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	PROLOGUE:
HOW I GOT TO FIUME

	 

	 

	Adventures of a Soldier in the
First Year of the Armistice

	 

	My adventures of a political and disciplinary nature, or more precisely, the Italian General Staff’s persecution of me, had their origins in March 1919. After my manifesto for the Arditi Association had fallen under the eyes of the capital’s command superiors, an investigation was ordered. I was interrogated, examined, and probed to the point of exhaustion. The Division Command, Army Corps, and the War Ministry made it their duty to waste massive amounts of my most useful free time, subjecting me to interminable interrogations, cretinous questionnaires, and lectures stuffed with rhetoric, which were repeated again and again until I regurgitated everything the regulation says—page x, paragraph y, directive n—about the soldier’s duty to avoid politics, founding associations, abusing the press, and so on and so forth.

	The conclusion of this intricate drudgery of martial bureaucracy was a ten-day close arrest for having issued an appeal to the Arditi, inviting them to form an association, before requesting the authorization of the higher authorities.

	My arrest was ordered in the name of the war minister, General Caviglia. But I have good reason to believe that he knew nothing, or, at the very least, was forced to allow a measure taken by the overzealous middle command. The fact is, the same day the penalty was communicated to me, I was paid a visit at our association headquarters by Caviglia’s personal secretary, Captain Rotigliano. He had come to tell me that the minister deplored the measure he was forced to take against me, and that, when my punishment was complete, he would like to see me at the Ministry.

	 And so I went. In the flesh, the victor of Vittorio Veneto smiled and repeatedly expressed his sympathy, inviting me to take things with resigned patience. He made the best of impressions on me. He seemed a man of the new Italy: a true soldier, a fort of a man. He approved the creation of the Arditi Association, and even suggested how it should be formed.

	He assured me that my activities would not be sabotaged by the superiors, especially given how ably I had avoided the rigors of the disciplinary regulation.

	Grumbling about the untimely dissolution (Zuppelli’s masterpiece!1) of the Arditi Corps, he said something that endeared me to him immediately:

	“Ah, I wouldn’t want to see them here, the Arditi!”

	“Where, then?” I asked.

	“In Split.”

	“Excellency,” I said at once, “just say the word, and we’ll all head to Dalmatia.”  

	He smiled. He saw the Arditi Futurist in me, for whom conceiving a plan and executing that plan are one and the same thing. He gave my hand a hearty shake, professing the utmost admiration for the Arditi in general, and the Futurists in particular.

	“In my army corps I had an assault unit, which I handled like a man handles his woman: jealously. And everyone wanted to take them away from me!”

	 

	×      ×      ×

	 

	A few days later, the veterans’ celebration took place in Rome. It was a wretched event, left to the last minute, without the slightest sincerity or warmth, with the infantry brigades reaching Rome by night, seen by no one, like a band of thieves. That day a cavalry regiment arrived, and it was only natural that Mayor Colonna, a former cavalryman himself, would be more moved by this than by the arrival of the infantry worn out by victory.

	An official reception was solemnly decreed. To avoid displaying any clear bias, every division was invited. Only the Arditi were excluded, with the justification being that they did not constitute an organic unit in Rome, but were rather the debris of various other units, spread across the infantry depots.

	Made aware of this odious injustice against the Arditi, I acted to right it, protesting at the headquarters, writing in the papers, and telephoning the minister’s cabinet—all in vain.

	Everyone declared themselves unconditional admirers of the Arditi, but no one wanted to assume (listen! listen!) the tremendous responsibility of inviting them to the ceremony. Only at the last minute, a phonogram from the division authorized me to have them attend the troop parade, in the box assigned to . . .  the Garibaldian veterans!

	Around two hundred gathered at San Carlo al Corso, in front of the Association. We filed out along the streets of Rome, with our tattered pennant, singing “Giovinezza!”2 and receiving enthusiastic support from the public, who understood our protest.

	I then led them near the Colosseum to drink a fojetta.3 As we passed the Capitoline Hill, I was invited to speak. I avoided launching an attack on the parade organizers. I simply said that we, who had fought for the greatness of Italy, and only for that, had no need for the flowers or applause lavished by those who represented a treacherous and pompous domestic front.

	These words, addressed to the character of my listeners, and more disdainful than subversive, were recorded by one of the very few bourgeois present (without doubt a spy for the police), and arrived almost immediately in the Via della Pilotta offices. After a few days another ten-day close arrest order came in a yellow envelope, “for having given a speech to the Arditi, inciting them, etc. etc.”

	×      ×      ×

	 

	Toward the end of April, I had the pride and honor of helping revive the delirious “radiant May” atmosphere in Rome.4 Almost every day, even twice a day, we called on Romans to gather in the streets, electrified them with violent discourse, made them speak as one for our Fiume and Dalmatia, against the Paris decisions. When the two “elders,” who for an instant became capable of Italian pride, abandoned the Conference and came to Rome,5 the people were so whipped up in their favor that I don’t believe I’ve ever seen such a frenzy, such a compact of spirits. The arrival of Orlando at Rome station had the imprint of delirious triumph: it was the free will of a people, expressing itself at a dramatic hour, despite all the diplomatic oppression and international fear.6 In front of the station there were around two thousand officials, and there was the whole people, men and women. There were the wounded, and finally, there were all the Arditi of Rome. I wanted them to pull Orlando’s car on ropes all the way to the Quirinal. It wasn’t intended as an act of servility, but rather an act in perfect key with the universal state of mind. The Arditi would triumphantly lead him who had managed to encapsulate the boldest tendency of the national soul with the cry: “Italy knows the ways of hunger, not those of dishonor!”7

	How wonderfully these divine words resounded, and (alas) how immediate their refutation was upon contact with the vile parliamentary air, always ready for dishonorable dealings!

	This atmosphere of idealism steadily sputtered out, through the direct action of the government under the ratchet of Montecitorio,8 but also due to us, wanting at all costs to keep that atmosphere alive, until we looked like dangerous fanatics. The leaders were all quarantined: in Naples, Luigi Granturco got a fortress arrest; in Rome, Michelangelo Zimolo was locked in a fort; and I was removed from Rome as fast as possible.

	On the evening of April 27th, I received a note from the division command, inviting me to visit the Celio Military Hospital the next morning and submit to a checkup. I smelled danger, knowing parliament was opening that day, and protests were expected. But I went all the same. I was also called up by the police commissioner, who wanted to personally entreat me to avoid any public protest that might aim to coerce the will of the parliament. I gave no such commitment; I simply said that I had no intention of organizing anything, but that I was convinced that the protest would form automatically.

	Then I proceeded to Celio, knowing they had a trap for me. After the adjutant asked me to wait, an infantry major arrived with an order from the division, asking me to quickly prepare my things and leave with him on the first train for the Cremona depot.

	Indignant, I protested against being policed out of the capital, escorted and guarded like a common crook, and because my official recovery period had not yet come to an end, and no regulation gave superiors the liberty to exact this double abuse of power.
The major shrugged his shoulders, insisting that he was merely executing orders. So I started following him, after a futile attempt to telephone general Caviglia’s cabinet.

	I dragged the poor man all over Rome as he played policeman. I don’t know which of us was the more sequestered.

	At the Arditi Association there was a wave of indignation at the news of my forced departure. Some tried setting things in motion for me, including Giuriati and Ratti,9 who in the end couldn’t prevent my departure, given the harsh climate. Later, it became even more difficult.

	At the station we met another division official who came to announce that the major was relieved from departing with me, and that I was welcome to defer my departure to the following evening. When the gentlemen suddenly realized their gaffe and tried to fix it, I simply thanked them for their generosity and departed all the same.

	I left with two great and legitimate satisfactions:

	 

	
		Having launched from Trajan’s column the first invitation urging Italians to join the list of volunteers for Fiume and Dalmatia. In this I was a pioneer, and received more than three hundred signatures on the first day.

		Having the Arditi pennant waved from the Quirinal balcony by an adjutant and magnificent fighter from the Battle of Damiani.10




	 

	Speaking of the Quirinal, I must describe precisely a certain incident, which could potentially lead to misunderstanding or tendentious interpretations.

	The day of Orlando’s arrival from Paris, I reached the gate of the Royal Palace at the front of the demonstration. I was all set to leave, when an Ardito came and brought me a package of manifestos, printed that morning, bearing my appeal for volunteers. As they were being distributed through the crowd, I had the idea of giving one to General Diaz, since he had shown support for the initiative.

	I headed toward the palace entrance, where the cars were just arriving. The general had already passed through, and the attendant at the door offered to announce my arrival.

	Indeed, this zealous functionary went right in and announced me. A few minutes later the palace majordomo came to inform me that His Majesty was waiting for me.

	“But there must be a misunderstanding,” I protested. “I never requested to speak with the king, only with General Diaz.”

	“You will find him upstairs,” replied the bearded, liveried majordomo. “In any case you have been announced, and His Majesty awaits you in the salon.”

	It was impossible to sneak off. He accompanied me to the steps, as my name rang out repeatedly, as if it were that of Napoleon. 

	“Captain Carli . . . ! It’s Captain Carli . . . ! Captain Carli is here!”

	It was like some grotesque operetta: a Futurist in the Royal Palace! Announced in such a manner! I knew it was worth the effort, since I’d have a story to tell my friends. Indeed, Bruno Corra and Settimelli,11 passionate hunters of bizarre comedy, were highly amused.

	I remember precisely all the details of the scene. Hardly had I set foot in the hall, when a general ran to meet me, saying:

	“You’re captain Carli? Come, come: His Majesty is waiting.”

	The king was in fact in the middle of the room, surrounded by other generals.

	He took my hand, spoke warmly, sympathetically, questioning me with curiosity. He gave me the impression of a simple man, without pretension or ceremony, absolutely common, almost inept, almost timid.

	I believe I never observed the rules of conduct, because I don’t recall having called him “Sire” at any point, and didn’t wait to be asked a question before talking. I don’t know if I seemed like an uneducated man, or inattentive; he certainly felt that I brought a breath of fresh air, the popular spirit, to the closed and severe Palace. It was the heart of fighting Italy that he heard speaking, to the heart of the man called—with atrocious irony—the first soldier of Italy.

	This is why, swayed by first impressions, there remains in me at least a stroke of almost painful good feeling for a man who will have to fatefully renounce, will have to cede, to the beating tide of new times, while bearing upon his conscience far fewer offenses and far fewer errors than all of his ministers.

	 

	In Exile

	 

	So I headed to Cremona, confident that soon a ministerial order would recall me from my exile.

	In the days that followed, the Roman Popolo d’Italia correspondent sent the following note to his paper, which was reproduced with a sympathetic comment in the Ardito:

	 

	How We Are Rewarded

	 

	The captain of the Arditi, Mario Carli, president of the Roman Fascio di Combattimento,12 was forced to return to his depot days before his leave had expired, for having taken part in a patriotic demonstration.

	The measure was arbitrary and unjust, because Captain Carli, while he did take part in patriotic demonstrations for Dalmatia and Fiume (which he considers an honor), also made sure to prevent demonstrators from becoming impulsive and engaging in hostilities in front of particular embassies.

	The actions of Captain Carli, demonstrating good sense and responsibility, were documented in the firsthand report of our paper, and others in the capital.

	We ask Minister Caviglio if it is just to respond to merit with punishment, or if, inspired by his most noble sentiments, he would instead consider redress for our comrade in arms.

	 

	The Offense Against Holy Discipline

	 

	On May 18th, in the second issue of Ardito, I published what became “that notorious incriminating article,” which made more noise than all of my books.

	It was this article that caused the war minister to issue a circular telegram banning the sale and reading in barracks of the Bolshevik journal L’Ardito, for standing against discipline, the institutions, etc., etc.

	Reading is believing:

	 

	Arditi, Not Gendarmes

	 

	With his most recent circular, the war minister has ordered the restoration of the assault units.

	This is nothing to be happy about.

	The measure, about which the least possible amount of noise has been made, comes too late, at an inappropriate moment. Apart from the fact the Arditi have not been reunited with their old units, such a measure aims, as the circular confirms, to use, according to their special, characteristic forms, the Arditi Corps in the services for which the troops are currently employed.

	What are these “services”?

	Guarding barracks, forts, and powder kegs? I don’t think so. What special part could the Arditi possibly play in these utterly common functions of lowly militia? None.

	Perhaps it is something to do with public order? Cordons, patrols, armed sentries in various cities more or less shaken by Bolshevik mines? We have reason to believe that this is the correct hypothesis.

	So, in that case, dear Minister, your decision not only fails to raise our spirits, but in fact deeply hurts us.

	 

	×      ×      ×

	 

	You who claim to know and love the Arditi (to know us is precisely to love us) are now inflicting the worst of humiliations, turning them into cops and government goons, believing you understand their deepest ambitions: that of witnessing the restoration of those beautiful assault battalions.

	No, Your Excellency, it is too late for that.

	There was no need to disband the battalions.

	You didn’t have to cede to pressure from the social-boche-Giolittians when they so astutely ordered the disappearance of the sacred flame of Italy, so that dissolvent Leninism might triumph.13

	Now that you have (finally!) understood our function as regulators and precursors of the Futuristic march of our people, now that you have noticed we are capable of thwarting anti-Italian conspiracies, you grab hold of us and scatter us in random depots, turning us into faithful and obedient praetorian guards.

	Once more, you are mistaken. The second error will not fix the first, but will rather aggravate it.

	 

	×      ×      ×

	 

	With the units disbanded, we managed to locate each and every Ardito, and unite them under new leadership. We provided comfort against national ingratitude, and supported them as they entered other battles.

	But if spontaneously, in the name of beauty and poetry with which they vanquished the Austrians, they undertook to wipe the Bolshevik rabble off our streets, they would never have the same ardor or purifying fury were they boxed in and controlled.

	They feel tied up, dishonored by a carabiniere varnish that will brutally extinguish their divine flames.14

	We were not developed for such tasks, Your Honor. So leave us as before, dissolved and dismembered. Then we can be more useful to the nation. Because, let it be known, we are volunteers who want to intervene if and when we want and in whatever form we please.

	Confuse us with cops . . .  pfft!

	 

	Interrogations, Arrests, and Other Policing

	 

	At the same time as the telegraphic order banning the reading of L’Ardito to soldiers, there came another telegram from the Genoa Army Corps asking me if I knew who had authored a particular article. I responded that I recognized it and would assume full responsibility. Then I was invited to present myself to the Army Corps headquarters, where I was interrogated.

	The interrogation—which I was told was ordered by the Minister—lasted five days. A good old Piedmontese general, extremely erudite when it came to regulations, made me read a mountain of circulars and depositions that apparently demonstrated that, even if I had not committed any actual crime, I had at least committed a great offense against discipline, inciting soldiers to disobedience, speaking with insufficient reverence (or even acknowledging chain of command) to no less than His Excellency the War Minister, and so forth.

	I’ve already expressed in sufficient detail my personal admiration and sympathy for General Caviglia. It’s only logical then that the polemic energy of my article was addressed more to the government body, the ministerial organ that produces all these circulars, than to the minister himself, who always fascinated me as a true soldier and brilliant man, despite being somewhat bureaucratized by the environment.

	When the interrogation was complete I was sent back to my depot, but not before the head of the Army Corps General Staff (I don’t know why, but hateful tasks are always assigned to the head of the General Staff) ordered me, on behalf of General Lequio, to suspend any collaboration with L’Ardito until the minister had come to a decision.

	I left Genoa with a curious memory of each session of questioning, which all took place in a small cold room, alternating with visits to the Futurist exhibition, where Marinetti, Pinna, Depero, Degasperi, Cavagnetto, Guglielmino, Forti, and other Futurists had created incessant fanfares of electric, disorderly, polychromatic noise.

	In Cremona, about two months passed without the slightest sign of life from my superiors. The investigation appeared to have been put to sleep, and I was almost certain that Caviglia had good-naturedly buried it. So I occupied myself with obtaining leave, to which I was entitled due to my volunteer status.

	It wasn’t easy to convince the depot commandant that my leave was due. A mechanical and monumental process was set in motion to ascertain my rights, and whole weeks passed before I had what I wanted. Everyone was going home (even those more junior than me), the minister recommended prompt demobilization, and the country demanded the involvement of young men in civil life, as I remained rotting away in a depot, useless to the country and to myself, exasperated and eaten away by mounting impatience, incapable of work or activity, inertly and feverishly waiting for a decision that was stuck.

	Finally, one morning, the colonel requested that I visit. After I rushed over, it was announced that the long-awaited day of liberation had finally come, and I was shown the already prepared notice of leave, lacking only a signature. I was near mad with joy: freedom! Ah, divine freedom! Finally! Finally I had it in my hands!

	As I waited for the required signature, the post arrived.

	The adjutant-major opened it, sorted it, and distributed it in silence. Minutes later, the colonel had me come to his office, gave me a slightly mortified look, and handed me a card. I read it. The war minister announced that he had referred me to the disciplinary council, and ordered that my leave be refused, as I waited to be called to Rome. I was stupefied. I’d been plunged once more into the gray torpor of waiting.

	Given that the disciplinary council had removed me from service for some months, I decided to take a trip to Milan to get my friends up to speed and put some things in order. Naturally, I didn’t ask permission from my colonel, a fearful man incapable of initiative, who would never have given it.

	Upon my return, he thought it best to having me locked up in a tiny room, for fear of losing me again. My first five days of real prison were spent with the bugs and mice. The innumerable prior arrests had been passed at home or in a hotel room, where I never wanted for the company of some generous friend, moved by my fate. This time I was placed in the barracks, with all of its spectral horror, its cold squalor, its stink, its gloomy damp, its penetrating melancholy.

	This time it was one window with iron bars, isolation, mold, cobwebs, tragic silence, a view of an abandoned vegetable patch and a roof full of countless detritus, the miserable lullaby of the Austrians next door, the skeletal bed of iron creaking like a casket, overrun by battalions of filthy bedbugs—alas, it was the full range of prison horror, all of its dreadful aridity.

	 

	On It Goes . . . 

	 

	After the five days passed, I was called to Rome, where I was interrogated by three solemn, bearded generals, “impassible and impenetrable,” and promptly returned to Cremona with no explanation. I expected, as was the general opinion, either demotion for serious offenses against discipline, or at least a few months in a fortress.

	But the punishment for my “Prussianly stupid disgrace” was to come in a different form.

	With my case lacking sufficient severity for demotion, the disciplinary council held back on immediate judgment. Meanwhile, to prevent me going free, to remove an excessively dynamic and dangerous individual from circulation, a cop-like act of retaliation was contrived against something that had already been punished.

	It was a quarrel that took place one June night in Piacenza with a carabiniere sergeant. Abusing his position as protector of public order, he had offended against discipline by failing to observe the respect owed to me as a captain. I was returned to my depot in Cremona for a twenty-day arrest.

	I protested in writing, placing responsibility squarely on the sergeant’s attitude. Initially they rejected the appeal. Then, after some editing, it was finally received. Fearing perhaps the consequences of political persecution, Minister Albricci couldn’t demote me for the article in L’Ardito. But he also didn’t want to grant me leave, out of fear of immediate reprisals (every tyrant imagines a spirit of vengeance in all those he persecutes, though it doesn’t necessarily exist). So he went and dug up the Most Esteemed Sergeant’s file and concluded that I had gravely offended a public functionary by wrongfully accusing him. Without the slightest investigation, without interrogating me or examining my testimony, they saddled me with three months of fortress arrest, not counting the previous twenty-day arrest.
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