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A Transnational Study of Jewish Rescue during the Holocaust

Reading Susan Zuccottias latest work onboard a flight
from Paris to Florence proved a fitting context for a book
that charts the story of the rescue of Jews from southeast
France across the Italian border during the Second World
War. Looking down at the small towns and villages scat-
tering the mountains through which Jews passed as they
were shepherded across the Italian and Swiss borders, I
am struck by the grueling physical dangers of the Alps,
and begin to imagine the horrific reactions of Vichy or
Nazi officials, that an unsuccessful attempt could yield.
Though invisible from the sky, borders and borderlands
lie at the heart of Zuccottias captivating study. We are
shown their absolute presence, as points of legal or ille-
gal transit, and also their porous nature. While for some
rescuers of Jews, the act of rescue ended at the very mo-
ment that the Jews in their care crossed a national border,
this was not the case for all protectors. These rescuers did
not seek to limit their relief work to a particular national
context. Instead, driven by ideological or religious rea-
sons, they sought to extend their rescue efforts to new
environments that posed multiple sociocultural, linguis-

tic, and financial problems.

Rescue as resistance, to borrow the title of Lucien
Lazareas classic study, is not a recent addition to the
historiography of the Holocaust in Western Europe. In-
deed, the past five years have seen a flurry of publica-
tions revealing the national networks that rendered res-
cue possible.[1] Zuccottias study on the transnational di-
mension to Jewish rescue moves the focus in a new direc-
tion, and contributes to an emerging historiography on
the Resistance that showcases it as part of a transnational
anti-Fascist struggle.[2] Zuccottids outstanding reputa-
tion as a scholar of the Holocaust in France and Italy,
and as an expert on the Catholic Church during the Sec-
ond World War, places her in an ideal position to con-
tribute to this historiographical shift, and she more than
rises to the challenge. This is an insightful and beauti-
fully written book that offers an original contribution to
a longstanding debate concerning the factors that made
rescue possible. Her choice to focus on an individual
rescuer, PA"re Marie-BenoA®t/Padre Maria Benedetto,
proves highly effective. Far from writing a biography
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of this remarkable man, Zuccotti sensitively guides the
reader through the pivotal moments of his life, at once
employing a micro and macro approach. This choice of
method illuminates valuable historical context, concern-
ing events over which PA"re Marie-BenoA®t may have
had little knowledge or control. Zuccotti argues that
PA"re Marie-BenoA®t, whom she interviewed in 1988
while conducting research for an earlier project, led a life
that was exceptional, though also typical of other young
Catholic men. Reminiscent of Georges Bernanosas Di-
ary of a Country Priest (1936), we are introduced to the
daily fears and anxieties of a young clergyman, whose
personal sacrifices, which were for Zuccotti representa-
tive of a generation, have been overlooked by scholars.

PA"re Marie-BenoA®t was a Capuchin priest born
close to Angers in the west of France in 1895. He first
left France in 1907 to study at a Catholic school in Bel-
gium and voluntarily returned to his native land when
he signed up to join the French Army in 1915, where
he spent the war years as a stretcher-bearer. During
the interwar years, PA re Marie-BenoA®t lived in Rome,
where as Padre Maria Benedetto, he was a formidable
priest and teacher. By spending time in Le Bourg dalrA®©,
PA"re Marie-BenoA®tas native village, Zuccotti was able
to locate the priestés living relatives and discover addi-
tional archival documents, all of which highlight the cen-
tral place of local and family history as formative in his
later rescue activity. While most histories of Christians
in Vichy France have underscored the persecution of
Protestants, as significant in their efforts to rescue Jews,
surprisingly few have looked at the memory of Catholic
persecution as a factor that prompted rescue work. On
the contrary, a number of renowned antisemites who
were also prominent Catholics, such as Xavier Vallat,
blamed the growth of secularism and the 1905 law sep-
arating church and state firmly on the Jews. Yet it was
precisely the memory of persecutions that immediately
led PA"re Marie-BenoA®t toward Jewish rescue during
the Second World War. He recalled not only the per-
secution that he had suffered as an aspiring priest, be-
ing forced to leave France for Belgium because of the
ban on church schools in the 1902-1904 period, but also
the persecution of his ancestors; at the end of the eigh-
teenth century, revolutionary agents massacred tens of
thousands of Catholics in the western regions, including
thirty-seven people in Le Bourg dalrA©.

Like the rescue acts themselves, Zuccottias book is
a fascinating tale that hinges on networks and constant
motion. By gracefully narrating the complicated story of
Jewish rescue in southeast France through the personal

interactions of one man-as opposed to analyzing multi-
ple individuals and organizations—-Zuccotti successfully
paints a vivid picture of the processes that went into res-
cue. From the passing of Vichyas first racial laws, PA re
Marie-BenoA®t sought to help foreign Jews in Marseille
to safety, at that time those most in danger of roundups
and internment. His zeal in finding them new aliases,
housing, and money quickly put him in touch with Jew-
ish organizations that were working along the same lines.
Throughout the book, Zuccotti charts the development of
Vichyas antisemitic legislation. This is far from superflu-
ous. It offers a practical way of interweaving the daily
life of PA "re Marie-BenoA®t into the narrative, using the
priest as a case study to analyze how local populations
reacted to the marginalization of Franceas Jews. In the
same vein, Zuccotti continues this method when analyz-
ing Padre Maria Benedettoas interaction with Jews and
their rescuers in Rome, following his resettlement to that
city in mid-1943.

As a Catholic priest and as a rescuer, PA re Marie-
BenoA®t was in a privileged position to notice the inner
workings of the church and the various networks ded-
icated to Jewish rescue. By analyzing the priestas re-
lationship with Joseph Bass, Zuccotti introduces us to
the private thoughts and insecurities of the head of the
rescue organization, the Service AndrA©. While some
rescue organizations sought to keep Jews together and
obeyed strict legal channels, Bassas group immediately
sought to place Jews under assumed identities in remote
parts of the French countryside. Although some schol-
ars have focused on the divisions that plagued Jewish
rescue organizations, few have continued their investi-
gations to the postwar period. Zuccottias focus on Bass
after the liberation, where he criticized his fellow res-
cuers for glorifying their wartime activities and for ignor-
ing the rifts, is a welcome addition to the historiography.
Similarly, a focus on PA"re Marie-BenoA®t invites the
reader to ponder some of the broad questions that per-
vade Holocaust studies, such as the position of the Vat-
ican and more specifically Pope Pius XII, over the ques-
tion of Jewish rescue. Zuccotti charts the zeal with which
Padre Maria Benedetto sought audiences with leading
Vatican officials, and even an audience in July 1943 with
the pope, where the priest explained in great detail to
Pius XII the persecution of Jews in France. A case study
of Padre Maria Benedetto lends credence to Zuccottias ar-
gument that the decision to assist Jews by church officials
happened entirely at the local level, and despite numer-
ous postwar assertions, neither the Vatican nor the pope
ever directly encouraged the clergy to enter into rescue
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activity. Moreover, Zuccotti does not shy from asking
tough questions. For example, she probes the notion that
PA"re Marie-BenoA®t became interested in the Jewish
cause in order to ensure their eventual conversion to the
church; this is a theory that she rejects. Her vivid at-
tention to the sensitive climate of the immediate postwar
years, a comparative theme explored recently in impres-
sive detail by Tara Zahra, Rebecca Clifford, and others,
is compelling.[3] This book, thoroughly researched and
highly readable, stands as a fitting monument to a man
whose selfless acts in two countries had lifesaving con-
sequences.
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