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PIERA LEVY BASSI    2 Tapes 
 
TAPE I 
1.01 Piera Levy was born on 10/19/23 in Ferrara, Italy. The family consisted of parents and 

3 sisters. They were an upper middle class family. Father was a businessman. She 
attended Jewish school for 5 grades and then finished regular school until 9th grade, 
because in 1938 Mussolini ordered all Jewish schools closed. 

 
1.07 When she was 15 her school closed and she went to teachers training on a private 

basis. She took finals in 1941 in Rome. Describes conditions of test taking. Jews were 
separated from non Jews. 

 
1.13 Describes the life of the Jewish community in Ferrara. She came from a traditional but 

non religious family. The relationship between the Jewish and non Jewish community 
was good. 

 
1.21 In 1938 anti Jewish laws were proclaimed and the relationship between the 2 

communities changed. She was afraid to say anything anti Mussolini and was 
apprehensive about being spied upon. 

 
1.23 Her family was fascist. She talks about her father's experience in WWI. Mussolini 

appreciated the hardships of the population and promised a better future, so her father 
and many other Jews became fascist party members until 1938. She was in a fascist 
youth group. Describes their activities and credo. 

 
1.28 Describes Jewish school in Ferrara, the Jewish newspaper 'Israel', and 'Ade' the 

Jewish women organization. Her sister told her about Zionism. There were pro and 
counter Zionism opinions in the family.  Her uncle was mayor of Ferrara for 12 years, 
until 1938. 

 
1.38 Describes her life in the fascist party. Her older sister married, moved to Venice. Her 

other sister lives to this day in Napoli. Her sister met refugees from other countries. 
There were DP camps supported by Mussolini. Describes camps. 

 
1.46 Her mother was sick with cancer, which was one of the reasons they did not leave. 

She was operated on in 1943, got better and they left. 
 
1.50 Describes her life and feelings in 1938. Her friends were only Jewish. She was afraid 

of rejection, embarrassed, did not want to be seen. Stopped going to the opera and 
movies. Father was always optimistic. 

 
2.08 In the summer of 1940 the war broke out. Italy joined only 1 1/2 years later. The 

friendship with Germany increased and resulted in censorship of the press and radio. 
When Italy joined the war, Jews were not allowed to serve. 

 
2.13 In 1938 the Jewish attitude towards fascism changed Mussolini's image changed. Her 

self image as an Italian changed. 
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2.18 Before 1938 some families went to Palestine. Talks about her brother-in-law who 
never was a fascist and was fired from an important position. Not having a fascist ID 
made life difficult. 

 
2.27 After '38 all Jewish professors were fired. Doctors were fired from hospitals and 

administration and many went abroad. 
 
2.30 Describes her life at that time. She studied alone and was an apprentice in an 

embroidery atelier. Her social life changed. 
 
2.38 Her father made plans for her and her sister to escape but they did not want to leave 

without their parents. In October 1943 the whole family left by train. 
 
2.45 Describes food shortages when the war broke out and how the family coped. Talked 

about the black market. 
 
2.54 The secret police came to search for her grandfather who was already dead. They felt 

they couldn't stay in Ferrara and went to Rome.  They did not know what was 
happening to Jews in the rest of Europe. 

 
3.01 On Sept. 8th, Italy signed an armistice with England and The Germans took over. The 

family took only essentials and went by train to Rome, where her uncle lived. 
 
3.08 Describes a month in Ferrara under the Germans. The Italian army dispersed. 

Germans caught young men. Relatives were taken to Auschwitz. 
 
3.14 Describes departure for Rome and arrival at her uncle's home, and their life there. 
 
3.21 October 16th, the order was for all Jews to leave. SS came to take them. The family 

separated and hid. 
 
3.30 She and mother were taken with others by bus to a large military school in the middle 

of Rome, where all the Jews assembled. All non Jews were told to leave. Jews of 
mixed race were taken to a separate room. They said that they were half Christians 
from Bologna who came to Rome after their house was bombed and they were 
allowed to leave. 

 
3.45 They made fake IDs and stayed first in a hotel and then in a boarding house.  All her 

thoughts and feelings were focused on survival. 
 
3.50 Describes reunion with father and sister. 
 
3.55 She found work with 2 families tutoring their children. They knew that she was Jewish. 

Her sister taught and lived in a children's home. The principal knew that she was 
Jewish. 

 
TAPE II 
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4.00 After her last interview, she was very upset and called her sister who now lives in 
Napoli. Her sister reminded her of the forced labor that Jews had to do to help the war 
effort. She and her sister worked in a fruit assembly station. Describes. 

 
4.21 Her sister told her that Italians now want to know about Jews and that she gives talks 

to groups. 
 
4.23 Describes Zionist activities in Italy at the end of '39. 'Youth Aliya' was able to send 

children. Her parents refused to send her.  Two fairly large groups were sent. 
 
4.33 Talks about the death of her mother in Rome in '44. 
 
4.38 Repeats her story about starting life in Rome. Her aunt and others were taken to 

camps by Germans. 
 
4.45 Describes a day in Rome. She and parents lived in a rented room. Describes her 

work.  Talks about her sister with husband, two children and mother-in-law who also 
came to Rome with false IDs. 

 
4.54 Passover in Rome. The death of her mother and her burial as a non Jew, so they 

wouldn't be discovered. 
 
5.04 Talks about her cousin who taught the Talmud to priests, who hid him in the Vatican. 
 
5.06 Describes her state of mind. 
 
5.08 Describes German soldiers leaving Rome and Americans arriving. They came out as 

Jews again. 
 
5.19 Talks about non-Jews in hiding. 
 
5.24 Their relationship with the family who was hiding them and their continuous fear of 

discovery. 
 
5.47 Describes the children's home where a young cousin stayed, which was also a hideout 

for deserters. 
 
5.51 Describes live in the rented one room where she stayed with her parents. 
 
5.54 July 5, when the Allies entered Rome. The war had not ended yet and they did not 

know what had happened. 
 
5.56 Describes the help that the American soldiers provided. She met Jewish soldiers from 

Palestine for the first time. 
 
6.00 June 1944 in Rome, they felt liberated. She looked for a job and ended up working in 

the PWD Treasury Dept. 
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6.09 A shaliach from Israel organized the aliya of 800 refugees. 100 of them Italians. She 
joined the group. Gives her reasons. 

 
6.15 Describes services in the reopened synagogue in Rome, the reassertion of Jewish 

identity. 
 
6.20 Talks about 2 sisters and cousin after the liberation. 
 
6.24 She joined the group planning to go to Palestine and moved to a place near Rome. 
 
6.30 Describes the trip by boat to Israel. 800 passengers on a boat for 100. They were 

stopped by the British and taken to Atlit and from there to Kibbutz Sede Eliyahu. 
 
6.40 Her adjustment to kibbutz life. Nobody talked about what had happened in the past 

and Israelis didn't want to know. 
 
6.47 She got married to her boy friend from Italy. The kibbutz had to give permission. 
 
6.52 In 1948 she returned to Italy for a visit with sister and father. 
 
6.57 Talks about the birth of her children, and the death of her father. 
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