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Events on Cos, September 1943 - October 1945


Twenty days after the unjustifiable and monstrousviolence of the German Gebirsjäger on the Acqui Division, a second offence was committed by the Grenadiers of General Müller’s 22nd Division on Cos Island: 103 Italian officers were shot as Badoglio’s troops and therefore considered traitors. Approximately one year after the tragic event, thanks to the will of some compatriots present on the island, 66 officers’ bodies were found in eight mass graves. Only 42 were recognized. Today, their remains are at the Bari Overseas Military Ossuary. 37 officers were never found. The Italian Institutions did not want to search for them entrenching themselves behind the vastness of the area concerned. In 2015, with the Operation Lysias, a group of Italian volunteers and the indispensable contribution of some Greek friends, with limited economic and temporal means, did some excavation and found one common grave. Few bones and personal belongings other than some cartridges of the Grace Stroke were found. It is up to the Institution to complete the opera. This essay intends to tell what emerged from testimonies and archive documents with the aim of redeeming the memory and honour of those Men in arms.
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To Tea who knows everything about Cos,


Rebukes me for mymany emotions,


Complains the long hours in solitude,


But she is proud of me.


History must remember the victims


For what they suffered in the name of their homeland,


Even more if their death was unjust.




Introduction


When Aegean veterans speak of Coo 1, they use the term "small Kefalonia". The adjective is not related to the extension of the island but to the less number of Italian Army officers barbarously killed by the German soldiers in October 1943: 103 officers against 390 in Kefalonia. To the latter 3,800 soldiers must be added2. The motivation? Absurd: they were traitors. This is the reason why, even today, German Court expresses the verdict of non-punishment.


The barbarians who ordered or performed those homicides tried to hide the bodies of the Italians: in Kos they were buried in common ditches discovered almost a year later; in Kefalonia the bodies were thrown into the sea.


It is a debt of honour my commitment in carrying out this research to preserve the information and testimonies gathered so to keep alive their memory.


Arghiri Puglia is a Greek, Italian nationalized, who lives in our country since 1947. He left Cos together with his family for better living conditions. He spent in the island fourteen years: from 1930, when he was born, until 1944, when he fled from the German occupation. I was introduced to him by a common friend who knew of my interest in the 1943 war in Greece.


The encounter with Arghiri was, therefore, a lucky case because his memories, alive and intense, allowed me to deepen the knowledge of the Cos island, on the Dodecanese, giving to me alive account of those tragic moments of war which, quite often, return to him as a nightmare. Sometimes he was forced to break his story to overcome his emotion. “Time cannot erase the memory” he was saying, “it can only dampen anger due to the impossibility of acting or reacting to such pain that terribly spread out on that island within few hours”.


Arghiri was only the starting point amongst my contacts. After him I met other people associated to that part of the world which was an Overseas Italian Province for thirty years from where the Italians were sent away without their own belongings.


Having completed my first attempt in writing the story, I went to visit Cos Island to verify my work. Going around, after a few days, I felt like I had spent a lifetime over there. I passed through the buildings and imagined the life in those days. The Army Officer’s Mess “Circolo Savoia”, the sentry and the guard officer with the blue scarf at the entrance of the "Caserma Regina", the group of soldiers along the promenade and, then, the places of the killings. What a sadness!


Before talking of the tragic events which occurred to the Italian Army Officers, I believe it is advisable to mention some information on the Dodecanese Archipelago, on the island of Cos and the way of living during the Italian presence based on direct testimonies and reports stored in archives.


The search for living person reporting direct news on the massacre of the 103 Italian officers was in vain;however the availability of documents is such as to allow reconstruction of what happened from the 2nd to 7th October 1943.





1The text interchangesthe names Coo, Kos and Cos.


2 G. Rochat, Essay on the Acqui in Kefalonia, in "Annali del Dipartimento di Storia", Università Tor Vergata, Roma, Dicembre 2006.




THE DODECANESE AND COS ISLAND


The Dodecanese


The Dodecanese archipelago occupation was related to what was happening in the African Mediterranean area in 1911: France's intervention in Morocco worried the Italian government - fearing its expansion in that area and, therefore, in Libya. Italy had much interest on colonizing that region. Itsinterest grew in the years ahead.


At that time, the whole Africa Mediterranean region was a protectorate of Turkey, whose local authorities carried out incisive boycott actions to the penetration by Italian companies’. The Italian Prime Minister, Francesco Giolitti, without asking the Parliament's ratification and without informing the population, set up a military intervention force in order to secure an over-seas extension to Libya. The aim was to transfer the excess unemployed manpower there instead ofto the United States as was already happening. On the contrary, failing such an opportunity would have reflected extremely negative consequences for Giolitti under pressure of rightist nationalist forces, banks and industrial groups:"the fourth shore" would have assured potential economic prospects.


So, in 1911, September 28th, an ultimatum was sent to Turkey to retire from that region in favour of Italy and, in a short time, on November 26th, a military expedition was organized. Public opinion was very surprised and, at the same time, divided among favourableand opposed to military intervention. The operations that followed were so quick and successful to silence those who opposed such an initiative. The situation, however, changed its course due to the contrast opposed by the guerrilla actions conducted by Libyan tribes. Although the Italian troops increased quite soon to 100,000 men they were forced to stop in the inhabited towns and in the deserted positions they conquered.


In order to encourage Turkey to abandon Libya, the Italian Government decided in April 1912 to move the war linefront from the Mediterranean area to the Anatolian region. A naval squadron, commanded by Admiral Enrico Millo at first forced the Dardanelles Straitto bomb the coastal fortifications and then occupied the Dodecanese in contravention of the directives imparted by the Government. The General, in fact, was ordered to take possession of the three major islands only: Rhodes, Leros and Cos.


In the period 6th to 20th of May 1912 the Italians, under the command of General Giovanni Ameglio, completed their goal: Calimnos, Leros, Patmos, Chalki, Stampalia, Nisiros, Scarpanto, Piscopi and Cos were occupied disarming the weak Ottoman garrisons. At last, Rhodes was conquered, a stronghold with a substantial Turkish military presence. Castelrosso, a tiny island of just 9 sq kms (69 mi south of Rhodes and just over 2 kms from Turkey), wanted to join Italy in 1920 as a free choice. During the military operations, the Italian forces were welcomed by the Greek population, markedly hostile to the 400 year Turkish occupation.


To the objections of the Austro-Hungarian government, Italy pledged to surrender the Aegean Islands immediately after Tripolitania and Cyrenaica had been freedofTurkish troops. The Ouchy Treaty of 18th October 1912 put an end to the war between Italy and Turkey, but Libya's guerrillas did not cease: Enver Pasha continued to resist, despite the troops who had abandoned the region. For retaliation, Italy kept the occupation of the Dodecanese. With the Treaty of Lausanne, signed on 24th July 1923, Turkey definitively lost its sovereignty over the Dodecanese in favor of Italy. This was done with the support of France and England to compensate Italy for its participation in World War I.


During the 35 years of Italian rule, the Dodecanese was an Italian province, named "Italian Aegean Islands", governed by a military administration until mid-September 1920.


The archipelago maximum development period began with the nomination of Mario Lago as governor, very much beloved by the islanders for his human and public qualities and for the commitment to modernize and improve their lives. His endeavours took place from 1922 to '36 and in that period were built roads, schools, hospitals, new agricultural villages and tourist facilities; the public education was stimulated and launched archaeological excavation campaign. The state of abandonment and poverty that came with Ottoman occupation soon ceased.


Governor Cesare Maria De Vecchi, took over from Mario Lago. He remained in office until 1940 contributing to the development of the Dodecanese but attempted to impose fascist culture on the islanders. He invested large amounts of Italian public money and that made at home harsh criticism; it was said that the capital poured into the improvement of the islands was superior to that available in the country.


«The Regency of Mario Lago, » says Renato Tringali, who lived many years in Rhodes and met both governors, « was more incisive in the integration of local communities: Greek, Turkish, Jewish and of course the Italian».


Supported by the educational work of the "Fratelli cristiani - Christian Brothers", Lago gave an ecumenical sign of great value to the population « because he considered the four religions » Tringali adds «the Orthodox, the Muslim, the Jew and the Catholic, the sides of a Mountain on the top of it there is only one God ».


This allowed free profession of faith, continuation of studies at their schools, where two hours a week Italian language was taught, leaving everyone an individual right to enroll and attend the courses at the Italian schools. Mario Lago, a great diplomat, was assisted in his action by his spouse who carried out social activities particularly in favourof people in need. For all these reasons, he was feared by the Greek "patriots" afraid of the Italianization of their people.


Lago appeared to the inhabitants of the Dodecanese as "the Italian" with characteristics of civilization, humanity andlabour; De Vecchi, instead, was considered as the "the Fascist"; his personality was linked to the concept of oppression. To indicate the beginning of the De Vecchi’s era, the islanders used to say "when the fascists came". He was unkind and bored enough to be hated by the people. In the headings of his letters healways featured allhis titles: Count of Val Cismon - Quadrumviro della rivoluzione1 - Governor of the Italian islands of the Aegean. Gabriele D'Annunzio was able to define him « the crashing idiot » and «the thundering nullity ».
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Achilles Beltrame, on the “La Domenica del Corriere”, celebrates the victory of General Ameglio on May 20, 1912 for the conquest of the Dodecanese
Archive Stamos J Papastamatiou


De Vecchi was replaced by General Ettore Bastico, in power until 1942, and then by Admiral Inigo Campioni, who kept the regency until he surrendered to the Germans in September 1943.


At that time life was quiet; the economic activities were thriving. The deep change took place in 1940, October 28, with the entry of Italy into a war against Greece. The situation created strong bitter moods in the Greek population who looked at Italy with admiration for its irredentism past. The critical time occurred in the Dodecanese when Italian citizens, expelled from Smyrna, arrived in the Dodecanese islands, where they practiced commercial activities, and, believing to ingratiate local fascist authorities, organized squad demonstrations. In Calimnos a lot of disorder were caused by a group of violent elements who brought in a procession a coffin wrapped in a Greek flag, leaping to the Duce and its interventionist politics. However the situation was taken under control and the protests immediately subsided. Some Greek families, considered to be opposed to the Fascist regime, were forced out of their homes. Obviously, at the right time, those families contributed to fueling square demonstrations and encouraging reactions against the Italians.


However, although the Greeks condemned the Italian aggression, their feelings against the Italians were not always marked by hate sentiments. For example, in a printed leaflet launched by the Greek “Puri Cristiani – Real Christian” soldiers at the beginning of their attack onthe Italian troops, the solidarity for a people who were victims of the fascist dictatorship was reflected.


With the Dodecanese German occupation following the fall of the Fascism, the signing of the Italian-Anglo-American armistice and the British intervention in some islands, the rule of the region was exercised by General Ulrich Kleemann and then by Otto Wagener. The former was very preoccupied with the mass of Italian prisoners following the fighting because, if they were rebellious, they couldhave overcome the limited occupation troops.


It was Hitler, in order to remedy this danger, to send from Germany the staff to govern the merchant ships requisite in Aegean harbours to the Italians. Thus the transfer of prisoners from the islands to continental Greece and from there to Germany prison camps began.


It was a slaughter: Donizetti steamer, in September 23rd– 24th 1943, was sunk by two British destroyers, Eclipse and Fury; Sinfra, on October 18th of the same year, suffered an air attack and sunk; Petrella, was sunk by the British submarine Sportman on February 8th 1944, which departed from Suda, in Crete.


The ships carried, packed in their holds, a human burden of about 10,000 Italian prisoners, navigating to Piraeus; only 500 men were saved. Oria, former Norwegian Navy ship with the name Norda 4, having aboard 4,115 prisoners, while sailing towards Pireus was caught by a strong storm and ran aground near the island of Gaidaro (Agathonissi) where it broke in two sections. Only 27 men were saved.


[...] The horrifying wreckage, however, represents only a part of the many occurred in the Aegean Sea during the tragic odyssey of Italian prisoners [...]If the Germans are to be condemned for their barbaric ferocity [...] also the strategy of crashing freight loads of helpless people operated by the English Admiral must not be listed among the honourable war crimes committed by the belligerent allies. [...]


This was the outcry that Gino Manicone 2, veteran of concentration camps of Rhodes, wrote in his book "Italians in Aegean."


General Kleemann tried to persuade Italian prisoners to enlist and fight with German troops; one of his very active collaborators was Captain Francesco Cerulli and his dedication was such that he deserved him, in a short time, advancement of rank on the field to major and then lieutenant colonel. Numerous prisoners also adhered to the request to avoid the suffering of the harsh imprisonment.


The assumption of command by General Wagener marked a critical period for the whole population, but even more for the Italian prisoners who remained in the islands. He imposed a hellish regime on the prisoners, during which indelible actions were carried out reaching the culmination of homicidal madness.


When in May 9th, 1945 Germanic forces surrendered, General Wagener and his associates were subject to the judgment of the Military Tribunal in Rome. Wagener was sentenced to 15 years in prison for « racing in violence with ill-treatment and murder by private Italian citizens »and« committing violence against Italian prisoners of war». Other collaborators had lower penalties and others still excused from any accusation. The intervention of the Vatican and the pressure exerted by the German Chancellor Adenauer on the President of the Italian Council, Alcide De Gasperi, urged the Italian Republic President Luigi Einaudi to grant the grace.


Therefore, no one was imprisoned for the sentenced period. The Vatican's motivation strongly strides in comparison with the crimes committed in Rhodes by the "Group of four". In fact, the request stated: «The Secretariat of State informs that Mrs. Wendula Wagener addressed the Holy Father asking for an interest in obtaining a measure of grace in favour of her husband, General Otto Wagener and four other Germans, sentenced by an Italian military court with penalties ranging from 9 to 15 years of imprisonment. It evocates that the convicts have children at an earlier age and are anxiously awaiting their own relatives, of which they are the only support 3».


The news of German capitulation widened like spilt oil and aroused from the apathy the populations morally annihilated by the tyrannical yoke of occupants. The propaganda organized by Greek religious persons against the Italians in verbal form and leaflets, was supplemented by British liberators; this meant the hunting for the Italian colonizer, now a foreign usurper.


Therepulsion for the Italians grew among the local population, especially young people, who didn’t know what was done in the previous years to improve the islanders state of living: Greeks, Turks and Jews. The Fascist symbols were soon overthrown.


In the interesting book "The tragedy of Rhodes and the Aegean", Father Eduardo Fino, chaplain of the Italian Air Force in Rhodes, says that "[...] began private vengeances. The Italian houses were marked with threatening, insults, crosses and Greek flags; [...] today, with the indulgent and pleasing eyes of the British, the Greeks set up a regime of terror against the Italians.4These were abused, reckless, beaten, robbed without mercy. The barracks were assaulted, the factories were devastated: [...] the Italians were driven out of jobs, employments, even from their shops and houses [...]. The British Command gave the order to not fraternize with the Italians [...]».


The peace treaty signed in Paris on February 10, 1947 forced Italy, a defeated nation, to convey to Greece its Aegean possessions. Article 14 imposes: (1) the cession, in full, of the sovereignty on the Dodecanese Islands: Astypälea, Rhodes, Kharki, Kàrpathos, Kassos, Tilos, Nissyros, Kàlymnos, Leros, Patmos, Lipsi, Symi, Cos and Kastelòrizo, as well as adjacent islands; (2) their demilitarization and (3) allowed the British and Hellenic Governments to define the procedure and technical conditions to be implemented for the cession of the Dodecanese to Greece from whose territory the withdrawal of foreign troops should have taken place no more than 90 days after signing the treaty.


On March 31st 1947, the British commander of liberation troops, General Geoffrey Parker, handed the Dodecanese to the Greek Admiral Periklis Joannidis. After a year, on March 7th 1948, the islands were definitively incorporated into the borders of Greece.


A condition of the treaty imposed the exclusion of every Italian citizen from the Aegean Islands, so in a few months, all abandoned their assets and returned to their homeland.


At a distance of years, the unmistakable memories come back to the forefront as the griefs are attenuating and not just from the Italian side only. Especially the elder inhabitants of those places, who lived the period of splendor of their islands, give value to what was brought about by work, culture, and intelligence of the Italian "colonizers" that contributed to the social improvement of those islands.


Cos island


The island of Cos is the third largest of the Southern Sporades after Rhodes and Karpatos. The surface, narrow, extends from E to W for 40 kms and has a maximum width of 11 kms. It is just 4 kms away from the west coast of Asia Minor and it is located at the entrance of a large inlet, Korfezi Gulf, bounded by the peninsulas of Halicarnassus to the north and Cnido (Resadiye) to the south. Bodrum is the nearest Turkish city.


Cos belongs to the Dodecanese administrative department.


The physical shape of the island is varied: steep, bare mountains with high peaks facingthe sea, hills with rounded profiles, barren land and green plains. In particular, the Eastern part including Cos, the capital, is flat and is limited, on the south side, by a mountain range. It extends for three quarters of the length of the island, parallel to the coast; the highest peak is Mount Dikeos, which reaches 800 metres in height.


The central area of the island, Antimachia, is made up of a flat and uniform plateau, with an elevation of 100 to 300 metresabove sea level, and streaked by numerous badlands. It narrows to the west.


The territory of Kefalos is a peninsula on the Western side of the isthmus: it is a harsh, mountainous, barren area. The highest peak is Mount Latra of 424 metres.


Cos is the Medicine Father's Birthplace, Hippocrates; it retains archaeological finds of classical, Hellenistic and Roman, times.


"The island of the Blessed Ones" was the ancient denomination of Cos since it was believed to be the residence of Gods and Heroes for its climatic characteristics: the summers, in fact, are refreshed by the Meltemi wind that lowers the high temperature, while winters are mild. Very often, though, there are marine storms that make navigation extremely difficult.


The ancient capital was Astipalea, today Kefalos, but the present one, whichis named after the island, Cos, stands near a natural, shallow harbour, which is not suitable for ships. On one side of it stands the imposing castle built in 1315 by the Gerosolimitan Knights of St. John of Rhodes. They bought the island from the Venetians and ruled it for two hundred years when they were forced to abandon it following the Ottomans’ continuousraids.


The economic activity carried out on the island by the Greek and Turkish communities was predominantly agricultural, while commerce was exercised by Jews who settled onthe island after their expulsion from Spain at the end of 1400. The advent of the Italians caused a change of life.
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Cos island – L.V. Bertarelli, Guida d’Italia del TCI, sez. Possedimenti e colonie, Bertarelli, Milano, 1929 - Year VII, first edition


Italian workers, although considered invaders, were appreciated not only for their organization, but, above all, because of their ability, hard work and cooperativeness. Italian efficiency was governed by the “Ordinamento fondiario - Land management” that led to the establishment of the land registry. Topographical surveys were carried out in Cos between 1925 and 19315 and allowed the census of all properties, thus contributing to the elimination of disputes between families. In fact, until then, property rights were defined by words, according to the custom in use in the Ottoman Empire.


At that time particular attention was paid to the research and excavation of archaeological sites for the identification of traces of the Roman and Venetian domains.


Great benefits were brought to the island and to the Dodecanese as a whole by two state agencies: the State Forestry Company and the Agriculture, Labourand Agricultural Experimentation Service.


The area surrounding the capital was reclaimed marshes, cultivated with orchards and vineyards, and the new production technique applied to the fields is remembered with the anecdote of the onion. It is said, in fact, that in those years a bulb with extraordinary weight of a pound and a half was collected.


When a violent earthquake occurred onthe island on April 23rd, 1933, two factors brought to light Italian sensitivity and ability to face disastrous situations: attention to the population and efficiency in reconstruction. In that circumstance, 150 people died and 600 others reported wounds. The Italian soldiers supported the population with impetus and generosity. The Cois were directed to the harbour and transported from there to the open countryside where they received garments and sustained with allkinds of comfort.


It is still acknowledged today that many houses with modern features were built and the properties assigned to families left with no home by the earthquake offering them the opportunity of repaying for the received benefit by very low and long repayment of rates.


The town had a different look at the end of the reconstruction activities: the roads, at first very narrow, were made larger; the houses had a different set of constructions, especially as far as the foundations were concerned. Until then a dried mixture of mud and straw was adopted; modern techniques and anti-seismic materials and criteria were used for the buildings.


Mostly appreciated was the construction of the sewage system that changed the hygienic state of the environment and people's way of life. Today the city still has that Italian architectural aspect: houses with gardens, rational and spacious public buildings, wide squares encircled by trees. The Aspa area, eastside of the town, and Kritika, to the West, were completely re-built with modern system; Hora was left as it was, and today, still untouched, receives many visitors either for its aspect and for its small, numerous, existing shops.


The social ethnic conflicts among Orthodox, Jewish and Muslim ceased during the Italian occupation. Manpower was fairly recompensed; welfare began to emerge since Mario Lago became Governor of the Dodecanese.


Unfortunately, things started to change with the declaration of war with Greece by the Italian government in 1940. The problems worsened with the arrival of the British troops in 1945 following the departure of the Germans. It was then that the Italians suffered all sorts of anger and the situation deteriorated with the arrival of the first troops of the Greek Army.


Ill-tempered, ill-treatment, ruthless hunt for Italians was made, so that much of the population was disgusted by their compatriots’ behaviour. Many Cois hastened to conceal the hunted Italians in their homes. Moving from patriotic resentment to reaction for the Italian intervention against Greece, the Hellenic veterans returned to their island andtried to destroy the symbols of the Italian civilization. Even places of worship suffered damage.


The Agnus Dei Catholic Church, now aplace of Orthodox worship, was flanked by a tall bell tower; it was knocked down by a cannon shell, creating a lot of resentment in the people who, in contrast, appreciated that exampleof fine workmanship.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Pietro Giovanni Liuzzi

Events on Cos

September 1943 - May 1945

English revision by John Cecil Fenton






OEBPS/Images/img18_01.jpg
‘ eEisan Vi A
‘gw et |

e P della sabbic. |
7’1{00 1

(00 st
ors
P M

=
=






OEBPS/Images/img12_01.jpg
1 @OMENI@;DELCRRIERE

w Amegio





