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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 
doesn’t 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 Mussolini’s potency circulated among women – whispered 
no doubt, accompanied by blushes – during his twenty-year dic-
tatorship, 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 Duce’s 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 as-
pects inevitably come to the fore. What kind of sex am I referring 
to? One example – one quotation – can illustrate this better than 
lengthy explanations. Mussolini’s remarks to his last mistress, his 
favourite, Clarice Petacci, known as Claretta, show – with uneuphe-
mistic directness – the way he displayed his sexual potency: “You 
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should be scared of my lovemaking, it’s like a cyclone, it uproots 
everything in its path. You should tremble. If I could have done, 
today I’d 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 – Mussolini’s outbursts of 
anger, the sensations and emotions she felt, remarks he made: “I’m 
an animal, I’m made like that, I resist and then I fall. It’s like screw-
ing a whore, as if I’d gone with a whore.”2 Clarice-Claretta makes 
small mistakes in spelling, she gets certain names wrong – Roosevelt’s 
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 XI’s 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 faith-
fully, when she felt she couldn’t reproduce the deliberately obscene 
and excessive aspects of Mussolini’s 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 sit-
ting 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 
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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 pas-
senger 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 driv-
ing 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 – he’s 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 an-
ecdote they’d heard, or friends chatting in the coffee bar or taking 
a weekend stroll together could swap stories about their leader’s 
private life. There was always someone who’d heard something from 
someone else, someone who’d actually set eyes on him, even if only 
from a distance: Mussolini’s closely shaved “Roman” head, which 
fascinated women; Mussolini’s 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 hadn’t been so lucky. All these voices, all these people 
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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 regime’s 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 city’s liberation in 1944 with the title Vita 
segreta di Mussolini (Mussolini’s 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 booklet’s author 
with ample source material.

Mussolini was not handsome, he wasn’t slim or tall, his demeanour 
wasn’t 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 sym-
biosis with the image of his body: women desired it and men admired 
it. There’s a fascinating insight – all the more fascinating because it’s 
an intuition, jotted down just as it occurred, rather than elaborated in 
a finished work – in Pier Paolo Pasolini’s last book, which he didn’t 
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 Italy’s history up 
to more recent events. Pasolini’s 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
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Il Duce and His Women concludes with the invasion and conquest 
of Ethiopia in 1936 and Mussolini’s 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 Mussolini’s political development, what Renzo De Felice has 
described in his biography as the moment of decisive change. Other 
historians have acknowledged De Felice’s 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 appro-
priate one. The second reason for interrupting the story in 1937 is that 
not all the sources on the following period in Mussolini’s 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 per-
haps somewhere else entirely in the area north of Lake Como, depend-
ing 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 Mussolini’s 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 inac-
cessibility 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 Felice’s 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. 
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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 
Salò (Republic of Salò) (1943–45), 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 Mussolini’s 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 former’s 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 Mussolini’s advice, repeated in many of 
his letters, to “tear it all up – I urge you to destroy every scrap. If you 
don’t you’re 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 regime’s 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 dictator’s private life. One example which stands out is 
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Petacci’s role in the decision to execute Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolini’s 
son-in-law, who finally sided with other leading Fascists against him. 
She doesn’t 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, Ciano’s wife: “She’s forfeited her right 
to plead family ties. It’s easy to play the penitent now their attempt 
to get rid of her father has failed. When you’ve betrayed your own 
family once, you’ll do it again – it’s useless for her to pretend other-
wise.”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… 
it’s obvious it’s all being coordinated – the whole purpose of the 
strike is political. But the mass of the workers are striking for more 
immediate reasons […] and it’s this aspect – which might be called 
the struggle to live – that the movement’s 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 Mussolini’s 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 Mussolini’s 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 docu-
mentary 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 
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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

Petacci’s diaries have only recently become available in their en-
tirety. Much of the autograph source material relating to Margherita 
Sarfatti (there are 1,272 letters alone) still has to be made available 
to researchers. Mussolini’s 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 Mussolini’s anti-Semitism. De Felice has tackled this question and, 
after examining Mussolini’s 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 Mus-
solini’s 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 cyni-
cism 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 persecu-
tion 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 Mus-
solini 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 
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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 Felice’s 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 Mussolini’s early socialism, the first of its 
kind, and it came out under the auspices of Italy’s 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 Social-
ist, 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 country’s 
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 Saragat’s 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 Felice’s 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 
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book’s 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 don’t think he set out to do it 
intentionally, and I don’t 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 opin-
ion 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: “Mus-
solini 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 Bobbio’s: 
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Does scientific method exist in historical research? What kind of a science is 
history? If we adopt De Felice’s 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 it’s 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 historian’s 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 Felice’s 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 didn’t 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 can’t 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 we’re not yet capable 
of understanding the tangled complexities of the phenomenon then 
we’ll never succeed in understanding the disease of Fascism and how 
deep its roots go.”17

De Felice’s 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 author’s defenders, but even 
he admits that “De Felice’s 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 Felice’s work has become an indispensable 
point of reference for anyone working on Mussolini and Fascism; 
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moreover, all serious readers of his great biography will acknowl-
edge 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: 

I’m not powerful – perhaps I was powerful when I was an entrepreneur, but now 
I’m a politician I haven’t got any power. Heads of government have practically 
no power. Allow me to quote from someone who was regarded as a great dicta-
tor – Benito Mussolini. I read his diaries recently and came across this remark: 
“People say I have power but it isn’t true. Perhaps some of the party officials are 
powerful – I wouldn’t know. All I can manage to do is to order my horse to turn 
right or left and I’m happy with that.” That shows you’ll never find a head of 
government anywhere who has power – perhaps it doesn’t 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 country’s political system in the wake 
of the corruption scandals in the “Clean Hands” investigations in 
the early 1990s hasn’t altered the situation much. Italy’s anoma-
lous condition doesn’t 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 doesn’t get more than a brief mention in the daily 
newspapers. But the quotation is in fact the most interesting thing 
about Berlusconi’s remarks, for the diaries he says he’s 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 country’s most important and prestigious publishing houses, 
Bompiani, directed by a well-known historian (and former stu-
dent 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 
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English Mussolini’s 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 com-
mercial gamble, merely the most recent development in the long his-
tory of the hunt for Mussolini’s 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 Mussolini’s 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 safekeep-
ing. 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 scepti-
cism 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 
Mussolini’s diaries. There exists a possibility, as De Felice has sug-
gested, 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 Dell’Utri, a close collaborator of Silvio 
Berlusconi, sentenced for his connections to the Mafia, but also a 
passionate bibliophile. Dell’Utri 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 
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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 
Mussolini’s 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 authen-
tic nor false; instead they were forged by their own author. According 
to this version, Mussolini would have refashioned the diaries as docu-
mentary evidence he could offer up to mitigate his guilt, changing 
his view of the war (he didn’t 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 don’t 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 doesn’t add up: it isn’t 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 doesn’t convince me. There’s 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 Salò, Mussolini couldn’t 
even think without the Germans knowing about it. There’s nothing from him 
– no remark or comment, not a single document which, even straining inter-
pretation, could give rise to the idea that Mussolini was deeply absorbed in 
rewriting his diaries.22
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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 
wouldn’t 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 café. […] 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. […] I’m no expert on the authenticity of paper 
or ink. As far as the contents were concerned, it seemed to me that they couldn’t 
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 wasn’t given the opportunity to study the dia-
ries 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 café 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 
defendant’s 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 in-
complete 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 crimi-
nologist from the University of Lausanne, Beatrice Züger Antognoli, 
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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 au-
thenticity 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 Grapholo-
gists’ 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 
Mussolini’s 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 
Mussolini’s 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 Felice’s 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 back-
ground. 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 doesn’t 
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 
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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 didn’t 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 seri-
ous 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 Mussolini’s skills as a public 
speaker, but the analysis can be used as a key for a broader under-
standing of his political activity in general. In this way, the Appendix 
may also serve as a kind of preface to the book, a preliminary ap-
proach to the subject; or, if the reader prefers, left to the end of the 
book, containing some concluding reflections.
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Chapter 1

The Blacksmith’s Strength

He wasn’t 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 wasn’t 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 morn-
ing the church bells had rung out long and loud to welcome in the 
local patron saint’s 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 ham-
mer 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 blow-
ing 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 
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he stopped. Their banner was hidden away in a secret hiding place, 
so secret that only three of the local leaders of the Partito Socia-
lista 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 Majesty’s police had never been able to 
discover the hiding place, and nor would they. He came back hold-
ing a soiled, rusty metal box, so tarnished and battered that even the 
hardest-up old-iron merchant wouldn’t 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 – weren’t their votes among the thousand or so which Ales-
sandro 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 Depu-
ties. So the boy’s 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: Amil-
care. 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!
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But his son’s 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 wasn’t 
just a utopia, a cherished hope, a vision of the future. His first name 
was to be Benito – after Benito Juárez, 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 clergy’s 
privileges and who had begun to apply socialist principles in Mexico. 
Benito Juárez 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 boy’s 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 revolu-
tionary socialism – the socialism of the barricades – to the authoritar-
ian 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 Musso-
lini’s appearance on the political stage: that was to be found instead 
“in his father’s 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 father’s smithy. No doubt her publisher had warned her in ad-
vance of the disdain and scorn such an idea would arouse.
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And yet implicit support for her theory can be found in the his-
torian Renzo De Felice’s views. De Felice’s monumental biography 
of Mussolini offers a detailed analysis of national and international 
politics through the magnifying lens of the dictator’s life and career; 
his work has been hugely influential on a whole generation of con-
temporary 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 they’re 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 country’s popula-
tion. 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 Ales-
sandro Mussolini secured for Andrea Costa’s 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 Mussolini’s 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 
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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 weren’t 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 social-
ists – 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 so-
cialist 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 Forlì, 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 didn’t 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 moral-
ity 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 
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merely remarked ironically: “Private property is theft, right? Then 
I’ve 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 upris-
ing 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 Mussolini’s socialism – though we know 
he read the first volume of Das Kapital, probably in Cafiero’s 
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 Costa’s 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 dell’Internazionale (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 Costa’s 
progress, which culminated in the latter’s election to parliament in 
1882 as the first socialist deputy: the world of socialist rebellion now 
entered the country’s parliamentary chambers. Political action started 
to become more defined. 
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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 dell’avvenire (The Sun of  Tomorrow), Il ris-
veglio (The Awakening). On 29th March 1884, Andrea Costa, work-
ing in collaboration with the Partito Repubblicano Italiano (Italian 
Republican Party), organized in Forlì the Congresso Operaio Romag-
nolo (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 De-
cember 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 Mus-
solini. 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. Italy’s 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 Bruno’s 
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 wouldn’t set off again until he’d 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 father’s blacksmith shop was not the only interest we 
shared. It was inevitable that I should find a clearer understanding of those politi-
cal 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 
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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 Mussolini’s 
father was the orator who taught him these skills. He absorbed the 
lessons on the field of action, in the midst of turbulent political as-
semblies 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 I’ll leave it a socialist. My father was a committed 
socialist; I drank those ideas in with my mother’s 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 blacksmith’s 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 
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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 father’s 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 Forlì, after which she was transferred 
to Predappio – where the two young people fell in love. She was the 
daughter of her father’s 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 
husband’s 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 wife’s 
obedience to her husband was one of her religious duties.

Rosa’s background, like Alessandro’s, 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 Alessandro’s 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 
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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 he’d 
thrown a bomb he couldn’t 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 wag-
ing 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 Costa’s Revo-
lutionary 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 Ales-
sandro 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 with-
out 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.
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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 Forlì. 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 hadn’t 
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 ad-
ventures 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 Balabanoff’s 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 Strug-
gle), 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 Rosa’s 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 
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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 today’s 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 Mus-
solini’s 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 mo-
ment: 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. 




