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    Dedicated to my father




    The whole earth is the tomb of heroic men,


    And their story is not only inscribed on stone over their bones,


    But abides everywhere, without visible symbol,


    Woven into the fabric of other mens’ lives.




    [Taken from Thucydides’ funeral oration for Pericles]


  




  

    THE PRELUDE




    In the 1930’s, when showing off the warrior virtues and military readiness of the Italian Armed Forces, Mussolini was gambling that his bluff would never be called. He wanted a free hand for territorial expansion; neither the people nor the Armed Forces were interested, prepared or equipped for any war, certainly not a long one.




    As one defeat followed another on all fronts, it became clear that Mussolini’s dream to make the Mediterranean Sea his own ‘mare nostrum’ was no more than a dream, fading quickly away against enemy superiority in morale, training and equipment.




    Following the landing of the Anglo-American forces in Sicily and the fall of Mussolini, the King instructed Marshal Badoglio to seek and secure an armistice to end hostilities. It was signed on 3 September 1943 and made known five days later. It astonished the nation. Badoglio, with the King and his court, escaped to the south of Italy, neglectful of the country’s fate. The Italian Armed Forces, abandoned, confused and without orders, rapidly disbanded.




    The Italian units abroad were left to do the best they could in the circumstances, with no clear instructions. The Germans quickly occupied the Italian peninsula and took advantage of the Italian military units in disarray; in their savage reaction the distinction between civilians and military personnel was often blurred.




    The bloodiest episode of that time is that which happened to the Acqui Division in Kefalonia, Greece, in September 1943. On 1 March 2001, the President of the Italian Republic, Mr. Carlo Azeglio Ciampi – together with




    The President of the Greek Republic, Mr. Costantinos Stephanopoulos, and some of the survivors of the atrocity - meeting on Kefalonia 58 years after the tragic events - opened his speech with the following words: “They decided not to surrender; they chose to fight and die for their Country; they kept their faith. They were moved by their sense of honour and love of their country, originating from the great deeds of the Renaissance, going towards a tragic destiny…”




    




     




    This book is a tribute to those men of the Acqui Division




    Who were loyal to their motto:




    “Death before Dishonour.”




    “Sull’arma si cade, non si cede”




    




    Florence, 19 March 2005.




    “…I thank you for having sent to me your very interesting book on the massacre in Kefalonia during September 1943. As you can imagine I have read whatever has been written by Father Formato up to today (including those by de Bernieres, Filippini and Paoletti), but I really liked your accounts – they moved me, mostly because of the feelings they express and because of their historical accuracy. The description of places, the topographic maps, the pictures of the places I personally visited or where I fought, or where I was killed (sic) together with my officers and gunners are really impressive. I met almost all the people you are now quoting during my travels and they are friends of mine…”




    Amos Pampaloni1




    Gazzetta Ufficiale della Repubblica Italiana




    Roma, 18 June 1958


    Decree 18 January 1957


    Registered at the Court of Account 25 June 1957


    Register No. 8 Presidential Office, page No. 33




    The following decoration for military valour has been awarded:




    SILVER MEDAL




    Pampaloni Amos…born in 1910, artillery captain, partisan and fighter. When the armistice came in Kefalonia, he became, amongst our troops, the most determined assertor for the need to resist the Germans.




    He didn’t hesitate to fire his battery guns against them, becoming the heart of the resistance in the island. Having sustained numerous hard fighting, overcome by the enemy, taken prisoner and put to death, he was abandoned as dead in the execution place, although he had been wounded at his head.




    Rescued by local partisans, as soon as he recovered from his wounds, he joined the Greek armed units on the mainland with whom he participated in tough and daring operations against the Germans distinguishing himself for his courage and for his combative capabilities.




    When the Greek command decided to occupy Kefalonia, the day before, he landed by himself on the island, although it was still occupied by the Germans and by his prestige, lead an Italian artillery battery which was faithful to him, assisting the patriots and opening fire against the Germans, allowing the rising in the island. During this fighting his leg was wounded.




    Noble character, commander, patriot and fighter for Liberty!




    Kefalonia – Greece, 9 September 1943 – 30 October 1944


    




    1 Captain Pampaloni’s experiences on Kefalonia bear a remarkable similarity to those of Captain Corelli, in the book “Captain Corelli’s Mandolin” by Louis de Bernieres.


  




  

    INTRODUCTION




    One day a British friend of mine recommended a book to me that he had just finished reading, saying he had found it to be thoroughly enjoyable. Its title was ‘Captain Corelli’s Mandolin’. He briefly mentioned the plot to me but being his guest, I didn’t want to get into a controversial discussion and soon forgot about it until I heard our President of the Republic, Mr. Ciampi, saying that he had read that book written by Louis de Bernieres. Then, motivated by curiosity, I bought it in its original English version.




    It was a struggle to read, not because of the language but simply because of the anti-Italian sentiments which permeated the story. It had been promoted as a work against totalitarianism and war. However, I felt that the book, published in Italy with the title “Una Vita in Debito” (A Life in Debt), and the subsequent film, paid no heed to the sacrifice of the honourable young men who had died serving their country. I would call it a good story but nothing more.




    Although it superficially touches on real events, it portrays Italian soldiers as incompetent stereotypes with no sense of discipline, enjoying their posting, singing songs, womanising and strumming mandolins. Nothing could be further from the truth.




    I fully understand that de Bernieres’ book is a love story and a work of fiction, but neither it nor the film does justice to the true historical facts. The real love story is there in the Acqui Museum in Argostoli, the main town of Kefalonia, contained in eight pages written by one of the protagonists involved in the event: Sergeant Major Walter Gorno. (p.85)




    An Englishman wrote in the museum’s visitor’s book on 3 August 2001: “If only the film had got over the message, the pity of the war, the ignorance and the stupidity; maybe another time with a remake!”




    In Greece, the argument goes that the book was ‘sweetened’ in order to avoid any possible offence to readers, while for the film, which was shot in Sami (Kefalonia’s second city), a commission was set up to ensure that the director skimmed over the subject of the partisan struggle.




    Uncovering the facts of war between nations who are now at peace, who today share the same ideals and look forward to tomorrow with the same expectations, may seem inappropriate; but I do not believe this to be the case. As we are faced with new dangers from religious fanaticism and the threat of global terrorism we constantly need to be reminded of the callousness of man.




    In these pages I am recounting what was done, not by terrorists or mercenaries without a native land, but by members of a regular army who committed heartless barbaric acts with intense rage and savagery. The 12,000 - strong Acqui Division on Kefalonia was overpowered in just two days by a German force using a combination of incessant air strikes, superior weaponry and rapid mobility which was quick to exploit new circumstances.




    The Italian units were deployed along a wide mountainous front, and the sheer harshness of the land made communications and supplies slow and difficult. Some individual units were taken by surprise, believing that the advancing troops were still their friends. There were tactical errors made, but the end for the division was sealed by the signing of the Armistice that abandoned the Italian troops to their fate. In spite of this, the skirmishes and minor battles were fought with vigour, in many cases hand-to-hand with the Italians shouting their war-cry: “Savoia !”




    The artillery, though under continuous attack, fought back until their ammunition was depleted.




    The losses in terms of human lives on the German side are not known.




    Instead, in Italy, the Acqui Division Veteran’s Association circulated same data which were not agreed upon by some writers. In recent years (after the first issue of this book in the Italian version), following studies by the historians F.H. Meyer, Carlo Gentile and George Rochat, new figures have emerged resulting from examination of German documents. They reduce the figures given by the Italian Veteran’s Association to 3,800 troops killed in mass executions, 1,300 men drowned in ships (there are many who believe that the ships were deliberately scuttled by the Germans), 5,000 transferred to German prison camps and, finally, 1,300 soldiers kept on the island as a labour force.




    Although the figures for the men who were executed are numerically reduced, as the historian George Rochat has said: “The German revenge and Hitler’s orders caused an unjustified massacre…”




    Out of the 525 officers on the rolls, only 135 survived, since 65 were killed in battle and 325 were shot dead. Of these, 136 were killed two days after the declaration of surrender of the Division (See Attachment 1).




    It is not my wish to sour the peace between peoples and nations, but the truth has to be told, and it is wrong to minimise what happened on that Ionian island so many years ago.




    Some time ago while reading a book about Kefalonia I noticed that it not only featured the names of places that I knew, it also had, by the side of each name, in parentheses, numbers: Prokopata (148), St. Barbara (36), Dilinata (145), Davgata (26), Cape St. Theodoron (170), Farsa (300), Kourouklata (306), Kardakata (114), Frankata (461), Troianata (631). These figures did not show the elevation of the town above sea level, but indicated out how many Italians, unarmed military prisoners in uniform, had been massacred against all ethical military principles.




    Only recently have people begun talking with clarity and objectivity about what actually happened in Kefalonia. In the past, the argument was considered too sensitive for political reasons and those who lived through those tragic events of war have never found peace. They felt and still feel, humiliated and forgotten by their country.




    In Germany the first war trial concerning the atrocities on Kefalonia ended in stalemate. Today, primarily due to popular pressure, the legal case involving the soldiers who were responsible for those massacres has been reopened. 2




    Even if time has healed the physical wounds and lessened the rancour, moral wounds remain. A guilty verdict would have been an act of justice for the few survivors and the families of the victims, and would perhaps have put an end to the case: the history of men cannot be ignored or falsified.




    I knew about the Italian tragedy in Kefalonia, as it was defined in George Duncan’s “Massacres and Atrocities of WWII” as: “One of the darkest episodes of the war”. However, before attending the commemoration of the sixtieth year of the tragedy, I wanted to learn more about it. As a result I made a personal journey to visit those places, in an attempt to understand and catalogue the main actions of the various units involved and to visit sites of the atrocities.




    I met two survivors with whom I was able to speak at length: Major Corporal Giovanni Grassi, who escaped from his massacre and lived for 51 days in the fields before turning himself in as a prisoner, and Second Lieutenant Nicola Ruscigno who, by sheer luck, managed to escape execution at the ‘Red House’ and was eventually sent to a prison camp in Germany. Both returned to Italy at the end of the war.




    This book is my diary; the diary of my journey to the island, the places I visited and the stories they told. I include the testimonials and memories of those who lived through those dark times of September 1943.




    I have tried to sketch the background to these events which may help put the work in perspective. It may also help those who wish to visit Kefalonia or to carry out research, or perhaps, to fulfil a spiritual need.




    To follow this journey involves abandoning the easy and usual paths, climbing through the mountains and the tortuous rocks, going inside the caves, patrolling the gullies and looking carefully through the fields to discover places and objects which bring back the memory of the tragic events which led to the destruction of the Acqui Division.




    In the writing I have been selective about the names of people and descriptions of the units concerned. I quote only the ones indispensable to the story, without the intention of omitting or diminishing the importance of the others.




    I have tried to describe, regardless of rank, the role of some individuals in the holocaust that was to become the fate of the Acqui Mountain Infantry Division.
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    Map of Kefalonia


    




    2 See page 115


  




  

    EVENTS




    Initially the Italian presence in Kefalonia consisted of the Acqui Mountain Infantry Division which was made up of two regiments (the 17th and the 317th), the 1st Field Artillery Group, a Corps of Engineers, a detachment of the Navy with three coastal batteries, a company of Carabinieri and one company of Guardia di Finanza (the Financial Police Corps). In addition, there were three field hospitals and a surgical unit.




    The 3rd Divisional Regiment, the 18th, together with the 3rd Group of Artillery, was stationed in Corfu to provide the garrison. The 2ndGroup of Artillery reinforced support in Lefkada.




    Eventually, the division was reinforced by three heavy artillery groups and an anti-aircraft unit. The Division Command was located in Argostoli, the main city of the island.




    Immediately after the fall of Benito Mussolini on 25 July 1943, the German Army Corp Command ordered the 966th Grenadier Regiment, made up of two battalions, the 909th and the 910th, to be sent to Kefalonia along with a mobile half-track unit and artillery to keep the situation under control and oversee Italian military operations.




    Except for the mobile half-track unit, which was temporarily stationed on the Argostoli Athletics Field, and a gun battery in Cape Mounda in the south of the island, the regiment had taken up positions on the Paliki Peninsula.




    With the announcement of the cessation of hostilities by the Italian forces against the Anglo-American forces on 8 September 1943, Hitler immediately ordered all Italian units to be disarmed, except for those who were prepared to fight alongside them. In addition, any soldiers who opposed them were to be sent to concentration camps. As far as the Germans were concerned this applied to the Acqui Division and the surrender ultimatum was issued to the Italian forces two days later, on 10 September 1943.




    [image: image]




    Map of the Ionian Islands




    At the time of the ultimatum the ratio of Italian (12,000 men) to German (2,000 men) forces would have allowed an easy victory for the Italians but General Gandin, the Division Commander, opted for a less drastic agreement believing that he would be able to repatriate all of his forces without being disarmed.




    Negotiations between the two Commanders were protracted for days. To achieve his aim of armed repatriation and as an act of goodwill to former friends, General Gandin ordered the withdrawal of a company that was defending Kardakata. This was a highly strategic area overlooking the access road to the Paliki Peninsula, the one running north toward Cape Vliaki and the third providing a direct connection to Argostoli.




    Once the news of the armistice had sunk in, everyone inevitably began to worry about what was going to happen next. Soon, as there was no apparent movement, a feeling of unrest began to spread which transformed into anger when they learned that the commander had given up control of the Kardakata crossroads to the Germans.




    Meanwhile the German troops, with clear instructions and an unbroken chain of command, had taken action against the garrison in nearby Santa Maura and captured two artillery batteries located along the Paliki Peninsula, the 2nd of the Divisional Regiment in Aghia Georgios, and the 2nd of the 7th Group, located near Havriata. This, along with the news of the capture of all the Italian soldiers present in the area, resulted in a breakdown of discipline. Infuriated infantrymen of one company refused to load ammunition destined for the outlying depots onto trucks because they saw it as a sign of demobilization.




    One officer was killed, a hand grenade was thrown at the General’s car, and the flag, a symbol of command, was ripped from the wing of the same car. At this point uncertainty led to chaos; discipline largely vanished and the division ceased to exist as a fighting force.




    On top of this the news that the Italian commander in Corfu had ignored the surrender and had ordered the capture of all German soldiers created an even greater feeling of frustration, especially among the young officers who were unable to understand either the strategy or the indecisiveness.




    On 13 September Italian divisional artillery and naval batteries opened fire without authorization on two pontoons loaded with troops and armaments attempting to land in Argostoli to reinforce the garrison located there, sinking them. The military situation had become untenable.




    In an attempt to find a solution, General Gandin asked the German Command for embarkation guarantees for the Acqui Division’s fully armed repatriation.




    In order to move the negotiations on and having consulted with army chaplains, General Gandin decided to put the question of what to do next to his troops. He asked the men under his command three questions: Did they want to?




    - Fight alongside the Germans.




    - Fight against them.




    - Surrender their arms to the Germans.




    The majority of the troops questioned decided against surrendering their weapons, not because they wanted to fight the Germans but rather for fear of being unarmed and at the mercy of either of their adversaries-the Germans or the partisans.




    Due to this outcome, considering the lack of guarantees for repatriation and taking into account the actions and the attitude of the Italian commander in Corfu, General Gandin decided to communicate to the Germans that the Division would not surrender or disarm. Then he ordered them to leave the island while he took defensive measures against the new enemy.




    Later that day, in the afternoon, German reconnaissance aircraft began flying over and at the same time seaplanes were seen coming in with supplies of arms and ammunition for the Germans.




    In an attempt to destroy morale, this was followed by thousands of leaflets being dropped by the Germans on 15 September, inviting the Italian soldiers to desert. These drops were repeated over the days to follow, with no effect. (Attachment 5)




    The reaction of the German High Command in these circumstances was to issue orders that, on capture, all Italian officers were to be shot and that soldiers who refused to surrender were to be transferred to labour camps on the Eastern front. Collaborators, however, were to be given special consideration and preferential treatment.




    In the midst of this, no news was received from Italy or from the new Anglo-American allies.




    However, a rescue attempt was organized. Two Italian vessels, both torpedo- boats, the Sirio and the Clio were prepared, loaded with support materials and left Brindisi with orders to head for Kefalonia. Before they were halfway there the order was countermanded and they turned back. The Acqui Division was at the mercy of the enemy.




    On 15 September, at 2:30 p.m. the Germans took the initiative and launched an attack in two directions: Cape St.Theodoron-Spilaea and Kardakata-Farsa-Argostoli. Tough fighting with followed, with continuous massive air bombardments from the Luftwaffe.




    The capture of Kefalonia took precedence over all other targets on the Greek front. All available German aircraft in the area were massed in order to concentrate the offensive on the island. The island was made a priority even over the Corfu front, where the battle for the conquest of that island had already begun.




    The attacks were not limited to military objectives. Argostoli was heavily damaged, in spite of the fact that the Italian military command had moved out of the city to do what they could to ensure the safety of civilians.




    The German offensive was held and pushed back. The unit operating in the St.Theodoron Area was defeated on Mount Telegraph, just 150 meters high, while the unit operating in the Kardakata - Farsa Area was pushed back to its original position in Kardakata.




    For two days the skirmishes and battles gave no advantage to either side, positions being lost and won alternately; then with the arrival of fresh and better-trained units there was a gradual shift in favour of the Germans who had swiftly transferred units from Epirus.




    The Command of the 22nd German Army Corps, based in Joannina, sent three mountain battalions to the island: the 1st of the 724th Regiment of the 104th Division, the 54th and 3rdBattalions of the 98th Regiment of the ‘Edelweiss’ Gebirgsjäger 1st Division, literally the ‘Mountain Hunters’. This Division also had a detachment the 3rd Artillery Group of the 79th Regiment.




    It should be remembered that the signatories of the armistice agreement with the Anglo-American troops cast Italian forces in the role of rebels in the eyes of the Germans. The inertia and lack of clarity shown by the interim Italian government in deciding whether or not to declare war on Germany only made matters worse for Italian forces on Kefalonia and elsewhere.3




    This accentuated the violent repression ordered by Hitler, shrewdly interpreted and carried out by his troops to punish the Italian’s about-face. His order was: “Eliminate the Italian bandits!”




    On the 16 September, despite strong opposition from the Italian artillery, the first German units succeeded in landing at Cape Akrotiri.




    Against continued opposition the Germans rapidly reached the assigned positions to the left of the 910th Division in Kardakata. Further to the north was the 3rd and the 54th, forming the Klebe Tactical Group and between these was the 1st Battalion of the 724th Regiment.




    On that same day, the 1st Battalion of the 317th Acqui Division, stationed in Sami, received orders to reach Kardakata and hit the left flank of the enemy forces, the purpose being to weaken the pressure applied against the two battalions of the same regiment, the 2nd and the 3rd, with the objective of regaining the position that had been lost to the Germans.
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