the task, first of a cousin of mine, a painter in Paris, but also of Philippe Erlanger, a Jewish historian, who was a family friend as well as being very much part of the Parisian set. At the time, Georges Bidault, then Minister of Foreign Affairs, had appointed him Director of Cultural Relations at the Quai d’Orsay. He showed no particular sympathy for Judaism but a lot for the Jewish State which even in its early years seemed to confirm the pessimistic platonic thesis that the “Idea” corrupts itself as soon as it is incarnate.

         
             

         

         It was Erlanger who insisted that Israel should show Hill  24  Does Not  Answer  at the Cannes Festival despite that country still being shocked by war, victory and food rationing. This romantic war film had all the ingredients needed to make both a Jewish and French audience laugh and cry. It featured the seductive Haya Hararit, a beautiful woman raised on a kibbutz, and a perfect representative of the pioneering society of the State of Israel, now presented to the astonished admiration of Europe.

         This fiery actress was a strange girl. Slim, with green, deep-set eyes, the morning I met her in her hotel room she looked like a furious tigress. The cause of her anger was the need to wear, for the first time in her life, a strapless bra, imposed by the film producer. For him, it was indispensable to emphasise her deep cleavage in the evening dress which he had personally bought for the occasion.

         She considered the gown not only lewd, but a humiliating symbol of the bourgeois world. It was a distorted use of clothing, she explained furiously; chaining the woman to masculine taste. In her wildest imagination she could not have foreseen that 20 years later Betty Friedan would highlight her feminist protest by burning 23her brassiere in public – a gesture of feminist defiance which would define relations between the sexes and not just in America.

         Taking advantage of the little Marxist culture I had learned from Enzo Sereni in the kibbutz, I persuaded her to make this sartorial sacrifice for our homeland. She should think of it not as ideological treason but as the use of the enemy’s weapons in order to defeat him. It was, I assured her, an opportunity for her to denounce – during the festival – the decadence of bourgeois society and to demonstrate the ability of an austere and heroic Israel to adapt itself to the sensual world of cinema. It was also the best way to explain the reasons for a war in which we had both been obliged to take part. In sum, her décolleté was not a humiliating concession to the bourgeois world but a duty and a defiant challenge to be success­fully met.

         Haya was angrily muttering against the capitalist world as we passed between two rows of photographers just behind Joan Crawford and a couple of steps behind Vittorio de Sica. The perfect oval of her face was highlighted by the infantile expression of her pouting, but she was also aware of her effect on the crowd, and the attention paid to her by the photographers. She did not refuse my invitation to dance and I was surprised at how expert she was in such a bourgeois pastime. To the rhythm of a tango, the only dance which I dared imprisoned in my father’s too-tight dinner jacket, I seemed to be hearing, in the slow, languid rhythm of the music, the decadence which – according to her – would inevitably bring about the end of the capitalist world.

         I never met her again after the festival, but I was struck by the dignity of this young Marxist. I heard later that she refused an offer to play the role of a Catholic saint thinking such a role, which might have made her rich and famous, inappropriate for a Jew.

         Back from the labours of Cannes, I threw myself, according to my exacting schedule, into the discovery of French culture. Every free moment I spent visiting museums and art exhibitions, and 24every Saturday, on my way back from synagogue, I went to the Louvre, to digest mountains of images, dates and colours. In the evenings, if I still had the strength, I dragged myself to concerts. Those given at the Salle Pleyel were almost a national duty, because the directors had thrown open its doors to Israeli music­ians, very often under the patronage of the Baroness de Rothschild.

         It was the Baroness who invited me to a souper  at her house after a recital by one of my musical compatriots. I had never been invited by any Rothschild and I was unschooled in all the rules of the Parisian souper.  In my ignorance of the customs of tout  Paris,  I was convinced that it would be impolite to keep my host (and the invited guests who shared my appetite!) waiting. Furthermore, I was anxious to cross the threshold of a palace which to me was symbolic – not of the fabulous wealth of the Rothschilds, but of the role which the French members of this family had played in Palestine as uncrowned princes of the Jewish people.

         The French branch of the family, headed by Baron Edmond de Rothschild, founded many agricultural colonies in Palestine, bought land for the Jews on both sides of the Jordan and supported the work of Marxist Zionist pioneers in spite of the fact that they – as well as David Ben Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister – con­sidered him an exploiter of the poor. In 1953 it was the same Ben Gurion who sent a warship to bring the coffins of the Baron and his wife to Israel. They now lie in a garden cemetery where the couple had asked to rest for eternity, under two level stone slabs surrounded by rose bushes. This was the only piece of land that the banker wanted to keep for himself after having given to the State all the material possessions which he had purchased in Palestine with millions of gold sovereigns.

         Moved by these feelings of admiration and national gratitude, and fully conscious of the responsibility of my new task, I rang the bell at the hôtel particulier of the Baroness in Avenue Foch.

         From the way the liveried doorman looked at me, holding the door half-open, I realised that I had started my conquest of Paris 25high society on the wrong foot. After a moment’s hesitation, while I drew out my invitation, the man gestured to me to come in, neither greeting me nor inquiring who I was. I think he was used to more exotic guests and he succeeded, with his haughtiness, in destroying my self-confidence.

         I do not remember if I used the winding staircase or the lift but somehow I found myself on the first floor at the beginning of a long series of brightly lit halls with showcases full of objets  d’art, standing between heavily draped windows. Advancing alone in this private museum, I had the feeling of being watched by in­visible eyes which could see the falseness of my position. In my solitude and surrounded by the beauty of that house, I felt both a thief and a social outcast. Those golden objects expressed a message of integrity of style, which reflected both on my own inadequacies and on the incongruity of the country I represented. What possible link could exist between a people old in experience but politically immature, like the Jewish people, and its official cultural repre­sentative, totally ignorant of the culture he found himself in? Or between the message of a new, triumphant, arrogant, dreaming state searching – like myself – for an identity in ideologies which were not Jewish, and a sacred nation wounded and dispersed, passionately looking for a new role in a modern world?

         The contrast between what I was feeling and what I was seeing; between the Rothschilds and the kibbutznikim; between us,  five-year-old Israelis, and 4,000-year-old Jews; between a hellish past still so close and a paradisiacal future which seemed so far away, created in me a sense of anxiety and shame and a feeling of estrangement like a fish out of water. This was not just a metaphor because at the very end of the vast hall lay two enormous fish on immense silver platters on a mahogany table. They were salmon, guarded by a couple of waiters standing motionless behind little silver ships containing the mayonnaise.

         In the empty hall, those two fish next to the silver cutlery in front of the bowls of dressing, the fruit nestling in a basket, and the 26piles of plates waiting to be filled with food by invisible guests increased my sense of intrusion.

         I do not know how much time passed in this surreal atmo­sphere. Probably very little, but long enough for the two salmon to fix in my memory the violet stare of their dead, protruding eyeballs. I stared back at them while the two waiters gave a slight sign of life by moving – in unison – their gloved hands from their sides to behind their backs.
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