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For Stella




Epigraphs

‘The hour to resist had arrived; the hour to be men – to die like men and to live like men.’

Pietro Calamandrei, Uomini e città della Resistenza, 1955

‘We women must now give everything to saving our homeland, our life, our bread. We too must not hesitate. We will show with our actions that we too are capable of every sacrifice.’

Gruppi di difesa della donna e per l’assistenza ai combattenti della libertà, July 1944
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Frida Malan, graduate in literature and sister of Roberto and Gustavo

The staffette

Lisetta Giua, engaged to Vittorio Foa

Lucia Boetta, guide to visiting dignatories

Matilde di Pietrantonio, renowned for kidnapping German officers

Gigliola Spinelli, procurer of weapons
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Vanda Maestra

Luciana Nissim
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Giorgio, Marisa and Paolo Diena

 The partisans

Giorgio Agosti, a Turin magistrate

Dante Livio Bianco, a Turin lawyer, and his staffetta wife Pinella

Willy Jervis, liaison with the Allies, and his wife Lucilla

Ettore Marchesini, engineer and Ada’s husband

General Perotti, head of the northern Committee of National Liberation

Ferruccio Parri, head of the military wing of the Partito d’Azione

Don Foglia, known as Don Dinamite

Giulio Bolaffi, commander of the Stellina Brigade

Tancredi Galimberti, partisan commander, known as Duccio

The Fascists

Giuseppe Solaro, party secretary in Turin

Valerio Paolo Zerbino, prefect in Turin

Guido Buffarini Guidi, Minister for the Interior in the Salò republic

Renato Ricci, head of the militia in the Salò republic

Alessandro Pavolini, head of the new Partito Fascista Repubblicano




Chronology

1943








	10 July–17 August
	Allied landings and conquest of Sicily.



	25 July
	Mussolini deposed, arrested and replaced by Marshal Badoglio. The war continues on the German side.



	3 September
	Italians sign armistice with Allies, made public on 8 September.



	9 September
	Allies land in Salerno. Germans begin occupation of Italy. Italy’s anti-Semitic laws of 1938 enforced.



	
	Ada Gobetti starts her war diary.



	12 September
	Mussolini is rescued from the Gran Sasso by German commandos.



	23 September
	The new Italian Social Republic is established at Salò with Mussolini at its head.



	
	Anti-Fascist leaders form clandestine Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale (Committee of National Liberation) in Rome. There are now three Italian governments: Badoglio’s, the Roman CLN, and Mussolini’s in Salò; and two armies, the German and the Allied.



	 15 November
	First congress of the newly constituted Fascist Party held in Verona. Jews declared enemies of the state. Arrests by Fascists and Germans get underway.



	
	As do orders for the draft of young men for Salò’s army, and for workers for the German war industry.



	
	The Allied Control Commission set up in the liberated south.




	November
	Gruppi di difesa della donna e per l’assistenza ai combattenti della libertà – Groups for the protection of women and assistance to fighters for freedom – (GDD) set up.





1944








	22 January
	Allies land at Anzio, south of Rome.



	January–March
	Devastating German spring offensive against the partisans in the north.



	
	Northern Committee of National Liberation sets up unified military command.



	April
	A Servizio Ausiliario Femminile for women Fascists is set up.



	4 June
	Rome is liberated by the Allies.



	6 June
	Normandy landings.



	3 August
	Florence is liberated.



	15 August
	Allies land in Provence.



	
	The Germans establish a new defensive position, the Gothic line, from La Spezia on the west coast to between Ravenna and Pesaro on the east coast.



	 13 November
	General Alexander orders partisans to stand down for the winter months.



	
	Allies stall on Gothic line. Germans embark on major campaign to crush partisans in the north.





1945








	1 February
	Italian women get the vote.



	18 April
	General strike called across the north.



	26 April
	Insurrection in Turin.



	
	Capture of Mussolini by the partisans.



	27 April
	Germans and Fascists retreat as one city after another is liberated.



	29 April
	Document of surrender by Germans and Fascists in Italy signed in Caserta, to take force on 2 May.



	30 April
	First Allied soldiers reach Turin.



	7 May
	Germany surrenders to Allies.



	21 June
	Ferruccio Parri sworn in as first post-war prime minister.



	8 December
	The Parri government falls.





1946








	2 June
	Monarchy replaced by republic after constitutional referendum.



	22 June
	Widespread amnesty declared for most imprisoned Fascist collaborators.





1947








	10 February
	Peace Treaty between Italy and Allies formally signed in Paris.
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Preface

On the evening of 12 March 1945, soon after dinner, there was a knock on the door at a modest house in one of Turin’s northern suburbs, Il Terzo Quartiere, home to many of the workers in the city’s vast industrial sector. Teresa Arduino was on the balcony with her youngest daughter, thirteen-year-old Bruna, hanging up the laundry; her six-year-old son, Antonio, was in bed, asleep. Outside were three young men, claiming to be partisans and wanting to be put in touch with a fighting brigade up in the mountains. They were invited to come in. The Arduino family were well regarded locally as long-term members of the Resistance, fighting the Germans and the Fascists, and Teresa’s husband, Gaspare, a socialist and steelworker with FIAT, had been arrested eighteen times for his political sympathies. Teresa helped train young men and women serving with the urban partisans. Il Terzo Quartiere was a stronghold for the Resistance.

In the kitchen were Gaspare and Teresa’s two older daughters, nineteen-year-old Vera, who had a job in a sweet factory, a young woman who took life and her role as eldest child seriously, and who worked for the Resistance carrying messages between the headquarters of the partisans in the city and those hiding in the mountains; and Libera, sixteen, who, when not at her own job in a mechanics factory, helped the families of imprisoned partisans and regularly gave blood to the Red Cross. With them that evening was another young partisan, 24-year-old Rosa Ghizzone, who, like the Arduino sisters, was a staffetta – a runner, a courier, a transporter of weapons, a guide. Rosa was pregnant. Her husband, Libera’s fiancé and another partisan had just arrived to move Gaspare to a safe house, on the grounds that he was in increasing danger of arrest.

Once inside the house, the three strangers pulled out guns, said that they belonged to Mussolini’s Black Brigades and forced Gaspare and the three girls to follow them out to a car; they also took away the three partisans. The Fascists wanted to take the whole family, but Gaspare persuaded them to leave his wife and younger children at home. The men were taken to the Fascist Party headquarters, the Littorio, in the centre of Turin, where they were separated. While Signora Arduino combed the city for news of her family, her husband and the other men were executed in different parts of the city.

Vera, Libera and Rosa were driven to the banks of the Pellerina canal, where they were shot in the back of the neck. Vera and Libera died immediately, but Rosa was only wounded, managed to get free and threw herself into the canal, where the current carried her to the shadow of a bridge. The young Fascists ran after her, firing into the water and hitting her several times. Believing her to be dead, they left to report their successful executions to the Turin Fascist leader, Giuseppe Solaro. Though badly hurt and covered in blood, Rosa dragged herself out of the water and crawled to a nearby house. Her baby was stillborn. Rosa herself died not long after.
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News of the killings travelled rapidly around the city. For a while no one knew where the bodies had been taken or when or where the funerals would take place. But then a man working in the city morgue reported that Vera and Libera were to be buried on the Saturday, three days later, in the central cemetery. Throughout the industrial suburbs, from house to house, from family to family and woman to woman, the word went out: call a strike in your factory, gather the women, come to the funeral. Bring with you something red – a wreath, a scarf, a bunch of carnations.

By 8.30 on the morning of 16 March, more than two thousand women carrying red flowers and wreaths, tricolour flags and placards denouncing Fascist brutality, had gathered at the gates of Turin’s main cemetery in Via Catania. Some wore red sweaters; others red scarves. Some were elderly, others little more than children. It was one of the biggest demonstrations by women in the history of Turin. And they were angry. There had been many killings in the previous nineteen months, but the cold-blooded shooting of these girls touched something in their imaginations. When two FIAT cars appeared at 9.15 they were assumed to be bringing representatives from the unions, but the plain-clothes men who got out belonged to Mussolini’s crack anti-partisan unit. They fired guns into the air, trampled on the flowers and wreaths, tore up the placards. Reinforcements arrived in lorries. The women scattered, finding hiding places inside the church, behind a florist’s booth, between the graves. Some were able to infiltrate themselves among the mourners of another funeral. But a number were caught and lined up facing the cemetery wall, their hands above their heads. One woman, whose son had already been shot by the Fascists, began to curse the men. The Fascists attempted to drag her onto a lorry, but her friends surged around, hiding her. A ninety-year-old woman fainted. More Fascists arrived and set about loading the women onto their lorries, trying to discover where the cursing woman was hidden, so that they could shoot her.

At this moment, two hearses drove up, one each for Vera and Libera. A woman in the crowd called out: ‘Let us kneel’. Singing the hymns composed by the Resistance in the months of their war against the Fascists, the women knelt. The coffins passed between them.

Several hundred women were then rounded up and driven away to the grim Fascist barracks in Via Asti. In the following days some were released; others were still there when, six weeks later, Turin was liberated.

All through that Saturday in Turin, the local factories had staged fifteen minute strikes. In the city centre, the trams stopped. At a carpet factory called Paracchi, a woman had climbed out onto the roof and hung a large red flag. And later that day, women went back to the cemetery to gather the wreaths and flowers that had not been too badly crushed and laid them on the new graves. Turin, together with Milan and Genoa, part of Italy’s industrial triangle, had seen many strikes and demonstrations since Italy had changed sides in the war and the Germans had first occupied their city in the early autumn of 1943. But there had never been anything quite like this, organised by women, for women, who were neither cowed nor fearful of the consequences.

There were four women in particular, who had been fighting with the Resistance for the previous nineteen months and who were closely connected, each in their own way, with the Arduino sisters. Two attended the funeral; two had been ordered to stay away.

The eldest of the four, Ada, widow of one of the most renowned anti-Fascists in Italian history, Piero Gobetti, and mother of seventeen-year-old Paolo, had just celebrated her forty-first birthday. A well-known translator and teacher, she was a humorous, affectionate, boundlessly energetic woman with dark curly hair, of whom it was said that she prized friendship above nationality, country and ideology. She was a founder of the left-wing Partito d’Azione and a political commissar with Stellina, one of the partisan brigades in the mountains. She had been forbidden to attend the funerals: the partisan leadership considered her life and safety too important to risk.

Bianca Guidetti Serra, twenty-five, a new member of the Communist Party, who had been running action committees against the Fascists in the factories and editing clandestine women’s newspapers, was not there either, though she had been one of the event’s main organisers, because she too was judged too valuable to the movement to lose. She had spent the previous night going from house to house, giving instructions to the women. Her younger sister Carla, who was still at university, went in her place, was arrested and spent a night in a cell in Via Asti with thirty others reciting poetry to herself to keep her fears at bay. Next day, she told the Fascist police that she had been visiting her father’s grave and they released her; but their mother was furious with Bianca, saying: ‘You will be the ruin of our family.’ Bianca, who had graduated in the summer of 1943 as a lawyer, a profession then all but closed to women, spent the morning of the funerals in the library.
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One of the two women who did attend the funerals was Frida Malan, twenty-six, the only girl in a Protestant family of militant boys from the valleys to the west of Turin. Headstrong and rebellious, with fair hair and blue eyes and the build of a gymnast, Frida dreamt of a second Risorgimento, an uprising against the German invaders. She was serving as a fighter and staffetta with the V Divisione Alpina Val Pellice and was a member of the united regional military command. Seeing the Fascists arrive at the cemetery, Frida took the hand of a little girl standing near her and said: ‘Say that you are my daughter.’ She managed to avoid arrest.
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As did her closest childhood friend, 26-year-old Silvia Pons, a girl so pretty, with her black hair plaited at her neck, that people were said to stop talking when she came into a room. She was a doctor, another profession with very few women, and had graduated not long before. She also worked as a staffetta for the partisan brigades and helped treat wounded fighters.

These four women were friends. By March 1945, they had survived nearly two years of German occupation, Fascist brutality, repeated round-ups and armed battles throughout the city, the suburbs, the valleys and the mountains of the Alps which stretched north and west towards France and Switzerland. Two of them, Frida and Silvia, had been caught and held by the occupiers in prisons notorious for torture and summary executions. How they would fare in the six weeks that lay ahead, as the Allies advanced and the Germans and their Fascist collaborators grew increasingly desperate and embattled, not one of them could imagine.
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Ada, Frida, Silvia and Bianca were remarkable women. But they were not alone. Between 1943 and 1945 thousands of women throughout occupied Italy rose up, joined the Resistance and fought to liberate their country. What made these women extraordinary was that Fascist Italy under Mussolini’s twenty-year-rule had turned them into shadows: they had no rights, no voice, no equality, no say in either their own lives or in the running of the country. That they found the courage, the imagination and the selflessness to fight – and often to suffer arrest, torture, rape and execution – is what made them truly exceptional. Outside Italy, their contribution to the war is barely known. It is a story that deserves to be told.

But then, the story of the Italian Resistance in general is not widely known either. For nineteen months, between September 1943, when Italy surrendered and joined the Allies, and April 1945, when the country was liberated from German occupation, Italy was engaged in a civil war. Italians fought not just their German occupiers, while the Allied campaign moved slowly north through the country after their landings in the south, but also each other: Italians against Italians, partisans against Fascists, in a war of extreme brutality which saw many thousands die. This tragedy, outside Italy, is seldom remembered.

Ada, Frida, Silvia and Bianca were Piedmontese, from the mountains and plains of north-west Italy. Turin and the valleys of Piedmont lay at the very heart of the northern Resistance. More Piedmontese proportionately fought and died than in any other part of the country.

The civil war and its aftermath brought out all that was best and all that was worst in Italian society. It gave Mussolini’s two decades of Fascist rule, which began in the early 1920s, with its corruption, brutality, greed and eventual anti-Semitism, a further eighteen months of life. But it also brought to the fore all the warmth and generosity of the Italian character. The bravery shown by the partisans, both men and women, was exemplary. It is this contrast that makes these years so fascinating.

It is hard to pin down why the Italian partisan war has largely been forgotten. One reason would seem to lie in the complexity of the war itself and the vast array of forces lined up against each other: the American and British Allies, with their very different perceptions and concerns; the Germans intent on slowing the Allied advance while exploiting Italian resources and controlling the Fascists who joined them; the Italian Fascists, trying to position themselves for a future that looked increasingly grim; and the Resistance, with its lofty ideals and often reckless courage. None of this makes for a simple narrative.

But the neglect also comes from the attitude of the Anglo-Saxon world towards the Italians. The Allies were haunted by fears that the Resistance would push Italy into communism, which made them niggardly with their support. Long after the partisans had demonstrated their bravery and commitment, the Allies continued to regard them as unworthy partners, contaminated by the years of Fascism and the country’s volte-face in the summer of 1943. Right up until the end of the war, and beyond, the partisans were recognised as necessary for the Italian campaign, but the Allies saw them as neither trustworthy nor ultimately important. The chaos that followed the end of the war only made them feel justified in their suspicions.

As for Ada Gobetti and her friends, whose stories this book tells, the civil war was not simply about ridding Italy of Fascism and the Germans. It was about creating a new, fairer, democratic society, in which women were, by law, to be equal partners, in work and in the family. That it was not to be, that Italy could have changed but did not, is one of the tragedies of what Ada called ‘la nostra battaglia’, our battle.




Part One

The Fall of Italy




1

A Roman Coup

Almost two years before the Arduino funerals in Turin, at 5.15 on Saturday 24 July 1943, a hot, still, sultry Roman afternoon, the Fascist Grand Council gathered in the Sala del Pappagallo in the Piazza Venezia. This was its first meeting since 1939, after which Mussolini had judged its deliberations unnecessary; and he had resisted convening it now. But his gerarchi, the Fascist Party grandees, had insisted. The twenty-seven men present were wearing, on Mussolini’s orders, the summer uniform of the militia: black safari jackets and black breeches. Mussolini wore the grey-green colours of the Corporal of Honour.

Ministers, generals, the papacy, the monarchy and the secret services had lost all confidence in Mussolini and for several months now they had been plotting to reduce his powers, though none of them trusted the others. The King’s Belgian daughter-in-law, Maria José, an intelligent and shrewd woman Victor Emmanuel did not much like, had been in talks with the Vatican and the anti-Fascist leaders living in secret around the capital. Rome was full of rumours, at least some of them known to Mussolini from his spies and informers.

Italy had remained neutral until the summer of 1940, then joined the Axis powers. But its war had gone badly from the start, with humiliating reversals in Greece, Eritrea, Somalia and Ethiopia, while Mussolini veered between bursts of inspiration and capriciousness and his generals remained myopic and incompetent. It was now deteriorating further, with relations between Hitler and Mussolini increasingly sour. A recent radical reshuffle of the cabinet, with his vain, sly but realistic son-in-law Galeazzo Ciano demoted from Foreign Secretary to Ambassador to the Vatican, had only served to weaken Mussolini’s position still further. His rows with his mistress Claretta Petacci, and with the rogues and profiteers who surrounded her, had become a national scandal. Once venerated throughout Italy and obeyed unquestioningly, the dictator was now an isolated and widely despised figure.

After three years of war, Italy’s 3.7 million soldiers were ill-equipped and unenthusiastic, with over 350,000 of them prisoners of the Allies in North Africa alone, and nearly half of the 229,000 men dispatched to fight alongside the Germans on the Eastern Front, with outdated weapons, broken radios and boots that let in water, were dead. Letters home told of frostbite and abandonment. A young man described to his mother seeing ‘men like larva, emaciated, pale as wax’. The half-million workers who had been sent to German labour camps to contribute to its war economy, were being treated abominably. Italy’s air force was pitifully weak; 6,000 planes had already been lost and there were few spare parts for the rest. There was hardly a family, from the top to the toe of Italy, that did not have a son, a father or a husband in Russia, in the Balkans, in a prisoner-of-war camp.

All over the country, people were hungry; in the south, they were starving. The pulling in of belts had become known as the ‘foro Mussolini’, a play on the word ‘foro’ – belt – and Mussolini’s still unfinished forum in Rome. Since the start of the war, Italy had been supplying Germany with rice, tobacco, cheese, fruit and vegetables. There was now no more coffee or tea and on the black market pasta and flour cost ten times what it had in 1940. In the absence of quinine, malaria was spreading. Soap had run low and scabies was sweeping through schools and villages. Since the autumn of 1942, the Allied bombing had left thousands dead and many cities reduced to rubble. There had been a woeful lack of air-raid shelters, sirens or firefighters. Rome itself had just been bombed for the first time, with 166 people killed and many more wounded in the working-class suburb of San Lorenzo. Strikes, a measure of the widespread pessimism and discontent, were paralysing Italian industry for weeks on end.

On 6 June had come a devastating report on the state of the country, a nation with such corrupt leaders, massive tax avoidance and inefficient bureaucrats and military leaders that it was no longer credible. Mussolini had promised the people a quick victory, bringing prestige and booty; what they had got was death, air raids, violence, penury. No one believed any longer in the stories of victorious and heroic battles. Fascism itself had come to feel like a huge trick, parasitic and mendacious. On 10 July, 160,000 Allied soldiers and six hundred tanks had landed in Sicily, and on the day of the Grand Council, Palermo fell into Allied hands. The Italians now wanted peace, at any price. Those in the Grand Council conspiring against Mussolini wanted a war they knew they were losing to end and they wanted the Duce gone.

Mussolini spoke first. For two hours, he rambled on, irritable, obsessive, repeating himself, swinging between accusations and recriminations, railing against the Allies and the ‘uncouth, barbarous’ Germans, insisting that he was still loved by the Italian people. There were few traces of the former energetic, purposeful leader, with his springy, cat-like step, who had once flown his own plane and been photograped bare-chested with lion cubs; rather he came across to those present as an overweight, ponderous, greying figure, his face shrunken, in considerable pain from a duodenal ulcer. Chief among those plotting for Mussolini’s removal was the shrewd and ambitious Minister for Justice, Count Dino Grandi, a man as feline as he was pompous, who proposed that Mussolini hand back command of the armed forces to the King. By turn fawning and attacking, the Fascist Grand Council accused the Duce of being indecisive, of not ridding the government of incompetent bureaucrats, of pursuing a disastrous foreign policy. ‘You have imposed a dictatorship on Italy,’ Grandi declared, ‘which is historically immoral.’

By midnight, the meeting had been going on for almost seven hours. Mussolini asked that it be adjourned until next day. He was granted just ten minutes, but returned refreshed and accusatory. ‘I have enough here,’ he told the councillors, tapping his briefcase, ‘to send you all to the gallows.’ Soon after 2 a.m., he called for a vote. It went, overwhelmingly, against him. Nineteen of those present voted for Grandi’s resolution; seven abstained; one voted against. Leaving the room, Mussolini said: ‘Gentlemen, you have brought about the fall of the regime.’ The meeting had lasted a little under 10 hours. In the end, after the years of craven obedience, no senior Fascist had defended him, not even his son-in-law Ciano. It was the speed with which it happened, and the almost unanimous rejection by his formerly slavish followers, that was so shocking.

Next afternoon, apparently heedless of what might logically follow the council meeting, Mussolini went to pay his regular Monday visit to the weak, vacillating but for once resolute King. It was no secret that the two men disliked each other. Before he left for the palace, Mussolini’s wife Rachele asked: ‘Why didn’t you have them all arrested?’ When the Duce was shown into the audience room, he was informed, and appeared to accept with little protest or rancour, that he had to resign his command of the army. What he did not realise, as he was led out of the palace to a group of waiting carabinieri, and whisked off under cover of an ambulance to their barracks, was that he was being taken away, not for his own protection, but into custody. The following day he was moved to detention on the island of Ponza, off Sicily, where he had once sent many of his own enemies, and where he now passed his sixtieth birthday, in silence, for orders had been given that he was to speak to no one; then on to the still more remote island of La Maddalena, Garibaldi’s place of retreat; then on again, to an isolated hotel high in the Abruzzi mountains east of Rome. He pondered writing a memoir about exile, in the style of Napoleon while on St Helena, and told one of the officers guarding him: ‘I am politically dead.’

In Rome, meanwhile, the King had asked Marshal Pietro Badoglio, hero of the disastrous Ethiopian war, for which he had been rewarded with a hereditary dukedom, to form a new, non-Fascist government. At 10.45 on the Monday evening, interrupting a programme of popular musical hits, three terse messages were broadcast on the radio. The first said that the King had accepted Mussolini’s resignation; the second that Badoglio was now head of government. The last was an announcement that the war, on the side of Germany, would go on: ‘la guerra continua’. Martial law was declared. Rachele Mussolini was put under house arrest. Claretta Petacci and her whole much hated clan, fearing retribution for years of corruption, fled north. The assets of some of the greedier gerarchi were seized. A jubilant uncensored Il Messaggero newspaper announced: ‘Long Live Free Italy’. The Grand Council, the Chamber, the hated Special Tribunals which had over the years summarily sent so many political opponents to the penal colonies on the islands off Sicily, the Fascist Party and its paramilitary troops were all dissolved. The dreaded secret police, OVRA, was abolished. Ezra Pound, who since 1941 had been delivering regular seven-minute propaganda broadcasts for the Fascists, had time for one final talk before setting out, on foot, for his house in Rapallo.

Both the Allies and the Germans appear to have been taken by surprise at the abruptness of Mussolini’s fall. But almost all ordinary Italians greeted it with an explosion of joy. In Rome, as the news spread, there was a frenzy of celebration. The mood was one of gaiety, not revenge, though there were isolated incidents of retribution. The houses of senior Fascists were attacked, and known Fascists were spat at, ridiculed and sometimes kicked in the streets, or even forced to drink castor oil, a humiliation they had once forced on their opponents. A much decorated Fascist colonel in the air force, Ettore Muti, famous for his brutality, was killed in Fregene. All over Italy, women processed to churches to thank the Madonna; factory workers downed tools and took to the streets, where they held parties. The names of streets were changed, to shed their Fascist connotations. Uniforms, badges, portraits, statues, the visible apparatus of Fascism, disappeared, with extraordinary speed. Photographs of Mussolini were torn off classroom walls and statues of the dictator were pulled off their plinths and smashed. Prison gates were opened and political detainees released. Italian flags sprouted from every balcony. It was a coup, a bloodless revolution, without a shot fired. The Fascist dictatorship, which for twenty years had imposed a straitjacket of conformity and fear over Italy, was over. That the war would go on was something the revellers chose not to dwell on.

And for the women of Italy, it was indeed a revolution.

One of the key beliefs in Fascist ideology was that men and women were inherently different. In the early days of his rule, Mussolini had expressed some willingness in giving women the vote, at least in local elections. But by 1926 he had come to feel otherwise. Since women were ‘not capable of great spiritual ideas’, or indeed deep thought of any kind, they were clearly unsuited to politics and to most other intellectual pursuits. In any case, after the ‘exceptional’ laws brought in that year, which would define the course of the long dictatorship, no one, neither man nor woman, was allowed to vote, except for once, in a plebiscite to endorse his regime.

This was the start of a steady disenfranchisement of Italian women, who, until this moment, had been making steady gains towards equality and emancipation. From his office, high above Piazza Venezia in Rome, Mussolini oversaw the passing of laws to remove ‘inferior’ women from jobs, professions and activities. Women, he said, were incompatible with machinery: it made them masculine and independent and it castrated the men. A hotchpotch of myths, racial theories, medical chicanery and sophistry poured out from Fascist headquarters to prove that women were biologically lesser beings. Encouraged by the Vatican, which launched a ‘crusade for purity’, the Fascists decreed in a deluge of orders, speeches, radio programmes and articles that women could own nothing and decide nothing. Year by year they were forced to sit by and face exclusion from teaching literature or philosophy, from being head teachers or senior civil servants. If they wanted to go to university, they had to pay double fees. The penal code of 1930 made it legitimate for a man to kill his wife, daughter or sister in defence of his own honour.

On the other hand, for Mussolini, women did have one essential task: that of being mothers. If work was a ‘corrupter of maternal dignity, a perverter . . . of the family’, having babies was an obligation, a justification for existence. A woman’s mission in life was to turn out great numbers of children for the patria, and many little soldiers for the new Italian empire. Nothing was to be allowed to get in the way. Abortion and contraception attracted the harshest punishments. ‘He who is not a father,’ Mussolini announced, ‘is not a man.’ Popular songs, sweet and sentimental, celebrated the donna-angelo and the donna-madre. Widows became symbols of courage, obedience and sacrifice.

In this authoritarian, patriarchal spirit, there was no place for individuality. Fascism was everything: a revolution, a civilising culture, a promise of renewal, a spiritual credo, and it brooked no discussion: ‘Believe. Obey. Fight.’ The state controlled leisure, textbooks, newspapers, associations and working hours, transmitting its views via slogans, edicts, theatrical spectacles, rituals and announcements. It presented a mishmash of history intended to glorify a certain view of man who acted rather than thought. As the slogans seen all over the walls of Italy put it: ‘The Duce is always right.’ Those who felt otherwise kept quiet. The men and women who might have taught a different view of the world were in prison, or exiled in the distant penal islands, or abroad, or dead. Dissent, criticism of the regime, even dissatisfaction were treasonable. The very few who persisted in speaking out did so in metaphors and allusions. They were islands, in a great sea of silence.

Fascist boys, according to the Italian Futurist movement, which glorified modernity and sought to liberate Italy from its passive past, should be helped to develop lively bold expressions, sensual mouths (with which to ‘command imperiously’), taut muscles, the legs of squirrels (so that they could climb to great heights), and a ‘virile, sporty elegance’. In their showy after-school uniforms and fezzes they paraded and goose-stepped, while brandishing wooden rifles and singing rousing martial hymns. Boys – anti-feminist, misogynist and terrified of homosexuality – were to be moulded into little cocks, in coops of subservient hens. Their role was to make Italy great again, as it had been under the Romans, to save the country from Bolshevism and to prove that it was superior to its decadent Western neighbours.
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The Sons of the Wolf



In their own after-school classes, girls, in dowdy black and white, danced, skipped, and did callisthenics. At first called Figlie della Lupa (daughters of the wolf which suckled Romulus and Remus), then Piccole Italiane and Giovani Italiane, they were taught the virtues of self-abnegation and were given dolls on which to practise the rearing of Fascist babies. ‘Duce! Duce! Duce!’ they sang. ‘God has sent you to Italy as He sends light.’ Girls were told to eschew ‘neurotic weakness’. Pale, gaunt, flat-chested career women were branded ‘brazen, libertine, sensual, materialistic, egotistic, irreligious’, perverted by ‘pariginismo’ and ‘americanismo’. A good Fascist girl was chubby, florid, fecund and had rosy lips, and she was urged to practise ‘obedience with joy’.

Stoicism and fecundity, however, did not necessarily mean abandoning modernity and assertiveness; on the contrary, usefulness to the state was much approved of, provided it did not involve politics. What mattered was remembering to be feminine and above all submissive. Hence the particular loathing Mussolini felt for any woman with professed anti-Fascist opinions. During the 1920s and 30s, when he was arresting and sending his opponents to the penal settlements on the islands off Sicily, his secret service kept dossiers on some 5,000 troublesome women picked up for their involvement with communism, socialism or anti-Fascism. Along with their photographs, the dossiers contained notes on the charges against these women, and most referred to them as ‘prostitutes’, ‘unnatural mothers’, ‘hags’ steeped in alcohol and vice, prone to ‘tragic exhibitionism’. The vast majority, according to the dossiers, had no real views of their own: they were simply parroting those of their fathers, brothers and husbands.

Throughout the years of Fascism women’s salaries were kept at about half those of men. This did not prevent many from taking jobs, especially in the growing number of factories in the northern industrial triangle, where up to a quarter of the workforce in textiles, leather, paper and even engineering was female. And, as air raids, rationing, hunger and fear began to dominate the lives of Italian women, so they began to stir. The strikes that paralysed industry in the north in March 1943, four months before Mussolini’s fall, saw women in the front line.

‘Better a day as a lion than a hundred years as a sheep,’ Mussolini had declared in 1926. On 25 July 1943, all across Italy, in cities and towns and remote country villages, large numbers of Italian women decided that they would be sheep no longer.

Turin, with its majestic, formal eighteenth century palaces, arcades and long straight avenues from which on clear days you can see the snowy Alps stretching away into the distance, was one of the richest cities in Italy, with an ancient feudal aristocracy and strong military traditions. Home to FIAT, which had opened its Lingotto factory, a vast modern hangar of glass and concrete, on the western outskirts in 1923, it had become the heart of Italy’s engineering industries, attracting workers from all over the country and especially from its impoverished south. Blasts from factory sirens, some high-pitched, some whistling, others hissing or screeching, marked Turin’s working day. FIAT alone employed 46,000 people.

But by the summer of 1943, like much of the country, Turin had been reduced to penury and desolation. And since most of its factories had gone over to producing war material, Turin had been bombed twenty-eight times by the Allies, despite the blackout which kept the city in darkness from dusk to dawn, with the inhabitants riding their bicycles with phosphorescent buttons that glowed in the dark like fireflies. Later, people would remember the sheets of flames and the explosions, and everyone shouting, pushing, trampling over each other to reach safety, and, in winter, the snow dyed red with blood. They felt that they had become hunted animals. Three years of war had seen 430 factories hit, along with the blocks of flats that housed the workers. Fifty churches lay in ruins. The use of gas was banned for weeks on end for fear of explosions.

When, after the air raids, the inhabitants emerged from their cellars and basements, they found a dystopian landscape of deep craters, dangling electricity wires and overturned trams, with faint cries coming from those still trapped inside the crumbling buildings. In some parts of the city, half the houses were no longer standing. On 13 July, two weeks before the coup that brought down Mussolini, Allied planes had dropped 702 tons of explosives, killing 792 people. A cemetery was hit, leaving parts of the bodies of the recently buried scattered about.

Since there were enough air-raid shelters for just 1 per cent of the population, these relentless attacks had driven half of Turin’s inhabitants to seek safety in the surrounding valleys or mountain villages, from where some 100,000 people returned to the city each day to work. Those who fled were living in rented rooms, barns, stables, church vestries, whatever they could find or afford. With each new raid, more desperate families could be seen joining the sea of people swarming onto the trains leaving from the Porta Nuova station. There were accidents, when the people clinging onto the roofs fell off as the train went round corners. At night, those without money left the city to sleep in the fields.

But Turin had not given up. By nature independent, conscious that Piedmont was where the impulse for the Risorgimento, the nineteenth-century struggle for Italian unification, was born and where the Enlightenment had taken root, the Piedmontese had been the least swayed by Fascist rhetoric. The old feudal aristocracy, with its interests in justice and finance, looked outwards, towards Europe. Their support for Mussolini had been muted, in spite of the noisy, disputatious Fascist squads that had established themselves in offices and barracks throughout the city centre.

Piedmontese women, angered by the lack of shelters, paucity of food and heating, and the news that their men had been sent to the Eastern Front in shoes made of cardboard, had repeatedly taken to the streets in protest. The strikes in Turin, which had shut down factories at Lancia, Michelin, Mirafiore and FIAT, before spreading across Lombardy and Emilia, were the first significant mass protests in Fascist Italy. There were many women among the strikers, and they were sent to prison or exiled to the penal islands. Shortages of everything, especially salt, had turned women into scavengers and barterers, but in the long queues for food that snaked along the avenues had been born a new kind of comradeship. And their protests had not been altogether in vain. When even factory bosses were forced to recognise that malnutrition was slowing down production, vats of soup were delivered in the middle of the day, to be handed out in mugs along the rows of workers.

Ada, Frida, Silvia and Bianca all came from Turin, formed by Piedmontese culture, schooled in the area’s past spirit of independence and rebellion. Long before the war, Turin had been home to some of Italy’s leading thinkers and intellectuals and, though decimated by Mussolini’s repeated purges, some had managed to escape notice and lie low, carrying on with their own work, especially in medicine, the sciences and the law. In the evenings, defying the legions of spies set to trap them, they had strolled under the arcades, quietly conspiring. It was in Turin in the early 1920s that the Communist theorist Antonio Gramsci called for working-class unity and Soviet-style councils, and here that Ada Gobetti’s dazzling, seductive young husband Piero rallied supporters to back a liberal revolution and explore ways to bring about a return to a fairer, more pragmatic democracy, drawing around him a generation of clever rebellious thinkers to write for his magazines Energie Nuove and Rivoluzione Liberale. He told them that they had to create educated, informed inner selves, with which to confront the evil abroad in Fascist Italy. Piero, said his friends, was a ‘condottiere of ideas’. He embodied courage and hope for a lost generation.

Ada’s father, Giacomo Prospero, was a fruit merchant, an immigrant from Switzerland, whose especially delicious melons and peaches had won him royal favour at the turn of the twentieth century. Ada was an only child, slight, with a smiling round face and unruly hair pulled back into a pigtail, excellent at her studies and a promising musician. Her eyes were full of fire and when she was excited they gleamed. She was just sixteen when she met Piero Gobetti, then seventeen, who lived in a flat in the same building in the centre of Turin, and who was about to begin a law degree. Piero was tall, short-sighted, with curly hair and a pointed nose and he smiled a great deal. They started studying Russian together and wrote to each other long letters full of trust and longing. ‘I did not know, did not believe one could love like this,’ Ada told Piero, ‘with so much purity and ardour.’ They decided when apart to read the same book at the same time in order to feel always close. She abandoned her music studies to work with Piero on his many publishing and writing ventures, sharing his hatred of Fascism and his passionate desire to rescue Italy from Mussolini’s deadening anti-intellectual hand. Ada remained safe, but Piero was repeatedly caught by the blackshirts, the squadristi, and beaten up. In 1923, they married and moved into an apartment at 6 Via Fabro. ‘For me,’ Ada wrote to him, ‘this love is not something in my life, it is my life, the air I breathe, the reason why I breathe.’ They had a son, Paolo. ‘You created me,’ Ada told Piero. ‘You have given me everything.’

Early in February 1926, fearing that another beating would kill him, Piero left for exile in Paris. It was snowing and they were both in tears. Ada and Paolo were to join him when he had found somewhere for them all to live. On the 16th, weakened by the beatings and with a bad heart, Piero died. Ada was inconsolable. In her diary, she recorded a grief so intense that it is almost too painful to read. ‘It isn’t possible. It shouldn’t be possible. Don’t think, don’t go mad.’ She was twenty-three; Paolo was just six weeks old.

Ada stayed in Turin, earning her living as a teacher and a translator. She spoke and wrote English, French and Russian, when to know foreign languages was in itself a form of rebellion against Fascist conformity. She was quick, shrewd, inventive and clear-headed. She also loved the solitude of the nearby mountains, the chestnut forests and the open meadows, and she found a place to rent for the summer in the hamlet of Meana, in the Val di Susa, on the road to the French border. She never spoke of Piero, but he was always with her. It was in Meana in 1927 that she met Benedetto Croce, the historian, philosopher and life senator, who more than anyone in Fascist Italy was keeping alive a spirit of integrity and anti-Fascism. Croce, said his followers, was a ‘living proof of the invincibility of liberty’. On a visit to his own house in the mountains not far away, Croce, who knew Ada slightly from her marriage to Piero, came to see her. She seemed to him, he said later, like a ‘wounded animal’, hiding herself away. But in Croce Ada rediscovered her curiosity, her desire to learn, and the two became close, spending much of the summer together, walking along the country lanes, discussing projects, books, the state to which Italy had been reduced by the Fascists.
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Far left: Benedetta Croce and far right: Ada and Paolo



Croce was then in his sixties and his children, particularly his daughter Elena, became Ada’s friends. Relations between the two of them were always formal. They addressed each other as ‘Lei’, the polite form of address, and she called him ‘Senatore’. They exchanged proposals for books, plans and ideas. Through his contacts in the publishing world, Ada was offered work translating H. A. L. Fisher, Samuel Johnson and Aldous Huxley. What she loved in Croce was his irony, his understanding, the way he taught her to think through problems rationally, without fear, and to regard ‘the exercise of the mind as a moral duty’. In 1928, Croce became leader of the Liberals, but was soon driven away from Rome in disgust at the moribund upper chamber and the feebleness of his fellow senators who, he said, had sold out to the Fascists.

At the end of the 1920s, Ada and Paolo moved to another rented place in Meana, the second floor of a chalet looking directly across the valley to the steep slopes of Rocciamelone, where in winter snow cut them off for weeks at a time and they lived like hermits. In spring, the surrounding meadows were covered in white daisies. There was no running water and no electricity, but Ada could hear a stream running constantly nearby. When Croce came to see her, he brought with him a candle with which to light his way home.

By the 1930s, Croce was living most of the year in Naples, in a sprawling palazzo with 50,000 books. When he read he would almost touch the page with his nose, ‘as if he was aspirating the words with his proboscis’. Though his outspokenness – he referred to Fascism as an ‘incoherent and bizarre mixture . . . of moth-eaten bric-a-brac, absolutism and Bolshevism . . . toadying to the Catholic church’ – earned him disfavour and the banning of his books, he was left in peace, and even allowed to publish his own cultural magazine, La Critica – with a provocative ostrich on its cover – perhaps because Mussolini could not quite afford to silence such an internationally renowned academic.

Ada was not Croce’s only devoted follower. In Turin, his admirers included a group of exceptional and talented young historians, writers and translators, many of them working for the newly formed publishing house of Giulio Einaudi, where they skirted a delicate line between truth and compromise and spent hours debating Croce’s assertion that Fascism was just a ‘parenthesis’ in history, and that ‘evil in the end cannot prevail’. Through painting, writing, talking, promoting culture, putting out cultural and political magazines which were quickly suppressed, these friends went on pretending that they were free and that Fascism had never existed. For their part, the leading Fascists in Rome kept a beady eye on Turin’s hostile intellectuals.

Foremost among this group was Leone Ginzburg, whom the others regarded as a natural heir to Gobetti. Ginzburg was a Russian Jew from Odessa, a pale, bow-legged young man with a head a little too big for his body and thick black hair cut en brosse. He was phenomenally well read across the European classics, had a prodigious memory, spoke Italian in long, carefully crafted sentences, and had helped Einaudi start his publishing house. To Ada and her circle, Ginzburg’s seriousness, moral severity and pleasure in conversation, along with his delight in his friends, were wonderful antidotes to the intellectual stranglehold of Fascism. They called him ‘Leoncino’, little lion. Ginzburg seemed to them everything an intellectual should be, full of wisdom and dignity. He spoke of a ‘spirit of the catacombs’ and assumed that they, like him, would do their duty according to their consciences. Few ever left his company without feeling better about themselves and the world.

As important to this nucleus of intellectually free people in Turin was a historian called Augusto Monti, who had taught many of them – Ginzburg included – at the prestigious Liceo Massimo d’Azeglio, or after school, in a nearby cafe, or wandering along the arcades. Monti, his arms waving, his eyes gleaming with amusement behind thick lenses, never spoke directly about politics. But in coded, ‘silent, snake like’ allusions and references, there was no mistaking his meaning. His pupils called themselves his ‘fraternità’; he was their ‘master of life’, an ‘aristocratic Jacobin’, and they paid little heed to the headmaster, who stood at the school gates insisting that every pupil give the Fascist salute. Monti’s disgust at Fascism, his refusal to accept that Italy had been permanently crippled by its strictures, his huge desire to encourage his students to rethink the world they had grown up in, had a profound effect on all who heard him, and no one who sat in on his classes ever forgot him.

As Vittorio Foa, another of his pupils, would say, what Monti taught was not so much against Fascism, as above it. Foa was a short and dark young man, from an old Turin Jewish family. When he laughed, which he did a lot, his face changed shape. He would say that in his home, while he was growing up, Italian politics were all defined by negatives: no liberty, no justice, no democracy. But it had left him curiously optimistic; however bad things were, he spoke as if all could be made well. Foa, Ada and Ginzburg all joined Giustizia e Libertà, Italy’s main non-Marxist anti-Fascist party, becoming a close-knit group bound by ties of family and friendship, not easily penetrated by the secret police. In the evenings, Ada typed up flyers telling Italians not to bend to the Fascists, and pasted them around the city to counter the hundreds of bulletins, Fascist decrees and calls to meetings which made of Turin’s walls one vast exhibition.

By the mid 1930s, however, this lone liberal pocket in the north was in trouble. Infiltrated by Mussolini’s powerful network of spies, many of the group had been arrested, accused of conspiring against the state and sent off to prison or confino. Ginzburg was sent to the prison of Regina Coeli in Rome as a ‘person dangerous to the safety of the State’, and then on to Civitavecchia jail, known to all as ‘the cemetery of the living’. Foa was also sent to the Regina Coeli. Their painter doctor friend Carlo Levi went to a village in the Basilicata in the south, where he was soon at work on the memoir that would become the celebrated Christ Stopped at Eboli.

Ada escaped arrest. She took a job teaching English in a secondary school and made up parcels of books to send to her imprisoned friends, writing sadly to Croce that Turin had been reduced to ‘greyness and almost total isolation’. But Monti was caught. Asked by a Roman prosecutor, before being sent to join Ginzburg in Civitavecchia, what he had told his pupils, he replied: ‘I taught them to admire and respect ideas.’ But, the prosecutor said, ‘what ideas?’ ‘Their own,’ Monti said.

There was another, overlapping group of liberals and anti-Fascists of which Bianca Guidetti Serra was part. These were the sons and daughters of Turin’s long-established Jewish community and included Primo Levi and his sister Anna Maria. They, too, had been followers of Piero Gobetti, fighting against ‘fascistazione’ and its crippling shadow over intellectual life.

Bianca herself was Catholic, but her family was not religious. Her mother had gone out to work for a dressmaker at the age of ten, and she told her daughter about how she had longed for an education and when sent out on errands had stood at the gates of the local lycée and cried with envy. Frida Malan was a childhood friend, and the two girls listened to Bianca’s mother as she described life for women in Turin’s factories and workshops. Bianca and her younger sister Carla were devoted to each other, but Bianca was the leader. She was a strong, combative girl, though prone to anxiety, and she dropped out of school for a year after the early death of her father. She was filled with what her son Alberto calls ‘existential anguish’ that she would never be good enough. But she was quick and clever and won a place to study law at Turin University – one of six girls and 134 boys – writing her thesis on juvenile delinquency. She brought in money while studying by working in a law office, and much needed vegetables and fruit by giving private lessons. Her aim in life, she told her friends, was to see the title Avvocato before her name.
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Left to right: Frida, Roberto, their parents and Gustavo Malan



It was Mussolini’s sudden passing of the anti-Semitic laws, in the summer and autumn of 1938, which closed schools, universities and many jobs to Jews, that drew Bianca and Frida into the Resistance. In Turin alone, fifty-six Jewish university professors were sacked. Bianca’s boyfriend was Alberto Salmoni, a bold, charming, eccentric young man with a dreamy, romantic air and a lot of black hair, who came to his classes with Levi on roller skates. Together they went out to the factories in Turin’s suburbs on days of strikes and listened as the workers railed against the penury to which Fascism had reduced them. At night, in the blackout, the couple walked around the city’s arcades tearing down the posters attacking Jews as ‘enemies of the state’. When Bianca graduated, she took a job as a social worker, helping women in the factories with their legal and welfare problems.

Whenever they could get away, Bianca, Alberto, Levi and their circle of friends went climbing, or strapped skis onto their bicycles and rode up into the valleys. The mountains played an important part in all their lives. It was there, Levi would say, that he learned patience, persistence and endurance and to overcome what he regarded as his greatest weakness: his fear of failure, of risk, of fear itself.

In 1938, Ginzburg was freed from detention on condition that he write no more inflammatory articles. He returned to Turin and married another member of the group, Natalia Levi, a girl regarded by the others as very serious-minded, if rather strange, and who was already writing and publishing short stories. Natalia would soon be better known as the novelist Natalia Ginzburg. Because of the racial laws, the couple were sent, with their first child, to confino in the village of Pozzoli in the Abruzzi. But the Levi house in Turin remained a meeting place for the city’s increasingly anxious young Jews and anti-Fascists. Like Ada and Frida, Bianca escaped the notice of the Fascist authorities. Since girls were domestic creatures, destined only for motherhood, they were not expected to harbour political thoughts.
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It was on Turin’s network of trams, ‘rolling cultural centres’, that Frida and Bianca met their university friends and rode around the city, talking of rebellion. Bianca had taken to wearing shorts after being told that trousers or anything resembling them were unfascist. Silvia Pons, one of Frida’s childhood companions, was part of this group. She had already not only defied Fascist misogyny by insisting on training to be a doctor, but had given birth to a baby out of wedlock, having been forbidden by her parents from marrying the father, a brilliant historian called Giorgio Diena, because he was Jewish. At night, as Carlo Levi wrote, ‘the entire city turned into an immense portico’, the young walking and talking under the arcades, ‘our voices running down the dark corridors of the streets . . . to meet behind the trunks of the plane trees’. It sometimes seemed to him that Turin’s very architecture had been purposely designed for these peripatetic talks, ‘as if there were no horizons to their words’. Turin, where independent, critical thought flourished, where a taste for liberty was in the air, was a city that Mussolini hated.

When war came to Italy and the air raids started over Turin, Ada told Croce that she had decided to stay in the city, almost as a civic duty, to share the fate of those who could not leave. Her house in Via Fabro had become a regular meeting place for the dissidents. She would have liked to send Paolo, now seventeen and in his last year at school, away but he refused to leave her. She was happy, she said, to watch the way that he was turning from a boy into a man. In 1937 she had married again, an engineer called Ettore Marchesini, a practical, inventive man who had been a childhood friend. One summer’s day, hiking with Paolo and Ettore in the mountains above Meana, she suggested writing a story, an allegory about the conformity of life under the Fascists.

Searching for an animal to make her hero, she rejected a dog as ‘too pathetic’, a horse as ‘too detached’, a fish as ‘too silent’, and a swallow as ‘too sentimental’. She settled on a rooster and gave him the name Sebastiano. Every Sunday, on their walks above Meana, Ada carried her tale on a little further. The farmyard in which Sebastiano lived included his ‘wise, prudent and orderly mother’, a hen quite unlike her friend Arcadia who was unruly, absent-minded, fell into puddles and ended up in the pot (a warning to those who did not play by the rules). Serafina the owl stuffed herself on polenta and had to be purged with castor oil (one of the more unpleasant blackshirt punishments). Croce became the model for a wise, elderly rooster called Calusto.

Sebastiano was a contrarian, free, optimistic and humorous. He was the thirteenth chick in a brood and had been born exceptionally ugly, with very thin legs, terrified eyes, ruffled feathers and an absurdly long neck. He muddled his words. His brothers and sisters marched neatly up and down the threshing floor (Mussolini’s famous parades), while he wobbled and fell out of step. When ridiculed by the others, his mother defended him with the ‘courage of a lion’. One day, Sebastiano strayed. Everywhere he went, he was rejected by other birds and animals on account of his oddness. Ada gave the birds the surname ‘Perbenino’, doing what is right, to describe their slavish attention to conformity. Sebastiano grew sadder until he met a butterfly, who taught him the pleasures of solitude, and a dog who introduced him to the meaning of friendship. When he arrived back at the farmyard, Sebastiano was a different bird: he had seen the world and was no longer afraid.

Ada sent her finished parable to Croce, to amuse his family, and he wrote back full of praise. She decided to use her story as the perfect alibi for frequent visits to anti-Fascist friends in Milan, where the publisher Garzanti, who took the book, was based. The Storia del Gallo Sebastiano was published in 1940, under the pseudonym of Margutte. It sold well.

Then came Mussolini’s fall. As news of his arrest spread around the city, the people of Turin spilled out of their homes, and the streets were soon filled with music and dancing. Friends told each other that the war would now end, and that the Americans would arrive with food. But years of suppressed fury and submissiveness soon exploded into violence. Crowds set fire to the Fascist Casa Littorio, where Bianca’s sister Carla would spend the night in one of the cells after the Arduino funerals, and prevented firemen from putting out the flames. They went on to other Fascist barracks and buildings, looting and desecrating the hated symbols of Fascist power along the way. Those Fascists who failed to remove their party badges fast enough were attacked and beaten. Having freed five hundred political prisoners from Le Nuove, the vast medieval fort that was the city’s central jail, into the hands of the hundreds of relations crowded outside and banging on the gates, the people surged on to the German consulate, where they set fire to the German flag and forced the consul, Baron Dirk von Lagen, to come out onto the balcony and hoist an Italian one in its place. Soon, Le Nuove was filling up with arrested Fascists, both men and women.

Within twelve hours, the face of the city had been altered. The sheer delight of the crowd made it clear how hated the Fascist regime had become. But for those who had bought into it, and the young in particular, who had never known anything other than Fascist ideology, whose every day and every action had been subordinated to Fascist dogma, the jubilation was profoundly shocking. They had become, suddenly, outcasts, and all the things of which they had been so proud – the badges, uniforms, medals, honours, prizes – were now a matter for shame. They slunk away and hid.

That night, no one slept. Ada had been at her house in the mountains at Meana when she heard on the radio of Mussolini’s fall. She hastened back to her flat in Via Fabro. Soon, friends arrived to celebrate. Their deep pleasure at the end of Mussolini’s reign was tempered by wariness. They were not alone in being mystified by Badoglio’s pronouncement that ‘la guerra continua’. How would it continue? Who would be fighting whom?
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Interlude

The events of the forty-five days following Mussolini’s fall are among the most confused, dramatic, controversial, remembered and misremembered in the history of Italy.

Marshal Badoglio, the much decorated Italian general appointed prime minister by the King, was faced with three options. He could announce the end of Italy’s alliance with Germany, forged in the Pact of Steel between Mussolini and Hitler in May 1939, and switch allegiance to the Allies; he could continue his association with the Germans and hope to persuade them to let Italy sue for peace; or he could secretly pretend to continue the war at the side of the Axis powers, while negotiating clandestinely with the Allies. He chose the last option. In an atmosphere of ambiguity and mistrust and with the desperate hope not to provoke the Germans, whose violent retribution he feared, he dispatched emissaries to Algiers and to Sicily to discuss terms with the Allies. What Badoglio and the King wished for was to parlay a dishonourable surrender for an ‘honourable capitulation’ and to win Allied support before breaking with the Germans, who had recently increased the number of military divisions stationed in Italy, at Mussolini’s request. Throughout the country, clamours for peace were growing louder. Rumours abounded.

At Casablanca, in January 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill had agreed that they would accept nothing but unconditional surrender from any of the Axis powers, and that they would continue operations in the Mediterranean with landings in Sicily, which would mark the start of an Italian campaign. The Wehrmacht still controlled much of continental Europe, but when Stalingrad fell that January, the Red Army began its advance towards Germany. The Allies made no detailed plans for what would happen next, beyond keeping the Mediterranean open for shipping and controlling airports within reach of targets in Germany, while preparing to open a second front with landings on the French coast. General Eisenhower was put in command of the Mediterranean campaign and there were many talks about British or American supremacy and who would be the senior partner, and how the Italians were to be treated, though no one anticipated Mussolini’s abrupt fall. The British ultimately wanted control of the Mediterranean in order to protect its colonies; the United States were concentrating on the defeat of Germany and Japan. Both were extremely nervous that Mussolini’s opponents were dominated by Socialists and Communists.


[image: image]
Victor Emmanuel III and Marshal Badoglio



Over the radio in late July, the Allies now promised to enter Italy as liberators – providing the Italians surrendered unconditionally. Neither the Americans nor the British at this point seem to have had much esteem for the Italians. The American press had recently taken to describing Victor Emmanuel as that ‘moronic little king’. In a report to London, Harold Macmillan, helping to draw up an agreement with the Italians, noted that the 74-year-old monarch was ‘physically infirm, nervous, shaky’ and probably not capable of implementing any policy; Marshal Badoglio, who was also in his early seventies, was described as possessing the ‘natural shrewdness of the peasant’, but was ‘clearly without much political sense’. General Roatta, the army chief of staff, was a ‘natural coward’ who had weaved, ducked and schemed his way through two decades of Fascism, and ‘could be bullied if necessary’. Having abstained from bombing for a while, to give the Italians a chance to come up with acceptable terms, the Allies resumed their sorties over the north on 12 August. In Turin, ever in the eye of the air-raid storms, people again fled to the mountains. All over Italy, opposition to Badoglio was mounting, with calls for a ‘truly democratic government’, particularly after he ordered police to open fire on demonstrators. In Turin, a pregnant woman was shot dead as she led a march calling for peace.

After many tortuous secret meetings and in a spirit of considerable mistrust, a ‘short armistice’ was drawn up between Badoglio and the Allies, while arguments continued about the forty-two clauses which would go into the final terms, or ‘long armistice’. On 3 September 1943, in a tent in an olive grove at Cassibile, near Syracuse in Sicily, the ‘short armistice’ was signed; the vexed words ‘unconditional surrender’ were left out. Italy’s departure from the war, commented the Manchester Guardian drily, was ‘as inglorious as its entry’. The Allies undertook to cross the Strait of Messina, land on the Italian mainland south of Naples and make their way speedily to Rome. For their part, the Italians were to protect
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