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‘A haunting tale, beautifully written and with a talent, reminiscent of Proust, to endow the past with a deep psychological meaning … A stunning exercise in self-awareness.’


Amos Elon




 





‘A fascinating description of childhood in Fascist Italy, a moving account of adolescence in Mandatory Palestine, an extraordinary book, very sad and very funny at the same time.’


Walter Laqueur




 





‘A spellbinding biography of genuine literary value that reads like an adventure story. Those familiar with the bitter and depressing tone of the Jews’ misfortunes in the maelstrom of wars and holocausts will derive a unique freshness from the irony, humour and sensuality of Dan Segre, who acknowledges that he is a fortunate Jew.’


A.B. Yehoshua




 





‘Luminous, almost light-hearted, autobiography about a family of Italian Jews under Mussolini.’


Frederic Raphael, Books of the Year, Sunday Times




 





The tone of Segre’s beautifully written autobiography, which reads like a Bildungsroman, is certainly ironic rather than tragic.’


Adrian Lyttelton, The New York Review of Books




 





‘Imagine an Italian Jew from a prominent but impoverished Piedmont family serving in the British Army alongside an Arab and under a Jewish Palestinian sergeant, and you have in a nutshell the cultural confusion Professor Segre so cannily explores in this labyrinthine, spell-binding autobiography, full of passionate tenderness.’
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‘This distinguished book has a structure as rigorously cut and shaped as any novel. Segre’s good fortune, which many a novelist would envy, consists in the end in his power to mould his diverse experiences into a deeply satisfying symbol of modern life triumphing over the forces of adversity. Even where so many were hideously defeated, we may rejoice over one who survived and who has celebrated his luck in such captivating fashion.’


Patrick Parrinder, London Review of Books




 





‘A man of scrupulous integrity, great intelligence, wit and humility, Segre describes his childhood in Fascist Italy and youth in wartime Palestine in quite brilliantly captivating and moving prose.’
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In the same manner in which the just are rewarded in the world to come even for their smallest merits, so are the evildoers in this world.


Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta’anit

























 





DISPERSED in diaries written daily or intermittently since 1940, the memories contained in these pages would not have been turned into a book without the encouragement of many friends.


The Rockefeller Foundation, to which I owe the generous invitation to stay at its Villa Serbelloni during the winter of 1983, will probably never know to what extent the enchanted silence of Bellagio contributed toward persuading the phantoms of my past to allow themselves to be imprisoned by the typewriter on which my wife patiently produced the many drafts of the original Italian manuscript.


As for the English translation, it would certainly not be intelligible without the compassionate help of Devorah Bar-Zemer, who worked with me on every page of the English version. I am deeply indebted to Martine Halban and Amy Pastan, who read through the manuscript with great care and suggested many improvements. If I have been able to convey to the English reader some of the original Italian flavor, I owe this to Susan Rose, who unstintingly gave me the benefit of her sense of both languages and sensitively edited many pages of the manuscript. 
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The Pistol





I WAS probably less than five years old when my father fired a shot at my head. He was cleaning his pistol, a Smith & Wesson 7.65, when it went off—nobody knew how.


My father was sitting at the same desk at which I am writing these lines, a massive oak table, well fitted for the huge ledgers in which he carefully entered, in his clear handwriting slightly slanted to the right, the daily expenses, purchases of animals and seeds, income from the sales of wine and grain, the taxes he paid, as well as the small sums he put in the neck pouch of Bizir, his massive Saint Bernard dog trained to fetch his cigars from the tobacconist. In the village everyone knew the hairy, good-tempered dog of the village mayor. If the tobacconist was not prompt enough in giving Bizir the correct packet, it was only to make him growl for the admiration of the villagers. On the oak table, now mine and still unburdened—as before—by modern gadgets such as a telephone, transistor radio, typewriter, or calculating machine, I keep my father’s photograph. Bizir is standing on his hind legs, his forepaws on my father’s shoulders. The picture is fading and still smells of tobacco like the desk drawers full of aging possessions: pipes, spring tape-measures, erasers, rusty compasses, penholders, a dry inkwell—things I no longer use but carefully preserve as remnants of the vanished world of my family.


On the day I was shot, in the sixth year of the Fascist revolution, I would certainly have been killed had my father held his pistol at a slightly lower angle. I had crawled into his study, placed myself in front of the huge desk without his noticing me, and suddenly stood up at the very moment when the pistol went off. The bullet grazed my head, burned—so I was told time and again—a lock of my then-blond hair, and penetrated an Empire-style armoire behind me.


This was one of those pieces of furniture with a front panel opening into a desk, which was known incorrectly in the family as a serre-papier. I still occasionally see this type of desk-cum-drawers in the windows of antique shops, converted into bars with places for bottles and glasses. My wife, who is convinced that furniture, like flowers, has a dignity of its own, is furious whenever she sees one of these aberrations. She regards them as a perversion of nature. I do not share this belief with her, yet I am convinced that this particular serre-papier possessed a personality of its own. I wonder how it would have perceived my funeral after having witnessed my death.


There would be a small, white coffin at the center of my father’s library, transformed for the occasion into a funeral parlor. The rabbi would arrive from Turin with a hexagonal black ceremonial hat on his head, standing just in front of the Sisters of Saint Vincent—who nursed in the village hospital—with their wide, starched caps, rosaries in their hands, praying for the salvation of my soul. I would be carried to the cemetery in a hearse drawn by two, or perhaps even four, horses with white plumes on their heads and embroidered caparisons as in Paolo Ucello’s pictures. A lot of people would be weeping around my bier. Our faithful maid, Annetta, would be there in her black uniform and white cap; Cecilia, the cook, with the special chocolates she made for my mother’s Thursday tea parties; Vigiu, the coachman, with a top hat adorned by a pheasant’s feather; the two collies, the huge cat, my tin soldiers, and, naturally, the entire family crying around me.


Their sorrow did not affect me. Even apart from dreams of this kind, I have always asked myself what it really means to share someone else’s sorrow. The cases in which people genuinely empathize with other people’s feelings are few. After all, an ingrown toenail hurts one more than the death of a thousand Chinese, and we live in a world where we share our “deep grief” or our “great joy” with distant people through cabled messages, which cost less if transmitted by a coded number. Nobody ever seems to learn from the suffering of others; rarely from his own. Only in the look of confidence and love of a dog, or of fear in a wounded animal is it possible to catch a fleeting instant of the pain of the world.


For years I have empathized with that piece of furniture wounded in my place. I do not claim that it felt pain instead of me, but I have often thought that the shot established a peculiar link between us; that that piece of oak, old and polished, possessed a strange vitality, as if it were holding a particle of my destiny. The little hole, round and clean-cut, discreet and unexpected in the folding panel, has winked at me for years. Long before I was told so by a gypsy, it convinced me that I had been born under a lucky star. Not one supposed to grant glory, wealth, and social success, but a minor star, full of a sparkling life that still gives me courage in the ever more frequent hours of doubt and sadness.




 





Late in the 1950s I once accompanied an Algerian sultan to Nazareth. According to his calling card he was a direct descendant of the caliph Abu Bakr, and he wanted to visit the lodge of the Clarisses convent. Here the viscount of Foucauld, touched by grace, had prepared himself for his mission of conversion of the Arabs in the Sahara, where my sultan’s grandfather had murdered him. The nuns of the Order of the Père de Foucauld, who had transformed the lodge into their small convent, received my companion with the enthusiasm due to those who are clearly part of a divine design.


We sat on low, rush-seated stools, chatting quietly in the big room, clean and tidy, smelling of new whitewash, opening on two sides onto a secret, shady garden. Gusts of wind carried in the perfume of orange blossom while we kept measuring out, like the beads of a rosary, polite phrases and conspiratorial smiles, full of spent hatreds and aging vanity. We had left outside the thick convent walls the diversities of our religions, politics, and cultures. All that reached us from the outer world was the muffled sound of traffic, waves of flower scent, and the smell of burning charcoal spattered by mutton fat.


History had lost its dimension. The conversation veered almost naturally toward the idea of death. The sultan was saying that life is made up of bursts of energy constantly struggling with death. To exist was, for him, to be like a flicker of light shining for shorter or longer periods on the black inertia of matter. This descendant of Abu Bakr, to whom the French had for a moment thought of handing over control of the French Sahara, spoke, in this place of peace and faith, so remote from my village in Piedmont, in the same manner that my father spoke to me for the first and last time about his soul, two weeks before he died.




 





We were looking down from the top of our terraced garden into the valley, soft and green, which sloped gently down to the Tanaro River. To our left, like a caravan of brown roofs and whitish walls, the houses of San Defendente undulated above vineyards already dressed in autumnal red. The farmhouses and the courtyards stood aligned in their ancient order, still unaffected by the new, undisciplined way of life with which the farmers now had to cope. From the tops of the hills the houses overlooked the plants still growing in their appointed seasons. Here and there, however, one could already see the first signs of change. Men who only yesterday had been at the mercy of drought and hail, now crushed the land with tracked vehicles, dusted crops with small planes, and tricked the climate with plantations of imported pines and aspens. Here too, as in the Levant, one was able to perceive the deep wounds that modernity was opening in the old system of cultures. Yet at the end of the fifties, the valley still showed the face that, like that of my father, I had known since my childhood.


Scattered over the fields were bushes of cobnuts and a few lines of poplars, slim and wavering up to the sky; there were orchards that by that time had already given their crops of peaches, figs, and apricots. The land, tired by the summer toil, was lying exhausted, like a woman’s body resting after the élan of love. Punctuating the deep silence, crickets chirped, thirsty birds darted from tree to tree. The hay was drying, fragrant, in the meadows. Unpicked clusters of grapes rotted on the vines amid the buzzing of wasps and in the shade of vine leaves spotted by copper spray.


From every side it seemed as though a message of farewell was rising to us. It was still hot, but my father sensed a chill overcoming his body. He calmly explained to me how the feeling of death was spreading, surprised at not feeling any fear. He had the impression, he told me, that his bones, sinews, and muscles, which still held him upright in spite of his years, were no longer his own; that his life was leaving his body like a flickering flame, deserting the cinders of his earthly life. Sooner or later, he said, these cinders would disperse into nothingness, and the flame of his soul mount, with travail, to the place from which it had come.


He was speaking slowly, to himself, about himself, head slightly bent to one side as if he wanted to catch a consensus from the rustling of the leaves in the vineyards he had planted in his youth. His eyes wandered along the rows of vines, from the houses to the dusty paths, from sky to valley, caressing the brooks, stopping at every milestone on the provincial road, following the tracks along which he had ridden, the meadows over which he had hunted hares, the poplars under which he had dismounted to drink wine with his peasants and eat slices of bread, tasting of olives and garlic.


I looked at his purplish hands, clutching the railing of the steps leading down from the garden to the bowling green. From here he had called on the youths of the village to go and fight and get killed in the war that was to have given back to Italy the towns of Trento and Trieste and brought perpetual peace to the world. His patriotism had not been the reason for his becoming the youngest mayor in Italy. The villagers had consistently voted for him because he was the largest landlord and a Jew, two things that made him more credible than others in matters of money. Villagers who had emigrated used to send him money to have mass said for their dead, trusting him more than the local priest. He had sold many tracts of land to his peasants with deferred payments and without interest. To those who suggested guarantors, he used to answer that the mouths to be fed in the buyer’s family were as good as any security. At that time he was loved, admired, and respected.


It was only natural, therefore, that when he decided to volunteer in the Great War, many of the villagers followed his example, believing that it would be, as he had promised, a glorious and short war. Instead it had been just the opposite, long and painful, with few of the soldiers coming back from the front. Although there were fewer than half a dozen socialists in the village and nobody really held him personally responsible for the slaughter, the dead had been too many not to reproach him for the military interventionism he had defended with such fervor. Insulting graffiti appeared on street walls, his poplars were slashed, subversive slogans were shouted at him as he drove through the village in military uniform. They did not appreciate the garden he had planted on the castle grounds in memory of the fallen soldiers. My father felt deeply wounded; he became convinced, like many other landowners of the time, that nothing would stop the “Bolshevik hydra” except a new, strong, patriotic regime, capable of forcing draft dodgers to recognize the contribution of blood and suffering that the veterans had given the country. He could not accept emotionally the social changes that war had brought, even though intellectually he understood them. More out of anger than ideology, he enrolled himself in the Fascist party, which was gathering strength and credibility with the help of enraged war veterans like himself and with the covert support of the police and the army.


After the March on Rome, which he understood as the triumph of order over anarchy and of which he totally missed the political consequences, he threw himself with enthusiasm into the burgeoning electrical industry. He invested the income from the sale of his magnificent estate in the building of dams. In this way he ruined himself twice over: first in politics and then in the financial chaos created by the Great Depression. However, these were things of the past, memories faded by time. The more recent ones, of anti-Jewish persecution, had been mellowed by the help extended to him by those very farmers who had forced him to run away from the village at the end of the Great War. During World War II they had risked their lives to save him and his family from the Germans. In these more recent memories I had no share. Our lives had evolved in different directions. We had parted too early and for too long to share common adult experiences. If my father now allowed himself to speak to me of his innermost feelings, something he would never have done before, it was because he knew he was on the point of leaving this world forever.


Listening to him talking about his image of his soul, I had the impression of quite literally seeing a flicker of life emerging  from his shabby, gray, peaked cap. It was a flickering, bluish flame of delusion and failure. I was his only triumph in life, but for the wrong reasons. The long war, from which we had both emerged unharmed, was a conflict in which a third of world Jewry had disappeared; in it he had lost his motherland, Italy, and I had found a new one, Israel. I had returned home victorious but dressed in a foreign uniform; he had survived six years of civil ignominy, two of flight into the mountains, and had witnessed the defeat of his country. Humiliated by the king, whom he had personally served, persecuted by the Fascist regime that he had helped to create, he had no other reason for pride except my contribution to that Zionist cause against which he had so tenaciously fought as an Italian nationalist.


I perceived his embarrassment toward me as soon as I saw him after five years of separation. In May 1945 I discovered that, after years of being in hiding, he was still alive and living in our old village home. I rushed in my command car to look for him, on roads still torn up by Allied bombing and Partisan operations. I felt an arrogant satisfaction in making peasant carts move out of my way, in the stupefied and frightened looks of local people seeing a British uniform for the first time.


When I got to the village I stopped under the outer archway of my home, uncertain how to behave. I was sensitive to the silent feeling of awe and curiosity in the villagers gathering in the street behind me, brought together by an event that was breaking the monotony of life in the small, rural center, forgotten by history and overlooked by war. I did not dare enter the courtyard, afraid that a sudden meeting with my father might be too much for him. At the same time I was trying hard to remember his face. I was terrified at the thought that he might recognize me first, while my expression might give away that I did not know who he was. We had not written to each other for years. The last Red Cross card I received from my family was dated 1941, before I joined the British army. I was wondering how he would react to seeing me dressed in a foreign uniform (he who had dreamt of a military career for me in Italy), discovering that without his permission I had abandoned the agricultural studies on which he had spent so much money. Behind my back people surrounded my Italian driver, bombarding him with questions and telling each other who I was. I could feel, without turning around, that they were pointing me out, could hear them mentioning my name and that of my father, exchanging comments without daring to approach me. To them I was the representative of the new authority, of those Allied forces who had won the war and whom they had not yet had a chance to meet.


From the inner courtyard of my home one of our tenants emerged. Pinin was his name. I recognized him by his thick, drooping moustache and the black scarf tied around his neck, looking exactly as he did when he used to help me mount my horse. I told him who I was. I asked him about my father. When I heard that he was in his study, in good health, and that my mother was alive and living with my sister in a nearby convent, I asked him to inform my father that I had returned. I was nervous. I had assumed a brisk tone of command that, in those circumstances, made me feel I was acting a part. With all those people clustered behind me, I stood facing the big gates that opened onto the inner courtyard. I lacked the courage to go through them, wondering if somebody would pull the iron chain of the entry bell in my honor, feeling like part of a cheap theatrical piece, of one of those serialized novels that I remembered from my father’s library. Shamefacedness prevented me from crossing the threshold of a world of affections and hopes that I felt was no longer mine but that my father probably still associated with me. I had a confused premonition that a breach, deeper than that opened by time, had developed between us: between his Italian world, which had been destroyed, and my new Jewish one in which, as Joachim Murat, who Napoleon made King of Naples, once said proudly, I was my own ancestor.


My father suddenly appeared under the archway. He was panting; he must have run all the way from the library. He stopped abruptly in front of me, wondering if someone was perhaps playing a trick on him. We scrutinized each other for a moment, suspiciously, because we were both greatly changed. The man with his military beret at an angle over one ear, a blond moustache, the silk scarf of the Special Units around his neck, a pistol dangling in its canvas holster at his side, must certainly have looked to him very different from the boy, dressed in navy blue jacket and linen collar, whom he had accompanied to embark at Trieste in 1939. He, with a long white beard that had grown during his life underground, his hair thinner but still black, his leaner body barely filling a crude corduroy suit, had a patriarchal look quite new to me. Only his button-up boots were familiar.


He did not stretch out his hand or make any gesture of affection. We both stood silent and still, unable to disentangle ourselves from the images of each other that we had preserved during the long years of separation. Changed in our outward appearances, we felt both the same and different inside: linked by blood ties but separated by experiences so divergent. All this, of course, lasted only an instant, but the shock was great for us both. He spoke first, asking me which regiment I belonged to. I answered him: the Palestine Regiment. Probably he did not understand what I meant, but it was only after that answer that he stretched out his right hand and then hugged me with his left arm. By this time people behind us were talking at the tops of their voices. Someone even started clapping. We paid no attention. With our backs to them so that no one could see our emotion, side by side, we slowly crossed into the inner court and moved toward the garden, now full of weeds. My father had his arm around my shoulders. In silence we stopped at the top of the steps leading to the bowling green, untended and overgrown, to look at the valley that had been his domain and that of his parents.


The valley was unchanged except for the airfield that the German army had built near the river Tanaro. It held part of our common memories and had witnessed the sadness of our parting five years earlier. Here, we felt, we could again converse in silence, overcoming that void of disappointed experience that neither of us had been able to fulfill. For this reason, when my father suddenly chose this spot to speak to me about his soul, I knew that he was nearing his end. Convinced as he was of having failed in his task of guiding me in my life, his halting words had no other aim but to teach me how to face death, with dignity and detachment.




 





I, too, as I grow older, find myself thinking about death while standing at the top of the steps that lead to the bowling green, looking at the shadows drawn by the sun on the banks of the Tanaro. But I am unable to imagine my soul as a small flame flickering out of the cinders of my life. My soul looks more to me like a light reflected by an insignificant star, one of those that Saint Exupéry would have given his Little Prince to ride on: a happy and sociable star, which at least twice helped me to escape my mortal destiny, once as a child and again on a rainy evening in still-occupied Bari.


I had gone to look for a cardigan in the kit bag that the king of England had lent me, together with two sets of underwear, two winter shirts and three summer ones, two pairs of trousers, and a leather jerkin, all to make me fight better in the war. I had also been issued a jackknife, one pair of boots, a pouch with needles and thread, two gaiters, and that combination of webbing, pouches, and packs that, with the help of a flat steel helmet, made us look like ancient warriors in a modern world.


At the bottom of the kit bag I kept a big revolver taken from a captured Italian arms depot. It was heavy, cumbersome, and I had forgotten that it was loaded. I took it out of the kit bag and laid it on the corner of my bed, which I then inadvertently hit with my knee. The weapon fell onto the cement floor, butt downward. It was a fall of less than half a meter, but it was enough for the hammer to jerk and the bullet to explode.


At that moment I was crouched over the weapon. The flash blinded me for a second, and I still carry with me, intact after all these years, the memory of a deafening bang. I am surprised today at not having felt any fear, though I am not by nature particularly brave. But I cannot rid myself of the image that flashed through my mind, of myself bent forward as if I were stretching my neck on the block, looking like an illustration from the History of Illustrious Men, which my father kept, bound in three volumes, on the second shelf of his library.


As a child I used to spend long hours leafing through these books that, more than any others, I think, infected me with a romantic taste for the heroic. Each volume contained a collection of primitive watercolors protected by tissue paper, torn at the corners and spotted with rust. I recalled them, looking at the rust spots on the barrel of the revolver, now lying warm and vulgar, on the floor near my bed.


I do not remember how long it took before I found the strength to pick it up and unload it—three seconds, two minutes, three hours? But I know that when I looked at myself in the mirror hanging askew from two hooks on the wall over the dirt-encrusted washbasin, I saw the reflection of a pallid face, not belonging to me, with a lock of burned hair standing up over a pair of eyes that had stared, without seeing, at the void of my death.


There was deep silence in the room. On the floor below nobody in the mess seemed to have heard the noise of the explosion. If I had died they would certainly have attributed it to suicide. In a way it was true: I had that day thought of killing myself, and I felt now as though I had wriggled out of my human destiny.


I went on believing in my special lot until the day my wife, without my knowledge, decided to repair the serre-papier and plug up the hole made by my father’s pistol. The spell is now broken. Yet from time to time I find myself believing that hidden in the shining oak there still slumbers a shred of my peculiar destiny.
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Faith and Boredom





MY MOTHER, born Jewish, is buried in a Christian cemetery. In her case destiny really seems to have played tricks with our family. True, she loved to travel, yet nobody could have imagined that after having provoked such dismay by her conversion to Christianity in reaction to my departure for Palestine, she would become the first member of our family in two thousand years to go and die—as is the custom among pious Jews—in the Holy Land.


My mother rests in the small cemetery of the nuns at Ein Kerem, the meeting place of Mary and Elizabeth. She is buried in the shadow of tall cypresses in a square of ground surrounded by high walls, which naturally invite one to raise one’s eyes to the sky. Wild geraniums and lazy lizards follow the sun’s rays around the stone that covers her body and that is slowly sinking into the earth. The smell of rosemary always reminds me of the black square beneath which Camus lies in a little Provençal cemetery. “The Motherland,” he wrote, “is the land which covers the bones of one’s ancestors.” If this is true, I have, thanks to my Christian mother, planted roots in my Jewish ancestral land, though fifty years of active life have not succeeded in making me feel it is mine.


Be that as it may, nobody would have imagined such an ending for my mother who, at the beginning of the century, was not only one of the most beautiful Jewish girls in Piedmont but also one of the most sought after partis in Turin. In the miniature painted on the occasion of her marriage she looks like a fairy: the mass of brown hair combed up in the fashion of the time crowning the perfect oval of her face; the long neck, adorned with three rows of pearls falling over the laced bodice; the long, white, manicured hand catching them with the gentle gesture of a palm already destined to play with a rosary. There is another picture showing her in all her beauty dressed in a Japanese kimono. It was taken on the eve of World War I, in the small trellised pavilion of the garden, with Mrs. Petrella, an artist who for a fleeting moment had some fame in provincial theaters, sitting admiringly next to her. This poor woman ended her days in the village old-age home which, before being restored and modernized in the 1960s, was a hovel where inmates had to eat out of tin bowls, using their beds as tables.


In the 1950s Mrs. Petrella shared the misery and dirt of her room with two other skinny old women. When I visited her from time to time, she liked to talk about the parties that my mother gave in our country home. Today, no one could imagine the past splendor of these rooms, emptied as they have been of their furniture, smelling of mold and invaded by woodworm, which has eaten the gilded reliefs of the door frames and the wood of the old window sashes. Yet many years before I was born, the bishops of Cuneo and Alba used to converse in the hospitable atmosphere offered by the Jewish mayor of the village, with the count of Mirafiore, offspring of the morganatic marriage of Victor Emmanuel II. On other, less official occasions, when the notables of the area gathered in these salons to talk about wine, cattle, and the fight against Phylloxera (the American pest that was ruining their vineyards), it was my mother who set the tone of the meetings, playing the spinet and inviting some guest to exhibit his singing talents. Mrs. Petrella loved to linger over the description of this village society, which for her had been the unsuccessful springboard into the Italian fin-de-siècle society. She was easily moved when recalling for me the luxury of the white silk-lined landau in which my mother drove with her to the nearby towns of Alba or Asti. Mrs. Petrella, an expert in city fashions, advised her what clothes to buy for the forthcoming theater season, or for one of those special “family evenings,” when the ladies played rummy and the gentlemen “three-seven” until they all gathered together to admire the performance of the newly acquired magic lantern.


Mrs. Petrella apparently never realized how much my mother hated the country life she was forced to live after her marriage. She did not share my father’s passion for riding and hunting; she found no interest in the conversation of the local gentry, even less in political discussions. She was not even excited by such extraordinary events as the arrival in Asti of the Buffalo Bill Circus or by Colonel Cody’s invitation to my father to race his horses against ours. She was bored to death in the gilded cage in which my father had imprisoned her. Childless for over ten years, she envied her more fortunate friends who could enjoy the amusements of Turin’s society life, still gravitating, as it did at the time, around many members of the royal family.


The Jews of Piedmont recently had emerged from the ghetto: my great-grandfather on my father’s side had grown up in that of Ivrea, on my mother’s side, in that of Turin. They did not belong to the families that had distinguished themselves in the wars of the Italian Risorgimento—the nineteenth-century movement for Italian political unity—but they had fought for their emancipation and were fiercely faithful to the House of Savoy which, in 1848, had granted them civic equality. In the thirty years that followed they had forgotten most of the rites and values of their ancestral faith. My grandfathers were already unable to read Hebrew, still a language of current knowledge in the preceding generation. My maternal grandmother used to recite her daily prayers in a shortened form without understanding their meaning; for over seventy years she apparently recited in Hebrew the morning blessing in which a Jew thanks the Lord for “having made me a man.”


Italian Jewry at the time suffered from the effects of emancipation for reasons common to other European Jews but also quite particular to Italy. First of all there was the question of numbers. The Italian Jewish population at the end of the last century was slightly over thirty thousand, one-tenth of the Jewish population of France and less than a fraction of the Jewry of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Italy did not have—and to a certain extent still does not have—a capital city like Paris, London, or Vienna polarizing the intellectual, political, and economic establishment. In these metropolises, Jews had become numerous and rich enough to carry out the responsibilities of modern, communal religious institutions. In Italy, Jews had remained for centuries scattered all over the peninsula in small communities that at times were no more than a dozen families strong. From these Italian villages or country towns they had taken their new names when the state authorities required them to drop their old Jewish patronymics: Moses, son of Jacob or of David, became Alatri, Orvieto, Sermoneta, Padua, or Pavia. The “universities,” as the Jewish communities were called, had developed, in the separateness of the ghettos and notwithstanding the outwardly miserable appearance of their members, strong cultural traditions in the fields of music and art unparalleled by any other European Jewish community. With the emancipation, however, they rapidly lost their members to the urban centers, former capitals of the states that the united Kingdom of Italy had meanwhile turned into provinces. In the course of these rapid social and topographical changes, the centuries-old tissue of Italian Judaism, still strong in the eighteenth century, had frayed, while the falling of the ghetto walls put an end to an isolation that discriminated against, but at the same time protected, the integrity of these communities.


The Italian Jews at the beginning of the twentieth century had not lost their pride in their origins. They understood that the events that allowed them to become financially richer, and politically equal with the rest of the population, also made them religiously poorer. They compensated for the loss of content in their separate collective identity by constructing grandiose synagogues, in which liturgy and decorum tended to imitate church pomp, while increasingly moving away from the atmosphere of sacred life and study that had permeated the small, beautiful synagogues of the Italian ghettos. In Turin this process reached a significant peak—fewer than three thousand Jews, already forgetful of their ancestral traditions, decided to build a synagogue competing in height and architectural originality with the Eiffel Tower. Lack of funds finally prevented the Mole Antoneliana from becoming the Jewish house of prayer, and this enormous and useless building eventually became the symbol of the capital of Piedmont.


The need to compensate for long centuries of misery and oppression, however, pushed the Italian Jews to use the new riches acquired through the emancipation to purchase—whenever and wherever they could—lands and castles, less as an investment than as a natural reaction to the state of inferiority in which they had lived for so long. To buy, as my great-grandfather did, a castle that had belonged to a branch of the royal family, the dukes of Genoa, was a doubtful investment but a social consecration. This desire to climb socially, shared at that time by all the Jews of Western Europe, was probably less resented in Italy than elsewhere. Yet it helped to link the traditional currents of church hostility to the Jews to the new, secular forms of anti-Semitism on both Right and Left, the strength of which Jews seemed unable to measure and in most cases refused even to perceive. In Italy, as elsewhere, the nationalist Right regarded them as intruders, and the Left as marginal people who preferred to join the bourgeoisie than to identify with the proletariat. However, the success of the House of Savoy in uniting the peninsula, and the unlimited support that the Jews gave to this nationalist, unitarian Italian policy, allowed them to integrate into the Gentile society more quickly and more deeply than in any other country, including the United States, and to believe in the existence of unique historical conditions.


Indeed, it was not by chance that Italian Jewry was able to provide a minister of war, the first in modern Jewish history, and two prime ministers as well as contribute to the Italian wars of independence and to Garibaldi’s militias thirty times more, proportionally, than the rest of the population. In the thirty most crucial years of the Risorgimento, from 1840 to 1870, the Jews in fact felt more Italian than the Italians, because, unlike most of the inhabitants of the peninsula, they had no links of loyalty to the aristocratic and Catholic regimes of the Italian states, which had traditionally kept the Jews apart from the rest of the population. By supporting the cause of the Risorgimento, guided by men like Mazzini, Cavour, Garibaldi, and Victor Emmanuel II, the Jews stood squarely behind a political movement that justified its territorial conquests and the reunion of the various Italian regions into one kingdom with an aggressive nationalist, liberal, and anticlerical ideology.


The Jews thus found themselves also defending ideas befitting not only their particular communal interests but also those of a rising political and military power—the Piedmontese, who could not rely on the unequivocal support of the Italian masses. Indeed, the Piedmontese government, especially after the military defeat suffered in the years 1848–1849 at the hands of the Hapsburgs, could not rely on wide popular sympathy. Neapolitans, Romans, Florentines, Modenese, Venetians, tied to ancient local regional loyalties, hesitated to throw in their lot with the ambitious but—to many—foreign Savoy dynasty. The Jews, however, as a “landless tribe,” were ready to serve it unconditionally and work for the creation of a new “fatherland” in which they could feel equal to others. They therefore brought to the Risorgimento an unlimited enthusiasm and faithfulness, supported by a relatively high cultural and economic level and reinforced by valuable international relations. The marriage between the dynastic Piedmontese interests and the communal ones of the Jews opened for the latter all the doors of political, cultural, and economic influence as nowhere else in Europe. Thus, for some decades, Jews like my great-grandfathers and grandfathers felt themselves to be not only the citizens but also the founding fathers of a new nation. This transitory but exhilarating situation also gave the majority of the Piedmontese Jews a psychological compensation and moral justification for the abandonment of their ancestral traditions, making them believe that they were both “true Italians” and “true Jews”—a hybrid situation and the source of that “fascination” that would later on so greatly surprise a Zionist leader like Chiam Weizmann, the future first president of the State of Israel. In the thirties he could not fathom how Jews who were so assimilated could be so free of what he called in his memoirs, the “fatuous presumptions of the so-called Frenchmen or Germans of the Mosaic persuasion.”


My grandparents on my father’s side had become bankers. On my mother’s side they traded successfully in land and cattle. In both cases they had become affluent and—to judge by their portraits—fat bourgeois, with all the prejudices, aspirations, social conformism, moral values, and weaknesses common to a generation of “new” Italians interested in the greatness of their fatherland as much as in the success of their own affairs.


To preserve Judaism in these conditions was an unrewarding and difficult task for them. In 1848, when a group of Jewish students in Turin on the fiftieth anniversary of Jewish emancipation in Piedmont asked Max Nordau, the then-popular French writer and ardent Zionist, to contribute an article to their paper, he answered with a message that analyzed correctly the new situation of Italian Jews:




Up to 1848, oh Italian Jews, you were Jews in Italy; since then you have become Italians of Jewish extraction. What will you be in the future? Pure and simple Italians, without even the adjective “Jew” which reminds you of your past? People assure me that this is what will happen. They tell me that the majority of the Jews in Italy—excuse me—of the Italian Jews, have forgotten their origins, have no longer any Jewish interest, do not know or want to know the history of their race, are indifferent to the sufferings of their brothers in other countries, do not even admit the existence of a brotherhood of faith and do not desire to preserve any link with those of their blood who live under less blue and sunny skies. Is this true?





For my family, at least, this was perfectly true. I do not claim that my grandfathers were ashamed of their Jewishness—quite the opposite. But their Judaism had become something purely formal, devoid of its ancient values. Mixed marriages were considered shameful, but Jewish girls of good families, like my mother and her sister, were sent to study (little and badly) in convent schools where they would acquire a “better education.” No self-respecting Jewish family of the time would have dared to eat bread during the eight days of Passover (during which Jews are required to eat only unleavened bread in memory of their liberation from slavery in ancient Egypt). Both my maternal and paternal grandmothers were proud of their beautiful Pesach (Passover) porcelain dinner services, used only for that one particular week of the year. But the thought of not having bread in the kitchen for the use of the servants, or of not consuming forbidden foods or wines would never cross their minds. When, out of respect for some elderly and “bigoted” member of the family, they observed some “unusual” details of the Mosaic tradition, they did it convinced that such rituals had no further reason to exist in modern society, although most of the assimilated families continued to exalt the value of Jewish tradition.


Nobody, for instance, had taught my mother Hebrew, or explained to her the rudiments of Jewish traditions, with the exception of some vague notions in preparation for her bat mitzvah, celebrated in the style of a Christian girl’s confirmation. My father used to recite by heart, morning and evening, a small section of the Shema, the Biblical passage that forms the center of the daily liturgy. He also carried in his wallet the text of a Kaddish, a sanctification of God also recited by mourners, printed in Latin characters on a card. On the back of this card there were lines on which to record the names and dates of the “dear departed” according to both Jewish and Gregorian calendars. On these anniversaries even the least observant Jews felt it their duty to visit the synagogue. On the Sabbath preceding the Jahrzeit, that is, the anniversary of the burial, my father made sure to be called up to the podium in the synagogue, next to the rabbi, to attend the reading of the weekly portion of the Bible. At the end of the reading, of which he did not understand a word, he had the name of the departed relative announced together with the sum of money he was offering in his memory. For the rest, and in spite of his pride in being Jewish, my father was totally ignorant of Jewish culture. One could not accuse him of consciously breaking the Mosaic law, since nobody had ever taught it to him. He knew that pork and hare, which he enjoyed immensely, were forbidden foods according to some outdated Jewish ideas. He would have been sincerely surprised to learn that it was also forbidden to light a fire on the Sabbath.


Thus, almost as a reaction to this ignorance, his generation and that of my mother had invented, faute de mieux, a series of their own private “rites” to mark the Jewish holidays. God forbid that at the end of the Yom Kippur fast, which in my family only my father kept, we should not eat the bruscadela, a traditional Piedmontese dish consisting of slices of toasted bread soaked in strong wine. Yet the idea of stopping work or giving up a business deal or trip because of a Jewish festival would never have crossed their minds.


We children had all made our entry into da-minyan, a corrupted Jewish expression indicating our coming of age. Jews of thirteen years of age enter into a minyan, or group of at least ten men, without which it is not possible to recite most of the prayers in the synagogue. To prepare for this they used to send us to Talmud Torah, courses of Judaism, on Thursday afternoons, a day chosen to avoid the study of religion clashing with a tennis party or a skiing outing, which usually took place on Saturdays and Sundays. Between the solemn engagement to uphold Judaism, which the young Jew undertook on the day of his religious initiation in front of happy, proud, and usually tearful families, and the subsequent observance of Jewish precepts there was, of course, no theoretical or practical connection. It was obvious to us that “Jewish life” and “normal life” belonged already to two separate spheres. They usually overlapped in the request of Jewish parents to exempt their children from the study of Christian religion at school, a request automatically granted by the school authorities (and regarded as a privilege by one’s non-Jewish schoolfellows).


My mother, therefore, like my father, grew up in a climate of obsolete Judaism and of vigorous Italian nationalism, and, as a result, she shared all the virtues and prejudices typical of a generation of Jewish bourgeois sure of themselves, affluent, and respected, and totally unconscious of the dangers that lay waiting for them in the future.


As was proper for young ladies from good and wealthy families, my mother had not followed a regular course of study. She could play the piano, embroider, had tried painting with little success, knew French and German, read fashion magazines, and took a passionate interest in books that dealt with religious questions. Her interest in such subjects was part of her inner nature. It had been developed by the nuns in the school in which my grandmother had enrolled her, convinced as the old lady was that the proximity of the munie (nuns) and a better knowledge of their system of life would immunize her from any “religious phobias.” This turned out to be a correct forecast. My mother never turned into a bigot. Yet once she was installed on my father’s estate it became natural for her to fill the long hours of boredom, while she waited for her husband to return from hunting parties or tours of inspection in the fields, by reading stories of the saints and martyrs of Christendom supplied by the local church, together with the picaresque novels about royal courts that my father had brought into his library during his bachelor days.


The emotional relationship between my parents ran on different levels throughout their lives. From the day he met her, by chance, at a university students’ party, my father’s love for my mother became his principal reason for living, and so it remained in spite of all the unexpected trials it underwent. “Neither of you,” he used to say to my sister and me, half serious and half laughing, “is worth your mother’s little fingernail.” She, on the contrary, had an entirely different idea of married life—she looked on it as a duty of faithfulness, without burning love. The kindest and most thoughtful of people in her behavior, there was in my mother a core of coolness that married life was never able to warm, a coolness that inclined her to search for violent spiritual adventures, leaving the physical ones to remain part of a cluster of social and material interests that people of her class and generation believed could best serve the contractual engagements of respectful marriages.


Strangely enough, my father’s and mother’s families had not previously been acquainted in spite of the fact that they had lived for a long time in the same city. One originated in Spain and had lived for generations in the ghetto of Ivrea. The other came from France and had settled in a small village near Turin. My father had to work hard to obtain permission to marry my mother. Her parents did not regard favorably the union of their daughter, “beautiful, delicate and innocent” (this was written in a song composed by a poet on the occasion of their betrothal), with a dowry of three hundred thousand golden lire, with a “good-for-nothing.” This is how my father was regarded because of his inexplicable retirement at the age of twenty-four into the country after having tried in vain to persuade his mother to allow him to follow a military career instead of banking. As a compromise he had agreed to study law and for a time was even apprenticed to a famous lawyer. But the heavy sentences that a couple of his clients, petty thieves, had received at the conclusion of his impassioned defenses, had convinced him that he should withdraw from the bar and follow his un-Jewish passion for agriculture.


My maternal grandfather, who was a shrewd dealer in grain and land, suspected that this flight into the province concealed something shady. Before giving his consent to the marriage, he dressed himself in the shabby clothes proper for a cattle dealer and went to the village where my father was the mayor and the largest landowner. He took a room in the local inn and, between a glass of wine and a query about the price of cows, began to make some sly insinuations about Jews who had become heads of local administrations. He barely escaped being beaten up. Ashamed but happy, he returned to Turin convinced that my father, although indeed a queer fellow, was an honest one, capable of taking good care of public property as well as of his own, which consisted of four hundred hectares of excellent land, a rich hunting reserve, broad meadows along the Tanaro River, and a kiln for making bricks. My mother accepted her suitor without enthusiasm but also without reservations, happy to get married and in this way put an end to her parents’ fears that she might elope with a non-Jew.


My father’s love for her, especially after the late birth of my sister and myself, grew with the passing years. However, when the marriage was celebrated in June 1908 with great pomp in the Turin synagogue, the feelings between the two spouses differed profoundly from the type of sentiment engraved on the gold medallion struck for the occasion. Among the numerous sources of friction between the two were also my mother’s refusal to be separated during her honeymoon from a little fox terrier, which my father hated, and his refusal to drop his habit of smoking smelly Tuscan cigars, which she loathed.


On a warm July day, my parents arrived at their village home, tired from their long and uneventful honeymoon trip. Vigiu drove the landau, lined with white silk and shining with black varnish outside, drawn by two lively black trotters. He wore a top hat with yellow and green pheasant feathers, a long gray coat decorated with golden frogs, and with his gloved hands barely controlled the horses, excited at the clapping of the villagers and the firecrackers. The municipal council had lit up the main street of the village with Chinese paper lanterns and with torches in the windows of the castle that my grandmother had sold to the municipality soon after her husband’s death. A deputation of notables offered the newly married couple a message of good wishes embroidered on silk, in a wide oak frame decorated with their two portraits, the work of the orphanage nuns. In this message my mother was described as “a woman of sublime beauty and virtue.” The village priest accompanied by the clerics, one of them a future cardinal, had organized a torch parade for the evening from the Chiabo quarter to the gate of the castle park. The carabinieri in full uniform maintained order; the municipal band played lively tunes; my father’s peasants who, at that time, made up the majority of the village population, were lined up in the outer court of our home. Dressed in festive attire, their black kerchiefs around their perspiring necks, their Sunday jackets creased, they stood next to their wives and children, clapping and shouting at the tops of their voices, “Long live the mayor,” “Long live Madamin,” and anxiously waiting for the golden half sovereign that had been promised to every head of a family. They certainly did not think that a few years later my father would ask them to go and get themselves killed in battle. That night nobody thought of war or of the possibility that in the course of yet another bloody conflict my father and mother would be chased out of their home because they were Jewish.


My parents’ total assimilation did not prevent them from being conscious of their difference from other people. Annetta, the maid who had entered my father’s service before he married, also knew that there was something wrong with “the master.” A minute person, deeply religious without being a bigot, she became my mother’s confidant almost from the day she was promoted to the rank of personal maid. She carried out her daily work as though it were a mission, never tired, never sad. I could not understand why she had not married. In the course of the fifty-five years she remained in our service, with the exception of the brief period during which the Fascist laws against the Jews forbade her to work for us (though she continued to come secretly to help my mother), I do not remember ever having seen her in tears. On the contrary, she was always ready to laugh, even when things went wrong for her. When she was nearing her end, she kept telling my sister and me how fortunate she was to be dying in the apartment we had arranged for her in the attic of our village home. The only thing she could never understand or admit was how decent people like us could not be Christians. She consoled herself, in the course of the years, with the idea that there must exist some strange links between us and God since on certain days of the year my parents used to go to pray in Turin and on other occasions they ate food that appeared sacred to her, although quite different from the consecrated host she took every morning at communion. For this reason, and although nobody ever asked her to do so, she had taken upon herself the task of cooking the family’s “religious dishes.” She did not know a thing about Jewish dietary laws but it was she who, more than anybody else, took care that we should follow, at least as far as the kitchen was concerned, our strange religious obligations.


Naturally it was at Passover that Annetta felt in her element. The great spring cleaning suited her Christian principles. Although she never understood why, at Easter time, we suddenly stopped eating pasta, bread, and cakes, she took over from the cook for an entire week and sent up to the table the quaietta d’Pitu—salted turkey meat, and unleavened bread soaked in meat gravy with peas, instead of the usual meat, ham rolls, and roast rabbit.


On Yom Kippur it was she who, at the end of the fast—which she thought inhuman because of my mother’s migraines—carried to the table the famous bruscadela, with which my father liked to break his twenty-five hours of total abstinence. At Purim, the Jewish carnival, which usually coincided with Lent, Annetta prepared small crisp squares for us. They bore little resemblance to the “Haman’s ears” with which Jews celebrate the victory of Esther and Mordecai over the Chaldean prime minister who, in the Bible, symbolizes the prototype of the political anti-Semite; but they were equally tasty and agreeable to our Christian friends.


Annetta certainly would have liked to see us become Christians, but she would not have dared to interfere in such a delicate matter. Without knowing what it was all about, she never forgot to ask me when she tucked me into bed whether I had recited the Shema. I believe she imagined this prayer to be a pagan version of the Pater Noster and Ave Maria. I always answered “yes,” and then she sat next to my bed, falling asleep before me. In the twilight I liked to listen to her breathing, looking at her miniature features drowsing in the deep armchair. Only once did I have a conversation with her that I could define as religious, and the initiative was certainly not hers.


I must have been six or seven years old, and we lived then in a villa in the center of the estate near Turin bought with my mother’s dowry. Running away from the clutches of a French governess whom I detested, I sneaked up one quiet afternoon to the servants’ quarters—absolutely forbidden to the children—and entered the room where Annetta was resting. It was a large, clean, tidy room, with a big window from which one could see the Castle of Rivoli on top of the hill and get a new view of the gardens and fields of the estate. Annetta got up from her big, iron-framed bed and offered me small pieces of licorice, which she kept in a candy dish on her bedside table. I noticed a bunch of dried leaves tied up with a blue ribbon at the head of her bed and asked what they were. She explained to me that these were olive leaves blessed by the priest at Easter. She also showed me the small picture of a saint she kept next to the bowl of licorice and told me that it possessed great power. She had tested it each time she asked for help in looking for something she could not find, for instance the gloves that my mother regularly lost in the house. It was enough to hold the image in one’s hand and murmur in Piedmontese, “Saint Anthony, full of virtue, help me to find what I have lost,” for the sought-after object to jump out of its hiding place.


I asked her whether this picture understood only Piedmontese. She laughed and explained to me that saints like Saint Anthony of Padua understood all languages even if they had never studied them, as Jesus did. This last name was familiar to me since I had heard it pronounced on occasion in the family, though in muffled tones, as if it were a relative who had gone bankrupt. I thought the time had come to elucidate the matter. Annetta looked highly embarrassed. She explained to me that Jesus was the son of God; that many years ago he had been crucified by the Romans after having been denounced by a disciple called Judas; that he had died on the cross but been resurrected; and that upon him depended the salvation of every human being. “Also of those who don’t know about his existence?” I asked her. She answered, “Of course.” It was at that point that, blushing and sweating slightly, she took the black and silver crucifix down from the wall and gave it to me to kiss. I found this strange but not repulsive because the crucifix had a strong, sweet taste of licorice.


It was not Annetta who influenced my mother to convert. Her conversion was the result of a dramatic affair during World War I and my departure for Palestine during World War II.


My mother’s sister, educated like her in a convent school, had converted to Christianity—I believe in 1908 or 1909—after a long struggle with her family. Unlike my mother, who had a docile and mystic temperament, my aunt possessed an anxious and aggressive character. She was still very young when she fell madly in love with a lawyer in Turin, a fervent Catholic and the son of a noble family. Concerning this gentleman’s birth, various versions were current in the family, all of them false, due partly to envy, and to the fact that he was physically and psychologically different from his two brothers. One, a well-known doctor, lived in an odor of sanctity; the other was to reach the top of the Italian naval hierarchy. When the lawyer met my aunt, none of his family had yet become famous. This, of course, made it even more difficult for my maternal grandparents to agree to the romance of their daughter. Their opposition only made her passion fiercer. In the bourgeois romantic atmosphere prevailing at the time, it was only natural that she threatened to commit suicide or run away from home with her lover. This second alternative would have been even more dishonorable than self-inflicted death, so after my grandfather died, consent was grudgingly given. My aunt converted and married, and the entry of this Christian uncle into the family made relationships within the “clan” even more complicated than before.


This uncle whom I acquired by marriage was a tall man, thin as a rake, a frequent sufferer from rheumatic pains, austere and authoritarian as befitted his profession, and with little sympathy for Jews. He was certainly not an anti-Semite. He had broken openly with the Fascist party—which he had supported in the beginning—after Matteotti’s assassination, a gesture that showed his political farsightedness and his moral stamina. But to him, the utilitarian and bourgeois conformism that my family had developed toward the Fascist regime made “certain types of Jews,” as he used to say, unbearable to him. I knew him too little and I was too unaware of our family intrigues to discuss the judgment I often heard people passing on him. His long, drawn face, the offensive tone he often used to underline his ideas, his fits of temper, about which I often heard but never witnessed, made him unlikable.


In fact he scared me. An unpleasant remark he made about the Jews the day I went to say good-bye to him before leaving for Palestine gave me, quite unjustly, an excuse to break with him. After the war he let me know that he wanted to see me and clear up the misunderstandings that were keeping us apart. I refused to meet him. I was certainly wrong; as one of the first Piedmontese intellectuals to join the Fascist party and one of the first to give back his party card—something that for a man in his position was neither easy nor convenient—he could have enlightened me on many political and family matters for which I cannot find answers in the family archives. But another fact, which I learned only after my return from Palestine, had in the meantime helped to raise a barrier between us: that uncle had played an important role in the life of my mother.


At the outbreak of World War I my father found himself exempt from military service because he was a mayor as well as the firstborn son of a widowed mother. His filial duties had prevented him from entering the military academy as he had wanted. In 1916, a year after Italy’s entry into the war, it became impossible for a fervent nationalist like him, who had preached participation in the war, to stay at home. He felt ashamed each time he had to take news of deaths to the houses of his villagers, transmitted to him ever more frequently by the military authorities. The event that finally drove him to join up as a volunteer, however, was the death of his favorite horse.


The army had requisitioned three of his horses at the outbreak of the war. He had seen them leave the stable for the front line, one after the other, docile, clean, full of energy: the gray, his hunting mare, and Bayard and Harlequin, who were the matched pair for his landau. Only Blackie, a wonderful six-year-old gelding, born and reared in his stables, was left behind. My father succeeded in having him classified as a workhorse, although he had never pulled a cart or a plow in his life. I never understood why the army, which was already stuck in the trenches, needed so many riding horses. In any event, my father’s first three horses were sent immediately to the front line, and soon came the military postcards announcing their deaths. Each time the unknown hand of some possibly romantic or melancholy officer had written to my father expressions of condolence more suited to the death of a man than that of an animal. But in that first year of war the peasants who filled the trenches counted little. Italy, as much as other European countries fattened by forty years of peace, seemed to need—as Churchill said—a good bloodletting.


At the beginning of 1916 they came to take Blackie. Before he left my father photographed him. This picture, enlarged to life size, was framed and hung in Blackie’s stall in the now empty stables. Later the photograph was moved to the attic. Yellowed by time, it still shows, under the glass, a military postcard signed by a certain Colonel Depaoli of a cavalry regiment and dated April 12. It reads: “Most illustrious lawyer: I am sorry to have to announce to you that Blackie has died a hero’s death. He was hit by a grenade which also killed seven men and a sergeant-major. He was a courageous and faithful animal. He gave the best of himself to the Fatherland. Please accept the expression of my most sincere sympathy.” Three weeks later my father enlisted, unrequested, at the nearest recruiting depot.


He was short in stature and for this reason he was registered in the infantry. After a few weeks as a private, they discovered that he had a university degree and sent him on an officers’ training course and from there straight to the front. For him, as for so many other members of the Italian bourgeoisie who had been in favor of Italy’s entry into a war supposed to be short and heroic, the discovery that it had turned into a senseless and endless slaughter was a terrible shock. He bore life in the trenches in silence, like so many others, convinced that he was fulfilling a moral and historical duty.


I do-not have any of his letters from this period: he destroyed them all when he returned from the front. I doubt if he ever kept a diary as some of his cousins did. I am grateful to him for his modesty, because when I read the correspondence of other members of my family that found its way into the nationalist press of the time, I feel a deep embarrassment at the cloying banalities, the forced romanticism, and the spiritual emptiness concealed behind the literary efforts of people whom I respected and whose hospitality I had often enjoyed. Already many years before the Fascist racial laws, this type of war writing and memoirs showed up the empty public morality of a generation of Jews who had lost both progressive social conviction and genuine religious and cultural belief. The great flare-ups of patriotic sentiment that had driven Italian Jewry wholeheartedly to support the Risorgimento, and made them believe that nationalism represented the heroic epilogue of centuries of discrimination, had died down with the political achievement of Italian unity. Only in the schoolbooks had the new Italy remained the epic and pure country of Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Cavour; in practice it was a new, disorganized state, open to speculation and scandals. The Jews may have appeared less opportunistic than others, thanks to a certain reticence to exposing their financial success, due to their status as late arrivals. At least in our family, in spite of the break with our traditions, people still followed a style of life that united Risorgimento ideals with remnants of Jewish austerity.


During the war, however, I am convinced that for most of them Jewish sentiment often prevailed over other feelings. In my father’s case this was certainly so. Facing death in the trenches, he tried desperately to reestablish contact with his Jewish origins. Among the books in his library I found one, torn and stained with sweat and mud, full of annotations, that clearly shows it was carried close to his skin for long periods of time. It was one of those books that the Italian rabbis of the time presumably thought could save Judaism through its linguistic tricks. Their idea was to revitalize the ancient Hebrew language through literal translations into Italian. In this particular book every word of the prayers written in Hebrew characters was divided from the following one by a stroke, and below each word, also between strokes, was the corresponding Italian meaning. How it was possible to pray with such a text is beyond my comprehension: Hebrew is written from right to left, Italian from left to right. The translated words follow each other not only imprisoned between bars but also in the wrong order. They looked like a line of ants with their front legs touching their neighbors and produced a visual and verbal discrepancy that made these texts look as though they had been composed for retarded stutterers.


Yet every page of the book had been annotated, underlined by my father as no other book in his possession. I often imagine him, sitting on a rock in a wet, muddy trench waiting for an assault, or checking his sentries, searching for courage and hope in the magic produced by this confusion of Latin and Hebrew characters. These printed words had lost their original meaning for him, and even if they had still retained something, the translation would have destroyed the rhythm they might once have possessed. But to my father, in those circumstances, they must have transformed themselves into mysterious links with an ancient and faraway world about which he was totally ignorant. Faced by a European civilization in the process of committing suicide in the mad war he had preached, that of his ancestors probably appeared to him as more solid and credible. One thing is certain: on Yom Kippur in 1916 my father rejected all attempts by his fellow officers to make him eat or drink before leading his platoon into one of the many deadly and useless assaults. He described that terrible day to me many times. Thirty men went out; six came back. His luck was rewarded by a brief spell of leave. He rushed back to his country home to find my mother had decided to become a Catholic.


Only after I returned from Palestine in 1945 did my father tell me the full story of this first attempt at conversion, about which I had previously acquired only fragmentary information.


My father, still amazed at being alive, had gone to the town nearest to the front to be deloused and had sent my mother a long, excited telegram to announce his forthcoming arrival. Therefore, he was quite surprised not to find her at the railway station; his blacksmith, too old to be mobilized, was waiting for him with a calèche. This blacksmith—Carlin was his name—born and reared on one of our farms, considered himself, and was considered, a member of the family. To my father, who questioned him anxiously about my mother’s health, he was unable to give a satisfactory answer. He kept saying that Madamin had looked a bit agitated during the past few months; that she had been seen walking a lot in Annetta’s company; she had spent long hours in church praying for his safety. The village clerk had shown him a newspaper that described the heroism of, and the terrible losses sustained by, my father’s regiment. It must indeed have been a horrible day. It was certainly thanks to Madamin’s prayers that he had come out alive. She was doing a wonderful job helping refugees and giving out a lot of money to the village poor, while spending most of her evenings sewing with the orphanage nuns. My father knew of my mother’s religious bent but never expected that instead of welcoming him with the warmth due to a returning soldier, she herself, tense and excited, would announce to him her decision to become a Christian. He felt the most atrocious pain of his life.


He did not try to argue with this woman he loved. Wounded both in his masculine and his Jewish pride, he shut himself in his library for a day and a night, refusing, to Annetta’s consternation, to eat in the dining room or to receive the friends and farmers who came to greet him. When he ordered the old gardener to hurry up and summon the village priest, the rumor ran through the village that something serious was taking place in our home.


The priest, a friend of the family with whom my father had spent many evenings playing chess and emptying bottles of wine, was the only person who had not yet come to welcome him back. My father trusted him fully and quickly understood that he was waiting to be called. Questioned as to what had happened in my father’s absence, the priest gave him all the necessary information in detail.


With my father far away, my mother was even more bored than usual by country life. The assistance she gave to the war refugees, the knitting of vests, balaclava helmets, and scarves for the soldiers who were freezing in the trenches, was not enough to fill up the days of a woman who aspired to be involved in something different, more beautiful, greater. In the village, the war, with its unending slaughter, brought to every family with a relative in the front lines, a feeling of anguish, of terror, but also of anger and revolt against those who preached the war (and who now were more despicable than the workers who stayed home). The Jews, moreover, did not have special interests to defend in this conflict, as they did in the wars of the Risorgimento. They wanted to protect their newly acquired positions but no longer felt part of the country’s elite. On the national scene there was no longer a Nathan, mayor of Rome, to shield Mazzini in his home, nor an Artom to work as a private secretary with the count of Cavour to unify Italy, nor an Ottolenghi, who, after serving as an officer with Garibaldi’s troops, had been rewarded with a title and the war portfolio.


The Jewish community, from which my mother felt estranged in any case, had little to offer its members in those days. The synagogue imitated the church wherever possible, introducing, for instance, the organ on the Sabbath and High Holy Days, and dressing its rabbis in ludicrous black gowns and hexagonal hats. The patriotic rhetoric that these rabbis spouted from the pulpit sounded less convincing than the patriotic sermons of the priests in their churches. It was more difficult for a Jew than for a Christian to think of a Jewish soldier in the enemy camp as an enemy. The church, with its symbols of human and divine sacrifice, offered messages of faith and hope befitting the mentality of Christian soldiers. The synagogue, however, had nothing similar to offer its own faithful. The rabbis prayed for the return of Zion while Jews were asked to die for the recovery of lost Italian provinces; they exalted the Exodus from Egypt while millions of people knew that they would never leave the trenches alive. The war eroded, for everybody, moral values, the links between the classes, and the reciprocal feelings of respect and authority between them. My father, who had voluntarily chosen to share the horrors of that war, clutched at the meager advantages offered by the army: the authority of a military uniform that at last he could wear; the solidarity of the fighting men; the respect he aroused in others by his fatalistic approach to death; his belief in the just cause of Italian arms; the simplicity of the choices facing him—recover Treno, Trieste for Italy—or death.


My mother, however, was seeing her belle epoque world crumble in an atmosphere of growing vulgarity and social promiscuity, in the dissolution of that aristocratic ambience—in fact already well and truly dead—that the Jewish middle class aspired to join like the rest of the country’s petty bourgeoisie.


The war, viewed from the leisure of a quiet country life, increased her desire, indeed her need—more out of boredom than out of a sense of adventure—to go beyond good and evil. She felt herself swept away by events greater than herself, without support within the family, guidance in her religion, or advice from her friends. Desperately searching for values to hold on to, for occasions to feel different, she found in her brother-in-law someone ready to listen to her doubts and offer dispassionate counsel. Free—I have never known why—from military service, or perhaps serving locally, he used to visit her frequently, bring her religious books, and put her in contact with a friar gifted with eloquence and a desire to conquer for the Christian faith a Jewish soul so naturally prone to religious enthusiasm. This friar quite possibly thought he was acting in the same spirit as Italian soldiers conquering Austro-Hungarian positions in the front line. He had understood that my mother, separated from a husband who had preferred war to the boredom of country life, rich, without children, and searching for her identity, needed to do something exceptional, to make a gesture that might correspond with the general atmosphere of heroism created by the war. The church attracted her with its liturgy full of music, its paintings, its literature soaked in sacrifice and passion. It offered her an opportunity to realize herself, within a strong, confident hierarchy, capable of understanding, comforting, and bestowing social approval.


The village priest talked at length to my father. He did not conceal the failure of his weak efforts to postpone, in time if not in spirit, a decision that he thought improper for my mother to make as long as my father was away from home. But what could he, a poor village priest, do against so many persuasive and influential people? There were also limits that his cassock imposed on him in such circumstances. To save a soul, to bring a lost lamb into the church, was a duty he could not hinder even if he felt, out of friendship for my father, unable to participate actively in such a mission. He had spent many unhappy hours, he told my father, torn between his religious duties and his human obligations. In the end he had decided to withdraw from the whole affair. His conscience, naturally, was not at ease. But who on earth could sleep peacefully with what was happening in the world these days? His eyes shone with unshed tears as he finished speaking. He blew his nose several times into his big, red, snuff-spotted handkerchief, shook hands with my father, and returned to his parish after exchanging a few words with Annetta, who was anxiously waiting to report back to my mother anything she could learn about the meeting.


My father understood that in such circumstances there was little to be done on the spot. He could not hope to persuade my mother to return to an ancient faith about which he himself knew so little. He could not expect, by his brief presence, to neutralize the effect of months of persuasion by so many missionaries. Without greeting my mother, he took the first train to the city of Cuneo and asked to speak with the bishop. They were not friends, but they knew each other well enough for him not to be kept waiting. In any event, his bearing was so stern that nobody dared to hold him up. In a few short, well-chosen sentences he explained his problem to the bishop. He told him that he was due to return to the front lines and therefore could not care less how he would die. He knew that the friar who had got into the habit of visiting his wife belonged to the bishop’s diocese. If he did not receive on the spot a promise that no priest would be authorized to baptize her before the end of the war or prior to his death, if the bishop did not give him a formal guarantee that neither the friar in question nor any other priest would enter his house in his absence, he would look for the friar and put an end to his life. Then he would decide what to do: commit suicide, stand trial, or go back to the front lines and get killed. He had already informed his lawyer, in writing, of his intentions and prepared a communiqué for the press. Should the bishop refuse his request, he would see to it that people would be informed how the Church was stealing the souls of the wives of Jews who were away from their homes fighting for their country. He gave the bishop five minutes to decide.


Standing upright, with a theatrical gesture he took his watch out of his pocket. It was a gold Longines, with the monogram and the profile of King Victor Emmanuel II engraved inside the cover. He had inherited it from his uncle, to whom the king had presented it in return for delicate services performed for the “beautiful Rosie,” the morganatic wife of the king, when she was still the mistress of the monarch. The watch, my father told me, showed ten past eleven in the morning. With his eyes fixed on the hands, he stood there waiting for the answer of Holy Mother Church.
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