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  IL DUCE

  AND HIS WOMEN


  


  Introduction


  Sex and politics, sex and power, sex and violence: this book is about sex, and readers should know this before they begin to turn its pages and learn about the private life of
  Benito Mussolini, the man who invented Fascism and became a model for other twentieth-century dictators. Obviously it is possible to write about sex in many different ways; normally it is best to
  treat the subject with tact, to find words which mediate the reality and an approach which doesnt weigh the narrative down. In the present case, however, where sources have been cited
  directly, thus giving a direct contact with the historical truth, tact and elegance have occasionally had to be sacrificed. The sex which is the subject of this book was at the centre of the myth
  of Mussolini: all the rest turned on this, like a wheel round a hub. His image as a man of power, the supreme man of power, drew directly on the idea of sexual potency as a symbol of eternal youth,
  physical and political. Many rumours about Mussolinis potency circulated among women  whispered no doubt, accompanied by blushes  during his twenty-year dictatorship, and in
  the same way anecdotes, tinged with envy, were bandied about among men. In the taverns and bars no doubt such tales, in frank and frequently off-putting detail, abounded. Such material has been
  deliberately ignored by academic historians. But this is the nub of the issue in this book, since it deals directly with such accounts. The recent publication of new documents relating to the
  Duces principal mistresses and lovers has made it possible to focus on the sexual dimension  in all its reality  which lay at the heart of the cult of Mussolini. And although
  efforts have been made to tone down some of the more vulgar and violent features found in these accounts, in citing the documents directly such aspects inevitably come to the fore. What kind of sex
  am I referring to? One example  one quotation  can illustrate this better than lengthy explanations. Mussolinis remarks to his last mistress, his favourite, Clarice Petacci,
  known as Claretta, show  with uneuphemistic directness  the way he displayed his sexual potency: You should be scared of my lovemaking, its like a
  cyclone, it uproots everything in its path. You should tremble. If I could have done, today Id have entered you on a horse.1


  What kind of source material has Clarice Petacci provided? She enjoyed keeping her diary, she enjoyed writing in it for the sake of writing, and rereading what she had written to while away the
  hours of waiting between a telephone call and the next meeting. She wrote quickly, putting down all that she recalled  Mussolinis outbursts of anger, the sensations and emotions she
  felt, remarks he made: Im an animal, Im made like that, I resist and then I fall. Its like screwing a whore, as if Id gone with a whore.2 Clarice-Claretta makes small mistakes in spelling, she gets certain names wrong  Roosevelts for example  or words which are unfamiliar to
  her like pederast. She transcribed all she could as quickly as she could, and the errors she makes in her speed are, in one sense, evidence of her real wish to write down in her diary
  as faithfully as possible everything she heard and experienced. Thus she was recounting as accurately as possible  and as much as she was able to  what Mussolini said to her,
  even when some of the names he mentioned were unknown to her. She was certainly not stupid; leaving aside the question of sex, one might say that in a manner of speaking she was exactly the right
  person for the job. She was good at listening and remembering what she heard. Sometimes she intervened with a comment of her own.3


  So Clarice-Claretta was far from being a silly goose of a girl like some of the giddy-headed mistresses powerful men tend to seek out. She had had a decent education, had studied
  music and drawing, and came from a solid and prosperous middle-class background. Her father, Francesco Saverio Petacci, was a leading medical doctor who had held the highly prestigious position of
  Archiatra Pontificio, Pope Pius XIs personal physician. Despite the spelling mistakes and occasional omissions of a subject or verb, her style manages to be both restrained and
  vivid. Despite her efforts to record them faithfully, when she felt she couldnt reproduce the deliberately obscene and excessive aspects of Mussolinis talk, she tried to put matters
  as delicately as possible, as if the readability of the diary and the pleasure a reader  including herself as a rereader  might take in it mattered to her: His face is tense,
  his eyes are burning. I am sitting on the floor; quite suddenly he slides off his armchair onto me, curved over me. I can feel his body strain to unleash itself. I pull him close and kiss him. We make love with a kind of fury; he cries out like a wounded animal. Then he falls exhausted onto the bed; even in repose he looks strong.4


  There is a story that one day in the 1920s Mussolini decided to drive his sports car himself, putting his usual chauffeur in the passenger seat, and had to stop at a level crossing to wait for a
  train to pass through. While waiting he opened the door, took off his driving goggles and got out to have a look round. Some women were also waiting to cross and watched him. He looks like
  the Duce, one of them said to general amusement. Mussolini saw them and immediately struck a familiar pose, with hands on hips, chin raised and chest pushed out. One of the young women who
  was bolder than the others stepped forward and said to him: Do you know you look a lot like the Duce? What would you say if I told you I am the Duce? replied Mussolini.
  The woman retorted: Come off it  hes much better looking. This is the kind of story or anecdote which frequently crops up in the following pages, according to the
  situations described, just as they circulated among Italians who lived during the Fascist regime and were told to later generations. The stories are not in the book as part of an attempt to
  fictionalize the historical account; they represent an aspect or element of the myth of Mussolini the Duce which needs to be acknowledged and examined. He himself liked to be kept informed of the
  stories and rumours that circulated about him, even the anti-Fascist ones so long as they centred on him and his personality. They must have been common in the daily life of the Italians living
  under the regime: uncles or other relatives could feel safe in passing on to their families the latest anecdote theyd heard, or friends chatting in the coffee bar or taking a weekend stroll
  together could swap stories about their leaders private life. There was always someone whod heard something from someone else, someone whod actually set eyes on him, even if
  only from a distance: Mussolinis closely shaved Roman head, which fascinated women; Mussolinis jutting square jaw; Mussolini with his cat, on his horse, playing his
  violin, fondling his pet lion, driving his Torpedo, in swimming trunks, with his blazing eyes and powerful naked torso, with a look of gritty determination at the wheel of his racing car or an air
  of daring at the controls of his plane. Whoever had seen the Duce close up  and lots of people had  had a story to tell those who hadnt been so lucky. All these voices, all
  these people with their stories, created a huge wave of popular consensus, filling in, like some kind of putty, the cracks and gaps in the vast mosaic of the regimes
  propaganda, helping to lend three-dimensionality to the myth: Mussolini the sportsman, Mussolini the aviator, Mussolini the writer, the musician, the dancer, the warrior and even, if need be,
  Mussolini the peasant. Anti-Fascism too at a popular level thrived on stories and anecdotes, to be told in secret only to trusted friends, otherwise one risked ending up in forced internment or in
  prison. A booklet  by a pseudonymous Calipso  was published in Rome in the immediate wake of the citys liberation in 1944 with the title Vita segreta di
  Mussolini (Mussolinis Secret Life); it is made up entirely of such stories in a kind of anthology designed to dismantle his myth and reveal his narrow-minded pettiness,
  coarseness, vulgarity and violence. These stories had circulated widely during the years of the regime, cropping up in very different contexts  political news, social gossip, wartime reports
   and provided the booklets author with ample source material.


  Mussolini was not handsome, he wasnt slim or tall, his demeanour wasnt elegant  in short, he had none of the physical characteristics which normally attract the attention of
  the public. And yet, despite this, a vast number of Italians formed a kind of psychological symbiosis with the image of his body: women desired it and men admired it. Theres a fascinating
  insight  all the more fascinating because its an intuition, jotted down just as it occurred, rather than elaborated in a finished work  in Pier Paolo Pasolinis last
  book, which he didnt live to complete: Petrolio. The book was going to be an exploration of Fascism and the Partisan Resistance, a kind of novel made up of novels which
  would present a panorama of Italys history up to more recent events. Pasolinis murder in 1975 means we do not know how the project would have developed, but among the drafts of the
  two thousand pages he was planning, we find this passage: There are things  even highly abstract or spiritual matters  which are only experienced through the body. When they
  are experienced through other bodies they are different. What our fathers experienced with their bodies can no longer be lived through ours. We can try to reconstruct their experience, to imagine
  and interpret it  in other words, we write history. But history is so absorbing a study (more than any other branch of knowledge) precisely because what is most important in it is
  irremediably lost to us.5


  Il Duce and His Women concludes with the invasion and conquest of Ethiopia in 1936 and Mussolinis official visit to Germany in 1937 amid acclaiming crowds
  orchestrated by the Nazi propaganda machine. There are two reasons for ending the volume at this point. The first is that the visit to Germany represents the critical turning point in
  Mussolinis political development, what Renzo De Felice has described in his biography as the moment of decisive change. Other historians have acknowledged De Felices thesis, including
  George L. Mosse who, in a letter to De Felice written on 25th August 1981, said: Your theory that Mussolini changed course after the war in Ethiopia is highly convincing and well documented.
  It seems to me that after this change Hitler and Mussolini were closer ideologically speaking, at least as far as certain aspects are concerned.6 Needing to choose a point at which to conclude the present volume, therefore, the defining rapprochement between Hitler and Mussolini seemed the most appropriate one. The second
  reason for interrupting the story in 1937 is that not all the sources on the following period in Mussolinis private life have yet been made available to researchers. These are the years
  which saw the development of his intense relationship with Claretta Petacci up to the day of their deaths when they were both shot in Giulino di Mezzegra, or in the house belonging to the De Maria
  family, or perhaps somewhere else entirely in the area north of Lake Como, depending on which reconstructed version of the facts one chooses to believe.


  Faced with a dictator who is shot with his mistress at the end of the cruellest war humanity has ever experienced, it must be obvious that a detailed historical study of Mussolinis
  private life and of the influence which it had over his public existence and political career is needed. Proper historical research has been impeded by the inaccessibility of the relevant written
  sources, leaving the field free for chance compilations of the few documents and first-hand reports which have from time to time come to light and which avid publishers of all kinds have seized on,
  much to De Felices scorn: Nowadays the people who killed Mussolini are everywhere in the papers and magazines and books, offering their bargain-basement wares of absurd eyewitness
  accounts and revelations.7 De Felice himself was not allowed access to the Petacci papers held in the national archives in Rome. As a result,
  this period of history has been for too long the happy hunting ground for non-professional historians  enthusiastic amateurs, journalists, collectors, seekers of memorabilia and dealers.
  The recent publication, in 2010, of some of the letters exchanged between Mussolini and his mistress at the time of the Repubblica Sociale Italiana (Italian Social Republic),
  the so-called Repubblica di Sal (Republic of Sal) (194345), only shows how urgently a proper critical edition of all the papers in the Petacci archive is needed. Just from
  these letters a surprising and hitherto unsuspected portrait begins to emerge of someone who played a significant role in the events of the time: not merely Mussolinis leading mistress,
  intent on defending her territory against rival claimants, the old flames like Romilda Ruspi, Alice De Fonseca Pallottelli and Angela Curti, but a young woman who gradually takes on the role of
  political counsellor, the leader of a faction. With shrewd ability she moved behind the scenes in a power struggle between Mussolini and Hitler, between the formers residual authority and
  the control which was imposed by the latter through his various plenipotentiaries. The sexual relationship between Petacci the favourite mistress and the dictator now in terminal decline remains
  fundamental, but the letters show us how she gradually advanced to the front of the stage, in the process becoming perhaps the one person in whom Mussolini could confide his real thoughts and
  intentions. She never stopped writing, using everything which came to hand  diaries, address books, scraps of paper, the back of letters, even toilet paper when she was held in prison
  between the fall of the regime on 25th July 1943 and the freeing of Mussolini on 12th September. And she was also careful to keep everything, despite Mussolinis advice, repeated in many of
  his letters, to tear it all up  I urge you to destroy every scrap. If you dont youre running a risk which could turn out to be fatal for you.8


  Only a full and close study of all the sources which have hitherto been kept back would enable historians to revise their image of Petacci and the role she played, beyond the gossip column or
  the historical romance, as a thinking and active political protagonist. Frivolous Claretta is gradually superseded by a determined Clara, the first lady in the regimes final days, intent on
  steering a defeated Mussolini into a post-war future, one in which, whatever shape it might take, he would be around to use his skills as a public speaker, as a journalist and as a politician. Much
  of this final period from 1937 onwards will need to be reassessed in the light of the new sources which are gradually becoming available before one can begin to look again at the dictators
  private life. One example which stands out is Petaccis role in the decision to execute Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolinis son-in-law, who finally sided with other
  leading Fascists against him. She doesnt let up her pressure on Mussolini to go ahead with the execution and thus take her revenge  a violent and tragic one  on his favourite
  daughter, Edda, Cianos wife: Shes forfeited her right to plead family ties. Its easy to play the penitent now their attempt to get rid of her father has failed. When
  youve betrayed your own family once, youll do it again  its useless for her to pretend otherwise.9 This new version
  of Clara even advises Mussolini on how to handle his political relations with Hitler, telling him to show proper gratitude to the German dictator for rescuing him from captivity but at the same
  time not to concede an inch for fear of finding himself completely subjugated to the Nazis. When in March 1944 a general strike was declared throughout the factories of northern Italy  not
  so much as a challenge to the regime, now in its death throes, as to the ferocious Nazi occupation  Clara analyses the situation lucidly in a letter to Mussolini: Individual cells are
  working to undermine its obvious its all being coordinated  the whole purpose of the strike is political. But the mass of the workers are striking for more immediate
  reasons [] and its this aspect  which might be called the struggle to live  that the movements leaders are using as a cover for their own
  tactics.10


  Yet it will be extremely difficult to prepare a proper edition of all the autograph papers in the Petacci archive, essential though that is as the basis for a proper account of Mussolinis
  private life in his final years and an analysis of the political influence of the women who were close to him, in part because various Italian publishers tend to rush to exploit the success of
  newly published material on the Duce. Only professional historians should be allowed to examine the problem of Mussolini in modern Italy; on the contrary, as De Felice once pointed out, they appear
  to keep their distance almost as if they refuse to deal with the problem in an attempt to resolve it. If the interest in Mussolinis private life is ever to get beyond the phase of
  sensationalist publishing, then new and wider research needs to be carried out both in public and private archives. That much documentary material remains to be studied has been demonstrated by
  scholars such as Mario Cereghino, whose indefatigable research has uncovered important evidence, such as the report sent to the Foreign Office at the end of 1938 by the British ambassador in Paris,
  Sir Eric Phipps: Bonnet has informed me that for the last six months or so Mussolini has been infatuated with a young Italian woman the daughter of a medical
  doctor in the Vatican and the wife of a naval officer.11


  Petaccis diaries have only recently become available in their entirety. Much of the autograph source material relating to Margherita Sarfatti (there are 1,272 letters alone) still has to
  be made available to researchers. Mussolinis grandchildren own material which is important for an understanding of his private life, but the periodic waves of prurient curiosity in what they
  hold can only discourage them from releasing it. Furthermore, certain issues are in themselves extremely sensitive and difficult to handle  most notably, the question of Mussolinis
  anti-Semitism. De Felice has tackled this question and, after examining Mussolinis attitudes to Jews on the basis of much documentary evidence, posed a blunt question: Can you imagine
  Hitler having a relationship with a Jewish woman?12 Two of Mussolinis mistresses were Jewish, both prominent intellectuals: Angelica
  Balabanoff and Margherita Sarfatti. He made use of them for what advantages they could bring to him and exploited them so long as he thought they were needed for his political career. The same
  cynicism can be seen in his relations to the Jews in general. His attitudes vacillated until the increasing rapprochement with Hitler enforced a change, at which point Mussolini found it expedient
  to introduce the Manifesto degli scienziati razzisti (Manifesto of Racial Scientists), a set of laws which discriminated against Italian Jews while waiting to see what future
  developments would mean for them. The persecution of Italian Jews carried out under Fascism can by no means be considered a minor phenomenon; it was no less cruel than the Nazi policy. In the years
  before the surrender to the Allied forces on 8th September 1943, Italian Jews were stripped of all their civil rights: the right to work, to move about freely, to human dignity. After the watershed
  of the Armistice, they began to be rounded up, frequently with the help of Fascists, and then were held in transit camps in Italy before being deported to the Nazi concentration camps. Yet, as De
  Felice shows, there are significant differences between Mussolini and Hitler, between Nazism and Fascism, which histories of the period, including popular histories, must take into account. For the
  last fifty years, on the other hand, German Nazism and Italian Fascism have been taught to new generations of schoolchildren and university students as a single phenomenon,
  so preventing a proper understanding of Fascism as part of the Italians national history. So-called Nazi-Fascism has become something of an unquestioned and unassailable truism
  especially among those who have grown up since the end of the Second World War. De Felice points out: Nazi-Fascism might be meaningful as a political concept in the context of
  the Italian Social Republic from 1943 to 1945, but as a historical concept it is completely unfounded.13


  De Felices monumental biography of Mussolini can itself almost be regarded as a primary source, so wide-ranging and so detailed is the supporting documentary evidence the author
  incorporates into the work. The first volume was going to be entitled Mussolini il socialista (Mussolini the Socialist), but was published instead as Mussolini il
  rivoluzionario (Mussolini the Revolutionary). It is a detailed and closely argued analysis of Mussolinis early socialism, the first of its kind, and it came out under the auspices
  of Italys leading left-wing publisher, Einaudi, in 1965. Two years earlier, on 17th December 1963, a new government headed by Aldo Moro, which for the first time included the Socialists, had
  won a parliamentary vote of confidence: the centre-left was born in Italy. On 28th December 1964 a Socialist, Giuseppe Saragat, was elected president of the Republic  the first head of the
  Italian state who had been an anti-Fascist and had fought in the Resistance (he also spent time in prison with Sandro Pertini, a fellow Socialist who was later among the first to collaborate
  politically with Democrazia Cristiana, the Christian Democrats). A new political chapter appeared to have been opened in the countrys history, with the left no longer in perennial opposition
  but a party of government; the winds of change were also felt within the Partito Comunista Italiano, the largest communist party outside the Soviet Union. Shortly after Saragats election,
  the first signs appeared of what were to become worldwide student disturbances, which in Italy soon took on a politically radical character. At such a time and in such a context a book on Mussolini
  as a socialist and revolutionary seemed like a wilful provocation. No one then could foresee how De Felices work would continue or the vast scale it would assume; here instead was a new
  history book which, counter-culturally, dared to examine an almost taboo period and subject: the years in which Mussolini rose to become in effect the unofficial leader of the Partito Socialista
  Italiano (Italian Socialist Party). Moreover, the books author treated his subject objectively and dispassionately, as if it were a historical phase like any other to
  be reconstructed on the basis of the available documentary evidence. The worldwide student uprisings in 1968 lasted far longer in Italy than elsewhere. They gave rise to a kind of ideological
  straitjacket, in which one of the fixed beliefs was that Fascism remained an imminent danger because it was rooted in bourgeois capitalism, indeed emerged as a direct consequence of it, with the
  result that all politicians and all political programmes seen as opposed to the student radicals were automatically branded as Fascist. In the 1970s, left-wing groups waged an
  anti-Fascist campaign against De Felice and his books in complete disregard of the principles of intellectual freedom: he needed police protection at some of the lectures he gave, and
  even as late as 1996 his home was attacked with incendiary devices. Every now and then the newspapers and weekly current-affairs magazines would dedicate some pages to a debate which always focused
  on the same question: has De Felice made Fascism respectable again? In a certain sense I think he has, replied the British historian of Italian Fascism Denis Mack Smith, but I
  dont think he set out to do it intentionally, and I dont believe it matters.14 De Felice was at pains to point out that
  Mussolini the man was different from the images both Fascists and anti-Fascists had constructed of him. In his opinion the only reliable way to arrive at a critical understanding of the regime over
  the twenty years it held power and to bring some kind of resolution to the national psycho-drama of the Mussolini myth was to study the available documentary evidence objectively: Mussolini
  was less coarse and more cultivated than he appeared to be. He had psychological problems. He was present among the people, but by no stretch of the imagination was he a man of the people. If
  writing this makes me appear to be a sympathizer, a supporter, then the belief is wrong. My study is a kind of radiography, designed to penetrate as deeply as it possibly can.15


  De Felice wanted historians of Fascism to leave their ideological preconceptions behind, to write history with no sense of parti pris or hidden political agenda; he defended his approach
  which was based on ascertaining the facts, on patiently finding and gathering the documentary evidence, on what, in short, he called scientific method. But authoritative voices contested this view,
  among them Norberto Bobbios:


  
    
      
        Does scientific method exist in historical research? What kind of a science is history? If we adopt De Felices radical distinction between
        scientific method in historical research and standard approaches to the subject, history almost seems to become one of the exact sciences [] because its based exclusively on
        known facts and excludes all value judgements. [] Naturally historians must base their work on the ascertained facts. But not all the facts are equally relevant, and the criterion we
        apply in selecting those which are and ignoring those which are not is not itself a fact. It derives from the historians purpose or goal in carrying out the research, and that purpose,
        whether the historian is conscious of it or not, in turn derives from a value judgement.16

      

    

  


  The subsequent volumes of De Felices biography continued to appear over the next twenty years; when it was finished, the entire work consisted of nearly seven thousand
  pages, but it has never got free of the shadow cast by the furore that greeted the first volume in 1965, almost as if De Felice had committed an unpardonable sin in deciding to examine objectively
   as a historian  a subject which is essentially a political and moral one. It didnt count that one of the most prominent  and, by the time he spoke, most overlooked
   figures in the Italian Communist Party, Giorgio Amendola, spoke in his defence: You cant accuse De Felice of being an apologist for Fascism simply because he describes certain
  methods adopted by the Fascist police or by Mussolini in person. [] The Fascist police had a whole repertoire of methods and were skilful in choosing which ones to use. [] It was a
  particular kind of regime and it needs to be studied for what it was. [] If thirty years on were not yet capable of understanding the tangled complexities of the phenomenon then
  well never succeed in understanding the disease of Fascism and how deep its roots go.17


  De Felices work has been more criticized than it has been read; it is generally thought to be extremely difficult to read, requiring an enormous expenditure of time on the part of its
  readers. Lucio Colletti is one of the authors defenders, but even he admits that De Felices style is on occasion muddled and hard to follow, at least partly as a result of the
  exhaustive mass of source material he has deemed it necessary to digest before writing.18 Nevertheless, as the historian Giovanni Sabbatucci
  has pointed out,19 De Felices work has become an indispensable point of reference for anyone working on Mussolini and Fascism; moreover, all serious readers of his great biography will acknowledge that in its pages De Felice subjects the figure of Mussolini to penetrating criticism, while the myth of the Duce
  is gradually dismantled precisely because it is analysed in the light of all the available documentary evidence.


  On 27th May 2010, during a meeting of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development in Paris, the Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi remarked:


  
    
      
        Im not powerful  perhaps I was powerful when I was an entrepreneur, but now Im a politician I havent got any power. Heads of government have
        practically no power. Allow me to quote from someone who was regarded as a great dictator  Benito Mussolini. I read his diaries recently and came across this remark: People say
        I have power but it isnt true. Perhaps some of the party officials are powerful  I wouldnt know. All I can manage to do is to order my horse to turn right or left and
        Im happy with that. That shows youll never find a head of government anywhere who has power  perhaps it doesnt exist.20

      

    

  


  Italy is a curious country, dissimilar to other nations; its past remains always present, because that suits the politicians. Even the partial renewal of the countrys
  political system in the wake of the corruption scandals in the Clean Hands investigations in the early 1990s hasnt altered the situation much. Italys anomalous condition
  doesnt seem to excite much attention any more, even from its fellow members in the European Union: a prime minister who quotes a dictator to explain his position as head of government
  doesnt get more than a brief mention in the daily newspapers. But the quotation is in fact the most interesting thing about Berlusconis remarks, for the diaries he says hes
  recently been reading are false. Many historians, including De Felice, have declared they are a forgery  with the exception, as we shall shortly see, of two, and then only in part. And yet
  in November 2010 a volume of selections from the diaries was published by one of the countrys most important and prestigious publishing houses, Bompiani, directed by a well-known historian
  (and former student of De Felice), Paolo Mieli. Even he agrees that the diaries are patently false.


  The title of the volume, which relates to the year 1939, involves a linguistic sleight of hand: I diari di Mussolini. Veri o presunti, in English
  Mussolinis Diaries, Authentic or Presumed so. The diaries are false, but nowhere on the cover or title page can this word be found, presumably on the grounds that potential buyers of
  the book might find it off-putting. The publication represents a reckless commercial gamble, merely the most recent development in the long history of the hunt for Mussolinis diaries, an
  untiring pursuit which no doubt has yet more surprises in store for us. Historians have found firm evidence that Mussolini kept a diary; he used leather-bound ones produced by the Red Cross.
  According to Duilio Susmel (known for his scrupulously accurate knowledge of Mussolinis papers), the dictator did not keep a diary for the years 1933, 1934, 1939, 1941 or 1942. He gave the
  volumes for the years when he did write a diary to his sister Edvige as he finished them year by year, for safekeeping. Leaving aside its potential as a remarkable publishing coup, the discovery of
  the diaries would undoubtedly be of great significance  but, as De Felice has cautioned, the process of authenticating them would almost certainly not be straightforward after so many false
  discoveries and the resulting creation of distrust and scepticism among professional historians. Edvige kept the diaries with her until 1944, when, with the help of the Japanese ambassador in Rome,
  Shinrokuro Hidaka, they were transferred to the Japanese legation in Bern in Switzerland for greater security. Hidaka was later tried as a war criminal, but he was acquitted and went on to hold
  several important diplomatic postings in the United States. On the surrender of Japan, all the papers in the Bern legation were burnt, in accordance with Japanese diplomatic protocol, and with them
  Mussolinis diaries. There exists a possibility, as De Felice has suggested, that Hidaka had copies made of the diaries and used them as a trade-off to save his political skin after the war.
  But if he did, then all traces of these genuine diaries have been lost, despite the host of interested people who have hunted for them over the years. One of these is Marcello DellUtri, a
  close collaborator of Silvio Berlusconi, sentenced for his connections to the Mafia, but also a passionate bibliophile. DellUtri obtained from a Swiss lawyer the late diaries
  kept by Mussolini, which had come onto the market in London in 1994; they had previously been offered to various Italian publishers, who had all turned them down.


  Readers of the present book need to be told that it does not take these diaries into account, for the simple reason that they are forgeries. Nevertheless it is worth
  knowing the story of how they came to be published in Italy. One of the only two professional opinions which differ from the otherwise unanimous belief they are counterfeit comes from Brian R.
  Sullivan:


  
    
      
        My personal opinion, arrived at after much investigation, is that these are indeed Mussolinis diaries, but in a fake version which he himself created. They were
        certainly written between 1935 and 1939, when Mussolini is said to have written them, but there are too many details in them which would be beyond the capacity of any forger to know or even
        invent, details confirmed by other research. [] The text of them is very strange: there are details which only Mussolini could have known about, but also quite extraordinary blunders
        which even a forger would never have made.21

      

    

  


  Thus Sullivan creates a third category: the diaries are neither authentic nor false; instead they were forged by their own author. According to this version, Mussolini would
  have refashioned the diaries as documentary evidence he could offer up to mitigate his guilt, changing his view of the war (he didnt want one), of the invasion of Ethiopia (he tried to avoid
  it), of the racial laws (they were imposed on him). I am not Hitler, we read on page 239 of the false diary for the year 1939, I dont get obsessed with hatred of Jews.
  On the contrary I admit that I have had worthwhile colleagues and true friends who have come from the tribes of Israel. In my youth I was in love with a Jewish woman  no one could hold a
  candle to her intelligence, her grace, her immense good nature.


  But the whole thing doesnt add up: it isnt clear why Mussolini would send his real diaries to Switzerland while at the same time settle down to the laborious job of falsifying new
  ones.


  
    
      
        It might not have been an interminable task, but this image of Mussolini busy rewriting just doesnt convince me. Theres absolutely nothing in any of the
        papers which come out of his office to suggest that he could possibly have undertaken a job of this kind. [] As for the time in Sal, Mussolini couldnt even think
        without the Germans knowing about it. Theres nothing from him  no remark or comment, not a single document which, even straining interpretation, could give rise to the idea that
        Mussolini was deeply absorbed in rewriting his diaries.22

      

    

  


  When these so-called diaries first surfaced in public, the leading historian of Italian Fascism Denis Mack Smith was consulted for his opinion. He told
  Corriere della Sera in 1994:


  
    
      
        In Zurich we were met by a car and driven for a long time through places I wouldnt recognize now. [] We reached a small town which I guessed was very near
        the border with Italy. The gentleman known as Mr X was waiting for me at a small table in a caf. [] He had the diaries with him and showed them to me. I told him I would need
        to examine them properly, that I would like to take them back with me to my hotel to study them overnight. But he refused, so I read them there with him for a long time. [] Im
        no expert on the authenticity of paper or ink. As far as the contents were concerned, it seemed to me that they couldnt have been forged  there were too many details, too many
        precise descriptions.

      

    

  


  The lengthy (and unsigned) introduction to the recently published edition of the diaries in Italy surveys all the expert opinions on their authenticity; the exceptions to the
  belief they are fakes are Sullivan and Mack Smith. It mentions that in subsequent interviews Mack Smith has somewhat softened his opinion; in fact Mack Smith has merely stressed that
  he wasnt given the opportunity to study the diaries properly. The introduction slides over the fact that Mack Smith said right at the outset he had only been able to examine the diaries for
  a few hours seated at a caf table. The question of the diaries authenticity could be solved by expert examination. The technical analysis of handwriting is accepted as evidence in
  the courts as well as testified to and included in the documentation relating to a trial: a defendants fate can depend on accurate graphological identification. No such test has been carried
  out on the presumed diaries before they were published. An expert in handwriting, Nicolas Barker, carried out an analysis back in 1995, which was by his own admission an incomplete one: for
  comparison he only had photocopies and very few originals to work from. He omits to mention whether the originals were compatible as terms of comparison  in other words, dating from the same
  year as the diary and written in similar psychological circumstances. He drew the following conclusion, however: I find it impossible to believe that so detailed an account could have been
  produced as a forgery, which is tantamount to saying that the diaries must be genuine because they cannot be false. An academic criminologist from the University of Lausanne, Beatrice
  Zger Antognoli, has also carried out an analysis of the handwriting by comparing photocopies; she states that in the absence of original documents of the same type for
  comparison she cannot pronounce on their authenticity with any certainty. She adds, however, a statement which the publishers have used as a justification for issuing the diaries as presumed
  to be authentic: Nevertheless, from the comparisons carried out, the present writer believes that it is certainly possible that the diaries in question were written by a single
  individual and by the same individual  i.e. Benito Mussolini  who wrote the other examples of handwriting which have been used for the comparison.23


  The introduction also includes the interesting view expressed by Roberto Travaglino, the president of the Professional Graphologists Association in Italy, who suggests that while the
  diaries may have been written by a single individual, that individual could have been an exceptionally inventive fantasist: The possibility cannot be ruled out that the two diaries were
  written by an individual who in terms of character closely resembled Mussolini, came from a similar cultural, social and ideological background, and had the same kind of psychosomatic make-up, to
  the point of imitating in many ways Mussolinis actual behaviour and coming to identify with him


  It has been necessary to spend a large part of this introduction explaining why the book concludes in 1937 and to point to the need for more research before the question of the connections
  between Mussolinis public and private life in the years which followed can be properly tackled. Publishing coups like bringing out the false diaries make the prospects of such
  research more problematic, but in certain ways more fascinating. The volume of the diaries sells for a retail price of 21.50 euros, not exactly bargain-basement wares in De
  Felices scornful expression, then, but sufficiently economical to ensure a wide readership. The publisher claims that purchasers of the book will have all the information they need to form
  their own judgement of the diaries authenticity, as if such a thing were possible without having the necessary historical knowledge as background. It is probable therefore that some of those
  who read the book will persuade themselves they are reading the genuine diaries kept by Mussolini  if, that is, the dullness of the experience doesnt convince them otherwise. For
  there is nothing of striking interest in them in terms of either his public or private lives. The Mussolini who is supposed to have written these diaries describes how happy he is to return to the family home at the end of the day and also has a fondness for cloyingly sentimental expressions: I shall probably die poor  though only in terms of
  money, because whenever I can gaze at the sea, smell the fragrance of my native region, watch the sun come up and set, the anxieties which afflict me all gone  then I shall be the richest
  man on earth, desiring nothing else  except the undying greatness of the Italian nation.24


  The publication of the false diaries is only the latest in a series of such publishing ventures in the years since the end of the Second World War, all intended to present Mussolini in a
  positive light, as a good sort, who didnt hate Jews, only punished his opponents with internment, made the trains run on time and kept the country in working
  order, who certainly had his faults but shared them with his fellow Italians. The only real interest in the diaries for historians would be to find out who really wrote them and when, as well as
  what political motives and publishing interests lay behind the operation. For the rest, all those concerned with researching and writing serious history must take up the challenge, go back to the
  sources and reconstruct the story on that basis.


  One final note for the reader of this book. The Appendix, entitled Mussolini and the Crowd, explores Mussolinis skills as a public speaker, but the analysis can be used as a
  key for a broader understanding of his political activity in general. In this way, the Appendix may also serve as a kind of preface to the book, a preliminary approach to the subject; or, if the
  reader prefers, left to the end of the book, containing some concluding reflections.


  


  


  Chapter 1


  The Blacksmiths Strength


  He wasnt just one of the voices shouting in a meeting, one of the hands raising a banner aloft, one of the heads kicked in when fighting broke out in the streets 
  he wasnt just anyone. He was an agitator, an extremist, a leader, a socialist. This was  and remains  the problem.


  When Benito Mussolini came into the world, at a quarter-past two on a sunny Sunday afternoon at the end of July 1883, his blacksmith father was banging away with his hammer at an anvil,
  producing showers of fiery sparks with every blow of the bellows, and shifting crates of old iron around in the sultry summer heat. In the morning the church bells had rung out long and loud to
  welcome in the local patron saints feast day. To his ears the infernal noises of his work were like the first notes of the approaching revolution. He was nearly twenty-nine; he thought his
  youthful vigour inexhaustible. A son had just been born to him, and all his companions, supporters of the socialism of the International, in the old village of Varano dei Costa, above Dovia, a
  locality of Predappio, were hurrying to greet him. Among the clouds of smoke and gusts of air from the bellows, against the sizzling of the iron in the water and the deafening hammer blows, they
  recalled the names they had suggested for the boy: Giuseppe, after Mazzini, or Garibaldi, who had died on the island of Caprera a few months previously. Guglielmo, after the nationalist Guglielmo
  Oberdan, who had been executed by hanging in Trieste on 20th December of the previous year. Carlo, like Karl Marx or the anarchist Carlo Cafiero, Michele like Mikhail Bakunin, Filippo, after the
  great Buonarroti, or Augusto after the theorist of revolution Louis Auguste Blanqui.


  Alessandro Mussolini waited while the names were bandied back and forth in the afternoon heat and went on hammering and blowing until he could start to bend the bits of iron into the hinges he
  was making for the gate the local school needed urgently. Suddenly he stopped. Their banner was hidden away in a secret hiding place, so secret that only three of the local
  leaders of the Partito Socialista Rivoluzionario di Romagna (Revolutionary Socialist Party of Romagna) knew where it was kept. Alessandro was one of them. He went over to get it, and his companions
  started to go with him across the smithy, but suddenly stopped dead without a word. A look from the blacksmith was enough. None of them were allowed to see where it was hidden. His Majestys
  police had never been able to discover the hiding place, and nor would they. He came back holding a soiled, rusty metal box, so tarnished and battered that even the hardest-up old-iron merchant
  wouldnt have dared to try to sell it. Out of it emerged a red flag, silkily gleaming. They all stood round in a group as if they were still trying to conceal it. They commented in low voices
  on its miraculous state of preservation; it was specially protected in all their demonstrations, raised aloft during strikes, kept safe during police raids and round-ups, venerated like a relic.
  One of them asked the blacksmith to speak, and the rest readily agreed since he was regarded as a skilful orator. He started off in unusually restrained tones. He explained what he had already
  decided long before: his son would be a socialist, no doubt about it. And in order that he would never stray from this path he would be called Andrea, after Andrea Costa, their leader, the first
  socialist to win a seat in the Italian parliament. They themselves had helped to elect Costa just a year ago  werent their votes among the thousand or so which Alessandro Mussolini
  had secured for the founder of the Revolutionary Socialist Party of Romagna? It might be just coincidence but his son had been conceived in 1882, the very year Andrea Costa had spoken out on behalf
  of the proletariat in the national Chamber of Deputies. So the boys name would be Andrea, like the socialist member of parliament who was now getting ready to form the Fascio della
  Democrazia (League of Democracy). It was only a matter of days now, the declaration would be made before August was out.


  But, Alessandro continued, his son would have another name: Amilcare. Of course! Amilcare after Cipriani, the prophet of revolution, the hero of the Paris Commune, the friend of
  Marx and Engels, of Garibaldi and Mazzini, no man was more feared by the police, the bosses, the bourgeoisie. He had been condemned to death in France, had managed to escape to New Caledonia, was
  under threat of arrest if he ever came to Italy. Raise a cheer then! Andrea and Amilcare!


  But his sons first name  the one everyone would use when they talked to him and when they talked about him  would be another. It was a name which
  signified the victory of socialism, that it wasnt just a utopia, a cherished hope, a vision of the future. His first name was to be Benito  after Benito Jurez, the man who had
  defeated France, England and Spain, with all their capitalist wealth and with all their armies, the revolutionary who had brought down the puppet emperor Maximilian of Habsburg, who had abolished
  the clergys privileges and who had begun to apply socialist principles in Mexico. Benito Jurez was a lawyer and legislator, but he also belonged to the proletariat, having taken a
  job in a cigar factory to keep faith with his ideals.


  Benito Andrea Amilcare. Rosa, the boys mother, exhausted from the pain of giving birth, heard and obeyed, like the pious, docile wife she was. The red flag was put back in its hiding
  place, someone looked outside to check the road was clear, and the small meeting disbanded.


  The names of Georges Sorel, Vilfredo Pareto, Friedrich Nietzsche and Gustave Le Bon are usually cited in the biographies of Mussolini as the authors the future Duce imbibed while young, by
  himself, with no proper academic guidance. Out of the disordered heap of their theories emerged the path which took him all the way from revolutionary socialism  the socialism of the
  barricades  to the authoritarian and reactionary ideas of Fascism. Yet his sister Edvige Mussolini maintained it was impossible to understand him only by referring to these writers. She knew
  her memoirs would be seen as a fundamental source of information, but at the same time a partisan one, and she sought to pre-empt the severe judgements professional historians would pass on her
  work by defending herself in advance. They might talk ironically of her way of simplifying matters, but nevertheless she asserted that those writers are not the key to understanding
  Mussolinis appearance on the political stage: that was to be found instead in his fathers smithy and in the family home. Edvige believed there was some kind of hidden
  force in her brother which enabled him to appropriate and impersonate the most vital and significant trends of modern life while at the same time remaining independent of them, unaffected by
  them, even cancelling them out in the authentically tragic experience of his own career.1 And this hidden force originated in the fathers
  smithy. No doubt her publisher had warned her in advance of the disdain and scorn such an idea would arouse.


  And yet implicit support for her theory can be found in the historian Renzo De Felices views. De Felices monumental biography of Mussolini offers a detailed
  analysis of national and international politics through the magnifying lens of the dictators life and career; his work has been hugely influential on a whole generation of contemporary
  historians. De Felice thought that it was important to find out more about Alessandro Mussolini, the socialist blacksmith. A thousand votes might not seem very many to those unfamiliar with the
  practices of tribal politics, yet even today that number of votes could decide who gets elected to the city council in Rome or is put in charge of a municipal department. The campaign office of any
  aspiring member of parliament would put out the flags for anyone who could guarantee them a thousand votes: even in modern-day politics theyre a good start-up for a political career. In
  January 1882 the Italian parliament had passed a law reforming the electoral system: so long as all those newly entitled to vote had completed the first two years of primary schooling, the voting
  age was lowered from twenty-five to twenty-one, and the level of income tax which was one of the conditions of the franchise under the old electoral law was halved. The result was an electorate of
  two million (male) voters, compared to the six hundred thousand under the previous system. Yet this was still only 6.9 per cent of the countrys population. Of these two million men entitled
  to vote, a mere sixty per cent went to the polling stations on 22nd October 1882, in other words little more than one million ballot papers. One hundred and thirty years ago, a thousand guaranteed
  votes  the number of votes Alessandro Mussolini secured for Andrea Costas election  represented significant political capital.


  In an interview he gave to the journalist Emil Ludwig, whose career spanned the first half of the twentieth century, Benito Mussolini called hunger a good teacher. He probably
  liked the sound, the stage effect, of the phrase; perhaps he was remembering some of the bleak days he spent in Switzerland, for in his childhood he never went hungry. My mother earned fifty
  lire a month as a primary-school teacher  Ludwig transcribes Mussolinis words  while my father earned what any blacksmith earned. We had just two rooms. We almost
  never ate meat. But there were passionate discussions, a sense of struggling and hoping for something better. My father went to prison for spreading socialism. When he died, a thousand of his companions accompanied the hearse.2 There they are again: like Garibaldi, Alessandro the blacksmith had his loyal companions,
  the Thousand who followed him. But take a closer look at them: under the new electoral law they all paid enough income tax to have acquired the right to vote, in other words their
  income put them among the 6.9 per cent of the population who were allowed to decide the political direction the country should take. They werent in rags then, and nor was Alessandro
  Mussolini, who earned just what any blacksmith earned in the still predominantly rural economy of nineteenth-century Italy, where everything depended on the metal implements and parts
  he and his like made and repaired: scythes and hoes, hinges for gates and shoes for horses. His income must have been quite substantial to gain the confidence of the austere bank officials 
  even more severely disposed towards revolutionary socialists  since he often signed as the guarantor for cheques presented by his socialist companions: his signature reassured the banks. And
  if someone defaulted on a payment he stepped in, even if it meant a bit of belt-tightening for him and his family: proletarian solidarity was paramount. He himself never defaulted on any of the
  financial commitments he took on. Mussolini once described his father for the benefit of English readers: My father was a blacksmith, a heavy man with strong, large, fleshy hands.
  Alessandro, the neighbours called him. Heart and mind were always filled and pulsing with socialist theories. His intense sympathies mingled with doctrines and causes. He discussed them in the
  evening with his friends, and his eyes brightened up.3


  Alessandro Mussolini was born in 1854 in Villa Montemaggiore, near Forl, on an estate belonging to his family. His father Luigi, the grandfather of the future dictator, was somewhat
  misanthropic, with anarchist inclinations, an unrepentant womanizer, who liked a glass or two of Sangiovese or any other good wine. He certainly didnt have socialist sympathies and nor was
  he hard up. His rebelliousness, if we can call it that, consisted in neglecting his family and other social connections and having scant regard for the rules of common morality and social life. His
  granddaughter Edvige describes him as the owner of a small property who nonetheless left nothing to his son: he sold off his land, including his house, bit by bit, to pay for a life of
  pleasure-seeking in the company of his beloved brother Tancredi. When he learnt that his son Alessandro had become a socialist, he merely remarked ironically: Private
  property is theft, right? Then Ive done him the favour of not turning him into a receiver of stolen goods.4


  Alessandro was sent off, still little more than a boy, to serve as an apprentice to a blacksmith. He learnt the craft  and a good deal else. In his workshop in Dovia, books and magazines
  started to accumulate. He read a lot; he learnt to write well and also to speak persuasively. He was just eighteen when there was an uprising in the country between Imola and Bologna:
  revolutionaries were going round destroying the symbols of the modern era  telegraph poles, railway tracks  and attacking police. Among the leaders of the revolt there was Bakunin but
  above all Andrea Costa, the first star of Italian socialism. Costa had much support in Romagna, which had seen the first popular socialist uprisings, but he also had good connections among the
  socialist intellectual elite, close to the world of industry, such as the Milanese circle of Anna Mikhailovna Kuliscioff, with whom Costa had a child. According to Renzo De Felice, knowing who
  Alessandro Mussolini was is important for understanding his son: There was very little Marxism in Alessandro Mussolinis socialism  though we know he read the first volume of
  Das Kapital, probably in Cafieros abridgement; there was instead a marked strain in it of populist anarchism.5


  In 1876, when he was only just twenty, Alessandro Mussolini was elected as a delegate to represent Predappio and Meldola at the socialist congress in Bologna, so becoming one of Costas
  leading supporters in the region. Socialists, like Catholics for that matter, still had no parliamentary representation. In October 1876 the third congress of the Federazione Italiana
  dellInternazionale (Italian Federation of the International) was held in Florence. The guiding principles of the movement were drawn up: collective ownership of the products of labour, with
  all other private property regarded as theft. Organizing insurrections had its problems, however: Alessandro was immediately put under special surveillance and found himself in prison for several
  months. But he continued to support Costas progress, which culminated in the latters election to parliament in 1882 as the first socialist deputy: the world of socialist rebellion now
  entered the countrys parliamentary chambers. Political action started to become more defined.


  Alessandro Mussolini organized the first labourers cooperative in his neighbourhood. Workers of the world, unite!  so the call had gone out in
  1864 in London; Alessandro set aside his early anarchism and dedicated himself actively to the ideal. He started to write for many of the periodicals which were then starting to be published, whose
  titles alone spell out their combative spirit: La rivendicazione (The Vindication), Il sole dellavvenire (The Sun of Tomorrow), Il risveglio (The
  Awakening). On 29th March 1884, Andrea Costa, working in collaboration with the Partito Repubblicano Italiano (Italian Republican Party), organized in Forl the Congresso Operaio
  Romagnolo (Congress of Workers in Romagna): one of the leading delegates was the blacksmith from Predappio. Meanwhile the political scene, dominated by reform and uprisings, was changing rapidly.
  In December 1888, during a demonstration in memory of Oberdan, fights broke out with the police which led to Andrea Costa receiving a three-year prison sentence. In the same month, a new electoral
  law extended the franchise even further: the annual income tax threshold for voters was lowered to five lire, while they were required to have basic literacy.


  The new political climate offered an opening for Alessandro Mussolini. He formed an alliance with left-wing liberals and in 1889 won the local council elections in Predappio, becoming a
  councillor and subsequently deputy mayor for its population of four thousand. It was a slap in the face for the clerical factions which had up until then governed the place. Italys
  conservatives were beginning to emerge from the cloud of Church incense which had always accompanied them: on 9th June of the same year the unveiling of Giordano Brunos statue in Rome took
  place in the midst of a tumultuous anticlerical demonstration. Newspapers carried reports that engine drivers often stopped their trains if they realized a priest was among the passengers and
  wouldnt set off again until hed got off.


  Benito Mussolini was six years old at this time, when socialism both in Italy and in his home was rapidly evolving. His father began to take him along to committee meetings and political
  assemblies.


  
    
      
        But manual labour in my fathers blacksmith shop was not the only interest we shared. It was inevitable that I should find a clearer understanding of those political
        and social questions which in the midst of discussions with the neighbours had appeared to me as unfathomable, and hence a stupid world of words. I could not follow as a child the arguments
        of lengthy debates around the table, nor did I grasp the reason for the watchfulness and measures taken by the police. But now in an obscure way it all appeared as
        connected with the lives of strong men who not only dominate their own lives but also the lives of their fellow creatures. Slowly but fatally [sic] I was turning my spirit and my mind
        to new political ideals destined to flower for a time.6

      

    

  


  If an orator is someone who teaches others how to speak, how to develop effective techniques of persuasion, then Benito Mussolinis father was the orator who taught him
  these skills. He absorbed the lessons on the field of action, in the midst of turbulent political assemblies when securing the attention of the public was merely the first step. You also had to
  learn how to lead this riotous and violent crowd to fight in the squares or vote in the polling stations. Unlike others, Benito Mussolini had the advantage of being able to follow the debates and
  further discussions which took place within the four stone walls  as he romantically characterized it in his English autobiography  of home.


  In the twilight days of the regime, in 1943, Hitler sent one of the best doctors in Germany, Georg Zachariae, to ensure that Mussolini was in good enough physical shape to lead the new Fascist
  state, the Italian Social Republic. The dictator spent much time chatting with Zachariae. His memory wandered back to his childhood, while the doctor, thinking perhaps that he was making a
  contribution to the grand narrative of history, transcribed what was said: I came into life a socialist and Ill leave it a socialist. My father was a committed socialist; I drank
  those ideas in with my mothers milk. Later on, as I was growing up, I continued to be interested in them, to pursue them and develop my own thoughts on them. I owe a lot to my father. I
  found the road of socialism chalked out for me: all I had to do was follow it, which I did with real conviction.7


  Even at that moment of darkness and bloodshed, when the war arrived in the homes of ordinary Italians, bombing their walls and roofs, the blacksmiths son still thought of himself as a
  socialist, he still harked back to his parents two-roomed house with its walls of stone. There were in fact three rooms but the third was used as a classroom where Rosa, his mother, taught
  him to read and to do sums. When Benito was eighteen months old, in 1885, his brother was born. He too was given a name  Arnaldo  with revolutionary antecedents: Arnaldo of Brescia
  was a priest who preached a return to the poverty of the Gospels, only to be excommunicated, hanged and burnt by the Church authorities.


  It was only with her third child, a baby girl, that Rosa succeeded in choosing a name that she wanted: Edvige, after the Polish saint who had built hospitals for the poor and sick among her
  countrymen.


  One day, when they were playing around unseen in some corner of the house, among piles of books and magazines and newspapers, Benito and his brother came across their fathers love letters
  to his wife before they were married. Rosa was spellbound by Alessandro, the way he held himself, the committee meetings he organized, the assemblies he could excite and the crowds he could
  dominate  and the letters he wrote to her. He was the right age for her  four years older  he was good-looking and he also owned his own smithy, so his financial standing was
  solid. Rosa had acquired a diploma as a primary-school teacher when she was just seventeen, spent a couple of years teaching in a village near Forl, after which she was transferred to
  Predappio  where the two young people fell in love. She was the daughter of her fathers second marriage; her parents were elderly and found the idea of a socialist son-in-law deeply
  shocking. Rosa Maltoni might have had the air of a timid primary-school mistress, but she was determined: on 5th March 1882 she married Alessandro Mussolini. She was a devout Catholic, who went to
  church every Sunday, but she had no difficulty in reconciling her beliefs with her husbands fiery anticlericalism. According to Edvige, her mother thought there was a continuous line linking
  the Gospels, St Paul, Marx and Bakunin; and then there was her conviction that a wifes obedience to her husband was one of her religious duties.


  Rosas background, like Alessandros, was not impoverished. At a certain point she received an inheritance of ten thousand lire. As a primary-school teacher her monthly salary was
  fifty lire, so the inheritance was the equivalent of sixteen years pay  not bad for a young woman who had married against the will of her parents. Now she was the wife of the deputy
  mayor of Predappio with her own capital  not a word much liked by followers of the socialist International. Rosa and Alessandros small house served as a refuge for all those
  revolutionaries who found themselves in deep trouble in the various police crackdowns; they were always sure of finding a meal and a bed to sleep in. For Alessandro it was a way of showing
  socialist comradeship, for Rosa an act of Christian charity. With their ten thousand lire  their capital  the couple had acquired a small estate.
  One day one of the local labourers had knocked at the door and, as is normal when one pays a visit to respectable folk, wiped his boots and took off his hat before entering. He looked round,
  abashed and hesitant, and asked to speak with the master of the house. If hed thrown a bomb he couldnt have caused more damage. Alessandro the blacksmith  the revolutionary who
  was fighting for a society in which there were no masters or servants, the socialist who was waging a war on private property, the sworn enemy of capitalism  had been addressed as a master
  by one of the labourers who worked in his vineyard The local Revolutionary Socialist section  the one he himself had founded  expelled Alessandro for six months. He came back
  home in silence from the meeting where the decision had been taken and it remained difficult to get a word out of him for the duration of the six months. Despite the insulting setback, he returned
  to politics.


  Following on from Andrea Costa, at each parliamentary election more and more socialists became deputies. In 1892 Costas Revolutionary Socialist Party merged with the Partito Operaio
  Italiano (Italian Labour Party) to form the Italian Socialist Party. In 1902, when Benito Mussolini was nineteen years old and had obtained his diploma as an primary-school teacher, his father was
  still the leading figure among the local socialists. On 6th July local elections were held. The situation was tense: there was only a handful of votes between the right-wing clerical faction and
  the revolutionaries. But there were many in the small town who now knew a political trick or two. A trap was set to catch the leader of the local socialists; though Alessandro was forty-six, an
  experienced politician, he fell straight into it. The leaders of the opposing faction in the village waited for him to come along the road, then, as if it were an entirely chance encounter, greeted
  him with much bowing and doffing of hats. They knew without doubt  they said  that they were speaking to the representative of their political opponents who had true moral
  authority, to a person with a high sense of responsibility, but, nevertheless, they were extremely concerned about the threats to public order posed by the revolutionary excitement of the
  local socialists. Alessandro Mussolini declared in the hearing of all that there was no reason for concern; the election would pass off without disturbance, he himself would guarantee the security
  of the polling stations.


  Election day came and the polling stations were overrun with violent clashes. Alessandro returned home exhausted and went to bed without the faintest idea that he was
  being sought out as the instigator of the disturbances. His wife literally dragged him out of bed when she realized they were coming, they being the police and
  carabinieri. Alessandro escaped in haste across the fields, while Rosa told them her husband had had to go to Forl. As a practising Catholic, she thought telling a lie was a sin, but
  in the circumstances it was a venial one. At dawn on the following day Alessandro emerged from his hiding place, but they were waiting for him  they hadnt believed Rosa
   and caught him on the road. This time he ended up in prison, enduring a long hard spell inside which broke his spirit and his health. Benito learnt about what had happened from a brief
  newspaper report, which mentioned the arrest of various socialist leaders, including his father. After this event, Alessandro Mussolini started to take on an air of legend for socialists in the
  region. His adventures were told in the local taverns, the legend got passed around, no doubt getting more colourful with each version  a small detail here, another circulated there 
  so that the fights started to resemble pitched battles and Alessandro finished up as a solitary Samson, pulling down the columns of the polling stations and overturning all the ballot boxes.


  A proof of how well known the blacksmith from Predappio became can be found in Angelica Balabanoffs story of the welcome given to his son Benito when the young man first became a
  newspaper editor. Before letting him speak to the assembled staff in his new role as editor-in-chief of the periodical La lotta di classe (The Class Struggle), the chairman introduced
  him: I have the pleasure of presenting to you the young son and comrade of Alessandro Mussolini, a tried and tested revolutionary, whose name alone  like a banner, a sure guarantee
   is sufficient for us to welcome his son.8


  It would be useful to have a look inside the Mussolini family home in Dovia. Family and political life may have been intense, but the living space was narrow, especially when Rosas mother
  went to live with them. A presence in those two rooms  and the third used as a schoolroom  tall, skinny, always on the move as Mussolini later described her, Marianna
  Ghetti exerted a certain influence over her grandson. As a child, Benito was  naturally  the leader of a gang of local boys who patrolled large areas of the neighbourhood. It was to
  be expected that he looked up to his grandmother with admiration; he would meet her frequently walking along the exposed river bed gathering up pieces of driftwood brought on
  the currents, some of which he and his companions would carve into fantastically shaped weapons for use in their encounters. Marianna was careful not to disturb the household more than was
  necessary: she occupied little space and used up minimal resources.


  
    
      
        She had another habit of never wanting to sit with us at table when we ate our frugal meals, which during the week consisted in a bowl of vegetable soup at midday and in
        the evening one plate for all of us of radishes from the fields. On Sunday there was a small piece of mutton to make broth, which needed to be continually skimmed. My grandmother was very
        devout; her only expression of annoyance, in dialect, was begone with the Devil. She loved us very much; we in turn often drove her to distraction.9

      

    

  


  In the image of the Duce created by Fascist propaganda, the family diet was always seen as a sign of their poverty; even what he ate as a child had to suggest that Mussolini was
  a self-made man who rose from nothing. From todays perspective, in a time of outlandish diets, the family meals look rather different to us. Healthy vegetable soups were then  as is
  no longer the case today  widely prepared and eaten: it was a perfectly normal dish in rural working households, for ordinary not impoverished families  real poverty at the end of the
  nineteenth century was much starker. But the normality of Mussolinis family was not very useful in the construction of his myth; the story had to be made more dramatic by picking out and
  highlighting certain details. Over the years Mussolini selected from his family memories whatever was most useful to him at that particular moment: when he wanted to play the revolutionary, his
  atheist socialist father was invoked; when he needed to negotiate with the Vatican, it was the turn of his pious mother instead, who made him get down on his knees and say his prayers every night
  by his bed.


  


  Chapter 2


  Three Knives


  The first time he used a knife on someone, it happened out of the blue, just after hed left the classroom. At first it seemed like the normal set-to of young lads
  hurling insults at each other for no real reason. Then it turned into a grimly silent scuffle  punching, kicking, scratching, all in a heap on the ground, trying to tear hair and jackets, to
  dig with their elbows and knees, with not a groan to be heard  they didnt want to attract the attention of their teachers, the strict fathers of the Salesian order. One of their
  schoolmasters, a priest with large hard hands, would have come and broken up the fight with a few harsh-sounding blows of his fist. None of the others intervened; they looked on, watching what was
  for them a genuine fight or duel. Such fights didnt often occur, but when they did you had to let them play out to the bitter end. In the fast-moving scrum of boys, led by some kind of
  instinct, he took the knife from his pocket and stabbed it through the hand of his schoolfellow, who started to scream, at first with pain and then at the sight of the blood squirting out
  everywhere.


  The second time he stabbed someone with a knife was in the maths room in a fit of cold rage at a classmate who had scribbled on his exercise book. His first reaction was to hurl abuse at the
  boy. He was always good with words and it was effective; the other lad was nonplussed and struck out with his fist. Mussolini took hold of the blade with which he was trying to scratch away the ink
  from the sheet of paper and stuck it into the others buttock.


  And the third time: this came to light in retrospect when the twenty-eight-year-old was locked up in the prison in Forl, cell thirty-nine. Hed asked his guard for a small
  notebook, and in it wrote what was to be his first autobiographical account of his life: La mia vita dal 29 luglio 1883 al 23 novembre 1911 (My Life from 29th July 1883 to 23rd November
  1911). His thoughts took him back to his time in Switzerland when, on his arrival, he found himself this time really impoverished and without resources. On the
  afternoon of 10th July I got off the train at the station of Yverdon. I had two lire and ten cents in my pocket. I managed to sell a good knife which Id bought in Parma and had once used to
  stab Giulia in the arm during one of our frequent rows. I got five lire for it  enough to live on for a week.1


  It would be hard to find teachers who had not in their time confiscated knives and blades from among the desks of their worst pupils, those singled out for black marks from their first day at
  school. These were not unusual incidents in Italian schools. More than fifty per cent of the population was illiterate. The school-leaving age was fixed by law at nine years, in other words, the
  end of the second year of primary school, one of the lowest in Europe, but even so it was difficult to enforce it. Textile, paper-making and tobacco factories continued to employ children aged
  eight or even younger, paying them less than half what an adult worker earned. In the countryside the carabinieri had to go round to families to try to persuade them to send their children
  to school, and so in the process deprive themselves of a valuable extra source of labour. Each year saw a slight increase in the number of children who arrived in makeshift classrooms, like the one
  run by Mussolinis mother. In a language  Italian  with which few of them were familiar, these boys and girls started to learn about a culture which didnt always fit with
  the habits and traditions they knew at home, where they would return at the end of the school day.


  It was therefore normal that lads from families of smallholders or farmers, even very young ones, knew how to handle a knife. But it wasnt normal at all that a lad like this would use one
  to wound a classmate. The very harsh reaction of the institution merely mirrored the violence endemic among children. On the day  24th June 1893  Mussolini first used a knife to stab
  his classmates hand a schoolmaster had appeared as soon as he heard the shouting. Discipline in the institution  the College of San Francesco di Sales in Faenza  was normally
  severe, but on this occasion they devised an extraordinary punishment with the aim of instilling fear into the guilty boy and leaving a permanent mark. The priest dragged him away and shut him in a
  small room: Tonight youll sleep with the guard dogs. A boy who tries to kill his classmates isnt fit to associate with them.2 When he was left out in the yard at night, he found the ferocious dogs were kept untied; he managed to climb over a gate just in time to shake off 
  as he tells the story  a dog who had bitten him in the seat of his trousers.


  The second episode involving a knife  on 14th January 1894  also produced shouts which attracted attention and brought the principal of the boarding school in Forlimpopoli running
  up. He found one boy writhing in pain with a blade stuck in his bottom while the other was standing stock still. The college  this time a non-religious one  decided it would be better
  not to have a boy among its students who was so quick to attack a fellow pupil with a knife, and their decision was final. They may have tried to soften the impact of the verdict by phrasing it
  differently, but for Mussolini it meant only one thing: expulsion.


  Little is known about the circumstances of the third incident when Mussolini wielded a knife: what he casually calls in his first autobiography rows must really have been fights in
  which the couple came to blows. He picked up a knife, used it against a woman, and on this occasion no one was around to punish him. He even recalls with satisfaction selling the knife for enough
  money to live on in Switzerland. Mussolini himself gives us a glimpse of what his relationships with women were like when he recounts, without misgiving or regret, an episode which took place in
  the period he was looking for work as a primary-school teacher. He had his eye on a woman: he wrote her first name in his prison notebook, but just put the initial of her surname: Virginia B. (as
  if she would be difficult to identify in the small town of Varano where the incident happened).


  
    
      
        She was a generous girl. One fine day, when everyone else in Varano had gone to San Cassiano to listen to some pompous sermon from a friar, I led her up some stairs,
        pushed her into a corner behind a door and had her on the spot. When she got up she was distressed and crying and started to insult me. I had stained her honour she said 
        Id like to know what kind of honour that was. In any case Virginia didnt sulk for long. Our affair lasted three months  lets just say it was more a meeting of
        bodies than of souls. She came from a poor family, but her skin was wonderfully white and delicate.3

      

    

  


  What occurred was rape by any standards, todays or indeed those of the time (1901). How many men then indulged in sexual violence of this kind is hard to say, but it was
  not at all unusual to hear men boasting of such behaviour, as if it was only to be expected of any self-respecting male.


  When we look at his early years, Mussolini does not stand out as different from the common run of men at the time. In his childhood and youth theres no dramatic family situation involving
  strange sexual practices or incestuous leanings. We find nothing like Hitlers perverse attachment to his niece Geli Raubal. In the Fhrers case its possible to talk of
  dysfunctional family relations; his birth is surrounded by mysteries, his authoritarian grandfather kept his grandmother in a state of sexual servitude, theres a bigamous half-brother, a
  blackmailing nephew, a mistress  Eva Braun  forced to perform abnormal sexual practices and kept half-concealed between the mountain hideaway of Berchtesgaden and a villa in Munich.
  Several witnesses testify to the uncontrollable fits of rage which affected Hitler from his youth onwards, the series of failures which led him to abandon his school full of implacable
  loathing.4 What we know instead of Mussolinis childhood shows him to have been like any other boy growing up in that part of the country,
  with a violent streak which was normal in that society and at that time. He didnt speak until he was three, which caused his family considerable concern. However, they could
  afford to pay for him to be examined several times by specialists in Forl. One of these visits to the doctor contributed a useful piece towards the subsequent myth of Mussolini. He had been
  accompanied by his grandmother Marianna, who recalled the doctor, perhaps impressed by the energy of the truculent boy, saying to her, Dont worry, hell speak all right
   in fact, I think he might end up speaking too much. The grandmother reported the doctors words to the family, who remembered them shortly afterwards when, at the age of three,
  Benito started to talk in an improvised language made up of Italian and dialect words, full of grammatical oddities and nonce words.5


  Pitched battles in the fields with stones being thrown, hunting after lizards and other small creatures, clambering nimbly up trees to steal some fruit, stealing cages with hunting birds,
  hazardous escapes from authority, grazed knees: the daily escapades in Mussolinis early childhood were like those of all his companions. His sister Edvige too liked this kind of life in the
  open, racing along the riverbanks or trapping small birds. Its true Mussolini quickly became the leader of a gang, but there were lots of gangs and each had its own leader.


  Another person who had an important influence on Mussolini  in addition to his father, mother and grandmother  was his brother Arnaldo. The pattern of their
  relations established itself while they were still boys and endured during their lifetimes, forming, in adulthood, a kind of political and human symbiosis. Arnaldos calm and reflective
  character, inclined to mediate, was a useful counterbalance to Benitos frenetic political activity, first as a socialist and then later when he became a Fascist. Arnaldos
  temperament was clear right from the start. He was infinitely more patient and good-natured than I was. When I played with the other boys we always ended up fighting, but Arnaldo, as far as I
  recall, never did. He was gentle and thoughtful. He would restrain me, give me advice and help, and then make sure I was all right by taking me to see Father so I avoided a
  scolding.6


  Benitos school years left lasting marks on him. Theres nothing remarkable to record before hes nine years old: he was educated first by his mother and then by a
  primary-school teacher in Predappio. In September 1892, however, he was sent away to the boarding school run by the Salesian brothers. This represented a small victory for his mother: she had grown
  increasingly worried by his running wild through the fields. Perhaps under the influence of a notoriously bigoted friend of hers, Palmira Zoli, she was confident that the quality of the education
  provided by the Church would be better. So the reluctant little boy was sent off to Faenza, accompanied by his father: the image became one of the familys shared memories.


  An education at the San Francesco di Sales institution was not free. His mother Rosa asked for financial support, a grant to help the family pay the fees, but she was turned down. Her son was
  enrolled in the third or lowest-paying category of students, at a monthly rate of thirty lire, a lot out of the Mussolini family budget and indeed that of most families, yet for the Salesians this
  category was reserved only for boys from the poorest backgrounds. In recognition of the equality preached in the Gospels, the Salesians divided the pupils in the college into three groups
  who sat at different tables in the school refectory: for the nobility, for the middle ranks and for the common people. The first group paid sixty lire a month, the second forty-five, and the bottom
  class thirty. So I sat at the commoners table, which was also the most crowded.7


  The food the boys ate was different according to the tables they sat at. At the commoners table the bread was often stale and the meals were always meagre and often
  uneatable. They had to be eaten in strict silence while they listened to one of the older students reading from the Bollettino salesiano, the official journal of the Salesian order. The
  division of the boys into three categories permeated their daily lives: I always ate at the bottom of the table among the poorest classmates. I could have learnt to put up with having to eat
  mouldy bread, full of weevils; what I found  and still find  intolerable was the same division in the classrooms.8


  The so-called commoners were allowed to take baths, but only in summer  in this way less hot water was used and costs were reduced. Heating was non-existent in 1893: once the last warm
  days of autumn had gone the boys had to face severe winters. One of the effects of the biting cold on them was chilblains, an unfamiliar affliction nowadays with the changes in lifestyle and
  nutrition. When they appeared on the hands they were unsightly and painful. Some couldnt draw because their split skin stained the pages with pus. Some had chilblains on their ears, which
  swelled up and seemed to grow in size every day. The sufferers were mocked by the other children, who would run after them braying like donkeys. But chilblains on the feet were even a greater
  problem: the skin would break, and the fact these pupils were not allowed to take a bath only exacerbated their condition. The wounds became infected and the feet, full of blood and pus, started to
  fester. Some of the boys had heard of an old remedy which consisted in urinating on the wounds; those who were brave enough to try it only demonstrated its inefficacy.


  Despite the severity of the winter, Alessandro Mussolini decided to go to Faenza to check how his son was progressing in that school run by all those priests. He saw him approaching with a limp.
  He listened to Benitos faltering explanations and then told him to take off his shoes. A disaster: a kind of mush covered the swollen feet. Denied once again the permission to take a hot
  bath, Benito had tried to get round the prohibition by washing his feet in cold water  ice-cold water, since thats what came out of the tap. As a result his chilblains got even worse
  and he could hardly walk. Alessandro had enough money to pay for his son to see a doctor urgently. He complained vigorously to the Salesian fathers before returning to Predappio, insisting
  furiously that the advice the doctor had given was followed: the feet were to be washed in hot water and a medicinal powder applied to dry the skin. The priests saw him off and then, in agitated
  whispers, discussed the situation. They had allowed into their school the son of someone who was a rabble-rouser, a revolutionary: this was the real problem. Chilblains
  werent the problem, they came and went, along with the seasons, the prescribed powder was useless, everyone knew that, only the return of the spring would dry out chilblains, and then a bit
  of pain never did anyone any harm  and none of the other parents had ever complained. Not a word of protest from any of them except for this socialist ruffian, a man who was plotting to
  overthrow the King, his country, even God. No, there was only one way to tackle the problem: they had to stay watchful.


  So the priests started to keep the blacksmiths son under observation, just like the police had done with his father. Once, during a school walk, the nine-year-old Benito wandered off from
  the group. He was capable of doing it deliberately just to escape the suffocating discipline, but on this occasion it was just by chance he strayed off, not even realizing hed done so until
  he was caught and beaten. And that wasnt the end of it, because his teacher immediately filed a report on the boys attempted escape. I was given the punishment of
  three months in the corner, in other words I had to stand still and silent in a corner of the playground while I watched the other boys at their games.9 Every day for three months, from 11.30 to midday, immobile and silent in a corner, watching the others play.


  Education among the Salesians followed a set sequence which over the years had proved efficacious. One of the highlights was the preparation for the boys first Communion. The prescribed
  spiritual exercises included prayer, reflection, meditation and lots of sermons, not always very subtle: on one occasion the pupils were taken to hear a brother who explained, with his finger
  pointing to heaven, how a boy from Turin had been struck dead on the altar because he had dared to approach the Eucharist in a state of mortal sin. All the boys were shocked: the authority of the
  priest preaching in front of the altar was bolstered by his insertion of numerous circumstantial details. On a much later occasion, when he was an adult and a fiercely committed socialist living in
  Switzerland, Mussolini remembered that menacingly raised finger when he publicly challenged another priest, as if he was trying to get his own back on the memory. But at the time he too was
  frightened. He took to observing draconian fasts and was tormented by doubts as to what he should do in case  a terrible eventuality according to the priest 
  the host stuck to his palate, since it was a mortal sin to push it down your throat with your finger.


  Rosa Maltoni came from Predappio, full of pride, to see her sons first Communion in the Salesian school chapel. Before Communion Benito went to confession: I told the priest
  everything: the sins Id committed, the sins I hadnt committed but had thought about, and the sins I had neither committed nor thought about. Melius erat abundare quam deficere
   better to have too much than too little.10


  The course of school life offered the teachers many opportunities to influence their pupils development. Once, in the spring term, a terrible event happened: a boy by the name of Achille
  Paganelli, one of Benitos classmates, suddenly died. The news was announced briefly in the morning assembly; the astonished pupils were left to reflect by themselves on the mystery of death.
  There was a large crowd of mourners at the funeral, the whole school, in the different classes each with their teacher, gathered outside the church. When Paganellis parents arrived, the
  crowd opened up, like a sudden rift, to let them through; as they walked through, the couple kept looking for the faces of their sons classmates and when they recognized one of them they
  stopped as if they couldnt move on. The young Benito was struck by the fathers terrible groans: They seemed hardly human, more like inarticulate moaning, as if his grief had
  suffocated his ability to weep.11


  Mussolinis religious education came to an abrupt end with the stabbing incident in June 1893. By the autumn hed been transferred to the Regia Scuola Normale in Forlimpopoli, where
  the headmaster was Valfredo Carducci, the brother of the famous poet Giosu Carducci; it was under the protection of powerful Masonic lodges in the region and took boys from the increasing
  number of local families who supported the socialist cause. Now that he was free from the Salesians discipline, their constant checks and punishments, Benito Andrea Amilcare started to turn
  himself into the young revolutionary, the experienced socialist his father had dreamt he would become. Now he could try out some of the phrases he had heard in his fathers forge on his new
  classmates: the international proletariat, social revolt, the fight against capitalism. One of the teachers decided to alert the carabinieri as a
  precaution. Theres a story  half-chronicle, half-legend  of the time Mussolini persuaded a group of his classmates to go along to a political meeting
  held by Salvatore Barzilai, a professor of criminology from Trieste, a member of parliament who would go on to have a successful political career, ending up as a cabinet minister and then a senator
  in 1920. But for Mussolini and his school companions when they went along to hear him, the austere-looking gentleman was a revolutionary republican. Barzilai stopped speaking when he saw them enter
  the room, and then announced to the audience how pleased he was by the sight; just by daring to enter the room where the meeting was being held theyd shown how courageous they were. They
  would become, he declared, the young men who would fight to make Trieste part of Italy and so complete the nations unification. The audiences applause made his companions group
  themselves round Mussolini who, as the story  or legend  goes, calmly proceeded to take notes in a small exercise book. As soon as Barzilai had finished his speech, a hand shot up and
  someone asked to speak: it was Mussolini. One of his classmates, Rino Alessi, recalled how the local mayor, who was seated next to Barzilai on the platform, tried to prevent the youngster from
  speaking. No one can deny me my freedom of speech! shouted Benito, with the ferocious determination he had seen in some of his fathers socialist friends. He had to defend what
  was his right. Barzilai held out his hand, inviting him to step up, and Mussolini approached, shook hands with him and began to speak. While hed been taking notes, hed rapidly
  sketched out in his mind what he would say. The heroes and revolutionaries of the Risorgimento had been betrayed, he began. Italys middle class thought only about themselves, not about the
  good of their country and the nation as a whole. But, he went on to say, also the left had lost the faith of the Italian people. It seems improbable that the young Mussolini would have criticized
  in these terms and at that time the revolutionary left of which his father was one of the leaders; Alessis account, like so many others, must have been influenced by hindsight, by later
  events, subsequent sympathies and rivalries. Mussolini continued to hold forth: party politics were useless, barricades, violence, even assassination was necessary to bring down the monarchy and
  establish the republic. His words enflamed the audience from Romagna and they roared their approval. Mussolini and his schoolmates left the hall in triumph, almost disdaining to notice Barzilai and
  the mayor. But the school was worried: even though it was a lay institution and the headmaster was the brother of the poet Carducci, it found such revolutionary fervour from
  the son of the blacksmith from Predappio disturbing. The young extremist refused to heed his fathers calm advice to show  at least  some moderation in his attitudes.


  The second stabbing incident led to his expulsion. Mussolini decided to prepare for the school-leaving certificate privately by studying on his own. On 27th January 1901 Giuseppe Verdi died: his
  funeral in Milan was a great public occasion and drew people from all over the country, with Arturo Toscanini memorably conducting a vast choir during the service. The newspapers were full of the
  event and every city and town in Italy organized meetings and ceremonies to commemorate the passing of the great composer, among which, as a brief paragraph in the Socialist Party daily
  Avanti! on 1st February informs us, a speech in memory of Verdi from the party comrade and student Benito Mussolini had been given the previous day. So a young revolutionary came to public
  attention.


  The future dictators childhood then was no different from that of his contemporaries in that part of Italy. What happened to him in the Salesian boarding school happened to others in
  similar institutions all over the country: in Piedmont, in Sardinia, in Veneto there are innumerable accounts left by generations of students of the inflexible and brutal methods used to educate
  the boys in their charge and stifle their growing sexuality. Many recall experiences which school discipline failed to suppress, as in Mussolinis comments on the abdication of Edward VIII,
  transcribed by his mistress Clara Petacci in 1938: Hes well known for his addiction to alcohol. His other vice hardly matters in England, almost all Englishmen are like that. In
  English schools the teachers even get paid to allow it You find it in Italy, too, though certainly not to the same extent as in England I remember a fair-haired boy in my boarding
  school, his name was DallOlio, he was pale and thin. All the boys had him, he went from one to another. He tried to come on to me until he realized his mistake. Every night I used to see him
  going from one boys bed to another.12


  The single most remarkable feature of Mussolinis school years is the gradual emergence in him of the revolutionary socialist ideas he had learnt from his father. Theres no sense of
  his being an outsider, a misfit, nothing like this to explain how he later became a dictator. In Angelica Balabanoffs book entitled Il traditore Mussolini (Mussolini the Traitor) theres an essay by Maria Giudice, a prominent woman in the Italian Socialist Party. Giudice was the daughter of one of Garibaldis followers and had been
  imprisoned on various occasions for her political views and opposition to Fascism. She was born in 1880 and was therefore only slightly older than Mussolini himself. In her essay Giudice mentions
  her activities as a lecturer all over Europe at the end of the Second World War, with her insistent message that no country, no people was immune from Fascism. She reminded her audiences of the
  years when Fascism reigned supreme in Italy: At the time there were many in other countries who deceived themselves  whether because they were naive, or ignorant, or over-confident,
  or because they just didnt want to be bothered  that it could never happen in their countries, they would never have a Mussolini. They didnt understand that once the conditions
  are right a Mussolini will emerge.13 As the nineteenth century drew to a close, Italy too had no Mussolini, but he would emerge  from
  among the revolutionaries, the Internationalists, the socialists.


  


  


  Chapter 3


  Youth and Dances


  On 26th July 1943 the police called at the Roman villa  La Camilluccia  of Mussolinis best-known, most powerful mistress, Claretta Petacci: she was not at
  home. The officer in charge, Lieutenant Colonel Giovanni Frignani ordered his men to search the house and later drew up a detailed report. Twenty-four hours earlier, Frignani had arrested Mussolini
  as he left Villa Savoia after a brief audience with the King, during which the former had been stripped of his role as head of the government  the inevitable outcome of the coup
  dtat launched the previous night at a meeting of the Gran Consiglio del Fascismo (Grand Council of Fascism) which had voted their leader down. It was also Frignani who some
  months earlier had discovered hints of Hitlers secret plans to invade Italy and had gone to Mussolini to warn him, to no avail. Frignani later paid with his life: he was arrested by the
  Nazis, tortured in front of his wife in the prison cells of the Gestapo headquarters in Via Tasso, and finally, on 24th March 1944, killed in the massacre at the Fosse Ardeatine.


  In those terrible days at the end of July 1943 Frignani had been given an extremely sensitive and dangerous mission. He knew all about the important role Claretta Petacci had played in the
  events which marked the end of the regime. Cesare Rossi knew Mussolini well and had been one of his leading collaborators until he was removed in the murky aftermath of the murder of the socialist
  deputy Matteotti. His considered view was that the sixty-year-old dictator was in terrible physical condition. Mussolini had turned sixty in prison, four days after his fall from power and his
  arrest. He was ageing rapidly. As a politician he had encouraged the cult of youth, had turned the song called Giovinezza (Youth) into the anthem of the Fascist
  movement; now, in the regimes final crisis, youth seemed more than ever fleeting and remote.


  Mussolinis power over others was absolute; over himself he had only one option: he had to find some substance which would enable him to exploit his declining
  physical forces as best he could. Cesare Rossis attention was caught by a detail in the report drawn up by Frignanis officers when they searched the Camilluccia villa: Together
  with bundles of love letters from Ben  in which Claras lover expressed unexpected heights of pathos and which are interesting also from a literary point of view 
  many tubes of Hormovir pills were found. Clarettas father  a renowned and enterprising doctor  had taken it upon himself to find a way of increasing the virility of his
  daughters exceptional lover. This discovery reveals one unsuspected cause of Mussolinis  and Italys  tragedy.1
  When Rossi was jotting this down he was being held in the Regina Coeli prison in Rome, waiting to find out what the Allies and the parties forming the new Italian government would decide to do with
  him: the fact that he had fallen out of favour with Mussolini twenty years earlier was seen as no guarantee of his reliability. Hormovir is probably a spelling mistake for an
  aphrodisiac pill called Hormovin, a German product manufactured in a laboratory in the Ruhr, which must have met the dictators requirements, as Rossi describes them, perfectly.2 It was a cocktail of substances: muira puama, yohimbine hydrochloride and pure lecithin  almost as powerful and efficacious as its modern successor
  Viagra. Muira puama (Ptychopetalum olacoides) came from the Amazon forests, extracted from the bark and, especially, the roots of a shrub which could grow to a height of five metres
  and which the natives of the region called strong wood (muira). The peoples of the Amazon forest used its properties to regain or reinforce their virility, sometimes with an
  infusion they then applied directly to their genitals. It was a nerve tonic, therefore, a natural aphrodisiac which could help with maintaining an erection and problems generally with ones
  sexual performance. The German laboratory cleverly combined the muira puama with yohimbine hydrochloride, which could produce an erection within an hour of taking the substance. A side
  effect was that it was antidiuretic and could lead to raised blood pressure. The mixture was reinforced by the addition of lecithin, still popular today in supermarkets and health-food shops:
  active in combating free radicals and cell oxidation, it can also reduce cholesterol and some of the effects of ageing, and helps to increase mental alertness and memory retention. The German
  laboratory made pills from the three ingredients; the full effect was reached after you took them for three weeks. A sixty-year-old man in the 1940s was very different from a
  sixty-year-old today: then, in most cases, you were considered elderly. On the verge of sixty, Mussolini needed to exploit what was left of his physical potential to the full, and the aphrodisiac
  tablets found in his mistresss villa enabled him to do this. A network of power, of string-pulling and business deals, had grown up round Claretta Petacci and her family: The Duce had
  created a secret account for Claretta, officially to enable her to carry out charitable activities, but the money in it circulated without any form of control or auditing. Buffarini
  Guidi acted as the middle man for the supply of funds; he shrewdly realized how powerful the Petacci clan had become. Claretta and her close friends intervened actively in Mussolinis
  political affairs: they proposed names, favoured their own chosen candidates, obtained protection and favours.3


  But this entire system depended on one thing and one thing only: Mussolinis continuing relationship with his favourite mistress was reliant on his ability to achieve a sufficient number
  of erections. The Duce began to have problems: Claretta saw this and turned to a doctor who could solve them, who happened to be her father; he was a renowned medical specialist, whose career had
  been advanced because of his daughters relationship. He immediately understood what was at stake and obtained the best treatment available at the time. In Cesare Rossis view, if it
  hadnt been for the pills Dr Petacci prescribed, Mussolini would have ended up a different man. With Hormovin, like Viagra today, it was possible to regain, effortlessly, as if by magic,
  ones sexual potency  and not only sexual, since this enhanced Mussolinis power  or rather the feeling of being powerful  in all his relationships, with his
  colleagues and collaborators, with his ministers, party officials and army generals. Any other man might have welcomed Hormovin as a find, taken it as a kind of game, in the pursuit
  of pleasure which, for a while at least, would keep inexorable age at bay. But for the man who invented Fascism, taking those tablets was a political act: they helped to prolong the myth of the
  Duce beyond its natural limits and as such they are part of the tragedy which befell the country. The myth of Mussolini had many facets: there was the accomplished violinist, the pilot, the
  journalist, the horseman and the swordsman; he could ski, play tennis, swim and race cars, and excelled in all kinds of sport; he danced well, wrote novels and plays,
  designed buildings; naked to the waist he helped with the threshing in the fields, played with children, was photographed with flowers and animals. As Gaetano Salvemini has noted, the
  regimes control of propaganda was ingenious, even more so than the system created by Hitler and Goebbels in Nazi Germany; every form of communication was exploited, and images and films
  poured out to reinforce every aspect of the myth. But all these things revolved round or sprang from the idea of Mussolinis sexuality, the image of him as a great lover. The regimes
  system of communication was skilful enough to avoid the problems which might arise with this approach, preserving the tacit rules of agreement with the Vatican and with them the image of the
  man of destiny, as Pius XI had described Mussolini, and the political solution to the so-called Roman Question, which the Duce had achieved with the concordat between
  the Italian state and the Holy See. Thanks to the meticulous organization of his public and private life, Mussolini was able to conduct hundreds of relationships with women, some lasting just a few
  weeks or months, others more enduring and stable. The women who lived under Fascism  the young, the not-so-young, and even those past middle age  saw in Mussolini a model of male
  sexuality; they realized that other officials in the party hierarchy merely tried to imitate him but fell far short of the original. Many women tried to approach the leader, sending him letters
  expressing, not so implicitly, the nature of their interest. There was even a special office in the Palazzo Venezia to deal with this correspondence: the letters would be sorted and sifted, with a
  selection of women who could go through to the second round and be brought to the attention of Mussolini.


  Since his sexuality was at the centre of his myth, the element that reinforced and held it all together, the entire edifice was a fragile one, liable to collapse as soon as real difficulties
  arose, when war was declared. Up till then the problems had been avoided with a series of political decisions or glossed over by propaganda; the myth of Mussolini, his ability to connect personally
  with the Italian people, became the defining feature of the regime. It became a political necessity for Mussolini to eliminate all possible rivals or potential successors in the Fascist movement
  and to free himself from the constricting duopoly of having to share prestige with the King. As Renzo De Felice puts it: It is vital to appreciate the general characteristics of the myth of
  Mussolini and how indispensable it was to the regime as a whole and its principal elements by means of a vast diffusion of propaganda (exploiting for the first time 
  it shouldnt be overlooked  all the techniques of modern mass communication, from radio to cinema). Once this is understood, the rational purpose behind the myth can be seen, its
  significance shared with the other political decisions Mussolini made in this period.4 De Felice is referring to the years between 1925 and 1929,
  when the myth was created and started to grow rapidly, and the period when Mussolini took increasing control over all sources of power and all decision-making. Mussolinis sexuality, with its
  mixture of truth and legend, survived longer than other components of the myth, sustained for a long time after his death with the production of biographical articles and memoirs.


  The subject of Mussolinis relationships with women has proved a profitable business for publishers and authors from the end of the Second World War until today. Every piece of evidence
  and every witness, however uncertain or unreliable, could be put to use. So theres a story of how little Benito, taken to church in San Cassiano for Mass by his mother, would pinch
  girls legs under the pews, and how, away from the church, he found other opportunities to touch them too. Such episodes cant be verified, of course, but even admitting that they did
  occur its not unusual behaviour in a boy. His years as a boarder in the harsh college run by the Salesian fathers have inevitably been embroidered with tales of his escapades outside the
  school in search of girls, but boys boarding schools, especially religious ones, all over the world and in every generation have always been full of such secret adventures undertaken in
  breathless pursuit of the female sex. A wall is never going to stop a young male with raging hormones reaching a girl on the other side of it who is equally enthusiastic. Its not improbable
  that the young Mussolini managed to play truant overnight for such a reason, even though, as weve seen, such disobedience was especially risky. While unlikely its not impossible that
  on occasion he escaped from the school to go dancing after making a secret assignation with a girl; in Romagna it was easy to find a public dance or an open-air party where men and women cavorted.
  In the darker corners of the makeshift dance floors the young boy could have found the time and the space to make out with some girl or other unseen by others. Theres a widespread local
  tradition that he was a passionately enthusiastic dancer.


  
    
      
        The so-called red balls organized by the socialists as well as the public dances held by working mens associations began to
        emerge, in a belated recognition that the enthusiasm for dancing was a way of involving the working classes in social occasions which could also be used for political ends. Organizing dances
        was acceptable because they were seen as a pretext for fundraising for the political cause. [] As the working men and women took their places on the dance floor, they were always
        accompanied by the speech of some local or national leader, making the point that the social festivity was also an opportunity for political involvement.5

      

    

  


  Such public dances and evenings spent in dance halls were not without political overtones; indeed, they became a political issue in themselves. The socialists organized endless
  dances for working men and women, while the Catholics saw such dances as seedbeds of vice: in their view such occasions were a concealed way of encouraging the free love favoured by
  the socialist Internationalists. The moralists of the time were horrified by the thought of bodily contact while dancing. They saw it as inevitably encouraging sexual desire. In opposition
  to such transgressive yearnings a mass movement was started in order to protect the conventional moral standards of the day. Dancing was a fever, a contagion affecting young men and
  women who, languishing in its grip, started to taste passion and lust.6 In waltzes and polkas, tangos and mazurkas, it was not only hands that
  touched; physical contact grew bolder, more impetuous, on the verge of a full embrace, the moving and turning together in time to the music led to a state of stupefaction. Dancing grew to be an
  irresistible attraction which contributed rapidly to the popularity of socialist meetings; the importance of public dances in the development of Italian political life from the late nineteenth
  century onwards should not be underestimated. Rmi Hesss analysis of the phenomenon uses a quotation from the surrealist poet Ramn Gmez de la Serna:


  
    
      
        When couples embrace while dancing, the womans breasts feel more than ever alive, grow warm once again with their first yearnings, the friction of bodies once more
        has the innocence and grace which many, alas, have lost in their intimate contacts. The breasts point the way to the public dance, although it is her legs which carry her there in a
        hurry The emotion felt in dancing is the sweetest emotion felt by the breasts; only then are they fully aware of their own desire and the desire of others, they swell with subtle
        tremors.7

      

    

  


  Dancing, with all the power of sexuality enclosed in its winding movements, ready to explode, became the site of social and political conflict. An Italian
  priest, Father Berardi, realized how pointless it was to try to fight the phenomenon head-on on this terrain: there was an irresistible fascination with public dancing, and the socialists exploited
  it to the full. Berardi sought instead a way of containing and controlling it, by emphasizing the development of technique. It was technique, and the formal requirements of technique, which would
  help to curb the expression of passion. The priest had heard many accounts in the confessional of the sexual longings caused by dancing and thought hed found a way to prevent them. He summed
  up his approach in Latin in 1897 thus: Qui saltat attendere debet ad bene saltat, or, who wants to dance should learn to dance well. According to Berardi, a
  concentration on technique would bring the sexual passions aroused in dancing under control: Fatigatio, tripudium, saltatio, agitatio, distractio, defatigatio, etc., maliti et
  libidini auditum prcludunt, aut illam cito evanescere faciunt  in other words, the wish for enjoyment, the energy of the dance itself and the subsequent tiredness obstruct the
  passions and help to calm them. The technical skill involved in dancing too could diminish them, since if the technique of dancing was not perfectly mastered you had to be especially
  attentive.8 The Church realized there was nothing it could do to stop public dancing, and one piece of advice handed out in the confessionals to
  young girls who wanted to go dancing was to wear a white rose at the waist, which they were to make sure remained intact and undamaged at the end of the evening. But they were fighting a lost
  battle: dancing became a mass entertainment. The passion for it must have affected Mussolini in his youth, like all the rest; when the band struck up, it was as if a door opened on a magically
  accessible realm of sexual enchantment. His sexual prowess lay concealed like an iceberg under his virile bluster and display; people would whisper about it with amazement; his sexuality was at the
  centre of his myth and therefore at the centre of his politics. In this sense the expression political animal is peculiarly appropriate for him. Just as his sexuality was the last
  aspect of his myth to disappear, so it was the first to emerge, encouraged by Mussolini himself, who talked quite openly about it, even boasting of his virility and stamina.


  At first there were only his innocuous love letters to his first love, one Elena Giunchi, the cousin of one of his classmates, who had spoken about her; she was evidently
  pretty enough to gain the attention of these two schoolboys. In the college at Forlimpopoli, a lay institution where the boys were older and had more freedom, whoever had sisters or cousins easily
  made friends. In this period I fell in love with a beautiful young girl called Vittorina F., who was the sister of one of my schoolmates. I declared my feelings for her and she replied,
  putting me off. So I decided to stop her in the street.9 The expulsion from the school in Forlimpopoli was also in part due to Mussolinis
  nocturnal truancies. The headmaster Valfredo Carducci, who ran the institution on enlightened lay principles, nevertheless couldnt overlook such disobedience. When as a consequence of his
  expulsion he became an external student, the nature of his escapades changed: a dalliance with a girl called Caterina might have started off with billets-doux and gifts of roses, but it moved on to
  kissing. As an external student Mussolini prepared for his exams with his friend Eugenio Nanni; the school had allowed him to follow classes even though he was no longer allowed to board. He
  realized that getting a diploma was necessary if he wanted to earn his own living and make his own way, so he concentrated hard on his studies. But both he and Eugenio were disturbed by impulses
  which were too insistent to ignore:


  
    
      
        One Sunday we both went over to Forl to visit one of those places. As soon as I entered, I could feel myself blushing. I hadnt a clue what to say or do but
        one of the whores took me on her knee and started to excite me by kissing and stroking me. She was well on in years and fat. I lost my virginity with her, for just fifty cents. [] The
        sudden revelation of what sexual pleasure meant disturbed me. Naked women started to haunt my daily thoughts and dreams and desires, I would undress the young girls I passed in the street
        with my eyes, and lust after them. During the carnival season, I used to go to public dances. The music, the rhythm of the movements, the physical contact with girls, their perfumed hair and
        the tang of their sweaty skin excited my desires, which I would relieve every Sunday in one of the brothels in Forl.10

      

    

  


  Once hed obtained his school diploma, Mussolini went back to live with his family in Dovia. He turned eighteen that summer, still below the legal age of majority at that
  time; his diploma allowed him to work as a trainee primary-school teacher but, even with this qualification, he couldnt find a job.


  That summer saw many strikes and clashes in the factories and in the countryside. On 27th June, in the countryside round Ferrara, the forces of order had fired on a group
  of agricultural labourers, killing three and wounding twenty-three. A month earlier the anarchist Gaetano Bresci, who had come to epitomize the disturbances affecting the whole country, died in
  prison. Just eleven months before, on 29th July 1900, the King of Italy Umberto I had been assassinated. The newly established official body set up to examine the question of emigration could do
  nothing to prevent the constant flow of Italians in search of a better life in a new country, a flow which now came increasingly from the south rather than the north of the country. A determining
  factor in this reversal of the pattern had been the defeat and brutal suppression at the hands of the police and army of the so-called Fasci Siciliani dei Lavoratori or Sicilian
  Workers Leagues, in 1894, when Mussolini was just ten years old. The defeat spelt the end to the hopes and ideals of social reform on the island and the creation of a new economic system to
  replace the large landowners and the Mafia. Many labourers and peasants lost their lives in the shootings, while the movements socialist leaders were sent to prison. The ships filled with a
  flood of famished and despairing emigrants. The defeat thus suffered had serious repercussions on the Italian Socialist Party. In the years that followed the partys leaders began to be
  criticized for failing to pay heed to the needs of workers in the south, while the working-class movement in the north of Italy was accused of turning a blind eye to the fate of the agricultural
  labourers, from the establishment of the Fasci onwards. In the Po Valley, in Emilia and Romagna, the political climate was different: the disturbances there had led to an improvement in wages and
  the setting up in 1901 of a Federazione Nazionale dei Lavoratori della Terra (National Federation of Agricultural Workers). Yet the political and social tension meant that it was hard for a young
  primary-school teacher, just qualified and already known as a revolutionary-socialist firebrand, to find a post. Mussolini went in for several jobs, including posts as a supply teacher, to no
  avail. But his personal life went on its now accustomed way; as weve seen, to all intents and purposes he raped the girl he calls Virginia B. and for three months in the summer of 1901 they
  were together though more in body than in soul. His father Alessandro stepped in to help with the problem of finding a job. As an acknowledged Socialist Party
  leader and a skilful manipulator of votes, he used the classic method of pulling strings. The small town of Gualtieri  just beyond Bologna in the province of Reggio Emilia and quite a long
  way from Dovia, especially at that time when transport was so limited  had become the first Socialist Party-controlled local council in the region. Alessandro Mussolinis political
  influence extended even as far as Gualtieri, and the Socialist mayor owed him a favour. So the eighteen-year-old Mussolini obtained his first job, as a supply teacher. The local Socialists
  organized an official welcome for him at the station, perhaps slightly taken aback when they saw him get off the train dressed from top to toe in black, a habit he had acquired while at school in
  Forlimpopoli and had maintained, either because he thought it distinguished him from his Socialist Party contemporaries, who frequently wore a red tie, or for simple convenience. The mayor
  presented him at a party meeting: this was the son of Alessandro Mussolini, his arrival in the town would be very important for the local Socialists. But Benito attended their meetings very
  infrequently; his fellow Socialists were more likely to come across him sprawled drunk on the pavement outside the shop of a local cobbler with whom hed become friends. His job consisted in
  keeping forty young boys in class for the entire morning; for this he was paid fifty-six lire a month, of which forty went towards his rent, so he didnt have much left to squander on having
  a good time. But there were dances every Sunday, in the open air or inside depending on the season  those dances which opened the way to sex and free love. And, apart from staying at home or
  going for a walk in the fields, there wasnt much else for young men to do in their spare time in Romagna. At one of the dances Mussolini came across Giulia, a strikingly beautiful woman of
  twenty, married with a young husband, away on military service, and a little boy. In Socialist free-thinking Gualtieri her going to a public dance on her own wasnt seen as scandalous. Each
  Sunday Mussolini observed her; it took some time, but eventually the goal was reached:


  
    
      
        On the evening of 20th March, at No. 9 in Vicolo di Massa, second floor. I remember. Giulia F. was waiting for me in the doorway, she was wearing a pink blouse which stood
        out in the darkness. We went up the stairs and once inside she gave herself to me for two hours. [] Our relationship lasted for a few weeks until we were found out. Her husband heard
        about it and ordered his wife to be driven away from the house. She took her little boy with her and joined me in the room where wed first come together. We felt
        more free. [] Our love affair was violent and full of jealousy, with quarrels and short-lived outbursts of anger.11

      

    

  


  The Socialist Party in Gualtieri didnt know what to make of Alessandro Mussolinis son and his behaviour. He almost never came to their meetings, but never missed a
  dance. And now he was involved with a married woman, giving the towns conservatives fuel for scandal and criticism. They had found out about his secret relationship with the soldiers
  wife after they had invited him to speak at the dinner to celebrate May Day in 1902, in front of an audience of four hundred guests. Mussolini did give the speech, and as they listened to it they
  saw the son of the far-famed blacksmith from Dovia: when he finished he was wildly applauded and acclaimed. A month later on 2nd June the local council organized a commemoration of the twentieth
  anniversary of Garibaldis death. The man who was supposed to give the address had fallen ill, so the crowd went off to fetch Mussolini. They found him in his shirtsleeves and, just as he
  was, he was carried off to the platform and asked to give a speech, which he improvised on the spot. When the ceremony was over and the clapping had died down, they were certain that a new leader
  had emerged. But Mussolini had other ideas: his monthly pay was too low and he had come to realize that primary-school teaching was not for him. He had become fixed on the thought of emigrating to
  Switzerland and trying his luck there. It was also true that his affair with Giulia, her husbands violent reaction at her betrayal and the bitterness of the family who had turned her out
  were causing problems for the local council. Each day that passed made it clearer that his contract as a supply teacher in the local school would not be renewed; with all the esteem due to his
  father, they felt they could not offer his son the post. Yet in the end this merely confirmed his desire to look elsewhere; he was content to let things develop as they had. As soon as the school
  year had finished, he quickly arranged his departure for Switzerland. I spent my last days in the town almost entirely in Giulias house. I remember very well our last night together,
  Giulia was crying and kissed me. I too was moved.12 Many years later, in the Roman prison cell where he jotted his autobiographical notes down
  in an exercise book, he seems once again to have been moved by what he calls my hearts sweetest memory; he hopes that Giulia remembers him and his love
  for her and will continue to do so until she is very old. He never changed his judgement on Giulia Fontanesi, not even in the comments made to Claretta Petacci and transcribed by her:
  Yes, Giulia was the woman for me  she was a beauty, poetical, romantic, all flowers, stars, moon and sunset  she was even too romantic. Our lovemaking too  not so much
  afterwards. Poetry above all: You havent brought me violets or a poem. I sometimes gazed at her in amazement: she was so fine, so delicate and beautiful. I loved her, our
  relationship lasted four months. She was supposed to come with me to Switzerland, but in the end she didnt.13 As it turned out, the
  beautiful twenty-year-old Giulia did not remain on her own: her husband forgave her and took her back when he returned from military service. Meanwhile Benito Mussolinis attention had turned
  to the new opportunities which Switzerland offered him.


  


  Chapter 4


  Exiles in Switzerland


  Small, deformed, obsessive, a fetishist, spinsterly, self-flagellatory, irrational, prone to bouts of hysterical mysticism, unbalanced and fanatical, insidious like some
  infectious disease and, to cap it all, with a wretched little greyish face, watery eyes and a squeaky rasping voice  Margherita Sarfattis portrait of her hated rival Angelica
  Balabanoff seems almost literally to tear her to pieces. Yet the two women had much in common. They were both committed socialists, both elegant, cultivated and refined; both were widely read and
  both were rich, extremely rich: Angelica Balabanoff had inherited wealth from her Ukrainian family while Sarfattis Venetian family had been successful in trade. Both were Jewish and both, in
  succession, dedicated more than ten years of their lives to Benito Mussolini. Balabanoff first met him in Switzerland and, with her superior knowledge, took the young man  rough-edged and
  much the worse for wear  in hand and transformed him into a socialist leader. Sarfatti met him when he was already a socialist and applied herself to building his new image as the leader or
  duce of the Fascist movement. In the course of his life Mussolini had relations with hundreds of women, perhaps as many as four hundred  Renzo De Felice thought this a
  plausible estimate  but Margherita Sarfatti was not much troubled by his womanizing. Nor for that matter was the only woman he ever married, Rachele, though her investigations were not as
  far-reaching as those of her rival: He didnt care for thin women. It didnt matter if they were blonde or brunette, short or tall. Too much perfume was bad. Obviously Im
  referring to my husbands successes with women. [] Looking back now I can say that he had a long list of conquests, but not much more so than any other Italian man who liked women and
  who in turn was attractive to them.1 Rachele Mussolini admitted her husband was no saint; she believed she knew all about his extramarital
  adventures. But how many or how few she was really aware of is immaterial: it is obvious that none of them had any importance for her, they were nearly all based
  merely on physical attraction: these women ran after her husband because he was attractive to them. The relationships were more troubling when there were indications that the other
  woman had developed a strong influence over him. Unlike Sarfatti, Rachele Mussolini wasnt interested in politics and was not bothered about Balabanoff: Yet its true to say that
  his relations with three women caused me much suffering, and I fought hard against them, to save my marriage and my love for him: Ida Dalser, Margherita Sarfatti and Clara
  Petacci.2 But Margherita Sarfatti knew without a shadow of a doubt that Angelica Balabanoff was no mere infatuation: the talents and resources
  and means at her disposal made her a dangerous rival. And even though she was no longer present on the scene and hadnt been for some time (Balabanoff returned to Russia after the
  Revolution), the woman had still initiated a relationship with Mussolini during his period in Switzerland and therefore had to be eliminated:


  
    
      
        In Italy women  even the revolutionaries  are usually shy or retiring, but Comrade Balabanoffs boldness was positively flirtatious. As ugly as she
        was, thanks to her electrifying oratory, or her famous name, or simply the engagingly direct way she propositioned men who were too polite to turn her down  the fact is that the
        spinsterly Angelica used to boast she was never without a companion as she spread the socialist gospel through the length and breadth of Italy. Lets hope  at least for the sake
        of the aesthetic judgements of young socialist males  she was exaggerating. [] She had no sense of humour, and no sense of beauty  just as well, really, since if she
        had, she would have drowned herself in the nearest well  or perhaps not, she was never very fond of personal hygiene.3

      

    

  


  Sarfattis pen is dipped in poison: it had to be if she was to humiliate Balabanoff both as a woman  painting a picture of someone who used political meetings to
  pick up men  and as a socialist  a dreary fanatic who when she took a walk in the country and came to a crossroads would say in all seriousness, We must turn to the left
   the road to take is always on the left.


  Moving between Geneva, Bern and Zurich, the young man who had hitherto been known as the son of the famous blacksmith of Dovia began to gain positions for himself as an emerging socialist.
  The image he presented to the world started to change, his political personality started to mature  behind both changes lay the influence of Angelica Balabanoff: hence
  Sarfattis malicious attack on her.


  While Benito Mussolini was on his way to Switzerland, on 9th July 1902, his father was arrested for the episode of the wrecked polling stations. His son read the news in Il secolo and
  wondered whether he should break his journey and return, but in the end decided to continue. On the train there were many Italians; one of them, a kind of itinerant salesman from Pontremoli, seemed
  to want to strike up a friendship with him. He spoke confidentially of a relative he had in Switzerland who would be able to find work for them both, but the relative turned out to be an emigrant
  who was in no position to find jobs for the pair of them. However, he invited them back to eat at his home; after the meal, before leaving, Mussolini sold him his knife, the one he had used on his
  mistress Giulia during one of their rows. The money he got for it enabled him to survive until he found a job as a building labourer in Orbe, for a chocolate factory which the Bertoglio company was
  constructing. His work was back-breaking, at night he slept under a bridge, he lived in abysmal poverty: all these things he would recall later in various interviews, while isolating and framing
  them as elements in the development of his myth; he tried to cast a bohemian light on his existence in Switzerland, with himself at centre stage, a famished vagabond and anarchist. As a labourer on
  the building site he earned twice as much as he had as a teacher, but he worked eleven hours a day continually climbing up and down carrying a hod with building materials. He lasted a week, with a
  total pay of twenty lire and a few cents.


  On the night of 27th July, barely two weeks after his arrival in the country, the local policemen found him sleeping in a cardboard box under the Grand Pont in Lausanne. They were kind: they
  gave him a meal and a bed to sleep on  but in a cell in the local station where theyd taken him on a charge of vagrancy. After three days they released him. This was the first of
  eleven arrests he underwent during his lifetime. In Lausanne there was the Swiss headquarters of the Federazione Socialista Italiana (Italian Socialist Federation) as well as of the Sindacato
  Italiano Muratori e Manovali (Union of Italian Building Labourers and Bricklayers). He introduced himself there; once more his fathers well-known name proved useful. The secretary of the
  Socialist Federation, Gaetano Zannini, welcomed him with open arms, and introduced him to Emilio Marzetto, the editor of the newspaper Avvenire del lavoratore. On 1st
  August 1902 his first article appeared in it. It was striking for its brilliant style and its unexpected subject: it was an attack on the public indifference to the first of the massacres of
  Armenians that after the First World War would become known as Metz Yeghern or the Great Calamity. It was the first genocide of the twentieth century, the one which
  Hitler referred to in his frosty reply to a woman who asked him if he was bothered by public reaction to the persecution of the Jews: Why should I be? After all, who remembers the
  Armenians?


  Various socialists helped Mussolini out financially as far as they could while he was in Switzerland. He was able to supplement his small earnings from his journalism by giving Italian and
  French lessons, by working a few days as a shop assistant or a bricklayer; his mother sent him whatever she managed to save. Even though he had worked on a building site for no more than a handful
  of days, he thought it was his right to belong to the Union of Building Labourers and Bricklayers; by the end of the summer, in September 1902, hed become their general secretary, with a
  monthly salary of five lire, to add to the rest of his income.


  His other newspaper articles in this period are notable for their extreme revolutionary views and their contempt for reformist measures, but he maintained the support of the Socialist
  Federation. He started to speak at meetings all over Switzerland, with his expenses paid. By now the police were keeping a file on him and watching his movements. Gaetano Zannini also recommended
  him to Giacinto Menotti Serrati as the Swiss correspondent for the Italian-emigrant newspaper in New York Il proletario, and also to Arturo Labriola for Avanguardia socialista in
  Milan. Mussolini moved to Bern, where his activities as a political agitator among the Italian immigrant population increased, ending in his arrest by the Swiss police on 18th June 1903. He was
  given the number 1751, and his photograph was circulated to all the Swiss cantons so that his movements could be tracked more easily. After holding him for ten days in a cell they sent him back to
  Italy via Chiasso; nobody, however, stopped him buying another train ticket as soon as he arrived and returning to Switzerland the same day. There was another reason he wanted to return to the
  country: Over the course of that summer Id made various acquaintances among the community of Russians living in Switzerland. With some of the women Id
  struck up warm friendships. I remember Miss Alness from St Petersburg and Eleonora H. with whom a friendship quickly turned into a love affair.4


  Eleonora H. was a fascinating medical student whom Mussolini was interested in for a long time; however, she wasnt the only woman in his life at the time, since he himself mentions taking
  frequent walks in the public park in Bern in order to meet as often as possible a German blonde whod caught my attention. He and his friend Salvatore Donatini planned a double
  sexual conquest while they were working on an abortive project to start a new journal, I tempi nuovi (The New Times). Donatini had become enamoured of a woman from Paris, Rosa
  Dauvergne, while Mussolinis eye had fallen on her neighbour Emilia C. She was older than he was, but that didnt matter; as he wrote, love conquers all, although
  its clear from what he goes on to say that in this case the woman in questions extensive sexual experience brought their relationship to a head: That love affair was one of the
  strangest episodes in my youth. She was over thirty and had five children, yet her behaviour was completely reckless in the period I knew her.


  In the town of Annemasse he wasnt around long enough to cultivate his relationship with the charming, pale-complexioned Giulietta F.; during the few days at his disposal
  they didnt get further than a sentimental, platonic interlude, but the episode shows us how he was always ready to seize every opportunity, every possibility in the hope that
  such initial contacts might lead on to his real goal.


  Towards the end of 1903 he returned to Dovia, where his mother Rosa had fallen seriously ill. By Christmas she had recovered and on 27th December Benito left again for Switzerland, this time
  with his brother Arnaldo, whom he left in Bern, while he continued on to Geneva, where Eleonora H., the beautiful medical student whose wealthy Russian family was paying for her studies, was
  waiting for him. By now Mussolini was a well-known figure among the expatriate communities in Switzerland; his arrests had also contributed to his fame.


  In the early months of 1904 an Italian evangelical pastor, Alfredo Tagliatela, was travelling on a mission among the Italian emigrants. When he was told by some of them how good a speaker
  Mussolini was as a socialist, Tagliatela decided to invite him to take part in a public debate. For a while  it was one of the most confused and troubled periods of
  his stay in Switzerland  Mussolini didnt respond, but eventually on 25th March he decided to take up Tagliatelas challenge. Five hundred people crowded into the hall to hear
  them; the debate became one of the most exploited episodes in the subsequent construction of the myth of Mussolini in his youth. In reality its a banal and even foolish story; the most
  charitable interpretation is that Mussolini was taking his revenge for all the sufferings inflicted on him in the Salesian fathers boarding school. When the chairman of the discussion asked
  him to speak, Mussolini got to his feet, asked someone to lend him a watch, and then issued an ultimatum: if at the end of five minutes he had not been struck down by the hand of God, this was a
  proof the deity didnt exist. No one seems to have remarked on the idiocy of the challenge; on the contrary Mussolini was warmly applauded. The contents of Mussolini and Tagliatelas
  debate were published in a pamphlet in Lugano in 1904: De Felice describes the formers arguments as printed there as far from original, they merely piece together rationalist and
  anti-religious texts which were modish at the time. It should also be pointed out, however, that the pamphlet is marginally more worthwhile than most literature of this kind. It shows
  Mussolinis wildly disorganized learning, typical of an autodidact but  at least in the socialist context of the time (think of Serrati and others like him)  fairly
  wide-ranging, and on occasion not entirely superficial.5


  The most significant conference held in Switzerland while Mussolini was living in the country was the commemoration to mark the thirty-third anniversary of the Paris Commune on 18th March 1904,
  with the participation of many of the exiles in Switzerland, including the Russians. It was on this occasion that Angelica Balabanoff first met Mussolini: she was struck by how unhappy he seemed.
  She describes him as restless and very shabbily dressed, so much so that, even among a crowd of impoverished emigrants, he stood out. She added as a final touch to her picture of him that he also
  seemed very dirty. But before accepting her account at face value we should remember that Balabanoff was writing in 1945, with the encouragement of Maria Giudice, in order to provide a detailed and
  convincing explanation for a wide international socialist and communist readership as to why she had been connected to Mussolini for so long. Among her readers there would have been many who fought
  on the winning side in the Second World War, who had defeated Nazism and Fascism with a huge cost in human lives. There were false rumours, tactically circulated, that
  Balabanoff was the real mother of Mussolinis first daughter, Edda, whom Rachele subsequently adopted as her own, showing an admirable willingness to accept the consequences of the
  revolutionary credo of free love. Another version in an anti-Fascist pamphlet published in Rome just after the liberation in 1944 declared that Edda was the daughter of Anna Kuliscioff, the muse of
  the socialist movement in Milan, in whose drawing room a socially ill-at-ease and awkward Mussolini had been among the guests.6


  Shabby, dirty, touchy and morose, obsessed with himself and his own problems, telling people he had syphilis as though it were some kind of visiting card: Balabanoffs picture of Mussolini
  shows someone who resembles a street vagrant rather than an esteemed orator called on to represent his fellow Italians. He was probably not well dressed, possibly even shabby, but he cant
  have been dirty or smelly, since if he were it would be hard to understand his success with women, especially someone like the wealthy and attractive Eleonora H.


  Lenin was also at the conference, and its probable that he and Mussolini met. In the interview held with Ludwig, the latter insists that Lenin certainly knew him, since he criticized an
  Italian socialist delegation for not keeping hold of Mussolini, the man whom Lenin judged capable of bringing the revolution to Italy. In reply Mussolini admitted that he knew about Lenins
  remark but went on to say: Im not sure if I met him with the others in Zurich. They were always changing their names.7 His sister
  Edvige also maintained that Lenin had said that Mussolini was the only Italian socialist who was intellectually and temperamentally suitable to lead the revolution. Vittorio, Mussolinis
  second son, also wrote that his father might have met the Russian: he was probably introduced to him by the Bulgarian exile Boris Tomoff, who, however, didnt know Lenins real
  identity. Changes of names and identities were normal for these people at this time, in order for them to remain safe. In the interminable monologues transcribed by the German doctor Georg
  Zachariae, a now isolated and weary Mussolini admits he knew Lenin:


  
    
      
        When I was living in Switzerland as a political exile I spent some time with the circle of people around Lenin. He was undoubtedly a man of quite extraordinary
        intelligence, but I immediately saw that all the others were merely brainless chatterboxes  indeed some of them should have been locked up in asylums. I tried to
        find a way out of having to mix with these people; I wanted my usual freedom of manoeuvre back. After Id left them, I heard that Lenin had said to them: How could you have let
        that man go? [] But I was glad to escape from Lenins tyrannical control of the group.8

      

    

  


  When we read this, its worth remembering that in this final phase of his life and career Mussolini was trying to find ways of reorienting himself to the left: a memory of
  his meeting with Lenin could come in useful.


  At occasions like this conference for the anniversary of the Paris Commune, it was normal for militant socialists, especially if they were called upon to speak, to pay special attention to all
  the other speakers and to try to control the various balances and shifts of power which occurred in the course of the meeting. It is hard to believe that Mussolini would not have taken note of
  Lenins address to the assembly. He also mixed regularly with the expatriate community in Switzerland, one of its attractions being the women, among whom he made several friendships,
  including the Miss Alness from St Petersburg and the woman who became his main mistress at the time, Eleonora H. Others who have tried to compile a list of Mussolinis relationships with
  women, such as Giorgio Melli, indicate another Russian exile, Hlne M., who took to calling him Benitusha and following him round his various political engagements in
  the country.


  Yet even if he never met Lenin, and he was certainly never involved with him politically, there was an important link between the two men: Angelica Balabanoff. Since as a woman in the Ukraine
  she was not allowed to pursue university studies, her wealthy family had sent her first to Brussels and then to Rome, where she had been taught by Antonio Labriola. She had joined the Italian
  Socialist Party and was familiar with its social ambience. She was also a member of the Soviet Communist Party; Lenin gave her several jobs to do, including a spell as secretary to the Comintern in
  1919. She wrote two books on the two political leaders shed known: Lenin visto da vicino (Impressions of Lenin) and Il traditore Mussolini (Mussolini the
  Traitor). But the book on Mussolini is steeped in self-justification, which on certain pages can hardly be ignored, and historians using the book as a source would do well to be aware of this.
  If we take Balabanoffs account at face value, it becomes impossible to understand her long relationship with Mussolini, the fact she stayed with him until 1914, or why he asked her to collaborate in the editorial work on the Socialist Party newspaper Avanti!.


  A typical instance of her untrustworthiness is the anecdote of the stolen food, which was taken up by much of the polemical literature intent on demolishing the myth of the Duce. It was a fine
  day and Mussolini was walking in the park when he saw two refined ladies preparing a picnic for themselves; out of their elegant hamper came buttered rolls, meat, mandarin oranges and various
  cakes. Mussolini was unemployed; he usually ate at the home of a former workmate, a bricklayer, but that day his friend was away and he had gone without a meal. As he saw the rich foods being taken
  out of the hamper, the pangs of hunger increased; he wanted to attack the women and strangle them. He was overcome with fury, rushed up to them, snatched the bread and the meat from their hands and
  ran off. Mussolini afterwards said he had run off not to escape, but because he was scared that in his anger against the two women he might kill them. He told the story to an astonished Balabanoff,
  with a lot of local dialect swear words (according to her he always swore a lot in dialect), who reproved him: What would have been the point of such a crime? You dont solve social
  injustice by getting rid of people; you need to change the system so everyones rights are respected9


  Maria Giudice also inveighed against the wilder instincts of the young Mussolini. In her opinion, Balabanoffs entire relationship with the young Italian after their first meeting in
  Switzerland would appear to have consisted in her attempts to bring a rough, uncouth, ignorant and undisciplined personality under some form of control. Such an account may have served its purpose
  in the years immediately following the fall of the Fascist regime, but it means that her memoir is written in such a way that it is hard to get at the real facts, above all at the reasons the two
  stayed together for so long. Mussolini seems like some alien who has landed by chance on the planet of the revolutionary left; as Balabanoff describes him he is an anomaly, an out-of-control
  fanatic, whereas in reality he became one of the most popular and successful protagonists in the Italian socialist movement. Furthermore, Balabanoffs account carefully avoids any reference
  to their sexual relations. Weve already seen that the fact that this intellectual from the Ukraine was no beauty and was five years older than him was not important for Mussolini; beauty was
  not an essential criterion in his choice of sexual partners. His wife Rachele writes: He never denied that he was attracted to women, with one misgiving which one day
  he revealed to me: You will always be the only beautiful woman in my life, because beauty is untrustworthy  it can make even the wisest man lose his head10  only an apparently kind remark, it shows considerable cynicism to have made it to the wife he betrayed so frequently. Yet while its true that beautiful
  women were ready to go to bed with him  or on occasion get down on the carpet in his office in Palazzo Venezia  throughout his life, it is also the case that he did not put much store
  on female beauty when he chose a woman. In Switzerland he was shabbily dressed, and Balabanoff got him to wear good clothes; his reading was disorganized, so she told him which books and journals
  to look at; he was without a guide, so she became the muse or mentor who inspired him. In her hands, this fiery political agitator, known for his revolutionary drive, started to learn the art of
  politics. Yet Balabanoff doesnt make clear why, out of all the socialists she knew, she chose to follow and support Mussolini and why for over ten years she spent so much energy and time
  concentrating on a man she describes as shallow:


  
    
      
        Mussolini has never had a personality of his own, just as hes never had an original idea. He was extremely skilful at adopting the ideas of others and showing them
        off as if hed thought of them first. He found it easy to do this, because he didnt have any deep-rooted convictions, he never studied anything properly but only superficially in
        order to acquire a smattering, plagiarizing others; he was capable of changing principles from one side to the opposed one, at the drop of a hat, completely unbothered. When he associated
        with our group he always needed encouragement, control, some kind of brake if he was going to stick to the point.11

      

    

  


  Thus Balabanoffs account, her historical testimony, is permeated with her scorn for the man, tantamount to a refusal to make the important contribution she could have
  provided to our critical understanding of Mussolini as a socialist. Edviges description of the numerous letters she received from her brother while he was in Switzerland reveal his accounts
  of the women he met while he was there  women full of political commitment, exiled and in flight from their native countries, all of whom his sister back in Dovia liked to imagine were
  beautiful, bold and intelligent. One phrase on Balabanoff stands out in this voluminous correspondence; it was probably written after one of the couples heated discussions, and contains a crude sexual reference as well as a severe judgement on his partners intellectual stature: She knows and understands a lot of things; shes read all the
  Marxist texts. But while her body is full of juice, her mind is full of dried-up ideas.12


  One of Mussolinis projects was to enrol at the University of Geneva, perhaps in order to be nearer to Eleonora or because his new relationship with Angelica Balabanoff had encouraged him
  in this direction; its also possible he had nursed the ambition for a long while. But his passport had expired in 1903, and without a current one he wasnt allowed to register; the
  Italian Embassy wouldnt renew his passport because he had been called up to do his compulsory military service back in Italy. He decided to take a risk by falsifying his passport,
  overwriting the date 1903 with 1905, but the device was too crude to deceive the Swiss police. He was arrested for the third time on 9th April 1904 and sent first to prison in Geneva and then to
  Lucerne, followed by a new order for his expulsion from the country. This time if he had been taken back to the Italian border under police escort he wouldnt have found it so easy to turn
  round and come back in, since a military tribunal in Bologna had condemned him to a years imprisonment as a deserter for not responding to the call-up; he would go straight from a Swiss
  prison to an Italian one. But the fact he was now a well-known figure started to impede the Swiss bureaucratic process. The Swiss socialists rallied to his cause; the press started to follow his
  case; a radical member of parliament presented a petition in his favour to the cantonal council in Ticino. Some ingenious lawyer found the right loophole: technically Mussolinis expulsion
  was from the canton of Geneva. The decree just had to be followed to the letter and the case would be solved. After holding him twelve days in prison, guards accompanied him to the station of
  Bellinzona in Ticino and left him there, a free man. Despite being banned from the city, he managed to get back to Geneva on a secret visit to see Eleonora H., who was preparing to return to
  Russia: She left at the beginning of August, accompanied by her faithful servant Sirotonina. She stopped one night in Lausanne and we left Lausanne together. We said goodbye to each other in
  Zurich. I never saw her again.13


  But, under Balabanoffs guidance, Mussolinis life and political career had taken off in such a way that Eleonoras departure meant little to him. His arrest, far from leading
  to a crisis, had been personally advantageous for him. Once freed from prison, he enrolled at the faculty of social sciences on 9th May. He followed the course given by
  Vilfredo Pareto, the professor of political economy; it was Pareto who introduced him to the works of Georges Sorel. Together with Balabanoff he translated a book by Karl Kautsky for the
  Avanguardia socialista, for which he wrote from time to time. Much later, when he was Duce, in his interview with Ludwig, he said that his period in Switzerland had coincided with that time
  of life when, despite the ups and downs of enthusiasm and discouragement, a man remains a rebel at heart. However, when Ludwig sent him the proofs of the interview to correct, the last phrase
   about being a rebel  was deleted; Ludwig only managed to publish the full text of his interview in a critical edition that appeared after the war. My years in the Salesian
  boarding school had depressed me; Id grown up feeling disinherited, longing for revolution. What else could I have become if not a radical socialist, a disciple of Blanqui, almost a
  communist? I carried a portrait medallion of Marx around with me like some kind of talisman. What would your reaction be today on seeing such a portrait? Ludwig asked.
  Marx was a great spirit of enlightenment, even in part a prophet, came the reply. But in Switzerland I didnt have much opportunity to talk about these things. Among my
  fellow labourers I was the most educated, but I had to work the whole day, carrying hods of bricks from one storey to another a hundred times a day in building the chocolate factory in
  Orbe.14


  In the autobiography he published for an English-speaking readership  which was written in reality by his brother Arnaldo  Mussolini tries to present himself as a kind of student
  worker for whom the intellectual exercise of Paretos lessons was refreshment after manual labour. According to this version of his life  serialized in instalments in the
  Philadelphia Saturday Evening Post  the pleasure he took in this refreshment soon transformed itself into a passion for the social sciences. And it is true that although
  he started off life in Switzerland as a manual labourer working on building sites, he ended up spending much time in the university library, working on his not inconsiderable intellectual
  contributions as a writer for various journals and newspapers, but above all engaged in intense and at times almost chaotic political activity with his participation in many conferences and
  meetings. There are also obscure periods which elude us: one of these is worth mentioning, a hypothetical clandestine visit to Paris, undertaken when he was living in
  Annemasse. No documentary evidence exists for such a trip; De Felice believes it was just one of the many projects Mussolini had in mind and never carried out. Yet that very curious personality
  Maria Rygier fiercely accused Mussolini more than once of having become a spy for the French police during his secret visit to Paris. Rygier was the daughter of a devoutly Catholic Polish sculptor.
  Shed been born in Cracow but after the death of her mother moved to Rome, where she was educated in a convent school. She broke off relations with her father and started to frequent
  socialist circles; when in Switzerland she had come to know both Angelica Balabanoff and Mussolini. Fiery in temperament, a brilliant speaker and indefatigable organizer, she spoke several
  languages fluently, contributed to various journals and newspapers, and, naturally enough, was recorded in police dossiers all over Europe. Her personal career is hard to trace; however, its
  known that she managed to join the Freemasons and helped to establish a lodge  the Gran Loggia Mista dItalia  of which the Grand Master was one Enrico Cesar of Caserta.
  The admission of a woman to a Freemasons lodge in Italy at that time cant have led to many opportunities for her: she moved to France and became a member of the Epopis Lodge in Paris.
  An essay in French by her was published with an introduction by Lucien Le Foyer, the Honorary Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of France. She was given documents by a fellow Freemason Maurice
  Monier from the Sret Gnrale, which are supposed to have shown that the young Mussolini worked as a spy in 19034 in the pay of the French police, reporting back
  to them on several of his socialist comrades.15 Unlikely as it seems that a Freemason  and a Grand Master to boot  would speak of
  secret police files with a woman who had only just joined the lodge and had a background of revolutionary militancy in the socialist cause, one cannot exclude the possibility that Rygier had got
  caught up in some complex network of espionage. The various circles of political exiles at the beginning of the twentieth century lived surrounded by informers, infiltrators and traitors; it was an
  atmosphere which can even today still make the news. In February 2009 several press agencies carried the news of the publication of a book by a former officer in Soviet intelligence, Colonel Igor
  Atamanenko, called What the Lubyanka Never Revealed. Atamanenkos books provide no documentary evidence and are controversial, but it is worth noting that, in an
  interview with the author in the Russian newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda, he asserts that Mussolini worked as a secret agent for the Tsar. An agent working for the Tsarist secret services
   the homosexual Ivan Manasevich-Manuilov  was said to be working undercover as a journalist in Paris in 1902; he later moved to Rome as the ostensible head of Russian religious
  affairs in the Vatican. Behind this new identity and spending freely the funds the Tsarist police provided him with, Manasevich-Manuilov became friends with many Italian socialists, including
  Mussolini, who is said to have written reports for the Tsarist intelligence services  reports which later fell into the hands of the Communists. As it stands, there are far too many
  ifs in Atamanenkos story; without documentary evidence it is worthless. But it is interesting to see how, even a hundred years after the purported events, such story can still
  make the news (and earn money for opportunistic publishers). There is on the other hand much official evidence of the surveillance carried out by the police in several European countries: the Swiss
  kept dossiers on all the leading personalities among the expatriate communities, the French recorded every movement or period of residence on their territories, while the Italians too checked up on
  not only their own political agitators but also foreigners, as the official reports on the journeys in Italy of Lenin, Trotsky and other revolutionaries show.


  Mussolini tells us that, with his inner restlessness, he was planning a new departure. He had in fact decided to leave Switzerland for the United States, when an event occurred which made him
  change his plans and go in the opposite direction, back to Italy rather than across the Atlantic. On 15th September 1904 a son  his first  was born to Victor Emanuel III at Racconigi:
  Umberto Nicola Tommaso Giovanni Maria di Savoia. The birth of an heir to the Italian throne was celebrated all over the country. As was the custom, an amnesty was declared to mark the event, which
  also included those who had been found guilty of desertion. Mussolinis sentence had been annulled: all he had to do was complete his military service. He decided to go back to Italy.
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