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THE COURSE OF EUROPEAN history, and of the twentieth century, was shaped by the political ideologies of three men – Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler, and Francisco Franco. Heading the most hard-line, repressive and destructive regimes the world had ever known, their beliefs became collectively referred to as Fascism. But to what extent were the politics of these countries similar, and what beliefs were shared by the three dictators?

The unfettered ambitions of these men and the terrible acts perpetrated by their regimes have seared lasting impressions of their political and military careers in the public mind, shaped to an extent by their own propaganda, having portrayed themselves as wilful men of destiny. However, their origins belie their reputations, and reveal the ideological differences, political inconsistencies and personal rivalries between them, and the differing circumstances that brought them to lead very different regimes.

This book is the first concise biography of each dictator on his path to power from revolutionary socialist, artistic dropout, and dutiful soldier to the most notorious names in history.
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What is Fascism?

‘The trouble with revolutions is that once they’re over, the revolutionaries are still around.’

Benito Mussolini, 1926

I

n the Forlì-Cesena province of northern Italy, nestled in an Apennine valley some ten miles to the west of the municipal capital, lies the sleepy rural town of Predappio. Surrounded by imposing mountains and verdant woodland typical of the larger Romagna region, the neighbouring countryside is alive with wild boar, pheasant, red squirrel, and even the occasional wolf.

Our story may begin where we expect it to, but not when; the date is 25 March 1966, and an elderly widow of the town is going about her usual business at her restaurant by the castle gatehouse. Born and raised in the region, she is capable and serious in her duties, but otherwise not remarkable, although a visiting patron may be taken aback by her establishment’s signature dish, tagliatelle alla camicia nera – ‘tagliatelle with black shirt’.  

Her routine this morning would be interrupted by the arrival of a package with the compliments of the American Embassy, containing items she has been attempting to retrieve for more than twenty years – six test tubes of organic matter. Samples of brain tissue, to be exact, formerly belonging to her late husband.

On the box, albeit misspelled by the serviceman who wrote it, is a single word – Mussolini.

After the death of the former dictator in 1945, American intelligence had demanded at the autopsy that fragments of his brain be surrendered to them for study. Their hope had been to isolate the pathogen which, they had theorised, had been responsible for the creation of Fascism, the hard-line and uncompromising political movement which had overthrown liberal democracy across some of Europe’s greatest states, had brought about governments founded on populist nationalism, and which had plunged the world into the previously-unthinkable horrors of the Second World War.

With this synaptic imbalance having by now proven elusive, the samples could now re-join their owner in the Mussolini family mausoleum. It seemed that the origins of Fascism were doomed to remain a mystery; if the symptoms could not be found there, then where else could the intrepid agents have looked?

They would have received little assistance from any authoritative texts. There was no ‘manifesto’ following the model of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ philosophies on communism, no idealised blueprint for the state this system would create, no particular plan in mind for the elevation or amalgamation of the world’s socio-economic classes. Instead, Fascism had merely stated loudly and repeatedly what it stood against without ever hinting what it was actually in favour of. This woolly negativity was noticed as early as 1944 by George Orwell in his essay for Tribune magazine, when he bemoaned the growing meaninglessness of ‘Fascism’ as a word.

‘Degraded ... to the level of a swearword,’ was Orwell’s summing up of the term, having heard the accusation of Fascism being levelled at groups as diverse as shopkeepers, farmers, women or homosexuals. It had been aimed at individuals from Kipling to Gandhi, organisations from the 1922 Committee to the Youth Hostels Association, and even dogs.

The term, he went on, appeared to depend on the individual labelling rather than who or whatever was being labelled. While various nationalist groups – Arab, British, Indian, Irish, Zionist and countless others – had been denounced as Fascist, the application would only be made to certain groups by certain people, who would themselves be appalled by its application to others. Supporters and opponents of war have been deemed Fascist by their opponents, as have communists, socialists and conservatives. Even between groups of shared political outlooks, groups such as Trotskyists would be accused of Fascism by their communist rivals, while the British Labour Party of the 1930s would be labelled ‘Labour Fascists’ by the hard-line Daily Worker newspaper.

The closest synonym to ‘Fascist’ that could be found, Orwell concluded, was ‘bully’. So, was this the extent of Mussolini’s political outlook? And if his personality really was the key to unlocking the secrets of Fascism, shaped by the experiences of firebrand socialist activism in late-nineteenth century Italy, had the circumstances of his creation been repeated in the Austrian town of Braunau am Inn, or in the Spanish naval settlement of El Ferrol?

If Adolf Hitler and Francisco Franco – considered in the public mind as Fascists – are truly of the same political leaning, was the shaping of their personalities a similar experience to that of Mussolini? Superficially, there would appear to be several common factors shared among them. All three men believed in the purifying nature of warfare, with each having been wounded in the service of their country. Each had grown up close to his mother, displaying no particular progress through life on an intellectual level but holding pretentions of existing on a higher plain of thinking. Each man would also come to believe himself to be predestined to greatness, having risen to prominence by the sheer force of their will.

Beneath the surface, however, the differences in the men are stark. While Franco adopted the single-minded patriotism of the professional soldier, Hitler was to adopt a nationalism borne from misty-eyed romanticism and a propensity to believe that tabloid blame-figures had engineered the many failures in his life. Mussolini, meanwhile, would only become a nationalist as a cynical method of maintaining political relevance after a career built upon calling for the dismantling of borders and the abolition of the institutions of state. The much-vaunted ‘magnetic personality’ popularly ascribed to dictators may well be found in the forceful nature and compelling talents for speaking of Mussolini and Hitler, but Franco as a man was distinctly uncharismatic, with little about him that could be deemed impressive.

While each dictator would project the image of his mother as a saintly figure, their relationships with their fathers would also vary wildly. Mussolini’s career began as an emulation of that of his admired father but Franco’s path to power would take the form of a quest to find an approving replacement for his own estranged father, who would live long enough to indifferently witness his disappointment of a son become Head of State. The death of Hitler’s father meanwhile, when his son was aged just thirteen, would allow the future dictator to reject the principles of work and diligence in which he had been raised, and indulge in his preferred life of Bohemian indolence. Hitler would become more like his father, however – both in terms of personality and in his relations with women – than he would ever dare to admit.

If Fascism cannot be found in a unifying factor that links the leaders personally, then can the answer lie in the Fascist state? The variances between Italy, Germany and Spain, however, are even greater. Italy and Germany may have been expansionist proponents of a new world order, but the Spain of Franco was a beacon of conservative traditionalism with only modest territorial ambitions. Spain would also be a haven for Catholicism, but religion was rejected by Hitler and merely tolerated by Mussolini, both of whom would only invoke it publicly to cynically further their own agendas. For Mussolini, this would be to placate the Italian middle-classes, but in Hitler’s case it was to promote the virulent antisemitism which would cause thousands of Jews to flee the country. With no such institutionalised discrimination existing in Italy or Spain, Jewish refugees would be accepted by both countries.

As Fascist-emanating movements continued to spring up across Europe and South America, there was little to be found to link them to the Italian regime. Where some wished to overthrow the nation’s order, others would use violence to preserve it. To some the ‘enemy’ figure would be an external force, be it racial or political, but to others it would be an internal factor such as unstable government or institutional incompetence. Some regimes would glory in their militarism, while the armed forces of Portugal would be drastically reduced by their ‘Fascist’ prime minister in pursuit of his prize of economic stability.

It would seem that Fascist doctrine, therefore – if indeed it can be termed that – is merely based on the underlying prejudices of whichever section of national society is able to assume dictatorial power. Believing these prejudices to be the only legitimate expression of national identity, they set about the remoulding of the state in their own image. In this, it can be found to differ from communism, where the remoulding can only take place after the destruction of the current state, its economic institutions and its enforcement services.

With the ultimate decision on the form of this new, ‘Fascist’ image being centred solely around the person of the leader, perhaps the brain of Mussolini was not such a strange place to search. He had, after all, become the personification of his ideology. His ideals of masculine strength, stoicism and vitality were what he wished to instil in every Italian, despite his own private battles with insecurities, black moods and hypochondria. Such was the extent that his body became the symbol of Fascism that, before finding its final resting place in the family mausoleum – where the brain fragments now also reside, alongside a black shirt, a pair of riding boots and an imposing marble bust of the man himself – it was stolen and moved by his devotees on a number of occasions, with rumours of his survival or resurrection echoing among the political fringes.

Franco’s body would also become of symbolic significance, his tomb overlooking the remains of soldiers – many of whom remain unidentified – at his own specially designed baroque sepulchre. As part of Spain’s twenty-first century coming to terms with his regime after a generation of refusal, he has since been moved to a more discreet family plot. No such opportunity would be afforded for Hitler; having seen the treatment of Mussolini’s corpse after his execution, paraded and vandalised by jubilant Italians, he ordered that his mortal remains be obliterated immediately when he died. Like his millions of victims, he would receive no resting place.

The person of the leader may have been central to each Fascist movement but, despite their conviction that this alone had brought them to greatness, all three subjects owed their elevation to external factors, often beyond their control. So, what were the circumstances that moved these men from the political fringe (or in Franco’s case, not in politics at all) to becoming the lynchpin figure in governments that suspended democracy, outlawed opposition, controlled the press and attempted – with varied and questionable success – to integrate itself into every facet of national life? How did these circumstances convince the Italian, German and Spanish populations that the message these figures broadcast would be worth the trading their civic freedoms for?

This book, I hope, will go some way to showing that the answer can never be as straightforward as we would like. In order to truly understand what Fascism is, we must understand the men who embodied it, and to do this we must examine the paths by which these diverse individuals – the revolutionary socialist, the daydreaming wastrel and the timid traditionalist – found their routes to power. Any comparisons to topical figures that can be inferred are purely at the reader’s own discretion, but we shall observe that the grab for power by illiberals, populists and minority factions can be made at any time. If it is to be prevented now, as it failed to be prevented then, vigilance must be maintained against those who would promise simplistic solutions to the complex issues which face our world.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One



[image: image]


The Firebrand: Mussolini, 1883-1902

B

enito Amilcare Andrea Mussolini was born on the afternoon of 29 July 1883, in the little hilltop hamlet of Varnano dei Costa, near the village of Dovia. Now absorbed into the town of Predappio, it had long been home to the family, a fact that was apparently easy to verify due to the ‘lineage of honest people’ from which Mussolini claimed to be descended. A Giovanni Mussolini, he asserted, was a warlord of thirteenth-century Bologna, while an eighteenth-century Mussolini was a musician of allegedly some note, who eventually moved to London. Many of these ancestors were, in fact, uncorroborated claims made in letters from admirers.

His more immediate forebears, meanwhile, had led lives much more typical of hard-living, politically vehement men for which the region was famed. These grounded beginnings were absorbed into the Mussolini myth and figured highly in it while less convenient facts were played down or omitted. These included that Mussolini’s grandfather, Luigi, was exactly the sort of person he preferred to rail against, an idle member of the land-owning bourgeoisie. 

Born in 1834 and known about town as something of a character, Luigi Mussolini had been a second lieutenant in the Papal States’ National Guard. Politically he held some anarchist tendencies, but Luigi lived mostly for his own pleasure, neglecting the duties of work and family as he and his brother Tancredi pursued women, alcohol and gambling. Heavy debts resulted, and he was eventually forced to sell off his property to his other brother, Pietro, in order to maintain his lifestyle. 

Luigi’s eldest son, Alessandro – born in 1854 – was consequently forced to leave school at the age of thirteen; an early age, but well beyond the country’s legal minimum age of nine. An intelligent boy nonetheless, Alessandro continued his self-education and became a voracious reader and talented writer. To bring money in, meanwhile, he was apprenticed as a blacksmith. 

Work was always to be Alessandro’s secondary interest however, as he soon became one of the region’s first internationalists, as socialists were in those days called. Holding no loyalty to the unified Italian state, he was to become one of the region’s leading preachers of Marx and Engels’ teachings that the nation was a construct of the capitalist system, whose boundaries should be swept away by the proletariat who belonged to none.

Alessandro’s skills as a political writer and orator developed as he came to adulthood, contributing articles to the local socialist newspaper and becoming a prominent member of the Partito Socialista Rivoluzionario di Romagna (‘Revolutionary Socialist Party of Romagna’). By the age of twenty-two, he was well-known to the police as a subversive, and had already spent time in the cells.

Upon learning of Alessandro’s socialism, Luigi Mussolini did not regret the loss of his son’s inheritance. His granddaughter claimed in her memoir that he remarked, ‘Private property is theft, right? Then I’ve done him a favour of not turning him into a receiver of stolen goods.’

In 1877, at the age of twenty-three, Alessandro moved to Dovia in order to set up his own forge. In the same year he met nineteen-year-old Rosa Maltoni, daughter of an amateur veterinarian, who had just moved to the village to take up the position of schoolmistress. While Alessandro was a vociferous anti-cleric – what was known locally as a mangiapreti (‘priest-eater’) – Rosa was devoutly Catholic and her parents initially disapproved of the match. Unwavering devotion to her husband, however, was seen by Rosa as part of her religious duty.

Together, the couple had positions of respect in the town; not wealthy, but of a higher standing than the rural peasantry. Rosa earned the modest amount of fifty lire per month, but most of what Alessandro earned tended to be spent on his mistress, Anna Lombardi. Politics continued to figure highly in their lives, and they would often shelter fellow revolutionaries who were on the run from the authorities.

Such was Alessandro’s political dedication that after the birth of the couple’s first child, he called a meeting of his Party comrades in order to decide on a suitably radical name. The name Benito was chosen in tribute to Benito Juarez, the revolutionary who had shocked Europe by overthrowing and executing the Emperor Maximilian of Mexico. Amilcare was given after Amilcare Cipriani, a famed Romagnol anarchist who had fought alongside Garibaldi before attempting to foment revolution in France, for which he was exiled to the Pacific island of New Caledonia.

The boy’s third name, Andrea, was chosen in honour of Andrea Costa, one of the Italian Socialist Party’s founders. One of the more moderate internationalists, he would go on to become an advocate for revolution via the ballot box while supporters of Cipriani still called for violent insurrection.

After this political baptism, a religious one followed the next day, at Rosa’s insistence.

Less than eighteen months later, the couple had another son, Arnaldo, named after the twelfth-century priest who had led an uprising that drove the Pope from Rome. A daughter, Edvige, arrived four years after that. The family lived in two rooms on the upper floor of a small, tumbledown house – the two boys in a bed in one room, their sister sleeping with her parents in the other. The room below served as Rosa’s classroom during the winter months and as a store for wheat during the summer.

This upbringing would be spun later in Mussolini’s life as one of poverty and hardship, but real poverty of turn-of-the-century Italy was far worse than what his family experienced. The highlighting and exaggeration of certain aspects of his childhood would go on to serve his personal myth well, whether invoking the spirit of his firebrand father, or claiming the same deep-routed piety of his mother.

Benito, in truth, was as normal as any little boy of the time and region, although his parents had originally expressed concern that he may have been mute. Rosa’s mother, who had also come to live with the family, took him to see a doctor in Forlì to see if anything could be done. ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he assured her, as the family tale was told. ‘He is late in speaking but he will speak. In fact, to judge by his lively eyes, I have an idea that if anything, he will speak too much.’

The boy eventually began to speak at the age of three, but soon developed into a difficult and disobedient child. Alessandro was a fierce disciplinarian and never slow to administer the belt, but this only ever seemed to make Benito rebel all the more. Rosa’s attempt to instil in her son a sense of religious observance fared no better; lagging behind on the walk to church every Sunday, his shoes tied together and carried round his neck in order to save wear and tear, he rarely sat through the Mass. Complaining that the smell of the incense, glare of the candles and sound of the organ made him ill, he would go outside to sit in a tree until the service was over.

While up the tree, he would indulge in his usual habit of daydreaming. He could sit for hours, gazing at the valley and watching the birds, which he liked to take into his home and look after. With the other children he could be introverted and shy, but also quarrelsome and aggressive, regularly coming home with cuts and torn clothes from fighting. Despite this, however, he was popular among the children of Dovia, emerging as leader of his gang and remembered fondly for the loyalty of his friendship, once obtained. He was also adored by his brother – whose thoughtful and conciliatory nature was Benito’s exact opposite – and his sister.

Although religion and corporal punishment had failed to discipline the unruly Benito, Alessandro felt that education would. He ensured that from an early age, the boy was aware and interested in the world beyond the Romagna, and that he kept up with his reading. Mussolini would claim that his father would read Les Misérables to the family in the evenings, and that he was taken to his first party committee meeting when he was six.

While the people of the Romagna were famed for their radical politics and anti-clerical sentiment – one of the region’s signature pasta dishes is strozzapreti (‘priest-strangler’) – another feature common to the area was a deep-seated superstition. The wine produced by the dark Sangiovese grapes of the region, for example, was forbidden to be bottled during a full moon, lest it go sour. Benito was no different, and would display several superstitions for his entire life, boasting of his ability to interpret dreams, and how he could tell a man’s character by inspection of his handwriting. He would also come to hold a suspicion of men with beards.

Another lifelong interest picked up during his childhood was music. He played trumpet in his school orchestra and was taught the violin by a man at a fairground. His violin playing was not the most skilful, but it was passionate and forceful, and remained a source of tremendous comfort and relaxation. ‘It leads me to a glimpse of eternity, and when I play the world slips away from me.’ To his family, however, his playing would be a source of irritation.

When Benito reached the age of nine, Alessandro decided – despite his own anti-religious feeling – that the best discipline was to send him for schooling by the priests of San Francisco de Sales. Very much of the fire-and-brimstone mould of Catholic education, days began at 6am (5am in the summer), punishments were severe and the fear of God was drummed into the boys. Daily Mass was compulsory, and the week before Easter saw the enforcement of complete silence. The experience was not an unusual one for boys of Benito’s generation, but neither was it a happy one for him; having been used to being the brightest boy in his mother’s schoolroom, he was now at the bottom of the pecking order.

Boys taught by the Salesians were segregated by social class and fee bracket. The parents of the top boys paid sixty lire per month, the middle forty-five and the poorest – the group to which Benito belonged – paid thirty. The boys were separated even at mealtimes, with the boys at the bottom of the scale given meagre rations and stale bread. To save on heating, the poorest boys were not allowed to bathe during the winter months, causing them to develop chilblains. If left untreated, particularly on the feet, these would become infected and painful.

Benito fell victim to these, and only made the infection worse when he tried to wash his feet in cold water. When his father came to visit, he was horrified to see the way his son was limping, but had enough money to take him to a doctor, who prescribed a special powder. Alessandro complained angrily to the priests, who ignored his requests to follow the doctor’s orders. As well they might – to them, this well-known agitator was anti-monarchy, and therefore anti-God. They resolved also to keep his son under close observation, and he was often singled out for beatings.

The young Mussolini, however, was not one to timidly accept punishment. He hit the master back during one beating, and on another occasion threw an ink pot. 

‘I was, I believe, unruly,’ Mussolini admitted. This unruliness would eventually manifest by his pulling a knife on a fellow pupil and stabbing him in the hand. It may be true that it was not unusual for rural boys to know how to handle knives, but few of them would wield one against another child. As punishment, he was thrown into the courtyard to spend the night with the school’s guard dogs until he was rescued by one of the more charitable teachers.

The rector wished to expel Mussolini immediately, but a plea from his parents led him to be allowed to stay until the end of the school year, one month later. His expulsion came as a relief to the priests, one of whom would later comment that Mussolini was the most difficult child they had ever had. 

The following term, he was sent to a new school, Regia Scuola Normale. This school had been founded by the poet Giosuè Carducci, whose brother was headmaster, taking in boys of the area’s socialist families. Benito was granted significantly more freedom to develop here than under the repressive gaze of the priests, but his behaviour did not improve – in a classroom scuffle he once again pulled his knife and stabbed a boy in the backside. He was once again expelled, but was subsequently allowed to return as a day pupil, rather than a boarder.

Now aged fifteen, Benito Mussolini was finally realising that he would have to apply himself if he were to make any sort of way in the world. From this point on, he worked more diligently and showed his teachers the high intelligence that they had felt had always been under his sullen and rebellious surface.

Given the freedom to explore the local town, Mussolini, his adult urges burgeoning, took full advantage. Dancing was the craze sweeping Italy, and many regular ‘red balls’ were held by socialist groups, denounced by the church as hotbeds of insurrection and fornication. Mussolini was an enthusiastic dancer. ‘The music, the rhythm of the movements, the physical contact with the girls, their perfumed hair and the tang of their sweaty skin excited my desires’. One Sunday afternoon, at the age of seventeen, he and a classmate visited one of the local brothels. ‘As soon as I entered, I could feel myself blushing,’ he later wrote. ‘I hadn’t a clue what to say or do but one of the whores took me on her knee and started to excite me by kissing and stroking me. She was well on in years and fat. I lost my virginity with her, for just fifty cents.’

The rush of being with a woman was to possess the young man. And as with many other of the seedier aspects of his life, he would never by shy about writing it down. ‘The sudden revelation of what sexual pleasure meant disturbed me. Naked women started to haunt my daily thoughts and dreams and desires, I would undress the young girls I passed in the street with my eyes, and lust after them.’ He became a regular at the brothel, visiting every Sunday.

Meanwhile, on he ploughed with the ‘six years of books and pencils, ink and paper’ that led to his obtaining of a diploma in primary teaching. Before leaving school, however, he had also begun his political development in earnest, and started to make a name for himself as a socialist agitator; after the assassination of King Umberto I on 29 July 1900 (coincidentally, Mussolini’s seventeenth birthday), Mussolini delivered an apologia at the school on behalf of the assassin, anarchist Gaetano Bresci.

His oration quickly gained wider attention, too; in February 1901, he received his first mention in Avanti!, the Italian socialists’ national daily. The renowned composer, Giuseppe Verdi, had died in late January and commemorative events were being held across the country. As part of one such event, Avanti! reported, a well-received speech delivered by ‘the comrade, student Mussolini’ described the unification of Italy as having succeeded only in creating a bourgeois state, governed by the selfish interests of the ruling class.

No doubt assisted by the fact he was the son of a well-known comrade – Alessandro had by now become a town councillor and would be, for a time, deputy mayor of Predappio – Mussolini began to become known in revolutionary circles. After he left school at the age of eighteen, however, things began to slow down. Italy’s economic situation in the early twentieth century was not a cheerful one, and jobs were hard to come by. The newly qualified Mussolini applied for teaching jobs throughout the region but had no luck in securing even supply positions. He would occasionally cover for his mother in her classroom, but the impatient young man yearned for more.

‘In Predappio one could neither move nor think without feeling at the end of a short rope. I had to become conscious of myself, sensitive to my future.’ These profound words from his autobiography may portray an emotional intelligence perhaps not considered typical of Mussolini, but they were in fact written by R.W. Child, an American admirer who was credited as the book’s translator.

Mussolini would also find assistance when his father was able to pull some strings with party members in the nearby town of Gualtieri. This was the first local council in the area to come under socialist control, and the Mussolini name carried weight even there (not to mention that the town’s mayor owed Alessandro a favour). And so, Benito was appointed to his first job, teaching thirty-five primary school children in the second and third grades.

The socialists of Gualtieri were excited at the arrival of the son of the famous Alessandro, the mayor even waiting at the station with a reception committee. The young man who stepped from the train, however, took them by surprise; pale, long-haired and unshaven, he was dressed from head to toe in black – he preferred the black cravat of the anarchists to the red of the socialists – and wrapped in a heavy cloak. From under the wide brim of his black hat, his burning dark eyes stared out with an intensity that struck everyone who saw them.

If the local party had thought they were receiving a new leading light, they were to be mistaken. Their talk of revolution and overthrow of the bourgeois system was of no interest to Benito Mussolini, as talk was all it was. Mussolini’s words were to be greater, the clarion call to action, the trigger of the revolution which he felt was imminent and in which he was certain to play a central role. Dismissing his comrades as ‘tagliatelle socialists’, floppy and soft, he barely attended party meetings. Instead, he preferred to spend his time drinking, card-playing and carousing. He was more likely to be found sprawled in a doorway than at a rally, or drunkenly making speeches to the town’s fountain in the small hours rather than to the party faithful.

His tendency to become involved in bar brawls – often over women – showed that his violent streak had not abated either. As well as his knife, he also carried a set of knuckle-dusters and later a gun. The reputation he had gained in Predappio as a loner and misanthrope quickly followed him to the town, as did his nickname of e màt, the mad one.

The image that Mussolini was keen to cultivate about himself, however, was that of a Bohemian. ‘I am not a statesman,’ he would say, even towards the end of his life. ‘I am more like a mad poet.’ To suit this self-bestowed image, he grew a thick black moustache. He devoured political philosophy vociferously, although he did not necessarily understand it all, and his opinions were normally those of whichever book he had most recently read. His politics are probably best summed up by Martin Clark in his Profiles in Power: Mussolini of 2003 and can definitely find parallels among many self-styled activists of today: 


Like most people, he read books that confirmed his prejudices, not ones that might challenge them. He certainly did not read difficult books on complex subjects: the Communist Manifesto yes, Das Kapital definitely no. His own ideas were romantic tosh, and at least thirty years out of date at that. Mussolini was and remained a very old-fashioned revolutionary.



Although he was now earning money, it did not gain him any level of financial comfort; he would stand and read newspapers at the kiosk as he could not afford to buy them, to the presumed annoyance of the newsagent. As the school at which he worked was close to a mile outside the town, he would walk there barefoot, his shoes tied together and slung around his neck, as they had been as he walked to church with his mother.

His pursuit of women continued and was as forceful as his politics and he would try to have any woman that he saw and would threaten those who turned him down. We will obviously never know the exact number of women in Mussolini’s life – estimates vary, with the highest being over four hundred – but he did write about some in his typically candid manner.

He treated his partners appallingly and was unrepentant about it. His first affair was with a woman referred to as Virginia B. ‘She was a generous girl,’ he wrote: 


One fine day, when everyone else in Varano had gone to San Cassiano to listen to some pompous sermon from a friar, I led her up some stairs, pushed her into a corner behind a door and had her on the spot. When she got up she was distressed and crying and started to insult me. I had ‘stained her honour’ she said – I’d like to know what kind of honour that was. In any case Virginia didn’t sulk for long. Our affair lasted three months – let’s just say it was more a meeting of bodies than of souls.




Even by the standards of 1901, no excuses can possibly be made for such abuse. The relationship would be filled with bullying, arguing and physical cruelty; during one fight, he would stab her in the thigh. Yet Mussolini, feeling such hyper-masculinity to merely be a sign of a healthy virility to be admired by his fellows, made no attempt at all to disguise this side of himself.

His next affair caused more of a stir – Giulia Fontanesi, married to a man away on military service and mother to a young son. Mussolini’s relationship with her may not have perturbed the socialists – sixty years before the hippy movement, they were already espousing the notion of free love – but when the husband found out and Giulia and her son moved in with Mussolini, this was seen as a scandal that would play into the hands of the party’s conservative opponents.

Despite the excellent speeches he had delivered at those party gatherings he had bothered to attend – including an improvised ninety-minute tribute to Garibaldi – the council decided that Mussolini’s teaching contract was not to be renewed at the end of the school year. Mussolini was not too bothered; the pay had been negligible – of the fifty-six lire he received per month, forty was spent on rent – and he knew he was destined for greater things. He resolved to go to Switzerland. ‘Italians never hesitate to venture abroad with the genius of their labours,’ he would later state, but the real reason was less adventurous; he was moving abroad to avoid the call to military service.

He had wished for Giulia to come with him. In the end, however, she was forgiven by her husband, to whom she returned. Mussolini never forgot her and, surprisingly given his previous form, spoke of her fondly for the rest of his life. ‘Yes. Giulia was the woman for me,’ he told his later mistress, Claretta Petacci. ‘She was a beauty, poetical, romantic, all flowers, stars, moon and sunset... I sometimes gazed at her in amazement: she was so fine, so delicate and beautiful.’

After an emotional goodbye to her and having raised the money for the trip by selling his beloved cloak and borrowing fifty lire from his mother, Mussolini set off in July 1902. He did consider turning back when he read in a newspaper that his father had been arrested for wrecking polling stations, but in the end decided to press on. In the event, Alessandro was imprisoned for 167 days.

Still, eager to make his own mark on the world, Benito Mussolini ventured forth in the hope of proving correct the oft-repeated phrase he had heard from his mother. ‘He promises something’.
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Chapter Two
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The Dreamer: Hitler, 1889-1907

T

o the north-west of Lower Austria, on the border with the Kingdom of Bohemia, lies the beautiful but poor rural district of the Waldviertel. A hilly and wooded region, the local character during the late nineteenth century was felt to be somewhat unwelcoming, hard-nosed and dour in nature. A traditionally an agricultural area, the Schicklgruber family had worked on the land for generations and it was here, in the tiny hamlet of Strones, that the father of Adolf Hitler was born.

Maria Anna Schicklgruber, forty-two-year-old daughter of Johann, a local smallholder, gave birth to Alois Johann on 7 June 1837. With no father being listed on his birth certificate, the boy would inherit his mother’s surname and with the hamlet being so small that it did not even contain a chapel, he was registered on the same day in nearby Döllersheim.

Five years later, a lodger came to the family’s homestead from the village of Spital, some fifteen miles away. Fifty years old and casually employed as a miller’s assistant, his name was Johann Georg Hiedler. It was during this year, 1842, that he married Maria and became Alois’ stepfather. Not a man of generous means, there is no record of Johann Georg having been in employment from the time of his marriage until his death fifteen years later of a stroke. Such was the family’s poverty, it is often claimed, that they did not even own a bed.

The family’s misfortune was to continue when, in 1847, Maria died at the age of just fifty-one, her death certificate listing its cause as ‘Consumption following dropsy’. There would be a form of rescue for the young Alois, however, as it was this year that he was taken in by his stepfather’s brother, Johann Nepomuk Hiedler.

Thirty-five years old and owner of a modestly sized farm at Spital, where he lived with his own family, the reasons for Johann Nepomuk’s fostering of Alois remain unknown. Some have been led to theorise that he had, in fact, been Alois Schicklgruber’s biological father. If true, given that his eldest daughter, Johanna, would eventually become the maternal grandmother of Adolf Hitler, this would have made the incestuous closeness of the family most alarming indeed, with Johann Nepomuk being both Hitler’s paternal grandfather and maternal great-grandfather. 

What is most likely, however, is that Johann Nepomuk felt his elder brother could not have provided a stable home for the boy and took him in out of kindness. No evidence that he may have been Alois’ father has ever been found, just as no support has ever been presented to give credence to the clam that his real father had been a Jew from the town of Graz, where Maria Schicklgruber had allegedly worked for a time as a domestic servant. This theory, having been put forward by Reich Justice Minister Hans Frank from his Nuremberg cell, was presented without corroboration, and contains a number of inaccuracies, in particular that there was no family of the name claimed – Frankenberger – living in the region at the time.

Indeed, there had not been any Jews resident in the area at all, having been expelled in the 1490s and not allowed to return until the 1860s. As we shall discover, none of the ideologies and prejudices associated with Adolf Hitler were new to central Europe.

The rumour that Alois was fathered by a ‘Baron Rothschild’ of Vienna, similarly, has no truth to it. It is merely another unproven claim which had done the rounds of the Munich cafés during the early 1920s; happily spread by Hitler’s rivals and political opponents of the time, and gleefully adopted by the cranks, conspiracists and antisemites of today.

What tends to be generally accepted by historians now is that Alois’ real father had, in fact, been Johann Georg Hiedler all along, having been too poor to marry Maria at the time of Alois’ birth. Whatever the case, Alois Schicklgruber made no attempt to conceal his illegitimate birth.

Receiving no education beyond elementary level, Alois left school to be a cobbler’s apprentice, travelling to Vienna at the age of thirteen as part of his training. At eighteen, however, he was able to gain employment with the Austrian Ministry of Finance, becoming the first member of his family to climb the social ladder from humble farming stock. Industrious and determined, he soon began to receive promotions, passing the required examinations to become a low-ranking supervisor by 1861, aged twenty-four.

Three years later, he joined the customs service, where he continued to rise rapidly. By 1870 he had reached the rank of customs officer and was a respected figure of the community, although his personal life was tumultuous and fraught with scandal. An illegitimate child of his own, a daughter named Theresia, was born in either 1867 or 1868. In 1873, he married Anna Glassl; at fifty, she was fourteen years his senior, but was a woman with connections. As daughter of an inspector at the imperial tobacco monopoly, she was well-off to the extent that the couple could afford to bring in a maid, and it is generally accepted that money was Alois’ motivation for the marriage.

This had taken place in the town of Braunau am Inn, to which Alois had been posted in 1871 and where, from 1875, he would hold the senior position of customs inspector. Situated on the border with the German state of Bavaria, the town was most famous for being the site of the 1806 execution of Nuremberg bookseller Johann Philipp Palm. Tried by a military court on the order of Napoleon himself, Palm was shot for the crime of publishing anti-French leaflets and refusing under questioning to give up the name of their author. The town would also eventually become the birthplace of Adolf Hitler, with canny locals selling what they claimed to be splinters of the bed he had been born in for as much as twenty marks. Hitler himself, meanwhile, would take the town’s connection to Palm as a signal of his destiny to be a martyr to German nationalism; born on the border of the two countries it would be his life’s mission to unite. 

Alois Schicklgruber, meanwhile, was to be completely dedicated to ensuring this border’s policing and maintenance. His professional persona had developed into, in the words of Sir Ian Kershaw in Hitler, 1889-1936: Hubris (Penguin 1998), that of the ‘archetypal provincial civil servant ... pompous, status-proud, strict, humourless, frugal, pedantically punctual, and devoted to duty’. He was financially secure – earning a salary that was equivalent to that of an elementary school headmaster – and would often be found deep in tavern-bound discussion, in a fog of pipe-smoke, with former soldier Carl Wessely, a colleague who shared his outlook.

He was not a drunkard, as his son would later claim, but belonged to a social group known as a Bürgerabend who frequented inns about town; well-mannered men who enjoyed good company and conversation. He took part in local politics, befriending figures such as Josef Mayrhofer, the mayor of Leonding. He took a leading role among several beekeeping societies, for whom he would often deliver lectures and contribute articles, and wrote several surviving letters, claimed by Franz Jetzinger in Hitler’s Youth (1958) to show a meticulous and steady hand. Given the later exaggerated claims that Hitler would make about his childhood, it is likely that this was another overstatement. 

In terms of religion, Alois looked on himself as a ‘free-thinker’ but spoke no ill of the church. He was a German nationalist by political inclination but did not subscribe to pan-Germanism or its desire for Austria to become part of the Kaiserreich; instead, as a dedicated servant of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he approved of its being ruled predominantly by Austrian Germans. Their rule did cause some friction among the eleven distinct nationalities that made up the sprawling realm but, for the time being at least, it was held together by the fatherly and greatly loved Emperor Franz-Joseph, on whose birthday Alois would make his annual attendance at church.

In 1876, when he was thirty-nine, the decision was taken for Alois to be legitimised. Again, the reasoning behind this has been the fuel to much speculation, with those who believe that Johann Nepomuk had been Alois’ real father speculating that now his wife had passed away, he could pass on his name without shaming her. Others, meanwhile, believe that Johann Nepomuk was concerned that his name would die out, even though it was carried by others – including his own children – at the time. More likely is that he wished to reap the benefits of his foster-son’s rising social station, while also helping Alois’ career prospects. And besides, it was not Johann Nepomuk who was named as father on the amended birth certificate, but the late Johann Georg Hiedler. 

Having gathered three ‘witnesses’ who could attest to Johann Georg having spoken of being Alois’ biological father, Alois and his uncle travelled back to the parish of Döllersheim. There, the priest added Johann Georg to the document, ‘correcting’ the statement that he had been born outside of wedlock to now read that he had been born legitimately. Yet when making these changes, the priest did so with an alternative spelling to the surname of both father and son – Hitler.

The name, meaning ‘smallholder’, was a common one throughout the Austrian countryside, with a number of alternative spellings in evidence. As well as Hiedler, Johann Nepomuk had used ‘Hüttler’ on his own marriage certificate, with Hietler and Hütler being other variants in the region. The reason for the choosing of this particular spelling can never be known – perhaps it was simply the whim of the man completing the form – although it is often thought that ‘Hitler’, being less ‘rustic’ than the other versions, would be more suitable for Alois’ career. Whatever the case may have been, Alois Hitler now had the legitimacy and name suiting his achievement and standing.

Meanwhile, at home, his life was far from the picture of respectable stability. Anna had become ill soon after their marriage, and Alois had begun a scandalous affair with their young housemaid, Fanni Matzelberger. After Anna obtained permission for a legal separation in 1880, the two set up home together. A further illegitimate child – a son, Alois Matzelberger – was born in 1882.

After Anna’s death the following year, the couple married – Alois aged forty-six, Fanni twenty-two – and the boy was legitimised, becoming Alois Hitler Jnr. Two months after the wedding there came the arrival of another daughter, Angela. This marriage was also not to last, however, as Fanni soon succumbed to tuberculosis. In order to assist in the house and with the family while she was sent to the countryside outside Braunau to convalesce, Alois brought in Klara Pötzl, eldest surviving daughter of his cousin, Johanna Hüttler. Although they were now second cousins since his legitimising, it was still Klara’s habit to call Alois ‘Uncle’.

By the time Fanni died in 1884, Klara – who was a year older – was already pregnant. Given the closeness of their relationship, while not an unusual occurrence in rural Austria at the time, special dispensation was required (in Latin) from the Church if they were to marry. This arrived in early 1885, and the wedding took place at 6am on 7 January. Alois was at his desk for work as normal by 7am.

In May 1885 the first of Klara’s children was born, a boy named Gustav. A daughter, Ida, arrived in September 1886, with Otto being born at some point in 1887 but only surviving a few days. Gustav and Ida then both contracted diphtheria, dying in December 1887 and January 1888.

Adolf Hitler – he had no middle names – was born on Saturday, 20 April 1889. Two further siblings, Edmund and Paula, were born in 1894 and 1896. With Edmund dying of measles in February 1900, Paula would become the longest living of the Hitler children, dying in June 1960.

Having endured such terrible loss, Klara Hitler showered her surviving children with protective love, felt by some to have been smothering. She was quiet and retiring by nature, a churchgoer, and considered friendly by the townspeople but devoted to her household duties and having no time for gossip. Paula Hitler would describe her mother as ‘a very soft and tender person, the compensatory element between the almost too harsh father and the very lively children who were perhaps difficult to train’.

Alois, by comparison, was a domineering and bad-tempered presence in the home, spending as little time there as he could. As well as the children – from Klara and his previous marriage – the house also contained a cook/maid, Rosalia Schichtl, and Klara’s younger sister Johanna, a rather sour woman who nevertheless was very fond of Adolf, who was known as ‘Adi’. Faced with such a crowd, Alois’ daily routine after work would involve a long walk out of town to spend time with his beehives, before heading to a tavern.

Adolf Hitler would later admit in Mein Kampf that he respected his father but did not love him. Pictures of his mother, however, would be displayed in every home that he came to occupy as an adult, including the Berlin bunker where he met his end.

In the year of Adolf’s birth, Alois had been left a substantial sum in Johann Nepomuk’s legacy, which allowed him to purchase a property back at Spital, with adjoining land for his hives. In 1892, however, he was forced to sell up when he was reassigned to the town of Passau in Lower Bavaria. Here, young Adolf spent his early years in the company of German children, playing cowboys and Indians in the woods and developing an accent and speech-pattern in the same manner as them, which would remain with him his whole life.

Alois moved again in 1894 to the Upper Austrian city of Linz, but the family remained in Passau for the next year. Free from the irascible presence of his father, Adolf was given the run of the house and quickly became used to getting his own way, with tantrums being thrown when he did not.

Around the time of Adolf’s sixth birthday, in April 1895, Alois brought the family to the farm he had bought two months earlier in the hamlet of Hafeld, thirty miles outside of Linz. Adolf’s schooling began on 1 May, in a single ramshackle room in which the children of all ages were taught together. His teacher, Herr Mittermaier, described the young Hitler as lively and attentive, behaving well and receiving good marks for his work.

In June, after forty years in the Austrian civil service, that Alois Hitler finally retired in the hope of keeping his bees as a full-time occupation. Working a farm, however, proved to be a tremendous strain on him – both physically and financially – and his temper was tested to even greater lengths by being at home all day. Alois Jnr departed acrimoniously the following year, leaving Adolf as the only boy in the house other than baby Edmund. As a result, it was he who frequently bore the brunt of his father’s anger.

The family were uprooted again in 1897 when Alois sold the Hafeld farm and moved them to the market town of Lambach. Being moved to a new school did not seem to prevent Adolf from making new friends, and he continued to receive good reports from his teachers. Beginning to take an interest in tales of daring adventure, one of his favourite books was an illustrated history of the Franco-Prussian War, and he fell in love with the Western novels of Karl May. These novels would remain a lifelong passion, to the extent that as Führer he would gift editions to subordinates, citing the vivid descriptions of America – a place May had never visited – as an example of the great imagination that his generals lacked.

War was to become a point of interest to young Adolf and his friends as the Second Boer Conflict broke out, with the boys playing as heroic Boers battling the villainous British. When his contemporaries outgrew such games, he continued them with younger boys. More of a talker, Adolf was not the kind of child who got into fights, and he took singing lessons at the Lambach Abbey. Here, possibly taking the lessons at the suggestion of his father, who enjoyed choral singing, Adolf was awed by the abbey’s ecclesiastical splendour and looked up to the Abbot, Theodorich Hagen. Much has been made by some writers of the fact that the abbot’s coat of arms resembled a swastika, but the idea that this was to have been an inspiration to Hitler is perhaps straying too far into the realm of mythology.

There was yet another move for the family in November 1898, this time to the village of Leonding, on Linz’s outskirts. There would be further moves, but it was in this area that the family would remain settled, with Hitler coming view Linz as his hometown, a place which held happy childhood memories for him and was suitably Germanic. Stating his intention of turning the city into a cultural beacon that would eclipse Vienna – a city he would come to bitterly despise – Hitler would express the wish to retire and be buried here.

For now, however, his father had more realistic plans for him. With Alois Jnr gone and Edmund dead, it would be Adolf who found himself facing the pressures of Alois’ expectations. Hitler would claim that his father had wished for him to follow him into the civil service, but this does not square with events. If it had been Alois’ intention for his son to enter a clerical profession – one in which, given a secondary education, Adolf would have been allowed to progress much further than his father – he would have enrolled him at the Gymnasium. A more humanities-based institution which taught Latin, this would have provided an essential grounding for a career in higher administrative and legal posts. Instead, Adolf was sent to Realschule, more geared towards the sciences, and where his skill in drawing would have found a focus.

Adolf began secondary school on 17 September 1900, and the experience was far from a happy one. The walk to Linz was half an hour in each direction and, where he had been a ringleader at his primary schools, he did not make friends in the larger classes. Forming no bond with his teachers, he failed to apply himself, to the extent that he had to repeat his first year. 

He was developing into a sullen and idle teenager, solitary and contained where his father had been convivial and outgoing. His teachers found him ill-disciplined, stubborn and uninterested in focussing his talents. Having been given an advantage in life that his father had never had, he displayed no wish to utilise this or to employ any of the application or diligence that had allowed his father to give him this opportunity.

Rejecting everything about his father, this laziness was Adolf’s form of rebellion, but it was here that he began to take an interest in the pan-Germanism which was a common sentiment among the staff and pupils. He did not adopt these beliefs to any extreme extent at this time, but it was enough to rile his father’s staunchly pro-Austrian politics. Several of these beliefs – having been popularised by the Viennese antisemite, Georg Ritter von Schönerer (who would be referred to as ‘Führer’ by his followers and greeted with ‘Heil’) – would have been shaped by his history master, Dr Pötsch, the one teacher who he respected.

It was during Pötsch’s lessons that Adolf felt his first stirrings of German nationalism, as he was taught his people’s heroic and mythic past. He would be the only teacher mentioned in Mein Kampf and, such was Hitler’s regard, that he received the gift of two copies of the first edition with a personal dedication.

In his note of thanks, Pötsch curtly corrected his former pupil that his first name was not Ludwig, as stated in the book, but Leopold. An amendment was made to subsequent editions but Pötsch’s copies, with a sense of sardonic humour typical to history teachers, were donated to a monastery library.

Another inaccuracy in Mein Kampf was Hitler’s claim to have excelled in the subjects of history and geography, where his surviving school reports show his grading for both subjects to be ‘adequate’. Tall tales of a precociousness in Bible class would also feature in his late-night monologues to his Nazi inner circle, as would the claim that he was taken in 1902 to visit his father’s former workplace and was repulsed at the notion of following in his footsteps.

Alois Hitler, now sixty-five years of age, was finding that his health was beginning to fail. In August 1901 he had suffered a mild stroke, which he attributed to over-exertion while loading coal into his cellar. On the morning of Saturday, 3 January 1903, arriving at the Gasthaus Stiefler for a fortifying glass of wine, he collapsed suddenly. Taken to an adjoining room while a doctor and priest were summoned, he died on the sofa before either could reach him. His cause of death was listed as pleural haemorrhage, and he was buried on 5 January. On Thursday 8th, an obituary appeared in the Linz Tagespost which illustrated the regard and position that he had held in the community:




Leonding, 5th January. We have buried a good man – this we can rightly say of Alois Hitler, Higher Collector (retired) in the Imperial Customs Service, who was borne here to his final resting place today. His life was brought to a sudden end on the third of this month in the Gasthaus Stiefler, where he had gone for a glass of wine as he had been feeling unwell. Alois Hitler was in his sixty-sixth year and had experienced during his lifetime a full measure of sorrow and joy...

Alois Hitler was a progressively minded man through and through and as such warmly supported the idea of free education. In his contacts with his fellow men he evinced a cheerfulness amounting to positively youthful good humour. The sharp word that fell occasionally from his lips could not belie the warm heart that beat beneath the rough exterior. At all times an energetic champion of law and order and universally well informed, he was able to pronounce authoritatively on any matter that came to his notice. Being fond of singing, he was never so happy as when performing in the company of like-minded enthusiasts, while he was also an expert in the field of apiculture. By no means the least of his characteristics were his great frugality and sense of economy and thrift.

All in all: Hitler’s passing has left a great gap, not only in his family – he leaves a widow and four mostly dependent children – but also in the circle of friends and acquaintances, who will preserve pleasant memories of him.



By the terms of Alois’ will, legal guardianship of his children was passed to Mayor Mayrhofer. A substantial legacy was also left, but Adolf would not have access to this until he reached the age of twenty-four. Nevertheless, with his father gone, his life was now free from the pressure to make something of himself. His mother, unable to exert authority and trying to invoke that of Alois by pointing to his pipe-rack whenever the children misbehaved, would always allow Adolf to have his way.

His performance at school having failed to improve, he was removed after the 1903-04 term. Another Realschule was found for him, however, in the city of Steyr. Hitler would claim that he sailed through the entrance exam for the institution, which would have been a considerable achievement it did not require the sitting of one.

Situated fifty miles from home, Adolf had to live in lodgings while attending the school. Begrudging this, and as unhappy at the school as he had been in his previous one, Hitler came to hate the city. Resentful and idle, he came to the belief that his teachers were all fools, who could impart nothing of use.

In the second half of the term, however, there was a slight improvement in his grades, and he was allowed to sit the final-year exams. These he managed to pass and was therefore able to enter the senior year but, given his previous form, it would have been unlikely that the school would have allowed this. In either case, he was able to persuade his mother to allow him to leave school, aged sixteen, in the summer of 1905.

Returning to Linz, and his family’s flat on the Humboldtstraße, he fell into a cosseted, indolent life, living in his own room while his mother, aunt and sister looked after him. His mother would cater to his every whim, even buying a grand piano when he decided in October 1906 to take lessons. These, given by a Pole by the name of Prevratski, lasted only until the following January.

By day he would lounge around, daydreaming of his glittering future as an artist. He would draw, paint, read, or attempt to write poetry, but did little of practical worth to bring his ambitions to fruition. By night, he would attend the theatre or opera, in particular nurturing his love for the stirring, quintessentially Germanic works of Richard Wagner. Afterwards, he would stay up late and sleep until late in the morning. Directionless, apathetic and undisciplined, Adolf Hitler would come to describe this period as the happiest of his life.
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