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The Italian Historical Society  
is proud to announce the development of  

a new permanent state-of-the-art multimedia exhibition  
ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴǎ  

at the premises of Co.As.It. in Carlton. 
  
 

Thanks to generous funding provided by the State Government of Victoria through the Victorian Cultural 
Precincts Enhancement Fund and by CoAsIt, the Italian Cultural Heritage Centre and Permanent Exhibition 
ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƳǳƭǘƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƛǎƳ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ мрл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
to Australia. 
 
The purpose of the Centre and permanent exhibition is to foster an increased understanding of the ways in 
which the Italian-Australian experience and culture are interpreted and re-interpreted across the 
generations. It will also investigate the impact of Italian migration on Australian society and culture by 
exploring: 
 
Á the history of and reasons for Italian migration to Australia; 
Á unique and meaningful experiences of Italians in Australia; 
Á the significance of Carlton in the settlement of Italians; 
Á the interactions between Italians and other Australians; 
Á the place of Italian culture in contemporary Australia; 
Á the ways Italian Australians maintain their connection to Italy and to their heritage. 

 
The Centre will be located in a purpose built space in the heart of Carlton, in the premises of Co.As.It. The 
ground floor of the building will be restructured to accommodate a dynamic and modern exhibition space 
comprising outstanding multimedia components and advanced digital and interactive technologies. The 
exhibition ς developed with particular attention to the diverse audience groups formed by the multi-
generational Italian community, by school students and by casual visitors ς will encourage an immersive 
engagement with the historical content of the exhibition. 
 
The Centre is due to open mid-2010. Further details will be published as they become available. 
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One of the practices brought to Australia by antifascist émigrés 
in the first decade of the regime was that of publishing political 
newspapers. These publications had long precedents in Italy, 
since the days of the bifurcation of the original internationalism 
of Marx and Bakunin into socialist and populist anarchist 
streams.1 In Australia and elsewhere, this tradition was largely 
carried on by anarchists in exile, in ways that reflected the 
proletarian character of a migration which included tradesmen 
rather than professionals, and activists with remarkable 
initiative rather than career intellectuals. Nevertheless, 
journalistic standards and the quality of production were 
respectable. The chronology of these publications in Australia 
has been recorded by Bettini and Cresciani, the latter having 
moreover sketched their general character and sustaining 
infrastructure.2 It seems appropriate to recapitulate this 
information adding a few remarks on the merits and limitations 
of this antipodean literature. These publications were among 
the first fruits of the efforts of the fuorusciti [émigrés] to 
propagate resistance to fascism in the Italian diaspora in 
Australia and to contribute to the labour movement here. They 
also have a place in the history of the Italian language in this 
country. 
 
The brief flourishing and decline of the Italian antifascist press in 
Australia was essentially a function of the degree of 
organisation the anarchists and their fellow travellers were able 
to sustain in none too favourable political and economic 
conditions. Between 1923 and 1929, when Italian immigration 
to Australia began to pick up pace, Stanley Melbourne Bruce 
was Nationalist Prime Minister and the temper of the country 
was conservative in the wake of the Great War, as it was fascist 
in ItŀƭȅΦ .ǊǳŎŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ΨƳŜƴΣ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ 
 

                                                             
1 See Bettini, L. (ed.) 1972, .ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀŦƛŀ ŘŜƭƭΩŀƴŀǊŎƘƛǎƳƻ, Crescita Politica 
Editrice, Firenze, Vol. I, Tomo I for metropolitan Italian periodicals and 
single issue newspapers, 1872-1971. 
2 See Bettini, op. cit., Vol. I, Tomo II, pp. 29-32 and Cresciani, G., 
ΩwŜŦǊŀŎǘƻǊȅ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΦ CŀǎŎƛǎǘ {ǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ мфнн-
поΩΣ Italian Historical Society JournalΣ ±ƻƭΦ мрΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ мрΤ ŀƴŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 
tǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΥ CŀǎŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩΣ The 
Australian Quarterly, Vol. 51, no. 1, March 1979.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
within the framework of the British Empire in an export driven, 
low wage economy. He stigmatised opposition as animated by 
alien doctrines disseminated by foreign agitators.3 Bruce, 
characterised by the Italian antifascists as a man who aped 
aǳǎǎƻƭƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ 
ƳŀƎƴŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΩΣ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŦŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŀǘ 
meddling in the labour market (like Prime Minister Howard 
after him).4 Thereafter, the Depression ushered in a decade of 
external alarms culminating in another World War. The Italian 
antifascists in Australia struggled with these conditions as did 
the national and international labour movement; their analysis 
took specific notice of Australian circumstances, both historical 
and contemporary. Almost from its inception in June 1930 
[Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ published an earnest, detailed and 
long running feature series by H. Payne on Australian history.5 
Again, in September 1930, [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ noted that 
the Scullin government was called upon to answer for the 
errors of past administrations, adding that: 
 
ά[i]f there is a criticism that can be made of the current 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Χ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƻǿƴǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
subservience to England, an aspect which finds its 

                                                             
3
 See Radi, H., particularly pp. 397-400 and Chapter 9 generally in 

Crowley, F. (ed.) 1974, A New History of Australia, Heinemann, 
Melbourne. 
4
 CƻǊ LǎƛŘƻǊƻ .ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴΩǎ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎΣ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 

and political issues raised by the November 1928 Commonwealth 
elections, see the translation entitled VICTORY?, now in National 
Archives of Australia, A367 C18220, of the article originally published in 
Italian in Il Risveglio, October 1929. Bertazzon called for Bruce to be 
ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŀǘ Ψōȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ Χ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ōŀƭƭƻǘΩ ŀƴŘ 
predicted a solution to the political situation in the disappearance of 
government. 
5 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨǇǊƻŦƛƭŜǎΩ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
specific reference to land and labour policy (noting the strictures of 
Marx on the Wakefield scheme), democracy in the age of gold and the 
Eureka incident, Federation, the Harvester judgement and Trade 
Unionism, and defended the White Australia policy on economic 
grounds. Aborigines were dismissed as a dying race. The series ran 
from 1 August 1930 to 5 June 1931 and for all its flaws represented a 
serious brief introduction for Italians to a contemporary historical 
understanding of the Australian experience. 

the italian anarchist press in 
australia between the wars 

 

by david faber 

Dr David Faber is the author of a PhD thesis on the life and times of the Italian Australian 
anarchist activist Francesco Giovanni Fantin [Adelaide 2008]. Born and bred in Tasmania, he has 
lived and worked in Adelaide since 1977, except for a sojourn in Milan 1985-8. His current 
research interests include Australian appeasement of Italian fascism and wartime xenophobia 
towards Italians. 
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consecration in the almost daily repetition of the 
promise to scrupulously pay down war debt, a sad 
heritage which weighs on the population like a 
permanent menace. This is the darkest cloud 
obscuring the Australian horizon.έ6 

 
Cresciani credits the agitation in defence of Sacco and Vanzetti 
(1921-27) with being the crucible out of which anarchist 
elements coalesced to give organisation and a voice to Italian 
antifascist sentiment in Australia. There is undoubtedly much 
truth in this. Certainly both the first and second anniversaries of 
the execution of the two Italian American anarchists were 
observed in August 1928 and 1929 by the publication of the 
single issue broadsheets Il Calvario and In Memoria. Moreover, 
the issue of their judicial murder continued to be revisited 
throughout the short life of the Italian antifascist press in 
Australia.7 But equally, along with the escalation of tensions as 
the fascist regime in Italy was consolidated into a police state, 
the incitement of political and industrial strife in the antipodes 
by the Nationalist Party played its part in exciting the 
internationalism of Italian antifascists in Australia. 
 
At any rate, the spark which caught the imagination of a 
generation of over two hundred and fifty Italophone labour 
activists in Australia was struck, as Cresciani has also 
emphasised, by a handful of activists from the Veneto, bound 
by ties of class and regional culture. 
 
Even affinity based on the comune of origin was important. Five 
names recur as the most important, all from the Veneto alpine 
fringe, for long centuries a homeland of mass migration both 
temporary and permanent, leavened by the political exodus of 
heretics both religious and secular8. One is Isidoro Bertazzon 
from the province of Treviso, who was to find his vocation as a 
self taught journalist. Another was Valentino Ciotti from the 
province of Belluno, a long standing activist and editor. Three 
hailed from the Schio district of the province of Vicenza, one of 
the many rural crucibles of Veneto capitalism, the particular 
domain of the Rossi wool ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ dynasty. They were the 

                                                             
6
 [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 1 September 1930 

7
 See for example the denunciation of Judge Thayer from the dock, 

republished in Il Risveglio, no. 2, 1 August 1927 in the original Italian 
and in translation, now in NAA A432 1929/578 Part 4. 
8
 For the survey of these themes in the contemporary era see Franzina, 

E. (ed.) 1983, ¦ƴ ŀƭǘǊƻ ±ŜƴŜǘƻΥ ǎŀƎƎƛ Ŝ ǎǘǳŘƛ Řƛ ǎǘƻǊƛŀ ŘŜƭƭΩŜƳƛƎǊŀȊƛƻƴŜ 
nei secoli XIX e XX, Francisci editore, Abano Terme (Padova). More 
ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŜǊŀ ǎŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŜǊ ƛƴŘŜȄ ŀǘ ΨŜƳƛƎǊŀȊƛƻƴŜΩ [ŀƴŀǊƻΣ 
S. (ed.) 1984, Il Veneto, Einaudi, Torino. For an analysis of  the regional 
and other characteristics of the émigrés to Australia monitored by the 
DGPS [Direzione Generale Pubblica Sicurezza], see the appendices to 
/ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ ΨwŜŦǊŀŎǘƻǊȅ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΧΩΣ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜ.. From my analysis of the 
мфон Ψ[ƛǎǘ ƻŦ /ƻ-ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭǎ aƻǎǘ Yƴƻǿƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ±ƛŜǿǎΩΣ 
found in the files of leading antifascists such as Fantin and Baratto 
(cited by Cresciani on page 16), it is clear that some of the persons 
mentioned in the files did not have dossiers of their own. Thus the 
estimate of activists must somewhat exceed the number of dossiers 
cited by Cresciani, and the circle of sympathisers must have numbered 
a few hundred more. 

anarchists Francesco Giuseppe Carmagnola and Francesco 
Giovanni Fantin, both from the village of San Vito di Leguzzano, 
and the communist Giovanni Terribile Antico from Piovene.  
 

 
¢ƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŜǊǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΤ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘǎΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜ 
they looked over their shoulders at Veneto affairs.9 Theirs was a 
fellowship of youth, of class, of culture, of philosophy, of like-
mindedness and mutual support conceived in adversity to 
outbrave the world of penury and exile they were born into. 
Their saga remains one to conjure with for those who admire 
the fight of the underdog everywhere. 
 
From all accounts Francesco Carmagnola was a leading light 
among the Italian anarchists in Australia. But he was only ever 
eminent among equals given his extrovert personality and 
ability to turn his hand by turns to organising, editing and 
writing something more than mere diatribe. In Sydney in late 
1926, Carmagnola in conjunction with Antico established an 
active Lega Antifascista counting some three hundred 
members. The given name Terribile suggests that Antico was 
the son of leftist parents. Be that as it may, by 1927 he was 
secretary of the Italian section of the Communist Party of 
Australia (CPA). His working relationship with Carmagnola must 
have been very interesting, given that the latter was a good 
follower of Bakunin in regarding the admirers of Marx as 
inherently authoritarian, and was accordingly known from time 
ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŀŎŜǊōƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŘ ŦŀǎŎƛǎǘǎΩΦ10 

                                                             
9 For one example see [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, мр !ǳƎǳǎǘ мфол ΨFrom 
the VenetoΩ Padova. This year the Annual Fair was even more 
miserable than last year. At Vicenza almost all the shops in the Corso 
are closed. The grand caffè Garibaldi in Piazza dei Signori has also 
ŎƭƻǎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ōŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊΦΩ Lƴ 
the very first issue of the paper on 14 June 1930 Bertazzon published 
news of fascist relocation of Vicentine peasants to Sardinia. 
10 /ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΧΩΣ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǇΦ уΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ, 
/ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /t! ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ 
and extensive in Sydney, Melbourne and North Queensland (as were 
.ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ /L. ώ/ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ 
Branch] was well aware: see CIB ς {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ taΩǎ 5ŜǇǘΦΣ мт CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ 

Fig. 1 Canecutters working on a sugar cane plantation in Northern 
Queensland. The group includes Francesco Fantin, c1925 
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Nevertheless, they worked in tandem, and their association 
gave birth to the first Italian antifascist publication in Australia, Il 
Risveglio [The Awakening], which was published, despite its 
decidedly anarchist character, by the CPA as an antifascist 
initiative. The Rome Directorate General of Public Security 
[Direzione Generale Pubblica Sicurezza] (DGPS) maintained 
political surveillance on the Italian community in Australia, 
especially after its reorganisation in 1927 under the Unified Text 
of Public Security Law [Testo Unico delle Leggi di Pubblica 
Sicurezza] (TULPS).11 It noted that over the years Antico 
contributed copy to the antifascist press under the signature 
GA, which created headaches for his politically antagonistic 
brother Giuseppe and sister in law.12 
 

 

 
The foundation under anarchist leadership of the Matteotti 
Club in Melbourne in 1927 was likewise an expression of this 
astute political vision of antifascist unity. This was embodied in 
the very name of the club. Among other reminders of his 
sacrifice published at various times, portraits of Matteotti were 

                                                                                                            
1931, NAA A367 C1822R). Even-handedly, Carmagnola dismissed 
ƭŀōƻǊƛǘŜǎ ŀǎ ΨŎŀŦŦŜƭŀǘǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΩΦ .ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 
Gaetano Panizzon that laborism and bolshevism were heresies of state 
power in [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 15 August 1930, describing Stalin as 
ΨǘƘŜ ŘƛŎǘŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ŘƛŎǘŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀǎΩ ƻƴ м 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мфолΦ 
11 CƻǊ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŀǎǎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ƭŀǘŜ мфнсΣ ǿƘŜƴ 
multiple attempts were made on the life of Mussolini, see the article by 
Lussu in [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 1 November 1930 and the articles on 
the fascist Special Court [Tribunale Speciale per la Difesa dello Stato] in 
the issues of 15 November and 1 December. The implicit criticism of 
anarchism by Lussu was so discrete as to go unnoticed. 
12

 Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Roma, MI DGPS CPC J-5 1939, Antico 
Giovanni Terribile. [The J-5 sub-series was reserved primarily for 
émigrés who had naturalised in their host countries.] 

recurrently advertised for sale in the Club press. On 20 June 
1930, the fifth anniversary of his assassination was observed by 
Carmagnola with the publication of a special commemorative 
edition of La Riscossa [The Counterattack]. References to him 
were as ubiquitous in the Italian antifascist press in Australia as 
to Sacco and Vanzetti. In life, Giacomo Matteotti was a 
reformist socialist faction leader, the political secretary of the 
ironically named Partito Socialista Unitario, one of many 
expressions of socialist disunity. In death, after his assassination 
ōȅ aǳǎǎƻƭƛƴƛΩǎ ƘŜƴŎƘƳŜƴ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ Lƭ 5ǳŎŜΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ мфнпΣ 
his figure, implicitly antithetical to anarchism, became that of 
the quintessential antifascist martyr above any factional 
quibble. As such, Matteotti was the very emblem of resistance 
to the bloody fascist subversion of constitutional and 
parliamentary order. In naming the club after him, the Italian 
anarchists in Australia were not only denouncing fascist 
atrocities. They were also declaring a commitment to antifascist 
solidarity and a degree of political sophistication such as would 
move the communist Gramsci, himself the most illustrious 
political prisoner of fascism, to aim at the resurgence of 
democracy as opposed to a proletarian dictatorship.13 This 
ǘƘŜƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭǳōΩǎ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ 
publication Germinal ƻŦ Wǳƭȅ мфнф ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ΨtŜǊ 
ǳƴΩŀȊƛƻƴŜ ŀƴǘƛŦŀǎŎƛǎǘŀΩΣ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ Ψ[ǳȄΩΦ 
 
It is worth emphasising the role of F.G. Fantin in all this, not only 
because he has been unjustly regarded by Nursey-Bray as a 
lesser figure than Carmagnola, but also because he may be 
taken as emblematic of the dozens of rank and file supporters 
of the Italian anarchist press in Australia.14 CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŘƻŜǎ 
not appear explicitly in the columns of the anarchist press as a 
contributor of copy. We do not know if he used a pseudonym. 
He does appear once as an industrial orator.15 He figures 
primarily as a donor, fundraiser and distributor. Fantin arrived in 
Melbourne from Italy in late 1924, bringing up the rear of a 
group of industrial militants victimised after the failure of the 
1921 textile strike in the Schio district of the province of 
±ƛŎŜƴȊŀΦ tǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿŀǎ CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ƳŜƴǘƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
anarchist Gaetano Panizzon. The Panizzon connection involved 
the youthful Fantin in paramilitary activities including the 
supply, witting or unwitting, of the explosives used in the largest 
anarchist terrorist outrage in Italian history, the Diana Theatre 
massacre of March 1921.16 Fantin had been detained by 
military service and a romantic affair, which ended in a brief, 
failed marriage, from initially joining family and comrades in 
Australia.17 

                                                             
13 Davidson, A. 1977, Antonio Gramsci, Merlin Press, London, p. 250. 
14 {ŜŜ Ƙƛǎ Ψ!ƴǘƛ-CŀǎŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΥ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ƻŦ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀƴǘƛƴΩΣ 
Journal of the Historical Society of South Australia, no. 17, 1989, p. 88. 
15 [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 1 April 1931. 
16 The connection of Panizzon with this atrocity emerges clearly from 
Mariani, G. 1953, Memorie di un ex-terrorista, Self published, Torino, 
pp. 35-осΦ tŀƴƛȊȊƻƴΩǎ ƛƴvolvement in the supply is certain; what is 
uncertain is whether he was aware of the terrorist purposes of the 
ringleaders, Mariani and Boldrini. 
17

 This profile, based on my own primary research conducted in 1985-
1988, is broadly confirmed by Venturini, V.G. 2007, Never Give In, 
SEARCH Foundation, Sydney, pp. 97-103. 

Fig. 2 Studio photograph of three friends, possibly members of the 
Matteotti Club, an anti-Fascist organisation. Included are Isidoro 
Bertazzon and Mr Tarandin. Bertazzon, with Francesco Carmagnola, 
were co-founders of the Matteotti Club, c1927. 

IHSJ ITALIAN HISTORICAL SOCIETY JOURNAL VOLUME 17 2009 | 7 



 
The second number of Il Risveglio of August 1927 records in its 
subscription list the donation of a pound each by Fantin and 
Panizzon. Along with Carmagnola, Bertazzon and others, Fantin 
figures upholding the club banner in the famous group photo of 
the Matteotti Club taken in Melbourne on May Day 1928. By 
1930, Fantin was known to the Townsville Consulate as an 
ƛƴǾŜǘŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴǘƛŦŀǎŎƛǎǘ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ψŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊ ƻŦ 
ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ ŦƭȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎΦΩ18 
Australian intelligence sources described him at the end of the 
decade on the basis of local police and community knowledge 
as an avid reader of anarchist literature.19 Among the few 
possessions confiscated upon his internment in 1942 was, for 
example, Dio non esiste [God Does Not Exist], a pamphlet by 
the French anarchist Sébastien Faure offering a dozen well 
argued proofs of the non existence of God.20 (Anticlerical pieces 
were regularly published by the antifascist press.21 This did not 
prevent the citation, with legitimate opportunism, of a christian 
ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ¢ƻƭǎǘƻȅ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀƴŀǊŎƘƛǎƳΩΦ22 In a 
rhetorical trope common to the Italian left, the execution of 
{ŀŎŎƻ ŀƴŘ ±ŀƴȊŜǘǘƛ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŦƛȄƛƻƴ ƻƴ 
DƻƭƎƻǘƘŀΦΩ23) Also seized were copies of [Ω!Řǳƴŀǘŀ ŘŜƛ wŜŦǊŀǘtari 
[The Gathering of Dissenters] to which Fantin was a subscriber. 
This American publication was the successor to La Cronaca 
Sovversiva [Subversive Chronicle], edited by the violent Italian 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŀƴŀǊŎƘƛǎǘ [ǳƛƎƛ DŀƭƭŜŀƴƛΣ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ 
and was, so Australian intelligence believed, the most diffused 
anarchist publication in Australia prior to World War II.24 
 
During the war, in an effort to have Fantin released from 
internment, Carmagnola made representations to the 
Australian authorities vouching that Fantin was a 
ΨŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊΩ ƻŦ La Riscossa.25 Perhaps 
Carmagnola was gilding the lily ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻƴ CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦΦ 
Nonetheless, ƘŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Cŀƴǘƛƴ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ La Riscossa in the course of a deposition to the 
NSW Branch of the Security Service in which he identified 
Fantin and Valentino Ciotti as co-founders, with himself, of the 

                                                             
18

 See Consolato Townsville ς Prefetto Vicenza, 14 May 1930, ACS 
Roma, MI DGPS CPC b1948 Fantin Francesco Giovanni. 
19

 Edmonton Station Cairns District ς CIB Brisbane, 15 December 1939, 
in NAA BP242/1 Q30084. 
20

 CIB receipt, 23 April 1946, in NAA BP242/1 Q30084. 
21

 {ŜŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΥ Lǘǎ CŀƭǎŜ aƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ Lƴƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ 
!ŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ Germinal, July 1929. In La Riscossa, 1 October 1930, R. 
Pastega from Broken Hill lamented the pragmatic accommodation of 
comrades with the Church when it came to marriage. Many other 
articles could be cited. 
22 Germinal, July 1929. 
23 [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 1 September 1930. 
24 Security Service Brisbane, FANTIN BROS, 14 July 1942, in NAA 
BP242/1 Q30084. For Galleani and La Cronaca Sovversiva see Avrich, P. 
1991, Sacco and Vanzetti: The Anarchist Background, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, passim. 
25

 F. Carmagnola ς Commandant Camp14A, Loveday, 10 September 
1942, in NAA BP242/1 Q30084. 

Matteotti Club.26 At any rate, La Riscossa does not feature a 
single by-line ōȅ CŀƴǘƛƴΦ .ȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ǊŜŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 
donations from the cane fields and Geelong to [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ 
Libertaria, regularly reported in its subscription column, 
emphasise his enduring relationship with Bertazzon after the 
split between Bertazzon and Carmagnola destroyed the 
Matteotti Club in 1930, well before it was formally wound up in 
1933.27 Fantin maintained good relations with both sides in the 
dispute, leading Chiara Bertazzon in 1941 to marvel at his 
ΨƛƴǎŜǇŀǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŦǊƻƳ /ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀΦ28 Indeed Fantin may have 
been a key individual in linking the diverse and even 
antagonistic anarchist networks in some form of tenuous 
communication after 1930. The DGPS files of Fantin and 
Carmagnola, who are known to have been friends and 
comrades since their youth, are linked through the elder 
brother of the former, Luigi Francesco Fantin, who had 
accompanied Carmagnola to Australia in 1922.29 
 
CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŦƛƭŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ /ŜǎŀǊŜ 5Ŝ [ǳŎŀ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ 
Epifanio, two more schedati [people monitored by the police] 
known to the DGPS. More importantly, it linked him, as does 
photographic evidence, with Costante Danesi of Innisfail, who, 
with his astute brother Luigi, was the force behind the 
Mourilyan Italian Progressive Club and the resistance to British 
Preference in the cane fieldsΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƛƭΩǎ 5ƛǎŜŀǎŜ 
strikes lead by Carmagnola with communist assistance.30 Oral 
tradition has it that Fantin was an associate of Carmagnola in 
these endeavours also.31 Another associate of Carmagnola, and 
thus of Fantin, was Ernesto Baratto, the hero of North 
vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ /ƛǾƛƭ 

                                                             
26 Security Service Canberra ς Brisbane, 18 November 1942, in NAA 
BP242/1 Q30084. 
27 /ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΦΦΦΩ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǇΦ мнΦ 
28

 C. Bertazzon ς F. Fantin, 12 November 1941, in NAA BP242/1 
Q30084. 
29 ACS Roma, MI DGPS J-5 1939 b69: Carmignola, Francesco Giuseppe. 
bƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀ ōŜƎŀƴ ǎǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ΨŀΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
ŀƴ ΨƛΩ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ 
occurred in official documents or because of the prestigious historical 
and literary associations with the name Carmagnola. The original 
Carmagnola, a tragic figure, was a condottiere in the service of Venice, 
celebrated among others by the 19

th
 century poet and novelist 

Alessandro Manzoni. For the dossier of Luigi Francesco Fantin, 
originally one with that of Francesco Giovanni Fantin due to the police 
confusing ǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ǎŜŜ !/{ wƻƳŀΣ aL 5Dt{ W-5 b119. 
30 These connections are confirmed by various documents in ACS 
Roma, MI DGPS CPC b1948, Fantin Francesco Giovanni. For references 
to the Danesi brothers see Douglass, W.A. 1985, From Italy to Ingham, 
University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia (Queensland), passim. For 
photographic evidence of their connection with Fantin see !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
Italians 1788-1988: A Bicentennial Exhibition, Italian Historical Society, 
Carlton (Victoria), 1988, p. 80, where Fantin can be seen on the balcony 
of the Mourilyan Italian Progressive Club wearing a bow tie. For 
industrial action in the cane fields, see MengƘŜǘǘƛ  5Φ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ŜƛƭΩǎ 
5ƛǎŜŀǎŜ {ǘǊƛƪŜ мфорΩ ƛƴ aǳǊǇƘȅΣ 5Φ όŜŘΦύ мфуоΣ The Big Strikes, 
University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia (Queensland). 
31 As reported to me by F. Cavadini on 19 February 1985. 
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War.32 !ŦǘŜǊ CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ƳŀǊǘȅǊŘƻƳΣ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳǊŀŘŜǎ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ 
him as, among other things, a fundraiser for the Republican 
cause.33 Altogether Fantin does seem to have had a substantial, 
if modest, role in the production and dissemination of Italian 
anarchist literature in Australia, such that Australian intelligence 
rated him a leading promoter of anarchism in the Italian 
community in Australia.34 All this refutes the Nursey-Bray thesis 
that he was an altogether negligible figure in comparison to 
Carmagnola. Fantin died as an anarchist martyr in November 
1942, after having been interned due to confusion of identity 
wƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ Ψŀƴǘƛ-.ǊƛǘƛǎƘΩ ŜƭŘŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ 
his allegiance to the regime. Francesco Fantin was assassinated 
in Loveday Internment Group Compound 14A with a blunt 
instrument wielded by a fellow internee acting for fascist 
conspirators who objected to his determined role in the 
struggle for the hearts and minds of internees, which was being 
waged as the war approached its climax for Italians.35 
 
CŀƴǘƛƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀǊŎƘƛǎǘ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ 
that apart from publishing and distributing its own productions, 
the Matteotti Club also acted as a clearing house for the import 
and dissemination of the anarchist press from the Italian 
antifascist diaspora overseas.36 It is clear that the Italian 
anarchists in Australia drew much inspiration and material from 
the fraternal press abroad. As early as August 1927, Il Risveglio 
ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ǎǘŀƴŘōȅǎ ŀǎ ŀ aŀȄ bƻǊŘŀǳ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻƴ ΨCǊŜŜ 
[ƻǾŜΩΣ ŘŀƳƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎΩ ƻŦ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎ ƳŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ŀǎ 
prostitution. This, like their anticlericalism, will have 
antagonised conservative opinion in the Italian community. 
There were limits to anarchist willingness to cultivate the 
middle ground. In March 1928, the Melbourne Customs and 
Excise Office forwarded to the Melbourne Investigation Branch 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ Il Monito [The 

                                                             
32 On the figure of Baratto and the participation of immigrant 
communities in North Queensland in the controversy over the war, see 
Menghetti D., 1981, The Red North, James Cook University of North 
Queensland, Townsville (Queensland), especially Chapter 4. For the 
Italian secret police dossier on Baratto see ACS Roma, MI DGPS CPC 
b313. 
33

 See obverse of memorial card reproduced in Faber, D. F.G. Fantin, 
unpublished doctoral thesis, Adelaide 2007, p. 340, originally displayed 
in the exhibition Francesco Fantin: Myth & Reality, FILEF, Adelaide, May 
1989. Note that this memento also compared the martyrdom of Fantin 
with that of Christ, a leftist motif noted above regarding Sacco and 
Vanzetti. The commemorative publication Il Calvario obviously started 
from the same motif. 
34

 Security Service Brisbane FANTIN BROS, 14 July 1942, in NAA 
BP242/1 Q30084. 
35 For the Adelaide CIB report to this effect see State Records SA GRG. 
5/46/1942/14757, now in Nuovo Paese, July 2000, p. 6. 
36 {ŜŜ /ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ ΨtǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΧΩΣ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǇǇΦ ф-10 on the 
range of publications imported by the Matteotti Club, and on the 
practice of republishing articles from the international anarchist press. 
Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ WŀŎƪ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ The Call of the 
Wild featured in recurrent offerings of books often at very discounted 
prices, for example in [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀΦ In the issue of 15 
!ǳƎǳǎǘ мфолΣ DŀŜǘŀƴƻ tŀƴƛȊȊƻƴ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ΨƎƻƻŘ [ǳƛƎƛΩΣ ŀ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ 
socialist in Italy who became an anarchist in Australia through reading 
great libertarian writers. 

Admonition], an Italian anarchist weekly published in Paris, for 
ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ώŀϐ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘŜŘ 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘΧΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƻ 
Ψ.ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴ LǎƛŘƻǊƻΣ мом {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŜŜǘΣ /ŀǊƭǘƻƴΦΩ ¢ƘŜ Melbourne 
CIB replied late that month detailing the contents of the 
publication. Amongst miscellaneous news and administrative 
items were featured articles on the Matteotti affair, the Sacco 
and Vanzetti case, pacifism and feminism. The CIB appended a 
ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ Ψ!ƴŀǊŎƘƛǎǘ tǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩΣ ŀ ƭong sermon 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ΨǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŀƴŀǊŎƘƛǎǘǎΣ ōŜ 
they communists or individualists, organisers or anti-
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜǊǎΧΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 
the authority of the State, of Capitalism, of Morality, of 
ReƭƛƎƛƻƴΧΩΦ !ǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘŜ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ .ǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ 
any direct reference to subversive propaganda and no 
ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎΦΩ37 This benign view 
did not long remain the CIB line. By February 1932, with the 
return of the conservatives to power in Canberra under Lyons 
at the December 1931 elections, the Italian Consul General at 
Sydney applied to Attorney General Latham for the suppression 
ƻŦ /ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀΩǎ La Riscossa and .ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴΩǎ [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ 
Libertaria. They were denounced for stirring up the Italian 
community in Australia and being inimical to both governments 
ΨŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦΩ38 Even in 
February 1931, before the change of government, CIB Director 
WƻƴŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ 
highly undesirable to permit foreigners to spread subversive 
ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 
ǘƻ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦΩ39 
 

 

 
As we have seen, from the beginning the Italian antifascists 
concerned themselves not only with the situation in Italy,40 but 
also with the situation of the Italian community in Australia. 

                                                             
37 CIB Melbourne ς Collector Customs Melbourne 29 March 1928, in 
NAA MP707/1 V4764. 
38 Consul General Italy ς Post Master General, 8 February 1932, in NAA 
A367 C1822R. 
39

 CIB ς {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜǇǘΦΣ мт CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мфомΣ ƛƴ b!! 
A367 C1822R. 
40 For example in the issue of La Riscossa of 1 October 1930. 

Fig. 3 A meeting of the Italian Anarchist Movement in Venice, Italy. 
Included in the photograph is Isidoro Bertazzon, c1920. 
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Every effort was made to link the two realities. For example, on 
15 August 1931, Bertazzon noted the success in Melbourne of 
the film All Quiet on the Western Front in connection with the 
ōŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘǎ ΨŘƛǎŜƴŎƘŀƴǘŜŘ ǇŀŎƛŦƛǎƳ 
Χ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊƭƛƪŜ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀǎŎƛǎƳ ōǊŜŀǘƘƭŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
maintain in the Italian ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōŜƭƭƛŎƻǎŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΦΩ ¢ƘŜ 
ban was out of line with even backward nations and their 
ŘƛŎǘŀǘƻǊǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘƻƭŜŦǳƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨWŜǎǳƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ǘǳǘŜƭŀƎŜ 
consecrated by the Lateran Pact.41 
 

 

 
Carmagnola was early engaged in the industrial and social 
situation of the most numerous Italian colony in the continent 
between the wars, that of North Queensland, cutting cane 
there soon after his arrival in Australia in May 192242 and 
discussing its circumstances in typically trenchant style. In the 
leading article of issue number 2 of August 1927 of Il Risveglio, 
/ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΩ 
in the name of an Italian antifascism striking antipodean roots, 
ƳƛƴŘŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ ƻf 
ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎΦΩ 
Carmagnola frankly discussed the ill feeling subsisting between 
Italian and Australian workers in the cane fields, attributing 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǳǇƛŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ 
hatreŘ Χ ƛƴŎǳƭŎŀǘŜŘ Χ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ŧŀǳƭǘȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜƭȅ ǎƻ ŀǎ 
ǘƻ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ώǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻϐ Χ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 
ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŜƴŜƳȅΧΩΦ IŜ ƭŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 
class consciousness amongst many Italian immigrants, which 
made them hard to oǊƎŀƴƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŀǘƘŜ Ψǘƻ ǳƴƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΦΩ43 Driving 
home his point Carmagnola asked: 
 
άWhy are we Italians looked upon so favourably by 
employers all over the world? Because we are ignorant 

                                                             
41 [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, 15 August 1930. 
42 /ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ ΨtǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΦΦΦΩ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǇΦ рΦ 
43 Bertazzon also criticised fascist efforts to entice Italian workers to 
conspire with local capitalists, to undercut union rates and to strike-
break (in [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ of 1 October 1930). In 
[Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ of 1 April 1931 Francesco Fantin   denounced consular 
interference in North Queensland labour disputes. 

and because we allow ourselves to be exploited more 
than others. To work then. Oh! Comrade workers of 
North Queensland! Let us destroy in ourselves that 
brutal egoism which renders us slaves to ourselves. Let 
us free ourselves of prejudices and superstitions and let 
us unite ourselves with the Australian workers in the 
struggle against the masters who oppress and exploit us. 
Let us remember the words of that great one [Marx] 
who said that the emancipation of the proletariat cannot 
but be the work of the workers themselves.έ 

 
Carmagnola clearly set out to criticise not only the regime in 
Italy, but also what he saw as the social and political 
shortcomings of the Italian diaspora in Australia. He sought, 
moreover, to intervene in North Queensland personally. When 
in February 1932 Carmagnola was defended with characteristic 
perspicacity and energy by the communist lawyer Fred 
Paterson on a charge of having assaulted the Townsville Vice 
Consul, the CIB noted that Carmagnola had in his campaigning 
made able use of flyers to advertise his efforts against the 
regime in the north. A circular dated 5 December 1931 had 
announced boldly: 
 
άWe have amongst us these several weeks comrade F. 
Carmagnola. Our comrade came to North Queensland 
to organise and to incite the anti-fascists to persevere in 
the struggle against the bloody regime which starves 
and enslaves the Italian workers.έ44 

 
It is clear that the efforts of Carmagnola and comrades in North 
Queensland were not without effect. On 10 February of that 
year, A. Noselli reported that La Riscossa was ever more widely 
read by workers in North Queensland. Nonetheless, ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊΩǎ 
finances remained parlous in September.45 
  
The single issue publications, each proudly bearing the legend 
ΨǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ LΦ .ŜǊǘŀȊȊƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŀǘǘŜƻǘǘƛ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀ 
{ǘǊŜŜǘΣ aŜƭōƻǳǊƴŜΣ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀΩΣ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Club to publish commemorative series monthly under different 
mastheads, so as to circumvent the ban which had quashed Il 
Risveglio after its third issue. Between the two commemorative 
issues devoted primarily to the commemoration of the sacrifice 
of Sacco and Vanzetti, [Ω!ȊƛƻƴŜ [Action] was published in 
September 1928, commemorating the second anniversary of 
the attempted assassination of Mussolini by the Carraran 
anarchist Gino Lucetti. [Ω!ȊƛƻƴŜ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ [ǳŎŜǘǘƛΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŜȄŀƭǘŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜŘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǾŜƴƎŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
antifascist diaspora in France, implicitly encouraging emulation 
even from the antipodes.46 The marble quarries of Carrara in 
Tuscany were one of the ancestral homelands of Italian 

                                                             
44 See La Riscossa, 15 March 1932, in NAA A367 C1822R. The costs for 
/ŀǊƳŀƎƴƻƭŀΩǎ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ϻ 143 10s 6d, of which £ 80 19s 6d had 
been raised at publication, with £ 19 9s 11d being raised at an Ingham 
dinner dance. 
45

 La Riscossa, 20 September 1931. 
46

 Santarelli, E. 1967, Storia del fascismo, Editori Riuniti, Roma, Vol. II, p. 
23. 

Fig. 4 Canecutters relaxing on the verandah of their barracks after a 
ŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǳƎŀǊ ŎŀƴŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘΣ 
c1927. 
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anarchism. The profound radication of anarchism in such 
relatively insular mining and industrial communities as Carrara 
and Schio was mirrored in Australia in such working class 
citadels as Broken Hill, Wonthaggi, Queenstown and Geelong.47 
tŀǊǘƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀΩǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǳƴƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎΣ ƛǘ 
never occurred to the anarchists that there was an inherent 
limit to the appeal of a politics of duty which exalted the 
personal sacrifice of life and happiness in dramatic gestures 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ 
deaths. Perhaps however, the most significant item in [Ω!ȊƛƻƴŜ 
was the advertisement published at the foot of the internal 
pages 2 and 3, which referred to the fundraising intentions of 
the Club: 
 
άThe evening of 6 October next, 8pm to midnight, the 
Club Matteotti will give a grand ball at the Oddfellows 
Hall, in Latrobe Street between Exhibition and Russell 
Street. There will be a choice orchestra directed by the 
well known musician P. Piccinini.έ 

 
This demonstrated fiscal ambition and social adroitness well 
beyond that of the convivial improvised evenings when the 
Club had danced against fascism to the tune of a single 
accordion.48 It was as well that the antifascists were inventive, 
ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǎǎ ΨƭƛǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ƘŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǳǘƘ 
as it were, as the masthead of Germinal declared in July 1929. 
This was usual with the anarchist press internationally. 
 
Nonetheless, the vitality of Italian anarchist activism in Australia, 
far outstripping the native strain, was from first to last 
hamstrung by the static nature of anarchist ideology. Questions 
of right were confounded with issues of means and 
opportunity. On 15 December 1930, Bertazzon published in 
[Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ !ŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀƴ 
ŜȄƘƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŜƴŎƘŀƛƴŜŘ 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘΣ ΨŘŜƳŀƴŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻw 
the example of the promoters of revolt and the ponderous 
ƳŀǊŎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅΦΩ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘ: 
 
άAction command our dead, massacred by fascism. 
Action request the trembling victims in the infamous 
penitentiaries of the peninsula. 
Action hope the masses without hesitation at once.έ 

 
In the following issue of 10 January 1931, Bertazzon offered the 
ǎŀƴƎǳƛƴŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎǘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ƻŦ 
the imminent end of the fascist regime given its present 
financial difficultieǎΦΩ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ, fascist chauvinism would have to 
embroil Italy in another world war before any such weaknesses 
of the regime could be brought to book, and then it would be 
the communists, not the anarchists, who would be to the fore 
leading the Resistance. 

 
As the sermonizing of Il Monito underlined, anarchism is 
structurally given to factionalism. The prime expression of this 

                                                             
47

 See for example the subscription lists of [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ. 
48 /ǊŜǎŎƛŀƴƛΣ DΦ ΨtǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀƴ aƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΧΩ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǇΦ тΦ 

in the Italian Australian antifascist panorama was the implosion 
of the initially successful Matteotti Club and the subsequent 
publication of La Riscossa by Carmagnola and [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ 
Libertaria by Bertazzon in competition with one another in 
1930. The terms of the disputation in their columns, above and 
beyond the reciprocal accusations of financial impropriety, are 
obscure, but in any case their general themes were so 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /L. ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƴŀƳŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ ƛǘǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΩΦ49 In 
any event, it was Bertazzon who published the most eloquent 
program for the Italian anarchist émigrés in Australia. 
 
άWe are in Australia many thousands of Italians more or 
less violently torn from our affections and habitual work 
and thrown into the vortex of a new life to seek our 
bread. Many hundreds of us have carried here the fire of 
passion, vowing to recross the ocean at the first sign of 
resurgence, not because of the call of the fatherland, but 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ Χ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƭȅ 
resume our struggle... But exile for us cannot only be a 
matter of hoping and waiting... We cannot be absent 
from the post our faith assignsΦΦΦέ50 

 
As dissension and the Depression crippled the anarchist press in 
Australia, antifascism began its evolution from a form of 
expatriate resistance, drawing on transplanted traditions and 
marginal internationalist sentiment in the host community to a 
more broadly based denunciation of a looming international 
menace. With a return internationally to the policy of the 
united front on the left, there was less scope for a specifically 
anarchist press and greater pressure to address world events in 
a more widely accessible idiom and in a more organised way. 
The communist movement was better equipped to do, as 
exemplified in the Australian chapter of the International 
Movement Against War And Fascism. Anarchist identity, as 
seen therein and in the careers of Carmagnola and Fantin, 
became subsumed in the antifascist front. For all its antifascist 
merit and felicitous heterodoxy, for all the vibrant individual 
initiative and independent thought it incarnated, the limits of 
the Italian anarchist press in Australia faithfully represented the 
limits of anarchism itself, ineffectual and factious, sectarian and 
minoritarian in its extremism. Even a century ago, anarchism 
was a transitional phenomenon bespeaking its pre-industrial 
populist ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘǎ ΨŜǘŜǊƴŀƭ 
ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ51 Students of 
that tradition and of Italian culture in Australia will nonetheless 
continue to find this modest literature worthy of study. Î

                                                             
49 CIB ς {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ !ǘǘƻǊƴŜȅ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ 5ŜǇǘΦΣ мо WǳƴŜ мфонΣ ƛƴ b!! !ост 
C1822R 
50 [Ω!ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘƛŀ [ƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀ, мп WǳƴŜ мфол Ψ¢ƻ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǊŀŘŜǎΩΦ 
51

 See Gramsci, A., 1977, Quaderni del Carcere, Einaudi, Torino, 
Notebook 14, Note 3 for the classic statement of this analysis of the 
derivation of Italian anarchism from Russian narodniki such as Bakunin. 
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the books 
What induced you to write From Camporovere to Carlton? 
LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ 
particularly. I enjoy reading about people. What was it that 
actually made a person do what that person did? That led on to 
an interest in my family. My motivation in writing its history was 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƭƻǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
members of the family were interested. So I did it. I did it late in 
the piece. Looking back on it, I realise I should have done it a 
whole lot earlier because I would have had more material. 
 
What about the process of putting the book together? 
I found the stories interesting, but I also like the work of 
researching and writing. I love writing. My training in the art was 
writing all the articles about surgery. So the nuts and bolts I 
ƪƴŜǿΤ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ 
writing difficult. The research is difficult ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ 
consuming and I was never trained in how to do historical 
research: I had to find that out myself. 
 
Ten months later you published your autobiography, 
Adventures in Two Worlds. What is the relationship between 
the two books? 
²Ƙŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ L ƘŀǾŜ Ǉǳǘ 
into the autobiography. One difficulty of course is that, having 
more or less completed it, you start remembering things that 
ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ Ǉǳǘ in and you just wonder what to do. Also, it is 
difficult when one has to deal with faults and problematical 
issues, like I have had in my life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In your autobiography, you talk frankly about your feelings 
and also your weaknesses. 
True enouƎƘΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΥ ŀƭƭ L ŘƛŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƛǘ ŀǎ ƛǘ 
was. ²ŜΩǊŜ ƘǳƳŀƴΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ǌƻōƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΦ 
 
On what it is to be human, talking about the support you 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ  
late in ǘƘŜ ǇƛŜŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ WƻƘƴ 5ƻƴƴŜΩǎ ŀǇƘƻǊƛǎƳ Ψbƻ 
Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩέΦ 
²ŜƭƭΣ ƭƻƻƪΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƭƻƴŜǊΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ 
found it difficult to adjust as migrants to a strange land and that 
applied to me. I was a bit precocious and very sensitive, and we 
were thrown into a war in which we were the enemy aliens and 
I reacted, some people would say abnormally ς to racism, for 
example. Some people said that, yes, they knew about the 
ǊŀŎƛǎƳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƳŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎee, 
I was never able to discuss these matters with anybody. 
 
I found myself reading your autobiography as literature, as a 
life-story which provides certain insights on the human 
condition, rather than as history. 
I feel more comfortable being judged by my peers as a surgeon 
rather than as a writer. 

 
carlton 

Both books contain lively memories of life in Carlton. When 
did you live there? 
We lived in Carlton from the day that we arrived here, on the 
26th of December 1938. Soon after we went to Tasmania; six 
months later we came back to Carlton. In 1952 we moved from 
Argyle Square to Lygon Street.1 I think I mentioned the bed 
bugs in my book. Our home in Lygon Street was used as a 
boarding house and one family who was living there refused to 
move out. So Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜ ƻǳǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
going to move in! As soon as we moved in, we began to take 
the place apart: we stripped off all the wall paper, and killed all 
the bed bugs. It was quite amazing because their daughter was 
a university stǳŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ L Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ 
there until the early 70s, when I bought a house near my sister 

                                                             
1 Both in Carlton. 

interview with ivo vellar 
 

ivo vellar talks to paolo baracchi  
(italian historical society) about his books  

from camporovere to carlton. the story of five families and  
adventures in two worlds. my battles with the d word 

Professor Ivo Vellar MD MS FRCS FRACS was born in 1934 in Camporovere (Vicenza). 
He migrated to Australia with his family in 1938. After a distinguished career as a 

surgeon and a professor of surgery, he retired in 1999. Since then, he has published 
several books on the history of medicine and, in 2008, two books on the Italian 

migrant experience in Australia. 
 

12 | IHSJ ITALIAN HISTORICAL SOCIETY JOURNAL VOLUME 17 2009 



and her family in North Balwyn. I bought it for my parents, and I 
lived there with them. Ill health was starting to get them and I 
think they were happier to have a doctor in the same house. 
 

 
Fig. 1 18 Argyle Place North, Carlton, the Vellar family home prior to 
moving to 242 Lygon Street, Carlton in 1952. Photo taken in 2008. 
Image courtesy of Ivo Vellar. 

 
²ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ά[ƛǘǘƭŜ Lǘŀƭȅέ current at the time? 
Yes. The reason behind that was the shops. There were a lot of 
Australian shops as well; there were also some Greek shops: 
cafés and the famous Greek fish and chips shops. There were 
ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ άǿŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜǎέΥ Ƴȅ ǳƴŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ used to go 
to the Bowling Green Hotel. That was an Australian custom that 
they acquired: late in the afternoon, they would go there to talk 
and have an odd glass; and then they would leave.  
 
Were the customers of the pubs mainly Anglo-Saxons? 
No, they came from all sorts of ethnic backgrounds. The school 
ƛƴ /ŀǊƭǘƻƴ ǿŀǎ {ǘΦ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ LǘŀƭƛŀƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 
students were 99% Catholic: there were the Irish Catholics and 
there were the Italians, and they got along very well: there was 
no abuse, no problems. 
 
Lǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀǊƭǘƻƴ ƘŀŘ ŀ άǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέΦ 
That is correct. The people we knew all came from the same 
village, more or less. They had the village attitude because they 
knew each other quite well when they were in Italy and they 
continued being close when they came here. But family ties 
were more important still. When we came here, we stayed 
ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ CŀǊŀŘŀȅ {ǘǊŜŜǘΦ2 Then we went to 
IƻōŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ 
again, we stayed in Argyle Square and then in Lygon Street. The 
distance between the two homes was eighty metres perhaps: 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƘǊƻǿ ŀǿŀȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ /ŀǊƭǘƻƴ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ bocce 
ŎƻǳǊǘΣ {ŀǾŀǊƛǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ 
a weekend, all mainly from the Veneto: some from the 
mountains and others from the pianura. They knew each other 
at work. 
 
What work did your father do? 
My father worked as a concreter with his brother in law and 
with another man who was also from near Asiago, so they were 

                                                             
2 In Carlton. 

both related and tied in geographically. My uncle was the 
businessman of the trio. They had a truck and they used to 
work doing footpaths, terrazzo and things like that. And when 
we went to Hobart, they worked on the Wrest Point Hotel. 
 
What language did they speak? 
They spoke Veneto dialect. But they also had enough English to 
keep the business going. My father was out here for the first 
time from 24 to 28-нфΤ ƘŜ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜƴΦ IŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
fluent, but he could manage. My mother when she arrived 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ƛǘ ǳǇ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ {ƘŜ 
was more outgoing than my father. My father was a real Vellar, 
a montanaro. Now, we had shops like Valente in Lygon Street ς 
he too was a Veneto ς ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƘǊƻǿ ŀǿŀȅ 
ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƭƛǾŜŘΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άŎƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘŀƭέ 
grocery: he used to have the salsicce hanging from the ceiling 
and all that sƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŦŦΦ {ƻ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀǊ 
to do the shopping! 
 

 
Fig. 2 European internees possibly at Hay Internment Camp (NSW), 
c1940. The photo includes Girolamo [Momi] Pangrazio and Ettore 
Bortolotti. In the background are the tin huts the men were confined to.  

 
Did your family interact with non-Italians or with Italians from 
other regions? 
The only interactions they had were at work. But outside of 
that, socially, no. It was always with relatives. My mother had 
cousins, sisters and brothers here. The only one who had wider 
social connections was an uncle of mine, Andrea.3 He used to 
run the Italian Waiters Club, and a cousin, Zio Rosso,4 and 
another ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΣ aƻƳƛΣ5 were doing counter 
lunches at hotels. They had quite a big thing going. Momi and 
Andrea had been in New Guinea, where they were arrested 
during the war, and Momi ended up in South Australia in the 
famous camp, Loveday. And then there was my uncle Giovanni 
Cera: he played at Australian functions and he had a lot of 
contacts with Australians. Their connections were a lot broader 
ǘƘŀƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ 
person that went to play bocce with his Veneto mates on a 
weekend. During the week he worked with his brother in law 

                                                             
3 Andrea Pangrazio. 
4
 5ƻƳŜƴƛŎƻ tŀƴƎǊŀȊƛƻΤ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά½ƛƻ wƻǎǎƻέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ 

of his hair. 
5 Girolamo Pangrazio. 
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and other close friends from Asiago. So it was always boxed in, 
a closed society. 
 
What is your connection to Carlton today? 
Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƭŀƴŘΦ When I 
ǿŀƭƪ Řƻǿƴ [ȅƎƻƴ {ǘǊŜŜǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
was like. In those days it really had a village atmosphere. 
Perhaps that was also because we are talking about the war 
and the immediate post-war period: Italians were not popular 
then and it was important to have somewhere where they 
could feel at home. 
 

values 
You were very close to your parents. Which values did they 
transmit to you? 
²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƘƻƴŜǎǘȅ ς and the fact that they never 
had loans. They never went to a bank to get money: they 
always believed in paying their debts immediately. That was 
something that was passed on to me along with the rest of it. 
That was always regarded as a facet of the montanaro attitude. 
They did not want to get into debt, unlike some of their 
acquaintances who never hesitated in getting in debt by what 
ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘǳƎŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǎŀȅΣ 
ά[ƻƻƪ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΗέ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǿŀǎΣ 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ 
trouble. The fact that they did not borrow from banks is one of 
the reasons that was always given as to why they never got on 
in business. 
 
Was thrift an important value? 
²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƴŜȅΥ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ 
around, with the exception of my uncle Andrea of the Italian 
²ŀƛǘŜǊǎΩ /ƭǳōΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ bon vivant: he was 
different to all the others. 
 
Do you have the same attitude to money? 
¸ŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
reasons why I never did what the Anglo-Saxons did: they used 
to go to parties and all that. I never did. Which means that most 
of my pastimes involved me, like writing and reading. I was a 
voracious reader. Before the war ended an Australian man who 
was partial to the Italians bought me a Meccano set; and that 
was absolutely fantastic because you could build anything with 
it, and I used to spend all my time building bridges and what 
have you. My pastimes involved me in the singular, and that 
was one of the reasons I used to find it difficult mixing with 
people, especially the Anglo-Saxons. Another reason was the 
baggage I carried from the war period and the post-war period. 
Italians were not popular and I was on guard all the time. And 
that stayed with me. I had very few friends amongst the Anglo-
Saxons. As a matter of fact, I never went out to cultivate 
friendship with them. 
 
5ƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΚ 
Yes. But my mother was also like that. Very much a private 
person. We were not regarded as people that were outgoing, 

as show-offs and things like that. We did not admire that kind of 
personality at all. 
 
Was education important for your parents? 
Both my parents emphasised the importance of an education 
as a stepping stone to a career. As they never had the 
opportunity of advancing beyond a primary education, they 
made sure their children would, although I must admit that my 
mother considered that her daughter should marry rather than 
pursue further education. 
 

 
Fig. 3 Ivo Vellar and his mother Mariska, September 1997. Ivo had just 
been awarded the MD (Doctor of Medicine) by the University of 
Melbourne. Image courtesy of Ivo Vellar. 
 
Did you and your parents have different ideas about the role 
of women? 
My sister was under the impression that males were given all 
ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
get married, have children and run a household in support of 
the breadwinner, who happened to be a male. I tried very hard 
to convince her to continue her education, but she used to 
laugh at me. Because none of her friends went on to tertiary 
education, she decided that she was going to join the workforce 
too. I am sure that, had she decided to continue her studies, our 
parents would have not stood in her way. She would have 
easily coped because she was the most intelligent of the Vellar 
children. Our mother too, given the opportunity, would have 
obviously succeeded because she had a natural ability in the 
use of words and she wrote poetry. This was inherited by my 
sister and by her daughter, who did a Law Arts degree and is 
now a lawyer. 
 
Can you tell us something about the emotions involved in 
growing up in an Italian family in Australia during the 1940s 
and 1950s? 
We were very, very close as a family and I was able to 
appreciate very early on in life what my parents had to do, the 
life they had to lead and the sacrifices they made. I was very 
appreciative of that ς more appreciative than a lot of other 
people. Another very important thing for me was that as an 
Italian ς for I have always regarded myself as Italian ς I really 
wanted to show the others what the Italians could do. I realised 
very early on in the piece that the Italians were looked down 
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upon by many as an inferior race. I went out of my way to prove 
that wrong. 

 
becoming a surgeon 

How did you decide to become a surgeon? 
LŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά[ƻƻƪΣ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ Řƻ 
ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜΚέΣ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ƴƻΣ because I had no 
idea what it was like. Unlike many of my colleagues, I had no 
relatives who were doctors, dentists or even scientists. When I 
ǿŀǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭƛƴƎ ŀǘ {ǘ YŜǾƛƴΩǎΣ L ǿŀǎ 
interested in becoming an agricultural scientist. I was talked out 
ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ōȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƻ ǎŀƛŘΥ ά²Ƙȅ ƴƻǘ Řƻ 
ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜΚέ 
 
 
Were you the first member of your family to go to University? 
I was the first with my cousin Giancarlo who is a year younger 
than I am. He was in Italy and he did law. Giancarlo had a 
brother who was older than him, and he had entered the 
Seminary; after a couple of years, he left and began an Arts 
degree at Padua. The war came, he was put into the armed 
forces, got tubercolosis and died. He was the first of my 
relatives who actually went to a University. 
 

 
Fig. 4 Graduation photo, December 1957. Left to right: Fortunato Vellar 
όLǾƻΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊύΣ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ /ŜǊŀΣ LǾƻ ±ŜƭƭŀǊΣ aŀǊƛǎƪŀ ±ŜƭƭŀǊ όLǾƻΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊύΣ 
CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎŀ ±ŜƭƭŀǊ όLǾƻΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊύΣ CƭƻǊŜǎ tŀƴƎǊŀȊƛƻ όLǾƻΩǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ). Image 
courtesy of Ivo Vellar. 

 
²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΚ 
They were entirely supportive. When I finished and managed to 
get a degree, my brother, who is ten years younger than me, 
decided that he was going to do medicine too. He was also 
supported. We were supported to the extent that I was never 
forced to work outside, whereas some of my contemporaries 
were in paid part-time jobs. On one occasion, when I was ten, 
my mother wanted me to become a paper boy, and I refused. 
That year I came fifth in the whole of Victoria and I got equal 
first in Christian doctrine, believe it or not. I think that from that 
point onwards they thought: here is a future priest on the way! 
hƴŜ Řŀȅ ǘƘŜ IŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊ ŀǘ {ǘ WƻǎŜǇƘΩǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ L ǿŀǎ 
interested in becoming ŀ ǇǊƛŜǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘΣ ά²ƘŜƴ L ŘŜŎƛŘŜ LΩƭƭ ƭŜǘ 
ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦέ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘΦ bƻǿΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ 
Italian families that if they had three sons, one would become a 
priest, one would become a lawyer and one would become a 
doctor. Well, no attempt was made to force me into anything. 
 

Would your parents have been happy if you had decided to 
become a priest? 
tǳǘ ƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΥ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǳƴƘŀǇǇȅΣ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ 
Because the first cousin of my mother was an archbishop.6 So, 
yes, it was not unexpected of me because of my academic 
performance, which had always been very high. 
 
What role did religion play in your life? 
bƻƴŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǘ ŘƛŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ 
would be intuitive. I mean, no-one had to tell me that 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ά/ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎέ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜ Ƴȅ 
behaviour as a doctor. I could realise myself what was right and 
what was wrong. 
 
Did you feel under pressure to achieve? 
No. I had an academic bent for a long, long time: I liked 
studying, I liked reading and all that sort of thing. Rightly or 
wrongly, everyone expected me to perform and I kept 
performing, so more or less I was fated to go along that sort of 
ƭƛƴŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊΣ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŜΥ ά[ƻƻƪ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘŀǊŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀȅ L ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘΣ L ƎŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƳŀŘŜ 
them happy ς made them happy, made me happy. The other 
thing that was important to me was that I did what I wanted to 
ŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘ ƛǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ 
ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ 
about going to the University: it was the era of the Senior 
Government Scholarships, the so-called Commonwealth 
Scholarships. In my first year I performed very well and I came 
ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅΦ LΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŘƻƴŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƻƻƪ ǘƻ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ 
a duck to water. And then in my second and third year we did 
anatomy, which was a real disgrace. It was a do-it-yourself 
course, which didƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜΦ 
 
Were there many sons of migrants among your fellow 
students? 
In the Medical School at the time there were many Anglo-Saxon 
students, but then there were a few sons of migrants. I 
remember there was a Balt who was very clever, and he was in 
the same year as I was, and then there were a handful of 
Greeks. There were very, very few Italians at that stage. I think 
there might have been beside me another one. 
 
What role did your Italian background play in your 
professional life? 
I used to be called down to the casualty department quite often 
ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ŀǘ {ǘΦ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴŘ LΩŘ ǎŀȅΣ 
ά²Ŝƭƭ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΚέ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǎŀȅΣ άhƘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΦέ 
{ƻ LΩŘ Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ LΩŘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ DǊŜŜƪΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ 
Greek. I have only a few words. And by using a few words and 
sign language I could get a history out of them. And I used to 
ǎŀȅΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ DǊŜŜƪΣ ƴƻǘ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ 
ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳΚέ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ 
ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ speak English, many of my 
ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƳǳŎƘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά!ƘΣ L ƎƛǾŜ 
ǳǇΗέ 

                                                             
6 Andrea Pangrazio, Archbishop of Gorizia. 
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Were migrant patients treated differently? 
I found that migrants were often treated badly. Unfortunately, 
some of the patients were malingerers and that produced the 
ƛƴŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ άaŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴ ōŀŎƪέΦ bƻǿΣ LΩŘ ǎŀȅΣ 
ά²ŜƭƭΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴ ōŀŎƪΣ LΩǾŜ 
seen many cases of Australian back! I also can tell you that 
some of those were genuine sufferers and they were treated 
appallingly ōȅ ȅƻǳΦέ 
 

racism 
What was it like to be the son of an Italian migrant family 
during the war years? 
Italy entered the war in 1940 and my father was then got hold 
of and was sent to Geelong.7 My mother was working as a 
cleaner to make ends meet because there was no other 
income. At that stage there were two of us and my father was 
away from home and it was tough. 
 
What was the atmosphere at school? 
¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻΣ {ǘΦ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ L 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ reason that there 
were quite a few Italians. The problems happened later on. But 
ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻƴƭȅΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ǘƘŜ 
Herald and the Sun always used to have cartoons; and they 
were mainly about Hitler and Mussolini ς άaǳǎǎƻέΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǿŀs 
called. And my father used to cut them out every day. They 
made Mussolini look like a buffoon of course, saw-dust Caesar, 
and how he wanted Mare Nostrum όǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴύΣ 
and they used to make him look like an ape with the jowl, fat 
and whateveǊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŀŎƛǎǘΦ 
L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ .ǳǘ Ƴŀƴȅ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ 
real thing against the Italians, who were regarded as inferior in 
every possible way to the bronzed Aussies, not up to the mark 
of the heroes of Gallipoli and Anzac. They were people you had 
no time for: they were cowards, physically they were small, 
ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƪƴƛǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƻǳǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 
was appalling, and on and on it went. I used to feel this very 
keenly because I had at secondary school no real Australian 
friends who had more of an international outlook, because we 
lived in Carlton, and Carlton was mainly home to the Italians ς 
and then there were the Australians, who were mostly working 
class Australians, who were very insular and uneducated. 
 
What happened in the post-war years? 
The war played a large part in developing the negative 
attitudes. Then in the post-war period there was a lot of Italian 
migration and there was a lot of negative articles written about 
Italians in the newspapers, and this made things harder. And 
also one must admit that there were knifings. Of course these 
incidents were given deliberate prominence, but they never 
pointed out that they almost always commenced with 
provocation. The assailants were usually the Australians, not 
the Italians. 
 
 
 

                                                             
7 To work extracting salt from sea water, as part of the war effort. 

What was your attitude to racism? 
²ƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
racist abuse because all our dealings were with Italians. Later 
on, at school I was with Italians mainly, and this never 
happened. It was only in public that the possibility arose. When 
I was sixteen the first indication of my attitude towards racism 
happened at the bike racing track at Essendon. Later in my life 
ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ άŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ƛŦ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜŘέΦ L 
had a high threshold, but once that was reached I reacted 
accordingly. And I did on that occasion, when the fellow behind 
me at the races began to use the D word against the Italian 
cyclists. For what? For what reason? There was no particular 
reason, just because they were Italians. 
 
So what happened? 
L ǎǘƻƻŘ ǳǇΣ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘΥ άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ L ǿƛƭƭ 
ŘƛǎŦƛƎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀŎŜΦέ 
 
In the book you say that you were more surprised than your 
father was. 
aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ what to do because he was a retiring 
type. And I used to think about what would have happened if 
we had a physical altercation: what would he have done? But 
ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŦǘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ 
ά²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΗέ 
 
What changed for you after that episode? 
Before that, I used to avoid getting into any kind of altercation. 
After that incident, I reacted. I never went out looking for 
trouble: I always reacted when an insult was being directed, not 
at me but at everyone who was an Italian. I was always 
apprehensive whenever I was out in public that one of them 
was going to make derogatory remarks, because then I would 
have to confront them. 
 
It must have been difficult to live on edge. 
Well, what were the alternatives? The alternative was to shrug 
ƛǘ ƻŦŦΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ 
ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ŀƴ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΥ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ 
stereotypical Italians, they found it difficult to work out who we 
were. That would have been an easy waȅ ƻǳǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴ 
honest way out ς and that was the thing that really concerned 
me after the age of sixteen. The incident at the Essendon bike 
track was not the only one. Similar events occurred when I was 
a fourth year medical student, when I was a final year student, 
after I had graduated and was a resident medical officer and 
when I had become a senior member of the surgical staff. 
These incidents came about when both medical and non-
ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƻƪ ƳŜ ŦƻǊ άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳέΣ ŀ ƴƻƴ-
Italian, and used the D word to disparage the Italians. When I 
confronted them, they all became very apologetic. My reply 
was that I would treat them with the contempt they deserved. 
 
What did other Italians think of your attitude? 
I was criticised because it was claimed that I was too sensitive 
and that I reacted when other people would laugh off these 
things. People said that my attitude was not right, I should have 
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turned the other cheek. But unfortunately that never 
ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ L ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǊǳǇǘΦ L ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ 
ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜΦέ hƴ ǘƘŜ 
other hand, when you are dealing with redneck louts, you 
ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƭŜssons. 
 
Australia has become a multicultural society: what problem 
does racism pose today? 
What has happened is that the matrix of society has changed 
from a homogeneous society to a totally multicultural one. And 
as the previous society, which was entirely Anglo-Celtic, has 
become diluted more and more, the ability to relate to different 
persons has developed. And people travel more and come back 
home realising that the world is a much bigger place than 
Australia. But to say that racism has gone completely ς I think 
ƴƻΣ ƛǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƛǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǿŀǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ 
while, and Australia has really never undergone a period in 
which people were fighting each other for jobs: by and large, 
there was work for everybody here. I am convinced that, given 
the right circumstances, some people will react in exactly the 
same way. And they have, because look at what happened up 
at Cronulla. And with every new ethnic group, certain 
behaviours of the established population surface again, 
particularly if you get the alcohol level rising a bit. And you see it 
against the Muslims now. 
 
The mainstream attitude towards Italy and Italians has 
changed a lot since the years in which you were growing up. 
aŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ άŎƻƻƭέ ǘƻ ōŜ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΦ 
{ǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ 
looks. At the end of the day, Italians are still popular for singing, 
spaghetti-eating, all this sort of stuff. The positive messages on 
Italy in the media concentrate on ephemeral things: fashion, 
food, sport. Someone says eating is culture. Open to definition. 
But then it stops there. They dƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
important things, on the achievements in the scientific and 
cultural field. And it is not enough just to mention what the 
migrants have achieved. The media should have gone all out to 
highlight the positive contribution of the migrants to Australia, 
in every possible way, and repeated that over and over again. 
But they never did that. The popular media never gave a big 
headline that the old attitude was wrong. This is why I think that 
racism has never really been addressed in the media. Sure, the 
overt racism is no longer there, especially against the Italians; 
but I maintain that it is there to be resurrected whenever. All 
you need to do is have a major international sporting 
competition and the popular press is at it again with the 
anachronistic jingoism. They love pointing out the fact that 
Australia athletically punches above its weight. But then again, 
what about intellectually? The facts about education in 
!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎΥ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƴŜ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎΦ 

 
identity 

Was your Italian identity determinant in your interests and 
cultural development? 

I was always interested in the visual arts and music; the Italian 
contribution is fundamental in both. That was very important 
for me. My father, when he was out here in the 1920s, went to 
 

 
Fig. 5 Ivo Vellar, 1967. In that year, Ivo was appointed the second 
assistant in the University Department of Surgery at {ǘ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘΩǎ 
Hospital, Fitzroy. Image courtesy of Ivo Vellar. 

 
see a touring Italian Opera company and heard Toti Dal Monte. 
There was only a handful of paesani then, and they used to go 
along to see them perform. He was not an educated man, but 
he had an interest in classical music. There were lots of things 
that made me proud of what the Italians had done in the arts. It 
was remarkable that many of my colleagues were utterly 
ignorant of this contribution, and yet they would regard 
themselves as racially superior to everyone else! That belief was 
based entirely on ignorance. And also I was very interested in 
Italian football. 
 
Did you follow Italian football even before the television era? 
Yes! Do you remember when the Torino got wiped out in that 
aeroplane crash?8 I knew all about that. I used to read all the 
magazines I could. I used to read the latest arrival from Italy 
because there was always an endless stream of migrants that 
came from the same village: there were always cousins or 
friends coming down. I read everything I could get my hands on. 
And I used to see the Italian national team playing on newsreel. 
In the post-war years the Italians at one stage drew with 
England when they played in London. To me that was an 
important day: I was proud to be an Italian. 
 
You have maintained a strong Italian identity throughout 70 
years in Australia. 
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ {ƻƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅΥ ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘŜŘΦ {ƻƳŜ 
people get all worked up about it. I would say: Why bother? Is it 
that important? 
 
 
 

                                                             
8 1949. 
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What was it like to uphold your Italian identity before 
multiculturalism? 
LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ Ǝƻ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊƻƻǘǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘŜΣ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭƻǎǘ 
my roots. That was the driving force in the interview I gave in 
the Herald when I did final year medicine.9 That rocked some of 
my Australian friends and relatives. I think they were of the 
ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
be outspoken. Some of them regarded themselves as cultured 
because they used to go to all the symphony concerts and that 
sort of stuff, but I think they found it difficult to actually 
appreciate the Italians: they never warmed to them. They really 
found it hard to see beyond the cliché of Italians as people who 
went around singing and eating spaghetti and knifing people. 
That is what I was up against then, and that experience has 
formed my life. Even now, some of my close friends and 
younger relatives find it difficult to understand me. 
 
Can you tell us about the evolution of your Italian identity 
over time? 
I left the altopiano when I was four; I went back in 1960 when I 
was 26. Italy had changed a great deal in the meantime. But it 
was interesting: when I went back, there was no change at all 
because I felt I was going home. It was an incredible attitude. I 
was speaking worse Italian than I do now, which is bad enough: 
I was speaking dialect with an accent that was really Anglo, and 
ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ LǘŀƭƛŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ƳŜ ŀǎ 
foreign at all. It was quite amazing. 
 
Italy has changed a lot since 1960: do you still feel at home 
there? 
Yes, I do. I used to go back for a month at a time, and as an adult  
I could see the defects: you had corruption, and you had the 
ǘǊŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǌǳƴ ƻƴ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ 
on. It was not perfect. So what? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
9
 LΦ±Φ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨƴŜǿ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ 

sentiments 19 years after migrating to Australia. 

Do you feel at home in Australia? 
I feel at home in Australia, but only as a professional. My social  
contacts with Australians were never far reaching. Now, would 
that imply that in my view the majority of Italians are perfect  
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘΚ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƴƻǘΦ ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ  
people with problems among the Italians too because that is 
ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΥ ά5ƻ L 
ŦŜŜƭ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀȄŜŘΚέΣ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ 
no. Because I am not an Australian and I never will be an 
Australian. 
 
¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ά!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴέ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ 
ά!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ƻŦ !ƴƎƭƻ-/ŜƭǘƛŎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ άŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ ƻŦ 
ƳǳƭǘƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέΦ 5ƻ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ 
sense? 
²ŜƭƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ difficult because I do not regard myself in either camp. 
I am definitely not and Anglo-Celtic Australian, and I am much 
broader than the other camp. What am I? I am an 
ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘΦ hǊΣ LΩƳ ƘǳƳŀƴΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ 
faults, all the foibles of a human being. But would you say that 
racism is an integral part of being human? The answer is no, 
ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǳǇōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ȅƻǳ 
name it ς ǘƘŜ ƭƻǘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ƎŜƴŜ ȅŜǘΗ 
 
In your life you have crossed not only continents, but also 
social classes. 
I was a product of the working class and my associations have 
ōŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ LΩǾŜ ƳŜǘ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ōǳǘ L 
just take them as I take them, not as they take themselves. I am 
not into tugging on the forelock, scraping the ground and all 
that, definitely not. I take people as human beings and I treat 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ 
ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ L ŘƻΣ ǿƘŀǘ L ŀƳΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
bother me at all ς except if they behave as racists. I am what I 
am. Î
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translator's introduction and apology 
 
A surprising number of Australians and New Zealanders have, 
like myself, antecedents who came not just from a small alpine 
valley in Lombardy - the valley of the upper Adda (the 
Valtellina), but  from a small region in that valley centred on the 
town of Tirano. Like many of us, I had only the haziest ideas 
concerning this 'homeland' and its history. Visits to Valtellina in 
1998 and subsequently have allowed me to understand 
something of its present, but what of its history? In particular, 
what of the history of the community of Villa di Tirano where 
my grandfather was born? Fortunately, I did come across the 
key. As all tourists from the antipodes with antecedents from 
the valley must do, we visited the Museo Etnografico at 
Madonna di Tirano and there I came across the little book of Dr 
Zoia's two lectures. These lectures answered many of my 
questions, but they do have a wider appeal and for this reason, I 
have translated them. I have also added a map and several 
photographs to illustrate the environment that exists today. 
 
Villa di Tirano lies a few kilometres to the south-west and 
downstream from the town and comune of Tirano. Both 
comuni lie near the confluence of the Poschiavino and Adda 
rivers a few kilometres south of the Swiss border. The part of 
the watershed of the Adda that lies in Sondrio Province is  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
referred to as the Valtellina while most of the course of the  
Poschiavino is in Switzerland, with its headwaters south of the 
Bernina Pass. 
 
Although the lectures focused on one small comune, much of 
the material applies equally to most of the other small comuni 
in Sondrio and even to many others it is the alpine arc that lies 
at Italy's northern border. 
 
Dr Zoia could assume that his audience were familiar with many 
things, the significance of which is quite unclear to those who 
live on the other side of the earth.  I have therefore added some 
notes. Italian words are generally written as: contrada, Latin or 
dialect words as: 'rasega'. The word comune is often used. It is 
the smallest unit of local government in Italy. The Lombardy 
Region of Italy, with a population of around 9 million people, 
consists of eleven Provinces, of which Sondrio is one. Sondrio in 
its turn is comprised of 78 comuni. The population of Sondrio 
Province is about 100,000, while the population of Villa di 
Tirano, one of the comuni, is about 3000. 
 
As well as footnotes, I have added some comments in square 
brackets: [Italics]. With a different audience in mind, I have 
translated the first lecture quite freely. My translation of the 
second lecture follows Dr Zoia's lecture much more closely. 
 

a brief history of an  
italian alpine community:  

villa di tirano 
 

by diego zoia 
translated & with notes  

by alan poletti 

The two lectures given by Dr Diego Zoia in Villa di Tirano on 28 November 1997 and 12 
December 1997 were published by the Biblioteca Comunale, Villa di Tirano, entitled 'An outline 
of the political, social and economic history of Villa di Tirano and its surroundings'. Dr Zoia has 
published widely on many aspects of the history of the Valtellina. Two of his most recent books 
are La carga - contrabbando in Valtellina e Valchiavenna (with Massimo Mandelli) on smuggling 
and Vite e vino in Valtellina e Valchiavenna on the wine industry.  
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outline of the history of villa di tirano 

 
roman times 

The first mention of Villa di Tirano dates from Roman times, 
although the zone was certainly inhabited and travelled over 
well before that, as is attested by the discovery of Bronze Age 
daggers found at Piattamala1 and a stele2 of the same period 
found in Tirano during excavations for the construction of the 
new commercial centre. In 1872, a funeral stele was discovered 
on the river flats near Stazzona3 dating most probably from the 
1st century AD with an epigraph dedicated by Medusa to a sister 
Cussa, daughter of Greco and to Pontico, son of Germano 
Camuni. 
 

stazzona 
The inscription confirms the hypothesis that the word Stazzona 
ŘŜǊƛǾŜǎΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ǿƻǊŘ ΨstatioΩ 

                                                             
1 Piattamala is a small settlement in the Poschiavo valley near 
Campocologno, just on the Swiss border. 
2
 A block of stone with an inscription on it. 

3
 Stazzona, on the south bank of the Adda is across the river from the 

main settlement of Villa di Tirano. 

which indicates a stopping place along a road running between 
military posts. 
Certainly Stazzona was positioned on a Roman road. The road 
most probably descended from Aprica, or at that time came 
from Piangembro, where inscriptions from Roman times have 
been found. This road led from Cividate Comuna (the ancient 
Ψ/ƛǾƛǘŀǎ /ŀƳǳƴƻǊǳƳΩ) to Coira across the Bernina pass.  
 
Although the name is no longer used, Cosseto, an area within 
Stazzona, is possibly named after the Cussa of the epigraph. In 
the same locality the remains of a tower are still present above 
the built up area. This certainly preceded the fortifications 
which existed in the area after 1000AD and probably dates 
from the Roman period. 
 

place-names: a further orientation 
Ą In the vicinity of Villa di Tirano, the valley of the Adda river  
   (the Valtellina) runs roughly north-east to south-west. 
Ą   Aprica (1140 m) is the mountain pass over the Orobico Alps  
       from the Val di Corteno (and thence from Val Camonica) to  
       the Valtellina. 
Ą   Piangembro is about 1km north of Aprica. 
Ą   /ƛǾƛŘŀǘŜ /ƻƳǳƴŀ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ [ŀƎƻ ŘΩLǎŜƻ ƛƴ ±ŀƭ  
       Camonica. 
Ą  Coira is Chur in Switzerland, in earlier times called 'Curia 

Rhetorum'. 

 
villa di tirano 

A clue as to the origin of the name of Villa di Tirano comes from 
an epigraph near the church of San Giovanni in Borno (in 
.ǊŜǎŎƛŀύ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ Ψ¢ȅǊƻΩΦ tŜǊƘaps from this name 
comes the name the ΨƭƻŎǳǎ Ŝǘ ŦǳƴŘǳǎΩ of Tyrano, thence Tirano. 
A ΨǾƛƭƭŀΩ was, at that time, the site of the main residence of a 
Roman citizen giving its name to the place. The origin of the 
name is therefore derived from the residence of a wealthy 
Roman citizen. Villa di Tirano spreads along the slopes of the 
Retico Alps. The church of San Lorenzo4 was probably built near 
the early centre. 
 

ǘƘŜ ΨǊƻƳŀƴΩ ōǊƛŘƎŜ 
¢Ƙƛǎ ΨwƻƳŀƴΩ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǎƛǘǎ ŦƻǊƭƻǊƴƭȅ5 near the station: the Adda ran 
beneath it until the first decade of the 1800s and it would have 
been on the old Roman road, which ran from the village of 
Stazzona to Villa6. Although the present bridge is probably of 

                                                             
4
 San Lorenzo, an early Christian martyr was roasted alive on a metal 

grid. In paintings of him, he is generally depicted with this device. 
5 At the time of the lectures this was indeed so, however in 2001, it was 
'restored'. We rather prefer it as it was. It is tempting to associate the 
time when the Adda changed its course to the other side of the valley 
to that of the great landslide from the slopes of Monte Masuccio in 
1807. However, it is more likely that this course change took place at 
the time of a subsequent flood in 1817. 
6 Locally, the name is often shortened to this, but with over 400 towns 
in Italy with names beginning with Villa, it can be confusing. 
Correspondingly, a person (or people) from Villa di Tirano is a villasco 
(or villaschi) while for Tirano the corresponding terms are tiranese (or 
tiranesi). 

Fig. 1 Map of Villa di Tirano. The comune of Villa di Tirano lies 
between the comune of Bianzone to its west and Madonna di Tirano 
(part of the comune of Tirano) to its east. Switzerland lies on its 
northern border, while to the south it reaches almost to Aprica in the 
saddle of the pass of the same name. The main settlement, Villa di 
Tirano, is on the northern side of the Adda. Once it was entirely on 
the higher ground above the valley floor, but that is no longer the 
case. Stazzona, south of the Adda is the next largest settlement. Villa 
di Tirano lies at an altitude of 406 metres, while to its north, the 
peaks of the Retico Alps culminate in Pizzo Bernina (in Switzerland, 
4050 metres) and to its south, the peaks of the Orobico Alps, with 
many peaks approaching or over 3000 metres. Image courtesy of 
Alan Poletti. 
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medieval construction, it is possible that it replaced one from 
Roman times. 
 

 
 
 
 

medieval period 
In the early medieval period, around the 8th century, the first 
structure dedicated to San Lorenzo formed the nucleus of the 
parish church. San Lorenzo was certainly in existence in the 9th 
century when Valtellina was assigned by the Carolingians to the 
French monastery of Saint Denis and, for the first time, the 
parish of Villa appears expressly mentioned in a document. The 
church of San Martino, between Villa and Bianzone, can also be 
attributed to the same period. San Martino was in fact a saint 
dear to the French and dedications to him of churches in 
Valtellina are generally before 1000AD. The church is indeed 
quite old and one finds mention of it in deeds of the 13th 
century. Ruins, amongst the oldest existing in the area, near the 
hill of San Fedele, about 1km north-east of Stazzona, are 
probably those of a small monastery that dates to well before 
1000AD. It was, perhaps, a dependency of a monastery of the 
same name in Como. 
 
The church of SS. Giacomo and Filippo on the hill overlooking 
Stazzona dates from the beginning of the 13th century or the 
last decades of the preceding one. This was the church within 
the encircling walls of the new castle (castello nuovo) built by 
the feudal lords of the bishop of Como, the Capitanei di 
Stazzona. Their oldest castle, of which there are almost no 
traces, was almost certainly built near Motta7. Another early 
castle was built by the bishop of Como in the locality of 
Lughina8, probably where the tumbledown barracks of the 
Customs Officers (Guardia di Finanza) is today. It is mentioned 
in parchment documents over many centuries but has now 
faded from oral memory. 
 

                                                             
7 Motta is a small settlement on the main road from Aprica, about 3 
km before it meets the Adda. 
8
 Lughina (altitude 1460 metres) is about 2km directly north of Villa di 

Tirano and right on the Swiss border. 

 
 
 
 
 

the settlements 
Early settlements are documented in the first centuries after 
1000AD but they certainly existed before then. They were 
situated near the Adda River but on the lowest slopes of the 
Orobico and Retico Alps, above the marshy valley bottom. As 
well as Stazzona itself, the first intensively inhabited places were 
on the Orobico slopes nearby. They would be intensively 
inhabited until at least the end of the 1600s, but even as late as 
the end of the 1800s. Although not permanently settled, there 
were also the alpine pastures on the Orobico slopes above 
Stazzona and those at Trivigno further to the east. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2 The medieval bridge at Villa di Tirano photographed in 1998 
before its 'restoration' in 2001. Image courtesy of Alan Poletti. 

 

Fig. 3 The campanile (dating to the 14
th
 or 15

th
 century) of the church 

of San Lorenzo, Villa di Tirano, with some of the terraced vineyards 
on the south facing slopes of the Retico Alps in the background. 
Image courtesy of Alan Poletti. 

 

Fig. 4 The valley of the Adda with part of Villa di Tirano and the 
Orobico Alps taken from near the contrada of Novaglia. The group 
have just descended from a visit to the ruined barracks of the Guardia 
di Finanza at Lughina. Image courtesy of Alan Poletti. 
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On the Retico slopes, as well as the built-up area of San Lorenzo 
with its parish church, there was the contrada9 Ragno (which 
means spider). Its name does not derive from the way in which 
ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘΣ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƴŀƳŜ Ψin 
AraneoΩ όǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊƻƎǎύΣ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǿ ƭȅƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ 
Poschiavino River. The contrada of Val Pilasca was in existence 
from at least the beginning of the 1200s. From this, perhaps, 
comes ΨǾŀƭƭŜ ŘŜƭƭŜ tƛƭŜΩ. The machines for separating barley 
grains from the chaff and for separating the husks from the 
chestnuts were usually set up together in the same mill. Sonvico 
and the present contrada of Derada are probably even older. 
Also present were Pioda and Campagna. [In this paragraph, 
Zoia is moving down the Adda valley from the confluence of the 
Poschiavino River and following the old 'main road' which kept 
to the slopes above the valley floor. In Villa, as in all other Italian 
towns, the name of a street can change several times in a few 
hundred metres. The names of many of the streets in Villa 
remind us of the different contrade and their locality.] 
 
On the slopes above Villa di Tirano were the contrade of 
Novaglia (which was cultivated by the monks of San Remigio10 
and Santa Perpetua11), Santa Perpetua and the hamlet 
(frazione) of Canova, which is today abandoned. The alpine 
pastures on the slopes of the Retico Alps were Lughina and 
Frantelone.  [These now mostly lie across the border in 
Switzerland.] 
 

land ownership 
Most of the land at that time was the property of religious 
institutions: the Bishop of Como (and his lords of the manor in 
the parish, Ψi /ŀǇƛǘŀƴŜƛΩ); the parish church of San Lorenzo and 
the monasteries of San Remigio and Santa Perpetua. These 
latter were not entirely of a religious nature, having lodgings 
mainly for lay people [making a pilgrimage to the church of 
Santa Perpetua]. 
 
The properties of the Bishop were administered by officials (the 
chamberlains) chosen from among the most illustrious 
personages of the most influential families living in the area: the 
Boconge (and the Capitanei), the Beccaria, the Torelli and finally 
the Lambertenghi families who we will discuss below. 
 
The Capitanei of Stazzona. were invested as almost feudal lords 
for the defence of the parish (the surname comes from their 
feudatory status - Ψin capite plebisΩ ƻǊ Capitanei). It is still 
possible to observe the ruins of their main castle (castello 
nuovo) above Stazzona, although it was largely dismantled in 
1527 by the new lords: the Grigioni. The Capitanei were owners 

                                                             
9 A contrada is a district (or quarter) of a town or city. The famous Palio 
of Sienna is a race between horses which represent the different 
contrade of that city 
10 Now in Switzerland, at an altitude of 1800 m, it has a commanding 
view over Lake Poschiavo. The church still exists.  
11 A pleasant 20 minute walk from Contrada, Ragno brings you to the 
delightful little church dating from the 11

th
 century which once formed 

part of this monastery. From it is a wonderful view over the Basilica of 
Madonna di Tirano and Tirano itself. 

of extensive properties in Bianzone as well as Villa and Tirano 
until the 1300s but with the decline of the temporal power of 
the Bishop of Como, they were superseded by the comune of 
the citizens of Como and after 1335, all of Valtellina (excluding, 
at least formally, the castle of Teglio) passed to the Duchy of 
Milan12. 
 

the lambertenghi 
In the 1200s and 1300s, the first members of the Lambertenghi 
family arrived on horseback at Stazzona. For centuries they 
were to be the most important family of the region. Safely 
backed by their kinsman, Leone Lambertenghi, a noted 
horseman, who remained for many years through the 1200s 
and 1300s at the seat of the bishopric at Como, some members 
of the family relocated to Stazzona as administrators of the 
property and concerns of the church at Como. Definite news of 
them again appears at the beginning of the 1400s when they 
gradually increased their influence and their holdings. 
 
The Lambertenghis belonged to one of the most illustrious 
families of Como. Their relocation into the city's surrounding 
countryside allowed the members of the family to become the 
Ψdomini lociΩ όǊǳƭŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜύ ƻŦ ±ƛƭƭŀ Řƛ ¢ƛǊŀƴƻΦ !ǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ 
the rural communities belonging to Como, there existed two 
ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΥ ǘƘŜ ΨƴƻōƭŜǎ (nobili or cittadini) and 
the farmers (vicini or contadini). These had equal rights in the 
management of community affairs. When, as in the case of Villa 
di Tirano, there was only one noble family, the members of it 
ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ όΨŘƻƳƛƴƛ ƭƻŎƛΩ). This was 
confirmed in 1495 in the deed which was accepted by Ascanio 
Sforza13, at that time Ruler of Valtellina, in which the three 
original comuni of Villa, Stazzona and Coseto were merged into 
one comune consisting of five cantons. 
 
The deed is of particular interest because of problems caused 
by the merging of ownership. To put an end to these and other 
controversies concerning the subject of taxes, the 
representatives of the three comuni and of the Lambertenghis 
asked that a single comune, to be known as Stazzona, be 
granted Thus was established the relationship on equal terms 
between the Lambertenghis and the farmers, even in such 
matters as the appointment of chaplains of churches in the 
merged comune. 
 
Meanwhile, in the second half of the 1300s, there was an 
administrative reorganisation in the Valtellina, under which it 
ǿŀǎ ǎǳōŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ о Ψ¢ŜǊȊƛŜǊƛΩ: the capital of the upper third 
being Tirano. Inevitably, this increased its importance at the 
expense of Villa di Tirano, which was the centre of the parish. It 
also had the advantage of being less dispersed. The 
construction of the town walls in the last decades of the 1400s 

                                                             
12 First to the Visconti family until 1447 and then to the Sforza family, of 
whom the most prominent was Ludovico il Moro (1452 - 1508), 
responsible for the fortification of Tirano in 1498. 
13 A Cardinal, the brother of Ludovico il Moro. 
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and the building of the church of the Blessed Virgin Mary14 
were to complete the work. Tirano became undeniably more 
important and its detachment from religion and from the 
foundation church [San Lorenzo] was little more than a 
formality which ratified the supremacy of Tirano. 
 

grigioni, 1512-1797 
From 1512, the Valtellina passed under the dominion of the 
Grigioni15, who would preserve the remarkable autonomy that 
the community enjoyed. Villa with its five cantons was naturally 
included and around 1560 it was given its own statute (alas now 
lost). This was superseded in 1659 by a new one that regulated 
the life of the community in detail. 
 
This defined the method of election to public office: all males 
between 25 and 60 years of age were eligible with a prohibition 
on re-election for 10 years. The most important official was the 
5Ŝŀƴ όΨDecanoΩύΣ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ aŀȅƻǊΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
Council through a mixed system (a drawing of lots by those who 
had obtained the most votes). The Council was, in turn, 
constituted of three representatives from each Canton. Various 
other officials, of which perhaps the most important was the 
Notary ('Notaio') or Actuary, assured the functioning of the 
communal institutions. The guardianship of the territory was 
very thorough, with rigid restrictions for all the harmful activities 
and a careful system of checks. 
 
Economic activities from agriculture to commerce were also 
strictly regulated. In particular, the prices of products widely 
consumed (bread, wine, meat) were fixed annually by the 
Council. The same Council resolved the numerous 
infringements based on the verbal or declaratory evidence of 
the watchmen. Public works were completed by means of 
work, usually voluntary, contributed by those who would 
benefit (usually too, the landowners had to maintain the roads). 
All these regulations remained in force up to the end of the 
1700s and, in some cases, until the 19th century. 
 

wine industry 
During the Grigione period (1512-1797) there was remarkable 
development in the wine industry throughout the Tre Leghe 
(the Grigione Canton). The development was particularly 
important on the slopes of the Retico Alps where the wine 
produced was of superior quality, whereas that cultivated on 
the slopes above Stazzona produced a wine more suitable for 
local consumption. That, perhaps, connected with other things, 
led to a shift from Stazzona to Villa, mostly in the 1500s, of the 
houses of the most important families, in particular the 
Lambertenghi. 

                                                             
14 The Basilica of Madonna di Tirano on the western outskirts of Tirano. 
This was constructed where a certain Mario Omodei saw a vision of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary on 29 September 1504. It has ever since been 
a place of pilgrimage. 
15 The Italian word for the inhabitants of the Graübunden Canton of 
Switzerland with its capital, Chur. Since the Grigioni were Protestant 
while the Valtellinesi were Catholic, Valtellina could have been said to 
be on the front line in the wars of religion, with a doleful result. 

taxes 
In this period, taxes were levied almost exclusively on the value 
of real estate and every year values were assessed.  The word 
ΨǘŀƎƭƛŀΩ (cut) has remained in the dialect to mean meeting the 
cost of community taxes. There were no significant social or 
economic developments in this period except for the collapse 
of the population as a result of the 1630 plague, which caused 
some of the alpine pastures to be abandoned. During the 1700s 
the population increased again. 

 

 
 

 
churches 

By the end of the 1700s, the ecclesiastical heritage was 
complete. [Here, Dr Zoia listed 13 churches and gave possible 
construction dates. Four of these whose dates of construction 
range from the earliest times to the 18th century are:] 
 

1. The Parish Church of San Lorenzo: [Villa di Tirano] 
probably first begun in the 8th or 9th centuries. The bell 
tower is 14th or 15th century, the church was 
reconstructed in the 17th century (with successive 
rebuilding in the 1800s) 

2. Church of San Antonio of Padova: [Villa di Tirano] 18th 
century 

3. Church of S. Abbondio: [Stazzona] before the 1500s, 
rebuilt in the 1600s. 

4. Church of the Madonna of the Snow: [on the hill 
above Stazzona] 18th century on top of an earlier 
smaller structure (at least 16th century) 

 
cisalpine republic 

In 1797, Valtellina became part of the Cisalpine Republic. The 
existing social and economic balance was disrupted. Population 
growth also played a role. Heavily increased taxes dragged 
many farming families into poverty. The traditional wine trade 
was also radically changed. The new borders reduced the trade 
with Switzerland and increased the demand for cheaper wine 
of an inferior quality to sell to the towns of Lombardy. This 
caused quality to decrease. Unsuitable areas were brought into 
cultivation and the agricultural classes were impoverished. 
Valtellina was becoming part of a centralised state, with 
compulsory conscription that took many of the fit young men 
from agricultural work.  
 

Fig. 5 Chiesa San Lorenzo, in Piazza Torelli, Villa di Tirano, Sondrio 
Province. Image courtesy of Alan Poletti. 
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rebellion 
The social situation became notably worse and there were big 
protests and even open rebellion. The most significant episode 
was in 1809 when there was a revolt against the French that 
was centred on the zone between Sondrio and Tirano. This 
culminated in a battle on the plain below Villa di Tirano on 14 
May between bands of disorganised and poorly armed rebels 
and the troops of general Polfranceschi, who were disciplined 
and armed with canon. After the battle, 17 rebels lay dead on 
the field, 10 of whom were from Villa. [From an analysis of the 
church records, Dr Zoia concluded that most were mature 
people and that] they certainly did not participate in the rising 
through youthful ardour or high spirits but were driven by 
desperate need. 
 

 
 

smugglers [contrabbandieri] 
Driven by the same need, in this period there began the social 
phenomenon that has characterised the tiranesi and villaschi, 
particularly into our own times ς that of smuggling. Already in 
1806 the first death is verified: 
 
άDƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ wŜǎǘŀΣ пн ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘΣ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘΣ ŀ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊ 
and not a landowner, having left behind four young 
children ... I put in evidence that the aforesaid Resta was 
wounded yesterday towards the hour of 10 pm on the 
mountain of Novaglia situated in this Comune by a shot 
from a fire-arm fired by a customs officer in the course 
of his duty ... And that he came from abroad with some 
ǎŀŘŘƭŜ ōŀƎǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǎŀƭǘΧέ 

 
Even the bureaucratic prose of the State official in Villa cannot 
hide the sad story. In this case, as with the rebels, we are 
certainly not dealing with a wild young man in search of glory. 
The phenomenon then spread so much that two years 
afterwards there came down the footpath from Santa Perpetua 
όǘƘŜ ΨǎŜƴǘŝŜ Řƛ ƳŀƭǾƛǾŜƴǘΩ as it is still called today) more than 100 
armed smugglers of salt. [Salt was heavily taxed and was 
needed by both the contadini and their animals.] It is easy to 
understand how it was that the people rose up in open 
rebellion the following year.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
But worse was still to come. Between 1815 and 1820, famine 
reduced all of Valtellina to the limits of despair. The new 
Austrian ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƪ ōŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 
tragic situation and sought to intervene by undertaking a 
number of public works. In the second decade of the 1800s a 
new road over the Stelvio pass (2758 m) was constructed, 
partly for strategic means, and stop banks were constructed 
along the Adda. Later, around 1850, the road for Aprica that 
passed through Motta was remade. Even later, in the second 
half of the century, the work of reconstructing the existing 
irrigation canals began. 
 

terrible effect of grapevine diseases 
In the 1840s a series of diseases struck. These would almost 
destroy viticulture in the Valtellina, the only source of income 
for many peasant farming families. These were powdery 
mildew (ƭΩƻƛŘƛƻ), downy mildew (la peronospora) and later 
phylloxera. The 1800s were pretty brutal years for the poor. 
 

 
the kingdom of italy 

The situation did not even improve with the entry into the 
Kingdom of Sardinia in 1859 and into the Kingdom of Italy in 
1861. For many, smuggling became the only way to survive. 
This continued even after 1880 when the disposition of the 
customs posts and the intervention of the customs officers 
(guardia di finanza) became ever more onerous with new 
deaths, new convictions and forced residence in a distant town. 
(invii al confino). 
 

emigration 
Emigration became the only safety valve with the odyssey of 
departures for America, for Australia and, in more fortunate 

Fig. 6 The ruined barracks of 
the Guardia di Finanza at 
Lughina.  
Note its commanding position, 
high above the path to the 
border. Image courtesy of Alan 
Poletti. 

 

Fig. 7 In some places above Villa di Tirano, the old paths can still be 
found. This one was climbing towards Novaglia and would have 
witnessed many contrabbandieri with their carga al spallone (a pack 
of up to 40 kg on their back). Image courtesy of Alan Poletti. 
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