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The Italian Center for the Diaspora:
The Aid Provided by Eretz Israel Soldiers serving in the British Army to Jews in

Italy at the End of World War Il, October 1943 to May 1945.

Abstract
According to the estimates of Israel Guttman, a leading historian of the Jewish
Holocaust in Poland, the number of survivors and vestiges of the Jewish
community in Poland totaled, at the end of World War Il, approximately 380,000
people. In light of the antisemitic incidents and the deteriorating level of physical
security in Poland during the post-war period, even Jews who initially believed
they could return and live in Poland changed their minds, and decided to try to
leave their homeland. The exodus from Poland was organized primarily by Zionist
activists, members of an organization that operated in secret and later became
known as the Ha'Bericha (the Escape).
Italy, on which this study focuses, was a leading Ha'Bericha escape destination. It
was from the shores of Italy that attempts were made to launch illegal immigration
ships, with the country serving at the end of World War Il as an assembly area for
thousands of Eretz Israel soldiers. Based on various estimates by Ha'Bericha
operatives and researchers studying this period, the approximated number of
Jewish refugees living in Italy at various periods, from the end of World War Il and
until the establishment of the State of Israel, totaled about 40,000 people. Of
these 40,000 Jewish refugees in Italy, 22,593 boarded 34 illegal immigrant ships
that set sail from August 1945 to May 1948, yet most of them were captured by
the British forces and the refugees on board were placed in detention camps in
Cyprus.
The infrastructure required for absorbing tens of thousands of refugees in Italy
after the war was provided by Jewish Eretz Israel soldiers belonging to the
Transport, Engineering and other auxiliary corps of the British army, the majority
of which were established in the second half of 1942.
The purpose of this study is to examine the activities undertaken by Eretz Israel
soldiers to assist Jews in Italy — both refugees and locals - at the end of World War

I, from October 1943 until the end of the war in May 1945. The Refugee Center,
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followed by the Italian Center for the Diaspora (Hamerkaz Lagola in Italy), which
were institutions established by these soldiers, coordinated activities for the
benefit of Jews. The soldiers also established and operated schools, youth clubs
and a training farm. The research conducted also indicates that, as far as possible,
the soldiers included Jewish refugees and young local Jews from lItaly in the
operation of the institutions they established.

On November 2002, Yosef Sternlicht Hason, who was an Eretz Israel soldier in the
Transport Company 179, wrote a letter to Shaul Mofaz, the Defense Minister at
that time. In his letter, Sternlicht lamented that according to the program for the
establishment of a Museum of the Yishuv Volunteers in the British Army during
World War I, it can be understood that the soldiers of the Jewish Brigade were
the first to encounter the "She'erit HaPleita" (Jewish Holocaust survivors). This is
not true, he wrote. "The Jewish companies preceded the Brigades everywhere.
The companies established the models for assistance to survivors, engaged in
education and kindling the desire to immigrate to Israel, and served as the
logistical basis of the Mossad Le'aliya (Institute for immigration)...". The findings
of this study indicate that Hason's claim for recognition of the pioneering work of
the soldiers of Eretz Israel auxiliary companies in the provision of aid to refugees
in Italy many months before the Brigade's arrival, and before the mass exodus
began, is supported by a wide variety of sources.

The study is divided into three sub-periods. October - December 1943, January -
May 1944, and June 1944 May 1945.

During the first period, October-December 1943, the Eretz Israel soldiers took their
first steps in providing aid to Jewish refugees who had fled to Italy, as well as to
Italian Jews. The soldiers had arrived in southern Italy shortly before, together with
Allied forces. The refugees were housed in refugee camps set up by the Allied
military administration, in the area of Bari, Salento and Naples. In addition, many
refugees lived in the Permoti detention camp, that was constructed years earlier
by the Fascist regime. At the time, the Eretz Israel units were comprised of four
transport companies in the Naples area, an engineering company in Brindisi, a map
service unit operating in Taranto and Bari, and a camouflage company operating

in Lucera. Of great importance during this period were the actions taken for the

127



benefit of the refugees and initiated by the rabbi of the British Eighth Army,
Ephraim Elimelech Auerbach, whose official position permitted him to travel
throughout the region. The first aid actions taken by the soldiers in the occupied
region in southern Italy were at the initiative of the soldiers, without any direction.
These operations were of a spontaneous and localized nature and lasted for short
periods of time. Also, at that time, commanders in the Eretz Israel units were in
contact with commanders in the British and American armies, in order to arrange
for regular assistance to the Jewish refugees.

During the second period, January-May 1944, the method of operation of the Eretz
Israel soldiers changed. The relief activities took on an institutionalized, planned
character based on and long-term thinking. During this period, the soldiers' basic
worldview was expressed. Alongside the desire to alleviate the plight of the daily
life of the refugees, their activities were motivated by their Zionist-Yeshuv view,
which held that the rightful place for the refugees was Israel. The soldiers saw their
mission and actions as designed to provide refugees with practical and mental
preparation for their immigration to Israel, and even attempts to persuade and
change the minds of those who sought to build a new life in other destinations. It
was during this period that the Refugee Center was founded, which later formed
the basis for the establishment of the Italian Center for the Diaspora. Schools were
opened in the city of Bari, and the first training farms in southern ltaly were
established. Soldiers were discharged from their units and assigned to work in
refugee camps, schools and training farms for fixed periods of time. In March 1944,
the Solel-Boneh 745 Engineering company arrived in Italy, becoming a significant
force in the provision of aid to Jews in Italy. One of the soldiers in the company
was Yechiel Duvdevani, who was appointed in October 1944 to serve as head of
the Italian Center for the Diaspora. At the end of the period, the first group of
about 600 refugees set sail for Israel, furnished with immigration permits, aboard
the ship Stefan Baturi.

The third period began on June 4, 1944, with the conquest of Rome, and ended on
May 8, 1945, the date marking the end of WWII. The soldiers arrived in Rome
following the Allies met the Jewish community in Rome, as well as refugees who

came to the city and its surroundings before the war. The large number of the
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city's Jews and refugees, over ten thousand, and the makeup of Italian Jewry, most
of whom were not Zionists, posed a significant challenge for these soldiers. Is
seems that for this reason the soldiers focused primarily on caring for and
nurturing the young, both children and youths, who could be trained and prepared
for immigration to Israel. The soldiers resumed the children's elementary school
studies, established a youth club, an orphanage, a training farm and seminars for
teachers and counselors.

Upon the conquest of Tuscany and Florence, in the autumn of 1944, the soldiers
also provided assistance to Italian Jews and refugees in these areas. Jews who hid
in monasteries, mainly in the Assisi area, reemerged and joined the institutions
established by the soldiers. In Florence, operation of the local primary school was
renewed, a middle school was opened, and municipal training was also
established.

In October 1944, sensing that the end of the war was approaching and hoping to
meet the remnants of European Jewry, the soldiers established the Italian Center
for the Diaspora. This Center, which was a continuation of the Refugee Center, was
an organizational framework for all the aid services provided by the soldiers to the
Jews in ltaly, in order to prepare them for immigration to Israel. The Center
operated in Italy until the establishment of the State of Israel, and provided care
for approximately 40,000 refugees, the "She'erit HaPleita" (Jewish survivors), who
reached Italy - primarily from Central Europe.

Special mention should be made of the extensive efforts made by Martin Hauser
during this period to locate Jews, report them to the Italian Center for the Diaspora
and provide first aid to the refugees he met.

In November 1944 the Jewish Brigade arrived in Italy. Following about three and a
half months of training, they participated in fighting against the Germans in
northern Italy. At the time, the soldiers of the Jewish Brigade did not engage in aid
activities for Jews until after the war ended.

During the summer and fall of 1944 and the beginning of 1945, three more Eretz
Israel engineering companies and a mapping company arrived in Italy. They were
posted to serve in areas liberated by the Allies (between Rome and Florence), and

also joined the effort and the aid activities for Jewish refugees and Italian Jews.
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In March 1945, a second group of about 900 Jews, both local Italian Jews and
refugees, boarded the ship Stefan Baturi. They also carried official immigration
permits.

According to the testimony of Major Aaron Wellesley, commander of Transport
Company 178, it is reasonable to assume that the British knew or at least
suspected that the Eretz Israel soldiers were engaged in non-military and in fact
illegal activities.

The research period ends with the end of World War Il on May 8, 1945. The
infrastructure laid by the Eretz Israel soldiers, now with the addition of a significant
force of Brigade soldiers, was ready to handle the tens of thousands of "She'erit

HaPleita" (Jewish survivors) refugees who began to flow through Italy.
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