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  CHAPTER 1
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  The Red Romagna


  WHEN the eighteenth-century English historian, Edward Gibbon, was writing his History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, he referred to the Emperor Antoninus Pius, who reigned in Rome from AD i38toi6i. Gibbon wrote that it was to Antoninus’s credit that nothing of historical interest occurred during his twenty-three-year reign, history being a register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.1 No one can truthfully say this about the man who, 1,750 years later, succeeded Antoninus as the ruler of Rome. The twenty-three-year reign of Benito Mussolini was filled with events of the greatest historical interest, and most of them illustrate the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.


  Benito Mussolini, the son of Alessandro Mussolini and Rosa Maltoni, was born in Verano di Costa at 2.45 p.m. on Sunday, 29 July 1883,2 fourteen months after the death of Giuseppe Garibaldi and four months after the death of Karl Marx. Mussolini greatly admired these two men at some stages of his life, though both of them would have repudiated him for what he eventually became.


  Verano di Costa is a little hamlet above the village of Dovia in the parish of Predappio near Forlì in the Romagna, not far from the Adriatic coast of Italy. It was a land of violence and revolution. The violence was older than the revolution, dating back for many centuries before Italy existed as a nation. The Italian peninsula was the most civilized part of medieval and Renaissance Europe, and its leading cultural centre; but the inhabitants practised and admired violence. Italians, in their separate kingdoms, dukedoms and republics, joined societies and killed members of other societies. Bandits robbed travellers on the roads. Men enlisted as mercenaries and killed each other fighting for various dukes and lords and city states. Husbands killed their unfaithful wives. In the Vatican the cardinals poisoned each other; on more than one occasion they almost certainly poisoned the Pope.


  There was violence in all the countries of Europe; but in Italy, like in the Balkans and Scotland, there was a cult of private violence which was different from the organized or semi-organized violence of England during her civil wars, of France during the Wars of Religion, and of Germany during the Thirty Years’ War. Men were brought up from childhood to believe that if they suffered wrong they should not complain to the authorities but should themselves inflict vendetta - vengeance. The husbands who murdered their wives’ lovers did not always do so in jealous rage; they did it coolly, deliberately, because it was their duty to avenge the affront to their honour and to the honour of their family.


  When the French Revolution broke out in 1789 and Napoleon’s armies invaded the countries of Europe to liberate them from their despots for the benefit of France, Italian violence took a new form. In Germany, Austria, Holland and Spain nationalist revolts broke out against the French; but in Italy they welcomed Napoleon. After his downfall and the re-establishment of the ancien regime throughout Europe, the emperors and kings of the Holy Alliance found that it had been easier to defeat Napoleon’s army at Waterloo than to deal with the revolutionary secret societies in Italy. The revolutionary struggle of the French Jacobins was carried on by the Carbonari, and afterwards by Giuseppe Mazzini’s Young Italy. Mazzini linked revolution with nationalism. He wished to liberate the Italian states from the Habsburg and Bourbon rulers who were oppressing them and unite them in one democratic republic. But events took a different course, and Italy was united under the King of Piedmont, Victor Emmanuel of the House of Savoy.


  Although Mazzini was an Italian nationalist he was not hostile to nationalists in other countries. His Young Italy united with Young Germany, Young Poland, Young France, Young Austria and Young Switzerland to form an international organization, Young Europe. Mazzini thought that wars were caused not by popular nationalist movements but by cosmopolitan kings and emperors who spoke French together and who had married each others’ sisters and daughters. From time to time these sovereigns went to war with each other, and called on their subjects to fight and die, to decide which of them would rule some province; but after the war had been won and lost, victor and vanquished resumed their friendly relations without very much resentment until the next war broke out. Mazzini and his republican followers wished to see another kind of war, a revolutionary war for democracy which would sweep away the autocratic monarchies everywhere in Europe.


  They hoped that their moment had come during the Crimean War in 1854, when Britain and France went to war with Tsarist Russia. They hoped that Austria would be drawn into the war and go down to defeat with Russia; but the British Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, was determined to prevent it from developing into a war for democracy, and after the Allied victory the Russian and Austrian empires were preserved.


  The hopes of the revolutionary republicans rose again during the war between France and Austria in 1859, when Napoleon III led his army into Italy to fight in alliance with Piedmont against Austria for Italian unity and freedom. But after his victory at Solferino he met the Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria at Villafranca and made peace. One of the reasons that he gave for doing this was that he did not want the war to develop into Mazzini’s revolutionary democratic war. The European war for democracy remained a Mazzinian dream for fifty-six years until Benito Mussolini and his colleagues launched it in 1915.


  Socialism grew out of the French Revolution. If all men were equal, why should some work for long hours and low wages for the profit of a few? The only economic system compatible with Liberty, Equality and Fraternity was one in which the means of production were owned by the Socialist state for the benefit of all the toilers. But socialism took a different form in different countries. In Britain the most eminent of the early Socialist leaders was Robert Owen, a capitalist factory owner who thought that it was wrong that children should work in factories for sixteen hours a day. He went to see the Prince Regent and the Tsar of Russia and tried to convert them to his point of view. They listened to him very sympathetically, but said that they could do nothing about it. In Italy the most eminent Socialist was Filippo Buonarroti. He told his followers to form secret societies, to assassinate rulers, and make a violent revolution.


  In 1847 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote the Communist Manifesto, in which they proclaimed that the workers had no fatherland and called on the working men of all countries to unite and make the international Socialist revolution. In 1864 they formed in London the International Association of Working Men, which became known as ‘the International’ and later as the First International. Some of Mazzini’s supporters in London joined the leadership of the International; but Mazzini did not believe in socialism, and in any case he and Marx always split any organization that they could not dominate. The Mazzinians left the International, and in Italy a bitter quarrel broke out between them and the ‘Internationalists’, as the Socialist supporters of the International were called. Sometimes Mazzinians murdered Internationalists at night in the dark streets of the cities.


  The Russian revolutionary leader, Mikhail Bakunin, came to London when he escaped from exile in Siberia, and joined the leadership of the International. He went to Italy to see Garibaldi, whom he greatly admired, and stayed to organize the Italian section of the International. But, like Mazzini, he quarrelled with Marx, and the International split. It was largely a question of personalities, but there were ideological differences. As Marx and Engels grew older, they became more moderate, and came under the influence of those German Socialists who believed that socialism could be achieved by legal, constitutional means, or at least that this form of activity could usefully be carried on in the interests of the Socialist movement. Bakunin and his followers believed not only in revolutionary violence, but also in terrorist assassinations of kings and rulers. The Internationalists not only fought bitterly with the Mazzinian republicans, but also fought equally bitterly among themselves.


  In Germany the Marxists triumphed over the Bakuninists. They formed the German Social Democratic Party, which contested parliamentary elections and eventually became the largest single party in the Reichstag. But in Spain and Italy the anarchist followers of Bakunin gained control of their sections of the International. Garibaldi supported them, and the Italian Socialists responded to their policy of revolutionary violence. They made headway in many parts of Italy, particularly in the Romagna, and their most important centre was Bologna.


  Benito Mussolini’s father Alessandro, the son of a poor peasant, was born in Montemaggiore in the Romagna in 1854, six years before the Kingdom of Italy was formed, when the Romagna was part of the Papal States. All the higher civil servants and government officials were priests; only 26 per cent of the population could read and write; and the Pope prohibited the building of railways, for fear that they might carry new revolutionary doctrines into the isolated villages. When Alessandro was a young man, he became a blacksmith. Finding no work in Montemaggiore, he moved to Dovia, where he opened a blacksmith’s forge. He became an ardent Socialist, and when he was eighteen he joined his local branch of the Bakuninist section of the International. Whenever the villagers in Dovia brought a horse to the blacksmith to be shod, Alessandro expounded the doctrines of socialism to them as he carried out the work. Even those customers who disagreed with him thought that he was a nice fellow and listened to his Socialist propaganda in a friendly spirit.3


  In the summer of 1874 disorders broke out in many towns and villages of the Romagna. The leaders of the Internationalists, who had formed the Italian Committee for the Social Revolution, decided to launch the revolution in Bologna on the night of 7 August; from there it would spread to Florence, Rome and other cities. Three thousand men, armed with rifles and knives, were to assemble at Imola and march on Bologna; Alessandro Mussolini was to go to Bologna from Predappio with forty-nine of his comrades. That morning the Committee for the Social Revolution issued an appeal to the workers to rise and to the soldiers in the army not to fire on them. ‘The first duty of the slave is to revolt; the first duty of the soldier is to desert. Proletarians, revolt! Soldiers, desert! Turn your rifles against the masters who put them in your hands!’4 Bakunin himself came secretly from Switzerland to take personal command of the revolution.


  But things went wrong. Only two hundred, not three thousand, turned up at Imola. Alessandro Mussolini and his forty-nine colleagues duly set out from Predappio, but on the way to Bologna they ran into a force of police who were expecting them. Thirty-two of the Internationalists were arrested. Alessandro Mussolini was one of the eighteen who escaped. Like many other inhabitants of the Romagna, he became one of the latitanti - the men who were on the run from the police.5


  The Internationalist leaders were kept in prison for nearly a year before being brought to trial in Florence on 30 June 1875. The trial lasted for two months. There was much sympathy for them in the Romagna and elsewhere in Italy. On 31 August the jury returned a verdict of not guilty in favour of all except three of the defendants amid an outburst of cheering in the courtroom. At the same time other Internationalists were put on trial at Trani, but they too were acquitted. There was an even more important and longer trial seven months later when seventy Internationalists were tried in Bologna; but the jury found them all not guilty. Only in Rome did the government succeed in obtaining a conviction of the Internationalists, and this verdict was reversed in the Court of Appeal on technical grounds.6


  In view of the difficulty of persuading juries to convict, the government adopted other methods. A left-wing government had recently come to power. The Prime Minister was Agostino Depretis, who had been Garibaldi’s Deputy Dictator in Sicily during the expedition of the Thousand in i860. The Minister of the Interior was Giovanni Nicotera. He had fought under the revolutionary Socialist Carlo Pisacane in the unsuccessful rising against the King of Naples in 1857. Sentenced to death, he was reprieved, and later joined Garibaldi, commanding one wing of his army in the invasion of the Papal States which was defeated at Mentana in 1867. This old Socialist revolutionary was determined to crush the new Socialist revolutionaries. He said that the so-called Internationalists were nothing but common criminals, like the Camorra in Naples and the Mafia in Sicily.


  Nicotera introduced the system of ammonizione, which was afterwards used by the government of Benito Mussolini. The Minister of the Interior could serve an order of ammonizione on anyone suspected of revolutionary activities. The man on whom the order was served was required to report to his local police station every Sunday morning; he must notify the police of any change of address; he was not allowed to leave the town or parish where he lived, to attend any meeting, to frequent any café or place of public entertainment; and he was subject to a curfew which confined him to his house from one hour after sunset until dawn. If he broke these conditions, he could be sentenced to three months’ imprisonment for the first offence, and for the third offence to confinement in a penal settlement for five years.7


  Alessandro Mussolini, realizing that the authorities would not prosecute him for his part in the abortive rising of 1874, had returned to his home in Predappio; but in October 1878 he was served with an order of ammonizione, after the police had reported that he was ‘a danger to society and to public security’. The order remained in force for four years. In February 1882 he applied to be released from the order. The authorities were in no hurry to grant his application, but after the local council at Predappio had interceded on his behalf, and had vouched for his good behaviour, the ammonizione was revoked in October 1882.


  He had meanwhile fallen in love with Rosa Maltoni, who was born near Forlì in the Romagna in 1858. She was the village schoolmistress in Predappio, a kind, intelligent and public-spirited woman who thought it her duty to educate the local children. Like most of the population of the Romagna, she was a devout Catholic. Alessandro Mussolini was one of a substantial minority who were violently anti-Catholic and aggressively atheist; but although feelings between the conservative Catholics and the Socialist atheists ran high, Alessandro and Rosa were sufficiently in love to compromise on their disagreements about religion. Rosa’s father had at first been unhappy about his daughter marrying a revolutionary who was subject to an ammonizione; but Rosa was so determined that he gave way. Alessandro, to please Rosa, agreed to be married in church, and the marriage took place in Predappio on 25 January 1882.8


  Their first child, a boy, was born on 29 July 1883. Alessandro again compromised his atheist principles, and allowed the boy to be baptized in church; but he insisted on naming him Benito Amilcare Andrea after three of his revolutionary heroes. Benito Juárez, the President of Mexico, had led the revolutionary liberal forces to victory in a savage civil war against the Catholic conservatives, and had then inspired the Mexican resistance to the French armies sent by Napoleon III to place the Archduke Maximilian of Austria on the throne as Emperor of Mexico. After his victory over the French, Juárez captured Maximilian, who was tried for treason and shot. The royal families and the conservatives in Europe were horrified; the revolutionaries rejoiced, particularly the Italian revolutionaries, for Maximilian was the brother of the Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria, who until recently had oppressed the Italian population in Lombardy and Venetia and was still oppressing the Italians in Trieste and the Trentino.


  Amilcare Cipriani had fought with Garibaldi in the unsuccessful attempt to liberate Rome in 1862 which ended in the defeat at Aspro-monte. He then went to Paris to fight for the Commune in 1871. He survived the massacre of the Communards by General Gaston de Galliffet’s troops after the defeat of the Commune, but was one of the captured rebels sent to the penal settlement in the Pacific island of New Caledonia, and endured the dreadful conditions there for nine years until the Communards were finally granted an amnesty in 1880. Cipriani returned to Italy and joined the Internationalists, who revered him as a hero and martyr for the cause.


  Andrea Costa was another Italian revolutionary. By 1874 he had become the most prominent leader of the Internationalists and was the chief organizer of the Bologna rising. He was well known in the Romagna, for he often travelled through the district with his glamorous mistress, the blonde Russian Jewess Anna Rosenstein, who was known as Anna Kulisciov. She was as determined and intelligent a Socialist as Costa. When she was put on trial as an Internationalist and terrorist in Florence in November 1879, she defended herself brilliantly, and was acquitted by the jury.9


  Costa had just been released from his last prison sentence in France when he surprised his Italian followers by announcing that he had changed his mind and now believed that the Italian Socialists should achieve their aims not by revolutionary violence but by legal constitutional means and by standing as candidates in national and local government elections. Many of his supporters were shocked, and accused him of betraying the cause. Cipriani was especially critical; he persuaded the anarchist section of the Italian Internationalists, meeting in exile at Chiasso in Switzerland, to pass a resolution that the only hope of the Italian proletariat was to prepare for armed insurrection. He was supported by a young revolutionary, Errico Malatesta, who for the next fifty years was the most prominent leader of the Italian anarchists.


  But Alessandro Mussolini went along with Costa, and decided to stand as a Socialist candidate for the Predappio district council. He could not stand as long as the ammonizione was in force against him, but soon after it was lifted he stood unsuccessfully as a Socialist. He was elected to the council in 1889, and held his seat for eighteen years till he retired in 1907.10


  His second child, another boy, was born on 11 January 1885, when Benito was eighteen months old. Alessandro had him baptized Arnaldo, after Arnold of Brescia, the revolutionary monk in the twelfth century who had denounced the wealth and luxurious living of the clergy and had been executed at the orders of the English Pope, Adrian IV, in 115 5. Alessandro’s last child, a daughter, Edvige, was born on 10 November 1888.11


  CHAPTER 2
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  The Difficult Child


  THE Mussolini children were brought up together in their father’s house in Verano di Costa. It was a simple, four-roomed building, sparsely furnished with a few wooden tables and chairs and plain iron bedsteads which Alessandro had made himself in his forge. There were two pictures on the walls – one of the Madonna of Pompeii, whom Rosa particularly worshipped, and the other of Alessandro’s great hero, Garibaldi.


  Benito and Arnaldo were very close as children, and they remained very close till Arnaldo died at the early age of forty-seven. They slept together in one of Alessandro’s large iron beds. From the window at the foot of the bed they could look out at the Rabbi, the river that ran through Predappio. There was an iron chest in the corner of the room which contained family papers. One day the children, rummaging in the chest, found a love letter that their father had written to their mother before their marriage. Benito and Arnaldo found the letter very moving.1


  Many stories have been told about Benito Mussolini’s childhood, but how far can we believe them? Apart from Mussolini’s own account, there are stories told by his Fascist admirers when he was dictator and those told by his Socialist and other opponents after his downfall and death. We can probably disregard the tales told by some of his critics of how he tore live chickens in pieces and put out their eyes;2 but even if we accept only the stories of his supporters, a contradictory picture emerges of little Benito. We are told that he spent many hours alone somewhere in his father’s house reading books while his schoolmates were playing games;3 and we are also told that he became involved in savage fights with the other boys, attacking them with knives. These conflicting pictures are not necessarily incompatible. It is perfectly possible that he engaged both in solitary reading and in fighting with knives; and this fits in well with the two sides of his character which he displayed throughout his life. Sometimes he was a pensive intellectual and philosopher, and sometimes he acted like a brutal gang leader.


  Some of the stories were told by Mussolini’s Jewish mistress, Margherita Sarfatti, a successful novelist and the wife of a wealthy lawyer in Milan; according to the Socialists, he engaged in tax evasion and black market transactions. In 1925, when Mussolini was the Fascist ruler of Italy, she wrote a biography of him which was published in Italian under the title Dvx, though the English version had the less enthusiastic title The Life of Benito Mussolini.


  She wrote that when he was a child of five he went to the school in Dovia where his mother was the schoolmistress, and terrified the other children, crawling under their desks during lessons and pinching their legs. He particularly singled out for persecution a little girl of seven, the prettiest girl in the class; he would jump out at her from behind a bush as she walked in the fields, or waylay her on her way to school, and force his kisses on her, pull her hair, ride on her as if she were his horse, before brusquely ordering her to go home, as he had finished with her. Margherita Sarfatti wrote at a time when it was fashionable for emancipated women in western Europe, and particularly women writers, to propagate the idea that women enjoyed being raped; and she was sure that Mussolini’s victim, although terrified, was already at the age of seven ‘woman enough to enjoy being terrorised over by this young man of five’.4


  This story probably tells us more about the image of Mussolini that his Fascist admirers wished to present to the world in 1925 than about what Benito did in 1888. According to Mussolini’s wife Rachele, although he wrote a preface to Dvx, he did not like the book; but then Rachele did not like ‘la Sarfatti’ or any of her husband’s mistresses. Mussolini’s sister Edvige, who was perhaps less prejudiced than Rachele, confirms that he did not like Dvx.5


  He was involved in fights from his very first day at school, when the other boys threw stones at him and he threw stones at them. He wrote in his so-called autobiography of 1928, which was probably written by his brother Arnaldo, that although he was often beaten at school, he enjoyed his fights and learned that it is through battle that men make friendships and learn to respect their opponents. He tried to conceal from his mother the cuts and bruises that he received at school. At their evening meal he hesitated to stretch out his arm to reach for the bread in case she noticed the wounds on his wrist, though as she was the teacher at the school she ought to have noticed what was going on there.6


  Sarfatti tells about one of his exploits when he was aged seven. Another boy stole his wheelbarrow and struck him with a stone, cutting his face. Benito complained to his father, who scolded him for coming whining to him like a woman instead of getting his own back on the boy who hit him. ‘Don’t let me see you again’, he told his son, ‘until you have had a go at him.’ In Alessandro Mussolini’s philosophy, a man who suffered an injury should not complain to the authorities, but should inflict his own revenge on his enemy. So Benito found a large stone, sharpened it to make it more jagged, and before supper found the boy who had struck him. He hit the boy three times in the face with the stone, cutting open his face.7 His father was proud of Benito, and so were his Fascist followers who read about it thirty-five years later in Dvx.


  Sarfatti describes how on one occasion Benito and Arnaldo were digging beside the River Rabbi when a man who had been out shooting came by with some decoy birds in a bag. He put down the bag on the river bank near where Benito and Arnaldo were digging. Taking advantage of a moment when the man’s attention was diverted, Benito and Arnaldo stole the birds. The man saw them and gave chase, but the boys forded the river and escaped with their booty.8


  Although his father sometimes beat him when he was naughty, Benito was happy at home, and loved his parents, his brother and his sister. Alessandro brought him up to be very conscious of the injustices of society, and to hate the bourgeoisie, the oppressors of the proletariat, and the priests who lied to the proletariat in order to make them contented with their lot. Alessandro taught him to resist authority and to rebel. On Christmas Day 1892, when Benito was nine, his mother took him to his first communion; but though he went to Mass to please her, he adopted his father’s views on religion.9


  When he was nine he was sent to a boarding school in Faenza; like many centres of higher education, it was run by priests of the Salesian Order. The discipline was strict, and life for the boys was tough. They rose at 5 a.m. in summer and 6 a.m. in winter, were not allowed to speak during meals, and daily attendance at Mass was compulsory. Benito objected to going to Mass; sometimes he refused to go, and was punished. He soon became convinced that the teachers were singling him out for punishment and that he was being victimized because his father was a Socialist. His clashes with his teachers, his defiance of authority, and his conviction that he was being persecuted have often been cited by hostile biographers as an example of his uncontrollable temper and his persecution mania; but it is hardly surprising that Alessandro Mussolini’s son, who had been brought up from infancy in an Italian Socialist atmosphere, rebelled against the priests and believed that they were persecuting him; for were not Socialists always persecuted by priests?


  Matters came to a head on the Feast of St John the Baptist, 24 June 1894, a month before Benito’s eleventh birthday. He became involved in a fight with an older boy at the school and stabbed him in the hand with a knife. As a punishment, he was locked up alone for hours in a dark room and forced to spend the night in the courtyard with the fierce guard-dogs; he was very frightened of the dogs, and when he eventually succeeded in climbing into the school and reached his bedroom, he was exhausted and feverish. One of the priests told him that he had a conscience that was as black as coal. He was expelled from the school. His mother took him to the house in Ravenna of the boy whom he had stabbed, and made him apologize to the boy and his parents. He noticed that there was a copy in the house of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy illustrated by Gustave Doré. This was a young thug who appreciated literature and art.10


  His father arranged for him to go to another school, the Collegio Giosuè Carducci in Forlimpopoli. It was run by lay teachers, not by priests. He stayed there for seven years till he was eighteen. He did brilliantly academically, especially in history, geography and Italian literature. But there was more trouble. On 14 January 1898, when he was fourteen, a boy sitting beside him in the classroom made a smudge on the sheet of paper on which Mussolini was writing out his answer to a mathematical problem. Mussolini took out his pocket knife and was using it to erase the smudge when the boy punched his head. Mussolini drove the penknife into the boy’s buttocks.


  The teachers threatened to expel Mussolini. His mother came from Dovia to Forlimpopoli to intercede for him with the school governors, and one of the teachers, who was impressed by his academic ability, also spoke on his behalf. The governors decided merely to suspend him from school till the end of term. Next term, in June, he was suspended again for being impertinent to a teacher, but was again allowed to return to the school.11


  Mussolini’s school record, with two knife attacks on his schoolmates, as well as stealing the birds from the hunter, entitles us to say that, in contrast to all the other twentieth-century dictators-Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Franco, Tito, Mao Tse-Tung and Castro-Mussolini had the unique distinction of having been a juvenile delinquent. Two things may be said in extenuation of his conduct: according to all the versions of the incidents that have been reported, the victims of his knife attacks had always been the aggressors in their fights with him; and his teachers, though they condemned and punished his conduct, did not regard stabbing with knives in the classroom to be as unpardonable an offence as teachers in other countries in other times would have done. He was allowed to remain in the school at Forlimpopoli, and in 1901, when he was eighteen, he passed his examinations with distinction.


  During his last two years at school he became interested in sex. He pursued the pretty girls he met in the street, and frequented the brothels in Forlimpopoli.12


  In January 1901 Giuseppe Verdi died at the age of eighty-seven. He was given a state funeral, and all over Italy meetings were held at which tributes were paid to him. The schoolmasters at Forlimpopoli chose the seventeen-year-old Mussolini to make the speech at the Verdi memorial meeting. He referred to Verdi’s operas and to his sympathy with the revolutionary struggles of the Risorgimento. Mussolini’s speech was praised by the schoolmasters and by his audience.13 He loved the music of Verdi and of the other Italian composers. He learned to play the violin, and all his life this remained his favourite relaxation. He had grown up in a world of music, sex and violence, the world of Pagliacci (1892), Cavalleria Rusticana (1899) and Tosca (1900), in which the story culminates, to the accompaniment of beautiful music, in the fatal knife thrust.


  When Mussolini was eighteen he finished his education and looked for a job. He became an elementary schoolmaster in the town of Gualtieri in Emilia, near Parma, some hundred miles from Predappio. The job was not well paid, but it conferred a certain status, and entitled him to be addressed as ‘Professor Mussolini’. He became friendly at Gualtieri with another Socialist schoolteacher, Nicola Bombacci, a rather weird-looking intellectual with a large shaggy beard. Mussolini had a love affair at Gualtieri with Giulia F., the wife of a soldier who was serving in the army. They went for walks together along the banks of the Po, and had what he called a ‘violent and jealous’ relationship which was ended when her husband returned home.14


  Mussolini had followed his successful speech at the Verdi memorial meeting by speaking at various Socialist rallies. On 2 June 1902 the twentieth anniversary of Garibaldi’s death was celebrated all over Italy. A speaker had been expected to address a meeting at Gualtieri, but failed to turn up. The chairman of the meeting thought of Mussolini. They found him playing cards in an inn, and asked him if he would take the speaker’s place. Mussolini agreed to do so. He spoke about Garibaldi as a revolutionary hero, and urged his audience to play their part in the forthcoming Socialist revolution.15


  The bourgeoisie certainly believed that the Socialist revolution might be imminent. When Costa persuaded the Italian Socialists to fight parliamentary and local government elections, they did not abandon their ultimate goal of revolution and their willingness to achieve it by the political general strike and riots. Before the end of the 1880s they had begun to sing their song, Bandiera Rossa (the Red Flag), which was often called the ‘revolutionary hymn’, or the ‘workers’ hymn’. It is perhaps the most rousing of all the songs of the international Socialist movement. Like that other stirring radical anthem, John Brown’s Body, no one knows who wrote the words or the music. In later years many Socialists believed that their veteran leader, Filippo Turati, had written the words when he was a young man, but he always denied it.16


  At about the same time the British Socialists began to sing their song, another and different Red Flag, with the words written by James Connell to the tune of Maryland, the song of the Southern slaveowners in the American Civil War, who had taken the tune of the old German carol, O Tannenbaum. The British Socialists sang: ‘Let cowards flinch and traitors sneer, We’ll keep the Red Flag flying here!’ But keeping the red flag flying was not good enough for the Italian Socialists. ‘Onward the people to insurrection! The Red Flag will triumph! Long live Socialism and liberty. Onward the people amid the cannon’s roar! We want to make a revolution!’


  In 1889 a new Socialist International was formed at a meeting in Paris to replace the First International which had collapsed after the split between Marx and Bakunin. The Second International proclaimed 1 May, May Day, as a holiday for the workers, which was to be celebrated every year by a twenty-four-hour general strike. On May Day 1898 rioting broke out in southern Italy and spread to Florence and Milan. In Milan the government called out the army and the soldiers opened fire on the workers, killing five of the demonstrators. The Socialists were indignant, and young Benito Mussolini was as angry as any of them.


  Meanwhile the Italian anarchists were pursuing their tactic of achieving the revolution by terrorist acts, announcing that they would destroy ‘the oppressors of Humanity, all Kings, Emperors, Presidents of Republics, priests of all religions’. In 1894 the President of the French Republic, Sadi Carnot, was assassinated at Lyons. In 1897 the Spanish Prime Minister, Antonio Canovas del Castillo, was assassinated. In 1898 the Empress Elizabeth of Austria was stabbed and killed as she was getting on to a steamer on the Lake of Geneva. On 29 July 1900 - Benito Mussolini’s seventeenth birthday - King Umberto of Italy, who had survived two attempts on his life, was shot dead after distributing the prizes at an athletic meeting at Monza, which was then a small town near Milan. In all these cases the assassins were Italian Anarchists.


  Mussolini did not stay long at Gualtieri. He decided to go to Switzerland. He wanted to travel, and he wanted to meet the Swiss and foreign Socialists and anarchists. Ever since the days of Bakunin there had been flourishing anarchist groups among the watchmakers of the Jura; and many Socialists from France, Italy, and especially from Russia, who had got into trouble with the police in their own countries, had turned Switzerland into a haven for revolutionary refugees. Mussolini also wished to avoid doing his military service in Italy, for he knew that he would receive his call-up papers soon after his twentieth birthday.


  When he was on the point of leaving for Switzerland, his father was involved in the local elections in Predappio. Alessandro and a group of Socialist comrades gathered outside the polling station, and as they watched the arrival of the voters it became clear that their candidates would be defeated by the Conservative Clerical Party. They became more and more angry, and thought of entering the polling station and destroying the ballot papers. Then they saw some Conservative Clerical supporters arrive with an old cripple pauper, whom the Conservatives were helping to enter the polling station. The Socialists’ anger boiled over at the sight of this victim of capitalist oppression and of the injustice of nature being tricked into voting for his oppressors by the Clericals, who falsely told him that his sufferings had been imposed on him by God in order to test his patience and that he would be compensated for them by rewards in the next world.


  The Socialists, led by Alessandro Mussolini, broke into the polling station, singing what the police report called ‘the workers’ hymn’ -it was the Bandiera Rossa. They tried to seize the ballot box. The polling clerk picked up the ballot box and held it tightly in his arms; but when some of the Socialists began punching him on the head, he raised his hands to ward off the blows, and dropped the box. Other Socialists then seized it, ran out of the polling station with it, broke it open, and scattered the ballot papers in the street.


  The authorities declared the election void, and a new election was held in which the Conservative Clericals were victorious. Alessandro Mussolini and other leaders of the Socialists were prosecuted for causing a riot and violating the electoral laws. They claimed that they had acted under intolerable provocation when they saw the Conservatives bringing the crippled pauper to vote. In his speech in court, Alessandro said that Socialists were entitled to resort to violence, because for the proletariat the struggle for socialism could decide the question of life or death. The jury returned a verdict of not guilty.17


  CHAPTER 3

  [image: chpt_fig_001]

  Switzerland


  MUSSOLINI waited till the end of the summer term at Gual-tieri, and on the last day of term waved goodbye to the friend who had come to see him off at the nearby railway station of Guastalla, and travelled by Parma and Milan to the Swiss frontier town of Chiasso. On 9 July 1902 he took the night train from Chiasso to Yverdon on the Lake of Neuchatel. He had a little money in his pocket, but no other means of support; he was intending to live by getting odd jobs in Switzerland, and by the charity of any friends he might make there.


  He immediately found work in Yverdon as a bricklayer. The builder was doing a repair job on some premises at the top of a high building, and on his first day at work Mussolini had to carry a heavy load of bricks up two flights of stairs 121 times - he obviously kept a careful note of the number. He was required to work for eleven hours a day and was paid thirty-two centimes per hour. He thought that he was being exploited by his petty bourgeois employer, and told him that he would leave the job at the end of the week, preferring to starve than to allow capitalists to exploit him. When he went for his wages on the Saturday evening, the builder paid him only the equivalent of twenty lire and few centimes.1 ‘What should I have done?’ wrote Mussolini. ‘Kill him. What did I do? Nothing.’2


  He spent some of the little money that he had in his pocket buying a railway ticket to Lausanne, and spent the next two years travelling, sometimes by train but more often walking and hitch-hiking, between Lausanne, Geneva and Berne, to Zurich, Fribourg, Basle, and La Chaux-de-Fonds in Neuchatel, and visiting the Italian-speaking canton of Ticino. He sometimes obtained short-term employment as a bricklayer, a carpenter’s assistant, or picking fruit; but he soon threw up the jobs and continued on his travels. In the evenings he attended local Socialist Party meetings, or study circles. He immediately attracted attention by his intervention in the discussion that followed the lectures, by his extreme left-wing views, and by the vigour with which he expressed them. After the meeting he usually managed to find some comrade who invited him to come home with him and spend the night in his bedsitter, and he sometimes stayed there for a few days before travelling on to some other Swiss town. During his stay in Switzerland he learned to speak fluent French.


  Cipriani in Paris had heard about the young revolutionary from the Romagna who had been named Amilcare after him, and he invited Mussolini to visit him in Paris. Mussolini could not afford the train fare, but in February 1903 he set off to walk to Paris. On the road in France he met a young Russian anarchist who was also walking to Paris, and they continued on their journey together. But the Russian, with his black beard and flaming eyes, looked like a caricature of an anarchist terrorist. He was noticed as they walked through the villages, and the police were informed. In no time he and his companion Mussolini were arrested. When they were released Mussolini gave up his plan to go to Paris, and went to Milan before returning to Switzerland; but he may have succeeded in getting to Paris eighteen months later.3


  Mussolini wrote articles for various Socialist newspapers - in L’Avvenire del Lavoratore of Lausanne and other journals published for Italian refugees in Switzerland, in L’Avanguardia Socialista of Milan, and II Proletario, the organ of the Italian Socialists in New York. He wrote several poems which were published in these newspapers, including a sonnet on the French revolutionary Gracchus Babeuf, who was guillotined in 1796 during the Thermidorian reaction and was generally regarded as the first modern revolutionary Socialist.4


  An article in prose, ‘The Sport of the Crowned Heads’, which was published in II Proletario in June 1903, was prompted by the forthcoming state visits to London and Paris of Victor Emmanuel III, who had become King of Italy at the age of thirty after the assassination of his father Umberto I in 1900. Mussolini wrote that Victor Emmanuel, after visiting King Edward VII in London, would be welcomed in Paris by the French republican government, the unworthy successors of the men of 1793 who had thrown the head of Louis XVI at the feet of horrified Europe.5 Mussolini had already developed the style of oratory and journalism that he kept all his life - the short, lucid sentence, coming straight to the point and striking home with savage force. The English historian A.J.P. Taylor once wrote, in connection with Trotsky, that in every forceful writer there lurks a potential dictator.6 The potential dictator was already lurking in the twenty-year-old contributor to II Proletario.


  Sometimes he got into trouble with the police. The Swiss police were tolerant in comparison with the Okhrana in Tsarist Russia; but though the meetings and activities of Swiss and foreign Socialists were permitted as long as they were legal, the Swiss authorities were on their guard against terrorists and anarchists who were planning to assassinate foreign sovereigns or to endanger the capitalist stability of bourgeois Switzerland by general strikes or riots in the streets.


  Once in Lausanne, the police found Mussolini sleeping under a bridge and arrested him under the vagrancy laws; but he was released after a night in the cells.7 He only slept under bridges as a last resort. He usually saved up enough money to buy a drink in a cheap café and made it last all night while he stayed and slept there.


  On one bitterly cold night during the winter of 1902–3 he was turned out of a café in Berne at midnight. He went to the house of a Russian anarchist girl whom he knew, but found that she had gone away for a few days; so he broke into the house. The neighbours heard a noise and came to investigate, and found Mussolini sleeping fully dressed on the sofa. He persuaded them not to call the police. They believed his story; after all, he was just the kind of friend whom the Russian girl would have.8


  But in the summer of 1903 he got into more serious trouble with the police. The carpenters in Berne had gone on strike, and were disrupting the building trade. Mussolini spoke at a May Day rally and called for a general strike in support of the carpenters. The authorities took no immediate action, but there was already a note in the Swiss police files about ‘the revolutionary Socialist Benito Mussolini’. On 18 June he was arrested, interrogated, and held for twelve days in the prison in Berne before being served with an order of deportation from the canton. He was escorted across the Italian frontier at Chiasso, but promptly took the train to Lugano and proceeded to Lausanne, where the deportation order from Berne was not in force.9


  He had several love affairs while he was in Switzerland. The most serious was with Eleanora H., a Polish girl who had married a Russian with whom she lived in Geneva. Her affair with Mussolini continued until she and her husband returned to Russia in 1904. She continued for some years to write to Mussolini, but he heard nothing more from her after 1908.10


  In October 1903 his mother fell ill, and he returned to Dovia to see her; but she recovered, and after spending two months with her, he went back to Switzerland on 27 December, as he knew that he would soon be called up for military service. The Italian Socialist lawyer, Salvatore Donatini had decided to start a magazine, to be called I tempi nuovi, and he asked Mussolini to join him in Berne and work on the paper; but when Mussolini reached Berne he found that Donatini had been deported from Berne and had gone to Annem-asse in the department of Haute-Savoie in France. In January 1904 Mussolini followed him to Annemasse and spent two months with him there, but the project of starting the newspaper fell through. While Mussolini was in Annemasse he had an affair with an Italian Socialist girl named Emilia.11


  In 1945, three months after Mussolini’s death, the Italian anarchist and feminist Maria Rygier made a sensational revelation about Mussolini’s activities in Annemasse in 1904. She revealed that in 1928 she had been told by the Grand Master of the French freemasons, Maurice Monier, that he had seen a document from the French police archives which proved that Mussolini had acted as a police informer in Annemasse, spying on the French and Italian Socialists.12 In view of the fact that Maria Rygier, who by 1945 had become a liberal supporter of the pro-Allied government in Italy, was bitterly opposed to Mussolini, that her information came at second hand from Monier, and that he, as a freemason, would also have been an enemy of Mussolini, the story is very unreliable, though it is perfectly possible that the French police invited Mussolini to become their spy, and not impossible that he pretended to agree to do so, and then fed them with false information.


  By the beginning of 1904 Mussolini had become a well-known figure in the Swiss Socialist movement. On 18 March he attended a meeting held in Lausanne to commemorate the thirty-third anniversary of the establishment of the Paris Commune. The chief speaker was the prominent Russian Socialist, Angelica Balabanoff. She noticed Mussolini the moment she saw him in the audience, and became even more interested in him when he spoke in the discussion after her speech. She was struck by three things about him: his keen intelligence, his piercing, almost hypnotic, eyes, and his dirty appearance.13 She worked together with Mussolini for several years, first in Switzerland and later in Italy, until he was expelled from the Italian Socialist Party and in due course became the Fascist dictator of Italy. After that she became his bitter enemy.


  No two people were more unlike in background and character than Mussolini and Balabanoff, but they both represented important strains in the international Socialist movement. He, the son of a blacksmith in the Romagna, bred in the revolutionary tradition of his father and neighbours, expressed the burning sense of injustice, the resentment and hatred - which cannot merely be described as envy - of the poor against the rich. She, the daughter of a wealthy landowner in the Ukraine, was typical of the aristocratic and middle-class Socialist with a guilty conscience and the desire to help the suffering mass of humanity. As a child, Angelica had felt a deep sense of shame when she saw the peasants kiss the hem of her father’s coat when he returned to the estate after a prolonged absence. She was equally upset when her pious mother took Angelica with her on one of her visits to distribute charitable gifts to the poor on the estate, who gratefully thanked her ladyship for her kind condescension. Angelica wanted to shout out to them that they had no reason to be grateful because the wife of their oppressor was giving them a few crumbs from the rich man’s table.


  Angelica decided to go abroad and studied in Brussels and London before graduating at Leipzig University. She joined the Russian Socialist refugees in Switzerland, living on the small allowance that she accepted from her family and on her earnings as a journalist.14 She came into contact with the Italian Socialist leaders, and settled in Rome, becoming one of the most prominent members of the Italian Socialist Party before returning to Russia and working for the Bolsheviks in the very hard conditions of the first years after the October Revolution of 1917. She did not know that the result of all her idealism and self-sacrifice would be to place the peasants, who had kissed the hem of her father’s coat, under the rule of Stalin.


  She wrote four books in which she dealt at some length with Mussolini: the German, English and Italian versions of her memoirs, which are three different books published in 1928,1938 and 1946, and her book II traditore Mussolini (Mussolini the traitor) in 1945. The first two books were published when Mussolini was ruling Italy, and the last two soon after his downfall and death. She was a woman of the highest moral principles - Mussolini himself called her in 1913 a noble-hearted and generous woman - and by 1928 she had broken with the Bolsheviks because she disapproved of the immoral means that they used to attain their praiseworthy ends. But this does not mean that everything she wrote about Mussolini was true. By 1928 she hated Mussolini with an intensity that people feel only for their former comrades who have deserted to the enemy. Some of her criticisms of Mussolini are convincing, because they fit in with what we know of his character from other reliable sources, and especially from his own writings; but it is very difficult to believe some of her other stories.


  She wrote that when she first met Mussolini she was struck by how dirty he was, because though many other young Socialists among the refugees in Switzerland were shabbily dressed, not many of them were dirty and unshaven. We can well believe that Mussolini was unkempt, because a person dresses to express his personality and to suit the image that he wishes to present to the world; to impress his friends and the members of his circle; to show the social class and the age group to which he belongs; to comply with the accepted conventions or ostentatiously to defy these conventions. Mussolini, all his life, dressed to fit the part that he was playing. Sometimes he wore the austere black shirt of his Fascist followers; sometimes the starched wing collar and bowler hat, or the white tie and tails, of the King of Italy’s Prime Minister; sometimes the well-tailored and bemedalled uniforms of the Commander-in-Chief of the Italian Army, Navy and Air Force.


  In Switzerland in 1904 he wore the tattered jacket and the ragged trousers of the oppressed and defiant revolutionary tramp, the heir to the sans-culottes of the French Revolution of 1789. He may sometimes have been unshaven, though the photographs that were taken at the time show that on other occasions he had a neatly trimmed moustache and also sometimes a dark beard, like so many Socialists, and indeed many conservative bourgeois too, in the first decade of the twentieth century. In the photographs his clothes look reasonably tidy, if informal and of poor quality.


  In II traditore Mussolini, Angelica Balabanoff wrote that Mussolini told her that he had syphilis. She did not repeat this allegation next year in the Italian edition of her memoirs, but wrote that he had told her that his father was a syphilitic drunkard. A postmortem analysis of Benito Mussolini’s brain indicates that he did not have syphilis.15 If he said that his father was a drunkard and had syphilis, we may be sure that he was not criticizing his father, whom he always admired, but was boasting of Alessandro’s splendid defiance of bourgeois conventions in his drinking and sexual habits.


  It is not impossible that Benito may likewise have boasted falsely about his own syphilis in order to shock his respectable acquaintances and to impress the anarchists and the down-and-outs who had rejected the bourgeois lifestyle. But so many prominent historical and twentieth-century characters have been falsely accused by their political opponents of having syphilis that the whole syphilis story must be regarded with considerable suspicion. When authors like Angelica Balabanoff write about people whom they hate and describe what they said and did fifteen or forty years earlier, they may exaggerate, misinterpret, and even actually invent discreditable episodes, sincerely believing that these really occurred.


  The day after he first met Angelica Balabanoff at the Commune anniversary meeting, he went to Zurich to attend a conference of the Union of Italian Socialists in Switzerland.16 The Russian Socialist Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, who had adopted the pseudonym ‘Lenin’, was living in Zurich at this time, and there has been much discussion as to whether Mussolini and Lenin met there on 19 or zo March 1904. Mussolini told the German writer Emil Ludwig, in 1932, and also apparently his sister Edvige, that he did not remember meeting Lenin; but his wife Rachele thought that he had met him. The German doctor Georg Zachariae, who cared for Mussolini during the last year of his life when he was head of the republican Fascist government on Lake Garda, and E.F. Moellhausen, who also met Mussolini at the same time, have both given full accounts of what Mussolini told them about long discussions that he had with Lenin; but the statement that Mussolini is supposed to have made to Zachariae that he was ‘for some time a member of Lenin’s circle’ is certainly untrue, and Moellhausen’s account of what Lenin said to Mussolini seems very improbable.17 If Mussolini did meet Lenin, it must have been a very brief meeting, because it could only have occurred on 19 or 20 March 1904, and on both these days Mussolini was busy attending the conference in Zurich which Lenin did not attend.


  A few days later Mussolini took part in a debate in Lausanne with an Italian champion of Christian Socialism, Alfredo Taglialatela.* Mussolini, like all the Socialists of the Romagna, had adopted the militant atheism of the Italian Socialist movement. Ever since Pope Pius VI issued his encyclical against the French Revolution in 1791 the Catholic Church had been in conflict with revolutionary movements and the revolutionaries had been enemies of the Catholic Church. This had led to great antagonism in Italy and to exceptionally cruel civil wars in Spain and Mexico. When the Socialists took over the leadership of the revolutionary movement from the Jacobins, the hostility to the Church continued, although Pope Leo XIII’s famous encyclical De Rerum novarum in 1891 was softer towards socialism than his predecessors had been towards the nineteenth-century revolutionary radicals. Leo admitted that the working class in modern society suffered hardship and oppression and were justified in seeking to improve their lot; but he strongly condemned the violent methods and the godless doctrine of the revolutionary Socialists and anarchists. De Rerum novarum increased the hostility between the Catholic Church and socialism.


  Britain was the only country where Christian socialism made any real headway. Many British Socialists, particularly in the nonconformist working-class areas, believed that a true Christian must be a Socialist, and that British socialism owed more to Methodism than to Marxism. In Germany and Austria the Christian Socialist movement which developed in the 1880s took a more objectionable form. It became anti-Semitic, condemning the Jews for having murdered Christ in ancient times and for being the leading capitalist exploiters in the modern world.


  The atheist Socialists, though denying the divine nature of Christ and the existence of any God, were prepared to praise Jesus the man as a champion of the poor and the oppressed, who as a result was condemned to a cruel death by the ruling class of his time. In 1792 the French revolutionary leader Camille Desmoulins declared that he was a follower of the ‘sans-culotte Jesus’. Mussolini was at first less sympathetic than many Socialists towards Jesus. During his stay in Switzerland he attended a lecture by the Belgian Socialist leader Emile Vandervelde on the sans-culotte Jesus. Mussolini intervened as usual in the discussion that followed the lecture, and said that if any of the ancient religious leaders had contributed anything of value to modern Socialists, it was Buddha rather than Jesus, because Buddha was a scholar who had expounded his philosophy in forty volumes. Vandervelde raised a laugh among the audience by pointing out that Caiaphas and Pontius Pilate had cut short Jesus’s career before he had had time to write forty volumes.18


  Taglialatela was having very little success in his attempts to persuade Italian Socialists to be Christians; but in September 1903 he gave a lecture in Lausanne. Mussolini attended the lecture and denounced Taglialatela’s views. Taglialatela challenged Mussolini to a debate, and it took place before an audience of five hundred in Lausanne on 25 March 1904.19 Mussolini moved the motion that ‘God does not exist, and for science to include religion is an absurdity’. He argued that the laws of physics that governed heat, electricity, light and sound ‘respond neither to the lamentations nor to the prayers of men’.


  Mussolini’s supporters were so favourably impressed by his speech that they told him he should publish it in book form, and an enlarged version was published in Lugano later in 1904 under the title L’uomo e la divinità (Man and divinity). The opening sentence was ‘God does not exist’.20 It was a topical subject, because in July 1904 Professor Giulio Carrora was prosecuted at La Chaux-de-Fonds, at the instigation of the Catholics of Neuchatel, on a charge of talking blasphemy
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