

















—Carlo D’Este, The New York Times Book Review


“[Katz] skillfully weaves into his narrative the experiences of a large, fascinating cast of characters…. [He] draws on persuasive new evidence to condemn unequivocally the ‘Faustian pact’ between the Vatican and the Germans, in which the pope remained silent throughout ‘the whole range of Nazi and Fascist brutality in Rome.’ His book is a poignant, dramatic, and definitive account of a tragic time, and it is likely to reopen the longstanding controversy over the role of the Vatican and Pope Pius XII during World War II”


—John Whiteclay Chambers II, The Washington Post


“An extraordinarily detailed account of the nine-month German occupation of the Italian capital…. Provides fresh insight into a complex saga of brutality, inefficiency, expediency and betrayal, leavened with occasional acts of moral courage and heroism.”


—Richard Cohen, Commonweal


“Katz is a gifted reporter and something of a brilliant sleuth…. Although there have been many books on this period, he has unearthed important new material …”


—Peter Bridges, Washington Times


“Robert Katz has written a well documented book about a wide range of people under war’s pressures … both eloquent and moving.”


—James Ward Lee, Fort Worth-Dallas Star-Telegram


“This detailed, almost day-to-day history of the … months when Rome was teetering between fascism and liberation turns out to be a gripping account that will satisfy anyone remotely interested in World War II.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“In the best tradition of Harrison Salisbury and Cornelius Ryan, novelist/ historian Katz captures a tumultuous nine months in Rome’s long history, with plenty of circumstantial detail and incidents involving many actors…. [a] strong, swiftly moving narrative. An episodic reconstruction, complete with dazzling dramatis personae, of Rome under the Nazi occupation and the Allied drive to free it.”





—Michael Phayer, author of The Catholic Church and the Holocaust, 1930-1965


“The Battle for Rome combines exhaustive historical research with literary talent. A great read.”


—Library Journal


“Using some recently released OSS records, Katz has produced a riveting account of the struggle for Rome in 1943-44…. An excellent work providing a rare look inside the Italian resistance movement.”


—Susan Zuccotti, author of Under His Very Windows: The Vatican and the Holocaust in Italy


“With his customary lively and graceful prose, Robert Katz provides a sweeping yet detailed and well-documented description of the battle for Rome during the Second World War. All the players are here: the Allied forces slowly plodding north; the German army defending with fearful determination; cruel and vicious Nazi and Fascist fanatics; young Italian partisans and the American and British agents sent to support them; Jews caught in a deadly trap; and German diplomats and Vatican prelates, including Pope Pius XII, anxious for different reasons to preserve the Eternal City. This is a book that is difficult to put down.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Expanding upon his classic account of the 1944 Ardeatine Caves massacre, Death in Rome, Katz presents a vivid, well-researched history of Germanoccupied Rome…. Combined with Katz’s broad historical knowledge and his personal experiences living in Rome, these narratives create an engrossing portrait of a confused, tragic period in Italy’s history.”


—Booklist


“Challenging research presented fluidly, and Katz’s fascination with a key moment for a fascinating city shines through.”


—José M. Sanchez, America


“A well-written and extensively documented narrative.”


—István Deák, The New Republic


“Robert Katz’s very fine book … is rich in dramatic accounts and challenging analyses. Written with great journalistic verve, Katz’s book is also remarkably well documented.
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To Beverly, once more, with love


—GIORDANO BRUNO, CANDELAIO, 1582


Ed to a chi dedicarrò ilmio Candelaio? A chi, o gran destino, tipiace ch’io intitoli il mio bel paranimfo, ti mio bon corifeo? … A Sua Sanità? A Sua Maestà Cesarea? no. A Sua Serenità? no. A Sua Altezza, Signoria illustrissima e reverendissima? non, no. Per mia fé, non é prencipe o cardinale, re, imperadore o papa che mi levarrà questa candela di mano, in questo sollennissimo offertorio. A voi tocca, a voi si dona … voi, cultivatrice del campo dell’animo mio, [a voi] che, con acqua divina, che dal fonte del vostro spirto deriva, m’abbeveraste I’intelletto…. Pero, qualunque sü il punto di questa sera ch’aspetto … godete, dunque, e, si possete, state sana, edamate chi v’ama.*


*To whom shall I dedicate my Candelaio [Candlemaker]? In whose name would it please you were I to present this play, by which I hope to procure his or her favors? To whom shall I give this candle of mine …? To His Holiness? no. To His Imperial Majesty? no. To His Highness, the Seigniory of the most illustrious and most reverend lords? no, no, no. By my faith, no prince, no cardinal, king, emperor, or pope shall ever hold this candle in his hand. ’Tis yours alone, and upon you I do bestow it; you, who cultivate the gardens of my mind you, from whence the celestial waters of the fountain of your spirit slake my thirst for truth…. So, whatever may be the worth of this evening’s entertainment … enjoy this play of mine, and, if you can, stay well, and love, everlastingly, the one who loves you.
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PREFACE: OPEN CITY



—Washington Irving, who arrived in Rome in 1805


To describe the emotions of the mind and the crowd of ideas that arise on entering this “mistress of the world” is impossible. All is confusion and agitation. The eye moves rapidly from side to side, eager to grasp every object, but continually diverted by some new scene; all is wonder.


ROME today is centuries of history piled one atop another. Move about this eternal city, as they call it, and like it or not you roil the dust of time. Turn any corner, catch a play of amber light, listen not to the din that surrounds you but to what the stones have to say, and you’ve opened the pages of a robust tale.


On a shining spring day while writing this book, I walked down the Via Rasella. It is a short, narrow, and, considering how central it is, relatively quiet street. It descends from the Barberini Palace on a slope of the Quirinal, one of the seven hills of classical Rome. As an icon of a singular event of the 270-day German occupation of Rome during World War II, the Via Rasella has haunted three generations of Romans and has helped shape the very character of the present-day city. “When people hear me say that I live on Via Rasella,” someone nearing sixty who is a lifelong resident said recently, “… they hear ‘Via Rasella’ and they say, ‘Oh, where that thing happened …’ ‘What thing?’ I say-I make them say it first. ‘You mean you live there and you don’t know what happened?’ they say. ‘Oh, I know, all right,’ I say, ‘and where do you think my father is?’”1 The “thing” that happened in Via Rasella was an attack of unprecedented proportions carried out by the Roman Resistance against the occupation forces. It was a clash that led to Rome’s Ardeatine Caves massacre, a pivotal episode in World War II in Italy. The Via Rasella is the place where the disparate worlds of nearly all the characters in this story collide.


I know the Via Rasella probably as well as any visitor, but I was drawn there again that day. I wanted to visit the street as one might call on an aging, life-long friend. I feared it had suffered physically in all the refurbishing that took place prior to the Holy Year 2000. Rome, behind a seemingly endless screen of scaffolding, had scrubbed itself to the bone in preparation, sandblasting into oblivion the grime, in some cases, of two thousand years, bathing its incomparable beauty in a sea of sienna and ocher paint. It looked stunning when it came out for the Jubilee, but by now Romans were beginning to miss not the grime but the truth-telling texture of plain old wear and tear.


Decades earlier, I had written of the signs that were still visible twenty years after the Via Rasella attack-mostly bullet-riddled building facades. There were ugly pockmarks in the stucco, with no commemorative plaque or other indication of how they got there. That only added to the mystique when you discovered what they were and understood what they represented. Now well over a half-century had gone by, and though I had seen those bullet holes many times in the interim, I wondered how they had fared in the big spruce-up.


The nature of the street had changed considerably, even in my time. As Italy had grown to become one of the world’s leading economic powers, Via Rasella, like all of Rome’s centro storico, or “historic center,” had gentrified. What used to be a block that housed families rich and poor, aristocrats shoulder to shoulder with the popolani, had become well-to-do, single, professional, chic. The first difference that caught my eye were the computergenerated notices slapped on the walls. “The residents of Via Rasella,” the signs proclaimed with rather charmless sarcasm, “thank their kind dog owners for the expressions of thoughtfulness they leave on the street every day.” The walls themselves were freshly painted and I despaired. But farther down the street, where the Via del Boccaccio intersects, a building that had escaped the ubiquitous makeover displayed the very same spray of bullet holes that I had first noticed so long before. Some days later I learned that permission for the owners of that building and others to fill and cover the holes had been denied by the Belle Arti, the fine-arts authority that looks after the permanence of the nation’s historical treasures. Some owners cheated, I know, just as some Romans have long sought to still the voice of the Via Rasella, but on a few buildings that violence frozen in time was undisturbed. I was reassured. Ghosts never sleep.


IT WAS the boldest and largest Resistance assault, unequaled by the Partisan movements in any other of the German-occupied European capitals. At 3:45 on the afternoon of March 23, 1944, a heavily armed column of 156 SS police marching through Rome was attacked in the Via Rasella by ten Partisans, nine men and one woman, most of them students in their twenties. The target, the 11th Company of the 3rd Bozen SS Battalion, was a new, anti-Partisan police formation. The Partisan strike force was made up of members of the central unit of GAP (Gruppi di Azione Patriottica, “Patriotic Action Groups”), the military arm of the clandestine Communist Party.


As the police column proceeded up the street, one of the Partisans, in the guise of a municipal street cleaner, lit the fuse of a homemade bomb concealed in his trash can and walked away. Some fifty seconds later, twentyfour men were blown apart in an earthshaking explosion. Other Partisans engaged the dazed rear guard with grenades and gunfire, and as nine more SS men, and two hapless civilians, lay dead or dying, they disappeared into the hideaways of the Roman underground.


Notified at his headquarters in East Prussia within minutes of the attack, Hitler shrieked for revenge, demanding a reprisal that would “make the world tremble.”2 His bile alone set in motion a hastily assembled killing machine in Rome that would overcome even internal opposition from the occupiers themselves. The next day, 335 men and teenaged boys—a near-perfect cross section of the male half of Rome, not one of them even remotely connected to the attack—were seized from various parts of the city, trucked to an abandoned labyrinth of caves in Via Ardeatina, near the Christian catacombs of ancient Rome, and slain in groups of five. It was the first wartime atrocity and one of the worst perpetrated on Italian soil.


The Via Rasella attack had been timed to coincide with twenty-fifth anniversary celebrations of the founding of Fascism to signal that the end of the long nightmare was near. It was designed, to represent a dramatic escalation of the Partisan movement’s battle for Rome and to galvanize the population for a general uprising. But other powers in Rome had differing designs on the Eternal City. The Resistance was the bane not only of the occupiers but also of the Vatican and to some extent the Allies. None of them, like the Resistance itself, was free of dissension and intrigue. No one, with few exceptions, wished to harm Rome. Good intentions, to repeat the proverb, paved this hell.


The dramatic story of Rome under the German occupation (September 8, 1943-June 4, 1944) remains largely untold, particularly outside of Italy. No English-language work on the subject has appeared in the last twenty years, leaving untapped a wealth of significant primary material that has since become available. Between 2000 and 2002 the CIA released the so-called crown jewels of America’s wartime intelligence—hundreds of thousands of long-classified documents of its predecessor agency, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). The declassified diplomatic papers of the Vatican archives relating specifically to the occupation of Rome have barely been skimmed, likewise those of the Italian archives; similarly under-reported—and entirely unpublished—is the mass of material generated in the mid-90s by the two Rome trials of former SS officer Erich Priebke, as well as documents from trials in the late 70s and 80s, including my own.3 Thus, earlier books about the occupation did not have the benefit of the now nearly complete and nuanced big picture.


Consider that big picture.


On the evening of September 8, 1943, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied forces in the Mediterranean, went on the air and stunned the world, and Rome most of all, by announcing the signed capitulation of Italy—the first of the Axis powers to surrender unconditionally. What happened over the next few hours still astonishes more than half a century later:


• For the Allies: Timed to Elsenhower’s announcement was the launch of World War II’s first fall-scale invasion of the European mainland. Landings on the shores of Salerno, south of Naples—and later Anzio—initiated Churchill’s “soft-underbelly” strategy of penetrating what would prove to be an imaginary weakness in Hitler’s “Fortress Europe.” They would lead to one of the bloodiest military campaigns in U.S. history, not to speak of the devastation of Italy.


• For the Germans: Hitler regarded the Italian defection—which had followed the arrest of Mussolini some weeks earlier-as an act of treachery that had to be punished draconically. His Supreme Commander in the south, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, was momentarily caught off guard, however, by the September 8 surrender, and began a tactical retreat from the capital. But when Kesselring learned that the Allied landings, which he had expected to take place just north of Rome, were actually happening 160 miles to the south, he made a lightning-quick decision to turn back and seize Rome. His task was greatly facilitated by one of the most craven acts in Italian history, the predawn flight from the capital by the King and his new government, abandoning the city and leaving no one in charge. Courageous but ragtag opposition to Kesselring’s onslaught by the disoriented Italian army and some civilians was quickly crushed, leaving the Germans as the masters of Rome. But at the same time this opposition breathed life into a strategy whose time had come: armed resistance.


• For the Vatican: Vatican City was ringed with Wehrmacht troops, its life-line to the outside world dependent on Hitler’s whim (part of which included a threat to kidnap the Pope). Until now Pope Pius XII had labored assiduously to be seen by both the Western Allies and Germany as an authentic neutral. In this way he hoped to spare Rome from the havoc of war and to play a decisive role as a peacemaker. He was convinced that Stalin’s Russia was a greater evil than Hitler’s Germany, and he had been hoping to broker a general rapprochement between the Western Allies and Germany to contain if not roll back godless Communism. Moreover, that strategy of “neutrality” lay behind his already controversial policy of silence in the face of the Holocaust. Now, in occupied Rome, the most crucial test of that silence was at hand. He had not protested the distant slaughter of Europe’s Jews, but should the Nazis lay the terror at his front door, could he still ignore it?


• For the Italians: An ignoble war fought abroad that was nominally over was now about to come home with a vengeance. Rome would awake that morning of the first day to find itself a prisoner of the Third Reich. Yet the Allies were heading its way, and the vision of Rome as eternal, somehow shielded from the “excesses” the Germans had visited upon the other cities of Europe, seemed intact. Before long, however, that vision would shatter.


In the days leading up to Italy’s surrender, the government that had deposed Mussolini had declared Rome an “Open City”—a demilitarized zone—thus hoping by this measure to preserve its countless wonders from the ruins of war. Reaffirmed but not respected by the German occupiers or the Allies, this Open City proclamation would from the outset be a sham. In a matter of weeks Rome would become a mockery of an open city, a city whose walls would shake under the roar of German military traffic to the front and the thunder of Allied bombs. It would swell to nearly twice its usual size, hosting, but ever more frugally, a million refugees from the countryside. Rome would be a city of spies, double agents, informers, torturers, fugitives, hunted Jews, and hungry people.


A resistance movement would arise in this atmosphere, only to become sundered by internal crises. The six anti-Fascist parties in Rome, awakened from a forced hibernation of twenty years, would form a timid, clandestine union, but only the new generation of young men and women, the Partisans, would prove capable of striking militarily against the German occupiers. They would create an armed, insurrectional threat within Rome, hoping to discourage the Germans from attempting to hold the city. The overriding danger—indeed, Hitler’s plan should the Allies try to take Rome—was a fierce engagement in street-by-street combat. For a city with its nerves worn thin and desperately short on food, such warfare would bring calamity, ruin, and a tremendous loss of civilian lives. It could even mean the destruction of everything treasured and beautiful about Rome.


This Open City was thus a tinderbox of four conflicting parties, each incompatible with the others: the Allies, trying to capture Rome as their first shining prize of war but discovering impregnable opposition instead; the Germans, trying to throw the intruders back into the sea, holding Rome hostage and using it rapaciously as a staging ground and a supply line to the front; the Pope, trying to bring the West and the Germans to terms to save the world from “Communism” and to save Rome and Vatican City from physical destruction; and, finally, the Partisans, trying to redeem Italy’s honor by making Rome untenable for the occupiers.


What a change this was from the start of that summer of 1943.





SUMMER
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BIMONTHLY REPORT (MAY-JUNE) OF THE QUESTORE (POLICE CHIEF) OF ROME, JUNE 28, 1943


ACTIVITIES OF THE CLERGY AND CATHOLIC ORGANIZATIONS. The clergy continues to maintain an attitude of cooperation with the Government … praying for the triumph of the Italian armed forces and Christianity. Nevertheless, there are a few [priests] who have made inappropriate comments … a certain orientation aimed at forming a so-called Christian-Communist party has been noted. Adherents of the movement have been detained and an investigation is under way….


ACTIVITIES OF JEWS AND EFFECTS OF THE RACIAL LAWS. The Jews have apparently abstained from politically suspect activities. Nevertheless, within their circles a conviction is continuously gaining ground that the Axis powers cannot win the war and that with the victory of the Anglo-Saxon armies the Jews will reacquire their lost rights….


ACTIVITIES OF SUBVERSIVES AND ANTI-FASCISTS. During the period under review, police measures have been adopted against [102] persons responsible for offending the DUCE, subversive activity, suspicion of espionage, profiteering, incitement, defeatism and other behavior out of step with the present political moment….


PUBLIC MORALE IN RELATION TO THE PRESENT SITUATION. The morale of the people in the course of these two months has remained quite low. The unfortunate outcome of the Tunisian campaign, as expected, profoundly upset the spirit of the populace, and no one hides concern for the grave peril that threatens the very soil of the Patria. [Dorer:21]
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The news reported in the press and on the radio yesterday evening that Rome has been declared an open city has evoked expressions of enthusiasm among the citizenry. At the Savoia Theater in Via Bergamo, where a performance of the opera Madama Butterfly was in progress, the news was given by an unidentified person in the audience, who held up a newspaper, eliciting a jubilant response throughout the auditorium. Some spectators in the front rows went up on the stage to celebrate the event with the performers, while others, who mistook its meaning, cried long live peace. The orchestra at the request of the audience played the first part of the Royal March. The performance then continued where it had left off.—Telegram dispatched by the Questore of Rome, August 15, 1943 [Dorer: 103]
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TWENTY ANGELS OVER ROME



ROSARIO Bentivegna, nicknamed Sasà (pronounced saZAH), was a twenty-one-year-old third-year medical student, that summer of 1943. On the hot, sticky morning of July 19, he had just completed an all-night tour of duty in the outpatient clinic of the university hospital and was crossing the courtyard, heading for his bicycle, when the air-raid sirens began to wail.


Like most Romans, he paid them little heed. Although Fascist Italy had been at war alongside Hitler’s Germany for the past three years, this was still Rome, the pride of civilization. Other great cities and much of the rest of Europe lay in shambles, millions dead, but Rome remained in all its splendor, its best (and virtually only) air defense the spiritual and physical presence of the Pope. Here in the Holy Father’s long shadow, the sirens had had but one practical meaning: enemy aircraft were passing overhead, making for less-favored regions far away. Somewhere, bombs would fall soon enough; distant, unfortunate people would die, but Sasà was on his way to a rendezvous with his latest girlfriend, a young Austrian actress whom he had met at fencing practice. He had one foot on the pedal of his bike when the first “stick”—eight 500-pound bombs—fell from Lucky Lady, the American B-17 leading a mighty armada of Flying Fortresses and B-24 Liberators that were blackening the skies of Rome. The bomb bays were opening not “somewhere” but directly overhead.


UNTIL NOW, Sasà had led a charmed life. Born in Rome, he was from a propertied, upper-middle-class family—part of which had fought with Garibaldi in Risorgimento times and part with his great nemesis, Pius IX, the last pope to rule an earthly realm, the sovereign Papal States of central Italy. As a student of medicine, Sasà had been exempt from military service until the past February, and after only three months of service in the medical corps in Rome, he was given the choice of continuing his university studies as a civilian or being shipped to the front. The front meant North Africa, the Balkans, or worst of all Russia, where by then more than 200,000 Italians had been killed in action and nearly a million taken prisoner. Irking his Fascist superiors, he chose Rome.


Sasà was an anti-Fascist—a decision made at the age of fifteen when he had barely outgrown the uniform of the paramilitary Fascist boys’ organization Balilla. His recollection of how it happened is an epiphany of a coming of age in a certain time and place:


“Tell me, Sasà, are you a Fascist?” It was my friend Luciano Vella, who was just a little older than I, who asked me that point blank. We were walking on a beach in Santa Severa near Rome on a warm night in the summer of 1937. The question put that way shook me…. At school we always talked about the greatness of the Patria and how that was owed exclusively to the greatness and the goodness of the Duce. I loved my country and so I couldn’t be against the man who everyone agreed had made it great. Yet I certainly did not approve of the gross dishonesty of the Fascist hierarchy, the vulgarity of its rituals, the fear people had of speaking their minds freely…. All these things ran through my mind as we walked, and I remained at odds with myself for a long time before answering Luciano’s blunt question. He too waited in silence. Was I a Fascist? Finally, I managed to say, “I think so.” But deep inside I knew that my answer wasn’t what I meant and there was a distant voice echoing within saying that I had somehow misunderstood the meaning of greatness and that all the talk of conquest and empire, of destiny and the “fateful hills of Rome,”1 had held sway in an impressionable boy’s mind. And when I tried to counter Luciano’s arguments about all the things we saw happening around us being corrupt and unconscionable by saying, yes, it was true, but that it was not the fault of Mussolini but of his unfaithful followers, it was easy for him to prove to me that I was not a Fascist.2


The mounting evils of the regime, once bared in one’s conscience, grew easier and easier to despise if not oppose. Fascism was the very fabric of Italian life. Fascists, some of them swaggering like the Duce himself, all of them driven by a Big-Brotherdom to conform, were to be found, though not in Sasà’s immediate family, among his cousins, family friends and neighbors, his teachers and his classmates. His first unguarded expression of anti-Fascism occurred in the spring of 1940. Mussolini was firing up public opinion in favor of Italy joining Hitler’s war. Sasà was a high-school senior then, and the headmaster closed the school one day, sending the students into the streets to demonstrate support for the Duce. Militant Fascist youths surrounded the building to prevent anyone from entering. But Sasà and another student fought their way inside and took their places in the deserted classrooms. Caught sitting alone at his desk, he was challenged by a teacher, “Hey, you, why aren’t you demonstrating?” To which he replied, “What do you think I’m doing, sir?”3 He was interrogated by Fascist watchdogs for five hours. A year later he was arrested among a group of anti-Fascist students who had occupied Rome University. Some of his fellow students were sent off to an internal exile called confino, but these were Fascism’s new-generation rebels, and to a large extent tolerated as such. One of Sasà’s closest friends, he too a self-defined anti-Fascist, was the son of Mussolini’s chief of the secret police, OVRA, and it was that high official who saved Sasà from a similar punishment, with a stern warning not to frequent “bad company.”4


ROME, though it still glittered that morning of July 19, had become a city of gloom. Fascist rule, bled almost dry by the war, was sick and at that moment more feeble than most of the world knew. The situation had taken a sharp turn for the worse only ten days earlier. The Allies had landed in Sicily on July 10, meeting scarce opposition, and the Mediterranean island appeared to shrink to a mere stepping-stone to mainland Europe. Fascism had boasted that without its consent not even a swallow could fly over Rome. But now American and British air power controlled the Italian skies, flying with impunity over Rome, launching leaflets that taunted the Romans (“Today we choose to drop pamphlets even though we now can choose to drop bombs”), goading them to come to their senses and “separate your destiny from the men of the regime.”5


The regime, more than retreat from braggadocio, had shown a measure of its greatest fear on the evening of July 18, the last Sunday of a Rome about to disappear. People had flocked to the beaches to escape afternoon temperatures in the nineties, but that evening, a radio address by the National Secretary of the Fascist Party, Carlo Scorza, sought to disabuse the people of the notion of escape of any kind. Mussolini’s Italy was in shark-filled waters. It was do or die:


If the enemy were to be victorious what fate would await us? The Nation would be torn apart, the people reduced to a breed of servants, most of [them] under the crack of the Russian whip. The ablest would be shipped off to work in the mines of the Urals or the steppes, while the less fit would be consigned to cultivate flowers for English ladies or hand-paint ceramics for their baronets. Our pillaged museums, pacified schools, silent arsenals, ports emptied of our fleet, factories stilled, abandoned fields, would bear witness for centuries of the curse of our dead. Only our hotels—crowded with rowdy and rednecked American and British tourists—would speak to the world of how the heirs of the Seigniory, the Risorgimento, the Vittorio Veneto became the consummate cosmopolitan waiters and chambermaids, a dependency forged by our apathy. And, I would add, all that would be taken as perfectly natural by the English.


Resist, resist, resist! Now or never.6


The first bomb to hit the university grounds ripped through Clinical Medicine, the building Sasà had left just moments before. The second tore into the nearby Institute of Hygiene. A third struck Orthopedics. There were hundreds of explosions all around him, thick, gnarled columns of black smoke rising in every direction. Wave after wave of Allied bombers (270 in all) was pulverizing the southeast corner of Rome from an altitude of “twenty angels”—U.S. Army Air Corps parlance for 20,000 feet, unreachable by Italian artillery. The target was the railway marshaling yards in the San Lorenzo district, which lay adjacent to the university medical school complex. An Allied reconnaissance damage-assessment report, filed later that day, would declare the mission a completely successful surgical strike with “no damage … observed in the city itself other than to a few buildings in the immediate vicinity of the Lorenzo Yards.”7 The “immediate vicinity,” however, was one of the most populous residential areas of the city, and in and around those “few buildings” more than a thousand Romans would die, with thousands more injured.8


As the bombing continued, Sasà raced back to the hospital in a rain of shattered glass and other debris. Along with other students, he helped nurses and doctors move the patients on gurneys and stretchers to basement shelters. Even before the wards and corridors had been emptied they began to fill again with the arrival of the wounded and dying, hundreds of hemorrhaging bomb-trauma victims, men, women, and children, children who shortly before were playing on the streets of working-class San Lorenzo. Every room became an emergency room, every bed an operating table.


“We students,” Sasà would later recall, “had never done anything more than provide superficial medication—and none of us had seen war—but now we underwent a baptism by fire. At first all we did was clean the wounds for treatment by the doctors, but the number of injured was soon overwhelming and we had to begin to do surgery ourselves, ligating arteries, removing shrapnel and glass, stitching together, when not discarding, flesh and limb. Within a short while we were working up to our ankles in rubble, torn clothing, and blood. We worked through that day and night, and on through the next. Only at sundown of the second day did I leave, bicycling through the completely leveled streets of San Lorenzo. It was a turning point in my life. I had seen the most hideous side of a lost war: the slaughter of the innocents. I wept as I slowly pedaled home. I felt something well within me that I had never felt before, an anger against those who had brought my country and my city to ruin—and a burning passion to make them pay.”9
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THE 262nd man to occupy the Chair of Saint Peter, Pope Pius XII, watched the bombing of Rome through small binoculars. Eugenio Pacelli, the first Roman-born pope in more than two hundred years, stood at the east-wing windows of the Vatican’s Apostolic Palace in stony silence and utter horror. Death and destruction were falling from the blue skies across the Tiber, seemingly no more than an outstretched arm away. Few people loved Rome and all that it meant to Christendom more than he. At his side were his Secretary of State, Cardinal Luigi Maglione, and one of his closest deputies, Monsignor Giovanni Battista Montini, the future Pope Paul VI. Bombs were bursting not only on the rail yards, the buildings of San Lorenzo, and the university, but also, in the words that would be composed by the poet Ungaretti, they were “killing the dead,” pummeling and unearthing the neighboring main cemetery of Rome, Campo Verano, defacing, for one, the Pacelli family tomb, where the Pope’s parents and his brother lay interred. Pius could not have known that detail yet, but he and his aides were painfully aware of witnessing a significant failure of Vatican diplomacy.


He had been pope for more than four years now, a papacy beset almost from the start by the perils and vicissitudes of world war. Vatican City, a sovereign state by treaty but a 108.7-acre enclave of the Fascist capital, had become encircled by and physically dependent in almost every way, down to its lighting and plumbing, on a country spiraling toward ruin. On the very day that Mussolini declared war against Great Britain and France, the idea of Rome as an open city was conceived by the Pope. Cardinal Secretary of State Maglione asked the British ambassador to the Holy See, D’Arcy Osborne, to obtain a commitment that the Royal Air Force would not bomb Rome. London, itself under the German blitz of rockets and bombs, agreed only that it would do its best to avoid damaging Vatican City, but suspicion lingered that the Pope’s efforts to spare Rome from attack were also aimed at making the Vatican useful to its Fascist protectors. The matter worsened when the English city of Coventry and its fourteenth-century Saint Michael’s Cathedral were bombed by the Luftwaffe. Pius, on the grounds of Vatican neutrality, refused a British request to protest, though he continued without surcease to press for open-city status. “The more I think of it,” Osborne confided to his diary late in 1942, “the more I am revolted by Hitler’s massacre of the Jewish race on the one hand, and, on the other, the Vatican’s apparently exclusive preoccupation with the … possibilities of the bombardments of Rome.”10


This skewed diplomacy redoubled with America’s entry into the war. The Axis defeats at El Alamein and Stalingrad made it appear likely that the Allied armies would beat Nazism and Fascism back into the very soil from which they had sprung. It was then that papal concern for the safety of Vatican City became an overriding issue, if not an obsession. Between March and the end of June 1943, a diplomatic offensive by the Vatican implored Washington to consider the dire consequences of bombing Rome. It harped on a one-note theme: that “Vatican City itself would have little chance of escaping damage,” that there was a “grave danger to Vatican City,” that it would be extremely difficult “to guarantee the security of the Vatican itself.” The search for any tack that might effect a change of heart grew more and more peculiar. According to a telegram to the State Department from the U.S. representative in the Vatican, Harold Tittmann, the Pope feared that “Allied bombardment of Rome might provoke popular uprising against diplomats residing in Vatican City….” The people of Rome, Tittmann had been told with what was by then a cliché, regarded the Vatican as a “nest of spies.” The Holy See would not be able to give Tittmann and the other diplomats in the Vatican “adequate protection if such an uprising occurred.” Tittmann replied, somewhat undiplomatically, that “if in the opinion of the Allies war could be shortened and thousands of lives saved by bombing Rome they would not be deterred therefrom out of consideration for safety of a few diplomats.”11


The prospect of an assault by the Romans on the diplomatic corps was not one of Pius’s main concerns that July afternoon. When the all-clear sounded and he was brought news of the extent of the damage, which included a direct hit on the medieval basilica San Lorenzo Outside the Walls, he decided to leave the confines of the Vatican for the first time since the war and visit the afflicted quarter—overruling Montini’s security cautions about waiting until morning by shouting, it is said, “At once! At once!”12


At 5:20 P.M., a black Mercedes, flying the black and yellow papal pennants on its front fenders, exited Vatican City and tore across Rome. Traveling without an escort and accompanied only by Montini and their driver, the Pope reached the arched entranceway to the cemetery in a matter of minutes. He stepped out of the car—an unmistakable presence in his white soutane and skullcap—and was immediately surrounded by a huge crowd crying, “Holiness! Holiness! Peace! Peace!” and “Long live the Pope!” He lifted his head and threw out his arms as if to embrace them all. The unforgettable moment was captured by an anonymous photographer (see photo section).


Soldiers and policemen already at the scene formed a protective cordon. Pius, with Montini bucking the press of flesh to keep at his side, walked to the bomb-stricken basilica named for the third-century martyr. The Pope fell to his knees not far from the bodies of the dead dragged from the rubble, aligned and covered with newspapers. “Out of the deep have I called unto Thee, O Lord,” he intoned, to which the faithful responded, “I am the resurrection and the life …” Off to one side, Montini stood handing out banknotes to survivors.


Someone who was there remembered the scene a half-century later:


I saw a group of people in the ruins of the piazza in front of the basilica and I rushed over there because I thought that some Fascist Party chieftain, some government bigwig, maybe even Mussolini himself, had come there. I picked up a rock and I said to myself, “I’m going to crack his skull open.” My wife and my daughter were buried under the rubble in Via dei Marrucini [two blocks away]; I’d been running around like a madman trying to find somebody to help me dig. You’d have needed a whole work gang but nobody had yet arrived. Other people in the same fix as I was were running with me, shouting, “Murderers!” because they thought it was a party big shot too. But some guy turned to me and said, “Calm down! It’s the Pope!” It was the Pope all right, and we all broke up in tears. My wife and my daughter, I never got them out. They died there.13


As soon as he returned to the Vatican, Pius protested the bombing, venting his indignation in a letter to President Franklin Roosevelt. When the Allies had landed in Sicily, the American president had written to him, saying that “the soldiers of the United Nations [the Allies] have come to rid Italy of Fascism and all its unhappy symbols.” But now, Pius replied, he had had “to witness the harrowing scene of death leaping from die skies and stalking pitilessly through unsuspecting homes striking down women and children.” His own eyes had seen “the gaping ruins of that ancient and priceless papal Basilica of San Lorenzo….” As for liberating Italy of Fascist oppression, the Pope was “above any armed conflict between nations.” Rome could not be attacked “without inflicting an incomparable loss on the patrimony of Religion and Civilization.”14


The Allied position, however, was as clear and constant as ever. Eternal City or not, Rome was the seat of government of an Axis capital, the site of not only Fascist but Nazi military objectives and enemy armed forces, both Italian and German, and as such it would remain a potential target. When some days after Pius’s latest letter to Roosevelt, Tittmann remarked to Maglione that it was regrettable that the Pope “did not raise his voice clearly in some such manner as this when civilians and cultural monuments of other countries were being bombed by Germans in the early stages of the war,” he learned of a more temporal reason for the Pope’s displeasure. Tittmann reported to Washington that Pius had been “desperately hoping that Rome would not be bombed during the war since it would have meant so much to his prestige afterward if it could be said that city had been spared out of respect for the Holy Father.”15 Whatever his priorities, Pius, the bishop of Rome, was more resolved than ever to exercise his powers on behalf of his beloved city.


 [image: image]


THE GERMANOPHOBIC king and latter-day emperor of Italy, Victor Emmanuel III, had also watched the bombing of Rome through binoculars, powerful Italian Navy binoculars befitting the First Marshal of the Empire. The planes had flown over Villa Savoia, the royal residence, which was little more than a mile from the San Lorenzo target. He stood on a terrace, counting B-17s and B-24s, deeply impressed not only by their numbers but by their unchallenged mastery of the skies. The Queen was alarmed. “Look!” cried the King, “look how they’re flying in formation. It’s like a parade. Perfect formation!” From time to time, puffs of smoke from anti-aircraft artillery fire revealed how sparse those weapons were and how far below the twenty-angel mark most of them could reach. “Not even one fighter in the air,” said the King. “Where are our boys? What happened to them?”16 Victor Emmanuel had been one of the staunchest believers in the Pope’s presence rendering Rome immune from attack, but the monarch was no fool. He knew that the Savoia 81 bombers and the poison gas dropped on malnourished Abyssinia to gain a puny empire had been bought on credit and that Italy was broke.


That same afternoon, shortly after the Pope’s visit, the seventy-three-year-old King also went to San Lorenzo. Legend abounds in Rome of how he and his entourage were greeted in a hail of rocks hurled by scornful crowds and how when his aide-de-camp General Paolo Puntoni, like Monsignor Montini, began to pass out money, people cried to the King, “We don’t want your charity! We want peace!” Puntoni’s own version of the King’s reception is not completely contradictory. “The people are mute, hostile,” he wrote in his diary. “We go through tears and icy silence…. The Sovereign is stricken by this state of affairs.”17 He was stricken too when he went to inspect nearby Ciampino aerodrome, a vital military installation. Gutted and pitted with craters, aircraft and hangars destroyed, Ciampino was still burning, but worse, all but abandoned.18 The base commander, when he was found, justified this under the phrase “preventive decentralization,” but the old-soldier King knew desertion when he saw it.


The bombing of Rome may not have been the precise moment in which Victor Emmanuel decided to abandon Mussolini, but it tipped the balance. Since the beginning of the year, but decidedly more so in the last few months, the King, however skittishly, had been hatching a palace plot to overthrow the Duce and disengage Italy from hated Germany. It was only a matter of choosing the “right moment,” he had told Puntoni back in March. “An error in timing,” he said, “could be fatal.”19 What he meant by fatal was not to Italy but to his dynasty, the House of Savoy. For more than nine centuries the oldest reigning house in Europe had ruled one or another dominion, and had grown at last into an empire, but not before it had maneuvered itself onto the precipice of demise. The Savoyard king-emperor who stood on that brink had ushered in and harbored Fascism for twenty years to the misfortune of the people of his kingdom. For now, he still held his own destiny in his hands.


The plans to bring down the Duce were all in place. They had been deftly constructed by the minister of the royal household, a Genoese duke and master of intrigue named Pietro d’Acquarone. The King had held himself strategically aloof from the plotters, positioned to repudiate them should they fail. That was accepted Savoyard style. Victor Emmanuel’s greatest fear was the presence of Hitler’s army in Italy—the strike force of a potential countercoup. He knew he could expect no mercy from the Führer whose abiding abomination he had long before incurred. Yet until the evening following the bombing, he had nourished the hope of a negotiated separation from the Axis and an exit from the war with Hitler’s blessing. It was not an outlandish idea. Italy had become a military and economic liability to Germany, and withdrawal from their mutual commitments would, it could be argued, benefit Berlin at least as much as Rome.


Indeed, Mussolini had promised to make that very case at a summit meeting with Hitler in northern Italy, held the day of the bombing. On short notice from the Führer, he had piloted himself in a white flying suit to the Venetian hill town of Feltre in the morning, along with his military and political advisers. They had pleaded with him to seize the opportunity and attempt to win Hitler over to the notion of an amicable divorce. Among the Italians in his company was Armed Forces Chief of Staff General Vittorio Ambrosio (a key conspirator in the royal plot), who had all but threatened him, demanding that he get them out of the conflict within fifteen days. Mussolini, suffering an “intense agony of spirit,” he would later say, was not in disagreement with his aides but was immobilized by the thought of speaking to Hitler about quitting.20 He could, in fact, barely muster a few feckless words during the daylong meeting, only once gaining a fleeting nod of sympathy from Hitler when he read a message handed to him that while they spoke Rome was under massive bombardment.


“He is mad, I tell you, mad,” Chief of Staff Ambrosio erupted when he learned that Mussolini, after taking leave of the Führer, admitted he never once mentioned Italy exiting the war, and the General, on their return to Rome that evening, went straight to the King and reported. It was then that Victor Emmanuel, according to Ambrosio, took “the decision to liquidate Mussolini.”21 The date was set: Sunday, July 25.


THE HANDWRITING on the wall appeared the morning after the raid, the 20th. On a bombed-out building at the head of the Via Casalina, near the rail yards, someone had scrawled in Romanesco dialect, “Better the Americans on top of your head than Mussolini between your balls” (“Meio l’americani su la capoccia che Mussolini tra li coioni”). The Fascist press and radio had immediately begun to rail against the enemy incursion, but few Romans blamed the Allies, and some Italians were even perversely gladdened. A report by an OVRA secret service agent that landed on the Duce’s desk on the 22nd spoke of public opinion, particularly in already-bombed Milan, “being elated.” “I was in a public place when the news broke,” wrote the informant, “and it was received with smug satisfaction. Many people commented that finally the high-and-mighty of Rome got a taste of what it’s like in person.”22


On that same day, Mussolini visited San Lorenzo, but in the dead of night and virtually incognito. Survivors were still searching in the rubble for signs of missing loved ones. Fourteen-year-old Arnaldo Bordoni, a barber’s apprentice, was sitting on a pile of rocks with his grandparents and a cousin who was looking for her mother and sister, when he saw the Duce’s car arrive. It stopped in front of a public urinal in the piazza, at almost midnight:


I remember it like it was now [Bordoni recalled long afterward]. He was riding in an Aprilia 1500, with a slanting hood and whitewall tires. I didn’t recognize him at first because I’d never seen him in person, but my grandmother had. I saw this gentleman get out of the car, wearing a jacket and a black hat and he came toward us with two or three others…. My grandmother got up and lunged at him in a rage and she fell over, seized by a kind of apoplexy; you can understand, here she was looking for two of her daughters, buried under all this rubble, and surely dead. Mussolini began to weep and I choked up, too. I lowered my head and after a moment or two I felt him caressing my hair. Then he turned and gestured to [one of his men] to hand him some money, but after looking through his pockets, [he] shook his head that he had nothing on him. So they all turned and got back into the Aprilia. But Mussolini, before going, glanced back at us two or three times. When I’d felt him caress me, I’d looked up at him and I saw two huge tears in his eyes, and it pained me. Even after all we had suffered, it pained me.23


“The people are with me,” Mussolini said at lunch with his wife, Donna Rachele, on Sunday the 25th. He had seen as much at San Lorenzo, he said. He had a five o’clock appointment with the King, and Donna Rachele was pleading with him not to go. She had a premonition, she said. The King was about to betray him. That was nonsense, he said. The King was his friend.24


Over the past twenty-four hours, there had been a sharp twist in the conspiracy to oust the Duce. Acting more or less independently of the royal plot, a group of Fascist hierarchs, as the leaders had come to be called, had induced Mussolini to agree to hold a meeting of the Grand Council, once the supreme body of the Fascist Party and state but functionless and impotent since 1939. A resolution was to be offered, ostensibly to reinvigorate the state institutions, though its true aim was to win a no-confidence vote in the Duce and so force the King’s hand. The Saturday-night meeting provided high backroom drama, with several members packing guns and grenades, since no one could predict the outcome. After nearly ten hours of rancor and recrimination, but no fireworks, it ended somewhat inconclusively. The no-confidence vote was carried nineteen to seven, yet Mussolini continued to regard the council as merely an advisory body. However, he rejected the admonitions of his loyalists to immediately arrest the dissenters. For days, rumors of a plot had reached him from various quarters. One of them, borne by Party Secretary Scorza, spoke of a decision to arrest him, at which Mussolini had scoffed, “Don’t write detective stories.”25 Now, he would simply wipe the grand council slate clean. Whatever confidence had been withdrawn, he believed, would be restored by Victor Emmanuel. “I have never had friends,” he had told the council, “but the King is my friend.”26


FOR MORE than a thousand weeks the King had received Mussolini in audience at the Quirinal Palace every Monday and Thursday. In the early days, when Fascism was stylish and in its heyday; when Winston Churchill opined of Mussolini, “If I were Italian, I am sure that I would have been with you entirely from the beginning….”; when Lady Chamberlain exclaimed, “What a man! I have lost my heart!” and Pope Pius XI called him “the man sent from Providence”; in those days, the Duce would repair to the royal palace in derby and tails, presenting his heroically jutting chin high on a detachable white collar. He wore the white gloves, cuffs, and spats and the mirror shine on his shoes religiously then until power and a growing disdain for the monarch allowed him to relax this rigorous attire, with the quip, “By now there are only three of us still wearing it: me and Laurel and Hardy.” Nevertheless the rest of the routine had remained unvaried. He would enter the royal presence with a perfect deep bow, follow the lead of Victor Emmanuel’s extended soft white hand, sit at the King’s right, and when beckoned, speak in hushed tones, then, upon leaving, bow once more and back away. He had done as much only last Thursday and was to do so again on Monday, but now the grand council matter had to be disposed of and he had asked that the audience be held informally at the royal residence that Sunday afternoon.


A task force of fifty trusted Carabinieri was hiding in the bushes of the royal gardens when Mussolini’s sedan passed through the gates of Villa Savoia at five o’clock. The Duce suspected nothing. His escort, three cars fall of Fascist police and other aides, remained on the grounds, led to wait in places where they could, if needed, be more easily overcome. The King was on the doorstep when Mussolini got out of his car. He greeted his guest warmly and showed him inside. Mussolini wore his gray-green first marshal’s uniform but it did little to shore up his courage. The Sovereign and the Duce withdrew to a corner study. Mussolini later said that the King told him that he was the most hated man in Italy and “you have only one friend left … me.” The King said that Mussolini sagged and murmured, “Then this is my complete collapse.” Each man said the other was trembling.27


The King’s aide General Puntoni, standing outside the study with an ear pressed to the door, was the only other “witness.” He heard little more than a garble, his sovereign saying, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” then chairs moving and footsteps coming toward him. When they emerged, the King said something about the weather being hot and Mussolini agreed and moved toward his car. It had already been removed, but before he could raise any question a captain in the Carabinieri came up to him and said he had been charged by the King to protect him. He directed him toward a waiting ambulance. When the Duce demurred, he looked up and saw that he was more or less surrounded. He got into the back of the ambulance, which immediately set off at high speed, careening through the quiet Sunday afternoon streets of northeast Rome. He was the King’s prisoner.
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SASÀ had stayed home all that day studying for upcoming exams in general pathology. Somehow, he recalls, he sensed that this was not an ordinary Sunday. There was tension in the muggy air, heavy with rumors of a deep malaise at the heart of the regime. His stepfather, a prominent physician and professor of medicine, came home that evening having heard intimations of the Grand Council’s no-confidence vote, and it was all they could do to await the state-controlled nightly news. In spite of rigid Fascist censorship, one learned to read between the lines. The broadcast would be followed by Radio London, usually jammed but not very efficiently. At 10:45, the news hour, the family was gathered around the radio, only to be greeted by maddening minutes of dead silence, a portentous departure from the norm. Finally the announcer began: “His majesty the king and emperor …” and Sasà knew that what was coming was news of momentous change. The phrase “His majesty the king …” had been used, not the formulation he had grown up on, “the majesty of the king …” The speaker had uttered the accursed third-person, Lei form of speech, which Mussolini had expelled from the language of Dante in one of the many absurd manifestations of Fascist thought control on a par with the ban on shaking hands and with diktats to wear straw hats. Yes, it was over. His majesty had accepted the Duce’s resignation; a new government had been appointed under Savoyard loyalist His Excellency Army Marshal Pietro Badoglio.


Sasà leaped to his feet. It took a moment to sink in. Badoglio himself had come on the air to declare that he had been empowered to head a military government and that “the war continues,” but that was not the part that sank in. Everyone in Sasà’s family was overwhelmed with glee and embracing one another. He ran to the telephone, called the first person who came to mind. She was an ex-classmate, a Jew expelled from school under the racial laws. She took the news as a joke in bad taste, but at last understood it was true and erupted in tears. Bouncing back and forth from the phone to his parents, Sasà suddenly drew back one of the mandatory blackout curtains, stepped out onto a balcony and witnessed an unusual phenomenon:


The city was pitch black, but then a light went on in another apartment whose curtain had been undrawn and the window thrown open. Then another light, and another, as little by little people came to stand at their windows and all of Rome began to light up. In that moment, nobody was afraid of any bombing, or of the Fascists, or of our “powerful ally,” Germany. We were afraid no more. Not of anything. People who until now had walked with their heads bowed, were standing tall in the light by their windows. After a while, from a window in the building across from mine, a raucous voice wracked with emotion pierced the night: “Long live freedom!” I will never forget that resounding cry erupting from the bottom of one man’s soul. Others responded with similar shouts and Romans everywhere began to take to the streets, drunk with joy.28


A foreign journalist, a Swiss woman named de Wyss who kept a wartime diary of Rome—a rare and precious document, considering the limited number of nonbelligerent-country observers in the capital at the time29—describes the street scene on that night:


Hearing the news, people rushed into the streets just as they were: in night-gowns, night-shirts, pyjamas, some in trousers and bare above the waist, some in slippers, some barefoot, all howling, yelling, screaming. Dishevelled, gaping, panting, they laughed and wept and threw themselves into each other’s arms. They shouted “Abbasso Mussolini” and “Eviva Garibaldi”! [“Down with Mussolini” and “Long live Garibaldi”] (Why?) They hurled down the Duce’s pictures and trampled and spat on them.


An old woman who lost her husband in a Fascist prison and two sons in Abyssinia and Sicily, came running, carrying Mussolini’s portrait over her head, and shrieking: “That’s all I have, that’s all I have.” She then smashed it on the pavement and stamped on it, reaching in her joy the point of hysteria….


The publishing office of Il Tevere (a rabidly Fascist newspaper) was set on fire. People danced round clapping their hands. The police and Carabinieri looked on, grinning. They didn’t interfere at all….


Sasà was on the street all night. Sometime past midnight he drifted into the Piazza Venezia, beneath the very windows of Mussolini’s world-famous balcony and the site of his most imposing appearances before roaring multitudes. Now it was at least as full, undoubtedly with many of the same people. Almost immediately, outsiders would begin to mock the Romans for having first cheered then jeered their Duce, but Sasà saw no contradiction. He himself had been there as an enthusiastic Fascist youth, but the war had changed him, and Italy as well.


Journalist de Wyss made her way to the Vatican:


About 2 A.M. crowds gathered in St. Peter’s Square, shouting, “Evviva il Papa!” probably under the impression that now, if ever, the Pope would be able to mediate peace…. All Italians I talked to this night were dead sure of Badoglio’s words: “The war continues,” had been only a face-saver. “We shall have peace in no time,” they insisted.


I often heard anti-German shouts…. Many times, on seeing Germans, they shouted: “Out with the foreigners,” and the Huns generally retreated. But I also saw them applauding a bonfire of Fascist insignia.


About 5 A.M. I was dead tired and went to bed. People continued to shout, scream and laugh. Through the mists of sleep I still heard the “Abasso Mussolini” and the laughter of joy.


The euphoria continued well into the next day.
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ANOTHER foreign eyewitness, but far from neutral was forty-three-year-old SS Colonel Eugen Dollmann, who had been living in the capital for many years, lately under the auspices of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler as his personal representative. When he had heard the news of Mussolini’s fall, he drove at once to the German embassy in the sumptuous Villa Wolkonsky, not very far from bombed-out San Lorenzo—“to await,” he said, “the inevitable Fascist countermeasures.”


Dollmann would have an important role to play in the coming months in Rome. When in 2000, many years after his death, the CIA would declassify its Office of Strategic Services (OSS) files, a long-held suspicion would be confirmed, that he had gone on seamlessly at war’s end to serve as a source for Allied intelligence. The assessment of Dollmann’s character, drawn by his British interrogator over a two-month period, July-August 1945, is a keen portrait of the man:


Source, who is unusually vivacious for a German, is extremely intelligent and alert of mind. He is vain and without a great deal of principle but has a sense of form that would probably prevent his sinking to the depths of cruelty and cowardice of many of his colleagues. He is essentially a bon viveur, fond of women and luxury, but not a drunkard or a profligate. Is witty and is an excellent raconteur. He undoubtedly used the SS as a means to a pleasant easy existence without ever believing in National Socialism. It is thought that he has told the truth on all matters discussed with him, but that there are no doubt unsuspected chapters in his career that do not redound entirely to his credit. Reliability: Good.30


In the twenty-four hours prior to the Duce’s downfall, Dollmann was probably the only Nazi in Rome—or Berlin—who had sensed its imminence, but he was no wiser than his compatriots in foretelling how utterly faithless Mussolini’s followers would be. At the embassy, Berlin and Hitler’s headquarters were working the phone lines, ordering that the countercoup be supported, the Duce rescued, and the King’s new government overthrown at any cost. Along with the ambassador and his wife, Dollmann waited in vain for Fascist retaliation. “A small crowd did assemble outside the gates,” he later said, “not to reinstate Benito Mussolini with our assistance, but to hurl cries of derision at the Fascists who sought refuge in the embassy.”


At last, one prominent hierarch arrived, Roberto Farinacci. He had to be plucked from the crowd at the gates but had suffered no more than a few bruises and a tear in his jacket. Dollmann, who considered Farinacci “the boldest and most determined Fascist of all,” had envisaged him as leading Mussolini’s elite corps, the M Division, to restore the regime, but Farinacci wanted nothing more than safe passage to Germany and a change of clothes. Changes in clothing and disguises had been a topic of conversation all evening. There were reports from the headquarters of the German command post in nearby Frascati that Fascists were gathering there, too, seeking to be dispatched from Italy in German uniforms. “Just at that moment,” Dollmann writes when speaking of Farinacci asking to be sent to Berlin dressed as a German airman, “the ambassadress appeared on the stairs leading to her private apartments and asked me if our friends needed any women’s clothes. If so, she would be glad to oblige. My involuntary guffaw incurred universal displeasure, but the momentary vision of Farinacci leading the doughty lads of the M Division back to Rome dressed as a woman was too much for me.”31


Farinacci was accommodated but treated with contempt, particularly when Badoglio telephoned the ambassador to extend his assurances that the war would indeed continue on the side of the Nazi ally. It was then that the fears of the Germans in Rome subsided, but Hitler could not for one moment be fooled. Immediately on receiving the news, he summoned his generals, denounced Badoglio as his “most bitter enemy,” and gave a memorable snap judgment of the state of the alliance:


Undoubtedly in their treachery they will proclaim that they will remain loyal to us, but that is treachery. Of course they won’t remain loyal…. Although that so-and-so declared immediately that the war would be continued, that won’t make any difference. They have to say that, but it remains treason. We’ll play the same game while preparing everything to take over the whole crew with one stroke, to capture all that riffraff.32


His first impulse was to “drive into Rome with a special detail to arrest the whole government, the King and the whole bunch right away…. Right into a plane and off with them,” he cried. Suspecting the Pope of complicity in the overthrow, Hitler targeted the Vatican—and the diplomatic corps—as well. “I’d go straight into the Vatican,” he railed. “Do you think the Vatican impresses me? I couldn’t care less… We’ll clear out that gang of swine…. Then we’ll apologize for it afterward.”33


In a matter of hours, however, after considering the military and political realities, the Führer restrained his savage instincts without abandoning his determination to exact revenge. Playing the “same game” as the new Italian government, he secured the Alpine passes to guarantee access to Italy and began moving twelve new divisions down the peninsula. The planned response to the expected betrayal would be the occupation of Rome, the rescue of Mussolini, and the restoration of Fascist rule.


LIKE the Germans and, incidentally, the Vatican, the Allies were taken by surprise by the coup d’état in Rome. In retrospect—with Fascism falling only six days after the San Lorenzo bombing and only two weeks after the landing in Sicily—it would seem that Washington and London had had a master plan for knocking Italy out of the war. Early in 1943 and flush with battlefield victories, the Allies had demanded nothing less than unconditional surrender from the Axis powers, but now it seemed no one was quite sure what that meant in practice and the Allies were unprepared to state the terms of any armistice, so desperately and fearfully desired by the new government in Rome. Thus the “game” of dare and deceit became a threesome.


The King’s government took the initiative, launching a secret peace offensive aimed at winning something more palatable than unconditional surrender. The Allies were less than open-armed in their reception. They decided to put maximum military and political pressure on the Badoglio government. Rome played its horror-story card. Badoglio’s first peace emissary was dispatched with great stealth to Lisbon, where he met with the British ambassador on August 4. According to Churchill’s report to Roosevelt of what the ambassador had been told, Italy, after Mussolini, “had turned Red overnight.” Twenty years of Fascism had wiped out the middle class. There was no one left between the King with his supporters and rampant Bolshevism. “If we bomb Rome again,” Churchill related, “there will be a popular rising.”34


The Allied response was to bomb Rome again.35 There was no uprising, but Badoglio continued to trot out the Bolshevik bogey. While this policy did test the resolve of the unconditional surrender stance, it forced Rome into the foolhardy position of favoring, even fostering, the movement of German reinforcements into Italy, insofar as it “proved” Badoglio’s loyalty to Hitler and provided an incentive to the Allies to offer terms.


The Allies had to figure what to do next. The war against Hitler had brought together the military might of one of the largest coalitions in history. What was called “the Allies”—and more formally the “United Nations”—was also a hodgepodge of diverse cultures with conflicting interests. In Italy alone, the Allies included the U.S. Fifth Army, the British Eighth Army, the Free Poles (2nd Polish Corps), the Free French (Corps Expéditionnaire Français), the 1st Canadian Corps, the New Zealand Corps, and a supporting cast of Brazilians, Moroccans, South Africans, and others. Commander in Chief of all these ground forces was General Sir Harold Alexander, a brooding, unassuming Briton, chosen for his military prowess, of course, but hardly the type to rein in celebrity generals such as the Eighth Army’s Bernard Law Montgomery or Bernard Freyberg of New Zealand from doing as they damned pleased.


Thus what had been gained in firepower would be compromised by lack of a unified long-term vision—a failing that Kesselring would learn to exploit to great advantage. Meanwhile, Allied strategists finally devised their next move. Code-named Operation Avalanche, it was a compromise between the British desire to maintain a strong presence in the Mediterranean and the American wish to make a beeline for the Führer’s jugular, straight across the English Channel, nonstop to Berlin. Avalanche, to be timed with the inevitable Italian surrender, was to be an amphibious landing on the shores of Salerno, south of Naples, on a bet that the Germans, fearing the complex logistics of fighting a war too deep in the peninsula, would turn around and withdraw to northern Italy. A worse bet would never be made, at least in this theater of operations, and a contemporary entry in Montgomery’s diary makes plain that these were warriors of the wagering kind:


Before we embark on major operations on the mainland of Europe [he wrote on September 5] we must have a master plan and know how we propose to develop these operations. I have not been told of any master plan and I must therefore assume that there was none.36


NOT EVERYONE in Rome was addled by wishful thinking. Although the Badoglio government instituted martial law and other repressive measures that in some cases were in excess of those of Fascist times, it did accede to the demands of public opinion to release Mussolini’s political prisoners (and interned Jews). This buttressed the ranks of committed anti-Fascists, of which there had always been scattered groupings even in the darkest days. Many of them gravitated around seventy-year-old Ivanoe Bonomi, who had been head of a democratic government prior to Mussolini’s seizure of absolute power. Bonomi had survived the dictatorship with his anti-Fascism uncompromised and had remained in the circles of the royal family. Back in June he had been among those who counseled the King to arrest Mussolini, though a second piece of advice—to break unequivocally with the Axis while the Italian armed forces far outnumbered the enemy within the gates—was fatefully ignored. In the last days of July, the groupings of anti-Fascists around Bonomi formed the Committee of Opposition to Badoglio37 and by mid-August they were denouncing the government’s failure to make peace while permitting the German military buildup in Italy—and, consequently, they demanded that weapons be distributed to the people of Rome in case of a Nazi attack.


THE POLITICAL ferment in Rome seethed most among the new generation of anti-Fascists. On the morning after the fall of Fascism, Sasà put aside his medical studies and went in search of political action. Like many of his fellow students at the university, he had come to think of himself as a follower of Leon Trotsky, the bête noire of Stalin and Stalinist Communism. Now, however, along with many of his friends, he sought contact with the pro-Soviet Italian Communist Party (PCI). Although a mere cadre in terms of membership—the Rome-area branch claimed but 500 adherents, many of them, it admitted, “of questionable ideological and political outlook”38—the party had endured the Fascist period by going underground. Its founder, Antonio Gramsci, had died in a Fascist prison, hundreds had spent years in confino, and its present leader, Palmiro Togliatti, had been in exile since 1927, but the party was still considered the most organized political grouping. The astonishing victory over Hitler’s armies at Stalingrad and the Red Army’s steady advance westward had altered the course of the war, and in Rome that summer it was buoying the fortunes of the PCI. The party saw its task as unifying the inchoate left in a peace movement. Nevertheless, Sasà, when he declared his Trotskyite leanings, was taken in with some reluctance and left to earn the party’s trust by commitment and deed.


By the beginning of September, the Communists, under the umbrella of the Committee of Opposition, had joined with two other parties of the left—the liberal Action Party (Partito d’Azione) and the newly formed amalgamation of socialists, the Italian Socialist Party of Proletarian Unity (Partito Socialista Italiano di Unità Proletaria), led by Pietro Nenni—in establishing a military council. With a promise of weapons from Army General Carboni, the Committee of Opposition was to fight side by side with the Italian armed forces in the event of a German attempt to seize Rome.


Hitler had not backed away from his initial plan to rescue Mussolini and occupy Rome—now formalized as Operation Axis—but his overall war strategy, in the event of Badoglio’s defection, made him willing to abandon southern Italy and draw a line of defense even north of Rome, if absolutely necessary. This of course heightened the allure of Rome’s capture.


The same was true for the Allies. Endless importunings of the King’s envoys could not budge Allied insistence on unconditional surrender, and an ultimatum had been issued that would expire at midnight September 1. But Eisenhower was eager to conclude the negotiations. The enormous psychological value of the first defeat of an Axis power aside, the military implications of increasing German might in Italy placed the Allied Italian campaign in continually greater jeopardy. Surrender or no surrender, the invasion of the Italian mainland had been set, the landings to take place in early September on the beaches of Salerno, just below Naples and some 160 miles south of Rome.


To calm the terror of the King and his government at being taken prisoner by Hitler, Eisenhower authorized dropping the American 82nd Airborne Division on Rome at the time of the Salerno landings to assist the Italian forces in maintaining control of the capital. This proved to be just enough to allay the King’s fears, at least temporarily, and the surrender, signed in a Sicilian orange grove on September 3, was to be made public by both parties in conjunction with the invasion, set now for September 8.


SUCH was the state of affairs when on September 7, U.S. General Maxwell Taylor, second in command of the 82nd Airborne, went on a mission behind enemy lines to assess the feasibility of the air drop to secure Rome. Disguised as downed airmen and prisoners of the Italians, Taylor and his aide, Colonel William Gardiner, were spirited into the capital and received by Badoglio at his villa at about 1 A.M. on the 8th. To their confounding surprise, they were told by their host that the King’s government had changed its mind. The German military buildup in and around the capital had now reached the point where the air drop would be insufficient, Badoglio claimed. The armistice, the landings on the beaches of mainland Italy, and the airborne invasion of Rome—all scheduled for later that same day—would therefore have to be postponed.


Alerted immediately, Eisenhower radioed back an unequivocal no-postponement along with a threat to expose the full record of this sordid behavior and abandon all the King’s men, King included, to certain disgrace, possibly worse. Taylor had already pulled the 82nd Airborne off the runway while the paratroopers were waiting to take off, and now Eisenhower agreed to abort. Victor Emmanuel, Badoglio, and Badoglio’s government were still rifling through their political pantries trying to find a palatable option, when at 6:30 P.M., as scheduled, Eisenhower went on the air and declared that Italy “has surrendered unconditionally … effective this instant.”


Rejecting counsel that he should issue a denial, the King adjourned the last meeting of his life in Rome. Badoglio, after a delay of more than an hour, took to EIAR, Radio Rome: “To all the forces on land, at sea and in the air,” he began in a tired voice that would be recorded and repeated at brief intervals to a startled nation, “the Italian government … recognizing the overwhelming power of the enemy … has requested an armistice from General Eisenhower…. This request has been granted. The Italian forces will, therefore, cease all acts of hostility against the Anglo-American forces wherever they may be met. They will, however, oppose attacks from any other quarter.”39


THE ONLY other quarter that mattered at this moment were the German forces under Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, Commander in Chief of the entire southern front. Early that afternoon, the site of his command post in the Roman hill town Frascati had been bombed by the Allies. Frascati and much of the surrounding area of the Castelli Romani, or Alban Hills, had been laid to ruin—150 German soldiers and hundreds of civilians reported killed—but Kesselring had crawled out of the wreckage of his headquarters unharmed. At fifty-eight, he had spent much of his adult life under fire, as an artillery captain in World War I then rising rapidly when Hitler came to power, commanding the Luftflotte during the blitz against Britain and the razing of Rotterdam. In Italy, he would gain worldwide fame for his nickname, “Smiling Albert.”


Kesselring and his officers had correctly interpreted the raid as a prelude to an Allied landing, but when official word of the Italian surrender reached him at about seven that evening, he, like all of the Germans, was taken by complete surprise. He immediately issued the code-word Achse, or “Axis,” to go on the offensive against the Italians. They had, he said charging his armies, “committed the basest treachery … behind our backs. We Germans must continue to fight … for the salvation of Europe and Italy. No mercy must be shown to the traitors. Heil Hitler!”40


Still, he was uncertain whether to risk an attempt to capture Rome. An armistice implied close coordination between the Allies and the Italians, and Kesselring grew convinced that the enemy would land near Rome to protect the government and thus assure that the surrender terms would be honored.


His first concerns were to secure the paths of retreat from Rome and the south and to regroup and link up with the German forces in northern Italy. Hitler’s headquarters agreed that the desire for Rome might have to be discarded and, on instruction from Berlin, the ambassador to the King’s government, Rudolf Rahn, asked that a train be put at his disposal to evacuate German diplomatic, military, and civilian personnel. The Italians, to be sure, were eager to oblige.


Kesselring’s sense that all hope of taking Rome for the Führer had to be eschewed was reinforced when SS Colonel Dollmann reported to Frascati that same evening. Dollmann had come from the embassy, where the Reich’s ambassador was burning documents and “pale-faced diplomats of every rank scurried to and fro,” ignoring him, he assumed, “because they were afraid I would demand a seat in the special train …” He told Kesselring that one of his intelligence sources had informed him of General Taylor’s appearance in Rome. Nothing more was known, he said, but Kesselring and his officers were quick to read the presence of such a senior paratroop commander as a portent of an airborne landing in conjunction with one from the sea. Should this occur, he told Dollmann, all was lost.41


Sometime during the post-midnight hours, however, when Kesselring had locked in his lines of retreat, he began to reconsider taking Rome. There were no signs of an Allied landing or airborne invasion beyond Salerno, and the Italian forces, though they still outnumbered the Germans, were acting erratically, putting up disoriented resistance and in some cases disbanding. Kesselring did not know it at the time, but the Italian military plan for the defense of Rome, code-named Memoria 44, had not yet been issued—and never would. It had lost its way in a numbing miasma of fear and confusion from the King down. For his part, Kesselring began an encirclement maneuver, one by one cutting off the eighteen roads to Rome.


THE KING and Badoglio—the Commander in Chief and the head of his military government—were ensconced with their families in the Ministry of War. At 4:30 A.M. on the 9th, while the King and Queen slept in their clothes as a preparedness measure, Army Chief of Staff Mario Roatta reported to Badoglio that the Germans were changing course. Early delight that the Germans were withdrawing had been premature. Now the Germans were sealing off the city with the apparent intention of moving in. All roads were in their hands, Roatta said, with one exception, the Via Tiburtina—the eastward passage of the ancient Romans across the Apennine Mountains to the Adriatic Sea. If anyone had thoughts of leaving Rome, the moment was clearly at hand and fleeting. As for the Chief of Staff, his own thought was that it was a good idea “not to expose the King and the Government to the risk of capture.” Roatta would later admit to having added, “Gentlemen, if the Germans get their hands on us, they will shoot us all. And why should we let them shoot us?”42 The irony that they would have to depart from the rubble of San Lorenzo, where the Tiburtina road begins, seems not to have been noted.


Badoglio, for one, worried instead whether the “public would comprehend the need for my departure or would they give it an outright infamous interpretation?” The answer, as it had to, came quickly:


My internal struggle did not last very long…. Every personal consideration had to be put aside. What remained supreme were the interests only of the Patria. I declared that of course I approved of General Roatta’s proposal, and that I had decided to abandon Rome, taking the Tiburtina.43


At the time, he put it more concisely. “I’m going,” he said.


Someone had to wake the King. Briefed on the military situation, the Commander in Chief was thrown into a moral dilemma. It lasted about as long as Badoglio’s, though. “Much and lively resistance,” he later jotted, blaming Badoglio. “Badoglio’s behavior and decision rendered departure necessary.” Aide-de-camp Puntoni, as ever, backed him up: The King, he wrote in his diary, “adheres reluctantly to abandon Rome. His intention is to guarantee the continuity of the government’s action in cooperation with the Allies and to prevent that the Eternal City suffer the horrors of war.”44


No one was given the order to defend Rome. No one was left in command. Fourteen of the sixteen ministers of the government were not even informed of the departure. This was not an earnest institutional retreat to a more advantageous venue. This was a panicked flight to safety.


While Rome slept, twenty-two men and women gathered in the ministry courtyard in the predawn darkness, the King carrying a cheap fiberboard suitcase, the Queen and their son, heir-to-the-throne Prince Humbert, at his side. As the party piled into seven black cars to strike eastward to the rescuing sea, Prince Humbert, who for twenty-seven days after the war would be the last King of Italy, murmured repeatedly, “My God, what a scene!”45





TWO [image: image]
THE PYRAMID



CARLA Capponi awoke at dawn. A spirited young woman with sparkling green eyes, she lived with her mother and younger brother in a sprawling apartment overlooking Trajan’s Forum in the heart of imperial Rome. After hearing Badoglio’s surrender speech, she was up late with her mother, both women wondering what next, watching flashes of artillery fire light the southwestern sky. “My God,” her mother had exclaimed, “they’re getting nearer and nearer. If it keeps up they’ll be fighting street-by-street.”


They had slept fitfully and at about 6 A.M. on September 9 were back at their open windows, hearing gunfire now coming from the south. There were voices on the street below and they saw a group of men, civilians with rifles slung over their shoulders. The men looked up at the figures in the open window, beckoning them to come and join them. The Germans were approaching the city, said the men, and they were on their way to help the army stop them.


Carla turned to her mother. “I’m going!”


“Are you crazy? They want men. What can a woman do?”


She would soon find out, she said. She threw on rough clothing, rushed downstairs and fell in with the group. They walked south along the embankment of the Tiber, picking up several more volunteers on the way, men bearing hunting rifles and two others with pistols tucked in their belts. When they reached the Porta San Paolo gateway of the Aurelian Wall, they halted at the Pyramid of Cestius, the ancient tomb said to be one of the last things seen by Saint Paul when led to his execution on the Ostian Way. Two Italian tanks were standing at the pyramid; clusters of soldiers passed by and several other tanks were positioned in the clearing. The man who was leading Carla’s group finally took note of her and asked if she were looking for somebody, a relative or a boyfriend, among the soldiers.


“No,” she replied sharply, “I’m looking to make myself useful.”


“Good for you! But do you realize that in a little while there’s going to be fighting around here?”


“That’s why I came.”


He acknowledged her resolve and introduced himself as a member of the Action Party. Carla, blurting the first thought that came to mind, said, “I’m a Communist.”
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