
[image: Cover Page of Twentieth-Century Caesar: Benito Mussolini]


TWENTIETH-CENTURY CAESAR: BENITO MUSSOLINI

“This biography, first for teenagers … gives some understanding of how the man was conditioned in his childhood and youth…. The writing is lively and well-focused.”

—School Library Journal

“Mr. Archer has done a very difficult job well.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[Archer’s] swift-moving account recaptures in substance the complex historical events that made possible the rise of the preposterous characters who played a major role in shaping them.”

—New York Times Book Review

“For biographical treatment of Mussolini, Jules Archer’s Twentieth Century Caesar: Benito Mussolini is a better choice.”

—Library Journal


[image: Half Title of Twentieth-Century Caesar: Benito Mussolini]


[image: Title Page of Twentieth-Century Caesar: Benito Mussolini]


Historical texts often reflect the time period in which they were written, and new information is constantly being discovered. This book was originally published in 1964, and much has changed since then. While every effort has been made to bring this book up to date, it is important to consult multiple sources when doing research.

Copyright © 1964 by Jules Archer

Foreword © 2017 by Sky Pony Press, an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.

First Sky Pony Press edition, 2017

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sky Pony Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sky Pony® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyponypress.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Series design by Brian Peterson

Cover photo credit Associated Press

Print ISBN: 978-1-63450-199-6

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-0703-0

Printed in the United States of America


To my sons Mike, Dane, and Kerry


Some descriptions of life under Fascism in Italy derive from the author’s personal observations during a cycle trip through Europe in 1938. Recollections of the Rome-Berlin Axis days also come from yellowed copies of II Lavoro Fascista, Parissoir and The Manchester Guardian.

The author owes a special debt of gratitude to Mr. George Seldes, distinguished author of Sawdust Caesar, and to Mr. Paolo Monelli, author of Mussolini: The Intimate Life of a Demagogue (through the courtesy of Miss Evelyn Shrifte of Vanguard Press, Inc.), for permission to refer to significant facts about Mussolini I was able to find in no other sources.

—Jules Archer
Pine Plains
New York



Foreword

In ancient Rome, the civil magistrates carried an axe, bundled among wooden rods for strength. It was named fascio littorio and it symbolized the authority of the Roman state, and in practical terms, it could be used to inflict corporal or capital punishment. In the twentieth century, men with visions of power and national greatness would seize upon the concept of a unified people as one country with a new form of government and new form of social order. They named their ideology after this ancient symbol of power, fascismo (i.e., fascism). The first of these modern fascists was a political philosopher, a nationalist visionary and leader of men, Benito Mussolini. By the time his Italian homeland hailed him as Il Duce, “the leader” in 1927, he had seized all legal power creating a dictatorship.

Mussolini’s rise to power began in poverty. He was born on July 29, 1883, in the northern half of Italy, in the small town of Dovia di Predappio, roughly fifteen miles southwest of Ravenna. His father, Alessandro Mussolini, was a blacksmith while his mother, Rosa Mussolini, was a schoolteacher. Although Rosa was a devout Catholic, to the young boy helping his father in the smithy Alessandro preached on various radical ideologies such as socialism, anarchism, and nationalism. Benito was never baptized as a child but as a compromise he was sent to a boarding school run by Catholic monks. There he achieved grades which allowed him to qualify as an elementary teacher in 1901.

Forced to emigrate to Switzerland a year later as a common laborer to avoid military service, Mussolini used this time to educate himself on social and political philosophy. Heavily influenced by his father’s radical beliefs, Benito joined the Italian socialist movement in Switzerland and proceeded to edit party newspapers, give speeches, and organize rallies. In and out of jail for his activities, Mussolini managed to attend a year at the University of Lausanne where he studied social science. Returning to Italy in 1904 to accept amnesty, he joined the Italian Army for a required two years of service before returning to teaching.

By 1909, the call to political activism saw Mussolini move to the Austro-Hungarian city of Trento for a short spell where he worked for the Socialist Party and edited its newspaper. Benito had come to believe in a mix of political thinking. He was greatly influenced by the ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche who opposed religion and promoted elitism, and the writer Georges Sorel who preached that liberal democracy and capitalism should be overthrown by violence, direct action, general strikes, and the cunning use of public speech to awaken the masses.

By 1910, Mussolini was back in his hometown editing a weekly publication. Awarded the editorship of the Socialist Party newspaper Avanti in 1911 for his opposition to the Italian war in Libya, Mussolini became a leading figure in the Socialist movement.

The outbreak of World War I divided the socialist movement between those who sided with intervention and others who wished to remain neutral. Mussolini’s desire to intervene in the war to overthrow the Hohenzollern and Habsburg monarchies in Germany and Austria-Hungary, and thereby help free Italian nationals from their rule in places like South Tyrol, drew the ire of his Socialist Party. Expelled for his views, Mussolini transformed his belief that Italian nationalism, not the Socialist class struggle, was the principle object in politics. Calling himself a national socialist he founded a new political movement to promote this, the Fasci Rivoluzionari d’Azione Internazionalista, or the fascists for short.

A man of action, Mussolini rejoined his old army corps and spent nine months in the front lines along the Alps. Promoted to corporal for his valor, he was severely wounded when a trench mortar accidentally exploded near his feet almost killing him. He was discharged from the hospital in August 1917 and resumed his editor-in-chief position at his new paper, Il Popolo d’Italia. Just how ardent Mussolini was regarding the war can be found in his words in this paper, “Three cheers for the war. Three cheers for Italy’s war and three cheers for war in general. Peace is hence absurd or rather a pause in war.”*

Riding on a wave of nationalism after the war, fascism grew in popularity with the Italian people. It opposed divisions in social class and called for a unified country with the goal of achieving spazio or “vital space” in which to expand Italian territory. The ideals of restoring Roman dominance in the Mediterranean were popular, even when those goals were expressed with racist overtones.

Ordinary Italians wanted an end to the chaos and civil strife between factions. Mussolini created the Blackshirts, armed veterans who clashed with communists, socialists, and anarchists at public events. The government, fearing the left and revolution, rarely intervened.

If the state was reluctant to act, Mussolini was not, as he clearly expressed his wishes, and those of his fascist supporters, “Our program is simple: we wish to govern Italy. They ask us for programs but there are already too many. It is not programs that are wanting for the salvation of Italy but men and will power.”**

By 1922, Mussolini had enough power to seize control. Thirty thousand black-shirted fascists marched on Rome to demand both the resignation of Prime Minister Luigi Facta, a member of the Liberal Party, and the appointment of a new fascist government. King Victor Emmanuel III, fearing civil unrest, called on Mussolini to be Prime Minister after Facta’s resignation.

Mussolini began a cult of personality and created the programs and policies that would make Italy a fascist state. He established a secret police, undertook massive propaganda campaigns, suppressed religious and labor organizations, and removed civil liberties. Mussolini skillfully appealed to popular sentiment to smooth his path, especially drawing on the people’s aversion to factions. He placed his conception of the state forward as an ideal alternative to political, economic, and social divisions, even latching on to the term “totalitarian” in 1925 as a positive expression. “Everything within the state, nothing outside the state, nothing against the state.”

It is beyond the scope of this introduction to attempt an explanation of his economic beliefs; however, he spoke against capitalism and communism, instead favoring a sort of third way that is loosely akin to corporatism. Private firms generating profits might win favor, but only to the extent that they supported the fascist state. Bluntly put into writing by Mussolini in “The Doctrine of Fascism,” an article for the Enciclopedia Italiana (1932), “Fascism conceives of the State as an absolute, in comparison with which all individuals or groups are relative, only to be conceived in their relation to the State.” Going one step further, Mussolini elaborated that, “Fascism besides being a system of government is also, and above all, a system of thought.”

By 1927, Mussolini was in complete control dispensing with the title of Prime Minister in favor of Il Duce, the Leader. Enemies of his government were ruthlessly persecuted.

The gathering storm of World War II would be the genesis of Mussolini’s eventual downfall. Drawn into the orbit of Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich, Mussolini allied himself with the German dictator. When the Spanish Civil War broke out in 1936 both Germany and Italy sent “volunteer” forces to back the nationalist General Francisco Franco. That same year Mussolini agreed to form the Rome-Berlin Axis politically allying the two countries followed by the military Pact of Steel in May 1939. Signing of the Tripartite Pact followed the outbreak of war on September 27, 1940, bringing Germany, Italy, and Japan into a formal alliance. Mussolini saw the opportunity to create an imperial Italy once again around the “Mare Nostrum,” Latin for “Our Sea,” and the old Roman name for the Mediterranean Sea.

Unfortunately, Mussolini and his fascist supporters had a romantic view of war that made his militarism a logical development. As he declared in the previously cited “The Doctrine of Fascism,” “Above all, Fascism … believes neither in the possibility nor the utility of perpetual peace. It thus repudiates the doctrine of Pacifism—born of a renunciation of struggle and an act of cowardice in the face of sacrifice. War alone brings up to its highest tension all human energy and puts the stamp of nobility upon the people who have the courage to meet it.”

However, Mussolini made a fatal mistake believing that Germany’s defeat of France in June 1940 would force Great Britain to the peace table. Italy declared war on Britain and France on June 10, well after the German invasion that began a month earlier. Italian forces attacked British territories in East Africa in June, and in September an Italian army crossed the border from Libya into Egypt. In October a third Italian force invaded Greece. All three campaigns met with failure by 1941. Hitler sent German armies into Africa and Greece to reverse the losses. After very limited successes, the Italians in East Africa were entirely defeated by Allied forces.

The loss of prestige with Hitler induced Mussolini to volunteer an Italian army to fight against the Soviet Union following Hitler’s invasion of that country on June 22, 1941. On December 11 that same year, Mussolini and Hitler declared war on the United States in the aftermath of the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor. Within a year Italian armies on the eastern front and in North Africa were taking massive losses which ruined Mussolini’s reputation with his countrymen. When Axis forces surrendered in Tunisia on May 13, 1943, the Italians braced for invasion, which came on July 9th when Allied forces invaded Sicily.

As the war turned against Italy, several key members of Mussolini’s government turned against him and he summoned the grand Council of Fascism on July 24 to try and restore order. Instead he received a vote of no confidence and the following day he was summoned by King Victor Emmanuel III who informed him that Marshal Pietro Badoglio would replace him. Mussolini was then placed under arrest on orders from the King.

When his removal was announced over the radio the people rejoiced because they thought the war was over. However, Germany had no intention of ceding Italy to the Allies and rushed forces from the eastern front to Italy. The country was ravaged as the mainland became the newest front line against Nazi Germany.

On September 3, Marshal Badoglio signed an armistice with the Allies in which he agreed to deliver Mussolini into Allied custody. As Italy fell into chaos his captors moved him from place to place. Hitler ordered his top commando, Otto Skorzeny, to lead a mission to rescue his fellow dictator and friend.

Skorzeny discovered Mussolini being held at the Campo Imperatore Hotel in Italy’s Gran Sasso massif, high in the Apennine Mountains. On September 12, Skorzeny and a special group of paratroopers landed by glider and took Mussolini from his guards without a shot being fired. Flown to Germany to meet with Hitler, Il Duce appeared a defeated man. Hitler appointed him the leader of the Republic of Salò in northern Italy, a puppet regime.

Under German protection, Mussolini carried out a series of executions of those who had turned against him including his own son-in-law, Galeazzo Ciano, who had been the Foreign Minister of the fascist state from 1936–1943. By 1945, as the Third Reich collapsed, Mussolini knew the game was nearly up. He told a journalist, “… I am finished. My star has fallen. I have no fight left in me. I work and I try, yet know that all is but a farce … I await the end of the tragedy and—strangely detached from everything—I do not feel any more an actor. I feel I am the last of spectators.”

On April 27, Mussolini and members of his government, along with his mistress Clara Petacci, were travelling toward Switzerland in an attempt to escape to Spain. Stopped by communist partisans they were taken into custody. On the following day Mussolini, Clara, and many of his party were summarily executed in the small village of Giulino di Mezzegra. Their bodies were moved to Milan where they were hung upside down near the city square for public viewing. Ten years later the government allowed his widow to re-intern his remains where he was born at the village of Predappio, back in that famously radical region of Romagna.

In so many ways, Benito Mussolini is a tragic figure. Born into poverty he raised himself up using immense personal talents and courage, even to the point of receiving the admiration of elected leaders in various democracies. Yet he sacrificed his achievements and democratic adulation once he had achieved success. Corrupted by the quest for power he betrayed his family, his country, and his people. Many leaders from many countries have since emulated Mussolini’s fascist rule and just as many have suffered the same fate; their bodies hung for public ridicule. In the end Mussolini led his country to ruin.

Perhaps the great Italian writer and politician, Luigi Barzini, Jr., who while a journalist wrote a biography of Mussolini, only to run afoul of him in 1940, sums up Mussolini’s impact best (and quite colorfully):

“The regime had created an imaginary Spartan country, in which all men had to make believe they were heroic soldiers, all women Roman matrons, all children Balilla (the Genoa street urchin who started a revolt against the Austrian garrison in 1746 by throwing one stone). This was done by means of slogans, flags, stirring speeches from balconies, military music, mass meetings, parades, dashing uniforms, medals, hoaxes, and constant distortions of reality. The Italians woke up too late from their artificial dream, those still alive, that is, hungry, desperate, discredited, the object of derision, cornuti e mazziati, or ‘cuckolded and beaten up,’ governed as in the past by contemptuous foreigners in a country of smoking ruins and decaying corpses, in which most things detachable had been stolen and women raped.” (From The Europeans (1983), p. 172.)



* Popolo d’Italia (1 February 1921), cited in Strachey, John, The Menace of Fascism (1933), p. 65.

** Speech at Udine (20 September 1922) titled, “The Question of Regime. The Monarchy and Fascism,” cited in Brinton, Crane, John B. Christopher, and Robert Lee Wolff, A History of Civilization (1955), p. 520.
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Troublemaker

A sharp blow on his temple, delivered without warning, sent the blacksmith’s son sprawling against the fieldstone wall of the earth-floored smithy.

“Badate! Be careful!” growled Alessandro Mussolini. “You’ve let the fire die down. Blow the bellows!”

Large black eyes smoldering with rage, Benito returned to the forge. He was angry at his father, who automatically administered a beating for daydreaming and other sins of a seven-year-old.

Jaw set, he worked the bellows savagely as his father turned the dull crimson horseshoe in the forge, then laid it on the anvil and beat it into shape with powerful blows. Benito watched in reluctant fascination, torn between admiration and hatred.

“Enough for today!” his father grumbled, laying down his hammer. He reached for a bottle on the shelf, bit out the cork and let the sparkling red Sangiovese flow down his throat. At this signal that the day’s work had come to an end, Benito raced out of the smithy and through the mountain village, past vats ready for the grape harvest standing outside the old stone house. Heading for a nearby farm field, he joined a circle of boys gazing in wonder at a huge new threshing machine.

After a while, tiring of the spectacle, he discovered an empty wheelbarrow on its side. Gripping its high handles, he tested his seven-year-old strength to see if he could lift and push it.

“Hey, Benito! Want a game with us?”

The boy was Orsi Giacona, son of the bootmaker, almost a head taller and three years older. Flattered, Benito abandoned the wheelbarrow and raced toward Orsi’s group. The taller boy suddenly stepped forward and swung at him, landing a punch on his mouth that sent Benito sprawling into a row of grape vines.

“The game is called swap, stupid,” Orsi jeered. “I swap my fist for your wheelbarrow!” He raced off with the barrow as the other boys howled with laughter.

Benito thrashed his way out of the vines, lip bleeding, eyes wide with shock and hurt at Orsi’s treachery. He fled from the field before the first tears came, but by the time he reached the mossy stone wall near his house he was sobbing bitterly, “Mama … Mama …”

A powerful fist pinned him against the wall. “Tears are for women,” Alessandro Mussolini growled.

“B-but a big boy hit me, Papa—”

“Then go back and teach him never to dare lay a hand on anyone with the name of Mussolini!”

Even more afraid of his father than of Orsi, Benito desperately racked his brains for a way out of his dilemma. A pointed brown stone in the dirt road caught his eye. Prying it out of the earth, he held it like a dagger and raced back to the field, where Orsi was giving another boy a ride in the barrow. Before the bootmaker’s son had a chance to defend himself, Benito struck savagely with the pointed rock. He pounded his enemy twice over the ear, then once in the mouth; Orsi fell, screaming at the top of his lungs as he tasted blood. When he fled in terror, the other boys around Benito fell back respectfully.

Fiercely proud, he returned home in great excitement and jubilantly described his revenge to his father. The blacksmith clapped him on the back with the force of a striking hammer.

“Sia ringraziato il cielo! Heaven be praised! Now you’ve learned the first lesson of a man, my son. Never put up with bullying! If you listen to the priests and turn the other cheek, you’ll get a slam on that one, too. To win respect always carry a sharp knife and use it when you must!” So it was that a children’s scuffle in an obscure Italian mountain village, that sunswept September day in 1890, began to shape the iron in the soul of a boy who eventually enslaved the Italian nation.

Benito Mussolini, named by his revolution-minded father after Benito Juarez, liberator of Mexico, was born on July 29, 1883, on a high hillside above the village of Dovia in the commune of Predappio. This is the region of northeast Italy known as Romagna; its people are hotheaded, rebellious, warmhearted, and overly fond of wine, women, song, and vendettas.

The future dictator of Italy was born in an old stone house which had the smithy on the ground floor, below a room in which his mother attempted to teach school over the ringing of the anvil. The family lived in two rooms on the top floor. For as early as Benito could remember his parents quarreled constantly over the lack of meat for the table. Teaching poor village pupils brought Rosa Mussolini only a pittance, and her husband was much fonder of drinking and Socialist agitation than of making sparks fly profitably under his hammer.

The three Mussolini children—Benito, his brother Arnaldo, and little sister Edvige—often went hungry. Dire poverty made Benito, like his father, bitter at those powerful Italians who lived in luxury while so many in the Romagna were on the edge of starvation. Yet at the same time he was deeply envious, determined that someday, somehow, those at the top would have to make room for Benito Mussolini. Years later, when he had made those dreams come true, he recalled grimly, “Hunger is a good teacher. Almost as good as prison and a man’s enemies!”

His swarthy, heavyset father was the leading political figure in Dovia, greatly respected because as a youth he had spent three years in jail for having helped the famous Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin introduce revolutionary Socialism into Italy. Signor Mussolini’s booming voice could be heard holding forth relentlessly against Church and State in the smithy, at the inn, at home. He bullied and whipped his children frequently, convinced this would toughen them for survival in a world he saw as a jungle.

Benito’s mother, Rosa, was a gentle, well-educated, long-suffering woman who came from a better family than her husband. Deeply pious, she was grieved by his loudly trumpeted atheism, especially since it kept many parents from sending their children to her school.

Benito adored his mother and began his schooling in her classroom. He took revenge for his unhappiness at home by tormenting the other pupils. Signora Mussolini despaired of getting him to stop crawling underneath the benches to pinch the bare legs of his classmates. After school he would chase girls in the fields, sometimes seizing and kissing them, sometimes grabbing their braids and driving them like horses. Hoping to soften her son’s aggressive nature, Signora Mussolini scrimped until she could afford to buy a secondhand violin for him, beseeching fiddlers who passed through Dovia to or from nearby fairs to give him lessons.

As the most audacious boy in Dovia, he was the ringleader of the village’s young toughs. Once he led them on a raid of an apple orchard and sent a boy named Piero over the wall and into a tree to shake its branches. The outraged owner suddenly appeared, gun in hand, and fired point-blank into the tree foliage.

“I’m hit!” Piero screamed. “My God, I’m hit!”

As he fell out of the tree, blood staining the right leg of his trousers, the other boys fled in terror. All except Benito, who shouted bitter curses at them. Then he lifted the weeping Piero onto his shoulder and carried him back to the village. The incident deepened Benito’s cynical distrust of his fellow men. Casting himself in the role of avenger, next day he sought out the deserters one by one and beat them mercilessly with a piece of oak firewood.

Dreams of power and glory first began to glimmer in his restless mind on cold winter evenings when he and his brother Arnaldo warmed themselves in front of the smithy fire, drinking wine with their father as he read aloud to them with relish from his favorite book, The Prince, by Machiavelli. Signor Mussolini also aroused Benito’s interest in machinery by letting him help build a small threshing machine from parts he had collected and forged. Forever afterward Benito was fascinated by machines and engines of all kinds, and took great pride in his mechanical ability. Fixing things with his hands also satisfied his restless need for physical activity.

He could never bear to be still for any length of time. Once, bored with nothing to do, he spotted an old peasant hoeing laboriously on a farm about a mile away in the valley below Dovia. He suddenly sprinted off at top speed until he reached the old man. Snatching the hoe out of his hands, he finished the job as the peasant shrugged and sat down under a tree to smoke his pipe. Drenched with sweat, Benito returned the hoe in silence and trotted home contented.

When his mother had taught him all she could, Benito was sent to a school at Predappio, two miles away, a small hamlet of neat vineyards and shabby stone and stucco houses dominated by ruins of an ancient castle. Aware of his reputation as a tough guy, the boys of Predappio arranged a special reception for him on the first day. As he arrived, eleven boys lined up and hurled a barrage of stones.

Benito accepted the challenge and flung stones back at his tormentors with deadly accuracy until the school bell put an end to the war. Returning home in the evening for supper, he did not reach for the bread or fromaggio for fear his mother would see the gashes on his hands and weep that he had broken his promise to behave at the new school.

Each morning brought a fresh pitched battle. Benito grimly refused to retreat an inch, despite the odds against him. Bruised and bleeding, he exulted in playing the role of lone hero against the mob and enjoyed proving his courage. His adversaries at last offered him their hands in admiration, and not long afterward were following his lead in raids on vegetable patches and fruit orchards. He always insisted upon the lion’s share of the spoils, and no one dared challenge that claim.

Sometimes he liked to steal away alone to the ruins of the old castle above Predappio which dated back to the time of the Caesars. His back against a crumbled wall, he would imagine the great palace as it had been at the height of Roman grandeur and muse how thrilling it must have been to live in those spectacular times. Someday, perhaps, a new Caesar would restore Italy to its ancient glories.

By the time he graduated from the Predappio school, his mother was at her wit’s end about what could be done to tame her wild hellion before he got himself into serious trouble.

“He must go away to a boarding school, Alessandro,” she told her husband anxiously. “Someplace he can meet a better class of children. Where the discipline is stricter.” She caught her breath, then ventured, “The school at Faenza?”

“What?” roared her husband. “A school run by Salesiani priests? Never, woman! I’d be the laughingstock of the commune. Whoever heard of a Socialist letting his son’s head be filled with church nonsense?” But shortly afterward, still grumbling, he hitched up the donkey cart and drove his older son to Faenza.

Benito’s reception at the new school was again anything but cordial. Finding himself looked down upon by richer boys who received favored treatment, he provoked one fight after another.

“Mussolini,” thundered the master friar, “your soul is black as hell. I warn you—confess your sins, repent before it’s too late! I would have expelled you long before this, except for your poor mother’s tears. But my patience is worn thin!”

Miserable and lonely, Benito tried to run away from Faenza, but was quickly overtaken and brought back. Ordered to beg forgiveness or face severe punishment, he refused and for almost two weeks had to kneel on grains of stale maize for four hours a day. On the tenth day, he could scarcely walk, but he kept grimly silent. When his punishment was over, he became more uncontrollable than ever. Flogged by an exasperated teacher, he screamed curses and hurled an inkwell at him, forfeiting both his recreation periods and meat at meals.

One day an older and stronger boy sneered at him and called him “the son of anarchist trash.” Benito flew into battle. Finding himself outmatched physically, he drew a concealed knife and slashed the other boy’s arm. This was the last straw for the long-suffering friars, and Benito was expelled at the end of his second year at Faenza.

“He has disgraced himself,” his mother wept.

“No!” roared his father. “He is a true Mussolini—fighting for his honor against the priests and their jackals!”

Back home once more, Benito’s education continued informally. He listened to violent political discussions his father enjoyed with workers who wore Garibaldi caps, black and red cravats, and untrimmed beards. Interest in national affairs had been high since 1871, when Giuseppe Garibaldi, a fiery Italian revolutionist, had raised an army to free his countrymen and unite them in a single nation under the House of Savoy. But the new kingdom, instead of providing food and jobs for the hungry, had squandered its resources trying to carve out a colonial empire in Africa, in imitation of the great powers. Angry Italian workers found themselves as badly off under King Victor Emmanuel III as they had been before Italy’s independence and seethed with discontent at what they considered a betrayal of Garibaldi’s dream.

Benito grew more and more interested in the fierce debates at the local inn and at home over whether the ideas of Bakunin, Mazzini or Karl Marx offered the working class the best plan for winning control of Italy and turning it into a Socialist state.

He began to absorb the revolutionary traditions of the region he lived in—a land famous for harboring swashbuckling military adventurers known as condottieri. His father told him that when Garabaldi had been driven out of Rome in 1848 with a price on his head, he had fled to the Romagna. Here, despite threats of persecution and ruin to anyone who helped him, Garibaldi had found refuge. The whole region knew where he was, but not one voice betrayed him to Rome.

It did not escape Benito that some of the men who slept overnight in the Mussolini smithy were also being sought by the police for political violence. Unrest in the Romagna was growing rapidly, particularly among workers who were losing corn-threshing jobs to the new machines. In protest, the Socialists of Predappio were voted into office, and Alessandro Mussolini became mayor. He lost no time in organizing the first labor union in all of Italy.

One day, as Rosa Mussolini walked through the dingy hall of her home, she was startled to hear passionate shouting behind the closed door of the boys’ room. Listening, she grew terrified as she realized that it was Benito’s voice and he was alone. She beat on the door with her fist until he unlocked it.
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