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demonstrating how, ultimately, a Hitler-led Germany proved the best
mechanism for overseas Italian expansion in East Africa. The book
assesses the emergence of an ideologically driven Fascist colonial pol-
icy from 1931 onwards and how this eventually culminated in a serious
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Great empires are not maintained by timidity.

— Tacitus
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Post-War Realities

Italy 1919

The Great War exerted a profound influence on Italy and Italian society. The
post-war peace in particular helped to foment an atmosphere of national
resentment and frustrated great power ambitions, and this in time gave rise
to the era of Mussolini and fascismo. For in truth the pre-war Nationalist
and left-interventionist dreams of a united and geopolitically successful Italy
failed to materialise after the 1915-1918 war had ended. Instead, Italy fell vic-
tim to the post-war recession, a seemingly incurable domestic political malaise
and a far from satisfactory peace settlement. The Great War had not ‘made
Italians’ as the Nationalists had so eagerly anticipated in 1914. Rather, La
patria remained as bitterly divided and at war with itself as ever.

The outcome of the post-war peace settlement did much to seal Italy’s fate
and paved the way for the later excesses of the Fascist regime in the field of
foreign affairs, and ultimately disastrous overseas military policies. In 1919
Italian Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando and Foreign Minister Sonnino arrived
in Paris for the peace conference expecting Italy’s allies to agree to all of the
territorial handovers tabled by the Entente at the time of the Treaty of London
in 1915. But instead, once at the peace conference, the two men were forced to
contend with a new factor in international politics: the ‘principled’ approach
of US President Woodrow Wilson based on his own Fourteen Points, effec-
tively a new code of conduct governing international affairs which he had first
set out in his speech to the US Congress in January 1918. Famously, Wilson
worked tirelessly in Paris to introduce important new ethical innovations into
international politics such as the ‘self-determination’ of individual peoples and
a global security organisation, the League of Nations, which, while commend-
able in itself, was not to stand the test of time, largely because the US Senate
failed to ratify the Versailles Treaty. At the Paris conference itself much of the
work on delineating and agreeing the minutiae of the settlement was under-
taken by specially convened committees, with the major decisions being taken
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by a five-power directorate made up of Great Britain, France, the United States,
Japan and Italy. In reality, Sonnino and Orlando secured a good measure of
the territory agreed upon by the various Treaty of London signatories in 19713.
The majority of the Italian gains came, as had been foreseen, from the dis-
memberment of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, with the Istrian peninsula, the
Trentino and the mostly German-speaking South Tyrol all becoming Italian
possessions. Likewise, Trieste, for which the Italian armies in the Isonzo had
of course been fighting between 1915 and 1918, became an Italian-controlled
city, while northern Dalmatia was another concession secured by Sonnino and
Orlando. But Wilson made it very clear to the two Italian statesmen that this
was as far as he was prepared to go. He refused to agree to Italian claims on
additional territory in Dalmatia, which he was determined should form part
of the new state of Yugoslavia, and poured even more derision on the Italian
demands for Fiume, the former Austro-Hungarian port on the Croatian coast.

Much has been made of these Italian failures, and more specifically those of
Orlando, to secure the fully agreed terms of the Treaty of London at Versailles.
Likewise, the fact that the outcome of the peace conference resulted in a wide-
spread sense of failure within Italy, a sense of a ‘mutilated victory’ in fact,
has also been laid at the door of the negotiating team. But, of course, the sit-
uation in Paris was rather more complicated than this. The real problem for
Orlando and Sonnino was that the world of international politics had changed
markedly between 1915 and 1919. The realpolitik approach that had under-
pinned the decisions of all of the signatories of the London agreement had been
swept away by principles governed by Wilson’s famous ‘Fourteen Points’, an
attempt to create a new, open and accountable international political environ-
ment out of the secret diplomacy of old. The Italian demands tabled in Paris,
or more especially those that pertained to territories designated for the new
Yugoslav state, therefore collided headlong with the new Wilsonian concept
of self-determination. Fiume, which had not even been included in the London
agreement, was now destined to fall under Belgrade’s direct control and not
that of Rome. But the real bone of contention for Orlando, Sonnino, the Italian
Nationalist factions and many parts of the wider population was that Wilson’s
prevailing ideas also prohibited any future Italian claims against Turkey or
former German colonies in Africa. The Italian government was therefore left
with a settlement based on a truncated version of its 1915 treaty with the
Entente, and it was forced to accept that any plans to pursue territorial expan-
sion would be met by the opposition of the British and French, de facto the
predominant powers in the League of Nations, and therefore in world affairs.

Within Italy, the reaction to the Versailles settlement was, hardly surpris-
ingly, less than enthusiastic. The Italian Nationalist Association rounded on
Sonnino and Orlando and condemned them as weak failures that had brought
shame and ignominy upon Italy, together with a botched victory that failed
to justify Ttaly’s participation in the war. The wider population, affected by
the ending of wartime production and wartime wage levels, suffered badly in
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the subsequent economic slump, leading to widespread resentment and polit-
ical volatility. In June 1919, when Orlando and Sonnino left office in virtual
disgrace, the new government of Francesco Nitti found itself contending with
much serious social unrest over the outcome of the Paris peace conference
and the very poor state of the Italian economy. The Nationalists and a good
part of the Italian population deeply resented what they viewed as Wilson’s
self-righteous posturing at Versailles and were profoundly angered that Britain
and France had used the conference to strengthen their own global imperial
positions, and especially in the Mediterranean Sea of which they were now vir-
tually the masters. But there was little that Nitti felt he could do about the cur-
rent realities of Italian geopolitics, especially given that Italy remained reliant
on the Allied powers for loans and staple raw materials such as coal. Labelled
a ‘coward’ by right-wing poet Gabriele d’Annunzio, Nitti hardly improved his
standing with the Italian right by his slashing of the military budget.*

The following September, right-wing militancy reared its head decisively and
heralded what was to be a new pattern in Italian politics, namely the emergence
of a strident and revolutionary form of right-wing nationalism. D’Annunzio
and a band of Italian army deserters and mutineers punctuated by a smat-
tering of anarchists, syndicalists, futurists and Nationalists converged upon
the city of Fiume and ‘captured’ it for Italy. D’Annunzio and his ‘legionaries’
acted very much as the prototypes for the Fascist movement that was slowly
taking shape in the turbulent Italy of 1919. He established the Fiume League,
an anti-League of Nations movement, thereby echoing the sentiments of many
right-wing Italians as regards the new ideas of collective security enshrined
by Wilson’s new vision of the world. But d’Annunzio’s fifteen-month spell in
command of Fiume also came to symbolise far more of what was wrong with
contemporary Italy and, more importantly, how these ills could be remedied.
The Commandante, as he was known, developed a new kind of mass politics,
a system of corporations to run the economy and the sense that vigour and
risk-taking were now needed if Italy were ever to find its international ‘place
in the sun’.

THE RISE OF THE FASCI ITALIANI DI COMBATTIMENTO

It fell to Benito Amilcare Andrea Mussolini, the son of a left-wing activist from
Italy’s Emiglia Romagna region, to spread the appeal of revolutionary nation-
alism within Italy during those turbulent post-war years. At the time Mussolini
was invalided out of the Italian army following a mortar explosion on 23rd
February 1917 that left him with over forty shrapnel wounds; he remained at
least outwardly bound to what was left of interventionist Socialism, indeed the
Socialist idea in general. His newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia, loudly proclaimed
the initial February Bolshevik uprising as ‘The Victorious Russian Revolution

* H. J. Burgwyn, Italian Foreign Policy in the Interwar Period (Praeger, London, 1997), pp. 3—7.
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Against the Reactionary Germanophiles’ across its front pages, and once he
had recovered, Mussolini, too, spoke in glowing terms of Lenin and his ‘liber-
ation’ of the Russian people.*

But despite his glowing accolades for Lenin and his revolutionary vanguard,
between August 1914 and the latter months of 1917 Mussolini had undergone
a gradual ideological transformation. The true nature and, for that matter, the
time frame of this important change in the young ideologue’s perspective have
influenced key scholarship on the origins and nature of Fascism by, among
others, Stanley Payne and Renzo De Felice. De Felice makes use of Mussolini’s
published output in Il Popolo d’Italia to show that until the Battle of Caporetto
in October 1917, he remained closely connected to Socialist ideology and only
transformed his views as a result of the Italian rout that ensued on the Isonzo
front.> Stanley Payne, on the other hand, sees Mussolini’s transformation from
pro-interventionist Socialism to Nationalism as being much more immediate
and a product of the Great War experience as a whole. Mussolini believed the
war to have ‘given many Italians a new sense of national identity and pride’,
and came to view his main goal as creating a movement that was at the same
time Socialistic and Nationalistic. This, Mussolini claimed, was the only way to
finally unite all Italians along not only provincial but also class lines.

In reality, Mussolini’s was a steady transition from internationalism through
pro-interventionism into an increasingly revolutionary Nationalistic politi-
cal outlook. Certainly he watched with great interest, if not outright envy, as
Russia’s revolutionaries made use of the turbulence generated by a war Tsarist
Russia had lost to bring about seismic political change at home, the very aspi-
ration which Mussolini and the left interventionists had been expressing since
1914. But as the war drew to its close, Italy had moved no nearer its own
left-wing revolution and Mussolini, for one, had to consider new potential
routes to political power, by now his predominant objective in life. Among
these routes the pursuit of Italian imperialism and greater geopolitical influ-
ence became future goals that he believed could best be achieved by a united
and focused Italian nation, and a nation imbued with a clear vision of its own
destiny. By 1916 and 1917 that destiny, for Mussolini, lay in securing control of
and dominating the Trento-Tyrol regions to ‘block the path of a German inva-
sion for all time’, but also in ensuring complete Italian control of the Adriatic
through the annexation of Dalmatia.’

By 1917 Mussolini’s strong conviction that Italy should secure all of the
territories agreed upon by the Treaty of London — in fact rather more than

> Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini (OOBM), VIII, ‘Cartelle Clinique’ (La Fenice, Florence,
1951) p. 277; R. De Felice, Mussolini Rivoluzionario (Einaudi, Turin, 1965), p. 345.

3 R. De Felice, Mussolini il Rivoluzionario, 1883-1920 (Einaudi, Turin, 1974) 392 ff.

+ S. G. Payne, A History of Fascism 1914-1945 (University of Wisconsin Press, Madison, W1,
1996), p. 87.

5 OOBM, IX, ‘Il terreno dell’intesa Italo-serba’, p. 269.
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had been agreed with the Entente in 1915 — began to assume a decidedly
anti-Yugoslav if not anti-British tenor. In a number of key articles in I/ Popolo
d’Italia Mussolini moved from taking a conciliatory line between the exces-
sive territorial demands of the Italian Nationalists and those of their Yugoslav
counterparts, at this time attempting to map out the geography of their new,
post-war country, to one where he directly accused the British press of attempt-
ing to deny any of Italy’s claims in the Adriatic.® Flexing his nationalistic mus-
cles, Mussolini refuted the arguments of Yugoslavia’s future leaders that key
urban areas such as Gorizia and Trieste had predominantly Slav populations
and roundly denounced their assertions that Italy had no rights whatsoever in
the wider Adriatic region. Gorizia did have a predominantly Italian population
even if the Yugoslavs and their friends attempted to deny it, Mussolini empha-
sised. And “Trieste would become Italian’, he added, refuting the view from
London that Yugoslav control of the city would mean that it could never fall
into German hands. Responding to what he regarded as a clear British slight,
Mussolini stressed that ‘Italy would deal with this and deal with it well’, won-
dering in conclusion what the government in Rome were doing to challenge
and refute such ridiculous claims.

The failings of the Italian ruling class to resolve the resurgent and pronounced
divisions within Italian society, together with Orlando’s and Sonnino’s poor
handling of the Paris negotiations, contributed directly to the rallying of the
various ‘patriotic’ movements in Italy. Just as had been the case in 1914, when
an eclectic band of ideologues first formed their interventionist fascio, now
once again a new force was born in Italian politics, the Fasci italiani di combat-
timento. Founded on 23rd March 1919 at a meeting in the Piazza San Sepulcro
in Milan, the new ‘antiparty’, as Mussolini baptised it, promised to abandon
the sterility and inflexibility of conventional politics in favour of a perpetual
and violent revolution aimed at overturning the ruling order in Italy. Mussolini
left his audience in no doubt that this ideological revolution would extend to
Italy’s overseas policies, and would be highly nationalistic and imperialistic
in nature. As he put it during his inaugural speech as leader, Imperialism is
the fundamental basis of life for every people that aims to expand economi-
cally and spiritually’, a sentiment he was to express even more clearly in The
Doctrine of Fascism many years later. Clearly Mussolini’s conversion to an
extreme form of Italian nationalism was pretty much complete. He wanted
to see an Italy that was strong, united and vibrant, and not one, as he put it,
whose 40 million inhabitants remained locked within geographical boundaries
that barely contained enough land for agriculture and industry. As the leader of
the Fasci elaborated with stark clarity, Italy’s land mass of 287,000 square kilo-
metres paled in comparison with the 55 million of the British Empire and the
15 million of the French Empire. So why was Italy denied the fruits of empire

¢ OOBM, VIII, ‘Italia, Serbia e Dalmazia’, pp. 260-264; OOBM, IX, ‘Megalomania Jugoslava’,
pp. 38—41.
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by Woodrow Wilson’s selective use of ‘self-determination’? Why had Wilson
created the League of Nations if its main purpose was to be ‘a solemn con trick
on the part of the wealthy nations played out against the proletarian nations’?”

Over the course of some five years, a modified and transformed version of
Benito Mussolini had begun to emerge. The ‘new” Mussolini still regarded him-
self as an outsider, and a man who continued to believe fundamentally in the
need for wholesale political and social upheaval in Italy. But now the nature
of his ideological convictions had patently shifted away from internationalist
Socialism towards revolutionary nationalism. His own changing beliefs altered
the intrinsic nature of the domestic revolution he believed to be so necessary
for his country’s future place in the world. Although he had once been closely
bound to the left-wing revolutionary ideas of Emilia Romagna, his birthplace,
and in particular to his father’s brand of populist, anarchic Socialism, now
his world view had changed as a consequence of the Great War experience.
Certainly Mussolini remained characteristically individualistic, solitary and
aggressive in spirit, as well as instinctively intolerant of any form of discipline
and imposed order. However, while he rejected external authority comprehen-
sively, he now viewed the future of the Italian revolution as best directed by a
nationalist élite which, led by him, would mobilise the masses and sweep away
those decaying socially conservative institutions — the Church, the Monarchy,
the democratic parliamentary process and so on — that were, in his opinion,
holding Italy back. By March 1919 Mussolini was determined that the Great
War and Italy’s war dead would not constitute a target for the opprobrium
and derision of Italian Socialism, and he vowed that his new movement would
‘Defend the dead. All of the dead’, at no matter what cost.® This was to be
one of many axioms assumed by the fascio, which Mussolini used to unite all
former interventionists, ex-soldiers, nationalists and syndicalists, making them
the vanguard of the new Italy to come. Led by him, Benito Mussolini, these
men would attempt to create an entirely new type of imperialistic mass society,
indeed a wholly new form of civilisation that would wholeheartedly reject the
old order, at home and abroad.

7 OOBM, XII, ‘Atto di nascita del Fascismo’, p. 323.
8 OOBM, XII, ‘Contro la bestia ritornante’, pp. 231-233; B. Mussolini, La mia vita (Rizzoli,

Milan, 1999), p. 70.



A Mutilated Peace
Italy, 1919-1929

THE NEW ITALY

Italy’s participation in the Great War yielded a degree of the territorial
expectations that stemmed from the 1915 Treaty of London, although the
final peace terms resulted in considerable ill feeling from many within the
Italian society. Many, such as the Italian Nationalists, criticised the failure of
Italy’s political leadership to secure the full extent of the concessions origi-
nally agreed upon by Great Britain and France and pressed home demands
for greater Italian influence in the south-eastern regions of Europe and the
Mediterranean Sea itself.” The immediate post-war premierships of both
Francesco Nitti (1919-1920) and Giovanni Giolitti (1920-1921) were char-
acterised by a rising tide of resentment and hostility against Italy’s ‘mutilated
victory’. Nationalists, left-interventionists, other political militants and many
within the mainstream Italian society openly condemned what they saw as
Woodrow Wilson’s self-righteous and sanctimonious attitude towards Italy at
Versailles. They spoke out strongly against the manner in which Great Britain
and France had, as many in Italy saw it, used the peace conference to strengthen
their own global empires and the way in which they now dominated the new
experiment in international peace keeping, the League of Nations.> Mussolini,
by mid-1919 an important voice within the ranks of the extreme Nationalist
right, was among the most vocal of all critics. In a speech given at the most
controversial of all venues, Fiume, in May 1919, he openly declared that even-
tually this new world order would be challenged vigorously by a more militant
Italy of the future:

* M. Knox, ‘Fascism and Italian Foreign Policy’, in Knox, Common Destiny (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. T15-117.
> M. Clark, Modern Italy 1871-1982 (Longmans, London, 1985) p. 204.
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FIGURE 2.1. Italian national debt: 1913 to 1921.
Source: F. Guarneri, Battaglie economiche, volume I (Milan, Garzanti, 1953), p. 44.

Italy’s hour has not yet rung, but fate decrees that it surely will. The Italy of Vittorio
Veneto feels the irresistible attraction of the Mediterranean which will itself open the
way to Africa. A two thousand year old tradition calls Italy to the shores of the black
continent whose venerated relics are reminders of the Roman Empire.

Such statements were only too easy in the desperate political, economic
and social climate of early 1920s Italy. Yet any attempt at challenging the
Versailles status quo as Mussolini and others suggested, not to mention con-
fronting Anglo—French dominion over the coveted lands of the Mediterranean
and Africa, would mean significantly strengthening Italy’s economic position in
order to rebuild and totally modernise the Italian armed forces. Such wealth in
those first years after the Great War was not only non-existent but also wholly
unlikely to materialise in the foreseeable future. Italian governments had bor-
rowed heavily to finance a war that had offered up such modest territorial
returns and, as a consequence, the budget deficit had risen from 2.9 billion lire
for the financial year 1914 to 1915, to 23.3 billion lire for 1918-1919. Reckless
and unlimited government borrowing meanwhile took the Italian national debt
to catastrophic levels rising from 15.8 billion lire in 1914 to 86.5 billion lire
by 1919 (Figure 2.1). The entire Italian economic situation was already pre-
carious when it became clear that neither the Nitti nor the Giolitti government
had the first idea about making the tricky transition from wartime to peace-
time economic conditions. Nationalists and various key Italian industrialists
argued strongly in favour of keeping strict wartime controls over economic
life in place, believing that Italian industry could never compete in an entirely
free market economy. But the politicians disagreed and the wartime regulations
were removed, leaving Italy at the mercy of the volatile international markets.

3 OOBM, XIII, ‘I’ Adriatico e il Mediterraneo’, p. 143.
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The effects might easily have been predicted. Major Italian companies such
as the shipbuilder Ansaldo and munitions producer Ilva went out of business
by the end of 1921, as did various key banks along with Lloyd Mediterraneo,
the shipping firm. Male unemployment, especially among former conscript sol-
diers, climbed to two million by early 1920, inflation rose steeply and the value
of the lire fell from 30 to the pound sterling in March 1919 to 50 in December
of that same year. Middle class savings were totally wiped out as were the
wages and pensions of many public sector employees. Even Fiat, Italy’s biggest
and best known commercial enterprise, was beginning to feel the pressure of
the economic squeeze by 1921.4

Not all the blame for Italy’s worsening economic situation between 1919
and 1921 could be placed on governmental incompetence and mismanage-
ment however. International overproduction in both the agrarian and indus-
trial sectors had led to saturated markets and to greater unemployment in
other parts of Europe as well as in the United States and Latin America in the
immediate post-war period. Moreover, the principal victors of the Great War,
Great Britain and France, equally felt the economic strain, both being deeply
indebted to the United States to the tune of $4,600 million and $3,405 million
respectively.’ But it was in Italy that the tough and unrelenting economic cli-
mate generated widespread and sustained social unrest, thereby creating the
ideal conditions for revolutionary right-wing nationalism to flourish and pre-
sent itself as the only political force now capable of saving Italy from the threat
of a Bolshevik style revolution. In 1919, around one million workers went on
strike in Italy and still more stayed away from work throughout the follow-
ing year, during a period of serious industrial and agrarian disruption known
famously as the biennio rosso. Trade union membership rose dramatically, and
food riots and factory lockouts became widespread as Italy descended into a
vortex of violence and political militancy for which the government had no
immediate answer. When the Giolitti administration attempted to buy off pop-
ular working class discontent by making key concessions the middle classes, in
turn, became disgruntled and increasingly felt disenfranchised. By late 1921 the
widespread social upheavals within the Italian society had generated a climate
that was poisonous and vendetta ridden. Italy, it seemed, stood on the precipice
of disaster.

THE FASCIST SOLUTION

The social and political crisis that gripped Italy in the aftermath of the Great
War both transformed the nature of Mussolini’s Fasci di Combattimento
movement and directly contributed to its rapid expansion and rise to power
in October 1922. At its inception the Fascist movement had been a small and

+ Clark, Modern Italy, p. 206.
s F. Guarneri, Battaglie economiche, volume I (Milan, Garzanti, 1953), pp. 34—38.
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predominantly urban organisation that had fared poorly in the November
19271 general elections. However from late 1920 onwards, a newer, rural form
of Fascism emerged, largely beyond Benito Mussolini’s direct control, whose
violent and brutal anti-Socialist, anti-Union ideology appealed to many within
the Ttalian agrarian society. This emerging movement within the Fascist move-
ment became known as squadrismo, and its rise marked a time of orches-
trated squad violence and the murder of left-wing political opponents by the
more brutal rural Fascisti. Amid a dramatic rise in the annual Italian homicide
rate, Mussolini struggled to control the various black-shirted squads, and only
barely managed to do so by transforming his burgeoning movement into a
party — the National Fascist Party (the Partito Nazionale Fascista) (PNF) — in
November 1921. By early 1922 Mussolini had been able to impose a national
command structure on this lawless paramilitary force, which became legiti-
mised once he had won power later that year. But by then it had already ful-
filled its task of terrorising the Italian left into submission.

The PNF, led by a central committee of nineteen and an executive committee
of eleven headed by its Duce Mussolini, proclaimed itself to be a ‘revolutionary
militia” at the service of the Italian nation and bound thereby to instil ‘order,
discipline, hierarchy’ among all its members. The new party was ruthless and
ambitious, and at its first national congress promised that under its gover-
nance Italy would be ruled over and organised by a strong Fascist state. The
PNF would be comprised of three principal political units, namely the broad
membership of the Party, which by that point stood at 220,000, the squadristi
and the newly formed Fascist trade unions whose principal task would be to
break any collectivist spirit in Italian society.® As Mussolini put it in a major
speech to the ITtalian Chamber of Deputies on 1 December 1921, the Party’s
chief task was now to quickly bring to an end ‘our internal warring’ in order to
focus the mind of the Italian people as a whole on those evolving events ‘that
are destined once again to transform the map of Europe’. The dilemma, as the
Duce saw it, was very simple: ‘either there will be a new war, or we will have
treaty revision!’”

Such overt bellicosity was echoed loudly in the Fascist programme pub-
lished by Mussolini in Il Popolo d’Italia in late December 1921. The PNF lead-
ership had no time whatsoever for the League of Nations or its principles,
which, they argued, clearly favoured the few over the many. Italian imperi-
alism figured heavily in the document, Mussolini declaring rather cautiously
that the new Italy had every right to its former (Imperial Roman) historical
and geographical unity, and to cultural domination of the Mediterranean lit-
toral. Equally prominent were PNF demands that treaty revision and mod-
ification should lead to fairer international trade and a greater share in raw
materials resources, of which Italy was desperately bereft. Italy under Fascism

¢ Payne, A History of Fascism, pp. 102—103.
7 OOBM, XVII, ‘Per la vera pacificazione’, p. 300.
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would ensure that the future Italian empire would be stable and that all colo-
nies would be economically and culturally developed to the maximum of their
potential.® It was for these reasons that Italy under the PNF would present
itself to the world as ‘compact, free from internal disorders’, so as to commence
this new, radiant epoch in its long history.?

A little under a year later Mussolini’s fascisti ‘marched’ on Rome and
the 39-year-old Duce was appointed prime minister of Italy by King Victor
Emanuel III. This was a startling achievement for a Fascist movement that had
been in existence for a mere thirty-one months, and had made its name through
murder, violence and terror. But Italy in 1922 was a nation in deep crisis and
as Adrian Lyttelton noted, ‘Mussolini’s rise to power was made possible by
the crisis of confidence in the Liberal regime.’*> A series of weak and unstable
post-war governments had generated both a political and an economic crisis in
Italy that invariably resulted in popular demands for a strong and decisive gov-
ernment. Social unrest in the guise of left-wing militancy only further served to
confirm for many, and the Italian middle class in particular, that the Liberal age
was over. When Mussolini and his ‘Quadrumvirs’ finally decided to converge
on the Ttalian capital on the night of 27th/28th October, the King, uncertain
about the ultimate loyalty of the army, refused to order a state of martial law
and have the Fascist show of force crushed. The only politician in any position
to form an alternative government to the imminent Mussolini ministry, Luigi
Facta, bowed under pressure from Milanese industrialists loyal to the Duce.
By the morning of 30th October Mussolini arrived in Rome by a sleeper train,
and fresh from a good night’s sleep, met with the King and agreed to form his
first government.

GEOPOLITICAL AND STRATEGIC HORIZONS

Just weeks before seizing power in a well-executed bloodless coup d’état,
Mussolini made a series of declarations to the effect that any Fascist govern-
ment would in time expel all ‘foreigners’ from the Mediterranean. He spoke
openly of pursuing an expressly anti-British policy, of ‘demolishing the British
Empire’, of banishing the ‘parasites’ who currently dominated that sea and
turning it into ‘our lake’. Imperial Rome had developed successfully from a
tiny state that first dominated Italy and then large areas of the Mediterranean
basin. Now, on the verge of political power, Mussolini wanted his Fascist Italy
to become as great, both materially and spiritually, by emulating Rome’s for-
mer achievements.” But while historians seem frequently intent on spelling

8 Ibid., p. 336.

o Ibid., p. 300.

o A. Lyttelton, The Seizure of Power, Fascism in Italy, 1919-1929 (Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 2nd
edition, 1987), p. 77.

' OOBM, XVIII, ‘Insegnamenti’, pp. 430—432; ‘Dal Malincolio Tramonto Liberale all’Europa
Fascista della Nuova Italia’; p. 439; ‘Il Discorso di Napoli’, p. 457.
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out the aggressive spirit that characterised Mussolini’s public statements at
this time, the obstacles that prevented the realisation of his great goal through-
out the 1920s were formidable. Quite simply, British and French dominance
of European, Mediterranean and League of Nations affairs by virtue of their
enormous political, economic and strategic power rendered all but mere angry
rhetoric totally pointless.'*

The French, compelled to agree to battleship parity with the Ttalians after
the Washington Naval Conference of 1921, rapidly altered their political
approach after Fascism’s rise to power and strenuously expressed their deter-
mination never to be at the mercy of a superior Italian fleet.”> Senate discus-
sions on the future of French naval policy stressed that France was ‘a great
Mediterranean power that needed a free Mediterranean in order to commu-
nicate with its North African empire’. There could simply be no question of
ever accepting further limitations on French naval power up to and including
the scrapping of submarines, an idea which France totally rejected.+ Aside
from its crushingly superior relationship with Great Britain, France possessed
a lengthy stretch of Mediterranean coastline that housed important naval bases
such as Marseilles and Toulon, as well as North African colonial territories
in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. At the eastern end of the Mediterranean,
the target for many of Mussolini’s geopolitical ambitions, France had secured
mandates in Syria and Lebanon following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire
in 1918. Politico-military agreements with Czechoslovakia (1924), Romania
(1926) and Yugoslavia (1927), completed French geopolitical predominance
over Italy, and illustrated the level of Italian encirclement in both Europe and
the Mediterranean region.

For all Mussolini’s bluster and threatening language he was acutely aware of
French political and military supremacy. As John Gooch has recently argued,
the Duce came to fear the possibility of a lasting rapprochement between
Paris and Berlin soon after assuming the prime ministerial office, and beyond
that was acutely aware of the far-reaching nature of French power. French
‘credits and loans’ that supplemented the military spending of Poland and the
other nations of the eastern Entente inevitably acted as a major deterrent to
any future Fascist plans to attack the new Slav state of Yugoslavia, one of the
regime’s earliest objectives.’s By 1926 Mussolini regarded France as being the
main obstacle to all of Fascism’s territorial ambitions per se, from Albania to
Ethiopia. Hence, although the Fascist regime had become one of the arbiters
of European security following Mussolini’s adherence to the Locarno Treaty in

> Knox, ‘Fascism and Italian Foreign Policy’, pp. 117-120.

5 . Blatt, “The Parity That Meant Superiority: French Naval Policy towards Italy at the Washington
Conference, 1921-1922’, French Historical Studies, Volume 2 (1981).

4 Archivio Storico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (ASMAE), Affari Politici: Francia, busta 1105,
fascicolo 48, ‘Discussione al Senato del bilancio della Marina per il 1926, Italian Naval Attache,
Paris to Naval Intelligence Division, Rome, 19 April 1926.

5 J. Gooch, Mussolini’s Generals (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 9.
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October 1925, underlying tensions with France had already reached simmering
point even while the agreement was being signed.*¢

By mid-1926 a ferocious anti-French press campaign in the state-censored
Italian press, together with a series of demonstrations within Italy and its
existing African colonies, pushed the temperature to boiling point. The press
attacks, which the French blamed on ‘official sources’, accused government
circles in Paris of trapping Fascist Italy within Locarno Treaty arrangements
which prohibited it from finding new territorial outlets for its growing popu-
lation. In March a puzzled but deeply angered French Premier Aristide Briand
demanded an explanation for the anti-French diatribes as well as an immediate
end to the media campaign. Mussolini initially refused to budge, and shortly
afterwards rumours began to circulate of French military and naval prepara-
tions for a war against Italy.'”” Faced with both sustained French fury at the
language being used by Fascist newspapers and the unavoidable fact that a war
against France, according to the Fascist Chiefs-of-Staff, was simply unthink-
able, Mussolini gradually backed down.

In late June Mussolini, now de facto dictator of all Ttaly after the murder
of Socialist deputy Giacomo Matteotti prompted him to seize full governmen-
tal powers, purposefully sang the praises of the French military in an inter-
view with Armée et Marine. He described the French army in particular as
‘a magnificent military machine’ that had written so many brilliant pages in
the history of Europe.'® Later in the year, as war rumours again intensified
in both countries, Mussolini hastily assured the French ambassador to Rome
that he had reined in the Fascist press, punished those responsible for violent
attacks on French Consular buildings in Italy and also promised to make a
conciliatory statement in public at the earliest opportunity.’ The difference in
tone between a nervous Mussolini’s apology to the French ambassador and the
aggressive hostility of his and the Fascist press’ anti-French, and for that matter
anti-British polemics, could not have been greater.

While Mussolini’s political manoeuvring in Europe did very little to bring
Italian Fascism into conflict with Great Britain during the 1920s, his claims
that he would one day oust the British from the Mediterranean could only
be achieved by virtue of a full aero-naval confrontation with the Royal Navy
and Royal Air Force. In the austere climate of the 1920s this ambition, while
arousing the ardour of Mussolini’s audiences at home during his tempestu-
ous speeches, was a total impossibility. Britain’s imperial assets included India
and the Dominion states which alone yielded such vast financial and material

¢ S. Marks, The Illusion of Peace (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 2003), pp. 76-78.

7 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Francia, busta 1104, fascicolo 1, ‘Rapporti Italo-francesi’, Romano to
Foreign Ministry, 23 March 1926 and ‘Relazioni franco-italiani’, Bogetti to Naval Intelligence
Division, 11 May 1926.

% OOBM, XXII, ‘La situazione militare in Italia’, pp. 1§8-160.

v ASMAE, Affari Politici: Francia, busta 1105, fascicolo 48, ‘Colloquio con S.E. Mussolini con
Ambasciatore di Francia circa incidenti contro Consolati etc’, 7 November 1926.
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income that the Fascist regime could never hope to match British technological
innovation and its scale of armaments production. In the Mediterranean itself,
the British ruled supreme by virtue of ‘a chain of formidable strongholds that
surround and can blockade Italy’, as one Fascist commentator aptly put it.>°
Gibraltar, Malta, Suez, Alexandria, Aden along with the major base facilities
of their World War I ally, the French, meant that Britain enjoyed uncontested
mastery of not only the Mediterranean but the Red Sea too. Under these cir-
cumstances should Fascist Italy attempt any war against Yugoslavia, Turkey
or Ethiopia it would be faced with the crushing naval and air power of the
League’s principal powers and the real risk of an economic blockade.

The true extent of British political and naval power was brought home very
clearly to Mussolini during the second half of 1923. On 27th August, the Italian
General Enrico Tellini was leading a three-man squad engaged in the demar-
cation of the frontier between Greece and Albania, when unknown assailants
attacked and murdered them on Greek soil. Furious, Mussolini immediately
demanded the execution of the assassins and fifty million lire in damages from
the Greek government. When the Greeks, still reeling from their recent defeat
at the hands of Turkey, denied responsibility for the crime and threw out a
number of the Fascist demands, Mussolini ordered the Italian navy to bom-
bard the island, killing around fifteen civilians before ordering its permanent
occupation. In a newspaper interview on 3rd September the Duce claimed that
the Fascist occupation of Corfu was designed simply to ensure that the unre-
liable and untrustworthy Greeks paid financial compensation for the murder
of a high-ranking Italian general. He did not trust the Greeks, he added, and
was even prepared to withdraw from the League of Nations should it ulti-
mately side with Athens. Such violent revenge and extortion were certainly
not uncharacteristic of Benito Mussolini. However, given the constant Italian
wrangling with the western powers over the future of the Adriatic and Fiume
that had characterised their relations for so many years, the Fascist assault
on Corfu can also clearly be seen as an attempt by Mussolini to strengthen
Italy’s strategic position in the region. It was to prove a short-lived triumph for
the Duce. When the specially convened Conference of Ambassadors succeeded
in extracting the indemnity from the military regime in Athens, and after the
Geneva Assembly strongly hinted that British naval power would be used to
remove the Italians if they did not leave voluntarily, Fascist forces withdrew.
Mussolini, chastened and humiliated, would refrain from similar demonstra-
tions of bravado for many years to come.*’

The Fascist occupation of Corfu, in reality a barely concealed attempt to
exert regional power in a stretch of sea regarded as an ‘Italian lake’ by the

o Attilio Tamaro, ‘CItalia tradita nell’Adriatico’, Politico (January 1920) cited in Knox, ‘Fascism
and Italian Foreign Policy’, p. 118.

» Marks, The Illusion of Peace, pp. 67-68; L. Salvatorelli and G. Mira, Storia d’Italia nel period
fascista (Milan, Einaudi, 1964), pp. 296-297.
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many regime zealots, very swiftly made Mussolini aware of the nature of
Mediterranean geopolitics. The British Royal Navy was de facto master of the
entire area, and, if necessary, could call on the French and a host of other smaller
nations to support it in the event of war. Mussolini disguised his shock and
embarrassment at the British response as disappointment. In a mid-September
interview with the British Daily Mail he claimed that “When I took power in
Italy, I was determined to maintain good relations with England. I saw in your
country our natural friend, as opposed to a mere natural ally of Italy.’ Instead
he had met only with a very lukewarm response by official London following
his rise to power in October 1922. Worse still when the time came for British
leaders to show their friendship towards Italy they had failed to do so. Both
the reaction of the British public and the British government to recent events in
Corfu had left him ‘profoundly disillusioned’, particularly so given that Britain
had preferred to support the Greeks over Italy because of their potential need
for Greek naval bases in the event of conflict. Why not turn to Italy for such
support, Mussolini asked. If Britain were to place Italy on an equal footing and
desist from further displays of aversion towards his country, such an arrange-
ment would very easily become possible.>*

The fact was that the British government was in no hurry to change the
nature of their relationship with Mussolini’s Italy simply in order to gratify
the Duce. Although tensions and suspicions had always underpinned Entente
relations, the British government much preferred to rely on its relationship
with France forged amid the drama and carnage of the Great War. By the mid-
dle of 1927, with British suspicion over the true orientation of Soviet Russian
policy at an all-time high, France remained an indispensible pillar of sup-
port for British overseas policy. Given the French need for reciprocal British
backing in the event of a much feared and anticipated German revanchism,
it was clear that their mutually beneficial relationship was pretty much set
in stone. As the Italian military attaché in London noted on 13 June 1927,
aside from guaranteeing support for France against Germany, the British
would also safeguard its Mediterranean lines of communication and its North
African colonies while ensuring that any Fascist plans for aggression in the
region remained purely theoretical. Britain would always remain on very good
terms with the French, the attaché concluded, thereby very clearly spelling
out that in his opinion Italian encirclement was likely to remain a feature of
European politics for many years to come.>* But still, Mussolini could draw
some satisfaction from his January 1924 agreement with Yugoslavia, which
saw Fiume finally pass under Fascist Italian control and without a murmur
from Geneva.*

> OOBM, ‘Camicizia anglo-italiana e I’atteggiamento inglese’, pp. 15-17.

2 ASMAE, Ambasciata di Londra, busta 644, fascicolo 2, ‘Notiziario politico’, Military Attaché
London, to Army High Command, Rome, 13 June 1927.

4+ Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia, p. 297.
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AGGRESSIVE MILITARY INTENTIONS

The Fasci di Combattimento rose to political prominence and power in Italy
on a tide of violence, brutality and murder. From the very start Mussolini had
organised squadristi terror along military lines, and indeed prominent among
his squads were former arditi, the élite shock troops from the Great War who
played a major part in this frontline force against the Italian left. Once the
Duce had secured power in October 1922 the squads were rapidly converted
into a revolutionary militia, the Milizia Voluntaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale
(the MVSN), while the PNF readily adopted the ‘armed nation’ concept — a
policy based on ensuring that Italian manpower and industry would be ready
for war at all times. Talk of war, of the ‘glorious’ war dead and of the need
for Fascism to ensure that Italy remained militarily strong and prepared, were
never far from Mussolini’s lips. As he informed the Chamber of Deputies in
January 1926:

We want our Army to be morally and materially fully efficient; we want all our armed
forces to be morally and materially fully efficient. We want peace. I have been to Locarno
and I would happily return; but while talk of peace flashes across the horizon, I have
to nevertheless ensure that the skies are filled with large numbers of aircraft while large
numbers of new warships enter the seas.*s

Along with Mussolini many of the Fascist gerarchi were former Great War
combatants who, much like the German Freikorps, lived life as an extended
avventura violenta, and readily accepted their tasks as squadristi in much the
same way that they had accepted military orders at the front. Men such as
Dino Grandji, later Mussolini’s foreign minister and subsequently ambassador
to London at the height of the Ethiopian crisis, had fought throughout the
entirety of the war in the north eastern Alpine regions of Italy and claimed to
relish the camaraderie and danger of life at the front. As Grandi put it in his
memoirs, ‘I cannot but conclude that those years of my youth, lived with the
daily threat of death, were and will remain the best days of my life.>¢ Others
such as the former ardito Italo Balbo spoke glowingly of the ‘win or die’ men-
tality of the Alpine escarpments, placing great emphasis on the fact that among
the Italian troops ‘the moral climate’ was governed by one single maxim: ‘com-
plete dedication to the religion of the Patria’.>” Once the war was over this
fanatical devotion to militaristic virtues and the willingness to kill in order to
resolve political problems characterised not only the squads but very many
within the Fascist Party as well. There was no distinction to be made between
‘politicians’ and ‘warriors’ within the PNF, for most of the Party’s prominent
figures were squadristi, and many local Party secretaries also commanded
the squads. This new generation of ‘political warriors’ shunned ‘traditional’

= OOBM, XXII, ‘Cordinamento dell’Esercito alla Camera dei deputati’, pp. 64-65.
6 D. Grandi, Il mio paese (Bologna, Il Mulino, 1985), p. 86.
7 C. Segre, Italo Balbo: A Fascist Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1987), p. 28.
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TABLE 2.1. ltalian raw materials importslexports (in millions of lire).

1909-1913 1922 1923 1924 1925

Imported raw 1,274.9 5,507.2 6,942.7 8,259.8 10,798
materials

Exported raw 316.1 1,142.9 1,219.0 1,545.0 1,842.8
materials

Source: Guarneri, Battaglie economiche, p. 107.

political values in favour of courage, passion and a dedication to violence. To
them life was a battle to be fought to the death between two mortal enemies.**

But killing Socialists and trade unionists in 1920s Italy was not the same
as fighting and winning an armed conflict against those states Mussolini
viewed as natural enemies of his new Fascist society. Although the Duce and
the PNF faithful may well have been eager to wage a successful Fascist war
throughout the first decade of Fascist rule, strategic encirclement at the hands
of the Entente and severe financial and material deficiencies rendered any
Italian military offensive, however brief, a non-starter. Furthermore, although
Mussolini’s entourage readily endorsed the Duce’s geopolitical ambitions, the
military and naval high commands proved to be far less enthusiastic given
their detailed knowledge of Italy’s serious economic and raw material weak-
nesses, as well as the inherent inadequacies of the forze armate themselves.
As Table 2.1 illustrates, the Italian economy remained heavily reliant on
imported raw materials for its armaments industries during the first three
years of Fascist rule.

Once Mussolini had established his one-man rule over Italy early in January
19235, it followed naturally that he would assume full control of the Italian
military, which he did the following August. The Duce’s move, clearly designed
to strengthen Fascist control over the military in order to ensure their compli-
ance to the regime’s strategic goals and objectives, was accompanied by two
calculated, politically motivated new appointments. First, Brigadier General
Ugo Cavallero, an excellent organiser and first-rate tactician, was brought back
from retirement and appointed as Under Secretary of State for War, an appoint-
ment no doubt aided by his zealous and fundamental support for Fascism.
Cavallero, who had served with distinction in the Great War as a key member
of the Italian Supreme Command, was chiefly responsible for ‘technico-political
matters’, and his new appointment signified both the trust Mussolini placed in
him personally and his ascent to a position of real power within the ranks of
the senior Fascist military. Cavallero’s promotion in turn weakened the polit-
ical position of Mussolini’s other senior military appointment of that period,

8 R. Suzzi Valli, Le origini del fascismo (Urbino, Carocci, 2003), pp. 88-89.
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that of Pietro Badoglio, a veteran of the 917 Battle of Caporetto disaster and
a bitter enemy of Cavallero’s. Initially exiled as ambassador to Brazil in 1922
after he had voiced stiff opposition to Mussolini’s rise to power, Badoglio was
brought back from the political wilderness to become army Chief-of-Staff as
well as head of the combined Chief-of-Staff (the Stato maggiore generale).>
Although charged with securing the final victory for a colonial army that had
been combating the Senussi rebellion in Libya since 1921, a task in which
Badoglio proved ultimately successful, his main brief was to ensure the war
readiness of the forze armate and to coordinate their operational planning.
But unlike Cavellero whose Fascist credentials were certainly not in any doubrt,
Badoglio was not regarded as highly sympathetic to the Mussolini regime and
its overall objectives, and was, if anything, viewed as a staunch monarchist.

Suspicion about both Badoglio and the motivation behind his appointment to
such a senior position, which many suspected had been influenced by King Victor
Emanuel, not surprisingly meant that he was under the constant surveillance of
OVRA (Organizzazione per la Vigilanza e la Repressione dell’Antifascismo), the
regime’s rapidly expanding internal security organisation. From the remaining
OVRA records, which often rendered a less than flattering impression of the
Marshal, it was clear that many within Fascist official circles detested him. One
report from November 1928 claimed that senior figures in the PNF had not for-
gotten the Marshal’s fierce words in October 1922 when he had declared that,
‘with half an hour of rifle fire Fascism would have been finished off’.3° Despite
his lofty position, OVRA continued to claim that he still held a ‘hostile atti-
tude’ towards Fascism, which was unlikely to be moderated. He could not be
counted upon as a reliable Fascist, and should be kept under constant watch.3*
Even within the ranks of the army, of which he had been a member since 1892,
Badoglio found no reprieve from the prevailing suspicion of a Fascist Party mem-
bership that openly hated him. Many army officers, OVRA reported, believed
that Badoglio was nothing more than the King’s stool pigeon and should never
be trusted under any circumstances.>* But whatever the Party ideologues may
have felt about the Marshal this ultimately made no difference to his continued
ascent within Italy’s military hierarchy. In late 1935, having already successfully
defeated the Senussi during the brutal Libyan war, Badoglio was appointed to
command Fascist forces in Ethiopia and with further major success.

This mixture of rivalry and suspicion at the top of the Fascist military estab-
lishment did not augur well for Mussolini’s determination to create a ruthless
and all-conquering war machine during the 1920s. Severe budgetary limitations

> Gooch, Mussolini’s Generals, pp. 73-75.

5o Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Ministero del Interno, Polizia Politica, ‘Badoglio’, busta 59, fasci-
colo 1, agent report, Rome, 8 November 1928.

31 ACS, MLLP.P, busta 59, fascicolo 1, agent reports, Rome, 12 November 1930 and 14
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32 ACS, MLLP.P, busta 59, fascicolo 1, agent report, Rome, 21 August 1930.
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did not exactly help either. During the inaugural meeting of the combined
Chiefs-of-Staff on 18 June 1925, Badoglio announced that Mussolini had
ordered him to have the forze armate ready for war within ten years. In order
to achieve this very ambitious goal all expenditure on fixed defences, fortifica-
tions, roads and so on were to be reviewed and where possible suspended in
favour of a rapid development of the army. As Badoglio put it ‘there is no point
in organising our terrain, if we do not have an Army with which to make use
of this organisation’. On top of the army’s budgetary allocation of 2,129 mil-
lion lire for the financial year 1925/1926, Mussolini had in addition released
300 million lire of extraordinary expenditure to ensure this rapid development.
But there could be no disguising the fact that times were financially very lean,
and that the new money authorised by the regime was to ensure adequate
defence against any German attempt at an Anschluss with Austria, as opposed
to any Fascist wars of conquest. In both the meeting of 18th June and the
subsequent sittings of the Chiefs-of-Staff that year Badoglio made it very clear
that spending on armaments would be severely restricted in favour of rapid
improvements to the Italian rail network in the Alto Adige region and a major
strengthening of the frontier defences in the area. As Mussolini put it in his
major speech on foreign policy at the Italian Senate on 20th May, an Anschluss
was totally unacceptable from the regime’s point of view. The Brenner was
and would remain an irrevocable frontier and ‘the Italian government would
defend it at all costs’. Mussolini simply would not accept that an expanded
Germany would again become the most powerful nation in Europe.? In time,
Mussolini would, of course, come to modify this view substantially.

The Duce’s determination to ensure that the Alto Adige remained safe from
Austro—German aggression did not, in reality, detract him from his appetite
for short, cheap wars of aggression within Europe during the 1920s. The
principal target for such a conflict during this period was the much hated
state of Yugoslavia which Mussolini was determined to see broken up and
dismembered owing, among other reasons, to its potential strategic threat to
the Straits of Otranto at the southernmost end of the Adriatic. On the sur-
face, Italo-Yugoslav relations seemed cordial enough after the 1922 Treaty
of Rapallo and the peaceful handover of Fiume to the Italians in 1923. As
Mussolini informed the Italian Senate in mid-May 1925, ‘Our relations with
Yugoslavia are cordial and T would say excellent; with our neighbours to the
east I am continuing the policy we began with our treaty of friendship, and
later formalised by our commercial agreements.”>+ But beneath the surface,
the situation was considerably more complex and treacherous than appeared.
The Kingdom of Yugoslavia formed in the immediate aftermath of the Great
War was comprised of three principal ethnic groupings, the Serbs, Croats and

33 OOBM, XXI, ‘La politica estera al Senato’, pp. 315—321; A. Biagini and A. Gionfrida, Lo stato
maggiore Generale tra le due guerre mondiali (Rome, USMME, 1997). Meeting of 18 June 1925.
3+ OOBM, XXI, ‘La politica estera al Senato’, pp. 315-321.
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Slovenes, although the government of the country, renamed Yugoslavia in
1929, remained largely in Serbian hands. When in January 1925 the recently
deposed King Zog of Albania returned to his homeland with Yugoslav assis-
tance, Mussolini quickly won him over into an alignment with Fascist Italy
and financed the establishment of a new Albanian state. Fascist financial
support for the setting up of an Albanian state bank may well have satisfied
Zog, but it infuriated Belgrade, thereby initiating a lengthy period of mutual
Italo—-Yugoslav tension.’s

In 1925, once the Duce had secured Zog’s friendship through vari-
ous agreements, he also concluded a secret military treaty with Tirana that
ensured Albanian backing for Italy in any war against Yugoslavia in exchange
for the ethnic Albania province of Kossovo, then under the direct control of
Belgrade. But it was the conclusion of the Italo—Albanian Treaty of Tirana
in November 1926 that gave the best indication of future Fascist intentions
towards Yugoslavia, and also raised Balkan and European temperatures to
boiling point. The Yugoslavs reacted with fury to the main military clauses
of the Treaty, which gave Rome the right to deploy troops to Albania in case
of further anti-Zog uprisings or any form of foreign interference as defined
by the Duce. Not surprisingly, the concentration of large numbers of Italian
troops across the Italo—Yugoslav frontier a month later generated not only a
war scare, but also the conclusion of yet another defensive treaty, this time
between Paris and Belgrade. Mussolini’s plan to surround Yugoslavia with
two hostile states — Italy and Albania — had backfired. His constant antago-
nism of the French government during this period, and his less than subtle
attempts to threaten Yugoslavia from both Italy and Albania, had ultimately
led to Ttaly’s own further encirclement. Now, the Fascist armed forces faced
the real possibility of a conflict on two fronts, east and west, and even the risk
of an additional threat to the Alto Adige from Germany—Austria once any war
had begun.

By early 1927 the heightened state of tension that existed between Rome and
Belgrade compelled Mussolini to pressurise Badoglio and the Chiefs-of-Staff
into planning for imminent aggression against the Yugoslavs. At a meeting of the
Stato maggiore generale on 28th February, Badoglio warned that the Duce had
expressed serious concern about the anti-Italian tenor of the Serb-dominated
government which, he stressed, had now placed its armed forces on a state
of high alert. A report from the military attaché in Belgrade, Colonel Mario
Berti, confirmed that ‘fear’ and ‘nervousness’ prevailed there, while the influ-
ence of the ‘profoundly egotistical’ Yugoslav military High Command on the
central government made the likelihood of war with Italy very great. Fascist
Italy had an excellent chance of winning such a war, Badoglio stressed, even if
certain operational aspects could prove difficult to overcome. However, while

35 Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia, pp. 690-692.
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a single-handed war with the Yugoslavs was one thing, a two-fronted con-
flict involving their French allies was altogether another. It would be virtually
impossible for Italy to fight a two-front war, Badoglio warned to everyone’s
general agreement. Only if Mussolini could make another attempt to isolate
Yugoslavia politically, this time successfully, could Ipotesi est (the ‘Eastern
hypothesis’) be seriously contemplated.3

Aside from improving Italian relations with both Hungary and the
anti-Yugoslav government in Bulgaria, Mussolini was unable to undermine
and break down the unity of the Petite Entente. In practise this meant that
despite the considerable efforts of Badoglio and the senior Fascist military, the
conditions for a single-handed confrontation aimed at knocking out Yugoslavia
never materialised. Italian operational planning during the 1920s continued to
face the challenge of potential conflicts on three fronts, possibly simultane-
ously. Any clash with Germany over Austria gave Badoglio and his colleagues
less cause for concern given that under the Locarno arrangements French mili-
tary support, or at least French neutrality, was almost certainly guaranteed.>”
But the prospect of war with France or, worse, France and Yugoslavia in com-
bination was rather more than the Stato maggiore generale could hope to con-
sider. As the army’s operational planning department noted in October 1928,
‘If this military hypothesis should become a reality, it is obvious that the forces
we currently have at our disposal would be wholly insufficient to withstand
offensives by two enemy armies.” The most that Italy could hope to achieve
under such circumstances would be the defence of its metropolitan frontiers.®

THE GERMAN QUESTION

Germany, with its significant raw materials resources, industrial might and latent
military potential was, as far as Mussolini was concerned, central to the future of
Europe. Like many of his contemporaries among Europe’s politicians Mussolini
at one and the same time feared and suspected future German intentions, believ-
ing that the time would come when a resurgent Germany would once again
dominate the continent. In Fascist Italy’s case, the German threat was very spe-
cific and widely feared. As Mussolini put it on the eve of coming to power,

We are now at the Brenner and we intend to remain at the Brenner! We have no inten-
tion of occupying Innsbruck; but do not for one second imagine that Germany and
Austria can ever again occupy Bolzano!

3¢ Biagini and Gionfrida, Lo stato maggiore Generale, meeting of 18 July 1925. See also sub-
sequent discussion on the subject of a single-handed war with Yugoslavia in the meetings of
13 January 1928, 14 January 1928, 16 January 1928, 21 January 1928, 22 January 1928, 22
October 1928, 20 December 1928, 16 January 1929 and 17 January 1929.

37 Ufficio storico dello stato maggiore del Esercito (USSME), H-6, racc. 2, Army Plans Division,
‘Memoria preliminare per il piano di operazione alla frontiera austriaca — Piano 1 A, 1927.

38 USSME, H-6, racc. 2, Piano P 3, Conflitto con Francia e Jugoslavia insieme’, Army Plans
Division, 28 October 1928.
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and accordingly early Fascist military planning focused extensively on fore-
stalling an Anschluss, and any attempt to re-annexe the Alto Adige.

Following his first visit to Berlin in March 1922, Mussolini was left with the
lingering impression that the Weimar Republic was not destined to last long,
and that the German national character, as he judged it, would very soon assert
itself. At that moment, he informed readers of Il Popolo d’Italia that Berlin
gave the impression of being a defeated city, ‘grey, monotonous, heavy handed
both in terms of its people and its mood’. A day in Berlin could be felt like
‘a monstrous punch to the stomach’, while a heavy pall of defeat and defeat-
ism hung depressingly over the city. But beneath this surface reality Mussolini
could detect that German society, in many respects, had not altered much since
the Versailles settlement and only with much grudging reluctance accepted
the existence of Germany’s new constitutional arrangements. Although few
Berliners would admit it openly, Mussolini suspected that sympathy for the
departed Kaiser was still widespread given that no motor vehicle, of what-
ever description, ever drove through the central archway of the Brandenburg
Gate, formerly for the exclusive use only of Wilhelm himself. A republican
government was, as Mussolini put it, ‘completely and historically alien to the
soul of the German people’, and was palpably ‘destined to fail’. No one liked
the republic, neither the militarists and Nationalists of the extreme right who
wanted the return of the Kaiser nor the extreme left who wanted ‘Soviet style’
government in Germany. Weimar was ‘tolerated’, and ‘grudgingly accepted’
among the German population as a whole, but no more.>

Mussolini viewed Weimar as a ‘mask’ that served to hide the true face of
Germany. The real Germany, as he saw it, was not democratic or pacifist but a
nation that had been forcibly disarmed and made to accept the peace terms dic-
tated by the victorious Entente. The majority of Germans held the conviction
that their nation had not suffered defeat on the battlefield, and had not lost
the war. Only the Allied blockade and the resulting starvation had broken the
German people, while the Treaty of Versailles had heaped misery and servitude
on an already desperate population. As one senior German official had angrily
told Mussolini during his visit:

At one time wars were bilateral affairs: after Versailles it became clear that war can
also be unilateral, that is waged by one single belligerent against a helpless people.
The Versailles agreement established that this was not a peace treaty at all but a treaty
for war: waged by way of territorial occupation and destined to endure for decades
to come.

Not surprisingly, Mussolini quickly drew the conclusion that many Germans
were hungry for revenge and that hatred of France, the principal architect of
the harsh penalties imposed at Versailles, was widespread and growing day by
day. ‘Germany’, Mussolini concluded in another lengthy feature for Il Popolo

39 OOBM, XVIII, ‘Germania del dopoguerra’, pp. 93—97.
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d’Italia, ‘is not republican and can never be pacifist’, and Italy, together with
the other victorious powers, must ensure that Germany never found the oppor-
tunity to go on the offensive in Europe. But at the same time, he warned, the
peace terms were too harsh, and Germany should also be given some respite.+

By the time Mussolini had secured office in October 1922 the German ques-
tion was very much on the European political agenda. Although Weimar politi-
cians were certainly angered by the extent of the disarmament imposed upon
their country by the Versailles agreement, the focus in late 1922 was very much
on reparations which, as one German official bitterly complained, were sim-
ply ‘the continuation of the war by other means’.+* With Mussolini in power
the arguments raged back and forth across Europe, as Berlin attempted to
sow division among its former enemies on the question of reparations pay-
ments in an effort to derail the entire agreement. The British government, who
had always regarded an economically restored Germany as the key to a stable
Europe, had been reluctant to support the hard line pursued by the French
at Versailles and now favoured an extended moratorium to give the German
economy some breathing space. But the French government, under Raymond
Poincaré, refused to compromise and remained intransigently reluctant to
grant Berlin any concessions without some guarantee that sustained payments
would continue to be made.

Mussolini was no doubt eager to make the right impression as, among other
offices he held, Italy’s new Fascist Minister for Foreign Affairs, especially so
now that the urgent matter of how best to deal with the German problem had
once again resurfaced. But when in early January 1923 the Entente powers and
Germany met in Paris to discuss the various options for reparations payments,
it was plain that Mussolini felt ill at ease among Europe’s senior statesmen.
Whether he suffered from an inferiority complex at that time or whether he
feared stiff anti-Fascist demonstrations in the French capital, Mussolini cut an
awkward and uncertain figure, who, for all his past anti-German posturing,
seemed uncertain whether to back the British or the French reparations plans.
Ultimately the Duce backed the French, and just over a week later also endorsed
Poincaré’s plan to occupy the Ruhr region in order to extract coal supplies on
which the German government had defaulted. Mussolini informed the Italian
Council of Ministers of his decision on 23rd January, claiming that whereas the
French and Belgians had despatched troops to the Ruhr region, he had sanc-
tioned only technicians to participate in the mission.** But for Mussolini, the
French and the Belgians the occupation proved ill fated and hugely unpopu-
lar. Both the German government and population at large, already incensed
at French vindictiveness at Versailles, reacted with fury and there followed a
lengthy period of ‘passive resistance’. Public opinion elsewhere proved equally

4 Ibid., ‘Maschere e volto della Germania’, pp. 119-124.
4 Marks, The Illusion of Peace, p. 52.
+# OOBM, XIX, ‘Riunione del Consiglio dei Ministri’, pp. 104-110.
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negative, and many countries openly sided with the campaign of ‘passive resis-
tance’ orchestrated by the new government of Gustav Stresemann. Worse still,
Mussolini’s decision to back French policy put him in direct confrontation
with London. It was not the most auspicious start to the Duce’s career in inter-
national affairs, and damaged relations with Berlin and Stresemann for some
time to come.*?

THE NAZI DIMENSION

Germany’s own far right political movements were already adding their
voice to the social discontent that prevailed in their country by the time of
Mussolini’s March 1922 visit to the Weimar Republic. Organisations such as
the German National Peoples’ Party (the DNVP), the official party of post-war
German Nationalism, ex-combatant groups such as the Freikorps and extrem-
ist elements such as the German Workers’ Party (the DAP) all deeply hated
the Versailles Treaty and were equally hostile to the Weimar constitution. But
even though the revolutionary right in Germany remained electorally insig-
nificant during the early post-war period, many German citizens agreed with
its anti-Versailles, anti-Weimar rhetoric and experienced the same sense of
national shame felt by these movements’ disgruntled and frustrated members.
As historians have indicated, the first Weimar elections in 1920 proved that
Weimar was a ‘Republic without republicans’, a verdict which may well have
been an exaggeration, but which nonetheless illustrated the feelings of a great
many Germans towards their constitution.* German society merely needed
a focal point, a catalyst with which to galvanise all its resentment against the
peace terms and their consequences.

Adolf Hitler, a native Austrian and corporal in the German army, joined
the German Workers’ Party in Munich on 12 September 1919. A gifted orator
and propagandist, the new addition to the Party’s ranks soon assumed the full
levers of control and spewed forth relentless, violent attacks on Weimar, the
atrocity that was the Versailles Treaty, German Jews and Germany’s political
left. Very quickly the thirty-year-old Great War veteran decorated for brav-
ery on the Western Front established himself as the major attraction of the
Munich DAP. His very first appearance as main speaker attracted a crowd of
some two thousand, and throughout 1920 he continued to draw similar-sized
crowds at meeting after meeting. A major turning point for Hitler’s campaign
to rid Germany of the ‘Jews and Bolsheviks’ who had, he insisted, stabbed
his country in the back by agreeing to the armistice of November 1918, came
with Mussolini’s march on Rome. Fascist success proved both to him and to
the renamed National Socialist German Workers’ Party (the NSDAP) that a

4 Marks, The Illusion of Peace, pp. 52-62.
4+ L. Kershaw, Hitler: 1889-1936 Hubris (London, Penguin, 1999), pp. 136-137.
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nationalist crusade against all the perceived ills of modern society could suc-
ceed. As Nazi journalist Hermann Esser proclaimed at the time,

What he (Mussolini) knew how to achieve in Italy, that is to put together a band of men
filled with animosity, we can also achieve here in Bavaria. We also have our own version
of the Italian Mussolini: his name is Adolf Hitler.+s

But while Hitler, with the direct assistance of Erich Ludendorf, formerly joint
head of the German armed forces during the Great War, succeeded in mak-
ing official contact with Mussolini in October 1922, neither Mussolini nor
senior Fascists proved anything like as reciprocal in their own views of the
‘Austrian corporal’. As soon as he assumed office Mussolini became fully
aware of the precarious and volatile situation that prevailed in Germany, and
of the potentially serious consequences for Italy. For one thing, by mid-October
1922 Italian diplomatic staff in Berlin reported that Germany appeared on the
cusp of a civil war following the failure of Weimar’s political parties to form a
governing coalition. Two broad political blocs had formed in Germany and if
agreement was not immediately reached the situation would soon become, as
one official put it, ‘highly dangerous’ if not ‘catastrophic’.+ Italy and, for that
matter, Europe could never be immune from the fallout. Beyond the political
dangers for Italy Mussolini’s diplomatic staff also warned of potentially grave
economic dangers ahead should Germany’s internal instability persist. Should
Germany dissolve into factionalised infighting, the Berlin Embassy warned the
Italian prime minister in mid-November, the closure of its national borders
would have devastating effects on the Italian agricultural export market as
well as the employment prospects of southern Italian migrant workers. Any
collapse in the value of the Reichsmark would gravely exacerbate the situation
and lead to potential problems for the Italian lire, leading to untold complica-
tions for the future of the still weak Italian economy.+”

Aside from the political and economic crises that prevailed in Germany in
late 1922, there were other reasons why Mussolini would not have wished
to engage too readily with Adolf Hitler. Munich and Bavaria in general were
governed by fiercely anti-Socialist, counter-revolutionary men such as Gustav
Ritter von Kahr, governor and later (1923) state commissioner for the region,
which effectively rendered it a hot bed for the revolutionary right. Groups such
as the Organisation Council led by Captain Hermann Erhardt accordingly
used their mandate to link up with similar groups from across Germany, in
order to carry out around 3 54 political murders between 1919 and 1922. Kahr

+5 ], Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini: La difficile alleanza (Editori LaTerza, Bari, 1975), p. 17.

46 Archivio Storico del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (ASMAE), Affari Politici: Germania, busta
1135, Berlin Embassy to Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Rome, political reports 18 October and 10
November 1922.

47 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1135, ‘La dissoluzione finanziaria della Germania
in rapport alla politica estera e alla economia italiana’, Berlin Embassy to Mussolini, 11
November 1922.
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in particular hated all that Weimar stood for and orchestrated considerable
anti-government feeling throughout the whole of Bavaria. While Bavarians in
general were at this time enduring much economic and social distress, lead-
ing to a growing hatred and mistrust of both the Weimar government and all
foreigners, what would have bothered Mussolini more was the level of deep
antagonism felt by many of its citizens towards the Italian presence in the Alto
Adige. Mussolini’s strident declarations about Italian sovereignty over the area,
and his less than subtle policy of ‘Ttalianisation’ had generated deep ill-feeling
across Germany and Austria, within right-wing Bavaria in particular.+

By late 1922 the volatile Bavarian political situation within which Adolf
Hitler was emerging as a key figure had begun to generate more than a little
concern for Mussolini and his diplomatic staff in Munich. Reports from Italian
Consular officials in Bavaria had been warning the Palazzo Chigi for some
time that Bavarian separatist groups led by the National Socialists had been
plotting, albeit unsuccessfully, to break away from the Weimar government
and to restore the German monarchy. Many Bavarian separatists also held
deep-seated ill-feeling towards Italy over its annexation and domination of
the Alto Adige. As a Fascist intelligence agent warned Mussolini in December
1922 tensions between native Germans and Italians living in the Tyrol were
already running high over Fascism’s forced ‘Italianisation’ policies. This ten-
sion had invariably spread into Austria and Bavaria and the situation was now
so volatile that Mussolini must find a solution to it without any delay. For the
time being the French had stopped their pro-Bavarian separatist activities in
the region; so now was an excellent time to calm the situation down before it
became uncontrollable.+

Towards the end of November 1922 Mussolini received a detailed report
on Bavarian separatism sent by Adolfo Tedaldi, the Ttalian Consul General in
Munich. Tedaldi, who was exceptionally well acquainted with Bavarian politics
and its key personalities, warned Mussolini that the majority of the Bavarian
population and political class were pro-separatist, although it remained unlikely
for the present that they would challenge Berlin’s authority in any direct way
until circumstances permitted it. Cardinal Michael Faulhaber, the Catholic
Bishop of Speyer and later a fierce opponent of the Hitler regime, summed up
the mood among many in the region. As far as the Cardinal was concerned he
did not wish to see Bavaria breakaway from greater Germany, although he did
believe that this would in due course become inevitable if it was to avoid being
dragged into the ‘abyss’ by Berlin. To Mussolini’s undoubted relief Faulhaber
also confirmed that in his view the Alto Adige should remain in Italian hands,
adding that he doubted anyone in Bavaria would challenge Fascist sovereignty

48 Kershaw, Hitler: Hubris, pp. 202—203, 291.
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over the region, provided of course that the German-speaking population were
permitted their own cultural identity on a permanent basis. In turn, Tedaldi’s
report placed great store on the views of Hitler and the NSDAP. The Consul
General regarded Hitler as ‘youthful’, a ‘Latin’ by temperament and an emerg-
ing political figure with avowedly pro-separatist ideas. But crucially, the Nazi
leader had equally strong views about the future of the Alto Adige. During
the course of a meeting with Tedaldi Hitler had placed considerable emphasis
on both Bavaria’s and the NSDAP’s need for sustained Italian support, which,
in turn, could only mean one thing. There was no point, he stressed, seek-
ing the ‘liberation’ of 200,000 ‘well treated Germans’ when many millions of
Germans elsewhere outside greater Germany were being oppressed. Therefore,
he informed Tedaldi unequivocally, ‘for us the Alto Adige question does not
exist, and never will exist’.5°

While Hitler’s alleged declarations about the Alto Adige may have reso-
nated positively in Rome, it was at the same time clear that many Fascists,
and Mussolini in particular, did not take him or his movement seriously.
Hitler, Italian diplomats regularly informed Mussolini, had few if any origi-
nal ideas and most of these had been indiscriminately purloined from Italian
Fascism. Fascist scepticism about the NSDAP and its ideology was more than
matched by the doubts of the Bavarian government. As an Italian Consular
official informed Mussolini in March 1923, Hitler’s inflammatory views
had failed to inspire almost all of Bavaria’s serving ministers who, during
a specially convened conference in Munich, had unenthusiastically endured
a two-hour speech by the Nazi leader. The majority present at the meet-
ing judged Hitler to be a ‘less than serious minded fanatic’, and expressed
outright astonishment at his claims that he was not after all anti-Semitic.
His attempt to explain away his frequent anti-Jewish outbursts as simply a
method for ensuring total obedience from his NSDAP members hardly helped
his credibility.s*

But what truly came to define Hitler in the eyes of Mussolini in those early
years of Fascist government in Italy were his botched attempts to foment rebel-
lion and a separatist uprising in Bavaria. Throughout early 1923 Hitler and
the NSDAP staged a number of rallies during which the Party leader had given
very violent speeches designed, as one Italian official noted, to keep the level
of agitation in Bavaria at fever pitch. Repeatedly, Hitler iterated his belief that
the NSDAP now demanded ‘war at the point of a knife against those Jews and
Marxists who had corrupted the people and against France’, who had recently

s° ASMAE, Rome, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, Tedaldi to Mussolini, 17 November
1922; for evidence of the great political difficulties the Hitler movement faced during this pe-
riod, see also ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, Italian Consular Office, Munich to
Mussolini, 3 February 1923.

st ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, ‘Segreta conferenza Hitler’, Italian Consular
General, Munich to Mussolini, 1o March 1923.
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occupied the Ruhr.s* By mid-April 1923 the Bavarian Interior Ministry had
received sufficient intelligence on Hitler’s intentions to warn Italian Consular
staff that the NSDAP would shortly stage ‘a demonstration of force against the
Republic’, and turn Munich into their military headquarters. At that moment,
Hitler was merely playing for time and waiting for the right occasion to unleash
his fanatical hordes, although the ministry stressed that there was no doubting
the fact that the Bavarian militia and police would remain totally loyal to the
state government. 5’

The situation across Germany as a whole was of serious concern to the
Mussolini government, and by October the Berlin Embassy was again warning
of serious political instability, although for the moment the new coalition gov-
ernment of Gustav Stresemann was successfully fending off the attacks of both
Nationalists and Communists. But the situation in the wake of the Ruhr occu-
pation earlier in the year remained very tense as an Embassy report dated 13th
October noted. Although there could be no doubt that a Nationalist movement
with true ‘moral strength’ once installed in power in Germany was very desir-
able from the Fascist point of view, at that moment such a movement did not
exist. The DNVP were intensely hated by the Social Democrats, and should
they ever secure power the internal revolt against them would be so devastat-
ing as to warrant direct intervention by the French military.5+

With the Weimar Republic at risk of widespread civil unrest and Stresemann’s
‘passive resistance’ to the Ruhr occupation in tatters as the value of the
Reichsmark fell calamitously, Hitler continued to watch and wait. Across
Germany as individual savings disappeared overnight, pensions and insurance
policies became worthless and politics continued the trend towards polarisa-
tion, a palpable sense of impending doom prevailed. On 26th September the
Bavarian government responded to the crisis and to the ending of the resistance
campaign by announcing a state of emergency, and by appointing Gustav von
Kahr as State Commisar in order to crush the increasing influence of Hitler
and the NSDAP in Bavaria. When Kahr banned a Nazi rally scheduled for 27th
September Hitler reacted furiously and was effectively placed in a position
where he and his movement either responded or lost all face.ss

The triumvirate that governed Bavaria composed of Kahr, Colonel Hans
von Seisser and General Otto von Lossow strongly believed, by October
1923, that Hitler now fully intended to seize power in Munich before march-
ing on Berlin and establishing a Nationalist dictatorship. At the beginning of

52 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, ‘Discorso pronunciato dal Signor Hitler’,
Consular Office, Munich to Mussolini, 28 February 1923.

53 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, ‘Agitazioni patriottiche in Baviera’, Consul
General, Munich to Mussolini, 18 April 1923. For more on this, see also R. De Felice, Mussolini
e Hitler. I rapporti segreti 1922-1933 (Editori Laterza, Rome, 2013), chapter 2.

s+ ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1139, Berlin Embassy to Mussolini, 13 October 1923.

ss Kershaw, Hitler: Hubris, pp. 200—202.



30 Mussolini in Ethiopia, 1919-193 5

November the triumvirate despatched Seisser to Berlin to present its plans for a
Nationalist take over in Munich and subsequently Germany, and was informed
by General Hans von Seeckt, head of the Reichswebr, that he would support
a well-organised insurrection, but not a hastily improvised plot. Just a few
days later, on 7th November, Hitler decided that the political circumstances in
Bavaria required that he act without delay, and he ordered the NSDAP to be
ready for action by 8:00 .M. the following evening. The official report from
the Italian Consul General’s offices in Munich claimed that on the night before
Hitler’s attempted seizure of power Nazi activists were very confident that their
plan would succeed. The next day Hitler would march to the Biirgerbriukeller
in central Munich, interrupt a speech Kahr was scheduled to give there to some
3000 people and declare that the existing government of Bavaria was deposed,
to be replaced by one headed by him.

On the evening of the intended seizure of power in Bavaria a member of
staff from the Italian Consulate rushed along to the Biirgerbriukeller on hear-
ing that the putsch was underway, and immediately found that access to the
enormous hall was barred by armed NSDAP paramilitaries. Having made the
guards aware of his identity the Italian diplomat pushed his way through the
throng, and into a beer hall filled with armed guards sporting swastika arm
bands. After some considerable time he finally encountered Hitler and asked
him what his intentions now were, having just announced the seizure of power
in Bavaria. Hitler appeared ‘extremely pale’ and tense with his face contorted
into a fixed frown but all the same remained courteous and polite. He informed
the Ttalian that there was nothing he could say, that all communications were
for the time being prohibited and that at that point only a few of the govern-
ment offices in Munich had been occupied by NSDAP men. But unbeknown
to either Hitler or the Ttalian official events were about to take a negative
turn for the putschists. Called away to deal with problems facing the uprising
elsewhere in the city Hitler left the other principal protagonist of the revolu-
tion, Erich Ludendorf, in charge of the beer hall. Ludendorf foolishly allowed
Kahr, von Lossow and von Seisser — who had agreed to serve in the new Hitler
government of Bavaria and were present that evening — to leave the beer hall.
However, once outside it was clear that the three men were far from committed
to any Hitler administration, and the members of the triumvirate instead gave
immediate assurances to the Weimar authorities that they did not support it at
all. Shocked and bemused at this turn of events, Hitler and Ludendorf chose to
stage a demonstration march in central Munich at 8:00 A.M. the next morning,
the 9th November. As the Italian account of events shows, this was precisely
the wrong thing to do.

When Hitler, Ludendorf and their entourage arrived at the agreed meet-
ing point in Odeonsplatz on the morning of 9th November, they found that
a detachment of German Federal Militia had already cordoned off the area.
Hitler and around a hundred of his own men attempted to break through the
cordon, which resulted in scuffles during which a number of gun shots were
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heard. Hitler, wounded in the arm, leapt into a waiting car and fled the scene,
leaving Ludendorf to surrender to the German militia alone. With that, the
Consular official noted scornfully in his official report for Mussolini, ‘the tragi-
comedy ended, leaving around fifteen people dead’ and Hitler’s ‘revolution’
in complete disarray. That night Hitler and Ludendorf were arrested. Even
though many in Munich, including the daily Muenchener Zeitung, continued
to support the ideas behind the failed putsch, it was all over. The formal Italian
report on the debacle was damning in its conclusions. Hitler’s haste and incom-
petence had, it concluded, led the NSDAP into a disaster which had severely
damaged its reputation. Disorganisation was plainly the principle cause of the
failure but ‘thoughtlessness, recklessness, lack of loyalty and courage, a lack
of energy and of style’ on the part of the Nazi putschists also played their
part. The author concluded that the Duce had been right about Hitler and the
NSDAP: they were nothing more than ‘buffoons’.5¢

The trial for high treason of Hitler and his co-conspirators did very little
to change the views of those Fascist officials in attendance. As one Consular
official noted, the hearing in Munich had unmasked Ludendorf’s ‘intellectual
decadence’, while Hitler had emerged as self-serving, fanatical and as a ‘dema-
gogue’ who may well have enjoyed a degree of prestige, but who lacked the
‘physical characteristics that were indispensible for the role he had chosen for
himself’. When the verdicts were handed down on 1 April 1924, few Fascists
familiar with Bavarian politics were even remotely surprised. Ludendorf was
absolved of any blame and discharged largely because of his status within
German society. Hitler and the other chief conspirators were sentenced to fines
of 200 Gold Marks and five-years incarceration, which in Hitler’s case meant
a far shorter sentence served in the less than exacting confines of Landsberg
Prison. As the Italian Consul General noted ‘the whole trial had really been
nothing more than a judicial farce’, with key prosecution evidence deliberately
omitted and an obvious connivance to rig the verdict on the part of the accused
and the court itself. More than anything else, his lengthy report concluded, the
Munich trial had demonstrated what the ‘spirit of a large part of Germany
society actually represented’, namely a powerful and terrifying force which
could in future reach out from Munich and devour the whole of Germany.s”

In the aftermath of the disastrous Munich putsch Mussolini found himself at
the centre of considerable attention and flattery from the NSDAP leader. After
Hitler had been released from prison he reorganised the Nazi Party and pub-
lished Mein Kampf, a work which openly spoke of Germany and Italy as being
inevitable allies in the great conflicts to come. Between 1927 and 1928 the
Fiihrer of National Socialism made repeated requests for a personal meeting
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with Mussolini, and in doing so heaped every form of flattery upon him. This
ranged from sending signed personal portraits of himself to Mussolini, to issu-
ing further guarantees of the Alto Adige, to promises that a Germany led by
him would fight ‘an increasingly petulant and aggressive’ France alongside
Fascist Italy.’® But Hitler’s much requested meeting with the Duce did not
materialise. Moreover, claims that Mussolini funded Hitler’s party in the run
up to the disastrous 1928 elections — during which the Nazis polled a mere
2.6 per cent — and even supplied it with arms, remain unsubstantiated and
unproven.’® If anything, Mussolini at this juncture was still attempting to forge
a closer bond with Gustav Stresemann’s Germany, before he came to the con-
clusion that the German chancellor was nothing more than ‘a saturated free
mason and a “parliamentarised” political merchant’.° By 1929, with the whirl-
wind of global economic collapse fast approaching, Mussolini’s Italy remained
unable to fulfil its leader’s ambitious imperialist design.

58 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1174, Italian Consul General, Munich to Mussolini,
reports dated 27 April 1927, 13 May 1927, 17 May 1927 and 7 July 1927.

59 Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini, pp. 24—25. The author wishes to thank Professor Sir Ian Kershaw
and Professor Michele Abbate of the Italian Foreign Ministry for their help in clarifying the
question of Fascist financing of the NSDAP.

¢ Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini, p. 21.
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The sudden and massive falls in the New York Stock Exchange on ‘Black
Tuesday’, 29 October 1929, brought an end to the wealth and prosperity of
the ‘Roaring Twenties’. After reaching a high of 381.17 in early September, the
Dow Jones Index dramatically crashed amid falling real estate values in the
United States and a precipitous drop in share values that lasted over a month.
The post-war boom was over and the myth that ‘Stock prices have reached
what looks like a permanently high plateau’ as espoused by America’s first
celebrity economist, Irving Fisher, sounded hollow as country after country
experienced the devastating effects of the fallout. Yet a full economic depres-
sion did not follow immediately in the wake of the market crash, and in the
period up to April 1930 share prices began a gradual recovery reaching a level
30 per cent below their high point of September 1929. Therefore, the conve-
nient explanation that the ‘Great Depression’ led inevitably to historical catas-
trophes, such as the sudden change in Nazi electoral fortunes in the autumn
of 1930, has rightly been contested by historians such as Sally Marks. Marks
points out that the Depression, caused principally by depressed consumer con-
fidence and deflationary pressures in the United States, was ‘a slowly creeping
miasma’ that took some time to impact on the global economy. As the German
election campaign went into full swing during the summer of 1930, all major
economies were in recession, but not yet full depression. It was not until late
1930 that the vicious depressive cycle started, bottoming out as a full-blown
economic meltdown in March 1933, two months after Hitler had won power
in Germany.” And with Hitler firmly in power in Germany some, such as Benito
Mussolini, stood to gain. For after a decade in power, the Duce could at long
last foresee a real challenge to the French strategic stranglehold in Europe.

* Marks, The Illusion of Power, p. 120.
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FIGURE 3.1. Italian balance of trade 1926-1934 (figures in millions of gold dollars).
Source: Guarneri, Battaglie economiche tra le due grandi guerre: Volume I 1918-1935,
p- 182.
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ITALY — REALITIES AND MYTHS

While the Fascist Italian economy did not suffer the same levels of economic
devastation that afflicted a Germany already in serious difficulties over repara-
tions and excessive foreign borrowing, the effects of the slump were neverthe-
less keenly felt. Between 1929 and 1930 Italy’s foreign trade shrank by some
40 per cent followed by further dramatic shrinkages in the subsequent four
years (see Figure 3.1).

Italy’s was in reality a modest economy heavily dependent on imported sta-
ple raw materials such as coal, oil and iron ore and which was still dominated
heavily by artisan and agricultural production. As markets for Italian exports
rapidly vanished after 1929, production dropped by over a third, leading to a
threefold increase in unemployment and a serious general rise in levels of pov-
erty, and especially at the lower end of the social scale. Although in the first
months of the crisis, the prices of daily commodities such as bread, electricity,
gas and public transport all dropped, it became clear by 1931 that the financial
calamity facing the nation was grave in the extreme and required urgent and
drastic measures.*

As recession turned into economic catastrophe, Italian banks which had
made heavy, long-term investments in national industries such as armaments
and ship building suddenly experienced a shortage of capital. Major finan-
cial institutions such as the Banca Commerciale Italiana, Credito Italiano, the
Banca di Roma and the Istituto Italiano di Credito Marittimo, linked closely

* Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia nel period fascista, pp. 543—544-
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as they were to Italy’s key industrial concerns, were plunged into a deepen-
ing financial crisis. Reckless and speculative investments based on excessive
optimism on the true state of world markets prior to the global downturn
left Ttalian banks without the means to carry out even the most basic finan-
cial transactions. Now with overseas credit having all but disappeared, it was
abundantly clear that only extreme measures could salvage the Italian economy.
Beginning in November 1930 the Mussolini regime lowered all Ttalian wages
by 12 per cent and encouraged as many companies and business interests to
merge, or form consortia as possible. Not for the first time in Italian history,
government funded public works programmes were expanded dramatically,
and in 1931 the first major innovation in state intervention in the economy,
the Istituto Mobiliare Italiano (the IMI), began its task of buying up shares in
Italy’s failing banks, leading ultimately to full or indirect Fascist control of the
country’s banking assets. By 1933 the Fascist Corporate state, established in
July 1926 as an organism for the ‘organisation, coordination and control’ of all
of Italy’s economic forces, further extended its influence on daily life by setting
up the Istituzione per la Ricostruzione Industriale, or the IRL> As Mussolini
saw it, crisis or not, control of all aspects of Italian life, including economic life,
were simply part of the new Fascist civilisation. As he put it in the Doctrine of
Fascism, published in 1932:

We are, in other words, a state which controls all forces acting in nature. We con-
trol political forces, we control moral forces, we control economic forces, therefore
we are a full-blown Corporative state. We stand for a new principle in the world, we
stand for sheer, categorical, definitive antithesis to the world of democracy, plutocracy,
free-masonry, to the world which still abides by the fundamental principles laid down
in 1789.4

Mussolini regarded such new organisations not as a means of salvaging
‘decomposed’ Italian economic interests, but rather as the mechanism for
‘energetically reigniting the Italian economy and taking it in a fully corporatist
direction’. While private property and private enterprise were to be respected,
Mussolini stressed in a speech in December 1931 that these too had to be fully
integrated into the Fascist state in order to ‘protect, control and revive them’
following the great economic upheavals of late.s Hinting that these were no
mere short-term measures to help Italy ride out the worst of the Depression,
Mussolini suggested that they were intended to be permanent features of the
corporatist economic landscape. The IRI comprised an Immobilisation Section
with responsibility for liquidating all negative assets and liabilities, and a
Financing Section which made use of State funds to provide loans to Italian
industrial enterprises in need of capital. Shortly after its establishment, the IRI

5 On the mechanisms of the Fascist state and corporativism, see A. Aquarone, ['organizazzione
dello stato totalitario (Einaudi, Turin, 1995), especially pp. 467—468.

+ B. Mussolini, La dottirina del fascismo (1932).

5 OOBM, XXV, ‘Per I'Istituto Mobiliare italiano’, 6 December 193 1.
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was able to eliminate virtually all worthless industrial stocks and shares in the
hands of the major Italian banking houses, with the end result that by 1934,
after much painstaking effort, the worst of Italy’s financial crisis was deemed
to be over. Overall both the IMI and the IRI succeeded in better delineating
the map of financial responsibility within Fascist Italy, leaving banks free to
invest more wisely in national economic production on a frequent basis while
the two new institutions held credit reserves for more long-term investment.
But ultimately it was the IRI that was destined to play a major role in running
the Fascist economy, and beyond that it became one of Italy’s largest and most
important post-war conglomerates. Under Mussolini it gradually became the
largest national shareholder in, and provider of loans for, virtually all of Ttaly’s
biggest industrial concerns, including its ship builders and armaments manu-
facturers. Thereby the IRI became Fascism’s mechanism of control over both
Italian high finance and every aspect of industrial production.®

In much the same fashion, Mussolini gradually tightened his control over
all areas of Italian life after 192 5. Political power became the exclusive domain
of the PNF after late 1926 at which point Mussolini banned all other political
parties in Italy following a series of attempts on his life. The legge fascistis-
sime (the ultra-Fascist laws) passed in the wake of the Matteotti Crisis further
increased Mussolini’s stranglehold on practically every area of Italian life. Law
number 2263 of 24 December 1925 made Mussolini the uncontested Head
of Government responsible only to the Head of State, King Victor Emanuel.
Other draconian legislation quickly followed including new laws limiting
press freedoms and banning the right to strike. Thereafter the only recognised
Unions in Ttaly were the Fascist ones that helped make up the new corporatist
structure of society, all others were completely outlawed. Finally Mussolini,
who had established the Fascist Grand Council in 1923 as a PNF body made it
an instrument of government in 1928. In theory all legislation had to be passed
and ratified by the Council, although in reality it had no direct power to do
so without Mussolini’s express authorisation. Meanwhile, the Fascist security
Police, OVRA, and the organisation’s vast network of paid informants ensured
that no one complained about or attempted to subvert the new order of things
in Italy. Members of now banned political parties such as the Socialist Party
or the Partito Communista italiano were placed under round the clock surveil-
lance by OVRA agents, and effectively cut-off from dissident exiles in North
Africa attempting to foment a counter-revolution in Italy 7

But what made Mussolini’s rule in Italy unprecedented both within that
country and within the context of modern European History as a whole, was
the regime’s deliberate construction of a personality cult — the cult of the Duce
of Fascism — as a means of encouraging popular devotion, subservience and

¢ Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia nel period fascista, pp. 542-557.
7 Payne, A History of Fascism, p. 116; M. Canali, Le spie del regime, (Bologna, Il Mulino, 2004),
pp. 299-310; M. Franzinelli, I tentacoli del’OVRA, (Bollati Boringheri, Turin, 1990), p. 229.
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total obedience. In practice, the Fascist regime in the form of PNF secretaries
Augusto Turati (1926-1930) and Achille Starace (1931-1939) helped reincar-
nate a new spirit of Imperial Rome, or Romanita, with the cult of the all see-
ing and all powerful Duce at its heart. As Turati and Starace developed the
cult of Mussolini so did the religious dimensions of Fascism become more
central, along with the sense that the Duce of Fascism was creating a new
Mediterranean civilisation set, in time, to dominate that entire littoral of that
sea. This was the religion of Ducismo, the creation of a belief system focused
on Mussolini alone and which presented him as incomparable to anyone else
alive and as someone set apart from the rest of humanity. Throughout the later
1920s and beyond, the Fascist propaganda machinery thus continually reiter-
ated themes of Mussolini’s great and unmatchable stature. He was at one and
the same time ‘prophet, saviour, guide of the nation’, as well as ‘statesman, leg-
islator, philosopher, writer, artist, universal genius ... messiah’, destined to lead
Italy to a bright and glorious future. Such demagoguery and officially sanc-
tioned megalomania ran counter to the liberal democracy prevalent through-
out so much of Europe, and set the precedent for the terror and excesses that
were to set the entire world ablaze just a few years later. Within Mussolini’s
new society there was no tolerance of any opposition, no room for any individ-
ual thought. What mattered in Fascist Italy was total obedience to the Duce,
or as Augusto Turati put it, ‘the thousand hearts of Fascism all yell the same
words, love, devotion, discipline, faith even to the ultimate sacrifice.” Mussolini
had always to be humbly obeyed, and at all times.®

THE RE-EMERGENCE OF ADOLF HITLER

There was no doubting what type of government Benito Mussolini wished to
see running Germany. As he informed the Italian Consul General’s office in
Munich in April 1925, the best outcome for Italy in the forthcoming Weimar
presidential elections would be a victory for former military supremo Paul von
Hindenburg and the German right. But even such a victory contained hidden
dangers as far as the Duce was concerned. On the one hand and in antici-
pation of a Hindenburg victory, Mussolini claimed that he would be taking
‘precautions’ within Italy in the event that the new president might attempt
a restoration of the Hohenzollern dynasty in Germany, and with all the con-
comitant dangers that might result from this. On the other, the Italian dic-
tator was equally aware that Hindenburg had been guilty of ‘crimes against
humanity’ during the Great War, and that he would therefore remain very cau-
tious about establishing close ties with him for political reasons.® But although
Mussolini followed events in Germany ‘with great attention’ as he put it, this

$ Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia nel period fascista, p. 410.
9 ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1157, ‘Circa elezione Presidente Germania’, Mussolini
to Consular Office, Munich, 28 April 1925.
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did not extend to Adolf Hitler and the NSDAP. As the Munich Consul General
Giulliano Cora noted during the course of the presidential campaign, ‘Hitler
has not yet made his decision (on whom to support) but his stance is of no par-
ticular importance anyway.’ The recent elections held in Germany in December
1924 had been characterised by ‘the rapid decline’ of Hitler’s party, while his
own personal activity was now limited only to countering the severe measures
taken against him by the Bavarian government. Hitler was an outcast, a polit-
ical exile within Bavarian politics and destined to vanish into obscurity amid
indifference and scorn.™

And yet Hitler and the NSDAP simply refused to die out and disappear from
the world of German politics, while the Nazi leader continued to press for for-
mal ties with Mussolini and the PNF in the years after his release from incar-
ceration. In his dark, melodramatic opus Mein Kampf Hitler had identified
both Mussolini’s Italy and the British Empire as firm allies of a future National
Socialist Germany. As he put it:

On soberest and coldest reflection, it is today primarily these two states, England and
Italy, whose most natural selfish interests are not, in the most essential points at least,
opposed to the German nation’s requirements for existence, and are, indeed, to a certain
extent, identified with them.'

For Hitler there could only ever be two possible allies for his National Socialist
cause, albeit allies with diametrically opposing interests in the Mediterranean
and Red Sea. But the Nazi leader did not recognise this oversight in his geo-
political calculation, and throughout the later 1920s he actively sought to win
the Duce over to his vision for the future, an Anglo-German-Italian politi-
cal configuration that would dominate Europe. For instance in April 1927,
with Hitler’s ban on participating in future Weimar elections due to expire and
a federal election scheduled for the following year, the Nazi leader went on
a ‘propaganda offensive’ with the aim of showcasing his grandiose vision of
Germany’s future under Nazi rule. Addressing a huge and enthusiastic crowd
in Munich, Hitler argued that Germany was confronted by two implacable
foes in France and the Soviet Union, and that only Britain and Italy could ever
be counted on as reliable allies for the future. Fascist Italy like Germany had a
rapidly expanding population and had a great need for territorial expansion to
remedy this. And as was the case with Germany, Italy found an obstacle to the
pursuit of such needs in the ‘ever spiteful French’. The one problem that stood
in the way of a rapid improvement in Italian—~German relations was still the
South Tyrol, Hitler continued, but, he added, ‘who today had the nerve to sac-
rifice 300,000 Germans to save 170,000?’ A National Socialist Germany could
never expect to find true friends among peoples unwilling to combat ‘Jewish

o ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1157, ‘Elezioni presidenziali’, Consul General, Munich
to Mussolini, 14 April 1925.
' A. Hitler, Mein Kampf (London, Pimlico, 1992), p. 566.
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Masonic internationalism’, Hitler warned, only stridently nationalistic nations
like Italy could be trusted to do that.™

But what was Mussolini’s view of Hitler during this period? Did Mussolini
see in the fledgling NSDAP the mechanism for unlocking a European strategic
situation dominated principally by the French? Historians have been at pains
to stress that PNF funds and even Italian weapons were sent on the Duce’s
orders to many right-wing groups in Germany including the NSDAP at this
time.”> German newspapers such as the Berliner Tageblatt certainly picked up
on the allegedly ‘close’ bond being supposedly formed between the PNF and
the NSDAP, and spoke of money and arms flowing northwards from Rome to
Munich.*+ Throughout the remainder of 1927 and into 1928, Hitler’s charm
offensive continued unabated as he gave speeches and talked to Fascist Italian
officials about the same constant theme, the inevitability of a future Nazi alli-
ance.’s Rome’s alleged financing of a Bavarian weekly current affairs magazine
entitled Nord-Sud Korrespondenz, extracts from which regularly appeared in
the Nazi newspaper Vélkischer Beobachter, further added to speculation that
Nazi—Fascist ties were strengthening. Even German Embassy officials in Rome
concluded that Hitler and Mussolini enjoyed a close and cordial relationship.¢
However, to date there has been no conclusive proof of either funds or arms
being sent to the NSDAP by Mussolini, and ultimately for all Hitler’s flattery,
Mussolini rejected any idea of an encounter with the Nazi leader on the very
eve of the federal elections in May 1928."7 On 20 May the election results dem-
onstrated precisely why Mussolini remained sceptical if not still largely dismis-
sive of the Nazi Party. The NSDAP won a derisory 2.6 per cent of the total vote
and seemed destined for imminent political obscurity. In reality, Hitler was of
little real use to Mussolini.

But despite their poor showing in the May 1928 federal elections, the
NSDAP, contrary to the claims of many Germans at the time, was very far
from finished. In the difficult winter months of 1928-1929 Hitler focused
heavily on winning as much broad appeal within German society as possible,
and certainly the crowds thronging to hear his speeches denouncing Versailles,
the international Jewish conspiracy and the Versailles Treaty continued to
grow in size and diversity. As Tan Kershaw has noted, Hitler’s reorganisation
of the NSDAP after his release from prison gradually resulted in an increase

> ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1174, Consul General, Munich to Mussolini, 1
April 1927.

5 Salvatorelli and Mira, Storia d’Italia nel period fascista, p. 721; Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini, p. 24.

4 ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1174, ‘Articolo sui rapporti tra S.E Mussolini e Hitler’,
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s ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1174, ‘Dichiarzioni del signor Hitler’, Italian Embassy,
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16 Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini, p. 24.

7 ASMAE, Affari politici, Germania, busta 1176, ‘Adolfo Hitler — Incontro con Vostra Eccelenza’,
Italian Embassy, Berlin, to Mussolini, 12 May 1928.
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in party membership, while better organisation, particularly in terms of the
dissemination of propaganda, slowly began to win more Germans over to the
tenets of Nazi ideology.”® Even so progress was painfully slow. Local elections
in Saxony (May 1929) and Mecklenberg (June) increased the Nazi share of
the vote only to around 5 per cent, hardly a major breakthrough. Meanwhile,
Hitler’s direct involvement in the DNVP’s ‘Reich Committee for the German
People’, an attempt to derail the Young Plan initiatives to reduce German
reparations payments, also proved to be another frustrating exercise in failure.
When the DNVP plan to reject the Young Plan was presented to the German
people by way of a plebiscite in December 1929 only 13.8 per cent voted in
favour.

Despite such setbacks, the Nazi leader continued to press hard for a closer
relationship with Mussolini’s PNF and insisted on the need for a close alli-
ance between Fascist Italy and Germany. As Hitler emphasised in the pages
of Nazi propaganda organ Vélkischer Beobachter in the early summer of
1929, he had been frequently accused of having betrayed the South Tyrol in
exchange for ‘Italian money’. While not denying that any sums had changed
hands, Hitler emphatically denied that he intended to abandon the Germans
of the Alto Adige. A close working partnership with Mussolini and the PNF
would, he stressed, do much to relieve any existing tensions over this vexed
question. Surely the goal was not the resolution of comparatively minor
territorial matters but the ‘rebirth of Germany in great style’. Only Fascist
Italy, itself surrounded by enemies on all sides, could help the German peo-
ple achieve this.” Certainly at this time Hitler was the subject of frequent
reports in the Fascist controlled press, some of which openly declared him to
be ‘the true face of Germany’.>° But the idea of an alliance with Germany was
never touched upon in any of the Italian dailies at this time, while anti-Hitler
newspapers in Bavaria such as the Bayerischer Kurier openly poured scorn
on the idea. The Italian—German alliance, the paper noted in May 1929, was
nothing more than a Nazi illusion, ‘a castle in the skies that should not be
taken seriously’.?’ Similarly, both Nazi Party zealot Robert Ley and Hitler
himself found their requests to visit Italy indefinitely deferred by the PNF in
Rome. Mussolini, it seemed, remained largely unconvinced by either Hitler
or his movement.**

8 Kershaw, Hitler: Hubris, pp. 307-309.

" ASMAE, Affari politici: Germania, busta 1181, ‘La perorazione di Adolfo Hitler’, 8
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0 Popolo d’Italia, 18 May 1929.
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> ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1181, ‘Viaggio di deputati hitleriani in Italia’,
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THE 1930 REICHSTAG ELECTIONS

By the early 1930s, the Germany which Mussolini claimed would be a use-
ful counterpoint to overwhelming French superiority in Europe had already
begun its journey into the abyss. With the voice of common sense that was
Gustav Stresemann now gone after his untimely death on 3 October 1929,
strident right-wing nationalism in the form of the DNVP, the Stahlbelm and
Hitler’s NSDAP increasingly clamoured for an end to all German ‘war guilt’,
the cancellation of all reparations and the return of the Saar region. When on
30 June 1930 French troops finally evacuated a Rhineland region occupied
by the Allies since 1919 in exchange for Stresemann’s adherence to the Young
Plan, it was the Nationalist right who rejoiced most loudly. A proclamation
issued by President Hindenburg’s office the next day made no mention of the
late German chancellor but spoke only of the need to honour Germany’s war
dead. The Stahlhelm, the group Hindenburg most closely associated himself
with, staged loud and triumphant demonstrations of joy along the French and
Belgian frontiers with the Rhineland region in the days that followed.>> By
September 1930 the unexpected and dramatic improvement in the NSDAP’s
electoral performance further proved, if proof were needed, that the shrill
voice of aggressive nationalism had once again come to prevail in Germany.
Mussolini and his PNF sycophants watched with quiet interest.

The German political crisis that began in earnest after the death of
Stresemann proved instrumental in catapulting Nazi electoral fortunes
upwards. The slow demise of the Weimar Republic contributed directly to
the circumstances surrounding Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor in January
1933, and in due course provided Mussolini with the militant German regime,
albeit led by Adolf Hitler, that he needed to be in power if he was ever to
launch his much trumpeted campaigns of overseas aggression. It began in the
first three months of 1930 at which point Stresemann’s replacement as chan-
cellor, Hermann Miiller of the Social Democratic Party (the SPD), encountered
major difficulties in forcing increases in worker contributions to insurance
schemes through the Reichstag. Although the Italian ambassador in Berlin
Luca Orsini claimed that Miiller had received outward support for his new
measures from Hindenburg, in reality the president had already decided to
dispense with the SPD and end their involvement in government. Hindenburg
refused to grant Miiller emergency powers available under Article 48 of the
Weimar constitution, which would have enabled him to propel the measures
through parliament by presidential decree. The result was a political crisis that
led to Miller’s resignation on 27th March. The overall result, Orsini claimed,
was a further erosion of public confidence in the German political system
and a marked increase in support for extremist parties such as the German
Communists (the KPD) and Hitler’s Nazis. Hitler in particular represented the

» Marks, The Illusion of Peace, p. 114.
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‘greatest threat’ to the Weimar system, the ambassador warned, given that a
large number of ex-German officers had now swung behind the NSDAP cause,
and that rumours of a Hitler-led putsch abounded throughout Germany.*+

As the Weimar Republic fell deeper into chaos and anarchy through-
out 1930, the NSDAP began to grow stronger, seemingly on a daily basis. In
mid-February the first tangible signs of Fascist interest in the geopolitical views
Hitler had elaborated in Mein Kampf became evident when the Nazi leader
was invited to a private and very confidential meeting at the offices of the
Italian Consul General in Munich. Of greatest interest to Mussolini, who was
immediately sent an account of the meeting, was Hitler’s affirmation that a
Nazi-led Germany could, alongside Fascist Italy, smash French encirclement
of both their countries in Europe. Once ‘French hegemony’ had been swept
aside for good, the German and Italian peoples could dominate their respective
spheres of interest — in eastern Europe and the Mediterranean respectively —
free from the iniquity of French interference. Such an alliance, Hitler stressed,
would become even more potent and all encompassing once the British aban-
doned their French allies and joined forces with Nazism and Fascism.>s

Hitler and his NSDAP cohorts were by no means the only far right orga-
nisation in Germany interested in cultivating Mussolini’s friendship and sup-
port as the Weimar Republic slowly began to disintegrate. By early February
1930, Fascist sources in Germany were fully aware that the Stahlbelm, the
ex-combatants organisation made up of around 700,000 members, was
equally interested in forging ties with the PNF. The ‘Steel Helmets’, ostensibly
a non-political organisation, had distanced itself from the NSDAP and bore an
increasing resemblance to the early PNFE Unlike the Nazis they relied less on
public parades and rather more on placing individual cells within Germany’s
public services, in order to deal as effectively as possible with the likelihood of
widespread strike action, according to Fascist officials in Berlin.>* Mussolini, at
least during the first half of 1930, found them an interesting proposition and
liked their approach to strengthening German-Italian ties enough to authorise
his emissary, Giuseppe Renzetti, to stay in close contact with the organisation.
Unlike the NSDAP, the Stahlhelm was much more in favour of closer economic
ties with Italy as opposed to military ones and also unlike Hitler claimed to
have connections within the Reichswebhr which would prove very useful should
the organisation elect to seize power forcefully. It spoke volumes about both
the Duce’s view of Hitler and his view of the potential value of Germany as
an ally, that he readily endorsed a visit to Rome by senior Stahlbelm leaders in

=+ ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1183, ‘Situazione interno-parlamentare’, Orsini to
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late April 1930. Not surprisingly Hitler did not like the movement and strongly
disapproved of the support given to it by senior Nazis such as Josef Goebbels
and Herman Goering, given that it threatened to derail his attempts to win
Mussolini over after so many years of trying.*>”

However, while the DNVP were, by the spring of 1930, also speaking very
stridently of the value of a full alliance with Mussolini’s Italy, fate decreed
that it was Hitler who was destined to make the political breakthrough in
Germany.>* As Hitler personally informed Renzetti when the two men met in
Berlin in mid-April, he foresaw a far better performance from the NSDAP in
the next Reichstag elections. Hitler, who expected the Nazis to win between
thirty and thirty-five seats, was at great pains to emphasise yet again his ‘pro-
found admiration and liking for Mussolini and Fascism’, informing Renzetti
that he was more than happy to put the Nazi press at his disposal. Renzetti
tactfully kept his own counsel and, as he put it, promised nothing while await-
ing instructions from the Duce.* In the following months it became clear that
the Nazi Party was indeed winning over ever greater numbers of the German
voting public. As the Consul General in Munich Capasso noted in the early
summer, Hitler’s reorganisation of NSDAP propaganda so as to strengthen its
appeal to each social class on its own terms was paying off. In Bavaria, he
noted, the bourgeoisie in particular were flocking to support the party because
they feared increased working class militancy amid Weimar’s imploding polit-
ical system. The result was that around 250,000 Germans were now card car-
rying members of the NSDAP, and many more within German society now
expected the party to substantially increase its share of the vote in the next
Reichstag elections.®

Throughout that fateful summer of 1930 it was clear that disillusion and
discontent with the Weimar political system was widespread throughout
Germany. As Orsini warned Mussolini and his new Foreign Minister Count
Dino Grandi in July, the German people, never wholly enthusiastic about the
Weimar system, now totally rejected it. ‘Disgust against the Reichstag was wide-
spread and profound, he wrote, and ‘this disgust when united to ill feeling, and
to the widespread suffering of many as a result of the deepening economic cri-
sis, constitutes the most potent breeding ground for National Socialism’. Duly,
when the government of Heinrich Briining of the Zentrum Party also failed to
reform state finances and cut public expenditure, even by threatening the use
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of Article 48, he was left with no choice but to ask Hindenburg to dissolve the
Reichstag and call for fresh elections on 14 September.3*

Even before Hindenburg had announced elections for that September it
was clear that Nazi political fortunes were already changing in their favour.
A Landtag (state assembly) election in Saxony that June had demonstrated
that the political process in Weimar had become polarised given the successes
of both far left and revolutionary right-wing movements, and Hitler’s Nazis
in particular. As Orsini pointed out, Saxony had for sometime been a strong-
hold for the Deutsche Volkspartei, a party which had successfully forged gov-
ernmental ties with various centre ground movements while Stresemann had
been chancellor. But this time around, at a moment when Germany was reel-
ing from the effects of both economic and political turbulence, the KPD had
polled 13 per cent and the NSDAP a stunning 14 per cent, leading to claims by
some papers that ‘“Fascism” had made a great leap forward’ in that society.>
In Rome Mussolini largely kept his own counsel and appeared more than a
little reluctant to place any confidence in Hitler and the NSDAP. That spring
he had declared to a secret meeting of the Fascist Grand Council that, ‘person-
ally T have the highest regard for Germany and remain firmly convinced that
the Reich would regain all its power and grandeur’. But the German establish-
ment’s net rejection of the great Fascist idea meant that there was ‘no possibil-
ity of any political cooperation’ between the two countries. As he informed the
Berliner Tageblatt in May he did not ‘recognise any Fascists outside of Italy’, a
clear hint that he did not see Hitler securing power anytime soon.3?

When the German election results were announced on 15th September, the
outcome shook the whole world, taking even Hitler and his entourage by sur-
prise. Earlier that year even Hitler’s forecast, made to Renzetti, of between
thirty and thirty-five Reichstag seats had seemed an exaggeration given that
the NSDAP managed a mere twelve, some 2.6 per cent of the vote, two years
earlier. But when the election results were announced it was beyond any doubt
that amid the chaos, disorder and widespread unemployment of the Weimar
Republic, the NSDAP had truly emerged as a force to be reckoned with in
German politics. The Nazis polled 18.3 per cent of the total votes cast and won
107 parliamentary seats. Displacing the main centre ground parties the DNVP
and the Deutsche Volkspartei, both of whom saw half their support evaporate
away, the Nazis became the second largest party in Germany behind the SPD.
In Rome, Hitler’s success, not surprisingly, generated considerable surprise and
led to a total re-evaluation of Fascist policy towards Germany. Fascist periodi-
cals such as Gerarchia declared the Nazi success to be a truly personal triumph

3t ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 1183, ‘Partiti e crisi parlamentare in Germania’, Orsini
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for Hitler, and a development that would comprehensively alter Italy’s position
in the European geopolitical status quo:

we Fascists are satisfied that another great European country has rebelled with mil-
lions of democratic votes against the crumbling myth of democracy, and it benefits us
as Italians that Italy now enjoys greater international freedom of manoeuvre after any
idea of an unnatural Franco-German entente as developed by Briand and Stresemann
is at last dead ... The great Fascist idea is truly making great progress in the world.>+

Fascist diplomats in Germany endorsed the general idea that the Nazi surge
would fundamentally change the European political landscape. It was no exag-
geration, Capasso noted from Munich, to claim that the election results ‘her-
alded the defeat of democracy in Germany’. The nine million or so German
voters who had voted against democracy in 1928 through their support for the
DNVP and the KPD, had now become fifteen million who had helped launch
the NSDAP on the road to power. Their reasons for making this choice were,
on the whole, straightforward. For many the Weimar parties had kept the
German people in a ‘state of depression’ for twelve years, and had presided
incompetently over grave political and economic crises while demonstrating
no real capacity for resolving them. What the September election had served
to demonstrate was that the German people were heartily sick of this state of
affairs, which had ultimately served only to reawaken ‘its national spirit’. The
question was how much would Germany change, and how this would affect
Italian interests?3s

Given the many reservations about Hitler and his movement that had pre-
vailed in Fascist circles up until very recently, it was not altogether surpris-
ing that the Nazi electoral surge equally generated many misgivings in Italy.
Fascist intellectual Asverio Gravelli, for one, continued to pour criticism on
the Nazi Fiihrer whose Nazi Party was the subject of an intensive ‘investiga-
tion” in Gravelli’s own journal Antieuropa for many months after the Reichstag
elections. The journal’s enquiry concluded that ‘any points of contact between
Italian Fascism and Hitlerism are purely external’, and that there could never
be any genuine relationship between either the two parties or the two lead-
ers.’® In the pages of Gerarchia, Mussolini’s own journal, further questions
were asked about the true extent of any affinity between the two movements.
An article published in November 1930 by German diplomat Werner von der
Schulenberg outlined the many perceived differences between Nazi and Fascist
ideology, before heavily criticising Hitler’s anti-Semitism, his considerable dem-
agoguery and the excessively rigid nature of his ideas.’” Mussolini remained
sceptical about Hitler’s future prospects as a potential leader of Germany. He

3+ G. Bevione, “Il trionfo di Hitler’, Gerarchia, September 1930.
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continued to take Hitler less than seriously, viewing him as coarse and lack-
ing in any standing as a statesman. However, at the same time he could not
fail to overlook the rising tide of Nazi fortunes, and by all accounts began to
consider some sort of modus vivendi with the NSDAP in the months after the
September election. Nazi revisionism, of the Versailles Treaty in particular, and
Hitler’s ruthless and exaggerated pan-Germanism were potential dangers that
the Duce simply could not overlook, although of course he remained acutely
aware of the effects they would have on French hegemony, as well as that of
the British.

THE ROAD TO AGGRESSION

Even as Hitler and the Nazi Party basked in the warm glow of political success
in Germany, Mussolini continued to seek opportunities for conflict, primarily
with the ever troublesome Yugoslavs. His overt aggression and bellicosity, very
clearly expressed for instance in his infamous ‘Discorso di Firenze’ of May
1930, remained as acute as ever even if the foreign policy pursued by Dino
Grandi between 1929 and 1932 positioned Italy as the final arbiter, the ‘peso
determinante’ in European geopolitics. As Grandi recalled in his memoirs, he
had felt it essential that Italy remain the ‘peso determinante’, the determin-
ing power within the realm of European diplomacy. Diplomatic negotiations
leading to a final resolution were the way things had been done in European
politics for time immemorial, ‘because everything in life was based on compro-
mise, even love and war’.3®* While in ministerial office, Grandi could with some
degree of honesty claim that he had tried hard to improve the crucial Italian
relationships with Great Britain, France, Germany and the United States, all
of them vital to the future stability and well-being of the entire European
continent. He could also claim that he had attempted to strengthen Fascist
Italy’s position as the arbiter of political affairs. But the main problem was
that Mussolini intensely disliked Italy’s ‘traditional’ role, and hated any idea of
orthodox diplomatic processes. The Duce had not travelled abroad since the
signature of the Locarno Treaty in 1925, an occasion which he had detested
given his strange mixture of arrogance, a sense of inferiority, timidity and ego-
centricity. According to Grandi, Mussolini’s hatred for the League of Nations
stemmed from this same odd concoction of factors, although one might add
that the democratic proclivities which prevailed there would have done very
little to change the dictator’s fanatically driven perspective. During his time
as Duce, Mussolini insisted on strictly one to one negotiations with foreign
diplomats and officials, and remained adamant that these should always take
place in Rome.?”

38 Grandi, Il mio paese, p. 272.
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But beyond his idiosyncratic approach to political relations with other
states, Mussolini had no time at all for talk of peace and cooperation between
nations. This had never been a component of Fascist ideology at any time over
the previous twelve or so years, and only economic, geopolitical and strategic
expediency had prevented the dictator from waging war against Yugoslavia.
In other words, Mussolini held no genuine desire to seek a working arrange-
ment with Fascist Italy’s Balkan neighbours. The Duce may well have felt that
Grandi’s diplomatic smokescreen, namely a pretence at peaceful Italian inten-
tions within the framework of European politics via the mechanisms of ortho-
dox diplomacy, was the right approach in a French-dominated Europe, but his
mind was truly elsewhere. In truth he remained, after over a decade in power,
the same Mussolini, aggressive, warlike and determined at some point soon to
wage war. As he told his audience at the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, he had
recently authorised a new programme of naval building designed to destroy the
final ‘Gordian knot’ that hemmed the Italian people in its imprisonment by the
two key Versailles Powers within the waters of its own sea. These same powers,
Mussolini added with characteristic sarcasm, had ‘organised themselves into a
cooperative designed to exploit life’s immortal principles’, namely the League
of Nations. In reality they had merely connived to create a colossal swindle
designed simply to isolate Italy, and prosecute a war against an Italian people
guilty only of identifying itself with ‘the regime of the Littorio’. Fascist Italy
was ready for such an eventuality, and any country that attempted such an
ignominious assault on Italy’s frontiers would be taking a ‘mortal risk’. “Words
are truly beautiful things’, Mussolini famously concluded, ‘but rifles, machine
guns, ships, aircraft and cannons are even more beautiful’. Fascism’s enemies
should choose between precious friendship or brutal hostility with Mussolini’s
Ttaly.+°

But as had been the case since 1922, Mussolini’s bellicose rhetoric did not
correspond to the military realities confronting Fascist Italy and was designed,
atleast in part, as an exercise in deception and bravado aimed at enemies such as
Yugoslavia and its French ally. Throughout 1930 and 1931, even as the world-
wide recession gradually worsened, Mussolini was still urging Badoglio and
the Fascist military to launch a conflict against France and Yugoslavia on two
fronts. But in the four years since Mussolini had first tabled the idea of such a
war with Badoglio, the position of Italy’s military and naval infrastructure had
barely improved. At meeting after meeting of the Stato maggiore generale and
the Supreme Defence Commission, a starkly negative picture of Italy’s national
defence capability emerged, which demonstrated that a Fascist war in Europe
was out of the question. In Chiefs-of-Staff meetings held during late 1930 and
into 1931, the deficiencies and shortages facing the regime’s military were laid
bare by frustrated Italian commanders. Army Chief of Staff Bonzani faced seri-
ous shortages in all types of hand-held weapons, artillery — the existing state

4 OOBM, XXIV, ‘Discorso di Firenze’, 18 May 1930.



48 Mussolini in Ethiopia, 1919-193 5

of which he described as ‘qualitatively speaking leaving much to be desired’ —
munitions and machine guns, new designs of which would not enter service
until December 1932. Work on the French frontier defences was set to continue
up until 1936 at a total cost of 258 million lire, although as Bonzani swiftly
added, the French Army was currently spending 1o million lire per kilometre
on its own military construction projects.+!

The usual financial constraints now aggravated by the deepening economic
emergency facing the Italian economy added further impediments to any
expansion of Fascist naval and air power. As Naval Chief-of-Staff Burzagli
informed Badoglio and the other service chiefs, the Regia Marina currently had
only three fully operational bases for use in any two front conflict — La Spezia,
La Maddalena and Taranto — and even then Maddalena could be considered of
‘limited importance’ because of its vulnerability. Italian surface fleet operations
whether in the Western Mediterranean theatre against French shipping, or in
the Adriatic in support of amphibious landings in Zara and Albania, needed
full air support if success was to be assured, Burzagli warned. Ominously recent
operational assessments had overwhelmingly concluded that any extensive use
of naval power required the full support of aircraft carriers — which Italy at
present did not have — operating with the fleet, as opposed to an excessive reli-
ance on land-based air units, a view with which Badoglio immediately agreed.
Just a few years later this question of the use of air power in support of naval
operations came to haunt the Italian naval establishment with a vengeance,
in spite of Burzagli’s recommendation that the matter be investigated more
deeply. As Air Chief Giuseppe Valle pointed out, the Regia Aeronautica’s ability
to support any land or naval operations in the immediate and medium-term
future was also severely restricted by the grave financial limitations affecting
Italy. Effectively the Italian Air Force had little or nothing by way of reserve
units, a state of affairs which Valle correctly identified as ‘extremely grave’
given that very little real improvement in the situation could be expected given
the limitations of Italian industry. Once the proposed conflict with Yugoslavia
and France had begun, he warned, aircraft production could only increase to
200 per month after the first three months of war, and rising to 600 a month
only after six months. Beyond this stark revelation, Valle also confirmed that
the Aeronautica had at present only a month’s worth of ordnance, a shortage
of fuel storage facilities while its network of radio communication stations
required a complete overhaul. Under the circumstances, Badoglio could only
conclude that Mussolini’s ambitious two front war strategy was nothing short
of a ‘catastrophic’ conception, and Italy’s military position in Europe as a whole
‘tragic’. A year later, Badoglio finally talked Mussolini out of the whole idea,
focusing the armed forces instead on a wholly defensive war against France
and an offensive assault against the Yugoslavs. But even this undertaking, by
Badoglio’s own admission, was likely to prove difficult for the Fascist military.

41 Biagini and Gionfrida, Lo stato maggiore Generale, meeting of 23 October 1930.
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The initial operational plans that finally surfaced in 1932 quite clearly set out
Italy’s precarious superiority over the Yugoslav military, not to mention the
fact that the entire enterprise was contingent on a permanent state of French
neutrality.+*

With war against France and Yugoslavia shelved indefinitely after pressure
from Badoglio and the military, Mussolini was forced to look elsewhere for the
successful war of conquest which he believed would cement Fascist virility and
military prowess. It did not take the Duce long to decide, as past Italian leaders
had done, that the African continent, or more specifically East Africa, offered
a good opportunity to demonstrate both the power of the new Italy, while also
avenging the defeats of the past or more specifically the catastrophic defeat at
Adowa of 1896.

In 1932 the regime was already fighting a murderous if obscure war of
‘re-conquest’ against native tribesmen in the north Italian colony of Libya.
The lengthy ten-year war against the Senussi rebels in Cyrenaica (merged
with Tripolitania to form Libya in 1934), formally came to an end on 24
January 1932 when Governor General Badoglio declared that ‘the rebellion in
Cyrenaica is completely and definitively crushed’. Although the Fascist Colonial
Army commanded by the ruthless career soldier General Rodolfo Graziani had
proved ultimately successful in its brutal crushing of the indigenous rebellion,
it had not resulted in any new territorial gains for the Mussolini regime, merely
a consolidation of Italy’s existing possessions.

But all that was set to change. Throughout the later 19208 Mussolini’s
regime embarked on a further campaign of ‘pacification’ against another unruly
Italian colony, Italian Somaliland on the Horn of Africa. By 1927 the com-
mander of Fascist forces in the region, the hot headed PNF zealot Cesare Maria
de Vecchi, had subdued all resistance in the colony, killing many thousands of
Somalis in the process. Mussolini, who later criticised de Vecchi’s heavy handed
tactics, at the same time quickly realised that two wholly subjugated Italian
colonies in Somaliland and Eritrea offered great potential for future regional
expansion. Gradually, throughout 1932, the Duce and his regime ideologues
came to believe that Italy’s existing East African possessions could be used
to launch simultaneous assaults against the neighbouring state of Ethiopia,
thereby bringing about revenge for the defeat at Adowa and more impor-
tantly adding another piece to the Fascist imperial jigsaw. On 10 July 1925
even while the colonial wars in Libya and Somalia were raging on, Mussolini
ordered the Minister of Colonies Pietro Lanza di Scalea to prepare for a future
offensive against the independent Ethiopian Empire. In his directive, the Duce
ordered ‘military and diplomatic’ preparations to be made so that Italy could
gain maximum advantage from any eventual ‘break up’ of Ethiopia’s Empire,
ordering all Fascist officials to work in silent collaboration with the British
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(if this were possible) in order to ‘chloroform’ Ethiopian officialdom. In the
meantime no Ethiopian tribesmen were to be supplied with any arms — as had
tragically occurred at the time of Adowa — and the two existing rail links from
Somaliland and Eritrea to the border where to be improved so as to be able to
transport troops and large amounts of war material.*

The following year Badoglio despatched General Giuseppe Malladra to
Eritrea to assess the potential effectiveness of defences in the Italian posses-
sion, and report back on the forces required to stage an invasion of Ethiopia.
Malladra reported that 160,000 Italian troops and 30,000-40,000 Askaris
could carry out a successful offensive from Eritrea, supported by units of
the Regia Aeronautica armed extensively with chemical munitions. What
was significant about Malladra’s report was that it constituted the first con-
crete attempt by the Mussolini regime to plan for its war of revenge against
Ethiopia, a war that it clearly had every intention of prosecuting as soon as
political circumstances permitted it.+ The problem for Mussolini was of course
that no war of any description was easily possible in a Europe dominated
by French and British influence, and a world still dominated by the efficacy
and ethics of the League of Nations, of which Ethiopia was a member. It was
only with the sudden and dramatic increase in support for the NSDAP among
German voters between 1930 and 1932 that the Anglo-French stranglehold
over European geopolitics began to look more precarious, and hence only from
the early 1930s that a more precise politica coloniale could be seriously devel-
oped by regime ideologues. Following unsuccessful attempts by Corrado Zoli,
the governor of FEritrea, to pursue a more assertive regional policy based on
extensive economic penetration of Ethiopia between 1928 and 1930, Fascist
policy finally became fixed on the idea of a full invasion of the country at some
point in the near future.+s

But it took rather more than a unilateral decision by Mussolini’s policy advi-
sors to make the reality of an Italian annexation of a fellow League of Nations
member state become reality. What it took in practise was active French
encouragement of Mussolini to proceed with the enterprise. Sensing that the
relentless rise of Hitler and the NSDAP now heralded a threat to French secu-
rity, Pierre Laval, a former Socialist Deputy and a wealthy businessman who, as
a conscientious objector during the Great War, was no stranger to controversy,
floated the idea of a Franco-Italian alliance to Grandi and Mussolini in July
1931. On Grandi’s suggestion that it would be a good idea if this alliance were
linked to some genuine relief of ‘our legitimate inquietude’, Laval quickly inter-
rupted with the phrase ‘like Ethiopia for example ...” Laval’s hint set in motion
a chain of events that culminated in his infamous Accords with Mussolini of
January 1935, and generated instant and enthusiastic activity on the part of
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Rafaelle Guariglia the director of the European, Middle Eastern and African
Department at the Palazzo Chigi. Just a few short weeks after Laval’s ‘offer’,
Guariglia produced a long and detailed report on what the Fascist regime
could hope to gain from such an arrangement, given that it was now clear that
French hegemony in Europe could not be expected to last ‘because of the fact
that eighty million Germans, by weight of numbers alone, made it impossible’.
This fact, Guariglia claimed, now made it possible at long last to obtain real
territorial concessions like a complete Fascist annexation of the independent
state of Ethiopia. As Guarliglia’s memorandum put it:

It is certain that Abyssinia is the only demographic and economic outlet that remains
open to us.

In order to penetrate it we will need money — to conquer it will almost certainly require
a war. But nothing is ever gained without effort and toil. If we want an Empire we have
to earn it.+

Mussolini’s conquest of Ethiopia, one of the great controversies of the entire
interwar period and one of the twentieth-century’s defining moments was
about to begin, and with calamitous and far-reaching consequences.

46 ASMAE, Fondo Lancelotti, busta 222, ‘Francia’.
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The Impending War of Revenge
Europe and Africa, 1932

The year 1932 was to prove a seminal year in the history of Mussolini’s regime
and indeed the whole of the existing international order. On the one hand, the
economic crisis that turned from recession to depression during 1931 deep-
ened, generating further social and political turmoil in its wake. Mussolini,
keen to demonstrate that the ‘visionary’ measures he had taken in the depths
of the economic crisis really were working, encouraged the Italian people
to believe that the end was in sight, that there were signs of growth in the
national economy.” But it took further considerable intervention on the part
of the Fascist state to pull Italy and Italian society successfully through the
worst period of the depression, namely the period between 1931 and 1933.
Throughout 1932 therefore wages in Italy remained low, mergers between all
types of commercial concerns continued and cartelisation became increasingly
widespread while spending on public works programmes such as road building
doubled. Together with innovations such as the Istituto Mobiliare italiano and
the Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale the Fascist government’s measures
duly allowed Italy to emerge from the Great Depression in rather better shape
than many other states, particularly of course Weimar Germany. Between 1929
and 1933 gross national product in Italy fell by 5.4 per cent, with industrial
production dropping particularly sharply at 22.7 per cent. But when compared
to the average for the western European economies of 7.1 per cent and 23.2
per cent respectively, it is clear that increased intervention in the Italian econ-
omy by the Fascist state saved Italy from total economic meltdown. However,
as was the case with so many other afflicted nations the aftershocks of depres-
sion continued to be felt in Italy for some time. An annual per capita income
growth of just 1.5 per cent clearly demonstrated the inherent weaknesses in the
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Italian economy, weaknesses which only massively expanded arms production
for the planned assault on Ethiopia temporarily redressed.

On the other hand, beyond the economic catastrophe that had befallen
more or less every country aside from the Soviet Union by 1932, international
political events further exacerbated the pervading sense of doom that year.
In the Far East the Imperial Japanese army, acting outside the control of the
civilian government in Tokyo, demonstrated that the new international order
enshrined within the machinery of the League of Nations could be successfully
subverted. Imperial Japan’s interest in the Chinese province of Manchuria had
been on the increase since its successful war against Russia in 1904-1905. One
outcome of this interest had been that the Japanese government claimed all
Russian interests and rights in China as their own, including full operational
control of the South Manchuria Railway and its surrounding areas. Thereafter,
the Railway Zone was guarded and patrolled by regular Japanese Imperial
Army troops who often staged military exercises and manoeuvres in the region,
and without any noticeable resentment on the part of Chinese authorities.

This situation changed dramatically in 1930 when the Chinese Nationalist
leader Chiang Kai-shek’s bid to eradicate Communism from China and win
full control of the country left the Japanese military fearful that their posi-
tion in Manchuria would soon be threatened. The result was a plot by senior
Japanese army officers in Manchuria to orchestrate a full scale invasion of
the province, using the pretext of an ‘assault’ on the railway which would be
blamed on Chinese Nationalist elements. On 18 September 1931 an explosive
device set by Japanese troops rocked a section of the railway north of Mukden.
The local Imperial Army commanders immediately blamed Nationalist troops
and skirmishes quickly broke out between Japanese and Chinese forces. As the
conflict deepened and Chiang Kai-shek ordered his troops to act with extreme
caution, the weak government in Tokyo rapidly lost any control it had over the
worsening situation and the aggressive Japanese Imperial Army had conquered
the whole of Manchuria by February 1932. Despite the Chinese government’s
referral of the Japanese aggression to Geneva the previous September, the dip-
lomatic world proved too preoccupied with the deepening economic turmoil
to care. Western politicians dissuaded Chiang Kai-shek from invoking Articles
10 and 16 of the League of Nations Charter, because to do so would have
required immediate international military intervention to halt the Japanese
invasion. The truth was that no one seemed prepared to supply troops or ships
to defend Manchuria, especially not the British and French governments, the
chief powers at the Geneva Assembly. The latter were far too concerned with
the fallout from the Depression and the relentless ascent of Adolf Hitler and
the NSDAP to bother with events on the other side of the world.> Plainly,
the League of Nations, so hated by Mussolini since it had been established in
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1919, had failed to prevent aggression against one of its member states, and
in much the same way that it had failed to halt Bolivian aggression against
Paraguay in the same year. For the Duce the implications could not have been
clearer. Collective security, which had prevented a Fascist annexation of Corfu
in 1923, could no longer guarantee the territorial integrity of League member
states a mere nine years later. As he told a large crowd gathered in the Piazza
del Plebiscito in Naples in October 1931, the time was now clearly right for
Italy to stake its own claim by extending its own revolutionary dynamic to
include expansion overseas:

The plutocracies that govern so many nations have too many difficulties at home to be
seriously interested in our matters and in the new developments that we want to give to
our own revolution. But if there are elements who plan to disrupt the direct communion
between the regime and people, whether they are made up of groups or individuals, we,
in the supreme interest of the nation, will break them into tiny pieces.*

Nearer home, 1932 also witnessed further dramatic developments in the politi-
cal meltdown of Weimar Germany watched, as ever, very closely by Fascist
diplomatic staff. As the economic crisis worsened throughout 1931 and 1932
American proposals that led to the Hoover Moratorium on German war debt
repayments, a scheme designed to freeze all European loan repayments to the
US Treasury for one year including reparations, also quickly foundered in the
stormy international financial waters. The result proved to be a catastrophe
for Germany if not the world. Shortly after the Moratorium was implemented
it was clear that even this drastic measure could not reverse the fortunes of
German credit, and consequently two of Germany’s major banks collapsed,
generating widespread financial panic as a consequence. Very quickly, the lat-
est German financial crisis spread far outside that country’s borders, and nei-
ther Britain nor France nor the United States could provide loans to shore up
the rapidly collapsing German economy. Heinrich Briining, Germany’s belea-
guered chancellor, was left with no choice but to rule by presidential decree
and to impose ultimately disastrous financial measures on his people at a time
when so many of them were already struggling to survive. In an attempt to
demonstrate that Germany could no longer meet the reparations demands of
the Allied powers, Briining froze wages and salaries and dramatically restricted
access to credit while also lowering prices. The inevitable outcome was that
political support for his Deutsche Zentrumspartei from the other Weimar par-
ties evaporated, while the depression in Germany deepened still further, leading
to greater numbers of business failures and further increases in unemployment.
Briining’s increasing reliance on Article 48 (presidential decree) as his only real
mechanism for government served only to centralise the rule of his increas-
ingly unpopular cabinet, and ultimately to isolate him. Germans, angered by
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what they judged to be Briining’s ineptness and sickened by the whole Weimar
democratic ‘experiment’, now looked elsewhere for a solution to their nation’s
seemingly intractable problems.s

By the last months of 1931 it was clear that the principal beneficiaries of
the German crisis would be Hitler and the NSDAP. Although in Rome many
within the PNF hierarchy continued to harbour serious misgivings about
Hitler’s leadership capabilities, it was clear that as Weimar Germany contin-
ued to descend into anarchy and disorder Nazi popularity was on the increase
after the successes of its September 1930 electoral campaign. In late September
local elections in the port city of Hamburg saw the Nazi Party win 26 per cent
of the vote, coming ahead of its main rivals, the KPD, and slightly behind
the Socialists. In November further elections in the central-western state of
Hessen produced even greater gains for the Hitler movement, which secured
an astonishing 37.1 per cent of the vote, more than both the KPD and the SPD
combined. These results, coming as they did in the wake of the June 1930 Nazi
‘surge’, did much to generate enthusiasm for Hitler from Mussolini’s press. In
early December major Italian newspapers such as Il Messaggero and Il Popolo
d’Italia published an interview with Hitler’s henchman Herman Goering in
which the latter expressed ‘considerable contempt’ for Briining and his gov-
ernment. Shortly afterwards other dailies openly supported the idea of Hitler
becoming German chancellor, with Lavoro Fascista urging the Nazi leader to
seize power by illegal means if necessary.® Undoubtedly, the dramatic improve-
ment in Hitler’s political prospects did much to strengthen ties between the
NSDAP and the PNF. Between 1930 and 1932 Nazi Party members who were
resident in Italy could organise themselves into official groups for the first
time, while during the same period Mussolini authorised the setting up of an
NSDAP political office in Rome. Further signs that a new era in Nazi—Fascist
relations was underway came with the visit of various senior Nazis to Rome,
leading to the first official encounter between Mussolini and Goering in 193 1.
While, as some scholars have argued, Mussolini retained an interest in other
German far right groups such as the Stablhelm at this time, by 1932 it was
Hitler and his continued success in the German elections of that year that
most grabbed the Duce’s attention.” With the NSDAP in power the Fascist
leader knew that the political map of Europe would alter dramatically and
that French hegemony in Europe, a permanent feature since 1919, would be
seriously threatened. At that point the possibility for Fascist Italy to embark
on a far more ambitious foreign policy than it had been able to pursue to date
would plainly present itself.

s Marks, The Illusion of Peace, pp. 127-12.8.
¢ J. Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini: La difficile alleanza, 1933-1936 (Laterza, Rome, 1975). p. 48.
7 R. De Felice, Mussolini il Duce: Gli anni del consenso (Einaudi, Turin, 1974). pp. 430-435.
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THE FIGHT FOR A NATIONAL SOCIALIST GERMANY

Fascist intellectuals harboured grave misgivings about both Adolf Hitler’s per-
sonality and Nazi tactics for winning power in Germany until the very last days
of the Weimar Republic. Prominent journalist and thinker Curzio Malaparte,
like so many of his Fascist cohorts a Great War veteran who had participated
in the March on Rome, was especially critical of Hitler in his late 1931 book
Il colpo di Stato (The Coup d’Etat). Like many of Mussolini’s diplomatic staff
in Germany Malaparte regarded Hitler as incapable of ruling the German peo-
ple with the same ruthless rigour that Mussolini used to govern Italy. Hitler
was, Malaparte commented acidly, merely ‘a caricature of Mussolini’, and ‘a
dictator who could never become a real dictator’. But aside from the author’s
personal attacks on Hitler and the NSDAP, I/ colpo di Stato took specific issue
with Hitler’s tactics for winning power. Malaparte argued that the NSDAP’s
paramilitary arm, the SA (Sturmabteilung), believed in a violent revolutionary
takeover of power in Germany that involved the crushing of all left-wing oppo-
sition by force. But Hitler, ‘the opportunist revolutionary’ fearful of the conse-
quences of such an approach, preferred ‘individual violence’, namely targeted
attacks against key personalities rather than against German trade unions
and other working class centres of power. Malaparte claimed that Hitler had
missed the boat. Now only ‘machine guns’ could pave the way for Hitler’s sei-
zure of power.®

Malaparte’s book generated considerable irritation within the upper ranks
of the NSDAP upon its publication, largely because the author’s scathing
attack on Hitler’s methods corresponded with similar criticisms from within
the Nazi leader’s own Party.® Certainly, Nazi opponents made good use of
Malaparte’s work by creating banners that included selective anti-Hitler quo-
tations taken from it, and displaying them provocatively during the German
election campaigns of 1932. Mussolini, made fully aware of Nazi displeasure
by his own personal press secretary, quickly moved to repair the damage done
to Nazi-Fascist relations. After Hitler personally lodged fierce complaints with
the Ttalian Embassy in Berlin Malaparte’s book was immediately banned in
Italy, and the enraged Fiibrer was assured that the author held no official posi-
tion, and therefore had no real influence. Later, Malaparte was arrested on
Mussolini’s orders and convicted of anti-Fascist activities abroad. After the
war he continued to insist that it was pressure from Hitler that had led to his
harsh treatment, although this was never ultimately confirmed. At the time
Malaparte was widely regarded as one of Fascist Italy’s most exciting journal-
istic talents, and I colpo di Stato, like every publication in Mussolini’s Italy,
would have had to get past the State censors. Moreover, Malaparte himself was

8 Malaparte cited in Petersen, Hitler e Mussolini, pp. 99—101.
9 On criticisms of Hitler from leading Nazis such as Goebbels see Kershaw, Hitler: Hubris,

pp. 326-327.
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not only an original Fascist but was also deeply admired by the Duce. It is dif-
ficult to imagine that such a book from a prominent author with journalistic
sanction from the Duce himself had not received at least a degree of approval
for his published works.

In reality there was little to stop the dark force that was German National
Socialism as it viciously tore apart the heart of the Weimar Republic en route to
absolute power. Although Mussolini’s envoy to Germany, Giuseppe Renzetti,
had attempted to form a broad front made up of the nation’s far right political
groups including the Stablbelm and the NSDAP, the idea quickly foundered.
Renzetti had discussed the possibility of forming a so-called National Front
with the various right-wing party leaders during the course of 1931, as a means
of securing a new type of government in Weimar that would benefit Italy. But
almost immediately friction between Hitler’s Party and the other prospective
members of the Front made the project seem more than a little ambitious.
By early 1932, with Hitler having contemptuously rejected any idea of the
Stablhelm securing the reins of power in Germany through electoral success,
the Front had already fallen apart. From that point on Hitler emerged very
quickly as the true standard bearer for Germany’s revolutionary right, and
Renzetti swung fully behind him and his campaign to become first president of
the Republic and, shortly afterwards, chancellor.

Hitler’s first opportunity to capitalise on the NSDAP’s stunning electoral gains
of September 1930 came with the expiry of Hindenburg’s seven-year term as
president of the Republic, due to come to an end in May 193 2. Earlier, in January,
a now beleaguered Heinrich Briining persuaded the reluctant Hindenburg to
stand for re-election, but without any need for a troublesome electoral cam-
paign. Briining correctly believed that any such campaign would open up still
greater political schisms within Weimar society, thus adding considerably to
his own mounting political difficulties. However, before the German chancellor
could reconfirm Hindenburg as president without the statutory requirement of
national elections, he needed to obtain permission for a constitutional amend-
ment from two thirds of the Reichstag. This for Briining was where his prob-
lems really started, and where the death knell of his chancellorship was sounded
in earnest. Hitler, called to a meeting with senior government officials in early
January, refused to agree to Briining’s proposals. Shortly afterwards he rejected
them outright on the advice of senior Nazis who had warned that this manoeu-
vre would only serve to strengthen the chancellor’s ailing position.

As Orsini at the Italian Embassy in Berlin was very quick to point out to
Mussolini and Grandi, Hitler’s decision to veto Hindenburg’s automatic reap-
pointment as president of the German Republic provoked a bitter storm of con-
troversy. Hitler had summed up his reasons for rejecting Brining’s proposals in
a memorandum consigned on his behalf by Herman Goering on 16th January.
In it, Orsini reported, Hitler had challenged the German chancellor on consti-
tutional grounds. First, Hitler argued that the Reichstag was not competent
enough to decide on whether Hindenburg’s term of office could be extended
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in this way and, in fact, he had cleverly made use of ideas prevalent among
German constitutional experts who were arguing much the same thing. The
second part of Hitler’s letter claimed that Brining and his cronies had employed
this tactic only as a means of blocking the NSDAP’s path to power, which ren-
dered it fundamentally undemocratic. Finally, Orsini pointed out rather sarcas-
tically, the Nazi leader had condemned the ‘morality’ of Briining’s plan on the
grounds that the Nazis had for years been deemed ‘enemies of the State’ and
‘second class men’ in their own country. Yet, now this same political underclass
was being called upon to save Germany from the failings of the Weimar sys-
tem. Not surprisingly, Hitler’s arguments were met with the scorn and derision
of the pro-Brining press, which claimed that it was scarcely believable that
someone with Hitler’s unscrupulous outlook could even remotely care about
‘constitutional principles’. The centre-left press was also very quick to argue
that Hitler had initially approved Briining’s proposal before later rejecting it on
the advice of his own Party. Notwithstanding this reaction Nazi papers were
now ‘bitterly attacking’ Briining and demanding his immediate resignation.
The battle for the soul of Germany was truly heating up.™

Although both far left parties such as the KPD and the German centre right
fielded candidates who ran in the presidential election of 13 March 1932, the
outcome was always likely to be decided between Hindenburg and Hitler.
As Ambassador Orsini noted, the mood within the Hitler camp was one of
supreme confidence in the days immediately before Germany went to the polls.
Senior Nazis were certain that the general discontent that prevailed throughout
Germany at that time would lead to ‘as big an electoral success’ for the NSDAP
as the one of September 1930. The NSDAP propaganda machine accordingly
went into overdrive as the election campaign gained momentum, and a ‘gigan-
tic’ effort went into presenting Hitler as the ideal strong leader, the only man
capable of replacing the Great War veteran Hindenburg. The National Front
now seemed a distant and forgotten memory as Hitler strove for total power in
Germany, while his competitors in the presidential race, the Stahblhelm, declared
him to be nothing more than a megalomaniac armed with ‘enthusiasm’ but
very little else useful for the good governance of Germany. But Orsini by no
means ruled out the possibility of a major Nazi success when polling finally
ended. Youth in Germany, many of whom would be voting for the first time,
saw the Great War as a distant memory and Hindenburg not as a Great War
hero but as the president who had approved unpopular legislation in Germany
in recent years. This youth, Orsini noted, had become ‘essentially radicalised’
along with many others within the German electorate. Inevitably, this would
have considerable bearing on the outcome of the elections."*

© ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta s, fascicolo 5, ‘Epilogo delle trattative per la rielezione
di Hindenburg’, Orsini to Mussolini/Grandi, 19 January 1932.

't ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 5, fascicolo 5, ‘Campagna per I’elezioni Presidenziale’,
Orsini to Mussolini/Grandi, 7 March 1932.
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Election day dawned with a complete police crackdown across Germany
and severe restrictions imposed on the activities of the campaigning parties;
such was the mood of tension and barely repressed violence that dominated
every town and city. In the bars, cafés and beer halls of major cities such as
Munich the talk was only of who would win, Hitler or Hindenburg? > Hitler,
exhausted by weeks of frantic campaigning, waited anxiously like everyone
else for the final results. When the outcome was announced few Nazi activists
and voters could truly declare themselves satisfied with Hitler’s performance.
Although by no means an absolute disaster for the NSDAP the 30 per cent of
the vote it won was nowhere near enough for an outright victory. Neither did
Hindenburg’s 49 per cent give him an outright majority, which meant inevita-
bly that the two men, together with the KPD candidate Ernst Thalmann, would
have to fight it out in a second round of voting to be held on toth April. One
thing was certain — Hitler had now completely distanced himself from the fleet-
ing exercise in far right unity that had been the National Front, and backed by
a powerful Nazi Party machine and Renzetti’s political experience and advice,
was set on securing total control over Germany. The Front was now totally
defunct and its former members split into embittered and feuding factions. As
Orsini reported in the aftermath of the first round of the election the Stahlbelm,
initially so cultivated by Renzetti on Mussolini’s orders, were out of the run-
ning and angrily blaming Hitler for destroying the real possibility of a far right
victory in Germany. But, he added, the Nazi leadership no longer cared and
indeed viewed the Stahlbelm as a spent force in German politics that would
very soon be absorbed into the SA."

For once Nazi Party confidence, so often in the past derided by Mussolini
and PNF officials as mere arrogance and bombast, was matched by the facts
following the second round of presidential elections. On toth April, after his
spectacular and unprecedented airborne electoral tour of Germany, Hitler
expected a significant improvement in the Party’s performance, and this time
he got it. Political reports for Mussolini forecast a significant increase in the
Nazi share of the vote in the second round which, although not likely to be
enough to sweep Hitler to power, strongly suggested the ‘existence of a phe-
nomenon never witnessed in Germany before, namely of a great mass of peo-
ple all following one political leader’. As Orsini pointed out, this enormous
mass of people were hugely dissatisfied with the current German state and
demanded radical change.'+ This ‘phenomenon’ was to play a decisive card in
German society in the fateful months ahead.

> ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 5, fascicolo 5, ‘Fisionomia delle elezioni presidenziali
in Baviera’, Pittalis, Consul General’s Office, Munich to Mussolini/Grandi, 15 March 1932.

5 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta s, fascicolo 5, ‘Preperativi elettorali’, Orsini to
Mussolini/Grandi, 21 March 1932.

4 ASMAE, Affari Politici, Germania, busta 5, fascicolo §, Orsini to Mussolini/Grandi, 2
April 1932.
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If Hitler and his entourage had emerged crestfallen from the first round
of voting they came through triumphantly in the second. Thalmann of the
KPD managed to secure a mere 1o per cent of the vote, and both Hitler and
Hindenburg were the beneficiaries of the collapse in support for the Communist
Party. Hitler secured 37 per cent, thus confirming Orsini’s understanding of the
level of Nazi support within Germany, while Hindenburg was the outright
winner of the election with 53 per cent. Adolf Hitler, the man mocked and
derided by his ideological brothers in Fascist Italy throughout so much of the
19208, had secured an astounding thirteen million votes, an increase of two
million from the first round. The real loser had been Thalmann who, according
to Orsini, had suffered a draining away of his own Communist voters in favour
of the NSDAP. But then even Hindenburg’s victory had not, according to the
Berlin Embassy, been that convincing. The president had been widely expected
to win by all parties involved in the election but his supporters had been sur-
prised that it had gone to a second round, and that his vote had been lower
overall than they had expected. Although Orsini cautioned against attaching
too much significance to the Nazi success, claiming that many who voted Hitler
this time around would not do so in the next elections, he was to be proved
categorically wrong.'s

In the wake of the dramatic presidential campaign of the spring of 1932,
events moved at breathtaking speed in the months leading up to Hitler’s con-
troversial appointment as chancellor in January 1933. By early May it was
becoming abundantly clear that the highly unpopular Briining chancellorship
was doomed. As Orsini wrote in a report for Mussolini on 6 May the sense of
crisis enveloping Briining and his government was deepening with each day.
Already Bruning’s beleaguered Minister of Economics, Hermann Warmbold,
had been forced to resign after only a few months in office following serious
disagreements with other cabinet ministers over how to handle the worsen-
ing financial crisis. As Orsini put it, Bruning’s chief anxiety now was that
Warmbold’s resignation might be the catalyst for setting off the ‘latent state’
of ‘general crisis” within his government, an observation which proved more
than a little prescient. Outside of his immediate political inner circle Briining’s
problems were equally as serious, and therefore Orsini’s suspicion that he
was now living on borrowed time did not appear at all unrealistic. Orsini
claimed, and hardly without justification, that the NSDAP electoral successes
were now placing Brining under enormous pressure, while serious disputes
between pro-Nazi Reichswehr commanders in Prussia such as Major Kurt von
Schleicher and the hapless Interior Minister Wilhelm Groener, were intensify-
ing the pressure on the chancellor. So strong did Hitler now feel following
his gains in the various German electoral campaigns that he had demanded
Groener’s resignation after the latter’s outlawing of Nazi paramilitary

s ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta s, fascicolo 5, ‘Campagne elettorali in Germania’,
Orsini to Mussolini/Grandi, 13 April 1932.
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organisations. Clearly Hitler’s confidence was now extremely high, especially
so given the alleged plans by Schleicher to include various NSDAP leaders
in his planned military government. Would Briining, Orsini wondered, stand
before the Reichstag the following week and pronounce his judgement ‘on this
web of intrigue’?¢

It was the impossible situation in which Briining had placed himself
that was to pronounce judgement on him and his ill-fated chancellorship.
His deflationary policies had plunged an already desperate German econ-
omy into total freefall, and on 30 May he finally resigned as chancellor after
twenty-two difficult months in power amid an ever more volatile political
climate. As Count Lerchenfeld, a former prime minister of Bavaria, informed
the Ttalian ambassador in Brussels Brining had failed to cultivate the right
individuals in German political life, especially Hindenburg who had been less
than courteous in accepting his resignation. Briining, it seemed, had also fallen
foul of powerful alignments made up of Nazis, senior military figures and
the Junkers of eastern Prussia. But it was not as if Brining’s replacement,
Franz von Papen, was anymore popular or well regarded than he had been.
As the report from the Brussel’s Embassy noted, Hindenburg’s decision to
appoint von Papen was a strange one. No one liked or admired this former
career soldier, and indeed many on the German right hated him for his past
efforts to forge better Franco—German relations. Moreover, the report contin-
ued, no one had as yet mentioned his expulsion as persona non grata from the
United States in 1915, where he had orchestrated a number of acts of sabotage
against American railway lines. Antipathy for von Papen and his unsavoury
past could be used to mount a campaign of hatred against Germany.'” His
massive unpopularity also created a serious vacuum in the fathomless waters
of Weimar political life.

Von Papen and his ‘Cabinet of Barons’ never stood any realistic chance of
winning a ruling majority in the Reichstag, and were effectively compelled to
govern by presidential decree in much the same way that Brining had done.
But this did not stop von Papen from trying. The new chancellor dissolved the
Reichstag immediately after his appointment and called for a further round of
elections to be held on 31st July in an attempt to win a governing majority,
thereby bringing to an end the rise in popularity of the NSDAP and with it
pressure to offer Hitler a cabinet post. But from the very beginning it was clear
that von Papen’s tactics were not likely to succeed. In local elections in the early
summer the NSDAP polled 48.4 per cent of the vote in Oldenberg and 49 per
cent in Mecklenberg-Schwerin, before moving on to secure another impressive
victory at Hessen where it secured 44 per cent support from the voters.

6 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 6, fascicolo 2, ‘Politica interna’, Orsini to Mussolini/
Grandi, 6 May 1932.

7 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 6, fascicolo 2,‘Situazione in Germania’, Martin-Franklin,
Italian Embassy Brussels to Mussolini/Grandi, 9 June 1932.
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Yet, however impressive the Nazi electoral performances continued to be
by the summer of 1932, Fascist observers still voiced their scepticism about
Hitler’s chances of winning outright power in Germany in their reports for
Mussolini. Even in Bavaria, Hitler’s main centre of power in Germany, there
was considerable opposition to Nazism and its ideology among politically cen-
tre ground Catholics, a very sizeable proportion of the German electorate as
a whole. The source of this information was none other than a senior clergy-
man from one of Munich’s principal dioceses, a Monsignor Hofstein, and the
report was deemed to be significant enough to be sent directly to Mussolini.
Clearly Hofstein himself disliked Hitler intensely and described the Nazi
leader as nothing more than a poor imitation of Mussolini who, by contrast,
he greatly admired. But more importantly the report warned Mussolini spe-
cifically that the existing Pope, Pius XII, who had served as Papal Nuncio in
Germany between 1920 and 1929 and whom Hofstein knew personally, also
disliked Hitler and the NSDAP. In short, the anonymous report concluded, ‘It
remains only to be said that the Vatican is openly anti the Nazi movement’, a
fact which by implication, placed a significant element of the German elector-
ate beyond Hitler’s reach."®

As 31st July drew nearer more doubt was poured on Hitler’s chances of
winning the requisite 50 per cent of the votes required to win control of the
Reichstag, this time by Orsini in Berlin. The ambassador, by now a seasoned
observer of both the National Socialists and German politics in general, believed
that no one was in any position to predict the outcome of the imminent elec-
tion. Von Papen for one most certainly did not enjoy a significantly strong
position. Following an unfortunate gaffe uttered at the Lausanne Conference
on German reparations to the effect that Germany would pay a million marks
upfront if the rest of the reparations arrangements were cancelled, the chancel-
lor was met with howls of criticism and now, according to Orsini, his position
was ‘badly shaken’. However, the tactless von Papen was viewed positively by
the Pope and the Vatican in general, which meant that there existed a strong
likelihood that he would pick up a sizeable proportion of the Catholic vote
in Germany. Hitler and the NSDAP meanwhile faced the perpetual problem
of increasing their own share of the vote enough to win power, and there was
little chance of the Nazis winning enough of the electorate over to secure an
‘absolute majority’."

In July, after Germans went to the polls for the fourth time in two years,
the NSDAP improved on its previous performance in the Reichstag elections
by winning 37.4 per cent of the vote. Von Papen’s tactic of trying to break the
NSDAP had obviously failed, although he could take comfort from a slight

8 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 6, fascicolo 1, ‘Movimento hitleriani e Situazione
politica in Germania’, Political Affairs Department to Mussolini/Grandi, 28 June 1932.
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improvement in the fortunes of his own Zentrum Party. Fascist reaction to
Hitler’s latest success was, on the surface of it, enthusiastic. Diplomatic staff
reporting on the new political panorama in Germany stressed that National
Socialism represented for very many the best ‘expression of a political men-
tality more in tune with new social needs’, yet still definitely in touch with
the country’s ‘national traditions’.>° But despite Hitler’s popularity and the
incredible upturn in its fortunes since the days of political obscurity just a few
years earlier, the NSDAP could not secure the reins of power in Germany. For
many within official Italy this remained the fault of Adolf Hitler. As one report
later put it, many within Italy were ‘stunned that Hitler had not yet arrived in
power in Germany’, blaming his foolhardy attempt to win the Presidency from
Hindenburg as the principal reason. But this had not been by any means the
Nazi leader’s only political error. Had Hitler attempted to improve his image
among the centre ground of Germany’s Catholics and, better still, sought an
alliance with Germany’s Catholic Centre Party he would no doubt have won
a parliamentary majority. But then Hitler was not Mussolini, and the Nazi
Party was not the PNF as the report concluded. Only when the NSDAP was
able to emerge fully from the shadow of Fascism and cultivate a greater sense
of its own original identity would it stand any chance of winning power in
Germany.**

ITALY MUST BECOME A GREAT AFRICAN POWER

As Hitler struggled to secure the chancellorship in Weimar Germany Mussolini
finally shifted the strategic focus of the forze armate away from mainland
Europe to East Africa during the second half of 1932. Largely negative high
command assessments of Italian prospects in a war against the French and/
or the Yugoslavs prompted Mussolini to drop the idea, and he never seriously
considered it again for a number of years. Instead, the Duce and Colonial
Ministry ideologues focused on Fascist Italy’s position in Africa, and on the
possibility that they might find greater opportunities for colonial expansion on
a continent already heavily colonised by the main European powers, but where
one independent nation still remained, Ethiopia.

The first signs that a new Fascist colonial policy was taking shape came
with the publication of the Doctrine of Fascism included as part of the new
Enciclopedia Italiana. The Doctrine was authored largely by the Enciclopedia’s
mastermind the philosopher Giovanni Gentile, although Mussolini did pen at
least some of it characteristically signing it off as his own work. Towards the

> ASMAE, Affari Politici: busta 7, fascicolo 1, ‘Elezioni tedesche’, Consul General’s Office,
Cologne to Mussolini, 5 August 1932.

> ASMAE, Affari Politici, busta 7, fascicolo 1, ‘Hitler e la Situazione politica tedesca’, Political
Affairs Department to Mussolini, 22 September 1932.
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end, after a series of fairly detailed statements about the nature and goals of
Fascism in Italy, the authors set out the importance of imperial expansion to
Mussolini’s Ttaly. Clearly, Mussolini believed that the Fascist imperial idiom
was one that necessarily invoked the powers of the Italian nation as a whole,
and which would be challenged aggressively if opposed by other nations in the
form of the League of Nations. As the Doctrine put it:

But imperialism implies discipline, the coordination of efforts, a deep sense of duty
and a spirit of self-sacrifice. This explains many aspects of the practical activity of the
regime, and the direction taken by many of the forces of the State, as also the sever-
ity which has to be exercised towards those who would oppose this spontaneous and
inevitable movement of 20th century Italy by agitating outgrown ideologies of the 19th
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century, ideologies rejected wherever great experiments in political and social transfor-
mations are being dared.**

It was clear that aggression and imperial expansion were firmly part of the
Fascist ideological canon. Mussolini, after a decade of regime consolidation
and diplomatic caution, was ready to pursue wars of expansion overseas,
beginning in Africa:

Fascism sees in the imperialistic spirit — i.e. in the tendency of nations to expand — a
manifestation of their vitality. In the opposite tendency, which would limit their inter-
ests to the home country, it sees a symptom of decadence. Peoples who rise or re-arise
are imperialistic; renunciation is characteristic of dying peoples. The Fascist doctrine
is that best suited to the tendencies and feelings of a people which, like the Italian,
after lying fallow during centuries of foreign servitude, is now reasserting itself in the
world.>

But the chief problem was that no colonial consciousness existed in Italy in
1932. The crushing Italian defeat at Adowa in 1896 remained a painful mem-
ory for those Italians old enough to remember it, but much work needed to
be done by the regime in order to instil the ‘importance’ and ‘value’ of colo-
nial aggrandisement among the wider, younger Italian public. Between 1930
and 1932 Fascist intellectuals commemorated the tenth anniversary of the
regime by publishing extensively on key themes such as the Cult of the Duce
and the greatness of the ‘new’ Italy. Gradually, a third strand of Fascist pro-
paganda began to take shape that dealt with notions of romanitd, the present
day meaning and significance of Italy’s Roman Imperial legacy as well as the
colonial idea in the contemporary world. Among the principal studies that
emerged amid a flurry of pro-imperialist works published during the course
of 1932 and 1933, were Angelo Piccioli’s magnum opus La Nuova Italia
oltremare and Dante Tuninnetti’s La politica coloniale del regime, both of
which elaborated further on the burgeoning colonial policy of the Mussolini
regime.>* But it was in a special issue of Mussolini’s own journal Gerarchia
that the regime hierarchy slowly allowed its confidential deliberations on the
projected Fascist colonial programme to seep out into the public domain.
An illustrious array of Fascist intellectuals and senior regime figures such
as Alessandro Lessona, Italo Balbo, Emilio De Bono and Guido Corni care-
fully put the case for a new policy of national expansion overseas. De Bono,
although selective in his use of language, declared that war and conquest
were once more the destiny of the Italian people. It was through ‘the increas-
ing of our number of colonies we sense will lead to the future greatness of our

> B. Mussolini, The Doctrine of Fascism, 1932.

5 Ibid.

= A. Piccioli, La nuova Italia oltremare (Mondadori, Milan, 1933); D. Tuninnetti, La politica
coloniale del regime (Pinciana, Rome, 1933).
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nation’, although like Mussolini he warned of the sacrifices that this would
invariably incur.>s

The Undersecretary of State for Colonies, Alessandro Lessona, in his own
article on European colonisation, also warned of the difficult ‘systematic and
tenacious’ work that lay ahead for Italy in its bid to compete with the colonial
achievements of the British and the French. This task had been made harder,
Lessona argued, by the ‘injustices of Versailles’ although he fundamentally
believed that Italy could, in time, overcome these too so as to ‘modify its colo-
nial inferiority’. Like De Bono Lessona stressed that only war could bring
such significant change to the imperial balance of power, and that Ttaly was
already preparing its existing East African colonies for the great conflict to
come. Although Lessona’s article did not refer directly to Ethiopia as the
future target for Fascist aggression, it did not require much imagination on
the part of the reader to understand the principal thrust of his argument.>¢
Guido Corni, the former Governor of Italian Somaliland, contributed still
further to the argument that Fascist Italy should in due course militarily con-
quer the Ethiopian Empire, before carving out a ‘true Southern Europe’ in the
lands of the ‘Black Continent.” Given that Italy was already the nation most
heavily involved with Ethiopia it seemed logical that the Italians, the ‘masters
of civilisation’, should increase their influence there significantly. Italy, Corni
added in conclusion, ‘above all wishes to be and must also become a great
African power’.>”

But realising this Fascist imperial vision was never going to be either simple
or straightforward in an interwar political environment, characterised by con-
siderable suspicion, and the real risk of European instability and conflict. For
one thing there was the question of Ethiopia’s membership of the League of
Nations. Shortly after Mussolini came to power the Ethiopians, or more pre-
cisely the Crown Prince of Ethiopia Ras Tafari Makonnen, applied for mem-
bership of the League of Nations as part of his country’s ongoing attempts to
modernise. Once the application had arrived at Geneva it was debated by the
League General Assembly, which almost immediately split into two distinct
and diverging groups over how best to deal with it. The French delegation
strongly supported the Ethiopian case, arguing that the Ethiopian Empire pos-
sessed all of the requisite qualities for it to be admitted into the League. The
British, however, were less keen. Despite Ethiopian promises to eradicate the
slavery which was still widely practised in that country, Britain’s delegates,
backed by Australia, Holland, Norway, Switzerland and Fascist Italy, argued
instead that Ethiopia was a backward and barbaric country that needed more
time to complete its ‘civilising’ process. Mussolini was expressly hostile to any

»s E. De Bono, ‘Teri e Oggi in Colonia’, Gerarchia, no. 7-8, (1932), pp. 525-532.

*6 A. Lessona, ‘Le Colonie italiane nel quadro europeo’, ibid, pp. 543-553.

»7 G. Corni, ‘LCImpero d’Etiopia’, ibid., pp. 617-621 and also G. Corni, Problemi coloniali,
Tipografia del Popolo d’Italia, Milan, 1933, p. 45.
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idea of Ethiopia’s admittance into the League, and ordered Italian delegates
at Geneva to ‘stay in close touch with the British representative’ in order to
block Ethiopia’s application. Ras Tafari responded by demanding that both
Mussolini and British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin explain their hostility
towards the Ethiopian nation, a reaction which by all accounts took the Duce
totally by surprise. The result was that Mussolini contradicted his carefully
constructed persona of uncompromising politico and immediately backed
down and reversed his decision. Instructing the Palazzo Chigi in Rome to inves-
tigate how it was that Tafari had come to believe Italy so hostile to Ethiopia’s
League application, Mussolini performed a volte face and threw the full weight
of his support behind it. A month later, in August 1923, Ethiopia was admit-
ted to the League of Nations and with full Italian backing. Twelve years later
Mussolini’s eccentricity, diplomatic inexperience and weakness during those
League discussions created a highly troublesome thorn in Fascist Italy’s side.*

The very fact that the Ethiopia of Ras Tafari (renamed Haile Selassie upon
becoming Emperor in 1930) had been admitted into the League of Nations
meant that Mussolini’s decision to invade the independent African nation,
finally taken during the course of 1932, had to take into account some seri-
ous political considerations. Most obviously any aggression by Fascist Italy
against Ethiopia, one of four permanent members of the League of Nations’
Council, would most probably result in the invoking of Article Sixteen of the
League Charter. Under the terms of Article Sixteen any Italian invasion of
Ethiopia would mean that a state of war would exist between Italy and all of
the League of Nations’ member states, who were legally empowered to impose
economic sanctions and, if required, military ones in order to bring the con-
flict to a peaceful conclusion. However much the Fascist leader detested the
League and the whole notion of “collective security’, and continued to view it
as merely an organ for the permanent preservation of the existing geopoliti-
cal status quo, a full confrontation with Geneva was clearly something to be
avoided at all costs. Making matters even more difficult for the future course
of Fascist colonial policy was the fact that the same powers, Great Britain and
France, were not only the most influential and militarily powerful within the
League framework but also the biggest investors in terms of Africa colonial
possessions.

Given the nature of international political circumstances it was therefore not
surprising that senior regime officials such as Raffaele Guariglia, the Director
General of Political Affairs at the Palazzo Chigi, and later Admiral Domenico
Cavagnari, Chief-of-Staff of the Italian navy among many others, strongly
advised Mussolini to seek prior British and French approval before undertak-
ing his planned annexation of Ethiopia. Guariglia, who had served as a special
envoy to the Royal Ethiopian Court in 1927, was a firm believer in Italy’s right

*8 Angelo Del Boca, La Guerra d’Etiopia, L'ultima impresa del colonialismo (Longanesi, 2010),
pp. 75=77-
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to a sphere of influence in the Mediterranean and Africa, including Ethiopia.
But he remained adamant that any policy of colonial expansion in East Africa
had to be accompanied by complete Anglo—French assent. As he noted before
becoming ambassador to Spain in August 1932,

Italy cannot take on the Ethiopian question alone, whether because of the general
European situation and the dangers deriving from it, or because of the insidious polit-
ical and military situation in that region. It would be impossible to undertake such a
policy in the face of French and British opposition, and indispensible to undertake it in
agreement with them.>

Guariglia’s experience as a senior diplomat working at the very heart of
Mussolini’s foreign ministry clearly rendered his judgement of crucial impor-
tance when the key decisions were taken about the manner in which to pur-
sue Fascism’s new colonisation policy. In 1932 the European political and
strategic situation was volatile and uncertain, and Guariglia’s recommenda-
tion that the full endorsement of Paris and London be secured in advance
of any assault on Ethiopia was, from the Italian perspective, sensible and
prudent. For one thing — and Mussolini was of course suitably aware of
this — Great Britain and France dominated the entire Mediterranean and Red
Sea region by virtue of their territorial possessions, naval and air bases, joint
ownership of the Suez Canal and crushing aero-naval superiority. Such over-
whelming strength on the part of Italy’s former World War I allies, more than
matched by their vast imperial possessions and superior financial and mate-
rial resources, meant that both had to be kept firmly onside. Then of course
there were the potential dangers presented by a Nazi-run Germany and the
future risks it might pose to both the Alto Adige and Austria once Hitler had
come to power. Guariglia, insightful as ever, placed equal emphasis on the
fact that any Italian operations in East Africa should take place only once
Italy’s European borders and key interests were secure. In short, it would be
unwise to proceed with a war of aggression against East Africa if there was
to be any risk of an Austro-German Anschluss once large numbers of Fascist
troops had been deployed overseas.3°

Throughout the 1920s Mussolini, like Hitler, repeatedly attacked the League
of Nations, claiming it to be nothing more than a fraudulent Anglo-French
mechanism for denying Italy its territorial rights in the Mediterranean and Red
Sea. Now, in 1932, in the Doctrine of Fascism he set out his deep-seated and
fundamental rejection of that institution’s principal ideals:

Fascism does not, generally speaking, believe in the possibility or utility of perpetual
peace. It therefore discards pacifism as a cloak for cowardly supine renunciation in con-
tradistinction to self-sacrifice. War alone keys up all human energies to their maximum

> R. Guariglia, Ricordi (1922-1946), Napoli, 1949, p. 769.
5o A. Del Bocca, Gli italiani in Africa orientale: I1. \la conquista del impero (Mondadori, Milan,
2001), pp. 173-174.
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tension and sets the seal of nobility on those peoples who have the courage to face it.
All other tests are substitutes which never place a man face to face with himself before
the alternative of life or death. Therefore, all doctrines which postulate peace at all costs
are incompatible with Fascism. Equally foreign to the spirit of Fascism, even if accepted
as useful in meeting special political situations — are all internationalistic or League
superstructures which, as history shows, crumble to the ground whenever the heart of
nations is deeply stirred by sentimental, idealistic or practical considerations. Fascism
carries this anti-pacifistic attitude into the life of the individual.>*

Clearly, a major shift was happening in Fascist policy and one that would
be marked by a more confrontational, uncompromising approach towards
pursuing Italian national interests, especially where this involved any deal-
ings with the hated Geneva Assembly. The principal factor underpinning this
marked policy shift was of course the impending rise to power of Hitler
and the NSDAP. By the latter half of 1932 Mussolini had gradually come
round to the idea that Hitler and the NSDAP might soon come to power in
Germany, and accordingly the Duce assumed full control of both the colonial
expansion programme and Fascist foreign policy. An immediate consequence
of this was the removal, in July, of the pro-League Dino Grandi as foreign
minister, a role which Mussolini took for himself. In despatching Grandi to
his new post as ambassador to London he was to place him in the hot seat at
the point — in mid-1935 — when the threat of impending aggression against
Ethiopia brought Italy to the brink of war with Great Britain. It was clear
that Grandi’s removal had much to do with his excessive involvement with
the League of Nations, at a time when Mussolini was clearly pursuing pol-
icies that foresaw a potential confrontation with the Geneva machinery. As
he later put it, ‘By frequenting Geneva so assiduously, he (Grandi) had for
some time camouflaged himself within that perfidious environment. His pol-
icy was, by then, “League-ist.” (...) He was considered by rather too many to
have democratic tendencies.’s*

By the spring of 1932 Emilio De Bono, one of the ‘quadrumvirs’ at the
time of the March on Rome and now Minister for Colonies, had emerged
as the main player in the planning process for Fascism’s future war against
Ethiopia. In a memorandum for Mussolini in late March De Bono warned
that Haile Selassie’s government was strengthening their military capability
in a manner that would soon seriously alter the regional balance of power
in East Africa. As he put it, ‘Abyssinia is an unknown albeit not troublesome
entity, but it could become troublesome’ if Selassie continued to pursue his
policy of military expansion. Only a Fascist war against the Ethiopian Empire
could bring this situation to an end and stabilise Italy’s position in the region.
Like Guariglia, De Bono emphasised to Mussolini the importance of securing
Anglo-French approval for the venture given that they, together with Italy,

31 Mussolini, The Doctrine of Fascism.
32 OOBM, XXXIV, ‘Storia di un anno’, p. 401.
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were joint signatories of the 1906 Tripartite Agreement on Abyssinia. Under
the terms of the pact Britain, France and Italy were obliged to ‘maintain intact
the integrity of Ethiopia’, which clearly meant that any question of the coun-
try’s future sovereignty had to be agreed upon by all three.

Although De Bono’s memorandum for Mussolini had been largely cau-
tious and prudent, warning that the political and financial costs for such an
enterprise would be enormous, Mussolini soon ensured that he modified his
outlook. The Duce had come to see a successful conquest of Ethiopia not
as an ultimate objective but as the first stage in a Fascist expansionist drive
that would initially link Italy’s existing East African territories of Eritrea and
Italian Somaliland. Provided the ‘European situation’ permitted this it would
be followed by the conquest of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan and Egypt, thereby
connecting Italy’s East African Empire with Libya and establishing a substan-
tial North-East African Empire.3* With Mussolini determined to take Italian
Fascism to the heights of imperial greatness, and having for so long been
impeded in his endeavours by French predominance in Europe and the threat
of League interference, De Bono now had either to fall in line or risk losing
his post as Colonial Minister. Once the dictator had fully absorbed Guariglia’s
August memorandum on the necessary preconditions for a pre-emptive war
against Ethiopia, he ordered De Bono to ready Eritrea and Italian Somaliland
for an offensive war against the Ethiopian Empire. Dismissing an earlier Army
High Command operational plan which foresaw the deployment of a mere
60,000 indigenous troops and a further 22,000 men from metropolitan Italy,
De Bono instructed Luigi Cubeddu, commander of Italian forces in Eritrea, to
draw up a more dynamic plan of operations.

By 29th November De Bono had incorporated Cubeddu’s considerations
into a detailed memorandum for Mussolini and Badoglio, which outlined
Italian requirements in any East African war. Beefing up the number of
ground forces by a recommended deployment of 3 5,000 metropolitan troops
to fight alongside the 50,000 indigenous men, De Bono also placed great
store on the aggressive use of Italian air power. The Regia Aeronautica, De
Bono informed the Air Ministry, ‘should bring terror to the capital and the
principal inhabited areas of the Empire’, and ‘bombard and machine gun the
masses’ while fleeing from the Italian offensive. De Bono recommended that

33 De Bono to Mussolini, 22 March 1932 cited in G. Rochat, Militari e politici nella preparaz-
ione della campagna d’Etiopia (Franco Angeli, Milan, 1971), pp. 26-27. For greater details
of the early phases of Fascist Italian planning in English see E.M. Roberston, Mussolini as
Empire Builder: Europe and Africa 1932-1936 (Macmillan, London, 1977), chapters 2 and
8. For a recent attempt at explaining Fascist colonial policy see G. Bruce Strang, ‘“Places in
the African Sun”:Social Darwinism, Demographics and the Italian Invasion of Ethiopia’, in G.
Bruce Strang, Collision of Empires: Italy’s Invasion of Ethiopia and its International Impact
(Ashgate Publishing, Burlington VT, 2013), chapter 1. R. Mallett, Mussolini and the Origins of
the Second World War, 1933-1940 (Palgrave, Basingstoke, 2003), pp. 6-7.

3+ Mallett, Mussolini and the Origins of the Second World War, pp. 6-7.
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the whole of Tigre Province be captured before any Ethiopian mobilisation
had begun, but it was clear that the plan was merely provisional and that De
Bono was seriously underestimating both the Ethiopian armed forces and
the costs of such an enterprise. But one thing was now certain. Mussolini
planned to attack and conquer Ethiopia at the earliest opportune moment
and despite any opposition from the ‘talking shop’ in Geneva. It was simply
a matter of timing.>s

55 ACS, Carte Badoglio, scattola 4, ‘Preparazione militare in Africa Orientale’, De Bono to
Mussolini/Badoglio, 29 November 1932 and ‘Predisposizioni per I'invio di una brigata aerea in
Eritrea, De Bono to Air Ministry, 29 November 1932.



Containing the Fiihrer

1933-1934

The political turmoil that plagued Germany after the death of Gustav
Stresemann in 1929 showed no sign of abating as 1932 drew to a close. Unable
to form a working majority, and under fire from all sides of the Reichstag, the
beleaguered Chancellor Franz von Papen called for further Reichstag elections
on 6th November. Hitler seemed confident of emerging, finally, as Germany’s
new chancellor, and set off on the campaign trail with his customary vigour
and energy. But since the previous elections in July the mood of the German
public had begun to change, and a fickle electorate began to show signs of
uncertainty in the face of Hitler’s claims that only he could lead the German
nation to greatness.

Hitler and Josef Goebbels both feared that this time around the NSDAP
would lose votes for the first time since September 1930’ remarkable Nazi
breakthrough at the polls. As the electoral campaign got into full swing the
Nazi press published endless articles claiming, as usual, that Hitler was packing
out conference halls right across Germany with his rousing speeches. But the
reality was that in November 1932 the Nazi leader was addressing half-filled
auditoria, and it dawned on many Party activists that support was falling away.
The election results confirmed the worst. The electoral turnout in November
dropped to 80.6 per cent, and the total Nazi vote fell with it, by some two mil-
lion. Hitler’s share of the votes cast fell from its high of 37.4 per cent of July
to 33.1 per cent, and the Nazi presence in the Reichstag also shrank from 230
seats to 196." Reports from Mussolini’s diplomatic staff in Berlin insisted more
than ever that Hitler’s personality and his tactics for winning power were the
main problem facing the Nazi Party. As one put it, ‘If Hitler wishes to secure
totalitarian power as Mussolini did, then he will need that same faith and
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courage if his own ideals are to triumph, possibly through the use of force.
In Rome, German Ambassador Ulrich von Hassell, who was to remain in post
for some years after Hitler won power, noted that there existed considerable
criticism of Hitler and the NSDAP’s tactics among the upper ranks of the
PNE. By the end of 1932, as the political crisis in Germany deepened follow-
ing von Papen’s resignation, he detected ‘a growing disillusion’ with Nazism
among senior Fascists. In particular, von Hassell stressed that it was Hitler’s
‘intransigence’ that had led many in Italy to believe that he would never secure
power in Germany. The new chancellor, former professional soldier Kurt von
Schleicher, had repeatedly attempted to offer Hitler a place in the government
only to be met with the Nazi leader’s net refusal. This was not only prevent-
ing Hitler from actually getting into power in Germany, but also impeding
the reconstruction of Germany, which many leading Fascist figures regarded
as absurd. Even Mussolini, who viewed Hitler as ‘a strong man’ and ‘a great
demagogue’, allegedly felt his racial ideas to be wholly counterproductive and
‘an absurdity’.s

On 17th November von Papen, unable to secure any support for his govern-
ment from within the Reichstag, resigned, thus catapulting Weimar Germany
headlong into what was to be its final political crisis. After Hitler made fur-
ther attempts to secure the Presidency from Hindenburg on the basis that he
was certain he could form a strong and effective government for Germany,
the Great War hero instead appointed Schleicher. The latter made it his imme-
diate priority to ‘deal’ with Hitler, and in a bold move appointed Hitler’s
right-hand man, the ‘left’ Nazi Gregor Strasser, to a post in his new cabinet. As
Mussolini’s new man in Berlin Vittorio Cerruti suggested, Strasser’s defection
could not have come at a worse time for the Nazi Party. The recent election
results had provided a strong indication that Nazism’s popularity in Germany
may have peaked, and this had aroused concern among senior Party figures
such as Strasser that, as many PNF members were arguing, the NSDAP would
now never secure power. Hitler’s blunt refusal to enter any coalition govern-
ment had more or less ensured that the Nazi Party would play no future part
in the running of Germany, and there was now virtually no question of it
governing Germany in its own right. Strasser, clearly having already made
these calculations himself, had drawn his own conclusions about the likely
destiny of the NSDAP and accepted Hindenburg’s and Schleicher’s offer of the
vice-chancellorship and the portfolio of Prussian Minister of the Interior. He
hoped — in vain as it transpired — that he could now persuade Hitler to approve
his new roles while at the same time permitting him to maintain his high profile
in the NSDAP.

> ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 7, fascicolo 1, ‘Elezioni Reichstag — Situazione interna’,
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Cerruti’s stark report created the impression of a Nazi Party in freefall
in late 1932. Hitler, furiously adamant that there were to be no deals struck
between the Nazis and any of the other Weimar parties, forced Strasser to
reject the offer or surrender all of his Party offices. Believing that Hitler could
not be toppled, and disillusioned with the lack of Nazi support for his deci-
sion to join the government, Strasser eventually resigned from the NSDAP on
8th December. The timing of the resignation could not have been worse. In
Prussia, the NSDAP was already encountering difficulties given that it could
only govern through collaboration with the Zentrum, which had no intention
of cooperating with it. This general state of crisis, Cerruti claimed with some
justification, had begun to eat into Party morale. The poor November election
results, the subsequent political stalemate that afflicted the NSDAP and the
Gregor crisis had only been further compounded by an additionally poor local
election performance in recent weeks. In Thuringia, in early December, the
Nazi share of the vote plunged dramatically by 40 per cent, leading Goebbels
to bemoan the ‘catastrophic’ state of the Nazi position in Germany. Attacks
by Hitler and other NSDAP leaders against Hindenburg and the behaviour
of Nazi Party members during a recent KPD strike in Berlin had led many to
completely lose faith in Hitler and his party. By late December 1932 the Party,
which had made such dramatic progress in recent years, was in some difficulty.
Party subscriptions were being cancelled, there was open revolt within the SA
about the direction being taken by the leadership and its debts were spiral-
ling out of control. As Cerruti put it, Hitler’s excessive ‘bureaucratisation’ of
the Nazi Party now combined with the various ills confronting it to create a
widespread ‘sense of disquiet among National Socialists’, which made all of
Hitler’s decisions increasingly difficult to make. If, as the Nazi Party was again
demanding, the Reichstag was to be dissolved prior to yet another round of
elections, it would hardly be worth Hitler’s while fighting them.* It was hardly
surprising that in Rome arch Fascist zealot and later fervent pro-Nazi Roberto
Farinacci declared Hitler to have failed, and the NSDAP star to be firmly in its
‘descent’.s

Kurt von Schleicher’s comparatively auspicious start as Weimar Germany’s
last chancellor was not to last for long, and soon, amid the doom, unemploy-
ment and misery of those dark winter days, calls, led by von Papen, for him to
step down grew increasingly louder. In the final days of 1932 leading German
financiers such as Kurt von Schroder had begun openly lobbying Hindenburg
to appoint Hitler as chancellor, and throughout the tense weeks of January
1933 von Papen, the Nazi leader and their various entourages met to dis-
cuss the possibility of an NSDAP-led cabinet. In Berlin, Mussolini’s unofficial
representative in Germany, Giuseppe Renzetti, a firm supporter of the Nazi

+ ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 12, fascicolo 1, ‘Situazione politica della Germania’,
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cause after previous abortive attempts to forge a united right-wing front in
Germany had failed, was as ever well informed about the rapidly developing
situation. Von Papen, Renzetti informed Mussolini, was central to the drive to
make Hitler chancellor, given that he was able to ‘wield considerable influence
among Hindenburg’s inner circle’, including the latter’s son Otto. So involved
with the ensuing developments was Renzetti that he was even able to send a
provisional draft of the new Hitler cabinet to an anxiously waiting Mussolini
some days before it became official. Most noteworthy about the composition
and nature of the new cabinet was the fact that the small number of Nazi mem-
bers, and Hitler himself, were to be, in theory, ‘boxed in’ and thereby controlled
by von Papen and his cronies. The absurdity of von Papen’s miscalculation was
soon to become apparent, and certainly neither Renzetti nor Mussolini had
any doubts that Hitler would soon be running Germany alone. On the eve of
Hitler taking the chancellorship, Renzetti wrote of the many congratulations
he had received from senior Nazis for his work in uniting the German right,
and helping bring Hitler to power. For him it was a personal success of consid-
erable magnitude.

THE MARCH OF REVISIONISM

Throughout the 1920s Adolf Hitler frequently repeated his intention to forge a
relationship with Mussolini’s Italy. As part of any arrangement with Mussolini,
the Nazi leader promised to abandon any claims against the Alto Adige, a deci-
sion taken in the belief that a close German-Italian alliance would pose a for-
midable threat to French hegemony in Europe. But the very alliance that Hitler
proposed was characterised by complexities, tensions and a number of compet-
ing Italian—-German interests which, while largely latent until 30 January 1933,
became serious problems once Nazi foreign policy began to make its influence
felt across Europe.

Economic and political competition in Central Europe and the Balkans was
one area of Italian—-German friction that existed before Hitler’s rise to power,
and which persisted in the years that followed it. In particular, during the open-
ing phase of Mussolini’s war against Ethiopia launched on 3 October 193 5, the
Nazi government ruthlessly exploited the important Yugoslav market to Italy’s
detriment and generated difficulties for Fascism thereafter. Shortly afterwards,
in November 1935, Yugoslavia, like most other League of Nations’ members,
agreed to the imposition of collective economic sanctions against Fascist Italy
in response to its aggression against the Ethiopians. The result was that Italy
lost trade to Germany in a vitally important region, and at a time of consider-
able economic vulnerability. The long-term problems for Italy proved equally
as acute once Hitler’s designs on Austria gradually led to greater Nazi pressure
on the country.® Indeed, it was the toxic question of Austria’s future status that
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was to bring tensions between Rome and Berlin to fever pitch at a time, 1934,
when the Fascist military had begun substantial planning for their impending
assault on Ethiopia in earnest.

In his meetings with Fascist diplomatic staff soon after winning power, Hitler
emphasised the extent to which Nazi Germany’s foreign policy would make its
presence quickly felt in Europe, and just how far the Italians could place their
trust in him personally. Vittorio Cerruti’s report of 21 February 1933 should
have proved edifying reading for Mussolini in that Hitler freely declared that
his priority was to bring an immediate end to the predominance of one power —
France — and its network of Petite Entente alliances in European affairs. This,
Hitler stressed, was where Italy and Germany almost certainly shared a great
commonality of purpose. Similarly, Hitler confirmed that he intended to pur-
sue a Mussolini-inspired crushing of Marxism within Germany, a policy which
would undoubtedly endear him further with the Duce who had, by then, to all
intents and purposes suppressed the Italian left completely.”

But in spite of such declarations of comradeship what preoccupied Mussolini
most during the early stages of planning his war against Ethiopia was ensuring
that no ‘complications’ arose in Europe, or more specifically Austria, once sig-
nificant numbers of Fascist troops were committed in East Africa. In a meeting
with his Under Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Fulvio Suvich and Count
Luigi Vinci, the new ambassador to Addis Ababa, on 3rd January, Mussolini
made it clear that he needed Italy’s position to be secure in Europe before he
gave Badoglio and De Bono authorisation for the Ethiopian campaign to get
underway. It was vital, the dictator told the meeting, that Italian preparations
remained cloaked in complete secrecy, adding that ‘our operations in Ethiopia
could succeed only provided that we are completely free of complications in
Europe’.® Given the determination of Hitler to incorporate his homeland into
the new Nazi Reich, what realistic chance was there that Mussolini’s policy
would succeed? Cerruti, at least, had gained a favourable enough impression of
the Fiibrer, claiming that he had come across as ‘very frank, loyal and without
any obvious hidden agendas’. Mussolini, however, was unlikely to take Hitler
anymore at face value now than he had done in the previous ten years. His
concern about potential difficulties in Europe was rooted primarily in his sus-
picions about Hitler’s claims against Austria and his belief that the Nazi leader
would pursue these claims with considerable vigour now that he was in power,
regardless of Italian sensibilities. Over the next two years containing Hitler’s
European ambitions and pursuing his own African ones simultaneously were
to become more than a little problematical for the Duce of Fascism.

The terms of the Treaty of Versailles made it clear that attempts to unify
Germany and Austria were prohibited. Article 27 of the Treaty stated that the

7 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 12, fascicolo 1, ‘Colloquio Hitler-R. Ambasciatore
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August 1914 frontier separating the two states, stretching from Switzerland
to the newly created territory of Czechoslovakia, was to remain permanently
unchanged. Mussolini was determined that these frontier arrangements should
indeed remain fixed, especially once large numbers of Italian troops had been
deployed in East Africa. But then, his determination to ensure Austria’s inde-
pendent status was nothing new. Even during the 1920s the Fascist military
had taken no chances, and operational planning focused extensively on thwart-
ing any German attempt at an Anschluss. But problems with the Austrian state
itself persisted throughout the latter part of the decade, especially so in March
1928 when Mussolini savaged Vienna’s criticism of his Italianisation policies
in the Alto Adige during a speech to the Chamber of Deputies.” Determined to
head off any Austrian interference in the internal affairs of the German-speaking
province, Mussolini warned the Austrian Chancellor Ignaz Seipel that in future
such criticisms would be resolved not by words, but by actions, at which point
he promptly withdrew the Italian ambassador to Vienna.'™

In due course the relationship between Italian Fascism and its north-
ern neighbour slowly improved by the time Hitler won power in Germany.
At the end of 1929 the period of greatest Austrian resistance to Italy’s policy
in the Alto Adige, the threat of an Anschluss and the strong influence of the
Social Democratic Party gradually receded with the appointment of Johann
Schrober of the right-wing Christian Social Party, an instinctively conservative
politician who steered his country away from confrontation with Mussolini’s
Italy. But it was the appointment of the 39-year-old Englebert Dolfuss in May
1932 that was to lead to Mussolini committing himself fully to the defence
of Austrian independence. Dolfuss led a coalition of political forces made up
of his own Christian Social Party, the Landbund, a right-wing agrarian party
and the political wing of the Austrian paramilitary right, the Heimwebr. This
broad coalition was not only politically sympathetic to the PNF, but Dolfuss
himself remained steadfastly opposed to any idea of a future unification with
Germany. The new chancellor’s firm stance improved relations between Rome
and Vienna and, for Mussolini, confirmed that Austria for the moment had no
intention of seeking any union with its German neighbours.

But Mussolini’s anxieties over a possible Anschluss did not end with
the appointment of Dolfuss. During 1933 Mussolini became aware that
Hitler’s principal objective was a Nazi takeover of his Austrian homeland.
In September, a report from the Fascist military attaché in Berlin, Giuseppe
Mancinelli, warned Mussolini that the frantic pace of German rearmament
was designed to achieve Hitler’s territorial ambitions as quickly as possible,
beginning with the absorption of Austria into the Reich. It was simply a mat-
ter of time, Mancinelli emphasised.”” Once it became apparent from Fulvio
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Suvich’s December visit to Nazi Germany that Hitler wanted Dolfuss removed
from office and Austrian Nazis installed in the Vienna government, alarm bells
quickly sounded in Rome."™

There can be no doubt that Mussolini, who had endured years of French
dominance in Europe, had every interest in seeing Germany under Hitler
rearmed in order to successfully pursue his own foreign policy objectives. In
August 1932, in the wake of the successful July Nazi electoral campaign, the
dictator very openly supported Germany’s right to secure parity of armaments
with the Versailles powers, although he did attach an important caveat. As
he told a crowd gathered at the main piazza in Gubbio in northern Umbria,
Germany must be allowed parity in armaments or it would boycott the Geneva
disarmament talks. Germany would need to exercise considerable ‘moderation’
in the event that it reached equality in armaments terms, and German leaders
had to demonstrate ‘great wisdom’ in order to avoid repeating the errors of
the past. Germany, Mussolini assured his audience, could not be prevented
from rearming; to believe otherwise was little more than a ‘ruinous illusion’."s
However, the pace at which Germany had begun rearming after Hitler secured
power and Mancinelli’s reports for Mussolini on Hitler’s strategic priorities
perturbed the Ttalians. As the new Germany became visibly dominated by a
culture of militarisation, endless marching, Nazi banners, uniforms, parades
and a palpably militaristic national lexicon, the French, too, watched the new
nationalist militancy over their eastern border with growing concern.

As it transpired, for Mussolini an improvement in Italian relations with
the French, first discussed with Pierre Laval in July 1931, gradually became
the mechanism for securing the consent of Paris for his planned annexation
of Ethiopia, and ensuring that Austria remained independent. Given that the
Versailles Treaty fixed Austria’s national boundaries and its independent status
on a permanent basis, it was clear that any attempted revision of this arrange-
ment by Hitler was of interest to both Rome and Paris. Initially, in order to
deal with this and other issues, the Duce attempted to establish a four-power
directorate to determine European affairs, made up of Italy, France, Britain and
Germany in March 1933. But the Four Power Pact, as it became known, was
soon mired in misunderstandings and arguments, and Fascist Italy’s attempts
at slowing the pace of Nazi rearmament and covering its own back in Central
Europe simultaneously came to nothing.'# Nevertheless, fears in Paris and
Rome about Hitler’s future intentions grew in the early months of 1934, and
bilateral relations, bitterly hostile since the moment of Mussolini’s appoint-
ment as prime minister in 1922, slowly thawed. Mutual need and Mussolini’s
dogged determination to see through his expansionist drive in Africa thereby
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brought together two countries previously implacably hostile to one another. It
was to prove a controversial and deeply acrimonious relationship.

Hitler’s ruthless political decisions in the autumn of 1933 would certainly
have helped galvanise Mussolini’s shift towards an Italian-French alignment.
Furious at the British refusal to consider German demands for parity in arma-
ments at the Geneva disarmament talks, Hitler decided that the time for
dialogue was over. By 4th October, exasperated with the whole negotiation
process at Geneva, the Fiihrer took matters into his own hands. His actions
shocked the whole of the international order including Mussolini himself when
they were announced a few days later. After listening to the views of senior
advisors such as Foreign Minister Konstantin von Neurath and Minister of
Defence General Werner von Blomberg, who stressed that nothing more could
be obtained through negotiation at Geneva, Hitler promptly elected to end all
German participation in international disarmament. Believing that Germany,
as a Nazi state, should no longer involve itself in collective international poli-
tics either, Hitler also took the decision that Mussolini had so far baulked at,
and walked out of the League of Nations. What made the Nazi decision even
harder to bear for the Italians was the fact that they, as fellow Fascists, had been
given no prior notification. On 5th October, the day after Hitler’s decision, von
Hassell had given Suvich assurances that the Germans were not about to play
foul on the disarmament question, and were in fact relying on Italian medi-
ation to resolve the dispute with the British negotiators. But by then, Hitler
already had made his mind up, and with no prior discussion with his much
admired Ttalian comrade Mussolini. Even worse, during a conversation with
an unnamed but highly eminent personage in Berlin Italian Senator, Francesco
Salata, discovered that despite Hitler’s supposed admiration for Mussolini a
deliberate decision had been taken to not inform Rome of any of the German
plans. With an equal display of chauvinism it also became clear that Hitler had
rejected Mussolini’s Pact of Four on the grounds that it constituted nothing
more than a ‘constraint on Germany’s freedom of action’.'s

The French government had already taken steps towards negotiating an alli-
ance with Fascist Italy earlier that year. On 9th June, and then again a month
later, the French ambassador to Rome, Henri de Jouvenel, a veteran of Verdun,
announced to Mussolini that his government sought a ‘definitive’ resolution to
the difficulties that had soured bilateral relations between their two countries
for so long. To improve their relationship both governments needed to develop
joint policies designed to keep the peace in Europe. With this broad outcome
in mind, de Jouvenal suggested a four-point plan of action for Mussolini and
the Palazzo Chigi to consider which set out the basis, according to the French
government, for a new understanding with Italy. Not surprisingly, top of the
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Quai d’Orsay’s priorities was to ensure that both countries agreed to shelve
all “territorial ambitions’ in Europe, a veiled reference to Mussolini’s recently
discarded plans to wage a two-front war. Second, and of vital importance to
Italian plans against Ethiopia, the French stressed the importance of safeguard-
ing Austria’s independent status on a permanent basis, and third of ensuring that
Vienna entered a new understanding with Hungary and the Petite Entente pow-
ers as a means of safeguarding its independence. Finally, the French proposed
an agreement on Nazi rearmament based on consenting to German parity, pro-
vided that a strict system of controls and a ‘trial period’ could be agreed upon.

But despite French enthusiasm for a new bilateral relationship between the
two countries, Mussolini appeared to be in no immediate hurry. By early 1934
the dictator watched with interest as first the Stavisky Crisis and then wide-
spread far right agitation threatened to engulf French political life. Amid the
chaos and uncertainty Mussolini was unlikely to agree to any new relationship
with Paris, and preferred instead to begin serious planning for his vaunted
Ethiopian venture. That venture faced a number of difficulties, not least of
which was a bitter dispute between the Colonial and War Ministries over who
was to take overall command of the logistical and operational aspects of the
war. Up to that point Colonial Minister Emilio De Bono had taken charge
of the military aspects of the operation, although Badoglio and Army Chief
of Staff Alberto Bonzani demonstrated every intention of seizing full control
from him at the earliest opportunity. The bitter dispute, which lasted for many
months, did much to hinder effective planning for the offensive.

This De Bono-Badoglio dispute became obvious to Mussolini on 2o0th
January when a memorandum from the latter, freshly returned from Libya, set
out the many problems facing the operation and suggested, less than subtly,
that De Bono was probably not the best person to lead it. Badoglio warned
Mussolini that the war with Ethiopia should on no account be considered
‘the usual colonial adventure’ because it was this type of thinking that had
resulted in the humiliating defeat in 1896. The situation facing Italy was in fact
very complex and hazardous, not least because the co-signatories of the 1906
agreement, Britain and France, would expect some form of agreement to be in
place in advance of any Italian invasion. Failure to secure any prior agreement
would only ‘aggravate’ the progress of an already difficult military campaign
on challenging foreign terrain, by leaving open the possibility of unwanted
and unnecessary ‘international complications’. Badoglio was equally sceptical
about Italian levels of readiness. The Ethiopian army was currently four times
bigger than it had been at the time of Adowa. Therefore, given its sustained
progress in terms of organisation and armaments, and given the modern train-
ing much of its officer corps would have received in French military academies,
the only conclusion possible was that Ethiopia’s army was now ‘first rate’. To
defeat this force of around half a million troops would by no means be easy.
Fascist Italy would be outnumbered by enemy forces facing it in East Africa,
and any operations against Ethiopia would mean setting up logistical support
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along currently very poor roads and rail communications. Moreover, to protect
Italy’s two existing regional possessions new lines of fortification would need
to be built along the current frontiers with Ethiopia in Eritrea and Somaliland,
all of them heavily armed with artillery. Preparing for all of this would take
time and prove very costly, particularly so given that the two colonies had
remained militarily undeveloped since the time of the Adowa defeat. Badoglio
concluded by suggesting that he travel to Eritrea as soon as possible to begin
making preparations, a clear sign that he intended to oust De Bono from his
position of overall command.

By February 1934, after months of hesitation and reflection, Mussolini
appeared finally ready to give the final go ahead for his colonial war. Throughout
that month French demands for an alliance with their Italian neighbours, led
by Louis Barthou, finally convinced the Duce that he might be able to count
on a ‘pacified’ Europe while at war in Africa after all. The French ambassador
to Rome, Charles de Chambrun, had given specific assurances to the Italians
that leading French figures such as Joseph Boncour, the Minister for War, and
controversial intellectual Bertrand de Jouvenal among others were strongly in
favour of a new bilateral agreement.'” A little later Barthou, who was assassi-
nated in Marseilles that October, informed Ambassador Morano Pignatti that
he firmly believed a binding accord was now possible, holding the possibility of
British participation in it as an additional temptation for Mussolini.'® Having
hesitated for long enough, Mussolini finally decided that the time was right
and summoned De Bono, Badoglio and Suvich to the first meeting dedicated
to planning the attack on Ethiopia. He had, he told the gathering, decided to
proceed with his colonial war, and provided ‘Europe remains quiet” operations
would begin the following year, 193 5. After approving Badoglio’s visit to the
region in March in order to begin the planning process proper, Mussolini also
considered and later accepted De Bono’s offer to spend the rest of the year in
Eritrea, preparing the colony logistically. Although financing for the war was
not to be approved for a further two months, the Fascist dictator had set in
motion a conflict that was to have the gravest international impact, and on
relations with the British particularly.

A STORMY PASSAGE

Once the February political turmoil in France had died down, the French
government renewed its overtures for a permanent new understanding with
Mussolini’s Italy. As reports continued to reach the War Ministry and the
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Palazzo Chigi of significant planned increases in German military capability in
the year ahead, it became clear to the Fascist government that the French could
be expected to make significant concessions in exchange for Italian backing
against the Nazi menace. But then, Mussolini’s inner circle also feared that new
programmes of Nazi rearmament had the likely objective of achieving geopo-
litical goals equally as sensitive to Italian interests, such as the Anschluss with
Austria for instance. By late January 1934 one official in particular, military
attaché to Berlin Giuseppe Mancinelli, had begun making stark predictions
about the expansion of German military might. Mancinelli warned the dicta-
tor that Hitler planned to expand the Reichswebr from its current strength of
100,000 troops to 300,000 in the forthcoming months. Despite French fears
that the new intake would quickly be trained to professional levels, Mancinelli
insisted that the German army did not have this level of capability at present.
In fact, the Reichswebr leadership were only too aware of the actual weak-
ness of their position vis-a-vis the French army at this time, and were under
orders to do nothing to provoke any sort of French reaction. Nevertheless, by
the spring of 1935, and in direct contravention of the Versailles arrangements,
Germany would be well on its way to having a 300,000-strong, well-equipped
army plus large numbers of SA paramilitaries available for front-line service.
This was a stark fact that no one in Europe could afford to ignore.™

Almost as soon as Mussolini received Mancinelli’s earlier warnings of Nazi
intentions against Austria in September 1933, he had decided to step up Fascist
planning designed to block the threat of an Anschluss. By late November
1933 the army’s plans department had revamped its strategic contingencies
for operations designed to crush any Austrian Nazi insurgency, and restore
order in Carinthia with the support of the Austrian army. After mobilising
across the Austrian—Italian frontier, an Italian expeditionary force would enter
Austria and, with its Austrian counterpart, put down any Nazi insurrection
by force. Clearly, the army’s planners foresaw some form of German military
intervention in neighbouring provinces such as Styria, Tyrol and Salzburg,
and anticipated possible German incursions into the Tarvisio region as well
as the Alto Adige, a fact that more than betrayed the Fascist regime’s lack
of trust in Hitler.>° By early February, as the opening of conversations with
the French stalled and became subject to delays, the army leadership stressed
that Italy alone could not prevent any potential Anschluss. In a letter to the
Undersecretary of State for War, Federico Baistrocchi, Bonzani insisted that
other ‘interested’ states, principally Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, should
also contribute forces towards the occupation of Austria and that agreements
along these lines be drawn up between the respective Army High Commands.**
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But a month later it had become clear that the continued hostility between
Rome and Belgrade ruled out any such agreement, while any discussions with
the Czechs proved fruitless. Any potential Fascist Italian military intervention
in Austria would be undertaken by Italian troops alone, Bonzani informed his
commanders in early March.>

As tension grew over Austria that spring, the Fascist military expanded their
intelligence gathering operation there, in order to gather as much information
about Nazi intentions there as possible. The existing Servizio Informazioni
Militari — Italian military intelligence (SIM) headquarters in Verona would, if
Mussolini gave the order to occupy Austria, significantly increase its intelligence
gathering activities across the border by setting up new intelligence gathering
centres.>> As the Fascist military were all too aware, Austria was in a state of
turmoil by February 193 4. Pressure from Mussolini and Austrian far right para-
military group the Heimwehr, whom the Duce had backed as the mechanism
for wrecking any burgeoning relationship between Dolfuss and the Austrian
Nazi Party, brought a government crackdown on the Social Democratic Party.
Amid the turmoil and street violence, Nazi German propaganda targeted at
the civilian population continued relentlessly. In Verona, as military planners
finalised the operational directive — Plan 34 — for an emergency invasion of
Austria, Bonzani and the designated army commanders held a crisis meeting
to assess the situation. Bonzani warned his senior generals that the Nazi gov-
ernment in Berlin was gearing up its propaganda offensive in Austria in order
to increase support for National Socialism there. According to SIM some 50
per cent of Austrians were pro-Nazi and anti-Dolfuss, especially so in the key
province of Tyrol. Although the regular Austrian army seemed, on the whole,
steadfastly loyal to the existing state, SIM estimated that around 30 per cent of
its troops were also pro-Nazi, while the ‘Police were rather less secure.” Clearly,
the German and Austrian Nazi movements were in close contact and were
watching events, Bonzani warned. If an opportune moment presented itself the
General did not doubt that there would be an attempted Nazi coup in Vienna,
or at the very least in the Tyrol. At present no support was anticipated from any
other power in preventing any such insurrection. The army had to be in a full
state of readiness in the event that the Duce activated Plan 34.*

The complex tensions developing over the border in Austria soon exerted
their influence on the embryonic planning process for the war against Ethiopia.
As Bonzani had noted, any intervention in Austria would pit ‘fascists against
fascists’, and the outcome of any such confrontation could not easily be pre-
dicted, especially if it resulted in an armed confrontation between Italy and
Germany. The implications for any Italian war effort in Africa were made
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expressly clear that spring. Early discussions on the level of air power to deploy
to the region carried the proviso that aircraft could only be sent if Britain’s
attitude were to be ‘benevolent’, and if a state of total calm prevailed on con-
tinental Europe. If neither were to be the case it was inconceivable that Italy
could spare any air units for East Africa.>s Bonzani fully agreed. Writing to
Baistrocchi in mid-March he denounced the superficial and adventurous plan-
ning of De Bono, who seemed to be taking no account whatsoever of events
unfolding just a few hundred miles north of Rome.

The fact was, Bonzani argued, that existing force strengths in Eritrea were
‘insufficient’, and any strengthening of the colony in the event of European
complications was out of the question. Besides, the Ethiopian armed forces
had been modernised and strengthened in recent years, and it was difficult to
see how De Bono’s projected force of 25,000 men could realistically defeat
Hailie Selassie’s 500,000-strong army. Within the broad strategic framework
of war in East Africa Bonzani, like many others within the regime hierarchy,
placed great store on French support for the Fascist war effort. Men and mate-
rials could more easily flow into the Eritrean theatre of operations through
Djibouti, while reinforcements from Libya could also arrive far more rapidly
via this route. Despite his criticism of De Bono Bonzani did, however, feel pos-
itive about the overall outcome of the Ethiopian war. It was vital, he wrote,
that the Eritrean port of Massawa remained in Italian hands, because even if
parts of Eritrea were to fall to the enemy it was highly likely that during the key
months of February and March they would be retaken. The war was winnable,
provided Italy remained free of international complications.>¢

While Bonzani placed considerable store on the need for French benevo-
lence in the coming Ethiopian conflict, he did not mention the equally impor-
tant value of winning British backing. This was surprising given the nature of
the tripartite treaty over Ethiopia and the regional dominance of the British
Empire in the Red Sea region. But the importance of both France and Great
Britain as benevolent bystanders to Mussolini’s coming war was not lost on
Mussolini. As Minister of Foreign Affairs, it would be left to him to negotiate
the type of agreement that would give Fascist Italy its indispensible ‘free hand’
in Ethiopia. As De Bono discovered in late March, the Army High Command
viewed the European situation as ‘disturbing’, although Mussolini gave confi-
dent reassurances to all concerned that he was ‘taking care of it’.>” Later in the
year, in September, it was clear that the service chiefs were operating under the
understanding provided by Mussolini that the British and French would help
block any attempt by Hitler to annexe Austria.>® Extending the support of
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both to a full-blown Fascist invasion of Ethiopia would be altogether another
matter.

In view of Fascist Italy’s need to secure great power support for its ambi-
tious enterprise in East Africa, while simultaneously securing backing in
the event of difficulties in Austria, Mussolini began the process of cultivat-
ing the French government in the spring of 1934. On 17th March, after the
Duce, Dolfuss and Hungarian President Giulia Gombos signed the Rome
Protocols (thinly disguised designed as a defensive mechanism against German
encroachments in Austria), Mussolini pledged support for Austrian indepen-
dence before touching upon the thorny issue of Italian—French relations. ‘In
general terms’, Mussolini declared during the course of a key address to the
Quinquennial Assembly of Fascism, ‘relations with France have undergone a
general improvement’. But, he added, ‘practically all of the major issues that
existed between the two countries, whether ‘great or small’, had as yet not been
resolved. The ongoing Italian-French rapprochement would therefore lead to
‘additional developments’ in this vitally important relationship.** Two weeks
later, Mussolini directly informed Barthou that he was ready to enter dialogue
with the French government. In their meeting of 29th March Pignatti empha-
sised on Mussolini’s great satisfaction with the recent improvement in bilateral
relations to the French foreign minister, adding that the dictator’s expectation
was that the two countries could reach important agreements on a number of
key European issues. Barthou fundamentally agreed, and after some brief dis-
cussion about the ongoing question of disarmament, declared that a binding
agreement between France and the Italians was very possible.3°

For over a month there were few developments in Franco-Italian rela-
tions. It was only on 3oth April that Suvich broached the possibilities for a
permanent agreement with the French with Ambassador Chambrun. Clearly
nervous about the rising power and militancy of Hitler’s Germany and the
increasingly uncertain Austrian situation, it was Chambrun, presumably on the
orders of Barthou, who took the initiative. Meeting with Suvich in the latter’s
office at the Palazzo Chigi, the ambassador began by emphasising how well
received Mussolini’s recent pro-French speech had been in Parisian governing
circles, and how determined the Duce seemed to be to strengthen mutual ties.
It now remained to be clarified whether the Fascist government really wanted
‘a treaty of friendship between their two countries’. Chambrun then went on
to request Rome’s permission for Barthou to visit Italy officially in order to
meet Mussolini. He was sure that such a meeting would resolve all outstanding
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matters. Suvich, as ever cautious, agreed, adding that it was a question of
‘choosing the right moment’.3*

With the internal situation in France more stable than it had been during the
scandals and disturbances earlier in the year, the moment seemed opportune
for the Italians to strengthen their bonds with their former bitter rivals. On
25th May, now satisfied that Mussolini’s new found empathy with Paris was
to a good degree legitimate, Barthou spoke to the French Chamber of Deputies
and declared that it seemed to him highly probable that France and Italy would
not reach a formal and binding agreement in the coming months. Two weeks
later, addressing the League Assembly at Geneva, Barthou announced that it
was his intention to meet with Mussolini as soon as he had completed his
forthcoming official visits to Belgrade and Bucharest. The basis for his conver-
sations with the Duce would be colonial questions, a phrase which would no
doubt have been music to Mussolini’s ears.>*

Given the history of bitter hostility that had characterised Franco-Italian
relations ever since Mussolini’s rise to power, suspicions about each country’s
true underlying motives in seeking a rapprochement were never far beneath
the surface. Just three days after Barthou’s public affirmation of his country’s
new friendship with the Italians Chambrun, in Rome, had begun asking prob-
ing questions about Fascist motives in other areas of policy. In particular, it
was clear that the French government had obtained information to the effect
that the long delayed meeting between the Duce and Hitler was soon to take
place, and Chambrun wondered what this meant for the new arrangements
shaping up between Paris and Rome. For some time SIM had been receiving a
steady flow of informant reports indicating that they suspected direct German
involvement in the anticipated Austrian Nazi insurrection, expected at any-
time over the border. Hence there is little reason to suspect that Suvich’s reply
contained any sophistry or dishonesty about the current state of Nazi—Fascist
relations. These, in May 1934, could best be described as tense and filled with
suspicion. As Suvich, rightly pointed out, despite considerable pressure from
the Nazi Party the regime had been putting off the meeting with Hitler for
quite some time. However, given the ideological ties that undoubtedly con-
nected the PNF and the NSDAP, there was simply no possibility that Mussolini
could open up any dialogue with Barthou before meeting the Fiihrer. He
assured Chambrun that Rome’s policy towards Hitler’s Germany was so clear
and concise that there was no possibility of any ‘surprises’ for any third party.
Although Chambrun accepted Suvich’s assurances, he took the precaution
of warning him that any deviation from the now stated official Fascist line
towards Germany could have serious ramifications in Paris.??
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Fascist officials were paying more attention to the words and deeds of the
Nazi Reich than ever by the spring and summer of 1934, and with good reason.
Throughout that critical period SIM reports provided constant intelligence on
the activities of both the Austrian Nazis and their German supporters, as they
prepared for their anticipated coup d’etat against the Dolfuss government. In
early March Fascist military intelligence noted that within National Socialist
circles in Austria a good deal of anti-state foment was now in evidence, while
on the other hand the Heimwehr had joined regular army units in reinforc-
ing the border regions with Germany.>* Within Austria itself the situation was
tense and uncertain, a state of affairs chiefly influenced by the direct threat of
German Nazi intervention in Austrian affairs. According to SIM agents operat-
ing in Vienna the situation there ‘still appeared uncertain’, and large bands of
armed patrols had begun patrolling the city demanding to see the identification
documents of all those they deemed suspicious elements. Meanwhile, Dolfuss
had ordered the reinforcement of the Brenner region in view of the constant
stream of ‘Hitlerian propaganda’ pouring across the border. In Bavaria, the
risk came principally from Austrian Nazi exiles operating over the border who
had formed themselves into ‘action squads’, and were now awaiting events
along the Austrian-Bavarian frontier.>s However, SIM headquarters in Verona
were fully aware that it was not merely propaganda and safe harbour for Nazi
dissidents that Hitler’s Reich was providing. Reports dating from Munich in
March spoke of large shipments of arms and ammunition being stored in the
city, the gift of an American benefactor, and ready for imminent shipment by
the Nazi authorities into Bavaria. In future, they had learned, in order to fore-
stall counter-operations by Austrian forces, all supplies and propaganda mate-
rials would be shipped from Berlin to Austria via Yugoslavia. It was hardly
surprising that no Italo-Yugoslav agreement over the Anschluss had ever been
reached.>¢

If German activities on the ground suggested that a Nazi seizure of power
in Austria was imminent, and just as serious planning for Ethiopia was get-
ting under way, public statements by senior Nazis did little to assuage Italian
concerns. Hitler’s major speech in front of thousands of NSDAP faithfuls in
Munich that March clearly indicated that as far as he was concerned the bor-
ders of the new Reich would not remain static for long. At the gathering, SS
chief Heinrich Himmler had spoken of a Nazi revolution that would last not
for hundreds but thousands of years, before Hitler laid down an ominous
statement about the future direction of Nazi foreign policy. ‘Look back to the
map of two or three hundred years ago and notice what changes came about’,
Hitler began:

3+ USSME, H-6, racc. 6, ‘Austria — Notiziario’, SIM, 3 March 1934.
55 Ibid., ‘Austria — Notiziario’, SIM, 6 March 193 4.
36 Ibid., H-6, racc. 6, ‘Austria: Notiziario no. 15°, SIM, 16 March 1934.
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If someone comes to me and says that our map must remain as it is now, we will reply
as follows: My dear sir, while you may yourself be sterile, the German people truly are
not. The German people already lives and understands our objectives, and therefore
proceeds with them so that the map of our Great Reich will continue to move and shift
until it has been joined together in unity.’”

Precisely where the Fascist regime was to figure in the great Nazi scheme
of things as regards Austria and beyond became somewhat clearer during the
course of Goering’s state visit to Hungary in late May. Badoglio and the Army
High Command were, by this point, already in the advanced stages of drawing
up the major mobilisation plans needed to stage the entire Ethiopian venture.
Under direct orders from Mussolini, Badoglio and his staff had planned the
deployment of far greater numbers of men and equipment than De Bono’s
original plan had done, and increased troop numbers, for instance, to around
100,000. While such a heavy deployment would, the Duce believed, reduce the
risk of a second Adowa in East Africa, it greatly limited Italian force strengths
in Europe as tensions over Austria worsened. During his trip to Budapest,
Goering told Hungarian premier Gombos that Germany had no intention
whatsoever of annexing Austria, but equally had no intention of standing by
as Austrian Nazis were ill treated by the Dolfuss government. In this Goering
clearly expected full Fascist Italian support. As Gombos put it, ‘I am convinced
that, as regard the question of Austrian independence, it is possible to arrive at
a profound collaboration between Germany and Italy.’s®

Rome’s firm stance on Austria’s independence and Hitler’s already
well-stated intention to incorporate his homeland within the boundaries of
the new Reich were only likely to generate bilateral tension. Over the summer
and early autumn months of 1934 they did precisely this. Although Dolfuss
had attempted to strengthen the position of his own government by merging
the Christian Social Party with the Heinwehr and other nationalist groups, he
had secured neither stability nor consensus in Austria. The result was, a SIM
report of early May 1934 claimed, that Socialist and Communist activists were
successfully spreading discontent and a sense of uncertainty across the country.
The Austrian Nazis, on the other hand, had put their propaganda to good use
greatly to increase the number of Party members, many of whom had deserted
the ranks of the Social Democratic Party. For the moment, the Austrian Nazi
Party was content to display its superiority in numbers, and had so far man-
aged to avoid following orders from Berlin, demanding a full confrontation
with national security forces. But the Nazi Party in Austria had organised
its paramilitary forces well, just as Hitler had done in the 1920s, the report
added. In the Tyrol there were now six battalions (around 3,200 men), formed
into Sturmabeitlung units, and two new commands in the regions of Landeck

37 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 22, fascicolo 1, ‘Le manifestazioni socialnazionalista a
Monaco e i discorsi del Cancelliere’, Pittalis to Mussolini, 22 March 193 4.
38 Ibid., busta 22, fascicolo 2, ‘Visita Goering Budapest’, Colonna to Mussolini, 28 May 1934.
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and Saint Anton. Other Austrian Nazi forces were based across the border in
Munich and in various other camps in Bavaria, although only a very small
part of the weaponry at their disposal had so far been successfully transported
over the border owing to rigorous Austrian army patrols. But something was
definitely being planned, and there were many rumours circulating that the
Austrian Nazi Party would attempt to seize power at some point in mid-May. It
remained to be seen how well the Austrian SA and their German counterparts
would perform together in any coup, given the ‘often violent conflicts’ that had
broken out between them in recent months.3

By early June, PNF and Nazi officials had finally been able to agree to a date
for the long-anticipated meeting between their respective Party leaders. The
meeting was crucial for Mussolini in that military planning for the war with
Ethiopia was making some progress, and he, therefore, needed to be sure that
Hitler would not make any rash moves against Austria, at least for the next
two years. Hitler, for his part, faced serious domestic difficulties in the form
of old comrade in arms Ernst Rohm, commander in chief of the SA. Since the
Nazis had secured power in January the year before Rohm and the SA, who
regarded themselves as the vanguard of the past as well as spearheading the
coming Nazi revolution in Germany, had watched with increasing rage as the
old German élites eagerly joined the ranks of the NSDAP and clamoured for
positions of influence and power. Rohm, far more ‘left’ leaning than Hitler,
wanted a second purge of Germany analogous with the one that had elimi-
nated the Communists and Socialists, so as to remove the old established order.
But his demands fell on deaf ears and if anything the Fiibrer seemed intent on
dismantling the SA apparatus. The SA were, as Joachim Fest notes, ‘the for-
gotten revolutionaries of an unconsummated revolution’, and by early 1934
Hitler was openly stating that he planned to reduce the size of the paramilitary
force by two thirds, assigning to them an ‘educational’ function rather than a
security one.* Given such difficulties many would have assumed that the Nazi
leader, too, would have wished to remain free of international complications.
Surely, Hitler would never choose such a difficult moment in the history of his
regime to encourage a Nazi takeover in his native Austria.

In the last weeks before the summit meeting was due to take place in Venice
in mid-June, information from a number of sources informed Mussolini that
German activities in Austria or close to the Austrian border seemed to be inten-
sifying. Pittalis, the consul general in Munich, informed the Foreign Ministry
earlier in the month that the German army’s Alpine Corps had recently staged
exercises along the stretch of Austrian—-German frontier that lay between
Bavaria and the small Austrian province of Vorarlberg. Although the manoeu-
vres were staged each year, this time there had been considerable concentration

39 USSME, H-6, racc. 6, ‘Riassunto delle principali notizie sulla Situazione austrica’, SIM, 4
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on the use of artillery against uphill targets. Unlike other military exercises of
the past in the area, this time the Alpine units had focused extensively on the
rapid scaling and descent of mountain sides under combat conditions. Clearly,
German mountain groups were upping their game for a possible conflict in the
region and, as Pittalis concluded, the overall results had proved very positive.+

Pittalis’ report on the Alpine border exercises coincided with intelligence
information, stemming from both Germany and Austria, warning of imminent
Nazi action aimed at bringing down the Dolfuss government. SIM had collated
identical information from Berlin, Munich, Innsbruck and Vienna claiming
that at some point during the first fifteen days of June a ‘vast National Socialist
movement’ would stage a mass demonstration, aimed at demonstrating popu-
lar support for the Anschluss throughout Austria. The objective of this massive
show of force was to emphasise that de facto the Austrian NSDAP were the
true governing power in Austria, and not Dolfuss who should step down by the
following October at the latest. If SIM’s information was accurate, then clearly
the order’s origins lay in Berlin, and more probably with Hitler who would
most certainly have been the only Nazi with the authority to issue such a direc-
tive. Certainly, the leadership of the coup had received strict instructions to
ensure that any paper trail leading back to Germany vanished without a trace,
and that any and all directives should be issued from Budapest, Maribor and
Ljubljana. Equally, the leadership had had it impressed upon them by senior
Nazis that they should at all costs avoid provoking any incidents in the Tyrol
which might ‘upset Italian sensibilities’, although given Mussolini’s close rela-
tionship with Austria and his rigid attachment to its ongoing independence,
this seemed a rather strange order. In addition to the mass Party action, Nazi
‘terror groups’ had now been organised in all major regions of Austria, SIM
concluded, and political agreements struck with Hungarian pro-Nazi groups
as well as with Yugoslavia, who would not move to challenge what was effec-
tively an attempted coup d’etat. The information was to be passed on to the
army’s operational planning department immediately, in case the decision was
taken to mobilise Italian forces in response.+

With tension mounting over the threat of a Nazi coup in Austria, Badoglio
and Italian Chiefs-of-Staff urged that Mussolini exercise caution when it came
to making any military decision. Given that the reports from SIM and various
diplomatic sources now carried an increasing sense of urgency about German
intentions against the Dolfuss government, Badoglio not surprisingly requested
a suspension of all planning for the Ethiopian war. In a memorandum to
Mussolini dated t2th May, just weeks before the Venice encounter between
Hitler and the Duce, Badoglio warned that the costs to the Italian nation of

4 ASMAE, Affari Politici: Germania, busta 22, fascicolo 3, ‘Manovre del corpo alpino della
Reichswehr’, Pittalis to Foreign Ministry, 1 June 193 4.
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such a conflict would be painfully high. The entire colonial war would require
around nine milliard lire, equal to roughly a third of Ttaly’s gold reserve, a
figure which Italy’s already fragile national economy would find hard if not
impossible to sustain. As for the army it would face a ‘dual crisis’ as a conse-
quence of the campaign. During any operations in such a distant theatre of
war the substantial reserves required would have to be built up significantly in
advance but would, in being depleted as a result of operations, take many years
to replace, as had been amply demonstrated by the ten-year Libyan campaign.
Badoglio’s main anxiety concerned any ‘instability on the political horizon’ in
Europe while Ttaly was tied down in East Africa. Any such difficulties on conti-
nental Europe could bring about a dramatic change in the situation, requiring
Italy to be ready to deploy all of the means at its disposal at very short notice.
Even under the best possible scenario, any conflict in Ethiopia would leave
Italy weakened in Europe for years to come, and although it was very likely
that the forze armate would defeat the Ethiopians, developing a new, large East
African colony was simply beyond Italy’s means. ‘It really is the case’, Badoglio
concluded, ‘to ask whether this entire enterprise is really worth the bother’.+3

Whatever Hitler’s territorial ambitions may have been in the early summer
of 1934, it was not as if Germany’s national economy or its armed forces were
markedly better equipped to deliver them. Vittorio Cerruti’s lengthy and highly
confidential letter to Mussolini in the days before the Venice summit claimed
that Nazi Germany was in something of a crisis. In political terms it was clear
that Hindenburg was by now in a state of decline, although no single group
or individual seemed in any position to suggest a candidate to replace him
as president. Hitler, whose voice would have been the most influential of all,
remained steadfastly silent. Meanwhile, the violent dispute that had broken out
between the Stablbelm and the increasingly unruly SA had been worsening of
late, and without any indication that Hitler intended to resolve it. Neither had
the Fiibrer found any mechanism for dealing with the increasingly bitter rival-
ries that characterised relations between the SA and the Reichswebr, although
unbeknown to Cerruti he very shortly would. Hitler, the ambassador noted,
was under attack from all sides of the Nazi Party. Many noted with alarm
his inability to intervene effectively in the various factional disputes currently
characterising German political life, and believed that Hitler had ‘exhausted all
his personal energy’ in the pursuit of power, even that he did not ‘possess the
qualities needed in a great Head of Government’.

Hitler aside, the Nazi government was, Cerruti continued, wracked with
bitter inter-ministerial feuding that was doing the country little or no good.
Within the Reich there were already growing signs of fatigue, disillusion and
even outright opposition to Nazism among many sectors of the society. This
general sense of malaise was, if anything, being made worse by Germany’s con-
tinuing financial and economic woes. According to official sources, in Berlin’s

+ Badoglio to Mussolini, 12 May 1934 cited in Rochat, Militari e politici, pp. 57-58.
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financial sector the Reichsbank at present held no more than a maximum of
one thousand million marks of gold, while German reserves totalled around
six thousand million. These meagre amounts would soon be exhausted, leaving
Germany unable to pay its overseas creditors, and the Nazi government forced
to assume ‘Soviet style’ economics as the only means of harnessing the nation’s
resources. Major German ports such as Hamburg were operating at a minimal
level owing to the exceptionally low levels of exports leaving the country, while
many industries were enduring serious difficulties of all types except, of course,
for those working on the Nazi armaments programmes. Giuseppe Mancinelli
had already warned that German rearmament and an army of 300,000 troops
could well be a reality much sooner than many imagined, by 1938 in fact. The
implications of the latter would most certainly not have been lost on Mussolini
as he prepared to meet the Nazi Fiibrer face to face for the first time.+

The Fascist propaganda films of the Venice meeting between the two lead-
ers give the impression that the occasion was bright and productive and that
Hitler’s visit was a great political success. Nothing could be further from the
truth. Although to be taken with a good degree of caution, the memoirs of
Rachele Mussolini indicate that Mussolini was never especially ‘obsessed with
Hitler’, a view certainly borne out by the mass of Fascist diplomatic reports
on him dating from the mid-1920s.4 Therefore, as Hitler’s Junkers arrived at
Venice airport on 14th June it most certainly was not a question of love at first
sight on the part of the Duce. Dressed in a suit and overcoat and constantly fid-
dling with his felt hat the nervous German chancellor contrasted starkly with
Mussolini dressed in a smart white uniform, and surrounded by other senior
members of the PNF and military. If the Duce was not at all impressed with the
figure cut by Hitler then he was even less so with the tone of the conversations
which followed over the next two days. Ever the fanatic, Hitler attempted to
force his point of views on Mussolini who no doubt felt angry and affronted.
Hitler set out a six-point set of demands on the future of Austria that included
an immediate end to Dolfuss’ government, and fresh elections to be followed
quickly by the appointment of Austrian Nazis to cabinet posts. Beyond these
demands, which also included joint German-Italian management of Austria’s
economy, the Nazi leader also expected Mussolini to consider ‘withdrawing the
protecting hand that he had hitherto held over Austria’.#¢

In his keynote speech at the Piazza San Marco in central Venice on the
morning of 15th June Mussolini gave a measured response to the outcome of
his conversations with Hitler. He told the gathered crowd that their encoun-
ter had constituted an attempt to ‘disperse the storm clouds that darkened
the horizon of European political life’, and was not designed in any way to
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‘modify the political map of Europe’.” For his part, Hitler appeared delighted
at the outcome of the talks with his Italian counterpart. On his return to Berlin
he briefed senior officials at the Wilbelmstrasse, and announced that the visit
‘went off with exceptional cordiality and most harmoniously’. But as ever, the
truth lay in the small print. Hitler was forced to admit that the discussions on
Austria had not gone especially well, and that even though he had elaborated
on the future of Austria quite carefully, Mussolini had steadfastly refused to
comment.*® Mussolini, who rarely revealed his true thoughts to anyone, was
certainly not afraid to give his wife his verdict on the encounter. His view of
Hitler had changed little from the 1920s. In fact if anything, now that Hitler
had secured power in Germany, he actively disliked him. Upon returning to
Rome he confided to his wife that Hitler ‘is a violent man with no self control,
and nothing positive came out of our talks’.#> As Austrian National Socialist
activity continued unabated into June and Nazi ‘terrorists’ carried out attacks
against state officials, public buildings and rail networks, the political situation
reached boiling point. The smallest spark, it seemed, could ignite a conflict
between Europe’s two Fascist regimes. Mussolini’s imperial ambitions in East
Africa now hung in the balance.

47 OOBM, XXVI, ‘Al Popolo di Venezia’, Mussolini Speech at Piazza San Marco, 15 June 1934,
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1934-1935

Nineteen thirty-four proved to be an eventful year in what was, by any reason-
ing, a highly turbulent decade. In the deepest recesses of the Palazzo Venezia,
Mussolini’s official residence in central Rome, a decision-making process was
set in train early that summer, which was not only to bring Europe to the brink
of conflict the following year, but in due course also provoked a series of events
that permanently divided the European continent until the outbreak of World
War II. On 7th May Mussolini summoned senior figures within the Fascist
military to discuss potential operations against Ethiopia for the first time. In
the subsequent meeting of 31st May Mussolini gave express orders that no
mention of the planned operations was to be made to the British and French
governments, an obvious sign that their support was for the Duce very far from
a foregone conclusion, and that any misunderstandings could prove fatal.* The
relationship between Rome, Paris and London was tense and edgy with plenty
of suspicion still lingering on all sides. As he wrote in Il Popolo d’Italia earlier
that spring there had been much talk in French newspapers recently about the
so called ‘Franco-Italian rapprochement’, and how this would prove to be the
mechanism for eliminating all differences between the two countries. Yet very
little had come from this thaw in bilateral relations, and any improvement was
largely theoretical. Was it not time to start this process in earnest by resolving
the problem of Italian nationals living in French Tunisia?*

Nineteen thirty-four also witnessed the first dramatic signs that Adolf Hitler
intended to incorporate Austria into the German Reich, as well as assume full
and total control of Germany without the risk of any future opposition. By
removing both the threat of Rohm’s SA and through his ruthless subsuming
of Hindenburg’s presidential powers upon the latter’s death in August, Hitler
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took absolute power into his own hands leaving him with the freedom to act
as he willed in all areas of national policy. The long-term consequences were
to be catastrophic both for Germany and for Europe. Mussolini, of course,
had a good deal less freedom of manoeuvre than his German ‘comrade’ given
that King Victor Emanuel III, as Head of State, had the power to intervene
in policy matters and even dismiss the Duce should he choose to. In foreign
affairs the Fascist dictator had a degree more leeway than he possessed domes-
tically, which meant that an enterprise such as the projected attack on Ethiopia
remained largely his personal responsibility. Nevertheless, as events during
the course of 1934 made abundantly clear, Mussolini’s freedom of manoeuvre
domestically did not automatically mean that he wielded unbridled power and
authority in the world of international politics. For one thing, across Italy’s
northern frontier the Italian dictator faced the ongoing prospect of a Nazi
insurrection in Austria that threatened to overthrow his erstwhile friend and
ally Englebert Dolfuss, and replace his government with a militant National
Socialist regime.

Within Italy such a development could only be seen by many, Mussolini
included, to be bringing the dreaded Anschluss swiftly closer, meaning that
Hitler’s Reich would directly share its borders with Italy and concomitantly
pose a real threat to the Alto Adige. Beyond this any German absorption of
Austria would significantly strengthen Germany’s dominance over Central
Europe and the Balkans, where economic competition with Italy had been fierce
since the 1920s. In short, Fascist Italy could find itself squeezed out of impor-
tant Balkan markets by a Nazi regime bent on strengthening itself in readiness
for Hitler’s own wars of aggression. Then of course there was the ever-present
Anglo—French hegemony in the Mediterranean and Red Sea, strengthened by
the Marine de Guerre’s new programme of naval building announced that year
and the ever-present power of the Royal Navy, all of which could be ranged
against Italy in the event of League opposition to his colonialist plans. In the
summer of 1934 Benito Mussolini faced stiff challenges ahead if he was ever to
conquer the Ethiopian Empire.

MURDER INCORPORATED

From mid-summer 1934 onwards the question of Nazi designs on Austria,
improved Italian relations with the French and Fascist planning for the attack
on Ethiopia became intricately intertwined in a manner that amply illustrated
the ill health of the League and Versailles. In Germany Hitler finally acted to
resolve the problem posed by Ernst Rohm and the SA by violent means. As
both Mancinelli and Cerruti indicated in their reports on Rohm’s murder car-
ried out on the orders of Hitler, the claims by Nazi officials that he and other
SA men had been shot for treason were wholly false. As Cerruti put it, if the SA
leaders had been guilty of high treason then why had the regime’s propaganda
focused so extensively on their alleged homosexuality? Moreover, why had
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all the arrested men been summarily executed and not imprisoned and put on
trial?3 Mussolini proved highly critical of the bestial manner with which Hitler
had resolved his problems with Rohm and the SA. At the time of the mur-
ders Mussolini, forgetting his own less than salubrious past, had denounced
Hitler as little more than a mindless thug. Showing newspaper reports of the
SA assassinations to his wife he again showed his contempt for Hitler and his
regime. ‘Look at this. That person makes me think of Attila the Hun. Those
men he killed were his closest supporters, who raised him to power. It’s as if
I were to kill Federzoni, Grandi, Bottai, and the others with my own hands.+
Nazi officials were fully aware of Mussolini’s vehement distaste for the Rohm
murder although they were equally as quick to point out what they regarded
to be the Duce’s hypocrisy. As von Neurath noted to Ambassador von Hassell
in late July Mussolini was indeed ‘extremely critical of all the happenings in
Germany’. Maybe, he added, the dictator should in turn be reminded of how
‘sensitive’ he had been after the Fascist seizure of power as regards the many
things that occurred in Italy which were not, ‘done in a strictly legal manner
either’.s

But Italian Fascism was rather more concerned with the crisis on its north-
ern border in the summer of 1934 than the butchery and barbarism of the
Nazis against even their own. Army planners, in finalising their operational
plans for an occupation of their northern neighbour, stressed that French
intervention was vital, especially so given that considerable anti-Italian feeling
characterised large areas of Austria and southern Germany. Army intelligence
reported that in the Tyrol anti-Italian hostility was already widespread given
the ongoing controversy surrounding the Alto Adige. In Bavaria, meanwhile,
where the Esercito planned operations aimed at capturing Munich, hatred for
Italy was more subdued at present but by no means absent in a province that
had always been ‘the centre of German irredentism’.¢ Plainly, were Italy to take
on Austrian Nazism backed up with possible military support from its German
ally, it would soon find itself in a very difficult conflict and with no obvi-
ous outcome. As the crisis over Austria continued to mount SIM could only
confirm their worst fears. The Nazi government in Berlin had established a
headquarters in Munich whose objective was to orchestrate and coordinate the
imminent Austrian Nazi uprising. In Austria proper it had helped organise a
secret military centre and provided a base for Austrian Legionaries in Bavaria.
War, it seemed, was imminent.”
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The Austrian Nazi uprising against the government of Englebert Dolfuss
finally took place on 25th July. At around 12:50 P.M. Dolfuss and members of
his cabinet were due to meet for their last session before the summer recess,
when a large number of uniformed men stormed the Chancellery building.
Disguised as Austrian soldiers Otto Planetta and a group of SS men occupied
the upper floors of the building and immediately set about looking for Dolfuss.
In a statement to Austrian police two days later Planetta strenuously denied
having fatally shot Dolfuss, claiming that that his pistol had gone accidentally
off amid the confusion of the moment.® But Dolfuss was mortally wounded
and despite fighting for his life died just over an hour later. It was left to none
other than Mussolini himself to inform the Austrian chancellor’s wife who
was a guest of his at the time at his villa in Riccione on the Adriatic coast.
The Duce, livid with rage over the murder, immediately ordered an anti-Nazi
press campaign to be launched by the Fascist media, and instructed the army
to mobilise under its Plan K operational contingency. He had no doubt what-
soever who had been responsible for both the revolt and the assassination of
Dolfuss. Later, speaking with Dolfuss’ deputy, Ernst Starhemberg, he main-
tained that the Nazi government in Berlin had orchestrated the events as SIM

had claimed:

There can be no doubt that the National Socialist government had given the go ahead
for the putsch. (...) Hitler is Dolfuss’ murderer. Hitler is to blame; he is responsible for
all these events.?

The failed Nazi coup and the murder of Mussolini’s friend Dolfuss had an
immediate and seismic effect within Fascist Italy. For one thing, the Duce was
compelled to suspend all planning for an Ethiopian campaign still plagued by
continual squabbling between Badoglio, the Army High Command and the
Colonial Ministry, for the foreseeable future. Writing to De Bono two weeks
after Dolfuss’ assassination the dictator warned that “The actual situation in
Europe is so uncertain that all of the Italian armed forces must be kept in a
state of high alert.” Any reduction of Italy’s troop levels in Europe in the cur-
rent climate could prove highly damaging to its national interests, Mussolini
added. For now, Italy would stay quiet and carry on the pretence of friendship
with the Ethiopians.™ The Fascist regime’s response to what many perceived to
be Hitler’s hand on the smoking gun showed no such restraint however. Two
days after the murder von Neurath informed von Hassell that German rela-
tions with Mussolini were deteriorating by the hour. Already ‘extremely criti-
cal’ of the manner in which Hitler had handled the Rohm situation, Mussolini
became even more agitated as a result of the events in Vienna on 25th July.
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The Nazi government, in appointing Franz von Papen to a special mission to
Austria, were, Neurath claimed, trying to normalise relations with Austria, but
Mussolini, who was now threatening a ‘collective démarche’ in Berlin, threat-
ened to derail the entire process. Should Mussolini proceed with such a plan,
Neurath warned, ‘T have little hope for the future of our relations with Italy.'!

In fact, the relationship between the two regimes had already become colder
even as von Neurath wrote his letter to the German ambassador in Rome.
The Fascist government and its various Italian press organs placed the entire
responsibility for the abortive coup on German Nazism. Il Messagero squarely
blamed Berlin and accused the Nazi regime of recruiting criminals from the
lowest levels of Austrian society to carry out its dirty work. Il Corriere della
Sera was, if anything, even more direct in its criticism of Germany. ‘Nazism’,
a front page feature thundered out, ‘has used criminality as a political instru-
ment in its efforts to wage destruction, murder and terror’.”> Mussolini, fum-
ing with rage at what he viewed as Hitler’s treachery and beside himself at the
prospect of having to indefinitely postpone the Ethiopian campaign, ordered
the Fascist-controlled press to ‘brand Germany’ ruthlessly. Goering, Goebbels,
Alfred Rosenberg and Hitler himself were the subject of ‘vitriolic ad hominen’
attacks, as the Newue Ziiricher Zeitung put it, from Fascist journalists that went
well beyond normal press protocols. Shortly after news of Dolfuss’ murder
reached him in Riccione, the Ttalian dictator also ordered an immediate if par-
tial mobilisation of the army on the Austrian frontier. The mood was bristling
with tension and menace. As an Army High Command directive of 28th July
noted, should the Esercito cross the frontier into Austria they could well come
into contact with both Czech and Yugoslav units. In the event that this should
happen Italian units should only respond if fired upon first, and use ‘consider-
able tact’ in order to avoid incidents that might distract them from their ‘prin-
cipal objectives’."s

Mussolini’s sudden and violent reaction to what he saw as Hitler’s com-
plicity in Dolfuss’ death rattled both the Austrian Nazis and the Berlin gov-
ernment considerably. As SIM reported in mid-August in both Carinthia and
the Tyrol the steam had been taken out of the revolt by the threat of Fascist
intervention. While the Esercito’s mobilisation on the frontier had also greatly
increased hatred and antipathy for Italy among many Austrians, it had served
its purpose and helped bring the putsch to an end without the need for full mil-
itary intervention, the report concluded. The Germans, meanwhile, had been
equally shocked by Mussolini’s order to send troops to the border, one con-
sequence of which was their decision to dissolve the Austrian Legion immedi-
ately.’+ Another decision had been taken a few days earlier by Hitler, namely
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the recall of the German ambassador to Vienna and the closing of the border
with Austria. With more than a hint of scorn a SIM report noted that both
German decisions were nothing more than a veiled attempt to ‘absolve them-
selves from any blame’ for recent events.'s Mussolini was satisfied enough that
his prompt action had wrecked the attempted Austrian Nazi takeover in a
matter of days, but less so with the weak reaction of Paris and London from
whom, he told his wife, he might have ‘expected a more energetic response’.
But still his actions had paid off. As he told Rachele: ‘As soon as Hitler realised
I meant business, he disowned the murderers of Dolfuss, but I am still wary of
him. He wants Austria, and he’ll have it, especially if 'm the only one to march
to the Brenner.*¢

The botched Nazi coup against the Austrian government impacted very seri-
ously upon Italian—-German relations which remained damaged for some time
afterwards. Hitler had been near hysterical upon hearing of the incompetence
of the Austrian SS officers charged with seizing the Chancellery building, and
raged at the huge embarrassment they had inflicted upon him personally. The
headquarters of the Austrian Nazi Party were soon closed down as the Berlin
government took every possible initiative aimed at disassociating itself from
the failed coup. In Italy the press offensive continued, albeit with a slightly
more moderate tenor, although Mussolini himself launched a further scath-
ing attack on Hitler’s ideology from the pages of Il Popolo d’Italia in late
August. Having himself taken a Jewish mistress, the gifted and highly influ-
ential artist Margherita Sarfatti, Mussolini could not, at least at this time, be
accused of harbouring any profound anti-Semitic sentiments. The same could
not, of course, be said for Hitler whose own violent and brutal anti-Jewish
views Mussolini claimed to find ‘an embarrassment’. By 1929 Mussolini’s view
of Hitler and his ideas had already become fixed in the belief that the Nazi
Fiihrer ‘was a narrow minded demagogue, mired in insane anti-Semitic fanta-
sies’.”” In his August 1934 article Mussolini expanded on this view. ‘Is there a
Germanic race?” Mussolini asked. No, ‘a German race did not exist. (...) And
it is not us who say it. Nor do the scientists say it. Hitler does’, and he cited a
passage from Mein Kampf in which the Nazi leader admitted that there was no
racial unity in his new Reich. With considerable derision Mussolini concluded
by claiming that it would take Germany ‘six centuries’ to purify its blood. “We
thus have all the time in the world to discuss it, calmly and coolly’, he added."®
It was small wonder that von Hassell could only conclude that Berlin must
now anticipate a shift in Italian policy towards a closer alignment with the
French. Mussolini was hell bent on conquering Ethiopia at some point during
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1935, even if it meant entering an alliance with a nation he and most Fascists
vehemently detested.

WINDS OF WAR

On 27th July, two days after the traumatic events in Vienna, Badoglio convened
the Chiefs-of-Staff in order to discuss possible planning arrangements for the
northern front in the impending attack on Ethiopia. The Head of Government,
Badoglio began, had ordered that Eritrea be prepared logistically for the war of
conquest, that the expeditionary army be gradually shipped down and that the
country be made ready to house it. On no account, Badoglio concluded, should
the Fascist forces do anything more than remain on an entirely defensive foot-
ing, attacking only if they were themselves attacked. Clearly, the Duce was only
too aware of the risks he was running in authorising the war. The army would
have to deploy at least four metropolitan divisions to Eritrea and, as discussed
in the previous chapter, it was expected that the whole enterprise would drain
approximately one third of national gold reserves. This suggested, Badoglio
continued, that Italy’s position in Europe would become ‘precarious’ for some
time to come, and he went to repeat his belief that the whole enterprise was
simply not therefore worth bothering with. But Mussolini was determined to
proceed with operations as soon as possible and as soon as the tensions in
Austria died down. The problem was that coherent plans of operations for
both the Eritrean and Somali fronts had so far failed to materialise. As Colonel
Visconti Prasca, head of Badoglio’s secretariat, remarked, Italian military plan-
ning for the European theatre had produced a veritable surfeit of plans, many
of which would most likely never be activated. But for the Abyssinian fronts,
‘where hostilities might well be imminent, there has yet to emerge a concrete
and complete plan of operations’. Neither had it been established precisely as
to who should produce such a plan and who would be in charge of operations,
logistics and fortifications and so on.

Naval Chief-of-Staff Guido Vanutelli only added further difficulties to the
already complex discussions. Shipping the massive quantities of equipment
plus large numbers of troops through the eastern Mediterranean and via the
whole of the Red Sea would require a large number of ocean-going vessels,
which would be spread far and wide across the world, the Admiral warned.
The situation was further complicated by virtue of the fact that large ships
capable of carrying troops would need to be substantially fitted out well in
advance of their transportation to East Africa, which meant that all necessary
vessels would need to be taken out of circulation long in advance. Then there
was the real and potentially highly risky problem of naval politics. The Naval
chief concluded his contribution to the meeting with a barely veiled warn-
ing. ‘Such an expedition’, he noted, ‘would have two extremely delicate phases
each of them dependent for their outcome on the attitude of other powers’,
by which he meant France and Great Britain. The first of these was the tricky
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question of Italy gaining permission to use the Suez Canal for the shipment of
troops and equipment, and the second of ensuring British and French compli-
ance in stop and search operations against ships carrying cargoes destined for
Ethiopia. Vastly complicating this would be the fact that under the League of
Nations’ law Italy would be the aggressor against a fellow member state, and
that the same states may be compelled to join any action designed to halt the
aggression.*®

Vanutelli was only too aware of the potential international risks Mussolini
was prepared to take in order to begin his programme of imperial expansion.
While the Army High Command and Badoglio were anxious to keep ground
force strengths at their maximum in case of further German threats against
Austria, the navy had rather different priorities. The previous year, one week
before Hitler had won power in Germany, Vanutelli’s predecessor at the Italian
admiralty, Gino Ducci, had written a detailed study of Italy’s place within the
international naval political order, and the degree to which Ttaly should adhere
to international law. His conclusions should have given Mussolini plenty of
pause for thought. Italy, Ducci had argued, was effectively trapped within the
Mediterranean and could not conduct any naval operations outside of that
sea. In any war therefore Italy had ‘everything to lose and nothing to gain’ and
should adhere strictly to all codes of maritime warfare. Most important of all,
Ducci concluded, British predominance over the Suez Canal meant that in any
conflict in which Italy might come to be involved it was critically important
that Great Britain ‘remained neutral’.*'

Across the board planning for the northern front was confused and seri-
ously disorganised. As Visconti Prasca informed Badoglio privately, none of
the planning documentation had discussed where Italy’s principal defensive
positions were to be located in Eritrea, who was responsible for the crucially
important defensive strategy, who was to take responsibility for strengthening
the existing fortifications and, crucially, who was responsible for road improve-
ments and water supplies, the Achilles heel of the 1896 expedition.>* So far,
Prasca added, the Colonial Ministry had revealed nothing about strategic and
logistical planning for the southern front in Italian Somaliland, aside from De
Bono’s rather slender study of the colony’s defences of 23 August 1933 and
his updated version produced in February the following year. As the Colonial
Minister and for that matter Badoglio and the Army High Command saw it,
Somaliland would have to survive any war with Ethiopia solely with its own
resources. De Bono viewed the southern front as a defensive one given that, as
he put it, ‘the Abyssinians group their forces and operate only in one direction,
and the one that interests them the most is toward the north across the Tigre’,

2 Biagini and Gionfrida, Lo stato maggiore Generale, meeting of 27 July 1934, pp. 297-309.
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the northernmost region of Ethiopia bordering Eritrea. What this meant in
practice was that there was no possibility of any Italian troops ever being sent
to the colony, and neither was it likely that any indigenous forces from outside
the region would ever be deployed there owing, in part, to the hostile climate
and terrain. Somaliland would therefore have to depend on its own forces
comprised of some 20,000 ‘irregular’ units organised into one ‘mixed’ brigade,
broken up into six battalions. De Bono hoped at some point to be able to
form a second mixed battalion but only when the number of possible reservists
made this possible. As had been stipulated so many times by many other senior
Fascists the Minister reiterated the vital importance of securing Anglo-French
support, or at least neutrality:

Ultimately the war we are aiming to wage presupposes a prior agreement with Britain
and France, and will by virtue exclude any concerns we may have about eventual offen-
sives being launched by these powers from neighbouring colonies.>

Given the precarious condition of the defences in both Italian East African
colonies and Somaliland in particular De Bono’s worries were hardly surpris-
ing. Italian Somaliland had been occupied by Italian forces during the same
phase of late nineteenth century Italian expansionism as Eritrea, but had
remained significantly underdeveloped. For one thing its logistical facilities
were, to say the least, extremely primitive and there was little question of using
the colony for major military operations. Its only real port, Mogadishu, was
so primitive that ships wishing to unload their cargoes had to make do with
barges rather than proper docking facilities. Reaching the interior from the
coasts was equally as challenging. Most roads were very basic and even the
most robust vehicles struggled to cope with the huge amount of sand that
covered the landscape. Then there was Somaliland’s climate. It was a widely
held view among Italian officials that the southern colony’s climate could not
sustain any foreign expeditionary army. The at times torrid heat, absence of
regular rainfall and unpredictable monsoon outbursts suggested to many in the
Fascist military hierarchy that any European army would struggle to survive
there under battlefield conditions. It was for reasons such as these that Italian
colonial and military experts came to view Eritrea as the colony of principal
importance in the region. Somaliland’s role in any military campaign against its
northern neighbour would therefore be simply a marginal one. With just over
a year to go before the start date for the invasion Mussolini’s military leaders
clearly had their work cut out in preparing the nation for its war of revenge
against Ethiopia. But financial and material difficulties were merely one part
of a complex set of factors militating against the forthcoming Fascist invasion.

2 ACS, Carte Graziani, busta 19, ‘Organizzazione e impiego dell’artiglieria in Colonia’, De Bono
to Army High Command, Italian Somaliland and ‘Direttive per i’impiego del R. Corpo e delle
bande armate in caso di contflitto’, De Bono to Governor of Italian Somaliland, 6 February 1934.
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A little over a month after the Dolfuss murder had rocked Europe and
deeply shaken the Fascist-Nazi relationship tension between Rome and
Berlin appeared, on the surface at least, to have subsided. From Rome von
Hassell felt able to report that the ‘obnoxious effects’ of the failed putsch had
been ‘neutralised’, and Suvich himself had been at great pains to stress to the
German ambassador that there had been no break in Fascist policy towards
Germany. But beneath the surface the relationship between the two dictator-
ships remained strained and Berlin feared that the traumatic events in Austria in
July had sowed the seeds of deep mistrust and suspicion within official Fascist
circles. Indeed von Hassell, always the most pragmatic and sensible of diplo-
matic commentators, now viewed a major Fascist shift of policy as something
of an inevitability. As he put it in his report to von Neurath of 8 August 1934:

Italy, in her own interest, will depart from her present course, yet nevertheless one is
increasingly forced to recognize, on the basis of many impressions acquired recently,
that we must seriously reckon with the possibility of Italy changing course even on
questions of general policy.>+

The directional change von Hassell foresaw taking place in Italian foreign pol-
icy had already been in progress for some time, although it had been forestalled
by events in Austria. Mussolini and key elements in the French government
such as Louis Barthou had begun the process of moving towards a closer and
more formal bilateral relationship by the summer of 1934, but the process
had become stalled following the untimely death of Dolfuss. By mid-July the
Palazzo Chigi had produced a detailed memorandum outlining Fascist expecta-
tions from the new arrangement, a document which clearly outlined the true
extent to which Mussolini expected a free hand against Ethiopia as the centre
piece to any agreement. More explicitly, the Fascist regime expected France to
relinquish its existing interests in Ethiopia, to show no further interest in the
country and to grant Italy the freedom to act against the country as it saw fit
and necessary. While the Austrian crisis acted as an immediate brake on any
progress in the Anglo-French conversations, and Barthou himself postponed
a planned visit to Rome to meet Mussolini following the murder of Dollfuss,
Nazi actions in central Europe served to highlight the urgent need both coun-
tries had of each other. Neither Italian Fascism nor the French Third Republic
could permit Adolf Hitler to attempt an Anschluss or any other form of treaty
revision, especially so while the Italians were heavily engaged in East Africa. It
was now a question of finding the right mechanism for a future alliance.
Barthou’s cancelled trip to Italy did not prevent him, in what were to be
the final weeks of his life, from continuing to lobby senior French officials
for an imminent alliance with Mussolini’s Italy. Barthou was convinced of
the intrinsic value of such an alignment, which, from a broader perspective,
he believed might also prise the Yugoslavs away from their increasingly close

* DGFP, Series C, Volume III, ‘Political Report’, von Hassell to von Neurath, 8 August 193 4.
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relationship with Nazi Germany, thus increasing the isolation of the latter.
Naturally, regional rivalry between France and Italy remained fierce whatever
political overtures were being made by their respective leaders. While Ttaly’s
military attaché in Paris, Lieutenant Colonel Arturo Kellner, could stress that
French armament’s factories were not building anything beyond the existing
programme for national defence, he could not discern the pace at which the
programme itself was being carried out. Likewise, the Marine de Guerre’s
intention to lay down two new battleships of 26,000 tons displacement, con-
siderably less than provided for by the Washington Treaty limitations, never-
theless sparked a rapid and sharp response from the Fascist government, which
in turn laid down the 35,000 Littorio class shortly afterwards. A ‘pre-emptive
war’, as Kellner rather ambiguously termed it, had been on the cards in French
circles a year ago, but no longer. Most of the senior French military did, none-
theless, see a war as now ‘inevitable’, although no one speculated on the polit-
ical make up of such a conflict.>s

The truth was that a number of French military suppliers were working flat
out to fulfil their current production schedules as quickly as possible. As the
Italian naval attaché reported in mid-June French arms firms such as Hozckiss,
Creusot, Poudres de Angouléme and Cantiere A. Normand were working
around the clock with staff capacity at the maximum in order to complete
government orders as rapidly as possible.>¢ This sense of urgency was more
than amply reflected in French official attitudes as the dramatic summer of
1934 wore on. In mid-August, with Barthou having left Paris for his summer
vacation, Pignatti met instead with Navy Minister Francois Piétri. From an
Italian perspective the meeting was both useful and insightful in that the min-
ister provided some clear perspective on how ruling circles in France viewed
the prospects of a closer alignment with Italian Fascism. Pietri, a Corsican with
many years ministerial experience that had included the Defence, Colonial and
Budget portfolios, turned immediately to the question of Barthou’s rescheduled
visit to Italy. Pietri, who would accompany the foreign minister on his official
visit to meet Mussolini in person, immediately set out what the French priori-
ties were with no hesitation. The whole of France’s defence establishment were
determined, the minister emphasised, to maintain a strict status quo in all mat-
ters concerning international armaments. Not surprisingly, he cited German
rearmament as being of the greatest concern to the French establishment and,
he stressed, the government in Paris would be pressing for an agreement that
would at the same time satisfy Germany, while preventing it from breaking
international arms limitation agreements. Clearly the French viewed Mussolini
as playing a vital role in the design and enforcement of such a policy.

> ASMAE, Affari Politici: Francia, busta 11, fascicolo 1, ‘Situazione politico-militare della
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Having set out with abundant clarity what French governing circles expected
from any new Italian—French agreement, Pietri was less than disposed to dis-
cuss Fascism’s colonial aspirations in East Africa until formal Italian backing
against Hitler was assured. Using carefully phrased language he told Pignatti
that he was well aware of Ttaly’s interest in seeking a ‘solution in East Africa’,
before adding that this would invariably ‘encounter profoundly grave diffi-
culties within French colonial circles’. Recent discussions between himself,
Barthou, the Secretary General of the Quai d’Orsay and Marquis Alberto
Theodoli the President of the League of Nations’ Commission for mandates
had very clearly highlighted how difficult the question of Ethiopia would be to
broach for the French government, Pietri noted, although ‘in principle’ French
officials had shown no opposition to Italian plans. Pignatti more than took
the hint. An agreement with France over the future of Ethiopia was possible
but would certainly not be easily reached. Much would depend on the extent
to which Mussolini supported French diplomatic initiatives and continued to
defend Austrian independence, an issue at the very heart of French anti-Hitler
thinking. In fact, if anything had induced the French political class and French
public opinion to refocus their view of Mussolini and Fascism, it had been the
Duce’s rapid and stiff response to the Austrian Nazi coup attempt in late July.
As Pietri put it France as a whole had been generally delighted at Mussolini’s
action, and had it not been for a ‘resolute British attitude’ in the days that fol-
lowed the Dolfuss assassination France would have provided even more tan-
gible evidence of it its admiration for Italy. The British, as non-committal and
ambiguous as ever, were not it seemed prepared to become involved directly
in European affairs and therefore were not willing to join any Italian—French
protest against Hitler’s appointment of von Papen to the post of ambassador
to Vienna. Mussolini still had much to do before he could be sure that both
the London and Paris governments would not cause complications during the
coming war with Ethiopia.>”

By the first days of autumn enthusiastic French declarations of friendship
for Mussolini’s ITtaly continued unbounded. As Suvich informed Mussolini
in late August, the French Ambassador Charles de Chambrun had been at
great pains to stress the ‘rapid progress’ which the idea of an Italian-French
rapprochement had made at all levels of French society. It was obvious that
Chambrun had been ordered to flatter and charm Mussolini personally, or
at least had taken it upon himself to do so given his assurances to Suvich
that ‘His Excellency (Mussolini) enjoyed great popularity among the masses
even within the smallest villages of France.** Just a few years earlier any such
pro-Mussolini declaration by a French official would have been unthinkable.
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Now, as Hitler re-armed Germany beneath a cloak of secrecy and intrigue, the
Italian Fascists had become indispensible and valued friends of France and
the French people. The war scares and press hostilities of the 1920s and early
1930s lay forgotten as the two Latin cousins realigned themselves to deter the
march of Hitlerism, albeit with rather differing agendas.

Mussolini, eager to have the planning process for Ethiopia moved along
more vigorously, was more than happy to please his new friends in the French
establishment. In early September he embarked upon a brief tour of Puglia,
the southernmost region of Italy’s eastern seaboard, and made a number of
salient and inflammatory speeches. Of these, the speech the Duce gave in front
of a large crowd gathered in front of the Palazzo del Governo in Bari would
have pleased his French allies the most, while no doubt causing Hitler con-
siderable alarm. During the speech, greeted by the thunderous cheering and
clapping of the gathered Fascist faithful, Mussolini declared the cultures of the
Mediterranean peoples to be vastly superior to that of doctrines to be found ‘on
the other side of the Alps’. Along the shores of the Middle Sea, he declared to
his audience, ‘the great philosophies, the great religions, (and) great poetry” had
all been born and thrived for more than thirty centuries unabated. Likewise, in
this same region had emerged a great empire that ‘had left an indelible imprint
on the history of all civilised peoples’. Such an enduring legacy now permit-
ted the peoples of the Mediterranean to ‘look with supreme pity’ upon ideas
sustained by the descendants of northern peoples who had ignored the vitality
of Mediterranean ideas, and to their great cost.> The Duce’s dramatic and
angry speech, coming at a time of continued Italian press attacks on Germany
and ever-improving Italian—French relations, constituted a clear and aggres-
sive critique of National Socialism and provoked further disquiet in Berlin.
In the coming months the dictator was to pursue a persistent anti-Nazi policy
designed to isolate Germany in Europe, and prevent Hitler from staging any
further ill conceived attempts to annexe his Austrian homeland. Just over a
year into his chancellorship Hitler faced a serious and unrelenting crisis with a
fellow Nationalist regime whose leader he had hitherto idealised.>°

CONTAINING HITLER

After Mussolini’s dramatic anti-Nazi speech at Bari he went on to deliver
similarly aggressive and highly nationalistic speeches at Lecce, Taranto, the
home of the Italian navy’s main naval base, Brindisi and Foggia. The key theme
remained the same throughout his tour of Puglia: Fascist Italy was strong and
would fight hard to protect its rights in what had become once more ‘