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            Introduction

         

         Imagine an Italian summer, and one image may come to mind. It is of a road snaking up a golden hillside, flanked by pairs of black-green cypresses—the ancient vertical trees that punctuate Tuscany’s silver olive groves like exclamation marks. That same hill can be seen in the backgrounds of medieval Sienese masterpieces like those of Simone Martini and Giovanni di Paolo: a dreamlike wilderness landscape in which haloed saints and tiny robed figures climb upwards, seeking redemption.

         At the age of nineteen my passing familiarity with the iconography of the cypress avenue hadn’t prepared me for the experience of seeing the tangible reality, and though I have been back many times since, its beauty remains as surprising and heart-stopping as on the first occasion. It was 1974. My parents took me to visit a new friend, Dame Iris Origo, in her remote villa in southern Tuscany, La Foce. The road that took us to Iris’s house climbs through dense woods, giving no indication of the valley beyond. We pulled up in the shade of a cluster of majestic cypresses, beyond which steps led to the door of the villa itself. La Foce is a farm house writ large. It is domestic in scale, not grandiose, with the simple architectural decoration of the locality: terracotta roof tiles, ochre stucco and pink brick. But the house looks out onto a landscape of myth. The Val d’Orcia falls away steeply below the villa’s formal gardens, its view resolved and magnificently dominated by Monte Amiata, the extinct volcano whose surging, rugged slopes soar almost due west of La Foce. Here and there the undulating farmland and sparse olive plantations give way to the local phenomenon of the crete senesi: lunar, fissured, uncultivated (and today, protected) areas of sedimentary clay soil betraying a landscape that until relatively recently was a desolate wilderness. And as you scan the vast bowl of the valley, golden with wheat stubble and grey with clay, the eye rests inevitably on a nearer slope: that small conical green hill, a geometry of curves and verticals, crowned with a little red-roofed farm house.

         Iris Cutting, daughter of wealthy American and Anglo-Irish parents, was born in England in 1902, and brought up near Florence. She first came to the Val d’Orcia in 1923. ‘It is quite the most beautiful and the wildest bit of country I have ever seen …’ she wrote to a friend at the time. She was then newly engaged to the handsome, charismatic man who soon after became her husband, Marchese Antonio Origo. Together, they purchased the villa and its estate of fifty-seven dilapidated farms in 3,500 hectares of the poorest, most arid part of southern Tuscany, where the way of life had barely changed since the Middle Ages, and set about their life’s work of modernising its agriculture and investing in its infrastructure: roads, irrigation, health and education for the peasant families. Alongside this extraordinary project, Iris and Antonio set out to renovate the villa, its garden, and the surrounding landscape. That perfect cypress-lined avenue was created under their direction.

         The elderly widowed lady who I first met in 1974 seemed to me unmistakably dignified, restrained and aristocratic; conservatively dressed, not beautiful, but with an air of extreme elegance and distinction. I was in awe of her. Lunch was brought in to the frescoed dining room by an obliging manservant who wore white gloves to serve us. He did his mistress’s bidding silently and unquestioningly. Later we repaired for coffee to her study, walled with leather-bound but obviously well-loved volumes.

         And so I came to know Iris: a little bit, for she was not the most knowable of women. She had an hauteur which commanded respect, as did her cool and cultured manners. For a number of years she and my father corresponded, in letters which gave pleasure to both sides since they thirsted for intellectual stimulus and informed argument. Iris was a scholar, who had written on Byron and Leopardi.* She numbered Virginia Woolf, Bernard Berenson and Edith Wharton among her friends. An underlying shyness and lack of confidence could make Iris seem distant, but her friends loved her for her fundamental warmth and readiness to listen. She was also more than willing to talk about horticulture and the customs of Italian bandits, or advise on scenic routes through Lazio. Her speech was memorable for its slight lisp and surprisingly guttural roll of the ‘r’. Perhaps the closest we came to intimacy was the occasion, a year or so later, when I visited her in a beautiful house she owned on the Italian Riviera, and she asked me to massage sun-cream onto her back. 

         Iris Origo died in 1988, her legacy guaranteed by the Tuscan valley which she helped to reanimate. There, for those still alive to remember them, the names of the Marchese and his ‘English wife’ are still held in admiration and respect. Thanks to them, prosperity has come to the Val d’Orcia. Today, the derelict farms have swimming pools, a summer music festival flourishes, and in winter you can ski on Monte Amiata. The grandchildren of the Origos’ peasantry manufacture and export top-quality wines and olive oils, and the image of the cypress avenue has been adopted as the tourist logo of the area. How many of the visitors who admire La Foce’s wonderful gardens, or enjoy the charm of the bustling old hilltop towns—Montepulciano, Pienza, Cetona—can imagine the ruins and human misery from which such prosperity has emerged? This book tells that story, and a new edition of it is surely timely, for it is a narrative of dispossession and evacuation, of refugees, of purposeless conflict and political failure, of looting, rape and destruction. Here, in the microcosm of an Italian valley, human beings mercilessly bombed and shot each other. Civilians starved, sickened—or, abandoning all that they loved, fled for their lives. And, at a small cross-roads where the chestnut woods give way to sloping olive groves, Iris Origo worked tirelessly to harbour, heal, share what she had, and give succour to a stream of exhausted fugitives caught between colliding armies.

         Early in the Second World War, Mussolini’s Fascist government allied with Germany. Iris’s diary, War in Val d’Orcia, begins in January 1943. At this time she had one small daughter, Benedetta, born in August 1940, and was awaiting the birth of a third child (the Origos’ much-loved son, Gianni, had tragically died from meningitis in 1933 aged seven). In late 1942 the Allied victory over the Germans in North Africa had allowed them to turn their attention to chasing the enemy out of Italy, starting at the toe, while simultaneously harassing German strongholds like Genoa and Turin in the north with ferocious bombing raids. When the diary opens, Fascism in Italy is already becoming a spent and discredited force. Mussolini himself, ill and incapable, is barely even functioning as dictator.

         Iris knew that she was running a risk by keeping a diary, but the drive to record overcame scruples for her safety. As she explains in her preface, she took pains to hide it, even, as the hostilities worsened, burying it in tin boxes in the garden along with her jewellery. We are the beneficiaries, since the extraordinary value of reading a diary of historic events is, of course, the immediacy of the form, unburdened as it is with the freight of memory.

         So we share in Iris’s uncertainty, impatience and fluctuating emotions as the opportunity to make peace with the Allies is bungled, in July 1943, by Italy’s King Victor Emanuel III and his Marshall Pietro Badoglio, whose craven incompetence shamefully condemned the Italian people to a further year of hostilities and an appalling toll in casualties. We witness her despair as she watches her adopted country in turmoil, with Mussolini’s German-controlled puppet government commanding the loyalty of brutal fascist militias from Rome northwards—challenged only by ill-equipped, rogue groups of partisans, as fragmented in their local loyalties as in their macro-politics. German punishment of these breakaways was generally savage. Iris, herself neither Italian, English nor American, testifies with pained, humanitarian stoicism to the tearing apart of a community and a nation. We relive her anguish as the Allied armies inch ever closer to nearby Chiusi and Chianciano, battling up the peninsula. Will their arrival bring an end to suffering, or the extremity of danger? And how will the Origos protect the children under their care?

         As wealthy and well-connected landowners, Iris and Antonio were in a position to give aid as far as they could. Though in the pre-war period the La Foce estate had undeniably benefitted from Mussolini’s land reforms, Antonio Origo’s sympathy for the Fascist cause was short-lived. Allied prisoners of war, held in the nearby Castelluccio just one kilometre from La Foce, were the first beneficiaries of the Origos’ assistance.

         Iris’s own depiction of Antonio is strangely incomplete. It is as if she asks us to accept both the certainty, and the privacy, of their close bond. In these pages, her husband typifies the benevolent hands-on landowner, ever firm and practical, intervening on behalf of his tenants and others in need. The man himself remains in the shadows, while Iris occupies the spotlight, as La Foce’s doer and dynamo. However, it helps us to understand her better if we appreciate that actually, in their wartime partnership, he was chief, she was lieutenant. A more rounded portrait of Antonio Origo, supplied by his daughter Benedetta, puts flesh on the bones:

         
            He was the leader, the decision-maker, the person everyone trusted, and the one to whom they turned for help and advice. He had a very commanding personality, a great sense of humour, and spoke perfect English, French, and German. He was the pillar around which the whole area, not only La Foce, revolved.

         

         Iris, more reflective than her husband, appears nevertheless as a woman of action. At the earliest opportunity—having heard about the organised evacuation of British children from threatened cities to the safety of the country soon after the 1939 declaration of war—Iris became determined to offer a refuge at La Foce to children from Genoa and Turin. Using all her best connections and influence, she sliced through the red tape that stood between her and this goal, and by February 1943 was rewarded with the arrival of twenty-three small, grubby, frightened waifs aged between one and ten, who were then cared for by her and a school teacher known as La Tata, along with the indomitable Schwester Marie (Benedetta’s nanny), for the duration. Iris was a proto-feminist who had no truck with men who stood in the way of her aims. Her eldest granddaughter remembers affectionately: ‘My grandmother always got exactly what she wanted.’

         As an author, Iris Origo will not satisfy readers who seek demonstrativeness and extravagant description. She writes with the greater gift of literary temperance. In this diary, less is more. For example, two short sentences in her diary entry for June 9th, 1943, note the birth of her second daughter, Donata, in a Rome clinic. Her own pains, she briefly records, were accompanied by the sounds, from the next room, of a young airman whose leg had been amputated, groaning for morphia. In another entry Iris reflects on the atmosphere of uncertainty and insecurity prevailing in war-ravaged Italy, wondering what kind of world lies in store for the next generation. Communications from abroad are locked down, and she tells us—almost as an aside—that ‘after four months of silence and anxiety’ she has finally received the news, smuggled across the border from Switzerland, of her mother’s death.

         By Christmas 1943 bombs were dropping to east and west of Val d’Orcia, over Grosseto and Perugia. During that bitterly cold winter—with the snow-covered countryside scattered with partisan groups and starving refugees in extremis—La Foce was the only source of food, warmth and safety for many miles. Spies were everywhere too, and the Origos’ generosity made them vulnerable to denunciation and German retaliation. For months, Iris slept with a small suitcase beside her bed, ready to make for the woods if necessary. Of course they were not the only good Samaritans. Barely a farm in the district was without its hiding place for a partisan or a frightened teenager evading the conscription round-up.

         Stoicism and courage are so much in Iris’s nature, and emotional indulgence so foreign to her, that when she does succumb to her feelings the effect is all the more intense. That Christmas Day Iris and her family attended the local church service and, embattled as she must have felt, Iris nevertheless sensed a reawakening of human solidarity. Around her in the church she sees the congregation of peasants from their farms, and the refugee children, ‘rosy-cheeked and plump and excited’. Then there are the prisoners of war of many nationalities, and runaway partisans for whom they had provided shelter: ‘…all those who have found refuge here …’ As the Christmas ritual unfolds she feels bonded to all of them in an understanding ‘born of common trouble, anxieties and hopes such as I have never felt before.’ Above all, she is almost overcome, as the worshippers exchange familiar Christmas greetings, by an awareness of the charity and goodness of her neighbours. It is a rare moment in a chronicle marked more by its author’s self-control than by bare-all emotion.

         And yet Iris is unsparing in offering her readers her own keen and compassionate observations of the world around her, investing it at times with a startling immediacy. How wonderfully heartening to read of the reappearance of three British POWs at La Foce, come to get their boots resoled before heading south to join the Allied armies. Iris promptly provides Bert and the lads with Antonio’s old tennis shoes to keep them going, and drops off the worn-out army boots to be repaired—by none less than La Foce’s resident farm cobbler. And for me it was a delight to read how, a few days later, Iris took three year-old Benedetta up into the woods behind the villa to say goodbye to Bert’s party. Today, the Benedetta I know is a graceful and beautiful woman of patrician bearing, alight with humour and intelligence. In 1944 Iris’s little daughter touched a chord in the hearts of three Yorkshiremen far from home, by reciting ‘Humpty-Dumpty’ to them. ‘“Nice to hear a kiddy speaking English out here,” says Bert.’

         And the battle for survival has other moments of humour, albeit with a bitter aftertaste. Despite her admiration for their good-heartedness, Iris is often impatient with the mulish superstition and naivety of the La Foce peasantry. With the army at their very doorsteps, they fail to hide their food and possessions from German looters. Her description of a wild chase across cornfields in pursuit of a thief bearing a stolen ham would be surreally comical, if it wasn’t for Iris’s indignation and sense of urgency as she musters help.

         But too often, the reader shares in Iris’s horror and helplessness as she describes the unimaginable monstrousness of war in pared-down detail. A young father in hiding is traced to his home, where the Germans threaten to take his young son instead if he does not report to the fascists; the man, concealed in the next room, overhears, gives himself up, and is shot. A nineteen-year-old boy is condemned to death for failure to present himself for military service; he prays all night in his cell, then faces the firing squad unbound and unafraid, reciting ‘Our Father’. And it is impossible not to be moved by her understated report of the funeral of a youthful partisan who succumbs to Spanish flu while under her care. The mother wails, and later, his battle-scarred comrades venture down from their mountain hideout to lay fresh flowers tenderly on his grave. Repeatedly, Iris’s diary pays homage to such acts of courage.

         In June 1944 the battle front reached La Foce, and the Origos had to decide what to do with their possessions, family, and the twenty-three refugee children who were no longer protected under their roof. Between the villa, and safety in Montepulciano, lay ten kilometres of dusty, twisting road, under constant bombardment by shells, mined and littered with corpses.

         When Iris came to publish War in Val d’Orcia in 1947 it was an immediate best-seller in England. The climax of the family’s flight to safety, under fire, has ensured the book’s prominence as a page-turning and dramatic memoir of wartime jeopardy.

         But Iris Origo’s diary is so much more than that. ‘It will, I think, be obvious that I love Italy and its people,’ she writes in her preface. In these pages, Iris was proud to reclaim something of Italy’s reputation. She wanted the world to see her adopted compatriots as brave, loyal, merciful and generous—not as the cowards and traitors they had so often been painted. She ends on an insistent note of hope. Dreadful things have happened, dead bodies are strewn across the Tuscan hillsides. And yet despite the devastation—small acts of kindness accumulate. Courage continues to affirm. Relationships can, perhaps, be built between people of different nations, faiths and colours. Ordinary people can and do show heroic qualities. Iris Origo’s optimistic message about international understanding is as applicable today as it was more than seventy years ago, and the Val d’Orcia is green with life. There, the potent imagery of the cypress avenue gives shape and meaning to humankind’s eternal journey on the uphill path towards a better world.

         VIRGINIA NICHOLSON
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               The garden and view of Monte Amiata from the house today

            

         

         
            * A Study in Solitude: The Life of Leopardi—Poet, Romantic and Radical and The Last Attachment: The Story of Byron and Teresa Guiccioli are also published by Pushkin Press.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Preface

         

         The following are the conditions under which this diary has been written:

         
             

         

         We live on a large farm in southern Tuscany—twelve miles from the station and five from the nearest village. The country is wild and lonely, the climate harsh. Our house stands on a hillside, looking down over a wide and beautiful valley, beyond which rises Monte Amiata, wooded with chestnuts and beeches. Nearer by, on this side of the valley, lie slopes of cultivated land: wheat, olives and vines, but among them still stand some ridges of dust-coloured clay hillocks, the crete senesi—as bare and colourless as elephants’ backs, as mountains of the moon. The wide river-bed in the valley holds a rushing stream in the rainy season, but during the summer a mere trickle, in a wide desert of stones. And then, when the wheat ripens and the alfalfa has been cut, the last patches of green disappear from the landscape. The whole valley becomes dust-coloured—a land without mercy, without shade. If you sit under an olive-tree you are not shaded; the leaves are like little flickering tongues of fire. At evening and morning the distant hills are misty and blue, but under one’s feet the dry earth is hard. The cry of the cicadas shrills in the noonday. One can only wait—anxiously, thirstily—for the September rains, when the whole countryside comes to life again. Then the vintage comes, the ox-carts are piled high with purple and yellow grapes. The farm houses and the trees around them are hung with the last vestiges of the harvest: the orange cobs of the Indian corn, hanging to dry, gay and fantastic as a Russian ballet décor. Then there is the autumn ploughing, and one last harvest before the winter: that of the olives. The fruits turn from green to red, from red to the ripeness of dark purple; they are gathered and pressed, and pressed again; their oil is stored in great jars, fit for Ali Baba, and their kernels serve us for fuel. And now we wait for the winter, and with it comes the north wind, the tramontana, sweeping across the bare uplands. It drives the farmer indoors; it buffeted and tore the escaping prisoners of war and partisans until they had perforce to take shelter, for months on end, in the stables of the farms.

         These farms—fifty-seven of them in number, in seven thousand acres, and housing some six hundred souls—are widely scattered. Each of them, however, is closely in touch with the central farm, the fattoria—where stand (beside our villa) the agent’s house, the granaries, the cellars, the oil-presses and the dairy, workshops and laundry. The villa is an unpretentious sixteenth-century house, outlined with red brick, with a loggia on the front garden of cypress and ilex, and another formal garden, with a fountain and box-edged flowerbeds, facing the valley. When this diary began our house contained my husband, myself and our household; our little girl, Benedetta, was born in 1940, and another, Donata, in 1943, and with Benedetta came her Swiss nurse, Schwester Marie. In the fattoria live the fattore—whose position somewhat resembles that of the Scotch factor—his wife and two children, and two young assistants of the fattore—to whom, in 1943, were added two refugee boys of fifteen. The carpenter, the keeper, two bricklayers and several workmen all live, with their families, nearby. Two hundred yards away are the ambulatorio—something between a welfare clinic and a cottage hospital—the school with its two teachers and their families, and the nursery-school—while a little farther off there is the dopolavoro, or men’s institute, with the local shop. The Casa dei Bambini, once a nursery-school for the farm-children, became in January 1943 a home for twenty-three refugee children from Turin and Genoa whose homes had been destroyed by bombs. They are cared for by the nursery-school teacher, Signorina Berettini, and by the district nurse, Signorina Guidetti, who lives above the ambulatorio. The Castelluccio—an old castle, about a mile away—houses the parish priest (above the church, which is within the castle walls) and two keepers with their families—and, for six months in 1943, fifty British prisoners of war and their escort.

         On the other side of our house, on a southern slope looking down over the valley, stand, between tall cypresses, the little cemetery and chapel which we built in 1933. Our eldest child—Gianni—is buried there, and many of the farmers—and now there is a section given up to those who have been killed here during the war.

         The whole does not exactly constitute a village, for there is only one shop; but it forms a complete, self-supporting little world. The land (like practically all the land in Tuscany) is worked according to the mezzadria system—a profit-sharing compact which has been in use in Tuscany since the thirteenth century. The compacts—patti colonici—between owner and husbandman today are almost identical with those drawn up six centuries ago. Now, as then, the landowner builds the farm house and keeps it in repair; he supplies the money to buy half of what is needed to cultivate and improve the land; he pays for half of the stock of cattle. When harvest comes, owner and farmer share the crops. Like many traditional systems handed down from father to son, the mezzadria compact is both very complicated and very elastic. There has always been plenty of healthy grumbling on both sides—and in recent times this grumbling has been fomented and formulated by political agitators. Yet certainly the mezzadria has suited the nature of the people and of the soil; it has worked. The interests of the landowner and farmer are fundamentally the same, and in general their relationship has been a satisfactory one. It is not quite that of landlord and tenant, nor certainly that of employer and employee—it is more intimate than the former, more friendly than the latter. It is a partnership.

         During the war our little community, always largely self-contained, became almost entirely so, held together by a bond of common interests, anxieties, fears and hopes. Together we planned how to hide the oil, the hams and the cheeses, so that the Germans would not find them; together we found shelter and clothes for the fugitives who knocked at our door—whether Italians or Allies, soldiers or civilians—together we watched the first bombs fall on the Val d’Orcia bridges, and listened hopefully to the rumours of landings in Tuscany which never came. And together, when the Germans had turned us out, we returned—after the Allies’ arrival—to reap the harvest, to start clearing the mines and rebuilding the shattered farms.

         Daily life, throughout the war, was much easier than in the towns. For food we were almost wholly self-supporting. We baked our own bread with our own flour—of which one-and-a-half quintals per person was assigned to us; the rest went to the government stores, the ammassi. We had our own chickens, turkeys, geese, rabbits, vegetables, fruit, milk and honey. We made our own hams and sausages (being allowed to kill one pig a year for the villa and one for the fattoria, while each farm also killed its own). We made cheese out of sheep’s milk and occasionally, in secret, we killed a calf and succeeded in getting its hide tanned for leather. For fuel we used, besides a small ration of lignite, our own wood and the kernels of our olives. We made our own soap with a residue of kitchen fats, potato-peel and soda.

         As the war went on, everything, naturally, became scarcer. In 1944 first the Germans and then the Goums took away or killed thirty per cent of our cattle, six hundred of our sheep, and all our chickens and turkeys, and the Germans burned out our beehives. Milk and meat became scarce that winter, and eggs, chicken or honey non-existent.

         Owing to the lack of sugar, we had to give up making most sorts of jam—except of grapes and of the little Montepulciano plums, sweet enough to keep without sugar. But we still had plenty of flour and maize, and some ham and sausages (buried underground, to save them from the Germans), as well as our own vegetables, and so got through the winter very well—even with the children’s extra twenty-three mouths to feed.

         The problem of clothing, however, was not so easily solved. In the autumn and winter of 1943, when a constant stream of fugitives—Italian disbanded soldiers and Allied prisoners of war—was passing through our property, all in need of clothes, I was still able to buy (mostly on barrows in the Florence markets) a supply of blankets, trousers, shirts and socks, though never sufficient for the demand. Boots, however, were an almost insoluble problem. We bought some ‘black-market’ leather and made as many as we could—and also made leather tops to wooden clogs. Our own refugee children also had boots made at home, and jerseys and stockings made of our own sheep’s wool, spun on the farm. With the same wool we made babies’ jackets for the numerous babies who were born during that winter in the Montepulciano hospital, where many expectant mothers were sent when their homes in Livorno and Grosseto were destroyed by bombing—and we also made babies’ clothes and nappies out of old sheets and curtain-linings, and slippers out of strips of felt and carpet. But the increasing scarcity of thread was a fresh difficulty, and in the summer of 1944, before leaving, the Germans took away all that I had left, as well as all the children’s winter clothes—so that we had to begin at the beginning again.

         
             

         

         The experiences recorded in this diary have been in no way exceptional: thousands of other Italians have had similar ones, and many have had far worse. Indeed, the events here described are, as the reader will see, singularly undramatic and unheroic. Although in the last months of the German occupation the shadow of the Gestapo was never far away, and their spies and punitive expeditions did several times reach this valley, our anxieties were far less intense, far less continuous, than those borne by the people who hid Allied prisoners and partisans in their houses in the very heart of Rome or Milan, who concealed munitions or transmitted information, to whom every telephone call was a peril, every footstep on the stairs a menace. Nor did any active fighting or destruction of enemy property by the partisans of this district compare with that achieved by the partisans of the north, in Piemonte or Lombardy. No, our problems (and those of our neighbours) were of a different nature: they arose from a continual necessity to weigh, not between courage and cowardice or between right and wrong, but between conflicting duties and responsibilities, equally urgent. Every day the need for deciding between them would arise: the request for a lodging of a POW would have to be weighed against the danger to the farm which sheltered him, the dressing of a partisan’s wound against the risk to the nurse and to the other patients in her charge, the pleas of the starving townsfolk who, in the last weeks before the liberation of Rome, came all the way from the city to beg for food, against the needs of the children and partisans whom we must go on feeding here. And when some hot-headed partisans would shoot at a carabiniere behind a hedge, or disarm two German soldiers in a village pub, disappearing themselves into the woods and leaving the helpless villagers at the mercy of German reprisals, it was our unpleasing task to attempt to point out the consequences of these methods, or (subsequently) to try to protect the villagers therefrom. Moreover, these were problems which—since the local situation was continually changing, with the arrival of different officials, and with the fluctuations of the military situation—could never be solved: every day each incident had to be met on its own merits. This became, in the long run, distinctly fatiguing, since it was impossible not to conduct a perpetual cross-examination of one’s own conscience. At the end of each day prudence inquired, ‘Have I done too much?’—and enthusiasm or compassion, ‘Might I not, perhaps, have done more?’

         What, it may be asked, under such circumstances, was the motive underlying the generous help given to the hunted Allied prisoners of war by the Italian countryfolk, often at the risk of their own lives, from the Garigliano to the Po, from the mountains of Piemonte and the Abruzzi to the fishing-villages of Liguria and Emilia? It would be a mistake, I think, to attribute it to any political—or even patriotic—motive. There was, it is true, a certain amount of anti-German and anti-Fascist feeling, especially among those peasants whose sons had been in the army against their will, or else were still attempting to avoid conscription by the Fascist Republican Army. But the true motive was a far simpler one: it has been described by an Italian partisan as ‘the simplest of all ties between one man and another; the tie that arises between the man who asks for what he needs, and the man who comes to his aid as best he can. No unnecessary emotion or pose’.† And an English officer, himself an escaped prisoner of war, who owes his life to the help given him in this manner, has expressed his views in almost identical words: ‘The peasants’ native sympathy with the under-dog and the outcast asserted itself. Simple Christianity impelled them to befriend those complete strangers, feed them, clothe them, and help them on their way … All over Italy this miracle was to be seen, the simple dignity of humble people who saw in the escaped prisoners not representatives of a power to be withstood or placated, but individuals in need of their help.’††

         Of the 70,000 Allied POWs at large in Italy on September 8th, 1943, nearly half escaped, either crossing the frontier to Switzerland or France, or eventually rejoining their own troops in Italy; and each one of these escapes implies the complicity of a long chain of humble, courageous helpers throughout the length of the country. ‘I can only say,’ wrote General O’Connor to me, ‘that the Italian peasants and others behind the line were magnificent. They could not have done more for us. They hid us, escorted us, gave us money, clothes and food—all the time taking tremendous risks … We English owe a great debt of gratitude to those Italians whose help alone made it possible for us to live, and finally to escape.’†††

         There is a passage in The Pool of Vishnu in which L. H. Myers, in attacking certain forms of self-protective egotism, maintains that they are not natural to men, but produced by the structure of organised society. ‘If one sees,’ he says, ‘a man struggling at the bottom of a well, one’s natural impulse is to pull him out. If a man is starving, one’s natural impulse is to share one’s food with him. Surely it is only on second thoughts that we don’t do these things? Society seems to me to be like an organised system of rather mean second-thoughts.’ During those crucial months of shared apprehension and danger, when the structure of society did not seem very important, that ‘organised system of mean second-thoughts’ also, mercifully, disappeared into the background. For a short time all men returned to the most primitive traditions of ungrudging hospitality, uncalculating brotherhood. At most, some old peasant-woman, whose son was a prisoner in a faraway camp in India or Australia, might say—as she prepared a bowl of soup or made the bed for the foreigner in her house—‘Perhaps someone will do the same for my boy.’

         
             

         

         The actual keeping of the diary was not always an easy matter. During the first months, when a search of the house did not seem likely (though always possible), it usually lay among the pages of the children’s picture-books; since I believed that the nursery bookshelf would probably be one of the last places to be searched. Later on, most of it (together with various propaganda leaflets and my jewellery) was buried in tin boxes in the garden. But the current pages were naturally always in the process of being written—even up to the end, with the Germans in the house, and (since even in times of danger the careless remain careless) were apt to be lying about in undesirable places. During the most eventful periods, too, it was often difficult to find time to write at all. Some passages were hurriedly scribbled at night, others with twenty children in the room—and some in the cellar, during the shelling.

         But I felt at the time, and feel now, that any interest this diary might have would come from its being an immediate, first-hand account. I put down each day’s events as they occurred, as simply and truthfully as I could, and (though I did report stories and rumours that reached us, since they were part of the queer mental colouring of our daily life) I tried not to make statements of which I had not had first-hand knowledge. And now, on re-reading, I have refrained from ‘touching up’ the photograph, from changing the colour of events in the light of subsequent knowledge.

         I have tried to avoid political bias and national prejudice. But we are all affected, far more deeply than we know—not by the theories, but by the mental climate of the world in which we live. Even our reactions against it show that we are not immune. I have no doubt that to those living in a different climate and seeing the same events from a different peep-hole, many of my judgments will appear mistaken, naive, prejudiced and even wrong. Most certainly I have swallowed propaganda without realising it; but may I be permitted to ask my readers—are they quite certain that they have never done so, too?

         It will, I think, be obvious that I love Italy and its people. But I have become chary of generalisations about countries and nations; I believe in individuals, and in the relationship of individuals to one another. When I look back upon these years of tension and expectation, of destruction and sorrow, it is individual acts of kindness, courage or faith that illuminate them; it is in them that I trust. I remember a British prisoner of war in the Val d’Orcia helping the peasant’s wife to draw water from the well, with a ragged, beaming small child at his heels. I remember the peasant’s wife mending his socks, knitting him a sweater, and baking her best cake for him, in tears, on the day of his departure.

         These—the shared, simple acts of everyday life—are the realities on which international understanding can be built. In these, and in the realisation that has come to many thousands, that people of other nations are, after all, just like themselves, we may, perhaps, place our hopes.

         
             

         

         IRIS ORIGO

         La Foce, 1944

         
            † Roberto Battaglia: Un uomo, un partigiano, Edizioni U., 1945.

            †† Major P. Gibson.

            ††† General Sir Richard O’Connor, K.C.B., D.S.O., M.C.
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               Iris in 1935
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               Refugee children in 1943, with Iris, Schwester Marie, Benedetta and baby Donata

            

         

         

         

         
             

         

         JANUARY 30TH

         The first refugee children have arrived. They were due yesterday evening at seven—after a twelve hours’ journey from Genoa—but it was not until nine p.m. that at last the car drew up, and seven very small, sleepy bundles were lifted out. The eldest is six, the others four and five—all girls except one, a solemn little Sardinian called Dante Porcu. We carry them down into the play-room of the nursery-school (where the stove is burning, and supper waiting) and they stand blinking in the bright light, like small bewildered owls. White, pasty faces—several with boils and sores—and thin little sticks of arms and legs.†

         The Genoese district nurse who has brought them tells me that they have been chosen from families whose houses have been totally destroyed, and who, for the last two months, have been living in an underground tunnel beneath the city, without light or sufficient water, and in bitter cold. Their fathers are mostly dock-labourers; two of them have been killed.

         The children eat their warm soup, still too bewildered fully to realise where they are—and then, as they gradually thaw and wake up, the first wail goes up—‘Mamma, Mamma, I want my Mamma!’ We hastily produce the toys which we have prepared for just that moment; the little girls clutch their dolls, Dante winds up his motor, and for a few minutes tears are averted. Then we take them upstairs and tuck them up in their warm beds. Homesickness sets in again—and two of them, poor babies, cry themselves to sleep.

         
            † In theory, the evacuation of these children was planned by the Fascist organisations in each province. In practice, we waited for three months for the Genoa Fascio to send us the children for whom we had applied—and then, as none came, I asked the Principessa di Piemonte to request her Red Cross inspectresses in Turin and Genoa to select twelve especially needy cases—whereupon the children arrived in a fortnight.

         

         
FEBRUARY 2ND


         It is only comparatively seldom that the so-called ‘turning-points’ in a country’s history—so convenient to the historian—are actually observable by those present at the time. But the dropping of high explosives commands attention; and in the days after the first raids on Turin and Genoa, in November, everyone in Italy said: ‘Now it’s come; now it’s our turn.’

         The intention, presumably, of the raids was to produce panic: the immediate result was rather resentment. Partly of the kind that the Allies wished to produce, resentment against Fascism: ‘This is where They (the Fascists) have landed us.’ But there was also the effect produced on every other bombed civilian population; a healthy, elementary reaction of resentment against those who were dropping the bombs.

         And already in these first days of confused bewilderment, compassion and pain—when one began to meet the first refugees and to hear the (now all-too-familiar) stories of crowds crushed in the doorways of shelters, of homeless children, of anger and fear and pain and mismanagement, it became clear that the country was going to be divided between those whose resentment took one or the other form: either against their own government or against the Allies.

         Among the first were, naturally, all those whom one may call the professional anti-Fascists, the Opposition, and to these must be added the ever-increasing numbers of the disillusioned, of all kinds, sincere ex-Fascists, gradually disgusted by graft, mismanagement, and bluff; members of all three Services, suffering from a similar disillusionment; members of the upper classes, whose allegiance to Fascism was really chiefly to the god Success, and whose first anti-Fascist and anti-German wobblings began with the first glimpse of failure, only kept in check by an even greater fear of ‘bolshevism’; and finally a number of simply bewildered, frightened, common citizens, afraid that the next bombed city would be their own. Among these last the Opposition deliberately circulated alarmist rumours and catastrophic prophecies. ‘Tripolitania will fall in a fortnight—Tunisia in three weeks—Then there will only be half an hour’s flight between the Allied bombers and every town in Italy—Sicily will be invaded—no, Corsica, and Sardinia, and from there the Tuscan coast. Every beautiful building in Italy—Rome, Venice, Florence—will be destroyed. It’s the end of Italy, for ever.’ These prognostications naturally led to the question: what can we do to avoid this tragedy? Even now, said the Opposition, it is not too late. Turn out the Fascists, demand the King’s abdication, and form a temporary military dictatorship, to sign a separate peace.

         This proposal, however, was far from universally acceptable. ‘Let us show the English that we can take it as well as they have!’ was the cry of many people throughout the country—not necessarily Fascist or pro-German, but roused to anger and national pride. ‘Must we turn traitor and be despised by the whole of Europe?’ No, they maintained, the only decent course was to swallow for the present all political differences, and stick it out until the end. Some even hoped in a renewal of the Italian spirit, a revival of national unity and valour, such as was seen after Caporetto; but they were few. Most of them admitted that defeat was now inevitable, but maintained that the only course, nevertheless, was to go on fighting. To the moral argument was added a profound conviction that the Opposition’s faith in the Allies’ terms was excessive. ‘Contempt is all that we shall reap.’

         In November, nevertheless, the King’s abdication and a separate peace were openly spoken of everywhere, even in the Senate. The programme of the Opposition, according to its supporters, was sanctioned (though of course not publicly) by the Vatican, was supported alike by Monarchists, Republicans, Communists and Liberals, and was to be carried out by the Army, led by the Principe di Piemonte. The programme was the following: the King’s abdication, seizure of the Fascist leaders, and assumption of the government by a military dictatorship, headed by the Prince of Piemonte. Then an immediate request to the Allies for an armistice, and, in due course, after a ‘period of transition’, a Liberal coalition government, headed by Bonomi. According to the more optimistic members of the Opposition, the temper of the country is now already ripe for these events, a sufficient majority of the Army is ready to move, and the Prince would be prepared to take the responsibility, provided his father had abdicated of his own free will.

         How many responsible people would really now be prepared to follow such a course, and how many would condemn it—whether on grounds of principle or of expediency—I have no idea. Each party, of course, claims that the other is only a despicable minority. Feeling runs high, and my chief dread is of a situation like that in France: inner conflict (combined with the activities of the Gestapo) followed by chaos.

         FEBRUARY 10TH

         The second batch of children has now arrived: six little girls from Turin. They are older than the Genoa children—eight- to ten-year-olds—and much more self-possessed; but they show more clearly the effects of what they have been through. One of them, Nella, is suffering from a mild form of ‘St. Vitus’ dance’; another, Liberata, has sudden fainting-fits. All are very nervy and easily become hysterical. But all—the ‘big girls’ from Turin and the ‘little ones’ from Genoa—are quite astonishingly well-behaved. We have had, of course, to struggle with their hair (some of them have had their heads shaved), but otherwise their ‘habits’ contrast most favourably with what I have heard of the little evacuees in English villages—and their manners are charming. All of them have had their homes destroyed by air-raids—and most of them have parents working in the Turin factories, and fully realise that they will be bombed again. At post time they hurry up to the fattoria—and if for three days one of them has no letter, they go about with white, pitiful faces. Each child has at once had a medical examination and is now under the district nurse’s daily care—the older ones go to the school next door, the little ones do some nursery-school lessons with their own teacher. I have written long letters to each of their mothers, and we have taken a photograph of them to send home. Perhaps later on, their mothers will be able to come to see them.†

         Already the children’s characters are beginning to define themselves. Of the older girls Liberata is the leader: by far the most intelligent and sensitive, and already ‘mothering’ the little ones, she is a born school teacher—and no doubt will become one some day. Of the others the most engaging is fat Anna Gotta—as round and pink as an apple—who insists on tying a minute bow of blue ribbon in her single inch of hair (she, too, has had her head shaved) to show that she is not a boy.

         Children such as these, all over Europe, have had to leave their own homes and families, and are arriving—bewildered but hopeful—among strangers. There is something terribly moving in this exodus—something, too, so deeply wrong in a world where such a thing is not only possible but necessary, that it is difficult not to feel personally responsible. For the present we can try to salve our consciences by giving them food, shelter and love. But this is not enough. Nothing can ever really be enough.

         
            † In the course of the first summer, all the mothers in turn managed to come—and after seeing how well and happy their children were, begged me to take yet one other brother or sister—so that the children’s numbers gradually rose to twenty-three. In June 1944, when the front passed on beyond us, all these children became completely cut off from their parents—and for eight months remained without any news of them.

         

         APRIL 1ST

         Three months of this year of waiting have already passed. Military events have been less rapid than was expected here in January. Tripolitania has fallen, but the acute phase of the struggle in Tunisia has only now begun. However, it is fully realised that that cannot last more than another few weeks; the eleventh hour has come. What then?

         Since January a marked change has come over public opinion. The active resentment and dismay which followed upon the Allies’ landing in North Africa and the bombing of Italian cities has given place to a despairing apathy. The whole country is sunk under its leaden weight. There is now no hope of victory, and the number of those who say, ‘We must hold out with Germany until the end’ is becoming smaller. But as the time left for any other measure becomes shorter, as the menace (indeed, the certainty) of bombing, invasion and total defeat draws nearer, no one comes forward to take a decisive step. It is hardly fear of the police (many of whom, indeed, are heartily anti-Fascist) or even of Germany. The general discontent finds open expression in every class, from the senator to the taxi-driver. Every night the streets of Rome are placarded with posters or strewn with pamphlets saying ‘Fascism must go’. Everyone cries ‘How long, oh Lord, how long?’; everyone says quite openly: ‘It is Fascism that has brought us to this.’ But still it is all talk; no one will take a risk, or a responsibility.

         The King himself remarked a few days ago: ‘It is like the time after Caporetto. Only now the events are greater—and the men smaller.’ Every day a fresh rumour, a fresh shadowy plan arises—never to take a definite shape. Part of the Senate, it is rumoured, would support a provisional government formed by members of the King’s Council, the Collari dell’Annunziata, for the purpose of deposing Mussolini, turning out the Fascists, and entering upon negotiations for a separate peace. Last week colour was given to this rumour by the unexpected bestowal of the Collare dell’Annunziata on Grandi. The diplomatic negotiations, it was said, would be entrusted to him, with Cini representing the industriali and the financial interests of the North, while a temporary military dictatorship would be headed by Marshal Caviglia or General Ambrosio (the chief of staff ). Many, however, maintain that it is already too late to save the King’s position, and such a step would be possible only after his abdication, under the leadership of the Principe di Piemonte. The true anti-Fascist Opposition, however, is violently opposed to these plans, or any others that would imply collaboration with the moderate Fascists—and attempts to influence both the Prince of Piemonte and the Vatican to take up the same attitude.

         Thus we have in this country, besides the ever-diminishing number of Germanophile Fascists (headed by Farinacci):

         (1) The various branches of ‘moderate Fascists’, each with their own axe to grind and their skin to save.

         (2) The ‘Opposition’, consisting mostly of the old Liberals, but who have succeeded in enlisting a promise of co-operation from the Monarchists, the Republicans, and some of the Communists, and who are in touch with the Vatican, and with the house of Savoy through the Principessa di Piemonte. Some of the chief industriali of the north would probably co-operate with them; some with the moderate Fascists.

         (3) The Army, almost entirely anti-Fascist, but with no really outstanding figure to take on the military dictatorship which would probably succeed any attack upon Fascism.

         (4) The Vatican, working for peace at any price, with distinct pro-Ally and anti-Fascist sympathies. Here the outstanding figure is Monsignor Montini. The Pope is a saint—but a saint, it is said, lacking in determination.

         (5) The House of Savoy: the King a dark horse, and the Prince almost equally so. The Princess intensely anti-German, and consequently anti-Fascist.

         (6) The increasingly discontented, resentful, murmuring masses of the people—hungry, bombed, apprehensive. In the towns, in the country, the keynote is apathy. And everywhere, talk, talk, talk, and no action. Resentment without a sense of responsibility. The fruits of twenty years of Fascism. And on the part of those elder citizens who remember a different Italy, a profound sadness and sense of shame.

         APRIL 12TH

         Meanwhile the time is short. Two days ago, the English 8th Army and the American 1st Army joined forces; Sfax has fallen; Rommel is in full retreat. The American air-raids on Cagliari—totally undefended after the first two attacks—have been entirely different in quality from any executed by the RAF. The long queues of women and children waiting in the main street to enter the few shelters were repeatedly machine-gunned; the dead are over six thousand; and the few survivors have now taken refuge permanently in the caves round the town. A further horror is added by the fact that, during the first air-raid, the terrified lepers escaped f rom their hospital and have now mingled with the rest of the population.

         When the first raids began, the following gentle prayer was said by the Sardinians:

         
            
               Ave Maria, gratia plena,

               Fa’ che non suoni la sirena,

               Fa’ che non vengano gli aeroplani,

               Fa’ che si dorma fino a domani.

               Se qualche bomba cade giu

               Madre pietosa, pensaci tu.

               Gesù, Giuseppe, Maria,

               Fate che gli inglesi perdano la via.

               Dolce cuore del mio Gesù

               Fa’ che gli inglesi non vengano più.

            

         

         

         A less bitter war prayer can hardly be imagined. But now, after the machine-gunning and wholesale destruction, the tone has much changed and much bitterness is felt. In Naples, too, recent air-raids have not confined themselves to ‘military objectives’. A few days ago the first great daylight raid by American flying fortresses took place, and presumably heralds others. Worse than any raid, however, was the damage caused by the explosion, in the harbour, of a ship laden with munitions—a masterpiece of folly, since the ship was known to be on fire for three hours before the explosion, and was to be seen gently smouldering in the harbour, while officials argued with each other as to whether or no it would be advisable to take it out to sea. In the subsequent inquiry the officials (German and Italian, military, naval and civilian) all attempted to lay the blame upon each other.

         Six days ago Mussolini departed in an armoured train for Bavaria—presumably to meet his colleague and to decide whether the Axis is to continue. It is certain that Italy cannot defend herself without German help, both in men and war material. Germany is therefore forced to choose whether it will, on the whole, be cheaper for her to let her weaker ally make a separate peace, or to provide the means of defending her.†

         
            † According to Monelli (Roma 1943) it was Mussolini’s intention, on this occasion, to issue a solemn statement of the rights of the smaller nations of Europe—a sort of Axis Atlantic Charter. This idea had been suggested by Bastianini, the Foreign Minister, but Ribbentrop would have none of it. As for Hitler—at the end of one of the two leaders’ interviews, lasting two and a half hours, Mussolini said: ‘Today Hitler has had a monologue—tomorrow I will speak.’ But that tomorrow never came.

         

         APRIL 14TH

         Mussolini has now returned and the official bulletin announces that the Axis still holds, but without specifying what help, if any, Germany will give to Italy. Sousse and Kairouan have fallen, and the Navy have refused to convey back to Italy the convoys of retreating troops, declaring that in view of their numerical inferiority and of the complete incapacity of the Air Force to defend them, any such attempt would be suicidal.

         
APRIL 16TH


         C.A. arrives from Rome with the news that Germany will send no military help for Italy’s defence, that the order in Tunisia is to resist until the end, without attempting to bring any of the troops home, that a landing in Sardinia is expected before the middle of May. In Rome the Chief of Police, Senise, has been dismissed and the most varied rumours, all catastrophic, are spreading.
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