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Having lost everything through my husband’s
detention, I am now dependent upon the
sustenance I am receiving. [ have no complaints
to make except that my husband is being
detained on some entirely wrong suspicion,
whereas if freed he could earn my living and
his own, instead of both of us being a burden
to this country...

Had my husband been or inclined to be a
Fascist or a communist, I would understand
but he was nothing of the sort and should be
working for his family and Australia...

Within a few weeks I shall be a mother and you
would give me no greater joy than to allow my
husband to be back with me and his farming
work.'

Introduction

The origins of the Archbishop’s Committee for
Italian Relief can be traced to July 1940, shortly
after Italy’s entry into World War Two on 10
June, which coincided with what The Argus
described as the ‘greatest round-up of aliens in
the history of Australia’’ In response to the crisis
of internment Archbishop Mannix invited members
of Melbourne’s Italian community to attend a
meeting at St Patrick’s Cathedral ‘to decide on
ways and means of assisting Italian families’.”

The Committee went on to work throughout the
war years to raise funds for the material welfare
of internees and their families. A total of 170
persons of Italian origin were interned in
Victoria.' The effects of Italy’s entry into the war
were felt throughout the entire Italian community.
With their new status as ‘enemy aliens’, many
people were affected by unemployment or loss of
business.

In addition to fundraising for needy families, the
Archbishop’s Committee had another, somewhat
covert, aim, which has received relatively little
attention:’ to work to secure the release of Italian
internees in Victoria. The Committee, led by

Italian businessman and community spokesperson
Gualtiero Vaccari, co-ordinated a campaign of
letter-writing and visits to the authorities,
appealing for the release of individual internees
and for the cases against them to be reviewed.
Representatives of the Church and the Committee
visited government and army authorities and
held meetings to discuss the situation of
internees and their families.

By the end of 1940, at least 61 internees had been
released.” The majority of these releases resulted
from the Committee’s work in co-ordinating the
appeals of family members and the Catholic
Church, rather than the official mechanisms
under the National Security Regulations. This
article will give a brief overview of the first six
months of the Archbishop’s Committee’s campaign
on behalf of internees, focusing on the case study
of internees from Werribee.

Werribee

The first six months of the Archbishop’s Committee’s
work for internees centred on families from the
Werribee district. Of the 170 persons of Italian
origin interned in Victoria, a disproportionate
number (between 60 and 70) were Italian market
gardeners from Werribee.

The fears and prejudices which emerged in
Australian society as it ‘united’ in the face of war
were running high in Werribee. The majority of
Italians in Werribee were market gardeners who
had purchased or leased land in the Werribee
South Irrigation Area. In many cases, these
farms had been taken over from ‘soldier settlers’,
who had bought land from the State Government
after World War One. The land failed to yield
returns for many of the soldier settlers, who
began to sell up in the late 1920s.

Many soldier settlers responded to the arrival of
the Italians with resentment, particularly as the
Italians’ skills in intensive agriculture led to the
establishment of successful market gardens in
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Werribee South. Racist publications like Smith’s
Weekly inflamed the situation, portraying the
growth of the Italian market gardening community
as a hostile invasion, and part of a plan to ‘crowd
out’ Australians from agricultural production.’

Salvatore Burgio sowing broad bean seeds by hand in
his Werribee farm in 1940.

As Australia became involved in World War Two,
many returned servicemen in Werribee became
involved in local militia activities, forming a
Defence Corps to be ready when the war came to
Werribee. It was thought that there were several
possible targets for ‘subversives’ in Werribee,
such as the RAAF aerodromes at Point Cook and
Laverton.” Claims were made in the local press
about the threat Italians posed to the community,
stressing Werribee’s proximity to major defence
works and aerodromes. It was argued, for example,
that aliens might sabotage the pipelines of
MMBW Farm, throwing Melbourne’s sewerage
system into crisis.”

Meanwhile, younger men in the district were
signing up for military service. Their send-offs
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often provided an arena for public outbursts by
returned soldiers and local politicians against the
‘dark individuals’ in the Werribee community."

In this atmosphere of rumour-mongering and
preoccupation with domestic security, the local
police received numerous ‘tip-offs’ about the
subversive activities of Italian market gardeners.
(For example, police were informed that Joe
Perillo had ‘frequently been seen in the early
hours of the morning in the vicinity of the
Laverton RAAF aerodrome’)."

One resident, writing to his local member in support
of his interned Italian neighbours, described the
situation:

A good many people here have very little time
for Italians and would like to see them all
deported; and these people have been ever
ready to condemn them and say many things
to their detriment.

Rumours have circulated and for which there
was not the slightest vestige of foundation have
probably reached the ears of the authorities:
and this, I think, is the reason why many have
been interned."

The members of the Special Branch who came to
arrest the Werribee farmers as they worked out
in the fields in their gumboots,"” were acting on
(at that time unverified) information given to the
local police as well as dossiers on known members
of the Werribee branch of the Fascio, prepared by
the Commonwealth Investigation Branch (CIB).
In the confusion of the arrests, several people
were ‘swept up’ in the operation and interned
with no evidence against them.

Several of the Werribee internees were tenants of
the Catholic Church, leasing plots of land at
Corpus Christi College (now Werribee Park)
which was then a seminary for training diocesan
priests. An appeal for help was made to the
Archbishop from the internment camp through
the official visitor, Justice Gavan Duffy." By July
1940, the Church had sent a detailed report to
the government on the state of internees’ families,
prepared by local priests. This report initiated
the informal campaign of writing letters, visiting
government and army officials, and advocating
on behalf of the Italian community. This campaign
was to prove much more effective in bringing
about the swift release of many internees than the
slower-turning wheels of the appeal mechanisms
under the National Security Regulations.
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Italian tenants of the Catholic Church Mr Puccio, Gaetana and Mrs Burgio are pictured with the priests at the gates
L I

of Corpus Christi College at Werribee, ¢1939.

The strategies

Minutes of a 1941 meeting provide evidence of

the aim of the Archbishop’s Committee for Italian
Relief to secure the release of Italian internees.
This aim was to be achieved through liaison
between internees’ families and the authorities,
and by writing ‘hundreds of letters’."

The Vicar-General from St Patrick’s Cathedral,
Dr Lyons, Vaccari, and Fr Modotti all made
personal visits to influential members of the
bureaucracy and the army’s Southern Command
at Victoria Barracks, in connection with the
plight of internees and their families.

The Committee’s lobbying efforts focused on
Major Roland S. Browne, head of the CIB. Browne
was responsible for compiling the intelligence
reports which sealed the fates of many internees.
At the same time, he was sympathetic to the
plight of internees’ families. His support was
crucial for arranging for the release of an
internee through army channels.

Browne was quick to acknowledge that ‘some
errors had been made at Werribee' and supported
the majority of the applications received from

family members. He sent memos to Southern
Command recommending the urgent release of
many internees, ‘in the interests of the state as
well as themselves and families’."”

While the CIB compiled intelligence and made
recommendations, the internments themselves
were carried out by the army. In several cases,
the army interned people who had already been
investigated by the CIB prior to June 1940 and
had been found to pose no threat to security.

The Committee also organised for letters to be
sent to the CIB on behalf of internees. Most of the
letters which were written appealing for internees’
release conform to a definite pattern. The similarities
may reflect the fact that it is evident that many
of the letters were written by Vaccari, and signed
by the appellant, most often the internee’s wife
(many of whom knew little English).”” The letters
can be found in the correspondence of the
Commonwealth Investigation Branch."

The letters often included ‘testimonials’ as to the
internee’s good character, from friends, employers
and neighbours, presumably designed to demonstrate
their status as accepted members of the
Australian community.
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The letter with which I opened this article typifies
the approach taken in the correspondence, which
used a common persuasive strategy. First, the
letters described the personal hardship experienced
by families deprived of the head of the household.
Another theme in the letters is the assertion that
a mistake had been made, and that the internee
had no interest in politics whatsoever. Finally,
appeals to the national interest are common. This
approach emphasised economic factors, such as
the unnecessary financial costs to government of
keeping internees in camps, as well as the looming
disaster in Werribee if the crops in the market
gardens were to fail:

The Archbishop realises that there are difficulties
in this matter, but, at the same time, wishes to
point out that, apart from the distress of the
wives and families of these internees, very serious
loss and consequent heavy expense from
government sources must result, if something
cannot be done to see that the properties and
crops in the Werribee district are cared for."”

Judging from the letters, the Committee believed
that in the context of war-time shortages, the

prospect of wasted crops would be as persuasive
a factor in obtaining the release of Werribee
internees as the fact that many were detained
without evidence.”

The Church, through its written reports and visits
to the authorities, also tried to cast light on the
realities of the political situation in Werribee. In
a report ‘The History of Italian Activities at
Werribee',” the circumstances of the establishment
of the Werribee Fascio were set out. Despite
‘encouragement’ from ‘fascist notabilities’ to join
the Fascio, which was formed in 1936, the organ-
isation did not prosper. Fascists in Melbourne
were peeved that the Italian Returned Soldiers’
Association ANN.C.R.I. [Associazione Nazionale
ex-Combattenti e Reduci Italiani| was much more
popular in Werribee.

In mid-1938 the Melbourne fascists decreed that
the Branch Secretary of Werribee Fascio was
also to hold the office of President of AN.C.R.I.
This action led to a boost in membership of the
Fascist Party, as many office-bearers in the
association wished to maintain their status.
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ANZAC Day 1938. Italian immigrants members of the Werribee branch of the Italian Returned Solders’ Association

AN.C.R.L laid a wreath at the local War Memorial.
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Nevertheless, the Werribee Fascio remained, as
Major Browne acknowledged, ‘to all intents and
purposes moribund’.*

Browne was of the opinion that the majority of
Italians in Australia had little interest in politics.
Moreover, he recognised that those who were
involved with the Fascio joined for complex reasons,
and that membership could bring a range of
social, cultural and economic benefits.

In February 1940, Browne wrote that fascist
propaganda was having little effect in Victoria,
and that the majority of Italians were:

peasant types who realise that they are better
off in Australia than ever before, and who
have an appreciation of the freedom accorded
to them here and denied to them in their own
country.”

However insulting this stereotype of the ignorant
peasant, it worked in favour of the internees’
prospects for release, and similar representations
of the Italian community were taken up by the
Committee and the Church in letters on behalf of
internees. Thus, in a memo to the army in
connection with an appeal that had been
received for the release of two Werribee internees,
Browne wrote, ‘it has been suggested that the
persons concerned were more interested in cauli-
flowers than politics’.** Similarly, Fr Modotti, in a
1943 letter to Archbishop Mannix about internees
from Northern Queensland, wrote: ‘1 am sure
they are no more interested in politics than the
cattle they have on their land’.*

The results

Initially, the official channels for appeal under
the National Security Regulations were only
open to those internees who were naturalised
British subjects. The situation changed in
December 1940, when the Regulations were
amended, giving Italian subjects the right to
have their appeals heard by ‘Aliens Tribunals’,
which sat in 1941.*

Several naturalised internees of Italian origin
lodged objections to their internment from July
1940 and were given the opportunity to have
their case heard by an Advisory Committee. The
first 8 successful appellants were not released
until late October 1940.7

In contrast, many ‘enemy alien’ internees who
had not sought naturalisation were released within
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days of their internment. The majority of these
were from the Werribee district, and had had
representations made on their behalf, organised
by the Church and the Archbishop’s Committee.
Gualtiero Vaccari reported regularly to the
Archbishop on the Committee’s progress, writing
in August 1940 that representations had already
been made on behalf of 67 men.*”

The first Italian internee to be released in
Victoria was Mario Coniglione of Corpus Christi
College, released on 13 June 1940. Thirty internees
had been released by the end of August 1940. By
January 1941, Vaccari was able to report to the
Archbishop that the number of Italians interned
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in Victoria had been ‘just about halved’. He
wrote that in around six months, 61 men had
been released.” An astonishing 57 of them were
from the Werribee district. In October, Vaccari
acknowledged that the Committee’s work had
focused on Werribee: ‘Additional applications
have been sent in for certain internees from
other districts ... only the fringe of the very large
ground has been touched’.”

Such high numbers of releases were not seen again
until 1943, when at least 49 internees were freed,
and 1944, when 30 more were released. These
releases resulted from steps taken by the new
Labor Government, which came to power in October
1941. The Aliens Classification and Advisory
Committee was established in September 1942 to
re-appraise cases of ‘precautionary’ internment.”
The Committee was chaired by Arthur Calwell,
whose close relationship with Dr Mannix and
the Italian community is well-known. Calwell
continued to work closely with the Archbishop’s
Committee for Italian Relief throughout the
post-war period.

Conclusion

It has become almost a truism in the historical
literature that in Victoria, only ‘ardent fascists’
were interned.” The experience of the Italian
community at Werribee challenges the common
conception that Victorian authorities took a more
‘enlightened’ approach to internment of Italians
than their counterparts in other states. The
round-up of the market gardeners at Werribee
more closely resembles the arrests in states such
as Queensland and Western Australia, which saw
almost wholesale, ‘precautionary’ internment of
Italian men of military age.

The creation of the Archbishop’s Committee to
assist the Church in its work for and on behalf of
internees demonstrates Archbishop Mannix’s
commitment to forging a strong relationship
between the Catholic Church and the Italian
community.” The Committee’s work for and on
behalf of the internees was in response to a dearth
of government support for families experiencing
hardship, as well as widespread ignorance and
prejudice against members of the Italian community
in Victoria.

The Committee’s work over its first six months
helped to effect the release of around 61
internees, the majority of them from the
Werribee district, and raised funds to support
internees and their families.
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The campaign on behalf of internees laid the
foundations for the Committee’s work with post-war
migrants, under the presidency of Lena
Santospirito, which saw further collaboration
between members of the Italian community, the
Catholic Church and immigration authorities.
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