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PROLOGUE


And I said to him: ‘You’re taking a big risk, talking to me.’ And he said: ‘I really don’t care.’


— Primo Levi, November 1986


One December day several years ago, I found myself watching a documentary called The Courage and the Pity,1 which describes the support – real and presumed – that persecuted Jews received from Italians during the Holocaust. Thanks to this support, though more than 7,000 of them perished, the majority of Italian Jews were saved.2 The documentary was first broadcast in November 1986, five months before Primo Levi’s death. Among the scenes that struck me was one in which Levi himself talked, with his usual composure, about a quiet man who had saved his life. This man was a humble bricklayer, a civilian worker from Fossano in Piedmont, who lived outside the barbed-wire fence surrounding Auschwitz III-Monowitz. Every day for six months, this man brought Levi soup, compensating for the malnutrition in the Lager. The only reward he accepted – if we can call it that – was to have his leather shoes repaired by the cobblers in the camp. During the four days it took to repair them, Perrone walked in Levi’s wooden clogs.3


This wasn’t the first time I had heard of Lorenzo Perrone. Levi first wrote about him in 1947 in his Holocaust memoir If This Is A Man, then in a handful of pages in Moments of Reprieve, as well as two passages in The Drowned and The Saved – always omitting Lorenzo’s surname. I already knew that both of Levi’s children (Lisa Lorenza, born in 1948, and Renzo, born in 1957) owed their names to this mysterious man; I would later discover that Levi declared this publicly.4 But hearing that Lorenzo risked ending up in Auschwitz himself because of his actions – and I mean hearing it said, not just reading it – moved something deep inside me. It touched a part of me that had long been asleep, or that had become hardened.


At about the same time, late one evening in December 2014, I put on a film before going to bed. I’d been planning to watch The Judge of the Righteous5 for almost three years, but it had never made its way up the pile. In the very first scene, Mordecai Paldiel, then director of the Department of the Righteous Among the Nations, which recognises non-Jews who saved Jews at The World Holocaust Remembrance Center Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, picked up a file under the name of Lorenzo Perrone, file no. 8157. I went to the section of the Yad Vashem website devoted to the 25,271 ‘Righteous Among the Nations’, 610 of whom were Italians.6 I found an extract there from If This Is A Man:


However little sense there may be in trying to specify why I, rather than thousands of others, managed to survive the test, I believe that it was really due to Lorenzo that I am alive today; and not so much for his material aid, as for his having constantly reminded me by his presence, by his natural and plain manner of being good, that there still existed a just world outside our own, something and someone still pure and whole, not corrupt, not savage, extraneous to hatred and terror; something difficult to define, a remote possibility of good, but for which it was worth surviving.7


Primo Levi, perhaps the greatest witness of the twentieth century, wrote and said on many occasions – quite apart from those I’ve already cited – that he owed Lorenzo not only his life, but something more. Lorenzo Perrone is unique among the Righteous. His story should be better known at the level of Giorgio Perlasca and Oskar Schindler – made famous by Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List (1993), based on a 1982 book by Thomas Keneally. Perrone is unusual in that he came from a completely different social context to other so-called saviours. This poor, troubled individual, ‘almost illiterate’8 and taciturn, ‘was a man’ – as Levi wrote – ‘his humanity was pure and uncontaminated, he was outside this world of negation.’ Levi shows his gratitude for Perrone with, ‘thanks to Lorenzo, I managed not to forget that I myself was a man.’9 It may well be that Perrone’s simple, everyday acts were at the root of Levi’s decision to bear witness to the Holocaust. The support Perrone gave is indelibly stamped on books that have formed a significant part of the culture of the Western world over the past half century.


But who was Lorenzo Perrone? In a posthumously published interview with The Paris Review in 1985, after declaring that Lorenzo was ‘almost illiterate,’ Levi added that they ‘almost never spoke.’ ‘He was a silent man. He refused my thanks. He almost didn’t reply to my words. He just shrugged: Take the bread, take the sugar. Keep silent, you don’t need to speak.’


Over the years I have gathered material about Lorenzo’s life before, during and after ‘Suiss’ (as he called Auschwitz). He is present in the archives in Fossano, where we come across the first stumbling block: was his name Perrone or Perone? And in living memory – I have firsthand testimonies from two of his nephews. From the impracticable attempt to trawl through biographies and interviews by Primo Levi (more than 300 counted to date) and the thousands of books about Levi or his works (about 7,000 at the time of writing) for any mention of Lorenzo, to the file, now preserved in Yad Vashem, of the case undertaken in 1995 by biographer Carole Angier to elevate Lorenzo to a ‘Righteous Among the Nations’,10 I have pieced together the life of Perrone. And that’s just the beginning.


A considerable portion of what we can say about this remarkable man who made Levi’s astonishing story of survival possible is there in Levi’s texts. Having the work of one of the most accurate investigators of the human spirit to hand is the most extraordinary thing a historian can hope for. Levi’s writing reveals the heart of humanity. But ‘the reality of men is not the same as the reality of men as told by writers,’ as Alberto Cavaglion, one of the subtlest connoisseurs of Levi’s work, put it to me. This is something Primo Levi himself often spoke about: the art of ‘rounding out,’11 making use of the imagination, because ‘reality is always more complex’ and ‘cruder.’12


It is hardly surprising that in such a humble life – such an ordinary life, until ‘Suiss’ – there are many gaps to be filled. Perrone’s life was submerged before it emerges into the light. Still, the blanket of oblivion that fell over much of the existence of this man of few words can be pierced. This story begins with Levi and Perrone’s first encounter, then retraces Perrone’s steps that took him to Auschwitz – steps that had covered hundreds and hundreds of miles – before they reached the profound legacy left to us in this universal story of damnation and salvation.


This story transcends nationalities and borders and goes to the very essence of the human spirit, even though it was played out in very specific places and times: first Piedmont in Italy and France, then occupied Poland, then back again to Italy. Though the traces that have been left to us from those months in Auschwitz are few and far between, getting close to the details of what happened can help us to grasp their specificity and, at the same time, to illuminate their universality.


This is a story about the past, parts of which may become clearer than they really were, other parts more blurred. In sharing this search for meaning I’m hoping to clarify in my own mind why Lorenzo’s story became an obsession – perhaps because of how it ends, perhaps because it might never have begun.










PART I


[…]


I speak for you, companions of a crowded


Road, not without its difficulties,


And for you too, who have lost


Soul, courage, the desire to live;


Or no one, or someone, or perhaps only one person, or you


Who are reading me: remember the time


Before the wax hardened,


When everyone was like a seal.
Each of us bears the imprint


Of a friend met along the way;


In each the trace of each.


[…]


— Primo Levi, ‘To My Friends’










CHAPTER 1


Tacca From the Burgué



When he met Prisoner 174,517, Lorenzo was putting up a wall. Despite or perhaps because of the blows he had been dealt by life, even here he built his walls ‘straight, solid, with well-staggered bricks and as much mortar as was required; not in deference to orders but out of professional dignity.’1 These are Primo Levi’s words, in The Drowned and the Saved.


When he saw the Turinese prisoner for the first time, Lorenzo, who was from the old quarter of Fossano, wasn’t asking himself what and who would benefit from his backbreaking work. It was early summer of 1944, sometime between 16 and 21 June. An allied bombing raid had just damaged ‘that immense tangle of iron, concrete, mud and smoke’2 called ‘the Buna’, the great project of I. G. Farben in Monowitz, six kilometres from Auschwitz I. The whole site had been bent out of shape by Allied bombers, who struck the industrial plant, and later took aerial photographs of ‘Planet Auschwitz’, but did nothing to liberate the prisoners from the threat of the gas chamber. The western part of Upper Silesia was on a state of alert: in the months to come, it would be systematically subjected to increasingly spectacular bombing raids. After zigzagging between the rubble that crunched under the leather of his work shoes, Lorenzo and his fellow worker, another Italian, reached the most valuable equipment. Their task was to protect it with high, sturdy walls and not complain too much about it.


Lorenzo was up on a scaffolding, laying bricks in silence. Prisoner 174,517, a nondescript Häftling with his number tattooed on his left arm, who Lorenzo would later discover was named Primo, was below him. Lorenzo told Primo in German that the cement had nearly run out and so he needed another bucket. The twenty-four-year-old, still only a number and worn down to almost nothing, spread his legs, seized the handle of the bucket with both hands, and tried to lift and swing it in such a way that he could take advantage of the momentum and move the load forward and, from there, onto his back. But the results proved pathetic to say the least and the bucket fell to the ground, spilling half the cement. Lorenzo hadn’t found this funny.


‘Well, what can you expect from people like this?’3 Lorenzo had said as he prepared to descend. By the time he came down to the same level as the spilled cement, it was already hardening amid the rubble. Who was Lorenzo referring to when he said ‘people like this’? Did he mean the ‘slaves of the slaves’,4 ‘the lowest rung’ in the hierarchy of Monowitz? Or did he mean middle-class folk unable to keep hold of a bucket, people who’d been privileged until they entered this upside-down world, at which point they’d become the lowest of the low? The phrase oozes either contempt or commiseration – it’s Levi himself who uses these words – and, at the same time, it shows a reversal of roles. Who knows how many times Lorenzo had heard it said of himself? He was a poor wretch, an alcoholic, prone to violence. Though he may also have been a good worker, you just can’t trust ‘people like this’. You take advantage of them until they reach the age of forty, when their strength starts to go and they lose concentration and then, when they’re no more use, you get rid of them.


It was certainly not an auspicious first encounter between the two, considering what a mess Prisoner 174,517 had made. All the same, Primo Levi had been noticed by Lorenzo because of his curious reaction on hearing Italian, following the initial surly order given in bad German. Lorenzo’s Italian, in a very recognisable Piedmontese accent, broke the spell that confined every human being to his or her place in the monumentally absurd universe of the Lager. Lorenzo had felt the overwhelming presence of this unqualified male workforce. Although inmates of other nationalities had the opportunity to establish contact with the outside world, for example, through the Frenchmen forced into the Service du travail obligatoire, as far as civilian workers like Lorenzo were concerned, the slaves were ‘untouchables’. ‘[Civilians] think, more or less explicitly – with all the nuances lying between contempt and commiseration – that as we have been condemned to this life of ours, reduced to our condition, we must be tainted by some mysterious, grave sin,’5 Primo Levi would recall.


Did Lorenzo think this, in that moment when he became aware of Levi? It seems unlikely, because he was not the kind of person to casually attribute blame. He knew that it’s almost always the weak who are in chains, while the strong change their shoes every few weeks. Having gained something of an insight into his personality through a reasonable number of sources, I think that even in the two or three days that followed Lorenzo made no attempt to search for words: more likely, he mulled things over, with that inscrutable look on his face, partly lost, partly stern, the look we see in the photographs of him that have come down to us – as far as I know, there are only two. One of them we will see shortly; this is the other.
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Lorenzo Perrone, 1940s.






Did Lorenzo feel contempt for this man who had almost vanished, this man at death’s door? Did he feel pity? Was he afraid of him? Anxiety had risen with the introduction of the racial laws of 1938, which Primo Levi would describe in 1975 in The Periodic Table, recalling that first ‘minuscule but perceptible flash of mistrust and suspicion. What do you think of me? What am I for you?’6 I quote again from Levi, so good at weaving the words and concepts that help us understand the human spirit; here referring specifically to the way the civilian workers looked at the ‘slaves of the slaves’, the Jewish prisoners in their ragged striped uniforms and caps who were marched in a highly regimented manner to the Buna to work, if it could be described as work:


They hear us speak in many different languages, which they do not understand and which sound to them as grotesque as animal noises. They see us reduced to ignoble slavery, without hair, without honour and without names, beaten every day, more abject every day, and they never see in our eyes a light of rebellion, or of peace, or of faith. They know us as thieves and untrustworthy, muddy, ragged and starving, and mistaking the effect for the cause, they judge us worthy of our abasement.7


How to capture the moment when this story started to become something more than a line in a buried archive? How to unite in a single snapshot the distance Lorenzo had travelled to work, head bowed, since he was a child? In vagabond lives, more than in any others, you must play your best hand. One image dominates: Lorenzo and Primo belonged ‘to two different castes’8 and might never have looked at each other. Not in their previous lives and not here, where privilege was reversed. Primo was destined to die, if he didn’t use his wits each minute; Lorenzo to live, if he didn’t get into trouble.


Lorenzo’s superior position, both in spatial terms at that moment and in the hierarchy of the Lager, was a kind of retribution, considering their respective histories in the world as it was before, the world outside. Here, in 1944, privilege was in the ground Lorenzo walked on, he who had swallowed so much dust. In his previous life, Prisoner 174,517 had been a bourgeois with a decent income, the aspiring chemistry graduate Primo Levi. Now he was at the lowest point of the human spirit, a slave like I.G. Farben’s 11,600 other workers. He did all kinds of exhausting jobs that year to build the Buna, the camp’s chemical products factory. But his work, their work, was often ‘pointless’9 toil, intended to exhaust every fibre of their bodies until it killed them. In heavy rain or light snow, whether the wind blew away the ash or the sun threw it into sharp relief, Levi spent his day shovelling, burying, lifting, dropping, sorting and assembling until his veins and arteries were close to bursting. If he couldn’t continue, he would be hit on the head with a shovel by a Kapo or someone else in charge. It was a reaffirmation of power and a destruction of what makes us human. But Primo didn’t ask Lorenzo for help that day, I assume because at the time, with all that was happening in the summer of 1944, he didn’t have ‘a clear idea of how these Italians lived or what they could afford.’10 In the world as it used to be, they were mostly poor wretches, but here they were on the surface, while he was sinking with thousands of other rejects into history itself. Yet all it took was a handful of words, barely tipping the scales of their common language, to break the spell: this is how ‘the weapons of the night are blunted,’11 as Levi would say.


Lorenzo was sparing with his words, it’s true – but he did utter more after that initial awkward misunderstanding.


‘You’re taking a big risk, talking to me,’ said Primo.


‘I really don’t care,’ replied Lorenzo.12


…


A bricklayer, one who knows his job, builds.


Not that he has an overall vision – it’s the person who gives orders, who tells him what to do, who has that – but he plays his part. I would hazard a guess that Lorenzo was one of the few who had that vision from the start, although I can’t back that up: it’s hard to find anyone who can claim they really knew him.


Lorenzo was a man of few words and he was always on the move. In the 1930s, beginning in 1935 or 1936, he crossed over to France through the Finestre Pass to work illegally. He would cross the border clandestinely, with other poor wretches like him, his palms callused, his feet knobby and wrinkled from so much walking. His elder brother Giovanni, two years older than him, with his thin eyes and thick hair, would often be with him. They stepped out briskly side by side, along routes used by smugglers. They would sometimes walk continuously for a week to find work: that’s the way things were. I can almost hear the smugglers with whom Lorenzo and Giovanni shared part of the way, speaking in Piemontese. ‘Ndoma, ’mpresa’, ‘come on, get on with it’, the ritual admonition to anyone walking with head bowed, saving their energy for the work awaiting them. On those routes, where you might be a cross-border worker or a smuggler depending on the circumstances – the distinction between legal and illegal was very blurred – you met people of all ages coming in the opposite direction, from France to Italy. They spoke the same language, the language of the world’s rejects, the wretched of the mountains, who sweat blood, in sun and rain, for a plate of stale polenta, and if they had to go to sleep without, would grin and bear it. Lorenzo’s brother Giovanni, known as barba Giuanin, was definitely in France as early as August 1931. It was where their uncle, ‘Jean’, lived.


Giovanni would go to the Côte d’Azur, where ‘there always was plenty of work,’13 as Levi recalled, probably to Toulon or other towns in the south of France; more specifically to Embrun, a small town some sixty kilometres from the border. When the Giro d’Italia went through the Maddalena Pass, the old men would take advantage of the occasion to go up there by taxi and wave them on, and maybe have a drink or two. I’m told this in January 2020 by Lorenzo’s nephew Beppe, son of another brother (Michele, eight years younger than Lorenzo). Beppe tells me that every trade had its patois, so you can’t imagine them talking in Italian, they’d be using their own cryptic bricklayers’ lingo.14


At lunchtime, Lorenzo would take out his aluminium mess tin, two eggs, a bottle of dark wine and some crusts of bread. He had an impressive body, but though he was between thirty-one and thirty-five at the time, his skin was leathery and it was already the body of an old man. The wooden spoon was like an extension of his arms, his trunk seemed anchored to the ground. He was from the Burgué, the old quarter of bricklayers and fishermen who earned some kind of living on the River Stura, eaten by mosquitoes as big as rats. It doesn’t take much of an effort to visualise the Burgué as it was then, as the world plodded towards modernity. Photographs from the beginning of the twentieth century help too. All the doors open, worm-eaten chairs lined up against a tumbledown wall, absorbing the wind and the bitter cold, or good weather at weekends if the heavens granted it. Days that began in the dark and ended when there’s still a little light, for those who manage to get home to sleep. It’s all different now, but you can still glimpse traces of that old quarter as you make your way down the streets between newly repainted walls, even if the old names and house numbers have been changed.


Lorenzo lived about a kilometre from where the first photograph was taken, and a few metres from where the second was taken, specifically at nos. 4–6 Via Michelini, which today corresponds to No. 12. There were three rooms for eight people, one for rags and scrap metal, and one for the mule and the cart.15 At night the men raised eels by means of dykes and fished on the Stura with nets and lines; at dawn the women loaded this bounty and sold the fruit of their toil to people as poor as them. ‘You did what you could, you sold what you made,’16 you tried to keep out of trouble, apart from the occasional fight to test your own mortality, perhaps, or to forget your hunger. Ninety years later, with ill-concealed nostalgia, local people still remember that the men in the Burgué were all fishermen, or tinsmiths, or bricklayers like Lorenzo and Giovanni, and returned to the Burgué to sleep. The main streets were not paved until 1936. You never saw the sun between the houses, obscured as it was by the Umberto I barracks,17 which no longer exist. As the two brothers walked along the street, looking down at the dust or the mud that’s always there for those who have nothing, people would move aside, saying, ‘Look, there are the giants.’ This is what Beppe tells me.18 ‘Look, there are the Tacca.’19
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The Burgué, the old quarter of bricklayers and fishermen, in Fossano, Italy, late 1800s.






…
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Fossano’s old quarter (Borgo Vecchio), 1942.






Lorenzo was the second child. His parents – Giuseppe and Giovanna Tallone, married in 1901 – lived off scrap iron and rags, although their official occupations were, respectively, ‘bricklayer’ and ‘female worker’. Lorenzo had two other brothers who were tinsmiths – Beppe’s father Michele and Secondo, who despite his name was actually the fourth and last male child. His two sisters were called Giovanna and Caterina. Caterina remained unmarried and later lived with Lorenzo and Giovanni, barba Giuanin.20 Everyone in the fishermen’s quarter of Fossano called the two brothers Tacca, short for attaccabrighe: troublemakers. None of the men in the family, including Tacca el tule bel, Michele ‘the handsome tinsmith’, spoke much, a trait they inherited from their father, who was ‘withdrawn, and given to dark depressions.’21 The expression in the portrait photograph that can still be seen on his grave is a severe one. Beneath scowling eyebrows, cold eyes and an unkempt moustache, it is hard to imagine a smile.


Giuseppe was ‘harsh and tyrannical, often drunk, and when drunk, quarrelsome and violent.’22 The childhood of Lorenzo, Giovanni and their siblings was punctuated by the many blows they received at home, and later, quite naturally, by those they themselves gave outside the ‘Pigher’ – the pub frequented by fishermen and bricklayers at the corner of Via Don Bosco and Via Garibaldi, not far from their home. The pub closed years ago, and the building in its place today doesn’t look anything like it did then. It is painted clay red now. The four arches that once greeted Lorenzo and the rest of that clientele have been cleaned up. The street sign on the corner, Terziere del Borgo Vecchio – Via Del Borgo Vecchio, gleams, beautifying the image of that period. The passing of time can speak loudly; for others, it silences. The family of Luisa Mellano, president of the Fossano branch of the National Association of Partisans and great-niece of the legendary partisan Piero Cosa, lived opposite the ‘Pigher’, and her great-grandfather, a fisherman, drank there all the time, like dozens of others, she tells me. In winter the men, as was common then, wore short capes.23 We can imagine them bent over their plates of liver through long evenings, men who worked their fingers to the bone went there to take a breather and eat a hot meal. Sometimes there were even priests among them. I imagine these men quoting verbatim a popular Fossano song from 1870, I Monarca: ‘Soma busse ’n po’ ’d barbera’: ‘Let’s go and drink a little Barbera.’ General inebriation was guaranteed.


Part of the reason the Tacca were so silent was because of all the sharp, dark wine knocked back. Lorenzo and Giovanni, walking up and down the mountains, crossing borders, wearing out their shoes, really did drink. They’d probably been drinking since they were boys,24 even though at the time it was forbidden by law to sell alcohol to those under the age of fourteen.


…


Lorenzo got by in many ways: the dominant idea was always, or almost always, to keep going. In early twentieth-century Italy, everything was bought and sold with a whisper and a handshake – ‘you shook hands, and you had a deal.’25 As a small boy following in his father’s footsteps, Lorenzo took a stab at being a feramiù, a junk dealer: he would detach the lower piece of a drainpipe, which was of cast iron, and then lean out of the ground-floor window of his house and sell it to whoever passed by. Like Bartolomeo Vanzetti, the anarchist murdered in the United States in 1927, who was about twelve years older than Lorenzo and who had been born and raised ten kilometres from Fossano, and who at the age of fifteen was already writing at night how, ‘after eighteen hours of work [...] my feet burn so much, it’s as if they’re in a fire.’ Lorenzo too had lived ‘by the sweat of his brow since he was a child.’ He had to be endlessly resourceful to survive. Naturally, this sometimes entailed going slightly outside the law.


Lorenzo was born ‘Perone’ (with one ‘r’) at 28 Via Ospizio on Sunday 11 September 1904 at eleven in the morning, a time when the stomach starts to feel hunger pangs. The news was not considered of any importance in the local newspapers, except perhaps statistically: Lorenzo was one of the eight boys and five girls born in Fossano that week. His father Giuseppe – ‘27 years old, bricklayer’ – went to the municipal register office the following day, bringing as a witness his brother Lorenzo – ‘23 years old, bricklayer.’ Both signed their name ‘Perrone’, with two ‘r’s. The dialect surname ‘Perùn’ is pronounced in such a way that illiterate or semi-illiterate people frequently doubled the ‘r’ when spelling it. For some of Levi’s aunts, the ‘true’ surname was without a shadow of a doubt ‘Prùn’.


Lorenzo, who shared his name with his maternal grandfather and his uncle, who became his godfather at his christening the following day, would fall into the same error, signing himself ‘Perrone’. Lorenzo did not progress beyond third grade at school, according to his record of employment (incidentally issued to Lorenzo ‘Perone’). Although baptised, he wasn’t religious, nor did he know the Gospel. He wrote with difficulty but walked a lot. His relatives testified in the Yad Vashem file that he had started working at the age of ten, presumably in 1914, at about the time the Great War broke out. We have no idea what he looked like during his childhood.


Lorenzo’s brother Secondo would tell Levi’s biographer, Ian Thomson, that Lorenzo was a ‘born pessimist.’26 It’s all too easy to be influenced by hindsight. One of the last descriptions we have of Lorenzo is from a 1993 interview by Thomson with the former parish priest of Fossano, Don Carlo Lenta. In his last years Lorenzo sold scrap metal in the snow, ‘without an overcoat, his face blue.’27 It is certain than Lorenzo never learned how to forget, but there is no way of knowing if he already harboured anger and resentment at his lot in life by the age of ten.










CHAPTER 2


Knives and Curses


There is nothing romantic about the first photographic portrait of Lorenzo; in fact, it’s quite austere. The photograph was taken during his military service in 1924–5. Lorenzo was serial number 29,439 and served as a bersagliere with the Seventh Brescia Regiment, today stationed in Puglia. Lorenzo enlisted (as ‘Perone’ with one ‘r’) on 25 April 1924, at the age of nineteen and was hospitalised less than three months later; no records have survived detailing why. He was finally discharged in October 1925 and returned home. ‘During the time spent under arms his conduct was good, and he served loyally and honourably,’ declared his captain.


In the two decades since Lorenzo’s birth, Fossano had changed profoundly. The town’s administration had overseen the introduction of electric light and the long-overdue provision of drinking water. The first stone had been laid for a new school. The paper and silk industries continued to have a strong presence in the area and the metallurgical industry grew from 1907 onwards. The first agitation for the improvement of working conditions, fair pay and trade union recognition also took place 1907. After the Great War, in which 312 citizens of Fossano died, there was a dramatic contraction in economic growth, as revealed by the local newspaper in 1918, when Lorenzo was fourteen: ‘City life is a life of general idleness ... You may say: “but there are always people in the taverns and cafes!” ... But take a look at the work situation, at our industries: construction can be said to be dead and buried, in fact, bricklayers have had to change profession; and the effects of the crisis in construction are also felt by metalworkers, carpenters, tinsmiths, painters, etc. Not to mention the other professions: here too, times are equally lean.’1
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Lorenzo Perrone in the military, 1924.






This was the context for the rise of Fascism in Italy: the so-called biennio nero, or ‘two black years’, which seemed to contemporaries like a state of civil war. The offensive against the working classes, soon supported by reactionary acts from the liberal State, industrialists, landowners, bourgeoisie and finally the monarchy, would prove deadly. In the first six months of 1921, for example, Fascists systematically destroyed trade union premises, left-wing clubs, popular cultural centres and so on: forty-nine such acts in Piedmont alone were recorded. On 4 May 1921 in the town of Mondovì, four Socialists were murdered by a Fascist action squad; a similar event on 3 June in nearby Dronero saw the murders of two Socialists.


Angelo Suetta, a barber from Fossano, born in 1901 (three years before Lorenzo), would recall that on 1 May 1921, International Workers’ Day, he had gone out ‘from the Old Quarter towards Piazza Castello, where the trade union headquarters were, to join the parade … but it was almost as if the city was under siege: Fascists, police and royal guards everywhere, armed to the teeth.’ There had already been disorder and rioting and he had rushed to hide the register of workers who had joined the union.2


Lorenzo cannot have been unaware of this chronic political violence, which according to contemporary and later estimates claimed 3,000 lives throughout Italy. The Fascist seizure of power would lead to a process of ‘normalisation’. This became obvious in Fossano after the removal of the Socialist militant Giovanni Germanetto at the end of 1922, followed by his arrest in spring 1923. In previous years Fossano’s Santa Caterina prison had housed more than twenty Communists, Socialists and anarchists. As the 1930s came around, the warden, ‘despite having investigated with “the greatest diligence”, was unable to discover in the lists a single prisoner who had a record as having belonged to a Fascist squad.’3 It is not hard to hypothesise what Lorenzo, eighteen at the time of the March on Rome, may have thought of his local community, where opponents and protesters ended up in jail, the Fascists circulated with impunity and the State did nothing to counter the systematic violence against workers and peasants.


Lorenzo was not a Fascist Party member, nor did he ever manifest any kind of support for the regime, to our knowledge. But peasants and workers too were attracted to Fascism; it was not only local elite and bourgeoisie. A stubborn dislike of the regime became endemic among the working classes, in particular those who crossed the border: in fact, they often migrated precisely because it had become increasingly difficult to find work in a Fascist city. But there is no documentary evidence to suggest that Lorenzo ever got into trouble because of political opposition to the Fascists. Nor does he appear among the 670 anti-Fascists who ended up in Santa Caterina during the twenty years of the regime, including such famous names as the Communist worker Remo Scappini, who would later lead the partisan uprising in Genoa in April 1945 and receive the surrender of a German general. Not that Lorenzo, who lived less than 200 metres from Santa Caterina, was no bother to his community. On the contrary.


…


Lorenzo got into fights, and likely relatively often, above all at the ‘Pigher’. Rumours still circulate today in what remains of the Burgué. What emerges from the fading memories of the local community is that fighting may have been one of Lorenzo’s main activities, or at any rate one of the most obvious, before his departure for Auschwitz. What remains obscure is how exactly these fights broke out. I have been unable to access any source that makes it possible to contextualise any of these episodes, and I have no idea how to do so, except by rooting though the memories of Lorenzo revealed by those who investigated his story in loco or through sources that bring us close to the context in which he lived. ‘Being in conflict with someone ... was almost a state of mind, a modus vivendi that expressed a certain normality of relations, both between individuals and between communities,’4 the scholar Alessandra Demichelis wrote. This partly helps us to bridge this gap in documentation.


In that province and at that time, there was ‘excessive use of wine’, which was considered a ‘restorative nectar,’5 and which gave rise to furious quarrels in which there was no shortage of sticks and knives. In that rural world, being ‘ready’ meant being ‘responsive to arguments,’6 and police raids were a frequent spectacle. Already by the beginning of the twentieth century, personal injuries, slanders, insults and drunkenness itself were among the most recurrent offences. This was a world ‘filled with beggars, drunks, madmen, charlatans, swindlers, in which the weakest were doomed to succumb. Every village had its “idiot”, derided and maltreated because of being mentally ill or simply “strange”.’7 As the historian and partisan writer Nuto Revelli writes, ‘Within our valleys the unstable, the alcoholics, the misanthropes can be counted in their hundreds: a world that the healthy neglect or fear or despise.’8 Such violence was apparent from the end of the Great War onwards, with increasing frequency. Firearms also made their appearance. It was a violent, brutal world, where man preyed on man: with or without a knife or stick. So though I think we can rule out the likelihood that Lorenzo owned a firearm, the men had to protect themselves. And sometimes, the best form of defence is attack.


The Corriere Subalpino put it this way in 1914, when Lorenzo was ten: ‘Until a few years ago most of the common people believed in good faith that it was not possible to celebrate a country fair without the celebration being commemorated by blows being exchanged.’ In these brawls, that involved kicking, punching, biting and beating with sticks; a particular excuse was not necessary. It was ‘litigiousness widespread at all levels’ for which ‘any object within arm’s reach could be turned into a weapon’ (a bottle, stone, scythe or stick). Death was often only narrowly avoided.


Alcohol and its abuse ... were ever present in the pages of the newspapers and in courtrooms. There was no secular or religious festival, ceremony or banquet that did not conclude with colossal drinking bouts, often followed by criminal acts. The tavern was the place of comfort and leisure where people sang, played cards or morra, and argued. Always drinking. Police reports provide calculations on the quantity of wine consumed, always litres per capita. All it took was one word too many, a barely tolerated nickname used with scorn, a disagreement over an unpaid debt.


‘Oh Duro,’ someone says in a tavern in Limone, the other person replies ‘Oh Ver,’9 and a violent brawl breaks out, with kicking, punching and stabbing. Crimes were committed inside the tavern but above all outside, once they had left or in the following few hours. Unconstrained and no longer lucid, people exploded in anger, even against those who might have been sitting at the same table just a few minutes earlier.


[...] News items about fights that ended tragically are so numerous they cannot be counted, very many caused by the use of cold steel, especially knives with blades of a length that was not permitted. An inseparable companion, almost an extension of the hand of the farmer, the shepherds, the artisan, knives were so widespread that there were frequent attempts to regulate their possession and use, given the ease with which they were unsheathed.10


Historian Cesare Bermani, one of the pioneers of oral sources in historical practice in Italy, testifies the hypothesis that this modus vivendi was, as might have been predicted, often exported. The manager of a farm near Zossen in 1941 would note that the Italians ‘always had a bludgeon within reach’ when they worked, that they were ‘undisciplined and insolent’ and that a supervisor had been assaulted and punched in the face three times in a single day. The Italian émigré Gino Vermicelli, who went from France to Germany, would tell Bermani that ‘the people who leave are always the most daring and unbiased, therefore also the most belligerent’:
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