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This book is based on Brian Fleming’s The Vatican Pimpernel – The Wartime Exploits of Monsignor Hugh O’Flaherty.




To Eoin, Niamh and Cian




Cast of Characters


Hugh O’Flaherty, Monsignor, founder of the Rome Escape Organisation.


John May, his fixer and helper, one of the Council of Three.


Major Sam Derry, Hugh’s trusted second-in-command in the organisation, one of the Council of Three in charge of administration.


Count Sarsfield Salazar, final member of the Council of Three, a member of the Swiss Legation.


The organisation’s helpers:


Delia Murphy, popular singer and wife to the Irish Minister, Thomas Kiernan.


Molly Stanley, a British woman living in Rome.


Father John ‘Spike’ Buckley and Father Kenneth Madden, two Irish priests who became active members of the organisation, delivering medicine and goods to POWs.


Henrietta Chevalier, a Maltese widow, who sheltered many POWs, and her friend, Father Borg.


Father Owen Sneddon, a New Zealand priest.


Father Anselmo Musters, a Dutch priest.


Renzo and Adrienne Lucidi, Romans who sheltered many POWs in their home.


Iride and Maria Imperioli. Two of the organisation’s key helpers near Sulmona, the POW camp south of Rome.


Prince Doria Pamphilj. Supplied the organisation with large sums of money to purchase food.


Joe Pollak, a Czech POW; Lieutenant Bill Simpson; Lieutenant John Furman. Escaped from Chieti POW camp and became key members of the organisation, in charge of delivering supplies and guiding escapees to their accommodation.


Flight Lieutenant Garrad-Cole, an escaped British POW.


Mother Mary St Luke, an American nun living in Rome, who kept a detailed diary of daily life in the city during the War. She would later publish this diary under a pen name, Jane Scrivener. Dr Thomas Kiernan, Irish Minister to the Holy See.


Sir D’Arcy Osborne, British Minister to the Holy See.


Harold H. Tittman, United States Representative to the Holy See.


Ernst von Weizsaecker, German Ambassador to the Holy See.


Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Kappler, Head of the Gestapo in Rome.


Pietro Caruso, Fascist Chief of Police.


Pietro Koch, Chief of the Fascist police squad.
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Map of the Vatican.




Prologue


A Dangerous Situation


Unaware that he was being watched, Monsignor Hugh O’Flaherty sat chatting with his friend, Prince Doria, on an autumn day in 1943. They were in an upstairs room of the Prince’s Palazzo, a very grand house on Via del Corso in Rome. The Prince was a generous supporter of the cause, and wanted to give the Monsignor money to buy supplies for those he was helping to escape. The Second World War had by now been raging for four years and the city was full of escaped prisoners of war, and Hugh had made it his mission to help them.


The Prince’s secretary waited a discreet distance from the two friends, looking out on to the pavement below. He noticed a sudden commotion outside on the street: a large force of grey-uniformed Gestapo officers was on the move. With horror, the Prince’s secretary realised they were heading straight for the Palazzo.


‘Quick,’ he cried, ‘Kappler’s men are coming.’


The three men were aghast. The Gestapo must have followed Hugh to the Palazzo and now they were coming to capture him.


‘Run,’ said Prince Doria, ‘we’ll delay them as long as we can.’


‘Thank you, my boy,’ said the Monsignor as he leapt to his feet and hurried out.


The Palazzo was a maze of rooms and the Monsignor found his way down to the basement, clutching the Prince’s money in his hand. Upstairs, his friends tried to keep the Gestapo out for as long as possible. Frantically, O’Flaherty searched the basement for an escape route. If the Gestapo captured him, he would certainly be imprisoned, or worse, put to death.


His fear was not just for himself, though, but also for his friends: they would be executed by the Germans if they were found helping a wanted man. And Hugh was Rome’s most wanted man at that time. Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Kappler, head of the Gestapo in the Italian city, had ordered that the Monsignor be captured or killed.


Upstairs, the door crashed open and the Gestapo poured in . . . Hugh was trapped.





1 Learning the Ropes


Hugh O’Flaherty’s extraordinary life began in an ordinary way. He was born in 1898 in Kerry and grew up with his sister and two brothers in the lodge at Killarney Golf Club, where his father was caretaker.


He was a happy, gentle boy who loved sport. He was an expert golfer and enjoyed handball, hurling, boxing and swimming. But he was also a strong student, who wanted nothing more than to become a priest. It was clear that Hugh possessed many qualities for this role: he was compassionate, brave and able to see the best in everyone. And even though they weren’t wealthy, his parents were delighted to have a student priest in the family. ‘I would sell the house to make a priest of him,’ his father declared.


In 1918, when Hugh went to Mungret College in Limerick to continue his training, it was a turbulent time in Ireland. British forces still occupied the country and many citizens were being shot and killed. In fact, Hugh was arrested coming back from a visit to the home of one victim in Limerick and only released at the request of the Rector of Mungret College.


When he was sent to Rome to complete his studies, in 1922, he would find that it was a beautiful place, just like Ireland, but not a peaceful one. The Fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, had just come to power. ‘Il Duce’ as he was called, banned all other political parties, took away the rights of ordinary Italians and imposed a rule that was total. Every day, a new law would be made, and the people lived in terror.


But Hugh was initially more concerned with his academic studies in theology and philosophy that would qualify him to become a priest. The studies were hard and demanded a lot of the young Hugh. He wrote to his sister Bride that, ‘I just fluked through and no more . . . I went in for the exam in the evening with a cold perspiration all over . . . because five went in that morning and only one got through the ordeal with success!’


But he did succeed and in July, he wrote to Bride again, ‘but there are also three letters before Hugh. “Rev” after July 12th. It was a great day.’


Others were quick to spot the talent in this young Irishman, notably his mentor, Monsignor Dini. Within three years, Hugh had been promoted to the rank of Monsignor and some years later, was called away to do important diplomatic work for the Church in Czechoslovakia for two years. And even though he never said what he had been doing there, it was clear that it was a very sensitive mission which had taught him many lessons.
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When Hugh returned to the Eternal City, he found a place in turmoil. Mussolini had the city in a vice-like grip, issuing law after law. Hugh wrote to Bride’s husband, Chris, a shopkeeper: ‘Yesterday, they published a list of shopkeepers who were selling inferior goods . . . they must now close. Besides the latest law makes people walk in [to shops] on the right-hand side . . . added to this we have the unmarried tax and a tax for the married who have no children. Il Duce is doing well.’


Although Hugh’s letter tried to make light of the situation for his sister and her family, living in Rome was becoming more difficult by the day. Whilst Mussolini might have improved transport and given many Italians jobs, he ruled the city and the country with an iron fist. All teachers had to swear an oath of allegiance to the Fascist Party; all newspaper editors had to be personally approved by him. Then, as the Second World War loomed, Mussolini joined forces with Hitler and in summer 1941 Italy joined the War on the German side.


Italy and Rome were thrown into turmoil. Many prisoners of war, or POWs, were in camps throughout the north of Italy. Other Italians went into hiding to avoid being drafted into the army. And many people in Rome, too, would find their lives in danger.


At the beginning of the War, Hugh listened to the propaganda of both sides in the conflict, the Allies who had stood up to Hitler when he had invaded another country, and their enemies, the Germans and the Italians. He wasn’t sure what to believe. After all, he had seen at first hand how the British had ruled his country and how many Irish people had suffered. But then, in 1942, he saw a photograph in the newspaper Il Messaggero. Fifty Jews had been rounded up and forced to scrub the roads along the Tiber, old men and respectable ladies on their hands and knees, a sight which horrified O’Flaherty. Even though Mussolini forbade Jews from studying or teaching in any Italian school or university, and removed all books written by Jews from libraries, they were permitted to stay in the country. However, when the Germans seized direct power in 1943 after the fall of Mussolini, they were determined to target the Jews in Rome and to exterminate them. These horrors would make their mark on Hugh O’Flaherty, as he confided to his great friend, Sam Derry: ‘they treated them like beasts . . . you know the sort of thing that happened after that; it got worse and worse and I knew then which side I had to believe.’





2 A New Vocation


The photograph in Il Messaggero was a turning point for Hugh. He knew that it was no longer enough for him to say prayers and Mass to help the people of Rome. He needed to act. ‘Everybody knows Monsignor O’Flaherty and, what’s more, they all adore him,’ one of his closest colleagues said. Hugh had made many friends during his time in Rome, and decided to make use of his contacts in the city to help those who needed it most.


In this, Hugh knew that the Vatican itself would play a vital role. His home and his refuge, it was also an independent city-state. This meant that even though it was in the middle of Rome, it was, in fact, a little country with its own government and its own laws, not those of Mussolini. Anyone who needed refuge would find it there, safe from the Fascists. But its position was on a knife-edge. The Vatican knew that the Fascists could easily change their minds . . .


Knowing that their every move was being watched, the Vatican police, called the Swiss Guards, were ordered to turn away those seeking refuge. But the Fascists had their spies in the Vatican among the many servants who worked there and even placed agents in churches, where they knew people would approach priests for help. Hugh knew that he had to be careful.


One day, a group of fourteen men gathered in St Peter’s Square. Their clothes were shabby and worn, and they looked hungry and worried. It was clear that they had not come to hear Mass or to admire St Peter’s, but were escaped POWs, looking to find shelter. Hugh did not want to disobey his orders and so he asked a friend, Antonio Call, a policeman who hated the Fascists, to help. The men were smuggled into the Vatican, two at a time. But the very next day, they were expelled. Thankfully, O’Flaherty had many friends, sometimes in unexpected places. The fourteen men would find themselves being fed and looked after in a police barracks for the next year, until the Germans marched into Rome.


Hugh helped many more people to escape from the Fascists, finding them places to stay, giving them food and money, often hiding them in his own home. And even though his life was in danger many times, this brave priest would save 6,500 lives by the time the War was over.


As the War took hold, Mussolini’s grip on power loosened. There were grumblings in the army that he was not a strong enough leader. Some even suggested mounting a coup d’état, in which the army would take over government. Many wanted Italy to withdraw from the War altogether, but Mussolini thought it just too soon. Victory was still possible, he thought, even though the Allied forces were approaching Sicily, to liberate the country. On 10 July, they invaded.


Less than a month earlier, Il Duce had sworn that any enemy soldier setting foot on Italian soil would not live to tell the tale. He had clearly been mistaken. Worse, he looked weak. On 25 July, he was dismissed by the King. People rushed into the streets to celebrate. They shouted ‘Long live the King! Long live free Italy!’ and ‘Down with Mussolini!’
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