

[image: ]








[image: ]












[image: ]












This book is dedicated to the inspirational, inimitable Sylvia Scheul, who believed in it from the start and has done everything to support it. One afternoon in Sant’Anna di Stazzema, she looked down from the mountains and olive groves towards the cobalt blue of the Tyrrhenian Sea. She knew, with characteristic wisdom, what this book had to be about. More humanity than history, she said. I hope I’ve done the story justice.
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PROLOGUE



Virtual Remembrance


On Saturday, 25 April 2020, three men stood in front of a war memorial at a mountain village in central Tuscany. Heads bowed, hands clasped, one of them placed a large green wreath of laurel leaves on the stone in front of them. The men came here every year on 25 April, which in Italy is the day that commemorates the liberation of their country from the Germans, the Fascist regime of Benito Mussolini, and the establishment of the new Italian republic. Across the country on this day, old partisans donned red and green neck scarves, their colours of political allegiance from the days of the Second World War. They stood in front of statues, memorials and commemoration sites across the length and breadth of the country, remembering. In the Tuscan mountain village of Sant’Anna di Stazzema, the three men were offering their respects to hundreds of civilians who died there in August 1944, massacred by German troops in a savage reprisal operation. In a normal year, the village and its surroundings would have been thronged with government officials, the mayors of neighbouring towns and villages, politicians from Rome, parties of school children, some old partisans who fought in the war, their children and grandchildren. For Sant’Anna di Stazzema, which sits on an isolated hillside in central Tuscany, is the site of the best-known of all the mass killings carried out by the Germans and their Fascist allies between 1943 and 1945. Simply put, on 25 April, it should have been crowded. But it was deserted. And the reason it was deserted was the reason why the three men laying the wreath were wearing face masks.


Italy, its former partisans and its people, refused to be bowed, however. Covid-19 would not cancel the spirit of 25 April and the celebrations of Liberation Day, pledged the National Association of Former Partisans on its website. Never had there been a commemoration day with such a rich menu of virtual events to attend, it proclaimed proudly. Virtual remembrance was the order of the day. Where former partisans, relatives of fallen soldiers, government officials and onlookers did gather in person, then the draconian rulings of social distancing would be in force, in keeping with the worldwide situation of emergency. The president of the Italian National Partisans’ Association said that although the respective authorities would, of course, be laying wreaths and depositing flowers at statues and monuments, most Italians would celebrate in a different way, confined as they were to their homes by lockdown.


They would feel their hearts beat to a rhythm of anti-Fascism, but they’d have to do it online, by posting photographs, thoughts, music and letters, or gathered on their balconies, to sing the eternal partisan hymn that became the anthem of resistance to the Germans and Mussolini’s Fascists. At a co-ordinated time, the country could gather on their terraces, at the windows of their houses, on balconies, and together sing the stirring words of the protest song ‘Bella Ciao’.


The song originated in the paddy fields of the Po valley in the first half of the twentieth century. Italy’s cultivation of rice is centred on the western stretch of land that runs alongside this vast, serpentine river, which creeps dark, slow and bottle green from its rising above Turin to its estuary on the Adriatic. Between Milan and Turin the Po ambles sluggishly, alongside it fields that in the rice-growing season are flooded. To plant, pick, weed and tend the rice, poor migrant workers from southern Italy, mostly women, would trek north every year. The rice estates were owned by big landowners, and the poorly paid female workers, known as mondinas, or weeders, were constantly exploited by them. ‘Bella Ciao’ – the words simply mean ‘hello beautiful’ – became their protest song. Once the Second World War erupted, the words of the song were quickly adopted by partisans, industrial workers and anybody who stood up to the Germans and Mussolini. And so on the evening of 25 April this year, the balconies of the country erupted in song. Confined to their homes for weeks, the country’s population came out, defiant, resilient, singing, playing instruments, cheering, for a moment united in remembrance and a refusal to be beaten. On a day when their political leaders had donned the tricolour sash of the national flag, and stood, face-masked and solemn, in front of statues and memorial sites across the country, the people remembered what had come before them in another time, seventy-five years before, when another enemy had stormed across their land.


After the laying of the wreath in the village of Sant’Anna di Stazzema, one of the three men took some moments to talk. As a child, he survived the massacre that devastated the village in August 1944, and now Enrico Pieri is the President of the Martyrs of Sant’Anna Association. He said:


April 25th 1945 was not a party for us. We were still full of pain. And after 75 years we are still here. Since then we left [the village] and went back up. Our houses were destroyed, slowly we were able to rebuild them. I would like to tell young people not to lose heart. We must have a little optimism. There will be suffering, however we will be able to overcome this crisis that is now gripping us. We will come to a rebirth, to have a better future for everyone. And a better, united Europe that gave us peace after the war.1


The Second World War, the Covid-19 pandemic, commemoration, past and present, had all seemed to come together in an idiosyncratic mix of crisis, protest, and commemoration. It was backed up by an Italian resilience in the face of hardship that surfaces so frequently across a country that, since 1945, has been no stranger to dysfunctional politics, uncertain economics and social unrest. The Mayor of Florence, Dario Nardella, said the best way of combating what he euphemistically called ‘the current crisis’ would come from Italians’ roots, values and identities:


Celebrating April 25th in this moment of emergency for the country has even more value because the best resources to overcome this crisis come from our roots, from our values, from our identity. When we celebrate April 25th we celebrate the deepest value of freedom, our country, our history. That freedom which is the fruit of the sacrifice of the lives of women and men and never as today we need to feel at home. The coming months will be very complex, it will be the most difficult challenge for my generation and for all those born after the Second World War.2


Liberated by the Allies in mid-August 1944, the city of Florence and the region of Tuscany was, in the war, the epicentre of partisan and civilian resistance to the German occupation and the Fascist regime of Il Duce, the dictator Benito Mussolini. It was in Tuscany that both carried out the largest number of war crimes against the Italian civilian population, trapped as it was between the advancing Allies and the partisans on one side, and the retreating Germans and Fascists on the other.


In the Tuscan town of Pistoia on 25 April, the mayor said that the fight today was against what he called ‘an invisible enemy’, and again called on Italians to find the spirit and strength that had animated the men and women who rebuilt Italy after the war.3 As the country entered its seventh week of lockdown, he said that parallels between the Second World War and the Covid-19 virus were everywhere, especially on 25 April. The war, however, was massively more destructive and more frightening, with Italians armed against each other. And once again he, and other politicians and municipal leaders, chose to highlight what was taking place at Sant’Anna di Stazzema that day as something that epitomised what was taking place across the country, and something that linked the present with the years of the Second World War.


There were no children gathered at Sant’Anna that day, he said, none of the usual crowds, no voices, no women, no men, none of the usual commotion that accompanied the celebration of Liberation Day at Sant’Anna di Stazzema. Just the surreal laying of a wreath in silence, by only three people: the mayor, the President of the Regional Council of Tuscany, Eugenio Giani, and Enrico Pieri, from the Martyrs Association. Sant’Anna di Stazzema doesn’t ‘close’, said Giani, because memory and memorial are a right.4 And nowhere more so than on the top of the deserted Tuscan hillside at Sant’Anna. And what parallels there were to be drawn between it, Italian history, the war and the twenty-first century. It was a feast day, for Italians, for liberty, and for democracy. And in Tuscany today, like in Tuscany seventy-six years ago, Sant’Anna di Stazzema represented all that is strongest and most relevant when it comes to the wartime resistance.


On the most important day of commemoration in the Italian calendar, at a time of national and world crisis in the face of a global pandemic, many Italian leaders – particularly in the centre of the country – chose to draw parallels between present and past by focusing on this small but highly significant village: what was happening there this 25 April 2020 and what had taken place there in 1944. Why? What is it and what was it about this Tuscan mountain village that evokes such strength of thought, reflection, concern, importance and reverence?


In Italy, memories of war are everywhere. Seventy-five years after 2 million German, Italian, British, American and Commonwealth soldiers fought across the mountains, plains and cities of the country, memorials, commemorations and memories – physical and abstract – are at every turn. No more so than in the evidence of the huge number of war crimes that the Germans committed during their twenty-month occupation of the country. Of the estimated 22,000 Italian civilians killed in persecutions, war crimes and deportations from September 1943 to May 1945, 8,000 of them were Italian Jews, and 14,000 non-Jews.5 Those who weren’t Jews were shot, beaten, burned or starved to death in some 5,300 separate instances, and the Jews deported, mainly to the concentration camp complexes at Auschwitz and Mauthausen. The SS, and the SD (its intelligence arm) and the Gestapo were responsible for several thousands of these deaths and operated within an infrastructure of violence, which they saw as being legitimised by draconian anti-partisan rulings from their commanders. They were overseen by senior SS and Wehrmacht officers in Italy, and were accompanied by an orchestra of lesser units that also played their part.


The old and historically independent city of Turin lies in the north-west of the country, the capital of the region of Piemonte. To the west, north and south-west, the Alps stretch in a snow-capped semicircle around it. South of the city stretches the wine country of the Langhe and then the mountains, which rise like a barrier before the shimmering turquoise of the Ligurian Sea. Across the elegant streets and sweeping boulevards of Turin, some of the houses or schools or shops seem to have one or more small, square, brass plaques set into the pavement in front of the door. These are the memorials to those who used to live there, but who were deported in the Holocaust. The project started in 1992 at the initiative of a German artist called Gunter Demnig, and the brass plaques are set on top of a small cube of concrete; in German they are called Stolpersteine or ‘stumbling stones’. They can be found in their thousands and thousands across villages, towns and cities in the former German Reich, particularly in Germany, Austria and Poland. There are also many in Turin, which had a large Jewish community targeted for deportation between 1943 and 1945. Italy’s Jews were marginally less unfortunate than those in the other three countries mentioned. In Italy, around 38,000–40,000 Jews managed to escape, partly because the operations to hunt them down only began after September 1943, when Italy surrendered to the Allies and Germany occupied the country. But some 8,000 of Italy’s Jews were arrested and deported to their death. Many of the brass plaques tell a familiar tale.


Piazza Castello in central Turin is the site of the former royal palaces of the Duchy of Savoy. One of these former royal buildings now houses the tourism board for the region of Piemonte. In front of its swing doors there are three of the small bronze plaques, commemorating the three members of the Colombo family, arrested on 27 October 1943, six weeks after the Germans occupied Italy. Mario was 29, Benvenuto 61 and Enrico 63. The ‘stumbling stones’ record the details: they were all deported to Auschwitz on 6 December 1943, with the two older family members killed almost immediately, on 11 December. Mario lasted longer, and was killed on 30 March 1944.


Yet for all these plaques, all these deaths, all these deportations of Italian Jews, very few Germans served even an hour of prison time after the war. The senior SS and police commander in Italy, General Karl Wolff, reportedly made a secret deal with the American OSS that he would be immune from prosecution for crimes committed in Italy by the SS and Gestapo if he agreed to appear as a prosecution witness at Nuremberg. When he was ultimately imprisoned in the new Federal Germany, it was for Holocaust crimes committed in Poland, not for any atrocity in Italy. Nobody was ever really certain if he did make a deal, or whether it was honoured, but it certainly appeared so to the British, Italians, Americans, and even some Germans, too. It was one example of the ways – sometimes complex and duplicitous, sometimes simple and bureaucratic – of how many Germans wanted for crimes escaped justice.


One man who should have faced muscular justice for the deportation and persecution of Italian Jews was SS-Sturmbannführer Friedrich Bosshammer, a colleague of Adolf Eichmann’s, who was responsible for the deportation of Italian Jews from January 1944 onwards. Yet he lived in freedom in post-war Germany for twenty-three years, working as a lawyer, and allegedly protected by former SS colleagues serving in the new Federal German government. He was only arrested in 1968, went through a four-year trial, during which the Italian writer Primo Levi testified, and then died before serving a single day in prison. What happened to him after the war was, extraordinarily, too often the judicial rule, not the exception, for SS men wanted for war crimes committed in Italy.


The road and railway line that leads south from Turin heads towards the coastal region of Liguria; in early summer, the road snakes alongside a turquoise sea and passes, via tunnels dug out of solid rock, through the mountains that rise sharp and high above the waters of the Italian Riviera. One of these tunnels is at a place called Turchino, and in May 1944 the Waffen-SS shot 246 Italian civilians, in a series of reprisals for the deaths of five German sailors killed by Italian partisans in an attack at a nearby cinema. SS-Obersturmbannführer Friedrich Engel, who commanded the German execution squad, got away with murder. He was sentenced by an Italian court, in 1969, to life imprisonment in absentia. Germany refused to extradite him. He was investigated in Germany in 1969, but prosecutors said they could not find enough evidence, despite dozens of Italians who stated that they were prepared to appear as witnesses. A Hamburg court then tried him in 2002, but despite being convicted, he was allowed to walk free on a technicality. Germany’s highest constitutional court, the Bundesgerichtshof, then quashed this conviction and formally pardoned him.


The majority of German war crimes committed in Italy happened in Tuscany and Emilia-Romagna, two provinces south of Liguria. The coast road goes south-east from the port of Genoa, following the curve of the sea, through La Spezia, Massa, Carrara and Pietrasanta, the towns and cities that lie on the Mediterranean. Above the littoral, the mountains of the Apuan Alps rise high and forested in the interior. It was in this region in summer 1944, around Bologna, Florence and Arezzo, that the Germans faced down the Allies in constant, heavy combat, as they fought a slogging withdrawal to their pre-prepared defensive positions on the Gothic Line further north. As they retreated, and as the Allies advanced, so Italian partisan activity increased behind the ever-retreating German front line. Emboldened by the Allies’ advance, and pushed into armed conflict by the Germans’ scorched earth policy of reprisals against the Italian civilian population, the partisans attacked German units with increased regularity and increased daring the further the Germans retreated. The Germans, for their part, responded with ever more savage reprisals.


But it was one unit, the 16th SS Panzergrenadier Division, the ‘Reichsführer-SS’, that went far further, more brutally, with greater numbers of victims than any other German unit in Italy. The unit had already established a reputation for brutality while fighting in the Ukraine and Russia after Operation Barbarossa, and in addition to noted combat capabilities, it showed the utterly routine disregard for taking prisoners, or looking after any Russian PoWs, that was common to many SS units fighting on the Eastern Front. It brought this operational approach to Italy, and added to it a special barbarity, an imaginative twist of violence evident in every mass killing the unit perpetrated. It was responsible for the killings at Sant’Anna di Stazzema, in which at least 390 people were killed.6 What happened there remains the highest profile of the massacres carried out not just by the 16th SS, but by all German units in Italy. Partly because of the extreme brutality and the number of people who were burned alive; partly because over sixty of the victims were children, one only three weeks old; partly because as the village and the corpses of the victims were still burning after the massacre, the SS men sat down in the shade of the village and very calmly ate their lunch.


And the other reason why the killings at Sant’Anna resonate so strongly today is because the incident has come to epitomise the enormous failures of justice for war crimes committed by the Germans in Italy. Nobody has been brought to trial in Germany for the Sant’Anna killings, either immediately after the war, or since. Investigations were opened, cases filed by prosecutors, but all the SS men responsible escaped justice to live and die in freedom in Germany. When Italy finally found ten of them guilty, in absentia, in 2005, many Italians were appalled to discover that not only were all of these guilty men living in freedom in Germany, but that their native country refused to extradite them back to Italy. For Italians, as well as for many others who know about, or have followed or lived the experience of the Second World War, the denial of proper justice stands as a massive affront. Especially from a fellow EU member state like Germany that so often – and so rightly – stresses the vital importance of confronting the past and dealing with history. Germans respect the law: yet the ways in which they do so, especially in complex war crimes cases like this, sometimes appear baffling and contradictory. Especially to those who have been on the receiving end of atrocities, like those survivors of the killings at Sant’Anna di Stazzema and elsewhere. In the end, only two SS officers served prison terms for any of the 16th SS’ atrocities across Tuscany, and one of these men – the division’s commanding officer – was released and pardoned after only eight years.


But, in Germany’s defence, confronting the past and dealing with history is a very long way away from being simple or straightforward. Each modern successive German government can say it has made a substantially significant effort in doing so, within the obvious provisions of regional, federal and international law. The difficulties sometimes arise when a current administration applies the legal and judicial obligations and absolutism of the present to try and rectify the omissions and errors of the past. Too often the past creeps back to waylay the best intentions of the present. For victims, survivors and relatives of survivors of past war crimes, the apparent lack of sufficient and concrete judicial results shouldn’t be able to be explained away by a mix of legal, historical, political and economic pragmatism and realpolitik, by one country or another. But sometimes they are; sometimes, very gratifyingly, they’re not.


Today the hills, olive groves, apricot orchards and vineyards of central Tuscany look very similar, in many places, to how they were in that wartime summer seventy-five years ago. At the Carthusian monastery at Farneta, north of Lucca, a memorial plaque reminds visitors of what happened in early September 1944, when soldiers from the 16th SS arrived and took away twelve monks and thirty-two people hiding in the monastery. They tied them to trees with barbed wire and shot them. Nearly four decades after the event, in January 1985, the Italian Prime Minister unveiled the plaque, which reads:


Forty years after the Liberation, the Association of the Resistance Fighters in Lucchesia and the Municipal Authorities of Lucca remember the martyrdom of six Carthusian fathers, six Carthusian brothers and thirty-two civilians in September of 1944. Nazi savagery imposed the same death both on the monks and on those who at the darkest hour had found brotherly hospitality in these sacred precincts. The presence of the Prime Minister at the inauguration of this memorial stone ensures the entry into the history of the Italian people of the witness of these victims.


The memorial stone might have ensured that the event enters into Italian history, but justice certainly hasn’t.


In 2005, a court in the Tuscan town of La Spezia tried, in absentia, former SS-Lieutenant Helmut Langer. He had led the half-company of SS men who abducted and then killed the monks and civilians from the monastery. Despite numerous witnesses, the court found Langer innocent. The Rome Court of Appeal, however, found him guilty and sentenced him to life imprisonment. The Germans refused to extradite him. Langer died in 2016, free.


German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier visited the town of Fivizzano in Tuscany in summer 2019, and apologised for German atrocities that had taken place there in 1944.7 He admitted that his country had not lived up to its legal responsibilities. It was the closest a German head of state had come to admitting that his country had failed in dealing with the aftermath of war crimes committed in Italy in 1944. But as the President spoke, the last SS men who had been in Tuscany in 1944 were dead, or nearing the end of their lives in Germany in freedom. This book tells the story of what they did in Tuscany in 1944, how, where and why. It’s the story, too, of those Italians who survived their rampage of massacres.


It tells how for seventy-five years some men of the 16th SS Panzergrenadier Division got away, literally, with mass murder. This unit committed more war crimes than any other in the entire German armed forces infrastructure in Italy in the whole war. The division, whose nominative cuff title was ‘Reichsführer-SS’, tore across the central Italian heartland of Tuscany in the boiling summer of 1944, massacring hundreds of innocent people at a time in a string of major killings, carried out under the guise of reprisal actions against Italian partisans. It was the officers and men of this unit who, to a large extent, were most guilty of the most war crimes, and who, to a large extent, most escaped justice. This book sets out to find out what happened, what they did, and how many of them escaped.









1


ITALY SURRENDERS



In the early hours of the morning of 10 June 1943, Luftwaffe signals interception stations across the Adriatic, Aegean and eastern Mediterranean began to pick up an abnormally high volume of American and British radio traffic. The German air force had assigned responsibility for this sector of the European front to the 352nd Signals Intelligence Regiment, one of eight such units in the Luftwaffe’s Chiffrestelle, or cryptanalytical department.1 To help them intercept Allied VHF signals traffic from North Africa and the Mediterranean, the regiment had installed listening posts on the islands of Crete, Rhodes and Kos, as well as on the Loutsa plateau north-west of Athens. The Luftwaffe intercept teams saw immediately that many of the signals they were picking up that night, transmitted by the Allies in Morse code, began with the same two letters of the alphabet. In turn, these were set in two groups of five letters each. The German air force men knew that the first letters of a coded message, known as the ‘indicator’, designated the intended recipient of the signal. They were also well aware that an indicator made up of two repeated letters and two five-letter groups meant the messages were being encoded on the American M-209 Hagelin encryption device. The men on the islands and on the high, windswept Loutsa plateau wasted no time. Details of the signals were transmitted to Luftwaffe intelligence headquarters in Athens, and thence to decryption stations at Potsdam and Berlin. Operation Husky, the Allied invasion of Sicily, had just begun. The first signals were coming in from units of the American 82nd Airborne Division, transmitted just after landing on their parachute drop zones.


The United States armed forces had developed the M-209 in answer to the Enigma machine used by the Germans. Named after its Swedish inventor, Boris Hagelin, the M-209 was a lightweight, man-portable device that weighed only 7lb, was versatile and easy to use, meaning US airborne troops could parachute with it. Message encryption was based upon six adjustable rotary wheels inside the machine, each of which contained a different number of letters of the alphabet, from seventeen to twenty-six. When the operator pressed the different letters on the keyboard that he needed to compose the ‘plain text’ of a message, a corresponding number of alternative letters would be selected by the device from the six rotor wheels, each of which turned every time a letter on the keyboard was pressed. This arrangement gave 101 million possible permutations of letters that could form the plain text of an original message.


Some 140,000 M-209s were made, and American infantry and artillery units in North Africa began to use it in action in late 1942. Cryptanalysts from the Wehrmacht High Command’s code-breaking agency broke into their first M-209 messages in early spring 1943. German army units in Tunisia had overrun the headquarters of an American infantry company, and captured parts of signals books containing lists of daily, weekly and monthly settings for the units’ encryption devices. Radio operators had tried to burn these books, but had only partially succeeded. Despite this intelligence compromise, for weeks afterwards the Americans did not change the M-209 code settings used by each unit in the same division. This gave German cryptanalysts from the Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht High Command time to decode and compare thousands of messages sent by them.


During the invasion of Sicily, the Germans then captured more Hagelin codebooks, this time completely intact. This meant that for three vital weeks they could read American radio traffic at exactly the same time as Field Marshal Kesselring was withdrawing his troops across the island to the Straits of Messina. From here they could evacuate safely to the Italian mainland. It also meant the Germans could intercept messages sent between the Americans, British and Italians. The Luftwaffe had a unique advantage in this as they had been intercepting, decrypting and reading signals sent by the Italian navy, army and air force since 1941. The Italian and Allied messages deciphered and read in Potsdam and Berlin also confirmed the Germans’ worst fears about their allies: the Italians were trying to negotiate a surrender with the British and the Americans.


Before the Allies were ashore in Sicily, they had begun to negotiate a secret armistice with the Italian King, Victor Emmanuel III, Prime Minister Pietro Badoglio, and senior Fascist officials. The latter were exhausted by Mussolini’s autocratic twenty-year rule. It had bankrupted the country, reduced hundreds of thousands of its inhabitants to near-starvation, forced a murderous, terrifying allegiance with the Third Reich, and sent divisions of its finest troops off to die in wars in Russia, Africa and Greece. Il Bel Paese was on its knees, Italians wanted peace, and Fascism’s hollow promises that it would reward them with the glory of a lost empire were exactly that. Empty. So on 25 July, Mussolini was deposed at a meeting of the Grand Council of Fascism in Rome: control of the Italian armed forces, he was told, would be handed over to the king and prime minister. Police officers arrested Il Duce after the meeting. Then 200 carabinieri, paramilitary policemen loyal to the royal family, took the deposed dictator and his mistress Clara Petacci first to the small Mediterranean island of Ponza, off Naples, then to an isolated villa on La Maddalena, off the north-east coast of Sardinia. But the Germans managed to sneak an Italian-speaking German agent on to the island, and then flew over it in a Heinkel 111 taking photographs, searching for their ally. So the carabinieri hurriedly moved Mussolini to the Hotel Campo Imperatore, a skiing resort in the Apennines that was built high on the plateau of the Gran Sasso mountain.


During August, Italian and British generals and diplomats met in secret in Lisbon, hammering out the terms of the proposed armistice. By the end of the month they had reached an agreement, and both parties in the talks sent telegrams and signals to this effect back to London and Rome from what they assumed were the secure signals systems of their respective Lisbon embassies. German cryptanalysts from Department-Z of their Foreign Service – shortened to Pers-Z – intercepted and read some of both. The Allies and the Italians then met formally to discuss the terms of the armistice in the village of Cassibile, outside Syracuse.


Much of the negotiation between the Italians and the British was, however, handled in secret, without the Germans’ knowledge. A British agent from the Special Operations Executive had parachuted into Lake Como, outside Milan, in July. Lieutenant Cecil Richard Mallaby was equipped with a rubber raft, and his plan was to paddle ashore, link up with Italian resistance groups, and co-ordinate sabotage operations with them. The RAF would parachute explosives, weapons and signalling equipment to him once he had landed and made contact with partisan units. However, his parachute jump over Lake Como coincided with a British bombing raid on Milan. Refugees were pouring northwards en route to safety in Como, the lights of buildings on the side of the lake all lit up. ‘Dick’ Mallaby floated down towards the water in full view of Italian soldiers. Captured immediately, the young, bilingual officer, who had grown up in Tuscany, was handed over to officers of the SIM, the Servizio Informazione Militare. They, in turn, assumed that his arrival over Lake Como was part of a wider, more cunning plan. They believed he was there to help co-ordinate the terms of the forthcoming armistice with Italy. Being loyal to the king and the prime minister, and opposed to Mussolini, the SIM officers who captured him took him straight to Rome. They provided him with an Italian signals expert and wireless set, and directed him to contact his British superiors, who were simultaneously negotiating with the Italians on Sicily. Mallaby did. Using a series of signal settings code-named ‘Monkey’, he relayed transmissions backwards and forwards between Rome and Cassibile.


Both sides put their signatures on the armistice on 3 September. However, the Germans had also managed to intercept messages sent by the Americans during the negotiations. Seeing that their duplicitous allies had made a secret deal with the Allies without consulting Berlin, Hitler and his generals were livid. But they moved fast. They were most afraid that Italy’s capitulation and the disintegration of its armed forces would mean that the Allies could now occupy Italy without facing significant resistance.


The Germans were saved by British diplomatic dithering. Their Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, had been an undersecretary at the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office during the Abyssinian crisis in 1935; Mussolini had consistently belittled and patronised him during conferences, meetings and in interviews, describing him on one occasion as ‘the best-dressed fool in Europe’. Eden was a man who bore a grudge, and he wanted nothing less than a full and unconditional surrender from the Italians. So as the armistice was being signed under the Sicilian sun, the Germans seized the moment. They launched Operation Achse, and dispatched nine extra divisions straight down to Italy as fast as possible; units based in southern France, Austria, Yugoslavia and Hungary. One of these was the 16th SS Panzergrenadier Division, which had been refitting, and on anti-partisan operations in Hungary and Slovenia. Their objective was to reinforce German troops already in Italy, seize tactical and strategic control of the country, and disarm the Italian armed forces.


At half-past six on the evening of 8 September 1943, American General Dwight D. Eisenhower made an announcement on Allied Forces Radio; just over an hour later Italian Field Marshal Pietro Badoglio broadcast an almost identical one. The news spread like an electrical current across the country: Italy had signed an armistice with the Allies. Immediately after his broadcast, both Badoglio and King Victor Emmanuel fled by car north-east from Rome to the port of Pescara, where they boarded a destroyer that took them southwards again to the port of Bari, on the eastern Adriatic. Their flight from Rome left chaos behind it. In the resultant power vacuum, a group of anti-Fascist political organisations immediately met in secret. Outside, on the streets of the centre of the capital, German paratroopers and armoured units accompanied by Italian soldiers loyal to Mussolini fought scrappy, running battles with Italians in turn loyal to their king and to the Allies.


The anti-Fascists immediately announced the formation of the Committee of National Liberation, or Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale, known as the CLN. It was made up of the Italian Communist and Socialist parties, the Catholic Christian Democrats, as well as the Liberal and Labour groupings, and smaller parties like the liberal Action Party. Out of this, three main partisan groups were formed: the communist Garibaldi brigades, the socialist Matteotti brigades, and the Justice and Liberty units from the Action Party. At dawn on the 9th, they released an unequivocal first communiqué:


It’s necessary to act immediately and as widely and decisively as possible, because only if the Italian People actively contribute to push out Germans from Italy and to defeat Nazism and Fascism, it will be really able [sic] to get independence and freedom. We cannot and must not passively expect freedom from the British and the Americans.2


South of the island of Capri, the Germans had sighted thirty-six American and British troopships at 4 p.m. on the afternoon of the 8th, two hours before Eisenhower’s broadcast. They could see this was an invasion force headed for the Italian mainland at Salerno, so they hurriedly disarmed the Italian army units guarding the beaches outside the town and took over their positions. When Operation Avalanche – the landings at Salerno – began, the Germans were waiting. In the capital, Italian units who had remained loyal to the king, and the Allies, surrounded key buildings and occupied the main roads leading into Rome. That evening, paratroopers of the American 82nd Airborne Division were already embarked in their C-47 Skytrain troop carriers, waiting on Sicilian air bases for the order to take off. Operation Giant II was the code name for a highly risky airborne strike that would see the 82nd parachute on to three Italian airfields north-west of Rome, link up with loyal Italian units, and march on the capital. The signal to launch the operation depended on the decision of the American Brigadier General Maxwell D. Taylor, who had sneaked into Rome through enemy lines along with Italian partisans, his mission to assess the viability of the operation. He discovered that not only were the Italians unlikely to guarantee the support necessary, but in and outside the city the Germans had deployed two full Panzergrenadier divisions, along with 150 tanks. The paratroopers of the 82nd would have been massacred. Maxwell Taylor sent a signal saying the operation was impossible. The Allies stayed put.


Then, in thirty-six hours of hot, confused, contradictory fighting along Rome’s cobbled boulevards, under the umbrella pine trees that lined its roads, German tanks and fighting experience won the day. The Italian army contingent in the city surrendered, and its two commanding officers, Raffaele Cadorna and Colonel Lanza di Montezemolo, went into hiding with the partisans. The CLN proclaimed itself the new, anti-Fascist coalition, partisan operations against the Germans and Italian Fascists exploded, and the country fissured down the political and military middle. German divisions poured in from France, Austria and Yugoslavia.


In Tuscany, one of the first battles after the announcement of the armistice took place in the small port of Piombino, which sits opposite the island of Elba. It characterised the chaotic, fluid nature of the fighting after Italy’s surrender, involving every faction of its armed forces and civilian population. On 10 September, a group of German torpedo boats tried to enter the harbour in Piombino; the Italian port authorities, convinced they were trying to occupy the town, prevented them approaching. The local Italian army commander – a Fascist – then countermanded this order given by the naval commander – a royalist sympathiser – and the E-boats docked. Civilians, backed by small partisan groups, tried to prevent the German sailors from leaving the jetties; Italian tanks manned by Fascist supporters opened fire on them, until a group of junior army and navy officers united the civilians, soldiers, sailors and port workers against the Germans and the Fascist senior officers. Pitched battle broke out. Italian tanks and artillery sank or damaged nineteen German vessels, while the armed groups of civilians, sailors, soldiers and partisans killed 120 Germans, wounded 150 and took 200 prisoners. Two Italian sailors, a corporal working in the customs post and a civilian were the only Italian casualties. On 12 September, German infantry and naval units retook Piombino, and the mixed groups of Italian defenders, military and civilian, naval and partisan, fled into the hills above the port. And so was formed the first Tuscan partisan group.


Around them across the whole of Italy, the situation was equally confused and contradictory. German soldiers were arriving from the north by road and air and sea; the 16th SS Division was among them. Italian Fascists loyal to Mussolini were heading north. On 11 September, the Germans declared martial law in all areas of the country occupied by their forces. German measures for Bandenbekampfung, or anti-partisan activity, had originally been covered in a general directive from Hitler in 1942, primarily referring to operations on the Eastern Front. It described the fight against partisans as nothing to do with soldierly gallantry or the principles of the Geneva Convention. All troops, said the Führer, should use all means, without restriction, to ensure success, and it stated specifically that, ‘No German employed against partisans will be held accountable for his actions in the fighting against them or their followers, either by disciplinary action or by Court Martial.’3


The German commander in Italy, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, would update these directives with orders of his own, mainly from May to July 1944, specifically related to anti-partisan warfare in Italy. Initially, responsibility for the latter was assigned to the SS and police units who operated in rear areas behind the German front line, but increasingly whichever German unit of the Wehrmacht or SS was deployed in any particular area oversaw anti-partisan operations. The first large-scale killings of civilians took place within days of the German arrival in Italy, and involved a unit from the Waffen-SS.


The Killings at Boves and on Lake Maggiore


One of the first German units to arrive in northern Italy was the 1st SS Panzer Division, whose official title was the Liebstandarte SS Adolf Hitler. It drew its name from its original role providing troops to be Hitler’s bodyguards. When Operation Achse began, and German troops poured into Italy to disarm the Italian armed forces, the SS division had just been transferred from Russia to Hungary. By 19 September, one of its battalions had advanced all the way across north-western Italy, arriving in the town of Cuneo. The city is situated in the foothills of the Alps, near the French border. The SS men were trying to intercept groups of Italian soldiers returning to their country from the Italian-occupied zone of south-eastern France; the Germans were afraid they would try and join partisan groups already operating in the border area. The battalion from the Liebstandarte was commanded by SS-Sturmbannführer Joachim Peiper, a highly decorated panzer commander who had previously served as one of Himmler’s personal adjutants. He then won notoriety on the Eastern Front as a capable but sometimes over-aggressive combat leader, one whose men earned a reputation for killing civilians and Red Army prisoners. Peiper’s unit was nicknamed ‘the Blowtorch Battalion’ by other SS officers for its record in burning villages and shooting their inhabitants. It shows the levels of excesses reportedly carried out by Peiper’s unit that other SS units, themselves no strangers to atrocities, would coin this nickname. Outside Cuneo, it wasn’t just returning Italian soldiers they were looking for – they were also tracking an estimated 1,000 Italian Jews returning home across the border from France. This was an unorthodox practice, frowned upon by the SS divisional commander, who stressed that operations to detain and deport Italian Jews, and seize their property, assets and valuables, were to remain the operational preserve of the SD and the German security police. German units at that point were also under strict orders not to attack Italian civilians, or deploy any form of violence against them: Hitler still had firm hopes that the Italian civilian population, if not the army, could somehow be persuaded to be sympathetic to and co-operative with their new German occupiers. What was to happen in Boves firmly destroyed any chance this policy had of proving effective.


On 19 September, a company of soldiers from the Liebstandarte intervened to try and rescue two of their colleagues. They had been captured by Italian soldiers and partisans in the small town of Boves, which sits on the southern outskirts of Cuneo. In the botched rescue attempt, the Italians killed a German soldier and wounded several others: Peiper surrounded the town, and threatened to burn it down and kill all of its inhabitants unless the German prisoners were released. The Italians complied. Two negotiators, the parish priest and a local businessman, managed to get the German soldiers released, and to get the body of the German soldier returned to his comrades. But in return for respecting their side of the bargain, Peiper’s men poured petrol over the two Italian men and set them on fire. The SS commander then gave orders to open fire on the small town and its inhabitants. Many of these had already fled before the shooting began, leaving only the old or those too ill or infirm to move.


Regardless, the Germans killed twenty-three people, including an 87-year-old invalided woman, who couldn’t move from her bedroom, and so was burned alive when the SS set fire to her house. The SS men also killed the deputy parish priest as he tried to give the last rites to a dying old man who had been shot in the street. In addition to the killings, they destroyed or damaged more than 100 houses, partly through artillery fire deployed after the German troops had pulled out of the town. There were no partisans in Boves that day – they had withdrawn to the surrounding mountains, along with the Italian soldiers crossing back from France. Relations between the German armed forces and their former allies, and their civilian population, had soured fast and brutally.4


On the same day, 170 miles north-east of Cuneo, another unit from the same SS division carried out a further attack on Italian civilians. Men from the Liebstandarte were carrying out operations along the shores of Lago di Maggiore, a vast lake that stretches between Milan and the Swiss border. They were disarming units of the Italian army, but also carrying out extrajudicial operations of their own. Knowing that the arrival of the Germans would coincide with arrests and deportations of their communities, families of Italian Jews had fled northwards from Milan and hidden out near the lake, both with relatives and with sympathetic opponents of Mussolini. On arrival they discovered that refugees from Greece, also Jews, had been living secretly there since fleeing their country before the German invasion in 1941. Unbeknown to them, their existence, and their hiding places were known to local Italian Fascists. They tipped off the SS men as soon as they arrived.


They then proceeded to arrest the Jews and incarcerate them in a string of hotels along the edge of the lake. They were held in small groups ranging in size from two to sixteen. The Germans held this largest group of them in Meina, a small, elegant lakeside town of nineteenth-century villas and botanical gardens. On 19 September, a small group of SS officers met there at the Hotel Meina to decide what to do with their prisoners. Shoot them, was the decision, then dump their bodies in Lake Maggiore. So on the night of 22 September, and the day of the 23rd, in small groups, the Germans took the Jews from the hotels, drove them to a nearby forest, and executed them. They bundled the corpses into hessian sacks, filled these with rocks, and loaded them into boats, which they had forcibly commandeered from their Italian owners. In some places the water in Lake Maggiore is between 500 and 1,100ft deep; the bodies in the weighted sacks sunk, out of sight, dumped in the darkness. Except not all of them did. The northern quarter of the lake lies in Swiss territory, and some of the bodies floated or were swept north, and washed up on lakeside beaches in Switzerland. Police in that country opened an investigation.


By 16 September 1943 the Allies had broken out of the bridgehead at Salerno, and Royalist Italians were either deserting from the armed forces in tens of thousands, or being interned and shipped north to PoW camps in Germany and Austria. Many of the 70,000 Allied PoWs imprisoned in camps in Italy also broke out, or were released as their guards switched sides. In Greece, Albania and Yugoslavia, Italians fought the Germans. On the Greek island of Cephalonia the Italian Acqui division initially resisted their former allies for a week, but then surrendered to them. At first, German mountain troops from the 1st Gebirgs-Division had tried to persuade them to join forces, and dropped leaflets on their positions informing them that if they surrendered they would receive good treatment and be repatriated back to Italy. Nothing of the sort took place. The Italians refused the ultimatums, and the subsequent fighting lasted a week until, out of ammunition and outfought, they surrendered.


On 18 September the German High Command issued an order that, due to their treason, none of them would be taken prisoner. A total of 1,315 Italians had died in battle. Most of the German mountain troops were in fact Austrians, who then proceeded to execute around 5,000 of their former allies. In walled gardens, under the trees in olive groves, pushed into quarries, up against the whitewashed walls of small houses in backstreets, in groups of four, five, eight and twenty, the Italian soldiers died screaming prayers, throwing rocks at their executioners, or repeating their mothers’ name over and over again before they were shot in the head. The Austrians burned their bodies on pyres, left them to rot on the cobbles, or threw them in the turquoise sea. When some of their Bavarian colleagues refused to shoot the Italians, they themselves were nearly shot by the Austrian mountain troopers. Packed on cargo ships, 3,000 more Italian prisoners were then shipped off to the port of Trieste, en route to concentration camps in Germany. The Allies got there first: the RAF bombed the German ships, not knowing they were carrying the Italians. The remainder of the vessels hit mines laid in the waters of the Adriatic.


On the islands of Kos and Corfu, the Germans executed another 400 Italian officers. The effects of these killings were felt immediately, both in Italy and further away. It sent a clear message to the Italian military and the country’s civilian population: you are now the enemy of Germany. By the time the American, Russian, Chinese and British foreign ministers had convened in Moscow a month later, they had heard the news about what had happened in the Ionian and Dodecanese islands. So when Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill signed the Declaration on Atrocities at the end of the conference in mid-October 1943, its wording was direct:


We note the evidence of atrocities, massacres and cold-blooded mass executions which are being perpetrated by Hitlerite forces in many of the countries they have overrun and from which they are now being steadily expelled. Germans will be sent back to the countries where they have committed their crimes and be judged on the spot by the peoples whom they have outraged.


The cards of a number of high-ranking SS and Wehrmacht commanders were now very firmly marked.


The Italian army in Italy had by now surrendered, and its soldiers had done one of three things: some switched their allegiance to the Allies, and became partisans; a large number discarded their uniforms and simply went back to their homes, as newly self-appointed civilians; the remainder, loyal Fascists, headed north into German-occupied territory and swore allegiance to Benito Mussolini. The former dictator was still on the Gran Sasso by 12 September, when SS colonel Otto Skorzeny launched Operation Eiche, or Oak. An audacious commando coup de main, it involved a group of Luftwaffe paratroopers and SS special forces from the Sonderverband Friedenthal landing on the mountain in gliders. They freed their captive, took him back to Berlin, and then returned him to Rome. Around the town of Salo in northern Italy, the Germans then carved a mini-state out of the territory they occupied, called it the Italian Social Republic, or the ‘Salo’ Republic, and gave Mussolini free rein to run it as his own puppet Fascist enclave.


Sturmbannführer Karl Gesele and the 16th SS in Corsica


As the Italian army was collapsing, one brigade of the 16th SS Panzergrenadier Division was stationed in Corsica. It watched as, overnight, its former allies became new enemies. The Sturmbrigade Reichsführer-SS had been moved from the south of France to Corsica as soon as the Germans realised the Italians had betrayed them. Corsica was tactically important: it was one potential landing site for the Allies once they had occupied Sicily, and it would bring them operational air bases in the northern Mediterranean from where their fighters and bombers could reach Austria, northern Italy and southern Germany. They could even attempt amphibious landings at least half the distance up mainland Italy. The Germans, planning to evacuate their garrison from Sardinia on to Corsica, knew this. The SS commander on Corsica was a Sturmbannführer, or major, called Karl Gesele. He was 43 years old in September 1944. He came from Riedlingen in Baden-Württemberg, a small and pretty town on the Danube in south-western Germany. It was the home town of one of the men who in the nineteenth century had invented the Black Forest gateau.5


Gesele joined the SS in 1931; he rose fast through the ranks, and by 1938 was a company commander in the SS Standarte Deutschland regiment. Poland and the invasion of France saw the bespectacled, determined and tactically astute officer awarded both First and Second Class Iron Crosses. The first winter in Russia after Operation Barbarossa saw the coveted German Cross in Gold added to his gallantry awards. Obedient, disciplined, brave and devoted to the National Socialist Party, he was SS to the tips of his fingers. When the Allies landed at Salerno in September 1943, Gesele was in command of his SS brigade, sitting in isolated barracks near the small town of Aullène in the middle of southern Corsica. Although they were one of the German units that had been moved from the south of France on to Italian soil when their former allies capitulated, they were technically still part of an Italian division. It was commanded by a general who was opposed to Mussolini, and loyal to King Victor Emmanuel, the soldier monarch who was known as sciaboletta, or ‘little sabre’, as he stood only 5ft tall.


He wanted the tough, no-nonsense SS brigade isolated as far away as possible from him and his men while they tried to take over the island. However, the Italian liaison officer attached to the SS headquarters had remained loyal to Mussolini and his German allies. As soon as he heard the news about his commanding officer’s intentions, he told Gesele immediately. The SS brigade’s half-tracks, self-propelled guns and trucks then roared south through the pine and oak forests of central Corsica, raising dust on the tight mountain roads, driving hard for the port of Bonifacio. Through towns full of grey stone houses, pine forests that balmed warm with the ubiquitous smell of the myrtle that flourishes in Corsica, the SS thundered south. Bonifacio lies on the bottom tip of the island, facing Sardinia, and it was the port where German units evacuating from Sardinia would come ashore. The rocky coastline of southern Corsica made amphibious landings impossible anywhere else: any Allied invasion force would have to come ashore at Bonifacio. So Gesele knew it was vital to hold it. He ordered his men to occupy the harbour and dig into a defensive bridgehead around the town. Within three days the 90th Panzergrenadier Division, evacuated from Sardinia, relieved them.


Gesele then took his men diagonally all the way back across Corsica, from south-west to north-east. The port of Bastia, and the vital airfield at Borgo, lay on the northerly tip of the island. Italians loyal to the King had reinforced the town and the airstrip with a division of infantry, fifteen batteries of artillery and a regiment of tanks. Although outnumbered, the SS turned the situation to their own advantage. Most of the Italian artillery was on the slopes of the mountains that lie to the west of Bastia, separating it from the centre of the island. Yet most of the Italian infantry and tanks were down on the narrow coastal plan around Borgo airfield. When the Germans attacked these units, the artillery wouldn’t open fire in case they hit their own men. It took a week of heavy fighting for the SS brigade to destroy them, establish a bridgehead around Bastia, and start to co-ordinate the German evacuation from Corsica.


In autumn, the vineyards outside Borgo hang heavy with light-red grapes that produce a rosé wine. SS men skirmished through the trellises of vines, taking cover where they could, lying on top of fallen bunches of grapes, rocks and the dust of the dry brown soil. The sweet sticky bloom of squashed fruit stained the fronts of their fawn tropical uniforms as they prowled into battle in the 90° heat. At dawn on 3 October 1943, it was over. Karl Gesele stood on the rear deck of the last German ship to leave the island, heading for Italy. For his command of the SS unit in action, he was awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. The principal sentiments he took with him back to Italy were of a profound, disgusted distrust of the duplicitous Italians, and a deep loathing of retreat.


While he and his men had been in action on Corsica, the Allies had pushed north out of the Salerno bridgehead. Self-propelled guns and anti-aircraft units from another unit of the 16th SS had dug into positions in the pine trees overlooking the invasion beaches, fighting back at the Allies as they struggled ashore. The Americans, British, French and their vast multinational armies, which included Poles, Indians, Canadians and Rhodesians, then slogged through some of the heaviest fighting of the whole war, as combat roared around Monte Cassino in winter 1943 and spring 1944. Then in January that year came the Allies’ disastrous decision to stage a landing at Anzio, a small fishing port 30 miles south of Rome. Initially, their amphibious force was able to exploit off the beaches, but then timid, hesitant generalship saw the invasion force fail to capitalise on their landings and strike north fast, hard and decisively for Rome. Anzio turned into an operational debacle that lasted five months. In places, conditions resembled the Western Front; one German officer said it was even worse than Stalingrad. But by early June the Allies had broken out and were racing northwards from western and central Italy. On 5 June, twenty-four hours before D-Day, Rome had fallen, just as Operation Overlord was about to be launched across the English Channel. The American general Mark Clark drove in triumph through a liberated capital city. His American 5th Army had then advanced up the west coast of Italy, with the British, Canadians, Indians and Poles pushing up along the central spine of the country, and up the Adriatic seaboard to the east.
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