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				THE POPE AND THE CHURCH

				 

				
					PIUS XII (EUGENIO PACELLI) (1876–1958): Son and grandson of lay luminaries of the Vatican, the frail but highly intelligent Pacelli never served as a parish priest or diocesan bishop but, following ordination, immediately joined the Vatican Secretariat of State. In Germany as nuncio from 1917 to 1929, he acquired a deep knowledge of that country before being appointed cardinal secretary of state by Pius XI in 1930. Ever cautious, and never comfortable with multiparty governments, on becoming pope in 1939 he attempted to repair frayed Vatican relations with Mussolini and Hitler.

					BORGONGINI DUCA, FRANCESCO (1884–1954): A priest who had lived his entire life in Rome, Borgongini was appointed the Vatican’s first nuncio to Italy following the signing of the Lateran Accords in 1929. He would remain at that post throughout the war and beyond. Although ignorant of the larger world and devoid of intellectual curiosity, Borgongini was one of Pius XII’s key emissaries to the Fascist regime, which he constantly lobbied on behalf of the pope. Along with Father Tacchi Venturi, he repeatedly urged the Fascist authorities to spare baptized Jews from the draconian racial laws.

					MAGLIONE, LUIGI (1877–1944): Through his intelligence and drive, Maglione, a Neapolitan from a poor family, made his way up through Rome’s elite church training ground for the Vatican diplomatic service, serving as nuncio in Switzerland and then, from the mid-1920s to the mid-1930s, nuncio to France. Made a cardinal in 1935, he was one of the main contenders at the conclave that elected Pacelli pope. Although Pius XII named Maglione as his secretary of state, the two men never developed a warm relationship. Approachable, but careful about what he said, he was popular among the foreign ambassadors to the Vatican who met with him every Friday. Pius XII’s discomfort with having anyone in the role of secretary of state became clear when, following Maglione’s death, he decided not to name a successor.

					MONTINI, GIOVANNI BATTISTA (1897–1978): From a prominent northern Italian Catholic family, his father having served as a member of parliament for the Catholic Popular Party before Mussolini disbanded it, Montini was appointed substitute for ordinary affairs, one of the two deputy positions in the Vatican Secretariat of State in 1937 under Cardinal Pacelli. He remained in that position following Pacelli’s elevation to the papacy. Smart and refined in manner but with little worldly experience, he was a favorite of Pius XII and would himself one day become pope, taking the name Paul VI.

					ORSENIGO, CESARE (1873–1946): A priest in Milan with no international experience and little knowledge of the larger world, Orsenigo was appointed nuncio to the Netherlands and then to Hungary in the 1920s before being named to replace Eugenio Pacelli as nuncio to Germany in 1930. A man of limited intelligence and enamored of Hitler, he would try to impress the Nazi officials with his sympathy for their cause, while wishing they treated the church better.

					PACELLI, EUGENIO (see Pius XII)

					PIUS XI (ACHILLE RATTI) (1857–1939): The then-archbishop of Milan was elected pope in 1922, the same year that the Fascist March on Rome led the king to appoint Mussolini prime minister. Remarking that God works in strange ways, Pius XI found in Mussolini a man who could help restore many of the privileges the church had lost in Italy the previous century. But by the last year of his life Pius XI began to regret all he had done to help the Duce solidify power in Italy, antagonized above all by Mussolini’s embrace of Hitler, a man he despised as an enemy of the church and a proponent of a pagan ideology.

					TACCHI VENTURI, PIETRO, S.J. (1861–1956): A prominent Roman Jesuit and from 1918 to 1940 rector of Rome’s major Jesuit church, Tacchi Venturi became Pius XI’s unofficial conduit with Mussolini shortly after Mussolini came to power, meeting with the dictator regularly to convey Pius XI’s requests. Although the Jesuit met with Mussolini less often during the war years, Pius XII would often take advantage of the huge network of contacts Tacchi Venturi had made with the leaders of the Fascist regime to convey papal requests. Among these were repeated attempts to have baptized Jews spared from the country’s antisemitic campaign.

					TARDINI, DOMENICO (1888–1961): From a modest Roman family, Tardini served in the Vatican Secretariat of State much of his life. Named substitute for ordinary affairs in 1935 and then secretary for extraordinary ecclesiastical affairs in 1937, he would share, with Giovanni Montini, the two major positions under the secretary of state over the following years. Sharp-tongued and quick-witted, he would regularly be called upon by the pope to prepare briefing papers to lay out his options during the war. Tardini trusted neither the Germans nor the Allies.

				

			

			
				MUSSOLINI AND THE FASCIST REGIME

				 

				
					MUSSOLINI, BENITO (1883–1945): Formerly a radical socialist, Mussolini was nothing if not an opportunist and realized that gaining Vatican backing would prove a great boon to his ambitions. Offering a range of benefits to the church, culminating in the Lateran Accords of 1929, which created Vatican City and ended the separation of church and state in Italy, he came to be hailed by the Vatican as the Man of Providence. But his increasing embrace of Nazi Germany in the late 1930s antagonized Pius XI. He would boast to Hitler that he knew how to keep the pope in line, and Pius XII relied on the Italian dictator to help convince the Führer to make peace with the church. As his own troubles mounted during the Second World War, Mussolini placed constant pressure on Pius XII to do nothing to undercut the Axis cause.

					ALFIERI, DINO (1886–1966): Elected to parliament on the Fascist ticket in 1924, Alfieri rose through government ranks. In November 1939 Mussolini appointed Alfieri, then in charge of the government propaganda ministry, to replace Bonifacio Pignatti as Italy’s ambassador to the Holy See. A few months later Mussolini would decide he needed an ambassador more kindly disposed to the Nazis to go to Berlin, and so he appointed Alfieri to the German embassy. At his last meeting with Alfieri before he left for Germany, the pope entrusted Alfieri with a message for Hitler, but then thought better of it.

					ATTOLICO, BERNARDO (1880–1942): A southerner and career diplomat, Attolico married into the black aristocracy, the Roman elites whose families were closely linked to the popes. Following stints as Italian ambassador to Brazil and the Soviet Union, he was named ambassador to Germany in 1935. No friend of the Nazis, he tried to dissuade Mussolini from joining the Axis war. Switching positions with Alfieri in 1940, he served as the Duce’s loyal ambassador to the Vatican until his death in early 1942. Typical of many men in Italy’s foreign service, Attolico served the Fascist regime loyally and, following Italy’s entry into the war, worked tirelessly to prevent any Vatican criticism of the Axis cause.

					BUFFARINI, GUIDO (1895–1945): Perhaps the most intelligent member of Mussolini’s government, the short, fat, ruddy-cheeked Buffarini was also among its most corrupt members. Among other side endeavors, he ran a booming business in falsifying parish records to make Catholics of Jews and so spare them the effects of the racial laws it was his responsibility to oversee. As in practice Mussolini’s minister of internal affairs (a post technically held by the Duce himself), Buffarini greeted Cardinal Pacelli’s election to the papacy by remarking, “He is just the Pope that is needed.” Following Mussolini’s initial fall, Buffarini served as minister of internal affairs in the Nazi-puppet Italian Social Republic.

					CIANO, GALEAZZO (1903–44): His father was an early Fascist government minister, whose recently conferred aristocratic title of Count was then passed on to him. Galeazzo rose rapidly to the heights of the Fascist state thanks as well to his 1930 marriage to Mussolini’s daughter, Edda. Appointed foreign minister in 1936 at the age of thirty-three, he remained his father-in-law’s heir apparent for the next several years. Eager to stay on the pope’s good side, he regularly offered professions of his deep Catholic faith to the pope’s emissaries and cast himself as the pope’s ally in trying to prevent Mussolini from joining the war. After briefly serving as the Duce’s ambassador to the Vatican in 1943, he would end up facing a Fascist firing squad.

					FARINACCI, ROBERTO (1892–1945): One of the original Fascists, boss of the northern city of Cremona, member of the Grand Council of Fascism from 1922, Farinacci styled himself as the most Fascist of Fascists and the one most devoted to Hitler. Mussolini would frequently use Farinacci and his anticlerical newspaper, Il Regime Fascista, as his stick to keep the pope in line. No one better incarnated what the pope considered the bad wing of the Fascist Party.

					GUARIGLIA, RAFFAELE (1889–1970): Cardinal Maglione was delighted to learn of Mussolini’s appointment of Guariglia, formerly ambassador to France, as Italy’s ambassador to the Holy See following Attolico’s death in early 1942. He regarded Guariglia, a fellow Neapolitan, as a friend. Recognizing later in 1942 that the Axis was likely to lose the war, Guariglia hoped to find an escape for himself and for Italy. Sent to serve as Italy’s ambassador to Turkey in early 1943, he returned following Mussolini’s overthrow in July to serve briefly as Italy’s foreign minister, meeting secretly many evenings with Cardinal Maglione as the Italian government faced a terrible dilemma.

					MUSSOLINI, EDDA (1910–95): Mussolini’s favorite child, and the one most like him, Edda was headstrong and independent. Initially enthusiastic about Hitler and having Italy join in the Axis war, she would turn against her father following the arrest of her husband, Galeazzo Ciano, and his subsequent execution.

					MUSSOLINI, RACHELE (1890–1979): Semiliterate, the child of a poor peasant family, never comfortable around the opulence and pretensions of the Italian elite, her son-in-law included, Mussolini’s wife was, according to her daughter, “the true dictator in the family.” Although she despised her husband’s young lover, she remained his staunch defender.

					PETACCI, CLARA (1912–45): Clara was just a schoolgirl, the daughter of a Vatican physician, when she began sending Mussolini letters pledging her devotion. Beginning their affair in earnest in 1936, two years after her marriage, Clara developed an obsession for “Ben,” as she called him. It was an obsession reciprocated by Mussolini, who often phoned her a dozen times a day and awaited her daily visits to the special room reserved for her at Palazzo Venezia. Over time, Clara began to offer her own political advice, reinforcing some of Mussolini’s worst instincts.

					PIGNATTI, BONIFACIO (1877–1957): Formerly Italian ambassador to Argentina and France, Pignatti was appointed Italian ambassador to the Holy See in 1935. Typical of many career diplomats, he made the transition from serving a parliamentary democracy to serving a dictatorship without any sign of difficulty and, until his retirement in 1940, would do all he could to ensure the pope’s cooperation with the Fascist regime.

				

			

			
				HITLER AND THE THIRD REICH

				 

				
					HITLER, ADOLF (1889–1945): Since Mussolini’s ascension to power in 1922, Hitler had held the Italian dictator up as a role model. That affection would last through the war as the Führer’s troops repeatedly saved the Italian army from catastrophe and then, following Mussolini’s overthrow, rescued the Duce from his mountaintop prison and set him up as puppet leader of a new Fascist regime in the north. While Hitler, a Catholic by birth, had no affection for either the church or the Catholic clergy, he saw an opportunity with the election of Pius XII to ease the tensions that had marked the Third Reich’s relations with Pius XI.

					HESSEN, PHILIPP VON (1896–1980): Son of one of Germany’s most prominent aristocratic families, his grandfather a German emperor, his great-grandmother Queen Victoria of Great Britain, Prince von Hessen married Princess Mafalda, King Victor Emmanuel’s daughter, in 1925, and then five years later joined the Nazi Party’s storm troopers. Shortly after Hitler’s ascension to power in 1933, he was named head of his province. One of the people closest to Hitler, von Hessen became the Führer’s personal envoy to Mussolini. Shortly after Pius XII became pope, Hitler, seeking a possible opening, turned to von Hessen to conduct a series of secret meetings with the pontiff in the Vatican, meetings that have only now come to light.

					RIBBENTROP, JOACHIM VON (1893–1946): Formerly a wine salesman, and a fanatic Nazi, Ribbentrop was named Germany’s foreign minister in 1938. He would serve in that post until the war’s end. “I have rarely seen a man I disliked more,” said the American undersecretary of state after meeting him in 1940. Constantly promoting the virtue of war, and ever boasting of the inevitability of German victory, he had no affection for the church but nonetheless paid a dramatic visit to the pope only a few months after German troops launched the war.

					WEIZSÄCKER, ERNST VON (1882–1951): Judged “a typical example of the German official of the old school of the nineteenth century” by the American undersecretary of state, Weizsäcker, product of an aristocratic German family, was appointed state secretary for international affairs, number two to Ribbentrop in the Third Reich’s Foreign Ministry, in 1938. There he served Hitler efficiently through the first years of the war before being sent in the spring of 1943 to be Germany’s ambassador to the Holy See. Liked by the pope, who, especially during the nine months of German military occupation of Rome, counted on him to help protect the Vatican, he would be viewed at the Vatican as an exemplar of the good side of the Nazi regime. Tried for war crimes at Nuremburg following the end of the war, Weizsäcker would be found guilty despite the Vatican’s pleas on his behalf.

				

			

			
				ITALY’S ROYAL FAMILY

				 

				
					VICTOR EMMANUEL III (1869–1947): Named for his grandfather, founder of the Kingdom of Italy, the Savoyard king suffered from a lifelong inferiority complex due to his short stature. Sharing with Mussolini a deep-rooted misanthropy, he was intelligent and well informed but weak-willed and pedantic. Long a willing enabler of the Duce, he would be slow to act when, as the war began to go against the Axis, he fended off increasingly insistent pleas that he replace the Duce as government head and extract Italy from the war.

					MAFALDA OF SAVOY (1902–44): Second daughter of King Victor Emmanuel III, Mafalda married the German prince Philipp von Hessen in 1925 and subsequently shuttled between Italy and Germany, where her husband was becoming a prominent Nazi and confidant of Hitler. It would not end well for her.

					MARIA JOSÉ OF BELGIUM (1906–2001): Daughter and sister of kings of Belgium, she married the Italian king’s only son, Umberto, in 1930. A strong-minded woman not comfortable with the constraints imposed on her by her position and by her gender, she developed an independent circle of friends among prominent Italian intellectuals, including, increasingly, those displeased with the Fascist regime. She would be among the first influential Italians to seek the Vatican’s help in removing Mussolini from power and extricating Italy from the war, although in this she would have little success.
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				In March 1939, as the world hurtled toward a catastrophic war, the cardinals of the Roman Catholic Church gathered to elect a new supreme pontiff. The man they chose would become one of the most controversial popes in church history. Pushed for sainthood by some, vilified by others, Pope Pius XII has been the focus of bitter debates about his dealings with the Nazi and Fascist regimes and his actions during the Second World War. Critics accuse him of a weakness for dictatorships and a distaste for Jews, highlighting his decision to remain silent as six million Jews were murdered in the Holocaust. Mussolini and Hitler, they say, found him all too easy to intimidate and ever apt to embrace expediency over principle. Pius XII’s defenders paint a very different picture, a portrait of great virtue. He was, in their view, a man of rare courage, a man who, threatened with kidnapping if not assassination, heroically stood up to the Nazis and their Italian Fascist allies. Far from showing indifference to the fate of Europe’s Jews, in this account, he worked tirelessly and effectively to save them.

				Previous research on World War II has shed light on some of these questions and offered a more nuanced view than either extreme, but a crucial piece of the puzzle has long been missing. The Vatican archives detailing the activities of the pope and the prelates around him during the war were sealed upon Pius XII’s death in 1958. Since then, successive popes have faced intense pressure to open them. Finally, Pope Francis decided to order the archives for Pius XII’s papacy open, and they were made accessible to researchers beginning in March 2020. Now a more complete story can be told of the controversial pope’s actions during the war, and, perhaps as important, why and how, under great pressure, he made the fraught decisions he did.

				The Pope at War offers readers the first full account of these events to take advantage of those recently opened archives. Its pages are full of previously unknown materials and new revelations. While researching this book, I read thousands of pages of these documents, those most closely bearing on the choices Pius XII made between 1939 and 1945. Many of these consist of internal memoranda prepared at the pope’s request as he weighed how to respond to the ongoing Nazi attempt to exterminate Europe’s Jews and to Mussolini’s requests for greater Catholic support for the Axis war. Others consist of reports from the pope’s nuncios and other church leaders in Nazi-occupied Europe detailing the atrocities they were witnessing and advising the pope on what action he should take.

				As important as the Vatican archives are to the picture painted in these pages, relying on them alone would produce a one-sided and incomplete account. Piecing the full, dramatic story together requires exploiting the huge mass of relevant reports and correspondence found in other historical archives: in Italy, Germany, France, the United States, and Britain. Many of these documents, too, have become accessible only in the last few years, as the slow process of government document declassification has run its course. These include the reports that Mussolini’s and Hitler’s ambassadors to Pius XII regularly sent their governments, as well as similar reports from the British, French, and American envoys to the Vatican. When put together, these accounts from inside the Vatican provide virtually a day-by-day chronicle of the drama lived there from the war’s beginning to its end. Offering an additional dimension, Benito Mussolini’s many spies inside the Vatican regularly dispatched reports of the intrigue, backstabbing, and conflict within its walls during these years. I made use of similar informant reports in writing The Pope and Mussolini, my earlier book about Pius XII’s predecessor, Pius XI, and the rise of Fascism in Europe in the years leading up to the war.

				While Pius XII is at the center of the drama I examine here, The Pope at War offers a new account not only of the pope and the Vatican during the war but of how Italy experienced the war as well. Pius XII was Roman, the cardinals of the Curia were almost all Italian, and as bishop of Rome, the pope had special authority over Italy’s church. How the pope balanced his public stance of neutrality while presiding over an Italian church hierarchy that offered enthusiastic support for the Axis war will become clear in these pages. How Italy’s Catholic clergy urged all good Catholics to fight on Hitler’s side, despite their uneasiness with the Nazi regime, is a story I tell here as well. Integral to all this is making sense of the strange relationship between the two men who, from Italians’ perspective, stood out above all the rest: Mussolini and the pope. While the Italian dictator depended on the pope to ensure church support for the war, Pius XII would have his own reasons for wanting to remain in Mussolini’s good graces.

				For those fascinated by the drama and the tragedy of the Second World War, a handful of world leaders have stood out: Hitler, Mussolini, Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin. The case can be made though that someone else should be considered. The pope had a status in war-torn Europe like no other man. Throughout the continent and beyond, many saw him as the only person whose position gave him unquestioned moral authority. To many he appeared as the last hope to stave off war and, once it had begun, to help bring it to an end. For Italians, he was the country’s only authority independent of the Fascist regime, the lone man whose own charisma rivaled Mussolini’s.

				What follows is the story—sometimes shocking and often surprising—of a pope facing a world torn by war, fearing for the future of the church he led and under unrelenting pressure to denounce the evildoers. If the events recounted here offer a dramatic chapter in the history of the Roman Catholic Church, they are much more than that. They form an important and until now only partially understood chapter in the history of the Second World War itself. Perhaps, too, it is a story that offers lessons for our own world today.
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				THE TWISTED CROSS

				On May 2, 1938, three special trains, carrying hundreds of German diplomats, government officials, Nazi Party leaders, security agents, and journalists, left Berlin accompanying the Führer on his first—and what would turn out to be his last—visit to Rome. Luminaries of the Third Reich, including Joachim von Ribbentrop, Joseph Goebbels, Rudolf Hess, Heinrich Himmler, and Hans Frank, made the trip, leaving only Hermann Göring behind to keep the government going. Benito Mussolini, Italy’s dictator, the man who invented Fascism two decades earlier, had insisted on the visit, eager to reciprocate for the huge, adulatory crowds that Hitler had turned out in Germany the previous fall in his honor.

				The visit began awkwardly for the Führer. He assumed he would be accompanied through cheering crowds by the man he had long regarded as his role model, but on arrival in Rome, he found himself instead in an ornate, horse-pulled carriage sitting alongside Italy’s small, introverted king. “Have they not heard of the invention of the motor car?” Hitler remarked later. The Führer’s distaste for the weak-willed, white-mustachioed monarch was fully returned by King Victor Emmanuel III, who viewed the German leader as a drug-addled mental degenerate. But because it was the king and not Mussolini who was head of state, protocol demanded that the German chancellor be hosted at the Quirinal, the enormous royal palace constructed atop Rome’s highest hill by Pope Gregory XIII in the sixteenth century. Hitler found it a melancholy place, resembling nothing so much as an oversize antique shop. His hostess there, Italy’s Queen Elena, towered over her husband by several inches. She bore a remarkable resemblance, observed the misogynist Führer, to one of the “horse guards.”

				Only at the end of the six-day visit was Hitler fully able to enjoy the sights, when he went to his favorite Italian city, Florence, having left the king and queen behind in Rome. Shortly after Mussolini’s train arrived there, Hitler and his retinue pulled into track sixteen of Florence’s train station, festooned with flowers, German and Italian flags, and large golden banners of the Fascist fasces. Amidst the stirring sound of the city band’s rendition of “Deutschland über alles” and the Fascist hymn, “Giovinezza,” came the roar of an Italian fighter squadron flying low overhead. The two smiling dictators sat side by side in the back seat of an open car as, surrounded by motorcycle police, they set off on their triumphal tour through the streets on their way to the Pitti Palace. A small army of architects, engineers, and artists had worked for months to decorate the city for the event. Tens of thousands of red and black swastika flags, interspersed with red-white-and-green Italian flags, hung from windows along the way. It was a beautiful spring day, and with a holiday declared throughout the Tuscan region, 350,000 people came to get a glimpse of the two great men, albeit with a clear preference for their own Duce. Thousands of Fascist militiamen and soldiers, lining the streets, held the crowds back. Hundreds of police, including a company brought in from Rome, along with fifteen hundred carabinieri from other districts, made their presence known as well. After a tour of the unparalleled art collection of the vast Renaissance palace—Mussolini, who had no patience for museums, had not joined Hitler for the viewing—the motorized procession resumed. The two men stopped at a shrine to a Tuscan martyr of the Fascist cause before going to a nearby hilltop so that Hitler could admire the city view.

				Unknown to the guest of honor, a small contretemps preceded the gala dinner held that evening at Palazzo Medici Riccardi, the fifteenth-century rusticated graystone palace built by Cosimo de’ Medici to house his family. According to a report prepared by the American consul in Florence, four female invitees were told at the last minute not to attend. The women’s Jewish ancestry having belatedly been discovered, the local Fascist authorities deemed it best to avoid doing anything that might offend their German guests. In the end, as the consul’s report explained, one final adjustment was made: “One lady made such a strong protest, proving she was not a Jew, that the request not to attend the dinner was withdrawn in her case.”

				Following the meal, the two dictators set out again, bound for the Teatro Comunale for a performance of Verdi’s Simon Boccanegra. Afterward, late at night, they viewed a military display in their honor, with a light show featuring two huge sparkling inscriptions of “Führer” and “Duce.” They then returned to the station where Hitler’s train was waiting. As the two men stood on the platform saying their farewell, they struggled to contain their emotions. “Now,” Mussolini told Hitler, “no force will ever be able to separate us.” The Führer’s eyes were wet with tears.[1]

				

				—

				While the Duce and the Führer were preening for the Italian crowds, the pope was fuming. Eighty years old, frail, and with less than a year to live, Pius XI, who in the early years of his papacy helped Mussolini solidify his dictatorship, had become alarmed with the Duce’s ever-tightening embrace of the Nazi regime. In recent months the pope had become increasingly vocal in decrying the Nazis’ attacks on the Catholic Church in Germany and their attempts to create a pagan religion of blood and soil with Hitler its new deity. When visiting Rome, heads of state typically came to see the pope, but Pius XI made clear he would grant the Führer an audience only if he promised to change course in dealing with the church. This the German dictator refused to do.

				To signal his displeasure at Hitler’s visit, Pius XI had left Rome, retreating to the papal palace at Castel Gandolfo in the nearby Alban Hills. He ordered the Vatican museums closed and directed that the lights illuminating the Vatican at night be extinguished. In addressing a group of newlyweds who came for a papal blessing while Hitler was in Rome, the pope strayed far from his usual bromides to lament the glorification of the swastika in Catholicism’s capital. It was “the sign,” he said, “of another cross that is not the Cross of Christ.”[2]

				For Mussolini, whose regime had long enjoyed a productive relationship with the Vatican, Pope Pius XI was becoming a problem. It was going to be difficult enough to win the support of Italians—no lovers of Germans with their talk of a superior Aryan race—for his alliance with Hitler without having the pope undermining him. But as long as Pius XI lived, Mussolini had little hope of relief. Indeed, many of the pontiff’s subordinates in the Vatican were themselves unnerved by the pope’s criticism of the Nazis, fearing it could jeopardize the church’s privileged position in Fascist Italy. Among these prelates, none was more powerful than the Vatican secretary of state, Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, second in authority only to the pope and a man widely viewed as Pius XI’s likely successor whenever death came.

				Pacelli himself had no love for Hitler or for the Nazis. Shortly after the Führer came to power in 1933, Pacelli had negotiated a concordat with him, seeking to protect the church’s interests in Germany. The agreement was a great triumph for Hitler, whose ascent to power had been greeted with skepticism and alarm by other world leaders, and they were doing their best to isolate him. Now his new regime could boast of recognition by the pope himself. For the Vatican, though, the concordat proved a fleeting achievement at best. Hitler’s failure to abide by its terms soon became clear as he methodically chipped away at the church’s influence. Although embarrassed and unhappy with this outcome, Pacelli thought antagonizing the Führer would only make matters worse. He also viewed Germany as Europe’s strongest bulwark against what he regarded as the church’s greatest enemy, Communism. Rather than alienate Mussolini by condemning his alliance with Hitler, thought the cardinal, it would be more effective to keep him happy and take advantage of his close bond with Hitler to convince the Führer to make peace with the church.[3]

				As the prelates around Pius XI worried where the pope’s eagerness to speak his mind on the evils of Nazism might lead, Mussolini was growing ever more alarmed by reports coming from his ambassador to the Holy See and from his many spies inside the Vatican. The dictator learned late in 1938 that the pope was secretly working on an encyclical, a declaration aimed at Catholics worldwide, denouncing racism and antisemitism. Even more troubling were reports that Pius XI was planning to use his upcoming speech to all of Italy’s bishops to denounce the Duce’s embrace of Nazi Germany.

				For the Duce, Pius XI could not die soon enough.
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			Eugenio Pacelli sat in a chair beside the simple brass bed, watching as the once-robust pope, his face shrunken, labored to breathe beneath his oxygen mask. It was late at night, and although Cardinal Pacelli, the Vatican secretary of state, was accustomed to sleeping little, he decided to return to his rooms, two floors below in the vast Apostolic Palace, to get some rest. Awakened at four a.m. with news that the pope’s condition had worsened, he rushed back to the pope’s austere bedroom. Sweat poured down the pope’s pallid face as he gasped for air. The cardinal got down on his knees and asked the dying pope for his blessing.[1]

			It was early morning, February 10, 1939. For Pacelli, whom the pope had elevated to the cardinalate and appointed to the church’s most influential position after that of the pontiff himself, it was a scene of great sadness. But there was much to be done, for the pope had also appointed Pacelli to be chamberlain, and it was now his job to ensure that all proceeded as it should until the cardinals could elect a successor.[2]

			Pacelli’s relations with the pope had been close but not particularly warm. Their personalities could scarcely have been more different and perhaps this was one reason Pius XI had valued him so highly. The tempestuous pope, prone to say what he thought and often seemingly impervious to the opinions of others, depended on the highly disciplined, diplomatic Pacelli to calm the waters he roiled.

			The Vatican secretary of state had found himself caught in the middle. Not only did Mussolini’s and Hitler’s ambassadors complain to him about Pius XI and seek his help, but so did many high-ranking churchmen, worried that the pontiff was becoming reckless in his old age. True to his position and his vows, the cardinal would not fail to carry out the instructions the pope gave him. But he found ways to take the sting out of the pope’s more acerbic remarks about the Italian and German regimes.[3]

			Pacelli was a skilled diplomat and, despite a certain natural shyness, took great satisfaction in traveling the globe in a way no secretary of state before him had ever done. During his travels, he enjoyed meeting not only with the church’s ecclesiastical elite but with the politically powerful in secular governments. In the fall of 1936, he became the first Vatican secretary of state to visit the United States, spending two months touring the country, picking up honorary degrees at several Catholic universities, and after thousands of miles crisscrossing the country by air, meeting with the American president.

			The following year the cardinal was the guest of honor at the dedication of a new basilica in France, taking a side trip to meet with France’s president and prime minister. A couple of weeks after Hitler visited Rome in May 1938, Pacelli left Italy again, this time going to Budapest, where he was the featured speaker at a Eucharistic Congress. His message everywhere was the same: The world was in crisis. It had turned its back on the cross of Christ. Only by returning to the bosom of the church would it be saved.[4]

			While Pius XI was apt to bang his fist on his table and raise his voice in dressing down those foreign envoys whose countries’ actions had displeased him, Pacelli sought to win foreign diplomats over by stressing what they had in common. Insofar as he felt the need to register complaints, he did so in a way that suggested he was speaking more in sorrow than in anger.

			

			—

			Relations between Pius XI and the Führer had begun promisingly enough when Hitler came to power in 1933. Indeed, the pope initially harbored some hopes for him, impressed by the strength of his anti-Communist views. Pacelli, who had spent twelve years as papal nuncio, or ambassador, in Germany and knew the country well, remarked at the time that while Hitler was clearly a remarkably talented agitator, it remained to be seen whether he was “a man of government.”

			For his part, Germany’s new leader was eager for the church to end its support of Germany’s Catholic Center Party, the largest non-Marxist party standing in the way of his dictatorship. He made a series of conciliatory gestures, pledging to protect religious education and to guarantee a privileged place for the church in German society. It was amid these assurances that Germany’s bishops fell in line with the new government head, and the Center Party was allowed to die. Their understanding was codified with the signing, in Pacelli’s Vatican office only months after Hitler came to power, of a new concordat between Germany and the Holy See. The deal was a huge boost for Hitler’s credibility not only domestically but also internationally, as the papal nuncio in Berlin himself pointed out a few years later in talking with Germany’s secretary of state: “It does not seem possible to me that Signor Hitler has forgotten that, barely seven months after his arrival in power, when diffidence and hostility surrounded him both internally and externally, the Holy See extended its hand to him, contributing with its great spiritual authority to increasing faith in him and strengthening his prestige.” Characteristically, Mussolini took credit for the agreement, having, he said, given Hitler his successful “recipe” for how to ingratiate himself to the Vatican.[5]

			Hitler had long viewed the Duce[*] as his role model. At a Munich rally held only days after Mussolini became Italy’s prime minister in 1922, Hitler, then still one of many extremist claimants for attention in the German political firmament, was introduced as “Germany’s Mussolini.” “It marked,” observed Hitler’s British biographer, Ian Kershaw, “the symbolic moment when Hitler’s followers invented the Führer cult.” Over the next years, as Hitler plotted his rise to power, he kept a bust of Mussolini in his office. “Men like Mussolini are only born once every thousand years,” he remarked after meeting the Duce for the first time in 1934. At the pope’s urging, Mussolini took advantage of that meeting in Venice to offer Hitler his advice: it was best to keep the church happy.[6]

			Following his meeting with Hitler, Mussolini wrote to Pius XI, reporting what he had told the Führer. He decided it best not to mention, he confided to his ambassador to the Holy See, “all the idiotic things that Hitler said about Jesus Christ being of the Jewish race, etc.” What was important was that by the end of their conversation, Hitler made clear he did not want a religious war. It would be the first of many times the pope and Cardinal Pacelli would call on the Duce to speak with Hitler on their behalf.[7]

			Pius XI’s hopes for the German dictator did not last long. The Nazis soon began replacing Catholic parochial schools with state schools, abolishing Catholic youth groups, and limiting church activities to the purely sacramental. “The pope,” a Vatican police informant in late 1934 reported, “has a strong personal antipathy toward Hitler. If it were not for Pacelli who is trying to bring more balance to the situation, the Secretariat of State would be even less tolerant of him.”[8]

			Pacelli too would lose patience with Hitler when, in 1935, he launched show trials of large numbers of Roman Catholic clergy, charged with a variety of sexual and financial crimes. The German bishops urged the pope to act, suggesting he issue an encyclical to protest Hitler’s failure to abide by the terms of the concordat. Although Cardinal Pacelli, worried about antagonizing the Führer, advised against such a public protest, Pius XI went ahead. On March 21, 1937, Palm Sunday, bishops and priests throughout the Reich read the encyclical, Mit brennender Sorge (“With deep anxiety”), to their congregations, a shocking development in a country where any criticism of the Nazi regime risked violent reprisal. Predictably, Hitler was furious not only because of the pope’s attack but by his ability to have the text secretly distributed and then read in churches throughout the Reich.

			Hitler’s occupation of Austria in March 1938 and its subsequent annexation into the Third Reich had been an embarrassment for Mussolini, for he had considered Austria as something of an Italian protectorate, a buffer between Italy and the powerful German state. Making matters worse, the Führer had informed him of the invasion only a few hours in advance. The next day Hitler triumphally entered Vienna to the ringing of the city’s church bells, a celebratory touch ordered by the city’s archbishop.

			With millions more Catholics now under Hitler’s rule, the pope and his secretary of state looked all the more urgently to Mussolini for help. Five days after Hitler’s entry into Vienna, Cardinal Pacelli wrote Mussolini, thanking him “for Your moderating action with Signor Hitler, Chancellor of the German Reich, and for Your intervention against the continuation of the policy of religious persecution in Germany.”[9]

			

			—

			Hitler’s regard for Mussolini, already considerable, had grown further when, shortly after the Führer’s spring 1938 visit to Italy, the Duce announced his new “racial” policy. Mussolini soon rolled out the first of Italy’s anti-Jewish racial laws, closely resembling those Hitler had put into effect in Germany three years earlier. “After Italy’s new policy regarding the Jewish problem,” Hitler remarked, “the spirit of the Axis is complete.”[10]

			On January 30, 1939, the sixth anniversary of his ascension to power, the Führer gave a major address to the German Reichstag. He spoke for eighty minutes to the packed auditorium in his loud, strident voice, sprinkling in a series of ironic side comments. His themes were familiar ones, hailing the triumphs of the previous year in expanding the Reich by seizing Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland and all of Austria, and boasting of the German people’s fervent support for the Nazi regime. He denounced foreign attempts to interfere with the Reich’s treatment of Jews. Kristallnacht, the Nazis’ horrifying pogrom, had savaged the country’s Jews only two months earlier. Hitler then turned his attention to the question of the churches.

			Italy’s ambassador to Berlin, present for the occasion, reported that at this point Hitler adopted something of a defensive tone. “While clearly condemning the ‘political’ clergy,” the ambassador wrote, “he reaffirmed the National Socialist government’s wish to leave the Churches in peace” and highlighted the large financial subsidy the Reich gave them each year. But Hitler could not resist taking a jab at the Catholic Church, expressing “words regarding the pederasty and the sexual aberrations of some members of the Clergy.”

			In turning to foreign policy in the final portion of his speech, Hitler stressed the friendship that bound Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, hailing all the Duce had accomplished. He followed this, wrote the ambassador, with a “clear, precise, unequivocal affirmation, that, in case of a war waged against Italy, the aggressor would find itself facing Germany as well.” This, he reported, “triggered a great, enthusiastic demonstration by the Deputies and the public.” Italy’s ambassador, although not himself fond of Hitler, offered a comforting view back to Rome:

			
				The speech, of great range, seemed well constructed and well framed. It was, in substance, quite moderate, especially in relation to the man and to his previous speeches. Other than for the Jewish question, which he showed the clear intention of liquidating once and for all, Hitler was not excessive in anything. As regards the Church, one can say he was anticlerical but not antireligious…. Other than in connection with a defense of Italy, the Führer never spoke of war. On the contrary, he spoke a number of times of peace.[11]

			

			Six weeks later Hitler’s troops invaded Czechoslovakia and seized Prague, sending shock waves through much of the world. In the few weeks separating the Führer’s speech from that invasion, a new pope would be crowned.

			

			—

			Mussolini had become prime minister in 1922, the same year Pius XI had become pope. At the time, the pontiff had good reason to be skeptical about Italy’s brash new thirty-nine-year-old government head. Mussolini had previously been a prominent radical Socialist and anticleric, and it was only shortly before becoming prime minister that he had proclaimed his support for the church. Relations would improve dramatically, and over the next years, Pius XI would make a fateful agreement with the dictator, codified in the 1929 Lateran Accords. In exchange for Catholic support for his regime, Mussolini agreed to end separation of church and state in Italy, establish Vatican City as a sovereign state ruled by the pope, and grant the church political powers it had not enjoyed for many decades.[12]

			Not that the pope had any illusions about Mussolini’s own religious beliefs. The founder of Italian Fascism had never been known to attend a regular Sunday Mass, much less to take communion or observe other church rites. Although this seemed not to have unduly bothered the pope, he had, in recent years, become disturbed by Mussolini’s ever-growing hubris. Increasingly, it seemed, the Duce regarded himself as a kind of deity, the church there to serve his interests. Most worrisome of all for the pope was Mussolini’s embrace of Hitler, a man Pius XI viewed as the high prophet of blood-and-soil paganism.

			The pope and the Duce were on a collision course. Although, as the German ambassador reported to Berlin in July 1937, Cardinal Pacelli had done all he could to rein Pius XI in, he “has not succeeded in persuading the aging, headstrong, and irascible Pope to exercise greater caution and restraint in his speeches.” A year later, when Mussolini unveiled his new “racial” policy, the pope went off text in an audience to ask why Mussolini thought he needed to ape the Nazis, a remark that infuriated Italy’s thin-skinned dictator.[13]

			In December 1938 the Duce’s ambassador to the Vatican reported that the recent friction with the Fascist regime had left the pope depressed and angry. In speaking of Mussolini with the prelates closest to him, he would frequently let this anger show. “The pope,” recalled the ambassador, “threatened to do something before dying that Italy would remember for a long time.” Perhaps, he speculated, the pope might issue “an encyclical against Fascism or even a condemnation of Fascism.”[14]

			Early in January 1939 the ambassador received confirmation that the pope was indeed about to issue an encyclical denouncing racism. The ambassador had confronted both Cardinal Pacelli and his deputy to ask if there was any truth to the report. They denied it, but the ambassador remained unconvinced. “Without further inquiries,” he reported, “I definitely could not exclude the fact that a document denouncing the totalitarian States is being prepared.”[15]

			

			—

			While Pius XI was sick and depressed, Mussolini was feeling quite well. Returning on January 5 from a two-week vacation, Italy’s dictator was still wearing his skiing outfit when he met the American ambassador, William Phillips, that afternoon in his cavernous office at the fifteenth-century Palazzo Venezia. The room, named the World Map Hall for the huge mosaic map that had once covered a wall, was sixty feet long and fifty feet wide, its frescoed ceiling forty feet high, its marble floor an intricately inlaid series of geometrical shapes and images.

			Throughout their meeting, Mussolini’s thirty-five-year-old son-in-law and foreign minister, Galeazzo Ciano, stood mutely at his side, giving Phillips the impression “of a thoroughly well-disciplined footman.”[16] The son of an early Fascist government minister, he had married Mussolini’s favorite child, his headstrong daughter Edda, in 1930.

			At first, it was hard to take Ciano seriously. He was widely viewed as the spoiled son of Fascist aristocracy, the protected husband of the Duce’s daughter. When Phillips first met Ciano, shortly after he became foreign minister, he had been unimpressed. Ciano’s English was fluent and he was certainly affable, the ambassador reported to President Roosevelt at the time, but he was plump, fuzzy faced, and looked “astonishingly boyish,” with well-oiled hair “slicked back in typical Italian fashion.” Worse, he seemed more interested in chasing women at his golf club than in conducting serious business.[17]

			Meeting Mussolini in the first days of the new year, the American ambassador found the dictator in a good mood but saw trouble ahead. Phillips had brought a letter from President Roosevelt to the Duce proposing that, in light of the persecution of Jews in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, a state be established for them in East Africa. Roosevelt suggested setting aside the Plateau region straddling the southern border of Italy’s Ethiopian colony and the north of the British colony of Kenya. The Duce surprised Phillips by interrupting him to express his strong distaste for Jews, saying they lacked any loyalty to the countries in which they lived and were the purveyors of financial fraud. Moreover, they were utterly incapable of assimilating with any other “race.” There was no room for Jews in Europe, Mussolini told the American, and eventually they would all have to go, but he dismissed the idea of allowing Jews to settle in Ethiopia. He suggested that either Russia or North America, both having large sparsely settled areas, might better accommodate them.[18]

			Down the hall in the Zodiac Room—its name deriving from the astronomical design painted on its sky-blue ceiling—the dictator’s curly-haired, twenty-six-year-old lover, Clara Petacci, waited almost every afternoon for his visits and their lovemaking. Although he had had many lovers, and quite a few children by them, Clara was different. Not only was she much younger, but he had become obsessed with her, an obsession more than matched by hers for him.

			Although she had not finished high school and had little experience of the world outside her corner of Italy, Clara, the daughter of a Vatican physician, had impressive drive. Through remarkable persistence, she had brought herself to the Duce’s attention and then won him over. Undaunted by the fact she had been married two years earlier in a ceremony performed by one of the church’s most illustrious cardinals, followed by a blessing given personally by the pope, Clara began her affair with Mussolini in 1936. By the following year, she would see or talk to him by phone virtually every day, and the diary she kept over the next several years would record practically every word he spoke to her, noting as well with her underlined code word sì (yes) each time they had sex. Her youthful pursuits—drawing, designing clothes, playing the violin, composing poetry—all came to take second place to her devotion to her lover, who was four months older than her father.

			At home in the Villa Torlonia, Mussolini lived under the watchful eye of his wife, Rachele, the strong-willed ruler of his household, who kept chickens and pigs in their backyard. The daughter of a poor peasant family in Mussolini’s hometown, she had met her future husband when she was only seven years old. The next year, following the death of her father, Rachele’s mother took her out of school and sent her to work as a maid. Giving birth to Edda, the first of their five children, in 1910 when she was twenty years old, Rachele held fast to the anticlerical convictions of her youth and only reluctantly agreed to have her union with Benito consecrated by a church wedding fifteen years later. Spurning beauty salons and makeup, possessing only two modest coats, insisting on washing the dishes after their meals, and refusing to attend state functions, she nonetheless, in her elder daughter’s words, was “the true dictator in the family.” Although Mussolini diligently returned home every night, outside it he led a completely different love life.[19]

			

			—

			In the wake of his 1936 conquest of Ethiopia and his declaration that after two millennia Rome once again had an empire, Mussolini was increasingly apt to see himself as infallible. He now dreamed of greater conquests. “March on to the ocean,” he told the Fascist Grand Council at their early February 1939 meeting. Italy had to “escape from its Mediterranean prison.” Too vain to be seen wearing reading glasses, Mussolini, like Hitler and for the same reason, had his text prepared on a special typewriter that printed letters three times their normal size. Perhaps sensing the feeling of alarm his remarks provoked among several of his fellow Fascist bigwigs, he added that he was not then planning any immediate military action.[20]

			Mussolini had never felt comfortable around priests, and while he had earlier recognized the advantage of acquiring Vatican support in overwhelmingly Catholic Italy, he bitterly complained of the pope’s recent barbs. It was not going to be easy to convince Italians to embrace Nazi Germany. The history of Italian diffidence toward Germans was a long one, not helped by the recent Great War the two nations had fought. Nor could most Italians feel comfortable with the Nazi ideology of Aryan supremacy. He could ill afford to have the church oppose his plans.

			The barrage of criticism of Germany that appeared in the pages of the Vatican’s daily newspaper in the first weeks of 1939 infuriated Mussolini. A typical Osservatore Romano article told of the recent closing of 180 Catholic schools in one region of the country. It went on to list other parts of the Reich that were now bereft of any Catholic schools, including all of Austria. An even more hard-hitting article appeared on the paper’s front page in early February, giving a litany of Nazi measures aimed at undermining the church’s influence. “They want to prevent and bleed away Catholic life,” the Vatican paper charged, “and even more they want to destroy the Catholic Church…and even eradicate Christianity itself in order to introduce a faith that has absolutely nothing to do with the…Christian faith.” Although the Vatican tried to keep up the fiction that L’Osservatore Romano was not the official newspaper of the Vatican, few took this seriously. In fact, it was closely overseen by the Vatican Secretariat of State and by the pope himself.[21]

			On January 22 Bonifacio Pignatti, Mussolini’s ambassador to the Vatican, went to the Apostolic Palace to complain. In his subsequent report, Pignatti expressed concern that the Vatican’s attacks on Germany might weaken Italians’ enthusiasm for their own Fascist regime. The problem lay with the pope alone, he said, for “no prelate, no matter how high up he is, dares oppose the Pontiff.” “As I have repeatedly written,” Pignatti advised, “only a new pontificate will be able to adopt a different, more conciliatory direction on the racial question.” The prelates around the pope were themselves increasingly worried where his outbursts might lead. “The Holy Father is always very irritable,” Monsignor Tardini, Pacelli’s deputy in the Vatican Secretariat of State, wrote in a note at the time. “He once again repeated to me that Mussolini is a farceur [buffoon]. ‘With me he has been rude and duplicitous.’ And he adds, ‘I say this to many people so that he too knows it.’ ” Tardini was at wit’s end: “And unfortunately it’s true. The pope does say it to many people. Ciano tells the nuncio that the pope…talks too much.”[22]

			Unlike many of the rumors that swirled around the Vatican, the whisperings that Pius XI was secretly preparing an encyclical denouncing Nazi racism and antisemitism were grounded in fact. In the wake of Hitler’s visit to Rome the previous spring, the pope had decided that just such an official papal pronouncement was needed. But he worried that Cardinal Pacelli and the other high-ranking prelates of the Vatican would try to talk him out of it. As a result, he turned to an outsider, an American Jesuit, John LaFarge, to draft the encyclical. LaFarge, known for his work opposing racism in the United States, had sent the resulting text to the head of his order in September 1938, expecting him to deliver it to the pope within a few days. Instead, the Jesuit superior general, Wlodimir Ledóchowski, a strident antisemite, did all he could to sabotage it. The draft encyclical landed on Pius XI’s desk only in mid-January, with a cover note from the Jesuit leader urging him to abandon the project.[23]

			The pope was planning another blow against Italy’s embrace of Nazi Germany as well. He had invited Italy’s more than three hundred bishops to Rome to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Lateran Accords on February 11, 1939. There, at St. Peter’s Basilica, he planned to give them what he thought might well be his final message. When Pius XI threatened to say something that would long be remembered, this is what he had in mind, and it was this that had made Mussolini so nervous.

			The pope prayed for God to allow him to live long enough to give his message to the bishops, and to the world, but he had grown so weak that by February 6 he was confined to bed. Other than his doctors, only Cardinal Pacelli was allowed to visit him. Under the strain of the pope’s worsening health and increasing irritability, Pacelli himself appeared beaten down. The cardinal urged the ailing pope to delay the upcoming anniversary ceremonies, but Pius XI refused. Concerned that his voice might be too weak to be heard in St. Peter’s immense basilica, he ordered the Vatican printing office to make copies of his remarks for all the bishops.[24]

			

			—

			“The Pope is dead,” Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolini’s son-in-law and foreign minister, recorded in his diary on February 10. “The news leaves the Duce completely indifferent.” Indeed, on hearing of the pope’s death, Mussolini made no effort to repress a big grin. “At long last he’s gone!” he told his son Bruno. “That stubborn old man is dead.” The death could not have come at a more opportune moment for the Duce, for it was the day before the pope was scheduled to give the address that Mussolini had feared. Indeed, some would later suspect the Duce of having found a way to hasten the pope to his tomb.[25]

			While the Duce privately gloated, the official Fascist government reaction could not have been more respectful, for the image of the deeply Catholic Fascist state had to be maintained. The Grand Fascist Council’s meeting scheduled for that day adjourned in a sign of respect and issued a statement that the Vatican’s own newspaper highlighted in its front-page coverage of the papal death:

			
				The Grand Council of Fascism sends a reverent tribute to the memory of the Pontiff Pius XI who desired the Conciliation between the Church and the Italian state, a great event that, following sixty years of fruitless attempts, resolved the Roman Question with the Lateran Accords and, through the Concordat, established collaboration between the State and the Church to safeguard the Fascist and Catholic unity of the Italian people.[26]

			

			The Fascist press devoted countless reverential articles to the deceased pope. Il Regime Fascista, the most anticlerical of all the major Fascist papers, was in this respect typical, filling page after page with praise for him. Its front-page story concluded: “While outside Italy the joint forces of Bolshevism, Judaism and the masonry, enemies of religion, of Jesus, and of Italian strength and world Peace, were working to provoke a war, Italy’s Catholic and Fascist people testify to their sorrow for the death of the great Pope of Conciliation and of Peace.”[27]

			Ciano, as foreign minister, instructed Italy’s ambassadors abroad to lower their flags to half-mast. Ciano himself went that evening to the Sistine Chapel, where Cardinal Pacelli awaited him. As they stood together at the foot of the towering catafalque on which the pope’s body lay, Pacelli took advantage of the occasion to speak with Mussolini’s son-in-law about church-state relations, a conversation that led Ciano to believe that with Pius XI dead, the Fascist-church alliance would soon be improving. The two men then got on their knees, side by side, their shoulders practically touching, facing the pope’s body, as a crowd of prelates and aristocrats looked on. A photographer for the Vatican newspaper captured the image, as Mussolini’s pudgy son-in-law, in his embroidered ministerial tunic, his short dark hair slicked back, pressed his hands together in front of his face in prayerful homage. Beside him, the gaunt, bespectacled, balding sixty-two-year-old Pacelli, in his clerical gown and long flowing red cape, did the same.[28]
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					Galeazzo Ciano and Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli in prayer at the body of Pope Pius XI in the Sistine Chapel, February 10, 1939

				
			
			That weekend, instead of gathering to hear the pope denounce racism and Italy’s embrace of Nazi Germany, Italy’s cardinals and bishops came to Rome to mourn him. Mussolini initially balked at taking part in the funeral rites, but his son-in-law argued that his absence might prejudice their cause at the upcoming conclave. The Vatican would expect him to offer some gesture of respect. “The Duce,” Ciano observed, “is always bitter about the Church.” In the end, Mussolini agreed to attend one of the funeral ceremonies scheduled for the following week.[29]

			Two days after the pope’s death, Mussolini, still worried about the speech the pope had been planning to give to the bishops, directed his Vatican ambassador to find out whether any copies of it remained. The next morning the ambassador went to see Cardinal Pacelli, who confirmed that hundreds of copies of the speech had been printed. Distributing the dead pope’s final message, remarked the ambassador, would not be a good idea. Pacelli agreed and ordered the Vatican printing office to destroy all copies. The vice director of that office assured the cardinal that he would personally see to their destruction, so that, as he put it, “not a comma” of the speech Pius XI had labored on in his dying days would remain.[30]

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Pronounced DOO-chay.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Chapter 2 The Conclave]

			

			A week after the pope’s death, Mussolini’s and Hitler’s ambassadors to the Holy See met to plan a common strategy. Bonifacio Pignatti, Italy’s sixty-one-year-old ambassador, was an experienced diplomat and a man the Vatican viewed as a good, practicing Catholic. He would do all he could to ensure the new pope was someone congenial to the Fascist regime.[1] His German counterpart, Diego von Bergen, had been committed to improving relations between the Vatican and the Third Reich ever since Hitler came to power. Bergen had already spoken with Cardinal Pacelli, who wanted to let Hitler know that he hoped harmonious relations might now be restored between Germany and the Holy See. Should the conclave choose Pacelli, said Bergen, he would undoubtedly do everything he could to reach an agreement with Germany and would very likely succeed.[2]

			As the day for the conclave neared, the two embassies continued to lobby the cardinals for Pacelli’s election. The Italian ambassador sent his number two to meet with Fritz Menshausen, the number two at the German embassy. Menshausen “repeatedly insisted on the candidacy of Pacelli as Pope,” reported the Italian ambassador. “That would represent the best solution for Germany and would perhaps allow reaching a detente in the relations between the Holy See and the Reich.” Italy’s ambassador thought the German cardinals were likely to support Pacelli’s election. If the French, too, decided to vote for him, the other foreign cardinals were likely to add their support as well. What remained less clear was what the Italian cardinals—who formed a majority of the Sacred College of Cardinals—would do: “They fault the Cardinal Chamberlain [Pacelli] for his weakness of character, for being too prone to bend to pressure.” Italy’s ambassador added that in his opinion “these are quite well-founded concerns.”[3]
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					Cardinal Pacelli presides over the Camera Apostolica, February 1939

				
			
			The following day, forty-eight hours before the start of the conclave, the two ambassadors met again to compare notes. Bergen described his meetings with the German cardinals, who had assured him they would adopt a “conciliatory” attitude. One of them had met three times with Pacelli, who had expressed both his desire to bring about peace between the Vatican and the German Reich and his own interest in becoming pope. “It now seems clear to me,” Pignatti reported, that “the obstacle to his election will come from the Italian cardinals, among whom he does not enjoy much sympathy.”[4]

			In the days before the conclave, Cardinal Pacelli had also met with the French cardinal Alfred Baudrillart. After a moment of hesitation, Pacelli spoke openly of his chances. “At the end of the day,” wrote Baudrillart in his diary, “he will be a conciliator.” The only holdout among France’s papal electors was the youngest, fifty-four-year-old Eugène Tisserant, the Curia’s lone outspokenly anti-Fascist cardinal, and the only non-Italian cardinal in the church’s central administration. Pacelli certainly had his merits, the burly, bushy-bearded cardinal told the French ambassador, for he was a man of considerable culture and diplomatic ability, but he was too weak, too easily intimidated. Tisserant, whom France’s ambassador characterized as “a bit like the enfant terrible of the group of our cardinals, wearying them with his quips and abrupt expression of his strong opinions,” seemed to have “a personal antipathy toward the former secretary of state.”[5]

			

			—

			In the past, conclaves were held within days of a pope’s death, and as a result the non-Italian cardinals often arrived too late to cast their votes. This time, to accommodate them, over two and a half weeks transpired between Pius XI’s death and the convening of the conclave on March 1. Not all were pleased with the delay, unhappy with the spectacle of endless politicking, not least in a series of semisecret meetings between foreign diplomats and their compatriot cardinals. “They ought to close in the cardinals just as soon as they arrive and make them recite the rosary from morning to night,” quipped the papal nuncio in Lisbon.[6]

			The opening ceremonies began with a morning Mass in the Apostolic Palace’s Pauline Chapel. There, surrounded by its massive frescoed walls, graced by two of Michelangelo’s masterpieces, the secretary of Latin letters, a man normally in charge of preparing the pope’s Latin language correspondence, read a seemingly endless sermon in a glacial monotone. In the afternoon, the cardinals marched, each accompanied by a Roman aristocratic escort, to the Sistine Chapel. There, along either side of the famed frescoed sanctuary, small canopied tables had been set up for the sixty-two electors, with Boston’s Cardinal William O’Connell rushing in at the last minute. Atop each table sat an inkwell, pen, blank ballots, a stick of red wax, matches, and a candlestick.[7]

			The voting began the next morning. A two-thirds majority was required to elect a pope, and on the first ballot Cardinal Pacelli received thirty-two votes, followed by the archbishop of Florence, Elia Dalla Costa, with nine, and Luigi Maglione, former nuncio to France, with seven. Pacelli had won the support of a large majority of the non-Italians but only a minority of his compatriots. The French ambassador had speculated that if Pacelli did not get the needed two-thirds vote on one of the first two ballots, his candidacy would recede, and another cardinal would be elected. As the votes on the second ballot were opened and read aloud, Pacelli’s name was pronounced forty times. He was still two votes short. Despite the ambassador’s prediction, Pacelli was now too close to be denied. That same afternoon, on the third vote, at five p.m., forty-eight cardinals dipped their pens into their inkwells and scrawled Pacelli’s name.

			Following tradition, the cardinal deacon then approached Pacelli and asked if he would agree to serve. His acceptance, observed Cardinal Baudrillart, “was serious, dignified, and pious, but by a man who could not pretend to decline that which, though trembling, he has wanted for
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