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A Note on Names

As is true with so many histories of central, eastern, and southeastern 
Eu rope, most of the personal names and places in this book have mul-
tiple versions that coexisted in the time period  under study and  were 
determined mostly by the language one spoke. For personal names, I 
have opted to use the one most commonly found in the documents con-
sulted. So, for example, when referencing the 66- year- old head of the 
tobacco factory, I use the Germanized version of his name, Koloman 
Termatsits (which he used when engaging with local administrations), 
instead of the Hungarian version, Kálmán Termatsits (which he used 
when writing to his superiors in Budapest). For place names, I have 
chosen to use the version that would help a reader find the location on 
an English- language map  today: so Vienna instead of Wien, Venice in-
stead of Venezia, Istanbul instead of Constantinople, Opatija instead 
of Abbazia, Zadar instead of Zara, Split instead of Spalato, and so on.

The one exception is the name for the city the book focuses on: Fiume, 
which  today is known as Rijeka. Fiume and Rijeka mean “river,” in 
Italian and Croatian, respectively. For centuries,  people called the town 
by  either name. I use Fiume for historical reasons, not nationalist ones. 
Early twentieth- century Fiume does not delimit the same city as  today’s 
Rijeka. The Fiume in this book is the semiautonomous city- state and 
the suburbs it controlled; its official name was “Fiume,” as Italian was 
one of the official languages, while Croatian was not.  Today’s Rijeka 
includes this urban space as well as  others that in the early twentieth 
 century  were administered by dif fer ent states using dif fer ent official 
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languages and dif fer ent laws, such as Sušak and Kantrida. During the 
period covered by the book, Sušak was a separate town administered 
by Croatia- Slavonia, and Kantrida was a sleepy seaside village admin-
istered by the Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire. Fiume was its own 
city, administered by a mixture of self- made statutes and laws issued 
by the Hungarian Kingdom of which it was part. To understand the 
hows and whys of the Fiume Crisis, it is crucial to re spect  these struc-
tural differences of the past. Hence the use of the name Fiume for the 
period  under study. When discussing  today’s city, I call it Rijeka.

The reader  will notice very quickly that wherever pos si ble I have in-
dicated the age and profession of  every person named in the book, 
from the rebellious schoolchild, to the lowliest  house cleaner, anxious 
baker, resourceful  house wife, desperate retired dockworker, to the head 
of Fiume’s provisional government. I did this intentionally to show how 
this history affected all age groups and  every economic class, not just 
the veterans and young paramilitary men who have peopled most of 
the new histories of Eu rope’s immediate postwar.

One last note on a naming choice that may perhaps seem odd. I use 
“the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes” and the adjective Serb- 
Croat- Slovene instead of the more commonly used (and less awkward) 
terms Yugo slavia and Yugo slav. The country formed in 1918, which in-
cluded most of what is  today Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia- Herzegovina, 
Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and Macedonia, was not officially called 
Yugo slavia  until 1929, though the name was used in unofficial commu-
nications. That is not the primary reason for my choice. The real reason 
is that between 1918 and 1921 the issue of how the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes would be or ga nized, how centralized it would 
be, and what sort of state or national identity it would have was hotly 
contested over issues of post- imperial dissolution and post- WWI state- 
making. The kingdom itself did not get a constitution  until 1921, did 
not have a single currency  until 1923, and did not have its own citizen-
ship law  until 1928. I use the official name instead of the unofficial one 
to acknowledge this context, even though it leads to some awkward 
moments. I use Yugo slav and Yugo slavia when they are specifically ref-
erenced in primary sources or when I am discussing the unitarian 
“Yugo slav” national po liti cal or cultural ideology.
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The Fiume Crisis





Christmas 1920 was not what locals had come to anticipate in Fiume, 
the industrial port town in the northeast corner of the Adriatic Sea. 
Usually Fiume’s bustling mixture of culinary activities left visitors en-
gaging in endless debate about which cultural heritage predominated 
in the town. The aroma of walnuts and poppy seeds made  children beg 
their parents to buy yet one more Hungarian- inspired oresgnaza roll. 
Butchers stocked extra ground beef and pork for the beloved cabbage- 
covered sarma pockets featured on dinner  tables throughout Croatia 
and the Balkan beyond. Fishmongers boasted about how well their 
slithery, fat eels fried up for the bisato enjoyed all along the Adriatic 
and Italian coastlines. The sound of geese honking reassured cooks that 
their main course was waddling its way into the city center on time for 
the sauerkraut with which they planned to pair it. And wine merchants 
kept sherry on hand for the small but determinedly British community 
who enjoyed their traditional trifle. Catholic and Protestant Fiumians 
usually spent this period  doing last- minute shopping, decorating trees, 
hanging mistletoe, lighting incense to clear out old spirits from their 
homes, preparing the yule log, distributing food and clothes to the needy, 
and marveling at the enormous nativity scenes featured in the churches, 
where many attended midnight mass. For the roughly 5  percent of the 
population that had  either celebrated Chanukah two weeks before or 
would celebrate Orthodox Christmas two weeks  later, all  these prepara-
tions meant profits, also something to celebrate. Christmas was perhaps 

Introduction

The Christmas of Blood



2 the fiume crisis

the time when Fiume’s Mediterranean, central Eu ro pean, Balkan, and 
commercially oriented cultural mosaic came together most successfully.

But at Christmas 1920 all this dis appeared. The city was  under siege. 
Its food and energy supplies had been completely cut off for days.  There 
was a strict curfew. Shops  were closed. Markets  were empty,  houses of 
worship deserted. By December 24, the rumblings of artillery could be 
heard, a portent of the bombs that would be lobbed onto the town two 
days  later. While much of Eu rope was enjoying its second year  free of 
the shrapnel of war, Christmas 1920 in Fiume was no festival of lights, 
songs, and holiday treats. It was a time of cold, darkness, whispered 
apprehension, and destruction.

Why was Fiume attacked on Christmas? Not  because of any religious 
conflict or at the behest of an expansionist neighbor. The reason was 
more prosaic. It was attacked on Christmas  because newspaper distri-
bution and readership throughout Eu rope and the Amer i cas was at its 
lowest during the holiday. The fear of media attention is understand-
able, for the country attacking the town of circa fifty thousand inhab-
itants was none other than the neighboring Kingdom of Italy, whose 
population of about thirty- five million was almost entirely Catholic. A 
power ful Catholic country attacking a relatively small, mostly Cath-
olic town during Christmas was bad enough, but the reason for the at-
tack was seemingly unfathomable: Italy attacked Fiume to make it 
accept its internationally determined status as a sovereign city- state and 
stop demanding annexation to Italy. The attack was intended to force 
Fiume to accept its in de pen dence, or, to put it another way, to force 
Fiume to stop calling itself part of Italy.

What Fiume should be and what state it should belong to had been 
of global concern as early as November 1918. The issue haunted the dip-
lomats of Eu rope and the United States. Theories about what would 
become of Fiume splashed across the headlines of the world’s news-
papers. Before World War I, Fiume was a semiautonomous city- state 
within the Habsburg Empire, a prosperous port city that linked with 
Habsburg railway lines to bring colonial goods to Eu rope’s heartlands 
and central Eu ro pean products and  peoples to global markets.  After 
World War I, with the Habsburg Empire dissolved, no one could agree 
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The main pedestrian thoroughfare of Fiume’s city center, the Corso (Croatian 
Korzo), October 29, 1918. This picture was taken two years before the Christmas 
of Blood, immediately  after the Habsburg administration dis appeared. Note 
the Italian flag waving from the clock tower and the double- headed ea gle statue 
at the top, a symbol of the city’s long Habsburg history. With its electric lighting, 
broad promenade, storefronts, and an abundance of bakeries, the Corso was a 
special attraction during the Christmas season, a place where chestnut sellers 
abounded.



4 the fiume crisis

who should control this tantalizing port city. For over two years, dip-
lomats haggled, financial elites bribed, and nationalist activists shouted 
to ensure that their interests counted most. In 1920, an agreement was 
fi nally reached between the Kingdom of Italy and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes: no state would absorb Fiume; it would be an in-
de pen dent city- state. In response, Fiume’s city representatives insisted 
again (as they had since the beginning) that Fiume should determine 
its own  future and that what it wanted was not in de pen dence but an-
nexation to Italy. Though  eager to annex Fiume since the end of World 
War I, Italian government officials feared alienating the other resistant 
 Great Powers over it (especially the United States, which bankrolled 
much of Italy’s bud get). And so, Italy had consistently threatened to 
blockade Fiume  unless it accepted what ever fate international diplo-
mats de cided for it.

For over two years,  these threats had just been words, and month 
 after month, the town defied international pressure and the many pro-
nouncements from Paris, Rome, Belgrade, Zagreb, London, and Wash-
ington, DC. Would the Italian state  really lay siege to a city simply 
 because it wanted to be Italian rather than be made in de pen dent or 
joined to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, as Woodrow 
Wilson insisted it should? Would Italians  really allow the town (of which 
almost half the body politic  were considered Italian) to suffer hunger, 
cold, and military vio lence just  because they wanted to be joined with 
their Italian  brothers against Serb, Croat, and Slovene aspirations? 
Precisely as Fiume’s deft publicists had hoped, public opinion in Italy 
answered with a resounding “No!” The Italian government tried every-
thing to avoid making their threats against Fiume real. But when Fiume 
refused to recognize the final border agreement between the Kingdom 
of Italy and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, tolerance for 
Fiume’s intransigence ended. Italy’s attack on Fiume was made as 
strategically, reluctantly, and quietly as pos si ble. Hence the Christmas 
attack, which surprised every one, most especially the Fiumians.

Fear of media coverage of the attack was compounded by the fact 
that one of Italy’s most beloved celebrities, 57- year- old poet- soldier 
Gabriele D’Annunzio, had made annexing Fiume to Italy his pet cause. 
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Throughout 1918 and 1919, D’Annunzio had made speeches in Italy 
calling Fiume a “martyr city,” painting Fiumians as sacrificial victims 
battling the forces of international diplomacy to heal “the mutilated vic-
tory” Italy had endured at the close of World War I. When his speeches 
failed to move the Italian government, D’Annunzio went to Fiume in 
September  1919 along with several hundred raucous followers who 
proclaimed themselves the “shock troops” of Italy’s inevitable move 
to add the city to the Italian motherland. A year  later, in September 1920, 
with the Italian government still refusing to take Fiume as its rightful 
prize, D’Annunzio supplanted the local Fiume government and de-
clared himself the duce of Fiume, insisting that he was holding it as a 
regency  until Italy claimed it as its own. D’Annunzio had been a press 
darling since the age of 17, when he had falsely publicized his own 
death to build interest in his poetry. His Fiume adventures made him 
even more famous, bringing fascination with his persona to a fever 
pitch. By 1920, newspaper readers everywhere identified Fiume with 
D’Annunzio and vice versa. Key figures in the Italian government and 
military, however, believed that Fiume locals  were not so enamored 
of their charismatic poet- dictator, his intemperate followers, or their 
hardline motto that saw only two options— Fiume’s annexation to “Italy 
or death.” The Italian military pursued a strategy— often used when 
facing a dictator—of turning up the pressure on the local civilian pop-
ulation in the hope that they would oust D’Annunzio on their own and 
then submit to the international agreements laid out for them. It was 
winter,  after all. How and why would  fathers,  mothers, grandparents, 
poor and rich, young and old, cope without the electricity, coal,  water, 
wood, medicines, and food necessary to survive the dark, wet, cold 
month of December? Would they  really risk all this (and Christmas, 
too) just to serve an unhinged poet- dictator? If Fiumians  were sur-
prised that the Italian armed forces bombed their town, they  were 
not alone. The Italian army and navy  were surprised as well, having 
expected the locals to resolve the situation before  things came to 
this point.

By December 26, D’Annunzio’s soldiers consolidated their positions 
in the municipal core, blowing up all the bridges with direct access to 
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the city from the east and barricading the major thoroughfares from 
the west and north. Civilians without proper residency papers  were or-
dered to leave (though most did not),  those with weapons  were com-
manded to relinquish arms (though most did not), and some out spoken 
Fiumians  were imprisoned (in case they took advantage of the situa-
tion to instigate revolt). When the siege failed to bring Fiume to its 
knees, the Italian military command bombed D’Annunzio’s headquar-
ters while Italian soldiers si mul ta neously pushed into the city. Invasion 
meant Italian soldiers penetrated Fiume through the apartment- lined 
streets and the terraced gardens that clung to the steep inclines of the 
coastline.  Here locals  really could have proved dangerous. The count-
less win dows could have served as prime guerrilla attack positions for 
thousands of  fathers,  mothers, and  children intent on saving Fiume 
from its invaders. Gunfire, grenades, or even domestic weapons like 
rocks, scissors, knives, and scalding liquids could have been launched 
with  little hope of retaliation from the hesitant, encroaching army 
below. However, when the Italian forces moved through backyards 
and  under balconies, they  were met not with desperate re sis tance but 
with Italian flags on windowsills, eyes peeking through shutters, and 
uneasy silence.

Bombs landed on barracks; on the governor’s palace, where 
D’Annunzio was holed up; and on private residences on the outskirts 
of town. Many homes  were destroyed by D’Annunzio’s troops, who used 
far more dynamite than required to blow up the bridges connecting the 
city to the east. All the bombing— whether by D’Annunzio’s dynamite 
or Italy’s cannons— brought only cowering reserve from the tens of 
thousands of Fiumians caught in the crossfire. In essence, Fiumians re-
sisted neither their poet- dictator nor their invaders, watching warily 
while protecting themselves as much as pos si ble. It was not  until De-
cember 28 that the recently ousted municipal representatives succeeded 
in convincing their duce to surrender, abdicate, and allow locals to ne-
gotiate a peace with the Italian military command. On New Year’s Eve, 
Italy’s war on Fiume was officially over; the city agreed to kick out 
D’Annunzio and his troops, and Fiume accepted the in de pen dence in-
ternational diplomats had designated for it.
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A staged photograph of D’Annunzio’s troops preparing to obstruct Italian 
military forces from entering Fiume. Note the relatively small number of men 
available to keep the Italian troops out. Note also at top right the  woman 
looking on from her win dow: for many Fiumians the Christmas of Blood was 
a strange and unintelligible spectacle.

In his hyperbolic style, D’Annunzio called the attack on Fiume the 
“Christmas of Blood” (Natale di sangue), even though only thirty- two 
 people died (five civilians and twenty- seven soldiers, ten of whom  were 
fighting for D’Annunzio, seventeen for Italy). Perhaps the term felt ac-
curate for the parents of 12- year- old Alpalice Almadi, crushed in her 
home by Italian bombs, or the  family members of 36- year- old Antonia 
Copetti and 39- year- old Antonio Kucich, but the blood spilled by Ita-
ly’s attack pales in comparison with the mortality rates suffered in the 
recent world war. Even mea sured against other historic Christmas trag-
edies, Fiume’s Christmas of Blood feels particularly misnamed, given 
how reluctant Italian invaders  were to cause bloodshed and how suc-
cessfully locals remained outside the fray. Fewer newspapers around 
the globe reported on the 1920 Christmas attack than would have a 
week  earlier or  later, but  those that did skipped over the low body count 
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and described it as a case of Italian “fratricide,” a shameful sign of poor 
leadership from both the Italian government and D’Annunzio. The 
reports predicted that Fiumians would need “some time for the sad 
impression of  these days to be erased.”1 Contrary to  these assumptions, 
however, just two days  after fighting ceased, a local journalist was 
stunned and a  little disgusted to see that “the City has returned . . .  to 
normal. Some public offices are open, lots of shops are swarming with 
 people, especially  those featuring foodstuffs. . . .  [ People talk] with pas-
sion, but without distress, . . .  as if . . .  the bombardment was of a Chi-
nese city on the part of the Rus sians, instead of Fiume on the part of 
Italian cannons!”2

The 1920 Christmas attack and all that led up to it are remembered 
most not in the city’s courtyards, cafés, and living rooms but in Italy. 
For Fiumians, much bigger, bloodier, and more terrifying moments 

The destroyed bridges that had connected Fiume to the lands to its east, in-
cluding the railway bridge providing access from Fiume to Zagreb- Budapest 
and the thoroughfare bridge connecting Fiume to the Croatian satellite town 
of Sušak.
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 were to come. In 1922, Italian Fascists would lead a coup d’état against 
the in de pen dent Fiume government. In 1924 Benito Mussolini would 
annex Fiume to Italy, leading the many thousands of Fiumians who 
identified as Croatian or Slovene to be victimized legally, po liti cally, cul-
turally, and sometimes physically as never before. In 1943, Fiume would 
be occupied by Nazi Germany, and the circa 2  percent of its population 
that was Jewish would be almost totally annihilated, suffering the highest 
mortality rates of any Jewish community within the Kingdom of Ita-
ly’s borders.3 In 1944, heavy bombing by Anglo- American planes and 
retreating German forces would leave hundreds dead and almost all 
of the city’s industrial buildings and its port razed to the ground. In 
1947, Fiume would be annexed to Josip Broz Tito’s Yugo slavia and would 
go officially by the Croatian version of its name, Rijeka (“river”; fiume 
in Italian also means “river”). At the end of World War II, many thou-
sands of the city’s Italian population would flee, fearing  either retri-
bution for Italian Fascism’s crimes or what living in a socialist, Yugo-
slav nation- state would entail.4 In the 1950s and 1960s, a herculean 
effort at rebuilding and repopulating the town would be undertaken, 
one that rested on the backbreaking  labor of locals in a time of economic 
want and community trauma. Fi nally, in the 1980s, Rijeka’s economy 
began to crumble like so many other industrial ports, leading to a 
steady population loss. Though many families living  there can trace 
their histories back to before World War I, the hungry, missed Christmas 
of 1920 and every thing that led up to it have been overshadowed by 
every thing that followed.

In Rijeka  today, D’Annunzio’s Christmas of Blood is  little more than 
an anecdote discussed in blogs, analyzed in academic journals, or fea-
tured in newspapers as a Christmas- season curiosity. Historians of the 
town, both within Croatia and beyond, have focused on tracing how 
the city’s prewar po liti cal elite lost control to the relatively small number 
of extreme Italian nationalists in the postwar.5 D’Annunzio and the 
Christmas of Blood, with all the nationalist rhe toric and attempts at the 
mass expulsion of “national  others,” is seen as a harbinger of what was 
to come, with most pointing to Mussolini’s Fascist regime— and its ag-
gressive centralization and Italianization campaigns—as the true death 
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knell for Fiume’s unique poppy- seed- , eel- , sarma- , and sauerkraut- 
eating world. The Christmas war did not signal the immediate end of 
this multicultural port city, and in Rijeka the story is not D’Annunzio, 
his legionnaires, or the Christmas of Blood, but instead the long- term 
Italian nationalist forces that eradicated the multicultural world that 
celebrated Christmas before 1920 with Italian, Hungarian, Croatian, 
Slovene, Austrian, Czech, Romanian, and British delicacies.6

In Italy, every thing related to 1919–1920 Fiume, D’Annunzio, and the 
Christmas of Blood is seen as fundamental to explaining what happened 
 after World War I. D’Annunzio’s September 1919 arrival in Fiume (called 
the “Marcia di Ronchi”), the be hav ior of his followers (the so- called 
legionnaires), and the Christmas of Blood are key points in an exten-

The urban area of Fiume, prob ably taken in 1920 from the hillside commu-
nity of Trsat (within Croatian- held Sušak). From background to foreground: 
the mountains on the eastern coast of the Istrian Peninsula; Kvarner Bay, 
Fiume’s main port (the small number of ships is due to years of maritime 
blockade); the city center; and residential neighborhoods tucked throughout 
the city’s slopes.
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sive narrative used in classrooms, tele vi sion programs, films, books, and 
academic research proj ects to explain how Italy fell into Fascism 
between the end of World War I and Mussolini’s March on Rome in 1922. 
D’Annunzio’s charismatic per for mance as a leader speaking to an 
adoring crowd from a balcony while professing disdain for all that was 
orderly, feminine, bourgeois, or “liberal moribund,” coupled with his 
promised return to Italian imperial potency, has been regularly identi-
fied as Mussolini’s model for his rise to power. As George Mosse and 
Emilio Gentile convincingly argue, D’Annunzio introduced a new way 
of  doing politics, cementing a sacralization of mass- oriented nation-
alism that helps explain why so many across the world saw totali-
tarianism as essential to the spiritual and material survival of their 

D’Annunzio leading his troops in the “Eia! Eia! Eia! Alalà!” war cry to cele-
brate the anniversary of their arrival in Fiume. The war cry always ended with 
right arms raised to proclaim an enthusiastic willingness to fight. Though no 
 women or  children participate in the cheer  here, on numerous other occasions 
the few  women volunteers in D’Annunzio’s corps participated actively in such 
rallies.
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communities.7 Mussolini’s Fascist squads copied the veteran- obsessed, 
ruthless esprit de corps of D’Annunzio’s legionnaires down to the Roman 
salute and the “Eia! Eia! Eia! Alalà!” war cry.8 And it was more than 
just imitation: when D’Annunzio left the public eye  after the Christmas 
of Blood, many of his followers joined the Fascist movement, and  there 
is a direct lineage of nationalist activism from D’Annunzio’s Fiume to 
Mussolini’s Italy.

Even the aspects of D’Annunzio’s time in Fiume that the Fascists did 
not adopt have sparked a seemingly insatiable interest within Italy. Dis-
cussions of how D’Annunzio counted among his collaborators not just 
soon- to-be Fascists but also anarcho- syndicalists, monarchists, Cath-
olic socialists, futurists, homosexual poet- aviators, feminists, cosmopol-
itan anti- imperialists, and nationalist republicans are regularly used 
to explain the complexity of Italy’s postwar period, as well as to show 
how Italian nationalism was not necessarily, nor even primarily, fascist 
oriented. “Fiume” in  these histories is not a place but a moment— one 
where a rainbow of disparate ele ments of the Italian po liti cal, social, 
and cultural world vied with each other to challenge the conservative 
liberal values of the traditional Italian ruling elite, when Fascism was 
one such ele ment but by no means yet the predominant one.9 The 
amalgam of influences and imaginaries encapsulated in this version of 
D’Annunzio’s Fiume episode has been called “the Festival of the Revolu-
tion” (La festa della rivoluzione) and likened to Woodstock. Historians 
of the more bizarre ele ments of D’Annunzio’s Fiume adventure argue 
that hundreds of Italians came to Fiume in 1919 hoping to experience an 
alternative cultural world much as Americans came to a dairy farm in 
1969 New York— albeit one that was lighter on the  music and heavier 
on the politics.10 Through this lens, the Christmas of Blood marks 
the moment it first seemed clear that cultural revolution within Italy 
was doomed except for  those willing and able to engineer a militaristic 
takeover of the state. In this sense, Mussolini’s rise to power was a 
second act to the failure of D’Annunzio’s supposedly fun- loving ex-
perimental romp that ended with the Christmas of Blood.

 There is quite a disconnect in  these two histories. Within Rijeka and 
among  those who study it, the stories that explain how the city and its 
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inhabitants changed have taken center stage. Seen from this light, 
Christmas 1920 interrupted a world but did not transform it. Within Italy 
and among  those who study it, the symbolic power of Fiume for Italian 
nationalists and the experience of the Italians who went to Fiume with 
D’Annunzio eclipses all  else. What Fiume was before, what its residents 
experienced, and the role locals had in their city’s steady rebellion 
against Wilsonian diplomacy is lost. Instead it is D’Annunzio defying 
the Italian state (to Roman salutes and applause) and what the Italian 
state did or did not do to neutralize this symbol that  matter. Somehow 
the fact that locals had been stubbornly challenging the entire Paris 
Peace Treaty pro cess almost a year before D’Annunzio and his legion-
naires arrived is forgotten, along with the traumas Fiumians suffered 
and the strategies they employed to avoid suffering still more.

Broader Eu ro pean histories have taken their cue from Italian histo-
riography. In the outpouring of recent work on the immediate postwar 
period (thanks to the centennials of World War I and Fascism, questions 
about the  future of Eu ro pean democracy and nationalism, and doubts 
about American diplomatic leadership), Fiume à la D’Annunzio and 
the proto- fascism argument have served as an example of how World 
War I was the rupture point that introduced much of what we wish had 
not happened in Eu rope. Adherents of Mark Mazower’s thesis in The 
Dark Continent that Eu ro pean liberalism’s impotence explains the 
popularity of charismatic, chauvinist, and totalitarian movements use 
D’Annunzio’s Fiume as a vivid example of how parliamentarianism 
failed to stabilize Eu rope during the interwar period.11 Robert Ger-
warth’s The Vanquished supports this point and continues a long tra-
dition of painting D’Annunzio’s legionnaires as emblematic of the birth 
of a violent paramilitary nationalism that explains not just Mussolini’s 
rise but Hitler’s as well.12 Adam Tooze posits a strange mix of US im-
perialism and isolationism as the mise- en- scène that allowed events like 
D’Annunzio in Fiume to turn into the diplomatic media circus they be-
came.13 And Pankaj Mishra even begins Age of Anger with a prologue 
describing D’Annunzio’s Fiume “as a watershed moment” that led to a 
long line of “terroristic politics of the frustrated” whose most recent 
installments can be found in ISIS, Brexit, the Eu ro pean far right, Donald 
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Trump’s policies, and other current irrational xenophobic po liti cal 
movements.14

 There can be no doubt that the frenzy around D’Annunzio and his 
legionnaires had an adverse effect on Italy’s post- WWI demo cratic cul-
ture.15 But perhaps the most terrifying part is how much he and his 
band of irregulars hijacked the Fiume story by convincing every one 
that what happened  there was a “historical moment for Italy.” They 
erased “the other” from the consciousness of contemporaries, sup-
planting it with images of themselves. And most alarming of all, the 
historical narrative still locates Fiume in the history of charismatic, sa-
cralized, paramilitary politics, a mini prefiguring of what would happen 
in Italy. Nowhere is the city’s ethnic diversity (so dif fer ent from almost 
completely Italian- speaking Italy) apparent. Nowhere are questions 
raised about why a town would condone or perhaps cheer a charismatic 
Italian nationalist leader and his paramilitary devotees when at least 
50  percent of its population did not use Italian as its  mother tongue. 
Rarely has a nationalist movement so successfully blotted out  those 
ele ments that did not fit its self- narrative. D’Annunzio’s version of his 
time in Fiume has leaked its way into our general histories of the in-
terwar period, even though it was more pomp than circumstance. What 
Fiume represented beyond D’Annunzio, how it continued for years in 
fighting Wilsonian diplomacy, and all that did not fit with Italian na-
tionalist propaganda have been erased.

The danger of this approach goes still further. Fiume’s “non- Italian 
 others”  were not cleansed from the city or suppressed en masse by 
D’Annunzio’s legionnaires. Fiume was not a “bloodland,” and though 
it was a “shatterzone of empires,” the shards started cutting much  later 
than elsewhere, in part  because Fiume’s internal dynamics did not so 
quickly give up the imperial ghost.16 The horrific interethnic vio lence, 
rape, fire, and fury experienced in places like the Baltics, Ukraine, 
Macedonia, or Anatolia  were not found in “paramilitary Fiume.” And 
even though Fiume was represented as “more Italian than Italy”—as 
italianissima—by Fiume publicists well before D’Annunzio arrived, 
 after his arrival Fiume’s residents still included a higher percentage of 
non- Italians than anywhere in mainland Italy. D’Annunzio’s legion-
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naires played up the image of ruthless soldiers for the cameras, but 
unlike their German post- WWI Freikorps counter parts, D’Annunzio’s 
legionnaires did not leave  behind an unforgettable and unforgivable 
history of hurt. Nationalist outbursts threatening vio lence against Cro-
atians, Slovenes, and Hungarians can be found in Fiume’s historical 
rec ord both before and  after D’Annunzio, with stores vandalized, street 
brawls, and attempts to expel  those who countered the Italian annex-
ationist platform. But what is most shocking about  these moments is not 
that they happened, but how few and ineffectual they  were.

The real story of postwar Fiume is not how bodily vio lence destroyed 
the city’s “ others,” but how city policies engineered a vision of “Italian 
Fiume” that obligated locals to play up Italianness and downplay every-
thing  else. Fiume bureaucrats and financial elites consciously manipu-
lated the city- state’s infrastructures to make a professed citywide Itali-
anness sustainable for a deeply heterogeneous society.  These local 

A photograph from 1920 in the Fiume city center of some of D’Annunzio’s 
legionnaires,  here mostly Arditi soldiers (collars open) and artillerymen 
(collars closed).
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initiatives set the stage and kept the curtains open for D’Annunzio to 
demand “Italy or death” without much pushback from the real Fiume. 
And with local diversity cut out of the picture, it is easy to ignore the 
places D’Annunzio’s charisma fell on deaf ears. Bringing the local back 
into the story triggers new questions, particularly about how a postwar 
city administration could silence ethnic tensions in a Wilsonian nation-
alizing world. Even more impor tant is the question of why so many in 
Fiume seemed willing to hitch their star to an Italian annexation agenda, 
given that they  were unlikely to be seen as national insiders by the 
nation- state they  were working so hard to join. What  were the issues, 
arguments, and hopes that convinced non- Italians to hide  under all the 
italianissima propaganda to make Italian annexation happen?

This book seeks to answer  those questions by moving away from 
what led up to D’Annunzio’s Christmas of Blood and focusing instead 
on the forces that help explain why,  after the fighting ended, the city 
transitioned back to everyday life so quickly. Fiume’s concerted effort 
against  Great Power politics owed its longevity less to Italian nation-
alist sentiments and more to local efforts to navigate the obstacles and 
opportunities of imperial dissolution. Historical accounts of the Fiume- 
D’Annunzio crisis have overlooked the fact that Fiume was a semiau-
tonomous city- state within the Habsburg Monarchy, where local gov-
ernment had a significant role in determining how its residents could 
live and prosper. When we look at the economic,  legal, and social ad-
ministration of the city before and  after Christmas 1920, we see that 
the city’s reminders to Wilson of its “right to self- determination”  were 
anchored in its day- to- day continuance of the administrative infra-
structure established  under the Habsburgs. With the Austro- Hungarian 
Monarchy dissolved in 1918, Fiumians adapted the vestiges of that em-
pire to their newly isolated position and used them to push for a geopo-
liti cal reordering that satisfied their interests.

How could a city keep an even course against the  will of the Paris 
Peace Conference when half its population used the language of the 
lands to its west while the other half preferred the languages of the 
lands to its east? This book shows that the reworking of the residual 
imperial infrastructure kept Fiume residents invested in their common 
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 future so that the city could be linked to the richest state in the region 
(the Kingdom of Italy) rather than isolated as an international city- state 
or married to the fledgling and industrially underdeveloped Kingdom of 
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Far from being an example of how extreme 
nationalism stalled international efforts to create a stable nation- state 
order in post-1918 Eu rope, Fiume shows that the strongest impediments 
to Wilson’s plans  were the long- standing imperial frameworks and 
mindsets that persisted  after the empires that created them had van-
ished. Fiume elites’ goal was to keep imperial structures and mindsets 
 going by substituting the Italian monarchy for the dissolved Austro- 
Hungarian one. This history of 1918–1921 Fiume challenges the increas-
ingly accepted notion that  people  after World War I pushed for national 
self- determination to get out of empire. Instead, the Fiume Crisis 
was a move to continue empire  under the aegis of nation.17

The argument that the successor states of Austria- Hungary func-
tioned much like smaller versions of their Habsburg pre de ces sor is not 
new. Already in 1951 in Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt lik-
ened (albeit in passing) the postwar successor states to mini- versions 
of the Habsburg Monarchy of which they had all been a part.18 In The 
Habsburg Empire, Pieter Judson argues that “each of  these self- styled 
nation states [formed from the ruins of Austria- Hungary] in fact acted 
like a small empire.”19 Arendt and Judson came to  these conclusions 
by looking at how nationalist politics in postwar Poland, Czecho slo-
va kia, or Hungary affected state loyalties, po liti cal movements, and the 
many xenophobic campaigns that resulted from them. As Judson beau-
tifully puts it, “The Habsburg Empire was gone, but the production of 
politics around cultural difference as the primary way for  people to 
make claims on their state continued with a vengeance.”20 Investigation 
into the day- to- day workings of postwar Fiume reveals that this is as 
much true as it is false. Yes, inhabitants in a successor state like Fiume 
manipulated a politics of cultural difference as they tried to determine 
where they should sit geopo liti cally in the new Eu rope. To Wilson’s firm 
refusal to annex Fiume to Italy, locals before D’Annunzio and then 
alongside him repeated incessantly that the city was italianissima. How-
ever,  behind this claim of cultural difference, local administrations 



18 the fiume crisis

manipulated older Habsburg state infrastructures to keep Fiume’s di-
verse linguistic and ethnic populations together, with locals actively 
participating in continuing imperial practices. Many Fiumians  were even 
explicit that the Kingdom of Italy should function as a direct substitute 
for the Habsburg Empire.

The ethnic intolerance and nationalist impulses D’Annunzio was 
shilling may have been the stories of the moment in con temporary 
newspaper accounts— and many subsequent histories— but for  those 
on the ground at war’s end, bodily survival and efforts to return to pros-
perity  were the most impor tant issues. Navigating regime change  after 
an empire dis appears is no easy feat, as reports from the former Soviet 
and Yugo slav blocs have reminded us, but local enterprises managed 
to keep Fiume’s diverse population interdependent enough to support 
the city’s drive against Wilson’s plan for Eu rope. And like the many dif-
ficulties Eastern Eu ro pe ans face  today, the successes of Fiume  were 
pronounced in some areas and particularly lacking in  others. Though 
my work rejects the nationalist extremism argument in explaining the 
hows and whys of the Fiume Crisis, it does show how the experience of 
regime change set loose many of the energies that led locals to turn to 
extremist solutions in the coming de cades.

The Fiume Crisis has three interrelated aims. First, in its critical re-
telling of an extraordinary event of the interwar period, it disputes com-
monly held assumptions about the rise of charismatic fascism in Eu-
rope. Second, it re- peoples the history of Fiume, pushing aside the vision 
of the Italian occupiers and foregrounding the experiences of the ka-
leidoscope of communities and individuals who called Fiume home. To 
do this, I have delved into the mundane, into how  people lived within, 
around, and against the state structures they encountered daily in a 
time of po liti cal uncertainty, economic scarcity, and widespread regional 
upheaval. Chapters on money, law, citizenship, and education and pro-
paganda dissect how and how successfully the city government kept 
its populace united, fed, and loyal enough to let it continue defying 
Wilson and pushing for annexation to Italy.  These chapters show how 
locals kept their worlds operating as stably as pos si ble by continuing 
to use and promote the imperial infrastructures of the former Habsburg 
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Empire. Certainly they revamped economic,  legal, and cultural institu-
tions to the specificities of time and place, but locals seemed to believe 
in the efficacy of the newly vanquished imperial models and kept what 
they could. Seen thus, the immediate post-1918 period is far from the 
anti- imperial “Wilsonian Moment” that Erez Manela and  others have 
described.21 Not only did imperial mindsets continue, they may actually 
have been strengthened, for it was now the former imperial subjects 
promoting the system, not a metropole forcing them to do so.

Of course, the pro cess of transposing prewar imperial economic, po-
liti cal, and cultural structures was not always smooth. Newly cut off 
from the vast Habsburg Hungarian Kingdom, Fiume had far fewer re-
sources at its disposal. Habsburg Hungary had encompassed a po liti cal 

A  mother and her  children stand alongside Fiume’s port, with working men 
in the background, prob ably taken in 1920. Though Fiume’s industrial port 
suffered enormously during the period 1918–1921, hosting many more military 
vessels than commercial ones, its small- owner sailboat trade network in fish, 
wine, olive oil, and regional agricultural produce continued, sometimes legally, 
often illicitly.
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and economic unit of over one hundred thousand square miles inhab-
ited by twenty- one million  people.  Little eight- square- mile Fiume, with 
its fifty thousand inhabitants, had grown  because it had access to the 
vast financial, commercial, and administrative networks Hungarian 
rule provided. Left to its own devices  after 1918, Fiume had  limited 
 human, material, or diplomatic resources. The few personnel left in 
Fiume  were not talented or experienced enough to confront the deba-
cles they faced. Corruption and nepotism abounded, and some of the 
new members of the city’s government hoped that the city could be 
“made Italian” in ways that implied intimidation and vio lence. But 
amazingly, though lacking assets and ruled with a newly nationalist- 
oriented government, Fiume’s body politic, desperate for a return to 
normalcy, took up the reins when and where the state failed. Fiume 
from 1918 to 1921 pre sents the strange phenomenon of a state pulling 
itself together as much from below as from above. But not every thing 
could be negotiated within the framework of a ghost imperial state. 
Noting where Fiume’s city institutions failed at navigating the im-
mediate postwar period gives us greater insight into why so many 
Fiumians, coming from so many dif fer ent ethnicities and creeds, 
supported Italian annexation instead of continuing as they had been 
since 1918.

Indeed, the way the city refurbished Habsburg imperial models ex-
poses how par tic u lar (and potentially non- nationalist) Fiume’s vision 
of its  future was. If Italian annexation  were  really the only goal, why 
not just replace existing laws and structures with  those of the state they 
wanted to join?  Wouldn’t making Fiume work Italian- style have made 
the city’s incorporation into Italy real in lived terms, rendering Fiume’s 
contested borders moot, or nearly so? Instead, Fiume’s governing elites 
spent the years between 1918 and 1921 consolidating a functioning post- 
Habsburg, Fiume- specific state system that was Italianized more in 
appearance than in content. Local bureaucrats and financial elites  were 
well aware of the paradoxical methods they  were employing. Hiring 
practices changed  after 1918 expressly to protect Fiumians’ jobs against 
Italian competition in case incorporation into Italy was achieved.22 
Leading figures in Fiume’s maritime business circles demanded that 
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laws be attuned to local interests as soon as pos si ble so that once an-
other government (that is, Italy) took over, firm structures that fore-
stalled “national interests” would already be in place.23 In many re-
spects, Fiume’s bid and means for realizing Italian annexation  were 
closer to a plan to continue autonomy within a large, expanding 
kingdom than a move  toward national unification. Much as they had 
done for de cades  under the Habsburg Monarchy, Fiumians between 
1918 and 1921 strug gled to preserve and bolster their autonomy in a 
( future) big state, but now  under the auspices of nationalism.

By showing a Fiume less entangled with its Italian occupiers, this 
history connects Fiume’s story with one faced by more than half of 
postwar Eu rope. Looking at Fiume this way emphasizes the conse-
quences of the sudden dissolution of the Romanov, Habsburg, Hohen-
zollern, and Ottoman empires. Over half of Eu rope’s residents found 
themselves suddenly without a governing body to administer their 
economy, their laws, or their benefits. Wallets  were filled with crinkled 
currencies of states that no longer existed. Law books spouted princi-
ples of now- extinguished monarchies. Citizenship papers that had qual-
ified their holders for state ser vices became worthless memorabilia. No 
maps existed of where states began or where merchants could trade. In 
 these twilight years between the world that was and the world that 
would be, everyday Eu ro pe ans in Fiume and beyond strug gled to sur-
vive and prosper. Fiume’s on- the- ground history is emblematic of the 
demands and strategies employed in a world whose ruling empires had 
dissolved without new states ready to replace them.

This, then, is the third aim of The Fiume Crisis, to re-situate Fiume 
in its postwar cultural and geo graph i cal context— a Eu rope without 
continental empires. Before 1918, approximately 318 million  people lived 
within diverse landscapes or ga nized around the infrastructure of con-
tinental empire. And like the circa 64 million who had had to defer to 
the German kaiser Wilhelm II when his automobile passed, the 52 mil-
lion who had recited loyalty oaths to the Austro- Hungarian kaiser- könig 
Franz Josef when picking up their identity papers, the 181 million who 
had used coins engraved with the face of the Rus sian tsar Nicolas II, 
and the 21 million who had publicly acknowledged the sultan in 
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Istanbul, Mehmed V, for his sponsorship of the building of each new 
railway station, post-1918 Fiumians found themselves immersed in the 
workings of a state with no head left to defer to and no deep imperial 
coffers to keep it  going.

Fiume, the smallest of the postwar successor states, offers the per-
fect opportunity to unearth the tense, pragmatic drama of what it meant 
to live in the ghost state of empire. Excavating one of the most famous 
examples of postwar nationalist revolt against Wilsonian diplomacy re-
minds us that we need to proceed carefully when assuming it was na-
tionality politics that set in motion so many of the difficulties of the 
postwar successor states. This history of Fiume encourages us to rebel 
against much of what we have assumed and offers new ways to ana-
lyze the postwar histories whose failures would haunt Eu rope in the 
de cades to come. But before we can understand how the realities of 
living in a post- state world change our understanding of post- WWI Eu-
rope, we must see clearly how the stories we have loved reading and 
retelling for nearly a hundred years have concealed this real ity. Only 
then can we recognize how an on- the- ground history of this hotspot 
city challenges how we understand not just what happened  there but 
also what happened throughout post- imperial Eu rope.
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Concealing Histories

The Dif fer ent Fiume Stories

Some stories are just too good not to tell. And Fiume  after World War 
I is one of them. It was a diplomatic debacle that para lyzed the Paris 
Peace Conference and led indirectly to Japan holding a mandate over 
part of mainland China. It helped cause the collapse of two Italian gov-
ernments. It was one of the first places in Catholic Eu rope to give  women 
the right to vote, not to mention having open homosexuals in charge of 
military units. Pirates procured food when supplies ran low. Anarcho-
syndicalists helped write the city’s new constitution. Celebrated artists 
and scientists came to pay their homage to the city’s fight against the 
 Great Powers. Cocaine flowed freely among  those with the money to pay 
for it. It all ended with a “Christmas War” in which very few died. 
And it marked what many see as the birth of charismatic fascism. 
Unsurprisingly, many historians of interwar Eu rope use the Fiume Crisis 
to spice up their narratives. Who can blame them?  After all, the spice 
is real, although much of it was created to keep Fiume in the news in 
the first place.

The story every one loves to tell has three dif fer ent beginnings, de-
pending on which version is being told. The diplomatic debacle story 
begins in the New York offices of Woodrow Wilson’s advisers before the 
war was even over. The journalistic fanfare and the  women’s rights story 
begins in Fiume as soon as fighting ended in late October 1918. The 
fantastical proto- fascist adventure tale begins in September 1919 when 
Gabriele D’Annunzio made his entrance. The dif fer ent start dates 
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indicate the separate morals of each story, the reasons we are still telling 
them. As such, perhaps it is best to tell them separately, in the order of 
their dif fer ent beginnings, so that we can see what is  there and what 
is missing.

Story One: The Diplomatic Debacle and  
Wilson’s Plans for Eu rope

It is hard to say how much Woodrow Wilson knew about Fiume before 
he started drafting the Fourteen Points in December 1917. Though he 
had been to Eu rope before, he was more drawn to the imposing quads 
of medieval Oxbridge colleges than to the grit of modern Mediterra-
nean port life. As a voracious reader deeply concerned with Amer i ca’s 
position in the world, however, he prob ably noticed that a place called 
Fiume kept being discussed in economic circles. Before 1917, when 
Fiume appeared in the New York Times, it was usually in pieces about 
international economic competition and transatlantic immigration. In 
1883, for example, readers learned that  there was “considerable gossip” 
about shipments of crude oil in barrels to “Fiume, in the Adriatic,” as 
previously transporting oil that way had seemed like a disaster waiting 
to happen.1 In 1896, Wilson’s eye might have caught his surname in a 
Fiume story announcing that “the Wilson Line steamship Vasco” had 
arrived in New York from “Fiume, Austria,” carry ing well over two 
thousand tons of beet sugar.2 In 1904, more than one person thumbing 
through the dailies prob ably paused at the headline “Japan  Orders Tor-
pedoes in Italy.” Reading further, Americans prob ably felt surprise 
upon learning that “Japan has sent to Fiume three experts to watch 
the construction of torpedoes which are to be delivered to the Japa nese 
Government in the next three years.”3 In 1905, an editorial informed 
all who would listen that Hungary was  going to make Fiume its mass 
emigration port, guaranteeing to send to the United States “not less 
than 30,000 emigrants a year.” 4 In 1910, Fiume’s role in moving emi-
grants across the Atlantic created a worldwide rate war, with the “the 
Austro- Hungarian Government” offering steamship lines a 20  percent 
discount if they made Fiume their port of call for shipping Eu ro pe ans 
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to the United States.5 The message of  these articles and a slew of  others 
could be summed up as follows: Fiume equals new industries, oil, 
steamships, agricultural export, a torpedo factory, a train hub, an emi-
gration center, big state subsidies, and a money maker.

A careful reader might have noticed that the “where” of Fiume was 
hazy. Let us remember what  those articles  were conveying: Fiume 
was Austria’s beet sugar port; Japan sent experts to Fiume, in Italy, for 
its torpedoes; Hungary contracted with steamship companies prom-
ising thirty thousand emigrants out of Fiume a year; and the Austro- 
Hungarian government lowered the fares for transatlantic travel by 
20  percent if you departed from Fiume. Was Fiume part of Austria, 
Italy, Hungary, or Austria- Hungary? The city was undoubtedly impor-
tant for the world’s increasing globalized trade and immigration. But 
for someone like Wilson— elected president of Prince ton University in 
1902, governor of New Jersey in 1910, and president of the United States 
in 1912— there was prob ably no need to sort out  these complexities. It 
was enough to know Fiume meant a bustling port, global industry, and 
plenty of emigrants.

In 1917, as Wilson was preparing what he described as the “objects 
of the war and the pos si ble basis of a general peace,” not knowing where 
places  were, especially busy industrial ports like Fiume, was not just 
foolish, it was dangerous.6 In November 1917 Wilson assembled a com-
mission of “experts” in New York City, known as “the Inquiry,” to study 
all the territories that would potentially come  under discussion at a 
peace conference, including Fiume.7 Wilson wanted “a guaranteed po-
sition” on where borders should be made. As he told his Inquiry ad-
visers in December 1918, “Tell me what’s right and I’ll fight for it.”8 Six 
specialists  were assigned to figure out where Fiume belonged, with an-
other four weighing in when the Paris negotiations got rough.

Wilson’s experts included linguists, po liti cal scientists, historians, and 
 lawyers. But for Fiume, they  were mostly geographers. Fiume was as 
perplexing to international diplomats as it was to readers of the New 
York Times. This had not always been so. From the revolutions of 1848 
 until the restructuring of Habsburg lands in 1867, Fiume was admin-
istered by the Kingdom of Croatia- Slavonia, even though much of the 
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town’s government and trade  were conducted in the lingua franca of 
Adriatic urban culture, Italian. This changed in 1867 when Hungary 
de cided it wanted an industrial Mediterranean port to compete with 
Italy’s Venice and Austria’s Trieste. Through some rather devious di-
plomacy, Hungarian politicians and Fiume business elites convinced the 
Habsburg emperor, Franz Josef, to reinstate the corpus separatum, the 
city’s pre- Napoleonic status. The 7.56- square- mile city core, with its 
relatively deep- water port, would be removed from Croatian oversight 
and function as a semi- independent city- state governed by an Italian- 
language municipal council and a Hungarian governorship directly re-
sponsible to Budapest.9 Since then, Fiume existed outside the stric-
tures of regional governance. It was administered by the city’s economic 
elite and directives from far- off Budapest. The Fiumara (called the Eneo 
in Italian, the Rječina in Croatian, and the Recsina in Hungarian)— a 
small river flowing to the Adriatic through a valley east of the city 
center— was designated as the border between Hungarian corpus sep-
aratum Fiume and the Kingdom of Croatia- Slavonia to its east. With 
the new designation, Hungarian money came flowing in, helping to set 
up railways, expand ports, install tram lines, and build state- of- the- art 
factories, refineries, institutes, banks, a hospital, and an emigration 
center. All that building and investment quickly attracted  people from 
all over the Adriatic, as well as from central, eastern, and southeastern 
Eu rope.10 By 1890, over half of Fiume’s population had been born out-
side the city. Before Hungary reinstated the corpus separatum, Fiume 
was a smallish port town of seventeen thousand. Once separated from 
the lands, laws, and policies surrounding it and pumped full of money 
and opportunities from the metropole, Fiume became an interna-
tional industrial port— the ninth largest in continental Europe— with 
 triple the population (over fifty thousand) when Wilson’s experts began 
studying it.

Fiume’s rise might have been the result of economic, po liti cal, and 
administrative separation from the regions surrounding it, but this di-
vide did not extend to daily life. Fiumian and Hungarian officials tried 
to bolster administrative separateness from the neighboring Croatian 
and Slovene countrysides by restricting the languages of trade and ed-
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ucation to  either Italian or Hungarian. Nonetheless,  people of all tongues 
congregated, worked, and invested in the city, speaking the city’s 
local Fiumian (Italianate) dialect, standard Italian, Croatian, Slovene, 
Hungarian, German, Czech, Romanian, and Yiddish.11 This cosmopol-
itan language culture was not the remnant of pre-1867 networks, but, 
like the rest of the city’s changes, the result of Fiume’s boom. And as 
Fiume’s population grew, so, too, did that of the cheaper outskirts in 
the Austrian- held lands to its west and the Croatian- held lands to its 
east. Most of  these outskirts  were agriculturally oriented suburbs 
that fed the industrial core with food and  labor. But just across the Fiu-
mara River to Fiume’s immediate east, Sušak— a satellite city of circa 
twelve thousand inhabitants— flourished  under Croatian administrative 

View of the Dead Canal, the small- boat harbor situated between Fiume and 
Sušak where the Fiumara emptied out into the Adriatic  until the river’s outlet 
into the sea was diverted in the mid- nineteenth  century. To the right, the wood 
emporium. In the distance, the bridge connecting the two towns with the Cro-
atian hill town of Trsat above. To the left, Fiume’s riverbank, a site of informal 
regional trade.
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guidance. In Sušak, Croatian laws and taxes ordered the city and Cro-
atian served as the primary language of government and education. As 
the Kingdom of Croatia- Slavonia was also part of Hungary’s Crown of 
St. Stephen, movement— whether of  peoples or goods— was very easy 
between the city, Fiume, and its satellite, Sušak.12

Italian / Hungarian Fiume and Croatian Sušak grew in tandem, con-
nected by two bridges and a railway line that went from Fiume 
through Sušak and on to Budapest via Zagreb. Port workers, fishermen, 
vegetable sellers, schoolchildren, and domestic servants crossed back 
and forth over  these bridges  every day. Affluent businessmen looking 
for the nicest views and the best topographies built their villas on both 
sides of the Fiumara. Industries, too, expanded their ware houses along 
both sides of the river.13 At the beginning of the twentieth  century, 
Fiume was Hungary’s second- biggest capital producer ( after Budapest), 
and Sušak was Croatia’s second biggest ( after Zagreb).14 By 1918, when 
Wilson’s team of geographers  were trying to decide where Fiume should 
sit on a map, they also had to decide  whether Fiume should be treated 
as just the tightly defined entity the Hungarians had nurtured or as the 
center of a larger region that included Sušak and the other nearby vil-
lages that  were growing year by year.

Wilson’s geographers consulted histories in En glish, German, French, 
and Italian; geo graph i cal analyses; and Austro- Hungarian statistical re-
ports.15 The Inquiry also studied the treatises that the Italian and the 
Serb- Croat- Slovene del e ga tions at the Paris Peace Conference had 
written to explain why Fiume should be given to Italy or to the newly 
forming Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, respectively. The 
Italian del e ga tion wanted Fiume counted as a separate entity. The Serb- 
Croat- Slovene del e ga tion wanted Fiume, Sušak, and the remaining 
hinterlands to be counted as one metropolitan area. Both del e ga tions 
saw the dispute of how to define Fiume’s borders as intrinsically linked 
to which entity would have a greater “ethnic right” to claim its incor-
poration into its respective state. If Fiume was  limited to just its core, 
without Sušak and the remaining hinterlands, then the majority of the 
population would be composed of  those who spoke Italian as their 
 mother tongue. If Fiume  were extended to include Sušak and the hin-



Concealing Histories 29

terlands,  there would be a majority of  those who spoke Croatian or Slo-
vene as their  mother tongue. Along with academic specialists, Inquiry 
experts also commissioned journalists and American military personnel 
to travel to Fiume to assess the city’s infrastructure and local senti-
ments.16 The reports regularly noted that “nationality in Fiume is poorly 
defined,” with “numerous cases in which families  were divided” between 
national loyalties. American on- the- ground reports echoed the opinion 
that Fiumians desired “a more or less autonomous form of government. 
The degree of autonomy proposed varies from the complete in de pen-
dence  under international guarantee . . .  to the  limited form of a ‘ free 
port’  under the mandatory of  either Italy or Jugoslavia.”17

Geo graph i cally speaking, the Inquiry specialists spent an absurd 
amount of time explaining why they did not consider the Fiumara River 
a real divider between Fiume and Sušak. Multiple American reports in-
sisted that Sušak was not a satellite city but a “mere suburb.” In  these 
analyses, the Fiumara was downgraded from its status as a river that 
powered Fiume’s many mills to  little more than a “creek.”18 Wilson’s 
chief territorial adviser in Paris, Professor Isaiah Bowman, prob ably ex-
plained the Fiume- Sušak issue to the president much as he did in the 
textbook he published while the final peace treaties  were being signed: 
“Many persons talk loosely of Sušak as if it  were another city separated 
from Fiume by a river. As a  matter of fact, only a shallow brook sepa-
rates the two; Sušak is as much part of Fiume as Brooklyn is a part 
of New York.”19  There is something amusing about comparing 1919 
Brooklyn, with its two million inhabitants, to Sušak, with its circa twelve 
thousand, but the point was clear to all who participated in the US in-
telligence meetings: Fiume was not a singular, isolated place. It was 
the Manhattan to a larger, interdependent, metropolitan area, and 
Sušak was no Newark, but just another borough within a similar New 
York river- city system.

The Inquiry experts went through all the reasons New York Times 
readers would have assumed Fiume was part of Austria, Italy, Hungary, 
or Austria- Hungary and came up with the answer that,  after the war 
to end all wars, it was in every one’s best interest that Fiume should be-
long to none of  those lands. The Inquiry assured Wilson (with reams of 
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paper, maps, and statistics to back it up) that with the Habsburg Mon-
archy dissolved in October 1918, Fiume should be added to the new 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Just as they had argued in 
their preliminary reports, the six geographers assigned to the Fiume 
case said that nationality could not determine what state the city should 
be joined to, as no  matter where Fiume sat on a map, many, if not most, 
of its inhabitants would be living in a national state with which they 
would not identify. Commercially, however, Fiume’s role in the viability 
of the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was easy to under-
stand. The Inquiry experts supported Wilson’s opinion that the Austrian- 
held port of Trieste should be incorporated into the Kingdom of Italy. 
But in their minds that needed to be balanced by giving the Hungarian 
port of Fiume to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Not only 
would this help the struggling new kingdom to prosper; it would keep 
the landlocked markets of Austria, Hungary, and Czecho slo va kia from 
falling  under Italian mono poly. As they put it concisely in the  little 
“Black Book” defining US peace aims in January 1919, Fiume should 
belong to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes  because it was 
“vital to the interests of the latter, and likewise assures to the more re-
mote hinterland, including Austria and Hungary, the advantages of 
two competing ports  under the control of dif fer ent nations.”20  These 
 were precisely the kinds of free- trade arguments Wilson appreciated, 
and he went into the Paris Peace Conference convinced he had a strong 
“guaranteed position” on Fiume.

Wilson received the first determination on Fiume from his experts in 
January 1919 and then a supplementary (but almost identical) judg-
ment in March 1919. But he had given his Fourteen Points a year  earlier, 
when the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy still existed and Italy was among 
the Entente allies losing most in the  battle against it. Wilson’s Jan-
uary  1918 Fourteen Points led every one in Eu rope to expect him to 
take a dif fer ent position on the Fiume issue. The Wilson whom Eu ro-
pe ans expected in 1919 was the one who had promised in 1918 that “in 
determining all such questions of sovereignty the interests of the pop-
ulation concerned must have equal weight with the equitable claims of 
the government whose title is to be determined.”21 He added that “the 
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 peoples of Austria- Hungary . . .  should be accorded the freest oppor-
tunity of autonomous development,” and “a re- adjustment of the fron-
tiers of Italy” would be promoted “along clearly recognizable lines of 
nationality.”22 In short, in 1918 Wilson had promised that  there would 
be an “autonomous” determination of government among the lands of 
Austria- Hungary, as well as an expansion of Italian borders based on 
nationality arguments. Fiume was a part of Austria- Hungary that al-
ready functioned as a semiautonomous city- state. More than half of its 
population (setting aside the satellite city Sušak) was considered Italian. 
Given  these facts, in 1918 Wilson would surely have been open to letting 
the Fiumians decide if they should be joined to Italy.

Picture taken from the uppermost reaches of Sušak, showing, left to right, 
Sušak, the Fiumara River’s outlet to the sea, the Delta (where the border post 
between Sušak and Fiume was located), the Baross port (dedicated to the 
import and export of wood), the Dead Canal (which functioned as a small 
boat port), and Fiume’s main port. Disagreements about  whether Fiume 
functioned as a separate town or as a condominium town with Sušak  were 
not just po liti cal but represented strong economic, communication, and trade 
concerns.
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Was it naïveté or cunning on Wilson’s part to promise “autonomous 
determination” even as he hired an army of experts to give him “guar-
anteed positions”? Hundreds of Wilson scholars have studied his deal-
ings at the Paris Peace Conference, but seen through the lens of the 
Fiume debacle, the answer seems to be both.23 Wilson’s naïveté stemmed 
from his belief that nationality numbers and economic rationality in-
dicated which government a  people would want. So, in charging the 
Inquiry to give him hard facts, Wilson thought he was opening the door 
to “autonomous determination.” On the other hand, in assigning his 
experts to put together a policy book for American peace aims, Wilson 
also showed his awareness that his Entente allies would be fighting for 
terms and territories that did not accord with the Fourteen Points values 
they had agreed to when proclaiming they wanted to make a peace to 
end all wars.24 Wilson wanted to be ready to fight off the expansionist 
aims of his British, French, Italian, and Japa nese allies and the secret 
treaties they had concluded to make the war a profitable undertaking. 
He saw himself as a lone soldier in the  battle to defend the prospects 
of the newly formed “smaller states” that would have  little voice in the 
day- to- day negotiations. Naively, he thought that acting on the num-
bers his experts had provided meant he was  doing precisely what  people 
on the ground would want.

Strangely enough, it was not the negotiations over Germany, Poland, 
the  Middle East, colonial Africa, or Bolshevik Rus sia that showcased 
how the clash between 1918 self- determination diplomat Wilson and 
1919 expert- armed Wilson could lead to a breakdown of the  Great Power 
peace negotiations. Instead it was Wilson’s confrontation with the Italian 
del e ga tion over Fiume that led him to threaten abandoning the peace 
conference in April 1919.25 Days  after Wilson’s threat, every one in Paris 
would be flummoxed when the Italian del e ga tion actually did depart 
(the only  Great Power walkout during the entire year of negotiations). 
How could a peace treaty with Germany be pushed through or a League 
of Nations be founded if the Entente could not stick together long 
enough to decide something as relatively minor as the fate of Fiume? 
 Things got so bad, in fact, that British prime minister David Lloyd 
George famously characterized the heated April 1919 weeks of interna-
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tional deadlock over Fiume as “a comparatively trivial issue upon which 
to wreck a peace settlement for the world.”26

The Italian del e ga tion left for two reasons: one territorial, the other 
diplomatic. The territorial issue was that Wilson’s denial of Italy’s de-
mands seemed based on contradictory arguments. Italian diplomats in-
sisted they should be allowed to incorporate Fiume  because half its 
population was considered Italian and Fiume’s government had de-
clared its desire to be joined to Italy according to their “rights of self- 
determination.” If the Paris Peace Conference was about sovereignty, 
nationality, and the rights of self- determination, why would Fiume not be 
incorporated into Italy? Time and again, Wilson responded by indicating 
 there was not enough of a majority in Fiume to determine nationality 
or self- determination rights and thus nationality could not determine its 
borders. This being the case, Wilson argued, questions of regional com-
merce and the financial viability of the newly formed successor state 
of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes needed to supersede.

Wilson’s position on Fiume galled the Italians  because he had already 
denied many of their other demands on nationality grounds. Italy had 
not joined the Entente allies in 1914, declaring neutrality. It joined the 
Entente in April 1915, when France, the United Kingdom, and Rus sia 
secretly promised it enormous territorial gains in the northern Alpine 
region and along the eastern seaboard of the Adriatic (not including 
Fiume).27 Wilson respected Italy’s claims in the Alps, and France and 
the United Kingdom seemed willing to re spect the 1915 London Treaty 
terms on the eastern Adriatic seaboard territories. Wilson, however, 
was not willing to hand over the eastern Adriatic to Italy. His adamant 
stance was reasonable. Aside from Italian communities in some of the 
sea towns, the lands in question (most of Dalmatia) were overwhelm-
ingly populated by Serbo- Croatian speakers. Giving Dalmatia and its 
islands to Italy looked to Wilson like an act of imperialism. Putting 
hundreds of thousands of Serbo- Croatian speakers  under Italian rule 
 because of secret treaties that prewar empires had made did not co-
here with Fourteen Points values. Wilson did not just want to take a 
stand against Italy’s demands in the eastern Adriatic; he felt morally 
obligated to do so.
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For the Italian del e ga tion, Wilson’s peace terms seemed like a lose- 
lose situation. No Fiume, for pragmatic reasons that discounted nation-
ality and self- determination arguments. Yet at the same time, nation-
ality arguments  were being used to prevent the full honoring of the 
treaty that brought Italy into the war in the first place. Looking at the 
tremendous gains of France and  Great Britain in colonial  matters and 
the border readjustments with Germany, Italian politicians and hun-
dreds of journalists back home agreed: the Paris Peace Conference was 
rigged in  favor of the strongest  Great Powers and against the less 
power ful ones. In May 1919, Lloyd George responded to the heavi ly 
publicized Italian charges by suggesting that perhaps “the Italian griev-
ance was not  limited to the single question of Fiume but arose from the 
fact that they ‘ were not being treated quite as a  great first- class power.’ 

A Serb- Croat- Slovene nationalist rally, prob ably held in Sušak in spring 1919. 
At rear left is an American flag, backward, with a portrait of Woodrow Wilson 
and the words “Glory be to Wilson.” On the right is a Serb- Croat- Slovene flag, 
with a portrait of King Peter I and the words “Long live the king.” Though 
Italian nationalists had come to hate Wilson by April 1919, Serb- Croat- Slovene 
nationalists concerned about the  future of Fiume still put faith in him.
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No one had offered them a mandate.”28 Hoping Lloyd George was 
right, Wilson and French prime minister Georges Clemenceau joined 
him in floating the idea of giving Italy a mandate over a large section 
of southern Anatolia ( today’s Turkey) and the Caucasus region— 
territories containing impor tant ports, oil fields, coal mines, and thou-
sands of square miles inhabited by tens of thousands of  people—in ex-
change for a compromise on Fiume. To every one’s frustration, Italian 
prime minister Vittorio Orlando quickly made it clear he “ really did not 
care a scrap about Asia Minor if he could get Fiume.”29

As Orlando told the other  Great Power delegates, Fiume had come 
to symbolize the growing sense among many Italians that the peace 
negotiations  were forcing Italy into what many termed “a mutilated vic-
tory,” echoing a verse Gabriele D’Annunzio had recently coined. Over 
and over the populist Italian press questioned why Italy had suffered 
almost a million in military and civilian deaths, along with spiraling 
debt and inflation, if it  were not to get what it had been promised for 
joining the war. Italian citizens fought in World War I  because their 
country called them to arms. In 1915 the Italian government explained 
that war was necessary to secure more defendable borders and to “lib-
erate” Italian speakers from foreign (then Habsburg) rule. The Italian 
del e ga tion refused to sign peace treaties without the territorial advances 
they had been promised. And an ever- growing sector of Italian voters 
indicated that the only successful peace would be one where Italian 
speakers, like  those in Fiume,  were  under Italian rule. Though Italy had 
not been promised Fiume in the 1915 treaty, the constant reports of the 
city’s “demand to be joined to Italy” convinced many that peace without 
Fiume was immoral. As Prime Minister Orlando pointed out again and 
again, “The question of Fiume was raised by the city itself,” and thus 
“Italian public opinion had made Fiume a national question, and that 
as not only the United States but also Italy’s allies had refused to con-
cede this point, it was useless to continue the conversations  until he had 
put the case before Italy.”30

In the weeks before the Italian del e ga tion left, Wilson’s response to 
 these arguments fluctuated between incomprehension, annoyance, and 
disgust. He trusted the expert reports he had been given countering the 
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Italian claims and was quick to point out that in 1915 Italy had shown 
no par tic u lar interest in Fiume, regardless of how many Italian speakers 
lived  there. Why should this so- called nationality argument be taken 
at face value? Was Italy not just making a grab for a mono poly on Adri-
atic trade? Representatives from the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes had made that argument often in separate meetings with US, 
British, and French statesmen throughout the peace conference. Italian 
delegates had not been pre sent at  these meetings  because they refused 
to recognize the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes as an En-
tente ally, citing that  until 1918 almost half of this new kingdom’s pop-
ulation had been  under Habsburg rule and had fought against Italy.31 
This left Wilson to voice Serb- Croat- Slovene claims on their behalf, 
ones that ran precisely  counter to  those of the Italians. He insisted time 
and time again that the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes 
would be defenseless without control of the eastern Adriatic shore, that 
their commercial prospects would be dire without the port of Fiume, 
and that if he gave into Italian demands, hundreds of thousands more 
Croats and Slovenes would be ruled by Italy than Italians would be 
ruled by them.

With US, British, and French brokering, it seemed a compromise on 
the eastern Adriatic seaboard was pos si ble. But not over Fiume. When 
at one of the last joint meetings Italy’s prime minister responded to Wil-
son’s intransigence with enraged tears, Wilson de cided to give up trying 
to negotiate and instead to reach out directly to the Italian  people. 
Surely, he thought, he could convince everyday Italians that their state’s 
claims on Fiume  were unjust and that they should encourage their 
statesmen to be satisfied with what they had received for their war sac-
rifices, instead of pushing greedily for  things they did not deserve and 
would not get.

Wilson’s press release to the Italian  people on April 23, 1919, was the 
last straw for the Italian del e ga tion. Never before had a country’s leader 
sidestepped the representatives of an allied country with whom they 
 were negotiating. Such a bad- faith move was something leaders on war-
ring sides did when they believed diplomats  were not honestly repre-
senting their citizens. Wilson had been warned by his advisers and by 
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the leaders of France and the United Kingdom that this would have ex-
plosive consequences, but he thought it was worth a try. He had visited 
Italy briefly in early January 1919 and had been touched by the hundreds 
of parades in his honor, the flowers, and the “Viva Wilson” signs that 
had greeted him. He was sure that if he could reason directly with the 
Italian public, he could convince them he was fighting for exactly what 
they had celebrated in him: a world of peace, justice, and protection of 
the small and big alike. In Wilson’s mind, it was Italy’s del e ga tion that was 
blocking justice, and the Italians could do something about it. And so, 

Map of Fiume- Sušak produced by the Serb- Croat- Slovene del e ga tion during 
the Paris Peace Conference, published in 1920 and distributed to the interna-
tional press and the French, US, and UK del e ga tions. The map emphasizes that 
Fiume and Sušak are one interdependent unit, with a majority Slavic- speaking 
population. Below the numbers of Yugo slavs versus Italians, Hungarians, and 
 others, it states, “It is therefore not the Italians, but the Yugo slavs who are the 
majority in the urban area of Fiume.” The use of “Yugo slav” as a nationality 
category instead of Serb, Croat, or Slovene was typical for the time to emphasize 
the unitary quality of the “South Slav nation” (the meaning of “Yugo slavia” in 
En glish), but Yugo slavia was not the official name of the country  until 1929.
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brimming with sentimentality and certainty, Wilson told Italian readers 
that Fiume “must serve as the outlet and inlet of the commerce, not of 
Italy, but of the lands to the north and northeast of that port: Hungary, 
Bohemia, Roumania, and the states of the new Jugo- Slavic group.”32

Within hours of the publication of Wilson’s appeal, the entire Italian 
del e ga tion left the Paris Peace Conference. They had already threat-
ened to leave over Fiume, but now that Wilson had flouted diplomatic 
norms and insinuated that the Italian government did not represent the 
wishes of the Italian  people,  there was  little reason to stay. Wilson was 
not overtly perturbed by their departure. As he told his chief press sec-
retary, he did “not care so much” except “for the effect it may have in 
Germany” (which was preparing to come to Paris to sign the Versailles 
Treaty).33 What shocked and dismayed him was that Italians did not 
respond as he had hoped; they almost unanimously sided with their 
government against Wilson. Immediately upon arriving in Rome, the 
Italian del e ga tion called for a vote of confidence in Parliament, which 
it received overwhelmingly, along with acclaim from hordes of Italians 
who jeered Wilson in the streets of Rome, Florence, Milan, and Turin.

The Italian del e ga tion returned to the peace treaty negotiations a few 
weeks  later, partly to have some say in how the spoils of the German, 
Ottoman, and Austro- Hungarian territories  were to be distributed, and 
partly out of fear of economic retribution from US creditors. But the 
Fiume issue was even more unresolved now that the Italian del e ga tion 
could say confidently that they  were  doing exactly what their compa-
triots wanted. Wilson continued to insist that Italy would not get Fiume 
“so long as I am  here,” and the Italian del e ga tion kept pushing for the 
platform “lands of the 1915 Treaty + Fiume.”34  Every time negotiations 
 were resumed, they failed. Italians at home eventually became so frus-
trated with their government’s deadlock in Paris that they voted Or-
lando out in June 1919, replacing him with a more eco nom ically ori-
ented, US- friendly government  under the leadership of Prime Minister 
Francesco Saverio Nitti. And when the situation was still unresolved a 
year  later, Nitti’s government, too, was pushed out. Meanwhile, Wilson 
had to bow out of the Fiume negotiations when it became clear that 
the US Congress would not support much of what he was  doing in Paris. 
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In November 1920, without Wilson  there to support it against Italy’s 
claims, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes agreed to much of 
what Italy wanted in terms of the 1915 treaty. It was de cided that nei-
ther state should have Fiume, which was declared a city- state  under 
League of Nations and Italian supervision.

Wilson’s leadership over the Fiume debacle in Paris did not resolve 
where Fiume should sit on a map, but it had other consequences. First, 
 after the Italians left, in order to keep the Paris Peace Conference to-
gether, Wilson became much more amenable to other thorny questions 
of  Great Power expansion, especially regarding Japan. Before the Ital-
ians left, the president had been adamant that Japan should not gain 
control of Germany’s former concessions in mainland China. But the 
United Kingdom and France had promised Japan control of this territory 
to get it to join the Entente war effort in 1914, much as they had prom-
ised Italy most of the Adriatic to hasten its entry. Wilson’s arguments 
against Japan’s demands  were strikingly similar to  those he had made 
against the Italians: national sovereignty trumped prewar international 
treaties, and it was unjust to put nearly one hundred thousand Chinese 
 under Japa nese control. With the Italians absent, the pressure to keep 
the peace conference together long enough to sign the German treaty 
made Wilson relent as he had refused to do with the Italians.35 As Wil-
son’s chief geographic adviser put it, “The purely local prob lem of 
Fiume involved the purely local prob lem of Shantung [Shandong]!”36 
Without the Fiume debacle, Germany’s holdings on the Shandong Pen-
insula would prob ably have returned to China rather than become a 
Japa nese mandate. Not only would this have changed the lives of over 
one hundred thousand Chinese, it would have avoided triggering the 
anti- imperialist outcry in China that many argue was the first time Chi-
nese nationalism had been linked with global anti- imperialism.37

Another consequence of the Fiume debacle hit Wilson closer to home. 
The United States counted almost four million American citizens who 
 were Italian born. In January 1919, many Italian- Americans had cheered 
Wilson for what his Fourteen Points seemed to promise for their 
brethren back home. By April 1919, when Wilson’s message about Fiume 
was made public,  these same Italian- Americans condemned him for 
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anti- Italian prejudice. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, along with other 
rival po liti cal leaders, jumped on the Fiume bandwagon to gain the 
support of  these newly disaffected Italo- American communities, calling 
out in Congress and on the pages of American newspapers that “if Italy 
is of opinion that it is necessary to her safety and for her protection 
that she should hold Fiume, I am clearly of the opinion that it should be 
hers, especially as the  people of Fiume, I understand, have voted to join 
with Italy.”38 Thanks in part to Lodge’s rabble- rousing, Fiume exacer-
bated Wilson’s many difficulties in shoring up support at home for his 
peace plan.

More broadly, the question of how the Fiume issue could have risked 
“wreck[ing] a peace settlement for the world” has led historians to ask 
 whether Wilson could ever have pulled off a Fourteen Points peace and 
the League of Nations he envisioned. Clearly, his combination of na-
ïveté and cunning about how justice would be determined did not 
help. But  there was something deeper  going on. Why did the complete 
breakdown of negotiations occur around Fiume and not Alsace- 
Lorraine, Ireland, Syria, the Polish corridor, Palestine, or even Shan-
dong? At the time, a member of Wilson’s Inquiry team remarked that 
“having fornicated with France and  England for four months, Wilson 
is attempting to re- establish his virtue at the expense of Italy.”39 In 
short, Wilson ignored most of his Fourteen Points values in negotia-
tions with the United Kingdom and France, but with Italy he reclaimed 
his moral ground. Historian Daniela Rossini notes this same motive 
force  behind the Fiume debacle but expresses it the other way around: 
Wilson let the Fiume question become an “issue to wreck world peace” 
 because he did not believe in the Italian government’s capacity to oppose 
American  will.40

It is true that many of Italy’s demands  were entirely imperialist, but so 
 were  those of France, the United Kingdom, and Japan. The real reasons 
for Wilson’s intransigence  were, first, that he saw Italy’s po liti cal insti-
tutions as backward, and, second, that Italy depended on US money 
and grain. Wilson did not fight as hard against France, the United 
Kingdom, and Japan, even though their aims  were equally (if not more) 
imperialist and land- grabbing.41 Fiume became for Wilson the symbol 
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of his willingness to stand up against imperialism and old- style secret 
diplomacy precisely  because he saw Italy as the one imperial power he 
could beat. He fought for right when he knew he had enough might. 
In situations in which US might was less clear, right became less of a 
priority. Looking at the diplomatic history of the Paris Peace Conference 
through the lens of the Fiume debacle, Wilson’s plans for Eu rope and 
a world without war seem even more doomed than they are usually 
depicted. He did not fail just  because no one  else fought by his side. He 
floundered  because he fought over small  things he thought he could 
win, while shying away from many of the controversies that would loom 
so large in the  century that followed.

Story Two: Self- Determination and the Press

Of the three stories regularly told about Fiume, the on- the- ground 
story is the least coherent: it pops up out of nowhere onto the world 
stage in October 1918 and dis appears  behind the D’Annunzio extrava-
ganza story in September 1919. But many of the international clashes 
around Fiume  were fueled by a sense that what was happening on the 
ground made the city’s  future impossible to determine. As mentioned, 
American military personnel in the city reported Fiumians’ desire for “a 
more or less autonomous form of government . . .  [perhaps]  under the 
mandatory of  either Italy or Jugoslavia.” Italian diplomats explained 
that “the question of Fiume was raised by the city itself.” Serb- Croat- 
Slovene diplomats emphasized that only by assigning Fiume to their 
kingdom could the city be secured its own “right to live.” When 
D’Annunzio and his followers entered Fiume in September 1919, they 
insisted they had abandoned every thing and marched to the port city 
 because “Fiume is  today the symbol of liberty,” the liberty, in other 
words, to make Fiumians’ own push for Italian self- determination real.42 
 These reports fed the strategies against Wilsonian diplomacy and sup-
ported the tale of D’Annunzio’s proto- fascism, propelling Fiume into 
the larger narrative of interwar Eu rope. In a sense,  there would have 
been no “Fiume stories” without this founding lore of Fiume as a local 
prob lem that could not be solved or ignored.
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The local version of the saga begins with the end of the Habsburg 
Monarchy. The fact that no one can say precisely when that happened 
explains some of the confusion about the events of autumn 1918.43 On 
October  16, in order to make a separate peace with the Entente, 
Habsburg emperor Karl conceded autonomy to the  peoples of Austria, 
as required by Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Two days  later, on October 18, 
42- year- old Fiume- born businessman Andrea Ossoinack— the official 
Fiume representative to Budapest’s Hungarian parliament— announced 
that “since Austria- Hungary in its offer of peace has accepted  people’s 
rights to self- determination as proclaimed by Wilson, also Fiume as a 
corpus separatum claims for itself this right.” 44 Ossoinack’s fellow Hun-
garian deputies dismissed his declaration, reminding him that Em-
peror Karl had promised autonomy to the  peoples of Austria, not 
Hungary, and thus the promise did not extend to Hungary’s internal 
po liti cal situation. Austria- Hungary might have sued for peace, but only 
the  peoples of Austria had been granted autonomy, and Fiume was part 
of Hungary, not Austria.

Four days  later, on October 22, rallies  were held in Zagreb, Croatia, 
demanding the formation of a separate Slovene- Croat- Serb state 
(that would include Fiume), led by a Zagreb- based national council 
and severed completely from Hungarian control.45 The next day, on 
October 23, hundreds of Habsburg soldiers stationed in Fiume attended 
a rally supporting the Zagreb declaration in Croatian- held Sušak (a 
ten- minute walk from their Fiume barracks). The soldiers returned to 
Fiume hoisting the blue, white, and red flags of the South Slav national 
movement. When Hungarian police forces in Fiume tried to compel 
the soldiers to relinquish the flags, an armed conflict ensued that led to 
mutinies, looting, and attacks on the Fiume jails to  free prisoners and 
destroy police files.

Five days  after that, on October 28, the foreign minister of Austria- 
Hungary contacted the United States to negotiate a separate peace from 
Germany. The next day, Hungarian military personnel and adminis-
trators in Fiume formally renounced control of the city and invited rep-
resentatives from Zagreb’s National Council to take the place of the 
Hungarian governorship to restore order to Fiume. The 50- year- old 
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Fiume- born  lawyer, publicist, and South Slav national activist Rikard 
Lenac was proclaimed veliki župan (county prefect) of a jointly ad-
ministered Fiume and Sušak, where “fellow citizens”  were reassured 
in both Italian and Croatian that “in the name of Zagreb’s National 
Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs . . .  all citizens are guaranteed 
inviolable and honorable rights to personal freedom and property, 
without distinction of nationality.” 46 One day  later, on October 30, 
members of Fiume’s municipal government and leading Italian national 
activists declared the formation of their own Italian National Council, 
electing the prominent 69- year- old local physician Antonio Grossich 
as its president. The 28- year- old Fiume- born  lawyer Salvatore Bellasich 
led the public rally, proclaiming that the “Italian National Council of 
Fiume . . .  demands for itself the right to the self- determination of 
 peoples. Basing itself on that right, the Italian National Council pro-
claims Fiume united to her Motherland, Italy . . .  [and] puts her deci-
sion  under the protection of Amer i ca,  mother of liberty.” 47 That same 
night, Fiume’s Workers’ Council (whose leaders gave speeches in Italian, 
Croatian, and Hungarian) also demanded Fiume’s rights to self- 
determination, but instead of supporting  either national council, the 
Workers’ Council called for a citywide plebiscite, open to all men and 
 women above the age of 18, of any nationality, who could prove city 
residency of at least one year.48

It is difficult, if not impossible, to clarify this confusion. Between Oc-
tober 18 and October 30, four dif fer ent Fiumian entities declared four 
dif fer ent forms of Fiume “self- determination,” all using Wilson’s Four-
teen Points to justify their actions. On October 18 Ossoinack (a long- 
standing voice of Fiume’s business elite) declared Fiume a legally in-
de pen dent state entity, using Emperor Karl’s pronouncement and 
Fiume’s status as a semiautonomous, Italian- speaking city as his ra-
tionale. On October 29 Lenac (a successful  lawyer with a thriving firm 
on Fiume’s main thoroughfare) declared Fiume part of the newly 
forming Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, based on the Zagreb 
National Council’s claims that Fiume was a natu ral “ethnographic” part 
of mainland Croatia. Lenac’s declaration was backed by the departing 
Hungarian administration, mutinous Habsburg troops still stationed in 
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the city, arriving Serb troops, and local and regional South Slav na-
tional activists. On October 30 Grossich (Fiume’s most famous scientist, 
head surgeon of its city hospital, and, through marriage, a member of 
one of the city’s most prestigious families) declared Fiume temporarily 
in de pen dent  until it could be formally joined to the Kingdom of Italy, 
basing this on the fact that, with Hungary out of power, the Fiume 
municipality was the only legitimate governing body that could deter-
mine the  future of this “naturally” Italian city. Grossich’s declaration 
was backed by the Fiume municipal council, local and regional Italian 
national activists, and (within days) shiploads of Italian soldiers newly 
docked at Fiume’s port. At the same time, the Fiume Workers’ Council 
(backed only by the many hundreds attending its rally) declared Fi-
ume’s in de pen dence, demanding that its po liti cal  future be determined 
by plebiscite  under the protection of the Socialist International.49 Again, 
the question of where Fiume belonged arose, but this time the ques-
tioners  were not readers of the New York Times or diplomats in Paris. 
Local Fiumians had a variety of answers of their own.

 There  were many ways this situation could have turned out, as we 
know from the numerous other disputed multiethnic areas  after World 
War  I. An all- out bloody  battle could have erupted, as happened in 
Ukraine, Transylvania, and Anatolia. Diplomats could have immedi-
ately ruled on which claimant would be recognized internationally, as 
happened in Alsace- Lorraine, the Sudetenland, and South Tyrol. A local 
plebiscite could have been held to determine borders, as happened in the 
Schleswig and Carinthia regions. But none of  these happened in Fiume, 
mostly for geographic reasons: as it was surrounded by mountains and 
situated right on a sea, navies  were able to reach it faster than armies. 
Within days of the four dif fer ent self- determination movements  going 
public, Italian, French, British, and American ships descended on Fi-
ume’s port, all trying to ensure that the  others would not hold too much 
sway over the final determination of where Fiume should sit on the map.

By mid- November 1918, Fiume witnessed a strange smorgasbord of 
uniformed men walking its quays, promenades, and alleyways, all sup-
posedly joined in an Inter- Allied co ali tion to keep peace  until the Paris 
peacemakers de cided what to do. Some initiatives ensured that mili-
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tary forces worked together— for instance, by assigning joint US, Italian, 
French, and British patrols of the city and its immediate hinterlands. 
But more often than not, the dif fer ent troops worked separately. This 
was especially true  because the Italians sent far more troops than anyone 
 else, with the French sending more than the British and Americans com-
bined, but far fewer than the Italians. This imbalance rendered joint 
patrols impossible and ensured that clashes of national interests, expec-
tations, ste reo types, and separate commands jostled against each other 
and kept Fiume’s day- to- day Inter- Allied occupation unstable.

Fiume did not serve as a passive checkerboard where the drama of 
Italian, French, British, and American interests played out. Instead, 
local activists tried to align themselves with the dif fer ent Entente powers 
that had descended on the town in order to further their agendas. Fi-
umians pushing for annexation to the Kingdom of Italy— spearheaded 
by the Italian National Council, veterans who had volunteered to fight 
for Italy during the war, and activists working for regional nationalist 
groups such as Trento-Trieste— easily convinced the Italian military 
command that the city’s cultural heritage and economic  future de-
pended on being joined to Italy.50 The French military command heard 
most from  those in  favor of annexation to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes, with arguments emphasizing how Fiume was culturally 
more Slav than Italian not just  because of its urban makeup but thanks 
to the daily interactions between the city, the port, and the hinterland, 
which was predominantly Croatian and Slovene. French troops also 
 were regularly warned that eco nom ically consigning Fiume to Italy 
would upset a balance of Adriatic and greater Mediterranean trade (a 
major concern for the French).51 American and British military per-
sonnel heard from both of  these factions but also  were the par tic u lar 
target of out spoken locals who wanted Fiume turned into an interna-
tional city- state. Businessmen and even socialists tried to convince 
American and British representatives that the city— with its history of 
relative autonomy and  peoples of dif fer ent creeds and heritages united 
by a Mediterranean, trade- oriented, Italianate culture— could only 
prosper if its port and commerce  were open to all and its communities 
not forced to live within the strictures of any one nation.52  These three 
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paths for Fiume’s postwar period  were not equally matched in on- the- 
ground local enthusiasm (as mentioned  earlier, the pro- Italy platform 
was by far the most widespread), but all three camps tried to secure 
Inter- Allied backing. Soon global tensions among the Allied commands 
 were replicated in local tensions over Fiume’s fate. And the global press 
reporting from the standpoint of the diverse Allied commands painted a 
confusing picture of “what Fiumians want” to their many readerships.

The first po liti cal consequences of the Inter- Allied troops’ arrival 
 were the ousting of the National Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs 
from Fiume’s Governor’s Palace, the partial silencing of the socialist- 
oriented Workers’ Council, and the installation of the Italian National 
Council as the de facto government of postwar Fiume. None of  these 
initiatives  were voted in. Fiumians did not unseat  either national 
council— for that  matter, they had not installed them; both  were self- 
proclaimed governmental entities.53 The Serb- Croat- Slovene group had 
taken the power given to it by the exiting Hungarians and had con-
solidated its offices thanks to the military support of the ex- Habsburg 
(mostly Croatian) troops and the entering Serb troops arriving in the 
region. The Italian National Council had anchored itself in and ex-
panded around the preexisting municipal government. It was the ar-
rival of troops from the Kingdom of Italy (the first of the Inter- Allied 
forces to disembark onto Fiume soil) that had consolidated the power 
of the Italian National Council. Italian soldiers basically escorted the 
veliki župan Rikard Lenac to Sušak and replaced the Serb- Croat- 
Slovene flags on the Governor’s Palace with Italian ones. In early No-
vember 1919, the Inter- Allied commands set up two dif fer ent national 
councils on  either side of the Fiumara River, recognizing the Italian Na-
tional Council as Fiume’s provisional governing body and the Serb- 
Croat- Slovene National Council as Sušak’s— both without a plebiscite. 
None of the Inter- Allied commands supported the call by Fiume’s 
Workers’ Council for international recognition of Fiume as a “ free, in-
de pen dent republic  under the protection of the Socialist Interna-
tional,” and socialist participation in both governments was  limited.54

The two national councils ruled on opposite banks of the Fiumara 
River, but neither Fiumians, Sušačani (residents of Sušak), nor the 
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troops stationed in the region lived in separation. The bridges connecting 
Fiume to Sušak remained open, with Inter- Allied officers checking pa-
pers just as Hungarian officials had done previously. Schoolchildren, 
workers,  family members, and the entire marketplace continued to 
cross back and forth as they always had. Fiumians with dif fer ent aspi-
rations for the city’s  future lived and worked together. Italian, French, 
British, American, and Serb troops socialized with a variety of Fium-
ians and Sušačani in the cafés, bars, bakeries, and squares on both sides 
of the bridge.55 Fiume’s multiethnic tapestry remained, made even more 
varied by all the dif fer ent tongues spoken by Inter- Allied troops, not 
just Italian, En glish, and French but the many dialects of the Serb 
troops stationed outside Sušak and the languages of France’s colonial 
“recruits” from Southeast Asia.

In the ten months that Fiume was occupied by Inter- Allied forces, 
po liti cal activity exploded. The Italian National Council did what ever 
pos si ble to appear as the only legitimate governmental organ. Antonio 
Grossich was made president for his prestige: the world- renowned in-
ventor of the first on- contact antiseptic, an el derly liberal associated 
with Fiume’s decades- long  battles for increased autonomy within the 
Hungarian state, and a man deeply committed to his Italianness and, 
by extension, the Italianness of Fiume, Grossich offered much to reas-
sure locals and onlookers alike.56 The simultaneous reconfirmation of 
43- year- old Fiume- born Antonio Vio Jr. as mayor was more surprising. 
In 1915, the war time Hungarian government had installed Vio as Fi-
ume’s mayor, convinced he would do Budapest’s bidding by limiting 
pro- Italian sentiments among the populace and facilitating Hungarian 
centralization efforts. Vio counted among his  family many who pre-
ferred the annexation of Fiume to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes.57 Nonetheless, he pledged his commitment to annexing Fiume 
to Italy, and members of the Italian National Council reconfirmed him 
to underscore that the newly formed Italian National Council was a 
continuance of prior Fiume self- government mechanisms, not some-
thing made up from scratch.

With Grossich as president and Vio as mayor, every thing  else admin-
istrative was done to make the Italian National Council look and feel 
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like a state. Grossich headed a del e ga tion of Fiume politicians who trav-
eled to Rome in January 1919 to meet with Wilson and plead their case. 
In March 1919, another Fiume del e ga tion went to Paris to meet with 
all the  Great Power representatives. As it became clearer that Wilson 
was set against Fiume’s annexation to Italy, in April 1919 Grossich de-
clared that Fiume had been “virtually united to Italy since October 30, 
1918,” and using the state powers vested in him, he declared Fiume part 
of Italy, to be governed by the Italian National Council on behalf of 
the king of Italy.58 The Inter- Allied command quickly repudiated Gros-
sich’s declaration, insisting that Fiume could not decide to be added to 
Italy; only the  Great Powers could make such a decision. The Italian 
National Council, however, kept pushing, changing flags, stationery, 
laws, and currency to make clear to all that a sovereign Fiume de-
manded annexation to Italy.

One of the Italian National Council’s prime goals was to prove—to 
experts, Entente diplomats, the global press, the Inter- Allied command, 
and even the regular Inter- Allied soldiers— just how “Italian” Fiume 
was. Publicity initiatives went into overdrive. Tele grams  were sent al-
most daily to Paris containing so- called data about Fiume’s Italianness. 
In December 1918, the Italian National Council created a press office 
whose stated purpose was to reveal to the world (and especially readers 
in the Kingdom of Italy) “the obscenities, the vulgarity, the lies, and 
the deceptions disseminated by Yugo slav journalism against our inter-
ests.” 59 The Italian National Council, its press office, and po liti cally 
motivated private citizens sent newspapers in Italy and Italian dias-
pora communities in Eu rope and the Amer i cas salacious accounts of 
how the “barbaric Slavs” threatened to wipe out their culture, take ad-
vantage of their  women, and destroy the very essence of every thing 
Dante stood for and Italians the world over cherished. The Italian 
National Council even supplied postcards to the numerous Inter- Allied 
soldiers hoping that they would “spread pictures of Fiume to their 
respective countries, thereby making clearer the reasons why Italy has 
the right to  these lands.” 60 Any means to manipulate how Fiume’s pop-
ulation could be seen as “Italian”  were up for grabs and Fiume’s Italian 
National Council grabbed them.
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At this point the  women’s rights aspect of the Fiume story begins. 
When municipal elections  were announced for September 1919, the 
Italian National Council realized that the best way to increase the 
number of Italians voting was to double the number of  those eligible. 
Suddenly and unexpectedly,  women  were given the right to vote, a right 
not uncommon in the socialist- inspired republics that sprang up  after 
the Bolshevik revolution, but unheard of in the neighboring Kingdom 
of Italy and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Fiume pub-
licists made much of  women voting, talking frequently of their unques-
tioned dedication to making Fiume part of Italy. Local newspaper 
articles quickly saw  women’s suffrage as an ideal publicity stunt: 
articles spotlighted  women born “in the time of Napoleon” who hob-
bled their way to the polls, like 91- year- old Fiume- born  widow Anna 
Gregorig, who told reporters how excited she was to “vote for Italian 
Fiume.” 61

One of the postcards produced by the Italian National Council to promote a 
vision of Fiume as absolutely separate from Sušak. The writing on the bottom 
says, “Fiume— The Eneo [Fiumara] which divides Sušak from Fiume.” The 
 angle of the photograph makes the river look much larger and broader, con-
tributing to the sense of division between the two towns.
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Fiume’s Italian national activists saw  women as easily manipulat-
able and thus useful. For example, 32- year- old Fiume- born Arturo Chi-
opris registered only  women he knew would vote as he wanted them to, 
filing registration requests for the  women of his extended  family, 
close friends, and immediate neighbors.62 The 44- year- old Fiume- born 
Alfredo Fletzer branched out further, collecting signatures from 
 house bound  widows he assumed would support the cause. Alas, most 
of their registrations  were rejected  because they lacked proper docu-
mentation.63 The 22- year- old Fiume- born Pietro Gennari was more 
per sis tent,  going door to door in hopes of inducing  women to vote in 
 favor of annexationist mea sures. His efforts, however, went less smoothly 
than Chiopris’s and Fletzer’s. The  widow Anna Candelari apparently 
“made public her yugophile tendencies,” shouting at Gennari that she 
would “oppose any insinuations that attempted to dissuade her from 
her decision” against the Italian annexationist platform.64  Women op-
posed to government directives used their suffrage rights, too. Their 
traces are harder to find, however,  because the pro cess of voter regis-
tration was much easier if government officials thought you would vote 
as they wanted.

Candelari was not alone, though, in valuing her voting rights. The 
57- year- old Maria Sustovich thought voting was so impor tant that she 
went through the bureaucratic paperwork to add herself to the elec-
toral lists even though the Fiume postal system refused to deliver the 
necessary documents  because she lived within the administrative 
bound aries of Sušak.65 Other  women used voting as an opportunity not 
just to assert their po liti cal views but to assert which version of their 
name they preferred to use. The 29- year- old Aurora Kollmann, née Ste-
fancic, broke protocol when registering herself to vote by listing her 
maiden name instead of her married one. City officials quickly corrected 
her, crossing out Stefancic and listing her as “Aurora Kolmann, wife of 
Alessandro.” 66 Other  women wrote to tell the city government when 
their names  were misspelled or left off the voter registration lists.67 For 
many, this new public power was something precious, sometimes to ex-
press their views (pro or con) about annexation, and sometimes for 
reasons that had nothing to do with the geopo liti cal  future of Fiume.
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 Women dominate the on- the- ground stories told about Fiume in 
the immediate postwar period, but not for the tension surrounding 
the introduction of  women’s suffrage. Instead it was the reports about 
 women’s interactions with Inter- Allied soldiers that catapulted local 
events into the world news and then into subsequent histories.  Women 
in  these stories (largely supplied to the global press by Fiumians them-
selves)  were doubly symbolic, representing Fiume’s au then tic, uncor-
rupted “ will” and serving as a touching reminder of the city’s helpless-
ness and vulnerability in the face of  Great Power politics, Inter- Allied 
presumptions, and competing national claims. From the arrival of 
Inter- Allied soldiers onward, journalists focused most of their portrayals 
of locals’ reactions on  women. When Italian ships arrived in Fiume in 
November 1918, reports showed crowds of  women covering the ships 

Photograph from elections held in either 1919 or 1921. Fiume publicists eagerly 
promoted the vision of el derly Fiume  women “from the time of Napoleon” de-
lighting in being able to “vote Fiume Italian.” The expression of this Fiume 
lady indicates that perhaps  there was some truth to the publicists’ claims, 
though the expressions of  those surrounding her raise questions.
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with “flowers and laurels,” “implor[ing] the sailors to disembark,” and 
even boarding and stealing Italian sailors’ hats to lure them onto land.68 
Nationalist demonstrations on the part of the Serb- Croat- Slovene fac-
tion also placed female enthusiasm front and center, showing girls 
dressed in Slavic folk costumes welcoming their French and Serb lib-
erators with homespun charm.

Unsurprisingly, fraternization between Fiume’s local female popu-
lation and the Inter- Allied troops was commonplace, spurred on by 
ladies’ interest in postwar companionship, or financial gain, or fear, or 
a combination of all three. International interest, however, centered on 
 women’s “pure” national impulses and the Inter- Allied troops’ response. 
 Every history of Fiume before D’Annunzio’s arrival focuses on two epi-
sodes to explain how  things escalated so much that Paris Peace Con-
ference diplomats  were ever more convinced that compromise over 
Fiume was impossible.  These same episodes also si mul ta neously con-
vinced nationalist groups in Italy that occupying Fiume was the only 
logical next step.

The first incident has such a mundane beginning that it seems ab-
surd that it precipitated the establishment of a special Inter- Allied com-
mission of American, British, French, and Italian generals. The trou-
bles began on July 2, 1919, when two drunk French soldiers stumbled 
their way home from Sušak to their Fiume barracks by crossing the 
Fiumara. At some point they bumped into two young Fiume  women 
wearing rosettes in the Italian colors. According to the  women, the sol-
diers tore the rosettes off, trampled them, and then spat in the  women’s 
 faces while damning Italy. News of an attack on innocent, Italy- loving 
Fiume  women spread quickly, and bands of local Italian nationalists 
joined with Italian soldiers to make the Frenchmen pay. Three disor-
derly days  later, sixty- seven soldiers had been wounded and nine  were 
dead (including four colonial soldiers from French Indochina). Fighting 
ended the night of July 6, when soldiers  were ordered to stay in their 
barracks and Italian and French generals made  grand speeches re-
minding all that they had fought together in the war and should stick 
together in peace. The story was widely reported, and eight days  later 
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the diplomats in Paris sent a special commission to Fiume to determine 
who was at fault for triggering vio lence within a civilian community 
along the fault lines of two Entente allies, Italy and France.

News leaked quickly about what the Inter- Allied commission de cided 
in late August 1919. The  whole city knew that though British, French, 
American, and Italian inspectors blamed the escalation on the Italian 
military, they also pointed out the increased hostility Fiumians felt 
 toward the French for having usurped part of Fiume’s port. Both the 
Italian and French soldiers  were deemed too invested in local politics 
(in part  because troops had been stationed  there for almost a year 
without reprieve). The Inter- Allied commission declared that French 
and Italian military troops should be replaced, the number of Italian 
soldiers reduced to correspond more closely to  those of the other Allied 
commands, France’s naval port moved outside the city limits, Fiume’s 
local militia disbanded, colonial soldiers removed from the urban center, 
and new elections for city government held (the same elections in which 
women first voted). The commission’s final decree was that “more dis-
interested” American and British units should oversee city policing to 
secure equal treatment for all.

The second incident came as a response to the mea sures enacted by 
the Inter- Allied commission. On the morning of August 25, in accor-
dance with the commission’s decrees, Italian soldiers prepared to leave 
the city. As they closed up their barracks, the Sardinian grenadiers, who 
had been in Fiume since November  1918, saw a mass of Fiumians 
waiting outside. Most of them—or so reports said— were  women and 
 children who had covered the streets with Italian flags to force the 
Italian soldiers to stay, on the assumption that Italian soldiers loved 
their nation too much to soil its flag. Moved by the dramatic gesture, 
the soldiers hesitated. But military  orders prevailed, and the soldiers 
pushed the  women aside and trampled the flags. A few  women  were 
described as then risking their lives by jumping in front of military 
trucks to halt the evacuation. As reported endlessly in the global press 
(but especially the Italian), the soldiers swore they would never forget 
Fiume; they would return.  Women cried. Publicists scribbled. By the 
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next day, newspaper readers across the globe knew of the desperate 
mea sures Fiume’s most innocent would take to make themselves part 
of Italy.

From August 1919 on, the Fiume on- the- ground story began to be 
overshadowed by outside (mostly Italian) responses to the sensational 
accounts. Even  today, histories of the Fiume Crisis jump from Wilson’s 
diplomatic impasses in Paris, to Grossich’s rebuffed auto- annexation 
of Fiume to Italy, to friction between the Italian and French troops, to 
the frantic demonstrations of seemingly guileless (mostly female) Fi-
umians risking all to be joined to the Italian “motherland.” The dis-
jointedness is no accident. As we have seen, Fiume’s Italian National 
Council worked hard to control how the press depicted the city, opting 
whenever pos si ble to obliterate any visions that did not show Fiume as 
italianissima.

Modern, scandal- hungry journalists turned the Fiume story from a 
local event into the international pandemonium it became, but not 
 because any one state had complete control of the media. To the Italian 
National Council’s dismay, accounts emphasizing how Fiume’s Italian-
ness had been created by a nationalist city government against the 
wishes of Fiumians who did not identify as Italian or did not want 
Fiume joined to Italy  were regularly printed in Italy, France,  Great 
Britain, the United States, and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes.69 But  these stories did not reverberate with audiences with 
the same intensity that the melodramatic “helpless- Fiume- that- just- 
wants- to- be- Italian” narratives did. By the end of summer 1919, a 
growing number of Italians started caring about Fiume less  because of 
their indignation about Wilson and the Paris Peace Conference and 
more  because Fiume embodied a feminine, pure, and threatened dedi-
cation to the Italian national idea, a version that pulled at heartstrings 
and demanded action.70 Few worked harder to make this so than the 
poet- soldier Gabriele D’Annunzio, the man who in most tellings of the 
Fiume Crisis is considered synonymous with the city itself. On- the- 
ground tales of Fiume dis appear almost completely once D’Annunzio 
makes his entrance.
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Story Three: D’Annunzio and Proto- fascism

“All you have to do is order the troops to shoot me, General.”71

The short, bald, thin, partially blind 56- year- old man who uttered 
 these taunting words was Gabriele D’Annunzio. And as D’Annunzio 
stood up in his flashy red convertible, he opened his coat and pointed 
to his chest to indicate where the shot should pierce him. It was easy to 
see, since below his coat  were the many medals he had been awarded 
for outstanding military ser vice to Italy in World War I.

The man D’Annunzio taunted was the 56- year- old general Vittorio 
Emanuele Pittaluga, assigned to control the armistice line west of Fiume 
for the Italian forces. Pittaluga hesitated. In front of him stood the most 
popu lar living Italian— a poet, novelist, playwright, aviator, veteran, 
and publicist extraordinaire—at the head of a ragtag army several hun-
dred strong, most of them recent defectors from Pittaluga’s own troops, 
the same troops that just weeks before had promised the weeping la-
dies of Fiume that they would return.72  Behind Pittaluga stood hun-
dreds of regular soldiers, many of whom had already started to leave 
their positions to indicate that, if necessary, they would shoot Pittaluga 
before they let him shoot the taunting hero.

 Orders from Rome  were clear: it was September 12, 1919, and  after 
the August 1919 Inter- Allied commission report, the Italian government 
insisted that no insurgent ele ments  were to be allowed entry into the 
newly occupied territories of the northern Balkans. In fact,  orders had 
recently been made even clearer: specifically, D’Annunzio was not to 
enter Fiume.  Under pressure, Pittaluga relented and D’Annunzio and 
his troops passed. Inter- Allied commanders followed suit, ostensibly out 
of fear of the bloodshed that might result with civilians so close.

Without a single shot fired, to the ringing of church bells and with 
Fiume’s president Antonio Grossich bestowing laurel leaves on the en-
tering heroes, D’Annunzio and his motley army wrested control of one 
of the ten biggest ports in continental Eu rope from the world’s  Great 
Powers. The newsprint wrote itself. And ever since, hundreds if not 
thousands of histories, memoirs, biographies, commemorations, edited 
letters, photographic collages, novels, blogs, research papers, and even 
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comic books have recounted the D’Annunzio- Fiume experience. In fact, 
the interpretations began the day D’Annunzio entered town, for a film 
crew, photog raphers, and journalists  were all  there to rec ord the event. 
This was exactly why Italian armed forces had been specifically ordered 
to stop D’Annunzio from reaching Fiume. Every one knew he might try 
such a stunt  because he had already made the Fiume- Paris debacle and 
the on- the- ground stories part of his regular repertoire of unapologeti-
cally expansionist, bigoted Italian nationalism.

D’Annunzio began taking over the story just days  after the Paris 
Peace Conference began. In January 1919, in response to the first hints 
that Wilson would not support all of Italy’s claims, D’Annunzio pub-
lished a front- page letter in leading Italian nationalist newspapers ex-
plaining that “Italy is big, and wants to get bigger,” that her rightful 
borders encompassed all of the Adriatic, and that any counterclaims 
 were the work of the “lurid Croatians, . . .  the rampaging monkeys,” 
who threatened the Italian civilization Italians had fought and died to 
protect.73 In the weeks following the Italian diplomats’ exit from Paris, 
D’Annunzio made highly publicized speeches not just demanding that 
Fiume be joined to Italy but also insisting that Italy needed to liberate 
itself from the “lies, servility, and cowardice” that subjected it to the 
unchecked power of “transatlantic [that is, American] gold.”74

Fiume’s on- the- ground story was an impor tant narrative for 
D’Annunzio. When the July 1919 reports of the skirmishes between 
Italian and French soldiers came to light, his histrionic rhe toric shifted 
into high gear. He took the five days of fighting between Italian and 
French forces and refashioned them as the “Fiumian Vespers,” a 
modern- day reenactment of Giuseppe Verdi’s 1855 Italian nationalist 
opera, The Sicilian Vespers. When the pitiful descriptions of Fiume 
 women trying to stop Italian soldiers’ retreat hit the newspapers, 
D’Annunzio began to reimagine his dream to make “Italy bigger.” No 
longer content solely to whip up a fury through his newspaper columns, 
he de cided to lead in person. Though his fifteen- month attempt to re-
build a pure Italy by uniting “martyr Fiume to its motherland” ended 
in failure, virtually all accounts of this period hinge on the unexpected 
and shocking adventures of D’Annunzio and his followers. Piracy, 
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 free love, nonconformism, drugs, a new constitution based on anarcho- 
syndicalist princi ples, the Christmas of Blood:  every week it seemed 
something bizarre, unheard of, and newsworthy was coming out of 
D’Annunzio’s Fiume.

 There are many works detailing the story of D’Annunzio and his 
followers in the port city. I  will focus  here on the key events from Sep-
tember 1919 to January 1921, an extravaganza that has been given its 
own “ism”: fiumanesimo (fiumianism).75 Precisely what fiumanesimo 
encapsulated remains elusive, but Renzo De Felice— the grand father 
of Italian Fascist studies— describes it as the po liti cal, cultural, and so-
cial experiences of  those who celebrated D’Annunzio’s Fiume,  whether 
they actually spent much time in the city or not. According to De Fe-
lice, participants in fiumanesimo found it “morally liberating and po-
liti cally anticipatory of a new political- social order which no one knew 
how to define concretely, but which tied them all together.”76 Emilio 
Gentile offers a more specific characterization, emphasizing that though 
many limit it to the “de cadent literary expression and po liti cal estheti-
cism” of D’Annunzio himself, in fact, for many it served as “the most 
original expression of the veteran movements and ideologies” of im-
mediate postwar Eu rope. Like so many other veterans’ movements, 
fiumanesimo was infused with equal parts anti- parliamentarianism, 
anti- conformism, anti- materialism, a po liti cal theology of mystical na-
tionalism, and the veneration of an aristocracy of soldiers guided by a 
supreme leader, a duce.77 Anyone familiar with the early history of 
Italian Fascism can see why so many find in fiumanesimo the “proto-” 
to Mussolini’s Fascism.

If fiumanesimo is anything, it is an umbrella category of feelings, styl-
ings, attempts, hopes, pleasures, and hatreds experienced by  those 
who enthusiastically followed the fortunes of D’Annunzio’s gambol in 
Fiume. The three key aspects that designate D’Annunzian Fiume as 
proto- fascism center on how D’Annunzio projected an aura of charis-
matic, authoritarian leadership that mesmerized his followers; the vi-
brancy of a restless, disillusioned nationalist veterans’ culture that ea-
gerly defied state command; and the myriad of po liti cal ideologies that 
wove into and out of  these two phenomena.
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D’Annunzio’s charismatic hold on his followers in Fiume is perhaps 
the easiest part of fiumanesimo to explain. His power originated from 
the fact that he was a beloved celebrity before he reached Fiume. Ce-
lebrities are not always charismatic. But D’Annunzio’s celebrity was as 
much a product of his artistic production as it was a by- product of his 
ability to make the public want to be part of his story. Before World 
War I, D’Annunzio’s charisma only reached middle-  and upper- class 
readers. His sensuous, flamboyantly immoral poetry, novels, and plays 
aroused attention due to his mastery of the Italian language and all its 
tropes. But his writing titillated even more  because it was both shocking 
and highly autobiographical. From one piece to another, D’Annunzio 
filled his audience’s imaginations with a moralizing debauchery and 
narcissism few could imagine anyone wanting to publicize. D’Annunzio’s 
hyperbolic womanizing, his absurd spending, his efforts to avoid money 
collectors, and his constant presence in the salons of Italy and France 
kept tongues wagging about his latest cruel phrase. It was all this, as 
much as his literary powers, that made D’Annunzio a celebrity.  People 
enjoyed imagining what it was like to be him as much as gossiping 
about him.

It is hard to say precisely when D’Annunzio’s charisma moved out-
side the salons and into the broader public. Some date the transforma-
tion to his cele bration of Italy’s war against the Ottoman Empire in 
Libya (1912),  others to his public commitment to pushing Italy to re-
nounce neutrality at the beginning of World War I (1914). All agree he 
was already the darling of a growing public when he began publishing 
from the front in 1915. The when of D’Annunzio’s transformation might 
be unclear, but the why is not. D’Annunzio’s reach spread when he 
made Italy’s need for reawakening through war the centerpiece of his 
creative efforts. His infamous personal and emotional predilections con-
tinued, but they  were sidelined. Now his rich repertoire of linguistic 
nuances, semi- heretical religious imagery, and classical tropes shifted 
away from Nietz schean dilemmas of the self to a discourse anchored 
in national combat as rebirthing sacrifice. That a man who spoke and 
wrote in a manner inaccessible to most could win the hearts of a na-
tion in which over 40  percent of the population was illiterate is remark-
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able. He did so by  going out beyond literary salons to speak to crowds 
and newspapers, invigorating his fancy phrasings with well- placed ob-
scenities. By 1915, D’Annunzio had learned how to lead a rally, leav-
ening the highbrow language with vulgarisms and modeling his prose 
on the repetitive formula of call- and- response. The ever- present refer-
ences to Saint Sebastian, Dante, and the classical masters  were still 
 there, but now they included more Bible stories and the gall to pub-
licly call a prime minister “shithead” (Cagoia), all while leading crowds 
to chant, “Long live the just war! Long live the greater Italy!” His ral-
lies and journalistic rabble- rousing opened up a broader arena, but it 
only became “national charisma” when the 52- year- old poet and dandy 
put his body where his words  were by volunteering for active ser vice, 
becoming the oldest lieutenant to serve in Italy’s armed forces.78

D’Annunzio was not the only Italian intellectual or artist to join up. 
Many of the Italian Futurists volunteered, as did interventionist social-
ists like Benito Mussolini. But only D’Annunzio became Italy’s jack- of- 
all- trades action hero. He did not serve on one front; he served on all 
of them, moving between sea, air, and land as he pleased and the gov-
ernment grudgingly allowed. First he went to sea on a warship. Then 
he took to the air. In January 1916 he suffered a severe eye injury  after 
a tough landing. He never regained use of the eye but nonetheless de-
manded to be put back into ser vice a year  later. He returned to the 
air— one of his greatest passions. When morale on the alpine front 
reached its lowest, D’Annunzio headed to the trenches. By the end of 
the war, he was a one- man public relations campaign for the Italian 
military effort, moving between fronts,  going where the action was most 
dramatic and his presence would be most inspiring.

D’Annunzio’s ser vice was real. He risked his life many times. But 
while his comrades in arms fought with weapons, D’Annunzio’s con-
tribution was mostly propaganda. He traveled with a pen (and a pressed 
uniform), writing constantly, describing the many variants of bleak her-
oism displayed by Italian soldiers. He gave speeches to rally troops, 
often several times a day. And his responsibilities during missions  were 
more geared to winning the press war than the  actual war itself. Thus 
the fabulous accounts of his “flight over Vienna,” during which he and 
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his fellow Italian aviators dropped four hundred thousand leaflets over 
the capital city of  enemy Austria, basically saying, “We could be drop-
ping bombs. . . .  Wake up. . . .  It’s over.”79 Or the by now mythical 
“Mockery of Bakar” (Beffa di Buccari), where he set loose messages in 
 bottles during an unsuccessful torpedo night raid on a Habsburg naval 
port just southeast of Fiume that said (more or less), “You thought you 
 were safe in your well- protected harbor. Ha! We Italians  will risk every-
thing. . . .   You’re not safe.” D’Annunzio’s publications, his speeches, 
and his outrageous exploits over sea, air, and land made Italy’s losing 
war seem winnable— and a lot less depressing. When Italy fi nally did 
win, Italians looked to D’Annunzio as the emblem of the unrelenting 
bravura that had led them to victory (a much more inspiring idea than 
the many accusations that the war had been so hard to win  because of 
incompetent leadership, war profiteering, and battlefront sedition).80 
When the peace negotiations over Fiume fell apart, D’Annunzio de-
clared to all who would listen that the only way to save Italy’s victory 
(“the mutilated victory,” as he termed it) was to “disobey” (disobbedisco). 
It was clear to many that this meant Italy should take the Adriatic no 
 matter what the stuffed shirts in parliaments and peace proceedings 
had to say. They had fought to win the war. Now they had to fight to 
win the peace.

Undoubtedly fiumanesimo is deeply rooted in D’Annunzio’s cha-
risma. But it became a movement—an ism— because of the sheer 
number and diversity of  people who followed him. D’Annunzio did not 
recruit them directly; his newspaper articles and speeches did that for 
him. He did not even commit fully to participating in the march on 
Fiume  until a few days before (he could not decide between that and 
a transcontinental flight to Japan). When he fi nally got into that red 
convertible on September 12, 1919, he was so ill with the flu that he had 
to be held up by the real masterminds, the ones who had or ga nized the 
deserting troops, stolen the military vehicles, and secured financial sup-
port from like- minded industrialists.81 D’Annunzio’s taunt to Pitta-
luga would not have worked if hundreds of soldiers had not been 
standing  behind him, embodying the unfaltering loyalty Italians felt for 
every thing D’Annunzio signified. And the Inter- Allied command and 
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Fiume’s Italian National Council would not have known to prepare the 
seamless transfer of military command to D’Annunzio if his entourage 
in Fiume had not already convinced them he was coming and would 
not be  stopped. Helping D’Annunzio take Fiume was direct insubordi-
nation;  every person involved believed he or she risked every thing to 
be  there. “Disobey to save the nation” had been D’Annunzio’s war cry 
just a few weeks before, and  these soldiers thought they  were  doing just 
that. It was their enthusiasm and conviction that created much of the 
proto- fascist fiumanesimo that has fascinated readers ever since.

The men accompanying D’Annunzio to Fiume  were a hodgepodge. 
Most had fought for Italy during the war, some in regiments stationed 
in Fiume  until recently, some at the front, and some native Fiumians 
who had left their city to fight for Italy’s victory and now deserted Ita-
ly’s military to fight for D’Annunzio. They ranged from the lowliest foot 
soldier to a few celebrated generals and hailed from all over Italy, from 
Palermo to Milan. Their uniforms  were as diverse as their dialects and 
accents, marking them as members of Italy’s shock troops (Arditi), reg-
ular infantry, grenade units, naval units, alpine units, and, of course, 
the air force. And  after newspapers reported the amazing story of 
D’Annunzio’s entry into Fiume, new volunteers began arriving, some 
who had already left military ser vice,  others too young to have seen it.82 
The Italian state tried to block  these  eager recruits by policing trains, 
but the challenges dissuaded few. In fact, it seems that the harder it 
was to get to Fiume, the more impor tant D’Annunzio’s action ap-
peared for Italy’s  future. In one of his most celebrated attacks on Wilson, 
D’Annunzio had proclaimed, “I dare, not scheme” (Ardisco non or-
disco). The men (and some  women) who made their way to Fiume in 
the autumn of 1919 felt they, too,  were daring to make Italy  great, not 
just scheming to maintain its position as a second- rate  Great Power, as 
many believed its elected officials  were  doing.

Though D’Annunzio’s followers hailed from everywhere, with widely 
varied experiences and expectations, the esprit de corps was that of the 
Arditi, the daredevil shock troops of Italy’s trench warfare. During the 
war, the Arditi regularly participated in suicide missions, jumping over 
barbed wire into  enemy trenches equipped only with knives (often held 
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between their teeth), grenades, and short- range weapons. By 1919,  these 
elite units had an aura of fantastic grandeur.  Every Italian recognized 
their black uniforms, their skull- and- dagger badges, and knew about 
the mythic, nonconformist camaraderie that bound them together. 
D’Annunzio’s legionnaires (the name his followers  were given to char-
acterize them as one unit with one mission, rather than the  jumble 
they actually  were) embraced the Ardito spirit, wearing their non-
conformist camaraderie like a badge of honor and performing 
daredevil feats to keep the Fiume campaign afloat. Modeled on the 
propaganda- oriented exploits D’Annunzio hatched during the war, 
they also incarnated a manly daring that contrasted so vividly with 
the diplomats of Paris.

The legionnaires’ eccentric antics cemented the fiumanesimo spirit 
as something real (for its followers), not just an echo of D’Annunzio’s 
rousing words. Some followers formed a pirate crew called the Uscocchi, 
whose mission (often successful) was to capture Italian commercial 
ships and  either steal their goods or hold them ransom. Another spe-
cial forces unit, the Desperate (La Disperata), was or ga nized around 
egalitarian standards, flouting the stuffy classist hierarchies and tradi-
tions of old- school military units. They  were encouraged to take up 
nature- oriented, less corrupt, and less civilized lifestyles that included 
nudism, experimentation with drugs, vegetarianism, and a sexuality we 
would  today call queer or fluid. Some participated in raids outside 
Fiume, stealing valuable  horses and even taking a high- ranking Italian 
general hostage. Fiume’s legionnaires did not see  battle  until Christmas 
1920, but their publicity- prone feats and shockingly un- Catholic rit-
uals made waves in Italy and beyond by demonstrating that the cur-
rent liberal, parliamentarian leadership of the Kingdom of Italy was 
helpless even to keep its troops together, while  under D’Annunzio’s 
leadership Italy’s soldiers could achieve the unthinkable.

How many legionnaires followed D’Annunzio is impossible to deter-
mine. Some argue that it was as many as twelve thousand in the first 
weeks of D’Annunzio’s arrival (though this seems highly unlikely). All 
agree that what ever the number in September– October 1919, it dwin-
dled immediately thereafter, petering out to  little more than several 
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hundred by the end. Ideological positions among D’Annunzio’s legion-
naires  were as varied as their backgrounds and military experience. 
Some who followed D’Annunzio to Fiume saw it as a patriotic effort to 
save Italy and its monarchy from the corrosive effects of liberal parlia-
mentarianism.  Others came  because they believed the war could not 
end  until Italy got bigger and the Mediterranean seaboard surrounding 
it became a Mare Nostrum empire reminiscent of ancient Rome and 
early modern Venice. Some thought  going to Fiume would be a way to 
avoid postwar demobilization and thereby guarantee a continuance of 
military service— a ser vice that represented for some their first profes-
sional experience and only livelihood. Still  others followed D’Annunzio 
 because they believed he stood for a purifying revolution against back- 
chamber politics and bourgeois capitalism. Futurist artists, central 
Eu ro pean bon vivants, and even the stray anarchist went to Fiume 
 because they believed that D’Annunzio’s impassioned claim that “deeds 
make history” (cosa fatta capo ha) would baptize a new world that 
pushed old traditions and systems of control aside so that humankind’s 
true nature (to make art, to make love, to live for life and not profit) 
could reign. And some came  because following D’Annunzio sounded like 
fun:  free love, no rules, drugs.

During D’Annunzio’s almost sixteen months in Fiume, many enter-
tainments and sports competitions  were or ga nized to keep the legion-
naires occupied, to raise morale, to ensure they stayed “ battle worthy,” 
and (always the top priority) to keep the hungry journalistic world fed. 
Celebrities including orchestral director Arturo Toscanini; inventor 
Guglielmo Marconi; the founder of Futurism, F. T. Marinetti; and even 
the founder of Fascism, Benito Mussolini, passed through D’Annunzio’s 
Fiume to “taste the air” of this new Italy. In his almost daily balcony 
speeches from Fiume’s Governor’s Palace, D’Annunzio promised some-
thing to every one, and his domination of the global press, along with 
his famous guests, reassured his followers that it would happen. As time 
passed, most followers mutinied and returned home  because of dis-
tasteful be hav ior, lack of funds, boredom, or po liti cal directions with 
which they did not agree.  Those who stayed  were bonded in a common 
mission to break the Italy they knew in the hope of being part of making 
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 either an Italy that had been or an Italy that would be. And while they 
all waited, they lived  those fifteen months as if Fiume itself  were a sub-
stitute Italy, already released from the chains of the liberal society they 
so disdained.

When D’Annunzio marched into Fiume on September 12, 1919, he 
(like many  others) expected that the  whole adventure would last a 
 couple of weeks at most. Italy’s government seemed weak: attacked from 
the right by nationalist- imperialist po liti cal ele ments like D’Annunzio 
and Mussolini and from the left by socialists and workers’ strikes in 
all of Italy’s major cities. When the government fell, or so D’Annunzio 
and his entourage expected, a new government would have  little choice 
but to accept the fait accompli and recognize Fiume’s annexation to 
Italy. That was the plan. That is not what happened.

Initially, Italy’s new government, led by the eco nom ically minded, 
US- friendly Francesco Saverio Nitti, also expected D’Annunzio’s ad-

A sports competition or ga nized so D’Annunzio’s followers could demonstrate 
their manly prowess for all to enjoy. Note in the back the range of dif fer ent 
uniforms of the observers.
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venture would end quickly. To engineer this, a compromise option (the 
so- called modus vivendi) was offered to the leading figures of Fiume’s 
Italian National Council and D’Annunzio’s military command. The 
modus vivendi proposed that in exchange for D’Annunzio leaving and 
the city ending its demand for annexation, the Kingdom of Italy would 
commit to protecting the “sovereign rights of the city of Fiume,” fore-
stalling any separation “of Fiume and its territory from the  mother 
country [Italy],” and providing for “regular Italian troops to protect the 
integrity of Fiume while si mul ta neously respecting its own militia.”83 
In short, the modus vivendi promised that Fiume would not be given to 
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes or risk financial, military, or 
geopo liti cal isolation if it accepted the independent- state solution.

Initially, it looked as if all parties involved would accept the modus 
vivendi and D’Annunzio’s time in Fiume would end. The majority of 
the Italian National Council approved it, as did most of the leading po-
liti cal figures of D’Annunzio’s command. D’Annunzio, however, wa-
vered, afraid that such a compromise would make him  little better than 
all the two- faced politicians he had spent the last few years maligning. 
Convinced that the  people of Fiume  were more attached to him than 
to ending the international fiasco they had been living in for over a year, 
he called a plebiscite to decide  whether the city should accept the modus 
vivendi or not. When it quickly became clear that the December 16, 
1919, plebiscite would support the modus vivendi, not the continuation 
of D’Annunzio’s “Italy or death” campaign, he called a halt to the 
voting, declaring the entire proceedings invalid  because of corrup-
tion and the sad logic of polls.84 Nitti, furious at this rebuff, scrapped 
the modus vivendi offer. Confused about what their role in Fiume 
should be at this point, more legionnaires deserted D’Annunzio. The 
local Fiume municipal administration looked ever more inward. And 
D’Annunzio’s command began a po liti cal rollercoaster  ride from De-
cember 1919 to September 1920, passing through cycles of monarchism, 
virulent xenophobic Italian nationalism, internationalism, and anarcho- 
syndicalism, anything that might shore up support while they waited 
for the Italian government  either to fall or to agree to absorb Fiume 
into the kingdom.85
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 After almost a year of waiting,  things just got even more eccentric. 
In the summer of 1920, D’Annunzio de cided to kick out Fiume’s provi-
sional municipal government, form his own state, and ask the 46- year- 
 old anarcho- syndicalist Alceste De Ambris to help write a constitution 
for an Italian regency headed by himself, the new duce. D’Annunzio 
called his utopian state the Regency of Carnaro. Its constitution prom-
ised that state and industrial relations would be founded on corpo-
ratism, egalitarianism, and anti- chauvinism (although throughout the 
constitution the goal of transforming non- Italian Fiumians into Ital-
ians was a clear priority). Instead of a state religion, D’Annunzio pro-
posed that  music would serve as the moral compass of the  people. He 
did not stop  there. He envisioned his mini utopian regency as a beacon 
for the oppressed  peoples of the world. He commissioned the 28- year- 
 old Belgian poet and musicologist Léon Kochnitzky to found the 
League of Fiume (also known as the Anti– League of Nations), which 
claimed to support the rights of unrepresented  peoples victimized by 
 Great Power imperialism. D’Annunzio claimed to champion the Irish, 
Egyptians, Albanians, Croatians, Flemish, Algerians, Indians, Afghans, 
Cubans, “Blacks of the United States,” and “Chinese in California,” 
among many  others. (He con ve niently forgot all the anti- Croatian 
speeches he had made, as well as his  orders just weeks  earlier to 
expel all “foreigners,” especially “ enemy Slavs,” from Fiume.) Neither 
D’Annunzio’s regency, nor his corporatist constitution, nor his Anti– 
League of Nations League of Fiume  were more than scraps of paper. 
But the attempts show how the mixed messages his followers heard  were 
a product of a charismatic leader promising every thing he could think 
of to ensure his own success and continued presence in the spotlight.

Fiumanesimo was all  things to all  those searching for another Italy 
 after the war. And its links to Mussolini’s Fascism are unmistakable. 
First, in real terms, many (but not all) of  those who accompanied 
D’Annunzio to Fiume  later joined Mussolini’s Fascist squads.86 It was 
not just the participants;  there was also a continuity in uniforms, sa-
lutes, mottos, war songs, and soldierly exaltation of a charismatic duce 
riling up imperialist enthusiasm in almost daily balcony speeches. As 
Mussolini’s hold on the Italian state tightened, he publicly and admin-
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istratively recognized D’Annunzio and his legionnaires as the precur-
sors to the Fascist revolution, even offering pensions to  those who had 
volunteered in Fiume. But fiumanesimo was just as non- Fascist as it 
was Fascist. The bon vivant cosmopolitanism; the comic piracy; the ex-
plicit interest in  free love, drugs, and queer sexuality; and the forays 
into anarcho- syndicalism are, as many historians have noted, a potent 
reminder of how many vibrant, popularly supported options  there  were 
for revolution and reform in post- WWI Italy, all squashed when Fas-
cism took over. D’Annunzio’s Fiume extravaganza ended in failure, but 
the enthusiasm it created was an impor tant lesson for many. Musso-
lini’s Fascists immersed themselves in Fiume’s symbols and marched 
on Rome in 1922 with many of the same contradictory motivations as 
D’Annunzio’s followers had had just three years  earlier. And with  every 
year Mussolini stayed in power, the ele ments of fiumanesimo that did 
not align with Fascism  were crushed into an almost mythical legend of 
the nonconformist Italy that could have been.

What’s Missing in the Fiume Stories, and  
Why Does It  Matter?

In some ways it is incredible how much the stories we tell about the 
Fiume Crisis reveal about immediate post- WWI Eu rope. The Wilson 
diplomatic story not only shows why certain decisions came about the 
way they did but also gives insight into some of Wilson’s most fateful 
weaknesses. Meanwhile, the Fiume on- the- ground narrative exposes the 
way that much of what mattered in international events depended on 
how much interest the global media took in local tensions. Fi nally, the 
most famous aspect of all— D’Annunzio’s Fiume escapade— exposes 
just how fatal grassroots military veteran dissatisfaction— when coupled 
with the charisma of a self- proclaimed leader— could be to the liberal 
parliamentarianism of Eu rope’s victorious Entente. Fiume before 1914 
had increasing influence on world commerce and immigration patterns, 
yet few knew much about it. Fiume  after 1918 was one of the hot- spot 
stories of Eu rope’s interwar period, a potent example of why some ini-
tiatives failed and a potential pre ce dent for the nightmares to come.
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 These stories are all impor tant  because they are all true. But some-
thing is missing from all of them: Why Fiume? Why did all of  these 
events happen in a relatively unknown place? This might seem like a 
minor question. But  there  were many eco nom ically and po liti cally 
impor tant cities in the postwar period whose positions within a nation- 
state  were contested, and none of them undermined the Paris peace 
talks or showcased ele ments of charismatic proto- fascism. The short 
answer to why it was Fiume instead of Trieste, Gdansk, Lviv, Edirne, 
Strasbourg, Izmir, Timișoara, or Kaliningrad is that Fiume, though 
untethered geopo liti cally  after its empire fell, remained relatively in-
de pen dent for twenty- six months without the bloodbaths of inter-
ethnic conflict. The other post- imperial cities either suffered months 
(if not years) of civil war or were all completely taken over,  whether 
by invading armies or new state regimes. Fiume became the locus for 
all of  these postwar narratives  because no one event determined its 
trajectory. Its po liti cal stability is astounding, considering how many 
places in Eu rope alone— Budapest, Vienna, Munich, Berlin, and Milan, 
to name just a few— tottered on the brink of revolution (or  else fell 
into it)  because of postwar economic and po liti cal hardships. Fiume’s 
relative civic peace allowed Paris diplomats to haggle endlessly without 
taking action, allowed the press to focus on minor but picturesque 
events like the  women and their flags, and allowed D’Annunzio 
to wax poetic on a balcony stage for fifteen months without  doing 
much  else.

To date, the question Why Fiume? has not received much attention 
 because the assumption has been that Fiume remained stable in its fight 
against  Great Power Paris diplomacy, against local offenses to Italian 
honor, and in support of D’Annunzio’s mission  because the city, or at 
least its ruling elite, was overwhelmingly committed to the Italian na-
tional cause. In short, thus far, extreme postwar nationalism has ex-
plained Why Fiume? But is this  really accurate? Undoubtedly D’Annunzio 
transfixed many with his fame and his scandalous audacity. And un-
doubtedly  those who left Italy to follow him into the Fiume unknown 
responded to precisely that aura. But why did the  people of Fiume open 
their gates to him, deck him with laurel leaves, and put up with his 
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profligate ways while they  were blockaded and increasingly impover-
ished?  These questions stem both from the real ity that D’Annunzio 
was essentially a hustler and the fact that  these answers make no sense 
if we look at Fiume itself rather than the diplomats haggling over it, 
the international press writing about it, and the Italian soldiers marching 
into it. The question can only be understood and answered when details 
that have been ignored are confronted, details that quickly make the 
common belief that it was Italian nationalism that kept Fiume stable 
virtually untenable.

Perhaps the most impor tant overlooked fact is that Fiume had never 
been part of the Kingdom of Italy; for most of its history it was a 
Habsburg- built port city ruled from Hungary and Croatia- Slavonia. 
The im mense implications of this are rarely acknowledged. First,  until 
just one year before D’Annunzio’s arrival, the overwhelming majority 
of Fiume’s native sons had been fighting a war on the side of Austria- 
Hungary against Italy. Throughout the conflict and in the years im-
mediately  after it, World War I was regularly characterized by Fium-
ians in their official correspondence and personal letters as a “war with 
Italy.”87 D’Annunzio was a hero- poet- soldier, it is true. But he was a 
hero- poet- soldier of  those who fought for Italy, not against it. One can 
only imagine what Fiume’s  widows, orphans, and war wounded thought 
when they heard D’Annunzio disparaging “the scum that fought for 
Austria” or boasting about having bombed  enemy battalions in which 
Fiume’s sons had fought, some never to return.88

Second, not only was Fiume not part of Italy’s (or D’Annunzio’s) war 
effort, but more than half the population had a  mother tongue other 
than Italian. They joked, haggled, prayed, flirted, complained, fought, 
and reminisced in the many dialects of Croatian, Hungarian, Slovene, 
German, Romanian, Yiddish, and Czech. Fiume was a booming Medi-
terranean port with railway lines linking its quays to villages and farm-
lands east, north, and south, facts reflected in its population and the 
languages spoken  there. Given this, how much hypnotic pull could 
Italian nationalism or D’Annunzio’s hours- long balcony speeches filled 
with Dante quotes and Giuseppe Garibaldi nostalgia have had? In this 
environment, can we  really chalk up an entire city’s willingness to 
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sacrifice all against Wilsonian diplomacy to Italian nationalism or 
D’Annunzian charisma?

Third, Fiume was never taken over in the kind of military or dicta-
torial terms one would expect from troops barracking themselves among 
civilians.  Until 1918, recall that Fiume had been ruled by Hungary  under 
the strange category of corpus separatum, whereby the city was ad-
ministered locally by a municipal council, a Hungarian- appointed gov-
ernor, and the royal ministries in Budapest. When the Inter- Allied 
troops arrived, the Italian National Council became the town’s provi-
sional government. The newly formed Hungarian Republic was in-
formed that  until annexation to Italy could be realized, “Fiume is con-
stituted as an in de pen dent po liti cal entity and exercises, through the 
[Italian] National Council, all public authority.”89 Banks  were instructed 
that all monies collected from taxes, postage, and utilities should go to 
Fiume state coffers, as the “Italian National Council, with the consensus 
of the Interallied Command, has . . .  taken  legal possession of all the 
offices, institutions, and industrial enterprises of the past Hungarian 
Government.”90 When D’Annunzio arrived, this still held true. The 
Italian National Council continued to “remain in office as long as it was 
necessary,” while “all the provisions of a military nature could be taken 
exclusively by the Comandante [D’Annunzio].”91 In effect, D’Annunzio 
took over the position the Inter- Allied command had held, while the 
Italian National Council continued administering the city. Intrusions 
into internal administration by first the Inter- Allied and then the 
D’Annunzio commands happened, but  were not appreciated. On the 
 whole,  until late 1920, Fiumians continued to administer themselves 
using the structures and personnel remaining  after the dissolution of 
the Habsburg Monarchy. They  were not conquered.

Not much changed even when D’Annunzio declared his stillborn uto-
pian regency and pushed the Italian National Council to the side. Just 
months before the 1920 Christmas of Blood, Fiumians  were informed 
that  unless told other wise, all state employees  were to continue the jobs 
they had been  doing.92 To be sure, D’Annunzio’s soldiers daily com-
mitted acts of vio lence and intimidation against the civilian popula-
tion. On several occasions, they bashed in store win dows said to be 
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owned by “Croatians,” or harassed  people on the street for not showing 
enough re spect for Italy. But the history of D’Annunzio and his followers 
in Fiume is not that of the con temporary German Freikorps conquerors 
in the Baltics or the Green Cadres in Croatia- Slavonia.93 Fiume was 
not part of the “bloodlands” trajectory mapped out by Timothy Snyder 
and Robert Gerwarth.94 In Lithuania and Estonia, Freikorps troops 
raped, pillaged, murdered, and burned their way into domination, while 
for most of the Fiume Crisis life continued much as usual. By studying 
the Fiume episode as the crux of the Paris Peace Conference or the 
“proto-” of Mussolini’s Fascism, historians have lost sight of all  these 
troubling details and ignored what rendered Fiume so significant.  Great 
Power diplomacy was stalled not  because flags  were unfurled on camera 
or  because a much- loved poet waxed fantastic about Italian virility. In-
stead, negotiations could not be finalized  because, contrary to expec-
tations, Fiume’s re sis tance to Wilson’s dictums did not fizzle out with 
time or  under pressure. Fiume gained front- page attention  because, 
 counter to any logic of the time, it just kept on  going.

This book investigates how, why, and to what extent Fiume’s urban 
culture retained such a steady course amid all the ups and downs that 
made it newsworthy. Shifting the gaze from “how the world saw Fiume” 
undermines the idea that it was extreme nationalism that fueled the 
city’s internal stability. For alongside the many parades proclaiming 
Fiume italianissima, the commander of Fiume’s police force si mul ta-
neously reported to the Italian National Council that nationality infor-
mation on his men was unavailable for “the  simple reason that em-
ployees in general refuse to express their own nationality.”95 Even for 
 those who proudly celebrated their dedication to all  things Italian, 
convictions could prove murky. Frustrated with the efforts of Fiume’s 
provisional government to promote the impression of an all- Italian 
Fiume, the local Croatian- language newspaper, Primorske novine 
(Coastal news), began printing a regular column titled “The Newest 
Italianissimi,” which told of how,  until the war’s end, many members 
of Fiume’s Italian National Council had pushed to aid Austria- Hungary 
in its war against Italy, in part  because of self- interest but also in part 
 because of their own non- Italian ethnic and cultural backgrounds.96 
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As one anonymous note sent to the provisional government pointed out, 
many members of Fiume’s Italian National Council  were seen as “ today 
Italian, tomorrow Croatian, once  great Hungarians.”97

So if Fiumians  were not all united by nationalist feeling, what kept 
them together during their government’s push to be joined to Italy? 
How was large- scale vio lence averted in a multiethnic city with a gov-
ernment determined to promote a nationalist agenda? How was revo-
lution warded off when trade was at a standstill, inflation rising, un-
employment spiraling, and food and heating supplies ever scarcer? 
Giuseppe Parlato, one of the best historians of twentieth- century Fiume, 
puts it this way: “One can legitimately ask how the Fiumians, who had 
known a period of flourishing pro gress in the de cades before the out-
break of war, could be at ease in a city where, between March 1920 and 
the ‘Christmas of Blood’ you had to survive with 300 grams of bread 
per person per day, 300 grams of flour and sugar a month, a kilo of 
potatoes a week and 2.5 liters of [cooking] oil a month. And yet  there 
was not even one insurrection . . .  against D’Annunzio who, in the final 
analy sis, was the one  really responsible for the situation.”98 Parlato rea-
sons that the only pos si ble answer is that “the myths of the nation” kept 
the Fiumians  going when  there  were not enough calories to do so. But 
if we consider the fact that Fiume was not as nationally unified as the 
press made it out to be, is the “myths of the nation” answer sufficient?

 These are the issues the more commonly told Fiume stories have 
hidden. And  these are concerns that an on- the- ground history of Fiume 
can help address. A good first step in tracing how Fiume’s postwar his-
tory embodies the post- imperial world’s strug gle to survive is to look 
at a commodity every one yearned for  after the hungry years of war: 
money.
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Follow the Money

The Currency Debacle

In the fall of 1919, the 17- year- old runaway legionnaire Giuseppe Ma-
ranini spent a lot of his time in Fiume writing to his 16- year- old fiancée, 
Elda, back in Bologna. His letters  were ones of reassurance, anxious to 
convince her that his mission was worth the pain of their separation. 
“Fiume! It’s a city, a word, two syllables, but it is the most beautiful 
dream that I’ve ever lived!” Maranini exclaimed.1 What made it so 
dreamy? He wanted a national adventure, and that was exactly what 
he got. Fiume itself “ isn’t big,” he admitted, “but it is beautiful and 
rich.” The “infinite number of Habsburg ea gles” on trams and palaces 
reminded Maranini of the stories he had grown up with of Garibaldi 
and the Risorgimento, of Italians redeeming former Habsburg lands to 
make Italy. Entering Fiume in 1919,  after the dissolution of Austria- 
Hungary, felt like what it must have been like to enter Venice just fifty 
years  earlier,  after Italy had wrested it away from the Austrians. But 
this time,  there was nothing left to fear from the Habsburgs. The “last 
relics of the defunct monarchy,” he wrote,  were “the crowns, paper 
banknotes . . .  bills as big as our twenty- five francs, and  they’re worth 
almost nothing!” Next to the ridicu lous Habsburg money,  there was 
also proof that what Woodrow Wilson and the rest of the Paris dele-
gates had been spouting was just hot air. Fiume was no mixed city, Ma-
ranini assured Elda. Instead, “ here every one, or almost [every one], 
speaks Italian, and every thing is genuinely Italian.”2 As far as Mara-
nini was concerned, Gabriele D’Annunzio’s hypnotic balcony speeches 
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described Fiume perfectly: “The patria is felt  here, with a sense of pu-
rity and passion, so  great. For this alone I am happy to have come.”3 
Yes, the stories Elda had read about the legionnaires  were on the  whole 
true— “Every one  here is having fun, and spending money, and making 
love with the Fiume girls, who are famed for being pretty and easy.” 4 
But that’s not why he loved Fiume, he hastened to add. It was the zeal 
he felt  here that touched his heart: “What enthusiasm  there is in this 
city! You have to come  here to know what true patriotism is.”5

If Elda had jumped on a train to meet her sweetheart, would she have 
seen what Maranini described? Was Fiume  really all about Italian “pa-
triotism”? Sure, the hearts of  people like Maranini swelled when they 
saw local Fiumians roll out Italian flags, chant Italian nationalist songs, 
and cheer D’Annunzio when he stepped out on his balcony. We know 
for a fact, however, that much of what Maranini and his fellow Italian 
activists described was not true. It was, as he put it, “a dream.” Not 
every one in Fiume was “genuinely Italian.” Over half of  those living in 
the city and its environs learned to speak in other languages and iden-
tified with cultural worlds very dif fer ent from  those permeating Italian 
cities and countrysides.6 We also know that  after four years of war, Fi-
ume’s wealth— vis i ble in its beautiful palaces and modern port- rail 
infrastructures— spoke more of prewar times than postwar realities. As 
in the war time and immediate postwar Vienna described so eloquently 
by Maureen Healy, Fiume’s trade had been at an almost complete stand-
still for five years. Fuel and food  were scarce; jobs dis appeared; fami-
lies worried.7 Before the troops arrived, Fiume’s sexual mores  were not 
noticeably dif fer ent from  those of any other early twentieth- century 
Eu ro pean urban landscape. The famed “pretty and easy” Fiume girls 
 were the result of having soldiers stationed in a war- struck town. More 
than one Fiume resident lamented the changes caused by Italian sol-
diers, who, with money in hand, “came to Fiume to ruin  women and 
corrupt them.”8 The ration cards, the long lines at the welfare and un-
employment offices, the spike in petty crime, the expansion of whore-
houses (both formal and informal), and the seemingly endless demand 
for emigration papers  were just some of the indicators that Maranini and 
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much of the lit er a ture dedicated to the “National Question” of Fiume 
overlooked.

Turning away from the dream of Fiume’s “pure patriotism” and fo-
cusing instead on something Maranini himself noted as a peculiarity 
of the Fiume experience— “the last relic of the defunct monarchy,” 
the Austro- Hungarian crown— offers insights into life in of-this-world 
Fiume. Let us look at the history of one of Eu rope’s most contested 
successor states not through the eyes of legionnaires or nationalist 
dreamers but through what went on in  people’s wallets.

The Last Relic of the Defunct Monarchy

What Maranini saw when he looked in his wallet was not what a Fiume 
resident would have seen. What he saw was that sitting among his fa-
miliar Italian lire  were “big” colored bills, covered with double- headed 
Habsburg ea gles, portraits of regal- looking  women, and multiple lan-
guages interspersed between the dominant German and Hungarian 
large- type print. From Maranini’s perspective, upon arriving in Fiume, 
he had entered a world that used a “relic” currency of a dissolved ad-
versary.9 Fiume residents, however, would have seen not only lire and 
crowns but usually at least four dif fer ent currencies crinkling in their 
wallets at any time.

Thumbing one’s way through the Fiume police reports gives a sense 
of this currency diversity. When the 20- year- old student Borislavo 
Gjurić was arrested in one of Fiume’s main whore houses, police noted 
that his wallet contained Italian lire, French francs, Serb dinars, Serb- 
Croat- Slovene crowns, and Fiume crowns.10 His friend, the unemployed 
29- year- old veteran Nicolò Kuprešanin, had an even larger array of 
currencies in his wallet: “ 6,621 crowns, 50 lire, some silver coins, and 
small change in French, Serb, and Greek [currencies].”11 The 52- year- old 
foreman of the Fiume Railway Ware house, Giorgio Roosz, reported 
being robbed by a  woman he was trying to court, and declared that his 
“used, small, yellow leather wallet contained circa 300 crowns in 
banknotes of dif fer ent denominations, with Fiume and Yugo slav stamps 
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[on them], as well as some change in Italian [lire].”12 When 46- year- old 
businessman Gabriele Stejćić had his wallet stolen (also in a whore-
house), he declared it contained “2,130 [Serb] dinars, 2 1000- crown 
pieces in Austrian money as well as one piece of 50 crowns and several 
pieces of 20 crowns.”13  After being robbed by their maid, the Neumann 
merchant  family declared that their missing wallet contained “circa 700 
crowns with the Yugo slav stamp.”14 Though the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes was not called Yugo slavia  until 1929, in daily par-
lance throughout Fiume, “Yugo slav” was a short- cut denominator many 
used to describe the crown stamped by the Serb- Croat- Slovene state. 
Another shortcut was using just “Serb,” as the Belgrade ministries de-
termined the value and number of crowns to be stamped. Many of Fi-
ume’s bureaucracies employed acronyms like SHS (from the Croatian 
“Srpski- Hrvatski- Slovenski”) or SCS (from the Italian “Serbo- Croato- 
Sloveno”) before writing “crown.” The confusion about what to call dif-

A fifty Austro- Hungarian crown note with a “Città di Fiume” stamp, upper 
left. The two sides of the bill represented the two halves of the Habsburg Em-
pire. Shown is the Austrian side, with the German language foregrounded, 
and on the left the main official languages used in the lands ruled by Vienna. 
The Hungarian side of the bill is only in Hungarian.
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fer ent monies added to the complexities of what living in a multicur-
rency world meant.

Maranini was right to assume that the average Fiume wallet held lire 
and crowns, but he was wrong to end the story  there. A crown in the 
average Fiume wallet was usually one of three dif fer ent currencies: the 
“relic” unstamped crown Maranini described, the Fiume- stamped 
crown, and the Serb- Croat- Slovene- stamped crown. How did  these dif-
fer ent crowns make their way into a Fiume wallet? The answer lies 
with the dicta of state and market. When the Habsburg Empire was 
dissolved in November 1918, all lands of Austria- Hungary made use of 
the same unstamped crowns. By February 1919, the provisional gov-
ernments in two successor states, Czecho slo va kia and the Kingdom of 
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, required inhabitants to bring their crowns 
in to be stamped. The logic  behind this move was to begin separating 
out the financial responsibility of the successor states vis- à- vis war rep-
arations and the dissolved empire’s debt. Czecho slo va kia and the 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes hoped that their share in ra-
tioning out responsibility for Habsburg finances could be  limited to the 
relative number of Habsburg crowns circulating in their lands. The prac-
tice of stamping crowns was also inspired by the prospect that this would 
encourage business and trade to circulate nationally (within the bound-
aries of the new provisional states) instead of cross- regionally, as prior 
Habsburg infrastructures intended. Separating out the money seemed 
like one of the first tasks necessary to secure national sovereignty, the 
ability to govern and administer a “national” territory in de pen dently.

Fiume was the last successor state to stamp its crowns, for reasons 
related to how its wealth was built before the war and how its govern-
ment thought it could re- create a fiscally secure trajectory in the  future. 
On January 15, 1919, the Italian National Council discussed a recent ar-
ticle in the Croatian newspaper Narodne novine ( People’s times), 
which outlined how the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes planned 
to put overlay stamps on all the Austro- Hungarian crowns in its terri-
tory. Since most of the lands to the north and the east of Fiume  were 
already incorporated into the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, 
the Italian National Council felt it necessary to discuss the ramifications 
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of this move. This issue was impor tant not just  because a neighboring 
state was changing its currency policies;  these lands also supplied most 
of the city’s food, and almost all its transit structures passed through 
them. In short, money between Fiume and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes inevitably would flow back and forth and cur-
rency transformations mattered.  After discussion, the Italian National 
Council de cided to take no mea sures, “as this  will not cause us any 
harm.” Like the convinced liberals they  were, they believed currency 
should flow according to the market, but  orders  were given that “the 
state trea sury not accept any paper money with Yugo slav stamping.”15 
Austro- Hungarian crowns (unstamped) and lire  were welcomed into 
the state coffers. Stamped Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns could be used 
where applicable. The only  thing not allowed was for Fiume’s state trea-
sury to fill with the currency of the neighbor who, in Paris diplomatic 
halls and throughout the media, the Fiume government was opposing.

Only five days  later, the Italian National Council realized that the 
ramifications of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’ currency 
stamping would affect Fiume sooner and more profoundly than they 
had  imagined. On January 20, 1919, Fiume’s mayor informed the Italian 
National Council that “ people in the suburbs, incited by the Croatian 
papers, have begun  today to withdraw deposits in mass amounts . . .  
so as to have the banknotes stamped by the Yugo slav authorities.” When 
asked  whether this meant that the Fiume government should do some-
thing to limit this currency flow, council members stated, oddly enough, 
“It’s in the general interest that cash money be exported from the city,” 
and so money should continue to be paid out “what ever the amount.”16

How could a city- state behave so nonchalantly about a shift in the 
monetary policy of the country surrounding it— with which it shared 
the same currency, from whom almost all of its food reserves came, and 
through which most of its transport networks passed? And why was it 
“in the general interest” to have cash leave the city? The answer to  these 
questions was  simple, at least according to the council members: an-
nexation to Italy meant that Rome would oversee monetary policies, 
and, so, the council should not act prematurely. Further, Fiume’s offi-
cials, focused as they  were on imminent annexation, thought that the 
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more “cash money” they had, the bigger and more costly a task the 
Italian state would have transforming the Austro- Hungarian crowns 
into lire. As the Austro- Hungarian crown markets began to spin more 
and more out of control, Fiume officials became increasingly desperate 
for Rome to step in, wipe out their multicurrency crown chaos, and in-
stall a monocurrency lira culture. This attitude  shaped all large- scale 
infrastructure discussions. In scrutinizing the railway bud get, the postal 
bud get, the pension and subsidies bud get, and especially monetary 
policy, the Italian National Council consistently focused on ways to try 
to force the Italian state to step in quickly. As Fiume’s mayor said  after 
a particularly grim discussion of how to cover costs for the postal net-
work, “This  whole bud get is the best proof that Fiume as a state in and 
of itself cannot exist.”17

The Italian National Council’s pessimism regarding Fiume’s ability 
to become a “state in and of itself” and its reluctance to confront the 
brewing currency debacle underscores the way the semiautonomous 
Fiume city- state had boomed over the last forty years. From the late 
1860s  until the war, Fiume’s economy and population grew  because 
Hungary invested to make it grow. Its expanded ports, state- of- the- art 
railway network, oil refinery, chemical plant,  horse depot, wood ter-
minal, ship- building factory, tram system, sewage system, aqueduct, 
modern hospital, electrical network, and the hundreds of stately build-
ings Maranini so admired were the product of  either direct Hungarian 
subsidy or Budapest- based private investments in local entrepreneurs.18 
The Hungarian Kingdom was determined to turn Fiume into a com-
mercial hub from which to sell its flour, sugar, and wood and get the wine, 
rice, rope, and tobacco its heartland gobbled up.19 The Budapest gov-
ernment (with local Fiumian oversight) made the infrastructure, then 
opened up the city’s license office to absorb the private investment 
opportunities that followed. Reassured by the stable prewar Austro- 
Hungarian currency, Hungarian, Croatian, British, Austrian, Czech, 
German, Italian, and French businessmen took the bait. To sweeten the 
deal, Hungary also reduced tariffs and discounted transportation rates. 
Fiume welcomed ships from all over the world at cheaper prices than 
elsewhere, encouraging an influx of “colonial” goods from the Ottoman 
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and British Empires and an outflux of poor Eu ro pean emigrants  eager 
to get to the New World. Factories (almost all benefiting from some 
sort of state subsidy) mushroomed in Fiume’s outskirts, pro cessing 
what arrived in its ports and employing thousands of workers (many 
of them  women) who had recently arrived in Fiume. A state- of- the- art 
emigration station was built to  house the thirty thousand emigrants 
the Hungarian state contracted to provide the British- owned Cunard 
shipping line annually for transport to New York City. In 1913, imports 
into Fiume  were twenty- one times higher than in 1867, exports nineteen 
times higher. As James Callaway eloquently puts it in his forthcoming 
book, “To Budapest, any trade that traveled through Fiume was good 
trade,” and so Fiume grew thanks to a metropole that nurtured the 
macrostructures of its rise.20

With the war and the accompanying maritime blockades, most of this 
trade had come to a standstill. Fiume businessmen still had their net-
works; sailors and dockmen still took pride in their ability to harness 
the sea; workers (both male and female)  were still  eager for employ-
ment; and most of the city’s factories  were still intact, waiting to churn 
out products for sale. But with the communication interruptions of the 
war, the dissolution of the kingdom that oversaw its networks, and the 
bordering up of Eu rope, the port was inactive and its provisional gov-
ernment bled funds to keep its inhabitants afloat  until  things looked 
up. Regulating the currency chaos was just one more  thing Fiumians 
considered above their pay grades. All the members of the Italian 
National Council agreed that the “Government in Rome” needed to 
“minister to the economic difficulties of the city (for example,  either 
by equalizing the crown to the lira or by lowering the prices for food).”21 
Their prewar Hungarian experience had taught them well: this was the 
kind of  thing kingdoms solved, not  free cities.

The Italian National Council wanted to continue enjoying the privi-
leges of being an autonomous city  under the infrastructural umbrella 
of a kingdom, but Rome was adamant that it would not provide per-
manent, structural economic and monetary help  until the diplomatic 
crisis centered on Fiume was resolved.22 In the meantime, Fiume was 
left to fend for itself, with just enough Italian loans and negotiated food 
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shipments to ensure that the city’s population did not starve. A  little 
more than a week  after the beginning of the Serb- Croat- Slovene 
stamping campaign, Italy also started stamping the crowns held within 
the ex- Habsburg lands that the Italian military had occupied  after the 
war (to the west of Fiume). A week  after that, the Italian National 
Council was informed that Fiume’s “banks are accumulating ever 
greater quantities of Yugo slav banknotes, that the non- stamped notes 
are being taken to [Italian- occupied] Trieste to be exchanged into lire, 
so that soon we  will find ourselves in the difficult position of not having 
our own [unstamped] banknotes.”23 A few days  later, on February 15, 
1919, the head of the Inter- Allied forces met with the Italian National 
Council, warning that  unless the currency debacle was addressed, 
banknotes in Fiume “whose value  today is relative if not imaginary” 
would be replaced with a barter system between Fiume’s Serb- Croat- 
Slovene hinterland and the city, leading to almost complete economic 
dependence on “the Croatians.”24

At this point, few options seemed to remain. Fiume could stop the 
inflow of Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns by stamping their own crowns and 
making it the  legal currency, it could declare the Italian lira Fiume’s 
only  legal currency, or it could accept that the Serb- Croat- Slovene cur-
rency was underwriting the city’s economy. The third option was re-
jected out of hand. The provisional government’s entire po liti cal plat-
form was dedicated to securing Fiume’s annexation to Italy. For them, 
as repeated ad nauseam in council meetings and pleas to the Italian 
government, Fiume’s economic prob lem was its po liti cal prob lem, and 
no economic solution that undermined their po liti cal goals could or 
should be considered.25 Though never mentioned overtly, it is very likely 
many Fiumians also discounted having the Serb- Croat- Slovene crown 
act as their  legal tender  because  these crowns  were pegged at an offi-
cial exchange rate almost half that of  those stamped in the Italian- 
occupied territories. Though among contemporaries in the United 
Kingdom, France, Germany, and the United States, Italy appeared 
“backwards,” in comparison to the newly forming Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes, it was light-years ahead in capital investment 
potential, and Fiume elites knew it.26



82 the fiume crisis

Many in the Italian National Council wanted to simply declare the 
Italian lira the official currency. What easier “preparatory mea sure for 
the definitive conversion into Italian lire” could  there be?27 Unfortu-
nately for the Italian National Council, that proved pragmatically im-
possible. The biggest obstacle was getting enough lire into Fiume’s 
economy. Fiume banks,  whether state or private, held mostly crowns, 
not lire, and most of the few inflows of capital that Fiume still could 
count on  were with former Habsburg networks, also still using crowns 
instead of lire. Salaries and pensions still paid for by the Hungarian 
state  were dispersed in crowns.28 The Italian state refused to allow un-
limited conversion of crowns into lire at the beneficial rate provided in 
the Italian- occupied territories. “Not being able to mathematically 
cover” what would be required to anoint itself as a lira currency re-
gime, in March 1919 the Italian National Council fi nally conceded that 
the only option left was to join the rest of the Habsburg successor states 
in stamping crowns. And so, in April 1919, the provisional government 
begrudgingly and ner vously fiumanized its money.29

With Fiume added to the mix, by spring 1919 all the provisional gov-
ernments of the ex- Habsburg lands  were stamping the crowns within 
their territories. Soon crowns with dif fer ent stamps had dif fer ent values. 
Determined by the Zu rich stock exchange,  those values depended on 
the number of crowns stamped in each country, the import- export trade 
of the provisional state, and the amount of debt accumulated in the 
first months of state formation.30 The successor states required residents 
to use only crowns stamped by their own state. But personal and fi-
nancial networks still crossed borders, leading ex- Habsburg subjects 
to collect an assortment of crowns. Given the fluctuation in relative 
value, many ex- Habsburg subjects began playing the exchange market 
game, spending or saving a par tic u lar stamped crown in hopes of 
making money off their money.31

On the  whole, Fiume’s experience negotiating a world of stamped and 
unstamped crowns was akin to that of most ex- Habsburg trading 
hubs.32 As we saw by peeking in their wallets, Fiumians did not limit 
their economic transactions to the stamped crowns of their provisional 
government. Most carried at least Fiume-  and Serb- Croat- Slovene- 
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stamped crowns. Partly this was  because the relative values of the two 
currencies fluctuated enormously. For example, between October 1919 
and December 1919 the difference in value of Fiume crowns over Serb- 
Croat- Slovene crowns  rose from 10  percent to 60  percent, meaning that 
in October you had to pay 110 Serb- Croat- Slovene- stamped crowns for 
100 Fiume- stamped crowns, while in December  those same 100 Fiume- 
stamped crowns would cost you 160 Serb- Croat- Slovene- stamped 
crowns.33 Given the choice, Fiumians disposed of their Serb- Croat- 
Slovene crowns whenever they could, for fear that their value would 
decrease even more.

Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns  didn’t just circulate heavi ly  because they 
represented “cheap” money. They also embodied the lifeline of trade 
to the north and east of the city- state. If you wanted to buy fish from 
Dalmatia, you needed Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns, as 25- year- old fish-
monger Ernesto Bianco explained to a judge during a counterfeiting 
trial in 1920.34 If you joined 49- year- old  house wife Maria Tisma at the 
nearby port town Bakar for her daylong shopping trip to buy meat and 
sugar, which  were hard to find in Fiume, the trip would be worthless 
without Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns in your purse.35 Some trudged to 
Bakar with Serb- Croat- Slovene- stamped crowns even for  things avail-
able in Fiume  because, as Lucia Bozenich, an illiterate 40- year- old 
 house wife from Zadar, Dalmatia, explained, “ there you could find more 
and for cheaper than in the Fiume marketplace.”36 In the city itself, 
Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns  were a must at market, as shown in a court 
trial involving a judge seen exchanging currencies. In the trial it was 
stated as common knowledge that “civil servants  were paid in Fiume- 
stamped crowns and  were therefore forced to change them into Yugoslav- 
stamped crowns to make purchases in Fiume.”37

At the same time, Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns  were impractical in 
official transactions in Fiume. If you needed to pay a fine, then you 
would do well to bring Fiume- stamped crowns. If you owed money to 
a bank, owed rent, needed to pay for postage or administrative fees, or 
wanted to buy a tram ticket, crown notes with a “Città di Fiume” in-
signia did the job. Each crown had its usages, and any practical person 
tried to have a supply of both.
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What made Fiume’s experience dif fer ent from that of the other suc-
cessor states was not the diversity of currencies that filled local wallets 
but rather the relationship of  those crowns to the currency Maranini 
was most familiar with: the Italian lira. Provisional governments in Po-
land, Czecho slo va kia, Hungary, Romania, Austria, and the Kingdom 
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes stamped their crowns to fence off “na-
tional” trade from greater Habsburg markets, to control the value of 
their own currency, and to curtail liability for Habsburg debt. In Fiume, 
the provisional government stamped crowns for all  these reasons and 
to regularize currency conversion with the Kingdom of Italy. As dis-
cussed  earlier, the Italian National Council only started stamping crowns 
to forestall pos si ble incorporation into the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes and to secure an easy absorption into the Kingdom of 
Italy. However, from the start, the city’s stamping campaign did not put 

The marketplace was where Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns dominated in Fiume, 
 because the majority of goods on sale came from the surrounding Serb- Croat- 
Slovene hinterlands. It was  here, too, that an enormous amount of the city’s 
illicit money exchange took place, with holders of all the dif fer ent crowns using 
purchases to shift the ratio of currencies in their wallets.
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a stop to the enormous influx of Habsburg crowns, in part  because 
Fiume’s location made it a particularly enticing site for currency spec-
ulation. Monies moved in and out of Fiume thanks to its port- railway 
infrastructure and the dollars, pounds, francs, and lire flowing first from 
the Inter- Allied forces who occupied the city from November 1918 to 
September 1919 and then from D’Annunzio’s lire- carrying legionnaires 
from September 1919 to January 1921.

Efforts to control the flow of crowns into Fiume throughout 1919–
1921 resembled the control  today’s states try to exert to block drug traf-
ficking, with about as much success. Police— either city police or sol-
diers of the Inter- Allied regime or soldiers  under D’Annunzio— manned 
the major thoroughfares, checked the trains, and inspected the few in-
coming ships, all on the hunt for crowns. As more and more crowns 
continued to sprout up within Fiume coffers,  under mattresses, and 
between hands in its marketplace, the searches by Fiume’s armed 
ser vices went into overdrive. Body searches  were initiated in mid-
1920, and officials got an earful from  women “of status” about the 
intolerable humiliations suffered when they  were forced to “take off 
their jacket, hat, shoes, socks, skirt, underclothes and remained in 
shirt and underwear . . .  [only then to be] ordered to take off the un-
derwear . . .  for a body search.” An affront to the norms of the time, 
no doubt. No one enjoyed the body searches, though some complaining 
matrons asserted that “coquettes” intentionally used the opportunity 
of being patted down in front of the police and male passengers “to 
show off their silk underwear and underclothes.” What ever the truth 
to  these stories, officials filed the ladies’ complaints but continued in 
their brusque ways. If they  were  going to “impede the clandestine 
importation of a.h. [Austro- Hungarian] paper currency,” physical 
searches  were one of the only means available to them.38

For locals like Paolo Rukavina— who lived in Sušak and had daily 
business in Fiume proper— these initiatives  were more exasperating 
than effective. He explained why to the Italian National Council: Ru-
kavina had been  stopped on the Sušak bridge on his way to Fiume. A 
policeman asked him  whether he was carry ing any crowns with him, 
and Rukavina showed the 840 crowns he had declared. The policeman 
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then proceeded to sequester 540 crowns in accordance with a new law 
changing the crown limits to 300 crowns in place of the prior 1,000- 
crown law. Rukavina exploded, saying “he had not even stepped foot 
in Fiume and he could have easily just returned home and left  there 
the crowns sequestered from [him].”39 He had a point; since he crossed 
in and out of Fiume daily, he did not need to bring in the full 840 
crowns. Rukavina could instead have left a chunk of the hunted cur-
rency at home, stayed within the law, and crossed the bridge over the 
next few days with the remaining crowns he kept legally in his apart-
ment. The extreme body searches show how dangerous the state found 
unchecked crown circulation to be. But the challenges of hindering the 
movement of money into a city that was at the heart of an entire re-
gional and extraregional network of food, merchandise, and medical 
care showcases how futile a mission that was.

Crowns poured into Fiume in part  because of the natu ral money 
flows of a market and ser vice center. But the state instituted the body 
searches  because Fiume was where ex- subjects of the Habsburg Mon-
archy living within the Adriatic territories newly occupied by Italians 

Two  women crossing the Fiumara bridge into Fiume are  stopped by a legion-
naire so that he can inspect their papers and purses.
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hoped to  either have their crowns stamped “Fiume” or exchange them 
“off the books” for the currency they all expected would become their 
official one: the lira. Crowns streamed into Fiume  because lire  were a 
speculative commodity, and Fiume was one of the only places not  under 
direct Italian military control where lire  were available. Exchanging 
crowns for lire outside Italian state supervision was attractive  because 
Italian state- supervised stamping and exchange procedures  were usu-
ally more expensive and included research into the provenance of the 
crowns. The Italian military regime set fines and exchange limits for 
 those suspected of war profiteering, illicit money exchanging, or any 
other form of “new capitalism” that put suspiciously large amounts of 
crowns into  people’s bank accounts. Exchanging crowns for lire in 
Fiume bypassed  these “incon ve niences” and fed the hope for a clean- 
money, all- lira slate.

Physically trying to stop crowns from flooding into Fiume was one 
rather clumsy and in effec tive technique. Stamping was the other method 
that the Italian National Council used to curb “the clandestine specu-
lation of Italian lire . . .  and the [resulting] importation to Fiume . . .  
of the currency of the ex- Austro- Hungarian Monarchy.” When stamping 
was first introduced in April 1919, the Italian National Council declared 
that only its stamped crowns would function as the city’s  legal tender.40 
Unstamped crowns could no longer be used for trade. Initially residents 
 were told that the exchange rate of Fiume crowns to Italian lire would 
be set at 1 to 1 once Fiume was annexed to the Kingdom of Italy.41  Later, 
 those promises shifted to 2.5 to 1—not  great, but better than the 4.5 to 1 
Fiumians regularly experienced in the local marketplace and the 4- to-1 
exchange rate enforced in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes 
between Serb- Croat- Slovene- stamped crowns and their Serb dinar 
equivalents. In the meantime, the Fiume government tried to set the 
daily exchange rate at 1.3 Fiume crown to  every Italian lira, though 
throughout 1919–1921 it fluctuated between 1.3 and 1.6. The Fiume 
crown thus functioned at two dif fer ent values. On a day- to- day level it 
represented devalued currency, anywhere from 30 to 60  percent less 
valuable than Habsburg crowns had been before World War I. But if 
the Italian National Council succeeded in annexing the city- state to 
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Italy, then Fiume crowns would—it was hoped— function as an equiv-
alent to the Italian lira, or maybe a discounted Italian lira, but certainly 
a brighter  future than the monetary penury they  were experiencing. In 
short, annexation to Italy, with its currency conversions, promised to 
bring holders of Fiume crowns closer to their prewar wealth.

A monocurrency law did not make a monocurrency culture. Taking 
a fixed number of Habsburg crowns, stamping “Città di Fiume” on 
them, and calling them quasi lire created a situation ripe for turmoil. 
 There was an immediate run on Fiume- stamped crowns, as not enough 
had been stamped. The Fiume stamp was supposed to represent a first 
step  toward leaving  behind a degraded Habsburg- crown real ity for a 
lire- filled Kingdom of Italy  future. The pledge that Fiume- stamped 
crowns would exchange at a rate of 1 to 1, or even 2.5 to 1, offered Fium-
ians of all languages and backgrounds an incentive to support the pro- 
Italy government. But in the day- to- day, the government’s deflationary 

Detail from a photo graph of one of Fiume’s most impor tant banks. The 
German sign wechselstube (Currency Exchange Booth) is covered with 
an Italian sign saying vogliamo l’annessione (We want annexation).
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policies that tried to keep the value of Fiume crowns relatively in line 
with the lire hurt most of its populace. As an industrial port town whose 
population had boomed by 60  percent over the past thirty years, Fiume 
was filled with businesses, factories, sailors, workers, unemployed, 
 widows, el derly,  children, and the rainbow of  others who depended on 
money being available daily. The Fiume government’s anti- inflationary 
mea sure might have been good for nationalist politics and for  people 
with savings to protect, but for the tens of thousands of Fiumians living 
on the edge, a currency shortage proved disastrous.

The costs of this disaster also explain why the contents of Fiume wal-
lets did not reflect the monocurrency culture the state had hoped to 
establish. More money was needed to fill the gaps the deflationary 
Fiume crown mea sures had created. In July 1919, just three months  after 
Fiume’s first round of stamping began, the city’s rations office informed 
the government that they  were “seriously embarrassed  because of the 
absolute lack of bills stamped Città di Fiume and in general all busi-
nesses have fallen  behind with their payments.” 42 Two weeks  later, the 
rations office again warned the government about the dangers of not 
allowing Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns to be accepted as  legal tender, “es-
pecially  because of the complete lack of Città di Fiume bills among 
the lowest strata of the population, who nonetheless must use the ra-
tions market for the purchase of foodstuffs.” 43 In response, the govern-
ment permitted Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns to be used at market and 
to pay salaries.  After numerous complaints from businesses throughout 
the city indicating they did not have enough currency to pay their 
employees or their taxes, in November 1919 the state began stamping 
more crowns.44 But the Italian National Council had miscalculated 
again: not enough money was stamped. In February  1920, Fiume’s 
Borsa Mercantile (Mercantile Stock Exchange) wrote the government 
to denounce “the very grave incon ve nience caused by the total lack of 
currency in small denominations, an incon ve nience that makes  every 
commercial and industrial undertaking impossible.” 45 That same 
month, three local factories warned the government that they would 
have to fire all their workers  because the small- denomination Fiume 
crown notes “necessary to pay the workers and to cover daily expenses” 
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 were unavailable.46 Similar complaints  were made by all the major em-
ployers in the city.

If businesses complained, workers complained more. In November 
1919, D’Annunzio’s forces intercepted communications from the city’s 
shipbuilding offices: workers  were angry about being paid in Serb- 
Croat- Slovene currency while their costs  were calculated in Fiume 
crowns. “Mutinies amongst the workers have already begun,” one 
foreman reported to his higher- ups. To resolve the situation, man ag ers 
de cided they “would try to pay half the salary in Yugo slav bills and 
half in Città di Fiume.” The fate of  those “who refused to accept the 
Yugo slav bills” was clear: “They must be fired.” 47 Three months  later, 
in February 1920, a group of workers from Fiume’s factories met with 
municipal representatives to explain their untenable situation. Their la-
ments  were summarized this way: “With the recent ordinance . . .  re-
quiring that the payment of rents needed to be made in Città di Fiume 
bills, workers see themselves as harmed beyond what is reasonable, as 
they receive their salaries exclusively in Yugo slav bills.” 48 Two months 
 after that, in April 1920,  there was a general strike, with workers pushing 
to be paid in Italian lire and demanding lower prices at the rations 
market. Eventually, workers accepted being paid in other currencies if 
lire  were not available, but only if their pay was pegged to the daily 
exchange rate with the lira.

To many, the government’s efforts to push through a deflationary 
Fiume crown monocurrency culture reflected de cades of liberal politi-
cians’ heartless disinterest in the strug gles of the less fortunate. And to 
some degree this was correct: the Italian National Council cared more 
about its plans for annexation and protecting investments than it did 
about protecting the fates of  those who survived on their daily earn-
ings. But fear of revolt did force the government to install a plan B, a 
multicurrency system allowing Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns into its 
economy to neutralize rancor among the populations hit hardest by this 
strategy. And so, Fiume’s multicurrency wallets  were as much a result 
of the market as of a state trying to push annexation forward while si-
mul ta neously keeping insurrection at bay.
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The Fiume Italian National Council might have created a multicur-
rency system to stem revolt, but the multiple fluctuating currencies 
proved ruinous for many of its other constituents. First, businesses con-
tracted to pay or be paid in more than one currency often had to eat 
the loss caused by differences in currencies’ fluctuating values. The 
owner of the Prima Lavanderia Fiumana a Vapore (First Fiumian Dry 
Cleaner), 31- year- old Vio Zoris, tried to explain the prob lem to one of 
the military hospitals servicing D’Annunzio’s troops. According to Zoris, 
the hospital had agreed to pay his business in lire  because the Italian 
National Council had ordered that the “carbon and gasoline [needed 
for steam dry- cleaning] be paid for in lire.” However, D’Annunzio’s mil-
itary command insisted that it would pay “its bills in Yugo slav crowns 
at a rate of 8.60 Yugo slav crown [to the lira].” Zoris was outraged, 
mainly  because the  going rate for lire was higher than the official rate. 
According to Zoris, the “rate  today is 9.70,” 12  percent higher than the 
8.60 the military command offered to pay. Zoris sized up this situa-
tion clearly: “You must understand that it is impossible to work this 
way. The military authorities can play the currency game, but a small 
business  can’t do it, especially since we work at a loss. The currency we 
use to pay for combustibles is the currency in which we must have our 
accounts [paid].” 49 When Zoris received no answer, he offered another 
solution. Since his business could not afford to be paid in Serb- Croat- 
Slovene crowns while si mul ta neously paying for energy in Italian lire, 
he suggested that the military command supply him with “10 tons of 
carbon and 660  kg of gasoline.” In return he would wash “5,000 
pieces of laundry,  whether small or large, without any exchange of 
money.”50 In essence, Zoris suggested that Fiume retreat from money, 
since he (and by extension many of his fellow Fiumians)  couldn’t af-
ford “to play the currency game.”51  Until the government could realize 
the favorable annexation currency solution it promised, barter seemed 
the most propitious strategy for the immediate  future.

It  wasn’t just businesses that wanted to opt out of money. Civil ser-
vants, too, believed they  couldn’t afford to be paid  until the currency 
situation was regularized. Clemente Marassich, a 26- year- old veteran 
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and former prisoner of war in Rus sia, asked the Fiume school board 
not to reinstate him as a full- time teacher “at least  until the currency 
is regulated and salaries are definitively systematized.”  Until then, 
Marassich preferred to work as a freelance journalist, especially as 
“within days [he would] have to sustain  great and extra costs for the 
pregnancy of [his] wife.”52 The teacher and grieving widower, Giuseppe 
Stefan, petitioned the school board requesting that, “in view of the pre-
carious conditions of the city, the payment of [his] pension be deferred 
 until the regulation of salaries and the return of normal conditions.”53 
Pension deferment was a common request, especially for  those living 
outside Fiume. Retired schoolteachers 61- year- old Enrico Bombig and 
his wife Elena Molnár had moved to Gorizia during the war. When 
fighting erupted  there, they  were transferred as refugees to Milan, even 
though their only income was the pension they received from Fiume. 
The Bombig  family wrote regularly to the Fiume civic magistrate 
“warmly praying . . .  to defer sending [pension monies] . . .   until the 
equalizing of the crown with the lira.” Other wise, given the current ex-
change rate, they “would be forced to lose 60%” of their pensions’ 
value.54 For the Bombig  family, the Stefan  family, the Marassich  family, 
and the thousands of  others whose salary, pensions, and insurance  were 
set by contract on the Austro- Hungarian crown, the unstable currency 
of the city appeared dire enough that they pleaded to be paid when 
“improvement of the financial situation would render less disastrous 
the conditions of [currency] exchange.”55  Until then, it was better to 
go without money than to be paid less than the state owed them.

Obviously, most  people could not “go without money” while they 
waited for the Fiume government to realize its currency- beneficial an-
nexation to Italy. And for this reason, perhaps the most astounding pro-
posal to bypass money was made by  those who could afford it the 
least: unemployed laborers. When workers’ representatives met with the 
municipal council in February 1920, they did not just make the case 
that they needed to be paid in the same currency with which they paid 
their rents; they also suggested the government not offset rising costs 
by increasing unemployment subsidies, as it had been  doing since the 
end of the war. Instead, the workers proposed that the government give 
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to the “unemployed workers who are truly in need . . .  a ration card 
authorizing the withdrawal without payment of foodstuffs from the ra-
tions market.”56 For  those with too much to lose and for  those with 
nothing to lose, leaving money  behind seemed the best option  until “the 
question of Fiume could be resolved favorably and for the conversion 
of the currency to follow.”57 By “favorably” they meant the realization 
of the government’s plan to annex Fiume to Italy and thereby success-
fully substitute lire for crowns.

Fiume civil servants, pensioners, and the unemployed who wished 
to leave the world of money temporarily  behind did so  because they 
believed (or at least hoped, or had no other option but to hope) that 
this “favorable” annexation to Italy would come. And  these hopes  were 
not without basis. Italy, institutions affiliated with Italy, and even Italian 
private citizens had been sending money to Fiume since the dissolu-
tion of the Habsburg Monarchy. In December 1918, the Italian military 
took over the Italian National Council’s four- hundred- thousand- crown 
deficit in maintaining a nearby hospital.58 In 1919, Italy donated one 
million lire worth of postal stamps to the Fiume state to ease commu-
nications.59 And from 1919  until at least 1921, the Italian Red Cross, 
thanks in  great part to indirect support from the Italian government, 
supplied necessary food and heating supplies to keep the city fed when 
it did not have the means to feed itself.60

On a more symbolic, quotidian level, Italian “help” for Fiumians was 
widely vis i ble and publicized. For example, in December 1918, the Italian 
army gave half a loaf of military bread to each student wearing the 
red, white, and green cockades signifying commitment to the Italian 
national cause.61 A few days before Christmas, the Royal Italian Army 
gave  every student who attended school “½ kg. marmalade and ½ kg 
dried prunes.” 62 On February 20, 1919, the Queen of Italy sent shawls, 
shoes, and sandals to be distributed to Fiume’s needy  children.63 In 
March  1919, the crew of the Italian naval ship San Giorgio donated 
three hundred lire to help Fiume’s poor.64 In April 1920, Italian nobles 
from Emilia- Romagna and Tuscany visited Fiume schools, giving out one 
thousand lire and telling of Italy’s deeply felt “humane and patriotic” 
loyalty to Fiume.65 In July  1920, a nationalist association in Padua 
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donated ten thousand lire to “help Fiume.” 66 For  every one of  these, 
 there  were ten more in which Italian organ izations and private citizens 
sent money and supplies to aid Fiume. Both official and unofficial Italy 
seemed determined to help, so why not forgo devalued money now and 
wait to prosper  later?

It was not just Fiume locals or Italian nationalists who believed Italy 
would enact a highly favorable Fiume crown conversion rate upon an-
nexation. The 38- year- old Hungarian investor and businessman Károly 
Fischbein— a man who did not speak Italian and had only arrived in 
Fiume from Budapest in August 1918— testified that he began collecting 
Fiume crowns in late November 1919 “to have a margin in Fiume bills, 
for the eventuality of their conversion into Lire.” 67 All in all, crowns 
in Fiume wallets  were far from simply relics of a defunct monarchy. 
They  were constantly changing, ambiguous commodities. For some 
they represented “a currency game” too rich for most Fiumians’ blood. 
For  others they promised an entrée into a new (Italian) monarchy that 
was far from defunct.

Counterfeiting Crowns

Most Fiumians did not put all their eggs in the annexation- to- Italy 
basket, however. Like the aforementioned Hungarian businessman 
Károly Fischbein, they hedged their bets. Fischbein set aside “a margin in 
Fiume bills, for the eventuality of their conversion into Lire.” 68 But he 
did not pay the roughly 70–80  percent difference in value it would have 
cost him to obtain  those Fiume bills. Instead, he paid to have his crowns 
stamped “off the books” at a rate of 45  percent, securing himself a profit 
of at least 18  percent, but as much as 486  percent if the promised cur-
rency parity conversion to lire came through. This off- the- books method, 
other wise known as counterfeiting, was widespread. Figures as low on 
the social totem pole as the 27- year- old unemployed naval mechanic 
and veteran Vladimiro Masovcević and as high up as the 27- year- old 
aviator and Italian war hero Eugenio Casagrande  were taken with the 
possibilities of a “wonderful speculation: you buy unstamped crowns, 
you stamp them, and then you make three times more.” 69
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Crowns  were counterfeited throughout the ex- Habsburg lands. In 
February 1919, Serb- Croat- Slovene officials reported that of the thirty- 
seven billion crowns circulating in their territories, at least seven bil-
lion  were considered counterfeit.70 In Czecho slo va kia, it was estimated 
that between February and November 1919 at least one billion fraudu-
lently stamped notes  were introduced.71 An Austrian weekly in 1920 
tried to make light of how powerless successor states  were at thwarting 
forgers by saying,

Our only hope— however absurd it may sound—is that the Hun-
garian and Polish crowns  will soon rise higher than the Austrian 
crowns, and that the Hungarian and Polish stamps can be coun-
terfeited just as easily as the Austrian stamp, so that it  will be-
come again more profitable for the forgers to counterfeit them 
(just as was formerly the case with the Yugo slavian and Czech-
o slo vak ian stamps) and that we no longer be the victims of their 
 favor.72

In Hungary, Poland, Austria, and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes, counterfeiting was considered such a profitable business that 
unstamped crown notes (the raw materials required for stamped- crown 
counterfeiting) sometimes traded at higher values than locally stamped 
bills.73

Counterfeiting was tempting not just  because it was a quick way to 
make a lot of money; it was also ridiculously easy.74 Modern currency 
counterfeiters usually have to replicate industrially produced, special-
ized paper covered with intricate, multicolored patterns. But since the 
counterfeit successor- state crowns had all been created by the Habsburg 
imperial state, the feel of the paper, its size, and most of the banknotes’ 
visuals had already been officiated. On the  whole, counterfeit stamped 
crowns and genuine stamped crowns felt and looked the same. The only 
indicator of  whether money was counterfeit or genuine was the irregu-
larly placed, dimly inked, small overlay stamp added on top.75 And since 
the design of  these stamps was often rudimentary, replicating them was 
easy sport for many.
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Few stamped crowns  were as overvalued and easily forged as the 
Fiume crown. The first stamp, issued in April 1919, was an indistinct 
imprint of the Italian royal crest whose lines of engraving  were crudely 
fashioned and indistinct. It did not specifically mention Fiume. The 
second stamp, introduced in October 1919, was an improvement: the 
“Città di Fiume” insignia was made up of clear lines, but it was so sim-
plistic that within days forgers  were making convincing replicas. The 
Fiume authorities realized their  mistake and added a third stamp to 
the mix a few weeks  later. With a clear and ornate design, “Città di 
Fiume,” and this time even the emblem of the Istituto di Credito del 
Consiglio Nazionale (the administrative body that controlled Fiume’s 
currency), this stamp was much more difficult to copy, though it was 
initially only applied to Fiume crown notes in denominations of one 
hundred crowns and higher.76 Even so, within a few weeks, some of 
the more expert counterfeiters could replicate it, making Fiume famous 
domestically and abroad as “the promised land for counterfeited 
money.”77 The New York Times offered its readers the spectacle of prom-
inent Fiume bankers complaining, “Our currency has been counter-
feited to such an extent that now we do not know any values.  There 
are all kinds of crowns in circulation— Fiume, Jugoslav, Polish, Hun-
garian, Czechoslovak and Austrian. Then  there is the lira. All of them 
in circulation, stamped, defaced and counterfeited.”78

Fiume officialdom was at a loss as to how to control the counter-
feiting. To keep in check the circulation of counterfeited crowns from 
other Habsburg lands, it tried to bolster the monocurrency policies dis-
cussed  earlier. But as we saw, fencing off trade and bubbling up Fiume 
into a self- sustaining economic unit was impossible. Given the unavoid-
able multicurrency system of immediate postwar Fiume, the inflow of 
counterfeited crowns from the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slo-
venes; Austria; Hungary; Czecho slo va kia; and even Poland was inevi-
table. The situation improved a bit in late 1920, when Fiume’s neigh-
boring successor states had  either decommissioned their stamped 
crowns completely or excessive counterfeiting had made their market 
value minimal.
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The forging of Fiume- stamped crowns, however, was another  matter. 
Counterfeiting rings in Fiume did not just threaten faith in the money 
supply per se; they directly challenged the government’s deflationary 
initiatives intended to ease eventual conversion with the Italian lira. As 
such, though the circulation of counterfeited “foreign” crowns was 
treated as a necessary evil, the government focused most of its energy 
on bringing counterfeiters of Fiume crowns in line. To limit the number 
of  people who would be interested in forging Fiume stamps, in Oc-
tober 1919, the Italian National Council announced that Fiume crowns 
could not be converted outside city territory.79 Then the Fiume police 
cracked down on forgers within the city itself.

The crackdown was effective to an extent, especially considering the 
conditions in which it began. In October and November 1919, when the 
Italian National Council instituted a recall of Fiume crowns to replace 
the first stamp with the second and third, circa 60  percent of the Fiume 

The Hungarian side of a fifty Austro- Hungarian crown note, with forged Fiume 
overlay stamps. The handwriting on the right reads, “Timbro falsificato” 
(Forged stamp).  Here one can see versions of the second “Città di Fiume” in-
signia used from October 1919 and the much more complicated third “Città di 
Fiume— Istituto di Credito del Consiglio Nazionale” stamp.
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crowns circulating in the city  were found to be marked with forged 
stamps. In September 1921, when Fiume crowns  were again recalled, 
only 10  percent  were marked with forged stamps.80 A 10  percent coun-
terfeiting rate is definitely better than 60  percent, but a world where 
one out of  every ten bills in your pocket is prob ably forged underscores 
the point made by the anonymous Fiume banker in the 1920 New York 
Times article mentioned  earlier: when “currency has been counterfeited 
to such an extent . . .  we do not know any values.”81

 After his men apprehended several gangs of counterfeiters respon-
sible for almost a million falsified Fiume crowns, the head of Fiume’s 
police force described the forgery as an assault on both Fiume’s economy 
and its annexation hopes: “If we had not tracked down the forgers and 
if we had not  stopped the trafficking of the forged money, mistrust in 
Fiume bills would not just have resulted in its high depreciation, but it 
would have permanently undermined the conversion into lire, which 
would have been equivalent to complete economic ruin.”82 For the gov-
ernment, counterfeiting Fiume crowns equaled blocking annexation 
and the much- anticipated replacement of lire for crowns.

State and business communities might have viewed counterfeiting 
as a dangerous menace, but Fiumians ate up the counterfeited money, 
absorbing it into their economies with a combination of prudence and 
pragmatism. Not only did they not spend and make money along the 
monocurrency structure their government devised, they did not value 
their money along any nationalist or state- initiated lines. Ironically, it 
was the sites of the counterfeiting crackdown— the  trials of  those in the 
counterfeiting rings— that shone a light on  these contradictions.

A case in point was the biggest counterfeiting trial to be held in Fiume 
from 1919 to 1921: the Del Bello- Smoquina- Zustovich- Velcich- Fischbein 
trial of late January 1920. The defendants  were accused of introducing 
circa 450,000 forged Fiume crowns into the money supply between No-
vember and December 1919.83 The head forger, Benvenuto Del Bello, a 
25- year- old mechanic, veteran, and driver for the Fiume public ser vices 
administration, admitted to having successfully replicated all three of 
the stamps produced by the Fiume state. The other four defendants  were 
accused of knowingly circulating counterfeit money.84
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During the trial, much was revealed that undercut the “single- minded 
desire to unite with Italy” that both D’Annunzio’s military regime and 
the Italian National Council  were trying to proj ect. For example, the 
head forger, Del Bello, was not “a Jew,” “a Slav,” or a “Hungarian”  eager 
to undermine Italian wealth, as articles in the Fiume nationalist news-
paper La vedetta d’Italia had intimated throughout the fall of 1919.85 
He was an Istrian- born, native Italian speaker who worked for the 
Fiume government. The vision of Fiume as a city cut off from the rest 
of the ex- Habsburg lands, just waiting to be embraced by the Italian 
motherland, also suffered as testimony was given. The forgery of the 
third stamp— the tricky Istituto di Credito del Consiglio Nazionale 
insignia— was produced in Vienna, where Del Bello had traveled in 
November 1919 to align himself with other forgers  there. The majority 
of the unstamped bills used to forge the Fiume crowns  were supplied 
by Austrians and Hungarians passing through the city: Hungarian fi-
nancier Károly Fischbein (also on trial) and Austrian nurse Daniela 
Bürger, with whom Del Bello had had a long- standing affair.86 The 
idea— often repeated in both the diplomatic chambers of Paris and 
most newspapers throughout the world— that Italian Fiumians and 
Croatians hated each other was also weakened by trial testimony. Po-
lice explained that they missed apprehending the sixth prime suspect, 
Fiume- born, native Italian speaker Dante Stiglich,  because he had 
heard of his impending arrest and had escaped to Zagreb just hours 
before the police arrived. As a showcase of efforts to “crack down” on 
counterfeit circulation, the trial put into public purview and print the 
broad multilingual and multinational Habsburg networks that still ex-
isted within and beyond the Fiume city- state.

But the contradiction between the ways that Fiume’s provisional gov-
ernment and Fiumians themselves valued money was clearest in the 
testimonies of the thirty- seven Fiumians questioned for possessing or 
aiding in the circulation of counterfeit Fiume crowns. Spanning the di-
vides of gender, class, ethnicity, age, primary language use, and neigh-
borhood affiliation, witnesses  were asked to explain how and why they 
had access to counterfeit money. Brought to the stand  were figures as 
high in the Fiume administration as the 38- year- old director of the tax 
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office, Felice Derenzin, and the 50- year- old merchant and banking 
agent Ferdinando Cretich, a leading member of the chamber of com-
merce. The trial was also populated with testimonies of less exalted 
Fiume residents such as 42- year- old unemployed waiter and veteran 
Antonio Bauk, 22- year- old  house wife and ex- waitress Maria Ladisch, 
36- year- old butcher Antonio Badjak, 27- year- old tobacco kiosk atten-
dant Mario Smojver, and 22- year- old fishmonger and veteran Narciso 
Scalembra. Unsurprisingly, if in  every wallet at least one bill out of ten 
was counterfeit, the tendrils of a counterfeiting ring touched all levels 
of Fiume society.

When asked how they had access to counterfeited bills, witnesses 
tended to have the same answer: they bought or sold Fiume crowns 
 because that’s what the situation demanded. Clothing- store owner and 
seamstress Elvira Gattinoni explained that her friend, 47- year- old un-
employed barber Adolfo Martini, had “come to her store one day and 
while [they]  were talking offered to sell [her] banknotes with the ‘Città 
di Fiume’ stamp.” She continued, “Since I wanted to exchange Yugo-
slav banknotes at any cost, I very happily accepted his offer and ex-
changed with Martini at a rate of 65%.”87 The 58- year- old businessman 
and large landholder Giorgio Rora told of acting as a middleman for a 
friend who “wanted to sell 26,000 crowns with the Fiume stamp.” Rora 
said, “He asked me to find him a buyer, adding that the money was 
the property of two fishermen who  were looking for a 74% exchange 
rate.”88 The 24- year- old unemployed bank cashier and veteran Simeone 
Radovich stated, “Being in need of ‘Città di Fiume’ banknotes I asked 
Smoquina [a defendant], who I ran into by accident, if he could get 
me said banknotes.”89 The 42- year- old unemployed waiter Antonio 
Bauk said, “A certain [man with the surname] Linda, upon entering 
the Caffè Marittimo, told me that he needed ‘Città di Fiume’ banknotes 
and asked me if I could get him some.”90 The 35- year- old unemployed 
clerk and veteran Cosimo Domancich testified that his former employer, 
the 29- year- old textile merchant Giovanni Abramovich, “charged [me] 
to procure for him ‘Città di Fiume’ banknotes.” Domancich said, “Three 
days  later [while I was] in the main square I ran into Zustovich [an-
other defendant], who upon hearing that I was looking to obtain Fiume 
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currency, offered to sell me 10,000 crowns.”91  These and similar testi-
monies in other counterfeiting investigations sent a clear message: Fi-
umians circulated counterfeit money  because they continually needed 
to convert currencies, and Fiume crowns  were a hot commodity. It was 
as  simple as that. Their testimonies evoked  little response from the court 
and the public  because every one knew that informal currency exchange 
was not an illicit activity. It was a Fiume way of life.

Since most witnesses testified that they converted currencies infor-
mally, outside the structures of state- licensed currency exchange booths 
or banks, police and the court asked them how they evaluated the 
Fiume crowns they  were exchanging. Most witnesses maintained their 
innocence by showing they paid relatively high rates of exchange in line 
with official prices, meaning they paid good money for what they 
thought was good money. The 32- year- old merchant and veteran An-
none Erbisti revealed he had had no idea he was purchasing forged 
money by underscoring that for the six thousand Fiume crowns he pur-
chased, he “paid [Clemente] Bacchia a rate of 80%.”92 The 21- year- old 
accountant and veteran Renato Skarso cleared his name of any suspi-
cion by assuring the police he “paid a 100% premium to purchase” the 
fifty thousand forged Fiume crowns held within his com pany’s ac-
count.93 The aforementioned clothing- store owner and seamstress El-
vira Gattinoni insisted she was innocent in another currency conver-
sion exchange she conducted with her 23- year- old  brother Giuliano 
Teck, an unemployed smelter, by stating, “I  didn’t doubt in the least 
the validity of the banknotes offered me . . .  , so much so that I paid a 
rate of 66%.”94 As none of  these informal currency exchanges included 
receipts or other forms of documentation to certify their legality, wit-
nesses counted on the viability of the exchanges they claimed to have 
made to prove their innocence. Innocence and currency validity thus 
both depended on the same foundation:  going market value and a 
court’s cognizance of it.

Surprisingly enough, the most troublesome testimonies for Fiume 
authorities  were  those made by witnesses who traded Fiume crowns 
below market value. The aforementioned Simeone Radovich asserted 
that he had purchased twelve thousand Fiume crowns from one of the 
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defendants at a rate of 50  percent. This should have put him in diffi-
cult circumstances with the police and court, as paying well below 
market value suggested he prob ably knew they  were counterfeit. But 
this is where  things got complicated. Radovich, too, doubted the va-
lidity of Fiume crowns traded so low and therefore required the de-
fendant Smoquina to accompany him to the Fiume Italian National 
Council’s Credit Institute with the seven thousand Fiume crowns he 
intended to purchase. Once  there, he “showed the banknotes to the ca-
shier, who found them to be good. The next day [the accused] Smo-
quina brought . . .  another 5,000 crowns, which  were also determined 
to be good by the cashier of said Institute.”95 The institute to which 
Radovich brought his Fiume crowns to be verified was the same insti-
tute that had supposedly stamped the money in the first place, whose 
emblem served as the third stamp, the one Fiume authorities hoped 
would nip counterfeiting activities in the bud. How could private citi-
zens of Fiume be held accountable for circulating counterfeit money if 
the office in control of the money supply could not tell the difference? 
Radovich was quickly dismissed as another victim of currency fraud, 
but his statement pointed to a much bigger prob lem. Informally deter-
mined market value was a safer indicator of currency validity than 
state authority. When Radovich judged the money on its rate of ex-
change, he found it suspicious. It was the state that had led him astray.

Throughout the counterfeiting trial,  there  were indications that the 
Fiume provisional government was unable to manage the money situ-
ation. Ferdinando Cretich, the aforementioned banker and leading 
member of Fiume’s chamber of commerce, testified that the seventy- 
eight thousand forged Fiume crowns found in his bank account had 
been purchased from a licensed currency exchange booth and verified 
by the Fiume Credit Institute.96 If the incompetence (or internal cor-
ruption) of state authorities was not clear enough, the director of the 
tax office, Felice Derenzin, testified, “I personally certified the deposits 
made by [the defendant] Fischbein. I had absolutely no suspicions con-
cerning the authenticity of the banknotes deposited by him.”97 Though 
the Hungarian investor Károly Fischbein was eventually arrested for 
currency fraud, many officials had certified his counterfeited Fiume 
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crowns before they  were fi nally judged fraudulent. If the informal Fiume 
currency market had had a say in the validity of Fischbein’s bills, how-
ever, they would never have passed muster. The 45  percent exchange 
rate Fischbein paid for the Fiume crowns was proof enough that some-
thing fishy was  going on. What Fiume’s counterfeiting  trials made ob-
vious was that the city as a  whole was “continually buying and selling 
banknotes,” and not out of patriotic impulses, nationalist convictions, 
or any sense of security that their state held the authority to secure 
their fortunes.98 Fiumians worked around the hollow infrastruc-
tures as best they could, hedging their bets, minimizing their losses, 
buying and selling currencies  because that’s what was required, and 
looking for what ever opportunities might arise out of the chaos sur-
rounding them.

Postwar Crowns: A History of Imperial Conversions  
and Balancing Acts

It is hard to imagine what Lieutenant Carlo Trevisani Scoppa— a 
31- year- old legionnaire, born outside Naples, and Italian war veteran— 
thought when he wrote D’Annunzio a four- page typed letter titled 
“Reserved- Personal.” Nothing in the letter was very personal. No in-
formation was given about Trevisani Scoppa or D’Annunzio specifically. 
Trevisani Scoppa labeled it that way to limit the damage its contents—
an assertion of fiscal corruption— could do. In the letter he accused 
one of D’Annunzio’s closest associates, Lieutenant Ulisse Igliori— a 
24- year- old Italian war hero, Florence native, and one of the master-
minds  behind D’Annunzio’s arrival in Fiume—of exchanging an enor-
mous amount of money illegally to benefit the D’Annunzio command’s 
coffers at the expense of both Italy and Fiume. The letter described the 
financial exchanges Trevisani Scoppa found suspicious: to help cover 
the costs of feeding Fiume’s hungry during its upcoming winter, the 
Kingdom of Italy offered to purchase circa 7 million Fiume crowns at 
an exchange rate of 0.40 lire to 1 Fiume crown. This sale would give 
D’Annunzio’s regime the lire necessary to purchase food and energy re-
serves from Italian suppliers who refused to accept crowns.  Things 
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started to look suspicious to Trevisani Scoppa, however, when he real-
ized that the Fiume crowns Igliori sold to the Italian state  were pur-
chased illicitly from a local Fiume bank at a rate of 0.28 lire to 1 Fiume 
crown instead of the 0.40 lire to 1 Fiume crown negotiated with the 
Kingdom of Italy. The discrepancy of the two exchange rates left an 
extra 840,000 lire in D’Annunzio’s accounts’  favor. To make  matters 
even worse, Trevisani Scoppa revealed that Igliori had also contracted 
si mul ta neously with the same bank to pay off D’Annunzio’s command’s 
debts of 7 million Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns by fixing an exchange 
rate of 5.75 Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns to 1 Italian lira, instead of the 
 going rate of 7.50 Serb- Croat- Slovene crowns to 1 Italian lira. This ex-
change rate discrepancy saved D’Annunzio’s trea sury office 933,000 
Italian lire. Trevisani Scoppa took four pages to trace the complicated 
maneuvers that allowed Igliori to skim nearly 1.7 million lire for 
D’Annunzio’s command’s benefit.  Toward the end of the letter, Trev-
isani Scoppa spoke plainly: it was hard not to see this as anything other 
than “fiscal bartering . . .  given the exchange rates do not correspond . . .  
to the average exchange rate.”99 Sometimes numbers  don’t lie, and the 
exchange rates Igliori had negotiated followed the logic of a black 
market, not a  legal one.

Trevisani Scoppa hoped Igliori had acted alone and that D’Annunzio 
was ignorant of the entire operation and would stop it immediately. Un-
fortunately, his hope was misplaced. D’Annunzio knew precisely what 
was  going on, as other members of his trea sury office had told him days 
before about the illegal dealings, emphasizing that if annexation to Italy 
 were realized, Igliori’s contracts would prove even more costly to “the 
Italian trea sury that one day  will have to make the conversion at a rate 
much higher than the sale.”100 Even worse, the trea sury office’s files still 
contain D’Annunzio’s signed  orders supporting Igliori in his negotia-
tions. And indeed, the money- scheming Igliori  rose higher in D’Annunzio’s 
 favor, while traces of the anxious Trevisani Scoppa within the history of 
D’Annunzio’s Fiume escapade remain faint at best.

The details of Trevisani Scoppa’s naive effort are revelatory not 
 because they show D’Annunzio knowingly participating in corrupt fi-
nancial dealings: before and  after Fiume, D’Annunzio had bamboozled 



Follow the Money 105

banks and manipulated states to support his flagrant lifestyle. Why 
should this time be dif fer ent? But  there was something dif fer ent  here: 
instead of defaulting on loans or fleeing abroad to avoid moneylenders, 
D’Annunzio and his Italian- born followers joined local Fiumians in 
finding ways— often short of legality—to survive and even thrive in the 
city’s multicurrency environment. Like every one  else, D’Annunzio’s 
crew gambled on what the teenage legionnaire Maranini had described 
as the “last relic of the defunct monarchy, the crown.”101 Their entire 
operation was funded with Habsburg money, and communications with 
ex- Habsburg money agents from Vienna and Budapest abound in 
D’Annunzio’s archives, along with negotiations with Croatian mer-
chants and counterfeiting schemes with other post- Habsburg rings. 
As in the rest of Fiume, neither ethnic identifications nor nationalist 
convictions determined which currency would be used. Sometimes 
D’Annunzio’s command used Fiume crowns, sometimes Italian lire, and 
more often than not they pushed forward their “Italy or death” cam-
paign while carry ing Serb- Croat- Slovene currency in their wallets. Even 
in moments when illicit activities came to the fore, someone like Trev-
isani Scoppa— who had grown up  under the shadow of Mount Vesu-
vius instead of along the shores of the northern Adriatic— reasoned 
in the same way the Fiume fishmongers did: the simplest way to tell 
 whether money was “ legal” was its trading rate, not what officials de-
clared. Though they had all just fought in World War I to bring the 
Habsburg Empire to its knees, by coming to Fiume, D’Annunzio and 
his legionnaires had become post- imperial actors themselves.

Money has always been and  will always be a promiscuous commodity, 
and highlighting that legionnaires in Fiume had “gone native,” “gone 
post- imperial,” and used Serb- Croat- Slovene money while si mul ta-
neously arguing, as did the young Maranini, “that every thing [in Fiume] 
is genuinely Italian” in no way indicates that they  were not deeply 
committed to their nationalist convictions.102 What following the money 
shows is that we need to put aside the dream narrative that the Fiume 
Crisis was driven purely by the energies and politics of nationalism. 
Even the most fervent nationalists, which D’Annunzio’s legionnaires 
undoubtedly  were,  were affected by the context in which they lived. 
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And the tens of thousands living in Fiume, often less zealous for the 
nation than D’Annunzio’s legionnaires,  were even more affected.

This ambiguity is impor tant to remember  because most histories of 
postwar east central Eu rope follow the storyline presented by the dip-
lomatic historian Zara Steiner: the history of east central Eu rope is 
characterized by “the primacy of nationalism,” while that of western 
Eu rope was guided by “the primacy of economics.”103 Thanks to 
D’Annunzio’s theatrics and  later Italian Fascists’ ritualized insistence 
that Fiume was the seed of Benito Mussolini’s “revolution,” the history 
of postwar Fiume has seen more of this “primacy of nationalism” ar-
gument than most ex- Habsburg lands. But as we have seen, national 
sentiment did not primarily or necessarily serve as the compass for how 
Fiumians, and even D’Annunzio’s legionnaires, lived out their lives. 
Despite what the publicists wrote, Fiume was not populated solely by 
Italians or Italian nationalists. Fiumians did not push aside Habsburg 
networks of communication and trade to promote their Italianness 
above all  else. They did not empty their wallets of money stamped with 
the insignia of other nations or states to prove how Italian they  were. 
Forging or converting nationalist seals and stamps did not give them 
pause, not if it meant they could make money or just lose a  little less. 
The only body willing to try all  these strategies was the provisional gov-
ernment. And the inability of the government to enact  these initiatives 
and still keep Fiume’s populace fed and paid convinced many to work 
around the state.

It is true that many historians of east central Eu rope have empha-
sized the importance of economics in determining the challenges the 
Habsburg successor states faced.104 But few have linked the economic 
chaos and hardships of the post- imperial moment to the greater diffi-
culties  these states confronted in winning over the populations they at-
tempted to govern. One of the few was the Oxford- educated eminent 
historian L. B. Namier. In the immediate years  after World War I, Na-
mier spent much of his intellectual energy writing about the plight of 
his native Galicia— today split between Ukraine and Poland, at the time 
part of Poland, and before the war controlled by the Habsburgs. In his 
1922 article titled “Currencies and Exchanges in an East Galician 
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Village,” Namier argued that all the currency shifts since the begin-
ning of the Habsburg Empire’s demise had taught the average Galician 
peasant, no  matter how rural or remote that individual’s home was, to 
distrust the state and take control of his or her fragile economic life by 
playing the world currency market.105 Fiume was no isolated village, 
of course, but the same phenomenon emerged. With the value of money 
unclear, Fiumians determined it on their own in a way they had never 
done before, no  matter what their state said about it or what the stir-
rings of nationalism might seem to dictate.

But with Fiumians and legionnaires working around the state, how 
was anarchy or revolution avoided? One of the only explanations for 
this strange balance lay in the hopes expressed throughout the moun-
tain of paperwork contained within the Fiume archives: if the provi-
sional government (with the help of D’Annunzio) could succeed in re-
alizing annexation to Italy, Fiumians’ money could perhaps double in 
value. The “primacy of nationalism” and the “primacy of economics” 
 were wholly interlocked in Fiume’s day- to- day, as they doubtless  were 
for all the successor states.106 The government worked to achieve its 
promised nationalist- oriented annexation; locals put up with govern-
ment initiatives as long as they  were livable. Some of the ways the gov-
ernment tried to keep this balance  going  were the clumsy  handlings of 
the Habsburg crown and the concessions to a multicurrency culture dis-
cussed  here. But the Italian National Council finessed other remnants 
of the former Habsburg state to avert revolution and instill order. And 
the legacy that they proved much more  adept at manipulating was the 
law system inherited from the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy.



3
 Legal Ins and Outs

Crafting Local Sovereignty

“Please work” was prob ably echoing in Vladimiro Masovcević’s head 
on January 7, 1920, as he scrubbed away at a forged overlay stamp on 
a twenty- crown bill. Much was riding on his efforts. If he successfully 
wiped clean traces of the stamp, he would be found not guilty of coun-
terfeiting. If he failed, prison and extremely high fines awaited him. 
Masovcević faced this test  because Fiume police had seized stamp 
molds from his apartment for counterfeiting currency, along with ink, 
gasoline, 840 crowns in denominations of 20, 740 of which  were cov-
ered with forged overlay stamps and 100 of which had been “washed.” 
Masovcević— a 27- year- old unemployed naval mechanic and veteran— 
testified to having purchased all of the seized materials from a stranger 
he had met on the train from Trieste. He went on to say that he subse-
quently de cided to wash some of the forged notes as he judged their 
overlay stamps too deficient to pass muster. An expert currency wit-
ness for the prosecution, the 44- year- old high school chemistry teacher 
Umberto Ricotti, challenged Masovcević’s testimony by stating that 
money could only be washed within seven hours of being stamped, 
thereby suggesting that Masovcević had stamped the money himself, 
then washed it when he found his work unsatisfactory. Masovcević 
refuted Ricotti’s allegations and asked the three judges sitting on his 
case “that [he] be given some gasoline, so that [he] can prove that 
the erasure [of overlay stamps from crown notes] is pos si ble, even 
 today.”1 The three judges— Zoltán Halász, Otmaro Gregorich, and 
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Carlo Bonetta- Zotti— acceded, and the  whole courtroom watched as 
Masovcević tried to scrub away the overlay. He failed. As the chem-
istry teacher had testified, the forged overlay stamp was unwashable. 
Masovcević was asked to step down to await sentencing. Immediately 
thereafter, the prosecution requested Masovcević be found guilty of 
counterfeiting,  under “article 7 of the November 2, 1919 notification is-
sued by the Command of the City of Fiume.”2

 Here is where Masovcević’s trial moved from being a case about the 
validity of a man’s word to one about the validity of a state and its law. 
Masovcević’s defense  lawyer responded to the prosecution’s request by 
asking for an acquittal, arguing that the November 2, 1919, notifica-
tion the prosecution had referenced had no juridical basis  because “the 
Command of the City” was not a legislative organ. “Only the Italian 
penal code could be applied,” Masovcević’s  lawyer insisted, and Italian 
law had no  legal provisions against forging overlay stamps on money. 
No law meant no crime, which meant that Masovcević should be re-
leased. The prosecution responded that “the commission that issued 
the notification was invested, via del e ga tion, with legislative powers.” 
Masovcević’s defense replied that “the del e ga tion of sovereign powers 
to a subaltern authority was not admissible.”3 Though no rec ord re-
mains of the judges’ deliberations about Masovcević, their deliberations 
in another counterfeiting trial just two weeks  later reveal the reasoning 
 behind their verdicts on both Masovcević’s guilt and Fiume’s sover-
eignty: “The notification was published and . . .  the public therefore 
considered it law.” 4 Masovcević’s sentence and Fiume’s sovereignty 
 were judged valid  because Fiume’s public considered them so.

Masovcević’s trial reflected the inescapable tensions around law and 
sovereignty that permeated life in postwar Fiume. The court house 
where it was held flaunted all the Habsburg architectural niceties that 
had so impressed the teenage legionnaire Giuseppe Maranini: large, im-
pressive, and modern, it was typical of Austro- Hungarian administra-
tive centers built in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Carved into the stone of this functional palace  were Hungarian symbols 
and an “infinite number of Habsburg ea gles,” in case anyone wondered 
which  grand state was responsible for the building.5 Furling in the 
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wind at the front of the building and draped above the judges’ seats 
 were new post-1918 additions, most notably multiple Italian monar-
chical flags. Court procedures  were held in the name of “His Majesty 
the King of Italy Vittorio Emmanuele III,” even though Fiume was not 
officially part of Italy. Most of the personnel in the courtroom while 
Masovcević desperately rubbed gasoline on his forged stamp had been 
raised, educated, and trained in the same Austro- Hungarian state that 
had originally printed Masovcević’s crowns. Fiume’s judges,  lawyers, 
and clerks knew the Hungarian penal code backward and forward; 
most  were still learning the ins and outs of the Italian  legal code that 
was trickling in piecemeal. Fiumians lived not just in a multicurrency 
culture but also in a multi- law culture, where numerous  trials ended 
with a defense attorney calling for acquittal  because of the question-
able juridical status of the laws its citizens  were to follow. Questions of 
sovereignty and the validity of law came up regularly in day- to- day 
life before, during, and  after Gabriele D’Annunzio’s escapade. But 
whereas in the currency chaos every one hedged their bets to survive as 
best they could, it appears that when facing the cacophony of  legal pos-
sibilities, Fiumians responded with remarkable élan. Mixing and 
choosing between  legal traditions cemented a culture of “Fiumian self- 
determination” that directly challenged the pronouncements from the 
Paris Peace Conference that cities did not self- determine,  Great Power 
nations did.

Old Hands at Multi- sovereignty

While Fiume’s multicurrency system was the result of the dissolution 
of the Austro- Hungarian state  after World War I, Fiumians had nego-
tiated a multi- legal system all their lives. For Fiume was not just any 
city in any state before 1918. It was a corpus separatum— a  Free City— 
within a kingdom (Hungary) headed by a monarch living in Vienna 
who was si mul ta neously Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary. This 
meant that Fiumians lived their lives within the contours of a sover-
eignty mosaic, a world of “layered sovereignty,” as current historians 
and social scientists characterize such imperial  legal systems.6
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This multiform quality of authority was not hidden;  people living in 
Fiume  were required to acknowledge it and be proud of it. Anyone em-
ployed by the state in Fiume had to sign a loyalty oath attesting to a 
layering of authority. In June 1915, for example, 41- year- old accountant 
Antonio Allazetta was named head accountant of the civic tax office 
and swore “loyalty to the King, obedience to the laws of the Kingdom, 
[and] to the Statute of Fiume.”7 This tripartite authority structure ref-
erenced the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy (loyalty to the king), Buda-
pest (laws of the kingdom), and Fiume itself (Statute of Fiume). When 
Allazetta was promoted to tax office director two years  later in 1917, 
his loyalty oath repeated exactly this same tripartite authority struc-
ture.8 As late as January 1918, 27- year- old Gemina Benussi swore “loy-
alty to the King, obedience to the Laws of the Kingdom, [and] to the 
Statute of Fiume” upon accepting a position as an elementary school 
teacher.9 When accepting a job, applying for a license, or giving testi-
mony, Fiumians acknowledged  these three layers of power. This tripar-
tite sovereignty system did not mean that Fiumians  were the disen-
franchised subjects of three masters. Instead, it framed a genealogy of 
available rights, for Austria- Hungary had been a constitutional parlia-
mentary state since 1867, and Hungary boasted its own rights- oriented 
 legal code.

Fiumians’ rights  were protected by the laws of Hungary and the 
Statute of Fiume. The imperial authority of the Austro- Hungarian 
Monarchy oversaw the umbrella infrastructures of foreign relations, de-
fense, and cross- imperial finance that, ideally, allowed the parliamen-
tary Hungarian and city administrations to work unencumbered. As the 
mayor of Fiume explained when announcing municipal elections in 
July 1915, it was the “loyal and generous act of the Royal Government, 
that maintains firm our ancestral prerogatives, culminating in our city 
autonomy.”10 Hungary’s protective role in maintaining Fiume’s rights 
and prerogatives was regularly described as that of the madrepatria. 
Translated  today as “motherland” or “native country,” within the im-
perial rhe toric of Fiume, madrepatria meant something dif fer ent. In 
a 1901 pamphlet analyzing Fiume’s status within the empire, Nicolò 
Gelletich—61- year- old city representative and businessman— explained 
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that Hungary’s relationship to Fiume was that of “a  mother to  daughter,” 
and thus “in our city it [Hungary] is called the madre- patria.”11 Put 
simply, madrepatria meant “metropole,” with Hungary acting as the 
 mother (madre) of the homeland, Fiume (patria).12 Expectations that 
Hungary’s sovereignty over Fiume consisted in protecting and nurturing 
the city’s autonomy and economy continued, and Fiume’s mayor ended 
his July 1915 speech by summarizing the city’s relationship to Hungary 
as “centuries- old bonds which united it [Fiume] to the  great Hungarian 
madrepatria.”13

As in most mother- daughter relationships,  these “bonds” between 
Hungary and Fiume  were not equal, and they  were distressingly un-
stable. This meant that Fiumians focused much of their po liti cal en-
ergy before and during the war on guarding, defending, and expanding 
their autonomy, especially as po liti cal elites in Budapest worked tire-
lessly to centralize and homogenize the administration of the lands 
within their kingdom. From the mid-1870s  until World War I, Fiume’s 
elites challenged Budapest’s dictates about how much juridical sover-
eignty the Fiume corpus separatum wielded. By the beginning of the 
twentieth  century, this defensive strategy among Fiumians against in-
creased Hungarian centralism resulted in the creation of a po liti cal 
party, the Autonomism Party, which dominated local elections throughout 
the entire period leading up to the dissolution of Austria- Hungary.14 
According to the Fiume Statute and rulings by the Austro- Hungarian 
king Franz Josef, Hungarian  legal codes did not automatically extend 
to Fiume. Instead the Fiume municipal government had the right to 
consult on the application of Hungarian laws to Fiume’s “special cir-
cumstances.” Fiume po liti cal activists fought hard to stave off the full- 
scale introduction of “foreign [Hungarian] laws,” but  after years of 
Hungarian pressure, Budapest succeeded in forcing Fiume to relent. 
By 1900 Fiume had incorporated the Hungarian penal and civil codes 
en masse.15 With  every passing year, more paperwork in Fiume was 
translated into Hungarian so it could be authorized, confirmed, or at 
least acknowledged by Budapest- based offices.16 Fiume’s chamber of 
commerce regularly increased its bud get for telegraph, telephone, 
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and travel expenses, noting that this was partly  because of increased 
costs (especially during the war) and partly  because communications 
with the metropole  were “intense.”17

This “intense” communication between metropole and corpus sepa-
ratum meant that Fiume’s administrators, civil servants, law prac ti-
tion ers, and po liti cal activists  were highly skilled at working within a 
layered sovereignty system. That intensity went both ways: Fiume elites 
regularly demanded increased, or at least continued, autonomy from 
Budapest. Occasionally, the corpus separatum tried to set itself as a 
model for how the  whole kingdom should be run. For example, in re-
sponse to a letter from the Hungarian Commerce Ministry asking Fiume 
officials  whether wine should be sold by both weight and container, the 
chamber of commerce replied that Fiume already had a wine- per- liter 
pricing system and that it supported Hungarian wine growers’ efforts 
to enact a law that matched the one that had “already been in practice 
in Fiume for thirty years now.”18 Similarly, in 1917, when proposing a 
new city initiative for a tax on entertainments to aid war  widows and 
orphans, Fiume municipal representatives invited “all the Cities, all the 
Municipalities of the Kingdom . . .  [to follow] the example of Fiume.”19 
Undoubtedly, pride and a bit of smugness laced  these missives to 
Budapest- based offices, suggesting that the daughterland might out-
rank the motherland.

But Fiume elites also learned from what other parts of the Hungarian 
and Austrian Kingdoms did to promote local interests. In proposing 
pension increases for employees during the inflationary war years, for 
instance, the Fiume chamber of commerce recommended that pensions 
be doubled  after “collecting au then tic information on the acts of  Sister 
Cities [Consorelle] of the Kingdom. . . .  16 Hungarian Chambers  were 
queried, as well as  those of Zagreb and Sarajevo.”20 It took research to 
determine which  were the most advantageous policies acceptable within 
Hungary’s layered sovereignty system. Collecting such information 
helped ensure that Fiume chose its  battles with the madrepatria wisely, 
avoiding initiatives that had proved unsuccessful elsewhere. Even pri-
vate lawsuits cited judgments made in Austria and Hungary to show 
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pre ce dent for how Fiume courts should or could rule, as in 43- year- old 
Mario Rossi’s lawsuit against his dry cleaner for not providing damages 
when his clothing was stolen during a break-in. Rossi’s  lawyer argued 
that the dry cleaner should repay the cost of the clothing just as dry 
cleaners in similar Austrian cases had done.21

So even before the dissolution of Austria- Hungary, Fiume po liti cal 
elites,  legal professionals, and many of its residents  were well practiced 
in navigating a multi- authority state system and defending their inter-
ests through the manipulation of foreign pre ce dents and  legal loopholes. 
That’s what the protectionist metropole- madrepatria system offered, 
and Fiumians  were  adept at trying to get as much as they could within 
the Austro- Hungarian- Fiumian sovereignty triangle.

From Layered to Colliding Sovereignties

When Austria- Hungary was dissolved at the end of October 1918, two 
legs of Fiume’s tripartite sovereignty system suddenly dis appeared, with 
only the corpus separatum remaining. But this did not mean that a 
multi- sovereignty system was curtailed. Quite the contrary. Just as the 
va ri e ties of currency used in Fiume multiplied  after 1918, so did the dif-
fer ent authorities ascribed to ruling the city. A glance at letters be-
tween Americans and postwar Fiume gives an idea of the conundrum 
Fiume presented for postal workers and the world at large. In De-
cember 1918, the president of Fiume’s Italian National Council sent a 
letter to the US secretary of state listing its address as “Fiume, Hun-
gary Quarnero.”22 Two days  later Woodrow Wilson’s private secretary, 
Gilbert F. Close, addressed a letter with just “National Council of Fiume, 
Fiume.”23 In March 1919 the New York– based com pany Press Illus-
trating Ser vice posted a letter to the “Fiume National Council, Fiume, 
Croatia.”24 And in May 1919 the New York– based Federation of Italo- 
American Irredentist Socie ties sent a letter addressed to the “Mayor of 
the City ‘Fiume,’ Italy.”25 The differences in address did not reflect re-
gime changes or border repositionings. “Fiume, Hungary Quarnero,” 
“Fiume, Fiume,” “Fiume, Croatia,” and “the City ‘Fiume,’ Italy,”  were 
just a few of the many designations used to place the port city on the 
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map or in a state.26 With a scratched- out “Hungary,” Fiume was outside 
systems, and its post- imperial mailboxes  were filled with a dizzying 
array of sovereignty monikers.

As we have seen, most looked to the diplomatic hallways of Paris to 
resolve the Fiume enigma. Inter- Allied troops  were sent to the city to 
ensure the decision was not foreclosed by a fait accompli occupation. 
D’Annunzio’s arrival pushed international relations closer to the brink, 
and Fiume remained an unresolved legal- diplomatic issue for twenty-
 six months  after Austria- Hungary dissolved. For all involved, the Fiume 
Crisis, as it quickly became known, was a reminder that international 
diplomacy was not necessarily the best agent for resolving questions of 
sovereignty.

As Natasha Wheatley has rightly noted, “ There was no international 
handbook for unmaking imperial sovereignty.”27 But  there  were hints 
of what the  Great Powers had in mind and Fiumians jumped to play 
the cards they had to win at the game they saw set before them. The 
watchwords for postwar po liti cal reor ga ni za tion  were clearly “national 
self- determination.” Vladimir Lenin’s new Soviet Rus sia had announced 
in October 1917 that  every nation, large or small, should be “given the 
right to determine the form of its state life.”28 In January  1918, Lloyd 
George proclaimed that Britain and its allies  were fighting for peace, 
which was only pos si ble if “a territorial settlement . . .  be secured, based 
on the right of self- determination.”29 Wilson’s January  1918 Fourteen 
Points declared that “the  peoples of Austria- Hungary, whose place 
among the nations we wish to see safeguarded and assured, should be 
accorded the freest opportunity of autonomous development.”30 What 
more needed to be said? With Austria- Hungary gone, the gaps in Fiume’s 
layered sovereignty documents  were emancipatory. Fiume was a corpus 
separatum no longer. It was now a corpus liberatorum, “freed” and in de-
pen dent. With its long history of autonomy politicking, Fiume was ready 
to determine its own place among the nations. And while Paris diplomats 
haggled over where Fiume should sit on a map and Inter- Allied troops 
worked to keep the city up for grabs, the Italian National Council as-
sumed for itself the role of “sovereign” administrator of “Fiume, Fiume” 
and demanded that the world at large recognize it as “Fiume, Italy.”31
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 Little had changed and much had changed. Before November 1918, 
the municipal government of Fiume negotiated within a tripartite lay-
ered sovereignty system to maintain and broaden its autonomy.  After 
November 1918, the municipal government (with the newly created um-
brella “state” government of the Italian National Council filling in the 
space of the Hungarian Kingdom) wrangled with two other entities: 
 Great Power diplomacy in Paris and Inter- Allied troops on the ground. 
This tug- of- war continued for almost a year  until D’Annunzio’s entry 
in September 1919 added a new player into the mix. As the mayor of 
Fiume told the head of Inter- Allied forces in January 1919, Fiume was 
where “an indefinite number of authorities collide.”32 Not only did they 
collide, they joined forces to “disauthorize” the Italian National Council 
as the city’s provisional government.33

To fight the disauthorization by Paris diplomats and occupying 
troops, Fiume elites updated their old layered- sovereignty tactics. Be-
fore 1918, they had resisted challenges to their municipal authority by 

Members of the Italian National Council, with its well- bearded, el derly presi-
dent, Antonio Grossich, at the center.
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citing historical pre ce dent and pointing to the imperial patents that pro-
tected their corpus separatum status.  After 1918, they anchored their 
sovereignty in their ability to legislate, something they had not been 
able to do freely before.34 Like the judges in the Masovcević trial, Fi-
ume’s provisional government exercised authority  because “the public . . .  
considered” what it proclaimed to be “law.”35 Diplomatic authority lay 
in Paris, where  Great Power politicians worked on making treaties 
that would determine the new borders of Eu rope. Military authority 
lay first with the Inter- Allied command and then with D’Annunzio’s 
command, both of which barracked troops in Fiume to keep the city 
in play for po liti cal negotiations. Fiume elites claimed their post- 
Habsburg sovereignty by focusing on the law; they offset diplomatic 
and military authority by jealously retaining administrative authority 
over day- to- day life.36

Scratch That: Useful Shortcuts for Unlayering Sovereignty

As mentioned  earlier, 41- year- old Antonio Allazetta and other state em-
ployees  under Austria- Hungary swore “loyalty to the King, obedience 
to the laws of the Kingdom, [and] to the Statute of Fiume.”37 When he 
was promoted two years  later, as the war neared its close, he took the 
same oath. Two years  after that, on May 9, 1919, he signed a new loy-
alty oath for the new Fiume state he served: “I, Antonio Allazetta, 
promise on my word of honor to scrupulously observe the laws and or-
dinances in force and to fulfill conscientiously and with zeal and integ-
rity my post as permanent director of the Civic Tax office.”38 Allazet-
ta’s new oath  wasn’t specific to his high office. Elementary school 
teachers like the 39- year- old Elisa Sirola also vowed “to scrupulously 
observe the laws and ordinances in force.”39 What is remarkable about 
this new post- Habsburg oath is that the source of authority for  these 
laws and ordinances went unnamed. Allazetta, Sirola, and all their 
fellow Fiumians vowed to observe laws as they  were enacted, regard-
less of where  these laws originated or what they contained. This is the 
essence of how Fiume’s municipal wranglers retained some form of au-
thority within the city: they redefined their sovereignty as stemming 
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not from diplomatic recognition (Paris) or military might (Inter- Allied 
or D’Annunzio troops) but from the ever- evolving practices of legisla-
tion. In short, the population living in Fiume swore loyalty to the laws 
issued— and  those who issued them.

To leave the source and substance of legislation unqualified might 
seem like a precarious foundation for sovereignty, for how binding was 
a loyalty oath when no one knew what they  were swearing to uphold? 
How much obedience could a state expect from its populace when all 
the rules could and did change? Fiume’s provisional government han-
dled  these questions by indicating that, except for the fact that Hun-
gary was out of the equation, every thing would stay the same as be-
fore. For example, on January 22, 1919, the Italian National Council 
proclaimed that the new Fiume- based court would rule over “all civil, 
penal, disciplinary, and administrative issues that once  were  under the 
domain of the Budapest court.” 40 On January 25, 1919, the provisional 
government clarified, adding that the law code administered within 
 these new Fiume- based courts “would be regulated by the ordinances 
of the Hungarian Minister of Justice given on July 25, 1878.” 41 What 
this meant was that Fiume’s laws would remain the same, but now the 
Fiume courts would be the supreme judicial bodies instead of the former 
Budapest ones. In another law issued immediately thereafter, the Italian 
National Council stressed that  lawyers and judges would only be re-
confirmed if they could exhibit work experience within the city of 
Fiume, passed an exam on the “Hungarian Minister of Justice’s ordi-
nances from July 1878,” and, like Allazetta and Sirola, pledged “to scru-
pulously observe the laws and ordinances in force.” 42 On March  16, 
1919, Fiumians read in the official state bulletin that all properties of 
the Hungarian state currently located within Fiume (including the rail-
ways and the tobacco factory)  were now the property of the City of 
Fiume.43 Laws regulating the rights and responsibilities of citizens and 
foreigners  were updated in a similar manner. On April 2, 1919, the pro-
visional government announced that “from now on wherever [a law] 
indicates ‘Hungarian citizen’ the expression ‘pertinent of the Comune 
of Fiume’ should be substituted.” 44 With a few strokes, Austria- Hungary 
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was scratched off the surface of the city’s daily administration, replaced 
by the city of Fiume.

Keeping the laws the same as they had been  under the dissolved 
Hungarian Kingdom served many purposes, mostly pragmatic. Life did 
not restart when Austria- Hungary fell, and changing the rules of the 
game midway through is the definition of lawlessness. Crime— especially 
black- market employment, money scams, slander, corruption, theft, 
and vio lence— may have increased in Fiume  after October 1918, but the 
definition of what constituted a crime remained the same. Though the 
Italian National Council could not suppress the booming illegal activi-
ties that permeated postwar life, it sustained the same Hungarian  legal 
system that adjudicated what was acceptable and legitimate be hav ior.

A telling example of how useful it was to keep Hungarian  legal codes 
in force  after the kingdom had dis appeared can be seen in a civil dis-
pute between two merchants, first brought to court in November 1918 
and continuing on through appeal  until March 1920. At issue  were the 
contractual obligations of the 56- year- old inn owner and agricultural 
supplier Ivan Rošić, who lived in a Croatian village (Škrljevo) fifteen 
kilo meters east of Fiume. On October 23, 1918, the 35- year- old Fiume 
resident and “trader in comestibles” Slavko Ivančić paid a four- 
thousand- crown deposit to Rošić to have three wagons of cabbage de-
livered the next day to the Fiume port. Between October 23 and 24, 
1918, however, the Hungarian forces overseeing the area departed. On 
October 24 Rošić sent an envoy to Fiume to return Ivančić his deposit 
and inform him that, in light of po liti cal events, he could not deliver 
the cabbage, as Croatian authorities had just “banned the export” of 
food to Fiume. In his testimony, Rošić maintained he should not be held 
responsible for shirking his contractual obligations as “this was a  matter 
of a force majeure.” 45 Rošić’s  lawyer argued that not only should his 
client be excused from paying the fine for failing to make good on his 
contract, his  legal fees should be covered by Ivančić  because Ivančić 
had brought such a frivolous suit.

If Fiume authorities had discontinued Hungarian  legal procedures 
with the fall of the kingdom, the  matter would prob ably have ended 
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 there. Few would argue that train lines, communication networks, and 
cabbage shipments  were not interrupted in the days  after Austria- 
Hungary dissolved. But with the January 1919 laws indicating that the 
new Fiume- based court would rule over “all civil, penal, disciplinary, 
and administrative issues that once  were  under the domain of the Bu-
dapest court” and that  these rulings would follow the same Hungarian 
ordinances already in place, the Ivančić- Rošić case went on as it would 
have before the war.46 Testimonies  were given by the two merchants, 
the envoy Rošić employed, parties in the Croatian depot where the 
cabbage had stalled, and in the Croatian village where Rošić lived. In 
the end, it was the notarized, written statement of the stationmaster in 
Bakar, Croatia, that determined the verdict. His statement revealed 
that Rošić’s cabbage was not stalled  because of a Croatian ban on ex-
porting food to Fiume but  because Rošić had failed to apply for the 
proper Croatian certificates to export perishables, certificates required 
well before the dissolution of Austria- Hungary. Imperial downfall had 
nothing to do with the missing cabbage shipment: it was Rošić’s failure 
to follow existing  legal norms that had blocked the transaction. Ivančić 
won his lawsuit, proving to the satisfaction of a renamed judicial system 
that Rošić had skirted bureaucratic requirements, been caught, and used 
the excuse of the fall of his kingdom to cover it up.

This strategy of taking “Hungary” and replacing it with “Fiume” was 
not just pragmatic; it had a conservative purpose as well. As one sub-
committee of the provisional government put it,

With the city of Fiume no longer being a part of the Kingdom of 
Hungary and therefore standing in de pen dently . . .   there can be 
dispensations from the Hungarian laws currently in force. In fact, 
 there would be no obstacle even in introducing new laws to sub-
stitute  those in force. . . .  Above all, however, one has to avoid  every 
impulsive reform and . . .  to proceed with the greatest caution.47

Fiume elites understood that with the dissolution of empire, they could 
make a fresh start and enjoy the heady freedom of a tabula rasa, so to 
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speak. But instead of embracing utopia, the infrastructures of the city 
proceeded “with the greatest caution,” and snubbed  those intent on 
disauthorizing the provisional government.48 The city’s law codes, prop-
erties, and fiscal infrastructure replicated much of the imperial ordi-
nances of the metropole- madrepatria from which they had been released. 
It was this that made it pos si ble to catch a sneaky cabbage seller like 
Rošić. Another reason to be conservative about changes was the radical 
movements like Bolshevism catching fire throughout Eu rope.49 The fear 
that Fiume’s uncertain geopo liti cal designation could be an opportunity 
for bureaucratic scoundrels or radicals with “subversive and Bolshevik 
ideas” convinced many that it was better to keep the laws they had in 
force, in the hope of forestalling movements for excessive change.50

Pragmatism and conservatism explain why the Hungarian  legal 
system was maintained, but not why state employees pledged loyalty 
to the “laws in force” instead of the “laws of Fiume.” It is  here that the 
Fiume experience diverges from a relatively  simple story of navigating 
regime change while upholding law and order. For the Fiume Italian 
National Council did not just assert the right to self- rule when its um-
brella empire dis appeared. It claimed the right to national self- 
determination as well. The council did not turn the semiautonomous 
municipal government into a state government. Instead it formed a pro-
visional state government to replace the Hungarian government, while 
also retaining the municipal branch of self- administration it had so 
jealously protected before the war. This explains how and why Fiume 
had a president and a mayor si mul ta neously. This system allowed for 
a local government (the Italian National Council) to remain in charge 
only  until Fiume was annexed to its chosen new madrepatria, Italy, all 
without altering the city’s own autonomous regime.51 Thus the loyalty 
oaths  were not empty phrases but rather vows to support the Italian 
National Council’s diplomatic and po liti cal objective, repeated endlessly 
between 1918 and 1921, to join Italy. Pledging to uphold the ordinances 
and laws in force was the same as pledging to follow the provisional 
government’s course as expressed in the January 1919 decree delineating 
its sovereignty:
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Freed from Hungarian dominion, on October 29, 1918, strong in 
their rights employed over the course of centuries as a  Free City, 
the  people of Fiume assumed public authority— via the National 
Council constituted to supplant the Hungarian authorities— , de-
claring the Fiume city, port and district an in de pen dent State, and 
proclaimed on the 30th of the same month unification of Fiume to 
Italy, making use of the right to self- determination recognized by 
special laws and conventions and  today solemnly affirmed by the 
universal democracy.52

As noted  earlier, Fiume’s self- proclaimed unification with Italy was not 
recognized by  either the Kingdom of Italy or by the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes. It was definitely not recognized by the Paris Peace 
Conference or the Inter- Allied troops. But in the day- to- day life of Fi-
umians, the provisional government’s determination that it would be 
so was easy to see. State currency policies and exchange rates  were or-
ga nized to ease eventual incorporation into Italy; so  were the laws.

Take the Ivančić- Rošić cabbage case mentioned  earlier. Though the 
 legal system used to pursue the case between 1918 and 1920 was Hun-
garian in content and origin, in name it was something quite dif fer ent. 
When the case began in November 1918, it was  under the jurisdiction 
of the “Court in Fiume,” just as it would have been during the Hun-
garian administration. In April 1919, when further testimony was col-
lected, it was held in the “royal [reg.] Court of Fiume,” with “royal” 
referring to the Italian monarchical state. When a first verdict was 
reached in July 1919, court documents had the heading “royal Court of 
Fiume” crossed out and substituted with “royal civil and penal Court 
of Fiume.” Below this heading was written, “In the Name of His Maj-
esty the King! Vittorio Emmanuele III, for grace of God and the  will of 
the Nation King of Italy!”53

Loyalty oaths to “laws in force”  were, by extension, loyalty oaths to 
support the transitions needed to bring about “the definitive unifica-
tion of Fiume to Italy.”54 In March 1919, laws  were passed to replace 
the symbolic sovereignty of Hungary with that of Italy. Hungarian 
flags, stamps, insignia, and emblems  were divested of “any significa-
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tion or representative character” and “the Italian national banner” 
was declared the official banner of the Fiume state.55 Failure to re-
spect Fiume’s new state- mandated Italian face could lead to a sen-
tence of six months prison and a fine of one thousand crowns.  There 
could be no clearer decree: with government sovereignty anchored to 
legislation, allegiance to laws in force meant obedience to all the steps 
involved in transforming the “Court in Fiume” into the “royal Court 
of Fiume” and then to anything declared “In the Name of Vittorio 
Emmanuele III.”

It was the open- endedness of “in force” that provided such fluidity. 
And this laws- in- force strategy was something Fiumians understood 
quite well. In fact, when  lawyers  were required to take the oath so they 
could practice in the city, a group opposed to unification with Italy tried 
to demonstrate against the provision and  were quickly put down by 
Fiume police.56  There was nothing vague or empty about laws- in- force 
oaths to someone on the ground in 1918–1921 Fiume. The oaths recog-
nized the authority of the city government and acted as a passive en-
dorsement of its plan to make the King of Italy the King of Fiume.

Add That: Returning to Layered Sovereignty with a  
New Madrepatria

On April 24, 1919, newspapers throughout the world published Woodrow 
Wilson’s Paris assessment of the Fiume Crisis, in which he made clear 
that Fiume should not be united with Italy, that its geopo liti cal  future 
lay to the east, and that Italian sovereignty in the city would “inevi-
tably seem foreign, not domestic.”57 In response, the Italian National 
Council met with the commander of the Inter- Allied forces, General 
Francesco Grazioli. With “brief and emotional words,” the president of 
the Italian National Council “explained how Fiume, which since Oc-
tober  30th  last year has solemnly proclaimed its immoveable self- 
determination to be annexed to the Kingdom of Italy,  today, in the face 
of Paris events, offers to the Italian General . . .  the Government of the 
city in order to secure that its [Fiume’s]  free and sovereign expression 
of  will is actualized.” The general thanked the council but said that “the 
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transfer of powers  will only be enforced when the Italian Government 
declares the annexation of Fiume to Italy.” Not vice versa. In the mean-
time, Grazioli “begged the Council itself to remain in office.”58 In 
short, Grazioli demonstrated what Paris diplomats and the Italian and 
Serb- Croat- Slovene governments had said all along: a city cannot annex 
itself to a nation- state. Nation- states (especially the big ones) decide 
where cities belong.

But Fiume’s provisional government had no intention of letting  things 
end  there. In a statement issued the same day, the Italian National 
Council “solemnly swore, that however events unfold, the  people of 
Fiume  will know how to make their inviolable  will to be united to Italy 
respected.”59 Beginning in April 1919, Fiume government officials in-
tensified their initiatives to make clear that Italian sovereignty in the 
city was domestic, not “inevitably . . .  foreign.” 60 Was  there a way for 
a city to annex itself to a kingdom, no  matter what an American said 
in far- off Paris or an Italian general pronounced in Fiume? Could a 
city act as a state and force another state to take over its sovereignty? 
 These questions boggle the twenty- first- century mind. But Fiume 
elites thought they had a way. They took their prewar imperial exper-
tise in layered sovereignty and set about constructing a new layered 
sovereignty regime. With  little to no influence in the diplomatic, mili-
tary, or economic sphere, they focused their efforts on domestic legis-
lation.  Little by  little, decree by decree, Fiume’s provisional govern-
ment embedded itself into Italy’s  legal tapestry. Through legislative 
bricolage, Fiume fashioned a de facto unification with Italy. Before 
April 1919, Fiume’s provisional government had declared the city Italian 
in name, flags, and all the other trappings of symbolic sovereignty; 
 after April 1919, it worked to make Fiume Italian in practice.

The provisional government had been working since March 1919 to 
Italianize the content of Fiume’s laws in force. When legislation was 
enacted replacing the symbolic authority of Hungary with that of Italy, 
a government commission indicated that it was “urgently necessary that 
similar provisions of a juridical nature be made with the task to re-
form and adapt administration of local justice to the exigencies of the 
material and formal laws of Italy.” 61 The Italianization of Fiume’s  legal 
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culture was conceived as a pro cess, not a coup. The commission rec-
ommended that the government proceed piecemeal, beginning with the 
penal code and leaving the civil, tax, and commercial codes for  later. 
Commission minutes indicated that the Italianization of the penal code 
was to be initiated in July 1919, but  after Wilson’s April 1919 pronounce-
ment and Italy’s refusal to recognize Fiume’s self- proclaimed annexa-
tion, the pro cess was expedited. Two weeks  after Wilson declared that 
Italian sovereignty in the city would “inevitably seem foreign, not 
domestic,” Fiumians  were informed that the “penal Code . . .  and all 
other penal laws, decrees, ordinances, patents and dispositions actu-
ally in force in the territorial jurisdiction of the city of Fiume would 
be abrogated” and replaced with the “penal code in force in the Kingdom 
of Italy.” 62

The provisional government declared that  these Italianizing reforms 
 were necessary  because the Hungarian laws they  were replacing  were 
“a product of a foreign mentality, very dif fer ent from our own, and an-
tiquated.” 63 However, the transition from the Hungarian to the Italian 
penal code reveals that Fiume’s government also knew that the Italian 
system being introduced was itself foreign. The government explic itly 
worked to make the Italian system seem more appealing to win Fium-
ians over to the new laws. All crimes committed before the introduc-
tion of the Italian system  were tried  under the Hungarian penal code. 
However, during sentencing, defense attorneys  were invited to request 
an appeal or clemency if the Italian  legal code defined the crime dif-
ferently or punished it less severely. In short, if the Hungarian code was 
tougher on the accused than the Italian code,  lawyers  were encouraged 
to request leniency.

The provisional government wanted its populace and its  lawyers to 
look to the Italian code as a means  either to be freed “from any penal 
 legal action” or to receive “a more mild punishment than that contem-
plated by the abrogated legislation.” 64 In hundreds of cases brought to 
Fiume courts, defense  lawyers attempted to take advantage of such 
transitional initiatives. And though the use of Italian law to procure a 
lightened sentence was available only through judicial discretion, it un-
doubtedly made an impression on Fiumians,  whether they  were on the 
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stand or just watching the proceedings. In many ways, as has happened 
in so many other historical cases when states worked to soften the ef-
fects of transitioning law regimes,  these initiatives taught Fiumians that 
Italian justice was more equitable than its Hungarian precursor.

The characterization of the provisional government’s  legal initiatives 
as a return to layered sovereignty is not based solely on the fact that 
the city used its sovereignty to join up with another state entity. The 
government’s decision not to ratify Italian  legal norms in toto was a 
layered- sovereignty tactic. No  matter how foreign official pronounce-
ments made Hungarian  legal culture out to be, Fiume officials did not 
just throw out their Hungarian past and  wholeheartedly adopt their 
desired Italian  future. Instead, they studied their options, selected the 
best of both systems, and made a piecemeal marriage of the two. Much 
like the pre-1918 commissions that collected “au then tic information on 
the acts of  Sister Cities of the [Hungarian] Kingdom,” when deter-
mining tax law, commissions  were formed to study Italian protocols.65 
An example of this can be seen in the Italian National Council’s copy 
of a pamphlet on taxes placed on “entertainments” within the prov-
ince of Venezia- Giulia, a region of former Habsburg lands (including 
neighboring Istria) now incorporated into the Kingdom of Italy.66 Fiume 
officials dissected the laws, using red ink for what they found impor-
tant, black ink for what they questioned, and pencil when translating 
values for imports from the Italian lira used in Venezia- Giulia to the 
Fiume crown. When new taxes on entertainments  were issued in the 
months following this analy sis, most Italian pre ce dents  were followed, 
but  there  were also exceptions considered necessary to promote local 
businesses.

Sometimes Fiume’s layering of Hungarian and Italian codes created 
a more enticing version of Italy than that actually on offer in Rome. 
For example, Fiume legislators did not set aside Hungarian laws per-
mitting divorce. Divorce was  legal in Hungary as early as 1895; as Eszter 
Herger and Robert Nemes have shown, state initiatives to centralize and 
nationalize the Hungarian Kingdom resulted in marriage being secu-
larized, which meant civil marriages could be terminated. This was un-
imaginable in neighboring Catholic countries like Italy or even the 
other half of the Habsburg Empire, Austria.67  Under Hungarian law, 
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unhappy spouses, both men and  women, could request fault- based 
or relative- based divorces. Fault- based divorces, the most commonly 
awarded, had grounds such as adultery, fornication, bigamy, willful de-
sertion without just cause, infliction of willful or grievous bodily harm, 
or an attempt on the spouse’s life. Relative- based grounds, which  were 
much harder to establish, let judges award a divorce if, “having thor-
oughly considered the personalities and living conditions of the spouse, 
he [the judge] satisfied himself that the maintenance of the bond is un-
bearable for the party seeking dissolution.” 68 Like any other subjects 
of the Hungarian Kingdom, Fiumians before, during, and  after the 
war could sever their marriages as they would any other contract: 
before the courts, with testimony and a  legal code outlining how they 
could proceed.

Divorce was not common in Fiume: before 1914 the average number 
of divorces awarded was 37.5 per year in a population of circa 50,000.69 
But the option was  there, and Fiume residents, both men and  women, 
took advantage of it. From the richest to the poorest, divorcees cited 
one or all of the accepted grounds to sever their disappointing  unions. 
Members of Fiume’s financial elite like the Incognito- Barbieri  family 
usually cited adultery or willful abandonment. Someone as low on the 
Fiume social pole as the 38- year- old railway brakeman Giuseppe Német 
(who lived with his wife in a one- room apartment without a kitchen) 
sued for divorce  because, as he said, “My wife constantly mistreats me 
and I can no longer live with her.”70 And among the  middle class,  people 
like the 35- year- old white- collar railway administrator Emerico Koós 
took no chances that a judge would deny him a divorce; Koós pleaded 
almost all pos si ble grounds, stating that his wife “ignored her con-
jugal duties,” “regularly abandoned him,” “tried to strangle his son,” 
and corrupted his food “with filthinesses, for example blood, [and] 
dirt from fingernails.”71 So standardized was divorce in the  legal 
Fiume mindset that when 25- year- old Giuseppina Kunzarich née Sluga 
was informed her husband was suing her for divorce with charges of 
adultery and willful abandonment, she sent a letter to the Fiume 
courts indicating that she was “happy to sign our divorce, and delighted 
[contentissima] that  these  things get done, by the book, without my 
presence.”72
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The idea that someone could legally seek divorce, let alone for  causes 
such as “mistreatment” or filthy cooking, was unthinkable within the 
Kingdom of Italy. As Mark Seymour has illustrated, debates over in-
troducing divorce law had plagued the Italian parliamentary system 
since the country’s founding in the 1860s.73 Though many Catholics 
fought tooth and nail to keep divorce out of the Italian  legal code,  others 
wanted it incorporated. The issue was so contested that before 1914, par-
liament dissolved six times over the issue. And while divorce remained 
illegal, newspapers regularly featured articles about “divorce Italian 

Picture of Giuseppina Kunzarich née Sluga submitted to the courts by 
her husband, Antonio, to prove his wife’s long- standing adulterous 
ways; Antonio is not the man in the portrait, though it was taken  after 
their marriage. Giuseppina did not deny the claim and impatiently 
urged the Fiume courts to grant her husband a divorce so she could 
marry the  father of her new child, with whom she had moved to 
Trieste.
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style,” in which husbands and wives resorted to hom i cide to  free them-
selves of their unwanted spouses. Seymour notes that though only the 
most shocking cases made the news, court files show that 699 cases of 
spousal murder  were reported in Italy from 1866 to 1880: apparently 
about once a week an Italian citizen looked to murder to obtain the 
divorce Italian courts refused to grant.74

The decision of Fiume’s provisional government to keep divorce even 
while Italianizing its  legal codes is one of the clearest examples of how 
the provisional government believed its self- annexation to an Italian 
madrepatria could and would provide enough layered sovereignty to 
allow for fairly substantial differences in  legal culture. While deter-
mined to Italianize, Fiume was not interested in losing its claims to 
prerogatives more attractive than  those available  under the direct sov-
ereignty of the Italian king Vittorio Emanuele III.

Layered sovereignty in Fiume went beyond picking and choosing 
from among the most attractive Italian and Hungarian laws on offer. 
It also incorporated new laws formulated in situ. Such was the case with 
suffrage. In September 1919, the Fiume provisional government an-
nounced that the city would abrogate Hungarian voting laws, but not 
in  favor of Italian ones. Instead, it declared universal suffrage for per-
tinents over the age of 20.75 Italy did not grant universal suffrage  until 
 after 1945; Hungary did briefly during its revolutionary republic, but 
quickly rescinded it, not to reinstate it  until  after World War II. Fiume 
beat both its former and hoped- for madrepatrias to the punch by a 
quarter of a  century. This initiative served two purposes, one domestic 
and one international. Domestically, including  women in the electorate 
upped the number of  people voting in Fiume, adding a  little more 
weight to the relatively minuscule “Fiume state.” Internationally, the 
initiative was promoted to show the world, especially Italians, how 
Fiume promised “modernity[,] . . .  a young Italy, renewed, representing 
the Italy of the  people, the Italy that has made and knows how to make 
the true miracles of history.”76 This language reflects the decision Fiume 
officials made when the Italian Kingdom refused to recognize Fiume’s 
self- annexation; their city- state represented not just an Italian Fiume 
but a better  future Italy overall. When D’Annunzio arrived a few days 
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 after the universal suffrage law was enacted, this rhe toric of Fiume as 
a better Italy expanded exponentially. Through their mixing, melding, 
and tweaking of Fiume’s  legal code, the provisional government and 
D’Annunzio’s command celebrated the idea that Fiume’s Italian- 
oriented autonomy served not only its populace of 50,000 but also the 
36.5 million Italians in the kingdom to which they  were attempting to 
annex themselves.

It is difficult to appraise what living in a laws- in- force, layered- 
sovereignty state felt like on the ground. The bureaucratic files of the 
many dif fer ent branches of the Fiume administration reveal moments 
when locals seem uncertain about what legally appropriate be hav ior 
looked like. A particularly absurd example can be found in the Fiume 
school archives. On November 25, 1920, the teaching body of the Leon-
ardo da Vinci Technical Institute was called in for a special meeting to 
discuss the expulsion of a troublesome and violent student. All agreed 
the student should be expelled. The prob lem was that the teachers 
 didn’t know  whether they had the right to do so. Italian law said that 
students could only be expelled if the testimony taken in the expulsion 
procedures was cosigned by all the teachers pre sent. But  under Hun-
garian law, only the school principal needed to countersign the testi-
mony. When testimonies  were taken for the case  under review, only the 
principal had countersigned. The school board informed the Leonardo 
da Vinci Technical School that “the National Council had decreed that 
all Hungarian laws not abrogated or modified remained in force” and 
thus the student could be expelled.77 Two teachers objected to this an-
nouncement and left the meeting, with one stating that though he cen-
sured the student, he considered “only Italian laws legitimate and he 
would not submit himself to foreign laws.” In the end, the remaining 
teachers agreed “to obey the directives legally constituted by the gov-
ernment,” and the student’s expulsion was pronounced binding. The 
teachers, however, also agreed to petition the school board to ask “that 
this anarchy in scholastic legislation be brought to an end.”78 Fiumians— 
lawyers, civil servants, counterfeiters, parents, students, and members 
of all levels of society in between— were aware of the difficulties and 
opportunities involved in Fiume’s multi- legal administration. Many of 
them debated which sovereignty should order day- to- day life. More 
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often than not, as seen in the Masovcević trial, the student’s expulsion 
procedure, and many other moments in which multiple laws collided, 
Fiumians did what their provisional state directed them to do.

The most surprising consequence of postwar Fiume’s layered- 
sovereignty strategy, however, can be found in the ledgers that tracked 
divorce cases  after 1918. As mentioned, before the war, an average of 
37–38 divorces  were awarded annually to Fiumians. During Fiume’s 
years before its 1924 incorporation into the Kingdom of Italy, however, 
the number increased exponentially. In 1918, 14 divorces  were issued. 
In 1919, 66. In 1920, 122. In 1921, 229. In 1922, 466.79 This divorce boom 
did not reflect a shift in gender expectations,  family stability, or sexual 
mores among Fiume’s residents. The increase in divorces came from 
an influx of Italian citizens— including Guglielmo Marconi, the Noble 
Prize– winning inventor of the radio— who moved to Fiume to take ad-
vantage of its divorce code. Just as US citizens took advantage of 
quickie divorces available in Las Vegas, Mexico, and the Dominican Re-
public, Italian citizens traveled to Fiume from 1919 to 1924 to benefit 
from the legacy of its Hungarian  legal code and the stubborn attempts 
of its provisional government to imbed itself in the Italian  legal frame-
work, partially but not fully.80

Shortly and Perpetually United with the  Great Communal 
Madrepatria— Why Not?

In April 1919, while Paris diplomats  were haggling about where Fiume’s 
sovereignty should lie, Fiume’s provisional government received hun-
dreds of letters and tele grams from Italy, South Amer i ca, the United 
States, and some Eu ro pean countries, all supporting the city- state’s ef-
forts to determine its  future. Among the missives was a tele gram from 
the Republic of San Marino, a centuries- old microstate located in the 
 middle of Italy. The tele gram was short but sweet:

The new electorate of the republic’s supreme magistrate we send 
our ardent salute to the noble city of fiume fervidly hoping that 
shortly and for always it  will be united to the  great communal 
madre patria.81
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The president of the Italian National Council instructed the local news-
paper to publish the message. He also responded to the tele gram, 
thanking the leaders of the microstate for their “message of greeting” 
and hailing the Republic of San Marino as a place where “perpetual 
liberty is enjoyed.”82 This exchange with a microstate that, despite being 
located in the  middle of the Kingdom of Italy, was recognized as sov-
ereign, with its own civil code, suffrage laws, constitution, and currency, 
while its population (only half that of Fiume) enjoyed the protection 
of the Kingdom of Italy madrepatria, leads one to won der  whether 
Fiume elites believed they could wrangle a similar deal.  Didn’t Italy 
already have a layered- sovereignty arrangement with San Marino, one 
similar in some aspects to what Fiumians had enjoyed  under Hungary? 
And what about all the new imperial- colonial territories Italy was 
working to add to its state tapestry, like the Dodecanese islands of 
Greece? Why would joining the Italian Kingdom be dif fer ent from what 
Fiume’s past had been and what San Marino’s pre sent was? Italians 
moving to Fiume appreciated the corpus separatum’s  legal differences. 
Surely  there was a way for Fiume to keep them and become Italian?

Of course, the answer to this turned out to be no. Vittorio Emman-
uele III’s kingdom never accepted Fiume’s self- annexation. And by 
September 1920, Gabriele D’Annunzio had appropriated the admin-
istration of the city, renaming its government the Regency of Carnaro, 
a supposed direct democracy led by a supreme leader, the duce, 
D’Annunzio himself. D’Annunzio also issued a constitution that pro-
claimed its continued intention to bring about the forced annexation 
of Fiume to Italy, but now with a completely dif fer ent infrastructure 
than that of either Fiume or the Italian state, one created ex nihilo. No 
Fiumians  were involved in drafting the constitution, which was never 
put into force.83 According to one of Fiume’s most famous sons, Leo 
Valiani—a socialist re sis tance fighter, Italian senator, and renowned his-
torian of the dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy—“The population 
[of Fiume] could make  little sense out of the Dannunzian proclama-
tion of the Carnaro Regency, no one wanting to be in conflict with the 
Italian government.”84 According to Valiani and consistent with how 
Fiumians or ga nized their life before, during, and  after D’Annunzio, the 
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Carnaro constitution was not a product of Fiume. Joining a madrepa-
tria based on its rights of autonomy, self- determination, and special 
prerogatives, however, was a Fiume initiative that it appears many resi-
dents understood and with which they complied.

What can we understand about Fiume by seeing it through the lens 
of its multi- law culture? First and foremost, the mere fact that even 
 after World War I a city- state thought it could stand proud and loud 
on the map of Eu rope and use legislation to anchor its sovereignty de-
spite the dictates of international diplomacy reveals that the mindset 
of layered sovereignty and its infrastructures did not die when Eu rope’s 
continental empires dis appeared. Second, the ease with which Fiume’s 
elites challenged the diplomatic and  legal structures of the wider world 
into which they  were thrown, as well as the relative success they had 
at harnessing the narrower world in which they lived, reveals just how 
well subjects of empire had learned to negotiate layered sovereignty. 
They  were so skilled at it, they even pushed to continue a similar setup 
through their own layering. Despite the power differential, a city- state 
believed it could remake the nation- state monarchy it was trying to 
push itself into. Fi nally, Fiume’s strange post- WWI  legal history reveals 
something that is often overlooked: imperial sovereignty structures  were 
not just extra- European experiences, hashed out far away from the 
power ful metropoles of London, Paris, Berlin, Amsterdam, Madrid, and 
Rome. They  were also intra- European experiences that half the conti-
nent’s population lived with, and the legacies of imperial layered sov-
ereignty  shaped the  futures of Eu ro pe ans who had been ruled by the 
Rus sian, Habsburg, German, and Ottoman Empires. So much, in fact, 
that some of  these former imperial subjects did not understand why 
the Italian Kingdom could not be brought into the layered- sovereignty 
fold, with San Marino and Fiume as exemplary substates of an Italian 
metropole- madrepatria model. For this all to work, of course, defining 
who was and  wasn’t part of this “laws in force” substate would prove 
vitally impor tant.



4
Between City and State

The Contradictions of Citizenship

Around eleven  o’clock on the eve ning of March 20, 1919, a group of 
French and Italian soldiers began arguing in a crowded café in Fiume’s 
city center. Apparently French soldiers had made hand gestures to their 
Italian counter parts to let them know just how  little they thought of Ital-
ians’ (and the Italian state’s) potency. Undoubtedly, the Italian soldiers 
responded with equally vulgar remarks and gestures. Fi nally, in order to 
prevent angry words from becoming angry punches, a British captain of 
the Inter- Allied command ordered every one out and back to their quar-
ters. Several civilians had joined the fracas, most siding with the Italians. 
One, however, sided with the French, and when he left the fray to return 
home, a few of his angry fellow Fiumians de cided to teach him a lesson.

The civilian was 20- year- old Francesco Pospek, a Fiume- born clerk 
who had served in the war, returned unharmed, and now worked for a 
local merchant. Minutes  after leaving the café, Pospek was assaulted 
by two other Fiume natives, 22- year- old clerk Oscarre Nossan and 
22- year- old barber Roberto Pellegrini. When Giuseppe Castellicchio, a 
37- year- old local police officer, arrived on the scene a few minutes  later, 
the beating ended. But when Castellicchio asked to see personal docu-
ments, it was not the assailants’ papers he requested, but Pospek’s. Cas-
tellicchio recognized Pospek as the man who had just been supporting 
the French and, therefore, he considered Pospek, not the two men pro-
viding the beating, the real troublemaker.
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At the police station the following day, the belligerents gave state-
ments about what had happened  after Castellicchio examined Pospek’s 
documents. According to Nossan, Castellicchio exclaimed, “How [is 
this], you live  here, you are pertinent  here, you work  here, and [yet] you 
speak against Italy?”1 Nossan said that Pospek replied by saying, “Fiume 
was never and never  will be Italian.” Pellegrini provided an almost iden-
tical account. Pospek’s version was slightly dif fer ent. According to 
Pospek, on seeing his documents, Castellicchio asked, “How can you be 
Slav, as you  were born and are registered in this city?” Pospek testified 
that he had responded, “My  father was Slovene, I attended school in 
Sušak, and Fiume during the war and before was not Italian.”2

For his part, Castellicchio did not mention any exchange about Pos-
pek’s documents, stating in his report simply that Pospek had

incited the French soldiers against the Italian soldiers by yelling 
out “Fiume was always Croatian and never Italian,” thereby pro-
voking the resentment of numerous citizens who  were at the café 
and its environs. . . .  Pospek is a fanatical Croatian petty politician, 
who is known as such by the citizenry.3

To document Castellicchio’s claim, two of Pospek’s identity papers  were 
included within the report: his Fiume residency card and his member-
ship card in the Serb- Croat- Slovene National Council, which had acted 
as the provisional government for ten days before the Italian National 
Council took control in November 1918.

Apparently,  little  else needed to be shown. Pospek was arrested and 
charged with “inciting hatred among the nationalities.” 4 Nossan and 
Pellegrini  were not charged for assaulting Pospek, as their victim had 
incited them. Castellicchio continued to perform his police duties.5

To the modern- day reader, what may appear most astounding about 
this case is the way the immediate postwar Fiume establishment used 
laws against “inciting hatred among nationalities.” The thousands of 
flyers, posters, chants, parades, and demonstrations sponsored by Fi-
ume’s provisional government declaring Fiume “Italian”  were all fine 
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and good, even though  those signs undoubtedly made Fiumians who 
 didn’t identify as Italian uncomfortable. And the fact that Pospek was 
considered a criminal for saying “Fiume was always Croatian” or 
“Fiume was never and never  will be Italian” reveals the degree to which 
the provisional government and its supporters  were determined to Ital-
ianize the face of Fiume. All agreed that Pospek’s evocation of a hated 
image of Fiume was intolerable, reminding  people that the city they 
lived in had been Habsburg, contained just as many  people who  were 
not Italian as  those who  were, and had never been part of the Kingdom 
of Italy. Charging Pospek with “inciting hatred among the nationali-
ties” was just one way to teach  people that emphasizing Fiume’s mul-
tinational Habsburg past was anathema; the goal now was annexation 
to Italy, and for that to work, Fiume’s Italianness was the only  thing 
anyone should be shouting about.

But on closer examination, this case also points to the contradictions 
that surrounded the idea of who belonged in Fiume in the immediate 
postwar years. Nossan, Pellegrini, and Pospek agreed that Castellicchio 
became truculent when confronted with the fact that Pospek was a reg-
istered member of Fiume’s body politic and yet still spoke against 
Italy.6 In essence, according to Nossan and Pellegrini, Castellicchio did 
not ask, “How could you be from Fiume?” Instead he demanded to 
know how a Fiumian could be against Italy. Even Pospek’s version of 
the exchange points to an assumption that living in Fiume equaled 
agreeing with an Italian nationalist agenda. According to Pospek, Cas-
tellicchio did not ask, “How could a Slav be a  legal member of the 
Fiume body politic?” Instead, he asked, “How could you identify your-
self as a Slav  after being born  here and registered  here?” Pospek did 
not answer this question by defending his right to call himself Fiumian. 
As his documents showed, that was a given. Instead, he emphasized all 
the influences that made him oppose an Italian agenda for Fiume: his 
non- Italian  father had raised him in Fiume; he had gone to school in 
Sušak’s Croatian- run secondary schools. None of this was surprising: 
Fiume was filled with thousands of locals with just such trajectories. 
The issue was that Castellicchio and Pospek held conflicting visions of 
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how Fiumians should characterize their city. Castellicchio thought that 
Fiumians should speak well of Italy, whereas Pospek did not see sup-
port for Italian Fiume as a default Fiumian position.

Castellicchio’s and Pospek’s opposing visions of the responsibilities 
enmeshed in Fiume belonging and nationality  were the direct result of 
the fact that, in immediate postwar Fiume, nationality was not a marker 
of  legal, full membership in the Fiume body politic. Instead it was that 
seemingly strange concept “pertinent” that entitled a local to benefit 
from all the rights and privileges that living in the city- state entailed. 
Pertinency (pertinenza in Italian, Heimatrecht in German, zavičajnost 
in Croatian, and községi illetőség in Hungarian) was a prewar  legal cat-
egory omnipresent throughout all the lands of Austria- Hungary before 
1918, which actually increased in importance  after the Habsburg Mon-
archy dissolved. Castellicchio’s confusion about Pospek’s status— his 
pertinency— was prob ably compounded  because the personal docu-
ments Pospek presented showed that his rights as a member of Fi-
ume’s body politic  were not based on some prewar certificates commis-
sioned  under the Habsburg regime. If Castellicchio had seen  those 
older papers, he would have seen that Pospek— though still listed as 
born, raised, living, and working in Fiume— was not registered as 
“pertinent” to the port city, but instead to the Styrian town Celje (in 
 today’s Slovenia), where Pospek’s  father had been born.7 Instead, 
Castellicchio saw newer documents, documents produced while the 
Italian National Council administered the city. And  these documents 
pointed to the fact that Pospek, a man who identified nationally as 
Slav, belonged in Fiume.

That this could happen is a sign of how complicated Fiumians’ ex-
periences of belonging and exclusion  were in the immediate postwar 
period. This chapter investigates the vari ous ways in which the ques-
tions of who could and could not benefit from membership in the Fiume 
body politic  were addressed.  Here we see how issues of citizenship, lo-
calism, and nationality  were navigated in a way that could extend new 
rights to non- Italian Fiumians even as the state criminalized locals for 
challenging its Italian nationalist claims.8
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Imperial Fiume: A Rainbow of Pertinencies,  
Citizenships, and Nationalities

Four years before World War I began, bureaucrats across Austria- 
Hungary collected the data required for the next round of censuses. 
Conducted  every ten years,  these censuses  were to determine the pop-
ulation density of towns, villages, and countrysides; make draft lists for 
the military; and set tax rates for municipalities and counties. The cen-
suses helped determine what languages should be used in local schools 
and what religious organ izations represented the interests of local pop-
ulations. They mea sured the economic successes and hardships of dif-
fer ent Austrian and Hungarian regions in terms of production and ex-
port, and served as indicators of the general health, welfare, and life 
expectancy of a subject of the Habsburg king.

In the mid- nineteenth  century, Habsburg census takers counted and 
analyzed  house holds. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, they counted individuals. Over this period, census takers for the 
Hungarian- held semiautonomous city of Fiume noted astounding trans-
formations taking place. In 1890, they had reported 29,494 individuals 
living in Fiume. In 1900, with 38,944 inhabitants, the city’s population 
had grown by 32  percent. The trend continued in 1910: with 49,806 souls 
calling Fiume home, the city was 27  percent bigger than ten years before 
and 68  percent bigger than twenty years  earlier. Not even war stunted 
Fiume’s growth: in January 1915, Fiume city officials reported that 52,379 
 people  were registered in the port city in January  1914, as opposed to 
54,750 in December 1914, just eleven months  later.9

The increase was not the result of ambitious baby- making, but of 
immigration triggered by the employment opportunities offered by Fi-
ume’s growing industrial port. And, as is usually the case in growing 
port cities, the influx came from dif fer ent lands, language groups, and 
religions. In 1910, 49  percent of city dwellers declared their  mother 
tongue Italian, 26  percent Croatian, 13  percent Hungarian, 5  percent 
Slovene, 5  percent German, and 2  percent an amalgamation of other 
tongues.  These data on language speakers did not indicate exclusive 
language use. As Ivan Jeličić has brilliantly shown, the 1910 census of-
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fers deeper insights into Fiume’s linguistic culture.10  People  were not 
just asked what language they felt most comfortable speaking (their 
 mother tongue); they  were asked what other languages they knew. Put-
ting all  those numbers together lets us see a city whose population 
overlapped and intersected. While 49  percent identified as mother- tongue 
Italian speakers, 73  percent of those living in Fiume could communicate 
in Italian. Twenty- six  percent cited Croatian as the language they spoke 
most freely, but almost twice that number (53.5   percent) could speak 
Croatian. For Hungarian, the figures are astounding in the opposite way: 
along with Italian, Hungarian was the city’s official language, but a mere 
13  percent declared Hungarian their  mother tongue, and only 23  percent 
of city residents claimed to know it. The baseline takeaway of this is that 
most residents in Fiume and its immediate suburbs  were multilingual, 
with most capable of using Fiume’s official language, Italian, and over 
half able to communicate in the language of its hinterland, Croatian.

Religiously, the city was much less mixed. Of the population, 
92  percent was baptized Catholic; 3   percent paid dues to the city’s 
Jewish  houses of worship; 2  percent followed the doctrines of Calvin or 
Luther; and nearly 2  percent followed the rites of Greek or Serbian 
Orthodoxy.11

Different language capabilities and religious beliefs did not indicate 
or determine rights, however. The majority of the nearly 50,000 souls 
who called Fiume home and  were questioned for the 1910 census  were 
not full members of its body politic. This is not to say that they  were 
living in Fiume illegally, but rather that only around 34  percent of the 
population had a right to the city’s poor relief and could not be ex-
pelled if they proved to be a burden on the community.12 And of that 
34  percent, only male adults over the age of 25 with significant economic 
stature could vote in or stand for local elections. In essence, this meant 
that before 1918, in a city of circa 50,000  people, only about 17,000 had 
the right to live in the city regardless of what befell them, and only a 
 little over 2,300 had active, local po liti cal rights.

The 34  percent with access if needed to the city’s poor relief and im-
munity from expulsion  were categorized as Fiume pertinents. How 
pertinency was obtained varied across Austria- Hungary, but by the 
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beginning of the 1900s it had increasingly become something you ob-
tained almost automatically based on how long you lived somewhere 
and  whether you paid municipal taxes (with how long and how much 
varying according to the where and when).13  Because of Fiume’s special 
status of corpus separatum, however,  these “easings” for obtaining per-
tinency did not apply, mostly  because Fiume’s elite wanted to keep its 
po liti cal power consolidated and its economic responsibilities  toward 
the poor and unwanted  limited. While in most of the Habsburg Mon-
archy, pertinency began looking more and more like long- time resi-
dency, in Fiume it did not. And so, only 34  percent of the city had it.14

Before 1918, only three  things guaranteed Fiume pertinency. It was 
automatically yours if you  were the  legal offspring of a Fiume perti-
nent, an abandoned infant found within Fiume proper, or a  woman who 
married a man holding Fiume pertinency. It was also yours if you worked 
in an official and stable capacity for the Hungarian state bureaucracy, 
the noncombatant officer corps of the Habsburg military, the Fiume city 
bureaucracy, or a state- recognized religious establishment. Nothing was 
automatic. If you had any of  these qualifications, once you applied your 
pertinency was assured. However, you had to apply to receive it.15 
Every one  else who wanted it had to invest time and money to apply.

For the tens of thousands of immigrants who moved to Fiume and 
did not fit into the “guaranteed” categories, obtaining Fiume pertinency 
was a question of social class and power.  Until 1908, applicants for 
Fiume pertinency had to

1) prove  legal and financial in de pen dence,
2) have no criminal rec ord,

and

3) live at least one year uninterruptedly within the city while 
si mul ta neously
a) proving adequate means,
b) owning property within Fiume city limits,
c) owning long- distance ships,

or
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d) conducting one of the following professions: in de pen dent 
merchant, in de pen dent commercial agent, long- distance 
ship captain, long- distance ship lieutenant, university 
gradu ate,  lawyer, notary, engineer, architect, teacher, 
surgeon, pharmacist, or any other profession considered 
valuable by city authorities.

As immigrant influx into Fiume grew, the pertinency laws tightened 
even more. In 1908 the requirements  were increased: applicants  were 
now required to prove that they had had a stable domicile in Fiume for 
at least five years before applying or, if they had considerable economic 
means or practiced a profession listed above, they could show that they 
had two years of stable domicile within the city instead of just one.16

Though pertinency laws helped keep the thousands of immigrants 
to Fiume from accessing local suffrage rights, becoming a burden on 
local bud gets, and securing the right to remain, pertinency was not a 
Fiume invention and, thus, if you did not have it, you prob ably had it 
somewhere  else even though you lived in Fiume. Again, before 1918, al-
most  every citizen within Austria and Hungary was assigned a perti-
nency.17 Pertinency was determined by  family ties, while residency 
(Aufenthalt in German) was determined by where one lived. For ex-
ample, in his application for Fiume pertinency, Giorgio Bayer, the 
46- year- old head ware house man of a local beer factory, stated that he 
had lived in Fiume with his  family for over three de cades. All that time, 
however, he had been a pertinent of German- held Ziębice (in  today’s 
Poland)  because he was born  there and his  father held pertinency 
 there. Thus, though Bayer’s wife and two sons had never been to 
Ziębice, all of the Bayer  family living in Fiume held their pertinency 
in this far- off Silesian burg rather than Fiume, where they had lived 
legally and quite successfully most of their lives.18 Bayer petitioned 
for Fiume pertinency to cement his  family’s rights in the town they 
called home. Had he not petitioned, it would not  matter how many 
generations the Bayer  family lived in Fiume; they would be Fiume resi-
dents with Ziębice pertinency.

 Women’s pertinency was almost always determined by  family ties 
rather than geographic or biographic senses of “home.” Upon marriage, 
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 every  woman in Austria- Hungary was automatically assigned her hus-
band’s pertinency,  whether she desired it or not. Any  woman who had 
pertinency in her hometown before marriage lost it upon marrying 
someone without such pertinency. Consider the illiterate  house wife Nem-
esia Haller. Born in Fiume in 1858 to a Fiume- pertinent  father, she lost 
her pertinency when she married her second husband, the Pula- pertinent 
Antonio Gambel, even though she continued to live in Fiume. Upon 
Gambel’s death, she was still registered on the Fiume population rolls as 
an estranea (outsider), and at the age of 61 the  widow Gambel née Haller 
applied to be reinstated as a pertinent of Fiume, declaring she did so 
 because she held “good feelings  towards the city where she was born.”19

Being a pertinent of prewar Fiume had nothing to do with religion, 
language use, or ethnicity. When the 37- year- old policeman Giovanni 
Krmpotić applied for Fiume pertinency for himself; his wife, Giuliana 
née Medic; and his underage  children, Giovanni, Caterina, Irene, and 
Germano, he presented only his personal documents attesting that he 
was born in a Croatian village over 150 kilo meters away, was financially 
in de pen dent, had no criminal rec ord, had lived uninterruptedly in 
Fiume for nine years, and had been steadily employed as an officer 
within Fiume’s security forces.20 As was true of all pertinency petitions 
before 1918, no mention was made of his linguistic abilities, ethnic iden-
tity, or religious beliefs. Nor did his petition serve as an indicator of his 
fluency in Italian, as it had been prepared by a local Fiume  lawyer. Well- 
placed Jewish applicants who had Hungarian citizenship and partici-
pated in the city’s economic and civic spheres received pertinency just 
as quickly and easily as the Catholic Croatian Krmpotić did.21 Just as 
Sylvia Hahn has shown in the Austrian lands, applications exhibiting 
economic stability and good “moral- political” be hav ior were what made 
a successful bid for pertinency in pre-1918 Fiume.22

For circa 40  percent of the  people living in Fiume, the greatest im-
pediment in applying for Fiume pertinency was citizenship.23 Only 
Hungarian citizens could be Fiume pertinents, so applicants had to 
prove Hungarian citizenship.24 For someone like the policeman Giovanni 
Krmpotić, this was no  great impediment, as his prior pertinency was 
in a Croatian village, making him a Hungarian citizen.25 For someone 
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with Austrian, Italian, Serbian, Ottoman, German, Greek, British, or 
French citizenship,  things  were much more complicated.

Consider the case of 33- year- old grocer Francesco Bavec.26 In 1916, 
Bavec petitioned the Fiume magistrate for Fiume pertinency, providing 
a wealth of documentation. He included the rec ord of his marriage to 
his 28- year- old wife, Fiume- born Giovanna Versoni, as well as the birth 
certificate of their recently Fiume- born  daughter, Pia. He provided a 
police certificate attesting that he had no criminal rec ord, had a good 
moral- political reputation, and had lived in Fiume since infancy. He 
documented that he had legally owned his own grocery store since 1905 
and was licensed to run it. The only prob lem with his application was 
that he held pertinency in the Carniolan village of Mačkovec,  today 
located in Slovenia, and at the time part of the Austrian half of the em-
pire. With Austrian instead of the required Hungarian citizenship, 
Bavec ended his petition with this plea:

Since for over 22 years I have lived uninterruptedly in this city, 
where I have formed my  family and where all of my interests are 
held, for this reason I plead of this illustrious Civic Magistrate . . .  
to assure for myself, my wife Giovanna Bavec née Versoni, and my 
 daughter Pia ac cep tance into this town  under the condition of ob-
taining Hungarian citizenship on the part of the Royal Hungarian 
Minister of the Interior.27

Bavec’s request was granted, and he was given official assurance that 
if he obtained Hungarian citizenship within one year’s time, his Fiume 
pertinency would be confirmed. The fact that the Fiume magistrate 
gave Bavec a year to obtain Hungarian citizenship indicates how intri-
cate citizenship transfer was in the early twentieth  century, even between 
two states ruled in conjunction like Austria- Hungary. Unfortunately for 
Bavec, perhaps  because of the war, one year was not long enough. At the 
end of 1917, he applied for (and was granted) an extension of his Fiume 
pertinency petition, but when the Austro- Hungarian Kingdom was 
dissolved in November  1918 and Fiume was set loose as a contested 
city- state outside the strictures of any country, Bavec had still not 
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received Hungarian citizenship. His  family was still listed as pertinent 
to a Carniolan village that his wife and  daughter had never seen and 
of which he likely held but childhood memories. Nonetheless, the 
rights and protections Fiume pertinency entailed remained out of reach.

Citizenship and Fiume pertinency  were difficult bedfellows. For  those 
born in the lands of Hungary (which included Croatia- Slavonia), Fiume 
pertinency was an internally administered affair. But a significant 
number of new arrivals did not hold Hungarian citizenship papers, and 
for the many from the Kingdom of Italy, Bosnia and Herzegovina, or 
the Austrian half of the empire (Trieste, Istria, Dalmatia, Vorarlberg, 
Styria, Tyrol, Lower and Upper Austria, Carniola, Carinthia, Bohemia, 
Moravia, Galicia, Bukovina, Silesia, and Salzburg), applying for Fiume 
pertinency required months if not years of  legal and bureaucratic pa-
perwork in their respective capitals and Budapest. The meager number 
of citizenship petitions held in the Fiume archives and the relatively 
small percentage of Fiume residents who held pertinency suggest that 
few possessed Francesco Bavec’s patience or determination.

Thus, before Austria- Hungary was dissolved, ever- growing, multi-
lingual, semiautonomous Fiume had almost fifty thousand  legal resi-
dents, 67  percent of whom held pertinencies or citizenships outside their 
place of residence. Many of them had lived their entire adult lives in 
Fiume: they married, raised their  children, formed their opinions, and 
suffered their heartaches  there. As non- pertinents but  legal residents, 
they paid taxes, owned property, sent their  children to city schools, and 
had their illnesses treated in city hospitals. Not having pertinency af-
fected the overwhelming majority of Fiume residents very  little. You 
only “felt” pertinency if you  were well off (and wanted to participate 
in local politics) or very poor (and needed the city to help feed,  house, 
or heal you) or  were a po liti cal opponent of the status quo (socialists 
and anarchists often  were expelled if they did not hold pertinency). 
Many in fact did not even know they did not hold pertinency,  because 
in the lands where many came from, longtime residency and tax pay-
ments automatically triggered pertinency status and so they did not 
think to check. In a paradox they lived daily, non- pertinents in the city 
 were both  legal outsiders and ordinary Fiumians.
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Kingdom Dissolved: New Counting, New Citizenship?

On March 15, 1919, the 29- year- old Fiume- born secretary to the Italian 
National Council, Salvatore Bellasich, excitedly sent a tele gram to the 
Italian delegates at the Paris Peace Conference: “ After the plebiscite of 
the living comes the plebiscite of the dead stop.” But Bellasich  didn’t 
“stop”  after his melodramatic first line. Instead, he spent several costly 
tele grammed pages outlining how an “imposing voice of the deceased 
has joined with the unan i mous chorus of the living stop.” What was he 
talking about? He wired Paris delegates to share statistical findings col-
lected by “some youths from the Alessandro Manzoni Circle” to prove 
that “the further you go back in time the more evident the Italian char-
acter of Fiume appears” and that “Croatian immigration is of recent 
times.” One feels almost sorry for Bellasich’s attempts to back the Italian 
National Council’s claims of Fiume’s Italianness with hard “statistical 
data.” Did he  really think Wilson and his Inquiry specialists could be 
swayed by the knowledge that “of 2,853 epigraphs on tombs in the last 
100 years 2,304 that is more than 80  percent are in Italian”? Did he 
 really think that Lloyd George and Clemenceau would change their 
minds if they knew that “in the churches out of 93 epigraphs from the 
sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries 83  were in Latin 7 Italian 2 German 
and only one in Croatian”?  Were  these  really the “crushing figures” that 
would “undo childish assertions of Croatian newspapers that Fiume 
was Italianized in recent times by the Hungarians”? Apparently he did, 
 because  after information on the cemeteries, he listed censuses of boats, 
ships, and local Fiume politicians’ names over the last centuries.28 Line 
 after ridicu lous line, Bellasich’s tone remained the same: heady, cock-
sure, impatient. The message remained the same as well: No  matter how 
you counted it, Fiume was Italian. Its dead  were Italian. Its living  were 
Italian. Its ships  were Italian. Its distinguished forebearers  were Italian. 
Its graves  were Italian. Why did Woodrow Wilson and his diplomat 
cronies in Paris continue to heed the “childish assertions of Croatian 
newspapers”? Bellasich sent his costly tele gram in the hope that this 
data would awaken the  Great Powers to what he saw as the indisputable 
truth of Fiume’s Italianness. He also sent it to the ten most widely 
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distributed newspapers in Italy. If no one in Paris would listen to Fi-
ume’s government, perhaps someone in Italy would.

On the same day Bellasich sent his tele gram, Paris Peace Conference 
delegates from the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes published 
their pamphlet on the national character of Fiume (which they called 
“Rijeka”). They, too, sent extracts to major newspapers throughout 
Eu rope and the Amer i cas. Though it was not as frantic or morbid as 
Bellasich’s, in essence the argument was the same: Fiume’s national 
character should be determined by names and numbers, just not the 
ones Bellasich used. In the Serb- Croat- Slovene pamphlets, the 1910 
Habsburg census was used to show that the Italian national presence 
was  limited to the Fiume city center.  After insinuating that the 1910 
Habsburg figures  were “fixed” by Hungarian realpolitikers  eager to 
downplay Croatian influence, the pamphlet insisted that

as soon as one leaves the Fiume city center for its outskirts, let’s 
say for example  toward Sušak, which in and of itself is a small 
city center, one finds 11,705 Yugo slavs compared to 658 Italians. 
When one moves out into the “hinterland” or across the narrow 
canal that separates the mainland from the Island of Krk, one finds 
oneself in a completely Slavic territory. Not just the hinterland but 
all the outskirts of Fiume, everywhere that surrounds the city by 
land and sea, and in general every thing that forms part of the or-
ganism of the city . . .  every thing is purely Yugo slav. . . .  From an 
ethnic point of view, the Italian and Hungarian colonies in Fiume 
give the impression of being a wedge [cuneo], a body completely 
extraneous, embedded within the Slavic ele ment.29

Like Bellasich and his Italian nationalist cohort, the Serb- Croat- 
Slovenes had a case to make. Fiume, they said, was “Croatian- Yugoslav” 
except for the extraneous Italo- Hungarian colonies nurtured in the heart 
of the city by recent immigration and Italianization campaigns by the 
“Italo- Hungarian interests of the ex- Monarchy.”30 Similar  battles  were 
occurring in most of the territories that the newly dissolved Romanov, 
Ottoman, and Habsburg empires had once reigned over, with census 
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numbers being deployed to judge which national self- determination 
narrative was most valid for an ethnically mixed territory.31  These num-
bers revealed individuals’ national  will, or so postwar po liti cal activists 
maintained, and the only way to get them was by census taking (some-
times of graveyards, usually of living inhabitants).32

The new provisional governments that  rose when Eu rope’s empires 
dissolved also set out to provide new numbers based on new censuses. 
In almost all cases, results supported the nationalist claims of which-
ever government had or ga nized the counting. Fiume’s Italian National 
Council was no exception. Habsburg censuses in 1910 had reported that 
Fiume’s city dwellers  were made up of

49  percent Italian speakers
26  percent Croatian speakers
13  percent Hungarian speakers
5  percent Slovene speakers
5  percent German speakers
2  percent other tongues.

However, the new December 1918 census conducted by the Italian Na-
tional Council reported

62.5  percent Italians
19.6  percent Croatians
9.6  percent Hungarians
3.6  percent Slovenes
3.5  percent Germans
0.8  percent other.

The 1918 Fiume census, along with all the other immediate postwar 
population data of its kind, was generally disregarded by the diplomats 
in Paris, for obvious reasons. How  were ethnic language groups deter-
mined?  Were  these censuses truly “plebiscites,” with individuals asked 
to state the language they identified with? Or  were the census takers 
instructed to determine for themselves each individual’s language? 
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What assurances  were  there that individuals  were not pressured to pre-
sent themselves within the language group that served the govern-
ment’s po liti cal goals?  Were protections in place to monitor the corrupt-
ibility of the data collected? Though scholars like Emil Brix have 
rightly pointed out the untrustworthy nature of prewar Habsburg 
census results ( because of the tendency of bureaucratic language to 
overdetermine findings), in comparison with the many ways immediate 
postwar results could be discounted, the prewar censuses  were the apex 
of trustworthy population data.33 Few of the diplomats in Paris acknowl-
edged the reported 13.5  percent increase of Italians and 6.4  percent 
decrease of Croats in the 1918 census or ga nized by the Italian National 
Council. They ignored the new numbers and continued to regard Fiume 
as a mixed city, as Croatian- Slovene as it was Italian.

Fiume’s December 1918 census was not a total act of nationalist con-
trivance, however. Though its numbers on the national divisions of its 
population might have been questionable, the census did take place. 
Not only that, it elicited almost full participation of its residents. Fiume 
politicians like Bellasich characterized this participation as a “plebi-
scite of the living,” but actually, Fiumians stood in line outside the 
census offices in the cold December weather  because they had no choice 
if they wanted to keep receiving the necessities for living.34 The gov-
ernment’s announcement of the census left no doubts about this: par-
ticipation in the census was the only way to receive “an identification 
card in order to facilitate the enjoyment of food provisions.”35 For Fi-
umians, the census was about aid and nationality numbers. With  little 
food available in Fiume’s marketplaces, thousands of  people out of 
work, and the winter months just starting, the importance of partici-
pating in the 1918 Fiume census was clear; access to food and govern-
ment subsidies was at stake.

The Italian National Council might have proclaimed the need for a 
census primarily to or ga nize aid relative to population size and unem-
ployment numbers, but the 1918 census also introduced a new, more 
expansive interpretation of Fiume “belonging.” The extent of the change 
can be gleaned from just one number in the many charts issued  after 
the census. Before the war, only 34  percent of  people living in Fiume 
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held pertinency, but in the December 1918 census 86  percent of Fiume- 
born  people aged 20 or older now possessed the once nearly unobtain-
able Fiume- rights status.36 This sea change was not triggered by a mass 
exodus of Fiume residents without pertinency rights (population rec-
ords indicate only a 10  percent population drop at war’s end). It was 
 because when issuing identification papers in December 1918, the Italian 
National Council opened up the right to apply for pertinency to anyone 
with five years of stable residency, no criminal rec ord, and the willing-
ness to renounce any other citizenship.

The length of the required period of prior residency was the same as 
the 1908 pertinency requirements, as was the requirement that appli-
cants not have a criminal rec ord. But the abolition of the Hungarian 
citizenship requirement was a significant change. It meant that long- 
term residents of Fiume who  were Italian or Austrian citizens could now 
become pertinents. The greatest effect of this was on the thousands of 
locals registered in the nearby Austrian- held regions of Dalmatia, Is-
tria, Carniola, Styria, and Trieste (regions that are now located in  today’s 
Croatia, Slovenia, Austria, and Italy and consisted of large Italian- , Cro-
atian- , and Slovene- speaking populations). Pertinency was not just 
opened up  because of this change in citizenship laws; it was also closed 
down. The new provision excluded anyone from applying for or re-
taining pertinency who could or would receive aid through another 
state, meaning that where once Hungarian state connections could help 
you obtain Fiume pertinency, now they precluded you from it. For 
every one, however, pertinency no longer functioned as a distinction 
 shaped by  family origins, social class, economic might, or Hungarian 
citizenship qualifications: a new spectrum of rights eligibility was avail-
able to prewar locals. In perhaps one of the strangest paradoxes in 
Fiume’s paradoxical postwar story, the counting of  people to fuel a na-
tionalist Italian agenda was one of the key mechanisms in opening up 
real membership in the Fiume body politic. Before the war, pertinency 
was  limited mostly to  those tied into social and po liti cal power;  after 
the war, someone as low down on the totem pole as 20- year- old Fiumian- 
born, Styrian- pertinent clerk Francesco Pospek was eligible, even if he 
would soon be arrested for “inciting hatred among the nationalities.”37
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Pertinents above All Else

Before 1918, Fiume pertinency granted the right to vote (for eligible 
men), hold public office (for eligible men), receive poor relief, and live 
in the city regardless of economic, social, criminal, or po liti cal status. 
 After 1918, what Fiume pertinency granted expanded dramatically, par-
tially  because times  were much tougher and more protections  were 
needed. This was doubly the case for the many in Fiume who saw the 
state in which they held their citizenship ( whether Habsburg Hungary 
or Austria) dissolve overnight. Before the war 66  percent of Fiume’s 
inhabitants could get along quite nicely without Fiume pertinency by 
relying on the rights and privileges of Austrian, Hungarian, Italian, or 
some other citizenship;  after November 1918 Fiume pertinency became 
imperative for survival for most in the city- state.

Just as Fiume’s provisional government stamped over Austro- 
Hungarian currency and co- opted Hungarian  legal practices, it  adopted 
Habsburg Hungary’s pertinency regime— with modifications. Though 
functioning as an in de pen dent state, postwar Fiume did not proclaim 
its body politic “citizens” of Fiume. Instead, the Italian National 
Council continued using the category of imperial pertinency, perhaps 
hoping it would ease inclusion into an Italian citizenship regime  after 
annexation. As the Council announced in April 1919, rights to any state 
ser vices or employment  were obligated by “Fiume pertinency in 
place of Hungarian citizenship.”38 This did not mean that all Hun-
garian citizens in Fiume  were automatically transformed into Fiume 
pertinents: the Council  later amended post-1918 pertinency laws to 
give itself the right to exclude Hungarian civil servants who had re-
ceived Fiume pertinency before 1918  because of their state ser vice if 
the Italian National Council opted not to reconfirm their positions. 
As we have seen, the new Fiume pertinency regulations had nothing 
to do with prior citizenships and every thing to do with length of 
Fiume residency and local rights. In short, the postwar recasting of 
pertinency worked to shift the rights and duties away from a broader 
royal (Hungarian) citizenship in  favor of a homed-in Fiume (city) 
localdom.
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The impact of the conversion of Hungarian citizenship to Fiume 
pertinency on Fiumians’ daily life was significant. For example, in 
March 1919 the Italian National Council announced that subsidies for 
the families of Hungary’s war veterans would only be disbursed “pro-
vided that they are Fiume pertinents.”39 Every one  else had to find 
another state to support them. At the end of May 1919, the Italian Na-
tional Council requested that the Inter- Allied command uphold its state 
initiatives to offer employment to industrial workers “appurtenant to 
the Town of Fiume.” 40 In February 1920, pension increases for state 
employees, teachers, and veterans  were available only to “pertinents of 
the Town of Fiume.” 41 In March 1920, railway employees, railway pen-
sioners, and  widows and orphans of railway workers  were provided 
cost- of- living indemnity payments “providing that they are pertinents 
of the Town of Fiume.” 42 And fi nally, in July 1920, the Fiume provi-
sional government announced that payments for disabled soldiers or 
the families of fallen soldiers would only be available upon “verifica-
tion of pertinency to the Town of Fiume.” 43 Before 1918, veterans would 
have received their payments, industrial workers their special employ-
ment opportunities, pensioners their cost- of- living increases, railway 
workers their indemnities, and  widows their war provisions thanks to 
claims on Austrian or Hungarian citizenship.  After 1918, only  those with 
Fiume pertinency could count on automatic state support. With Fiume’s 
currency situation out of control, unemployment skyrocketing, and the 
cost of food and coal increasing by leaps and bounds,  these sorts of 
pertinent- only initiatives to ease the pains of the postwar crisis rendered 
Fiume pertinency a must- have for any individual trying to keep his or 
her head above  water.

Not having Fiume pertinency was not just costly—it could be life al-
tering. As early as February 1919, city dwellers considered “dangerous,” 
“disruptive,” or “non- law- abiding”  were  either threatened with ex-
pulsion or forcibly banished. In July  1919, for example, the Italian 
National Council announced that store and restaurant  owners had to 
make their prices publicly available or face heavy fines, temporary 
revocation of commercial licensing, and, if “having to do with per-
sons not holding Fiume pertinency, banishment from the city.” 44 In 
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February 1920, threat of expulsion was expanded: by law, “for reasons 
of order, security, or morality the Police can expel from Fiume anyone 
not pertinent to this town,  either for a predetermined amount of time 
or definitively.” 45

 These  were not just empty threats; they  were applied. Reasons for 
expulsion ran the gamut from pre-1918 grudges to high- state intrigue, 
anti- Slavic nationalism, anti- socialism, petty crimes, and a desire to en-
sure that the poor (especially poor  women suspected of illicit prostitu-
tion) would not burden Fiume and its annexationist mission. The fol-
lowing is a short list of  people without pertinency who received expulsion 
 orders: 41- year- old Hungarian citizen Arturo Gerő— who owned a prof-
itable clothing store in the Fiume city center and was pertinent to 
Veľký Meder (in  today’s Slovakia)— was “evicted from this city  because 
he worked as a spy for the defunct Austrian government to the detri-
ment of Fiume citizens.” 46 Carniolan- born 25- year- old unemployed me-
chanic Giuseppe Smerdel was expelled  because he was considered “of 
extreme tendencies dangerous to public order,” evidenced by his lead-
ership role in organ izing a workers’ strike.47 Lošinj- born 33- year- old 
Giovanni Camalich received expulsion  orders  because “he was without 
stable domicile and he worked clandestinely in the sale of fabrics.” 48 
Menotti Silotti, 30 years old, got kicked out more  because of his wife 
than for anything he did. Apparently his “Croatian wife, Anna Raicich, 
Italophobe, once arrived in Fiume . . .  began speaking against Italians 
and said that if she had known that  here one died of hunger she would 
not have left Yugo slavia.” 49 Maria Svat, a 25- year- old maid and Hun-
garian citizen pertinent to the small village Felsőmocsolád, was ban-
ished  because her employer denounced her to the police for taking his 
wallet while cleaning.50

Expulsion  orders  were clearly triggered by the fear of sharing ever 
more  limited resources with  those seen as outsiders. Hungarian laws 
surrounding pertinency had also been used to expel indigent or po liti-
cally unwanted ele ments. However, from the moment the Italian National 
Council took over, Fiume armed forces also issued expulsion  orders to neu-
tralize socialist and anti- Italian annexation activists.  These motivations 
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 were also deeply enmeshed with the desire to cook Fiume’s census 
numbers to aid diplomatically oriented Italian annexation initiatives. 
We see this often in the Italian National Council and D’Annunzio ar-
chives: In November 1920,  after the largest round of expulsion  orders 
were given by D’Annunzio’s command, 33- year- old Fiume- born 
Edoardo Susmel— former teacher, professional propagandist, and one 
of the main protagonists in organ izing D’Annunzio’s entry into Fiume— 
spoke as the Secretary General of D’Annunzio’s newly founded Re-
gency of Carnaro. Susmel advocated holding a new census “for the 
highest of po liti cal reasons, being that if the 1918 census or ga nized 
by the [Italian] National Council gave the result of an absolute ma-
jority of Italians (62   percent), then that majority  will undoubtedly 
result considerably greater thanks to the recent depuration of many 
hostile and foreign ele ments from the city.”51 To depurate is to  free from 
impurities. As was the case throughout post- Habsburg Eu rope, expul-
sions of  those lacking pertinency papers was seen by many of the more 
extreme nationalist activists as a way to “cleanse” the community of 
national “others.” In Fiume’s case, as Susmel happily noted, this meant 
that non- pertinent Croatian and Slovene speakers who refused to iden-
tify themselves as Italian  were often targeted for expulsion.

The total number of non- pertinent, long- term residents who suffered 
expulsion from Fiume is still unknown; figures range from at least 500 
(far too low) to well over 6,000 (perhaps too high, perhaps too low). If 
we include the waves of recent arrivals during or immediately  after the 
war, the number is much, much higher. For example, in an August 1919 
police report, officials stated that 1,220  people had been expelled from 
the city between January and August 1919, noting that most of  these 
cases  were on grounds of poverty, some  because of missing docu-
ments, and 2  percent “for po liti cal reasons.”52 A March 1920 police report 
stated that between November 1918 and March 1920, fifteen thousand 
non- pertinents entered the city, but 80   percent of them just passed 
through. With increasing pressure to push newly arrived non- pertinents 
out of Fiume as quickly as pos si ble, the police estimated that over three 
thousand of  these new arrivals would warrant expulsion. From the 
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summer of 1920  until the Christmas of Blood, D’Annunzio’s command 
initiated a new round of expulsions of non- pertinents and Fiumian 
pertinents whom it considered “hostile to the cause.” The Italian Na-
tional Council, estimating that this would include well over four thou-
sand  people, strongly objected.53 Out of fear of causing more internal 
dissent against D’Annunzio’s command, most of the expulsion  orders 
 were repealed or not realized. Nonetheless, graffiti in late November 
1920 demanded what many resenting the expulsion  orders felt: “Out 
with the false liberators!”54

The reason why we cannot just add up all the expulsion  orders to 
get a  grand total of  those expelled is  because Fiume’s police forces 
and D’Annunzio’s command found it almost impossible to carry ex-
pulsions out. Internal re sis tance was one  factor, but other, more prag-
matic reasons dominated. First, many who  were expelled never left 
the city at all, contesting their expulsions with city authorities, and 
thereby freezing procedures  until well past 1921.55 Second, Fiume’s po-
lice and D’Annunzio’s command had  limited resources.  Under the 
Hungarians, non- pertinents expelled from Fiume  were forcibly es-
corted to their places of pertinency, making it very difficult for them 
to return.  After 1918, Fiume’s forces had no such resources or transpor-
tation possibilities, and so “expelled non- pertinents”  were usually es-
corted across the Fiumara River, which they easily re- crossed.56

We might not know how many Fiumians  were expelled, but we 
know that every one in the city had a new awareness of how impor-
tant it was to possess pertinency papers. The precarious situation of 
non- pertinents within post- imperial Fiume was so well known that 
Fiume pertinents even petitioned police to expel individuals who ren-
dered their private lives difficult. An example is the 34- year- old guard 
and war veteran Matteo Biljanich. On February  9, 1919, Biljanich 
went to the police to have his neighbor Pasquale Lushinovich expelled, 
explaining,

 After having been absent from Fiume for 4 years, returned home 
I established that my wife was cheating on me with a certain 
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Pasquale Lushinovich, a dweller on the third floor of the same 
building. So as not to leave my two  children without a  mother, I 
forgave her on the condition she remain faithful to me.

Lushinovich, seeing the change in my wife Maria, began to ha-
rass me. . . .  Considering that said individual is unemployed, not 
pertinent to Fiume, . . .  he should be made to leave the city.57

It is not clear  whether Biljanich was successful, but it is clear that the 
status of non- pertinents changed not just on the books but also on 
the ground. Before 1918, over 66   percent of the city did not hold 
Fiume pertinency, and having it or not made  little difference except 
to the very rich, the po liti cal activists, and the very poor.  After 1918, 
not holding Fiume pertinency was costly and perilous, and every one 
knew it.

Fiume inhabitants responded quickly to this change. Already during 
the December 1918 census, residents  were prosecuted for offering bribes 
to census officials to overlook missing papers required to apply for per-
tinency. On Christmas Eve 1918, 24- year- old Paula Peurača and her 
husband, Stanislao, headed to the local census office to request iden-
tity papers, which they wanted  because Stanislao was pertinent to the 
Croatian town Karlovac, and neither spouse wanted to live  there. Ac-
cording to Paula Peurača’s statement to the police a few weeks  later, it 
was only when they  were at the census office that someone made it clear 
to them that her husband “could not obtain the identity papers being 
that he did not possess the right for pertinency in Fiume.” In her testi-
mony she insisted she had been assured that if you paid the policeman 
issuing identity cards ten crowns, the documents proving stable domi-
cile required for pertinency could be “overlooked.” According to Paula 
Peurača, they  were so  eager to obtain Fiume documents that they even 
offered to pay twice the  going rate as long as the “affair got handled 
promptly.”58 It is difficult to gauge the prevalence of such corruption. 
It was rampant in many of Fiume’s administrative offices, and Peurača’s 
nonchalant tone and frank testimony suggest that pertinency papers 
could readily be bought. With expulsions and ration card limitations 
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beginning in January 1919, it is very likely that many Fiume residents 
 were willing to pay a pretty penny to obtain the needed documents.

 After the April 1919 announcement by the Italian National Council 
that Fiume pertinency would replace Hungarian citizenship as the 
qualifier for rights and benefits, a new flood of pertinency requests made 
their way into the city’s administrative offices. Their content and tone 
could not be more dif fer ent from their pre-1918 equivalents. Before 1918, 
petitioners for pertinency documented their Fiume residency, financial 
and  legal in de pen dence, criminal history, personal status, and citizen-
ship.  After 1918, pertinency requests  either emphasized the absurdity 
of being pertinent to unknown, faraway lands or underscored Italian 
national attachments.

The first category of pertinency requests was typically filed in the 
months immediately following the April 1919 pertinency announcement. 
Some, like that made by 55- year- old Ignazio Levi on the part of him-
self and his wife,  were relatively matter- of- fact. His petition read,

We the undersigned Ignazio of Isacco Levi, born in Trieste Jan-
uary 17, 1864, living in Fiume since 1882, and Olga Levi née Hein-
rich, born in Karlovac March 1, 1868, living in Fiume since 1883, 
both of the Israelite religion, hitherto Ottoman subjects, pertinent 
to Istanbul, request with insistence that we be accorded pertinency 
to the city of Fiume.

To the Ottoman consulate general in Budapest, within whose 
registers we are enrolled, we have communicated that we consider 
ourselves released from Ottoman subjecthood.59

Fiume officials diligently contacted the Ottoman consulate in Budapest, 
indicating that the Levi  family would now be registered as Fiume per-
tinent. About a year  later, the prefect of Istanbul contacted Fiume of-
ficials requesting precise details of where exactly the Levi  family had 
lived in Istanbul, as no rec ord of them could be found. In response, 
Fiume officials informed Istanbul, that since the Levi  family had lived 
for a long time in Trieste, where the parents of the above mentioned 
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 were born, it is impossible to provide the information requested.60  There 
was  little more to say: the Ottoman Empire was in shambles. The Levi 
 family fulfilled all the Fiume pertinency requirements, “considered it-
self released” from Ottoman citizenship, and requested “with insis-
tence” Fiume pertinency as a result. Within a few weeks of the initial 
request, the Fiume government had pro cessed the Levi petition. De-
spite the years it took the Istanbul offices to track down the Levi reg-
isters, on the Fiume side, the Levi  family gained all the indispensable 
rights afforded by Fiume pertinency quickly and painlessly.

But most pertinency requests triggered by the dissolution of Eu rope’s 
empires  were less straightforward. More common  were requests such 
as that made by the semiliterate 39- year- old Lorenzo Klevisser. Filled 
with spelling errors and written in an uncertain hand, Klevisser’s peti-
tion explained how even though he and his deceased  father held perti-
nency in a village outside Ljubljana, Fiume is where they  were born 
and raised their families. In making his case for Fiume pertinency for 
himself and his three  children, Klevisser emphasized he had “nothing 
in Comon [sic] with  those Countries not having ever seen them, and 
knowing only Fiume [his] birth City and [his] Patria.” 61 Perhaps owing 
to a lack of means, education, or the goodwill of the Fiume establish-
ment, it took Klevisser years to provide the documentation needed to 
disentangle himself from his Ljubljana status and obtain Fiume per-
tinency. The same was true for other petitioners holding pertinencies 
in ex- Habsburg provinces that  were now within the bound aries of 
the new Czechoslovak and Romanian lands.62 When Fiume authori-
ties wanted to supply ac cep tances quickly, it mattered  little how 
complete the documentation severing applicants from their former 
citizenships was. When they had  little or no interest in absorbing a 
new pertinency applicant into the body politic, the pro cess could take 
months if not years.

Far more common among post-1918 pertinency petitions, however, 
was an emphasis on Italian national affiliation and cultural links to 
Fiume. Before 1918, no petitions mentioned linguistic, ethnic, religious, 
or national ties;  after Austria- Hungary fell, most of them did. The 
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petition of 39- year- old Filippo Lenassi epitomizes the newly Italocen-
tric emphasis:

I, undersigned Filippo Lenassi, [son] of deceased Filippo, humbly 
ask to be accepted within the Town of Fiume, together with my 
25- year- old wife Alma née Springhetti, and our underage 9- year- old 
 daughter Lidia, student.

I was born in 1880 in Postojna [ today’s Slovenia] to a  family of 
Italian origin and  there I am also pertinent. As a boy I lived in 
Trieste from which I transferred to Fiume 15 or so years ago. I 
always socialized with Italian com pany and I grew attached to 
this elected patria of mine, where I plan to remain definitively. 
My wife is Fiumian from birth and has followed the same spirit 
of her  family in educating our only  daughter, who has always at-
tended the city schools, distinguishing herself for diligence and 
achievement.

I possess no fortune, but I have always made my living honestly 
through my work and I am sure that I  will be able to support my 
 family with dignity in the  future, without being a burden on the 
City. Currently I am employed as a ware house worker for the Na-
tional Council’s Office of Adriatic Affairs and my per for mance 
so far has not given any reason for complaint on the part of my 
superiors.63

Italian  family origins, Italian friends, Fiume  family connections, Fiume 
schooling, and a good relationship with the provisional government (his 
wife was related to a high official):  these  were the key criteria ticked 
off in one way or another in almost all quickly pro cessed post-1918 ap-
plications for Fiume pertinency.64

The new focus on Italian national sentiment and Fiume local ties in 
pertinency petitions was not the result of  eager applicants trying to give 
the authorities what they thought was required. This formula was pre-
cisely what was required. Consider the terse petition for Fiume perti-
nency submitted by the 35- year- old Fiume- born policeman Giovanni 
Liliak, pertinent to the Croatian town Gospić:
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I, the undersigned, having been born and raised  here, courteously 
request of this Illustrious office to kindly grant me as well as my 
 family pertinency to this town.65

Liliak’s request was nothing more than a placeholder, and he was in-
formed by the city administration that he would have to supply the 
necessary documentation. However, one of Liliak’s superiors added this 
comment on the back of his petition:

Having observed that the petitioner has always maintained uncen-
sured political- moral conduct.

Of Italian sentiment, he attended the national and Italian city 
schools, one of his  daughters attends the Italian school in Melana.

Throughout the period in which he has worked for the police 
department, he has never given reason to doubt that he held any-
thing  else but Italian sentiments.66

Again: Italian sentiment, local and Italian- oriented education of him-
self and his  children, and a good relationship with city authorities— 
Liliak’s superior supplied the information that Lenassi and hundreds 
of other successful petitioners knew was needed: successful applicants 
for Fiume pertinency  were Italian oriented and Fiume bred.

In many re spects the new emphasis within pertinency applications 
on being enmeshed in Fiume city culture was a response to the city’s 
economic straits. As mentioned  earlier, Fiume pertinency promised aid 
from the government in obtaining food, heating materials, employment 
opportunities, pensions, welfare payments, and indemnity subsidies. 
The provisional government went out of its way to protect its body 
politic, explic itly stating that job creation efforts for Fiume perti-
nents  were  under way for “obvious reasons concerning social politics 
and to reduce at least partially the considerable burden that the 
public Trea sury must sustain.” 67 Protecting locals was seen as a 
means of keeping the city calm. Ensuring that the city’s body politic 
was  limited as much as pos si ble to “real locals” was another mea sure 
to decrease the “burdens” the government had to support. This po liti cal 
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and fiscal reasoning was made more explicit in February 1920, when 
a law was decreed stating,

Considering the extensive unemployment that has driven 
thousands of Fiume workers into poverty;

considering the precarious economic and alimentary conditions of 
the city and its territory . . .

All  those who are not pertinent to Fiume but who have taken up 
residence in Fiume  after October 30, 1918 must abandon the 
territory of Fiume by 8 p.m. March 8, 1920.68

 Others agreed with the provisional government’s goal of limiting per-
tinency rights to “real locals.” On June 29, 1919, twenty- one of Fiume’s 
most well- connected business leaders signed a petition demanding that 
“foreigners” be kicked out, as the city’s welfare and charity programs 
could not afford to cover its own. “How is it acceptable,” they asked, 

A  woman dressed in peasant garb has her identity papers checked in order to 
cross the Fiumara Bridge. Residents encountered such intimidating situations 
daily.
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“that Fiumians are forced to submit to incredibly tough sacrifices to 
share their meager bread” with newly arrived Hungarians, Croatians, 
and all  those  others who “have landed  here in the last months to take 
advantage of our unfortunate condition?” 69 The signers of this peti-
tion  were not alone. Money was tight. Food and materials for braving 
the winter weather  were scarce. Like  others in the postwar world, Fi-
ume’s city government and many of its longtime residents wanted to 
limit city aid to  those they considered their own.

Private initiatives to push the provisional government to weed out 
non- pertinents from the resource pool began almost as soon as the 
Habsburg Empire was dissolved. As mentioned  earlier, the most likely 
candidates for exclusion  were  those seen not only as foreign but also as 
national outsiders or rivals. In December 1918, Fiume’s chamber of com-
merce petitioned Fiume’s mayor not to grant business licenses to three 
Hungarian businessmen who, the chamber claimed, had “no  family or 
friendship bonds” to the city and  were therefore untrustworthy.70 In 
January 1919, thirteen employees of Fiume’s tram system signed a pe-
tition demanding that “Yugo slav and  mother tongue Croatian [tram] 
controllers and inspectors, most of whom are not pertinent to this town,” 
be fired and replaced with “Fiumians or Italians from Istria or the 
Kingdom [of Italy].”71 In April 1919, a note was sent to the police signed 
by “An Exceedingly Italian Fiume Citizen” stating that “in a bakery 
on via Fiumara N. 23 run by a certain Lagher (German Jew) you can 
hear  people speak in German against Italians . . .  against our politics, 
against the Italian occupation of Fiume, propaganda in  favor of the 
Yugo slavs and against our interests. . . .  Such dangerous  people, such 
subjects are not worthy of being among us, they are not worthy of 
having industrial licenses.”72  Those who  were most frequently identi-
fied as deserving exclusion from employment privileges and pertinency 
rights  were Croatians, Hungarians, Slovenes, Germans, and Yugo slavs: 
the national affiliations of the prior hegemon (Austria- Hungary) or the 
unwanted  future hegemon (Croatia- Yugoslavia). Jews, Romanians, 
Czechs, and Rus sians  were targeted less often. Nationalism and chau-
vinism definitely came into play, but fears about Fiume’s status in the 
geopo liti cal  battles taking place  were more common  factors. Economic 
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scarcity exacerbated ploys to limit access to jobs and ser vices, while 
widespread poverty and unemployment rendered more  people more 
vulnerable to  these attempts at limitation.

As might be expected, the Italian National Council sometimes com-
plied with requests for Croatian, Hungarian, Slovene, German, and 
Yugo slav “outsiders” to be denied pertinency or employment opportu-
nities. In January  1919, for example, city authorities rejected Carlo 
Luppis’s request to return to Fiume from the Italian- run refugee 
camp where he was stationed, saying that “the above mentioned is a 
person of terrible moral and po liti cal qualities. . . .  He has always 
professed pro- Austrian sentiments.”73 In March 1919, the Italian Na-
tional Council argued against allowing the Hungarian ex- policeman 
Vittorio Rosenberg back into Fiume, telling the Trieste prisoner- 
of- war camp where he was held that “his po liti cal and moral pre ce-
dents are not at all good. He has always been against the Italianness 
of Fiume.”74 In the same month, Slavko Ivancić, Raffaelle Ban, and 
Giuseppina Udovičić, all applicants for industrial licenses in Fiume, 
testified that the secretary of Fiume’s chamber of commerce told 
them that “we Croats would no longer receive industrial licenses in 
Fiume  because  those licenses from now on would be reserved purely 
for Fiumians.”75

The provisional government did not always blindly discriminate 
against  those seen as national outsiders.  After the tram employees de-
manded that “Yugo slav and  mother tongue Croatian [tram] controllers 
and inspectors” be fired, government officials investigated the case and 
rejected the petition, stating that the accusations  were “baseless and un-
substantiated . . .  with 9 of  those [who signed the petition] having explic-
itly declared that they never observed in the inspector any partiality in 
treatment, and 6 deposed that they had signed the accusation purely out 
of solidarity for their colleagues.”76 Particularly noteworthy in the report 
was a suggestion about why the petition was originally made: the head of 
Fiume’s public ser vices department indicated, “It would behoove us to 
therefore think of the context of the current moment, one which a person 
could know to take advantage of and with  these acts aim perhaps for a 
position which other wise he could never obtain.”77 In other words, the 
government believed the petition was the brainchild of an ambitious, 
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unqualified Fiumian of Italian ancestry who wanted his “Yugo slav and 
 mother tongue Croatian” bosses fired to make room for him.

The government again demonstrated its awareness that  these cases 
could be personal rather than po liti cal in its response to the anonymous 
note from the “Exceedingly Italian Fiume Citizen” mentioned  earlier, 
who demanded that the baker “Lagher (German Jew)” be relieved of 
his store for promoting anti- Italian, pro- Yugoslav propaganda. Upon 
investigation, the police noted that

Marco Lagher, son of the deceased Moisè and the deceased Dora 
Gabl, 54 years of age from Lviv [in  today’s Ukraine], living in via 
Manzoni n. 6, owner of a bakery on via Fiumara n. 23, residing in 
this city for over 6 years, is not involved in politics.

 Until a  little while ago he produced bread for the Italian Army, 
the provision of which was quickly suspended  because the bread 
was found to be badly produced.

It is not true that Lagher expressed himself with offensive 
words against Italians or that he inveighed against the Italian 
occupation.

Instead it has been verified that he fired all his workers who 
for their nationality  were suspect of having spread Yugo slav 
propaganda.78

Within the precarious world of postwar Fiume, denouncing non- 
pertinent, non- Italian outsiders to the government did not guarantee 
moving up or removing unwanted competition. City inspectors  were 
sent to corroborate statements and sometimes found that it was the 
“Italian ele ments” and not the “Hungarian,” “German,” “Jewish,” or 
“Croatian” ones who  were in the wrong. But non- pertinents  were still 
vulnerable to such accusations. More than one non- pertinent prob-
ably followed Marco Lagher’s example of firing workers solely  because 
of their ethnicity, which made them suspect for spreading “Yugo slav 
propaganda.” What easier way was  there to prove dedication to Italian 
annexationist ambitions? Without pertinency, shorthand methods taken 
to prove that one was “worthy of being among us”  were crucial, even 
though they often left others in the lurch.79
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Locals above Italians

Croatian, Hungarian, German, Slovene, or Yugo slav national affiliations 
could block a Fiume resident from being given Fiume pertinency rights, 
but Italian national affiliations  were not always rewarded. In fact, the 
applications most likely to be passed over  were  those submitted by 
Italian soldiers and D’Annunzio’s legionnaires. For example, just ten 
days  after D’Annunzio and his legionnaires entered Fiume, 20- year- old 
Camillo Lavini presented his pertinency petition:

I undersigned Lavini Camillo son of Giuseppe and the deceased 
Croce Maria, born in Rome March 2, 1899 and  there domiciled, 
now Ardito [Italian storm trooper] has the honor to request . . .  
citizenship to the  Free City of Fiume.80

Newly arrived Lavini prob ably did not know the difference between 
“Fiume pertinency” and “citizenship to the  Free City of Fiume,” but 
the brevity of his application and the lack of any documentation sug-
gests he prob ably did not fear being rejected for what ever Fiumians 
called “belonging” to their body politic. He was an Ardito, an Italian 
war hero. He had volunteered his life and livelihood to help Fiume join 
the Italian motherland. Was not adding his Italian self to the Fiume 
body politic just the next logical step to help make Fiume Italian? By 
joining D’Annunzio, he had disobeyed the Italian state’s  orders. At this 
point, why not double down by adding his Italian name and heritage 
to the city’s rosters?81

Not just individual legionnaires like Lavini but entire D’Annunzio 
battalions reached the same conclusion: they could make Fiume more 
Italian by making themselves Fiumian.82 Hundreds of equally laconic 
applications for pertinency  were presented to the Fiume government 
in late autumn 1919, with some battalions even producing dittoed ap-
plication forms for Italian soldiers to fill out. The Fiume government 
did not always reply to  these petitions, but when it did, the response 
(often dittoed) was the same: no. Fiume pertinency was not available 
to  those who  were still registered “ under the authority of their [the 
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applicants’] patria,” regardless of the fact that they  were made by Ital-
ians.83 By January 1920, Fiume functionaries had become so frustrated 
with  these requests that they distributed a form letter telling applicants 
what they needed to apply for Fiume pertinency. The documentation 
necessary to obtain pertinency status included

birth certificate
domicile / pertinency certificate
good be hav ior certificate
 family status certificate
proof of profession or means to sustain oneself and one’s  family 

eco nom ically
reasons / motives for applying for Fiume pertinency.84

By itself, Italian nationality did not come close to being enough. Ap-
plicants had to show that they would not be a drain on the city. And 
they needed reasons for thinking they should belong to Fiume that went 
beyond national feeling.

Pragmatic concerns trumped national arguments in part  because 
many locals regarded newly arrived Italians  either as potential compe-
tition for jobs or as a drain on the trea sury. For one  thing, immediately 
 after the dissolution of Austria- Hungary, the pre ce dence given to “out-
sider Italians” over locals for employment was undeniable, especially 
for positions in the security forces. In his April 1919 report summarizing 
how he had reformed Fiume’s local police force, a member of the pro-
visional Fiume government, Nicolò Biasi, noted that in hiring “a good 
corps of well disciplined and educated guards and agents,” he looked 
abroad.85 According to Biasi, “Not having been able to find enough 
good forces in Fiume, I looked for help from the Trieste and Trento 
[Italian irredentist organ ization].”86 Fiumians who  were worried about 
corruption also wanted police supervision manned by outsiders rather 
than locals. In a March 1920 note to the police complaining about con-
traband tobacco trade, an anonymous in for mant ended his note by 
stating, “Send good [police] agents not from Fiume but foreign, to as-
sure a rigorous search.”87
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Generally, however, preferential hiring of nonlocal Italians over Fi-
umians was unpop u lar in the increasingly poverty- stricken port city. 
As Fiume’s unemployment numbers kept growing, Italians from the 
Kingdom of Italy received curt rejections when applying for jobs. Fran-
cesco Pasculli, from outside Venice, was one of many school teachers 
told point- blank that Fiume jobs  were for Fiumians, not Italians. In 
breaking the bad news to Pasculli, the Italian National Council wrote 
in June 1919,

In response to your request of June 24 this year I have the honor 
to communicate to you that in the foreseeable  future  there  will be 
no vacancies for an elementary school teacher in our town schools, 
which cannot be filled by a qualified Fiumian schoolmaster or 
schoolmistress to whom one must give preference.88

Though the state had undoubtedly given preference to Italians over 
Fiumians on occasion, this was not something for which the Italian 
National Council wanted to be known. Fiumians should come first.

Welfare was another area in which Italians from the Kingdom of Italy 
 were pitted against locals. According to a memo from the president of 
the Italian National Council to the head of the Inter- Allied occupation 
forces in May 1919,  family members of Italian soldiers living in Fiume 
had received “not even a cent of the subsidies due to them by law” from 
the Kingdom of Italy.89 The result: families of Italian soldiers living in 
Fiume  were in “dire circumstances” and “the number [of Italian fami-
lies arriving] is increasing day by day.”90 The president of the Italian 
National Council warned that though the provisional government had 
tried to help the neediest, this could not continue, for “among many it 
is being insinuated the suspicion that the Fiume administrative bodies 
are making an odious distinction between [ those] Italians [who  were] 
formerly Austrian- Hungarian subjects and [ those] Italians from the 
Kingdom of Italy [regnicoli].”91 The 25- year- old Italian legionnaire Gi-
useppe Prosperi prob ably had no idea that his request for pertinency 
was hurt rather than helped by mentioning that he was “without wealth 
of [his] own” or that he had worked for the Florentine railway system 
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and hoped “to enter into ser vice for the Fiume railways, naturally  after 
the question of Fiume was resolved.”92 Most likely, his request was 
pushed aside even faster than  those of most of his fellow soldiers, as 
the last  thing Fiume needed was an outsider without private fortune—
of any nationality.

The reluctance to automatically adopt Italians as Fiume’s own 
was perhaps made most explicit in February 1920 with the general 
banishment from the city of all non- pertinents except military per-
sonnel “who have taken up residence in Fiume  after October  30, 
1918.”93 October 30, 1918, was the date the Italian National Council 
declared itself Fiume’s provisional state; shortly  after that, families 
of Italian soldiers began pouring into Fiume, alongside Hungarian 
refugees and a hodgepodge of Italian, Slovene, Croat, Austrian, Ro-
manian, Czech, Slovak, Bosnian, and Serb postwar mi grants looking 
for work, home, and shelter. Hungarian refugees and postwar mi grants 
 were definitely unwelcome as  things got worse in Fiume, but when the 
port city closed its doors to outsiders, it included Italians among the 
excluded.

 There was yet another reason for Fiumians’ negative response to Ital-
ians seeking pertinency: Italian soldiers’ embrace of Fiume’s female 
population. Italian soldiers and followers of D’Annunzio reveled in their 
good luck at arriving somewhere with such a “welcoming” female pop-
ulation, with seemingly few questioning  whether it was their access to 
money and military rations that made them so attractive. Police  were 
less blind to what having military men in town meant. Anxious reports 
poured in of “young girls, tender in age, [who] partake in public dances 
on holidays and Sundays and  don’t come home  until late in the night.”94 
The police doubted that the nights  were spent just dancing, with the 
Fiume police commissioner summing up the situation thus: “The work 
of the police is notably blocked by the fact that  every illegal prostitute 
has their protector and guarantor in the person of some military man.”95 
Italian soldiers assigned to help the police proved perhaps worse than 
the average legionnaire, with some of them using their positions as 
defenders of public order to go to whore houses and demand that pros-
titutes “cede to desires without being paid.”96
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As we have seen, legionnaires might have viewed their time in Fiume 
as one where “every one  here is having fun, and spending money, and 
making love with the Fiume girls, who are famed for being pretty and 
easy,” but locals had a dif fer ent view.97 For example, 27- year- old Fiume- 
born Margherita Bydeskuty née Diracca testified in an August  1920 
libel case that

one night, in the spring of 1919, . . .  I pointed out to them [her fi-
ancé and her niece] a  little girl apparently around 12- years- old who 
was entertaining a conversation with an el derly sailor, expressing 
thereby the negative impression this had upon me. . . .  My fiancé 
added that it was truly sad how almost all of the Fiume  women 
have allowed themselves to be corrupted.98

Bydeskuty’s niece gave another version, stating that the fiancé had 
“spoken badly of the Italians, declaring that the Italians had come 
to Fiume to ruin its  women and corrupt them.”99 In another court 
case, 36- year- old Fiume- born merchant Dante Grenier testified that 
his sister- in- law was incensed to hear that her 15- year- old  daughter 
was said to have had relations with Italian soldiers. According to 
Grenier,

The  mother did not complain so much about the carnal relation-
ship in and of itself, as much as the fact that the relationship was 
had with foreign men, staying only temporarily in Fiume, with 
whom  there was no hope that  there could be made a correction of 
the deed. She repeated continuously: “Damned the moment I de-
cided to rent out the room, at least if she had had relations with a 
Fiumian . . .  But with  those rogues,  those adventurers . . .”100

Over the weeks, months, and years that Italian soldiers  were quartered 
in postwar Fiume, undoubtedly quite a few Fiume girls and  women 
 were “entertaining” the Italian soldiers. But  those  women  were char-
acterized less as “pretty” and more as “easy” or, worse, “corrupted” or, 
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even worse, “loose.” In a town the size of Fiume, this branding could 
hurt. The 32- year- old war  widow Anna Lenaz née Svat went to the 
police to complain that neighbors had heaped “scandalous epithets” 
on her 15- year- old  daughter, including gems like, “Look at that whore 
and that  daughter of a whore, you are the ass for all the Italians, you 
lost your honor at the age of 10.”101 For many Fiumians, the sexual 
politics connected to the arrival of the Italian soldiers definitely did 
not belong in the normative world of Fiume. And neither did the Italian 
soldiers.

Interestingly enough, the passing over of Italian soldiers’ and legion-
naires’ pertinency petitions did not cause a scandal, a fact best explained 
by another lived real ity: the soldiers’ uniforms  were badges much 
more power ful than Fiume identity cards. From the time of the disso-
lution of Austria- Hungary  until D’Annunzio was chased out of Fiume, 

One of hundreds of photo graphs showing the fun, sexy camaraderie between 
Italian men and Fiumian  women. A Fiume local at the time, however, would 
prob ably have found this image less than entertaining.
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the uniformed men filling the city’s streets  were rarely held to the 
norms of the city. During the Inter- Allied occupation, reports of uni-
formed criminals  were regularly made, but the Fiume police took no 
action. American soldiers sold stolen handkerchiefs with seemingly 
no consequences.102 British soldiers smuggled stolen soap and re-
ports  were quickly filed away.103 The French soldiers who robbed the 
homeless, the Serb soldiers who stole pepper shipments, and the Italian 
soldiers who tried to break into tobacco stores?104 They kept right 
on. Once D’Annunzio arrived, the only  people still wearing uniforms 
 were the legionnaires, but uniformed crime continued, with, few if any, 
consequences.

It was easy for soldiers to take advantage of locals. For one  thing, 
although they  were often quartered within Fiume homes, socialized in 
civilian establishments, and sometimes ate at Fiume’s dining- room 
 tables, soldiers did not live like Fiumians.  There was an enormous dis-
parity in what was available to men in uniform compared with what 
civilians had access to. In March 1919, for example, three Italian sol-
diers agreed to pay the 61- year- old  widow Ernesta Mersljak née Sucich 
to cook them dinner in her home. They provided the meat, beans, fish, 
salad, and wine they enjoyed at her  table. Sometimes Mersljak procured 
the food, with the understanding that they would pay for it. However, 
when Mersljak demanded payment for groceries, the soldiers dis-
appeared and the  widow did not bring charges forward.105 According 
to her nephew, Mersljak considered herself “cheated,” but the story 
ended  there.106 What recourse did she have?  After her untimely death, 
the man ag er of her apartment building testified that one of her neigh-
bors had complained that she lived in fear: “According to her, drunks 
and soldiers entered the building all night long.”107 Most likely, Mer-
sljak valued her safety above her savings and let the soldiers’ malfea-
sance pass with  little more than grumbles.

In December 1919 eight  people robbed a shoe store in the  middle of 
the city center. Witnesses indicated that four of the eight  were Italian 
soldiers. According to 33- year- old Fiume- born industrialist Giuseppe 
Jerina, when the Fiume police arrived on the scene, they captured two 
of the thieves: a 16- year- old Fiume- born ne’er- do- well named Rai-



Between City and State 171

mondo Scrobogna and an Italian sharpshooter with a tall, slender 
build and curly hair, called “Mussa” by his fellow thieves.108 The wit-
ness Jerina registered surprise at the actions of the police on the scene, 
stating, “They arrested Scrobogna, while, I have no idea why, they let 
the sharpshooter go even though they  were alerted to the fact that he, 
too, had participated in the theft.”109 Jerina’s testimony on the sharp-
shooter Mussa was underlined in red within the Fiume police report, 
but nothing more came from the investigation. Eventually the other 
non- uniformed culprits  were apprehended, but the uniformed thieves 
remained at large.

It was not just the police who looked the other way when they saw a 
uniformed Italian up to no good. Civilians, too,  were meant to bow un-
questioningly to authority in uniform. Some, however, like the 28- year- old 

Checking papers and patting down the locals for weapons, uniformed men in 
Fiume  were always the ones questioning, not the ones being questioned. This 
photograph was prob ably taken  after December 1920, but represents well how 
uniformed men and civilians often interacted in Fiume since 1918.
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Fiume- born clerk Nicolò Rudan, complained to the Fiume police about 
the mistreatment he had received at the hands of a soldier. According 
to Rudan, on a late summer night in May 1919 he was  stopped by an 
Italian soldier “of tall build armed with a musket” while taking a stroll 
with a female companion.110 Rudan stated,

[The Italian soldier] asked if I was armed and then invited me to 
pre sent my documents: While I got my wallet and bifocals out of 
my bag, the soldier took  these objects from my hand and left, 
telling me that he would deal with it. I followed him a few steps, 
but then the soldier threatened me, ordering me to step back or 
 else he would shoot.111

Rudan never saw his wallet or bifocals again. The Fiume police sent 
the report to the Italian military command, and the investigation  stopped 
 there.

In truth, catching the uniformed man “of tall build armed with a 
musket” would not have been easy for the Fiume or military authori-
ties, for uniforms  were not just worn by soldiers.  Because of the power 
they offered, soldiers’ uniforms  were a hot item on the city’s black 
market. Fiume policeman Francesco Kossich arrested 50- year- old Mar-
gherita Plesse for possessing “military clothing of suspect provenance.” 
Upon interrogation, Plesse confessed to having bought the military gear 
from the 34- year- old  widow and Fiume pertinent Maria Radetich née 
Cerovac. When they searched Radetich’s home, the police discovered 
“3 Italian soldiers’ jackets,” as well as traveling papers for a  woman 
with another name.112 Though, or perhaps  because, uniforms could ex-
onerate one from the law,  these  women  were prosecuted for trying to 
make money off them.

One of the most pitiful accounts of Fiume locals trying to profit 
from trading in Italian uniforms was that of 42- year- old barber Nicolò 
Serko, a war- veteran pertinent to the Hungarian village Zombor (in 
 today’s Slovakia). Serko’s barbershop was in the city center, and he 
rented out a room in his home to an Italian col o nel, the 59- year- old 
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Ferrara- born Ardito Vittorio Vitali. In March  1920, Vitali returned 
home late to find his landlord, Serko, lying drunk and bleeding in his 
bedroom, with Vitali’s suitcase lying open and Vitali’s uniform and 
overcoat hidden in Serko’s room. In Serko’s police testimony the next 
day, he stated,

Last night I came home late and being completely drunk I wanted 
to commit a theft, being in need of money. . . .  My drunkenness 
pushed me to the dishonest act . . .  and mesmerized by the idea of 
stealing I took a suit and coat from the col o nel into my room next 
door. I took his suitcase from the closet and searched inside it for 
money, when at that precise moment the col o nel returned and 
caught me in the act. . . .  I am turning over the suit and coat that 
 were found in my room, admitting that it was me who took them 
from the col o nel’s room.113

At an  earlier interrogation, Serko’s story was a bit dif fer ent, however. 
He stated,

I only remember confusedly what happened as I was completely 
drunk, so much so that when I returned to my room I fell and hurt 
my head. . . .  I think I took that suit into my room  because I no-
ticed when I returned home that my son was drinking with friends 
of his in the kitchen and I was afraid one of them would take the 
suit for himself.114

In the end Vitali dropped the charges against his landlord, saying that 
Serko was too drunk to be held accountable; perhaps he took pity on 
him  because Serko was not a Fiume pertinent and would have been 
banished if found guilty of a criminal act. Regardless, the case reveals 
how valuable an Italian uniform was thought to be: according to Serko’s 
full confession, “in need of money,” he first stole the uniform and then 
looked for cash. In the second version, he stole the uniform to protect 
it from his son’s friends, afraid of what would happen to such a trea-
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sured possession with young boys around. Clearly the value of the uni-
form was known to all and sought by many.

That in an occupied town a uniform offered more power and rights 
than  those bestowed by local identity papers is not a situation par tic-
u lar to immediate postwar Fiume. Countless histories of occupying 
forces living among civilian communities have trained us to expect 
nothing less. But what was dif fer ent  here was that many of  these above- 
the- law uniformed men applied for  legal status in the city they occu-
pied, on the basis of their shared commitment to Italy. And the reply 
 these soldiers got to their petitions was much less amenable than the 
reaction they got when they  stopped a civilian on the street. Their pe-
titions for Fiume pertinency  were usually ignored, sometimes denied 
point- blank. Love of all  things Italian was professed ad nauseam in 
postwar Fiume: when it  wasn’t, locals ran the risk of being charged with 
“inciting hatred among the nationalities,” as had happened to young 
Francesco Pospek. But pertinency to the city- state— the one road to the 
privileges and benefits of localdom— was not on offer.

Nationality, Pertinency, and Citizenship

In April 1922, 26- year- old Nicolina Valacchini received two upsetting 
pieces of news from the Fiume school board: First, she was not  going 
to receive an expected promotion. Second, she was  going to lose her 
job. Neither was caused by any failure on Valacchini’s part. On the con-
trary, the school board registered satisfaction with her ser vice and had 
hoped to promote her. The prob lem: she had just married “an Italian 
citizen and had lost Fiume pertinency.”115 Pertinency was pertinency 
and laws  were laws.  Women’s pertinency was determined by their hus-
bands’, period. It did not  matter that Valacchini had already proved 
her qualifications for pertinency in 1920, submitting an application so 
in line with what the Fiume government looked for that she was made 
a pertinent almost immediately.116 Nor did it  matter that she was such 
an Italian nationalist that, as soon as she could, she voluntarily Ital-
ianized her last name from the Slavic- sounding Vlacancic she was bap-
tized with to the Valacchini she preferred.117 It was 1922. The Kingdom 
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of Italy had bombed Fiume to force it to concede that Fiume would 
not be annexed to Italy. D’Annunzio and many of his legionnaires had 
left. On the map of Eu rope, diplomats had marked Fiume as an in de-
pen dent city- state. And the pro cess of applying to belong to the city 
followed the same requirements it had since December 1918: Fiume per-
tinency was for Fiume locals, and  women’s pertinency was determined 
by marriage.

In cases like  these, where the letter of the law blocked the privileges 
that Italian- oriented Fiumians believed they deserved, local authori-
ties tried to find a solution. In this case, the Minister of Education, Sal-
vatore Bellasich— the same man who had sent the outlandishly long 
telegraph to the Paris Peace del e ga tion— found a compromise by fast- 
tracking Valacchini’s husband’s application for Fiume pertinency and 
proposing “the nomination to full [teacher’s] rank of [Signora Rai-
mondi-]Cominesi as of April with the obligation of presenting the 
decree of pertinency within three months.”118 Valacchini- Raimondi- 
Cominesi was lucky: her professional and economic condition was 
derailed only temporarily by Fiume’s pertinency regime. If she had 
married a man holding a passport from the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes; the Republic of Austria; the revamped Kingdom of Hun-
gary; the Republic of Czecho slo va kia; or the Kingdom of Romania, 
she would likely have found herself with  little recourse: once she was 
listed as non- pertinent, the Italian nationalist Bellasich would not have 
thought twice of relieving her of her duties. For a local to remain local, 
love could not be identity- card blind.

Valacchini’s predicament, its resolution, and the more negative out-
come that would have befallen her if she had wed a man with a dif-
fer ent passport point to the tensions of belonging in postwar Fiume. 
Nationalist politics held sway, but  were still subsidiary to the rights of 
localdom. Fiumians stuck together, and if they looked to incorporate 
anyone from outside, Italy was the only acceptable option. As we have 
seen, any other arrangement was suspect: the offended police officer 
Castellicchio could not have been blunter when questioning the anti- 
Italian Fiumian clerk Francesco Pospek: “How [is this], you live  here, 
you are pertinent  here, you work  here, and [yet] you speak against 
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Italy?”119 Pospek belonged  because he lived, worked, and was regis-
tered as Fiumian; within that framework, however, every one knew that 
the Kingdom of Italy should be given a special standing.

Fiumians lived in a world of solidified local affiliations, intersecting 
with and sometimes challenging broader claims about nationality. To 
obtain rights, you had to have ties to the city. Leanings  toward any-
thing other than Italian national aims could land you in jail, though 
not get you banished. Overall, it was best to show Italian partisanship. 
But at the same time, nationality did not guarantee anything. The fact 
that in this setup locals  didn’t have citizenship is the key to unlocking 
the paradoxes of belonging in post-1918 Fiume. Starting in December 
1918, belonging to Fiume was consistently described in terms of perti-
nency rather than with the seemingly more apropos word citizenship. 
In many ways, citizenship would have been the easiest word to use to 
describe what gave someone the right to partake in the city’s body 
politic: since ancient Greece, ancient Rome, and then again in the me-
dieval era, the body politic to which an individual belonged and 
through which he or she could claim rights was usually the metropole 
or city- state. Would not citizenship be the perfect word to define the 
new privileges and rights that only long- standing city residence granted 
 after December 1918?

To answer yes to this question would be to ignore what leaving the 
category of citizenship empty provided. Without it, Fiume could trans-
form the pertinency category— always employed and conceived as part 
of a triangular relationship with imperial citizenship and municipal 
residency— into something new. Before 1918, the power triangle left per-
tinency as a rights initiative of interest only to the vulnerable in need 
of poor relief and the wealthy  eager to control city administration;  after 
1918 it became a means of consolidating the city against the wave of 
heavy immigration in a time of economic strug gle. Certainly, Fiume’s 
provisional government saw continuing the pertinency regime as helpful 
in ensuring that Italy would take over the citizenship slot. But it also 
speaks to how its leaders  imagined that incorporation would run, with 
the city as a separate unit within a royal citizenship superstructure, not 
one that had been fully absorbed into a broader national belonging.120 
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What this meant in real terms was felt by all who lived or arrived in 
Fiume. Locals  were pertinents, and their rights had to be protected and 
expanded. The newly arrived, no  matter what their nationality, de-
served no such provisions. Our next piece of the puzzle is to understand 
how the city promoted a strident Italian annexation mission while simul-
taneously strengthening a consolidated sense of localness among Fiume’s 
heterogeneous body politic.



5
A Sense of Self

Propaganda and Nationalism

On January 20, 1920, when the accountant Béla Szécsey pro cessed an 
eight- line supply order, he had no idea it would put his job at risk. It 
looked harmless enough: an authorization for “2 packages of lined 
paper, 2 packages of checkered paper, 1000 pieces of vignette- paper, 
[and] 10 balls of ribbons [in] national colors” to be delivered to the 
Fiume tobacco factory.1 Szécsey did not explain the order; its purpose 
was clear. Ribbons in the national colors of Italy and a new batch of 
fancy paper shipments without sign or stamp from the prior Habsburg 
regime clearly adhered to the July 1919 government directives insisting 
that all “envelopes, office modules,  etc. . . .  be compiled only in the 
Italian language.”2 Use of the old Habsburg multilingual envelopes and 
eagle- engraved papers “eight months  after the [Italian] National 
Council had taken up state powers” was, according to government of-
ficials, “a grave offense to the language of the country.”3 With the end 
of the Habsburg regime, the new Fiume government required all traces 
of non- Italianness to be erased so that citizens  were “saved from the 
pain of  running across the vestiges and emblems” of the Habsburg re-
gime.4 The Fiume tobacco factory had already warned the govern-
ment that this initiative would take time,  because of the costs involved 
and the enormous reserves of Habsburg- stamped paper on hand. None-
theless, Szécsey’s superiors had assured the government that as soon 
as pos si ble, new supplies featuring “exclusively the Italian language” 
would be procured, “and only  these  will be used [in the  future].”5 Széc-
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sey’s order was just a step in the pro cess of turning Habsburg Fiume 
into a postwar center of Italianness. Many such steps had been taken, 
and Szécsey was unconcerned about the day’s events when he headed 
home  after sending out the order.

His prob lems began the next day, when Fiume’s education minister, 
the 30- year- old  lawyer Salvatore Bellasich, somehow obtained a copy 
of the order. A furious Bellasich scribbled in the margin, “I’m stunned 
by this.” Then he demanded that the tobacco factory initiate “an im-
mediate disciplinary investigation against the employee” who had au-
thored the order. The education minister was not irate  because in a time 
of shortages the tobacco factory was using scant resources for propa-
ganda paraphernalia like national ribbons and vignette paper. That was 
fine. Szécsey was in trou ble  because he had written the order “exclu-
sively in the Hungarian language.” 6

Every thing  we’ve learned about postwar Fiume has prepared us to 
assume that Szécsey’s Hungarian- language misstep was dangerous and 
rare. We know that Fiume reveled in performing Italian nationalist 
fervor. D’Annunzio’s motto “Italy or death” was on the front pages of 
Fiume’s newspapers; it was shouted by the mayor and municipal elites 
and sung by schoolchildren,  house wives, workers, legionnaires, and 
every one  else. We also know that at least two waves of vandalism against 
Croatian signs and storefronts beset the town in 1919 and 1920, with 
locals shattering public emblems of the city’s prior multilingualism. In 
such an environment, the education minister’s outraged “I’m stunned 
by this” sounds about right, and one would guess Szécsey was fired 
posthaste. And if his pertinency papers  were not in order, he might 
well have been expelled from the city for committing a “grave offense 
to the language of the country.”7 However, none of this occurred. Széc-
sey’s boss, the 66- year- old Koloman Termatsits, assured the finance of-
fice and Bellasich that Szécsey “was a very calm and diligent employee, 
who fulfills his duties with the maximum zeal.”8 Termatsits wrote the 
director of the finance office to “propose an exception” for Szécsey, 
thereby excusing him from any disciplinary action.

In a world where “Italy or death” was the most chanted phrase, surely 
such indulgence was exceptional. But Szécsey’s testimony during the 
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investigation conducted four days  later hints that leniency was more 
rule than anomaly. Szécsey explained that the prob lem had simply been 
that he ran short on time. In his own words, “Considering how late it 
already was getting, I prepared the order in the Hungarian language 
and gave it to my assistant . . .  , forgetting without thinking about it to 
remind him to translate it into Italian.” Szécsey ended his testimony 
by swearing that this error was a fluke, as all his other “notes con-
cerning the delivery of vari ous articles, deliveries effected by [him], 
bills, receipts, and in general all writings with interested parties  were 
always conducted in the official language, that is in Italian.”9 Szécsey 
did not disavow writing the first drafts of his memos in Hungarian; that 
was normal operating procedure.

The Hungarian- Croatian bank  after a July 1920 vandalism spree triggered by 
the news that two Italian soldiers had been killed by Croatians in Split (Dal-
matia). Rioters specifically targeted businesses associated with Croatians and 
“foreign ele ments” in Fiume.  Here D’Annunzio’s forces clean up the shattered 
Hungarian- language bank sign.
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It’s likely that much of Education Minister Bellasich’s frustration with 
Szécsey’s supply order stemmed from the fact that implementing Italian 
monolingualism in Fiume was proving difficult. When the first language 
law was issued, the tobacco factory  wasn’t alone in saying that enforce-
ment would take time. In August 1919, the postal and telegraph ser-
vices indicated that “they have been working for a while on substituting 
all the stamps, emblems . . .   etc.  etc. that  until now  were produced in 
two languages or exclusively in Hungarian,” but that unfortunately full 
substitution  will still take a long time.10 The good news, according to 
the post office, was that “all printed materials destined to the public 
 were already almost completely substituted”; only internal communi-
cations  were still multilingual.11 Around the same time, the railway of-
fice admitted the same  thing: external communications utilized Italian 
only, but materials for internal office communications “ were still in the 
pro cess of being translated . . .  and [non- Italian- language materials] 
 were still being used.”12 Even the finance office, the office responsible 
for calling Szécsey to task, admitted in August 1919 to encountering the 
same prob lem: while external communications  were almost completely 
in Italian, internal office communications still used the old Habsburg 
multilingual forms.13 The Italian National Council, seeing how slowly 
the Italianization campaign was moving, suggested to the railway of-
fice a solution that mirrored precisely the defense Szécsey had made to 
exonerate himself; the government recognized that “the difficulties in 
substituting Hungarian with the language of the land for internal office 
communications are not slight. It is necessary however . . .  to utilize  every 
means— resorting perhaps to the work of translators—so that at least in 
direct communications with Fiume citizens” only Italian was used.14

Szécsey’s avoidance of disciplinary action stemmed from the fact that 
many  people used languages other than Italian. It was not a secret: gov-
ernment officials knew, and historians can see it in the hundreds of 
boxes of paperwork held in the Fiume archives. Wherever you look, the 
lived experience of the city’s postwar multilingualism pops up: the doc-
tor’s note verifying a teacher’s sick leave  because of a nasty case of 
influenza, written in Hungarian (with no translation).15 An anguished 
note from a  mother explaining why she had abandoned her 5- month- old 
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baby, conveyed in Croatian (with no translation attached).16 Testimony 
of tram workers’ office disputes, reportedly barked in Italian and Cro-
atian.17  Hotel employees’ gossip about stolen cash, reportedly whispered 
in Slovenian, Croatian, Italian, Hungarian, and German.18 Testimony 
in a child abuse case telling of the congenial environment in a local 
butcher shop, in which customers jested in Italian, Croatian, Hungarian, 
and Romanian.19 Even  legal professionals  were no better: the justice 
department had to inform one of the city’s most esteemed notaries of 
“the illegality of using the Hungarian language exclusively when au-
thenticating public documents.”20 Apparently the notary in question, 
Fiume- born Federico Gelletich, had not considered authorizing docu-
ments in Hungarian a “grave offense to the language of the country.”21

The archival sources revealing the city’s everyday multilingualism are 
a direct result of the fact that Fiume’s bureaucratic corps was multi-
lingual. Why translate every thing into one language (Italian), if pretty 
much every one understood all the languages in play, both before and 
 after the fall of the Habsburg regime? Applicants for jobs in the Fiume 
courts, police force, hospital, port, railways, fire department, and post 
office, as well as for any and all office clerk positions, displayed knowl-
edge of at least two (preferably more) languages in their cover letters. 
As 28- year- old Fiume- born Ferlan Ruggero put it in his July 1920 ap-
plication for a position in the police department’s registry office, “I know 
all the languages spoken in this city.”22 Szécsey’s aptitude with lan-
guages was part of the reason he had been hired in the first place. 
Even Minister Bellasich, so outraged about the Hungarian- language 
supply order, built his  career (both before and  after 1920) on his flu-
ency in Italian and Hungarian, a fact noted by the 1970s Italian encyclo-
pedia entry emphasizing that “during World War Two he held positions 
of trust for the Italian government in relation to Hungary, thanks to his 
economic and linguistic background.”23 Multilingualism helped push 
through paperwork, negotiate trade contracts, and neutralize disputes 
among a diverse body politic. The head of the tobacco factory refused to 
punish Szécsey for one of the skills most valued in the Fiume business 
climate, and leniency again proved the rule of the Fiume language poli-
tics game, even when Italian nationalist fervor was official policy.
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On the most basic level, Szécsey’s relatively tolerated language mis-
step reminds us once more that even as Gabriele D’Annunzio was in-
sisting that Fiume was “the most Italian of cities,”  there was a much 
wider assortment of Fiumians than the Italian nationalist fanfare ad-
mitted. The Croatian, Hungarian, Slovene, German, Romanian, Czech, 
Slovak, and Yiddish speakers of the city still made their home  there, 
and the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire did not suddenly silence 
their  mother tongues or confine them to hearth and home. Instead, the 
lilt of non- Italian tongues was heard in Fiume’s offices and workplaces, 
as well as in the cafés, bars, promenades, and marketplaces. Italian was 
now the lingua franca, but non- Italian language practices persisted 
throughout, as Szécsey’s case showed. It was an open secret, if not state 
policy.

Unraveling this tension between open secret and state policy shows 
something fundamental in understanding how Fiume could remain as 
relatively stable as it was in the immediate postwar period. The real ity 
is that in many ways the Italian nationalist Fiume government hid its 
city- state’s non- Italianness rather than eradicating it. The details of this 
cover-up (and its limits) reveal the particularly layered and flexible ini-
tiatives that Fiume’s propaganda machine (and the city dwellers who 
came into contact with it) utilized. On the surface, every thing was to 
look and sound Italian. Below it, non- national, non- nationalist, and 
non- nationalizing ele ments persisted, if not flourished. Clerks whose 
 mother tongue was Hungarian, like Szécsey, kept their jobs and com-
piled their data on multilingual Habsburg forms, while the government 
paid for translators to hide the fact that many of them did not think or 
draft in the language of Dante. How could this work? Why should it? 
And what  were the limits of what could and  couldn’t be changed? By 
looking at some of the most con spic u ous nationalizing propaganda 
campaigns between 1918 and 1921, including rules about flags, name- 
change laws, and school curriculum, we see how in even the most prom-
inent arenas of propaganda and “nation building,” Fiume Italianized 
its imperial structures rather than nationalizing its community, which 
is how Szécsey could coexist with Education Minister Bellasich and his 
“Italy or death” comrades- in- arms.
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Flagging Fiume: The Visual Plebiscite of Fiume’s  
“Italy or Death” Campaign

When contemplating nationalizing propaganda campaigns in postwar 
Fiume, the first image that prob ably comes to mind is the flags. 
Throughout con temporary newspaper reports, newsreels, con temporary 
photo graphs, and witness accounts, the vertical green, white, and red 
tricolor Italian flag dominates the imaginary of postwar Fiume. Internet 
searches reveal a similar preponderance of flags, as the waving and un-
furling of Italian banners was a centerpiece activity in Fiume between 
1918 and 1921. But  these flags are not alone. They are shown amid crowds 
of mostly faceless  people (men and  women, old and young, seemingly 
rich and poor) who raised, cheered, and apparently adored said flags. 
 These images give the impression that the Italian flag was a power ful 
indicator of the city’s general  will to join Italy. Propagandists like 
Fiume- born schoolteacher and amateur historian Edoardo Susmel em-
phasized that  these images  were especially impressive  because Italian 
flags  were hard to get, given that Fiume had been part of a kingdom at 
war with Italy for nearly four years. Susmel’s descriptions of how 
“Fiume dressed its heartache in [Italian] tricolors, suffocated its indig-
nation by unfurling [Italian] tricolors, [and] pacified its rage [by] cov-
ering itself in [Italian] tricolors” underscores what some of the most 
famous photo graphs of postwar Fiume suggest: the flags’ omnipresence 
embodied postwar Fiumians’ commitment to being Italian.24

Scholars of nationalism have considered the acts of displaying and 
routinizing the presence of flags a fundamental pro cess in defining and 
solidifying “we- hood.”25 Most of  these studies focus on how state bodies 
(governments) and popu lar movements (nations) intersect around the 
flag, noting that in the modern world, flags are to states what heraldic 
devices  were to families: just as no  family could be impor tant without 
a heraldic device, no state could be recognized (by other states or its 
own population) without a flag. Flags mark where states begin and end, 
who belongs to the state by how they identify with it, and what values 
a state upholds (the green of Islam, the red of socialism, the stars of 
federalism). Flags are usually meant to characterize not just the iden-
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tity of the government but that of the  people attached to said govern-
ment; they materialize the overlapping ideas of the state and the na-
tion. The power of flags is not event driven, as Michael Billig has 
brilliantly made clear. Though waving or burning a flag can be a po-
tent po liti cal act, the sheer banal, everydayness of flags hanging every-
where unquestioned, requiring mindless, unconscious ritual care, gives 
them the deepest of po liti cal meanings.

The preponderance of Italian flags ( whether as events or as banal 
everydayness) throughout the Fiume cityscape from 1918 to 1921 attests 
to activists’ belief that flags combined the production of a national sense 
of “we- dom” with the po liti cal push to annex themselves to the state 
whose flag they waved. Fiume’s Italian National Council made dis-
playing Italy’s tricolor a priority. Schools  were chided by the city’s pro-
paganda committee if the “Italian flag waving [outside their buildings] 

Road connecting Fiume’s main thoroughfare to the Governor’s Palace, where 
D’Annunzio’s Command had its headquarters. Note the Italian flags flying from 
almost  every win dow.
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was too small.”26 If bigger ones  were required, it was often the com-
mittee that supplied them. The loyalty oaths required of all city no-
taries asked them not only to swear to abide by “the laws and ordi-
nances in force” but also to promise, “I  will make sure that within a 
week’s time from  today, and constantly from then on, I  will fly an Italian 
national flag in front of one of my office win dows.”27 In a March 1919 
letter to the Trieste branch of the Italian Kingdom’s information office 
for operating troops, the Italian National Council made its reason for 
insisting that flags fly outside schools, centrally located offices, and 
 houses explicit: “We need flags, many flags,” the Council said, “to make 
of the roads and squares of Fiume a vast flowering of national colors, 
so as to give in  these anxious days a vis i ble sign of our intimate and 
 great excitement— especially to foreign visitors.”28 The government’s 
flag displays did impress visitors, like Riccardo Dina, the Italian col-
o nel of the First Sardinian Grenade Regiment, who said that it was hard 
to forget Fiume’s “innumerable flags that said so much in their expres-
sive silence.”29

What foreign onlookers  were meant to understand from the “expres-
sive silence” of the “innumerable flags” was precisely what we are led 
to believe  today by the flag- filled photo graphs: Fiume was part of Italy, 
and the flags  were a visual plebiscite, so to speak. But the meaning of 
the flags’ presence or absence on the ground was much less clear. To 
some, the flag indicated Italian nationalist feeling or a commitment to 
have Fiume join Italy. For  others, proudly displaying the Italian tricolor 
could mean something as  simple as wanting to go to a party. This was 
the case for the August 15, 1920, cele bration of Ferragosto, the annual 
Catholic observance of the Virgin Mary’s assumption into heaven: at-
tendees needed to show “the [Italian] tricolor ribbons” to gain entrance 
to the festivities in centrally located Piazza Dante.30 No tricolor rib-
bons, no party. For schoolchildren, producing the Italian tricolor could 
mean the difference between bread and hunger: schools  were told to 
limit  free bread allocation to  those  children “wearing cockades in the 
Italian colors.”31 No colors, no food. “For  those who come with cock-
ades that are not the Italian colors,” the school council elaborated, “they 
 will not be permitted to enter the communal schools” at all.32 As we 
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saw  earlier, flags waving proudly outside city notary offices did not show 
anything more than that the notaries  were obeying their oath of office. 
We know nothing about what the August 15 partygoers, the schoolchil-
dren and their families, or the notaries felt about  those Italian colors. 
What we do know is that it was impor tant for the Italian tricolor to be 
blazoned over as many buildings and  people as pos si ble. Fiumians 
might have appreciated the symbol, or they might have wanted to make 
their life easier. As long as you went along with promoting a vision of 
Fiume as Italian, the local government supported you. Questions about 
the sincerity of  these efforts went unasked.

In such a climate, one could assume that the determinedly public act 
of taking a flag down would be costly. But even that varied in meaning 
and effect. For example, the Italian National Council denied a pass-
port to the sea captain Marco Crentini  because “he refused to navigate 
 under the Italian flag,” a clear sign (according to the government) 
that he was a “fanatical Yugo slav agitator.”33 On the other hand, the 
32- year- old Fiume- born artisan Pietro Diracca suffered no repercus-
sions for lowering the Italian flag outside his  family’s home. In fact, in 
testimony given to support his brother- in- law in a slander suit, Di-
racca explained he had taken down the flag “so as to avoid conflict, 
[Diracca] being an artisan, and therefore having to be in contact with 
 people of dif fer ent po liti cal sentiment.”34 In response to this state-
ment, one of the  lawyers added that “in the period of time  after the 
fall of the Austro- Hungarian monarchy . . .  many citizens did the same 
to avoid insult or persecution.”35 Diracca might have been an Italian 
nationalist afraid of publicizing his convictions. Or he could have 
been a disinterested onlooker to the nationalist fever taking over his 
neighbors (and potential clients). Or he could have been convinced 
that Fiume’s interests would be best served by its being an in de pen-
dent state than by its being annexed to Italy. Two of his  sisters  were 
active Italian nationalist propagandists, while Diracca’s brother- in- law 
expressed reluctance about an all- or- nothing campaign to annex Fiume 
to Italy. Which side did Diracca take? We  can’t say, just as we  can’t 
know what the “expressive silence” of the “innumerable flags” actually 
signified.
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If looking at how flags  were employed tells more about the impres-
sion they  were meant to have on spectators than about the convictions 
of Fiumians, perhaps a better method of assessing how much flags re-
veal about local values is to look at where the flags came from and 
how  people obtained them. As noted, propagandists at the time had 
made much of the omnipresence of the flags precisely  because Fiume 
had been part of a Habsburg and Hungarian flag culture before and 
during the war, making Italian flags a rarity in the town. The idea  here 
is that Fiume’s flag waving was not passive: locals had to work to get 
 those flags. Fiume Italian nationalists in the 1920s and 1930s even pro-
moted a Betsy Ross, American- style myth that local flag production 
showed a spontaneous and particularly female annexation fervor. A case 
in point, again, is Edoardo Susmel’s popu lar history of the Fiume Crisis 
published in the 1920s and republished in the 1940s. According to Su-
smel, the flags found at  every win dow and outstretched arm  were the 
work of Fiume  women whose “hundreds of hands, thousands of hands 
singingly sewed the blessed tricolor.”36 Happy, melodic ladies  doing 
their domestic duty to honor the nation is a common trope in most na-
tionalist narratives, and it is as misleading  here as it is elsewhere. Un-
doubtedly, more than one Fiume girl took needle to fabric to stitch to-
gether an Italian flag. Perhaps they enjoyed their work enough to sing 
a  little ditty. But most of the materials  were not produced by Fiume 
girls, and local  women  were not the sole or even the primary producers 
of Fiume’s tricolored extravaganzas.

Before even tracing where the flags came from, one point must be 
made clear: the stuff of flag making was a precious commodity 
through out the period from 1918 to 1921. Shipments into Fiume’s port 
 were rare, industrial production was geared to military needs instead 
of consumer products, and  every day more shops and businesses closed. 
Fiume’s families  were anxious about survival in a time of rising unem-
ployment and spiraling inflation. While before the war, petty thefts fo-
cused on luxury goods (watches, jewelry), by the end of the war, police 
reports abounded with thefts of depressingly mundane objects: food, 
cigarettes, coal, wood, pants, dresses, coats, sheets, shoes, shoe laces, 
socks, underwear, gloves— anything and every thing was fair game when 
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food and fabric  were scarce. In the first years  after the war, school au-
thorities regularly reported  either that  children  didn’t come to school 
“ because they  didn’t have any clothes to wear” or that they could not 
concentrate on their lessons  because they  were “barefooted, badly 
dressed and prob ably badly fed.”37 In light of this, school authorities 
indicated that feeding students “certainly served in increasing atten-
dance.”38 Distributing clothing was harder, however, with one school 
admitting that it could not use the money the state provided to buy 
clothing “ because of the lacking merchandise to buy shoes or other 
apparel clothing for poor students.”39 Pitiful letters like that from 
44- year- old Fiume- born veteran Rodolfo Latcovich Fiumani fill the city 
archives. In his successful appeal for a stipend to purchase work 
clothing, Latcovich Fiumani described returning  after four years at the 
eastern front to find his wife and seven  children “barefoot and in 
rags . . .  having sold almost all of [his] clothes to the point that only 
with difficulty could [he] remove the hated [Austro- Hungarian] uni-
form.” 40 The government acquiesced to his request  because he was an 
ardent Italian nationalist, but also  because what he described was be-
lievable. Clothing was short  because fabric was scarce. And if  there 
 wasn’t enough fabric to clothe Fiume’s  children or reclothe its veterans, 
where did the fabric to produce all  those flags come from?

Susmel’s descriptions of the spontaneous efforts of “hundreds of 
hands” sewing does apply to the period immediately  after the dissolu-
tion of the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy in late October 1918. As the 
principal of the leading Hungarian state school, Francesco Schneider, 
reported in his synthesis of the 1918–1919 school year, “In  those days 
the homes of the city  were flagged according to the sentiments and na-
tionality of their inhabitants. Since the Hungarian flag can be easily 
transformed into an Italian flag or a Croatian flag, many times  people 
tried to appropriate the school flag.” 41 Schneider was adamant that the 
flagging of the city from the vestiges of his long- honored Hungarian 
flag did not happen  under his watch (“I  didn’t give it [the school flag] 
to anyone”), but many Hungarian flags found new lives honoring other 
lands. In the few pictures we have of  those first days, we can see the 
crazed outcropping of flags.42 But if  these pictures  were in color, we 
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would notice that the flags  were more varied than  later on: alongside 
the vertical- striped green, white, and red tricolor Italian flag, we would 
also see the horizontal- striped blue, white, and red tricolors of the 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Homespun, perhaps re- dyed, 
and patched together from the vestiges of their former Hungarian 
colors, the initial flags of Fiume  were as far from a visual expression of 
a common national  will as one could imagine. They  were motley; they 
 were makeshift; they openly desecrated the prior emblems Fiumians had 
grown up with and  under whose banner they had fought a losing war. 
They also asserted divergent “sentiments and nationality,” not just one.

 After the Hungarian flags  were used up, the flag onslaught did not 
end, even though fabric was still scarce. The transformation of the city 
from one dappled with Italian and Serb- Croat- Slovene national colors 
into one where only Italy’s green, white, and red reigned occurred when 
the Italian troops arrived. Within days, the National Council of Serbs, 

Postcard of the Fiume city center in November  1918. Note the mixture of 
flags, some with vertical stripes (Italian) and  others with horizontal ones 
(Serb- Croat- Slovene).
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Croats, and Slovenes was ousted, and slowly but surely the blue, white, 
and red tricolors of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes dis-
appeared from apartment win dows and city offices. With the Italian Na-
tional Council entrenched as the acting government, an avalanche of 
green, white, and red Italian flags enveloped the city. The local govern-
ment, which directed the flagging, looked to the Italian military in 
mainland Italy for flags. In response to the Italian National Council’s 
requests, the Italian military governor in Trieste sent four thousand 
Italian flags to the Fiume government in December 1918, with specific 
instructions to “distribute them among the primary schools of the city 
and surroundings.” 43

When the Italian military could not satisfy the local government’s 
requests for fabric and flags, the Italian National Council looked to na-
tionalist activist circles in Italy. A case in point is an October 1919 letter 
from the Fiume education minister Salvatore Bellasich to one of the 
most vociferous nationalist organizers in Milan, Benito Mussolini. Three 
years before taking over the Italian government, Mussolini was spending 
much of his time writing about Italy’s rights to annex Fiume, charac-
terizing the Fiume Crisis as a micro- case of how the  Great Powers  were 
denying Italy its rightful place on the world stage. Bellasich wrote 
Mussolini, hoping Mussolini would publish his letter in the many news 
outlets increasingly  under his influence, saying, “Fiume wants to cover 
its indomitable Italic ardor in an im mense flag. Fiume wants to be all 
[Italian] tricolor. Tell the Italian  people that Fiume asks for nothing  else 
but flags, flags, flags.” 44 Such entreaties worked,  because the “Italian 
 people” ( those who read Mussolini’s paper and other nationalist publi-
cations) seemed willing to keep sending flags to Fiume government 
offices from places like Verona, Florence, Naples, Milan, and Rome.45

The flagging of Fiume was a government proj ect, heavi ly bankrolled 
by Italian and military sources. Fiume’s Italian National Council also 
augmented the flags from the mainland by paying local professionals 
to make flags. Monies  were earmarked monthly for fabric needed in 
flag production and to pay local tailors and their workshops to sew the 
fabrics into flags.46 Some happy, singing female volunteers may have 
helped, but they  were not the primary architects of Fiume’s Italian- flag 
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mania. So, while locals did wave  those flags, the flags’ appearance was 
nurtured by government initiative and outsiders. The official nature of 
Fiume’s flagging was no secret; it was a lived experience. When build-
ings suffered damages  because of all the flags attached to walls and 
roofs, local businesses sent invoices for repair and reimbursement to 
government offices, emphasizing, for example, that it was government 
“employees who caused heavy damages to the roof of the  Hotel Eu-
ropa by displaying flags on more than one occasion.” 47 The clear equa-
tion of the Italian flag with outside and top- down initiatives led some 
Fiumians resentful of government policies to “attack” or “disrespect” 
the Italian flag. Just months  after the Italian National Council took over, 
police files describing complicated “flag destruction” plots began to 
grow.48 To prevent  these gestures of dissent, the police conducted sev-
eral investigations and posted guards in front of impor tant govern-
ment buildings to protect the flag.49 In March 1920, the issue came to 
blows, with some of D’Annunzio’s legionnaires beating up Fiume civil-
ians for not displaying appropriate deference to the Italian flag.50

 These examples of the drive to get “flags, flags, flags” and the coun-
teractions of resentment to their omnipresence lead to another ques-
tion: Was the vision of Italian tricolor Fiume purely a per for mance from 
above, one in which only the state- anointed participated? Or did even 
 those not favored by the local government have a genuine interest in 
decking Fiume with Italian tricolors? Police rec ords provide some an-
swers. Apparently throughout 1919–1920 local interest in obtaining 
Italian flags was high enough to warrant  people breaking the law to 
obtain them, often through good old- fashioned black- market capi-
talism. An examination of the testimony associated with the bust of a 
black- market flag ring of three 20- something locals— the 22- year- old 
unmarried Fiume- born domestic servant Lina Dolezal and two young 
men, the 23- year- old Fiume- born veteran and bookbinder Pietro Gen-
nari and the 24- year- old Fiume- born unemployed mechanic Casimiro 
Derado— demonstrates that some Fiumians’ interest in obtaining flags 
extended to buying them illegally.51 The Fiume government prosecuted 
 these youths  because they committed theft, not  because of what they 
stole. We, instead,  will consider what they stole and why.
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Why would Fiumians steal and sell flags if the government was al-
ready distributing them? The testimony suggests that it was mostly 
about saving money. Government flag- distribution drives focused on 
schools, courts, and sectors linked to government ser vices. For non- 
official Fiume, hoisting a flag outside your win dow or in front of your 
shop cost money. A lot of money. Private purchase of medium- size to 
large flags from the government cost around three hundred crowns or 
190 lire, the equivalent of forty- eight days of unemployment pay-
ments for a male head of  family in 1919.52 Commissioning flags to be 
produced by local tailors (or producing them oneself) was difficult, as 
one witness reported,  because “they had to await the necessary fabric 
from the [Italian] Kingdom.”53 The female member of the black- 
market flag- selling ring, Dolezal, admitted they sold the flags for one- 
third the government price, between eighty and one hundred crowns 
each. This was still quite a hefty sum, the equivalent of what it would 
cost to legally purchase three pairs of “luxury leather shoes” or two 
“luxury silk shirts for  women.”54 Dolezal, Gennari, and Derado’s price 
was not based on the cost of obtaining the flags, as the flags they sold 
 were stolen from military bases, schools, and other official quarters. 
They set prices according to how much they thought they could get 
for them— a good bit of money, even if significantly less than the gov-
ernment price.

The three  were aware that they  were taking a risk. First, how do you 
explain how such young, impoverished, and unaffiliated youths had ac-
cess to so many flags? Gennari’s job in the ring was to find the flags; he 
worked in the city’s propaganda office and knew where flags  were 
stored, how to get them, and which guards could be tricked into handing 
them over. Dolezal testified that Gennari advised her that if she was 
caught with the flags to claim she had “received the flags from an Ar-
dito [D’Annunzio] soldier.”55 Both the flags’  actual provenance and the 
excuse for having them confirmed what every one knew: flags  were 
available through the city government and the military. Dolezal’s and 
Derado’s success in selling them also reveals something  else: possessing 
and displaying the flags was not a sign of government sanction, as their 
provenance was not as  simple as it seemed. The government might have 
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been the primary distributor of the flags, but displaying flags did not 
indicate government affiliation.

Dolezal, Gennari, and Derado’s customers  were local businesspeople 
whom they approached from the street. Four customers testified, ex-
plaining why they had trusted the youths enough to hand over cash 
for the flags. Enrico Jugo, a 41- year- old Fiume- born clothing- store 
owner, explained that he had purchased a flag from Derado  because 
he had been looking for one and  because he “knew a  family Derado,” 
so he thought he “was having to do with a respectable person.”56 Olindo 
Padoani, a 48- year- old Fiume- born businessman, explained his pur-
chase by saying he “knew the youth by sight as he had been in [Pado-
ani’s] office for social occasions related to [his]  children.”57 Padoani 
also added that Derado had used as references “other distinguished citi-
zens and so therefore [he] purchased without suspicion 2 flags for 200 
crowns.”58 Witnesses in the trial against Dolezal  were all  women who 
ran their own businesses. Giovanna Cappa, a 41- year- old Fiume- born 
widowed shop keeper, testified that Dolezal came to her store “offering 
to sell [her] a national flag made by her [own hand] and that the profits 
earned would be given to a  family in need.”59 The 30- year- old 
Dubrovnik- born Enrichetta Domich claimed that Dolezal entered 
her musical instrument store and succeeded in selling her one even 
though she “had no need to purchase the flag.” 60 Dolezal apparently 
convinced Domich that the provenance of the flag was respectable by 
saying that the aforementioned Cappa, a friend of Domich, “had 
purchased two flags for propaganda reasons.” 61 No one testified that 
the youths had misrepresented themselves as somehow linked to a 
government or state initiative; it was simply that they had flags to 
sell and  people wanted to buy them. The testimonies corroborate that 
outside government- engineered spectacle,  people  were interested in 
obtaining flags “for propaganda reasons.” Private citizens spent hard- 
earned cash on flags—so much so as to give crafty youths the idea of 
making a profit from it. The redressing of Fiume with the Italian tri-
color was not just engineered from above or without; it reverberated 
throughout.
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Naming and Nationalism: Fiume’s Peculiarly  
“Italian” Families

Clearly  there  were locals (including  those outside government circles 
and even outside the law) who could and did aid in presenting a mono-
lithic vision of Fiume as Italian. But what about more personal aspects 
of redressing the city as nationally Italian?  Were locals willing to re-
make their multilingual, multiethnic, and multicultural personal lives 
to promote the idea of Fiume as Italian only? If so, what  were their 
priorities? If not, what does that say about commitment to Italianizing 
the city from below?

A good way to answer  these questions is to analyze the name- change 
legislation introduced in Fiume in March 1919, when the city govern-
ment allowed pertinents to change their  family names as they saw fit. 
In the Hungarian Kingdom before World War I, the ability to change 
 family names was essentially  limited to  women who took their hus-
bands’ names,  people who changed their religion, or  those taking on 
feudal titles. Changing one’s  family name to indicate a dif fer ent ethnic 
affiliation was a privilege accorded only with the consent of the Hun-
garian government, and this consent was typically only granted to  those 
wishing to make their names sound more Hungarian. Essentially,  family 
names  were not tools for creating local cohesion. If someone immi-
grated to the Habsburg Empire or moved from one part of the Austro- 
Hungarian lands to another, his or her surname was not altered for 
purposes of linguistic homogeneity or community building. While im-
migrants to the Amer i cas regularly had their last names “simplified” 
to more easily integrate into an English- speaking, Spanish- speaking, 
or Portuguese- speaking local context, when immigrating within the 
Habsburg Empire, individuals kept the  family names with which they 
arrived,  unless they wanted to do the extra paperwork to Hungarianize 
their surnames to match the national identity with which their kingdom 
hoped they would increasingly identify.62

Even when local usage meant that the spellings of names changed, 
official rec ords did not follow suit, as the goldsmith Edoardo Csabrian 
knew all too well. Born in Fiume in 1848, Csabrian was the son of 
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immigrants whose official state paperwork retained the Hungarian 
spelling of the  family name. Nonetheless, throughout Csabrian’s life-
time, in local school rolls, guild associations, and the odd newspaper 
mention, his name was spelled Italian- style as “Zabrian.” Even the 
name on his storefront went by the Italian- friendly “Zabrian.” 63 Edu-
ardo Csabrian petitioned all the way through his 70s to have the of-
ficial spelling changed in the population registers, arguing he had never 
used “Csabrian” in his daily life and was known by all as “Zabrian.” 
But his protests fell on deaf ears. As long as  there was an Austria- 
Hungary, his name remained Csabrian.64

Not every one resented this Habsburg policy. Well into her late 40s 
the Fiume- born schoolteacher Emma Zbožensky continued spelling her 
last name as her identity papers indicated, the way her Czech- speaking 
ancestors preferred. Zbožensky carefully wrote the diacritic ž in all 
her correspondence, even though the post office, school meeting min-
utes, and local office announcements regularly wrote it in letters 
that an Italian- language typewriter could  handle, the semi- Italianized 
“Zbozensky.” 65 But in the official registrars of the Austro- Hungarian 
state itself, except in very special circumstances, names did not change, 
regardless of locality, typewriter capacity, or personal desire.

The Habsburg state’s re sis tance to permitting surname changes came 
from the importance  family names had in classifying individuals. In 
the first paragraph of  every cover letter, job applicants provided their 
first name, their last name, their maiden name (if applicable), the first 
name of their  father, their place of birth, their year of birth, and some-
times, depending on the job, their civil and pertinency status. When 
registering a marriage, the birth of a child, or a divorce, heads of  family 
provided baptismal or birth rec ords of all the parties concerned, which 
included all the first names,  family names, and birthdates of forefa-
thers, foremothers, and offspring. When questioned by the police or 
giving testimony in court, individuals identified themselves with their 
first name, their last name, the first name of their  father, their age, and 
sometimes their place of birth. Without this linkage between name, 
 family lineage, and year and place of birth, identifying or finding  people 
within the Habsburg lands was impossible. The difficulty of tracking 
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 people without such information can be seen in correspondence be-
tween Trieste and Fiume municipal offices, when Trieste employees 
told Fiume officials that they could not deliver official decrees to Fiume 
pertinents living in Trieste using only the first and last names provided 
by the Fiume office. As they said, with so many “other  people carry ing 
the same first and last name currently living in this city . . .  more per-
sonal data was necessary.” 66 In 1906, residents of the Hungarian 
Kingdom (including Fiume) read that the Hungarian interior minister 
József Kristóffy was  under investigation for having altered his  family 
name in church rec ords (from Kristo to Kristóffy) without state ap-
proval.67 The resulting scandal hurt Kristóffy’s  career, as changing 
one’s surname held sinister implications:  family names anchored indi-
viduals into a stable social and economic context, and changing them 
suggested a desire to mislead or hide from  these systems. In essence, 
surnames, combined with  family lineage and age, functioned much as 
social security numbers or identity card numbers do  today; they  were 
the means by which a person’s creditability and potential for crimi-
nality  were determined. Changing last names implied a desire to hood-
wink  these webs of creditability.

For a booming port city like Fiume, its population growing by 
30  percent  every ten years through immigration from all across and 
outside the Habsburg lands, the enforced stability of  family names cre-
ated a civic culture filled with a rainbow of ethnic surnames, many of 
which  were a mismatch with the way their holders thought of them-
selves. Within Fiume and much of the Adriatic, as Maura Hametz re-
minds us, a surname did not signify national belonging, in part  because, 
within the Habsburg realms,  family names  were almost immutable, 
while hearts and minds  were not.68 In Fiume, schooling, intermarriages, 
broader  family and business connections, and other relationship net-
works  were more impor tant than the paternal lineages demonstrated 
by a surname. For example, in applying for Fiume pertinency in 1919, 
Giovanni Lukinčić declared he had been living in Fiume since 1886 
and nursed “pure” Italian nationalist sentiments; his pertinency appli-
cation passed without a hitch  because, though his last name— with its 
diacritic- filled spelling— pointed clearly to a Croatian heritage, police 
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confirmed he had always exhibited the Italian nationalist sentiment he 
proclaimed.69

Italians arriving in Fiume  after 1918,  whether soldiers from the 
Kingdom of Italy or D’Annunzio’s legionnaires,  were apparently con-
fused by (if not cynical about) Fiume’s culture of surnames. Passport 
controls  going in and out of Fiume  were a never- ending site for the 
acting out of this incomprehension. In 1920, for example, during a rou-
tine check of identity papers of the passengers on a train arriving from 
Trieste to Fiume, the Italian lieutenant col o nel Vittorio Margonari re-
fused to cooperate with local police, calling the Fiume police agent Al-
berto Novach “nothing but a nasty  little Croat.”70 When inspecting 
documents of travelers moving from Fiume out  toward the Italian- 
occupied lands, Italian soldiers checking papers at the borders had to 
regularly accept Fiume government- issued decrees attesting, for ex-
ample, that 24- year- old Fiume- born university student Bruno Fuerst, 
33- year- old Fiume- born mechanic Giovanni Blasich, and 25- year- old 
Fiume- born student Letizia Ramous  were all of Italian nationality, even 
though they did not have Italian citizenship and their surnames seemed 
to bespeak other ethnic ties.71  These police authentications  were re-
quired  because other wise Italian military personnel  were quick to as-
sume that a surname’s ethnic lineage indicated a traveler’s national 
identification. Thus, Michele Polonio- Balbi passed through military 
borders without questioning, even though in Fiume circles the Polonio- 
Balbi  family was rumored to be of “strong Croatian sentiment.” It was 
“thanks to the Italian last name” that he “succeeded in passing without 
difficulty the border, evading the necessary inspections.”72 If Fiume of-
ficials had manned the borders, Polonio- Balbi would have found per-
mission to travel difficult.

No Fiumian would assume a surname’s ethnic markers predicted an 
individual’s national sentiment. Just reading the last names of Fiume’s 
Directive Committee of the Italian National Council, the group most 
publicly committed to an Italian nationalist- annexationist agenda for 
the city, makes that clear. Alongside the Italian- origin last names of Ga-
rofolo, Gigante, Mini, Nascimbeni, Venutti, and Vio  were many more 
names with Croatian, Slovene, Hungarian, and German origins, in-
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cluding Baccich, Bellasich, Blau, Burich, Codrich, Corossacz, Got-
thardi, Grossich, Host, Lenaz, Meichsner, Nicolich, Ossoinack, Prodam, 
Rubinich, Rudan, Schittar, Springhet, and Stiglich. In January 1919, 
when Fiume notables Mario Blasich, Antonio Grossich, and Andrea Os-
soinack presented a memorandum to Woodrow Wilson in Rome de-
manding Fiume be annexed to Italy  because they, like all Fiumians, 
 were “ brothers of blood, language, and culture” to Italy, no Fiumian 
doubted their conviction, even though their last names suggested that 
their ancestors might have disagreed.73

The March 1919 name- change law provided the Fiume body politic 
a tool to render national affiliation more intelligible. It was not an at-
tempt to change the prior Habsburg state’s policies regarding  family 
names;  family names continued to be one of the primary means for ad-
ministrative tracking.74 The March  1919 name- change law, instead, 
“provided authorization to reintegrate or rectify  family names of Italian 
origin as well as to change or modify foreign  family names.”75 Just as 
the Fiume government Italianized the names of boulevards, quays, 
streets, schools, parks, institutes, and even mountain retreats, so the 
government encouraged private citizens to do the same with their  family 
markers. Ave nue Deák— honoring one of Hungary’s most impor tant 
politicians— became Ave nue Vittorio Emanuele III— Italy’s king at the 
time.76 Why should Fiumians not do the same with the names plas-
tered on their identity papers and storefronts? In essence, the law hoped 
to help Fiumians clear away traces of former non- Italian connections 
and flag their families as Italian.

Campaigns to nationalize  family names  were common among mod-
ernizing, expanding, and centralizing states before and  after World 
War I.77 In the 1840s, for example, the Spanish colonial government 
forced Spanish- language surnames on the Filipino communities living 
 under its rule; in the 1880s French colonial offices forced local Alge-
rians to take surnames completely alien to their own naming systems. 
In the 1890s the Hungarian Kingdom sent out pamphlets to civil ser-
vants throughout the realm telling them how they could Magyarize their 
surnames to demonstrate their state pride; si mul ta neously the United 
States forced Anglo- friendly  family names on Native Americans living 
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on its reservations. In the 1920s Mussolini’s Fascist state forced  those 
with foreign  family names to replace them with Italian surnames, and 
in the 1930s Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s Republican government required 
all its citizens— regardless of ethnicity—to register with Turkish- 
language surnames.78 To an extent, Fiume’s name- change law shared 
the goals of  these initiatives: it hoped to make a common national cul-
ture more legible and use it as a building block of its po liti cal, social, 
and economic community. The difference was that Fiume’s 1919 law al-
lowed Fiumians to voluntarily Italianize their  family names, without 
any standards, guidelines, or requirements except that new surnames 
had to be “strictly Italian” and could not replicate  those of patrician 
or famous families.79 Every one who wanted could change their name; 
no one had to.  There was no commission created to enforce or encourage 
locals to do it; no system to ensure that only the worthy or suitably na-
tionalist could Italianize. And almost no attention was paid to what a 
“strictly Italian” surname  really entailed.

The majority of  those who took advantage of the name- change law 
 were exactly  those one would expect: Fiume pertinents wanting to re-
baptize themselves as the “proper Italians” they felt themselves to be. 
A prime example is 41- year- old Fiume- born sculptor Giovanni Marus-
sich. Marussich saw naming as a way to express Italian national senti-
ment, as his five  children’s names show. The name of Marussich’s first 
son, Garibaldi, born in 1909, celebrated the most charismatic of Italy’s 
founding  fathers. Marussich’s first and only  daughter, Anita, born in 
1911, was named in honor of Garibaldi’s wife, who had died campaigning 
with her husband in his 1849  battle against the Habsburgs. The name 
of Marussich’s second son, Dante, born in 1912, paid tribute to the 
greatest Italian poet. The third son, Giovanni, born in 1916, was named 
for his  father. Fi nally, the name of his youn gest son, Redento Fiumano 
Libero, born in 1918, reflected his  father’s joy that the Habsburg Mon-
archy had dissolved and now his hometown could be joined to Italy. 
Redento Fiumano Libero translates to “redeemed  free Fiumian,” quite 
a name for an infant to pull off.

With the fall of the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, Marussich saw his 
chance to  couple his  children’s patriotic Italian first names with a de- 
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Croatianized surname. He was so excited by the prospect that he sub-
mitted a petition before the name- change law was written, asking the 
government to “remove from [his] surname the ‘ch’ ending, evidently 
applied by someone who once controlled the birth registries.”80 Marus-
sich knew that he was as Italian as they come, so the - ch ending of his 
 family’s name could only have been the work of some Slavophile priest 
centuries  earlier (Marussich was not just a proud Italian nationalist, 
he was also a proud atheist and Slavophobe).81 One can only imagine 
the emotions this struggling sculptor must have felt seeing his name 
written in official documents  after 1919 as Giovanni Marussi,  father of 
Garibaldi, Anita, Dante, Giovanni Jr., and Redento Fiumano Libero.82 
Few other Fiumians dedicated their naming practices to Italy’s cause 
as completely as Marussich did, but between 1919 and 1921 other Fi-
umians used his shortcut to remove their Slavic heritage from their sur-
names.83 Cutting out the - ch turned Codrich into Codri, Lazzarich 
into Lazzari, Millich into Milli, Sarinich into Sarini, and Tominich into 
Tomini. Just like that,  these families’ names matched the Italian iden-
tities so impor tant to the heads of  house holds who filled out the name- 
change applications, with just enough of the original  family names left 
to keep ancestral continuity and the sounds of home alive.84

Not every one who wanted to Italianize their last names could or 
wanted to apply the easy fix that the Marussichs and Lazzarichs did. 
Some went further. Brosich became Ambrosi, Dorcich became Dorini, 
Milec became Miletti, and Virtich became Vitti. Another popu lar op-
tion was to emphasize a similarity in sound while getting rid of the ob-
vious - ch marker. In this way, Barbich became Barbis; Martich, Martis; 
and Petrich, Petris. For  those families, protecting the aural integrity of 
their names trumped their desire to adopt “strictly Italian” last names, 
as the - is suffix, though pre sent in some parts of Italy, usually denoted 
an Iberian heritage. But as  there  were no rules telling Fiumians what 
was and what  wasn’t Italian, the changes went through.

It was harder for applicants who had ethnic Hungarian and German 
names to retain the sonic integrity of their surnames.  Those with short 
surnames had it easier; they just changed the spelling and added an 
Italian suffix, changing Kobl to Cobelli, Bruss to Brussati, Festö to Festa, 
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Frankl to Franchi, Stebel to Stebellini, and Vidmar to Vidali. However, 
 those with longer names usually had to choose between integrity of 
sound and meaning. The Apfelthaller, Katz, and Mayer families chose 
to preserve some sound continuity with their new Italian surnames, 
opting for Alberti, Conti, and Marini, respectively. The Schneeberger 
and Kuschlig families prioritized the meaning of their names, anointing 
themselves Monteneve and Baciotti, respectively.

Most name changes tried to retain as many links to an ancestral heri-
tage as pos si ble, but nonetheless some families’ choices would likely 
have shocked their grand fathers and all the other  fathers before them. 
Many heads of  house holds de cided that the best way to Italianize was 
to feminize by using maiden names or  those from the female line. Per-
haps 38- year- old Antonio Crast was worried about his choice, for when 
he de cided his  mother’s maiden name of Demori was his best option, 
he noted in his application that Demori was also his  father’s grand-
father’s last name, implying he was not disavowing his  father’s line. 
Maria de Huszár, a 21- year- old Fiume schoolteacher, gave no explana-
tion when she de cided her  mother’s maiden name was the way to go, 
re- creating herself in 1919 as Maria Cicuta, though the new name did 
not keep her from visiting her  father’s  family in Budapest throughout 
her lifetime. With the recent death of her husband, Mariano Besjak, 
28- year- old Feliciana Besjak de cided to return to her Italian- sounding 
maiden name, Tremari. One might expect the Besjak  family to disap-
prove, as Feliciana’s decision meant that her three underage  children 
no longer bore their  father’s name. Apparently, it was not a prob lem, 
and just a year  later Feliciana’s sister- in- law, Giuseppina Besjak, changed 
her name to Tremari, thus taking the maiden name of her dead  brother’s 
 widow.

The acceptability of substituting Italian- sounding maiden names in 
place of  fathers’ or husbands’ surnames was not omnipresent, however, 
as can be seen by the only case of the Catholic Church refusing to ac-
cept a name change the government had approved. When the two 
Fiume- born Kotschken  brothers—45- year- old bureaucrat Alberto and 
42- year- old priest Adolfo— applied to change their names to Rossini, 
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their  mother’s maiden name, the Fiume state immediately granted their 
request. But in November 1921, when church registry offices caught up 
with all of the paperwork from the Fiume Crisis, Fiume’s central parish 
office wrote the city magistrate to say that it “approves all the changes 
and corrections to surnames [submitted], except for the correction of 
the surname Kotschken to ‘Rossini’ in that it involves a grave injustice 
to filial piety on the part of the applicants.”85 What set the Kotschken 
case apart from the Crast- Demori, de Huszár- Cicuta, Besjak- Tremari, 
and similar name changes was that the applicants’  father was still alive 
(and had chosen to keep his German- sounding surname), while the 
 mother whose maiden name they  were adopting was long dead. For the 
church officials, this lacked the necessary patriarchal re spect. And 
though the Fiume state ignored the church’s refusal, the issue of moving 
to the female line was a tense one for all concerned, even though the 
reason was to go Italian while still keeping it in the  family.

The most intriguing name changes are  those that signaled a com-
plete reinvention or rupture with prior  family naming patterns. How 
can you not want to know more about 47- year- old mechanic Francesco 
Ursić, who changed his surname to Dal Fiume, literally meaning “from 
the river,” though he prob ably meant it to mean “from Fiume”?  Mistakes 
in Italian grammar aside, this choice is surprising  because Ursić was 
neither from Fiume nor a river. He was from Trieste, and his wife, 
44- year- old Martina Krulčić, was from a  little village in Istria.86 Did 
30- year- old Fiume- born construction worker Ettore Lust change his 
surname to Politei  because of a long- standing love of all  things ancient 
Greek, or was he a committed republican, hoping that the dissolution 
of the Habsburg Monarchy meant that his  family would no longer be 
ruled by a king (the approximate translation of politei being “re-
public”), a radical idea in a po liti cal climate where the government 
was working so hard to join the monarchical Kingdom of Italy?87

 These questions emphasize the qualitative difference between the re-
dressing of communities via the hoisting of flags and the intimate im-
plications of national name- change policies within a heterogeneous 
ethnic population.  These rebrandings lasted beyond the shelf life of a 
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po liti cal moment or a flag fluttering in the wind and rain. In most name- 
change regimes, as discussed  earlier, individuals had  little to no choice. 
In the 1920s, Italian Fascist procedures  were automated, with hand-
books produced indicating how foreign surnames should be Italian-
ized and some families with foreign surnames even receiving news in 
the mail that their names had been changed.88 In Fiume, on the other 
hand,  whether and how to change surnames was left to individuals. 
Some families named Dorcich changed their names to Dorini;  others 
chose Dori. Some families named Mayer chose to change their names 
to Marini, prob ably to keep some sound continuity. But families named 
Iskra also chose Marini, prob ably to honor the pseudonym a son used 
while fighting in the Italian military (more on this  later). The Fiume 
state did not intercede, seemingly unworried that new  family associa-
tions came into being between the dif fer ent Marini clans, that new 
names with decidedly non- Italian endings entered the rosters, and that 
potentially po liti cally resistant surnames like Politei would show up for-
ever on Fiume’s electorate list.89

That a name- change regime would be so laissez- faire is surprising, 
but even more surprising, especially considering the endless Italian na-
tionalist fanfare flooding Fiume’s streets,  houses, bulletins, and news-
papers, is how few  people changed their names at all. Between the is-
suing of the name- change law in April 1919 and the end of the Fiume 
Crisis in January 1921, only 161 head- of- household pertinents registered 
to Italianize their names, in a city of over 50,000 inhabitants made up 
mostly of families with non- Italian surnames. Only four members of 
Fiume’s Directive Committee of the Italian National Council chose to 
Italianize their surnames (Springhet became Springhetti, Gotthardi be-
came Gottardi, Prodam became Proda, and Codrich became Codri). 
Fiume’s Italian nationalist president, Antonio Grossich, displayed no 
interest whatsoever in making his surname more Italian by changing 
it to the similar- sounding Grossi, even though it would have taken 
 little effort and would have given him a name that could be quite ap-
pealing for a head of state (Grossi means “big” or “ great”). Even the 
Education Minister Salvatore Bellasich, who had fought to have the 
unfortunate accountant Béla Szécsey punished for writing a supply 
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order in Hungarian, made no move to transform his Slavic- sounding 
surname into something like Bellasis, Bellasini, Bella, or even Bellis. It 
appears that while Italian nationalists in Fiume thought writing in a 
language other than Italian was “a grave offense to the language of 
the country,” signing one’s name with a non- Italian surname posed no 
such offense.90

The best way to understand this conundrum is to look at the Italian 
nationalists in Fiume who  were even more celebrated as the spearheads 
of Fiume’s annexation to Italy than Grossich or Bellasich. Who  were 
 these overwhelming figures? They  were not politicians. The most ad-
mired nationalist figures in postwar Fiume  were the young men who 
had fled Fiume during World War I to fight with Italy against the 
Habsburg Monarchy. In many ways, their incomparable nationalist cre-
dentials make sense, for  these men fought for Italy against their own 
state, meaning that on a battlefield they could easily be shooting at 
neighbors or classmates, all in the name of love for Italy. In the press 
and in po liti cal circles, the feats of this small group proved that Fiume 
had a vibrant Italian national culture even before the Habsburg state 
had dissolved. Though few in number,  those who survived became the 
most celebrated symbols of Fiume’s willingness to risk all to become 
one with Italy. Often emphasized when discussing their feats was the 
fact that their decision to fight for Italy had put their own families at 
risk, with some of their  family members called to police headquarters 
or even accused of treason and sent to internment camps.  Because of 
 these risks, Fiume soldiers who fled Austria- Hungary to enlist in the 
Italian army shed not only their Habsburg military uniforms but their 
surnames as well, hoping to protect  family members from Habsburg 
state retribution. The 24- year- old Giovanni Host arrived at the rank of 
captain in the Italian Arditi shock troops division as Giovanni Venturi; 
29- year- old Fiume- born Enrico Horitzky served as a lieutenant in the 
Italian artillery division as Enrico Orsini; 21- year- old Luigi Hlaich re-
ceived his Italian army pay as Luigi Lacini; and two Fiumians who 
 were awarded Military Crosses also fought and survived with Italian 
pseudonyms: 21- year- old Rodolfo Fabjan received his as Rodolfo Ne-
grelli, and 25- year- old Leone Spez as Leone Quarnari.
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When armistice was declared,  these soldiers returned to Fiume as 
quickly as pos si ble, intent on organ izing Fiume’s immediate incorpora-
tion into Italy. They  were pivotal in orchestrating D’Annunzio’s Sep-
tember 1919 arrival. And when the name- change law was proclaimed, 
all of them took pen to paper to request Italianization of their surnames. 
But what they asked for was not a substitution; it was an addition. 
Giovanni Host became Giovanni Host- Venturi; Enrico Hortizky proudly 
signed his name Enrico Horitzky- Orsini. Leone Spez did not rise in the 
Fiume ranks as Leone Quarnari, but instead as Leone Spez- Quarnari. 
Even Luigi Hlaich chose to keep his original last name, though it was 
undoubtedly almost impossible for most Italian speakers to pronounce 
(in Italian, the letter h goes unpronounced; the Slavi hl sound is be-
yond comprehension to most Romance- language speakers). It would 
always be Hlaich- Lacini, pronunciation prob lems be damned.  These 
Fiume veterans of Italy’s WWI military proudly kept their original 
Slavic- , Hungarian- , and German- origin surnames, never worrying that 
they diminished their claims to Italianness. If anything, the addition of 
their Italian noms de guerre reminded every one that they  were not just 
Italians in heart and mind; they had also voluntarily risked their lives 
and their families’ lives for Italy.

The Fiume state’s concerted efforts to paper over its multiethnic 
character with language laws and flagging initiatives (supported from 
both the top down and the bottom up), combined with the state’s and 
the populace’s disinterest in promoting or controlling a name- change 
Italianization campaign, might seem to indicate that nationalist pro-
paganda initiatives only went skin deep, perhaps to avoid inciting dis-
sent by forcing the issue of how Italian Fiume and its locals  really  were 
or wanted to be. But examples like state leaders who avoided name- 
change initiatives and the WWI veterans who Italianized their names 
while keeping their non- Italian ones point to another explanation: in 
Fiume most Italian nationalists did not see a multiethnic (non- Italian) 
heritage as disqualifying to true Italianness. If anything, a name like 
Host- Venturi, Horitzky- Orsini, or even Hlaich- Lacini was as Italian as 
one could be. And this peculiar form of Fiume- Italian nationalism that 
focused more on how one asserted Italianness (through chosen language 
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use, flags, and po liti cal activity) than on lineage was not new or the 
result of the chaos of 1919. It was part of a Fiume- specific, multiethnic- 
heritage Italian nationalism that had started before the war but 
came to full fruition in the immediate postwar period.91 And perhaps 
the best way to understand how someone like Minister of Education 
Bellasich could demonize a clerk for writing in a language other than 
Italian and beg Mussolini to tell “the Italian  people that Fiume asks 
for nothing  else but flags, flags, flags,” while declining to Italianize 
his own last name, is to look at how the Fiume school system went 
about creating a nationalist Italian mindset in a particularly Fiume- 
centric way.

Schooling Fiume: Stability and Discipline  
in an Italianizing World

When the Habsburg Empire dissolved in October 1918, school officials 
did not immediately begin Italianizing Fiume’s curriculum. In part, this 
was  because bigger prob lems loomed. Like the rest of Eu rope (and the 
world), Fiume was beset by the Spanish Flu. For every one, the first pri-
ority was to control the epidemic and lower the death count. In Sep-
tember 1918, just three weeks into the academic year, city officials closed 
the schools, as over 60  percent of the student body and many teachers 
had shown evidence of Spanish Flu contagion.92 When Hungarian 
forces deserted the city in late October 1918,  there was no effect on class-
rooms  because they  were empty. The arrival of Italian, British, Amer-
ican, and French forces in November 1918 brought no change  because 
schools remained closed. Only in mid- December 1918, just weeks be-
fore the Christmas and New Year’s festivities, did the municipal gov-
ernment decide it was safe to let Fiume’s  children begin to return to the 
classroom.93

It was only a beginning,  because it proved difficult to reopen the 
schools. Many students  were still sick. With no money or materials ar-
riving from an imperial metropole, heating and lighting supplies  were 
low. Fiumian winters are cold; like many towns of the upper and eastern 
Adriatic, the city gets hit hard by the winter Bura winds (Bora in 
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Italian), and the cold, moist, dark winter months quickly rendered the 
stone school buildings frigid. Without proper heating and lighting 
supplies, Fiume’s schoolrooms felt like crypts, especially to under-
nourished  children and teachers wearing what ever scraps of clothing 
had survived four previous tough winters. As late as March 1919, one 
school principal de cided to ignore the new daylight saving ordinances 
decreed by the city government  because “with the  little light, insuf-
ficient heating and the lacking clothing and shoes from which stu-
dents suffer,” school needed to be held during the warmest, lightest 
times of the day.94

Containing the effects of the Spanish Flu and managing buildings 
with few resources would have been enough to preoccupy staff, but Fi-
ume’s po liti cal situation compounded  these prob lems. When the for-
eign troops arrived in November 1918, the Inter- Allied military leaders 
repurposed the empty school buildings as barracks. When school was 
to be reopened in December 1918, the city government wanted the sol-
diers moved out immediately, but the Inter- Allied command ignored 
the government’s decree.95 In January 1919, most school buildings had 
still not been evacuated. Powerless against Inter- Allied commanders, 
the city government de cided to try to make room for as many students 
as pos si ble by creating reduced- hour teaching shifts in the few avail-
able buildings, with most of the older students cycled through and the 
younger ones left out.96 That was one approach. Another school prin-
cipal de cided to prioritize boys’ access to schooling over girls’, arguing 
that “even if they [the girls] lost an entire year of education, this would 
not be as detrimental to them as it would be if the boys continue with 
the  limited hours they have now.”97 Such priorities resulted in many 
girls receiving no instruction whatsoever, as one principal noted that 
with the American troops’ occupation of her building, “school must be 
closed, to the  great detriment to  those [female] students forced to lose 
the scholastic year.”98 A year  after the war ended, one school council 
meeting reported, “Only four schools in the territory are open (in one 
building  there are two schools and weekly lessons of 3 and 3 on alter-
nate days) and only one boys’ school in the city is functioning, with 
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 limited hours  because of the overwhelming number of students. All 
 because the school buildings are occupied by the military.”99

 Things did not improve significantly when the Inter- Allied troops left, 
mostly  because they  were quickly replaced by D’Annunzio’s followers. 
The Italian National Council de cided that the legionnaires and the 
 children would share school buildings. Unsurprisingly, this, too, proved 
less than ideal. Teaching staff went into  great detail in their discussions 
at school council meetings about how intolerable the setup was: “The 
toilets, constructed for  children, are badly adapted for adult use causing 
daily floodings,” with the resulting smell proving “more than mon-
strous.”100 School corridors  were a mad house of foot traffic with the 
“continual shouting of  people with no regular [military] ser vice.”101 
Outside was  little better. Playgrounds and victory gardens  were overrun 
with bored soldiers “shooting their guns, even during hours of instruc-
tion.”102 The noise was not  rifle practice. Hungry legionnaires  were 
hunting what ever birds they could.103

No one was surprised at the end of the 1918–1919 school year when 
student outcomes proved beyond unsatisfactory. As explained at one 
school council meeting in January 1920, “Having reviewed the didactic 
programs [of the previous year] the teaching faculty revealed that cur-
rent school conditions had para lyzed all the initiatives of the teaching 
faculty,  whether concerning instruction or discipline.”104 Many  were con-
cerned about what it would mean for the prospects of Fiume’s youth if 
they failed to learn how to read, write, and calculate adequately to sur-
vive in the increasingly bureaucratized world of the twentieth  century. 
Equally worrisome was the issue of inculcating discipline in students.

 These worries  were both literal and meta phorical. In day- to- day 
terms, teachers immediately noticed a changing ethos within the stu-
dent body.  There  were some quite extreme cases, such as that of the 
18- year- old Arturo Colacevich, who yelled out to his teacher in the 
 middle of class, “ We’re sick of you!”105  After several warnings and many 
failing report cards, Colacevich and his ilk  were expelled to protect “the 
discipline and prestige of the school and its teachers.”106 The most 
common example of the discipline prob lem, however, was a general lack 
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of interest in education and disregard for state ordinances. Teachers ad-
mitted in their school council meetings that the majority of cases

of indiscipline most prob ably must be attributed to both the no-
madic life to which  children have grown accustomed during the 
too- long inauspicious years of war and armistice and to the  little 
effort parents have demonstrated in supervising and educating 
their  children, let alone instilling upon them the importance they 
should give to schooling.107

Blaming parents for  children’s lack of dedication is a time- honored 
practice, but as another school council report clarified, the times  really 
had trained  children (and their parents) to disregard education and 
civic order. Students avoided school  because of the “indulgence of the 
troops” stationed in the city: soldiers played with  children, gave them 
treats, paid them for menial tasks, and generally enjoyed occupying 
their time.  Children  were “distracted by the street which offered con-
tinuous entertainments,” and parents seemed uninterested in offsetting 
the trend, or powerless to do so.108  Because of “the large number of 
 children  under the age of 12 who had never even been registered in a 
school” and  because “many parents preferred for their  children to beg 
or even steal [instead of  going to school],” teachers felt school was no 
longer a priority for many Fiume families.109 Some teachers suggested 
increasing fines to families (and even their landlords) for allowing 
 children to run wild.110  Others thought it was a question of time spent 
in school, and pushed for Christmas holidays to be annulled so  children 
could catch up.111 But the most common option was to approach this 
as a question of civic culture that could be solved by re- creating the 
“solemnity experienced within the schools in the ‘ante bellum’ years.”112

 There is something peculiar about school officials and members of 
Fiume’s Italian National Council calling for a return to an antebellum 
educational culture— that is, the Habsburg system. Just as they  were 
pulling down Habsburg banners and hoisting up Italian flags and en-
forcing Italian- only language laws, they  were publicly hailing the fact 
that their school system could end the Habsburg model of multilingual 
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national “hy poc risy” and become “a  temple to Italianness.”113 The na-
tionalist strain in reworking the school system was put most bluntly 
by the Italian National Council’s propaganda office in January 1919, 
which stated,

For us it’s not enough that teaching abstains from putting forward 
conflicting po liti cal views: from  today on we want  every teacher to 
inculcate the most pure national sentiment within our  children. It is 
not enough for us to instill in our  children a  simple admiration for 
Italy. No! We want their hearts to feel how  great, magnanimous, and 
civil our Italy is, and how only Italy, and no other, is our Patria.114

For de cades, nationalists across Eu rope and beyond had identified the 
schoolroom as a key location for nationalizing heterogeneous, cross- 
class, ethnic, and linguistic populations. Italian nationalists in postwar 
Fiume repeated many of  these ideas: the school had “as its holy func-
tion to educate Italianly [italianamente] the minds and hearts of the 
growing generation”; once it reached the  children, Italian national pride 
could “penetrate into the  family of  every single student.”115 Consid-
ering  these goals, we would expect the government, the school council, 
and the teachers to begin to completely transform education from its 
antebellum approach. But that is not what happened.

On closer examination, it is apparent that what the government and 
teaching staff actually did in the schools was much more multivalent. 
Without a doubt, from the first moments of the 1919 school year  there 
was a changed curriculum. Before 1918, Fiume had two school tracks: 
the Hungarian- language imperial schools (higher- ranked schools at-
tended by  those hoping for government jobs and white- collar  futures, 
with language instruction in Hungarian and Italian) and the Fiume city 
schools, which  were Italian- language based but included mandatory 
Hungarian courses. By January 1919, Hungarian- language courses at 
the city schools had been canceled, and families of  children at the 
imperial schools  were informed that “only students whose  mother 
tongue was Hungarian, meaning that at home Hungarian is commonly 
spoken,” could continue taking their courses in Hungarian.116 “All 
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 others [students whose  mother tongue was not Hungarian— the ma-
jority of students enrolled] must attend courses given in Italian.”117 At 
the end of the 1918–1919 school year, the city government announced 
that all the imperial schools in the city would be closed, as they be-
lieved the German- language imperial schools in the former Habsburg 
regions currently occupied by the Italian military had been.118 Class-
rooms  were still filled with the same combination of “ children hailing 
from Italy, Germany, Austria, and students from the Hungarian schools,” 
not to mention the overwhelming majority in many of Fiume’s schools 
of mother- tongue Croatian and Slovene speakers.119 What was dif-
fer ent was that schools now offered only one language for upward mo-
bility: Italian.120

Transitioning education to Italian- language- only certainly fulfilled 
the expectations of Fiume’s most virulent Italian nationalists. But the 
management of this transition was more about reinstituting a Fiume- 

A Fiume teacher leading students waving Italian flags and cheering on a 
parade.
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specific civic culture and dealing with the discipline prob lem than about 
Italianizing the youth. In short, emphasis was not placed where nation-
alists in the Kingdom of Italy would have expected. The postwar cur-
riculum focused on infusing a sense of po liti cal order in which all lo-
cals, regardless of ethnicity or language, followed city rules (which 
might or might not conform to the norms of the Kingdom of Italy).

For example, in the switchover to the Italian- language- based system, 
Hungarian- trained teachers  were not fired en masse and replaced by 
teachers shipped in from Italy. Instead, Fiume teachers  were re- educated 
to teach in Italian. In the summers of 1919 and 1920, the Fiume gov-
ernment sent a handful of local teachers to Florence to attend a summer 
school in Italian language, lit er a ture, and culture.121 Supplementary 
courses  were also held in and around Fiume “for  those teachers who 
are not in complete possession of the language in which they need to 
teach.”122 In the summer of 1919, eighty- five Fiume teachers voluntarily 
signed up to participate in an intensive Italian course sponsored by the 
Italian occupying forces in Opatija (just a thirty- minute train  ride 
southwest from the Fiume city center).123 During the 1919–1920 school 
year, Fiume teachers who had been trained in Hungary  were required 
to take after- school Italian courses.  These courses  were not to be taught 
by teachers from mainland Italy. Instead the government specifically 
detailed how all instruction had to be provided by “(male and female) 
Fiumian teachers.”124 Fiume’s educational initiatives focused on re-
tooling for a new era of italianità (Italianness), but not to the extent of 
changing the ethnic or cultural makeup of its students or teachers.

The formula of keeping local teachers for local students was not just 
a pragmatic way of coping with the fact that the majority of the popu-
lation of Fiume did not speak Italian as their  mother tongue. It was 
also a curricular decision intended to resolve the discipline prob lem. 
As the Italian National Council explained in 1920 to missionaries who 
applied to open a medical dispensary, kindergarten, and  women’s school 
in Fiume, the plan would not get local government approval  unless it 
proved “completely Fiumian.”125 “Completely Fiumian” meant, first, 
that any staff hired by the humanitarian organ ization would need to 
be made up of locals, to protect “Fiumian interests.”126 But it also meant 
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that the schools had to share the city’s priorities— that is, they had to 
instill a “Fiumian” worldview, something the city government admitted 
that it “rightly guarded jealously.”127

This emphasis on protecting a sense of being Fiumian even amid the 
push for Italian- language training was not a postwar development: it 
had been the modus operandi of city educators for de cades. Fiume’s 
teachers wrote their own textbooks for courses in Italian, Hungarian, 
and geography (and got them approved by the Budapest- based Edu-
cation Ministries). Teachers did all this extra work in part to make 
money, but also out of a firm commitment to ensure that lesson plans 
 were connected to issues that “concern us directly,” and to avoid ma-
terials produced outside Fiume “that do not correspond at all to our 
needs.”128 Fiume educators and local elites  were so jealous of their right 
to determine what they would teach and how they would teach it that 
before the war, the entire corps of Fiume teachers voted against over-
seeing textbooks for Italian- language learning for Hungarian schools. 
Their reasoning is clear, if surprising: they did not want to oversee how 
Hungarians learned Italian  because they wanted “no inconsistencies in 
their deliberations”— that is, their intention not to use Budapest- 
produced scholastic materials.129 If they  were involved in determining 
what imperial schools would teach, what would stop Budapest officials 
from pushing imperial textbooks on their city classrooms? In essence, 
even before the war, Fiume teachers (and the many city administra-
tive units above them) preferred to give up a say in kingdom- wide cur-
ricular decisions to protect local curricular in de pen dence.

 After the war, the insistence on protecting and promoting a specifi-
cally Fiumian worldview continued— indeed, it increased. To under-
stand what this worldview amounted to, we can look at how princi-
pals, the school council, and individual teachers approached the 
teaching of geography. As reported in the minutes of the December 1918 
school council meeting, “The geography curriculum  will remain un-
changed[;] . . .  geography  will be taught on the basis of the old cur-
riculum with due reservations and modifications rendered necessary 
following the new conditions of the city.”130 Keeping the curriculum the 
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same while modifying content according to the changed postwar, post- 
Habsburg, Italian nationalist Fiume po liti cal climate might seem con-
tradictory, but Fiume educators had worked out how every thing could 
change while still staying the same, even in their (seemingly imminent) 
Italian nation- state  future.

In the de cades before the war, Fiume teachers had developed a de-
tailed step- by- step geography program to respond to the pro cesses of 
expanding imperial states and newly forming national ones (especially 
in the Balkans). In fact, two dif fer ent Fiume schoolteachers produced 
new geography textbooks that reflected both city initiatives to fore-
ground Fiume’s special status and the changes caused by the po liti cal 
reor ga ni za tion of the lands of Austria- Hungary with Ausgleich (du-
alism), the dismemberment of Ottoman holdings in the wake of the 
many Balkan Wars, and the voracious expansion of Eu ro pean imperial 
states in the eastern and southern Mediterranean.131

The Fiume geography curriculum worked on the princi ple of big to 
small. Before even looking at cities, regions, or states, for three hours a 
week 7-  and 8- year- olds learned the concepts of “Horizon. Form of the 
Earth. Means of orientation on a globe and a map. The Earth’s move-
ments. Astronomical zones and seasons. Earth’s constituent parts. Hori-
zontal and vertical morphology. Rivers and lakes. Man.”132 From earth 
forms, focus shifted to “The geographic division of Hungary— Rivers 
of Hungary. The  Great [Hungarian] Plain. The  Little [Hungarian] 
Plain.  Simple cartographic sketches.”133 In the next lessons, students 
 were pushed to imagine their own maritime and Balkan regional world: 
“The plateau southeast of the Drava and Sava [Rivers]; the [Adriatic] 
littoral.”134 From the region, lessons then widened again to consider Eu-
rope and beyond, emphasizing “The physical geography of Eu rope. 
Austria, the Balkan peninsula, the Italian peninsula, the Iberian pen-
insula, France, Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, Holland, the British ar-
chipelago, Scandinavia, Rus sia. The physical and po liti cal geography 
of Asia.”135

The tone of  these lessons was not universalist. As one Budapest- based 
geography professor explained in his 1913 evaluation of Fiume- produced 
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geography textbooks, the emphasis was on providing “the Italian[- 
speaking] student with a clear vision of  those lands, to which his own 
autonomous city [that is, Fiume] plays an integral part in public law.”136 
In essence, geography classes before World War I gave a telescopic vi-
sion of Earth, humankind, the Hungarian Kingdom, the Balkans, the 
Adriatic, Eu rope, and beyond from the starting point of how the Fiume 
city- state fit into  these bigger pictures. And up  until war was declared, 
 every school put in regular requests for new “topographic maps in large 
format of Fiume,” “pictures representing the city of Budapest,” “geo-
graphic maps representing Eu rope, the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, 
and Hungary,” and that is about it.137 Lists of school holdings  after the 
war made no mention of maps of the southern hemi sphere, the Amer-
i cas, or Asia. Students only saw maps of Fiume, the Hungarian Kingdom, 
the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, and Eu rope (in that order of fre-
quency). To supplement class work, teachers or ga nized field trips, 
taking students on a mountain trip  every year to the source of the Fiu-
mara River, which emptied into the Adriatic on the eastern border of 
the city center.138 Older students took class trips to the centers of power 
and culture most intertwined with Fiume’s po liti cal economy; girls’ high 
schools received city subsidies to take students to Venice; boys’ high 
schools received funds to visit Budapest.139 Geography lessons in prewar 
Fiume  were Fiume centered, reverberating out to the regions, metropoles, 
and states that the corpus separatum was linked to po liti cally, eco nom-
ically, and culturally.

Teachers could fulfill the December 1918 school council’s directives 
to keep “the geography curriculum . . .  unchanged . . .  with due reser-
vations and modifications rendered necessary following the new con-
ditions of the city”  because geography lessons had always been cen-
tered on Fiume itself.140 The core of this curriculum could be kept, even 
increased, while making substitutions  here and  there to deal with the 
dissolution of Austria- Hungary. How did this work? The “Didactic Cur-
riculum” reversed the order of the lessons. Instead of starting with 
space, Earth, Earth’s component parts, or Earth’s horizon, students 
would learn geographic fundamentals by starting from the most local 
of local spaces. As one teacher outlined, the first geography lessons 
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would now start from the home, with  children schooled to think geo-
graph i cally according to  these categories:

Geography
The child within the  family. Love and responsibility  towards par-
tic u lar members of the  family. The  family as a small society. The 
school society considered as a bigger society. Responsibilities 
 towards the teacher and fellow students. Many families together 
form a bigger society called a comune [municipality]. Idea of a vil-
lage, town, and city. Civic representatives and the mayor. Place of 
residency and place of birth. Patria = responsibilities to it.141

Instead of learning how to read a map by finding an earthly orienta-
tion as they had before the war, students  were now invited to walk their 
neighborhoods, read a map of the city, and give directions. Students 
would also be taught the names “of the city’s most impor tant buildings 
and squares” and would be taught the basic physical geographic con-
cepts of terms such as “hills, mountains, plains, woods, fields, meadows, 
vineyards,” and so on.142  After the first year, geography was what you 
could learn about Fiume and through Fiume. Beyond that? The school 
council was very clear: “Instead of the geography of Hungary, the geog-
raphy of the Adriatic Lands should be introduced.”143

In essence, students  were still being taught to think outward from 
Fiume, but with the Fiume core taking center stage and the rest of the 
world approached ever more gradually.  After students learned about 
Fiume, the next level in the geography curriculum (replacing the Hun-
garian Kingdom) focused on the “Adriatic Lands” like this:

The Istrian peninsula. Orography and Hydrography. The major 
cities and towns. Population; agriculture, industry and commerce.

The Croatian Littoral.
Dalmatia. Fishery, cities, islands. Agriculture, industry, 

commerce.
Italy. Natu ral and po liti cal borders. Seas, gulfs, straits, principal 

canals. Lakes and major rivers of Italy. The Alpine and Apennine 
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mountain ranges with their highest points. Plains. Regions and 
principal cities. Agriculture, industry, commerce, communications. 
Government and administrative divisions.144

Gone  were the lessons on the  Great Hungarian Plain and the  Little 
Hungarian Plain and  those on the southeast Balkan regions of the Drava 
and Sava River basins. Instead Fiume was described as the center of 
an Adriatic regional world (including Istria, coastal Croatia, Dalmatia) 
linked naturally to the Kingdom of Italy’s mountains, rivers, plains, and 
cities. Only  after absorbing that information would students tackle 
Earth’s movements, space, and Eu rope.145 In a geographic sense, as an-
other school council meeting emphasized, the initial geography classes 
could remain “on the  whole unaltered  because they treat the luogo natio 
[birth place],” but with the recommendation that “when discussing the 
city constitution of Fiume, the teacher should mention the new state of 
 things and the functions of the Italian National Council.”146  After stu-
dents learned about the geological formations, economies, and popu-
lations of the region, it was “opportune to teach the geography of Italy 
and its new borders in place of that of the ex- Monarchy.”147 Local 
knowledge outweighed all; the city government trumped the Kingdom 
of Italy. Far from teaching  children “to feel how  great, magnanimous, 
and civil our Italy is, and how only Italy, and no other, is our Patria,” 
as the propaganda office had proclaimed, schools taught Fiumians that, 
though circumstances had changed, Fiume remained the real “Patria,” 
one that could be incorporated into the Italian Kingdom much as it had 
been into the Hungarian Kingdom.148

Imperial Fiumian Italianization

On April 3, 1919, cars transported a host of Fiume politicians, a mili-
tary escort, and Lady Anna Maria Grazioli— the wife of the Italian gen-
eral then overseeing the Inter- Allied command in Fiume—to Plasse, a 
village on the northern outskirts of the city- state. Though just a thirty- 
minute walk up the steep, winding road northwest from the city center, 
Plasse was to Fiume what any low- income agricultural village would 
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be to the big, industrializing metropole it fed with manpower and food-
stuffs: rustic, dotted with factories, with residents who lived both par-
allel to city life and connected to it. Lady Grazioli and com pany made 
the trip in order to be thanked by Plasse’s girls’ elementary school for 
the supplies of food, shoes, books, and clothes donated by the Italian 
city Genoa.149 Having participated in many such cele brations at Fi-
ume’s other schools and hospitals over the previous weeks, Lady 
Grazioli knew the drill. The cele bration played out like the rest, with 
the school bedecked with flowers, Italian flags, pictures of the king of 
Italy, and tricolor ribbons.  Children presented bouquets to Lady Grazioli 
as if she  were the Italian queen Elena herself.

 After mementos had been given to Lady Grazioli,  children from the 
school recited Italian nationalist poems and sang Italian soldiers’ songs 
about risking their lives for their beloved Italian flag. The school’s 

The Plasse girls’ school event was much larger than this nuns’ school’s festivi-
ties given to honor D’Annunzio. The trappings, however,  were the same: flowers, 
gifts, and  children displaying gratitude and enthusiasm for Italy.
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principal, 53- year- old Fiume native Maria Voncina, gave a formal 
speech hailing every thing Italian and emphasizing how much they ap-
preciated (and still needed) help from the Italian motherland.  There 
 were more songs, some emotionally manipulative speeches from the 
school’s oldest and youn gest prized pupils, more flowers, and  after 
two hours or so Lady Grazioli’s motorcade drove back down to the city 
center. To Lady Grazioli  these ceremonies must have meshed perfectly 
with what Fiume’s fervent Italian nationalist enterprise intended, dem-
onstrating that  every Fiumian, young and old, wanted nothing  else 
but to profess their Italianness. And, of course, the school cele bration 
unfolded precisely as our histories of postwar Fiume have led us to 
imagine. Postwar Fiume was a center for nationalist activism, predict-
able in its methods and its message. It was textbook: when the empires 
of Eu rope fell away at the end of the war, communities rich and poor, 
central and peripheral, pushed away their imperial pasts and cele-
brated nationalism as the vital organ izing princi ple for constructing 
and surviving the  future. The Plasse girls’ school cele bration was just 
one of hundreds of thousands of similar events happening throughout 
Eu rope  toward that effect.

As she told colleagues at the next school council meeting four days 
 later, Principal Voncina took pride in the event she had orchestrated, 
especially  because she had pulled it off in a very poor district, where 
the majority of the student body spoke Croatian or Slovene as their 
 mother tongue, still learning the Italian they recited in the cele bration. 
The Fiume notables pre sent praised Voncina, and in her report to the 
school council she agreed with principals from the other Fiume schools 
that Lady Grazioli “appeared deeply moved with demonstrations of af-
fection for our Patria and flattered by the welcome shown to her.”150 
Eleven days  after the event, however, Voncina had to report something 
very dif fer ent. Apparently two city government representatives, who 
 were extreme Italian nationalists, had questioned Voncina’s teachers in-
dividually, trying “to extort a written document declaring that [Von-
cina] prohibited students from singing patriotic songs” and weakened 
the patriotism of the event.151 Some teachers eagerly provided  these 
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documents, while  others refused. Amid the tension, parents of two stu-
dents de cided it was best to take their  children out of the school 
altogether.

Voncina contextualized this surprising turn of events by admitting 
she had “strongly recommended teachers avoid  those songs that sow 
hatred in the hearts of  those who should only be open to kind feel-
ings.”152 Though it is unclear which songs Voncina meant,  there  were 
many Italian nationalist tunes that could have upset the students and 
their families. The canon of Italian nationalist songs at the time included 
quite a few choruses like, “All of us, all of us  will die before we become 
Slav!” or “Our civilization has never been Croat. No! No! It’s true.”153 
Perhaps Voncina also de cided Italian war songs rallying soldiers to kill 
 every last Habsburg soldier  were inappropriate, as most of the pupils’ 
 fathers had been drafted to fight (and perhaps die) in ser vice to the 
Habsburg armies. Whichever songs  were censored, Voncina explained 
that it was not through a lack of patriotism or an effort to thwart Fi-
ume’s annexation bid. She insisted that throughout her twenty years 
of teaching she had worked to “diffuse [her] maternal language [Italian] 
in this zone.”154 Her words  were not empty rhe toric, for even before 
the war,  under the Hungarian administration, she had coupled her 
supply  orders for “maps of Eu rope, the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, 
and Hungary” with book requests for the Italian nationalist texts 
penned by authors including Giovanni Pascoli and Giosuè Carducci.155 
Voncina was a long- standing Italian nationalist, but for her, patriotism 
and Italian nationalism did not mean provoking hatred.

This was not the first time Voncina had had to defend herself and 
her methods. Months before, in January 1919, Fiume’s propaganda of-
fice had demanded she be fired, though it admitted that she had not 
performed any po liti cal actions or expressed any opinions against gov-
ernment dictates and that she instilled “admiration for Italy” in her 
school.156 Nonetheless, the propaganda office wanted a teacher with a 
“more pure national sentiment.”157 The propaganda office’s demands 
 were pushed aside, however, and Voncina retained her position.  After 
the Lady Grazioli cele bration, the propaganda office’s urgings  were 
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again ignored; the nationalist press in Fiume described Voncina’s cele-
bration as a success, and she kept her job well beyond D’Annunzio’s 
time in Fiume.

This chapter began and ends with stories of near firings  because of 
nationalist politics, just two of hundreds such files that exist in the ar-
chives of the 1918–1921 Fiume Crisis. Together they help show the 
complexities of postwar Italian nationalism in a city where over half 
the population did not speak Italian as its  mother tongue. The reason 
this period did not explode into continuous moments of internal strife 
and communal vio lence was not that Fiume was immune to or unin-
volved in campaigns for Italianization. As we have seen, in the imme-
diate postwar period a large proportion of the local populace actively 
worked to remake the multilingual, multiethnic port city into an Italian 
urban community. Multilingual signs, the Habsburg emblems, Hun-
garian flags, the maps of central Eu rope, and Hungarian- language 
spelling drills  were all gone, replaced by an Italian- only official lin-
guistic culture, with Italian flags, Italian maps, Italian monuments, 
Italian street names, and Italian commemorations. Fiume underwent a 
self- propelled Italianization campaign that was supported by military 
and civilian efforts in the Kingdom of Italy, but was not forced on the 
city by outsiders.

Italianization was definitely the postwar Fiume proj ect. However, na-
tionalization, as the term is commonly understood, was not. Unlike in 
the territories newly occupied by the Italian armed forces to the west 
and north of Fiume (Tyrol, Trieste, and Istria, among  others), in Fiume, 
pertinents not of Italian heritage or not native Italian speakers  were 
not pushed out of the civic order,  unless they obstinately refused to play 
along with the Italianization proj ect. They kept their jobs: some received 
translators to bridge the language gap;  others, including schoolteachers, 
received the necessary training to function in an Italianized civic cul-
ture, to be “in complete possession of the language in which they need 
to teach.”158 The student body remained diverse, a mix of Italian, Cro-
atian, Hungarian, Slovene, German, Romanian, and Czech speakers; 
the difference was that while before the war they had to excel in both 
their Italian and Hungarian classes, now only Italian mattered. Some 
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families shed markers of a non- Italian ethnic heritage through name 
changes, but the absolute majority kept their  family names regardless 
(or  because) of the national cultures with which they  were associ-
ated.159 It was a po liti cal era of Italianization, and  those who resisted 
 these initiatives suffered the consequences, including fines, firings, 
and, in extreme cases, expulsion from the city- state. This pressure was 
undoubtedly felt and resented. A new wave of insecurity touched the 
lives of all, since jobs could be lost  because of Italianization missteps. 
Students might be subjected to some pretty odious teachings that could 
lead their parents to take them out of school. None of this was ideal, 
and many prob ably yearned for prewar times or hoped for the day when 
Italianization was replaced with Yugo slavization. But Italianization 
 stopped short of what it  later became: one was at risk if one was not 
amendable to making Fiume look and feel Italian, but no one was re-
quired to actually be Italian.

So what is the difference between this Fiumian Italianization and 
what we call nationalization? In the Voncina case, it was the difference 
between how the Plasse school cele bration performed nation  under her 
direction and the way the propaganda office wanted the ceremony to 
go. Put simply, Fiumians did not opt to transform their laws, lives, les-
sons, or selves into what was expected or required of a citizen of the 
Kingdom of Italy. They willingly (sometimes illegally) decorated their 
landscapes with Italian “flags, flags, flags,” but most showed no incli-
nation to reject their multiethnic backgrounds.160 Language laws, 
flag initiatives, name- change laws, and lesson plans all pushed for the 
same  thing: Fiume should look and feel Italian, but Fiume and Fium-
ians could and did choose what was and was not Italian.  Future gen-
erations  were not schooled to think of the world Italo- centrically. 
Italy was put into Fiume’s curriculum by keeping Fiume central and 
changing what surrounded it, replacing the Habsburg Empire with 
Italy. And  people who tried to push for a complete recasting of Fiume 
as Italian- only  were on the  whole ignored. This was both state policy 
and an open secret.

The difference  here goes to the heart of the question of how non- 
Italian Fiume could coexist with the nationalist agendas of the more 
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extreme ele ments of the Italian National Council and D’Annunzio’s re-
gime. The provisional government Italianized the Fiume- centric impe-
rial structures they already had, rather than extending them into new 
nation- state policies of national integration. Maria Voncina closed her 
letter defending her methods of diffusing an Italian patriotism by saying 
that she needed “calm and serenity to continue the complicated work” 
of leading her peripheral, ethnically mixed, low- income girls’ school as 
she had done for the last fourteen years. On the  whole, it appears most 
Fiumians (though not all) shared Voncina’s goals and priorities: to con-
tinue what they had been  doing, but this time “Italianly” instead of 
“Habsburgly.” Rather than a story of leaving imperialism through na-
tionalization, their history was one of transitioning to a new form of 
locally centered imperialism, with Italy standing in for the Habsburgs.



 Conclusion

When Empire Dis appears

When Gabriele D’Annunzio’s Christmas of Blood petered out on New 
Year’s Eve 1920, it seemed like Maria Voncina’s lesson plans infusing 
Italian nationalism with mutual re spect and ethnic sensitivity  were just 
what Fiumians needed for the  future that awaited them. In January 1921, 
D’Annunzio and most of his legionnaires left Fiume; the city was de-
clared a  Free State  under League of Nations and Italian protection; Fi-
ume’s border with the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was set 
at the Fiumara River, dividing Fiume from Sušak; and elections to 
transform the city’s provisional government into its permanent one  were 
scheduled. Po liti cal parties vied for power, working hard (and often il-
licitly) to round up votes. In April 1921, Fiume’s first president was the 
man who had been elected Fiume’s mayor in 1914— Riccardo Zanella.1 
As he had in 1914, Zanella ran on a platform of Italian nationalism, 
Fiume exceptionalism, and locals above all  else, just the kind of  thing 
Voncina and other Fiume educators had been teaching their students 
all along. But without the broad infrastructures and investments of a 
metropole to back the city’s trade, Fiume’s economic woes continued, 
currency remained unstable, and unemployment grew, along with worry 
and dissatisfaction.2 The former boom town continued to strug gle, while 
across its western border Benito Mussolini “marched” on Rome and the 
Kingdom of Italy became increasingly fascinated with the promises of 
authoritarianism. A year and a half  after D’Annunzio left Fiume, a Fas-
cist putsch (engineered by a co ali tion of ex- legionnaires and Fiume 
locals) ousted Zanella and declared the city’s virtual annexation to Italy 
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along very dif fer ent lines from  those of 1918–1921. Now the Italian mad-
repatria that Fiumians joined was Fascist, and the teachings of someone 
like Voncina lost out to the stances of  people like the propaganda office 
employees who had tried to have her fired just a few years  earlier.

Mussolini’s official annexation of the city to Italy in 1924 instigated 
a remaking of Fiume along textbook nationalist, Italian centralist lines. 
Gone  were programs aimed at making Fiume look and feel Italian while 
keeping it functioning much as it had before the war. The pragmatic 
exceptionalisms Fiumians had hoped would give them a leg up once 
they  were reabsorbed into a big state never came to pass. Crown- lire 
exchange rates never arrived at the 1 to 1 every one had hoped for; by 
1924 the now meek and exhausted Fiumians gratefully accepted the 2.5- 
to-1 rate Italy offered. Laws  were no longer a mash-up of Hungarian 
priors, Italian additions, and Fiume- only innovations: now the laws en-

 People cross a temporary bridge connecting Fiume to Sušak, installed immedi-
ately  after the Christmas of Blood. Life went on  after January 1921, but unfortu-
nately for most, it kept getting harder  every year.



 Conclusion 227

forced from Palermo to Venice  were instated en masse in Fiume, re-
gardless of community wishes.  Women lost the vote, divorce became 
illegal, and tax codes benefited Rome, not Fiume’s regional trade. Per-
tinency dis appeared from the citizenship rolls: with the 1924 annexa-
tion, Fiume pertinents had to opt for Italian, Serb- Croat- Slovene, or 
some other citizenship, with nothing in between except statelessness. 
Fiume pertinents who chose not to become Italian lost the right to state 
employment.  Under  these conditions, many Croatian-  and Slovene- 
speaking Fiumians moved across the river to Sušak, where their ethnic 
identification bolstered their rights instead of impeding them. Name 
changes  were no longer voluntary— there  were specific Fascist proto-
cols about how they  were enacted. Fiume’s textbooks and geography 
lessons  were replaced by the national curriculum.  Under Mussolini, 
Habsburg Fiume was decisively annulled in a way it had not been at 
any of its  earlier crisis points— not the dissolution of Austria- Hungary, 
the arrival of Inter- Allied troops, Woodrow Wilson’s diplomatic pro-
nouncements, the takeover of the Italian National Council, the arrival 
of D’Annunzio and his followers, the Christmas of Blood, or the inter-
national recognition of the  Free State of Fiume. Though the majority 
of locals remained, the contours of their world now reflected the de-
sires of their new empire in formation, the Fascist one, and not the old 
one, the Habsburg one, whose legacy had lived on for so long.

Does it  matter that this transformation came about six years  after 
the date our history books have taught us to expect? Does it  matter 
that extreme nationalism and Fascism did not overwhelm Fiume when 
armistices  were signed or when D’Annunzio came driving in? I spent 
most of the last de cade in the researching and writing of this book 
 because I believe the answer is yes. It  matters both for a better under-
standing of why  things happened the way they did and  because it can 
keep us from making easy assumptions that can lead to some pretty 
terrifying conclusions.

First, learning how Fiumians navigated currency conversions, ma-
neuvered through hodge- podge  legal systems, and manipulated citi-
zenship regimes while orienting their  children to see the world as a 
Fiume- centric enterprise with Italy filling the role once inhabited by the 
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Habsburgs lets us see the incredible activism— both inside and outside 
state bureaucracies—of locals working to remake their worlds  after 
their empire dis appeared. The histories of post- imperial successor states 
 were dif fer ent from  those of the victor states. In Italy, France, and  Great 
Britain, officials hoping for order in the face of strikes and workers’ 
movements tinkered with existing systems to provide new welfare ini-
tiatives, suffrage, and pay increases to satiate veterans and an exhausted 
home front. But the defeated living amid the “embers of empire” had 
the same prob lems as victor states, just with less money, fewer resources, 
and no government in place.3 The practicalities of surviving the chaos 
of dissolution induced many to retain imperial practices as best they 
could in order to chart the twentieth- century unknown that awaited 
them. Nation might have been on every one’s lips in 1918, but in how 
their worlds  were remade, locals living in the defeated states allowed 
(or chose, or preferred) for empire’s structures to live on.

Second, turning a blind eye to  these stories gives the impression that 
the relative ease with which D’Annunzio and his legionnaires came to 
Fiume was a testament  either to the universality of Italian nationalist 
commitment or to a charisma so power ful that it let D’Annunzio brain-
wash a  whole town into serving his  will. Neither is true. When we un-
derstand the initiatives Fiumians took to survive dissolution, we can 
see how a city so ethnically and linguistically varied managed to weather 
the D’Annunzian fanfare without too much vio lence. The methods em-
ployed by Fiumians to instill order and continuity allowed D’Annunzio 
to make his nest in the town without the bloodshed, burnings, or mass 
rapes perpetrated by the paramilitary groups that occupied civilian 
communities in Poland, Estonia, Ukraine, and elsewhere. In essence, 
Fiume’s methods to survive its empire’s demise created the space for 
the stories that have papered over  those strug gles. Reexamining the 
former lets the how and why of the latter be seen in the world in 
which they played out, no longer obscured by the fantastical aura 
they have enjoyed thus far or the teleology of what came  later. It lets 
us see that nationalism was a power ful po liti cal ideology in post- WWI 
Eu rope, but that  there  were other  things  going on that directly sub-
verted nationalist teachings and blossomed  under cover of its em-
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blems. When we study the power of charisma, pop u lism, postwar para-
militarism, and proto- fascism by looking at the Fiume case, we must 
be very careful not to forget the older structures that Fiumians— 
officials and non- officials alike— used to contain vio lence and recap-
ture prewar prosperity.

This scramble to create a state out of the structures of empire did 
not just shape Eu rope’s smallest successor state, Fiume—it character-
ized all the postwar successor states. If  little Fiume had prob lems sta-
bilizing, nationalizing, and controlling its currency, imagine what be-
fell the populations living in newly forming Poland, which had its three 
prewar currencies (German, Rus sian, and Habsburg) still circulating 
along with the newly stamped currencies and forgeries that came  after 
1919. If Fiumians took advantage of the opportunity to pick and choose 
which laws to follow, which to dump, and which to add between the 
prewar Hungarian order and the new Italian one they assumed would 
be theirs, imagine the opportunities and risks in newly forming Czecho-
slo va kia, which had two dif fer ent prewar  legal systems (the Austrian 
and the Hungarian) to choose between, plus all the enticements of 
starting from scratch. If in Fiume the city was inhabited mostly by 
 people who did not have pertinency, what must have befallen the pop-
ulation of postwar Vienna— the capital of the empire— where immi-
grants had poured in for de cades looking for work? In fact, pertinency 
was ripe for manipulation across post- Habsburg Eu rope, where  those 
seen as undesirable  were denied employment, welfare, or the right to 
remain if they could not provide appropriate documentation of their 
prior imperial status. Jews in Poland, Germans in Czecho slo va kia, Slo-
venes in Italy, Romanians in Austria, Serbs in Hungary, and the poor, 
unemployed, or newly arrived everywhere found themselves in danger 
of being cast out of their homes and denied state ser vices  because of 
the reinterpretation of imperial norms. And fi nally, if the Fiume school 
council felt it had to recast lesson plans to bridge the old world with 
what the world could or should be, imagine how much more deeply 
entrenched and contradictory the legacies of empire must have been 
in the lesson plans of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, where 
curriculum needed to be created for lands as diverse as post- Ottoman 
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Skopje, post- Hungarian Novi Sad, post- Serbian Belgrade, post- 
Bosnian / Habsburg Sarajevo, post- Austrian Dubrovnik, and post- 
Croatian / Hungarian Zagreb. What Fiumians did to cobble together the 
old and the new was echoed throughout post- imperial Eu rope, with 
greater or lesser success.  These pro cesses are impor tant  because they 
structured how life would be led, the expectations locals had, and how 
violently the aftereffects of the “national question” would play out. And 
not only are they impor tant, they must be reintegrated into the interwar 
histories in a way that, on the  whole, they have not yet been.4

Reanchoring history in this transition period from empire is impor-
tant not just  because it lets us understand better what was  going on in 
the immediate aftermath of World War I. It is vital  because the conse-
quences of this transition period did not end in in the mid-1920s when 
most of Eu rope’s successor states solidified their nation- state structures. 
The legacies of empire did not end with the formation of the nation- 
states, they just dis appeared from the story, subsumed within the 
broader narrative progression from World War I to extreme nationalism 
to fascism to World War II to the Holocaust.

One way to see the costs of overlooking this history is through the 
lens of the scandal surrounding Giovanni Palatucci, the so- called Italian 
Schindler. Almost immediately  after World War II, Palatucci was hailed 
a hero of the Holocaust by the Israeli state and  later honored as a “Righ-
teous among Nations.” He was commemorated for using his position 
as a Fiume police officer to shield Jews from a racialist, bureaucratized 
anti- Semitic world. He was celebrated for falsifying documents and 
organ izing private ships to help Jews fleeing eastern Eu rope to enter 
Italy or Palestine, for destroying police files identifying Jews living in 
Fiume, and for arranging safe havens in Switzerland or Italian deten-
tion centers far from the concentration camps where Fiume Jews would 
have met their deaths. Slowly but surely throughout the 1960s, 1970s, 
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, the entire world jumped on the honoring- 
Palatucci bandwagon: Pope John Paul II named him a twentieth- 
century martyr; the Italian government awarded him a posthumous 
Gold Medal for Civic Merit; and even New York City’s Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg designated May 18 as Giovanni Palatucci Courage to Care 
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Day. All of this global attention was mostly fed by reports that he had 
died in 1945 in the Dachau concentration camp  because he had used 
his position in Fiume’s police commissariat to save over five thousand 
Jews. The idea that a policeman and devout Catholic would risk every-
thing to save Jews in a time of almost universal anti- Semitism was 
something many wished not only to honor but also to use as a lesson. 
The Washington, DC, Holocaust Museum created a special exhibit 
showcasing Palatucci. The New Jersey public school system approved 
a state curriculum that focused almost entirely on him, emphasizing 
that he embodied Italians’ unwillingness to execute Adolf Hitler’s de-
mands to eradicate the Jews of Eu rope. In classrooms across the United 
States’ eastern seaboard, schoolchildren  were taught to think of Pal-
atucci’s role in the Holocaust as a “ little recognized but remarkable as-
pect of this history that actually leaves the researcher with some sense 
of cautious optimism.”5

In 2013, cautious optimism turned into shame when first Italy’s 
Corriere della sera and then the New York Times published front- page 
articles recharacterizing Palatucci, the Italian Schindler, as a Nazi col-
laborator.6  These articles— and  others worldwide— reported that his-
torians from Italy and the United States had been investigating allega-
tions that Palatucci’s acts of bravery  were a fraud perpetrated by 
 family members in the immediate post- WWII period in order to receive 
a subsidy from the Italian government.7 Local historians pointed out 
that  there was no way five thousand Jews could have been rescued in 
Fiume  because in the 1940s only circa five hundred  were still  housed 
 there, and of  those a higher percentage  were sent to die in Auschwitz 
than anywhere  else in Mussolini’s Italy.8 Reports that Palatucci had de-
stroyed documents to protect Jews from Nazi roundups  were similarly 
debunked, as the documentation designed to monitor and eventually 
round up  those Jews  were still in the local archives, along with notes 
showing that Palatucci himself had helped produce them. Perhaps the 
most distressing part was the paper trail showing that it was Palatucci’s 
Fascist superiors (and not him) who or ga nized ships to transport 
fleeing eastern Eu ro pean Jews to Palestine— not to save them, but to 
limit the number arriving in Italy while also creating moneymaking 
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opportunities for Fiume’s shipping agents. The head of New York Uni-
versity’s Primo Levi Center summarized the utter wrongness of cele-
brating Palatucci as a “Righ teous among Nations,” asserting that research 
produced by a dozen scholars reviewing nearly seven hundred docu-
ments made it clear that Palatucci was “a willing executor of the racial 
legislation and— after taking the oath to Mussolini’s Social Republic, 
collaborated with the Nazis.”9

In light of  these revelations, agencies in the United States quickly and 
quietly wiped Palatucci off their list of Holocaust heroes (though in 
Israel and Italy many still claim his righ teousness): the Holocaust 
Museum in Washington, DC, removed him from its galleries; the Anti- 
Defamation League rechristened the award given out in his name; 
New York City canceled Giovanni Palatucci Courage to Care Day; and 
New Jersey schools  stopped having their students hold mock  trials based 
on Palatucci’s unjust murder for his heroic acts.

How could such a colossal mix-up have happened? How could a Fas-
cist police officer and collaborator whose work was essential for the 
killing of Fiume’s Jews have been transformed into a Holocaust hero? 
In part, the answer lies with  those who desperately wanted to believe 
in the kind of hero Palatucci represented: Catholics, Italians, Italian- 
Americans, law- and- order representatives, and the fledgling state of Is-
rael (which was  eager for Eu ro pean Union allies) pushed the Palatucci 
narrative, unaware that it was untrue, but uninterested in confirming 
its veracity  because of the needs it fulfilled. But the other reason the 
story went unquestioned was that Palatucci died in Dachau. Why would 
a Fascist Italian functionary wear the striped uniform of the despised 
if he had not tried to save Jews? The well- documented police  orders 
and court rulings damning Palatucci to death  were not consulted, 
 because a concentration camp death could only equal Holocaust 
tragedy, or, when a gentile was involved, Holocaust heroism.

 Here is where we see how cutting out the transition period of Eu-
rope’s post- WWI experiences proves dangerous, for Palatucci was not 
sent to Dachau  because of the histories we know, the ones that torment 
our consciences. Instead, his arrest, torture, and deportation to Ger-
many are tied to the long shadows cast by Fiume’s post- imperial past: 
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he died in Dachau for offering information to  enemy British agents in 
exchange for promises that Fiume would be made in de pen dent once 
more. Born in a small southern Italian town over five hundred miles 
from Fiume and only 10 years old when D’Annunzio made his trium-
phant entry, Palatucci seems an unlikely martyr for a sovereign Fiume. 
But he lived in Fiume for seven years, formed friendships with former 
members of Fiume’s Italian National Council, and spent his time— 
drinking coffee, playing billiards, swimming in the Adriatic, walking 
the city’s promenade— with  people who had lived Fiume’s prosperous 
Habsburg past and its strapped post- Habsburg  future. He occupied a 
world in which the legend of the city’s corpus separatum status and its 
resultant wealth held sway. He also lived in its pre sent, where without 
its autonomy, without a metropole promoting its infrastructures and 
pumping it with capital, and in the throes of Mussolini’s failed war, 
Fiume wilted into provincial impoverishment. It is unlikely that any of 
 these influences pushed Palatucci to risk his life, but living  there, he 
knew of “the other path” its locals had trodden before and  after 1918 
and had not forgotten. Historians agree it was Palatucci’s Italian na-
tionalism, combined with a fear of Josip Broz Tito’s Yugo slav partisans, 
that led him to collude with the British against Fiume’s Nazi occupiers. 
His time in Fiume had convinced him that Fiume’s Italianness could 
only be saved from German undoing or Yugo slav absorption by reani-
mating the immediate postwar world.

The commemoration of a Fascist functionary as a Holocaust hero is 
not just sickening; it is a cautionary tale reminding us not to look at 
the interwar period as a seamless march from World War I to nation-
alism to fascism to World War II to genocide. Other  factors, seemingly 
anachronistic, also held sway. D’Annunzio’s Fiume adventure was as 
much the result of charismatic nationalism as it was the by- product of 
the enduring structures of Habsburg imperialism. Palatucci’s death in 
Dachau was prompted by firm beliefs in the importance of Italian na-
tionalism, but also by an older, peculiarly Fiumian, Habsburg Italian 
nationalist version of it. Emphasizing the importance of the chaos that 
dominated the economic,  legal, social, po liti cal, and cultural experience 
of successor- state Eu ro pe ans  after World War I  will help us rebel against 
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the easy, linear narratives that have led to the flawed histories we have 
trusted too long, the histories that have made fascism and its vio lence 
seem the inevitable consequences of the energies set loose in 1918. 
Nothing was inevitable; every thing was the construct of time, place, and 
choices. Understanding that an era did not end in 1914, 1918, or even 
1938 broadens our understanding of why so many Eu ro pe ans partici-
pated the way they did in the tense de cades of the 1920s, 1930s, and 
1940s. Untangling past imperial norms shows us how and why an im-
perialist nationalist like D’Annunzio could take the spotlight in multi-
ethnic Fiume. But in a broader sense, foregrounding the post- imperial 
reminds us why nation- states in the mid- twentieth  century  were fraught 
enterprises whose inherent contradictions (not just in ideals but also 
in lived experiences) triggered so many of the frustrations that led to 
much of the world we know.
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