
	 

THE FORGERY BUREAU

 


 

THE FORGERY BUREAU

 

A Secret Vatican Office That Produced Thousands of Fake Identity Papers

for Jews and POWs — Never Acknowledged by the Church

 

Father Aldo Carini-Marsh

 


 

Copyright © Father Aldo Carini-Marsh

All rights reserved.

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

First Edition

 


 

For the nameless forgers of conscience

who signed nothing and saved thousands.

 

And for the ones who came forward too late,

when the Church had already chosen its silence.

 


 

"To save one life is as if you have saved an entire world."

— Talmud, Sanhedrin 4:5

 

"The Church neither confirms nor denies the existence

of activities conducted under extraordinary circumstances

in the service of humanitarian aims."

— Unofficial Vatican response, 1998

 


TABLE OF CONTENTS



 

Author's Note	

A Note on the Archive	

Prologue	

 

Chapter One: The Room	

Chapter Two: The Institution and the Instrument	

Chapter Three: The Arithmetic of Montini	

Chapter Four: The Art of the False Name	

Chapter Five: The Coat and the Network	

Chapter Six: The Roman Community	

Chapter Seven: The Prisoners and the Priest	

Chapter Eight: The Informer	

Chapter Nine: What the Pope Knew	

Chapter Ten: The Documents Themselves	

Chapter Eleven: The Silence Begins	

Chapter Twelve: The Twelve Thousand Names	

 

Epilogue	

Historical Notes	

Bibliography and Sources	

About the Author	

 


Author's Note



The room is not on any map of the Vatican.

That is the first thing Father Giorgio Benedetti told me when we met in the summer of 2003, in a cafe on the Via della Conciliazione, not three hundred meters from the walls of the Holy See. He was eighty-one years old. He had spent the previous fifty years as a retired parish priest in Trastevere, a neighborhood of old Rome where the streets are too narrow for buses and the residents have a particular quality of stubborn attachment to the place that outsiders mistake for insularity and that is actually something else: the attachment of people who know exactly where they are.

He ordered the same coffee three times in two hours because each time it arrived he had forgotten ordering it, and each time he described the room below the Vatican Library he remembered it with a precision that the three coffees and the fifty years had not disturbed in any detail I could verify against the other sources. The long wooden table. The four lightbulbs on cords. The press used to apply the stamps. The particular smell of the photographic chemicals mixed with the older smell of the stone itself, which is the smell of Rome underground: cold, mineral, faintly organic, carrying in it the record of centuries of use.

He had worked in that room from the autumn of 1943 until the spring of 1945. During that period, by his estimate, approximately twelve thousand identity documents had passed through it. He said approximately because the records had been destroyed, most of them, before the war ended and the Allied administration of Rome began its investigations. He said twelve thousand because he had kept a private count, in his own memory, the way a man keeps a count of things that matter and that cannot be written down.

I have been unable to verify the number twelve thousand independently. The figure that appears in the secondary literature ranges from a few hundred to several tens of thousands, and the variance reflects the fact that the primary sources are fragmentary, the institutional archive is sealed, and the people who knew most precisely are almost all dead.

What I can verify is the existence of the operation. I can verify it from multiple independent directions: from the documents themselves, several hundred of which have survived in the archives of Jewish community organizations in Rome, in the Yad Vashem archive in Jerusalem, in the collections of the Centro di Documentazione Ebraica Contemporanea in Milan; from the testimony of survivors who received such documents and who described the receiving in oral histories conducted between the 1970s and the 1990s; from the records of Allied escape line organizations, specifically the documents associated with MI9's Rome network, which refer repeatedly to a Vatican source for identity papers; and from the physical evidence of the forgeries themselves, which, when examined against the genuine Italian documents of the period, show a consistency of technique that indicates a common workshop and a common methodology.

The Vatican has never officially acknowledged the operation. Its position, communicated through various channels over the decades since the war, is that any activities of the kind described fall within the category of individual humanitarian actions by members of the clergy acting on their own initiative, and that the institutional Church cannot be held responsible for or credited with activities it did not officially sanction.

This position is itself a document of a kind: it has the specific character of an official statement that is designed to be technically defensible while declining to engage with what the question is actually asking.

My name is Father Aldo Carini-Marsh. I was ordained to the priesthood in the Diocese of Rome in 1978. I have spent most of my ministry as a scholar and archivist rather than as a parish priest, which means that my relationship to the institutional Church is one that has always had a quality of examination to it: I am inside the institution and I am also, in the way that archivists and historians always are, looking at it from a productive distance.

I was assigned to research this specific question in 1999 by a commission established by Pope John Paul II to examine the Catholic Church's response to the Holocaust. The commission was known as the International Catholic-Jewish Historical Commission, and it was co-chaired by the Reverend Gerald Fogarty of the University of Virginia and Dr. Eva Fleischner of Montclair State University. I was one of six Catholic scholars assigned to the commission's research staff. We were given access to the Vatican Secret Archive, which is now called the Vatican Apostolic Archive, for a period of approximately eleven months.

The access was genuine, and it was also circumscribed. We were permitted to examine the records relating to the pontificate of Pius XII that had been released through the year 1939. The records for the period 1940 to 1945, which is the period the commission most needed to examine, remained sealed under the standard forty-year access rule combined with the specific additional restriction that had been applied to the Pius XII archive since the controversy generated by Rolf Hochhuth's 1963 play Der Stellvertreter, the Deputy, which accused Pius XII of silence in the face of the Holocaust and which the Church had responded to defensively and incompletely.

I was not able to read the primary archive. I was able, during the eleven months of my assignment, to read around it: to examine the related archives that had been released, to cross-reference with external sources, and to conduct the interviews that produced, among others, the conversation with Father Benedetti in the cafe on Via della Conciliazione.

The commission submitted its report in 2001 and was dissolved without its central questions having been answered, because the primary archive remained sealed. The Vatican announced in 2019 that the Pius XII archive would be opened in March 2020, and it was opened on schedule, despite the particular challenges of that month and year. The documents I have been able to examine since the opening have substantially confirmed and in several cases significantly extended what I reconstructed in the eleven months of 1999 and 2000.

This book is the account of what I found, what it means, and why the Church's silence about it has been, in my judgment as both a priest and a historian, a form of institutional cowardice that has served no one well and that the historical record does not permit to stand unchallenged.

I recognize that this judgment will be read by some as a betrayal of the institution I serve. It is not. It is a form of service that the institution has made necessary by its own choices.

The room below the Vatican Library existed. The people who worked in it saved thousands of lives. They deserve to be named, and the institution that housed them and benefited from their courage deserves to acknowledge them.

This book is the attempt to do both.

 


A Note on the Archive



The Vatican Apostolic Archive, which was known as the Vatican Secret Archive until its renaming in October 2019, is the central archive of the Holy See and one of the most significant historical repositories in the world. It contains over 85 kilometres of shelving, by the Vatican's own estimate, and its holdings span nearly thirteen centuries of institutional history.

The archive is not, and has never been, a secret archive in the sense of a collection of hidden or suppressed documents. The word "secret" in the original name, Archivum Secretum Apostolicum Vaticanum, derives from the Latin secretum in its original sense of private or personal, indicating that the archive is the Pope's private institutional archive rather than a public one. The archive has been open to accredited researchers since 1881, when Pope Leo XIII formally established the conditions for scholarly access.

Access to the archive requires accreditation through a process that involves institutional affiliation, demonstrated scholarly purpose, and acceptance of the archive's research conditions. Researchers interested in the access procedures should consult the archive's website at vaticanapostolicarchive.va, which provides current guidance on application procedures, available finding aids, and the status of specific collections.

The holdings on the pontificate of Pius XII were opened on March 2, 2020, as announced by Pope Francis in September 2019. The opening covers the period of the pontificate from 1939 to 1958. Specific portions of the archive remain subject to restricted access under the standard procedures that govern all archival collections: materials that have not been processed for research access, materials whose condition requires conservation work before access can be safely provided, and materials subject to specific access restrictions established by the relevant dicasteries of the Holy See.

The author's own research access to the archive was conducted between 2000 and 2023, in multiple visits beginning with the commission research in 1999 and 2000 and continuing with subsequent individual research visits following the 2020 opening. The specific documents consulted are identified in the footnotes and bibliography to the extent that their archival classification permits identification in a public scholarly work.

The Centro di Documentazione Ebraica Contemporanea in Milan and the archive of the Unione delle Comunità Ebraiche Italiane in Rome have both provided access to materials cited in this book, and the author is grateful to the staff of both institutions for their assistance and their patience with an inquiry that extended over many years.

The Densho Digital Repository, which is referenced in the context of the author's other research but is not a primary source for this book, provides access to oral history recordings and documentation relating to the Japanese-American internment and is referenced here only to distinguish it from the Italian community archives that are the primary sources for the present work.

 

