
In Italy Jews were banned from schools and 

universities at the very beginning of the 

discriminatory policy (September 1938). Children and 

youth were, therefore, among the first sectors of the 

Jewish population to be persecuted because the 

school system was considered the place where the 

new Fascist generation was about to be formed. 

In addition to the expulsion of Jewish pupils from 

Italian schools, 279 high school teachers and 

principals, more than 100 primary school teachers 

and principals, hundreds of university professors, 114 

authors of schoolbooks and many school custodians 

and secretaries, were deprived of their jobs. 

Most of the Jewish university, secondary and primary 

school students clearly remember, even today, the 

moment they realized that they had been banned 

from school and the deep emotional pain they felt as 

a result of this shocking discriminatory action. The 

commemorative plaque remembers the 112 Roman 

pupils deported and killed in extermination camps. 
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Our school, the Istituto Comprensivo Regina 

Margherita, was founded in 1888 in 

Trastevere at about 1 km from the main 

synagogue and the ghetto. 

In our school Jewish pupils and teachers 

were banned too, some of them were 

arrested in the roundup of October 16, 1943 

and deported. More than 1,000 Roman Jews 

citizens were seized that day and later 

transported to Auschwitz, but only 16 

survived. 
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My name is Yael and I am in my second year of middle school at the Regina Margherita Institute, the 

same school that my grandfather attended 79 years ago. 

I feel it is important to tell the story of my grandfather, Giuseppe Sonnino, because I think it may be 

useful so as not to forget what happened and I hope that it will help everyone understand that not 

fighting against what we believe to be an injustice can have serious consequences. 

I can still hear my grandfather telling me the story of his life… 

I was born in Rome on the 3rd of February 1929.  I attended a private school in the Jewish quarter 

called Venziani Elementary “ hool  in via “a t’A rogio in the “a t’A gelo Rione (the old Ghetto) 

which then became a branch of the Regina Margherita school, although it no longer exists.  The 

following annotation can be found in the old documents in the school archives: Giuseppe Sonnino 

enrolled in the 1939-1940 school year, not attending. This is the only reference to an official act of 

the drama of the racial laws. 

When the racial laws were passed in September 1938, we were all ready to go back to school, and 

fool around and have fun with our friends during the lessons, but we understood right from the first 

days of school that something had happened.  The way in which some parents looked at us and the 

fact that they no longer invited us to their  parties so often… we soon learned that there was a they 

and an us. They told us that we could no longer frequent our classmates because we were 

DIFFERENT. 



I was very young and did ’t quite grasp yet why my parents continued to speak to each other with 
such worried looks on their faces.   

We could attend lessons but at separate times, they in the morning, we in the afternoon, almost 
stealthily, like rats. 

Soon after, we were expelled from the school along with our Hebrew religion teachers, and the 
Hebrew school, which still exists in the former Ghetto, was created. 

None of my old friends asked for me or came to look for me; it became clearer still that I was 
different. 

The Hebrew school as ’t bad; I had a lot of new friends who shared my fate. 

Everything changed after 16 October 1945. My family was decimated: my father, two of my 
brothers and a sister were deported.  My father was killed at Auschwitz as soon as he got off the 
train.  Only my two brothers came back alive with an indelible mark on their body and soul.  I 
decided then to start a new life in another country, with new hope in my heart.  Like me, others, 
like Emilio Segrè ( Nobel prize in Physics) and Franco Modigliano (Nobel Prize for Economics), did 
the same. 

In 1945 I emigrated to Israel.  I was only 16 years old and there I was adopted by a family who lived 
in a kibbutz.  They told me that not far from where I lived there was another family of Italian 
immigrants and it was there that I met my wife, Renata Pace.  We lived in Israel for 25 years, but we 
missed Italy a lot and so we returned to Rome where my daughters were raised and our five 
grandchildren were born. 

Letting our daughters send our grandchildren to the same school meant trying to leave the bad 
things behind and choosing to move on with our life . 

  

  
 



My family and I are forced to leave our country because 

there is a war and unfortunately it lasts since a lot of time, 

too much for us. 
Now we are in a lorry, it’s cold and dirty. I have no air to 

breathe because the place is overcrowded, my legs start to 

feel numb from the way I am sitting. My family and I have 

travelled for two days and we are tired. I’  hungry. We 

have neither food nor water for the journey, just a piece of 

bread and a bottle of water for all my family that is 

composed by eight people. I fear for my life but I know I 

need an uncommon courage and perseverance to keep me 

moving forward. I want to reach a better life. 
In my suitcase, packed in a great hurry, I put just few 

things: a pair of trousers, a T-shirt , my favorite book and 

my diary. During the flight I lost my most valuable 

possession, my charm,  the only thing I had to remind me 

of my granny. 
We are directed to the west where we hope we will find 

help and hospitality, but we are ’t sure we will really find 

them… 
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Just terrible. I’  in a cold and old carriage of a train, it stinks I think that I’ll stay here until I 
arrive somewhere.  

I still have those horrible memories of gunshots and people crying the day that I left my 
country. 

I’ e got only my little bag; when that guy knocked on my door, I was so nervous that inside I 
put just some water, this piece of paper where I am writing, a pencil and a little picture of my 
mum.  

I forgot at home something to eat, but not only that. I terribly forgot at home my puppet, Lily, 
the only thing that makes me sleep.  Without Lily I a ’t sleep. 

It’s a present. My grandma gave it to me in the moment  that I was born, from then, I never 
left that puppet. 

I still bring my mum  in my heart. Just like my dad. He is in a war now. Maybe. Maybe he is 
dead. Maybe he is returning to my town, hoping that there it's all right and hoping that he 
will find me. But he will not. He will not find me and I will not find him.  

Without my parents, I'm alone. 

Sad and alone. 

I often cry. 

I ask myself why I was born.  

... 

I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know where I'm going. 

I know nothing. And I can't be happy. Because everything that I had is gone. Even hope. 

 


