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CO.AS.IT.'s first President, Mrs. Elda Vaccari sadly passed away on 7th August 2007 at the 

age of 95.  The Hon. Justice Gaetano Pagone spoke of her work and legacy at a Memoria l 

service held in her honour.  

 

VALE ELDA VACCARI  

Memorial service to celebrate the life of Mrs Elda Vaccari, St. 
Anthonyõs Church, 16 September 2007 

 

G.T. Pagone, President, Co.As.It. 

Elda Vaccari was a remarkable woman.  Most of you know that and need no 

reminder.  I met her only once and it was earlier this year, on 27 March, 
when her son, Franco, kindly arranged a meeting with her at her home.  It 

was important for me to meet with her because I had not long become 
President of CO.AS.IT. and wanted to meet t he woman who had been its first 

President and whose presence I could still feel there.  I have always been 

conscious at CO.AS.IT. of Elda Vaccari as a force in its creation and as a 
continuing part of its present dynamism.  The meeting did not disappoint me.  

I found an elderly 95 -year -old woman of extraordinary energy, determination 
and independence.  Her hearing was not as good as it must once have been, 

but she was sharp in thought and determined that she, and not her youngest 
son, would make me a cup of cof fee on the modern equipment in her 

kitchen.  The determination paid off and I enjoyed some of the famous Elda 
Vaccari hospitality.  

I also found on that day a woman of great generosity, willing to talk about 
whatever we felt like talking about without restri ction or qualification.  We 

spoke of CO.AS.IT. and of the land at South Morang which had been bought 
under the guidance of her husband.  She recalled events with great clarity 

and I had no doubt about being in the presence of quite a woman.  
One of her recoll ections is also recorded in the recently published biography 

Gualtiero Vaccari : A man of quality  by Geoff Easdown.  It was of the first 

meeting between the young Elda Nicoletti, as she then was, and her future 
husband, Gualtiero.  Their first meeting occurre d in the historical ruins at 

Pompeii in 1937 when Elda was reportedly remonstrating with a group of 
homebound Australian travellers.  Elda was attempting to pay for her share of 

the costs of visiting the historic ruins at Pompeii but the Australians, they 
thought generously, were refusing to accept payment from her.  A then as yet 

unknown gentleman sought to intervene.  She remembered the gentleman as 
having ña lovely, lovely smileò. He helpfully explained what the Australian 

was saying, but Elda maintained he r view.  The gentlemanôs assessment of 
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the young Elda was an admiration of her ñindependenceò. And independent 

she was.  At 95, she still lived at home, able largely to look after herself and 

to make a coffee for a visitor.  
That same independence is built in to the very fabric of CO.AS.IT. and is part 

of the legacy that she has left the Italian community in Victoria.  Between 
1967 and 1970, the Italian Government established and funded a number of 

agencies to provide welfare services to Italian immigrants.  One of those is 
CO.AS.IT. in Melbourne.  In 1967, Elda Vaccari was invited by the then Consul 

General, Dr Ferrari di Carpi, to form a CO.AS.IT. in Victoria.  She was, by 
then, already well known for her involvement with charitable bodies helping 

Italian migrants . She accepted the invitation but did so on two conditions.  
The first was that her ñCO.AS.IT.ò was to be independent of the Italian 

Consulate, the second was that it should be a welfare agency structured 
according to the laws of Australia.  These two condit ions are fundamental to 

the success of CO.AS.IT. and explains its independence.  They were also used 
as a model for other migrant organisations which later followed.  CO.AS.IT. in 

Victoria today enjoys an important degree of independence from Italian or 

Aust ralian Government interference, which enables it to mould its activities 
as it thinks best for the benefit of its community.  

In remembering the contribution of Elda Vaccari, I do not want to lessen the 
importance of the many other people who were also part  of the creation of 

CO.AS.IT. in its infancy.  She could not, of course, have done it all on her own 
and without many other people with ideas, leadership, hard work and 

unthanked disappointments.  However, my desire not to be unfair to others 
should not be a t the expense of failing to recognise her contribution as one 

of those leaders.  The times may also have contributed to some of the 
success of the opportunities which were taken up, but on any view she was 

part of the group providing leadership at a time wh en those opportunities 
were there to be moulded and accepted.   

Elda Vaccariôs involvement in CO.AS.IT. was not just at the Board level: She 
was very much a hands -on worker.  In her early days, she taught Italian to 

the children of Italian migrants, some of whom may be present at this mass.  

Elda Vaccari believed that CO.AS.IT. had a role in teaching Italian and in 
1968 the first CO.AS.IT. Italian language class for children of Italian migrants 

commenced at St Georges Primary School in Rathdowne Street.  The nu mber 
of students increased from that initial course year after year, and many will 

remember the annual ñconcerto di fine annoò at the Camberwell Civic Centre 
attended by more than 1,500 proud parents.  

In 1968 the Australian Government was persuaded to prov ide a grant to pay 
the salary of a social worker employed by CO.AS.IT.  This was a significant 

development and was the first grant of this kind in Australia and was to be 
the forerunner of many such grants for migrant communities in this country.  

Another ou tstanding achievement was to register CO.AS.IT. with the 
Hospitals and Charities Commission, which would allow tax deductible 

financial donations and would attract funding for the refurbishment of the 
new office in Drummond Street, which was officially ope ned in 1971.  

In 1968 she was instrumental in forming a group of active and enthusiastic 

volunteers primarily to visit Italian families at home, individuals in major 
hospitals, in baby health centres and in various institutions where they 
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provided interpret ing services.  Families, especially children and mothers, 

were a priority for Elda Vaccari.  Together with the late Mrs Linda Muscat, 

coordinator of our Italian language classes, Elda Vaccari organised the first 
ñcolonia marinaò at the Don Bosco Holiday Camp in Dromana.  This gave 

approximately 70 children of Italian origin the opportunity to enjoy a holiday 
they might not otherwise be able to have.  A priority for children and mothers 

also saw the establishment of childcare centres, with the first childcare 
centre being established in 1977 in Brunswick with the financial assistance of 

the Australian Federal Government.  
The social work activities of CO.AS.IT. often came in contact with dramatic 

problems, particularly where families were in conflict.  This created  a need to 
provide at least temporary accommodation, especially for women and 

children who needed to leave their family homes.  Together with the social 
workers, Elda Vaccari looked for a house to rent close to the office so that 

the needed support could be  provided in a safe environment.  In 1976, the 
first migrant ñhalf-way houseò in Australia (later referred to as the womenôs 

refuge) was established.  Furniture was generously donated and the house 

was painted by a group of American Mormons in exchange for m eals.  
Financial resources in the early days of CO.AS.IT. were scarce and its 

activities relied heavily on volunteers.  Elda Vaccari was not only the 
President of CO.AS.IT., but an integral part of the volunteer network.  I am 

told that some can still recall her coming to CO.AS.IT. every day in her white 
ñFiat 132ò. Some claim even to recall that she would occasionally find her car 

space occupied by one of the staff (probably a newly appointed staff member 
unaware of the reaction that this ñunauthorisedò occupation might provoke).  

On such occasions, I am told, staff would scuttle about finding things to do 
while the parking arrangements were being ñsorted outò. 

I am also told that Elda Vaccari was famous for her working lunches with 
Government Ministers.  In tha t regard, she and Mrs Gina Triaca would 

frequently cook at their place and bring their Italian specialties to the office.  
These ñtemptingò occasions save encouragement for Ministers to give 

additional welfare services to the Italian community when convince d that the 

Government was not doing enough for the community.  
In 1971, Elda Vaccari wrote in her report as President that:  

ñé Initiated by the efforts of a few for the benefit of many, 
CO.AS.IT. Melbourne fulfils a duty, which is both humanitarian 

and civi c.  The work of CO.AS.IT. is a necessity because it fills a 
gap in this country.  The help, understanding and encouragement 

of Australian society is the migrantôs right. The experience and 
support of his co -nationals is of supreme importance in 

facilitating the migrantôs integration. In its three years of activity, 
CO.AS.IT. has affirmed itself and it has laid sound foundations for 

the future ò. 
In 1978, Elda Vaccari wrote in her Presidentôs Report: 

ñEntering into the second decade of CO.AS.IT.ôs activities, we 
cannot resist looking back and judging this organisation, its 

accomplishments and failures.  I invite people interested in the 

welfare of Italian migrants to think about CO.AS.IT. which 
started relying only on the goodwill of people and has grown to 
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becom e an agency of professional services for Italian migrants.  

My firm belief, after many years of  close involvement, is that 

CO.AS.IT. has  exceeded the expectations of its initiators through 
providing a wide range of welfare services such as counselling, 

welf are rights, employment, childcare, youth work, housing and 
emergency accommodation services, womenôs refuge and Italian 

classes.  My last but not my least thought is to my late husband 
who, from the beginning, was always supporting me and 

CO.AS.IT., ensurin g the growth of this organisation and, by 
promoting and then establishing the home for elderly Italians, 

ñGualtiero Vaccariò, he made it possible to alleviate one of the 
major needs frequently confronted by CO.AS.IT. in the Italian 

community ò.  
Giancarlo M artini is recorded in the biography of Gualtiero Vaccari as 

referring to him as ñEldaôs rockò (p.142) in her work and commitment to 
CO.AS.IT.  That may be, but for CO.AS.IT. the rock was Elda herself, and 

through the hard work and commitment described by Gi ancarlo Martini, she 

has left us with a legacy that is real, material and significant.  The loss we 
feel now that she has gone is felt with a profound gratitude that she was who 

she was, that she has left so much, and that her presence is still felt.  
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There are exiles that gnaw and othe rs  

that are like consuming fire.  
There is a heartache for the murdered  

countryé 
 -  Pablo Neruda  

 

We can never forget  
what happened to our country  

and we must always remind those responsible  
that we know who they are.  

 -  Elizabeth Rivera  
 

 
One of the more s alient and frightening aspects of European dictatorships 

during the Twentieth Century, in their effort to achieve totalitarian control of 
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their societies, was the grassroots surveillance carried out by their state 

security organisations, of the plots and m achinations of their opponents. 

Nobody described better this process of capillary penetration in the minds 
and conditioning of the lives of people living under Communist or Fascist 

regimes than George Orwell in his book Nineteen Eighty -Four  (1),  published 
in 1949 and warning us on the danger of Newspeak, Doublethink, Big Brother 

and the Thought Police. However, the process of mass surveillance of 
refractory subjects preceded the rise of totalitarianism. The Ochrana in 

Tsarist Russia and the Direzione Genera le di Pubblica Sicurezza  (Directorate -
General of Public Safety) in Liberal Italy, to give just two examples, had 

already begun this screening practice at the end of the Nineteenth Century 
(2). However, it was in the Twentieth Century that the obsession for  

pervasive, absolute control reached new heights. For instance, when in July 
2003 the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) returned to the Federal 

Republic of Germany the so -called Rosenwood files, the archives of the Stasi , 
the Secret Police of the defunct German Democratic Republic, that the CIA 

had obtained in 1992 from a Russian KGB officer who had worked in East 

Berlin, it was discovered that the Stasi  employed more than 200,000 secret 
agents and that over 2.4 million East Germans were placed und er Stasi 

observation during Communist rule (3).  
 

Fascist Italy, between 1922 and 1945, also set up a system of espionage 
over its enemies. In January 1924, Mussolini ordered the establishment of a 

Fascist secret police, led by one of his trusted thugs and Chief of his Press 
Office, Cesare Rossi, proposing to call it CEKA, ñas the Soviet CEKA, it sounds 

goodò. It is reported that in June 1924 the future Duce, deeply irritated by 
the staunch parliamentary opposition by Giacomo Matteotti, asked what was 

the Fa scist CEKA doing to silence the Socialist leader (4), who afterwards 
was kidnapped and murdered. In 1927, following the disbanding of CEKA, 

the Regime created OVRA, a menacing acronym, yet again coined by 
Mussolini himself, that was deemed to mean Opera Vo lontaria di Repressione 

dellôAntifascismo (Voluntary Organisation for the Repression of Anti -

Fascism). It was loosely modelled on the Soviet internal security agency, the 
Extraordinary Commission to Combat Counter -Revolutionaries and Saboteurs 

(CEKA), that  in February 1922 changed its name to the Government Political 
Administration (GPU), to become after 1934 the Peopleôs Commissariat for 

Internal Affairs (NKVD). Also in 1927, the Italian Ministry of the Interior had 
its old security arm, the Direzione Gene rale di Pubblica Sicurezza,  

restructured into seven Divisions (General and Confidential Affairs, Political 
Police, Personnel, Armed Forces, Police, Contracts and Supply, Border and 

Transport Police). OVRA was directly responsible to the Chief of the Divisi on 
of Political Police ( Divisione Polizia Politica ) who, in turn, reported to the 

crafty and cunning Chief of Police, Arturo Bocchini. Until his death in 1940, 
Bocchini briefed Mussolini daily on the plans, or otherwise, of the anti -

Fascists. In 1933, OVRA  established a network of eleven Zones. Staff 
maintained surveillance activities, both at home and abroad, through a 

network of 380 informers, some of whom managed their own pool of sub -

informers. The other Divisions also had their independent network of 
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informers, adding to the amount of intelligence gathered on Italian 

communities abroad.  

 
The Direzione Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza  had established in 1894 a 

Casellario Politico Centrale (Central Political Repository) that began 
maintaining files on the categories of ñAnarchistsò, ñAnarco-Socialistsò, 

ñSocialistsò and ñRepublicansò. This system required an endless series of 
checks of ósubversivesô, real or imaginary. The files had to be constantly 

updated by the gathering of information, either discreetly  or, when the 
subject was considered particularly dangerous, with overt, intimidating 

vigilance. Fascism added ñCommunistsò and ñAnti-Fascistsò to the categories, 
and exponentially increased the number of people under its surveillance. By 

the end of 1927, the Casellario Politico Centrale  comprised 130,000 files, an 
increase of 100,000 (5) over the number kept by the governments of Liberal 

Italy, to peak at a total of 158,000, contained in 5,570 buste  (boxes) by the 
end of the Regime. The biographical notes included the dissidentôs education, 

profession, physical and alleged psychological characteristics, moods 

(whether he was excitable, irritable, easily led, etc.), and the ómoral 
tendenciesô, ranging from laziness to sexual tendencies (6). 

 
Following the co llapse of Fascism in 1945 and the defeat of the Monarchy in 

1946, the Governments of Republican Italy continued to operate the system, 
albeit adapting it to the new political situation created by the Cold War. The 

Casellario Politico Centrale  was restructu red by General of the Carabinieri 
Giuseppe Pièche, a former OVRA collaborator who had led secret Fascist 

missions during the Spanish Civil War and after 1945 aided and abetted the 
formation of neo -Fascist groups (7). In February 1946 the Direzione 

Generale  di Pubblica Sicurezza established the Servizio Informazioni Speciali 
(Special Information Service, in short SIS), under the command of Leone 

Santoro, who in 1936 -37 had been OVRAôs Inspector-General in charge of 
training the Police of Portuguese Clerical -Fascist dictator Antonio de Oliveira 

Salazar in the techniques of screening dissidents and repressing political 

opposition (8). One of SISôs main tasks was that of maintaining the 
Casellario Politico Centrale . 

 
In 1948 SIS was replaced by the Divisione Aff ari Riservati (Division of 

Confidential Affairs), still under the Direzione Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza , 
but now directly responsible to the Chief of Police. Its Head was Gesualdo 

Barletta, at that time Deputy -Commissioner of Police and former OVRA 
Ques tore  (Inspector -General) in charge of the Rome region, who soon 

gathered around him other former colleagues and informers. Barletta 
remained in charge of the Divisione Affari Riservati until 1956. He was 

succeeded by Giuseppe Lutri, who, during the dictato rship, had been in 
charge of Turinôs Political Police and in March 1934, with unmistakable anti-

Semitic zest, rounded  up Jewish supporters of Giustizia e Libertà. On 30 June 
1960, as Questore  of Genoa, Lutri authorised the police charge against the 

partici pants to a rally in protest of Christian -Democrat leader Fernando 

Tambroniôs attempt to form a government in coalition with the neo-Fascist 
Movimento Sociale Italiano, an attack which wounded 83. Lutri led the 
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Divisione Affari Riservati  until 1969. Two oth er glaring instances of 

chameleon - like political transformism were those of Saverio Polito and Guido 

Leto. Polito, who in the óThirties had been Chief of the 4th  OVRA Zone 
(Umbria, Abruzzi, Molise), achieved notoriety when he received a 24 years 

jail sente nce for ñacts of aggravated indecencyò (per atti di libidine violenta ), 
for having forced Mussoliniôs wife, Rachele, to put her hand on his genitals 

( tra le sue luride vergogne , as Donna Racheleôs charge read), while he was 
escorting her to Rocca delle Car minate in August 1943. Appointed Questore 

of Rome in the late óForties, Polito was compelled to retire in 1954 after his 
clumsy attempt to derail the inquest on the death of Wilma Montesi, a case 

that exposed internecine struggles within the Christian Demo cratic 
leadership. Guido Leto, who since 1926 had been a close associate of 

Bocchini, in October 1938 became the Chief of the Divisione Polizia Politica  
and kept his position under the infamous Repubblica Sociale Italiana, until 26 

April 1945, when he offe red his collaboration to the partisans and to the 
Allied Counter Intelligence Corps. In 1948 he was readmitted to the ranks 

and appointed Technical Director of the Police Academy. Leto retired in 1951, 

to be engaged by the Marzotto family as Director of th e Jolly Hotels chain 
(9).  

 
It would be expected that, after the liberation of Italy from Fascism, the 

records of the Regimeôs iniquities would be made public. This was not and ï 
sadly ïstill is not the case. Many of the six thousand personal files of OVRAôs 

and other agenciesô agents, double-agents, informers, collaborators and 
spies were destroyed, some by Leto during his administration. Other 

incriminating records, in particular the personal file on Hitler and those on 
Nazi espionage in Italy, were confis cated by Herbert Kappler, the so -called 

óbutcher of the Ardeatine Cavesô. The residue was deposited only in 1969 at 
the Archivio Centrale dello Stato (State Central Archives) in Rome, which 

currently lists only 21 buste on OVRA for scholarly consultation, as well as 
2,064 buste  of the archives of the Divisione Polizia Politica. The record of the 

380 Zone informers on OVRAôs payroll, as well as the papers of the High 

Commission for Sanctions against Fascism, totalling 431 buste and 11 
registers containing do cumentation on the trials of people highly 

compromised with the Regime, are still closed to researchers. Also, part of 
the Direzione Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza papers is still unexplainably 

kept by the Ministry of the Interior. As well, the original li st of informers on 
the payroll of the Division of Political Police is still considered top secret, 

although we know that the 622 names released on 2 July 1946 in the 
Gazzetta Ufficiale  represent only a minority of the óspie del Regime ô(10). It is 

difficult  to understand the reason for this secrecy in the post -Cold War era 
as, for instance, it is hard to accept the restrictions imposed on access to the 

1,200 files on indicted and ï unlike the German and the Japanese ones -  
never tried Italian war criminals, files compiled by the United Nations War 

Crimes Commission after the Second World War and now kept in the archives 
of the United Nations Organisation (11).  

 

Incredibly, under the governments of democratic, Republican Italy, the 
Casellario Politico Centrale  was still maintained, and by 1961 contained 
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13,716 new files. Its use as an instrument for screening dissent would be 

reluctantly terminated only in the following years. Indeed, it is almost 

beyond belief that, as late as 22 September 1962, the Questura of Bologna 
was communicating to the Ministry of the Interior that, ñconsidering his old 

age, this Office has determined to cancel today from the list of subversives 
( lo ha radiato da questo schedario politico )ò Ignazio Spinelli, a Communist 

who since 1936 h ad been politically inactive and was then 68 years of age. 
Of these files, 12,491, or 91 per cent, were on people classified as left -wing 

extremists, 177 as Anarchists and only 626, or 4.5 per cent, as right -wing 
extremists (12). An indication this, of the  continuity of the bias against the 

Left by the State Security apparatus, be it in Liberal, Fascist or Republican 
Italy. As well as in the files of OVRA and of the Direzione Generale di 

Pubblica Sicurezza , a wealth of information on the opposition to Fasci sm is 
available in the 12,330 files maintained on the confinati , the people who for 

different reasons were sent to confino , to isolation in God - forgotten villages 
of Southern Italy. This was the case for Carlo Levi, the author of Christ 

Stopped at Eboli , a n account of his two -year detention in the Lucanian village 

of Aliano (13).  
 

As mentioned before, the Direzione Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza  carried 
out surveillance on the opposition to Fascism also among Italian migrant 

communities abroad, including in  Australia. The Consulate -General in 
Melbourne, transferred to Sydney in 1928, the Consulates, Branches of the 

Fascist Party, the Dopolavoro  (After Work clubs), the Italian Returned 
Soldiers Association, the Dante Alighieri Society, the Italian Chamber of 

Commerce in Australia, were all institutions that aided and abetted the 
gathering of information on the whereabouts and the activities of Italian 

migrants who, for one reason or another, had been in trouble with Fascism in 
Italy or who had fallen foul of t he Fascist representatives in Australia. They 

were assisted in their intelligence work by a network of Italian confidenti , 
informers and agent provocateurs . In addition, the Direzione Polizia Politica 

had placed at the main Italian border posts special age nts who would tail 

migrants, especially if Communist, when they came back to Italy, to uncover 
possible contacts with members of the underground opposition, that often 

resulted in the arrest of the entire network of conspirators.  
  

The Casellario Politico Centrale at the Archivio Centrale dello Stato contains 
records on 233 Italian migrants in Australia. It has been ascertained that 

files were kept on other migrants in Australia, but they have been misplaced, 
transferred to other agencies or simply missed i n the search carried out in 

1989 for the Author by staff of the Archives. Of the people signalled as 
worthy of police attention, 230 were men, and only three women, two from 

the Veneto and one from Friuli. The first observation that can be made is the 
rela tively high number of people who, in far -away Australia, were still a 

concern to the Fascist authorities. According to Australian Census data for 
1933, at that time there were in Australia 20,064 Italian males and 6,692 

females (14). If one considers the s cattering of migrants in remote rural 

areas of the vast Australian continent, the monitoring of over 1 per cent of 
them on the part of the Fascist authorities betrayed the Regimeôs deep sense 
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of insecurity, as well as its doggedness in pursuit of those it named as 

enemies. The opening of a file on these migrants was motivated by their real 

or alleged political persuasion and by the perceived level of threat that they 
represented to Italian interests in Australia or in case they would return to 

Italy. Of the  233, the greatest number were Communist (77), while 57 were 
Socialist, 31 Anarchist and 11 Republican. Another 56 were vaguely called 

óanti-Fascistsô and one was labelled a ósubversiveô (15). The overwhelming 
majority (178) came from Northern Italy, while  only 21 were born in Central 

Italy and 31 from the South. Of the Northern Italian component, almost half 
(83) originated in the Veneto. The birthplace of three people was not 

available (16). An analysis of their occupation is also indicative, because no 
less than 54 different trades and professions were declared. Most ï as is to 

be expected ï were working class occupations, dominated by farm workers 
of one kind or another (90) and followed by a good representation of trades -

people. People who could vaguely  be classed as middle class or intellectuals 
totalled 16, while one person was entered in the file as possidente (property 

owner) (17).  

 
Beside surveillance, the means used by the Fascist authorities to intimidate, 

control, repress or cajole into submissio n and collaboration refractory 
migrants varied considerably. The files of the Casellario Politico Centrale 

contain ample evidence of these methods. Sometimes the migrant was 
invited to come to the Consulate, where the Consul or his staff gave him a 

dressin g down for his politically unacceptable behaviour. His parents, family 
or relatives in Italy were then visited by members of the Fascist paramilitary 

organisation, the Milizia Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale (Voluntary 
Militia for National Security) or by the Carabinieri , who confiscated letters, 

photos or other compromising literature sent by the ósubversiveô to his next-
of -kin. This material then ended in the files of the Casellario Politico Centrale. 

On other occasions the correspondence of those a nti -Fascists was intercepted 
and seized. This operation was facilitated by the fact that the Australian 

postal service relied on Italian consular authorities to trace the address of 

often itinerant Italian workers. Also, the Consulates availed themselves o f 
the services of the Australian Police who obligingly located people who had 

escaped the Fascist dragnet. The Fascist Consuls lobbied Australian 
employers to dismiss prominent anti -Fascists, as was the case for Omero 

Schiassi in Melbourne in the óTwenties, or denounced them to the Australian 
authorities as dangerous Anarchists or Communists, as was the case for 

Francesco Carmagnola, and requested that they be deported to Italy. There 
is also circumstantial evidence of an attempt to kidnap Omero Schiassi by  

some Italian sailors and return him to Italy. When the Italian cruiser 
Raimondo Montecuccoli  berthed in Melbourne in 1938, an Italian distributing 

anti -Fascist literature was forcibly detained on board for some time by the 
sailors, provoking a diplomatic incident between the two countries. Italian 

migrants who were deemed particularly active or dangerous were registered 
in the Bollettino delle Ricerche (Search Bulletin), distributed to all law 

enforcement agencies with instructions to look for them and sig nal their 

whereabouts, as well as in the Rubrica di Frontiera (Border Register), with 
instructions to the police to search, either report their movements or detain 
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them immediately in case they tried to re -enter Italy. In extreme 

circumstances, diehard opp onents had their Italian citizenship revoked and 

their property confiscated by the authorities under special law no. 108, 
promulgated on 31 January 1926 (18).  

 
 

 
 

The Italian cruiser  Raimondo Montecuccoli during its controversial visit to  

Melbourne in 193 8.  
 

 
The specific circumstances that brought people in Australia to the attention 

of the Fascist authorities varied. In most cases a file in the Casellario Politico 
Centrale  had already been opened on them before their departure from Italy 

by reason of the ir previous dissident activities. Otherwise their names were 
sent by the Fascist Consuls to the Direzione Generale di Pubblica Sicurezza  in 

Rome for inclusion in the Casellario Politico Centrale,  in response to 
allegations of their proselytising amongst mi grants. While, during the 

óThirties, the suppression of Communism was foremost in the minds of the 
representatives of Fascism in Australia, in the óTwenties the spectre of 

Anarchism concerned them most. An indication of the burgeoning Anarchism 
among Itali an migrants is given by the number of Anarchist papers that 

appeared in those years, despite protestations by the Consul -General to the 

Australian authorities. In July 1927, Valentino Ciotti, a member of the 
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Anarchist Matteotti Club in Melbourne, edited Il  Risveglio (The Awakening), 

but the paper was suppressed by the Attorney -General after the third issue, 

following strong representations made by an irate Consul -General, Antonio 
Grossardi (19).  

 
 

 
 

Members of the Matteotti Club and anti -Fascists . Melbourn e, May Day 1928. 

Included are Isidoro Bertazzon (far left, second row from right) and 
Francesco Carmagnola (far right, standing at front).  

 
 

Between 1928 and 1932, Isidoro Bertazzon, also a member of the Matteotti 

Club, edited an impressive number of singl e issue newspapers, changing 
their name at every issue, in order to circumvent the censure of the 

Australian authorities. Thus, in August 1928 appeared Il Calvario (The 
Calvary), followed by Lôazione (Action, September 1928), Giacomo Matteotti 

(10 June 192 9), Germinal (July 1929), In memoria  (August 1929), Il 
Risveglio (October 1929), followed by the multi - issue LôAvanguardia 

Libertaria (The Libertarian Vanguard, 14 June 1930 -15 November 1932), 
granted permission to publish by the new Scullin Labor Governme nt (20). In 

Ingham, North Queensland, charismatic leader Francesco Giuseppe 
Carmagnola published another Anarchist sheet, La Riscossa (The Counter -

Attack, June 1929 -December 1931) (21).  
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Issues of LôAvanguardia libertaria and La Riscossa . 

 
However, mi grants at times attracted the attention of Fascist authorities for 

reasons other than political opposition. The Consuls often based their 
judgement on generalised suspicion on whoever was reluctant to take part in 

Consular celebrations, functions and comme morations, and was therefore 
classed a ósubversiveô. This fact was admitted by Consul-General Agostino 

Ferrante who, in a report dated 3 November 1932 containing a list of anti -
Fascists to be included in the Casellario Politico Centrale , stated: ñI have the 

honour of forwarding a list of our nationals, resident in several States, best 

known for their Communist ideas or because we assume they are subversive. 
Despite the most diligent investigations, we were unable to ascertain for 

many of them their full per sonal data. Similarly, despite the fact that their 
Communist ideas and their propaganda activities are known to us, it was not 

always possible to find out whether they are card -carrying members of 
Australian Communist associations. The list that I am forwa rding has 

therefore some gaps; this Consulate -General and its subsidiary offices will 
zealously continue enquiries to find out the missing information. Concerning 

the State of South Australia, and in part also the other States, some of the 
alleged subversi ves are totally unknown to us; others left the State long ago 

and we do not know their current address, others still are considered 
subversive simply because a third party raised against them accusations that 

cannot be easily verified and to which one cann ot give much weightò (22). 
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Sometimes, larrikinism and innocent romping ended in attracting harsh 

Fascist penalties. This was the case for Pietro Acquasaliente, a peasant from 

Schio (Vicenza), who, in February 1926, together with seven very inebriated 
(alq uanto avvinazzati ) friends, broke in the primary school of his paese , 

defaced the portraits of Mussolini and the King and drew on the blackboard 
the hammer and sickle, accompanied by slogans praising Lenin. For this 

irresponsible prank he was sentenced to 3 months and 14 days jail and fined 
416 lire. Soon after he emigrated to Mareeba, Queensland, where he began 

growing tobacco, and was put under surveillance by the Innisfail Fascio  
(Fascist Branch). Registered in the Rubrica di Frontiera  for offences again st 

the Duce, his name was not formally deleted from the Rubrica , ñon account 
of his behaviour abroadò, until 1939.  Another migrant, Cirillo Hojak from 

Gorizia, was, as Bocchini put it, on 14 March 1928, in a cablegram to the 
Melbourne Consul, ñsuspected of professing Communist ideas that he made 

his own in Russia, where he was a prisoner during the warò. This suspicion 
was confirmed in November 1927 when Hojak, before emigrating to 

Australia, visibly drunk in an osteria  (wine bar) in Gorizia, began singing 

ósubversiveô songs and lampooning Mussolini. For this deed, he was 
sentenced to one year and ten days jail term and a fine of one thousand lire. 

Because this was his only crime, his name was also later deleted from the list 
of subversives. The stigma of be aring a Slav -sounding name did not help 

Antonio Percich either. Before emigrating in 1927 from Fiume to Bendigo, to 
prospect for gold, Percich earned the insertion of his name in the Casellario 

Politico Centrale  because, as the Prefect of Pola stated to th e Ministry of the 
Interior, ñhe has shown overt Slav feelingsésympathising with the Slav 

cause, and although he was not politically active, he was considered a person 
hostile to our institutionsò (23). 

 

 
Italian migrants at work on a tobacco plantation. M areeba, c.1933.  


