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         THE LONG WALK HOME is a neglected classic of the escape stories born out of the mass release of Allied prisoners of war into the countryside upon Italy’s surrender in September 1943. It was commissioned by the Medd family in memory of their son and completed by his escape companion Frank Simms. Its passages of incisive observation and lyrical description of landscape rank with some of the best travel writing, seasoned by a sense of being hunted, the danger of betrayal and the involuntary trust put in the help of strangers.

         This new edition was inspired by and is a book of absences. Escape stories are necessarily linear; from danger to safety, from prison to freedom. The people who help, the places the escaper passes through are illumined briefly along the way then left behind. A few, a very few of them, step out from the background now to hint at their own stories and experiences as deep and dramatic as those of the protagonists.

         The greatest absence in the book is Frank Simms’. Fellow escaper and second narrator, he is hardly mentioned at all in the two tributes to Peter Medd. Medd himself gives him two brief passages of praise as an inventive and witty raconteur and travelling companion. In his own completion of the story Simms’ voice hardly intrudes, a marked contrast to Medd’s sharp eye and sharper pen. In what we now know as an act of self-abnegation but still do not understand, Simms buried his own ambitions of being a writer to complete the Medd family’s memorial to Peter. 

         How could a man who had a ready story or fantasy for every hour and occasion withdraw himself so utterly? Research for his Afterword in this expanded edition by Simms’ son Marcus Binney has discovered in Simms a character larger, much more vital and complex; sketched from the edges in a few brushstrokes by his contemporaries and his wife but still at the centre an enigma.

         The absences which inspired me to set off on this project were those of a letter from my father, now long lost, telling the story of his own escape from an Italian prison camp; the absence of my father himself, dead at 54 when I was twelve and of the stories of the Italians who literally risked life, limb and family to help. With his letter gone the only account of an experience close to his and the only book in his library on the subject, was The Long Walk Home. It was not until 46 years after his death that I discovered that the landscape of the Serchio valley of Medd and Simms which I had read and re-read so often was the landscape in which my father had spent ten months of 1943-44.

         Discovering that landscape, I discovered the families who helped my father and indeed Medd and Simms, including surviving eyewitnesses. Researching in the myriad of individual stories of the Second War on the internet I serendipitously came across the Abrami family of London and Roggio, themselves looking for descendants of Simms and Medd and was able to bring together Marcus Binney and Frank Abrami who as a young boy had climbed a starlit mountain to bring food to the British officers in an October night of 1943. Marcus and I have tried to pay due homage to the Italians’ courage by bringing this and other of their stories to the light as well.

         Simms steps now out of the shadow to which his sense of duty consigned him. In addition to the character sketch in Marcus Binney’s Afterword and two of his wartime poems, we include in this edition Simms’ own account of the escape tunnel at the prison camp of Padula in Southern Italy, a tale and a tunnel to rival those of The Great Escape and the Wooden Horse.

         
             

         

         Andrew Adams

April 2019
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         A FEW NIGHTS AGO, while rummaging through a stack of old manuscripts and other relics of the past, I came across a notebook in which I had once jotted down my personal and frank opinion about the fifty cadets in the Anson Term.

         It is almost exactly twenty years since I was their Term Officer at Dartmouth, so you can imagine the interest with which I settled down to compare my opinions of the adolescent cadets of 1929 with the war-decorated commanders whom I know today.

         How often I was wrong. Bad hats, for whom I had predicted no great future, had earned early ‘brass hats’ in later years; leading lights who had shone on the playing fields of Dartmouth had faded into obscurity in the more exacting game of life.

         But fortunately—as those who knew Peter Medd in later life will bear me out—I had had my brighter moments. Against Peter’s name I found written:

         ‘I like this one a lot. Quiet and unassuming and always to the fore without ever being an ‘eyeserver’. Goes flat out at everything and always ready to laugh. A certain bet for Cadet Captain here and odds on for a first-class N.O. later. Very keen on flying and have promised to roar him round the sky at the first opportunity. A few more like this in naval flying, and there’ll be no holding us.’

         And—thank heavens—there were a few more like Peter Medd, as the war was going to prove.

         Perhaps I should explain the term ‘eyeserver’. I am not sure whether it was a general term at the time or just one of my own, but as far as I was concerned it meant one who set out to catch the selector’s eye. One who in a game of rugger let the rest of the scrum do the shoving while he waited for the break-away; who in the classroom seized every opportunity to ask a question; and who after working hours used the flimsiest excuse to knock at my cabin door.

         Peter was never one of those. He pushed like mad in the scrum; never asked questions unless he definitely didn’t understand; and was a more than welcome guest on the rare occasions when he came to me for advice.

         And yet, although he never made himself conspicuous, his influence over the other cadets was quite staggering. As a Cadet Captain he never shouted, but they loved and respected him. When he won a sailing race (which he did frequently) he had the gift of giving the credit to the other members of his crew—and meaning it.

         In the Anson Term band Peter and I both played the banjo, I provided the showmanship, Peter the melody.

         Peter always provided the melody in everything he did. And it was invariably accompanied by a quiet dignity and superb good manners.

         I notice that John Hayes says in his introduction that it was I who influenced Peter to specialise in naval aviation. On looking back now and realising that naval flying was responsible both for his long imprisonment and untimely death, I might be expected to have some regrets. Apart from the fact that I would give anything to see Peter’s smiling face again, I have none. He volunteered for the youngest and most exciting branch of naval warfare with his eyes wide open and revelled in the thrill of speed amongst the clouds just as much as he adored the quiet of the countryside below. He was only to be allowed a short span, but he got the very utmost out of it.

         In one of our last conversations Peter was bubbling over with enthusiasm about a scheme for interesting schoolboys in naval aviation. Unfortunately he was not to be spared to put his scheme into practice, but I trust that this book will in some way make amends by being widely read by the younger generation of today. They will find a fascinating story written in simple but moving language by one who loved life and was acutely conscious of the beauties around him. They will find the delight of Peter’s personality in every page.

         So if it encourages but a few adventurous spirits to follow in his footsteps, this book will have achieved what he would have longed for above all else.

         As I said of Peter twenty years ago:

         ‘A few more like this in naval flying, and there’ll be no holding us.’

         
             

         

         Captain Anthony Kimmins, O.B.E., R.N. (Retd.)
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         JUST OVER TWENTY-THREE YEARS AGO fifty small boys, in uniform for the first time, panted up the hillside from the River Dart to the Royal Naval College. They were making their first bow to a life of their choice, ardent even at thirteen; and they walked too fast either to be comfortable or sensible. If it had to be a spartan life they would treat it as such from the outset.

         Among them was Peter Medd and those others of us who were in time to become numbered among his nearest friends, not only because we followed the same profession, but because each of us, in one sphere or another, was to come to appreciate something of the enthusiasm which Peter radiated and to love him for the zest he gave to life in such a diversity of ways.

         I must make clear from the outset the impertinence I feel in presuming to write this personal note about Peter as an introduction to his last work. There are countless people who loved him as I did and who were, I am sure, able to share more of his life. Yet there was so much to be shared with Peter that it would have been scarcely possible for any one of his friends to achieve it all. Games, sailing, languages, literature, music, ski-ing, climbing; and with it all not only was he a brilliant young leader and seaman in his Service but exceptional in the branch in which he chose to specialise, the Fleet Air Arm (as it was then called).

         At college he excelled, as, I understand, he excelled at the Dragon School beforehand. His even temper, his utter lack of self-consciousness with all alike, his selflessness, his humour, his wide open honesty endeared him to all who knew him. He played all games well and sailed a boat as though born to it. He was promoted to Cadet Captain as soon as was possible and was scholastically among the leaders of his Term. There was not one of us who did not admire and respect him.

         Passing out of Dartmouth with a brilliant record, he joined HMS Rodney in 1930 and remained in her throughout his three years as a Midshipman. He was as successful in this part of his training as his college days would lead one to expect.

         Following this he embarked, with the rest of our batch, upon the round of Sub-Lieutenant’s technical courses at Greenwich and Portsmouth; and it was at this time that I began to appreciate the scope of Peter’s personality.

         My own parents were living in Switzerland and I had not therefore the same assured escape at weekends as had my messmates. Peter noticed this and used regularly to invite me to his home in Surrey. This kindness was typical of him, for we had so far discovered very little in common. Whereas he had led in every sphere of activity at Dartmouth, my own performance had been entirely mediocre. Inspired by Anthony Kimmins, our Term Officer throughout our last two years at college and himself a pioneer of naval flying, Peter was always fascinated by this branch of the Service; my own interests were quite different; but he saw I was at a loose end and so he took me in.

         Henceforth our friendship was firm. We were at the age of discovery. So much of our earliest life had been occupied by the concentrated shaping to the gunroom mould that now, with more latitude of choice in our own pursuits, our individual horizons were given their chance to extend. Although our particular interests had hitherto scarcely overlapped, we now developed an understanding, born of a mutual love of country and all that that implies.

         It was, I remember, on the occasion of the birthday of His Majesty in 1934 that we were granted a long weekend from the Gunnery School. Peter and I decided to cross the spine of the South Downs from Cocking to Eastbourne. We carried packs which were foolishly heavy for the sixty miles we covered in the three days and, out of training as we were, we suffered for our folly. But on the roof of the South Coast I first knew Peter. His marked perception of detail, his buoyancy, his very love of living, his instinctive leadership to which one could not but gladly submit, combined to make him the incomparable guide and companion who was one day to prove supreme in extremis.

         During our next leave we stayed with my parents in Switzerland. Peter loved mountains with his whole being, a love which upheld him through the complexities of his last big walk. The spirit of the hills and the dignity of high places were absorbed by him to the full, and their repose became a part of him.

         I have stressed this particular side of Peter’s character not because it was the side in which I could personally share most intimately, but in order to illustrate his mental approach to the escape through the mountains of Italy ten years later. Adventure he courted, risk he accepted, anxiety he concealed; so that when, in a London club, we first met after his three years of captivity he was being perfectly natural when he said: ‘It was a wonderful walk, John. Just the sort you would have loved.’

         The war overtook us when we were twenty-six, a little more than half-way through our Lieutenants’ time. Peter had by then been in the Air Arm for five years and had already established his reputation as a pilot of courage, judgment and initiative. After serving for three years on the China Station in HMS Eagle, he was appointed to HMS Warspite in 1940. It was while carrying out reconnaissance work for that famous ship in the Mediterranean, in August of that year, that his plane was shot down and, after many hours in a rubber dinghy, he and his observer were taken prisoner by the Italians.

         It is not hard to imagine what captivity must have meant to someone of Peter’s outlook, particularly in those desperate early days of the war. He could have had no illusions as to the time his wings must be clipped. 

         They took him to an old monastery near Sulmona. As well as constantly planning to escape (which he sporadically succeeded in doing only to suffer the inevitable consequence of solitary confinement), he quickly taught himself the language of the country, an asset which was to stand him in such stead during his escape. His vivid letters, brief as they had to be, showed that his humour and his ingenuity were still sustaining him. He knew well enough where the true heart of Italy lay—among the blue-dungareed peasants who work her olive groves in an aura of garlic and strong cheroot. He found it hard to take his Fascist guards seriously.

         But they were weary years for him. He was moved from camp to camp. They were moving him again, this time to Germany after Italy had capitulated, when, on the moonlit night of 13th September 1943, he saw his chance and jumped for it. That was about thirty miles north-west of Genoa.

         Then followed the adventure which is told in The Long Walk Home, the greater part of which Peter shared with Frank Simms, a major in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, who was playing the same critical game. Feeling for each foothold of shelter before daring to reveal their identity, existing on the country as best they could, they traversed Tuscany, Umbria, Abruzzi, with the Appenines their main protection, to reach the Allied line across the Sangro river after seven hundred miles on foot in seven weeks.

         From Bari Peter came straight home and into hospital. On a grey November evening in 1943 my wife greeted me with ‘Peter’s home’ and I felt as though the sun had come out.

         As soon as he left hospital the meeting which I have already mentioned took place. The same Peter; modest, gentle, exuberant, far more anxious to hear about his godson (our son) than to talk of his adventures.

         That was to be the last time I saw Peter. Once more throwing himself with zest into flying, amid the company of old friends, he began to recapture his technique. At the beginning of 1944 he was posted to a Royal Naval Air Station as C.O. of a squadron and instructor. While he was directing night landings from the ground, a pupil made a ‘flat landing’, the propeller flew off, hit Peter and broke his leg. This meant three more weeks in hospital and it was now that he began to develop his story from the brief notes which he had jotted down at the end of his escape. He had only half completed it when, fit enough to fly once more, he crashed with his plane through the mist into a Northumberland hillside on 19th August 1944 and was killed.

         Such examples as Peter’s perhaps shine the more brightly before us by the shortened span permitted them. Certainly during his few years of manhood Peter shed more happiness about him than many longer lives could justly boast.

         
            His life was gentle; and the elements

            So mixed in him, that Nature might stand up

            And say to all the world, ‘This was a man’.

         

         Peter Medd was awarded the MBE early in 1944 for courage, enterprise, and devotion to duty.

         When he was killed he had, as I have said, only half completed the story of his escape. The latter part remained, unembroidered and in the briefest note form, a few lines scribbled from memory during his rapid journey home from Italy.

         To publish these skeleton notes would admittedly have shown the extraordinary clarity with which every incident, each personality, the slightest turn of shade and colour in the changing landscape of his wanderings must have imprinted themselves at the time on Peter’s mind. It would have shown, moreover, with what twist of humour and sense of atmosphere, overlaid by resolute faith and shrewd philosophy, he was able to expand his one-word reminders into description down to the smallest detail; but at the same time, had these notes been the only way of ending the story, one would inevitably have been tantalised by conjecture of what Peter would have made of them had his life been spared.

         We are therefore most fortunate in that his companion, Major Simms, possessed the same faculty for memorising detail and was consequently able to reconstruct his own narrative of the escape journey. We owe it to him, and his kindness in allowing parts of his own diary to be used, that the story did not have to be cut short. Written quite independently of each other, the two styles inevitably contrast to accent different aspects of a vagabond existence throughout those testing weeks. But the facts speak for themselves. Peter Medd and Frank Simms together formed the perfect team, each drawing upon his particular qualities in order to survive a form of ordeal which, however resolutely it may have been faced by others, can surely not have been more vividly recorded?

         Of Peter, Major Simms writes:

         ‘I would never have got through alone and I could never have had a more reliable or uncomplaining companion. Even when he had boils and his feet were bad, and his stomach gave him pain, he never grumbled. He was filled with a firm, unwavering courage of a very enduring kind, and a great and sincere belief in the principles of his country and the Navy. I will always remember him with gratitude.’

         
             

         

         Commander J. O. C. Hayes, O.B.E., R.N.
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         AFTER the armistice with Italy, some twenty thousand out of the hundred thousand British prisoners in the country were free, the remainder were taken to Germany. Many of these escaped or liberated prisoners eventually reached the British lines, after innumerable adventures and hardships. Others found temporary haven in the country, fed and cared for by the peasants and working on the land in return, while they waited for the Allies to advance; and still others, through carelessness or bad luck, were rounded up by the Germans and taken away to a second grimmer captivity.

         This is the story of two of the fortunate ones who got through. Our forty-eight-day trip was relatively uneventful—I have since met others whose amazing adventures make ours look like a Sunday-school outing—but it represents perhaps the average trip of the average prisoner; and as we covered a greater distance and could speak the language, we were probably better able to understand the Italian point of view than most.

         Yet it is, I’m afraid, but a tenuous impression, blurred by fatigue, and sweat, and anxiety, and the hot pain of falling arches, and the impossibility of taking written notes. For most of our ten-hour day our eyes were on the ground, seeking a firm foothold for the next step. In the evening our bodies were too tired for our minds to be receptive. Certain impressions stand out: the flame of a beech tree against blue sky; white cloud frothing over a mountain top; cobwebs in frosty sunshine—but mostly they are sound impressions, for our ears were continuously straining for sounds of danger. We learnt that the harsh staccato shout of the peasant was directed at his oxen, not at us. We grew to love the whistle of the shepherds, for they were our best friends. We learnt the noises which make a mule go, and a bullock stop, and a herd of pigs come scampering to be fed. We knew the friendly sound of woodcutters at work, the thrilling whirr of partridges. And we experienced that particularly unpleasant voice used by a Fascist on the warpath.

         Inevitably, one grasped something of the Italian point of view. We enjoyed their unbounded hospitality. Their industry, their simplicity, their power of self-deception, their sympathy and their lack of guts were apparent in every contact with them. (I speak, of course, of the peasant point of view—we never entered a town—but it is the peasants who are the backbone of the country—they are the real Italy.)

         So I have thought it worthwhile to record this great pilgrimage of British prisoners of war, and the picture of a country facing disintegration—a country which knows it is beaten, but is quite unable to realise that it is all its own fault.
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         ARMISTICE! We heard the news at eight o’clock on the evening of 9th September. Down below, outside our small barred mess windows, there was an excited twittering from the Italian guards, cries of ‘A casa!’, gestures of contempt for everything military. There were soberer feelings among the prisoners: feelings of relief that a long weary chapter had come to an end; feelings of expectancy, uncertainty, the realisation that now we must think for ourselves again, and perhaps think quickly. There was no wild celebration—the vino had run out.

         Our commandant, Giuseppe Moscatelli, known not the least bit affectionately to his charges as ‘Joe Grapes’, had lived up to his reputation and left the camp in this important hour. We were in the hands of that incompetent pair of old dugouts, de Cesare and Odino, who refused to take any action until their colonel returned.

         At seven o’clock next morning we were startled by a burst of tommy-gun fire and the boom of a grenade—Germans. Soon, a very demoralised Italian ration party returned to the camp bearing the corpse of one of their number. Jerry had done his job well, posting machine guns to cover the fortress before dawn, and now, truly appreciating the Italian character, striking terror and demoralisation by one quick act of brutality. The rest was easy. Joe Grapes handed over the entire camp, lock, stock and barrel, to a German NCO and sixty men. Gavi Castle, true to its thousand-year-old tradition, had once more surrendered without a fight.

         Followed four days of feverish thought and activity. We had been unable (except once) to find a way out; now one must be found in a hurry. A tunnel was started, to join a secret passage of which we had been told by a carabiniere. The diggers worked long hours desperately and promised us success. The tension was appalling: would it be finished before they took us away?

         The diggers forecast success for Monday night, 13th September. Our hopes ran high; we began to think of ‘outside’ instead of ‘how to get outside’. Then came the bombshell. At ten o’clock on Monday morning it was announced that all officers would leave the camp in one hour’s time. This possibility had, of course, been foreseen, and hiding-places had been arranged for a certain number of us, in the hope that after we had left the Germans would evacuate the camp themselves. I had been allocated a bunk-hole, but at the last moment it seemed to me that this was merely walking into a trap: there was no other exit, and the Germans, being in no hurry, would be quite prepared to wait and starve us out; but about fifty others hid up—too many, for Jerry was bound to notice the absence of that number.

         And so the forlorn remnant left Gavi for ever, more miserable even than when we had arrived at this gloomy fortress, struggling down the hill with the fraction of our accumulated possessions that it was possible or permissible to take. Past the great sunflowers, whose heads seemed turned in shame, past the Italian officers’ mess, where a little group of quislings gazed at us dispassionately, down the dusty winding road to a line of commandeered buses and trucks heading, strangely, towards France.

         Now, for the first time, our captors realised that we were not all there, for the special seat reserved for the brigadier remained empty. A storm burst, which, for volume of noise and confusion, rivalled anything produced by Italians. It was four hours before the convoy left for Acqui, each lorry guarded by three tommy-gunners and loaded with prisoners keyed to hair-trigger readiness to escape at the slightest opportunity, with a desperation which overcame all fear.

         The greatest bogey to spontaneous escape is apathy. A fleeting opportunity occurs; you say to yourself: ‘No, a better opportunity is bound to occur soon.’ Or you suddenly think of the danger to the others, and, thinking, the chance slips by, never to return. You know you are determined to escape, but the starting friction is terribly hard to overcome. The secret of spontaneous escape is: Don’t think—go.

         On this long, uncomfortable truck ride two successful breaks were made, simultaneously. The trucks were going slowly up a winding hill, with a wooded downslope on the left, when Frank Simms and Pitchford jumped. There was no shooting: the dusty tommy-guns had jammed. For minutes there was no panic—the guards were bewildered. Then, of course, hell was let loose.

         At Acqui we entrained, but there was a wait in the station for four hours before we left. During this time we were allowed to stroll on the platform. Tommy MacPherson made a daring dash for the road, and a shooting match started in the centre of the town, ending with his recapture. Two months later I found Tommy had beaten me to England, having escaped in Germany and into Sweden. No prisoner more deserved success, for his mind was passionately concentrated on thoughts of escape.

         By now I was getting more desperate than ever, saying to myself that I must go, to justify my decision not to hide up, thinking back on three monotonous years, and forward to an unknown number of even more monotonous ones. But no opportunity seemed to come my way. Then, just before the train left, twelve of us were moved to a cattle truck near the back and locked in without guards. This truck had a sort of sentry-box sticking up in the roof, with a window for the guard to look along the top. It seemed almost too good to be true.

         We left Acqui at ten-thirty in the evening. Now we had to move fast, for at Alessandria, in half an hour, we had to change trains. Quickly Captain Liebenberg, U.D.F., and I broke the sentry-box window, squeezed through and climbed down on to the buffers, he on the left side, I on the right. There we clung, waiting for the train to slow down, with a thrilling warm wind in our faces, and a wide moonlit countryside rushing by, and an overflowing feeling of freedom and happiness in our hearts. Then: ‘Jump!’ shouted Lieby, and I jumped.

         I landed on hands and knees, and didn’t even roll over—didn’t even hurt myself. In a flash all my inhibitions about the risks of train-jumping dissolved. We were passing through a cutting, and the bank on my side was too high to climb, so I lay alongside the rail, under the running-board, and prayed that no inquisitive sentry would notice me as the last half of the train rumbled by. Then suddenly I found myself alone in the moonlight, with the train’s red tail-light quickly receding, and not a sign of Lieby. I climbed the other bank and set off rather aimlessly across the fields, my one idea being to get away from the railway. My sense of freedom was overlaid with a feeling of loneliness and bewilderment. Here was I, alone in the great open world for the first time in three years, dressed only in check shirt, plus-fours, stockings and shoes, my only possessions a tin of Ovaltine tablets and one hundred lire, for in the last-minute excitement my well-prepared escape outfit was forgotten. Here was no comforting routine, no certainty, no solid foundation of prison camp life to drug my senses. Now I must think, and act, and make decisions. The responsibility seemed overpowering.

         So I walked to a farmhouse, told them how I had escaped, and asked for help. What a friendly welcome for a refugee! I was pressed into a chair, given bread and cheese and wine, surrounded by a crowd of inquisitive and excited people. Here was the padrone of the house and his family, and charming Mariuccia Pesca and her sister, evacuated from Genoa—the first girls I had been face to face with for three years—and one of their male admirers from a neighbouring house.

         We talked of escape, and Germans, and Mussolini, and my plans. They were pathetically optimistic: the British would land at Genoa in a few days, and my best plan was to get into ‘plainer’ clothes and remain hidden in the district until rescued. I accepted, at least, the offer of plain clothes, and Mariuccia’s boy friend took me to his house to get them.

         There, his pretty young sister came down in her nightdress and found me more bread and cheese and wine, while I changed my too-English clothes for worn black coat and trousers, a blue shirt and Trilby hat. Then I left them: wished on my way by whispered ‘auguri’ and bits of advice, touched and encouraged by such spontaneous generosity. Living in Italy as a refugee was not going to be so hard, after all.

         I wandered up into the hills left of Acqui, revelling in the warm night, the full moon, the wide space and freedom. At last I made myself a bed in the bracken in a small coppice and fell asleep to the murmur of strange forgotten sounds—wind rustling through trees, an owl hooting, the distant bark of a watchdog. It was hard to distinguish where reality ended and dreams began. I half expected to see Titania appear.

         Second Day

         THE SUN woke me, flickering through the leaves, casting long shadows across the bracken, stirring into life suspicious blackbirds and inquisitive lizards, and industrious spiders who seemed intent on binding me to my brackeny couch.

         I climbed to the top of the hill, where the wood ended, and vineyards began, with widely spaced farmhouses, still asleep. To the south-east the slope dropped steeply to the Alessandria-Acqui valley, containing the main road, railway and river, with, beyond, a jumble of hills fading to the faint outline of the Gavi mountains. To the south lay the main range of the Apennines, higher and more wild, stretching away to France. To the north the ground sloped down to the broad Po valley, with, beyond, a suspicion of Alps, the great massif of Mont Blanc and Monte Rosa. 

         So I lay there till noon among the vines, feeding myself on fat red and white grapes, sweating slightly as the hot sun rose in a cloudless sky, watching the endless German convoys going south along the road, and trying to decide on a plan.

         There were three choices; I might go to France. It was only fifty miles away, and the German guards had told us a landing had been made at Toulon. If not, one could probably get to Spain, but that would be a long way, and I couldn’t be certain of help from the French. Or I might go to Switzerland. This was close, too—just eighty miles across the plain—but we had heard the Germans and Swiss were guarding the two sides of the frontier, and, anyway, once there, would one ever get out? Unlimited winter sports would be magnificent, but it wasn’t war. Finally, there was the walk down through Italy to join our advancing army. With luck, they would do most of the walking. Little did I guess how wrong I was!

         So I chose the third, but first I decided to go back to Gavi. The Germans might have evacuated it, and the boys hiding up might want the tip to come out. Then, David Stirling, one of the hidden, had selected a commando team, in which I was to practise guerilla tactics in northern Italy. There might still be a chance of joining up and having our fun.

         About noon I descended the hill, crossed the main road in a lull between convoys, and headed through the maize fields for the river, sheathed in its coat of tall poplars and thick undergrowth. There I found a ford, where the swift knee-deep water rushed in foam over the tumbled rocks, and waded across, feeling rather ridiculous under the placid stare of a couple of sleek white oxen.

         Soon I reached a road again, and here I got my first fright. A sinister little man in a black hat—the swarthy aquiline type of Italian—said to me: ‘Dove andala?’ (‘Where are you going?’) in that unpleasant tone of voice I had already learnt to associate with Fascists and Carabinieri. I mumbled an unconvincing reply and hurried on as fast as I could with dignity, heading for the hills.

         There on the hillside I found a white house, with a white-haired old man mending a wine cask outside the front door. I told him I was an escaped British prisoner and asked for help. He looked up fiercely. ‘How do you know I am not a Fascist?’ Then his blue eyes twinkled.

         He was a retired merchant skipper, evacuated here from Genoa, with his family. We went indoors and met his wife, thin and frail, and utterly worn out with years of too much work. This family—there was a daughter, too—was living on the starvation line. They had nothing, absolutely nothing. The neighbouring farmers charged them fantastic prices for food, or refused to sell, so they lived on the ration, which was inadequate and not always obtainable nowadays. Their Genoa home had been bombed, and here they lived in this empty house with a few salved bits of furniture and bedding. They suffered in silence. Her sympathy was all for me, a ‘poverino’ who couldn’t go home, and he never talked about hardships except to say gruffly that it was all their own fault for ever having put up with Mussolini. In this he was the most enlightened Italian I ever met.

         The day faded. Mrs Valente set about preparing the supper, and we went out on to the flat roof and looked at the landscape through a pair of ancient binoculars, the sort that every retired old sailor has, which shows two images and is unadjustable. There we talked of the sea, dispassionately, for he showed no feelings of any sort. Yet I think he was glad to be able to talk once more with another sailor. Then we went in to supper.

         Polenta—the staple dish of the poor in northern Italy—tomatoes and walnuts. This is what they lived on. She apologised continually: he grunted and said nothing. After supper the daughter arrived, bringing a breath of fresh air into this rather embarrassing atmosphere. She worked in an office in Genoa: left home on foot at four-thirty every morning on a two-hour walk to the station. (You daren’t bicycle these days: the thing would be stolen within twenty-four hours.) Then a two-and-a-half-hour ride in a cattle truck, owing to the shortage of rolling stock, would get her to the office about nine. There she worked until four-thirty in the afternoon, when the long ride home began.

         In spite of a sixteen-and-a-half-hour day, she had a freshness and gaiety about her which was charming. As she described her day, there was never a hint of hardship or overwork. Her Italian accent would have penetrated an air-raid shelter; her Genoese dialect was quite incomprehensible. She had brought back the week’s ration of flour, sugar, and salt. Each pathetic little package was unwrapped with the excitement of a child over a Christmas stocking. We all went to bed early, for tomorrow morning we must get up at four. I had a mattress on the floor of the old man’s bedroom and slept like a log.

         Third Day

         THE ALARM clock woke us punctually, and we breakfasted off hot milk and stale bread in the pungent light of an acetylene lamp. Mrs Valente, her daughter, and I left the house at four-thirty for the long walk to the station. I don’t know whether the chaperoning was on account of me: the old woman excused herself by saying she made the trip every day.

         My way lay eastwards towards Ovada, so I left them short of the station and set off along the road in the pale dawn light. For the first half-hour I met nobody, but then the countryside began to wake up. Sleepy bullock carts rumbled by, the fields seemed imperceptibly to sprout with peasants engaged in the eternal task of hoeing. I was glad to find I raised no curiosity in them. But as the morning activity increased I decided to leave the road—it was the sight of a German ambulance parked by the kerb just ahead which finally decided me—and travelled eastwards across a country of steep hills and gullies, vineyards on the slopes and thick undergrowth in the hollows. My lunch was a handful of walnuts and some stolen grapes, eaten in the sunshine in the dry bed of a stream.

         About noon I reached Ovada. Here, I remembered, was a German headquarters; the place had been stiff with troops when we came through three days before. I sneaked across the main road, and under the railway by a culvert, and so up into the wooded hills to the south. This was not the most direct way to Gavi, but I wanted to reach the main west-east ridge of the mountains, where going would be easier and safer than among the foothills, with their criss-cross system of rivers, roads, and railways.

         By now the sun had vanished in a white haze, which darkened and condensed to torrential rain. Even this did not lessen my unaccustomed joy of freedom. There were more pleasures to be rediscovered among these woods: the intoxicating scent of damp pine needles, the sight of bright-eyed little birds hopping silently through the undergrowth, the sudden explosion of disturbed partridges taking to the air, or of a startled hare zigzagging across the hillside. These were strange, exciting sensations for me, and I thought to myself, in the old familiar words: ‘Ain’t nature wonderful?’ It was not until days later that I realised the absolute paucity of wild life in Italy. A similar countryside of woods and mountains in England would teem with life, yet here in Italy one sometimes walked a whole day without seeing flesh or fowl, save the vulgar crow wheeling overhead, and lizards and snakes scuttling for cover. I never saw a rabbit in Italy, except a tame one. There were a few hares and partridges, fewer squirrels and pheasants. Even the small bird life is practically non-existent. For every Italian countryman carries a shotgun, and anything over the size of a sparrow is fair game to him. There are laws, indeed—shooting begins officially on 1st October—but all laws, the Italian believes, are made to be broken. This year the German requisitioning of all firearms will probably give Italian wildlife such a chance as it has never had before, though even this order, carrying the death sentence as penalty for disobedience, is only being partly carried out.

         Up there, in the mist and woods, I lost my sense of direction, so decided to go down and take shelter in a farmhouse. I found one in a fold of the hill, almost overgrown by the wood, attached to a tiny vegetable garden and vineyard, which seemed the only means of support for the swarm of dirty children and old women who filled the single ground room. Here they gave me bread and wine, and gazed at me in wonder, tremendously intrigued to meet an Englishman for the first time. Then, the rain stopping, a small child guided me down to the river and across the Ovada-Genoa railway, and left me to climb into the oak woods on the other side, north-eastwards towards Gavi.

         A quarter of an hour later, passing a farmhouse, an old man came out and called: ‘Come in, giovanotto, and have a drink.’ I refused, for it was getting late and I had far to go, but he insisted. His son, he said, had just reached home from France, where he and his fellow soldiers had been ordered to lay down their arms after the armistice. When I admitted I was English, the soldier turned to me and said earnestly: ‘Never tell that to anyone. The country is full of Fascist spies. Say you are a soldier of the Italian 4th Army, disbanded in Toulon, returning to your home in Trieste. Your accent will pass for a Triestino in this part of the country.’

         This was interesting. I hadn’t realised till then that Italy is such a honeycomb of self-contained cells, each having its own customs and speaking its own dialect, that country people are easily fooled by the accent of a ‘foreigner’ from a different part of the country.

         Shortly afterwards, on the road to Gavi, I had an opportunity of trying this out. An old peasant attached himself to me, and we walked together for five miles, discussing every sort of subject, and to the end he believed me a good Triestino who had laid down his arms in the service of his country, and was now going to the only sensible place for an Italian—home.

         This road led us along the crest of a tortuous range of hills, scarred by deep eroded gullies and cut by streams. Here and there in this desolate landscape were fantastic villages, perched on the very tops of rocky pinnacles, secure from the invader of olden days who ravaged their vineyards and fields on the lower slopes.

         The rain had cleared and left a fine, steamy-blue evening. The old familiar Gavi landmarks drew slowly closer. The peasants were going home, many of them heading for their nearest village, taking their firearms to be handed in to the German command, or local podista. One man passed us, almost hysterical with anger, waving a big .45 revolver, and crying that he had tried to hide it, but had been denounced.

         At last Gavi Monastery came in sight, winking like a lighthouse in the setting sun. I climbed its winding ramp in the dusk, considerably excited at seeking refuge so near to the lion’s den.

         After the armistice, our Italian chaplain had told us that, in the event of escape, we could safely ask for help at any monastery, and that he would warn Gavi Monastery to expect refugees. I didn’t know who to ask for or where to go, and before I knew where I was found myself face to face with a white-coifed nun. I asked for the priests’ quarters and foolishly told her that I was an escaped British prisoner—so soon had I forgotten the soldier’s advice. In a moment the news had reached all the women, and even the children in the attached orphanage heard about it and came to peer at me round corners.

         Then I met the Father. He led me to the ramparts and looked at me a long time without saying a word. Then: ‘Are you a Catholic?’ he asked. No, a Protestant, I confessed, and felt for a moment that I was going to be turned shamefully away, an infidel and outcast. ‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘we offer shelter to everybody.’ We stood in silence gazing across the valley to where Gavi Castle reared its gloomy shadow out of the mist, the very embodiment of all that is evil and sinister. The arc lights glinted balefully: so the Germans were still in occupation. I thought miserably of those unfortunate fellows who lay hidden there, walled up in cold, dank holes, unable to talk or light a match, or move about, wondering whether Jerry was still there or not, wondering whether the next moment would bring a hand grenade bouncing down on them. And I was very glad of my decision not to hide up.

         The Father was talking in a low, precise voice. It was a reprimand to me for spreading the news that I was English. ‘Those women cannot hold their tongues. Already the news may be down in the village. The Church is always suspect, and we are closely watched here.’

         I was beginning to be quite windy. But that was nothing to what was to come. I was told to hide in the garden while he removed the watchdog from the side door. Then we crept quickly in on tiptoe, up the stairs to his room, and locked ourselves in. Soon there was a knock at the door. ‘Who is it?’ asked the priest, and there was a mumbled reply from outside. ‘Well, you can’t come in now, I am busy,’ said the priest in a tone of voice which would have raised curiosity and excitement in the dumbest listener. If there were any who hadn’t heard of my arrival from the nun, they would soon learn now that there were strange goings-on in Gavi Monastery that night.

         When the steps had died away, he led me on an inspection of the boltholes. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘we have two exits from this place. If they come by this door, you creep down the stairs, through the vestry and out the back. If they come by the back door, I’ll keep them talking until you can get out the side door. And just to be quite certain, we’ll hang this rope out of the pantry window, and you can climb down that.’

         By this time I was thoroughly jittery, seeing a German round every corner. Then suddenly I realised that this good man was enjoying himself as never before. The traditional monastic spirit of intrigue flowed in his veins. This promised to be the best thing that had happened in Gavi since the days of the Borgia Pope. I laughed to myself and went up to enjoy my supper with a quiet heart.

         I fed alone—steaming ministra, bread, cheese and wine—watched by the Father and another priest. They told me the Germans showed no signs of leaving the castle, but so far had caught no prisoners. We talked little, for I was very tired.

         The Father’s quarters consisted of a sitting-room, bedroom, and pantry. The inside wall of the sitting-room had a window giving out into the chapel. In this room they made me up a bed on a couch; spring mattress and clean sheets, and two pillows. As I slipped into this heaven of softness, a boy started to play the organ, slow quiet chords. The dangers of life seemed infinitely remote. I went to sleep with the peace of mind of the mediaeval refugee who sought sanctuary at the altar and knew he was safe. Even the rope in the pantry window couldn’t keep me awake.

         Fourth Day

         THE GOOD Father woke me at four-thirty, and I think he was disappointed the night had been so uneventful. While I ate my bread-and-wine breakfast, he gave me his advice. He suggested I go and call on the parish priest of a nearby village, Alice. ‘He is a well-informed man, who knows the country and always listens to the English broadcasts.’

         I slipped down the hill in the half light, before the inquisitive nuns were awake, and took the road eastwards to Alice. Away over on the left was the sombre fortress of Gavi, brooding over its secrets. Neither hill nor wood seemed to hide me from the baleful stare of those arc lights.

         The sun was up when I reached Alice, and Mass was about to begin as I entered the vestry and introduced myself to the ‘parocco’. He was fat and genial, his face full of an owlish wisdom, and his eyes twinkled as he heard my story. He thought for a while, suggested a course of action at great length, cancelled it, and thought again. From time to time a black-veiled woman would come in and urge him to begin the Mass, but his mind was on more worldly matters now. Then he began talking again. It was his opinion, too, that I should stay round here and wait for a nearby landing, and he suggested the name of a family, who lived way up in the hills, who would look after me or pass me on to their relations. I decided to go there: perhaps it would be possible to get passed on from house to house, right down to the British lines? I had no faith at all in the theory of a British landing up this end of the country.

         So I left him to take his Mass, and was pulled into the kitchen by his niece (the rectory, in country Italy, is attached to the church) and served with hot milk and bread. She was also an evacuee from Genoa. Her enthusiasm for Britain, and her desire to help me, were most reassuring. I began to realise that I was in a friendly country.

         On I went, then, across the tiny stream in its wide bed of smooth white pebbles, where the village women were already ranged on their knees, pounding their dirty linen, and up the other bank through the vineyards to pleasant oak woods. Here was a ‘riserva di caccia’—a game reserve—which seemed to contain more game than the unrestricted areas, in spite of occasional shots in the distance.

         At last I found my house—the ‘Casa Brucciata’—a neat clean farmhouse sitting on a green, undulating grassy alp. There was suddenly something rather Swiss about the scene, a change from the nearby oak woods.

         In the doorway sat an old woman peeling potatoes. I told her of my visit to the parson and introduced myself as an escaped British prisoner. ‘How can you prove it?’ she said suspiciously. This was a bit difficult, because I had no identity marks. The letter addressed to me at Gavi which I had saved for this very purpose was still in my coat on the way to Germany. 

         ‘Well, I can’t prove it, but I certainly am English,’ and my ingenuousness must have convinced her, for she softened a bit. Then I asked her if I could stay, as the priest had said, and she was again cautious in her reply. ‘You must wait until the men return. You understand, I, too, am under orders here.’

         So I went out on to the grassy mountainside and slept in the sun until lunchtime. I got back to the house just as the men were coming in from work. I and my story were received gravely, but with great politeness. I could see they weren’t particularly taken with the idea of putting me up, or passing me on to friends, and I wondered what my next move should be.

         Lunch was now ready, and we went into the kitchen. The padrone—the old woman’s husband—took the end of the table, and motioned me to a place on his right. At the other end of the table sat his two sons and a youth of about fourteen. An immense bowl of steaming minestra was placed before him, and he filled my plate and his. Then the other men helped themselves. It is delicious filling stuff, this minestra, made of macaroni, potatoes, beans, herbs, sometimes bits of meat, all mixed into the consistency of Irish stew. We had three helpings each (second and third helpings are the rule in Italy; what a pity it is considered greedy at home!). We drank water, the padrone and I having a glass each, the remainder drinking from a huge ladle, which they dipped into a central bowl. When all the men had finished eating, the minestra was removed and the women got down to their share—not much, for there wasn’t much left—which they ate sitting on stools in corners, or standing. Then all the men got up and went upstairs for two hours’ siesta, with never a word to me.

         This was my first introduction to Italian peasant society. The feudal primitiveness of it is almost terrifying. Man is a god, the head of the family a super god. The women are servants, never speaking in the presence of men unless spoken to, never pushing themselves forward, working ceaselessly from before dawn to dusk, uncomplainingly. They know their position; it would never enter their heads to try and alter it.

         The woman had told me that many Italian soldiers passed the Casa Brucciata on their way home, so I decided to await the afternoon in the sun and attach myself to any party who would have me. Living in this austere family would be impossible, I realised, and, anyway, it wouldn’t help me to join up with our Army.

         About three o’clock a party of five arrived at the farm, singing and chattering like a covey of magpies. They welcomed me enthusiastically. They were going to Rome, and of course I could come along with them.

         We swapped stories in front of the farmhouse, while they munched the bread given them by the old woman. Then suddenly, with no apparent word of command, they were off again up the path to Rome, laughing and shouting, and I with them.

         Carlo, Giuliano, Augusto, Giuseppe, and Renzo. It was Renzo Baccani who invited me to come along. He attached himself to me almost as personal bodyguard, taught me the peculiar ways of Italian soldiers, steered me through many dangers, and shared everything he possessed with me. Carlo Bergamino was our leader. He might have been the original Charlie Chaplin: the little cane, the outsize trousers, the absurd moustache. He walked in decrepit sandals. And on top of this music-hall personality he had a superb power of command, which enabled him more or less to control his irresponsible companions and to stifle at source the many embryo arguments.

         We had only walked for ten minutes from the Casa Brucciata when the whole team suddenly stopped, unpacked their lunch, and settled down to a huge lunch of bread and cheese and tinned fish, in which I was compelled to join. But ten minutes later Carlo had us on the road again.

         We climbed to the top of our particular mountain, from which we looked down into a deep valley, and beyond the imposing massif of the big mountain which used to dominate the Gavi landscape. Down to the right the valley led away to Voltaggio, and this was our direction.

         Voltaggio presented a certain danger. We knew it to be full of Germans, yet there was no avoiding the town. But here again we were lucky. A charming Genoa evacuee attached herself to us and offered to guide us through the town by safe back streets.

         On the far outskirts of the town we stopped again and said goodbye to our fair guide. An admiring crowd of spectators collected round us, and the whole story of the escape from France had to be retold.

         These soldiers belonged to the 4th Italian Army, garrisoning Toulon. On the signing of the armistice the general ordered his men to lay down their arms and confined them to barracks. Followed a mass breakout by the troops, breaking down the doors with hand grenades. The fugitives took the train to Turin (still in Italian hands), where they broke up into small parties, changed into plain clothes, and started the long trek to their homes.

         We were about to move on to find a lodging place for the night further from the town, when the padrone of the nearby farmhouse invited us to stay with him. We accepted. It was convenient, for here close to the farm flowed the river, and we were able to bathe and wash our clothes. Then we sat on the step in the twilight talking to our hosts, and two lovely evacuees brought us vino. They drew me aside and said: ‘You are not Italian, are you? American or English?’ Then one of them told me she was engaged to an Italian naval officer, Lieutenant Casinaghi, and would I please call on him when we crossed the line, for he had gone to Malta with the Italian fleet, and she had had no news of him for a long time. I realised then it was no good trying to fool an educated Italian with my accent.

         I fell in love with these girls from Zena, in fact all the Genoese girls I had met. Their soft accent is delicious. They know how to make themselves attractive in a not-too-sophisticated way, in spite of the rigours of war. There is a practical good sense about them, so different from the hothouse-plant type which one associates more with this Mediterranean climate. They reminded me of the English girls of Shanghai: vivacious, hardworking, with an immense appreciation for life.

         Then we had supper—a hugely amusing supper. The vino flowed, the minestra came again and again in steaming platefuls, and Carlo and Augusto kept up a cross talk—mostly in different dialects—which kept the company in fits of laughter. Augusto has one passion, catching chickens. He dreams and talks all day about catching chickens. And now he described, in brilliant fashion, his failures and successes in this line since leaving Turin.

         Finally, we were shown to bed in the loft, all rather tipsy and hysterical. Life seemed good. We were free, we were going home. Soon—any day now—the British would land at Genoa, and there would be no more war, but instead unlimited food and luxuries and work for all. Poor, self-deceiving Italy!

         Fifth Day

         WE WERE off at seven o’clock, up the mountain path, with ridiculous Carlo in the lead, slap-slapping his sandals, Augusto muttering about the chicken that got away, Renzo attached to me like the faithful hound. Now we encountered other parties, some going our way, some the other. We greeted each other like clipper ships passing on the distant trade routes:

         ‘Where do you come from?’

         ‘Toulon, 4th Army.’

         ‘Where are you going?’

         ‘Rome.’

         ‘Goodbye and good luck.’

         But sometimes the appearance of another party would be the excuse for a halt and a fuller exchange of stories.

         ‘Yes. We’re engineers of the Tara Division. On the armistice our general betrayed us. Made us lay down our arms and confined us to barracks. We burst the door open with a hand grenade and marched out. Took the train to Turin, then walked. Nine days…. And you?’

         Then Carlo would suddenly call us to our feet with the cry of ‘Duma!’ (Duma—Genoese for andiamo=let’s go) and shuffle off, twirling his stick, not waiting for the conversation to cease or the convoy to assemble.

         Thus we spent our days together—stopping for a talk, stopping for a sudden snack of bread and cheese, stopping to pick grapes or accept a glass of wine, each time rallied again to the trail by Carlo and his ‘Duma!’

         All these soldiers we passed had similar stories. We in prison camps were not the only ones to suffer from the lamentable lack of initiative shown by the Italian officers. The rot started at the top. Badoglio had apparently issued no orders about action to be taken at the armistice, and his commanding generals showed an acute tendency to paralysis. Most of them did nothing until the approach of Germans revivified the sense of self-preservation in them, and they took the easiest line to save their own skins. This usually was to disarm and allow themselves to be taken prisoner. Sometimes (as in the 4th Army) they disarmed and shut themselves in before the Germans arrived, in that embarrassing way they had in East Africa. Sometimes—very occasionally—they fought, but it was only a token resistance, and collapsed as soon as the German strength reached about ten per cent of the Italian. If anyone still wanted confirmation on the Italian fighting qualities, here, in the armistice, they had it.

         About noon we reached at Ronco the great rift that runs north and south through the mountains, containing the Milan-Genoa auto-strada and main road and railway. We crossed this in line ahead, at one-hundred-yard intervals, looking incredibly furtive, I thought. But luckily there were no Germans to see this quaint team tiptoeing down gullies, sprinting across open spaces, creeping under culverts, and finally disappearing into merciful cover among the hazel bushes on the eastern side. I thought of this six weeks later when Frank and I were in no-man’s-land and felt glad we were not still members of that crazy gang.

         Up there among the hazels we found leaflets—German leaflets dropped for the benefit of the Italians. They were all about us. The German Government would give the equivalent of twenty English pounds, plus extra rations of food and tobacco to anyone handing over to them an escaped British prisoner of war. But, on the other hand, should anyone be found guilty of helping a British POW he would be punished with the death penalty. A declaration destined to have absolutely no effect on about ninety-nine per cent of the Italian population.

         We trudged on, now up hill, now down, now through thick woods and now over grassy slopes, until the orange tint in the sunlight told us it was time to find a home for the night. But just then Carlo seemed to have steered us into the most impenetrable part of the macchia. The path, which had started robustly as a mule-track, had suddenly disappeared into nothing. The briar bushes, once so neat and isolated, now trailed their thorny sinews everywhere. Even some of the trees seemed to have fallen down just to get in the way. We were trying to reach the top of a hill, where I thought I had seen a village. Now, suddenly, in face of all these difficulties, the morale of these soldiers suddenly cracked. Some said on, and some said back. Some said there wasn’t a village up there at all—even Carlo seemed to have lost his power of leadership. In this moment of their distress they turned to me, being an officer, for decision. And when I, doing a mental toss-up, said ‘On’, they followed like lambs, while I prayed that there really was a village at the top.

         There was, and we reached it quicker than any of us would have guessed. The ease with which we came out of that macchia surprised me, too, but by keeping a straight face I managed to make it look as if I’d known it all along. This brought a new respect for me and made up for my lack of all the essential qualities, like being able to sing Italian opera on the march, talk all the dialects in Italy, or tell one sort of grape from another.

         This anonymous little village sat on a hilltop surrounded by its vineyards and tiny plantations and protected apparently from all contact with the world by its apron of wilderness. We found an Osteria, whose flimsy balcony almost overlapped the roof of the next house downhill. No, they couldn’t give us anything to eat, or find us a ‘fienile’ to sleep in. Yes, they were an inn, but they didn’t do that sort of thing. We could have some vino if we liked, and then the crazy gang dispersed to hunt out food and lodging for the night.

         Sixth Day

         THE PLACID Swiss or Austrian builds his village in the valley, where water is plentiful and the meadows are lush, and he can look up and worship his mountain peaks. But the Italian, also peace-loving but timid, chooses the most inaccessible places he can find. His villages cling like grey bats to the rock face, or balance precariously on the very pinnacles of mountains. They are not things of beauty, but they cause a gasp of admiration at their very tenacity. The drab grey stone blends almost imperceptibly into the living rock. Approaching, you can make out the features of the houses, apparently thrown indiscriminately one on top of the other. They are so tumbledown, and there are so many unglazed windows that it is hard to tell whether they are deserted or occupied. Going closer still, you are no longer in doubt. The steep track leading up to the main street (or drain—it’s the same) is churned into a quagmire by the feet of many men and women, donkeys, mules, oxen, and sheep. Perhaps near the foot of the village is the spring, spouting its super-cool mountain water into a long stone trough. This is the meeting-place for the village women. Here they wash their interminable laundry and fill their stone pitchers and iron cauldrons for cooking and washing in the home, while the local gossip in excruciating dialect is tossed about like a ping-pong ball.

         The main street appears to be almost vertical. Mostly it is a muddy chute, but here and there it generously becomes a series of stone steps. Steps or chute are equally negotiable to the bare-footed water-women whose pitcher never leaves the head until it has been manoeuvred under the six-foot door lintel and actually into the house. The street is dark after the hard sunlight below, for the houses each side are close, and from time to time are built right across. Under these arches, in gloomy cells, live the cattle, adding their own particular smell to the general mixed bouquet of the village. Be careful when emerging from the tunnel: you may get a bucket of slops down the back of your neck. Either side of the street are the dark entrances of houses, emitting loud children’s noises, and perhaps shops, though usually you won’t find more than a cobbler, a single store, and an inn in each village. And people come and go up and down the street continually: the water-women, the scampering children, men leading heavy-laden mules or ponderous oxen.

         Further up, a square has somehow been conjured out of the steep hillside. Here is the podestà, the mayor’s house, better built perhaps than the rest, but still looking tumbledown with all the scaffolding holes empty. The wall is decorated with the latest German notices—the handing over of British prisoners, the order for Italians of military age to present themselves for work, the rationing regulations. The German High Command orders this, the German High Command orders that. And the death penalty for everything.
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