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To the memory of my big brother Manfred Roxon-Ropschitz (21.7 1950 – 7.11.2021)

He did not suffer fools, gladly or otherwise.

We, his family, mourn his untimely passing.  
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Born in Derby in 1953, Yolanda grew up in West Yorkshire, in the north of England, a region famed for its wild and barren heather-clad landscapes. Her home town was barely a stone’s throw from the windy moors of Haworth, the home of the Bronte sisters. These bleak vistas etched in her a deep and enduring love of nature, heath and moorland.
With an extended family in mainland Europe, USA and Australasia and a multi-lingual father, the love of travel and learning new languages was instilled from an early age along with an enjoyment of amateur dramatics, writing and choral singing. After studying languages at school, then at college in Manchester followed by a stint as an au pair in Geneva, she travelled to Israel where she worked for three years in a multi-national travel agency, firstly in Tel Aviv, then in London and Philadelphia.

In 1979 she returned to academic study, graduating with a BSc (Hons) in Psychology at the University of Bradford in 1982. This led to a period of two years working at the pioneering Caldecott Therapeutic Community in Kent.

In 1984 she relocated to Bristol where she met her husband. They settled in rural Somerset where they established a small holding, raising three children amid ducks, geese, chickens, sheep and apple orchards. It was not quite the Yorkshire moors but was often wild and windy!

In 1992 Yolanda began teaching Psychology, a career which was to span 25 years. In between teaching, raising her family and wild food foraging she turned to writing comic pieces, two of which were featured on BBC Somerset radio.

In recent years, Yolanda has worked as a volunteer presenter on local radio, interviewing guests and delivering her own contributions on a variety of topics.

Following retirement in 2016 Yolanda turned to her late father’s manuscript, “Ferramonti.” Researching his autobiographical novel over the next few years led to regular visits to the Ferrramonti di Tarsia camp museum in Calabria. Through these trips she was lucky and honoured to meet former internees from the 1940s and their descendants. This connection, culminating in the publication of her father’s novel, “Ferramonti: Salvation behind the barbed wire”, has produced one of the most rewarding periods of her life so far, affording Yolanda cherished opportunities to travel to Italy, Israel and South America. Life stories from former internees have now formed the heart of her second publication which you have before you: “Stories of Survival: The People of Ferramonti, Then and Now”.
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While editing my late father’s book (Ferramonti: Salvation behind the barbed wire) I became so immersed in the life of this extraordinary Campo di Concentramento in Calabria that my interest did not end with the book’s publication in 2020. Instead, it led me to seek out stories from other survivors who might want to share their experiences from those dark times. Some are tales of triumph, others are full of tragedy.

The population of Ferramonti was not static; from June 1940 to its closure in December 1945, internees were arriving and departing all the time. At its fullest, the camp housed around 3,000 internees. This means there are a great many stories still untold.

A few adverts placed on JewishGen resulted in the following accounts; they come from Israel, USA, South America and Europe, written by survivors or their relatives. I am honoured to share their recollections in this book; my role has simply been to edit and let the stories speak for themselves.

Yolanda Ropschitz-Bentham

Somerset, 2021
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In Calabria, June 1940, Jewish exiles from Europe, escaping the Nazis, begin to arrive at Ferramonti di Tarsia Campo di Concentramento, a site chosen by the Fascist Italian government for its remoteness and inhospitable terrain. The aim: to intern ‘enemy aliens’ resident in Italy as the country enters WWII.

Over the next three years, Ferramonti will see its population swell to over 3,000 internees, mostly, but not all, Jews from central and eastern Europe. Large contingents arriving via Benghazi and the Danube paddle-steamer Pentcho, will settle in Ferramonti, making it their haven as the war rages and the Nazis commit their atrocities, decimating families left behind.

Little did those internees know that Ferramonti would become their salvation; the barbed wire surrounding the camp would form a protective ring around them. They lost their freedom but ultimately escaped with their lives, thanks to the humane treatment afforded by their Italian captors.

But Ferramonti had a shifting population; some arrived and remained till liberation in September 1943, some departed to other fates, sometimes worse. In this book, you can read the stories of some of those survivors: their lives before, during and after captivity in Italy’s largest internment camp, Ferramonti di Tarsia.
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My name is Miriam Aflalo, a native of Slovakia, the only daughter of Bella and Zvi Malinowski. My father immigrated to Eretz Israel in early September 1939 to get a job and a roof over his head. My mother and I were supposed to join him a few months later. Meanwhile, the war broke out and separated us. After hardships and wanderings we found ourselves in Ferramonti camp in southern Italy. I was five years old.

My memories of life in the camp left a mark on me with mixed feelings; sadness, fear, anxiety but also joy, moments of happiness, a feeling of a big and embracing family, protected by my mother and our Pentcho family.

Beyond the camp fence was a spectacular flower field. I loved standing there and happily gazing at the colourful flowers which I longed to pick and give to my mother. One day, bright and springy, I did a daring act and fearlessly passed the guards, who apparently did not notice me, and advanced towards the beautiful space in front of me. Reaching the edge of the field I felt my feet sink. Suddenly I could not move, I could no longer see the flowers, and all my attention was focused on what was happening to me—I was sinking and unable to lift a leg to walk. Today, in retrospect, it is clear to me that my reactive behaviour was the only option a person could choose when in danger—to freeze. Without being able to escape the danger or fight it, I froze physically and mentally. I do not remember how long I froze there in that spot, but at a certain moment a horse appeared in the distance. I did not shout, I was paralysed with terror, but I saw him enter with his horse into the swamp. He approached me and pulled me out. My shoes were left abandoned in the scary mud, and the rider sat me on his horse, sat down behind me and so we entered the camp. Fear thawed and as in fairy tales—so I felt—the princess returned to the palace. I did not bring flowers to my mother, but I will not forget this story for the rest of my life.

In the last months of the war we noticed planes, which emerged from somewhere and bombed the area where the camp was located. Whenever we heard the noise of the planes, my mother urged me to lie down and she joined me. We both lay there hugging, until the noise subsided and we came out of hiding and stood on our feet. One such day I especially remember. A bomb fell in the camp and I found myself walking with my mother, holding hands, as if in a hurry or running away, and along the narrow pathway people flocked in the same direction. It was quiet. No one made a sound. After the noise of the planes, the silence intensified even more. As a child who did not understand what was going on, it was a surreal and unimaginable sight. As we continued we saw more and more people, camp refugees, in a hurry and almost running. We stopped only when we reached a large crowd of people surrounding the square at the end of the pathway. There I saw a corpse lying on the ground and its stomach open. Here, too, as in the swamp, I fell silent, as if I had disconnected from all my emotions. I could not move; I was frozen to the spot. My mother later told me that the victim was the camp watchmaker. When the engines of the planes began to sound, he decided not to hide, and as if in defiance, he went out into the street for fresh air. His wife’s pleas did not help. The result of the attack was the watchmaker was killed and the work area where he would repair the clocks was destroyed.

One day, after the liberation of the camp, we went out with some friends to play. We chose the wide sandy path which led outside the camp limits. Suddenly a military car appeared and stopped in front of us across the path. A uniformed soldier got out of the vehicle, all smiling, and with a hand gesture asked us to cross the path and access it. We were filled with apprehension. We did not move. The soldier took a camera out of his pocket and signalled to us that he wanted to take our picture. We still did not dare to approach. He asked, pleaded, reached out and kept smiling. Hesitantly, but determined, I crossed the path and approached him. He sat down on a mound, invited me to approach and sit on his knee. Meanwhile, another soldier got out of the military vehicle, took the camera in his hands and photographed me sitting on the first soldier’s knee. My friends refused to be photographed.

At the end of the war I was given the photo at one of the Pentcho gatherings we had in the lobby of a hotel, where I met the anonymous soldier who introduced himself to me: David Bromberger by name. He moved me greatly and surprised me when he handed me the photo. The picture, which he gave me when it was enlarged, stands on my desk to this day.

Daily life in Ferramonti

I lived with my mother in one “apartment” with another family. The residence was a one-story wooden building with several rooms. Perla, a girl two years younger than me, was the only daughter of the family with us; we played in the afternoon. Before lunch you were busy studying. Yes, I was in first grade where I learned to write Latin letters, and maybe a few words in German, which was my mother tongue. Twice a week, as far as I can remember, I studied ballet. I have a picture, where I am in ballet costume standing with outstretched hands and showing off my white dress.

In the centre of the camp was a bakery; a round structure with a large round oven. There we brought, every Friday, the pot containing khomin, made from dried beans and rice. In general, most of the food we ate in the camp was rice and cabbage. I have a photo where my mother and I are drinking soup on a cold winter’s day.

My mother used to sit for many hours at the table, in the room, playing patience. She was a quiet and pleasant woman, respectful. A good, protective mother. You felt confident. She always used to tie a white ribbon in my hair and dress me in a clean dress and polished shoes. She passed away at the age of 86 and I still have questions I did not ask her. For example, where did the dresses, shoes and shoe polish come from; or how she felt as a lonely woman whose husband was not there in the difficult situations of aliyah? My father emigrated to Eretz Israel before the outbreak of the war, to prepare accommodation and work for our arrival. The war separated us for over four years, until we arrived in Israel and then I met him for the first time since I was two years old.

In the Land of Israel

At the end of the war, when I was seven, my mother and I boarded the ship, Stefano. We were all excited and happy to finally be on our way to the Land of Israel. The first stop was Alexandria, Egypt. There we boarded a train that took us north to Atlit. From the train window, I saw a camel for the first time. I was surprised to see such a strange animal, and whenever I see a camel I am reminded of this “historic” drive. In Atlit, I first met my father, who came to take us to our new home in the city of Petah Tikva. He knew about our arrival through the Red Cross.

The new “house” was one room without a kitchen, bathroom, or toilet; these were in a neglected yard we shared with our neighbours. A kind of Ferramonti—in the Land of Israel. Petah Tikva is a city in the centre of the country and the meaning of its name does indeed express everything we went through during the four years of the war on our long journey to the homeland—Tikva (Hope).

In Petah Tikva, I started attending an organized school. I did not know Hebrew. I had a hard time communicating with the kids and with the teacher. But it was not long before I adapted to the new life. I started speaking the local language, playing with the children in the schoolyard, and reading books. The first book I understood from the beginning to the end made me happy and joyful. A few years ago I looked for it at a well-known book collector but the book was not found. Ferramonti was far behind. Only the memories remain.

My father, a construction worker, was hardworking, and loved to laugh. My mother was a housewife, maybe frustrated, maybe disappointed. It took her a long time until she learned to speak basic Hebrew, but was unable to pursue the profession she had in Slovakia, working in a travel agency.

We lived in Petah Tikva for one year. From there we moved to a new settlement called Givat Shmuel. Here I felt like inside a palace; three rooms + bathroom + kitchen + large yard. I got lost and I was happy. My father—with an Arab labourer—turned the yard into a beautiful and flourishing garden. In the yard, we raised chickens and ducks. A pear tree bore large, juicy fruit and even a dog ran about wagging its tail happily.

Givat Shmuel offered a good and satisfying life. The settlement developed quickly; roads were paved, an avenue of trees was opened and between them green benches, there was a delivery of milk to houses and also blocks of ice to cool the food. They set up a small school on a hill, close to our house, where I studied until the age of 14.

I went to study at a high school (Gymnasium) in the city of Ramat Gan, a twenty-minute drive from Givat Shmuel. Upon graduation from the Gymnasium, at eighteenth grade, I studied for two years at a teachers’ seminary, and after receiving a teaching certificate I enlisted in the army, to work as a soldier-teacher in the south of the country, in the Negev, a two-hour drive from where I lived. Working in the Negev, in an agricultural community, in a small school, was the most beautiful placement of my life: “teacher Miriam.”

Two years later, I returned to my parents’ house and continued to work as a teacher in the centre of the country. At the age of twenty-four, I had three sons, and today I have nine grandchildren and one great-grandchild.

In the meantime, I also managed to study at the Adler Institute, which prepares students to lead parent groups on the subject of “good parenting” according to Adlerian theory. I also studied at the institute, which trained students to be family counsellors; it was a beautiful and interesting period of my life.

I still have a good relationship with one of the survivors of the Pentcho group. It is important for me to mention his name—Haim Farkash—because he is the one who initiated exciting meetings with all our immigrant friends, a roots trip along our entire success route through Israel, and also the erection of a monument to our ship, Pentcho, in a large square in Netanya.

And to pass on the story of our aliyah to future generations, I tell it every year to groups of teenagers as well as adults, on the eve of Holocaust Remembrance Day.

Miriam Aflalo, Israel
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Samuel Avisar (Rewisorski)
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My father Samuel of blessed memory was born in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, in December 1913 to the Rewisorski family who emigrated from Poland around the year 1905.

After his father’s death when he was just seven years old, my father was transferred to an orphan home in Frankfurt, where he grew up and was educated an Orthodox Jewish education, following the way of Rabbi Shimshon Rafael Hirsch.

In the year 1933, when he graduated high school as an outstanding pupil, he joined a group of young people who intended to establish a Yeshiva in the community of Fiume, near Trieste, in Fascist Italy’s north east. The head of the Yeshiva was Rabbi Joseph Breuer.

In 1938, following Kristallnacht, the Yeshiva was closed down and Rabbi Breuer emigrated to the United States. My father decided to remain in Italy; he moved to Venice and registered in the Faculty of Linguistics at the University. But in the summer of 1940 he was detained due to being Jewish with foreign citizenship (in fact, he was stateless and was carrying a Nansen passport). He was sent to Ferramonti di Tarsia, alone and separated from all his friends.

My father remained in Ferramonti for about four years. After the liberation of the camp by the Allied forces in September 1943, he made the decision to move to Israel the following year.

I will try to describe life in Ferramonti from the few stories he told me during my childhood. I will also draw on parts from Carlo Spartaco Capogreco’s book, “Ferramonti,” (Giuntina 1987). In this book there are several quotes that my father, Samuel Avisar, wrote at the request of Fondo Israele Kalk in Milan, about his memories from Ferramonti camp.

He told me that a special hut for observant Jews was erected in the camp. Naturally, being an orthodox Jew, my father was one of the initiators of this construction.

One of the challenging missions in camp life was to prepare Kosher food for the internees. My father was nominated to be the “Economist”... his duty was to calculate, plan and order food products that were suitable for keepers of Kashrut, out of the poor supply they had, and together with the ‘cook’ they took care to prepare purely Kosher meals in the kitchen that was common to all inmates of their dwelling. I remember as an adult trying to calculate the quantities required for a large ‘seven blessings’ meal. My father said, “What’s the problem? You need to calculate pasta by so-and-so grams per person...” He had not forgotten the skills he acquired by the force of his duty in Ferramonti!

Also, prayers in Minyan (ten people) were held in the ‘religious’ barrack and they built a synagogue as well. Also, Jewish holidays were celebrated according to all the traditional details, as best as they could. In this area too, my father was very active.

A few times, my father mentioned Rabbi Riccardo Pacifici, the chief Rabbi of Genoa, whom everybody applied to with any questions and requests, and he always made great efforts to help Ferramonti’s internees, visiting the camp on numerous occasions. He performed several weddings in Ferramonti and made a rule that a bride could take her pre-marital purifying plunge in the local river, as there was no Mikveh in the camp. Following this, it was necessary to achieve permission from the police chief at that time, Maresciallo Marrari, to perform this ceremony outside the perimeter fence. According to witnesses, he was a good-hearted man who did his best to improve the detainees’ conditions, and so he co-operated.

The internees established a school in Ferramonti for all the children to learn reading and writing, mathematics and literature. It was also a place where the children (some of them lonely and without parents) found an identity. After Ferramonti and until his last breath, my father’s principal goal in life was education just as in Ferramonti where he was teaching Jewish children in various matters.

As is known, refugees from the Pentcho Ma’apilim ship (that sailed off from Bratislava in May 1940) reached Ferramonti in spring of 1942. These detainees made a major contribution to the camp’s communal life. In his memoirs, my father describes how he got acquainted with Jews from Eastern Europe, who were so different in their habits, ways of life, their culture and their temperament from what he was used. And so, Ferramonti was a small-scale preparation for what he would encounter in the Land of Israel after
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After Ferramonti:





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/image070.jpg





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The People of Ferramontl
Then and Now 7

-
.

—
e
e———

Yolanda Ropschitz-Bentham





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image043.jpg





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/image044.jpg





d2d_images/image027.jpg





d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image029.jpg





