
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Death Company

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	The 

	Death 

	Company

	 

	 

	CRISTOFORO BASEGGIO

	 

	 

	 

	Translated by 

	Gabriele Costarella

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	A N T E L O P E ii H I L L ii P U B L I S H I N G

	 

	 

	
Copyright © 2021 Antelope Hill Publishing

	 

	First printing 2021

	 

	Originally published in Italian as La Compagnia Della Morte by Istituto Editoriale Veneto, 1929

	 

	Translated into English 2021 by Gabriele Costarella

	Taccuino@protonmail.com

	 

	Cover art by sswifty

	Edited by Jill McKraken

	Interior formatting by Margaret Bauer

	 

	Antelope Hill Publishing

	Antelopehillpublishing.com

	 

	Paperback ISBN-13: 978-1-953730-70-1

	EPUB ISBN-13: 978-1-953730-71-8

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	“The world is an ancient palace that overhangs from above. Walking straight ahead you will hit your head on its beam, so you will bend before the beam that is about to hit you.

	 

	I would rather break my forehead than bend my back.”

	 

	 

	SANDOR PETÖFI (1823-1849)

	Hungarian poet and liberal revolutionary
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	Translator’s Foreword

	 

	Gabriele Costarella

	 

	There is no clearer demonstration of indomitable will than in the works of Cristoforo Baseggio, the author of The Death Company. At the commission of Antelope Hill Publishing, I have carefully extrapolated and translated his work. I say carefully, for the spirit of this book is a delicate being. It flows from line to line, with every episode narrated by Baseggio showing unwavering loyalty, comradery, and courage. Yet, it also carries a heartbreaking and terrible martial sense. This consciousness is woven into the epic scope of the Death Company.1 Understate the significance of their sacrifice, and it will have been in vain.

	The Death Company is more than an excellent military memoir. It is Major Cristoforo Baseggio’s war cry to the halls of the heroes, anxious to take his place among them. It was he who led the first Arditi2 Company, those prestigious special forces that defined the Italian heroic narrative of war. By war’s end, Arditi companies had swelled to 18,000 strong. Among this mass of honorable fighters, Baseggio claims a unique place for himself and his men. English readers will note that much of his work seems rather self-aggrandizing for an autobiography; Italian lacks the severe Anglophone taboo against self-praise. This work is not only a historical account, but also openly makes the case that events happened a certain way because of certain men, more in the vein of Caesar’s Gallic Wars than a modern, matter-of-fact account of events.

	Let us examine the dire situation that befell Major Baseggio (at that time a Colonel) and the entire eastern Italian front during the First World War.

	The Austrians had taken control of key mountain locations along the eastern Italian front. The Fassa Alps were well guarded and would take many men’s lives if assaulted. Mount Collo and Mount Saint Osvaldo were excellent strategic positions for an all-out offensive that was already in the works behind the grim vista of the Glockenthurm.3 Men watched from their trenches, hiding along parapets with their guns pointing into no-man’s-land. Tension in the Italian lines had taken the form of a grim silence, as if the men already knew their doom was approaching and wished nothing more than for it to envelop them quickly. The Italian High Command was paralyzed, using outdated methodology and wasting time in failed assaults and flanking maneuvers that would end with many bloody and dead men.

	In a command post not too far away from the incumbent action, sat an officer. A veteran of many mountain engagements in Africa, he was a man of strict discipline, for whom every dead man under his command was a painful stab to the heart. He watched unfolding events before him and saw not incoming defeat, but a new ray of hope.

	That ray radiated forth, not from the sun, but from the black shirts and golden insignia of men who formed his company in the coming months. Colonel Baseggio asked his superiors if they would allow him to create a new company, not based on doctrinal tactics, but on new, intrepid actions which he called “ardite.”4 The generals accepted this request and deployed their resources to create an infantry company which influenced not only the outcome of the war and other armies of Europe at that time, but also future armies across the globe. That company was called the Arditi Company Cristoforo Baseggio, also known as the Death Company. 

	Men flocked from all parts of the Royal Army to join the Death Company: military police, special forces, and troops from all divisions volunteered to join Baseggio’s new quest to vanquish their nation’s enemy. Some were even criminals. Regardless of their backgrounds, they all came with purpose, reinvigorated by their commander, their illusions cast aside by a new faith. It was a faith in nation and in combat, which demanded honor above all else.

	These men would go on to conquer entire defensive positions that larger armies could not. They were known by name even to their Austrian adversaries. The whole world watched as these first sturmtruppen5 made their way, not solely out of military academies, but out of the mud and snow of the Carso Mountains. They were neither nobles nor knights, yet they created a legion equal to the Order of Malta in military achievements.

	 

	Note: Quite often in his memoir, Baseggio refers to “graduates” and “graduated soldiers,” soldiers in the Italian Army who held a “diploma of war” from an academic military school, though neither designation necessarily denotes commissioned officers or sergeants. There is no direct equivalent in the English-speaking military tradition. Perhaps the closest modern equivalent would be soldiers in modern American armed forces who are granted the title of “Ranger,” having passed through Ranger School of Light Infantry Leadership. To denote the status of Baseggio’s “graduates” as normal soldiers who were granted additional status and responsibility, this translation refers to them as “ensigns.” This term is for the extremely junior officers of the Napoleonic British Army. They were assigned to keep formations in line, act as messengers, and perform other tasks a common soldier was responsible for, but with a greater degree of education, professionalism, and respect than regular troops. This provides the nearest functional military equivalent that an English reader would recognize.

	All translations in this text, including the footnotes, are taken from Italian, unless otherwise indicated.

	 

	 

	
Commendations of Major Baseggio

	 

	
		Awarded on May 29th, 1913: Nominated Knight of the Italian Crown for meritorious actions during the Italian-Turkish Theatre (1912–1913)

		Awarded on November 27th, 1915: Meritorious Promotion to the rank of Captain 

		Awarded on May 6th, 1916: Medal of Merit for the volunteers of the Austrian-Italian War 

		Awarded on July 22th, 1916: Bronze Medal for Military Valor (August 24th, 1915)

		Awarded on August 21st, 1917: Meritorious Promotion to the rank of Major 

		Awarded on April 11st, 1918: Silver Medal for Military Valor (August–September 1917) 

		Awarded on March 4th, 1919: Cross of War 

		Awarded on December 4th, 1919: Commemorative Medal for the Italian-Turkish War 

		Awarded on June 5th, 1920: Badge for War Efforts with Two Stars 

		Awarded on June 21st, 1920: British Silver Medal (War Office Bulletin, August 1916)

		Awarded on May 19th, 1921: War Remembrance Medal (1915–1918) 

		Awarded on February 12th, 1925: Silver Medal for Military Valor (May–June 1915)

		Awarded on February 12th, 1925: Silver Medal for Military Valor (July 3th–6th, 1916)

		Received the French War Cross (August–September 1917)

		Nominated Knight of the Order of the Saintly Maurizio and Lazzaro for meritorious actions in the theatre of war



	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Introduction

	 

	 

	 

	Twelve years after I disbanded the Death Company, I can, without being accused of vanity, carry out my duty towards both the dead and survivors by recounting the acts of faith and martial feats that are now enshrined in history. They will forever live in the memories of our descendants. The Death Company left on the mount most of its brave men, consecrated by glory and red tracks of courageous blood.

	This re-evocation will tell the Italian people, especially our young, that spirit governs the material. A few zealous souls can inspire the masses by their example, awakening their sentiments towards valor and overwhelming an enemy, even if they are more numerous or better equipped.

	This return to historical truth and facts about the war, which have been ignored by many, but are engraved into legend, will serve to correct some deficiencies that jealousy and over-competitiveness try in vain to insinuate into reality and historical fact.

	These pages simply deal with facts and historical episodes. Without any literary claim, they tell of mighty deeds, of valiant men who knew how to dare the impossible. They speak of concerns, hardships, fierce brawls, and victories that accompanied the conquests of Colle6 San Giovanni, of Montalon, of Marter, of Mount Collo, of the Great Volto Trench, of Mount Saint Osvaldo. They say that it is possible for Italians to love their country with sacrifice and death. They say that it is possible to be covetous of one’s rights and obedient to one’s duties, when it is profoundly and spontaneously felt and not imposed, and when faith, l’ardire,7 the love of country and of family are vestiges of blood and of elect noble souls. Ultimately, over time, citizens give to their country liberty, greatness, and independence.

	The facts herein recorded have no greater value, in and of themselves, than many other facts of war and would not need to be highlighted, if it were not for the fact that they consecrate an idea. They express an act of faith and are further proof that arditismo,8 the exaltation of personal valor and the spirit of sacrifice, opposed in war the static tendencies that accompanied a military education and discipline more formal than substantial. Facts are, therefore, of immense moral and historical value. With the disbanding of the first Arditi Company, its few survivors considered it their apostolic mission to disseminate and inspire the spirit of the ardito9 throughout the entire army. Later, assault departments were born, along with major tactical formations of the Arditi.

	With the Arditi, I, their guide and commander in war, heir, and beacon of their ardite in peace, later infused this animated spirit into the fighting people of the first grisly battles of our Revolution. We moved to assault the regime in the holy name of country and root out all menacing Bolshevism and unworthy government officials.

	I have written these pages, not for vanity or futile love of glory, but as a duty towards my dead, for a sense of justice towards the survivors. They are apostles of a movement of men, who wrote in their blood during both war and peace, unsurmountable pages of history. For those who know that the force behind the command and authority of our government is dignity, strength, and pride in our nation, they will understand the worth of these pages that attempt to give a just tribute of glory to our gallant heroes, and to incite and give an example to all Italians.

	Major C. Baseggio

	 

	Bulletin of the Historical Office of the 
Major Army Staff Command

	 

	The author, in October 1915, instituted an autonomous company of Arditi Explorers, supported by the command of the Fifteenth Division, with the strength of thirteen officers and around four hundred fifty men. In the winter of 1915 and the spring of 1916, it accomplished a series of brilliant operations in the territory assigned to the First Army. The author, who was the valiant department commander, narrates the company’s stories in this volume that he presents to the public. In the enclosed volume are numerous documents pertaining to the actions performed by the company, with a preface by Giovanni Borelli10 at the head. The company was disbanded in April 1916 and could be considered the standard for all successive assault formations, given how much praise they acquired in the last Great War.
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	Preface by Giovanni Borelli

	 

	First Edition

	 

	 

	I

	 

	I give in, hesitantly, to the honorable request of prefacing a few lines for Major Baseggio’s book. The reasons for my hesitation are obvious. Certain pages of one’s life should be released to the public without introduction, even if the latter have been awarded or invested of authority that I do not possess. If those pages are of a heroic life in the rare and proper sense, if it is desired or wished to assign them to a presenter, then he should at least think of himself as belonging to the same family of heroes by right of conquest or universal acknowledgement. 

	Then, however, I had to answer to an entirely different order of considerations. I am a contemporary of Cristoforo Baseggio, an interventista,11 side by side with Filippo Corridoni and Benito Mussolini. I consider myself a most humble man, who would have been content to never again lift the veil from off my own name and my own stories. I was close to Gabriele D’Annunzio12 and Guglielmo Marconi.13 I marched on Rome with the Italian Fasces of Combat.14 I found creative guidance from the founder of the Popolo d’Italia.15 I was a witness of war from its frontlines, from the essential centers of its consciousness. I participated in the national movement from its origin. I cannot reject the proud request to speak about Major Baseggio. It is an honor and a privilege to be asked to do so.

	I have also felt forced to overcome my hesitations with a categorical imperative. For years, I have thought of how a great work should be written to recount our struggle, with all its culminating moments, driving motivations, historically assertable premises, transition phases, the heights reached and the moments of collapse. It should encapsulate both the defeats and victories of our Italian nation. The war, in my estimation, remains the main protagonist. I grasp the essence of it. It inflicted incalculable repercussions on the fabric of the national family, on individuals, on our ideas and customs, on psychology, and on culture and society.

	My Lines for an Italian History of the Arditi and of Arditismo is dedicated to the willing volunteers of our war and have appeared in the April 1929 issue of Esercito E Nazione16 (Rome, Ministry of War). That fiery chapter outlines the history of war with revelatory passion and could define the Arditi as the origin of all vanguards, the spiritual guarantors of our destiny. It was a heavy commitment to our necessary victory that constituted the incomparable originality of our warrior vocation in the face of overwhelming criticism. It remains forever evident under the successive instrumental transformations and the preliminary scholastic imitators of professionalism. Cristoforo Baseggio is, without a shadow of a doubt, the forefather of these military formations.

	I can bear witness to this, in the absence of any personal interest or obligation, although I have never met the man in person. Baseggio understood the need for the Ardito. He understood well the need for men willing to sacrifice everything for victory, not because of some foolish instinct for careless adventure, but because it was imperative to the very outcome of the war and the Italian nation. With his evocative writing of The Death Company, Baseggio give us more than a simple retelling of the Arditi’s actions. He gives the reader a connection to these men and their achievements, tangible elements of pride and love of comrades and country. It is as if the reader is there amongst the company, marching through the mountain snows and flinging themselves into the trenches with daggers drawn. Those noble pages bring the story of the Arditi to life and bring us closer to not only their victories, but also their sacrifices.

	 

	 

	II

	 

	We might try to find similarities between the great works of the past, such as those of Machiavelli, and Baseggio’s The Death Company. His writing flows forth to fashion an altar for those who shed their blood and lost their lives fighting to take Saint Osvaldo. We can draw from Abba’s Noterelle17 as an example of a well-written military memoir. In Baseggio’s chronicles, we do not find the handsome candor of The Thousand’s18 diarist, but, nonetheless, his account is worthy of praise. 

	The First Volunteer Company Arditi was formed in October 1915 at the Fifteenth Division Command Center, under Lieutenant General Farisoglio. The company was comprised of four hundred fifty men and thirteen officers and it took part in various military operations until its destruction on April 6th, 1916, on Saint Osvaldo. 

	The pages written by Baseggio imbibe themselves with a swelling and athletic quid, which determines the character and the intimacy of a bitter and disdainful style. That style sears its way through his account like a hot flame but then shines forth like a flash of thunder. It tastes of sun and glacier. It liberates from the magnanimous heart a sublime love for country and glory, with no equals in the world.

	Baseggio originally published parts of his book in October 1923, under the title The Arditi Company Baseggio. It was later published in its entirety as The Death Company, and it makes a profound contribution to the history of war. It is the definitive work for the military genesis of arditismo. The series of engagements against the Austrians are tied directly to the masculine will and arditismo of the commander of that first exemplary maniple.19 Coupled with his strength and indomitable will, the unfriendliness of the elements, the sacrifices and the deaths required to reach victory itself the company was capable of incredible miracles! The remembrance of the days on Mount Collo (March 1916), the Great Volto Trench (April 3th–5th), and Saint Osvaldo (April 6th) will serve as a continual reminder to our posterity of the inherent virtues of Italians. It will remind them of the honest ideal of valor and of national pride.

	The Arditi were continually faced with twelve, sixteen, eighteen hours of marching in the unforgiving winter Alps. They faced an enemy entrenched in formidable and expertly constructed fortifications. They faced nature itself and the dangers of the mountains. There were fresh, young soldiers like Lieutenant Galluzzo; soldiers in their fifties like Baseggio; patricians like Count Casati (who would later become a colonel, then a Senator, and then a Minister); doctors and veterinarians like Vacchetta and Signorelli; journalists like Umerini; and professors like Galante. They hailed from all regions, from the north and from the south. They came from every wing of the army: Alpini,20 Finanzieri,21 Bersaglieri,22 and all the other miscellaneous units. Men of questionable lineage, mode of dress, and physical complexion. They had an unescapable, or what was believed to be unescapable, heretical notion of formal discipline. Nevertheless, they were organized into a successful fighting force.

	Within Baseggio beat a heart of pure fire, a veritable “mocker of death.”23 It can be inferred through the accounts of his devoted soldiers that he was no ordinary commander. Lieutenant Vacchetta da Bracciano wrote to him on March 28th, 1923: 

	 

	After many years, upon returning to our homeland, I had only one wish: seeing you again. Soon I will leave again. My life is that of a gypsy: the desert, the tent, the forest, the sun that chokes me, the sand, the wind that burns my eyes and dries them of every tear, the solitude. There are my dreams, my life, my sickness. My motto is “to stop is to die.”

	 

	None of the honorable medals bestowed on Cristoforo Baseggio gave him the proper recognition deserved by one who survived Saint Osvaldo. 

	 

	III

	 

	It is necessary for me to go further and to say more. The immortal spirit of our war is enshrined in the sacrifices made by those brave volunteers. They are the next line of protagonists in this book. These half-fascists24 seemed at most to have been born with the Red Shirt25 on. Martial and religious voluntarism can be found in all of them. Fascism, under the boot of that wounded volunteer of Predappio,26 has won, and it will win. It can add to its conquest the safeguard of the territory of the Italian nation and the integral vision in the office of the Pope through its institutional super-nationality. 

	Cristoforo Baseggio, tragically, for the sake of victory, fought against the Austria of the Hangman,27 and threw all his company right into the arms of death. Its martyrdom—willing or unwilling—transcends  space and time. Arditismo is a way of life, a voluntary honor and privilege, held forever in the history of our nation. It is the very struggle of men to triumph over evil and preserve a perfect future. Arditismo, as a necessary and formidable connection to the spirit, is both a religious and educational experience. It can be recognized by its specific traits in the workings of a nation as it has worked itself into the fabric of national history. 

	Regarding Saint Osvaldo, when Cristoforo Baseggio conquered the position, he turned around, and he did not find an officer of the company who was not unharmed or dead. He reorganized the bloody survivors, a small maniple of fifty-four, and lined them up under enemy fire. He examined their weapons and realized there was not a single round of ammunition left. He put himself at the head of the maniple and ordered, “Count as two!” Then he proceeded to march them, in parade formation, before the Austrian machine guns as if they were in Piazza d’Armi.28 It was indeed a display of the highest expression of prowess and control of the self. The Austrians were so astonished that they stopped firing and watched the remaining Arditi march down the mountain. 

	Major Cristoforo Baseggio is more than just a warrior. He is an apostle of arditismo. In Lines for an Italian History of the Arditi and of Arditismo, I wrote:

	 

	Arditismo is made up by the fundamental characteristics of unshakable will and discipline. It is law that pushes against instincts. Its followers are accustomed to action at any hour. They are old friends with sleeplessness and endless marching. Arditismo becomes a category of the Spirit, a militia above all militias, and enacts in its social bonds the principles of youth against corrupting forces. It opposes the often-artificial madness of negation for negation’s sake, and especially opposes academic sophistry. It has dealt with the parliamentary illusion of impotence, and the negation of all genuine hierarchical positions and their relative possibilities.

	 

	Considering this panoramic description of arditismo, the evocative pages of Cristoforo Baseggio’s book take hold of the ideal with an iron fist. I dearly hope that his work will be widely distributed among the army. We cannot return to the attitudes and ideologies of 1915. With that in mind, it is not surprising that there would be criticism and disapproval of Baseggio’s work, much of it from within the upper ranks of the Italian Army. Indeed, most of the critics were originally opposed to the creation of the Arditi Company. In hindsight, they cannot argue, with much voracity, that the creation of the company was a detriment to the army and the entire war effort. Indeed, its creation was the exact opposite. It was the division leader General Farisoglio who welcomed the proposal made by Captain Baseggio. He also had approval from the commander of the First Army, Roberto Brusati, and from General Andrea Graziani, head of His Majesty’s Army. They understood the value of Baseggio’s vision, especially General Graziani. He stood by Baseggio without any reservations. There were other early supporters, like General Clerici, Colonel Spiller and Lieutenant General Sailer, who belonged to the Major Army Staff. 

	Major Cristoforo Baseggio has given of himself wholeheartedly in writing The Death Company. He has done a great service to the men of his company, all the fallen heroes of that glorious vanguard. Mother Mary, protect Cristoforo Baseggio and all the survivors of the Death Company. The debt Italy owes to them will not soon be repaid.  

	 

	Giovanni Borelli

	Fontevivo (from the Rifugio Margherita29)

	Parma, October 20th, 1928

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Preface by Cristoforo Baseggio

	 

	Second Edition

	 

	After the vast consensus and sympathies obtained by the publication of The Death Company, I would have found it superfluous to add more text to this second corrected and revised edition. I felt the need to exonerate my modest work from an accusation that could seem justified to those who read my book, without them first fully discerning its true spirit and motivations.

	With a grateful heart, I decided to publish comments and insight of high praise from many prominent men and colleagues in this second edition. They are meant to give more credit and better emphasis to what I have sincerely and objectively written in both the previous and current editions. I will refer my critics to these comments, who, being incapable of finding anything else, want to expose in my book a style too personal and sectarian. I refuse to even pay attention to their accusations of immodesty, for it is not in my character and is not one of the goals of the book, which I clearly outlined in the preface of the first edition. The truth is that I had to speak highly of myself, despite my better judgement, to prove the worthiness of my men. In that era, from the creation to the disbanding of my company, there was no talk of arditismo or organic30 Arditi formations. This made speaking about the deeds of my company a personal duty. I also pride myself on the approval of a high-ranking officer, who wrote “the book is good, especially because it is true.” That brief comment, definitive and decisive, was made by the Historical Office of the Major Army Staff Command from their Bulletin number 4, 1°, dated July 1929.

OEBPS/images/MAIN_LOGO.png





OEBPS/images/1-1.png





