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“Whoever saves a life, it is considered as if he saved an entire world." (Talmund)



Remarks by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon
During his official visit to San Marino in 2013, the 
then-Secretary General of the United Nations, Ban Ki Moon, 
praised the Republic’s efforts during the Second World War.

‘For centuries, this democracy has safeguarded human 
rights for its citizens and for those who fled persecution and 
crossed into your territory. Your country was known as La 
Serenissima Repubblica di San Marino, the Most Serene 
Republic of San Marino, to signify the peace and harmony 
that reigned both within its borders and with its neighbours.

I applaud San Marino for having generously opened its gates 
during the Second World War – when the number of 
refugees here was up to five times higher than the country’s 
own population.’

UN Photo/Rick Bajornas



Fascism in San Marino
From 1922 to 1944, on the heel of what was happening in Italy, 
the Sammarinese Fascist Party governed the nation, with similar 
principles to its sister party in Italy.

When Mussolini enacted the racial laws in 1938, multiple 
requests for residency were sent to the government of San 
Marino.

From the very beginning, Giuliano Gozi, the de facto leader of 
San Marino, would not accept these requests, stating that 
Sammarinese law did not allow for the issuance of residency 
permits unless there were particular work or family 
circumstances. The government certainly did not want to create 
conflict with Mussolini. 



Racial laws in Germany and Italy

● In 1935, in Germany, Hitler passed the Nuremberg Laws, ‘in defence of the Aryan race’. 
Subsequently, numerous Jews started attempting to obtain residence permits and visas 
to leave Germany, some of whom attempted to do so in San Marino, with the number of 
requests increasing in 1938

● In 1938 the fascist Italian government promulgated racial laws modelled on the German 
ones



Racial laws in San Marino

Italy asked San Marino to harmonise their racial laws, and, 
after long discussions, the General Council of San Marino 
(Parliament) enacted a seven article long racial law on the 
17 September 1942. The first four of these articles were as 
follows



‘Article 1 - Marriage between Sammarinese citizens 
belonging to the Aryan race and people belonging to another 
race is forbidden

Art. 2 - Notwithstanding the restriction in Article 1, the 
marriage of a Sammarinese citizen with a foreign citizen, or 
stateless person not born in this country or who has not been 
resident here for over ten years is subject to the approval of 
the regency. Transgressors are punished by imprisonment of 
up to three months or a fine of up to ten thousand lire

Art. 3 - Italian citizens are not to be considered foreign 
citizens for the application of Article 2

Art. 4 - It is forbidden for Italian citizens to marry in this 
Republic in violation of the dispositions contained in the 
Regal Law Decree of the 17 November 1938, n. 1728, 
containing provisions for the defence of the Italian race



Most likely, the laws were not felt to be necessary in the 
Republic, but they were a way to avoid worsening the 
relationship with Italy.

Despite the laws and their close relationship with Italy, the 
Republic continued to give asylum to Jewish people. The 
19 June 1943 the Italian Consulate requested specific 
information:

“Mr. Secretary of State,

This consulate is informed that in the house of a German 
citizen domiciled in San Marino, there are meetings of 
various non-Aryan people, members of the Jewish race [...] 
I would be very thankful to you if you could furnish some 
clarifications in regards, supplying all the information at 
your disposal, as well as informing me whether you have 
adopted or will adopt security measures.”



The Sammarinese Government sent a reassuring 
reply, affirming that only a small number of Jews 
were in the country for work purposes and that they 
had continuous strict controls. Indeed, until July 
1943 there were not many Jews in the country and 
their presence did not provoke any tensions 
between the countries.



1939-45 refuge and safety in San Marino

During the course of the Second World War, particularly during the Italian Campaign of 
1943-44, San Marino welcomed and protected tens of thousands of refugees escaping from 
the bombings that affected various places along the coast of Romagna. 

The Sammarinese made houses, stables, graineries, public buildings, and tunnels available 
for these refugees. These refugees included Jewish families, fleeing to avoid the deportation 
that they would face in Germany and Italy.



Refugees camping next to the 
church of Domagnano

Refugees camping in the 
Sammarinese countryside; in 
the background you can see 

Monte Titano, where the main 
city of San Marino is located 



The fall of fascism 
26 July 1943: the news of the fall of Mussolini quickly 
spreads in San Marino. That morning the leaders of the 
Sammarinese Fascist Party met, and the party was 
dissolved with the Government resigning.

A group of antifascists quickly created the Committee for 
Freedom. On the 28 July the Committee created a 
Council of State composted of 20 citizens, later 
increased to 30. Francesco Balsimelli was made 
President.

The 27 July a manifesto signed by the Regency invited 
the sammarinese people to trust in the decisions of the 
Italian King Victor Emmanuel III, and the Italian Head of 
Government, Pietro Badoglio.



The provisions were ratified on 10 August 1943 and new elections were scheduled for 5 
September.

After the Germans freed Mussolini and the birth of the Italian Social Republic, the Sammarinese 
fascists felt stronger again.

In the summer of 1943 the Germans entered San Marino numerous times, requisitioning cars 
and weapons without the government being able to do anything.  

The 28 October a new Council of State took office. The Council decided to involve some 
politicians from the former fascist party to be able to best deal with the situation in Italy.

Ezio Balducci, a doctor from Serravalle, was nominated as minister plenipotentiary and special 
envoy of the Republic to the belligerent states. He was considered to be an expert politician, and 
in his first public appearance he announced that at the German command there was a rumor 
that the Republic was a dangerous den of English prisoners who had escaped from prison 
camps, as well as a depot of weapons. He then communicated this in talks with Mussolini and 
Rommel. In the month of November the Allied bombings of the Italian coast started, and the 
Republic becan to welcome in the displaced people. 



The “wonderful lie”
The Germans and Italians demanded strict controls over 
the people entering San Marino, threatening serious 
consequences if these were not carried out. Despite this 
many Jews entered the country and recieved protection.

Traces of these people’s presence can be found in various 
municipalities, including Serravalle and the City of San 
Marino.

Balducci was a key figure to maintaining good relations 
with the Germany, but still managed to protect the 
persecuted refugees.



On 12 November 1943, Balducci was summoned to Rimini by the Wermacht, who explicitly 
forbid him from offering refuge to “member of the Jewish race”, considered to be enemies of 
the nation by the Italian Social Republic. 

Balducci, however, affirmed that there were no Jews in San Marino (the wonderful lie).

This position was reaffirmed successively, as shown in various letters, and as such they 
were able to avoid being subject to further German and Italian inspections.



The events that transpired during Balducci’s visit to 
Rimini were never heard by the Sammarinesi. They 
were kept in the dark about the meeting which 
essentially made them indirect protagonists of the 
moment. They resisted until the end of the conflict, 
demonstrating how a small community was able to 
oppose the crimes that the Nazis were committing.

In San Marino there was never a real organisation to 
save Jews, but the mechanism was run by the 
hospitality of the people, their silence, and the diplomatic 
abilities of the Republic’s representatives.



The bombing of the riviera

From November 1943 San Marino found itself tackling new 
emergencies because many people escaping the Allied 
bombings were seeking refuge. Rimini was bombed multiple 
times in a year, until September 1944, and the city was 
almost completely destroyed. Among the refugees there 
were also partisans, antifascists, and deserters. 

The people of San Marino shared food and shelter with 
them, healing the injured and wounded in their hospital, and 
churches and convents hosted people. These events 
therefore constitute one of the most noble chapters in 
Sammarinese history.

Rimini during the bombings



Mixed marriages in San Marino

Studies dedicated to Jewish 
families around Rimini have shown 
that in the church of Serravalle, 
between 1938 and 1940, there 
were multiple marriages between 
people belonging to the ‘Jewish 
race’ and ‘Aryan’ citizens (Giorgio 
Matrai, Jewish, married Maria Col 
there in 38). Even in the basilica in 
the historic centre there were some 
of these marriages. 



Stories of salvation

The first refugees to enter San Marino were a mother 
and daughter, Jewish Germans, who were forced to 
escape after the Kristallnacht. 

Charlotte Neuendorf and her daughter Edith Reuter 
lived in Berlin. Their escape began in March 1939, 
and they soon reached South Tirol where they 
received help from a doctor.

It is important to note that people leaving Germany 
lost their citizenship and became stateless. The two 



Giuseppina Tamagnini, a Sammarinese woman, recalls the two women, stating ‘Everybody 
called her “the German” [...] the daughter was very  pretty, she had long blonde hair…’

Maria Natalini Felici, who lived in the same building on a lower floor, remembers them, ‘Edith 
was a very private girl, sometimes she spent multiple days in a row at home… her mother 
went out more often, sometimes she stopped to talk with my mother and they became 
friends…’

The two remained in San Marino until 1948. That year the film The Prince of Wolves was 
filmed, and the young girl fell in love with one of the camera operators. Once filming was 
over they left for rome and married in 1949. In the sixties Edith returned to San Marino and 
wanted to go see her old house, but it had been demolished to make space for a garden. 
They went to find Virginio Reffi and met his son Paolo. 



Mandelli Family
Edith and Zita Grunfeld, daughters of a wealthy Austrian family of 
Jews, lived in Bologna and were married to Giuseppe Mandelli 
and Mario Guizzardi, respectively. 

The memories of Maria José Mandelli (nicknamed ‘Baby’ by her 
Sammarinese friends) recount the story of another example of the 
Sammarinese hospitality given to Jews. 

Pietro Mandelli and mario Guizzardi purchased two houses in 
San Marino; Mandelli purchased a residence that belonged to 
Manlio Gozi, secretary of the Fascist Party. Maria Josè recalls 
that arriving in the Republic was a true miracle.



‘It seemed like Heaven on Earth to me, in Bologna you couldn’t get food except for on the 
black market, while in San Marino everything was free. My father was ecstatic: pork, chicken, 
desserts, etc. it was paradise.’ The girl was able to attend school and enjoy time with her 
friends (Giovanni Michelotti, and Gina and Giorgio Zani). The father continued to conduct 
business, and evidence suggests that it was him who bought Michelotti some machines to 
allow him to produce wafers. Thus the ‘La Serenissima’ (‘The Most Serene’, the start of the 
full name of San Marino) factory was born, a business that to this day produces cakes in San 
Marino.



After 8 September 1943, the presence of German 
and Italian soldiers on Mount Titano instilled a lot of 
fear into their families. ‘the fear was highest in the 
evening, I was very attentive from the villa next to 
ours, looking out of the basement window to see if I 
saw some boots that were Germans’

The girl also bore witness to the bombings of the 26 
June 1944. That morning the family took refuge in the 
Montale train tunnel and while there ran into their 
grandparents who they hadn’t seen for months, and 
who had secretly arrived in San Marino - for security 
reasons they had not been informed. In the tunnel life 
was very hard, and Mandelli showed his generosity 
by producing multiple cakes to distribute to the 
refugees at his own expense, and donating 12.000 
lire to a fundraiser for the refugees. In 1945 they 
returned to Bologna



In 2012, now living in Reggio Calabria, Maria 
José Mandelli gave an interview to Bagnaresi e 
Marzi (the authors of the book, La Meravigliosa 
Bugia), thanking the Sammarinese people:

‘I wish to say thank you. A thank you with my 
whole heart, because in San Marino I lived 
wonderfully and so did my family… We loved 
staying in San Marino… We had a wonderful 
time there, and for this, on behalf of my family, I 
thank all the Sammarinese people, especially 
the Captains Regent, to whom I give a loving 
greeting, with the utmost respect.’ -Maria José 
Mandelli

Refugees in the tunnels



Regina Grynberg
Regina, a Polish Jew, born in Warsaw (1907), decided to 
move to Milan to live with her uncles when she was 20. 
Her uncle, Edoardo Morotti, was an industrialist and the 
consul of San Marino in Milan. She married Carlo 
Brambilla, a businessman who imported fabrics from the 
East. In 1939 their son Edoardo was born, and in 1942 
he and Regina arrived in San Marino. Carlo instead was 
imprisoned in India by the British Army. 

There are various stories about her stay in the Republic, 
as well as some photographs. 



One striking fact is that Edoardo was dressed like a girl, as was his hair. This was to protect 
him from any potential roundups. Francesco Balsimelli, elected as one of the Captains 
Regent, worked to protect Regina and her family.

On the 26 June 1944 he was one of the first people to check on them to ensure that they had 
not been affected by the bombings, shortly after which they took refuge in the tunnels.

Their name is among those listed as having donated to the fundraiser for refugees.



Regina returned to Milan towards the end of 1945; in the meantime Edoardo 
had started going to school and didn’t have to disguise himself as a girl 
anymore. 

In 2013 Edoardo returned to San Marino and visited the house that he lived 
in. During this visit he expressed his sincere gratitude to the Sammarinese 
people and authorities. 

‘Allow me to express all my gratitude for having given us the possibility, often 
risking your own lives in the process, to save ourselves, keeping us away 
from the criminal, evil, and unnatural persecution of the Nazis.’

The Captain Regent Balsimelli, greeting General 
Alexander, commander of the Allied Forces in Italy, 

during his visit to San Marino on 28 September 
1944



Camillo Castiglioni

Camillo was born in Trieste in 1879, where 
his father was head rabbi. He had three 
wives and three children. In the 20s he 
was considered to be one of the richest 
men in Europe. 

His personal battle against the racial laws 
started in the thirties, when he started 
selling all the shares in German companies 
that he owned. In Austria his assets were 
taken by the government, including a large 
villa on Grundlsee lake, which Hitler made 
into part of the world’s largest library.



In 1938 after the Italian Racial Laws were enacted he wrote a letter from Milan to Mussolini, 
reminding him of what he had done for the Fascist Party, and requesting that he waive the 
application (the law allowed for the Minister of the Interior to do so) of certain property related 
rules for him and his son Arthur, daughter of his Jewish first-wife. 

He did not obtain what he was hoping for and was forced to flee Italy. On the 20 November 1943 
he presented himself at the Sammarinese political directorate to request a residency permit. He 
gave them a fake ID Card which identified him at Giuseppe Cialenti, a Francescan monk, and 
said that his address would be the monastery of San Francesco, San Marino. 

His presence did not go unnoticed: some people noticed the strange behaviour of the monk who 
wore elegant silk and smoked from a golden cigarette holder. The name Cialenti appeared 
frequently in the convent’s accounts. Thanks to his donations they were able to carry out 
maintenance work and purchase various essential items.



Alvaro Casali, a dentist, had Camillo as one of his 
patients, and the two became such good friends 
that he revealed his secrets.

The friendship between the two continued after the 
war and it was Casali, after the liberation, who 
accompanied him to Rome. 

In one of his texts from 1973 Casali talks about 
Castiglioni’s time in San Marino.



‘Among these people, mixed with the thousands of displaced people, was 
someone who the Gestapo were particularly interested in, having placed a large 
bounty on his head. He was a very well-known figure, the Jewish banker Camillo 
Castiglioni [...] he had become a power in the financial and industrial field of 
Central Europe [...] he was very compromised by his courageous aversion to the 
Hitler regime [...] In the hospitable territory, despite the daily alarms, he found help, 
assistance, thanks above all to the solicitude of a worthy and fearless friar of the 
Minorites of which he was provincial head, the San Marino Father Alfredo Cesari 
who hid him in the convent, dressing him as a friar, where he remained until the 
liberation that took place in the second half of September 1944’

Castiglioni returned to San Marino multiple times and went to see his old friends.



The philosopher and the promising young footballer
Oscar Billig, a mixed-race Jew, was forced to flee 
Germany together with his wife Magdalenee and 
their son Enrich.

After seeking refuge in Italy, the family entered the 
Republic in November 1943. 

The Billigs remained in the Republic until the first 
half of 1946. Enrich was often seen playing as a 
goalkeeper in football matches with young San 
Marino players.

Oscar founded a study center (Centro Studi 
Minerva-San Marino) and among other things he 
wrote poems in verse dedicated to San Marino; his 
lyrics express his intimate need to express 
admiration and thanks to a ‘… small [country], but 
capable of solving a gigantic task’.



In August 1944 Billigs wrote a letter to Balducci, 
minister plenipotentiary, (the sender's address 
was via GB Belluzzi) in which he expressed all his 
esteem to the minister himself: ‘as a guest of this 
country I feel the need to express you, in the 
certainty of interpret also the unanimous 
sentiment of all those who today enjoy the 
generous and traditional hospitality of the 
Republic, to what a high degree your very 
energetic work for the defense of the vital rights of 
the Republic of San Marino arouses the 
admiration and recognition of all those who have 
turned to this country…’



The widow of the bombings
Sadly, not all the stories about the refugees have a happy ending. This is one of 
those that did not.

Malvina Kohn and Erna Hendl were born in Vienna in 1870 and 1894 respectively, 
and were a mother and daughter of Jewish origin. In 1937 Malvina's husband 
died; in 1939 Malvina and Erna presented themselves at the town hall of Merano, 
where they resided, declaring their belonging to the ‘Jewish race’.

The two women and their daughter's husband, Lo Monaco, then moved to 
Bologna.

In December 1943, the couple and their maid presented themselves at the San 
Marino Political Inspectorate. They informed the gendarmerie officers that they 
had entered the Republic to escape the bombings and that they had found a home 
with Giuseppe Moscioni, in the locality of Fondi del Voltone. 



There was no trace of her Malvina, the woman had found refuge in the Rimini 
hinterland and only entered San Marino in the summer of 1944, however providing 
false details: she declared her name was Maria Kohn. Her home was that of 
Giuseppe Forcellini, in via G.B. Belluzzi.

On 26 June at 11.30, Erna's husband, Franco Lo Monaco, was the victim of the 
bombing in Fondi del Voltone. The death certificate drawn up in San Marino 
reported "multiple injuries from shrapnel bombs" as the cause of death.

After the liberation of Bologna, the two women returned to their home but lived in 
poor economic conditions for their whole life. Erna died on September 29, 1981, 
leaving precise instructions: to be buried in San Marino in the cemetery of 
Montalbo, next to her husband.



The people’s optician
Mario Castelbolognesi (1879-1948) was born in Bologna and was an esteemed ophthalmologist. In 1907 he 
opened a doctor's office in Rimini. With him was his wife, Anna Foà. His practice was very famous and 
advertised in local newspapers.

He was there during the First World War and in the following years in his study he offered his treatments free of 
charge to those who could not afford them.

He was a member of the Jewish community of Ferrara and in 1938, recognized as belonging to the Jewish 
race, he was expelled from the fascist party of which he was a member. In a short time he was prevented from 
working and was disbarred from the medical order. In 1944 the government ordered that his house be seized, 
but the two no longer resided in the building because it had suffered damage following the bombings.

They had taken up residence in San Marino. There is no precise evidence or documentation of their stay; the 
first to talk about it was the Rimini historian Montemaggi in 1984 (San Marino nella bufera, p. 25).

In 1946, during a trial, Anna Foà declared that during their stay in San Marino they rarely went out, only in the 
evening, despite their presence being "widely known". After the liberation, in October 1944, the doctor and his 
wife immediately returned to Rimini and he immediately went to work to help the many in need. He held 
important positions as a member of the municipal council and died in 1948.



Refugees in Montegiardino

The small castle (the name given to counties within San Marino) of Montegiardino also hosted refugees. Various 
people testify to this. The castle, being in a peripheral position, was the victim of several raids by German troops who 
installed cannons, artillery and a radio station.

During the liberation, cannon shots killed evacuees and Sammarinese citizens; on 20 September a bomb killed the 
border guards Pietro and Giuseppe Casadei and the Regent Sanzio Valentini was injured. That was where the battle 
of Monte Pulito took place.

Refugees included the Costas, a family originally from Milan, and the Coens. Marino Valentini in an interview recalls 
that his father had rented a room to the Coens.

Even the teacher Alceste Ferri testified to the presence of Jews in Montegiardino: ‘they were here, I assure you [...] I 
had their daughter at school [...] There were the Coens, and the Finzi, they were very respectful people […]’

Of the Finzi family, mentioned by the teacher, no documentary traces have been found.

ELIO FERRARI Elio, a Jew and a partisan, resided with his wife Iole and their children Laura and Elio, in 
Montegiardino from January 1944.



In the book, ‘The wonderful lie’ there are the 
stories of people of whom we only have smaller 
fragments of knowledge. Regardless, these are 
precious stories, that could one day be even 
further enriched by new studies and new 
research.



The Azzali family

Giuseppe Azzali was displaced to the Piagge area 
with his wife and daughter who recounted: ‘I made 
friends with many girls from San Marino. We 
played despite watching the bombing of Rimini 
[…]‘

A few years after the war, the family returned to 
San Marino, where they opened an ice cream 
shop, and Marina married the lawyer Giorgio 
Micheloni.



The Donati Family

Salvatore Donati, a man well known for having 
held leading roles in important banking 
institutions, arrived in San Marino in 1943 with his 
large family: wife and five children. He obtained 
permission to stay thanks also to his 
acquaintances in the Republic. One of these was 
Gino Giacomini; His son Remycosì stated in an 
interview: ‘We have had Jews staying here and 
we have saved them […]. I remember a friend of 
my father, a certain Mr Donati, who was a very 
rich person [...]’



Faenza Family

They fled from Lombardy and after a short period in 
Rimini, crossed the state border and found refuge in 
Borgo Maggiore with the Martelli family.

Rosolino Martelli, a child at the time, remembers 
sharing moments of play with their son Alfonsino.

The Faenza family left for Rimini in June 1945. 
They left some assets in the house of the Martellis 
with whom they maintained good relations even in 
the following years.



Final thoughts

The precious testimonies collected by the authors of the book ‘The wonderful lie’ 
have made a significant contribution to the knowledge of events in the history of 
San Marino in the twentieth century, and above all they have offered to many the 
opportunity to know and remember the great generosity and solidarity which 
people and an entire community are capable of, bringing humanity into such a 
dramatic and barbaric moment in world history. These facts are certainly a source 
of pride and reflection on the values that have characterized the history of this 
small free land that was capable of such greatness.


