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Walter Arbib, Committed to Never Forgetting!
This brief article is meant to serve as a “History and Contemporary Account” for you readers and a number
of us Guards of the Royal Tombs at the Pantheon. I have just returned from a few days spent in Israel with
the well-known Guard Franco Perlasca and his wife.
The trip, which lasted for about a week, was sponsored in full by Walter Arbib, (also a Royal Guard), with
significant assistance from his brother Jack, who handled the logistics.
Our visit to Israel had two important goals: to celebrate the 70th birthday of Walter Arbib, who every ten
years holds his birthday party somewhere in the world, inviting a host of important international guests,
while the second goal was to commemorate the Italian hero Giorgio Perlasca.

Walter Arbib at his birthday party, with his wife Edie, his daughter Dana, his daughter-in-law Shelly and his son Stephen

The many important figures present included the friend and renowned producer of musicals and plays,
David Zard (Notre Dame de Paris, Dracula etc…), who had me as his guest in his lovely home near Tel
Aviv.

Another exceptional guest was a high-ranking participant in the Libyan Freedom and Democracy Campaign,
an important Libyan citizen who sat at the same table as I did during the festivities. Having played a major
role in recent events in North Africa, he promised in his talk that, once the political victory had been won,
both Italians and Jews would be able to return to Libya.
Of course, leading figures from Italy’s Jewish community were also on hand, including the President of
Rome’s Jewish community, Riccardo Pacifici.
Heightening the official lustre and prestige of the event commemorating Giorgio Perlasca was the presence
of the President of the Italian Republic, Giorgio Napolitano, who was in Israel on an official visit and,
during a special ceremony, personally presented our Guard Franco Perlasca with a plaque commemorating
his father.
The President also took the occasion to express his sincere thanks to the brothers Walter and Jack Arbib for
all they have done to honour Giorgio Perlasca, the Italian ‘Schindler’.
Giorgio Perlasca was not widely known, on account of his authentic modesty, but in Hungary this Italian
hero saved no fewer than 5200 Jews from the gas chambers, an immense feat, especially in the midst of the
persecution organised by the infamous SS Colonel Adolf Eichmann, with whom the Italian hero clashed to
save two children about to be loaded onto one of the trains of horror headed for the death camps.

In the photo: Franco Perlasca with his wife Luciana, Jack Arbib, the President of the Italian Republic, Giorgio Napolitano, and, in a
position where he cannot be seen in the photo, Mr. Walter Arbib

During our stay in Israel, a series of highly interesting events and initiatives were held to honour the Italian
hero, including the dedication of a large forest in his name, with numerous authorities, ministers,
ambassadors and other leading figures in attendance. The land had been purchased by Walter Arbib in 2004
and planted with 10 thousand trees.

An inscribed monument placed in the forest dedicated to the memory of Giorgio Perlasca.
In the photo: Walter Arbib, Franco Perlasca, Jack Arbib and Silvan Shalom, Deputy Prime Minister of Israel

Our Guard, Franco Perlasca, gave the following speech in Israel in May 2011:
“On May 17th, in the Alihud forest, just outside the city of Haifa, in Israel, an especially meaningful
ceremony was held to dedicate the area, which holds more than 10 thousand trees, to the memory and
example of Giorgio Perlasca. The forest was donated by Walter Arbib, a Canadian friend born in
Libya, who adopted Italy as his second country and now lives as a citizen of the world in Toronto,
Canada. I first met Walter back in 2004, after he had seen the film “Perlasca, an Italian Hero” and felt
a deep attachment to the man, leading him to organise a series of events in Canada dedicated to my
father, initiatives which I took part in as President of the Giorgio Perlasca Foundation. Now we have
this forest in Israel. An evening earlier, on May 16th, we were received in Jerusalem by the President
of Italy, Giorgio Napolitano, who was in Israel on an official visit and wanted to give us a plaque
inscribed with his dedication to the memory of Giorgio Perlasca, a great Italian who has brought
honour to Italy throughout the world.

16 May 2011 – Israel. In the foreground, Walter Arbib, next to Franco Perlasca, Guard of the Royal Tombs of the Pantheon, Mrs.
Luciana Perlasca, Jack Arbib and the President of the Italian Republic, Giorgio Napolitano

The plaque presented to Franco Perlasca by the President of the Italian Republic, Giorgio Napolitano

Present at the ceremony in the Alihud forest were Silvan Shalom, the Deputy Prime Minister of Israel,
together with the Canadian Ambassador, the President of Rome’s Jewish Community, Riccardo
Pacifici, and other leading cultural, business and diplomatic figures in the State of Israel.

Israeli Deputy Prime Minister presents the certificates for the establishment of the forest by the JNF (Jewish National
Fund) to Walter Arbib and Franco Perlasca.

Giorgio Perlasca was the Italian who, during the Second World War, saved more than 5200 Jewish
Hungarians from certain death by inventing for himself the role of Spanish Ambassador, though he
was neither a diplomat nor Spanish. Then, for forty-five years, he said nothing of his extraordinary
adventure, not even to his family. In fact, had it not been for some Hungarian Jewish women who
traced him in 1988, his story might have been lost. He felt that he had simply done his duty, nothing
more, nothing less, and without the slightest connection to any ideology.
On returning to Italy, he never sought to “sell” his story or to receive something in exchange. And he
did not have an easy time of it in the post-war period, having lost his job and been forced to start all
over. In the early 80’s, when a stroke brought him close to death, he showed us his memoirs, so that we
could read them and realise that he had done some good during his life. But we had neither the time
nor the desire to read them, or fate simply decided that was not the moment, and, as soon as he was
back on his feet, one of the first things he did was to retrieve those papers. The moral of the story?: he
thought he was going to die, and that at least his family should know. Then, when he realised that the
appointment with death had been postponed, he took the papers back and waited for events to run
their course. That occurred in 1988, when fate decided that the time had come.
I myself knew nothing of what my father had done so many years before until he was brought to light
by a number of Jewish women from Hungary, and specifically when Mrs. Lang and her husband
came to see him at his home. They telephoned a few days ahead to set up an appointment. They had
learned a little Italian specially for the trip, which still was not a simple undertaking, because the
Berlin wall, though it had started to crumble, was still there. They came representing dozens of
families that had been saved during the war by a strange Spanish counsel named Jorge Perlasca.
They told their personal stories, and I realised that my father had saved them. But as they went on
with their accounts, it dawned on me that he had also saved dozens, hundreds, perhaps thousands of
others. And I must admit, it left me shaken, confused as to whether I’d ever really known the person
with whom I had lived for more than thirty years, meaning my entire life up to that point. Then a
small but momentous detail opened my eyes, giving me a chance to fully understand what had
happened. Together with a number of other gifts, Mrs. Lang had brought with her three little
packages that she opened with a great deal of care and visible emotion. Inside of the packages were a
spoon, a cup and a small medallion, the only objects, she noted, that the family had been able to save
from the disaster of the Second World War. She wanted my father to have them, but he refused,
telling her: “You must give them to your children, and then your children must give them to your

grandchildren, to keep the memory of the family alive”. But Mrs. Lang responded with a phrase that
still moves me, even today. “Mr. Perlasca, you must keep them, because without you there would be no
children or grandchildren.” Needless to say, we still have those objects, which we keep with a special
love, given all the suffering, pain and blood behind them.
After that, there was no change in my father: he remained the same “simple” person as before, but
simple in the noble sense of the term, because he did not feel he had done anything special, but merely
his duty as a man. To the reporters who would ask him over and over again why he had done it, he
would limit himself to saying, “What would you have done in my place, seeing all those women, children
and men massacred and put to death simply because of their religion?” When one reporter was trying to
feed him the answer, trying to get him to say that he had done everything because he was Catholic, he
answered without hesitation, “No, I did it because I was a man”.
What legacy did Giorgio Perlasca leave behind with the incredible story of what he had done
Hungary, only to follow those heroics with 45 years of silence? A marvellous lesson: that we should do
good without expecting anything in return.
The spiritual example he set is summed up in the short response he gave to a question from the TV
host Giovanni Minoli during the 1990 program Mixer: “How would you like your story to be
remembered, Mr. Perlasca?”. The answer was simple and direct, without any complicated turns of
speech: “I would like young people to remember what took place, so that, should such violence ever occur
again, they will know how to oppose it.
The goal of our Foundation, which is dedicated to his name, is to spread his message, especially to the
young, who need to draw their inspiration from positive examples. The story of Giorgio Perlasca
shows that any of us, if we truly want to, can stand up to evil.”

The President of Rome’s Jewish community, Riccardo Pacifici, speaks during the dedication of the forest honouring
Giorgio Perlasca

To continue with the report on our fascinating trip to Jerusalem, the organised cultural visits naturally
included one to the U. Nahon Museum of Italian/Hebrew Art, where we admired the exhibition
commemorating the 150th anniversary of the unification of Italy, an initiative that received the official
imprimatur of the President of the Italian Republic.
One focus of the exhibition was the House of Savoy, the former Italian ruling family, with the objects on
display including the Albertine Statute, the document that officially granted Italian Jews equal rights in the
Kingdom of Italy, plus a painting of his Royal Highness Carlo Alberto, exhibited in one of the rooms made
available for the event.

.

The plaque honouring Walter Arbib in Jerusalem’s Italian-Jewish Museum

The various ceremonies included the opening of the “Educational Center” financed by the Arbib family in
Jerusalem.
But to return to the life of Giorgio Perlasca, as early as 2004, in Toronto (Canada), Walter had begun
organising initiatives commemorating the tragic events that occurred in Hungary and the acts of the Italian
hero.
At the time, I met with our Guard Franco Perlasca, who was leaving for Padua from Rome’s Termini
Station, urging him to contact Walter right away and confirm that he would add his invaluable participation
to the series of events to be held in Toronto.
In collaboration with the Royal Bank of Canada, and with the participation of the son, Franco Perlasca, plus
hundreds of other guests in attendance, a series of meetings and cocktail parties was held, along with a
special showing of the TV film produced in Italy on the story of the Italian hero Giorgio Perlasca.
On that occasion, hundreds of thousands of dollars were collected to aid Jewish senior citizens, some of
whom were survivors of the Shoàh.
An important memory tied to the meeting in Rome between Walter and Franco Perlasca regards his Royal
Highness Prince Vittorio Emanuele IV, who was in Rome at the time and was also staying at the Hotel
Excelsior.
In addition, I arranged in short order for Walter to meet with the President of our Guards of the Royal
Tombs of the Pantheon and Grand Officer of the Order of Saints Maurice and Lazarus, Commander Ugo
D’Atri.
In fact, Walter is a descendant of the 19th century, Senator of the Kingdom of Italy Fernando Arbib, who
was a Guard of our Institute, which was then known as the Institute of the Veterans of the Italian Wars of
Independence, as I learned roughly ten years ago from Giovanni Greuther, Duke of Santaseverina, whom I
would often accompany when he would come to Rome.

Historical note on Fernando Arbib:
Honourable Member of the Order of Saints Maurizio and Lazarus on 21 November 1901.
Honourable Member of the Order of the Crown of Italy.
Wrote the book "Victories and Defeats", a work that entered the annals of military history.
As did so many Italian Jews, he fought in the struggle for Italian unification. And, let us not forget, no fewer than 30
Italian generals during the First World War, which, from the Italian perspective, could be considered the third war of
unification, were Jews, a fact I myself was reminded of by our Comander Ugo D’Atri, the President of our Guards of
Honour of the Royal Tombs of the Pantheon. Two of these generals were members of the Arbib family: General
Angelo Arbib, who lost his life in 1917, and General Emilio Arbib, who was wounded in the war and remained an
invalid until his death in 1933.
Here is the service record of the historic figure Fernando Arbib:
Period:
Corp:
Rank:
Volunteer:
Decorations:

1859-1860 second war of Italian independence,
1866 third war of Italian independence
Alpine Soldiers
Senior officer
Two medals for military valour

As should be clear from the account given up to this point, over the years there have been numerous points
of contact between the events of Walter Arbib’s life and my own.
I knew Walter Arbib in the period in which he was a student in Rome, travelling back and forth to Libya to
see his mother Iolanda, as well as to Malta, in 1964, right up to the period,of King Idris, preceding Qaddafi,
Then the Six Days War in Israel (6 June 1967), as a result of which Walter, his family and so many of his
friends and mine were persecuted and forced to leave their homes in Libya.
I had two businesses in Libya, subsidiaries of my operations in Rome.
The company “Bimal Ltd” had been founded together with the architect Fulvio Biggiero (another friend of
Walter,) to undertake the restoration of the Ben Ghurgi mosque in Tripoli, and then there was a branch of
my Roman company “Foreign Cars”, an automobile dealership that did business primarily with the
American Wheelus Air Force base (the US Strategic Air Command in Tripoli), where 5000 Americans were
still stationed up through the end of 1969.
Later, in 1969, I too was forced to leave Libya on account of another event: Qaddafi’s coup.

(Tripoli 1967 - Architect Fulvio Biggiero and the Guard of the Pantheon Agostino Mattoli on the threshold of the Ben
Ghurgi mosque, subject of our restoration project)

In those years, I also lost everything on account of Qaddafi, as happened first to my Jewish Italian friends in
Tripoli, and later to all the other Italians, who, though descended from generations of colonists, were driven
out without a second thought with nothing.
In fact, it was in 1967 that Walter Arbib left Libya for good and came to Rome.
He has never forgotten that, as soon as he arrived there, I gave him his first job, at my office on the corner of
the Via Veneto, doing the same for another friend from Tripoli, Juju Fadlon.
But his memories of fleeing persecution date from much earlier:
During the Second World War, when he was still in his mother’s womb and his father was blind (on account
of a serious accident), the family, which included his older brother Jack, had to leave Libya with the aid of
his Uncle Angelo and the big hearted, courageous captain of an Italian ship, who took them onboard and left
them in a tender off the shore of Tunisia, saving their lives.
It was in Tunisia that Walter was born, though a short-lived German occupation once again put the family at
risk, forcing undaunted Uncle Angelo to arrange for a second escape. But to return to Walter Arbib’s Roman
interlude at my office, from that point forward his personal history was nothing but a string of extraordinary
business successes (travel agencies, including branches in New York, Dollar Rent a Car etc…), culminating
in the foundation of Skylink Aviation, a company specialised in high-risk flights carried out for the United
Nations and various governments, including Timor, Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan and Darfur, and in the postwar management and reorganisation of Iraq’s airports.

Aircraft and fuelling vehicles of Walter Arbib’s Skylink in Iraq;
For Skylink I acted as consultant for the Red Cross contracts and assisted
the flights for the years the arrangements lasted.

Walter is a man who has also invested over the years in major works of philanthropy, regardless of whether
the beneficiaries were Muslims, Christians or Jews.
I well remember his efforts to transport the repaired artefacts that had been damaged by sacking and warfare
at the famous museum in Baghdad from Turin to Iraq.
The planes of his company Skylink have carried aid to Namibia, Cambodia and Yemen.
His most recent humanitarian initiatives include sending planes filled with supplies and medicine to aid the
Indonesian island of Sumatra following the tidal wave of 2004, plus relief efforts to help the survivors of the
Haitian earthquake and the people of the city of Aquila in Italy, along with aid sent to Chile following the
tremendous 2010 earthquake (8.8 Richter) and tidal wave.

Franco Perlasca and Agostino Mattoli: both Royal Guards of the Tombs of the Pantheon, during the dedication of the
forest to the memory of the hero Giorgio Perlasca

2004 :Walter Arbib and Agostino Mattoli, both Guards of the Royal Tombs
of the Pantheon in Rome

Anyone interested in finding out more about this extraordinary individual, Walter Arbib, and all that he has
done can consult the website http://www.skylinkus.com/news/news_11-99.asp.
There you will find an extremely interesting article entitled “Don’t shoot us…we’re the good guys”, and you
can see Walter flying in an aid helicopter riddled with bullet holes.
To conclude, let me say that in my life I have had the good fortune to meet exceptional people, a number of
whom I was reunited with during my trip to Israel:
The extraordinary Franco Perlasca, Guard of the Royal Tombs of the Pantheon, who was travelling with his
wife Luciana to honour his father’s memory, an activity he must fit in with his own professional
commitments, participating in the numerous initiatives involved in overseeing the mission of the foundation
dedicated to his father, and then, of course, there was Walter Arbib, plus our numerous friends from Tripoli
and the rest of Libya, as well as many others whom I have not mentioned in my account due to lack of
space, but who are nonetheless present in my memories and recollections.
Lastly, I wish to thank my friend ,our President, Ugo D’Atri for having agreed to publish this brief article of
mine.

 Agostino M. Mattoli

NOTE: Dr.Gr Uff. Agostino Mattoli is a Guard of Honour who today represents the Institute in the
Americas where there are many delegates and therefore hundreds of Royal Guards. He resides in Chile and
at times in Rome.
For years he has served as National Inspector of the Guards for Central Italy. The Royal Guards are a
National Institution of Italy founded in 1878 . (There are over 2000 Guards of the Pantheon in this central
sector of Italy that includes Rome, Florence and more.
The Royal Guards in total are Five thousand five hundred in Italy and depend, officially, even today, from
the ministry of defence. They guard the tombs of Victor Emanuel the IInd of Savoy the father of this country
and his son Umberto the first who is also in the Pantheon. These Kings are there with their respective
queens.
A noble of Bevagna, Umbria, Tino is a Grand Officer , Member of the Order of Saints Maurice and Lazarus
of the House of Savoy.
In the year 2001, he played a key role in creating the new Brazilian delegation of the Savoy dynastic orders,
presenting, as the very first delegate, Count William Marmonti di Gaeta, who is also a delegate of the Royal
Guards, for Brazil .
Agostino M. Mattoli is a Senator of the Institute of the Holy Roman Empire and a member of the Savoy
Group.
(Gruppo Savoia wanted by the current heir to the throne, Prince Vittorio Emanuele the IV)
Agostino is also one of the few members of the ,consulta, Senatori del Regno.
Senators of the Kingdom wanted to be continued (even after the advent of the republic) by King Umberto
the second of Savoy as he went off on self imposed voluntary exile in 1946 but not ever abdicating his right
as king of Italy.
Therefore these Royal Senators of the kingdom (historians and advisors to the crown and more) continue to
exist to today and as they pass away they are replaced by the current heir to the throne of Italy.

Agostino is also the plenipotentiary minister for Chile of the Order of St. Thomas of Acre and a member of
the New York SAR (First Continental Chapter of the Sons of the American Revolution), as well as holder of
the Grand Cross of Merit of the Order of Dentists of San Paolo, Brazil.
He has been co opted (ordered) by the Prince, heir to the throne of Italy, HRH Victor Emanuel the IV of
Savoy, and is therefore a member of the ‘’Senators of the Kingdom of Italy’’ that today number less than
ninety in Italy in a population of approximately 61 million.

