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1 The llong Walk Out' P.J.D.Langrishe Officer Artillery. 
In Desert from June 1940. In and out of Greece and Crete . In support of 56th Div 
Captured in 150 Brig. Box • Ends in PG at MOntalbo - Fortress 20 miles SW of Piacenza 
Moved to Fontanellato. A new orphag&ge of four stories. Chapel used as assembly room. 
PL is appointed cartographer of the Camp( the account is l.e the only one to have aul.l 
~ps of complete journey while PL was always requesting and often finding other maps 
in jour:trey). 
9th September 1943 all were marched out with cooperation of Italians and SBO shortly 
be66re the Germans came. The Gb did not follow up but ate the meal anddrank the wine 
prepared for the POWs linch. Soon broke up into small groups. PL with others stayed 
for a week at farm only 3 miles from camp. (An officer in another house nearby, who 
spoke good Italian, showed the Germans round the house where he was staying to prove 
that no Englishman was being hidden there.) PL moves off by himself and then four 
of them decide to make for Bardi in the hills t o the South. At the small village of 
Pieve di Bardi with only 26· ~ouse they are greeted in cockney English. (Area noted for 
much emigration to England.) PL and his colleagues tended to go into smaller villages 
but avoided the bigger ones. ~od descriptions of the remoter small communities where 
life had hardly changes in hundreds of years but which in 2 decades would disappear. 
The detail given by PL of food and 'billeting arrangements' shows the wide variety 
of reception given to them - though almost always very warm but depending on the 
conditions of each family. In the northern peaks of the Appenines they were welcomed 
Q_ften for their novelty val:qe as well as t .Je usual humanitarianism of the Italians 
but later on, esp~cially after skirting Florence they were disconcerted to find 
th~lr motley clothes instead of makin~ them melt into the lapdscap~ they were 
reoc~ised by the contadini who had seen many others pass byo avine t ra~l ~0 most of 
thP ,,r•y wi th onP companion some Italians a.tk.:o tthein-to t ta.kelralong a Spaniard. After 
a day or two, as more and more Germans were around they decided each t o go on his own. 
Near Aquila heard two 'incredible'stories. One that a ~ellington had been brought 
in to take off a group of POWs and the other that a plat~·on ofS.A. parachutist hd 
landed t~ help POWs. Met a party of Aust~ians not very energetically making for the 
fronto 
Having crossed t he Rome Pescara road and rail near Cocculo they meet up with others 
who are going to be led through the lines by an Italian (See also Fox's Spaghetti & 
Barbed Wire' and later over Sangro John Verney 'Going to the Wars'). Among the part)~ 
others f r om Fontanellato. When they set off there are some 20 Allied Pews and some 
60 Italians - some carrying suitcases. It was now past the middle of November and 

l
at times, even in pouring rain PL with or without co~ons had done 20 miles a 
day up hill and and down very many valleys with an unknown and very varied meal at 
the end of the day with luck,v-ery seldom a hot meal midday and - much t o his chagrin 
no breakfast at all. He had no ·, water proof clothing but was one of the few with 
good english boots. 
The guide led off with the Allied 20 behind in small gropps (as they WJuld make less 
noise) and then the Italians. At one point when on Monte Greco the guide doubled back 
as Germans were below and said he would have t o lead by the tail around another wayo 
PL had been joined by 4 others from Fontanellato and a Sergeant picked up on the way 
when all the party had spent the night ina ~artly destrJyed and ~pty village . 
After guide was lfst PL and others lead the way c~osseJ- with care~rman telephone 
line and nearl~German gunners goes off to the right but some of the followers disturb 
~raans and there is machine ~ fire behind them. PL, using the fires ~ng in 
Alfadena and Castel di Sangre as guides finds t he well used (by others) area across or 
rather through the Sangre and the flat and partly wooded country in the area. Others, 
one with socks instead of shoes can't make the last lap so PL and American go forward 
and bump into American forces. The others come through later in the dayo 
PL gets home in England on 23rd December 1943. 

I
The wealth of description of the di 'fering reception and hospitality and the agonies I 
caused by the mountainous routes it was necessary t o take and the cruel t ies of the 

weather and conditions at t~:•L ~:..::1 very :;;;.ught ~t. )(' y( . ~ 1.-1 

3tt ~ s~, cGI.f~J. U~~' , ; tf"· \. 
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I NI'HO nUCTJ 0 N. 

l!.very story must start somewhere nnd it wi 11 help the render if some 

light is shed upon how I fouud myr"~el f 111 Campo I' . ! :.J1r) at Fontnuellato in 

Northern Italy in the year 191() before I set out upon what subsequently 

became the longest walh: in my life. 

In June 19ll2 I .had he en for rather more than two years a proud member 

of 25/26 Da,ttery of 7th Medium Hegiment J!.oyal Artillery then serving with 

the 8th Army in N. Af~ica. We were equivped with modern long-range 

equipment, 1!.5" guns and our regiment was one of the seven regular Medium 

Artillery Regiments of the Dritish Army. We had been participants in the 

earliest desert battles from June 19~0 onwards, the famous battle of Sidi 

Barrani in December l9qQ an~ the subsequent battles of Bardin, Tobruk and 

the advance to Ben.hasi a~d beyond. Thence we had battled up and down 

Greece, from there to Crete where, as infantry, we took on the German 

Ai rborne Army at JTeraklion - escaping;, thanks to the Royal Navy, back to 

Egypt but suffering terrible casunlties from bombing en route. 

Re-equipped, since we hn~ had to blow up our guns on the slopes of 

J~unt Parnassus, with the new ~.5" gun, we took the field again in tJ~ 

Western Desert in Operation Crusader, to relieve besieged Tobru~ as its 

main objective. For many days, ns had been told in other bool{s, the 

armoured hnttle raged anfl swayed baclt and forth erounrl Sidi Rezegh until 

eventually the Axis army under ltommel was driven out of Libya, the Regiment 

finding itself at El A~rhei la on the !rulf of Sirte, nt the very sh..arp end of 

the Tiritish Army. 

As is well kuowu, Hommel recoiled in January 19'!2 and the Regiment 

\ amonl!st others founrl its way, after some hair-raising experiences, to the 

_J. I fortified "Gazala line" about 20 miles west of 'l'obruk in March where it 

stayed, div;ging in behind miles of barbed wire and millions of mines, in 

support of the 50th (Tyne and Tees) DiviS!ion of 30 Corps. Hut, in ~lay 1942, 

the enemy struck. A week or more of bitter fi~hting fouud 25/26 Battery 

penned in an ever-shrinkin~ perimeter in support of 150 Infantry Drigade but 

on 1st June 19'•2 the end cnme to the Dri~n<'le Group an<'l, despite a final 

ferocious Stuka attack on the Dnttery, the guns were destroyed with the last 

two rounds of ammunition. This melnucholy eiercise is effected by placing 

one shell, wrong way round,in the muzzle of the gun then loading another 

round in the usual 1•my Anil firin~ the gun with a (very) long lanyard. 

'.rhen so far as possible all other rni.litnry equipment was smashed into 

uselcs!'lness anrl, finnlly, the nnttcry snfe wns hurierl in a slit trench with 

a substantial amount of money loched 1nsirle. 
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ClJAl 'TER l. 

After thnt the long trip into cnpLivity began but it was not until 

about September 191t2 tl1ot l finally rencl1ed my first permanent POW Camp. 

Tl1is wns at Montalbo n smnll villa~e up in the Appenines about 20 miles 

or so South West of PincenzA in K. Italy. It wns a smaller edition of 

the famous, or infamous, (ierman carnp at Colnitz - a small mediaeval 

castle built on a hill top in the form of a hollow circle on three floors 

which housed about a hundred officers mostly Dritish ann a smaller 

number of other raul< orderlies. 

During the winter of 19'•2-l() life rolled slowly past but the dull 

rouun of POW life was bri•:htcned by the effects of the ever-growing 

volume of the H.A. F. heavy bomber raids on ~filan aud Genoa. We could 

hear the mnssive Stirling bombers drouin~ overhead on their way to or 

from Genon also the equnlly massive ~ruds and shaking of the earth as tl~ 

huge hombs rained down. We couln on fine nights see splendid pyrotechnic 

nisplnys from Hilnn and in the ltnlian newspapers there were strong 

complaints of "unfairness" on the part of R.A.F. bomber crews who, after 

dropping their bomb load, descended to a low level to strafe buildings, 

streets and grounrl targets with machine-guns before heading for home. 

Indeed it might be said that the Italians or at least the government­

iospirerl press anrl ranio regarded it as both unsporting and unreasonable 

tba.t their country should be subjected to bombing from U. J<. bases or at all. 

It was also rluring this \'liuter thnt our Italian captors began to hint 

that we were soon goinp; to be moved to a marvellous new camp where every 

comfort known to mao would be at our disposal subject only to the trifling 

i nconvenience of incarceration until the Axis duly won the War but, living 

from ~ay to nay ann distrusting all rumour, we prisoners tool< it all with 

handfuls of salt. 

generally. 

It wns All good fun but not untypical of POW experiences 

Spring of Jf)/.1) came down into the l'lnio and soon there was blossom 

everywhere, reminding us of the orchards of England And those wbo were 

waiting there at lmme for us. There were days of greAt beauty to be 

fully nppreciated hy those upon whose hands time hung; there was the 

mighty chain of the Alps runniug in a half-circle from the west to the 

north-eAst, a chain of snow-clad giants, sparkling in the clear morning 

sunshine. 'fhere WAS the mighty massif of Hoot IJlanc, poised in mid-air 

on a cushion of misty blue above the Plain; further to the north could be 

seen the r.rent shoulc'lers of ~lonte Hosa beyond which lay Switzerland, a lancl 

of freedom, an(l all i t.s shirm11ering brethren in their ice-clad mn.iesty. 

Shortly before our move nctunlly tool\ place, the Italians played what 

t hey presumably imaginen W:l!'; their ace. Almost without any prior warning 

- 2 -
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our small force of other-raul\ bAt.r,cn w:-~s spirited aw:ty at:d in their place 

came 8 similar munher of white Soutl1 .\fricllll troops. Doubtless the Italian 

J!igh Command hoped by this means to introtluce cousidernhle friction in the 

camv, uot to mention the pol"sihility thnt South Africnns with such names 

RS ~.fuller could be persunded to form a fiftl1 column within our camp. 

Our S.H.O. ( -;eoior British Officer) immediately tooJt the matter in hand, 

explninit:g the position a~ he snw it to the South Africans who thereafter to 

8 man took it all in good part no ~oubt to the great disappointment of the 

Italians. Hore :SOuth African's joine-d us later after our move to the 

new camp. 

Finally the rumours became more certain anfl, wonrler of wonders, one day 

the order came through. We were to move lock, stock an~ barrel to this new 

wonder-camp. Preparations were put in hAnd for there wns much to be seen 

to. J\s to the mea:1;rc possessions of the inmates, these presented no 

difficulty but tl.ere wns the lar)!e quont.i ty of unissued Tied Cross parcels 

and the stores of private food to be conveyed to our new lodgin~. All, 

however, was deRl t with nnfl then cnme the l.!:reAt day. 

Suddenly, it all hegl\n to happen. ·.ve were told to pack our few miserable 

possessions, we were pararled for the usual POW searches at the hands of our 

captors for coutrahand r:oofls and at rlcad of night we marched out of our 

mini-Colnitz into n couple of large coaches, each with n pnssenge~carryiug 

trailer anrf in these we trunrllerl throur,h the night to r iacenza where a train 

wa s boar<Jed. This tool< us to o st~tion in the middle of nowhere ou a hot 

afternoon. Here we nctraiued onn, wenry, hot aucl dispirited we had to march 

t he couple of miles to our promised parAdise. Prom the name ou the station 

we gathered we hnd nrrived nt Fontauellato - Campo I'.G. h9 iu military pnrlance. 

Speculation grew with evcr.v step. One voice sairl the camp wns in huts, 

nnother that it was auotlter cnstlc till finally we catne in sight of a huge 

new bricl<-lmil t ecHfice. Jt wns so impressive ann modern thnt nobody 

considered for a moment that this wns our destination till the head of the 

column turned into the gateway. We had Rrrived! 

?-!ow the Italian tnlent for w~sti ug time and putting to inconvenience 

those in a less fortunnte position wns brought fully into play. Without 

semblance of any military form, some two hundred weary POW's milled about in 

front of the impressive structure finally sinl<iug to rest on the steps of the 

granite podium on which the buililin!! stood, to await events whilst the shadows 

lenr.r.:theoed and our stomnchs i mHcatecf their lacl{ of food .since we h111l left 

~fontalho. :ro one seemed to know what was to be done aud when, after more 

than an hour's time utterly wnsteil, a bu~lc began to sound anrl signs of 

martial activity were seen i 11 the gunrils' compound, we founrl ourselves 

- :; -
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spectators of the striking o f the fla~. Tlrnse who were weary from the 

long march from the stntiou remained ou their bottoms ancl were rebu){ed by 

t.he Italian Collll'lautiat;t who told t ltcm to respect, outwardly at least, another 

t Ation's ceremouinl even if they di1l not agree with i t and in any case, to 

be good enou~h not to lnu~h! From pil st experience we lmew thAt nt some 

t ime tl1e Italians would (or should ) s earch us for T'(l'.\' coutraband, i.e. 

i tems of use for escape purposes but as time wore on anti darkness fell in 

t he enrl the expected search wns dispens ed with till the morrow. What the 

I talians would expect to fiml after we had been giveu a nil!;ltt in which to 

c onceal those things they hoped t(l unearth, no one can say but we were 

grateful for such mercies, small as tltey were. 

The building in which we found ourselves wns originally built as an 

o rphana ge and, in fact, we were the fir s t occupants; history does not relate 

what happened to those for whom it was intended but no doubt the news was 

r eceived in discerning circle s in the snme spirit as was the news here of 

German prisoners of war trn,relling to the exclusion of our owo people in 

I~ng:li sh trains. 

'fhe orphanage wns a most imposing edifice, built in rather florid style 

b ut hearing n slight resemblance to the front view of our own Ducl<ingham 

l'nlace. Tt han three floors au r. n lArge central hall whi ch would have been 

t he Chapel but for our purposes wl'!s used ns n meeting ha l l and games room, 

m mally harbouring s erried ranl<s of bridge fours durin:r the evenings. It 

l\ OS li~ht anrl airy though we were fairly pncked into the rooms used as 

do rrrli t o ries. Washing nun sanita r y f nc i 1i tics were impressive to lool( at but 

shorlcly nnrl rnther unreliable in use . 

Throughout the next weeh or so, at intervals more parties of POWs would 

nrrivc from other camps until the full complement of approaimatel:v 600 officers, 

mostly British but a sprinkling of vArious Allied contingents as well was 

reached. All then settlecl down again to P<n routine includiug the cat which 

hAd been brought from ~~onta 1 bo on a lead, to the amazement of the Italians. 

As the Camp began to fiucl its feet, vRrious incidents would take place. 

For instance, the Italians were luwin~ some bother connecting up our main 

water supply and to fiuigh tile worlt, a lArge van equippetl with all sorts of 

t ol"ls cRme in to the compound. Jt l e ft eventually with considerably fewer 

t ools thau when it enterecl. ·.ve were also permitted to worlt on the levelling 

of our games field which was si terl i n a sepnrnte compound at the rear of the 

building for which purpose we were issuen r'lnily with 1'1 number of picks and 

Flltovels. 

The Camp Escape Committee snw in this tlte embr~·o of au idea for a 

hr~ah-out. It must be explained tl1at investigation within the camp soon 

r evealed tl•e impossibility of a tunuel hecause the level l"f v:rounc1 "'ater in 
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The daily rounil varie<l little. Dener~th n generally typically blue 

Jtnlian summer sky we liven out our routine life. Most days a formal wall< 

was allowed for nbout 60 at a time. For these we douc:ed our smartest ld t 

nncl always ]{ept a spanldn~ pace nloug: the local country roads where our route 

toolc us anrl it was not uuusual for a wall< to return to camp with ouly the 

Italian Orderly Officer nun tim Carabinierc sergeant, the militnry escort 

hnvin1; fallen by the ronclsine being unable to keep up with us - we were on 

parole not to make escape attempts on walks. These wallts took place soon 

nfter sunrise because of the hot wcnther, before brealtfast. 

Durin:; the dayli~ht hours there were clnsses held in every available corner 

for instruction in several lnngunges, lnw, nccountancy nnn ma1zy otl~r subjects. 

Lunch wns our main meal ani!, Juwiug re ·rarcl to the severe Italian rationing, it 

wasJremarkablyJsufficient mainly because we were fortunate iu having our 

catering supervisee] by an absolute expert in that field. Also our supply of 

Red Cross parcels was operated on a centralised basis instead of beiug issued 

indivi1lually as was more genernl practice elsewhere and this arrangement provided 

a mnssive supply of canued and dried ~roceries for various meals. 

And so the summer wore ou. J!ugby football and soccer were played 

furiously throughout the ~ropic hcnt of the day to the amused interest of our 

guards who re~arded ttcis as proof, if pronf were needed, of the proverbial 

madness of the English. The war news for the Italians grew blacl{er and . yet 

blaclcer till it became apparent that their days ns an Axis ally were numbered. 

•Ve lived from dny to nay for the news. Our gunrds be:z;an quite openly to talk 

of going home and seeing our families again. Times were stirring, great things 

happening. 

Suddenly, sensation! The afternoon of 25th July was electric, radios 

outside the camp blared ancl without any warning a small crowd came streaming down 

from the villa:,!e shouting am'l dancing in the street - "~!ussolini has fallen, 

~lussoliui hns fallen". The pAthetic Italian soldier guards, C3 to a man, 

poured out of their huts tearing portraits of Il Duce from the walls and jumping 

on them with their boots. Indeed these were by no means the worst indignities 

to which the pictures were subjected! 

Hussolini harl fallen aucJ, strnn:Jely, the millious of Italians who recently 

appeared to worship the ground ou which he walked, now reviled him and cursed 

him to perdition ns the man who hrul ruined his country - which in truth he had 

done by electing to tic it to llitler's cont tails. 

A11cl now a strange thing hnppcucil. It fell to my turn to be one oi those 

due to go on an outside walk the very next clay after this momentous event. The 

enrly morning nir wns fresh nncl the shy a marvellous blue with promise of bent 

as we marched out of the compound aucl on to the road through the village. As 

We progres!';ed at our usual smart pace but with au added spring in our step we 
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could not. help but notice a quite extnlOrfli Mry visual change to the whole 

lanilscnpe. lVe suddenly reAlised that virtually every representation of 

the batcf! emblem, the fMces - titc buncHe of rofls - h:- fl been blotted out 

overnight from l<ilomctre pQsts, honse-numher plaques, public buildings aud 

elsewhere and such slol!ans as "Long live the J<ing" appenref! in their place. 

Jn a few clays - but after some harn fil!hti ng - ->icily hns fallen and 

Dri tish shells are actual Jy falling on tlte homeland as the Italian goverument 

announces preparations and measures for defending the fatherland and repelling 

the hAted invaders. rictures np!1enrecl in the papers of "the armoured train", 

a pnthetic collection of antique railwAy iroumongery featurin~ a large but 

n]most prehistoric cannon, which wAs being seut to the toe of Italy to guard 

the coast ngainst landing;s; it couln tJot have lasted more than a few hours 

from tlte atteutions of tlte H.:\. F., if im1ced it. ever rcncherl n wnr zone. 

Another strnuJ~e thin~! ltappeneil. One nay, out of the blue, that much 

respccten newspaper the Corriere della "'ern appeared with the front page nud 

much of the 11econn also, covered with a most fulsome paean of praise for 

"La Ottava Armata" - the Dritish 8th Army, describing its victories and defeats 

but holding it up as an exrunple of perfect military conduct and behaviour, 

clearly a step in preparing t'1e ItaliAn people for a change of side in the war. 

When it actually arrived on Italian soil, the people could rely on the British 

Army to regard them as frienrls A~ain. .\11 the more extraorrlinary was this 

because only shortly before the pnpers han been revilin~ "the barbarous 

1\nglo-Saxon" fliers who hHd hcen dropping bombs on their sAcred soil. 

Further sensntions came hot upon ench others heels - now the Allies were 

nAhore on the mainland near He1.u~io cH Cnlnbria and we, behinci our barbed wire, 

hef!in to envisage freeciom within a mntter of days. Deing at that time the 

official unofficial carto~rapher, I haci prepared lar~e maps of Italy to shew the 

progress of the mainlan<l invasion nnn of the Russian fronts which were displayed 

on the wall of our "hal 1", sometlting we would never have dared to do a wee]{ or 

two previously ns tlecy woilld have bef'n immediately removed and confiscated by 

the Itnlious. 

One small worry, however, c.loucled our otherwise cncouragin~ outloo){ - how 

wouln the ffermau .Army react? After all, we were sitting in our camp in the 

Po valley some 501l tniles at least away· from the then front line. Not only that 

but we han seen liermnn infantry mGrchin~ nbout on our road pnst th~ Camp and 

rumours of o whole oivision enca:npe1l in the neighbourhood for training. We 

would uot have long to wait. 
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· CIIAPTER 2. 

~1JRRENDER 

What we hAd been hoping for and expect i ng dny by day came, somewhat 

unexpectedly, in the evenin~ of the 8th September. I had come back to my 

room after supper and was chatting with two or three others when the 

serenity of the &Ullllller evening was shattered by a growing hubbub from the 

direction of the village. We went to the windows and soon were astonished 

t o see a large crowd of the villagers, ,joined by our guards, come hurrying 

down the road, some on bicycles and some on foot, shouting, singing, cheering 

ftnd throwing their caps in the air; "Peace, pence", they cried, suiting the 

act ion to the words. 'l'he soldiers flung down their rifles, jumping on them 

and called out to us that we were now their friends. 

Our first reaction was perhaps one of numbness. Here was the thi n,:~; we 

had all been waiting for and what were we to do? Were we free to leave the 

camp , would our troops be with us in the morning, how would we be sent home? 

These and a hundred other like questions sprang into our minds until, 

t hrough the chatter of excited conversation came the order that the Senior 

Bri tish Officer would address all ranks in the main hall immediately. 

The crowd of some five hundred excited prisoners thronged into the hall 

a nd then we heard the S.D.O. mal<e his announcement . It was indeed true that 

t he Italian Government had surrendered unconditionally to the Allies and that 

t herefore we should, in the normal course of events, expect to be speedily 

r epatriated. lie explained that all ranks must remain in camp till further 

or ders and that the Italian Commandant had made arrangements with him for the 

s peedy evacuation of the camp if it became necessary but until he gave the 

or der, no one would leave . lie wound up by saying that unless any emergency 

ar ose in the meanwhile, nothing further would take place until 9 a.m. the 

f ollowing morning when another full parade would be held. 

We all then retired to our various rooms where every sort of discussion 

r anged back and forth upon the situation and speculation as to the future 

course of events. It was confidently assumed that there would soon be Allied 

l andings in the Gulf of Genoa, mainly in order that the large number of 

pr isoner of war camps in the Plain should be released, it being borne in mind 

t hat there .ust have been nearly fifty thousand prisoners spread over quite a 

small area. But alas, how wrong were these estimates! 

At dawn the Italian guards on the gates were replaced by our own "police" 

and after breakfast, all ranks fell in for the muster parade. It was a great 

occasion, our first parade at which no Italians bad been present. 'l'he S.D.O. 

~ave out his orders in the shortest possible time. Immediately after the 

parade all ranks were to don battle-dress, collect one day's hard rations 

a nd then be ready to evacuate the camp on five minutes notice on the sounding 
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of a buRle, borrowed from the Italians. 

later. 

Further orders would be announced 

'!'his wns Rll soon clone. We nl 1 m<~cle our rooms tic'ly and parcellecl up 

anc'l pacllecl away those things we won1 fl have to lenve behind in case they could 

be recovererl nt a later elate. Thi!'> rloue, smnll knots of people fonned, 

exchanging oddresses and l!;iving messa).!.es for those at !Jon1e in case of trouble 

on the way. Somehow it seemec'l uureal that. after all these long months, in 

many cases years, the greAt day h:tc'l come nml we woultl once more be going 

forth free men into the outer world; unreal that the tables were turned, that 

we were now the bosses nnrl th~ Italians dancin~ to our tune; unreal that this 

large anrl ugly building for so lot•g our home from home, was now a place to be 

left behind ns soon as posRible. 

Our thoughts also turned to those at home. ~vhat hod they been told and 

whot dicl tl1ey expect us to be doing? In the events that were to follow, it 

turned out that their hopes were to he sorely tried but just then we felt some 

of the happiness thnt they must hnve been feeling nnd we tried to picture to 

ourselves our homes and frienc'ls in England. 

Eleven o'clock wns the si~nal for t}Je usual mid-morl'in~ drinl<; we 

forer:athered in the stouy courtyarcl in the rear of the builrling to receive our 

cocoa and the discussions were nd.iourncd to be further considered over steaming 

TttUgs. Sudc'lenly there was a roar of aeroplane engines and a pair of blnck ugly 

frerman ,nJ.fl8 bombers were to be seen strenl<in:.r for the camp at low altituc'le 

over the fields. We thought tl1is was the ber::iuning of some sort of attncl< 

for the Germans lmew well where we were anf. we could not believe that they would 

let the chance of collectin;1; several huudret'l Uritish officer prisoners slip 

tl1rougl1 their fin~ers. :lowever all wns well anrl the planes passed safely 

overl1enc'!. We then noticed thnt the Italians ltnd cut awoy a long stretch of 

the wire at the euo of the plnyin:z; field - freedom uegau to seem very sweet and 

near and beckoning. 

Cocon consumed, most departed back to their own or to friends' rooms and 

word weut round thnt tl'c Italian c01mnnndnnt hnd given orders to the guard that, 

in the event of any <Yerman attempt to recapture us, they would rlefend the cnmp 

to the lnst mnn or nt any rate until we had mnrle our escape. This did not 

inspire any great confirlence in u~ but in the present state of tension, it 

shewerl thnt he was on our sirle. 

lfid-c'!ay hncl harilly sounrled frout our clocl< nur1 it wns nearly time for our 

lunch when those who were in the rooms in tlte front of the building heard a 

cry they ,..·ere to hear often iu the nays to follow. The Italian guards who 

were lounging about in anrl o11t of the ~unrd-huts tool< up the cry "'I'edeschi 

v en!-"ono, the r.ermans are comin:,!, escape quickly." I never knew whether our 

lm!!; le sounrlec'l or not but the desired effect wns achieved with speed and 
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efficiency. 1'ihilst g;atherin;.! together ruy few belouging:s which J hnd put 

nsicle for this moment, J saw through the winilow the Jtalinus putting into 

effect tlreir promise to holil the camp. It seemed that a small party of 

Germans had been seen so•ne miles awny nnd the rumour grew with repetition 

ti 11 I believe the Jtnlians thou11:ht they were going to face au Arwy Corps. 

The officer of the t~nrcl wns buckling on his pistol aurl his steel helmet, 

nt the same time crying to his men to rnll in. This they shewed oo grent 

enthusiasm to do ani! tltey were still less nnxious to climb into the anti­

escape eli tch thnt hail he en ilug to a dept1l of four feet round the perimeter 

wire, so that the officer, swearin~ the foulest oaths and gesticulatin2:, 

picked up hanrlfuls of pebbles ani! hurled them nt his muti11ous troops in l1is 

fury. This, as might be expecter., h:u'l no effect beyond maki og certain that 

tlwy would desert nt the earliest opportn11ity which indeed they did some 

five minutes later. 

CTrnbbing my small buuillc, J went outside with the others to the playing 

field where already plntoous nnrl compaui es were bei n~ marshalled. In a 

matter of five minutes the roll ll'llS cnllecl and the order to move off given, 

Almost with the precision of n trained formation, the columns of officers and 

other ranks with pncks, cases an1l other impe!dimentr~ moved away in column of 

threes to the left and out through the gap, into the fields at the back of the 

village. At lPst we were out, free from the restrnint of the Italians and 

responsible for our owu nctions and steps, but where would they lead us? 
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Cll:\P'l'ETl ) • 

It was o beautiful sunny, early nutmnu cloy as tl1e column turned its 

bnck upon the camp aml directeo its feet across the stubble aucl on to the road 

ruunin~ past the villa:~e. Jt was uot Ion~ before the locnls saw what was 

f!;Oing on nucl came out of the house!'i to watch nnd wave anil wish us luck. It 

wns also not long before one of the It.nlinns along the roadside was recognised 

as one of our erstwhile guards; it hnd taken him no longer to demobilise 

himself than wns requireil to chAnJ!e into civilian clothes auil slip away from 

the hateci huts. All wns silent behincl u~ in the camp nor were there the 

expected sounds of shooting to be heard. 

\\'ith us as we marcllerl out to freedom cnrne our two interpreter officers. 

'l'he sellior by name Captain Camino before the war had practised as a 

~ !etallurtrical Consultant in :)heffielc1 nlll1 wns strongly Anglophile whilst the 

other, Tenente Orazi hnc1 been a clerk in a meat-pnckin,'}; factory in Chicago. 

}.luch earlier in the day a reconnai1':nnce hfld been maile by one of the 

senior officers for plnces to l1irle if such an eventuality as this should occur 

and it was to one of these hic:le-outs that our wAy lec1. 'l'hrough the village, 

down n lone nurl across the ficlrls we went, a river of l<haki in the sunny 

Italian countryside till at last we cnme to the rlyked banks of a small river 

and there we halted while further pl~tos were made. It was decided that we 

should remain there for the present And we a 11 therefore ltept together but 

coucealecl ourselves belli nd the clyl<e nurl nmong the 1nany clumps of bushes th~t 

grew there. 

Durin~ the re1W1inder of the c'lny. a small party was sent back to the camp 

to gather information ar.rl what they found out was very interesting. It 

ap peared thnt, some ten or fifteen minutes after the last POW hail filed through 

the gap in the wire, one or two lorry lo;1rls of German troops arrivP.d ancl 

ent ererl the camp. '!'hey founc'l the Italian Commandant in his office with some 

of his officers who told them tl•nt the Enp;lish hnd gone; their furious reaction 

was to place the Itnlians nmler arrest aPcl then g:o throu~h the building to see 

what the:v coulrl find. 

There uow occurred n serieR of events which surprisingly demonstrated how 

lrermnn c1iscipline can be les.c; than effective if the temptation is strong 

enough. 'l'hough their prey hnrl slipped through their fingers, the German 

soldiers rliil themselves very well on the luvc!J that was ready for eating when 

the camp wns evncuntec1, on the store of wiue tl1at was our day's rAtion ancl on 

the Ded Cross parcel store. This latter they systemntically looted, as did 

they also our large tobacco store before they sold the remainder which they 

dicl 1mt want for whnt the :;• coulc'l ~et to tltC' villAgers. The remains of most of 
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the pnrcels soon founrl their wny out to u s in our hi~e, brou~ht by the locals 

whose sympnthics were now ver.v wuch 01 our side. lfnvin:~ flone their worst, 

t.hr- r;ermans settled flown to n torpifl l'll'd nruu)(ell 1=:lumber in the camp before 

in king their rlepnrture some time ]nter. T n t !•i s W<t;'l' , the uermans umloubtc•Hy 

threw nwny tl1eir first nml hest ch:lllcc of rPcnpturing tl1eir prey, when we 

were nll to•: ether Al'il close to the camp. 

'l'he day wore on 81!11 , i tJ spite of the precf!utious taHeu to disguise our 

presence by tl1e river, a steatlily !!;rowin~ stream of Jtnlinus came across the 

fiel.-ls bringi1•g the remnants of our 1 ootccl parcels to us. The two English­

speaking Italian officers who hAd come with us returned to the village nnd 

on their return confirmed what I11Hl occurred at the camp when the Germans cnme 

ancl added that the Commandnnt aurl some of his officers hnd been taken away 

ns prisoners. (Some yenrs Inter, ~ ft,~ r the end of the War, J learned that 

tJ'r Italian Colonel, taken prisoner in his turn by tl•e llermans for letting us 

~o free, hnrl rlied in captivity in Germally. In World War I he had been 

decorated by the Hri tish for braver~r,) As soon ns dnrkness fell on this 

exci tiut.~ Clay, the order cF~rne thrnu~h thnt we were to move again in case the 

r.ermans cnme upon us durin~ the ni:rht nJH'l so we set off in files by platoons 

nnii compnnies southwards along tl1e course of the river before settling down 

for the nip;ht, blfwl<ctles ~ , uncier the bushes nr,fl trees that lined the banl<s 

o f the strP.am. 

1\1 though J hAcl brought my grentcoAt with me, J found myself steadily 

g r owinc; colcler as the night wore on but in the end managed to get a few hours 

brokeu sleep on the hard )!rounii to wnl<e up colcl Anc' stiff with the first light 

of morning. '.'le mnrlc t.he best brenl\fnst we coulcl off the tinned food that we 

hncl hrought with us ntH~ then tool< si.ocl< of the si tun tion. In n short while, 

even though everyone remainco hidclen, the locals fouml us out and were soon 

rc~Filing us joyfully with quite nnheli cvablc news items supposedly hearcl on 

tl•" r :,cHo. 

Early on, sou nels as of n brisk smnll nrms IHtttle reacheii our ears nnd 

reports of GP.rmaus i11 tlre vicinity were investigated anrl found to be without 

co nfi rmntio n. Scouts were posted in all directions 

(lowu for the iiny to see whnt the future woul rl brin::':. 

nnr1 then we all settled 

The most illUDediate 

result WAS the report tllat the Allies h;ui lnnded iu the <iulf of rreuoa; whether 

this wns wishful thinl<ing on tl1e pArt of the Italians which they believed because 

it wns wlmt they wnnterl to hn ppen, history noes not relat,e but so far as we 

were concerned, without means of verifyin~, it meant th:1 t our S.B.O's plans 

were fortunately lnin os this wns the eventunlity thnt hRd heen hopen for. 

J.ater in the rloy these reports were prove rl to IJe false so he decided thnt, as 

s oon ns it wns dark ei;ough, we shoulfl nll move south Across the Via Emilin and 

mnl<e for the compnrnti ve ~fl fety of the mouutni ns but he adrled thnt, as the 
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position wns so uncerta.i.n 1 he would not forbid tl1e departure of small parties 

from the column if they wi!';hec't to mlll<e their own wily from then on. 

As soon ns dusk fell my pl:~toon moved off in sin1le file throu1h the 

hu!=>hes nucl thickets bcsicle the river nne! rast Jtnlian fnrmhouscs slecpin~ 

under n brilliAut stArry sl<y. 'I'hough our treAd was made with the utmost 

care it wns not lonf! before the first dol!: wns nwal<ened nncl n canine chorus 

rising to the stars. It was tnl<eiJ up by one dog After another and pnssed 

from fArm to fnrm as we stumbled thron!.!;h the ni~l•t. This performance did not 

entirely redound to our clis::ulvnntA!:!:e ns, no doubt, the Italians thought the 

w:~lkers through the ni~ht were the hntecl Iierman soldiers aud therefore they kept 

well within tl1eir c~oors. 

Progress 11·As slow alHl wheu I wns approached b~· two frieurls from my own 

Hegiment, Mac and Jerry with tl•e SUJJ: ~·estioo that we make off on our own, I fell 

in with them aud, nfter tellin~ {)ur plntoon commander of our intentions, we 

struck off to the enst &cross the fields with the intention of putting: as much 

distance between the main bocly nn,l ourselves as possible before dawn. We 

truoged on for some two miles or so t1llrl when we thought that "e were in open 

country, settled down for a short sleep in n convenient dry ditch. 

As soon as it became light :.fac, who could speak the best Italian of the 

three of us went off to A farm we could see a couple of hundred yards away over 

the fielrls to ask whether we coulc'l hnve food and shelter. He was received with 

great suspicion ourl finally returned from his mission unsuccessful whereupon we 

mnrle wl1at menl we coulrl from the ti uued food we still hnd wi til us. We founcl 

tl1at we were i o a vineyard aud so were able to refresh ourselves with the near-

ripe fruit. As the sun rose in another cloudless sky, we loy where we were 

discussing what should he done when, early in the afternoon, a peasant came past 

our hic'tin~ place anrl we pluckeil up the necessary courage and Italian to ask him 

for help. 

He said he woulrl asl< the farmer whose house was at the top of the field and 

suiting the action to the word, strode off in that direction. In a few minutes 

we saw llim corning baclq were we in luck or would we hove to try again? The 

answer was that we were to go to the form after dark aud we would be given food 

And lodging for the time being. So, wl•cn the suu had set on a day which seemed 

to have harl many times the proper quantity of hours, we rose from our ditch and 

went to the house. We went in single file, some yards distant from each other 

iu case there should be A bctroynl but all ,,ns well. The former llud his wife, 

n weather-beaten conple of some sixty summers and winters en ch, made us welcome 

iu their manner nucl soon we were si tti llf! dowu to n magui ficent plateful of 

Rtcnming broth. Thou.~h the ~nyt ime w:ls hot the ni~hts were growi og: chilly 

with the touch of onco111i n~ autumn ann the ltot soup drove the damp from our bones 

in a henrtelliug wny. It was nlso our first hot meal since supper three rlays 
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previously. The meal 0 1er, our host shewed us into the ~nests' bedroom, 

a warm congenial hsyloft ··.vhere W:! ench spent a pleasant night, sleeping 

well ancl relaxed aftt• r the nervous tension of the precerliug days. 

For the n2xt we~k we rernninecl nt this farm which we found was only sbme 

three miles from the camp. ~. lany tnles renched us aud we mnde contact with 

small groups of other ex-priso11ers from the cnmp who were, like ourselves, 

residin~ on neArby fnrms. It turned out thnt most of the mnin group had 

split into small pnrties which were lnyin1~ up in the nei~l1bourhood till 

reliable news would euable them to form n~;eful plans for the future. The 

fnrmer would not have us ou the premises dnrin~ rlaylight so 1ve would go into 

tl•e fields ant1 meet our friends, tnl< ill~ n lonf aucl wine with us fmil paRsing 

the nnys in thAt mauner. As soou ns it bec:=une dArl< we would return to our 

hot meal and when we f!Ot to know our hosts better a discussion would follow 

in our stiltet1 but steadily-irnproviug Jtnliau. 

They were noxious to lenru of the En:rlish wAy of living, what our 

previous histories hAc'! beeu nJIIl whnt we thou/!ht would be th e out-come of the 

WAr. The German rn~io kept announcing thnt uul ess the Italians who were 

harbouring British prisoners ~Rve them up, when the prisoners were fouud as 

they claimed they t~ssurerHy would be, the Italians would suffer heavily for 

their folly. Defore this announcement there hnd been one offering substantial 

rewards for information lending to the recapture of ex-priso ners but this had 

evoked no response, so threats were tried which had even less euccess, if that 

were po Rsihle . 

There was, however, in the village someoue with pro-German feelings for 

information wns given whicl• led to the senrcl•in!! of one house reputed to harbour 

a British officer. It did inrleerl harbour one but this officer was, 

fortunately for himself, able to speak the lnugunge like a native. The German 

search-party came to the hnuse anc1, tile owners beiug away in the fields, the 

Dri tish officer opened the door to them . f'ne of the Germans spoke a little 

Jtaliau anrl wl1en he said thnt he wns looldng for a Dri tish officer, he was 

invited to mnke a thorough search of tire house, conducted all the time by the 

one for whom he wns searching. From cellar to attic the pArty went, probing 

nnd seekin~; to their questiouings as to where the officer was, they were 

ossured that their i nformnnt h:ul been mi stnkeo and after some time they all 

departed whence they cnme. Few t;ermans bothererl to learn Italian so that 

they were u!'!nnlly unnble to cHscern w ~1e1J they were sp<!al<iug with an 

Eugli shmau who spol\e Jtnlinu wi tl1 a fnir oe!!;re<! of confidence and thus often 

mi~sed a cnpture they woulrl otherwise hove mnrle. The story of this search 

soon sprend thro•tgh the vi llnl!e a11tl thej r estirn~tion of the JJri tish WEJS grently 

rnised. 

Our hosts IIOW begnn t.o be r:lth ··r ,jwapy nnn l<ept nsldn~ when we iuteurled 
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to leave but we tried to put off the evil day as long as possibi e. One of 

our main difficulties, now that we were speedily overcomi ng the language 

problem, was procuring civilian clothes without which it would not be safe 

fo r us to move about during daylight. We asked our host if he could fix us 

up but as we ~ere all larger tban the normal run of Italians, he was not able 

to do so. Further there was a big demand for such clothes from all those 

other escapees in the neighbourhood and there were many extraordinary outfits 

to be seen. They did however suggest that if it would be any help they 

could dye our shirts and trousers blue or brown, which kind offer was accepted. 

The next day they borrowed some ill-fitting clothing for us while our 

shirts were dyed brown and our trousers blue. We still had no jackets other 

than our battle dress but they would have to do for the present aod when our 

t hings were dry we found that we were not nearly eo conspicuous as before and 

well-clad into the bar&ain. We compared very favourably with the "stage 

bandit" appearance of some of our friends in their borrowed plumes. Footwear 

was also a problem; I had my Army boots which I decided to retain against the 

l ong walk that I foresaw I would have to m, ake even though t hey were easily 

r ecognisable by sharp-eyed Germans. 

On the 18th September came the announcement over the Italian radio that 

ldarshal Badoglio had declared war on Germany; this however tended to ·make the 

I t alians more suspicious than helpful since they thought that now the Germans 

would kill them all on sight . At any rate my host intimated that we might 

advantageously find other accommodation so I scouted around the already­

overcrowded neighbourhood for another farm. Jerry and ~~c a&reed that under the 

c i rcumstances it would be better to split and on the 20th, with my few belongings 

on my back I betook myself to the far•n of one Maestri at the village of 

'foccalmatta, about one and a half miles from Fontanellato. It was a lllUCb 

l arger and more modern farm but there was, as usual, a fly in the ointment. 

To be more accurate, there were millions; they crawled up the walls in their 

t housands and over the food in their hundre~s, flying from dung-heap to kitehen 

and back with the greatest impartiality and frequency. 

Maestri and his family welcomed me. I was given the luxury of a separate 

bedroom , a change from the draughty loft in which we had previously been 

sleeping and in return for my keep I said I would be happy to help on the farm. 

I was taken at my word and found a new experience in my life. 

Since I had left the camp the weather had been more than kind; there bad 

been a succession of those days that are the foreigners' conception of sunny 

I taly. The Plain of Lombardy shimmered i n the dusty heat of the late summer 

and the distant Alps hung like a backcloth of dream mountains across the horizon. 

Daily the air was filled with a procession of vast and cumbrous Messerschmitt 

t ransport planes and a never-endin~ stream of vehicles paraded back and forth 
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along the main road two miles away. Horrid tales ' ':er e told of t he bodies of 

Italians lying on the roarl, crushed by the tracks of Hi t leL·' s tc-.llks anrl all 

the while the grapes swelled on the vines and purpled in t he hot sun in 

anti cipation of the comin~ harvest. 

A~ day was well arranged; in the mornings I would help on the farm, 

lifting sugar-beet (a back-breaking job) or muck-spreading which was an 

equally tiring form of entertainment. Then after a genercus lunch of pasta 

and rough red wine, J would betake myself over the fields to where a small 

group of my friends woulrl meet to spend the afternoon in speculation as to the 

trend of coming events and make plans for getting back to our own homes. By 

now we had come to the conclusion that, in view of the slow progress made in 

the invasion of Italy, if we were to wait where we were for the arrival of our 

own troops, we might be there till doomsday and the general consensus of 

opi nion was for a move, some said to Switzerland and some to the south but 

understandably no one was anxious to leave their comfortable billets for the 

uncertainty of the open country. 

Then the weather broke and for several days it was impossible to work in 

fields so, as the grapes had been harvested, all hands on the farm were turned 

to the task of making the wine . Basket after basket of fine blac¥ grapes 

wou ld be emptied into the large trough for pressing; I was entreated to take 

my turn, sans boots, in the trough, but I said I was unskilled and would prefer 

to lift the tubs of grape juice from the trough to the vats. This was, as it 

turned out, a far more exhausting job than I had anticipated. 

Sometimes J would be engaged in conversation by the farmer's daughters, 

chi ldren of eight and nine who were always much intrigued by the few English 

books that I had managed to bring with me and were avid for information about 

the British Isles. I explained that they were situated away to the north of 

their sunny land, that there was more rain and fog and that it was much colder. 

I t old them of Wales and Ireland and Scotland whereupon they assured me that 

Scotland was an island inhabited by a barbaric people who did not even have 

windows in their houses. My efforts to correct them were received with doubt; 

cou ld this grotesque distortion of the facts have been the work of the Fascist 

teaching? In between these tetes-a-tete, they made the day hideous with their 

continuous fighting and screaming so that it was a joy to be out of the house in 

the open fields. 

By this time 1 was get tin !~ anxious about what I was to do and, though I 

was inclined to make for. Switzerland, I could not bring myself to the point of 

setting out. In the end action was forced upon me. Shortly after the misty 

dawn of the 29th September, 1 was woken by a battering on my door which opened 

to reveal Maestri on the threshold in a great state of alarm. The village 
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Carabiniere, the policeman, had just ~·t.. .:. ~:z d j:;1 .... ith ~he n~ws that the 

Germans had begun a la;;:oge-scale ov:ecp v:!. ·~he ::.c?ighbc.urbood with special 

forces and that I would therefore b~ wall-artviaed to make a ~etaway into 

the fields. From the almost incvherent spate of Italian that fell from 

his lips, I pieced this news together aud I WAS then almost forcibly 

propelled out of the house with a crust in my hand and told to take cover 

in a nearby ditch. 

After a little while as the coost seemed clear I made my way across 

the fields to spend the rest of the day in discussion with a group of my 

friends who had received similar treatment from their hosts. It seemed 

that there was really something in this story anrl we cAme to the conclusion 

t hat the neighbourhood was getting too hot to hold us anrl that, in any case, 

it was not right to outstay the welcome that we bad enjoyed from the simple 

Italian farming folk. We therefore mnde certain plans for the morrow; 

four of us would start early and, for the present, mal{e for the town of 

Bardi in the •ountains to the south where we were told there were many 

friendly Italians. My friend Buck, who uas to be one of the four, returned 

with me to Maestri's farm that night. Our host only took us in with the 

greatest reluctance but finally we were put in the hayloft, a big come-down 

after my luxurious bedroom and he seemed to be appeased when we assured him 

that we would be gone for good the next day. I ~·as a bit concerned about 

how to follow our route as the only map I had been able to obtain wos a tiny 

one torn from the pages of an elementary school atlas belonging to one of the 

children but it was just better than none at all. 
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CHAPTER 4. 

ON TilE MOVE. 

'fhe morning of the }Otl1 September dawned fine but misty after a 

peaceful night, free from alArms. We were given en early breakfast and 

Almost before we bad finished, the other two arrived. We then set out Buck, 

John, Bunny and myself acros~ the fields wondering what the future bad in 

store for us and wllere our steps would turn. I hAd $aid that I wanted to be 

home by Christmns, jokingly, though 1 never dreAmed in my wildest moments 

that my intention would be uncannily fulfilled. We travelled light and 

fest through the dAmp fields anfi pal'lt the farms whose occupants were bnrdly 

astir. We planned to skirt West of Fidenza where there was reputed to be a 

German garrison and then aftl!r crossin~ the main road and railway, to strike 

into the bills. We had already learned one thing which was that the Germans 

seldom strayed from a main road or a large town and this knowledge was to 

prove of inestimable value in the days and weeks to come. 

After about three hours march, we came upon the railway the first of 

the two obstacles to be negotiated. \Ve were travelling along a deep stream­

bed which we found running straight towards the railway and, crawling and 

fighting our way through the thick undergrowth, we passed safely under the 

track. Perhaps we seemed over-cautious, but at the very outset of our 

journey we did not feel inclined to run any unnecessAry risks so chose a long 

brick drain as our means of pAssing uuder the road. I was leading the 

procession up this drain, little big~er t 1tau a man and, on coming out into the 

daylight at the fAr enrl through a thicl1 hedge, I found myself face to face with 

an Italian peasant. Who was the more surprised, I cannot say but he did not 

hinder us as we cut away ncross the fields. Perhaps he thought he heard a 

badger in the drain but if he did, he said nothing beyond giving us "Good day". 

It may seem tllet we were taking somewhat excessively careful precautions 

but it must be borne in mind firstly that we had no intention of being 

recaptured through carelessness and secondly that we had good reason, from the 

military point of view, to expect bridges to be guarded or under some kind of 

supervisiou. In fact, as will be seen from time to time, there were usually 

DO guArds. 

As we left the road bel•ind we joined a country road running upwards and 

southwards along the crest of a rising ridge past some large but dilapidated 

houses. Looking back, we could see that even in the course of a mile or so 

we had risen quite considerably above the level of the Plain in which we bad 

passed the previous five months aud we could also see for the first time the 

extent of the military trnffice on the main road, the Via Emilia. On our right 
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in a narrow valley ran a metalled highway but there was no sign of life on 

i t with the exception of an occAsional fRrm cart. Ahead of us rose the 

ma in ridge of the Appenines, fir-clad and sparsely inhabited. 

The day WAS drnwinl! ou nnri the re wo s no immediate prospect of a night's 

ahelter. Owing to the easy life we l1ad been leading, we were all suffering 

i n varying degrees from soreness of the feet and were extremely tired for we 

ha d already covered twelve or more miles of hard going without much food. 

Soon we were passing a large hutted camp among the fir trees and as we saw 

t here were German troops moving about, we bad to drive our flagging bodies 

yet further for no Italian would tal<e us in with the enemy in such close 

pr oximity. In the end, we finally drAgged ourselves aJJother couple of miles 

a l ong the mule tra'ck we were tl~eu following and entered the village of 

Vi goleno, nestling among the hills. 

We asked for shelter at the first house on entering the village. Luck 

was with us; we were right royally made welcome and invited in by the farmer, 

a well-to-do man with a prosperous loold ng house. In what seems less time 

t han to tell of it, we were sitting down at a well-covered table to a 

magnificent supper with which our host offered a choice of a more than 

pa latable red or white sparkling wine. When I remarked that this seemed a 

v ery fine drink, he replied that before the war it had been exported and was quite 

well known. 

The meal over, we were all taken to the house of an old couple in the 

v i llag:e who bnd spent many years in England and who hnd many fond memories of 

t he country. They aave us au even warmer welcome, if that were possible, and 

a glass of excellent wine. They told us of their son wl~ was still in 

England and of whom they had naturally received uo news f or years; we were 

g i ven mes~ages to carry ho1ne from this heartbroken couple. There then followed 

t he ceremony of listening to the nine o'clock news broadcast in Italian from 

the B.D.C. a custom we found hnd been widely observed even during the ~russolini 

r egime even though there hod been heavy penalties for so doing. After this we 

returned to our farm with a tearful farewell and godspeed from the aged pair; 

i t was in its way very touching to find Italians so pro-English. 

Our bedroom wns the familiar hayloft aud ns the night was turning cold 

we burrowed well down into the hay and gave our aching bones and a.ouscles the 

rest for which they had been crying out for so long. The depth of our sleep 

proved that a comfortable bed is an unnecessary luxury if one is healthily 

t ired. 

We awoke to the sound of raindrops fallinl{ ou the roof of our loft and 

further investigation shewed that, unless we were willing to get very wet, we 

would have to delay our start till the weather cleared. So we took stock of 
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our possessions as our chore before lunch. I was travelling in my 

blue-dyed slacks and brown-dyed shirt with my battle dress blouse and 

army-issue boots. With me I had a razor And strop, shaving brush, 

towel, four handkerchiefs and three pairs of spare socks. I was also 

carrying, very carefully wrapped in a piece of linen, a new travelling 

alarm clock which I had bought in Fontanellato as a 21st birthday present 

for my brother at home. It was a Swiss clock purchased with hardly-saved 

lire from my P.O.W. "pay" aud I imaginE-d it WAS something unlikely to be 

obtainable iu war-time U.K . To these must be added my diary aud the 

aforesaid map and my list of possessions is complete. There was a lot to 

be said for travelling light. We each had a minimum of a hundred lire 

which hnd been issued before we left the camp for use in emergencies and I 

also had my Middle East officers identity card which later proved of great 

use. 

The lunch we were given was an even finer meal than thAt offered the 

night before. There was roast duck As tl~ main course, to be liberally 

wasbPd down with tl1e red and white 11'ine to which we had been introduced at 

the previous supper. After lurch, as the weather had cleared we set forth. 

We had no clear aud accurate line of march, mainly because the map was useless 

except for giving the general trend of the country. We went through the 

village and came out on to a side road along which we trudged in the general 

direction of the hills ahead. Progress was slowed up by the conversations 

we were continually compelled to mnlce with passing Italians. We fondly 

thought that, even if they did not recognise us for what we were, they would 

let us go on our way unhindered. It came out in the end that we were usually 

tal<en for returning Italian soldiers of whom there were many thousands roaming 

the countryside and the locals were very anxious to get news of those they knew. 

Decause of these delays, by the time darlmess began to fall we had only 

covered half a dozen odd miles to reach the tiny villa~e of Trinita, a mere 

handful of houses in a sparsely inhabited valley. We found the villagers very 

friendly and ready to help but as they were poor and the houses small, we were . 

split between two families for the evening meal and then we foregathered 

afterwards to hear the wireless news • 

. The big item for the day wns the D.D.C. announcement regardiog ex­

prisoners in Italy. The Germans bad said they would shoot all those who did 

not give themselves up within a time limit, if they were recaptured. They 

were officially warned that, if this threat was carried out, those responsible 

would pay the full penalty when caught. They were told that if they did 

succeed in recapturing ex-prisoners, they must treat them according to the 

Geneva Convention. 
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The followinA morning , the 2nd October, dawned fine and sunny after 

t he dull afternoon of the previous day. From the village, after a hearty 

f a rewell, we set off up a steep mule tracl< through the chestnut forest for 

t he next village of Ril!ollo in the adjoinina; valley. Quickly we gained 

a l titude and after a strenuous hour of climbing we brensted the ridge to be 

rewarded with a glorious view. Mountain and valley tangled together into 

the blue distance beneath the cloudles" Italian sky, fir trees, m.ighty 

c hestnuts, small stone houses anrl red roofs. Away to our right was a bill 

meadow, swept by the keen fresh air and below in a hollow nestled Ri~ollo. 

We ran down the hill and, gasping for breath went to the first house 

a nd asked if they could provide us with bread anci cheese to ward off the mid­

morning pangs. This was always a problem for, whatever their good qualities 

and they were mauy, the Italians nsually had the very sketchiest grasp of the 

necessity for a proper breakfast. \Vhether it was merely their w~y of life 

or whether due to the lack of food, we never discovered. 

In due course a plateful of brown wholemeal bread, a heap of cheese and 

a flask of wine were brought which we waded into with the hearty appetites of 

open-air travellers. J wns immediately struck by the strength of the flavour 

of the cheese but, having professed my particular craving for strong cheeses, 

had not the face to refuse. The other three allowed no such scruples to 

i nterfere with their refusal when it became noticeable that the whole mass of 

t he cheese was slowly but surely moving. Not, it may be said, moving in 

a ny particular direction but just moving. One close look was more than enough, 

t he cheese was a closely packed heap of tiny maggots heaving, squirming. 

Finishing with dry bread washed down with rough wine, we stumbled forth into 

t he fresh air and were on our way. 

Frorn the village we joined the almost dry bed of a mountain torrent and 

spent the hot afternoon scramblin~ upwards into the hills, crossing from side 

t o side over the hot boulders between which dashed and sparkled the peat-brown 

water more reminiscent of Scotland than of Italy. 

Towards evening four hot, dusty and very weary tramps came in sight of the 

expected villarre. Earlier in the nfternoon we bad asl<.ed a peasant how far it 

mil! It t be to Pozzolo, "Only a little", he had said. We found that this might 

be anything from an hour's to a day's hard walking. As the village came into 

sight round a corner of the valley our eyes fell upon one of the more remarkable 

villages I have seen. It wns clustered at the bead of the valley, on the crest 

and under a huge rock, for all the world like some scene from a children's 

hook come to life. We found a man worldng in the fielrls and asked him whether 

he knew a house where we could stay for tlre night. He said he would lead us 

to the villa~e and find somewhere for us, a task he performed with the utmost 
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efficiency. We were received by a family like long-lost sons. 

There wBs always this problem, towards the end of a llay' s march, of 

finding lodgings for the night in B village because there was the ever­

present possibility of some unfriendly Italian being tempted to give us 

away to the Germans. One way which loRically seemed "safe" was to 

buttonhole someone workio~ io the fiel~s outside the chosen village because 

it was unlikely that anyone performing such menial (but important) work 

would be on the side of the oppressors and indeed these simple precautions 

never really let us down. 

Away the next morning Bfter an excellent breakfast of bread and milk, 

through beautiful open countryside wnonerin~ along small farm tracks in the 

brilliant sunshine till we came to the village of Villora, another small 

collection of tiny houses whose owners we had come to find had hearts of 

gold. A sort of reception committee was organised for our advantage and 

it seemed as though the honour of entertaining us would fall to the highest 

bidder. 

We sat on a wall in the afternoon sun until it became evident. that the 

reception committee had either lost interest, reached an impasse or forgotten 

what it was supposed to be doing. The position became further complicated 

by the arrival of another party of ex-prisoners, four strong, which was almost 

too much for the village. By reason of this, we were overlooked until an 

Italian obviously poorer than the rest cBme by and asked in English if he could 

help. We told him "hot had happened and were thereupon taken into the inn and 

given drinks, becoming once more the centre of attraction. After we had been 

stood a couple of drinks, interest again began to wane and we were back where 

we started from so we went outside and held a council of war as to whether we 

should strike ahead for the bext village. As we did not know where or how far 

this might be and the day was well advanced, we abandoned the proposition and 

just as we were giving up hope, the wife of the poor Italian appeared and 

invited us into her tiny house. 

To say these folk lived near the margin would have been to gloss over their 

state but their hearts mBde up for what their purses lacked. We were given 

a good meal of fried potatoes, cooked in wl~t must have been the last of her 

butter and half an eg~ apiece. The wife explained in halting English that 

they had British passports, as indeed they shewed them to us, and had been 

very coldly treated by the Fascists during the war as a result. There being 

no artificial light, we were soon shewn to bed in a tiny eight foot square 

hayloft where the ventilation was remarkable for its absence. 

Lying there in the sweet-smelling but pricldy hay that evening before we 

dropped off to sleep, I ruminated on the events which had led the four of us to 
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the loft in this small Italian bill-villa~e of Villora. Then I would be 

brought back to the immediate problem by a question from one of my 

companions. Apart from general policy, the most urgent need was to decide 

what was to be done in the immediate future. Although we had not yet 

covered much of our proposed route, the unaccustomed exertions which had 

already taken a toll of our strength coupled with the generally inadequate 

food would very soon compel us to take a few days rest to build up reserves 

of strength. It was our general plan, once we were really fit to make our 

way with the best possible speed south"·ards towards our own troops. Our 

target was in the region of twenty-five miles a day but at the moment all we 

were doing wns about a dozen and feeling all-in afterwards. 

The ni~ht we stayed in Trinita we had been able to see a large scale 

motoring map and I, for some reason I cannot account for, hnd chosen a village 

called Pieve near Dardi as one of our stopping places. I have previously 

mentioned that we had heard of a town in the hills where there ware a large 

uumber of pro-English Italians and this place was Dardi. The town itself 

seemed to be, to us, a place to be avoided but there was no reason why the 

surrounding country mi~ht not be accomrnonatiog. We therefore planned that 

evenin~ to make for this villa;.o:e of Pieve on the morrow. 

As there was little breakfast on offer there was nothing to detain us for 

long, and we \Ycre · again alfay to an early start down the hill along the usual 

mule traclc till we eventually came to the main road. Over this quickly and 

into the scrub on the other side by the banks of the Hiver Ceno; this was 

about one hundred yards wide but very shallow so, after removing shoes and socks, 

we essayed the crossing and away about a couple of miles to our right we could 

see the old picturesque town of Dardi sleeping in the warm sunshine. As this 

operation and the subsequent half hour's walk the other side were in very open 

countryside without any cover we were still slightly apprehensive about being 

seen by Germans. We must have been very obviously not Italians to the discerning 

eye and were not yet entirely used to roaming a technically enemy country in 

full daylight. 

From where we had crossed the river, it was necessary to climb about three 

hundred feet up n steep hillside, then work round a bluff in order to reach 

Pieve and when we did round the bluff at about 3 p.m. to see our destination 

apparently miles away and higher up the mountainside, our hearts and spirits 

fell. Dut .iust at the crucial moment, when we were in the middle of 

negotiating a difficult gritty scree slope, we heard the deep throbbing of 

powerful engines. Turnin,z our eyes to the shinnnering blue sky, we could see 

a large formation of American Fortres!" bombers heading for home, their bombs 

dropped on targets in the Plaiu. The sight of these silver shapes and the 
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knowledge that the men inside them "ere our friends and were fighting for 

us, gave us just that extra bit of encouragement to enable us to go on. 

It was the last bit of the hill into the village that nearly defeated 

us. Apart from a very light breakfast, we hAd eaten almost nothing for 

eighteen hours. The four of us had reached the state when each step 

seemed to drain the last drop of energy from our legs. I know that unless 

I had done the last few yards practically on all fours, I could never have 

s ucceecled. 

As we reached the top of the hill, an Italian appeared on the track, 

l ooking at us with a smile on his face then to our astounded ears suddenly 

came the words, in English and Cockney too, "Good evening boys ; what can 

I do for you?" He introduced himself, Agostino Ferrari; there he stood a 

stocky, weatherbeaten man with a bullock hitched to a primitive wooden sledge 

hehind him. To our unasked question he said that he had lived in England 

f or more than twenty years and if we wanted lodging we had better follow him. 

Fi ndiug someone who so obviously wanted to help and who spoke our language 

l ike a Londoner put new life into us and squaring our loads on our 

shoulders, we staggered off on the last hundred yards to the village. 
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CHAPTER 5 . 
• .\MONGST FRJEf'.'DS. 

This village, Pieve di Bardi, was a community of some twenty families 

living in small but cosy stone houses perched on the side of a steep 

mountain three hundred feet above the valley. The villagers were of 

stout peasantry; they were uncorrupted by Fascism and only ~ished to be 

allowed to liTe in the way their ancestors had done for hundreds of years. 

The war bad hardly come to their villalo.te except to take away some of the 

young men; one of these Aldo Ferrari, hod been conscripted into the Air 

Force but on tbe surrender of Italy had departed homewards and was then 

straining to take up arms agRinst the hated Germans. The only access to 

the village was a very rough and steep mule path down to the road more than 

a mile away. 

We were soon provided with R cigarette and then a good meal after which 

we sat and chatted with Agostino about the good old days in London. He had 

been a chef for twenty two years in the Connaught Rooms in Long Acre in 

Jlolborn but had been shipped back to Italy in June of 1940 when his 

naturalisation papers did not go through. He lived very near where I 

worked before the war so we found many points of common interest together. 

He went on to explain that, if we did not mind, we would have to sleep 

in a hayloft as the small Italian houses did not run to spare bedrooms but 

that he would arrange for meals fo.r as long as we liked to stay. 'l'hat night 

we slept well satisfied that we had found a friend indeed. 

And so it turned out. We were looked after to the best of their ability; 

sometimes we were fed in one farm, sometimes by another. One night I was 

suppi'ng alone at the bouse "detailed" by .Agostino to entertain me; I went 

into the large flagged chamber that served as living room and kitchen combined 

Rod found sitting by the fire an old man with a cloth cap pulled over his eyes 

and a flowing walrus moustache. Going over to him I bade him good evening; 

he then asked me in I~alian who I was and I told him that I was a British 

officer trying to escape the Germans. Then suddenly changing to perfect 

Cockney be said "Come and eat, its on the table". When we had sat down, he 

offered me some wine and after I had drunk some said "D'you like it?" 

"Yes", I replied, "but its not half so good as beer." 

He cocked a wistful eye at me, still with the cap on and said "Gorblimey 

Guv'nor, beer ••.•••• that's the stuff" and spat on the floor. 

Our march from Fontanellato to Pieve some thirty five hard miles, had taken 

more out of us than we expected and for a couple of days after our arrival I, 

for one, was feverish and exhausted. It was a very pleasant surprise to find 

- 25 -



I 
I 
I 
I' 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

that there were four others from our camp living off the village and they 

duly came to see us. They hnd had much the same experiences as ourselves 

and were on the point of departing for points south. Their dwelling was, 

compared with our loft, desirable in the extreme. It was tucked into the 

hillside a hundred feet above the village among the chestnuts, a tiny stone 

hut measuring about twelve feet eAch way. As it was on the steep side of 

the hill, the floor was at a steep angle and the interior filled to within 

five feet of the roof with chestnut leaves. Buck and I were enchanted 

with it! We agreed to take it over as soon as they left. 

While staying in Pieve we encountered another strange facet of wartime 

in Italy. One evening Agostino said he would take us to bear the news in 

English so after supper we set forth in the pitch darkness, stumbling along 

behind him aloug the rough forest paths for about a quarter of an hour. We 

then came upon a wooden cabin in the proverbial clearing and Agostino knocked 

on the door. After being admitted we were led up the stairs into a crowded 

smoky room where several husky Italians were bunched round a magnificent and 

obviously very expensive radio. The contrast between the luxury of this 

electrical equipment and the rude dwelling which contained it was striking. 

This was the first of several we encountered but I never solved the mystery 

of the radiograms in the log cabins to my satisfaction. 

By the 9th October, John and Dunny bAd come to the decision that they 

wanted to set out on their own way south heading down into Tuscany as they 

had heard that the coo1dng in that province was the best in Italy. However 

they could not leave on that day as from dawn till dark, the heavens wept 

solid water. Furthermore we were forced to spend a cold cheerless afternoon 

concealed in our loft when two Fascist police put in an appearance. Agostino 

was very worried as he feared he might have been given awny by the priest in 

the next village who was an ardent anti-Ally but all tlley were looking for 

were secret hoards of potatoes thnt ought to have been sent to Gel'!Dany. As 

soon as they hnd gone, we sallied forth to warm over Agostino's fire and talk 

of the days before the war that were gone. 

The next day John and Dunny made their departure. It was sad to see 

them go hut as Duck was "grounded" temporarily by his feet, I could not go 

with them and leave him on his own. Further, we hAd intended to make for 

Ancona in the hope of finding some naval escape organisation there but the 

other two favoured Tuscany, ns bas already been said. I beard no more of them 

for many months and then it was the sad news that they did indeed reach their 

chosen Tuscany but they' were picked up by the Germans and taken off to Germany. 

When John and Bunny had gone, the weather improved and as the chalet was 

now vacant we moved in. This was not a demanding task as !moving" involved 
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nothing more than merely taking our bonies there with our total belongings 

easily held in one hand. Later, we were seated before our resinence, 

admiring the view and discussing the future when a scruffy indivinual 

appeared and adoressed us in execrable Italian. JJe turned out to be an 

escaped Yugoslav prisoner, a lieutenant, who informed us that he was the 

adjutant of a self-styled partisan ~roup; he was very anxious for us to 

join, listing the anvantages thAt might be expected to accrue such as food 

in plenty and clothing, not to mention a chance of fighting the Germans again. 

We heard him out then politely refused stating tlmt we were more anxious 

to get home and rejoin the allied army where our training would be used to 

better advantage. Ne\Ys of some of these ~erillas hnn already come to our 

ears and all they were at that time was merely a hindrance to the war effort 

aud many of them were no better t!Jan bandits. They seldom ventured to take 

any action against Germans and when they did take any at all it was usually 

a~ainst an Italian village that was reputen to be "Fascist" and was merely an 

excuse for looting. 'fhere may have been those who did worry the Germans but 

I think these came later. 

For the next five days we stayed in Pieve but began to think about getting 

fit for the next stage of tbe journey. We made long walks up the mountains 

behind us and visited two R.A.F. ex-prisoners living in a deserted farm. The 

mountain Monte. Barigazza commanded a breathtaking view which was almost beyond 

description. 

To the north lay the lower slopes of the hills, brown and green in the 

autumn sun, the rivers threading their way like silver streaks towarns the 

Plain of Lombardy in the green-blue haze of the distance. Behind it all, in 

the deep blue sky hung the curtain of the Alps almost too hazy to be seen. 

To the east and west beneath our feet tlte ranges of the Appenuines rolled away 

to the horizon. To the south was the town of Dardi with its forbidding 

mediaeval castle against the background of another swelling hill, green with 

fir trees and dappled with the cloud shadows r3cing over the land. Buck and 

I lrould sit in a grassy cup, drinldn~ the wine-strong air, in silence. From 

a toy villa~te a thousand feet below would come faintly the lowing of cattle or 

the barkin{:!; of dogs and in the further distance perchance a miniature train 

creepin~ forward, marking its progress with a chain of cotton-wool puffs. 

Never a sound of war to spoil the picture. 

It was a place to which I went with happiness in my heart for here we were 

secure from German search parties - nothing could get within miles without being 

seen. Here, lying in the sun and brushed by mountain breezes, Duck and I 

finally crystallised our plans. Firstly we would make a wide circle round 

the nearby town of Bor~otaro where there was a sizeable German force and local 
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H.Q. and then make our way along the line of the mountains, keeping as 

far as possible in the hills and work our way southwards. We abandoned 

our idea of making for Ancona; we decided that a long walk with the 

fighting chance of ultimate success was preferable to the lottery of a 

way out by sea even though we had received rumours of some official 

organisation to that end. We considered that if we avoided any village 

of more than a dozen houses, kept off main roads and kept moving, common 

sense and our general army training would help us through. The problem of 

how to get through the German lines was shelved until such time as the 

question became more immediate. 

One afternoon while wandering round the top of our mountain we came 

across a quantity of mushrooms which we picked thinking to take them to the 

Ferrari family as a gift which would be appreciated. They were, in fact, 

appreciated but Agostino told us that funghi were to Italians what the 

mushroom is to the Englishman. ThAt evening, as if to prove the point to 

our hosts, not the Ferraris this time, gave us a grand supper mainly composed 

of violently-coloured toadstools cooked in gravy which were nevertheless very 

tasty once we had become acclimatised to their unusual colouration. 

Another afternoon, in view of the fact that we had not been able to take 

a bath for more than a fortnight, we decided that the time had come literally 

to take the plunge. As the village could not provide any facilities, we bad 

to fall back upon or, more exactly into, the torrent that crashed down the 

mountainside close to our hut. The breath-snatching chill of the rushing 

waters and the resultant glow therefrom gave us both a feeling of cleanliness 

though whether we were long enough immersed to give the grimed layers time to 

be dissolved is very much open to doubt! 

After the bath we walked the few buudred yards to the neighbouring 

village of Bre where we were entertained to lunch by some friends of the 

Ferraris. On our return to the chalet, we were met by Aldo who informed us 

thllt there was a spot of bother in Pieve anrl we could not go down for our 

evening meal. lie said he would bring it up to us and, half an hour later we 

saw a small column consisting of Aldo, his sister and another villager 

approaching with cans and baskets. These contained our evening meal as well 

as something for breakfast as we bad been in the habit of bringing our breakfast 

or the "raw materials" therefor back in the evenings after supper. It was a 

~tood meal of the usual minestrone with bread but the day was dark and dismal 

so that we had to turn in as dnrlmess fell. Trying to burrow deeper into 

the leaves, various of the tenderer parts of our bodies would come into contact 

with the hard, dry husks of chestnuts to the dismay of the tender parts, very 

prickly bedfellows! 
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The following day after one of our climbs to our hill-top, when we 

bad finished our supper with the Ferrnris, another villager came into 

the room and said that there was a large body of English outside wanting 

lodging. Ferrari, Duck and I went out to find that this was indeed true; 

there were twelve of our erstwhile camp-mates standing forlornly in the 

dark in the small village square. They were all nearly dead-beat having 

made the journey from Fontanellato at top speed. It transpired that 

there had at last been some strong measures taken by the Germans and most 

of those still in the area of the camp decided it was time they were on 

their way. 

Agostino managed to stow them all somewhere for the night and when 

Buck and I returned to the chalet, we decided that it was time for us to 

be going if we did not want to outstay the welcome afforded by this more than 

generous village. The next day, the 18th October, we kept well nut of the 

way and told Agostino that we would definitely leave on the morrow. In the 

evening it was arranged that we go to sup in Bre with the lunch friends of 

several days ago and we were treated to a first class meal in the local inn, 

afterwards listening in to the B.B.C. for the real news aud Radio Rome for 

light entertainment (being the German version of the news for Italian 

consumption). We had some very enjoyable conversation with the locals and 

finally one of them admiring my khaki battle dress jacket, offered to give me 

a civilian one in exchange. I leapt at this offer which included a dirty old 

tweed cap and was amazed to find on the tailor's label, the name and address 

of a firm in Llanelly. 

Our bedroom turned out to be a cozy barn full of sweet-smelling bay (the 

weather having become too wet to make our return to the chalet) and we were 

provided with blankets, an unexpected luxury. Just before we dropped off to 

sleep there was a terrific explosion in tbe middle distance, followed by a 

single rifle shot but when we made enquiries in the morning, no one could or 

would explain these. We were up early and soon eating our last meal in Pieve, 

breakfast with the Ferraris. 

In a way it seemed a big break to leave Pieve and the Ferrari family 

for they hnd been more generous and helpful than we could ever have expected 

in our wildest dreams. To sit in their home and talk with them wns as though 

we were back in England again; nothing was too much trouble provided it was 

in their power to get it for us. I hnd a conference with father and son as 

to the best route and they recommended that we should avoid the town of 

Borgotaro; they tried to obtain a good map but their search was not 

successful and we had to continue to rely on the page from the atlas • 

.After breakfast we took the narnes and addresses of friencis and relations 
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of the Ferraris in England. Then, putting our luggage in our pockets we 

made our farewells, tried to express fully our thanks for all they had done 

and amid the tears of the womenfolk, strode out of the v i llage and away 

down the hill in the direction of the nearby hamlet of Prato della Femmina. 

It was only a matter of some five miles but the going was rough, over a 

boulder-strewn stream-bed and then in a drizzling rain up a steepish 

hillside over the fields to reach our destination. It was a long enough 

stage to make us realise that our stay in Pieve, pleasant though it had 

been, had tended to soften up those muscles we were going to need for the 

lo ng walk. 

Prato consisted of not more than half a dozen houses and we soon found 

someone to look after us. He was one of those musical hall Italians , oily 

hai r, curly mustachios and glistening gold teeth. He gave us a grand lunch 

of roast lamb washed down with wine followed by some brief accounts of his 

travels. He bad spent some time in Chicago and his English was embroidered 

wi t h some of the more violent Americanisms. His small son, aged two, then 

appeared; be was plainly the apple of his father's eye. I asked what he was 

go i ng to do when he grew up to which his father, holding the child up at arms 

length in the air, replied 

"When he grow-ada up, he sell-a da ice-a da cream like-a his father." 

Duck and I both dissolved into fi t s of laughter. Dut for all his blarney and 

expensive appearance, he had a heart of gold. 

dry before a blazing fire and we felt new men. 

In no time our damp clothes were 

lie told us that there were some 

other English living in a deserted farm a couple of miles away and so we spent 

the afternoon visiting them and having a good chat. 

The night was spent in a r a ther draughty stone but full of oak leaves some 

of which I attempted to smoke in my pipe in default of tobacco. That was the 

fi r st time I had tried them ••••• and the last. On the morrow we could not 

get away till nearly midday owing to heavY rain. "Ice-a da cream" was 

becoming agitated, saying that there were fascists about but he did offer to 

come with us for the first three miles of our journey. 

He left us at the top of a high ridge from which the country could be seen 

lai d out before us. The sun was brealdng through and the shadows chasing each 

other across the fields . In half an hour we were in a small village where we 

asked for something to eat. This we were given but the farmer chased us out 

of the farm and insisted that we eat the very adequate food offered in the 

stable in company witb . his donl<ey; the donliey was a much better-mannered 

per son than the farmer. On a~ain we went by side roads and bridle paths 

ti ll we came down to the River Taro nt Compiano, a sizeable town. We bad 

pla nned to wade across (before we sa.w it) but we were faced with a brownish, 
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boiling torrent some fifty yards wide. Our luck was in; a hundred yards 

up the road was a footbridge, nor was there a sign of any guards about so, 

putting our best feet forward we strode along and over the river. 

Reverting to the donkey incident, it was another of the many examples 

of the faint-heartedness of some Italians. As soon as there was an 

Englishmen within their doors, they thought that they would be immediately 

descended upon by a posse of German troops. This was so even in the depths 

of the country where the enemy never penetrated. If they had done so the 

efficiency of the bush telegraph was such, on these occasions, that the news 

of their coming spread to the uttermost house almost before the p~rty was on 

its way. 

For some sub-conscious reason both of us had regarded the River Taro as 

Caesar regarded the Rubicon and we now felt that, with this obstacle safely 

behind us we would find the going all plain sailing. 

A couple of miles beyond tl1e river through a large chestnut forest we 

came to a lone farm as darkness fell. 
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CJIAPTEil. 6. 

It was a small farm but with large outbuildings and we were welcomed 

warmly by the farmer's wife. In the house were several teen-age girls 

who were vastly intril~ued by the arrival of two English officers; it was 

evi•!ent that we were the first who had come that way. At all events we were 

treated like rich uncles from the Antipodes, all hands set to roasting 

chestnuts as a preliminary to supper, the while asking where we hod come from 

aud where we were going. These two phrases in Italian were soon recognised 

by Buck, whose command of the language was weak in the extreme and he as 

quickly learned the appropriate replies. 

In a short time, after the consumption of some red-hot chestnuts, we 

had apparently endeared ourselves to the household but we were somewhat 

puzzled as to where we would be able to sleep in view of the numbers in the 

house and the obvious lack of rooms to house them all. However after an 

excellent meal we were shewn into the best barn, provided with some rugs and 

left to ourselves. 

During what passed for breakfast we discussed with the farmer's son the 

route we should take. lie told us that the coast was only a matter of thirty or 

so miles over the hi 11 s to the south and strongly recommended us to go there 

as there would certainly be English submarines waiting to pick us up and 

moreover, many ex-prisoners had gone that way, he added. lie was so insistent 

that, to pacify him, we said we would go that way. It was fortunate that we 

did not accept his advice since we found out later that the Germans in the 

coastal sector were particularly touchy about the presence of ex-prisoners in 

those parts and many had come to grief as a result. 

So alvay we went, seemingly in the chosen direction but as this coincided 

for the moment with our plans to avoid the hated spot Dorgotaro, it was all 

right. The going over farm tracks and through forest paths was easy so we 

made fast progress but when we had covered about nine miles the rain began to 

come down in torrents. It will be remembered that we only bad the clothes 

we stood up in and no raincoats into the bargain so we had perforce to seek 

immediate shelter or be soaked. The only house in sight was a tiny dwelling 

across two fields and to this we hurried through the pelting rain. 

A knock on the door brought out an aged Italian. Without a moment's 

hesitation he asked us in. Once inside we found ourselves in the tiniest 

inhabited dwelling in all Italy; there were two rooms each not more than 

ei~ht by ten feet furnished only with a few poor sticks. But what the place 

lacked in size and wealth wns more than compensated for by the amazing 

generosity of the husband anc'! wife who lived there. They found some hot food 
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for us and we were invited to crowd in round the tiny fire to dry and warm 

ourselves. 

It was obvious that we could not stay the night there as there was no 

barn or loft of any sort so when the rain eased off late in the afternoon 

we went on for a•~ther mile to a group of houses we could see across the 

fields. We found one to take us in without any trouble, given a good 

meal and then two motresses and blankets were brought out and put on the 

floor in the "spare room". When we hncl turned in Buck and I discussed the 

carefully laid plans we had made to avoid Dorgotaro only to find ourselves 

sleeping within the proverbial stone-throw of the place. However we decided 

t hat we were safe enough as no ItBlians, other than those in the bouse bad 

seen us arrive and in any case, it was highly improbable that any Germans 

would turn out on a pelting night on the off- chance of finding us so we went 

off to sleep with easy hearts. 

The morning thankfully dawned fine and clear. A few hundred yards below 

t he bouse we could plainly see the town with its railway station and German 

vehicles plying on the roads. The air was damp after the previous day's 

downpour but there was the promise of fine weather iu the sky. Although our 

s t omachs insistently began to call for food, by 8 a.m. there were no signs of 

anything forthcoming so we thought it best to be on our way and trust to finding 

a fann later to give us lunch. 

This question of breakfast was one to which too little thought was given 

by too many Italians. Whether through lack of available food or the custom 

of the country, we often had to go without anything to eat between supper and 

lunch the following day. It was sometimes a severe trial especially when 

ther~ was hard climbing to be done and supper the night before had consisted 

only of boiled chestnuts. 

The first few miles were very hard going mainly up and down the steep sides 

of valleys which ran down into the main valley of the Taro River. At one 

stage we were seen off a farm by a vicious dog, then wading through a foaming 

mountain torrent to the amusement of an aged roadmender, a stiff walk through 

a chestnut forest brought us to the village of Belforte about ten miles dowu 

t he river from Borgotaro. Belforte was a very old place hanging on the side 

of a steep hill in terraces with an air of sleepy mediaevalism. There were 

f ew people about but when we were in the centre of the village we came face to 

f ace with an old man sporting a hu J.Z;e walrus moustache who insisted that we 

have a menl at his house, just nearby. 

Tt,is hospitable gentleman also gave us a grent deal of news of progress 

of various friends of ours who hnd passed through and then insisted that we 

s t ay there the night. This plan we fell in with, rather against our better 
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judgment as we were wasting good walking time but we 11·ere more tired by 

our energetic morning sans breakfast than we realised. 

The next morning , the 21st October, we were on the road at 7 a.m. 

after an excellent breakfnst and found the goin~ fairly strenuous along 

a rough mule track along the tops of the ridges which led us to the tiny 

villa~e of Corchia . As we walked through the village we were warned that 

t here were Germans about but took i t for one of the usual rumours though 

further investigAtion shewed thAt this was indeed true so we bad to 

circumnavi ~ate the place via the backs of houses and through the gardens. 

We could hear the words "Tedeschi" and "Tedeschi vengono" (The Germans are 

coming} being shouted by the villagers; but, though there was no sign of 

any Germans we were amused by the sight of many of the younger men-folk 

dashing from the houses for the cover of the surrounding woods. Buck and 

I , carefully tracking in the opposite direction from that generally taken 

by the fugitives, were soon safely hidden in the depths of a wood where we 

sat down to recover our breath. 

1'hough we had not seen any Germane , it was indeed very likely that 

t here was a small party making one of the periodical sweeps or "raetrellamenti" 

a s the Italians called them , in an attempt to enrol some "voluntary" labour for 

t he Todt Organisation. This <<erman Labour Corps was, at this time, sadly 

l acking in numbers and urgently needed recruits, the more so as the Germans 

were then in the process of building lines of fortifications along the 

southern slopes of the Appennines and the many large and lurid posters 

a ffixed to walls were apparently having the opposite effect to that intended. 

I n fact, it would appear that when these posters were shewn in a particular 

neighbourhood, it was taken as a warning by the Italians to be on their guard. 

Voluntary enli s tment being unable to cope wi th the heavy demand, the 

Germans were thrown hAck on less attractive measures and on such occasions 

a s the one described, unless the inhabitants of a village were caught napping 

( a thing that seldom occurred), all the able-bodied males scattered faster 

t han rabbits to the safety of the adjoining countryside till the search-party 

gAve up in disgust. 

The noise and excitement having died away, we went on our way through 

t he village of Valbona, recovering from the "rastrellamento" which had 

descended on it before it came to Corchia. Our route was a rough mule path 

going: in the direction of the main Parmn-Spezia road, an artery much used 

by German transport ; this we crosserl without danger after a careful 

r econnaissance had been made and we sheered off in the bushes towJ\rde a small 

f arm, earmarked as our lunch-provider. 

At the outset, the farme r ' s wife obviously summed us up as the Italian 
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equivalent of good-for-nothings and would have sent us away with nothing 

i n our hands and a flea in our respective ears. She pleaded that the 

farm could not even support her husband and herself adequately, let alone 

produce meals for any Tom, Dick or Harry who should chance along. However, 

I told her that we were British Officers on our way to the Allied lines, 

that we only wanted a bitefor lunch and that we would be on our way 

immediately. She eventually relented when she saw that she would have to 

"buy" us off and went indoors to produce a brown loaf, saying that was all 

she could spare. 

No t much to walk twenty mountainous miles on but it was tal<e-i t-or l eave­

i t and there was no other house in sight eo Buck and I retired out of sight 

of the road and sittin~ down in the lee of a large bush, proceeded to tackle 

t he loaf. The first mouthful tasted as splendid as it looked, we thought 

we were on to a good thing; the second was all right but a bit heavy and 

a ll the others after that were sheer purgatory. Dut it was either the loaf 

or nothing and we were famished. However, thereafter we always fought shy 

of bread made with chestnut flour especially when there was no liquid available 

t o wash it down. So, there we sAt on a bar e hillside in the Appennines, 

munching a heavy, sodden, chestnut-flour loaf with a dismal wind driving 

t hrough our clothes recently soaked with the sweat from a hard climb. Delow 

us in the valley there were some children playing in the bushes but they were 

t he only signs of life in an otherwise bleal< and empty world of rolling hills. 

The last crust defeated us so, throwing: it away with a soldier's oath, 

we rose to our feet and were on our way. At this stage we had no idea where 

t o make for beyond the general line of the mountains wherein we considered 

l ay our safety from recapture. Down the hillside a thousand feet then up the 

one opposite; three hundred feet, four hundred feet and we came into the 

edges of a small forest. The weather had now begun to turn cold and soon 

t he first flakes of snow were falling but still we pressed upwards as there was 

no sign of any house where we could stay anrl it wns our motto never to retrace 

our steps - always go on. 

We came out of the trees in a couple of hundred feet and snw the top of 

t he ridge ahead where the path opened out into a smooth green pasture. '!'he 

s11ow was now swirling thickly causinc: us to wonrler whether the fine conditions 

were coming to an end and whether we should be able to make much more progress 

south,vards. These ruminations were cut short by meeting with a lone Italian 

coming in the opposite direction. I aslced him whether there "'as a village 

anywhere near to which he answered that we should find one "a little" way 

along the path. I confess that J was dubious since we were some four thousand 

f eet up and the countryside all around was bare, bleak and wild. However I 
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was soon to be confounded when we came upon a somewhat primitive farm 

on the outskirts of the hill-village of Roccaferrarn. 

Cold, wet and hungry we banged on the doors of this stone-walled 

cottage. The woman who opened the door first tried to send us away but 

I could not fully make out what she was saying in her peculiar dialect. 

I eventually inferrerl that the farmer was not yet home and that we should 

have to wait. This we did, sitting on a pile of faggots in a corner out 

of the wind while being watched by inquisitive Italian children. When we 

had been there for more than an hour aud were on the verge of moving on to 

more hospitable fields, the farmer appeared and, on hearing who and what we 

were, took us in to the warmth inside. Before going in, we took a good look 

at the valley lying beneath us in the gathering dusk. There on the right was 

a main road and a power station, places to be avoided while away to the left 

we could just make out a brood river and a big bridge crossing over; that 

was our way for the morning, we said to ourselves. 

Little need be said of that evening beyond recording the excellence of 

the supper which concluded with fried eggs and the warm, snug loft whither we 

repaired with rugs to sleep while the wind moaned and whispered through the 

cracks in the walls. 

In contrast to the blealt eveuing, the following day dawned fine and clear 

with the promise of heat later on. We were given an adequate breakfast, for 

a change and were on the road by 7.30. The "road" was tbe mule track of the 

night before, a rough pebbled way with an incline of 1 in 3 downhill as far as 

the eye could see. We had not gone many yards before we entered tbe village 

proper of Roccaferrara and could see what a remarkable place it was. 

Picture a small group of two-storey houses with grey stone "alls and grey 

slate roofs stacked a;~ainst the side of a mountain of precipitous steepness. 

It wns a mystery to me how some of the houses did not slide down into the 

river tumbling along its stony bed a thousand feet below. It was a piece of 

Italy, the old Italy unchanged for several hundred years where the peasants 

still wrung a meagre living from a barren land, tending their flocks on the 

bare hillsides across which unchecked the wild storms of winter would sweep 

and the scented swnmer breezes with the changing seasons. The next town or 

village must have been some hours hard walk away. 

Fascinated as we were by the picturesque village, Duck and I hurried 

on our way while the going was downhill aud we were fresh. Soon we came to 

the approaches of the bridae, it was quite a formidable affair and should 

surely have had a ~ard o! some sort. nowever, inspection proved that 

either there was none or if there lfns, our early start had beaten the guard 

to its post; so, after a final check that there was no sign of guards or 
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traffic, we stepped hurriedly over the bridge and the River Parma. Then 

hurrying for a couple of miles through woodla nd tracks we came at length to 

a road which soon led into a villn:;r;e where we succeeded in getting something 

to eat. 

On a,t!ain and over another ridge. The countryside had changed to s hew 

an aspect much less forbidding thoug:h still wild. There was a tangled mass 

of green hills marching into the distance, crowned by the pyramidal bull{ of 

Monte Cimone, at some 6,800 feet the highest peak in the northern chain of 

the Appennines. Soon we were passing through Autognola along a main road 

going through to La Spezia; this I did not like as we had seen German trucks 

f r om a distance be fore we strucl< the rond. 

In case it may seem that we were unnaturally careful over taking to the 

main roads, it must be explained thnt, at this juncture of the war in Italy 

there were very, very few youn~ , able-bodied males to be seen on foot 

especially during normal working hours. It would therefore need no great 

amount of initiative for an alert German to decide that persons such as 

ourselves were suspicious and if we ha rl been stopped the chances of our 

bluffing it out would have been slight. 

As the valley down which we were walking was rather narrow and as it was 

possible to spot au approaching vehicle by its dus t cloud some time before we 

met it, we decided to take a chance of maldng fast progres s along the road. 

I n two or three miles we spied a small village away to the left on a side road; 

t his looked irNiting to two tired, hot and hungry travellers so we made towards 

i t . '.Vhen we were nearly there we fell in with a group of village wives on 

t heir way home from the fields and asl<ed whether any of the1n could give us 

l odging, explaining who and what we were. They appeared to be very impressed 

i n spite of our rnr~ged appearance and talked excitedly among themselves in a 

patois that wns too rapid for me to understand. 

Upon arrival in the village by name Uuzzano, a little cluster of grey 

s tone buildings around a small piazza with a fountain in the centre, we were 

t old to wait. So Buck and I subsided gratefully on the rim of the fountain's 

basin and in no time at all people came pouring from all directions and the 

hubbub of talk filled the warm evening air. We found ourselves the centre of 

r apt attention while we told those nearest us about ourselves; precious 

cigarettes made their appearance and we begged some from those who were lucky 

enough to have them. 

At the end of an hour we were still sitting on the fountain and still 

our supper seemed as far away as it ever was. The crowd began to thin out 

as the audience lost interest or thought their own diru1ers mi ght be waiting 

so in the end I tool< the bull by the horns and asl<ed a man if he knew who 
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was having the honour of entertaining us for the night bein,(!. under the 

impression that it had all been settled long before. lle told me however 

that, in typical Italian fashion, nothing had been arranged but suggested 

that we might try the larj!e bouse at the corner of the piazza where some 

gentry lived who would doubtless be deli~hted to accommodate English Officers. 

Walking across to the fine-looking bouse, we pulled the bellrope and 

awaited results. Nothing occurred for some moments so I peered in through 

an open window and then saw a small girl of about eight years peeping round 

the corner of the door. When she saw us she gave a little shriek. From 

somewhere inside her mother called, asking what was the matter. I then told 

the girl who we were and what we wanted. Mother then put in an appearance and 

from the safety of the inner doorway told us that the house was full and 

recommended us to try one of the village houses. And so, giving the Italian 

upper classes tl~ benefit of our anger, we strode off up the street and found 

that tl1e first house we tried woulrl oblige. 

The upper part of the village consisted of a few quite substantial stone­

built farm houses around a rough square and it was at the stout wooden door of 

one of these that we knocked. In a few moments it was opened by a pleasant­

faced farmer of middle age. We explained who we were asking if we could have 

board and lodging for the night and we were then iuvited in by this friendly 

character, finding ourselves immediately in a large room, simply furnished with 

a large table opposite, across the main window. 

Having wlecomed us, our host excused himself briefly saying he must prepare 

the supper - no wife being in evidence he appeared to be on his own. Supper, 

a huge bowl of steaming minestra, was soon on the table, the savoury smell whetting 

the already ravenous appetites of the two famished and weary travellers. We 

were sitting in the spacious living room with its grey roughly-finished stone 

walls, at the commodious oak table giving our undivided attention to the immediate 

needs when there was a sharp knock on the door. Our host went to open it and 

then came back to tell me that there was someone outside who wished to speak 

with us; I wns somewhat apprehensive of the invisible visitor but nevertheless 

J told him to brin~ him in. 

The door opened to reveal a tall, fair-haired and handsome young man 

dressed quite smartly in a well- cut plus four suiting. lJe came striding across 

the room, holding out his hand: 

"How arc you? I must apologise for comin~~: at this time but I have been out 

all day and only just got back," he said in perfect English. 

To say we were surprised would be a massive understatement and Duck and 

I looked at each other in amazement - after a few seconds pause, I said "That is 

quite all right. We had a certniu amount of trouble finding accommodation but 
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this farmer kindly toolt us in when we 11·ere turned away from the big bouse in 

the square." 

"You were turned away", he said "from the big house?" 

"Yes", I replied. 

"That is where I live", he said, "When I got in they told me that a couple of 

tramps hod called asking for lodging and my mother, not liking the look of them, 

turned them away. We have many tramps around nowadays", he added, 

I then told him all about ourselves, what we were doing in these awful 

clothes whereupon he offered his sincere apologies and said he would try to 

find us other lodgings if these would not do. I said that we were satisfied and 

would be leaving early in the mornin~. To our questions as to his perfedt command 

of the English language, be explained that his father was Italian but his Mother 

was English and that he had been educated mostly in England. 

"As a matter of fact", he said, "I'm Old Merchant Taylors." 

He had made up his mind on his return to Italy in 1940 that he would never 

f i ght against the country of his upbringing so had spent the next three years in 

avoiding a call up by living in this remote village, a tiny backwater compared 

with his beloved London but apparently conveniently forgotten by the authorities. 

He went with a warm goodbye and best wishes for the success of our venture 

whereupon we set upon the remains of the meal and departed to our rest among the 

cows to share the warmth of the byre. 

Leaving Ruzzano the following morning at 8 a.m. after an excellent 

breakfast and our heartfelt thanl<s to our host we made our way by field paths 

down to the River Enza, a broad stragv.ly and shallow stream running northwards 

out of the hills. As there was no bridge anywhere within sight, off came our 

boots and socks and over we went, paddling through the tawny water beneath a 

~rilling sun and a deep blue sky. 

Nowhere was the water deeper than the knees and when we attained the far 

bank we sat awhile in the sunshine considering the prospect. The countryside 

which had somewhat broadened out, h~d suddenly become reminiscent of the 

western highlands of Scotland with the heather on the hills but the river wns, 

perhaps a shade too wide to fit in with the picture. Then, setting our feet 

again to the path, we began climbing steeply out of the valley of the Enza. 

The gradient was deceptive eo that when we came out on the top of the ridge, we 

were hot and very weary; before us there was the main road which we safely 

crossed aud struck out over the fields in the direction of a small village we 

could see about a mile away. ~me two miles to our left was the sizeable town 

of Castelnovo, no doubt filled with lurking Germans. 

In a quarter of an hour we were in the village which we had seen from the 

road, it was called Costa di Grasso where we received what must be an almost 
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unique welcome. It was another typical little Italian mountain village 

with a dozen or so stone houses scattered roughly around a grassy square. 

We were seized by the first housewife who saw us and, when she was told who 

we were, she called to all the neighbours to come along. Inside her bouse 

we sat down while she told her friends to go home and come back each with 

some item of food or drink. 

Away they sped, chAttering like a flock of starlings, leaving the room 

strangely quiet. But in less time than the telling takes they were all 

back again; one had an egg, another some rashers of bacon, another potatoes 

and bread and so on. Our hostess fussed over us like long-lost sons; soon 

there was a marvellous smell of frying and then two laden plates were placed 

before us. Her kindness was very touching and when we bad finished she 

pressed us to stay for n day or so but, bearing in mind the nearness of 

Castelnovo, we said we must go further aud thnnking her profusely, we 

departed. 
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CHAPTER 7. 

IN WHICH WE HAVE A BATH. 

Again the scenery had changed; the darl{ green hills were wearing 

t heir autumn patches of red-~old finery aud still there was the beautiful 

shape of Monte Cimone to the south-east beckoning us. It had become 

a uotber landmark to us, another Rubicon to be crossed. Perhaps because it 

was visible from so great a distance, because it was so finely proportioned 

in our eyes that it became one of the key points on our journey. Before we 

reached it, it was in view for five days' march and over our shoulders after 

we had passed it, it could be seen for another four days so that from the 

time when we first saw it to when it disappeared from sight we hnd covered 

nearly one hundred miles as the army boot tramped. 

The sun shone from a brilliant blue Italian sl~ as, half an nour later, 

we strode into the remote and rural village of Vologno and into another 

extraordinary episode. The first house we tried proved hospitably inclined 

aud its owner, a young ltaliau named Alfonso Germini, came out to bid us 

welcome even before he knew who we were. 

Almost without asking us, he seemed to expect that we should stay with 

him so in we went to meet his wife. lie had not long ago returned, like one 

from the dead, from the wreck of the Italian 8th Army on the Russian Front 

where he had been serving in one of the Regiments of Alpini. lie was pathetically 

glad to be home and his wife no less pathetically glad to have him back for 

they were a young couple, barely on the threshold of life. 

Later in the evening I extracted from him some of the details of his 

experiences. He related how they hod gone to war against the Russians without 

the least knowledge of whot to expect. It seems that the Staff was equally at 

a loss for the troops had been ill-provided with warm clothes to ward off the 

chill blasts of the Eastern winter. They shivered and froze in their 

inadequate equipment while the Germans were clad in furs and leather, laughing 

at them in their discomfort. 

He told us that he had been on a very quiet sector when the storm broke. 

One moment there was hardly a wur on then the next thing they knew was a wild 

herd of German troops bursting upon them in their helter-skelter to get away 

from the Russians. The columns of German lorries rushing to the rear would 

not s~op for the Italians and he sa'' with his own eyes Germans cut.ting off 

with their bayonets the fingers of Italian soldiers who had jumped up and 

taken hold of the sides of the lorries. There were other tales, too long and 

rambling to be worth the telling but to give an idea of the fearful casualties 

suffered by this Italiau Army, the official figures may be quoted. They 

admitted to losses of somewhere about 115,000 in the course of a few weeks 
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fighting. Thus, out of an original strength of some 120,000 men, only 

about 5000 came home after the winter battles of 1942/43 when the Italian 

8th Army was told it was no lon~er wanted to assist its Teutonic ally on 

t he Eastern Front. 

We discussed our plans with Alfonso and asked whether we might stay 

a couple of nights in order to rest up after the previous strenuous week, 

to which he enthusiastically agreed. Just then there was a knock on the 

door and several youthful well set-up Italians came in each bearing one or 

more bottles of wine. They introduced themselves as Alfonso's friends of 

his late-lamented army days who had also demobilised themselves on the 

8th September. The word had got round the village that there were two 

English Officers in Alfonso's house and they could not r esist the temptation 

t o see what we looked like. 

Thinking over the question of this remarkable welcome after a period for 

r eflection, I inclined to the view that we were probably the first of the 

Allied ex-prisoners to visit Volo~no though they were no doubt equally curious 

t o see what their late enemies were like and to talk to people from a strange 

country for they began to put the queerest questions to us till we were being bom-

barded from all directions. The bottles of wine, red and sparkling, a very 

palatable brew were soon opened and passed round as were the cigarettes and 

i n no time at all a first-class fug bnd been created. 

No one could ever brand these young Italians as being indolent in the 

s earch for knowledge. For at least two hours until supper was ready we had to 

answer a barrage of questions ran~ing from where we had been taken prisoners 

t o politics, from the wnr situation and its prospects to propaganda. While 

on the latter subject, we had the greatest difficulty in dissuading them of 

t he Fascist story that all English people had five meals per day and were thus 

grossly overfed. It was only after much thought that we realised that 

~mssolini and his henchmen had been including elevenses and afternoon tea among 

t he principal meals of the day to make up the number to five. As at least one 

of the party would not believe the particular answer to any one question, there 

would always be a gasp of surprise followed by a gust of laughter from the 

others. 

They were the greatest ~ood company and without a doubt it did Buck and 

me a world of good to listen to such jollity. Then our host came in from the 

f ields and for another few minutes before supper there was even more jollity; 

t ales of how they hnd scored off the Germans were told and promptly capped. 

The wine passed back and forth and the air grew blue with the smoke of cigars 

and cigarettes. One of them recalled that there wos to be a dance that 

evening in Castelnovo and thought it would be a wonderful idea to take us, 
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partly no doubt to shew us off to score over the neighbouring villages but, 

as it was sleep we needed more than high-jinks, we declined and said we 

would look after the house if Alfonso and his wife wanted to partake. 

Signora Germini produced a ~raud supver when the lads had at long last 

taken their leave aod soon they too departed for the great dance after 

making a last effort to persuade us to accompany them but without success. 

Buck and I were left to our own devices and we spent a few minutes sitting 

before the fire, staring into the flickering tongues of flame. The room 

was strangely quiet after the hubbub of the afternoon and the hard outlines 

of the poor but clean furniture were softened by the firelight. Our bed was 

a large mattress in one corner of the room to which we soon repaired and in 

no time were fast asleep, the end of one of the ruost eventful, extraordinary 

and colourful days since we left the camp. 

We were woken betimes by Alfonso busying himself about the house a.ud 

when we sat down to breakfast, we were given the news of the dance. It 

seemed to have been a great success. Alfonso had met his landlord who had 

expressed a wish to pay us a visit; he also told us that there had been a 

German soldier there and it was a great pity that we had not gone too. He 

was greatly intrigued with the thought of what might have tal<en place but we 

were glad as ~here would have certainly been trouble, both for ourselves and 

for Alfonso if we had been identified. 

It was Sunday the 24th October. The sun was shining brilliantly and the 

air was warm which augured well for the bath and clothes-washing session that 

Buck and I had promised ourselves but before we went down to the river, I asked 

Alfonso if there was a barber in the village. lie said there was and led me 

there; it was only a few yards walk round the corner. The barber apparently 

made this Sunday an exception and when he had shorn my lengthy locks, would not 

take anything in payment. Buck and I both had a couple of hundred lira but 

these we kept up our sleeves in case a real emergency might arise when they 

might come in handy. 

The barber having done his stuff, Away down to the river we went with our 

towels and some borrowed soap. It was the Secchia that ran in the valley a 

few hundred yards down the hill from Vologno, a broad but shallow stream except 

when there had been heavy rain or the snow was melting. We found a secluded 

spot by a little channel where the water ran some four feet deep and settled 

down to do the washing. First on the agenda were our "smalls" and when they 

were as clean as river water and Italian ersatz soap might get them, they were 

hung a1nougst the sedges to dry while their owners tool< their bath. 'fhe water 

was just not cold enough to be unbearable; having soaped ourselves, there we 

sat in the muddied stream up to our necks in the water. Some of the dye from 

my shirt and trousers had run with my sweat and, try as J might, I could not 
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entirely obliterate the delicate blue and brown streaky effects on various 

parts of my skin. 

Two hours later, our wAshing having dried quickly in the hot sun, we 

were back in Alfonso's house to find his landlord there already, complete 

with two bottles of wine for us. He was a smallish man, neatly dressed 

i n riding clothes but he did not seem to be quite as impressed by our 

appearance as we anticipAted, bearing in mind how anxious Alfonso had been 

f or us to meet him, perhaps he had expected us to be in uniform. However 

he was affable in his own way and after some minutes of polite conversation, 

departed. 

Alfonso's wife rose to the occasion with the dinner; roast fowl with 

t he full etceteras washed down with the landlord's wine and finished off 

with a cigarette. We bad hardly done justice to the meal when there was a 

banging on the door and in trooped the party who had entertained us for so 

l ong the previous afternoon. Again they were loaded to the scuppers with 

wine, several bottles of which were promptly opened for immediate consumption. 

We must have created something of a stir in t he village as the original 

party was swollen by several others and we were put through a similar 

i nquisition to the one we suffered on the previous day. The who l.e crowd 

r apidly became very noisy and talkntive and the air thic){ with smoke while 

Duck and I grew more and more drowsy under the influence of the unaccustomed 

quantity of wine. After a couple of hours of excited chatter they all 

d ispersed for their suppers but, to our dismay all returned afterwards with yet 

more wine which had to be consumed. When they finally called it a day, we 

were heartily grateful for the sudden peace which descended on the house and 

gave respite to our wine-fuddled brains. Talking over the events of the day 

when we had retired to our mattress for the night, we voted that Alfonso and 

his wife were the best hosts we had come across and that this was the best 

billet we would be likely to strike. 

Came the dawn and at breakfast Alfonso tried to persuade us to stay a 

little longer. We were sorely tempted to take full advantage of the warmth 

of welcome given by the villagers but the necessity of attempting to get home 

t ilted the scales. Looking baclt on things, we could never get over the 

kindness with which we had been received and only wished that we could have 

done sDmething, however little, to reward them. The spontaneous enthusiasm 

which greeted us was something we could not easily forget. 
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CHAPTER 8. 

CHESTNUTS AGAH1 A ~,1) ANOTHER G{)OD BILl E'f. 

Therefore, bidding farewell to Alfonso and his wife and putting our 

luggage in our pockets, we departed before half past eigllt. Down to the 

river, where we had bathed the day before and across by paddling we went. 

Having gained the other side, we set our course along the banks of the 

river, sometimes going actually along the gravel bed where we made fast 

progress until we came to the village of Cerredolo where we crossed the 

River Dolo at its confluence with the Secchia. It was more than ten miles 

to this point ann we had covered it in not much more than two and a half 

hours. 

On the other side of the Dolo, there rose a steep hill up which we 

bent our steps and, after a hard climb, reached the tiny village of Cassano 

when we called it a day. Jlaving no reliable map, it was difficult to hold 

an accurate course unless we travelled on a line to some natural feature; 

we still were using Monte Cimone as our aiming point and this caused us to 

take hills and valleys in our stride. 

Cassano was the usual collection of grey stone cottages, perched on the 

side of a hill, near the summit. Deing on the edge of a chestnut forest it 

was damp; moss covered the roofs and the fallen leaves and husks littered the 

paths between the houses. Autumnal mist wreathed round the walll'l as we sought 

out a lodging and we bad to try several houses before we were tal{en in by a 

very poor woman with several children. She was a person of few words and 

probably a war widow but she ngreed after considerable argument to look after 

us for the night. 

Duck su!liDed up the situation in the words "Dack to the chestnut country 

again and hard tack". Sure enough, it was upon these delicacies that we were 

fed; o steamy mass of boiled nuts was placed before us and we had to 1aake the 

best of a bad job. They were very heavy going ond unappetising in the 

extreme but it was nuts or uothing. A poor evening meal was a drawback since 

we normally banked upon one substantial feed of the day. All the household 

partook of the mess even the very young children and then we were shewn to a 

cold and draughty barn with only some damp straw for the night. 

The morrow, the 26th October, wos damp and misty. By eight o'clock there 

was no sign of any food, not even any chestnuts so Buck suggested we cut our 

losses, waste no more time and get on the road. This we did and left Cassano, 

not greatly pleased with our "hotel", by a path which soon grew into a road 

and this we followed for an hour till we came to a farm where we begged some 

bread and cheese to sustain our flagging energies. This eaten, we were away 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

once more following a good but lonely road winding along the banks of a 

small river till we came to a small village where we decided to spend some 

of our precious lire in the store on some cigarettes. 

Here we left the road and strucl< off in the direction of Pavullo by 

mule tracks. For a couple of miles the scenery was very picturesque, the 

track roughly paved with cobbles climbiDI;!: up along the side of a narrow gorge, 

overhun~ with giant chestnuts and bordered with close thickets. On our right, 

at the bottom of the gorge ran a small stream gurgling anrl splashi~ over the 

granite boulders with which its path was plentifully sprinkled. Every now 

aud then we would meet a peasant with one or two mules laden with bags of wheat 

going to the mill or we would overtake a train of similarly laden animals going 

back to the villages with flour and other provisions. 

In a short while, when the sun hnd fully dispersed the morning mists, we 

came out into the open where there were meadows and thickets of brushwood, 

already being thinned by the locals for winter fuel. We passed one or two 

villages or, more accurately, small clusters of houses where hardy hill peasants 

wrung a living of some sort from the thin soil, preferring the impoverished 

freedom of the mountains to the hustle and bustle artificiality of the towns and 

cities. Then, very suddenly, we cnme upon the outskirts of Pavullo. It bad 

all the appearance of being quite an important centre so caution was obviously 

required and when we came over the brow of a low hill and saw an aerodrome before 

us, we sat down in the cover of some trees and spied out the land. 

To our left lay the town, a compact cluster of large buildings with red 

roofs, two or three churches and what we took for a hospital with red crosses on 

the tiles. Just below us on our right was the aerodrome, a small grass lauding 

field with wartime hangars aud a couple of light German aircraft neatly parked. 

There were some vehicles about also a few Germans, a place to be given a wide 

berth. Across the centre of the s l:allow valley ran a main road going from 

Modena to Leghorn and carrying military traffic. 

We noticed a small track going straight from where we were sitting between 

the town and the airfield, so leaving the shelter of the woods, we set foot 

upon it. It chanced that there was an Italian leading a small mule train along 

this path so we joined up with him in order to attract less attention and in a 

few minutes were past the aerodrome and over the road. Again it may have seemed 

that we were unduly careful, but we felt that, with a virtual price on our heads, 

it was much better to be safe than sorry and was good training into the bargain. 

It must also be remembered that it was unusual in the extreme at that stage of 

the war to see young men of military age on the road and, if the Germans saw any 

such, they were liable to stop and ask awl<wRrd questions. 

When we reached the safety of the other side of the road, we thanked our 
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companion and turned off down a bridle path. Some twenty minutes later we 

again came out on a side road anrl who should appear round the corner but our 

f r iend with his mules. It was than ~ettin~ on towards evening so we asked 

if he knew of a house where we would be welcome for the night. He said there 

were plenty thereabouts and, coming round another bend in the road, we saw 

be low us a deep, narrow valley with some scattered farms. He pointed out 

one to us which he recommended and, bidding him farewell again, we turned 

off down the track to that farm. 

It was a large, well built and prosperous-looking establishment and when 

we went to the door, the usual bevy of females poured out. The farmer appeared, 

a youngish man, wlto on hearing who we were, bade us come in forthwith. He 

ushered us into the living room and told me, in Italian, that he ~as taking 

l essons in English from a girl who lived in the next farm as he planned to 

emigrate to England or America when the war ended and asked whether he might 

practise his newly-acquired language on us. 

what will you have to drink!" - a good start. 

llis first essay was "Well boys, 

Supper was nearly ready but before it was served be suggested sending for 

his teacher as we might be interested to meet her and he also said there were 

others who were very anxious to meet an Englishman as it seemed that we were 

t he first to penetrate to those parts. I said that we would not like to offend 

t hese good folk but would prefer to remain unknown in view of the proximity of 

Pavullo where there were Germans aui! the word might easily get round that we 

were there for the picking up. As night was drawing on fast, he agreed and 

supper was then served. 

The entire company then took their places at the table, there mus·t have 

been quite a dozen, aud soon there was a buzz of conversation rising to the 

r afters of the big fire-lit room. It wns an excellent meal of the usual pasta, 

but with plenty of delicious vegetables and all pipiug hot though we would have 

preferred the inquisition to have taken place after we had done justice to the 

food. After the opening gambit of where we had come from and where we were 

going, we branched off into family details. 

"Are you married". "No". 

"Are your parents alive aud where do they live?" 

" How old are you." 

"What regiment are you in?" 

"Are you really OFFICERS?" 

"Did you belong to the marvellous 8th Army?" 

"Where were you captured?" 

On and on went the questions until we felt almo s t dizzy and finally sought 

escape by pleading that we were very tirerl and must go to bed. The farmer 
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· explained that he did not have any spare bedroom, so would we mind sleeping 

in the cowshed? "I can let you have plenty of rugs," he added as though 

ashamed of letting his guests sleep with the cows. 

So, out came the women lnden with pillows and rugs and we were shewn 

into the cowshed. It was beautifully worm inside. The cows stood placidly 

in their stalls, turning now and then an inquiring head to see what all the 

fuss was about. Then finally we were left alone among a young mountain of 

pillows and rugs in which we snuggled down for the night, listening to the 

heavy breathing of the cows and the deep contented munching as they chewed 

the cud. 

Duck and I held a short council of war before dropping off to sleep. 

We had come as near to our aiming point, Monte Cimone, as our route was likely 

to take us and therefore we must decide upon the line to take the~eafter. Our 

friendly mountain, nearly 7000 feet high, lay only a few miles to the south, 

its usefulness for us performed. After some discussion, we reached the 

conclusion that to go to Ancona on the off-chance of being able to get out by 

sea was almost certainly o waste of good shoe leather and that we would do 

better to work our way southwards, keeping to tbe line of the mountains and to 

the small villages to avoid the Germans. We had had no reliable tidings of the 

progress of the war but decided to cross the Appennines as soon as possible 

because we did not know how much longer the snow would hold its band. 

We also decided that we must find someone who bod a good set of maps as 

it gave us a feeling of insecurity to go on, as we hod been, virtually in the 

dark. It was our practice continually to ask anyone we met whether there were 

any Germans about and what was the name of the next village but beyond that we 

had very little idea in which direction we were heading. After a final cigarette, 

we turned over to sleep. 

As we were perpetually very hungry, it was imperative to smoke in order 

to dull the appetite and the ways and means of acquiring tobacco occupied 

much thought and ingenuity. When we stayed at a house and the neighbours 

came in "to see the English Officers" we would levy a toll of precious smokes 

in exchange! 

Morning came and with it a really excellent breakfast, the first proper 

one we had enjoyed since leaving the care of the Ferraris at Pieve. It 

consisted of confections like thick pancakes with jugs of hot mil~ to wash 

them down. They were made of flour and water, rolled out flat, cut into 

circles about eight inches across and then put for three or four minutes 

between red hot tiles kept specially heated in the fire for that purpose. 

This was the one and only occasion on which we were offereu these delicacies 

and very good they were too! 
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After jolly farewells and ~~:ood wishes, we departed. We had been 

advised to go by a field path down to the river and up to the village of 

San Martino as a start. Our host could not provide any maps so we planned 

to find scme\>De in San ~fartino who could . 'fbe path led us down the valley 

between walls of rock which soon closed right in upon us so that we had to 

c l amber alo~ the ed~e of a boilin~t torrent between vast boulders like 

gi ant footballs till we came out the other side in an open space above the 

Iti ver Panaro . 

The country bad become very wild again; the river at our feet was a 

ragin~ cauldron of water but, luckily, there was a small suspension bridge 

r i ght in front of us. We made our way down the hillside through the thickets and 

came to tbe brirlge. It must have seen many Ion~; years of service and though 

only a foot bridge, had become rickety beyond words with age. Setting our 

f eet ~ingerly on its slats, we picked our way over the foaming current beneath, 

a nd soon were safely over. 

Opposite there were hills risin~ aR steeply as the ones down which we had 

just come. There were masses of huge chestnut trees, their leaves turning 

gold and there were the terraces of cultivation where the farmers grew their 

crops on the steep slopes . To our ri~ht, half way up the hill was the village 

of San Martino, a huddle of old ~rey houses with their red roofs catching the 

sun as it broke throu~h the morning mists . We toiled up the road to the village 

aud found our wny into the square where we asked a loafer if he knew of anyone 

who mi~ht have a map. 

He said he would euquirc at the post office aud villa~e store, and we 

f ollowed him in. After some talk, a Daedeker edition of Italy was forthcoming 

which we eagerly scanned. The owner would not part with it but suggested that 

we made a list of the villages through which we wished to pass and I agreed 

t o do this, omitting the name of San ~lartino in case the Germans should pick 

us up in the nei~hbourhood . It was a godsend to be able to study a large 

s cale map on which appeared the names of even the smallest villaces and Buck 

a nd I both tried to photograph on our minds as much detail as we could. The 

l ist of place names assisted us for the next hundred miles or more on our way 

a nd was quite invaluable. 

Leaving the village by a rough hill-road, we came to Montese in an hour 

a nd then continued by a ~ood but lonely road till we came to Riola. The 

walls of the houses here were plastered with posters asking for recruits to 

t he Todt Organisation, the German Labour Corps. Usually they po~trayed a 

beefy-lookin~t workman full of the joys of living holdin~ a pick or shovel 

with some sort of caption like this beneath, "Join the Torlt Orgauisation 

and do your pnrt in freeinp; the Fatherland from the hated invader." From 
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what we could gather from the locals the only invaders they wanted to see 

the backs of were the Germans aml recruitin.~ , ns has been mentioned before, 

was in the doldrums. 

Our road twisted anrl turned on its way eastwards, sometimes through a 

tunnel of chestnuts, sometimes on the razor bacli of a windswept ridge aud 

then swoopiug down to aud over a mountain freshet then up again and onwards. 

Sometimes Duck and I would have preferred the road to have continued on a 

steady level of dullness as these swoops down and up, often of fifty feet or 

so, sapped our wearied legs weakened as they were by the exclusively 

farinaceous diet. 

Of a sudden the road began to fall away rapidly and we saw that we had 

come to the valley of the River Reno. It was narro'" and deep so we decided 

that it would be better to stop the night on the top of the bill. Our search 

for lodgings became protracted because, as we realised later, the proximity of 

the main road and railway, upon which there was much military traffic, made 

the Italians windy. Diola, where we had halted, had its centre in the valley 

but had spread up the hill to where we stood surveyin~ the scene. The road 

was the main road from Dologna to Pisa and Leghorn. 

Finally we found a small house to take us in and, with our usual ill-luck, 

seemed to have picked a more than usually poverty-stricken one. We found a 

sad household, one which had wilted under the loss of dear ones but a meal of 

sorts wns eventually forthcoming . Our a ppetites whett ed by the keen autumn 

a i r and a walk of some twenty miles could have done ample justice to a Lord 

~tayor' s banquet with all the frills but what wns put before us was bread and 

cheese, with only water to wnsh it down, not even any grapes. Jlaving consumed 

t ld s wholesome but uusatisfying repast, we retired to sleep as th~ only 

i ll umination was a guttering oil lamp aucJ our hosts shewed us into, surprisingly 

e nough, a dry, warm and spacious barn with adequate supplies of straw. 

Perhaps we hRd ouly ourselves to blame for the poor rations and accommodation 

because it wRs always our motto to choose a modest house. The likelihood of 

being "sold" to the Germans ~·as more remote if we stayed with the poorer 

c l asses; this is not meant as a slight on the better-class Italians but as 

t hey were better educated, they were closer in touch with the war and might 

be more easily tempted by easy money. \Vhether this supposition was accurate 

or not can never be proved so far as we were concerned as our journey did not 

pr ovide · the opportu ni. ty. 

In the morning, rising cold and stiff from our straw beds and brushing 

t he remains of our bedding from our clothes, we moved across the farmyard to 

the house to see what our host could produce in the way of breakfast. We bad 

a rough wash under the pump (shaving was a once-a-week luxury) and went in to 
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break our fasts. This we just managed to do, with bread and cheese or 

perhaps it was cheese and bread, again washed down with cold water. Jlopes of 

anything hot were dashed when we realised that our hosts really were so poor 

that they could not rise to a bot meal in the morning eveu for themselves. 

We were soon on the way but before descending the hill we made a plan 

of approach. The weather was unpleasant with gusts of light rain and low 

cloud which, apart from the inconvenience, was in our favour since the Germans 

preferred to stay within doors unless they were inside a car or truck. 

Just below us huddled the hundred or so houses that were Riola, split by 

the shining ribbon of wet tarmRc up and down which ran a fairly constant flow 

of German trucks. On the far side of the road was the railway, n little to 

the right was a fine iron girder bridge taking the railway over the River Reno 

which seemed to be the only way across within sight. We hurried down the hill 

and approached the main road along a lane. Wheu we were there we waited until 

there was a break in the traffic and hurried over, along the road for twenty 

yards then down a side turuing towards the station. Everywhere was quite 

deserted, the rain havintr apparently discouraged the Italians as much as the 

Germans. 

Turn right, along the tracks, no guards in sight near the bridge, "Come on 

Buck, lets get on our way!" I do uot lmow whether the Germans bad guards on any 

of the bridges, but in our experience, and we crossed a good many, guards were 

conspicuous by their absence. In line ahead with our heavy boots ringing on 

the sleepers, we strode across the swirling brown turgid water flecked with 

dirty foam. Every moment we expected to hear "ALT" from some gruff Teutonic 

throat so with each pace tov;ards tbe far side both our steps and our hearts 

grew lighter for there was open couutry on the other side. 

\\'e felt as conspicuous as a solitary ball ou a billiard table but if there 

were any persons around looking with hostile intent, they hindered us not at all 

oud in two minutes we were on the far side. A tracli led up a steep hill at 

right angles from the river which we then followed and after climbin~ up some 

two huudred feet came to a small house tucked into the side of the hill where 

we stopped for a short rest. We had put our best foot forward to get as far 

away from ltiola as possible in the least space of time and were beginning to 

feel the effects of our bread and cheese brealdast besides being soaked through 

from the drizzlin~ rain. Before turning in to the house, we made sure there 

was no one following us but the landscape was without movement other than vehicles 

on the main road. 

The couple in the small house were more than friendly disposed to the 

English and we were offerPd warm food which we gladly accepted and ate before 

a roaring fire. Cignrettes in limited quantities were also for the taking. 
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In all, a fortuitous stop ann whe n we bad verified that we were heading in 

the desirPd direction, nud given our hearty thanks, we t ook our leave. 

No sooner harl we reached the top of this ridge when we snw the road 

plunp;e down into another valley and straight up the other side to where 

t he village of Vi~o clun~ to the flank of a mountain 1500 feet up. Threading 

our way along mud1ly paths in the drizzle, rlown we went ann up the other side. 

Our second breakfast enabled us to make the ascent to Vigo without too much 

de lay and we were soon passing through the aucient houses and out to the moor 

beyond where the wind anrl the rain swept violently in our faces. 

Proper roads did not exist but there were the mule tracks that had stood 

us in good stead before. As we cros sed this bleak bit of countryside the 

weather began to moderate and to become slightly warmer. We came down 

gently off the high ground to enter another small village nestling in a nook 

i n the hills with its groves of chestnuts as every good Italian hill-village 

s hould. On and on we plodded, now in rain now fine, now down steeply now 

upwards again till we came to another main road, the one from Bologna to Prato. 

Our cros s ing of tllis coincided with the arrival of a German truck whose 

occupants, though they regarded us qu eerly, elected to continue without stopping. 

This was just as well since by then our energies for the day had nearly burned 

out and we could not have escaped from n fly. 

After another couple of miles we came to the tiny village of Sparvo on 

the outskirts of which we found a farmer to give us lodging. It was a small 

f arm but the warmth of its welcome more than made up for its lack of size and 

t he warmth of the fire rapidly took the fatigue from our battered feet. We 

were tal{en in li~e long-lost childreu, our saturated clothes almost literally 

dragged from our backs to steam before the leaping flames of the fire, while 

t he good wife dashed away to add something extra to the pot for the evening 

meal. In no time at all, she summoned us to the table aud there before our 

disbelieving eyes on the plates lay two ample portions of fine grilled meat, 

an almost unknown luxury in the wartime Italy of the autwnn of 1943, and 

generous helpings of pasta and vegetables. 

Sitting back at our ease after this regal spread, we considered the day's 

doings and how our catering arran~ements seemed one day to be plwnbing the 

depths and the next day rise to the heights. It was fortunate that we chanced 

upon such kind folk because the twenty or more miles of rough terrain that we 

had traversed during the day had more than eaten up the limited amount of heat 

and ener~y supplied by two meagre meals of bread and cheese in the previous 

twenty four hours. 

We entered into conversation with our hosts. Of course we had to tell 

them all Rbout ourselves and in return we were given a vivid picture of the 
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di fficulties of contemporary life. After that, we turned our minds to 

t he next day's walk and picked their brains for any useful local information. 

Buck aud I bad, since we abandoned the Ancona project, been wondering when 

we should make the crossing of the Appcnnioes. At this farm we were not 

f ar below the summit of the main rid~e ancl asked for our host's recommendations. 

lie told us that only a little way to the cast was a bridle path going over 

the mountains which he recommended us to take. When we left in the morning, 

we should make for the village of Da ragnzza then from there to tlte Mill of 

Castagnola. He explained that from the Mill, which was buried in the trees 

in a cleft in the mountains, a steep pa th led directly up over the summit and 

down the other side; it was one of the old paths by which men came over from 

t he southern plains before the new motor roads "ere made and we should be 

most unlikely to meet any Germans since they would have no need to use that 

path. 

We were loath to leave the cheery couple and their fireside and the 

interesting talk, such a contrast to the previous barren evening but were 

soon bedded do~·n comfortably and sound asleep, the exertions of the day 

melting away into the unconscious. 
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CHAPTER 9. 

UP AH) OVEn. TirE Al'Pi~n~H'ZS. 

The rain was coming down AS we got up 111 the morning but, after some 

more of their excellent food, we tool' our leave with grateful farewells 

and strode out into the downpour. Luckily, after a few minutes the rain 

eased off to a fine mist 1\·ith the low clouds clinging to and wrenthing 

around the tree-clad hills. We were reminded of Scotland by the pines, 

dark green and dripping, marching along the rnin-swept slopes of the 

Appennines and our thoughts flew to the well-loved places beyond the pines, 

beyond the mountains, beyond the seas. Perhaps at that moment some of the 

people in those places were thinking of us, two ragged, rain-drenched 

objects that passed for British officers slogging their way across Italy. 

For the time being there was no path so we had to make the best way we 

could in the direction our late host had indicated and, true to his word, in 

ten minutes we spied Daragazza through the mists below and in ten minutes more 

we were there. It was a quaint village Rt the end of a road, at the head of 

a deep valley like R cleft in the mountains. The streets were narrow and 

obviously not much used to motor traffic; at least that was our impression 

though maybe the war had taken all the cars off the streets of Daragazza. 

There were also a number of people dressed in their best black clothes 

trooping to church through the rain ns we passed by. 

At our first nttempt we missed tl1e turning to the mu of Castagnola. 

We expected to find a well-marked road instead of the track on to which we were 

finally directed. This track led round the bnck of the village and further 

in towards the mountains for ten minutes till, on turning a corner, we saw the 

~i ll hiding in a grove of chestnuts. A fine large building on the edge of 

its mill pool; built of firm grey stone it must have been there grinding the 

corn of the nearby farmers for a hundred years or more. Stanoin11; outside, 

our clothes by then well damped, we peered in through the diamond leaded panes 

to watch the flames leaping in the fire-place and the miller and his helpers 

warm and dry. 

Ile saw us and coming to the Cloor, asked who we were. When I told him, 

he took pity on us and opening wide the door, bade us enter and warm ourselves. 

Jle pushed us in front of the fire to dry aud in no time appeared with glasses 

of warm milk and a loaf of freshly baked bread. No bidding was needed to set 

us to eating and drinl<ing these delicacies even though our breakfast was only 

an hour old inside us. Grapes were offered auc1 Rccepted with gratitude. All 

the while we were answering a multitude of questions from the people in the mill 

and asking in return information about the trflck we "'ere proposing to follow 

over the mountains. The miller ~aid that we were right on it and all we bad 
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to do was to keep on going till we reached the top. Jle warned us that 

we might find it :Jarrovr in places where we would be well advised to proceed 

witb considerable caution. After all this and a rest of fifteen minutes 

more before the fire, we decided that sitting in the mill was not going to 

get us home so there was nothing for it but to brave the elements once more. 

By a quaint stone bridge we crossed the mill stream and straightway 

the path began to rise steeply. It clun~ to the side of an almost 

verticnl scree with a fall incrensing to many hundreds of feet on our right 

as we climbed. Sometimes it threaded its way among the chestnuts, now 

mostly bare of their leaves, nt other times it would come out in the open 

for a short stretch when Buck and J would be able to see the deep valley on 

our right full of sheets of lashing rnin. Ahead aud to the right one 

thousand feet above, was a frowning summit, cloud-copped whilst on our left 

the side of the hill on which we were climbing rose almost sheer to the 

same height. 

It was slow goin!!; anrt the path was very, very steep so that stops for 

breath-getting were frequent, especially when we come under the shelter of 

the trees. Up and up went the path at its dizzy angle. No bouse in sight 

or passed since leaving the Mill only the trees swaying and dripping in the 

rain anrt the runnels of water on the path through which we splashed time and 

t ime again. 

After what seemed an age but probably only an hour, we came to a place 

where the path eased its ~radient as though it felt sympathy with the four 

weary feet that were climbing up and there was a small grassy plateau. On 

entering this we could discern the necl{ of the ridge only a few yards away. 

We made a final spurt to see what lay the other side but as we came level with 

t he summit, we ran into a wall of wind aud rain coming, it seemed horizontally, 

up tJ~ southern slopes of the mountains. Lenning forward against the force 

of the wind and clutchin~ our hats precariously to our heads, we finally stood 

on the great divide. 

Had the weather been fine the view would have been magnificent but the 

f lying sheets of rain coming up from tJ~ south east obscrued all but the 

nearer features. It was apparent, however, that we were in a very sparsely 

i nhnbited part of the countryside and we could follow the track down the hill 

until it grew into a road and was lost in the mist. 

Though we paused no longer than to take iu those quick impressions, I 

t urned over in my mind the fact that we hod just reached nuother landmark in 

our journey. For the past year and more we hnd been held in durance vile in 

or on the edge of the Plain of Lombarity and for six weeks hnd been marching 

with our faces towards EnJ~;lnud and, here we were, at lns t on the swmnit of the 
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hills that bail confined us. Aheacl lay country quite unknown, we felt more 

t han ever on our own ancl utt erly committed to this enterprise. It gave 

one a curious feelin~ ; rather li l<e the feeling a burglar must have when 

about to enter a stran:.~e house as we made our unobtrusive way through the 

centre of a lately enemy country. It was true that most of the Italians 

were at least neutral if not friendly but there was the ever-present fear 

t hat, round some corner, we woulcl meet those '"e especially wanted to avoid -

the Germans or some hostile Italian who might give us away . This meant that 

we must always be on our guard if we were not to throw away the results of 

our efforts and the further south we progressed, the more there was to lose. 

Coming back to realities, I strode off down the steep and stony path 

i n Buck's wake after tal<ing one last look over my shoulder at the streaming 

country across which we hnd tramped durin~ the last month. Far away down 

i n the bottom of the deep valley, I could just discern the Mill of Castagnola. 

(ioodbye, Lombardy! 

I have often wondered about the way in which a climber ascending longs 

f or the descent and the way in which, when one goes down a steep incline with 

t he toes rammed into the ends of the boots, that same person only thinks of 

l evel ground - surely we are never satisfied. Be that as it may, on this 

occasion, soaked literally to the sldn by a chilling rain, chafed in many 

places by wet serge, cold, hungry and feeling very much alone we still had a 

s pare moment to curse the day toes were invented as we slithered down the old 

t rack into the valley of the Sieve, a tributary of the Arno. 

Duck and I deterrnineo to try the first farm we came to but for the moment 

t here was none in sight so we pulled out a soggy parcel from our pockets which 

contained a bunk of the bread donated by the kindly miller of Castagnola. 

This morsel was chewed as we went along. 

All things come to an end sometime and after an hour's walking we turned 

a bend in the road to fino two large farms side by side. We turned into the 

gateway of the first and knocked on the door. This was opened and when we told 

t he farmer who we were, he bade us enter immediately. lle saw that we were 

soaked and took instant action. 'fhe household was stung into activity; his 

eldest son was despatched to rnalle up the fire in the big robm, the farmer's 

wife dashed off to prepare s ome food, the farmer tool< us into one of the 

bedrooms and made us free of his wardrobe while our soaking clothes were 

drying. 

Dy the time we hod donned a set of ill-fitting garments, the fire iu the 

living room was roaring grandly. It was a huge room with stone walls aud 

floor measuring some thirty feet square with a vast open fireplace at the far 

- 56 -



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

end where a fair imitation of a Guy Fawkes' bonfire was blazing. Before 

it hung our wet clothes, the stef\m rising from them in clouds. The fuel 

used on the fire was some l<inc'! of long thin twigs which burned more 

fiercely, though more quickly, tl~n any that I have ever seen. The beat 

wa s terrific so that we were all driven nearly half way down the room to 

a more temperate "climate". 

Outsioe, through the winnows, we could see the rain teeming down and 

every now anc'! then the panes would blur over as a stronger than usual gust 

cnme along. Because of the pervailing inclemency outsiile, it seemed all 

the warmer aml cosier inside the lArl!e room. The walls were very thick 

And would have repelled a cannonball. We sat tallti ng with the Italians 

who were very interested to know our story; they were incredulous when we 

t old them that we harl alrenn:v covered three buudred and thirty kilometres in 

one month (about 220 miles) since leaviug the camp. 

As usual when we became iovolven in these sort of discussions, everyone 

began to pull in opposite directions. We purposely kept our intentions dark 

a nd listened to their suggestions; ene was for u s going to Florence and 

Leghorn where we would certainly pick up a ship. When I asked whether they 

hAd any definite information about escape organisations on the coast, they 

said "}To , but there's bound to be SO MEthing". Another thought we should 

direct our steps over to the east coast and ye t a third imagined the most 

c ertain way was to make for Jtome, quite why I never discovered. 

An<'l so, in light and amusing couversation, the afternoon drew on towards 

evening and the good lady of the house betook herself to deal with the evening 

meal. We felt thorougllly dried off, warmed through and at peace with the world. 

Si tting bacl{ in our chairs, we woul d idly watch the firelight playing on the 

walls and ceiling anrl all would be silence except for the crackling flames and 

the distant clatter of pots and pans from the kitchen. The other menfolk were 

in the barns, seeing to the animals. While we were there alone I pulled out 

my tiny little map aufl, with the assistance of the route I h1=1d made out from 

t he Baedeker some days previously, Bucl~ aud I made our future plans. 

Now that we had actually arrived ou the southern slopes of the Appennines, 

we felt justified in planPina ahead a little. We had got where we intended, 

so far, 'd thout go in~ out of our way and I felt tltat. we might hope with prospect 

of success to keep to any plan we might mal:e. I therefore suggested that we 

followed the Sieve valley until it turned south west towards Florence, then 

r,o over into the upper Arno valley which we would follow till it became easy 

to cross over into the valley of the Tiber. After we f!Ot to the neighbourhood 

of Perugia, we would t.ake stoch a~niu but that seemed au awfully long way 
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ahead, about one hundred anci thirty miles ou foot. The main thing was 

to keep to the western side of the Appznnine s where we might expect to 

find warmer weather, an importnnt consideration with winter ahead. With 

all this Buck agreed, he hod appointed me the navi~ator anyway on the 

strenll:th of my wonderful mnp, I think! 

Preparations seemed to be going on in another room, at the rear of 

t he fireplace in the big livin~ room. Soon we were summoned to enter as 

supper was ready anll we were ushered into the first meal with the proper 

trappings on the table since leaving the camp. At least eighteen must have 

been sitting down, each side of a lonll: table on which was spread a fine white 

cloth and an imposing assortment of cutlery. At one end sat the farmer, a 

vast bowl of steaming spag:hetti before him out of which came ladles full to 

be dumped on the gleaming plates and pasRed down the table. It was a meal 

among meals as far as we were concerned; first the great heap of spaghetti, 

pi ping hot , with its tom:1to sauce and p:arnishing of grated cheese, the new 

bread to go with it, the fruit afterwards and the unlimited supply of good 

red wine to wash it all down. 

Of course, there was the usual questionnaire to be answered !rom those 

who had not been in on the afternoon seesion noel ns usual we succeeded in 

t rading our story for ci~nrettes . 'I'he fanner tol!l us thnt the Germans were 

quite numerous in these parts and that they ma rl e periodical forays round the 

f arms for egp:s and poultry (shndes of the British Army) but as there were no 

prisoner of war camps in the neighbourhood worth mentioning, there had not been 

any bother in that line. However, he appeared to be very relieved when we 

said we would depart early the next day. 

We had a fine sleeping place for the night, an empty stall specially 

filled with fresh straw with a 1 i bera 1 number of blanl<ets. Buck and I turned 

i n early and were asleep in no time at all, our bodies thoroughly recovered 

from the soaldng of the morning. '!'his, our state of health, apart from our 

caution towards the ftermans, was our only worry; if we had fallen ill, we 

would almost certainly have had to give ourselves up. 

At 7 a.m. the next day we were woken by the farmer's son and, after shaking 

t he straw from our clothes, were ready for breakfast. The table was laid in 

the big room and we were looking forward to a meal in keeping with the spread 

of the night before but it was uot to be. Suddenly one of the farm boys 

rushed into the room shoutinl! the good old cry, "Tedeschi vengono", "The 

r;ermans are coming:". The farmer as1<eCI him what WAS happening aurl he said that 

a lorry load were at the next fann (only 200 yards away) on an egg-collecting 

tour. He then snid that he wns sorry hut we must go quick. However 

he grabbed a large loaf antl a lump o:f che1•se from the table and, -4:-hrusting 
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these in our hanrls, pusheo us out of the farm. On our way, we had time 

to collect our "baggage" which was stuffed in our pockets. Once outside, 

we were conducted out of sight rounrl the sheos and bidding farewell, our host 

returned to the farm while we depnrted nt a very smart walk in the opposite 

oirection to thAt of the next door farm. 

Jt was a great temptation to run hell for leather but we reasoned out 

that if any Germans were lool<ing ann they saw two ragged creatures suddenly 

Clash from cover like flushed pheasnuts, they would draw the natural 

conclusions. Havinll: gone about five hundred yards, we sat down in the cover 

of some bracken from where we coulo see the farm, to eat our brealcfast. We 

could see one small lorry eventually move to the farm where we hn1 been staying 

ano a couple of fiel<'l-grey uniforms get out and enter the house but they did 

not stay long. llowever we did not return, thinlting thnt the farm people would 

be too scared to have us. It was rlry work putting the bread anrl cheese away 

and when it was finished we got on our way. 

First we had to cross the Futa Vass, the main road from Bologna to 

Florence and Rome, wbich was successfully accomplished apart from being nearly 

run oowu by a German staff car rushing upon us round a corner. Through the 

little village of Gagliano, then through some fine brushwood all russet with the 

tints of autumn till we came to the outskirts of Dorgo San Lorenzo, a town of 

some size which we passed keeping to the north of it. Pressing on through 

fielrt paths, over streams by pndrlling till J got sick of taking my boots off 

and replacing them alld (very stupidly) plunged through some more with them on, 

we came to another town, Vicchio. The going bad been hard as we were marching 

across the grain of the country, so to speal<, hill following valley and ridge 

in quick succession. 

It was drawing on towards evening when we were passing Vicchio; we were 

also hungry as we hod not been able to find any midday meal and it looked like 

rain. Coming to a small group of poor houses standing back a quarter of a 

mile from the main road, we tried our lucli but it must here be recorded that 

Vicchio was the only place where we had trouble in getting lodging; only at 

the third attempt did we succeed. 

At the first house, before we were turned out again, we deci:!ed to broach 

our tin of porridge which Duck hnd been carrying - real Scottish oats which 

had formed a substantial part of our luggage. After much difficulty we 

managed to boil it up and ate it 9;ratefully, piping hot. Having done all 

this to the unspeakHble amazement of the housewife, lVe were summarily turned 

out of the place by the husband wheu he returned from worl<. The second 

house banged the door on my toe, they must have thought we were selling 

sewing mnchines or something! 'fhe thirtl house toolc us in anrl gave us a large 
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plateful of plain boiled beans, the effect of which on our stomachs is 

better imagined than described. We were put to bed in the cowshed aod 

without any blankets. Definitely one of the worst days; no proper 

brealdast, no lunch, no adequate supper, no warm, dry sleeping place, our 

clothes damp from wading rivers, our feet raw from walking with wet socks and 

our boots going hard with the water. Dy unanimous vote, we gave the "Q" 

Branch our severe censure and went off to sleep. 
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CIL\J>T ffi 10 

THE VALLEY OP 'flU:: AmO. 

'l'he following morning, the last day of October, carne up misty and 

damp. Jt seemed as though the fine weather had gone for good and we both 

dreaded the thought of perhaps two more months trudging ench day wet to the 

sldn. There was no breakfast offered, no sign that such a thing was on 

the programme at all, so without many reg;rets we cast off the dust of Vicchio 

from our boots and departed up the hill in wl~t we hoped was the right 

direction. 

In a mile ami the drizzling rain, we climbed nearly five hundred feet 

from the valley past some farms which seemed to be swimming in a sea of red 

mud. Near the top of the hill we mat auother traveller from whom we asked 

directions. We were aiming for a plnce called Stia in the valley of the 

upper Arno but we lind no idea of what sort of country lay between. Our 

informant said we were on the right path and indicated the general direction 

to follow; thanJdng him, we struggled on to the top of the ridge. 

Arriving there, we were trented to a magnificent view. In front and 

five hundred feet beneath us, in a narrow rocky channel thundered and tumbled 

a typical Italian torrent, winding through a miniature canyon. Alongside it 

ran a road, bare of any traffic. Deyond, the mountains rose in a tangled 

heap of rocky heights to a summit of nearly five thousand feet while to our 

right rose another smaller hill, covered 'vith green pine trees, a swathe cut 

throup;h them by some wood cutting party. There were piles of dressed trunks 

ready for carrying to the mills and, in the open spaces left by the cutters' 

axes, a carpet of golden leaves. A coil of blue smoke rose from a clearing 

further over and the silence of the countryside lay over all. 

We sat for a time beneath an old pine, in i11e sun, taking in the 

beautiful scene then, getting to our feet, we began the descent into the narrow 

valley. It was hard going finding a way through the close undergrowth but 

finally we came out, scratched and breathless, on the road. We found a rude 

log bridge over the foaming river and launched up the steep slope along a ride 

through the pice forest. The scent was heavy in the sunny autumn air now 

that the mists of morning had been dispelled and we soon felt the sweat working 

through our clothes as we toiled upwards. 

In an hour of slow plodding we reached another ridge, our weariness 

accentuated by lack of ·food. Again we saw the country at our feet like a 

map and, in a hollow far beneath our feet lay a small group of forms like a 

children's toy. We came upon a mule track which led us down the hillside and 

past the farms when it again began climbing up. We asked if we were on the 
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right road for Stia and an old man toln us to keep right on the track. 

Up and up we climbed, throu~h the trees until we came in sight of a 

small villa,g;e of tiny stone houses. It wns the hamlet of J.fori within a 

stone's throw of the source of the Arno river. The last few yards along 

the track between stone walls wl1ich reminded us of the Cotswolds were a sore 

trial. We were quite exhRusted from the day's exertions for although we had 

only walked some fifteen miles, hardly more than a few yards bad been on the 

level and we must bnve climberl and descenderl nearly four thousand feet. 

We decided that this wns the limit of the day's march even though Stia was 

still almost a legend, it seemed to be as far away as it had ever been but we 

could urge our tired legs and feet uo further. 

The size of the houses was iu keeping with the smallness of the village 

but, at the first bouse we tried, we found a warm welcome. An old couple took 

us in gladly and while we sat before a cheery fire in the tiny room, they 

prepared the evening meal. As there was no li~htinp; worth mentioning, it 

meant that the meal must be taken early and everyone went to bed at dusk. 

They gave us a grand meal of spaghetti aurl potatoes ancl, as usual we had to 

give an account of ourselves and our wanderings. They were a dear old couple 

whose sons had been talten by the war and they lavished on us the care they would 

have given them, the while telling us their troubles. 

In this small village, we felt utterly secure from the Germans, a security 

proved when, on the morrow, we founrl just how isolated the village was. At all 

events as soon as supper was finished we asked to be showed where we could sleep 

and to our unbounded surprise, the old larly took us up stairs into a bedroom. 

We could scnrcely believe our eyes when we saw a bed for us. In no time at all, 

we were on it and fast asleep, utterly exhausted and dead to the world. 

The lst November dawned fine but with an autumnal mist mantling the forest 

oround nud the grass was white with clew. We had the unusual luxury of shaving 

in basins n• •rl with a mirror but the hospitality of the previous evening coulrl not 

rise to producing a meal before we left. lfuwever, that wns the !uc~ of the 

draw, it seemed. 

We therefore left early, threadiug our way through the village by the 

11arrow cobbled ways between the houses where the dung heaps overflowed through 

the open doors of the byres. There was only one track leading out of the 

vi llage in the direction of Stia so we had no choice. In a short way it 

plunged into the forest aud then came out iuto an open grassy space where it 

petered out, to our dismay and annoyance. Thereafter we l1ad to go on following 

the general flirection of the valley an~ soon were tangled deep in the thickets 

and undergro1\·th. 

Several times we had to fight our way on hands an~ knees a ud once came out 
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. suddenly on the edge of a chasm at the bottom of which tumbled the infant 

Arno, Finally, when we were in dAnger of suffering the same fate as the 

babes in the wood, we founci nnothcr path which soon led out on to a proper 

track. This track soon grew to a road and, suddenly, round a corner, we 

came upon the town of Stia as the valley opened out. 

We stopped ani! held an impromptu conference as to how to circumnavigate 

the place for we could see a railway station and what appeared to be a couple 

of factories and ns it was quite n substantial place, there might well be 

Germans about. We spotted a small lane running round the back of the houses 

t o the east of the town and bent our steps down this. In a fe" minutes we 

were safely past and came out on the railway about holf a mile from the station, 

I t was a single line affair an•~ ns it wAs going in the same direction as we 

intended, we decided that it would make for fast walking aud would serve our 

purpose, 

As we passed by the town we could see few people about, probably because 

it was still early aud for this we were thankful. I felt that we had passed 

a uother milestone on our trip because Stia was one of those places for which 

we had been aiming for some days aurl we had successfully come through the 

tande of mountains tllat lay behiud us. The prospect in front was much more 

c i vilised, a smiling valley in the morning sun. 

We began to make splendid time down the railway but I was a little 

apprehensive lest we meet a train. I lmew there wns not one behind us for we 

had noticed in passing that Stia station was empty but one might spring a 

surprise on us. However the line wns very straight and we could see usually 

for a couple of miles. We hurried along to mal<e up for the time lost 

scrambling dowu from ~:ori and I felt that we were putting a good four miles or 

more into the hour. About half past twelve, having covered some fifteen miles, 

we came to a small stAtion, not having met any trains and stopped to have a 

chat.with a very affable woman who was apparently the station master. 'fhc name 

of the station was Poppi aud there had been a prisoner of war camp there so the 

woman knew all about us. She tool< us into her tiny cottage and soon bad an 

excellent lunch of pasta for us. 

We took the opportunity of studying the map which bung in the station 

and founil that we were following tl•e line that ran from Stin to Arezzo. The 

woman asked where we were making for anrl when I explained that we were just 

going vaguely south, she said that there was a train due soon and recommended 

t hat we take it to savd walking. She assured us thnt there was no danger but 

we said we would rather wo.llc as one never knew where the enemy might be, 

After a short rest we were away again and stepping it out along the 
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sleepers at five miles per hour. 'fhe lanclscape was typically Italian 

with rows vf tall poplars anrl white houses with their red roofs. The 

sun was shining fully and the day very warm as we stro~e along. Soon we 

came in sight of a bigger town which turned out to be Bibbiena and decided 

to make another detour, which consisted of leaving our railway and going 

across the fields to the right as we worked our way past the town and 

rejoining the line about a mile to the south. We pressed on for another 

hour and a half by which time we were beginning to feel extremely weary and 

decided that as soon as we saw a likely-looking habitation, we would stop. 

We came to and pnesed by the village of Rassina ancl t!Jree miles further on 

our legs would go no further so we stopped at a small farm just off the road. 

We were tal<eu in not very willingly aucl for supper a loaf of dry bread 

was offered, notJrlng more. We did the best we could with this then turned in. 

Before going to sleep we perused our "map" but being on a scale o! something 

like a hundred miles to the inch, it wns not very helpful. Our long day's 

walk, nbout thirty miles hnd, however, made quite an impression on even this 

small scale and, weary though we were, we felt very satisfied. The harrlest 

part of the trip, from the walking point of view, was behind us. We began to 

feel the first thrills of getting home aud were accustomed to our mendicant 

type of existence being by then fully skilled in getting food and lodging of 

some sort. 

straw. 

And so, thinking on these things, we dropped off to sleep in the 

Breakfast the next day reached nearly the same level as supper but was 

improved by the odditiou of grapes . 'l'hi s regal spread consumed, we hit the 

trail again the fouud our way back to the railway, continuing southwards. The 

morning was misty but there was the promise of sunshine which was soon fulfilled 

anrl the uay became very hot. We had not gone far when we came face to face with 

a most official looking gentleman. For one horrid moment I thought he was a 

German but he gave us a cheery "Bon giorno" as we passed by and I subsequently 

discovered he was some sort of railway inspector, one of those somewhat petty 

offi cials who glory in uniforms. 

After some half dozen miles we founo a by-rood going off to the east and 

as we wanted to get over to the 'i'iber valley, we thought it a good opportunity. 

It was one of those white dusty roads which spiralled up the side of the steep 

Alpe di Catenaja, a barren brown ridge of rock aud from the top when we 

eventually got there, hot and duAty, we could look back AS far al~ost as Stia 

one way ann the city of Arezzo the other. 

Pressing on we went through tlte villa~e of Falciauo And down into a narrow 

canyon-like gorge with heather gr owinr, down the sides and a brown, foam-flecked 
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stream bubbling between the rocks. Here we nearly bumped into an Italian 

Fascist army car but apart from this there were no adventures that day. 

Another few minutes anrl we were throu~h the gorp;e out into the open country 

on the edge of the 'fiber valley. We hnrl no idea where we would make for 

that evening except that we hnr1 in mind the town of San Sepulcro . 

However before we got anywhere near there, we came to a large farm where 

we thought we might find lodging. Going up to a man worldng in a field we 

told him the usual tole aucl he said we were to come right in with him. When 

we came to the farm, by the way he introduced us to his family, it was 

evident that we hnrl made a bit of a hit. This wns proved by the very excellent 

dinner which wns soon forthcoming anrl the animated talk over the vino afterwards. 

He gave us some cheroots which went down ver.v well and when we told him that we 

had not had anything to smoke for a week, he pressed on us a large roll of 

home-grown tobacco. In spite of our prejurlice against Italian tobacco, this 

proved quite a passable smol{e anrl l asted uR for several clays. To prepare it 

for smoking in my pipe, I rolled it iuto as tight a roll as possible, then 

borrowing the ld tchen knife, carved off several thin slices. 

The farmer's wife, an ample bor1y, tool< us to her heart and treated us lil<e 

honoured guests and we were given a bedroom to ourselves. It was late before we 

were able to turn in as the living room of the farm became crowded with locals 

and talk of the war and the prospects of peace went on for a long time. When we 

were able to get away, we again ruminated on the way that a bad billet was nearly 

always followed by a good one and tlmt the good farming follt usually gave us of 

the best they had. I still had with me my ~Iiddle !-~ast office~s identity card 

and as an officer wns a person much lool{ed up to by tbe Italians, it came in 

very useful. 

The morning, the 3rd of November, again rlawned wonderfully fine and we 

intended to mahe the best use of the favourable turn of the weather which at 

this time of the year was exceptional. We were given a grand breakfast of 

bread and milk and then took our leave of these good people. A short . distance 

from the farm we came to tl1e River Sovara, n tributary of the Tiber, and along 

its canalised banlts between the swaying poplars, we hurried. The level going 

was a great help and we covered the ground fast. 

AlJout twelve o 1 cloclt, as we were still following the Sovara, we were hailed 

by an Italian and his wife working in the fields. Going over to them they 

asked us to share their food saying thnt they spotterl us for English at once 

which rather shool\ us ns we thought that ill our rags we might have passed for 

good Ita] ian tramps. Their lunch of brenrJ, che•!Se ancl good rough lYine 

stretched miraculously from two to four portions. 
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On our enquiry as to how they spotted us, they s&id that we were not 

the first escaping prisoners who had pAssed that way and they wished to 

help us on our way horne as best they could. I e~pressed our sincere 

gratitude and explained that we had come from nenr Parmn whereupon they said 

they could hardly believe us. "Surely we had come by train" they asked. 

When I said it hnd been all on foot they were even more amazed. 

We left these good people and continued on our route along the Sovnra 

till we came to the Tiber, A wide tawny river swiftly flowing and turned south 

along its bank. In a short time we came up to the next town called Citta di 

Castello whose brown WAlls, mellowed b~' tirne, fl~nked the great river of old 

Rome. As we were passing through a field, we were hailed by a group of men 

working there, they also had spotted that we were En~lish. 

They downer'J too 1 s and gatl•erecl round us. In a moment they had opened 

their haversacks and there came forth a fine supply of bacon, bread, grapes 

and vino of which they invited us to partnke, snying that we must be hungry. 

\\'hen I remarl<ed tl•at we h::~d eaten well only an hour previously, they said we 

must take tbe bacon but must have some vino to celebrate. I hnd noticed a 

small squad of Fascist soldiers ctrilling on a square across the river and I 

felt, And Buck also, that they were too near for comfort. T~wever, when I 

said thnt perhaps we might go out of sight of those gentry practising the arts 

of war while we drank the vino, there was a roar of lau~hter from our comrades, 

"Those miserable creatures, ha, ha!" one said, spitting tobacco juice. 

Anu so we sat down in a circle, with the food and vino spread out in the 

middle on a cloth. There was breAd, hunks of cheese an~ a greAt slab of bacon 

the like of which neither of us hnd seen for very many months and flasks of red 

wine. We chatted about the war and told them briefly how we bad come; they 

thought it was a good one we had scored of r the Germans and hoped tl1at we would 

get home All right. As we could not eat much we were told to put a lump of bacon 

and bread in our pockets against the future, but we did get through a pint or 

more of wine which from the heat of the afternoon soou went to our heads and when 

we rose to go on, our steps became more than a little unsteady and staggering 

along, we clepArted with thanks and a song. '!'heir jolly shouts and good wishes 

followed us. 

In half a mile we came to a small inn. We were both sbme..-hat alcoholised 

and hot so we thou~ht it would be a sound plan to turn into it and rest awhile. 

This we did and, more out of curiosity thAu hunger, macte a start on the bacon 

ancl breod which we found to be excellent. I also came Across a bottle of vino 

that one of our late friends hnd planted in my pocl<et aud this ,,.ent the way of 

the bacon. The net result was thflt when we again tool< to the ro:ld, though our 

hunger wns well satisfied, our progress ""~ more lil<e that of a couple of 
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bank holiday drunks rolling home along the dusty road. 

We were on the secondary road that ran oown the right bank of the Tiber 

between the green fields. Everything was perfect, the sun was shining and we 

were on our way ho10e with wiue fHJd food in our bellies aud songs on our lips. 

But o! a sudden, what is that? A dnrk object coming swiftly towards us down 

t he road followed by a cl6ud of oust. It approaches ano resolves into a 

German staff car with a large N.C.U. on the outside seat but Buck and I are 

past caring whether it wns a German cnr or the Ma n in the Moon. A roar and a 

whirl of dust and it is !!ODe wi th a sme 11 of petrol only to tell of its 

pflssage. 

When it has pAssed we surldeoly r eal i sed that we hnd committed an indiscretion 

of the kind we had bee n at such pains to avoid ancl it would only need one other 

such indiscretion for our endenvour to finish in an Oflag. It acted like a 

cold bath. We then noticed t hnt there was a narrow-gauge railway running 

parallel to the road some hundred yards nearer the river so we cut through the 

hedge and gained the tracks. It seemed safer for at least no Italian train 

would spring a surprise on us as a fast car could. 

We stepped along smartly ~ s the evening cool descended on the valley and 

a fter about an hour came to a station with thP name of San Secondo. It wns quite 

a fine station for such an unimportant-looking line and there was a friendly man 

t here who addressed us with au invitation to take wine with him in the buffet. 

The thought of two t ramps in a buffet strucl< us as very amusing. But in any 

event our heads were still thick wi th the fumes of the Citta di Castello wine 

a nd we said tlmt we were more interested in findin~ lodgings for the night. Some 

more German trucks came past along the road so we thought we had better be moving 

f rom such a frequented highway aud he said he would take us to a suitable place 

so, following him, we crossed the ro~d and went up a stony track up the 

hillside. Tie said there wAs someone there who was very anxious to meet us but 

t ltis completely baffled me. I rnckerl my brains to think who of my prisoner 

f riends might be there, but in any case how would they Imow I was coming? We 

came to a tiny hamlet of some half dozen houses and were taken to one house whose 

occupants welcomed us in excellent English, albeit with a slight accent. 

They were an elderly couple who had been many years in various parts of 

Enn:land. The man who hnd met us at the station always took ex-prisoners to 

t he house when any came thRt way aud '1\'e exchanged many reminiscences of London 

life. There wa"' a fine supper in front of a roaring: fire in the little room 

a nd afterwards they dug out picture postcards of such plnces as Trafalgar Square 

which were passed over to us with some such remark as "You know this- a place, ha'?" 

We were weary from the long WAlle of about twenty-five miles, the excess 

of vino and food and the fresh air anci nsked to be shewn our sleeping places 

early. To our runazement, it wus t o n bedroom thnt we were shewn with beds 
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and clean sheets, the only occasion between September 8th and November 20th 

that they were offered. And Repnrate beds. We slept like logs. 

The ~ood lady of the house called us early, as soon as the sun rose, with 

cups of ten as she said she remembered tJ1a t all English people liked early 

morning tea nod when I asl<ed where she hnd got the te;:~ from, she said that 

she hnrl been sa-ving it for a long time. After this luxury, we rose auc found 

that there wns warm water for shaving anil washing in the jug on the washstand. 

J looked out through the window which gave ou to the Vfllley and saw there one 

of the most wonderful sights imaginable. 

There was the broad valley of the Ti her, some three miles wide between the 

hills running away to the south. The whole of the valley up to the level of 

the house was filled with n blanl<et of wl1ite mist, tJ ,e hills on either sicle were 

still purple in the dawn onrl the first rays of the sun were leaping over the 

crests of the Appennines, touching the hills behind us with golden tips of light. 

All below was shrouded in the mist throuv;h which came the sounds of a waking 

countryside, the lowing of cattle, the barking of dogs and, in the distance, the 

whistle and clatter of a railwny train. 

Jt wns with difficulty that we tore ourselves away from this view and dealt 

with the bristles on our chins before u:oing down to breakfast. This was another 

surprise. The good lady had bowls of porridge with cream and sugar for us and 

to follow there was tea again with toast, butter and hooey. The dear old couple 

said thnt it was an honour for them to entertain English officers and, by the way 

we were being spoiled, they were certainly letting themselves go. While we were 

eating,the man naked us to take off our boots so that he could soften them with 

grease for us. For a time we tried to refuse but their entreaties in the end 

persuaded us and we were, as it turned out, to find that this service was of 

untold benefit. The old man was usin~ some of their best cooking lard ~tich 

must have been a very great sacrifice as this was extremely scarce in wartime 

Italy. 

Having finisl•ed our breakfast. and rlonued our boots, we tool< our leave of 

this wonderful couple who stood iu the doorway waving farewell to us, almost in 

tears. We too were very touched by the kindness we had received though Bua.k 

reckoned that we should have to put up with some bad billets to make up for this 

one. 
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CHAP fER 11 • 

IN 1\'l:JCll 1'/E G-ET :\ DAi1 Pf!Itrl!1'. 

AwAy we went down the hiUaml by vnrious paths cane to tbc 'fiber again 

by which time the suo had come over t.he hills ann rlispelled the mists with its 

warmth. Soon we carne to a bridge where the light railway passed over the 

river so we took this opportunity to cross the wine stream. From then on we 

made fast IZOiog alontz the river bank, seei111! nobody, until at about eleven 

o'clock when we felt the pBO;!S o·f huu~er auil turned iu to a farmhouse to ask for 

something to eat. 'l'he farmer's wife, a slatternly woman, rather looked us 

askance but brought out a large hunk of bread, some water and a large bunch 

of grapes. 

We then pusheil on Again but iu a short while left the river for a couple 

of miles when we reached the sizeable town of Umbertide. The main road was 

now running on the same ~ide of the valley as we were walking so we had to take 

to the fields and keep some hundreds of yards away up the hillside from the road, 

on which there was some traffic. This mnde the J?;Oing slow and tiring but it 

l\·as better than running unoect>ssary risks by us in~ the road and by five o'clock 

we had decided to call it a day. 

I saw some men dig,q:ing o trench in a field so we went to ask them if they 

could recommend any of the nearby farms as lodgings. One of them turned out 

to be the farmer himself who said he woulrl take us in so we adjourned to the 

house a couple of hundred yards awny, the labourers following. It was a large 

place and we sat down to rest our bones before the fire while a swarm of 

c hildren of varyin~ sizes played anrl foug:l.t between anrl around our feet. One 

of them grabbed hold of one of the farm cnts, a sad-looking rangy beast, and 

picking it up by the tail swunj! it around. When released, the terrified and 

infuriated animal sought sanctuary under our chairs whereupon Buck, who had an 

amazing way with cats, enticed it on to his knees and in no time at all had it 

purring contentedly, to the stupefaction of the Italians. One of them 

remarked that there was no understanding the mad En~~;lish. 

Time wore on and still there was no si~n of anything in the way of food 

forthcoming. No one seemed to be bothering to lay the vast table. However, 

just as we were beginning to despair, the farmer's wife rushed in from the 

kitchen and, sweeping the top of the tnble with the floor brush, bade everyone 

draw up their chairs. This we <lid, then waited. In a moment she was back 

carrying a huge cauldron containing a seethin,g; yellow mass. We were each given 

o fork ancl the cauldron up-ended over the table. The yellow mass ran out and 

covered the tahle to a thickness of about an inch ancl was then ~arnished with 

chopped fungi and pepper. Then the farmer called out "Eat". 
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Everybody picked up their forks rllld set to, working inwards from the 

edge of the rapidly cooling mixture which we fouml out to be a sort of 

porridge mnoe with maize flour and called polenta. It seems that it was 

a delicacy in those parts and what it lacked in the finer flavours, it made 

up in bulk and ease of washing up afterwards for there were only the forks 

to be cleaned. The table wns left ti 11 the next meal when doubtless it 

would be swept again with the broom. Once we got the hang of the procedure, 

Duck and I made fnst prog;ress aud were soou nwny across into the other half 

of the table to the vast amusement of the Italians. 

After this fascinntin~ meal, we diAcussed our plans with the farmer who 

warned us ogainst goin~ ton near to Perugia, the next big town where he said 

there was a large force of Germaus. We were then shewn into our bedroom, for 

a change not the cowshed but the stable, which we found we were sharing with 

a large brown carthorse. Our rest wns a trifle disturbed because the horse 

suored loudly alJ night and hept l<icl<in~ the bonrcls of his stall. 

November the Fifth rlawued as usu:ll fine a11d cloudless, promising auother 

scorching day. After the usual breal<fast of bread aorl grapes, we departed on 

our way. 

As on the previous afternoon, we had to keep to the fields and bridle 

paths. Signs of Germans appeared when we saw, on a hill to our right, wireless 

masts aud further away we could pick out the ancient city of Perugia, clinging 

to tlae side of a low hill. We l<ept to the fields aud climbed over a low ridge 

from where we bnci n p.;ood viewpoint. 'fhere seemed to be nothing obviously 

clongerous in the way we were goiug so we continued down into the plain again. 

We were coming- towards a large mansion along farm tracks through orchards when 

we were loudly accosted in Italian by a group of peasants working there. We 

went over to them nnd they asl<ed if we were Itnliau soldiers, but I hnd to 

disappoint them. They said they were expecting a relation back from the army 

and thought we might have been able to ~tive news. They then said that we must 

be careful as the mausion towards which we had been walking was a big German 

headquarters of A/A artillery for the nrea. I thanked them and we pressed on. 

We skirted past the bouse in front of which we could see a soldier 

stamHng on guard and were so occupied with watching the house that we very 

nearly walked on top of an A/A guo under some trees. However, no one took any 

notice of us and we got by but it canuot be denied tl1nt for a moment our hearts 

were in our mouths. 

'fhen we came to a river which, as it was shAllow, we preferred to wade 

rather than use tl1e nl'!nrby bridge. A!!:nin we got across without any bother aucl 

macle for a small hill on the other side. We were by then somewhat out of breath 

AS a r esult of our haste to pnt ns tnucl1 eli stance between ourselves and the 

r;ermau headquarters. On the brow of the hill we came upon a party of Italians 
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~n their hands and knees, gatherin~ acorns for their pigs. We sat down by 

a hedge for a while and talked with them anrl they gave us something to eat 

and drink from their ba~s, which was very welcome, before we went on a,ain. 

Coming round the corner of the hill, Aslisi burst upon our eyes. Along 

the side of a steep rid~e of bare rock was the town, tier on tier of monastery 

and church, mellow in the evening light. It defied description and Buck 

ar1d I stopped in our tracks to gaze for some moments. 

On our ri&ht was a broad flat valley in the midst of which rose the 

towers of some great cathedral, reaching to the blue Italian sky against a 

background of dark green trees. But we must go on, not look at the beauties, 

for it was drawing on to evening and we bad no wish to spend the night in the 

vicinity of Peru&ia. Down the hill we went past the towering walls of the 

monastery town till we had come to the southern outskirts and cast around in 

a small villa~e for lodgings. 

We met an old man of about seventy years talking to a "smart type" 

dressed in a fine overcoat and wearing a black felt bat. He said that he had 

evacuated himself from one of the big cities to the safety of the country and 

thou&ht that we should have no trouble in finding someone to take us in. I 

noticed that he did not lift a finger to assist, however. 

When I told the old man we were English officers who had escaped from 

the prison camp, he burst into tears and told us that he bad lost his son to 

the war. Apparently he hnrl been one of those ill-fated to be sent to the 

Russian front from which he had not returned and there had been no word for two 

years, eitl~r from the Italian War Office or from the son. 

and felt that there was nothin~ left to live for. 

He was a widower 

He said he would give us shelter but could not feed us so we cast about 

again and finally were taken in by a very poor youngish couple who lived in a 

tiny cottage. They were very anxious to help but their means, or lack of them, 

were the governing factor and we had "polenta on the table" again for supper. 

That evening Buck and I bad another conference over our map; the last 

few days of fast going had knocked off quite a good slice of the milea1e. In 

the last seven days we had covered nearly one hundred and forty miles so that 

there was not much more than another hundrerl anrl thirty to where we estimated 

the Allied line would be. We had not been paying very much attention to the 

news of the war, in fact it had been almost impossible to get any accurate 

tidings anywhere but we decided that we must find some house where we could 

hear the B.B.C. before much longer. 

It had also been our plan to have a day's rest after each ten days 

marching but, as we were working south very well, we were becoming far too 
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excited to waste a day, even i! it meant thnt we had to forgo baths. We 

were both, rather surprisingly, very fit though Duell founll his feet to be 

not exactly his best frientis anr:l it w:-.s he who finally won the nay by saying 

that if we did stop, he did not think he would get going again. The food 

we were getting, even if it were the bare subsistence level, did provide 

somewhat surprisingly euough energy for twenty miles a day. 

The next day was another of those "too good to be true" late autumn 

days, a clear sky and sparkling sunlight. Breakfast was an excellent meal 

of potatoes, very tastily fried after which we started on our way once more. 

Still keeping to farm roads on the lower slopes of the hills, we made 

very fast going and soon reached the outskirts of Foligno, a large town. It 

was impracticable to make a detour so we decided to go through the eastern 

outskirts. As we were ~etting on well, the air raid siren blared out and we 

made for the shelter of a nearby house. As we were walking along towards it 

we noticed tlVO somewhat ill-•lressed men furtively watching us and when we 

passed them one spoke in poor I tal ian. Duel< and I rather suspected them of 

hein$Z Fascist spies but they turned out to be two British Other Banks and had 

regarded us with like suspiciou. All four of us sat down in the shade of the 

house and hnd a gooil laugh. 

They had some cignrettes lVhich they kindly shnreil with us, our store of 

row tobacco having been exhausted aud we exchanged stories. While we were 

lighting; up we heard tl1e souurls of tr.e air raid; it must have been about a 

dozen miles away but the activities of our pilots filled us with great hope and 

the desire to be bacl< with them once more. Our two friends had been in a 

camp in the soutlt of Italy aurl when she went out of the war, the Germans took 

over their camp to remove them all to 'iermany. They ha(l been in the train for 

n couple of nights and deci tled to make a brealt as the guarcis were riding on 

the outside of the trucks. 

Oue of them haci an Italiau bayonet which he had picked up from somewhere 

aJJd during the night they hnd mauaged to prise opeu the door and drop off when 

the train was going slowly. 'I'hey snirl that the whole truck load had got away, 

nbout thirty of them and they would have liked to have seen the faces of the 

German guards in the moruing wheu tl1ey found the birds flown. 

After some minutes when the bombin~ harl ceased, we went on, bidding 

farewell and good luc~ to the other two. Progress wns slow as we bad to go 

carefully through the bacl<ynrds of the houses but we eventually came out into 

a little lane going in the required rlirectiou. As we were in country where 

there were obviously Germans about, T SU.');,'!esterl to Duel< that we go in single 

file about fifty yards apart in case we bumped into trouble when the one in the 

rear would at lenst have a sportin~ chance of getting away. 
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A few minutes later when I w~s leading, we came up to a large house. 

It had a blank wall on the side of the track but as I came past it and 

could see over the wall into the courtyard, I was horrified to see about a 

hundred men in German Air Force uniform strolling about having their lunch. 

With my hands I signed to Duel< to stop. No one had seen me so I turned 

slowly round and strolled back to the cover of the wall. 

out of sight from the courtyard J ca lied "llUN" to Duel<. 

As soon as I was 

We took to our heels back down the lane for a few yards then, seeing a 

path going to the fields to our right, I led the lvay at a full gallop. 

Through the hedge and into a field we went and then found we had come to the 

Germans 1 field latrine, six thunderboxes rnoged a:~aiost the hedge and an 

untidy litter of torn newspapers all round. Dy acotller stroke of luck, no 

Hun was answering the call of nature though I would not care to say who would 

have been the more surprised if we had found any of them on their thrones. 

For five minutes we went as fast as our legs would carry us up the hill 

away from the house and then sat down, out of sight to get our breath bacl{. 

Life was certainly becomin~ more hectic as we came south towards the 

fi~hting and it was obvious that our chance of ultimate success rested entirely 

on not bumping into German encampments through carelessness, using the 

excellent training we had had in the use of ground. We also hoped that it 

would not mean we would have to march by night partly because travellers by 

night in Italy at that time were suspecterl immediately and partly because route­

finding would become more than usually difficult. Our watchword must 

therefore be caution aucl commonsense. 

J~viog recovered our breath, we set off again, keeping to the fields well 

away from the aerodrome in the valley below. 'fhrough the shimmering heat 

lmze of the afternoon and the olive groves we strolled till we came to the village 

of Trevi. It was one of those picturesque villages perched on the side of a 

hill which we reached after a stiff climb up a donkey track. As we came to 

the sturunit round a corner we came practically face to face with a smartly clad 

Gennan officer with his arms rouoti the waist of an Italian girl. 

JJe did not see us so I backed out of sight till I saw that he and his 

bit of fluff hod passed round the corner. We then reappeared and going 

through the village came to a large house on the outskirts, a prosperous looking 

place and knocked on the door. There were a couple of well-dressed Italian 

girls nnrl ~ jolly fellow wl•o seemed to organise the household all drinking 

wine on the terrace who asked us to join them which we did with alacrity. 

They said we might stay the night and straightway began questioning us 

as to our history. The moo was greatly interested to learn that I had been 

in Wavell' s Army of the :Kile and told me thnt he h:Hi been in the opposi tioo 
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commanded by Marshal Grazinni. J<nowing that almost all that arrny had 

been taken prisoner, I asked how he hnd managed to get away. He said 

that he Jmd been driving a transport lorry And thnt his unit had been 

captured at the Battle of Siclillnrrnui. 

"'.Vhere were you, tlaen?" J said. 

"I wns on the run from Tobrul< to tl1e front nuil wlren I heard of the battle, 

J was back again in Tobruk almost as soon ns J started" he replied, "and 

when Tobruk fell I skipped it to TripoJi !" 

"Then wlmt about the battles in the wi uter of 1941 ?" I asked. 

"I was too quick for you ngain" he said "I 'W::ts sAfe behind the lines all the 

time." 

He treated the whole thing ns an enormous joke, pnrticularly when he said 

all 1ds unit had been captured. 

All tiJis time we had been sitting on the terrace before the house looking 

down on the main roAd several hundred feet beneath, along which ran a fairly 

constant stream of German cars and lorries. Our humourist told me that he was : 

now driving a lorry for a fanner, having demobilised himself on September 

the 8th. lie pointed out a group of huts by a bend in the road which he said 

had been n prisoner of war camp but the occupants had been unfortunately 

grabbed by the Germans. 

Supper followed, a ~rand meal of beautifully prepared spaghetti which we 

ate in the dining room, the rest of the family supping in the kitchen. I 

suppose :they thought we were special guests but this was the only occasion on 

our trip when we had a meal in the best room by ourselves. In the corner stood 

a huge radiogram and when we hnd finished, I asked if we might listen to the 

D.D.C. news. 

This wns the first time we hnrl heard tlJC wireless since leaving Pieve and 

we sat close to the set to get the latest situation. '!'here was news of the 

Russian offensive and tl1e recapture of l<iev. On the mention of the Italian 

front our ears became glued to the speal<er. Just before the news came on, the 

English announcer - speal<ing of course in Italian - said he had a special 

message, the special message consistinp; only of four words, repeated several 

times "Tevere Uno, Tevere Due" and then followed the next news item. There was 

however little or no progress on tlli s, the Italian front and the main fighting 

seemed to be going on in the neighbourhood of Cassino and in the Sangro Valley. 

After the news, we returned to the l<i tchen and exchanged reminiscences 

of the war in Egypt. O}lr host was able to let us see a good map from which 

we matle plnns for the future. He suggested th<tt we keep up in the mountains 

and roughly signified the appropriate route. 'fhat night we slept in comfort 

on a shakedown mattress with blaol<cts, sleeping soundly after a day full of 
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events and excitement. 

Dread and hot milk laid the foundation for the next day's journey 

anil, after sincere thanks to our hosts we departed, mal<ing a rather 

arduous way through the groves of olives along the rocky hillside, past 

a large monastery and through a tiny village. From here we turned to 

the east to cross into the valley of the River Nera but it involved a 

steep climb then a descent followed by an even steeper track till we came, 

soalted through with sweat, to thl'! vi ll a~c of Mc~trinno perched on the razor 

edge above the narrow valley. 

The inhabitants of \fe.!!a:iono must hnve scrapecl a living from the poor 

upland fields for the only road into the place was the one we were following 

and that was only a rough mule traclt. Peeling the cnll of hunger, we tried 

one of the tiny houses. The lady of the house produced the usual bread and 

grSJpes which we consumed anrl then proceeded. 

In a short while the track joined another road corlo;crewing down the 

side of the hill, comin~ from Spoleto. We heard the sound of motors and saw 

on one of the stretches below a pair of Iierman armoured cars grinding up the 

steep slopes. Discretion getting the better part of valour, we dived into 

a small copse and watched them go by, the commanciers sitting on the turrets, 

brown leather helmets aud goggles on their heads. 

.After a scrambly half-hour, we arrived at the bottom of the 7alley and 

turned right, downstream. Dut our pleasure at reaching level ground again 

was damped by the falling of he:~vy rain. For a week the sky had been an 

unclouded blue but we felt it was not playing quite fair since we were making 

such excellent progress. The outlool' became bleak, there was not a house in 

sight and the light beginning to fail but there was no option but to push on 

and hope for the best. 

After another miserai.Jle hour, two somewhat bedraggled objects came to 

the town of Scheggino, a small but compact place ou the banks of the Nera. 

I asked an Italian we met on the outsldrts if he knew anywhere we might get 

lodginRS and he, sizing up the two tramps as Italians, suggested the local 

hotel. There was nobody else in sight and I was afraid that we might be 

compelled to resort to this extreme measure and use some of our carefully­

hoarded and so far unused reserve of lire. I then explained that we were 

English, escaping to the south whereupon the man brightened somewhat and said 

we should come with him to the pub where there was someone who would be glad 

to see us. 

Hesitantly we accepted. The rain was now falling hard, we were soaked 

through, hungty, cold aucl fed up. 1\'e lwew we were ruming a risk but the 
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utter dnrkness of the night and the very unpleasant couditions would tend 

to keep flermans anr1 Fascists witl1in their billets. 

Jnsifle the pub, whnt a contraRt! The szlow of lights against the 

beamed ceiling, the smell of wine, men aud darnp clothes drying, the excited 

chatter after the dny' s l\·ork ann the clinking of glasses, the flickering 

warmth of the fire in tl1e trrn t.e and the welcome of the landlord when our 

guide had spoken a word in his ear. 

"Good evening, Doys" he called in En12;lish but with a strong Italian 

accent, "Come in and get wnrm." 

He pressed glnsses of hot toddy upon us and gave us a small packet of 

cigarettes, a great luxury whilst Asking where we han come from and where 

we were p;oin.cz;. He .joked about the war telling us that he had been behind 

a bar in Soho for a time and hoped tllflt we should get home sAfely. As the 

time wns becoming late, I asked where we mi~ht sleep for the night; he 

asked one or two of the labourers in the bar but none could offer a~ 

suggestion. Eventually, however, a drunken swarthy type was prevailed upon 

to give us shelter. 

The lancHord apologi serl for uot playing the host himself but explained it 

away by saying that some Germans usually came in later in the evening and it 

would not be safe for us to stay in the house. After a few minutes our 

unsteady escort was ready to go so we filed out into the teeming night in his 

wake. Stng)!ering tl1rough the rain, he led us along the main road, then turned 

off down a narrow alley until we eventually came to a darkened house, the door 

of which he opened after a goorl deal of fwnbling for the key. 

Within, the house beg~ared description. There only appeared to be two 

rooms, one an untidy living room and kitchen combined, the other an even more 

chaotic bedroom with several beds. Our host, having wined himself almost 

stupid, did not apparently feel tile need for food and indicated that we should 

aJl go to bed forthwith. 1~ explained in a drunken way that he was an 

engineer working in Terni, a large town twenty miles down the road, that his 

'vife had deserted him lenvin~ him with a small boy of eight years to look after. 

Ruck aml I glanced at each other, wondering whether to abandon this 

doss-house and chance our arm at finding another and better billet but we 

eventually decided thAt a roof, even of this low quality, wAs better than the 

possibility of a night in the rain. Our host went into the bedroom, indicating 

A ben in one corner with a pile of dirty blankets on it and said we could 

sleep there. On auother small bed lay his small son anr. Ducrk aud I coulcl not 

suppress a feeling of rleep sympnthy for the little boy sAd{lled with such a 

ghnstly parent. 
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The mnn, dral!!rin:.r off his boots, threw himself ful1y clotherl 

on to his own bed and wf\~ soon suorin~ in au alcoholic slumber. Duck 

AJHl J nlso removed our hoots suul crnwl c cl hcoeath our pile of blAnkets 

to see!< sleep, hungry, rlirt.v, cold A.ncl very an:rr:v . 
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CJ!APTEit 12. 

Jlnnl!:er woke UR enrly but our ho~>t was nlso nwnl<e iu J.!.OOd time. 

Looking out of the winrlow we couln see thnt it at lenst wns uot rainiug 

llt!Ain aJHl, as there wns uot the sl i~d1test si:rn of nny food in the offing, 

left at half pnst six on our way . We stroile off throug}t the sle:lping 

nlleys in the grey ilnwn mutterint! curses on the house we hnd just left, 

nwarcHng it the absolute :11ero for the trip to Clnte anrl vowing that never 

agoin would we allow ourselves to be cnu:rht so lnte without a billet. 

The valley in which we were walking wns narrow, uot more thnu a 

quarter of a mile wirle nod hemmed in betweeu steep hills which appeared to 

c lose iu further nhetu'l. We followed a f!Ood mule tracl< on the left bank of 

the river while the main rond ran on the far side, hugging the cliffs. At 

rare intervals a car or lorry woultl come speeding down the road but, apart 

from this there was uot o sit!n of life that misty morning. 

For more than three hours we Jnt'l r1 e fast time along our mule track, the 

volley getting nnrrower all the time. 'fhen we heard A series of rifle shots 

Ahead but A~ we conlrl SP.e nothing, we took no notice till, on coming round a 

b enil we smv in the fiel<ls ncross the river, H full company of German infantry 

in battle kit prnctisin~ tlte geutle nrts of war urjlerl on by shouts from 

o fficers nnrl ~ .. . C.OR. 

We hnlted. We cousinercrl the situation. No one hnn seen us so we 

dodged in behinrl n clump of trees to watch. The river between us was flowing 

too fRst non deep to ford aud tllerc wns a fairly thicl< hedge betweeu us and the 

river so we decided to go nhead carefully. The valley narrowed to a gorge 

a ucl nhencl we saw a town sited in the ver~· narrowest part. 

J noticed thnt tiJc greater p::~rt o.f the town wns on the far side of the 

river so planned to continue on our pnth nod hope that tbere wns J. way tl1rough 

without having to cross into the town which was obviously swarming with 

Germans. We came to the houses ani! s :=tw thflt our track apparently continued 

on the same si~e of the river. Our hopes suddenly fell. 'fhere, a hundred 

yards ahead, loung;inf! About in the road, were a dozen or more Gennau soldiers. 

We Clecided tlrat it woulrl be unwise to try to brazen it out, so we turned back 

for a couple of hundrP.d ynrils rountl the bluff out of sight to hold a council 

of war. 

It was apparent that we could not Jl;et through tltat side of the river and 

equally appnrent ti•At we coulc'l uot l!et round by scaling the cliffs above us. 

Therefore we must tnl<e our chance of llOi np: tl•rough the town somehow. Ever 

s ince we had left Fontanel!J:tto Duck h~d been carrying a walldn~ stick, trudging 
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through Italy like a rlil~pi~nted squire viewin~ his estate. As no 

Italian ever carried one, it seemed likely to attrnct unwelcome attention 

nnrl J eYentuAlly prevAiled on him to part. with it. 

te)!rets, we again essayed tl1e pnssa:!e of Ferentillo. 

This cloue, with · 

At the place frnm wllicll we hnrl seen tl1e crowii of Germans in the street, 

there was on old pack-IJOrse bridr.;e over the river to the rnainroacl on the 

other side. We steppeii out over the bridge, our hearts somewhere in tLe 

region of our mouths. Turn left nfter the brirlge ancl through tile town. 

That wns the plan but it did not work out. Down the main road "e stumped as 

bolfl as brAss unti 1 we carne to the town centre where, to our dismay, we snw 

se·veral Fascist soldiers on duty, · one nctintr as traffic control. These 

creatures, for such they CIHJ only be ca lied, were far 1nore dangerous than 

Germans mainly because, if they clmllentred us in Italian, they would spot us 

for foreigners at once. 

There was an alley on our left so we dived down tllis until it reached 

the river. A first p:lnnce shewed UR that it was a dend-end, the way ahead was 

barred by the river and an nppareutly impenetrable .iungle of brambles along the 

bank. With a despairin~r sil!h, we turned to retrace our steps. A heaviness 

was in our hearts for we were bep:inniug to feel tlJat our chances of getting 

through were slil!;ht. llad we come three hundred and fifty wearisome miles to 

be picl<ed up in t.hAt dump, cornered lil<e rnts in a trap? Buck and I had a 

quick conference and noticed another lane that branched off the one down wllicb 

we h ncl come. 1\'e fleciderl to try tid s. 

1\lns, before we hr1fl gone ten ynrds we snw the Fascist soldier nhearl nnd 

suddeuly a German LC . O. nppeare11 out of one of the lJouses, walking straight 

townrds us. Its all up now, I thougl1t. But he passed us without a murmur 

wl1ile we muttererl n quiet "Goo1i morning" in Italian. We turned and made for 

the river agaiu, the Gerronn havin!! rlisnppeared into another house. 

At the river was A washerwoman bcatin~ clothes on the stones. We stood 

for a moment as thoutrh in conversation with her, t!Jeu nuck said "Its the brambles 

or the bag" and mncle off towards them. I noticed however that we might be 

able to sneak along unc~er them where they hung over the edge of t!Je water and, 

l!reatly to the amusement of the washerwoman, we forced our way through and in 

a couple of minutes were out on the other si1le. Casting a quick lool< over our 

shoulders to see if anyone ~ns taking nn interest in us and seeing none, we made 

off at the smartest possiLle pnce Along the banks of the river. 

After a quarter of a11 hour's loping wnlk, we paused to gather our breath 

niJCl Rtren1rth. Still noborly wns in sigl1t but there was a large Gennan convoy 

on the roAd, t'l'l·o huuilred yArds to our rill;ht. We both offered up a silent 
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prayer. The trickiest si tuotion of till' trip had heen successfully 

negotiated but we were both feeling weal< from hunger aurl excitement and 

voted a stop for revictuallinR as soon as po~~ible. 

The next item, however, wns to cross the river and put the pestilential 

place even further bellinrl but there wns no bridge. There was nothing for 

it but wading so off came boots nn•'l socks aud in we went into the chilly 

torrent. Fortunately it was uo rleepcr than our lwees and we survived the 

swiftness of the strenm. Ou tlu! other sine, having replnced our footwenr, 

we set off ~t four miles per hour over the fields. In a short time we came 

to a lonely farm which we rlecidecl to tr.v for food. 

We were in lucl<' s way As we f~H111tl thnt the young: farmer was one of the 

best. He invited us in and told his wife to get busy preparing something bot 

for us which wns soon ready. We tolrl the good couple of the adventures in 

Ferentillo, whereupon he said tlmt it was a bad place, full of Germans and 

pro-German Italians and he congratulflted us on our escape. After a hot, filling 

meal and n cigarette, we felt revived and, ns it came on to rain, our host 

sugRested that we stay a wltile nnd rest. We chatted for an hour or more and 

about three o'clock, as it hnd then ceased raining, we thought of putting another 

few miles behind us. 

We asked where we might find nccommorlation, not wishing to repeat the previous 

night's performauce. JTe said tl1ere was a village called Tripozzo About an hour's 

walk up the hill behind where we woulrl certainly finrl a welcome and with our 

profuse thanks, we went away. 

Soon the path began to climb out of the valley by a series of zigzags 

through the terraced fielcls ancl nfter some time we came out on the level in the 

middle of a small village. There were some dozen tiny stone houses with grey 

slate roofs growin.(!, it seemed, from the side of the hill, a thousand feet above 

the Nern val] ey. We soon found a house to tal<e us in anrl give us a grand 

welcome. There wns quite a party there who all fussed over us wheu they lmew who 

we were aud in no time the lndy of the house 1;aid the meal was ready. 

Oue man there tool' particular interest in us. TJe introduced himself as 

Fernando Lausi, from the villa~e of Arroue in the valley, nod said he had bee n 

a guard in an Other llnnks camp fHJ<'l hnrl a high rej!ard for the Allies. Such a high 

regard that he shewed us the Oritish hoots hP. had bought from a prisoner in 

exchange for ciflarettes. He adjurec'! our hostess to tnl<e :roorl care of us and 

said be would return in half an hour to tnhe us to n house where "e could hear 

tl1e uews. 

We then went in to the meal Alld whnt a sil!ht met our eyes! Firstly there 

WAS a large plate of riel•, stenmiug minestra followed by • • • grilled 

chops, fried potatoes and brussel sprouts. Good bread as well aucl to complete 
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t he illusion, two cups of tea apprared. ~ere words can never adequately 

convey our appreciation of a 11 the ld ndnes s we were shewn - we had struck 

l ucky a~ain. 

He of the boots returned, te l lin:~ nR to cAll him "Lousy" os all the 

soldiers had, and led us nwny a few doors up the village street to another 

house. Jn the livin~ room there wns a small assembly listening to Cnndirlus' 

br oarlcnst but Lousy snid they must switch on to the English news. He then 

i ntrocluced us ancl gave us n cillAr nriece. There wns nothing of importance 

except that we heard that the fighting was still on the Sangro niver. 

We mentioned that we shonln like very much to see a map if one could 

be ohtainecl aurt Lousy saicl he believecl the owner of the house hacl n touring 

guide of Italy which after some searching was finally produced. We then had 

n couference. Lousy recommended thnt we strike away to the south east, away 

f r om the inhabiteo country to the south ani! pointed out a route. It was very 

hi lly but better that thou a series of f'erentillos. However I wns doubtful of 

navigntin~ successfully through such wilrl country 11'ithout the aid of the map 

a nd Lousy saio that wAs easily solved, teoriog it from the guide, commenting 

t hat the owner woulrl not miss it anyway! 

After that, "'·e went bnck to go to bed aud Lousy said he would call round 

i n the morning and take us some di stance on our way. 

wi th sweet-scented hay and plenty of ru~s. 

Bedroom was a barn, deep 

Defore dropping off to sleep, we discusserl the events of the day and our 

luck in finding such a first-class billet. We oecided to accept Lousy's advice 

re~ariling the route and, thoroughly tired out, sank into deep slumbers. 

The next nny the 9th 1-Jovember was fine but misty. We got n quick wash 

t hen breakfast of porrid,:!;e and coffee. Lousy was as good as his word but before 

l eaving he hacl n plan he wanted to discuss. Be arrived with almost ao armful 

of maps which were sprenn on the table aorl we were able to choose one to take 

us almost to the Allied lines - ~reat thought onil more than a little helpful. 

lle told U!'i t.hl\t he wns oue of a small band of partisans who operated from 

Ar roue and hod alrendy some modest successes such as ditched lorries, to their 

c r edit. They neede~ arms, he said, and if we would take a message through be 

would be more than grateful. We calculated that at tl~ present rate of progress 

we should get through in about ten Clays. He therefore asked us to arrange a 

flight by the R.A.F. to the mountain bebinrl the village for the fourteenth day, 

i.e. the 23rd November, when he snid he would have fires lit oo the mountain 

t op. This I willingly said I woulo do. He then produced a large scale map 

of the neighbourhood anrl marked thereon with red rin:!s, three or four small 

places. Jle explained that these were bomber targets of I!Ood value, one was a 

German Corps II.Q., the secourl an arms tlepot anii the third a power station. 

- Rl -



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I was a bit doubtful about taking the map, it would hnve been sufficient 

evidence to have hAd me shot, hAd I been cau~ht. Dut I reflected that it 

would perhaps help the war effort so wns persuaded but I there aucl then 

decicled that each night J woulo hicle it elsewhere than on my person when we 

went to sleep. Furthermore we recently hnd had such great help from Italians 

that I thought we owed it to them to do anything within our power to repay 

them. There wAs no doubt at all that, apart from the few nco-Fascists, the 

vast mn,iori ty of the Italian population absolutely hnted the Germans who 

treated Italy as if it were a conquered country. 

It was then time to ~o, so thankin~ our kind hosts, we went out with our 

friend Lousy and his incredible c'lo~r. It was worth a few woros of description. 

In size like a Labrador, in colour like n pinky- brown rug, it was the thinnest 

dog I have ever set eyes on or am ever likely to do. J~w it did not fall dead 

in its tracks, J cannot say but every bone stuck out against the straining skin, 

maldng it a veri table scarecrow of n hound. Lousy saici it wns a good hunting 

clog. Bucl< and I agreed; it must have had to live on what it caught. 

Lousy tucked his shotgun under his arm and out we went into the chill 

morning air. In a few yards we stoppe<l for him to point out the German II.Q., 

a group of houses in the valley a thousaud feet below. He also adned that 

Ferentillo was a good target at any time. \~tistling to his scrawny dog, we 

set off in earnest through the woods by a narrow path, twisting this way ann that 

round the spur of the mountain on which the arms were to be dropped, finally 

debouching on to a small plateau where we saw another ragged figure with a bundle 

over its shoulder and a long stick in hand, the proverbial tramp in the flesh. 

Lousy hailed him and we were intronuced. He was Sebastian the .Spaniard, 

a rather sorry-looking specimen with a fortnight's growth on his chin and gaunt 

features. Lousy told us that be har1 been in the neighbourhood for some time 

and wns anxious to get out of the country; if we could talte him with us we would 

be cioinp; n very kind deed ns the mnn was lost when on his own. In the 

circumstances we had very little option but to accept though we secrctely hoped 

to be able to lose Sebastian before we were much older. 

Saying goo<lbye to Lousy 'vith sincere feeling:, we went on our way with 

Sebastian. The addition of a third person to our party hnd several disadvantages; 

first, it made it harder to get lodgings for three as well as meals en route; 

secoudly, we were not in his conficlence nor he in ours so that his reactions 

were quite unknown quantities and he might give us away in a tight corner. 

Thirdly, he possessed the great haversnclt which branded a traveller as an 

escapee in the eyes of the Germans and fourthly, our medium for the mutual 

exchange of ideas was in execrable and halting French. 

- 82 -



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

lie trurl~eo along between uR on tile rough mountnin pAth tellin~ us of 

his aclventures. lie was a private in the French Forei~n Legion anfl han been 

capture•1 by tl1e Germans in Algeria 1n Decemher 191-12 but. hnd been l<ept in 

Italy. His home wns in Barcelona but he hnd joined the French Foreign 

Legion after the victory of Franco in the civil war ns he hatecl Fr3nco's 

cause. Jle ndded that his wife And chi loren ( nwnber unspecified) were still 

in Spain aucl all he wRnteC! was to ;.tet home to them havin:~ been on active 

service on one front or nnother in ''nrious countries for nearly ten years. 

That was enough for any mnn, he thought. 

I explained to him who we were nllll where we were going;. If he Cflme 

wi tl1 us he must rlo as we said in fact, orclers were orrlers particularly if I 

told him to dump the bundle in atJy emergency, it must be done on the spot. 

He said he understoocl though T had my doubts, poor fellow. Our daily routine 

was also carefully explained, such ns it wns. 

Anyhow for the time bein~ he wAS welcome to come with us anfl we strode out 

through tlJe keen air. 'I'he couutrysirle was blea1< and barren, a wide shallowish 

valley running; due east between mountains, scattered here anrl there were flocks 

of sheep slowly moving forwnrrl cropping the grass ns they went. The path soon 

l ed us to the village of Villa J'ulciui, co'"poserl of a few stone houses where we 

stoppecl in the villal!:e pub for "a warm", the weather turning very cold though 

dry. We were also able to persuAde the innl<eeper to provide bread and cheese 

for the three of us gratis. 

As we strode out into the fresh air ng;ain, it was very obviou::~ that we 

must step it out to ){eep warm. We Plet a few other foot travellers sta~geriug 

along the rough path nnd in the middle of the afternoon suddenly found ourselves 

in a ·whirling snowstorm. One moment the air was relatively clear though dull, 

t he next we were holdin~ our hands before eyes to shielcl them from the driving 

flal<es; it was the first snow of the year aml rang a very depressing note 

within me. 

'I'he snow was lying, soon an inch deep and more. There was not a house in 

s i ght allCl we were VP.ry cold. But soon we turned a bluff of the mountain to 

see a more welcoming valley a hunrlred feet and more below. On the right about 

f i ve miles away was the sizeable town of LeonesRa with more flocks of sheep and 

cultivated fields. From the left carne another valley sweeping from the north, 

a grey ribbon of road threadin~ its way through it into the distance. None of 

u s were in the mood to eu,joy the beauties of nature, warmth and hot food being 

m1ch more important and we pressed on down the slope. 

In a few minutes we found ourselves in the lower valley. We steered 

l e ft-handed ncross the plain flotted with flocks of grazing sheep maldng for a 
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small village we hail seen, not thinkin~ to stay in the towu of Leonessa for 

the night. The nnme of the plnce w<~s Viesci. 'l'ic'ly but stark were the 

houses though we found satisfactory lod~ings aurl a good hot meal but the 

bedroom, a draughty bnrn ani! no blonl<ets rather tool< the gilt off the 

gi u:~erhrenc'l. Sleep mercifully came before the effects of the hot food wore 

off anc'l it wns late in tlte morn in;! wheu we wol<e up. 

After n light but rensonnbly satisfactory meal, the three tramps set foot 

on the roan. Our newly acquirc~d maps were of the g,reatest possible value and 

J wns able to set course accurately for the next port of call, PoRta. We 

skirted the town of Leones so, c'loclgin:t throu!!h some sweet-scented piue forest 

where the fallen trunks we,·e being; rougl1ly dressed by Italian lumber.iacks for 

removal to the mills. Comin~ to au overhead power line on pylons, we 

decicled to follow this rather than l\eep referrin:! to the map as they seemed to 

march straight in the reqni.reo tlirectiou. 

They certainly c:Hcl. Down one precipice ancl up auother. Over chnsms aud 

torrents also with disarming impartiality. nucl< with his bad feet founrl it 

tryin~ but poor Sebnstinn with the big pack nearly ~ave up the ghost so after an 

hour of heart-bursting effnrt, 1\'e abnncloned the pylons in disgust and kept to a 

more rational route. In another hour we came to tl1e eilge of a sharp drop and 

could see the town of Posta below us, the road with which we had been walking 

parAllel, circlin)! down the hi.llsic1e to !';et to the plnce. 

From our coign of vantn!!e we spieil out the land. We could spot veuicles 

of military appearnnce in Posta so voterl unanimously on by-pAssing the town. 

This necessitnteo benriug: round to the left over a ric'l~e which we could ideutify 

ou our map; beyond tl1e rid~e there was n main roan, another place to go carefully. 

<'ff we went. There wns no trouble in gettinJ,r past the town and soon 

founc'l ourselves stand in~ overlool<i og tile main road which ran from Home to the 

east coast. 'l' raffic wns slock so thnt we were able to cross and get well away 

on the other side before auything carne alonR. !tough going along a very steep 

hillsirle, nearly wrenching our ankles from their sockets, brought us in sight 

of Dorbona but before we came up to the place, seein~ a fine farm to our left, 

we put over the helm the thou~ht of f\ menl bein:J; then uppermost in our min1ls. 

The countryside had chnngecl with stnrtling suddenness. In place of the 

barren wi nil swept uplanrl streakeil with flurries of snow and flocl<s of sheep 

grazintt at will everywhere we were iu n smiling valley, heavily cultivated. 

There were lnrge and prosperous-lool<ina farms, surrounded by their green 

meadows or small brown seas of furrowerl earth wnitin::r; for the seed. The flank 

of the hi 11 s to the nortlJ \\'ere cl no in A coppery glory of mi~hty beeches, 

glinting in tl1e sunshine nn•l tl1e shadows of tl1e racin:r clouds danced over nll. 
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The trio filed up to the door of the farm and a lwock brought a 

ldndly-faced woman from the recesses of t.IJe house. J spun the usual 

tale whereat she bade ns come in ollll sit down befot·c the fire while she 

prepared something to eat. This sounded strange - 'prepare it' for brcacl 

and grapes was the normal midday meal for the Italian peasantry. 

In about ten minutes, to our utter o~tonishment, she came back with 

three large bowls of stenming rninestrn aud some appetisin~ hunks of brown 

bread. We fell to with a will am] in no time demolished the excellent food; 

this wns the seconcl of only three occasions during the whole trip on which we 

hnd hot food at michln.v alltl it was grently appreciatecl. 

From conversation with the goucl lady, it seemed that the valley we were 

now going through was sometimes more tl.Hlll adequately patronised by the 

Germans and in particular we were warne<'l to avoid the town of Dorbona and to 

keep off the roan. It wns with rc~rct t.ltat we tore ourselves away from the 

warmth of the fire in this excelleut establishment but we wanted to put more 

miles behincl us before we sto;1pecl for the dAy. 

Leaviq.!! the farm we kept goi u ~~ nbout three hundren ynrds above the road 

by using field paths ann lAnes but had uot gone far when SebAstian sudnenly 

gave a yell and dashed off up the hi l1 across a field. ftlancing at the road, 

I soon saw the cause of the trouble; there was n German truck coming along and 

thontz;h it was At least a quarter of a mile away, that was apparently too near 

for :Sebastian. His atti tucle infuriate(! Buck and me because we could not have 

been seen from the road wltere "·e were walldng but by behaving like a flushed 

pheasant, SebnstiRD woul1l pol'lsiuly drnw to himself the notice he wisherl to avoid. 

Duck nn<'l I squatted down behiun n hedge wntchin:~ the car go past, the 

occupants either tal<in::! no iutercst or not seeing anything out of the ordinary. 

I then went after Scbnstian au<'l told him straight out that this was the best 

way to draw attention to himself aecl thnt if he did not bel1ave prooerly aud 

t r ust us implicitly, he woulCI have to leave us. 

He wns in A terrible st.ate of nerves so I deci<'led to go up the hill for 

a while. It wns a hard steep climb of the best part of an hour before we 

reached the magnificent beeches mentioned earlier; we then walked along just 

below the summit of the ridge through the rest of the afternoon. As light was 

beginuing to fail, we spotterl o small villa~e below, near the road. Neither of 

us liked the look of it but there wns no other in sight so we went down to try 

to find longiu:z; there. 

It wns a poor little place by the nnrne of Fano. We found a house to 

take us in nn<1 were soon sitting wnrruin ~!, the chill from our bones before a 

huge fire. Time wore on nnCI J wns beginning to get concerned about our meal 
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AS there were no sij!us of nuythin:J; cookiu;~ iu tl1e two-roomecl house. Later, 

the owner came in, he w.'ll'\ n poor pPnS;lllt, nu1l puttiu~! some chestnut s iu n 

sort of wire CRge, hel<l tllc11r over tlr<' fire to ron~t. 

'fhis Wf!S our meAl 1 ahnuf. two pounds of roast chestuuts apiece so it was 

just fiS well that we h11cl h('en nble t.o fillll such a goo~ luncl• en route. Our 

host showed us to t!w beilroom 1 n srnall v ery drnu~rhty barn with only n few 

wi s rs of straw each - no blnnkcts. Lyin:z there in the cold, Duel< and I lmd 

another of our couferences, He w:ls feel in~ rnther depres~en because he felt 

that his feet were beginnint::; to !live out nun, looldug ruefully at them, sain 

" Dl aRt you, my two worst enemies". 

From the latest wnr news we hnn JTot, nn<l that wfls not up to date, we 

tratherf'cl ti•Rt the liue wAs st i 11 somewhere uear the Saugro Piver. 'fhat beinJ! 

the cnse atlil nt the preseut rnte of pro ;r res s, we might hope to be on the rit::;ht 

si de of the war in about fl weel<. ··v e were also comin;r into the forward areas 

so that we rni~?;ht expect to find tl•e lle rmn~:s no t so thin on the grouurl ns they 

hn il been an<l therefore thoutrht wl1cther we should not reconsi~er our plans. 

f'ollowin:r tl1is line of thou~ld. , we rNlsoneci that if we shoulrl fiurl ourselves 

in n tight corner, one mi:..tht ~et nwRy where two or three merely attract unwelcome 

attention, Further, we rtwsnned thnt the uearer we were to the fi~htinl! zone, 

i.he hnnler it wonld he to finn accom:no,~atiou and crtme reluctantly to the 

couclusinu thAt we shoulrl pArt ou the morrow aml mnkc our separate ways from 

the n onwards. 

It wAs arranged that nftcr brcnldAst, if auy, on tile morrow we would draw 

lo ts for the stnrtint~ ot·,lcr nucl clepnrt nt fjftecn minute intervals. We exchanged 

ndrlresses to carry news to our respective families. 'l'Jds done, we fell into a 

co l d auil uucasy slumber. 

- ;l() -



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Cl'.\ PTCfl 11. 

.\T 'WE. 

There was n brenl<ffl!:;t nl'xt. morui 111r, but only jn~t. 

the even in!!, we han boi lerl chestnuts. 1\ny youthful el!tlmsinsm J might have 

lrncl 1n the yenrs before the 1rnr for tlu~se nuts wns by then ~ffectively l<illerl 

hy the Itnlinn fnsldou nf eatiu!! t.hern !Joj lccl for hrenl•fnst. or, in fact, 

treatiug them A~ n main meal. A few uicely roast nfter a 110od rHnoer on a 

wintP.r's evening are All very well hut to have to start the clay on a plateful 

of lulce warm soc:~ nuts, lll •rl n J,trey clow nt that, was uothin~ to write to 

~rs. ncetou about. 

Bucl<, Sebastian nncl I tl•C'u drew lots Ior tl1e startin;r orrler; it fell to 

me to .(tO first, followed by Duel< with the -;pnninrrl brillginl! up the rear. As 

I prepBren to leave, J conl rl nnt hel p n feelin~ of sarlocs~ nt this parting of 

trnvelll'rs but, once ctecic~erl, we must not r:hnnge our plnns. Duel< ancl I bad 

footed it together succes s fully for fnur hunc~re<'l miles aun han bee n forty two 

rltt~'S Rince leaving Toccnlmntt::l. We hnrl :.rrown to l<now P.nch other very well, to 

know those little fnnlts aud iiliosyucr::~cies whicl• go to mal<e up ench inrlividual; 

"'e mny have han onr small rli ffereuces but on tlte whole those forty two clays are 

ones thnt I coul t1 lo0k back on nnrl sHy ''I hncl a good friencl witlt me." 

Chntting with our host at brcnl<fnst over our cups of tea (yes, tea!), he 

told of n "ery iuterestin~ occurre nce in the valley which had aroused the intense 

admiration of the Jtalinns for thP J~n~lish. Whether it was true or han grown 

from a1~ idea that hn•1 been put about, J cannot sny but will merely repeat what was 

t Cllrl to us. 

There han heen a pArty or about two nozen n.A .F. officers and men who had 

escnpecl in the !'lnme way ns ourselves from n smflll camp not fnr away. They had 

begun to wnH to the lines hut, as tltey hnrl been trAillcd to oerial and not ~round 

uavi .'!ation, they ~ecicierl t l1ey con] il !!O no further. rr perhaps they found 

wAlkie£ slow ~fter flyiu~ . 

At all events the~' scttlen clowu in A villa .'! e nearby ann thouo:ht things out 

carefully. Jt w::ts an isolnted villal!e on tl1e top of a hill witl1 n small plateau. 

A small pnrty then volunteered to rnnl<e their wny ncross the lines anrl come back 

for the rest in An aeroplnne t:~t the nP.xt full moon, then about a fortnight ifistaut. 

While they were Rwny, those who were le f t hellion hl'!n to prepare a landing :rround 

with the help of the villn~ers whn cnu!!:ht on to the plnn with enthusiasm though 

they niil 11ot renlly think that. tile " Eillr lish ,\ir Force" would be able to do what 

wns plannen. 

The moon grew on~ ns the! iln:v~ pns ~ed A 11 I!Ot more exci t e n until ot lnst the 
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greAt day cAme. The night w"s fine nJ:tl clear, the fires were lit and all 

the villA~e and the pArty to he rescuerl wni terl at the erl!!e of the plRte<m, 

wou<ie ring whether the lon~erl-for nero plnne would come. Hail their friends 

R:Ot throup;h or been recaptnretl by the lrerrnA.us'l There was uo means of knowing 

other than by the Arrival of the aircraft. 

Time pRsserl, the brillinnce of 11n Jtnlinn moon floorlerl the countryside anrl 

picked out the white walls of the houses Rt the bacl< of the plateau. Surlrlenly 

there is heard the distant hum of el':~i ueR; the sound grows Allrl soon it becomes 

n full-throaterl roflr circlin!! overltcarl. The motors are cnt out aud in a few 

more rnomeuts, tl,ere bouucilll! n]oup: ovP-r tl11• uneven turf i~ a 1Vellin~ton bomber. 

Jt comes to rest, swings round ann in n rush the 11;rouncl party is swept within 

its cloors. A final worcl of thanks to the Jtalinus nucl perhaps A. carton of 

cigarettes (who knows'!) thrown out, then with a roar from the en~ines, the pilot 

swings the aircraft iuto the centre of the runway and it is p:one into the night 

once more, lenving only a Rrne ll or oil Anrl n crowd of thunclerstruck Italians. 

Such was the story he to ln, fi ni shin~ by sn~tl!estin!! tltat we ought to have 

nrrnngeil sometlling; similar for ourselves. 

Bucl( nnil I shook hn.nrls, wisl1eil encl' other luck ann then I launched off on 

my own. J was soon to have exci ternent for, as J came to the main road peeping 

cnutiously first one way nPrl then the other, two GermAns were to be seen lounging 

ot the j!;ate of a lar~e house some fifty yards up the road. I waited for a 

minute till they were looking the other way, then stepped smartly across the road 

down a lnne the other side. 

WAlking speedily for n quart"r of au hour to put the village well behind, 

I came to o good farm road where there wns n roadmcnder trirmning the rlitches. 

Stopping to pass the time of day 1 J told him who I was ann as){ed which of the two 

roails I could see just aheocl WllS tl•e right one for the village of Pizzoli. He 

replied tl~t there Jmd bP.en quite n few ex-prisoners past and they hnd always taken 

the right fork, not the one to Pizzol i. 

r-:ow it hod been my invariable rule never to accept the ac'lvice of any Italian 

for two rPasons; first they mi!!ht have given di rections to send one into enemy 

hands auil secondly, tlS they really hail no iriea of what we were up against, their 

ndvice though honestly given, WHS usually inapplicable to our circumstances. 

nut. on this occasion, whether through some eixtp sense or because I was feeling 

very much Alone, I decic'lell to Rccept thereby setting in motion o chain of 

circumstonces the outcome o:f whicl1 wns very satisfactory from my point of view. 

If I hnn tnrued to tl1e left, I should have probably put my head into the 

hornets' nest of J\qniln. nut, ns J l1nve sA.id, some sort of Providence turned 

my feet tn tlle hills at~n:in and iu the hills there were always rearly helpers among 

the Italians. In 1'1 short. while J came ton small vil1a~-te, the streets, such as 
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· they were, runuin~ with mud ani! filth from the byres nncl ns I went through 

I £Ot into conversation with a farmer leadinl! a horse hitched to a cart 

loailecl witl1 firewoorl. Jlc nl'llH' d whether J should lil<e n lift to the next 

village. It appeared to he in the right dj rection so, ncceptin:! gratefully, 

I jumped aboard on top of the lteap of firewood. 

The cart wns large, the lonr'l wns lteo.vy and the hi 11 steep so the rate 

of pro~ress wns slow but sure. All the while the carter ani! I chatted, of 

the war aud its outcome, of the hnrdsl1ips of the Jtnlian people and of my 

walk from the Plain of Lombardy. J nsl<eil, merely for the sal<e of conversation, 

whether he had any ideas of wl1nt I mi:!ht meet further south but he was a simple 

man without any views on the sub,iect. 

'I'hree quarters of an hour of bumping noll ,jolting brought us to auother of 

the hill-top villnges helover1 of the Italiflns but t his wns iu sharp contrast to 

the one from which we hnr1 come heing very clean nncl bri~ht and tidy. Biddiug 

farewell to the carter anll thnuJ,iu~; him for the ride, I strode off southwards 

out of the villag:e thronl!h the stony fields from which the people wrested their 

livin!!;. Soou J breasted a rise ;wcl there before me Wf'lS n breathtttldng sight; 

through the sparklin,'1; air of a fine :t-'oveml>er rnornin:~ rose the Gran Sasso d 1 Jtalia. 

Ju the province of the Abruzzi to the east of the Ateruo fliver there rises 

a wout1erful mns .c:: of peaks, starl< aucl barren culminating in the superb mountain 

cnlled the Gran Sasso, 9't01: feet abo,re the sea. I founrl myself looking across 

the blue depths of the .Ateruo valley at this grand si~ht some twenty five miles 

Away from me but so clear wns the mountain air thnt I felt I could have almost 

reached out to touch it. A lover of mountains, I wns exltilnrated antl inspired 

by this magnificent mass of roclt whose suow-clad surnmi t strove to reach the 

blue .of the sl<y above. 

Dut I could not affortl the time to sit aud admire the wonders of nature so 

soon pressed ahead for a time along the level through heather and bracken then 

up anotl1er rise from the top of which I paused to t-~dmire the view again, even 

more wide and extensive than before. I coulcl still see the Gran Sasso in all 

i t s ~lory but further nway a utl a little to the ri~ht I could just make out the 

Ma iello.. I knew that on the other side of the ~faiella there were the Allied 

armies and I felt a thrill go throu~h me. ~ot so far now, I thought to myself 

and with a little more of the luck we have ha.1 to date, I should realise the 

a i m of my ,iourney, the Ei)!hth Army and home! 

J found n cup iu the 1,1;rouuci, lined with grass and out of the wind where I 

s t retched out for n sl•ort rest nnr1 smol<ecl one of my carefully honrded cigarettes. 

Defore me J conlcl see R villnj!e; then~ w,1s a rond int.o it hut no roan out nncl 

while J watched for an hour or more, uothin.sz: more dan~erous t!Jan a farm cart 

could be seen on it. 1'heu I j!Ot to my feet ancl sli tl1ered down the grassy slopes 
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of the hill until I came to n woorllantl track which I followecl to the villn~e, 

cAlled Santi. 

It wns one of those t.ypicnl viJ]n ~es in the hills; a jumble of houses 

all more than three hundred years old with quaint narrow roads forcing, as it 

seemed, their way between the ,jut tin!): walls. As I entered the place I fell 

iuto conversAtion with an clrlerly lad~·, asl<iul,!: if she lwew of a ho•,se where I 

mi .•!;ht put up for the nitrht. She repli eil that sl!e did and led me to n house 

in the small open space thnt served as the? vi Uage square. 

The reception which awnitefl me wns one of the wnrmesi. ever, I was treated 

lilte n son returnorl from the wnrs b.v the houscholll. l'lhile I wns warming before 

the fire, the latly of the l•ouse went out aun soon came bAcl< with a pile of food, 

bei n{! followed in by another lady cnrrying more dishes. 'fhe tnble wns laicl aud 

I was summoned to ent; there was a large sort of cake and milk provided and the 

t wo women sat dowu to wntch wl1ile I tucked iu with tl1e best will in the world 

imngining thnt this wns to be my evenin:.r. meal. 

When food was rut he fore me, wh1tever the time of c1 ny, I made it my practice 

to put as much AwAy as my in!"ioe would hold for I never knew when or where the 

next meal wns coming from. This occnsion J ma~e no exception to tl~ rule but was 

clefeatcd with only two thi rtls of the cnl\C en ten. Ima;?;ine my amazement when, an 

hour later At half pnst seven, the table wns again laid ancl a full eveuing meal 

of minestrn and fruit appeared. 

By the time J l1ad finisl•ctl rnm ·•ing tile foorl down my throat with encouragement 

from the women, I wRs feelin~ more than uncomfortably full, fuller in fact than 

J could remember feelin~ for many months and finally I lay bncl< in my chair 

defeated. 

Two <lr three of her neighbours cRrne in after the meal for a chat for 

apparently having; an escapin:r prisoner in tl1e house wns held in some esteem by the 

villAgers who wanted to hear my story. J was very tired nnrl my s+.omach 

unpleAsantly ~istended beneath my belt but mana~eo to give them a brief but 

coherent report of where J had come from and answer n few questions until it was 

time to retire. The gooo Indy said there was no spare room in the house but if 

J did not mind there w:-~s a very cosy hAy-loft of hers just down the street where 

I could go. Wheu I sairl anywhere woulcl be all ri:rht if draught-free she added 

hastily thnt she hail plenty of blanl<ets so J woulcl be warm. 

:~he went out of the room to return iu a few minutes with a huge armful of 

blanl<ets nnrl we set forth clown the street a short wny to the loft. It proved as 

good as she hnd said; it wns draught-free aml fill co with sweet-smelling hay 

mauy feet deep into whicl1 J san!< wr:'l;'l ecl in multitudinous rugs nno WRS soon asleep. 

The next morning, the 12th ?<ovemher, dnwned clear anrl sunny. In contrast 

to the previous mornin:r , n fine breal<fnst wns waiting; for me. '!'here was a 
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-plateful of fried polenta, coffee anil the remains of yesterday 's cake. I 

stuffed down as much as J could but w:1s heaten by the cnke which J popped in 

my pocket for later attention. nefore J le.ft, J got out my mnps ann made 

plans for the day's march; they were of sufficiently large scale to shew the 

paths wJrlch wns most useful in avoidiu~ plnces where the Germans might be. The 

main problem for the day, as seen from the map, was the crossing of the main 

road from Aquila to Rome, a very important artery supplying the eastern part of 

the German front. Jt wns therefore essential not only to cross the road but 

to get some little way beyond hefore hnltin~ for the ni::J;ht and t llnt tnennt a 

walk of snme twenty hilly miles. 

Did!li~ a ~rateful farewell to the kind folk who hnd loolterl aft er me so 

a dmirably, I began another clny' s tre l< on the way home. For three hours I 

scrarnblerl over hi 11 s nnil valley s uoti 1 J came to the pnss where the main road 

All~ a light railway cut throutrh tlJc tnountains. I fouurl myself some humlreds of 

fee t above the floor of the vAlley a ur1 could see the city of Aquila sparkling in 

tl1e sunlight eip.:ht miles awny to the left. I coulrt follow the road coming 

towards me uutil it we nt out of sigl1t roun<l a shoulrler of the hill t o my right. 

J wos somewhat <lisrnnyecl to note thAt t here wns an almost unbrolten stream of 

!1erman lorries ,roin:z; in hoth directions but on further inspection I noticed that 

tl1ey were going into and comin!!: out of a small copse not far from the road. 

I turnerl my attention to thi s a iHl t he 11 realised t im t it was a ration 

dis tributing point; there mu s t have bee n twenty or so lorries wnitiog in a queue 

while a rlozen or more were fillin~! up nt vnrious rlepots then turnio~ out on to the 

roa d Again. Jt also strucl< me thnt, if ouly J could get the information through 

to our own sicle, the !I.A.F. night lil<e to l!et their sights on this mornin~ routine 

so J got the map out of my pocltet to mnhe n mental note of the spot for future 

reference. It would have bce u asldn:~ for a firing squarl to have markecl it in 

pencil so I hno to trust to my memory. 

!Vhile I was siti.iog there bnsldu:! in the warm suo, there came to my ears 

the sounrl of war-music, the music of Allied bombs somewhere eastwards over the 

Gra u Sasso; it must ha,re been A heavy rnicl for the air vibrated like a giant 

drum. The effect on the Germnus wns :u)('lther tonic for me, all movement froze as 

the sound of the first bomb reached tl1em; whnt a chao~e from the cock-a-hoop 

Germans of the rlesert in 191t2. 

I strained my eyes into tl1e distance hoping to see some sign of the aerial 

activity but to my sorrow there was ouly the rumblin::t in the air. Eventually 

tlJe rtwlblin:r died awny, the lorries wi th the ir grey-green crews came to life and 

tl1e cnrs on the ron<l betruu the ir move ments n~nin but s till tl•e.Y kept tlleir wide 

ui s persiou of about two huurl rerl yarns ue tweeu vehicles. 
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Having imprinted the localit~r of the dump on roy mind in connection with 

t he feature on the mnr, J put the mn !J hac I< it· my pocket and ~ot on my way 

rounrl the sirle of t.he hill \\'aHin:! tilrou,'!h urushwoorl :lllcl low trees along the 

s teep slope towards the ronrl. Ju n rniuute or two J was stonrlin::r; only a 

hundred yards from tile road anrl railwn~' but two hunrlred feet above i there 

was fairly thicl< traffic wlli ch woul•l mnl•e n c;afe cro s sin:z not easy but it 

s eemed to be the best plan to work my way down to a group of large bushes near 

t.he roacl from wlli ch J coulrl dash ncross when the opportunity offered. The 

railway was no bother for t he simple reason that no one would rlrive the 

necessary engines with ~llied air power ran=ing far a n~ wide. 

I was soon dowu and acro~s the metnls; theu over a ~!rassy open space and 

into the bushes, lar:ze clump['! of :£Orse, from which I spied out the land on the 

other side where I could see some Jtalions ~atheriug brushwood only fifty yarns 

from the rond. It therefore occurred to me that I should cut across the 

highway to join these folk and pretenrl to be working with them if any German 

trucks should be ill-mannered eJJough to put in an ap pearance at the crucial 

moment. 

The first attempt got as far as the 11ext bush, then a vast staff car came 

hurtling up the hi 11 from Aquila. After a pause for breath I stej•ped out 

smartly again anrl this time goinerl the fnr s i de of the road before a lorry swept 

pa st me down the hill, full of catl.le nnrl GermmJ soldiers laughing over the 

t a ilboarrl. 'Before the next one shoulr. nrrive I ran lightly over to the Itnlians 

a nrl sAt down with them behind another of the large bushes that dotted the landscape. 

I was only .iust in time for lorry After lorry came roaring clown the hill with 

t heir loads of livestoc](, mal<intr donbtlesR for the slnughter house in Aquila en 

r oute for a multitud e of Teutonic stomAcl•s. 

'l'he goorl-untnred I t alians :rnve me some of the wine from their flnsks while 

J snt there aml nte the rct'lai u~ of the :-)anti cRl<e, en .ioyin~ the sensation of having 

ne gotiatecl n cHf fi cui t fence anrl t.J :c wnrmth of the sun. Uut I could not lie there 

all day so scramblerl to my feet, bid farewell to the foresters and wall<ed off in 

t l•e afternoon heat. 

I found myself in country very differe nt to that in which I had been 

nccustomecl to, it was fnr more civili sed, closely cui tivated with tl1e villages nenr 

tn p;ther nun plenty of _!!:oocl ronds. The lntter were the ~il! :~est drawback for where 

there were ~ooil ronrls there mi::r;ht we] 1 he t;ermans so th:tt I spent the afternoou 

hi ldng over the fielns aw1 through fnrmhouses aud tee bacl<s o.f villages until I 

c Ane to Collimento vin Po~~!io )au ].Iarin. 

The A!lflronch into Collimento wa s rnnne as the afternoon was drawin{! on; 

roan led up a steep hill for n few yards nun turned iuto the v.illage of some 

dozen sizeable aud many other sma ller house s . As I came round the corner, I 
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· spotted a man wearing what I took to be a policeman's uniform; this was bad, 

I thought, this will never do. Evasive action was obviously called for so 

J dodged round the next house pret.t.y sharply only to see the same aentleman 

looking at me curiously down the street. Further evasive action was therefore 

taken but the lane into which I turned led round, to my horror, to the village 

square where the policeman stood talking to another Italian in some sort of 

hunting clothing. 

There was really nothing left except to walk past them but as I approached 

the policeman's friend addressed me in En~lish and offered assistance if that 

were needed. I said that to be qnite frank, I had not been too pleased with 

meeting a policeman whereupon he replied, laughing, that the policeman was there 

more to help the Allies than the Germans. They both suggested that I should 

like to have a rest in the local to which I a&reed; I thought that I might be 

able to pick up some cigarettes and perhaps a glnss of vino. 

We had no sooner &one into the pub tl1an there was a big commotion outside ; 

I thought there must be Germans about but it turned out to be a couple of Italians 

comin~ in to see one of their friends, as they termed me. The policeman said 

that they had been in England and could speak the language well but, when I asked 

one where he had been he said -

"Yars , I ha'bin inna En,lantt mucha time." 

"But where exactly," I asked, "London perhaps?" 

"Non Non," he replied, "I ha' bin in Chica~o, I lliuois." 

I said "But that's the U.S.A. not En~land." 

"Yars , " he replied "thatsa right, En~lantt." 

I gave up entirely when his friend confirmed that they had been in England, 

in "Barstarn, Mass." 

Everybody else in the pub obviously held these two in hi&h regard and in the 

end I verily believe that they thought it was I who wae the imposter not these two 

products of American culture but I turned the situation to good account by 

demandin~ as many packets of cigarettes ns I could lay my hands on. These 

amounted to precisely two. 

J was rather wondering what to do about going on for there wae still some 

day light left and I would have I iked to get a bit further up the valley away from 

civilisation but those to whom J talked in the pub va,;uely, in the Italian manner, 

referred to a village "a little way up the valley". In the end there came into 

the pub, a tall weather-beaten Italian of middle a&e, dressed in breeches and a 

jacket of &ood but worn tweed; one of the "Yanks" told him that au English 

officer wished to 10 up the valley whereupon the newcomer sugie&ted I go with him 

when he had taken the ed&e off his thirst. lie lived in that village and would be 

&lad to put me up himself. 
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After another quarter of an hour we left the pub, Mario aud his mule 

train which was brinati nc liiht stores up to his vi lla~e cetting coiug to the 

accompaniment of shouts of encoura&ement to the refractory animals. I fell in 

at his siee, askinc how fnr we bad to 10 because I could see the white ribbon 

of the eusty road winding away up the hillside far into the eveninc 1loom and 

no village in sicht. 

Mario hod no Enclisb but we made satisfactory enouch conversation with 

my Italian until a creat wearines~· becan to come over me, so ~treat that even 

the effort of makinr conversation was too much. All I could do was to keep 

asking at intervale how far the villal.{e woe and he would reply that it wae "only 

a little further." I was by then be1inuin~ to wonder whether any villa~e did 

in fact exist as the landscape, or as much as could be seen in the wintry dusk, 

was almost as barren as the face of the moon and the only sicn of life or 

civilisation was the white ribbon of the road stretchinc ahead alone the side of 

the hill, always climbin, upwards. 

But all of a sudden, as I had come to know was often the case in Italy, we 

rounded a corner anrl there about a mile further on was the villa~e of Casamaina, 

the white houses elimmerin& faintly acainst the dark side of a mountain. In 

another fifteen minutes we had arrived and Mario, callinJ for his second in commani 

to dispose of the mules, unlatchei a eoor and shewei me into his house. 

Ue was a widower who looked after himself so I was half afraid that there 

micht be a repetition of the Scbe&~ino lodcinc but my fears were dispersed almost 

at once for he raised the kitchen fire into life and put on to boil a large pot 

of broth which was soon civin& off very appetisin, smells. In what seemed no 

time at all the meal was ready, broth, bread, cheese and wine, fine food after a 

lone day in the open air. 

Mario and I talked of the war; he said that he had been workin& down near 

Aquila at a prison camp as a contractor and hai met many Enclish there. In fact 

be had done quite well out of the job in the way of perquisites and shewed me with 

pritie the pair of British army boots that he was wearinc. He saie that the 

villa&e of Casamaina had barely known there was a war &oinc on but even so the 

people were mortally afraid of Germans and then told me a curious story, for the 

truth of which I can1.ot vouch, thou&h Mario insisted that it had actually happened. 

It seemed that not long before I came there, one eveninc when all windows and 

doors were securely shuttered and barre4 a&ainst the ni&ht there •ame the aouud 

of marcbinc feet from the road where it curled round acainst the head of the valley 

before enterin& the villaie. All immediately feared the worst. The Germans 

were cominc to seareh the villace ami their fears were not at all allayed when, 

as the marchin& footsteps came into the villa&e, a deep voice shouted ~Halt". 
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Mario said that the men had halted outside his house so he peeped 

throu&h the curtains to see about thirty men drawn up in military formation 

wi th tonuuy &uns slun& across their shoulciers and "hat was worse, they were 

wearing the round parachutists' helmets. In a moment there was a knock on 

the door. He opened it, with some mis~ivinis, to find a tall man standinc 

outside in full equipment anc'l heavily armed, the firelicht glintinc on the 

metal. Mario wondered what hil'l fate was to be when, to his utter surprise, 

the man a4dressed him in Italian, sayiu~ that he was the commander of a 

platoon of South African paratroops and he wanted lod1ing for his men for the 

ni "ht. 

This was soon arran~ted as Mario was the head man of the village. Findinc 

they were not the hated Germans was a great relief to everyone in the tiny Tillage 

who were happy to welcome these men from such distant parts. The parachutists 

were parcelled out in twoe and threes around the various houses, the officer 

remaining with Mario. lie assured Mario that he and his men would be &one before 

dawn on the morrow. He said that they hnd been dropped near Terni with maps and 

compasses for escaping prisoners and had also carried out a demolition near there. 

They had been marchinrz; throu&h enemy occupied country and would split up into twos 

a nd threes when they were nearer the fichtin& line. They were as cood as their 

word and when the villa<ers bejl.an to stir next morning, they did indeed find their 

overni&ht cuests had departed at a very early hour. 

The whole affair bad caught the ima&ination of the locals, Italians always 

heine fond of anythin& in the cloak and dagger line anyway, and a great deal of 

good propaganda had resulted from this incident. 

By the time we had discussed this fully it wns time for bed and Mario shewed 

me into one of his barns when I snurz;&led down into the deep hay with a &ood 

wr appine; of blankets for the ni&ht was cold with a touch of snow in the air. No 

sooner had I hit the hay than J wns asleep, absolutely done in after the lone 

day's march. 

The 13th November was another superb morning with the promise of cold weather 

the ni&ht before fulfilled in the sparklin~ air and I cot1ld see snow on the ground 

further up the valley, it havina been obscured by the darkness the night before 

when I came into the village. Mario e;ave me an excellent breakfast of a sort of 

porrid&e with hot milk before I left at nine o'clock. When I had discussed with 

hi m what w:1s my best route he hnd told me to go on through the villn&e, up onto 

and across the plain I should find and make for the villa,e of Rovere. 
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CJIJ\PATER llj. 

INTO THE S!'-'0\V. 

J then started on my way after tbankine; Mario for his help, silently 

voting that Casarnaina stood hi~h in the lod~ing house stakes. The road 

de,;enerated into a mean rour;lt track as it left the villa!l,e aud I had not gone 

more than a quarter of a mile when I came upon a small party of men wearin~t 

khaki uniforms of Australian pattern crouched round a fire in the snow. They 

did not long leave me in doubt of their nationality and offered to share some 

of their food which they were heatinp.; over their fire but I said that I had 

fed adequately and pressed on after exchan6!;ing greetings. They were rather a 

scruffy party, appearing to lead an aimless existence due prohably to lack of 

anyone to take charge and organise. 

In another quarter of a mile I came to the edge of the plain. It was a 

stupendous sight. On either side there ran a range of snow covered hills some 

thousand feet higher than the valley in between which was dead flat, about a mile 

wide and four miles lon2 also covered with snow. It was a world totally empty 

of humanity, indeed of any sign of life at all; there was not a houset animal 

or human anywhere in sight; never have I felt so absolutely on my own as at that 

juncture. 

However it wns no time for musing on the beauties or the majesty of the 

Italian landscape so I stepped off following a line of footprints beaten in the 

snow, making for a ridge where the two ranges of hills joined in the distance. 

One hour paseed and despite stepping out smartly I hardly seemed to have made any 

impression on my road; another hour and J was in the centre of the valley by a 

shallow frozen lake. Lookin~ back over my shoulder when I took a breather I 

spied another row of dots entering the plain from the direction of Casamaina, the 

Australians no doubt and they matle very slow prop;ress across the face of the 

snowy waste. 

Looking around me I could see nothin~ but the steep sidee of the hills 

a&ainst the blue of the skyt patterned with cloud-ships of billowy whiteness. 

The only si&ns of human life in the whole lanrlscape besirles myself were the half 

dozen black dots at the far edge of the valley, nothing else moved nor was there 

any sound but utter silence. 

It was not the moment to go into a reverie for the morning air was exceedingly 

chilly anci I wanted to see what lay beyond the ridge ahead. So I tramped on, on 

and on across the enow, fascinated by the crunchiDi sound beneath the thick 

leather soles of my boots and at the end of another hour and a half came quite 

suddenly to the foot of the rid&e. The path, never more than gne or two rows 

of footprints wide now shrank to a single file ns it tackled the stiff climb. 
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As the path caine~ beicht, and it bad to ascend some three hundre~ feet, 

so the snow became deeper until it was nearly three feet deep in the drifts 

under the rocks ani in the &Ullies. In a little while the &radient eased 

a nd I founi myself on the top of the crest standinc beaeath a small &roup of 

snow-covere~ trees. There was beneath me another wide valley but this time 

f r ee from snow with a main road runnin& throu&h the centre; to the richt wae 

t he villace of Rovere and beyond rose another bill, snow-sprinkled on its 

upper slopes. Away to the left across the valley of the Aterno rose the 

heichts of the Gran SAsso shimmerin& in the sun. 

Pushin& aheai round the contours of my hill, I soon came into some crana 

t r ee&, beeches I think they were, aud J was followin~ my track beneath the bare 

br anches. After a bit I turned off iown the hillside when the slopes had become 

more centle and, as I hai not seen anythin~ in the way of German military traffic, 

thoucht it safe to make for the little villace of Rovere for something to eat. 

I was soon there an~ fell into conversation with some of the locals one of 

who said that he would take me to his house for a meal so I followed him up the • 
s i de of the hill between rows of clean and tidy homes, the air fragrant with the 

cookinc. In a moment we came to his home and enterinc, he introduced me to his 

wi fe askin& her to cive me some f ooi anrl then went out a&tain. Whether she was 

pl eased or annoyed at havin& to provide for an extra mouth at such short notice 

I do not know but at all events I wns soon invited to take a seat at the kitchen 

table anrl a larce plAteful of delicious boiled mutton with potatoes, cabbace, 

carrots ani caper sauce wAs plAced before my dazzled eyes. To me this was a 

meal fit for a kin&. A cut from a joint was more than a rarity ani there wns 

cood brown bread ani red wine to accompany this recal fare. 

The kitchen was, for a chance, pleasant and very clean. There was a new 

c l oth on the table and all the pots and pans and the housewife were bricht and 

shinin& as well. But most of these aimirable details were, I recret to say, lost 

on me as I applied my attention to the job in hand stuffin& the excellent fooli 

iown my throat as if I had not had a square meal for liays, whieb on a monthly 

averace, was I supposed not far from the truth. 

The cooi woman offered me some rice puddin& when I had polished off the first 

course but I had eaten myself to a standstill, so I sat back sippin& the wine, 

smokinc and chattinc with my hosteas and all the while could feel the cold ani 

wearineu tlroppin& from me like an old skin. I was anxious to find out where 

the next vi lla&e was alone my line of march so I asked her where I could make for 

wi th confidence for the night, carefully explaininc that I did not want to walk 

a l one the main roa• nor co to places where there micht be Germans. 

As I had by now ruu off the set of maps civen me by my frien• Fernando LRusi 

of Arrone, I was a&ain depenrlent on the direction of well-meaninc but not always 

topo&raphically experienced locals . My hostess told me to co to SecenRro, about 
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two or three hours walk amon1 the hills where she said I would 1et a 1004 

welcome and have no bother from Germans so, not wishin& to find myself in 

Rovere for the ni&ht, J thanked her and took my leave, much refreshed by 

the excellent victuals. 

An Italian in the vi llace 4irected me on to the path to Secenaro which 

turned out to be a &ooa mule track keepin1 to the level &roun4 thou1h it was 

snow-covered. I bad not cone far when I met a peraon who bad all the 

appearance of being an escaped prisoner like myself but coina; in what I should 

have sai4 wns the wron1 direction. I stoppe4 him to ask for news of conditions 

further on and found that be wos a Yugo-slav, about 25 years old. 

I asked him where be had come from and he replie4 that he and his companions 

bad been richt down to the front; they bad come from a camp in the north of 

Italy walkin& all the way. fle sai4 they had trie4 to cet throua;h the lines but 

there ho4 been thousands of Germans everywhere and most of his companions had 

been taken prisoners acain so he was coin& to back north a~nin to attempt to 

return to Yu&o-slavia that wny. I tbou~ht that this was rather an easily­

admitted failure after such a long walk and said so but he adhered to his 

statement that it wns impossible to get throuch the lines thoucll when I asked 

point blank if they bad actually made any attempt, be a4mitte~ rather shame­

facedly that they had not but repeated that there had been a lot of Germans about! 

We then parted after mutual JOOd wishes for success and I went on my 

solitary way alone the snowy track wonderin« why such people should cive up without 

making any real effort. J came to the conclusion that it wns almost certainly 

the result of poor trainina; resultinr; in lack of resolution when faced with 

difficult circumstances. One fact did stand out a mile (as I was subsequently 

able to verify) and that wns that by far the lar~est number of successful 

crossincs were ma(le by British, Dominion or American troops while those who one 

thoucht would have been able to put local kuowleda;e to cood effect more often fell 

by the wayside. 

I was broucht out of my reverie by a most unusual aicht which attracted my 

notice, by the side of the track. On the snow-covered bank someone bad scrawled 

with the tip of a stick, as boys will write in the snow, ------- LIVEru>OOL. 

It was quite recently done and I wondered whether I should meet the author. 

There were also the distinctive heel marks of British Army boots in the snow so 

apparently I was by chance followinr; a popular route thou&h I did not meet a soul 

either Italian, En,lish or any other nationality before I came round a shoulder 

of the hill and saw a hun~red feet ben~ath me the villace of Secenaro in the 

catherine dusk. 

From where I stood for a moment before I descended I had a ma~nificent and 

beartenin1 view. And while I stood there, I heard the roar of engines; a flight 
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of Allie4 fichters swept round the corner of the hill behin~ me divine into 

t he valley in search of German lorries and soon I heard the heavy chatter of 

t heir cannon firinc, it was almost like the first si~ht of the homelan~ shores 

t o the returninc exile an~ did my morale a power of cood. On my left but now 

a way behin4 rose the Gran Sasso turning purple in the twilicht, the snow 

ca tcbin& the last rays of the sun while abea~ loome4 the dark mass of the 

Maiella and a 4istance below in the ~nrk valley ran the Aterno River on its way 

t o the A4riatic. 

As it was cettinc chilly I ran ~own the short way to the villace but as I 

came into what was no .ioubt the ma i n street, I saw a man, well-.iresee.i in 

c i vilian clothes ani wearin& a black shirt an~ tie . Uowever, I paase4 by him 

as I ma4e a circuit of the street before I selecte4 my loccinc ar~ when I came 

by him for the eecond time, I was astonished to hear in En,liah, 

"Say bacdy, are you lookinc for somewhere to aleep?" 

lle turnec out to be an American fi~hter pilot who hac been shot down over 

Sa lerno and taken prisoner but hac manaaec to escape before reaching a proper camp. 

He su~t~esteti that I join hi m in hie billet for the niaht to which I readily acreec 

a ud we were soon sitti n& before a roarinc fire awappin& yarns to the amusement of 

t he ol~ lady who ownec the house and who thoacht that we were brothers, I think. 

My friend had some coU roast chicken and other ttelicacies which he batt acquire& 

en route and I wa• iDTited to share these toaether with some hot soup produced 

by the latty of the house. 

We sat for some time discussin& the best way to cet over the fi&htinc line; 

I was for keepin& to the hills whi ch had stoott me in such eoott stead while my 

f r iend saitt he intendec to keep down into the valleys as the coin& was easier 

a uc I co not think that the rou&h sketeh map we 4rew was very much help as it was 

f r om memory entirely. But when all was said and ttone, it was a very creat 

pl easure to sit and talk En~lieb a&ain especially with one who had been so recently 

on the richt si4e of the action. 

I catherei that he had been livinc in the neichbourhood for a little while, 

waitinc for the weather to clear so that he could make his attempt to cet back 

a nli be told me that tbere were quite a cood number of British prisoners mostly 

Ot her Ranks who ha~ come from the camps at Cbieti and Sulmona and were livin& with 

I t alian families in the hills round about ; some, he had been told, hac even 

married Italian cirls. He had heen in this particular villace for several days 

e nd ha4 met an In~ian soldier on his way south who had come fro11 a camp in 

Austria all the way by himself an~ without a word of any lancuace other than his 

own. 

At last we packe~ up yarnin& and turne~ in to sleep in a cosy barn where I 

soon fell asleep, tired out with the day's travel8. 
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CHAPTER 15. 

APPROACH MARCJJ. 

The next moroinc, the 14th November, was a blustery and rainy one, a poor 

outlook for me without any protective clothinc at all. However I was far too 

excited at the prospect of being amonc frienes acain in perhaps three or four 

~ays that the very i~ea of stayin1 for the weather to mend was unthinkable so 

after a cup of tea provide~ by my American friend and a crust of brea~ I took 

to my heels out into the showers an~ win~. 

There was a traek lea~ inc out of the vi llace under the side of Monte 

Sirente, a heicht of some 7000 feet which afforde~ some slicht shelter from the 

stronc win~. The way le~ up cently for a couple of miles then suddenly came out 

on to a hi«h expose~ plateau across which the rain ancl win~ lasheti mercilessly 

and as my track also led across this plateau, my clothes were all wrincinc wet in 

no time at a 11 . But I was cettin' near to the end of my journey; excitement 

was risin& as the realisation of all my hopes came nearer. Peerinc ahead throuch 

the aiet an4 low alou4 I fancie4 I could see aountains which would be in Allieti 

hands; probably this was fallacious but it cave me Jreat encoura1ement to think 

that beyond those rain-washe~ bills was the British Eichth Army. 

Only forty miles or so away they were. I must not fall into the bands of 

the Germans at this sta,e and I thoucht of the amusement it would cause if they 

had caucht me after travellin& huntiretis of miles. I tietermined therefore to 

proeee~ with redoubleti care and commonsense. Patience in ti&ht corners was the 

watchword an~ above all not to run senseless risks when they were unnecessary. 

Sotitien clothes and an empty stomach meant nothin& now as I pressed on at my best 

speeti OTer the barren moor, my only companions a flock of &oats with a small 

racged urchin in attendance . 

In a short while I came over the brow of a hill to find a main road from 

Rome to Pescara before me, carryinc aome considerable traffic but I noted with 

some dismay that apparently all approach to it coul~ be seen from a considerable 

distance. But on careful reconnaissance I found that I could approach quite 

near by keepin& alone streambetis and in shallow cullies and then I found a small 

farm only fifty yards from the road itself. To this I went when there was a 

coDTenient gap in the traffic to bee a meal from the farmer and a few moments 

shelter from the elements. 

I did not wnnt to stay lonJ nor, I think, did the farmer want to have me 

for lone on his premi see and after a short while I was out in the misty air 

acain, lookinc for a way to cross safely. I soon found it, a small culvert under 

the road leatiin~t into a shallow ravine on the other sirle out of sicht of the road. 

Down this I went, crawling on hands and kuees for part of the way, tiown the 
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ravine a short way then up the far side at a callop and, havini reached the 

top of the bank, halted to reJain my breath. 

I found that I was safely over the road and that any ill-wishing German 

would have to cross the ravine first thus iiving me ll 100d many minutes valuable 

start but there were none in si1ht save a IUD being towed up the hill from the 

east. On aKain but in half a mile I came unexpectedly upon another road 

windinc in loops and coils up from the valley. I thou,ht the coast wns clear 

but as I crossed the road I suddenly snw on the loop below, only a few feet 

beneath me, a German motorcycle combination carryinc two leather-clad ficures 

with a machine IUD on the sidecar. 

In a flash I calculated that I had about five seconds before they rounded 

a corner to come towards me when they would assuredly spot me and realise what 

I was. Uy eye, subconsciously I think, saw a hollow in the grass about twenty 

yards ahead in the centre of a loop in the road and I ran to this in even time, 

throwinc myself beadlon1 into the soaking erass hoping that I would blend 

sufficiently into the landscape to ~et away with it. 

I could bear the purring of the twin cylinder engine as it swept round a 

bend and came past where I had ,just crossed the road. Would it stop? Woul-l 

there be a sudden shouted challenge? Would my long and tedious journey come to 

an end on the rain-swept slopes of this unnamed mountain and all have been in 

vain? The roar momentarily increased as the machine swept past the end of the 

little lUlley wherein J lay concealed and began to fnde away as it climbed further 

up the hill. The reaction then set in and for a minute I lay there thanking my 

lucky stars for that escape, by no means the last that day, did I but know it then. 

Getting to my feet I peered cautiously around to make sure there wns no one 

with malice nforethou~ht prowling in the vicinity and being satisfied that the 

co~tst wlls clear, I went on again. I had to cross two more loops of this road 

before I was clear away but there was no sicn of any more Germans and there was 

no more bother . I directed my steps across to the side of another steep hill 

with the intention of followinlt the contours to save energy in iOing up and 

down but soon found myself in almost impenetrable brush tbrou1h which it was so 

difficult to penetrate that I was forced to descend some considerable distance 

in order to circumvent this obstacle. 

As I came round the brow of the hill I could see the mist swirliQ£ round 

in the valley of the Aterno below but ahead of me there rose another bill with 

the rain driving across in sheets. I struigled up to the top to find that the 

ground fell away even more steeply the other side down to the small villal{e of 

Cocullo though there appeared to be a chance of workin' my way alon1 the steep 

hi llside to the riatht of the place. 'l'he whole view reminded me of Dante's 
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Inferno. I hnd not atone many yards when I came upon an I tal ian crouching 

behind a bush an~ a lit t le further on there were SPme more in similar positions 

who motioned me to sit down besi rle them. 

I then noticed dozens of heads pecrina from behind nei&hbourin' bushes 

a nd became very curious to know what wns ioini on so asked one of the I t alians 

what it was all about. lie pointed to the village several hunrlred feet below, 

seemingly quiet and peaceful, sayin11; thnt there was a German party there 

collecting "volunteers" for the Todt Organi sation and thnt the adult male 

population, not wishinc to shew their appreciation for the idea had taken to 

t he bills until the dan&er was past. 

Sure enou&h, on eloser inspection I could see some German trucks parked in 

t he little square and parties of men in field-&rey moTing from house to house but 

by the numbers of heads I could see around me, I should estimate that the harvest 

would be amone the poorer ones. On enquiry as to how often these evasive 

methods bad to be resorted to, I was told that on the averaee it was necessary 

t o take to the hills about once a month. 'l'bey had cot thin&s pretty well 

or~:anised in that the next village down the road would telephone up when there 

was any German vehicle on the prowl so that it was only the slue,ards who ran any 

ri sks of being cau&ht. 

The Germans appeared to cet tired of their wild goose chase after about half 

a n hour and the lorries were a&ain on their way down the hill, devoid of any 

volunteers. The coast bein! then clear J bethour;ht myself of going on a~:ain and 

a sked my Italian friend if he could advise me where I might find lodci n, in about 

a nother five kilometres walk down the valley. He told me to &O to the villace of 

Castrovalva which could just be seen perched on a crait in the mitidle distance 

among the swirling mists. Thankin~ him, I started on my way along the side of 

t he hill but was very soon compelled to abandon my plan when the slope became 

a lmost a precipice and there was the further hazard of a rocky scree so there was 

nothing for it but to go down and hope for a way alone at a lower level. 

A~ain I was disappointed and finally was forced down to the road alon& which 

I walked for a mile or more until I heard a car approaching and took to the fields. 

There was a small river whose banl<s afforded a good path away from the road and 

t his I followed. The scenery ahead opened out more but almost defied 

description; runnin& parallel with me on the ri&ht was the ridge I had just 

l eft but it became a sheer rock face of crey cranite, the rain &listenin~ and 

t he mists wreathin& and slidin& among the gullies. Three or four miles ahead 

t he ridge met another wall of mountains at ri&ht angles and where they came 

t o&ether dark clouds sat on the crests, more wisps of &rey cloud billowed between 

t hem ancrily. The whole landscape glowered and frowned terrifyingly on mere 

man and all his works. 
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More than a slight feelin~ of foreboding came over me as I made my slow 

way into the cauldron of mountain, cloud and rain with a heavy grey sky over all 

but go on I must for I was a~ain well away from houses and signs of life. 

Another couple of miles brou~ht me to the bottom of the valley where ran a main 

road and a boiling river, the Pescara. 'l'be former I had no difficulty in 

crossing since the filthy weather had driven most of the Germans indoors but 

the river presented some difficulty until I noticed a bridge by a mill two 

hundred yards to my right and I was soon over this as well. 

Nearby was the town of Anversa which at that time was a post of some 

importance to the enemy bein~ the last town of any size at all before the actual 

fightin~ line some ten miles to the south. Three hundred feet above me, 

perched on a rocky era~ was Castrovalva like a fairy-tale village but it seemed a 

discoura~ingly long way at the eud of the day, tired as I was and wet through 

with the sodden clothin~ chafing my skin at every step. but I must climb the hill 

t o the village or stay wet in the open for the night. 

With each yard of the steep path my will-power begau to flag; a voice 

inside me seemed to say "Sit down and rest awhile". But I knew that should I 

do this, I should feel far more tired when I rose to go on. I had eaten nothing 

but a couple of crusts since breakfast and it was then after five; I had walked 

about eighteen miles of r eally mountainous country in rain anrl sleet, in short 

I was just about all in. 

Somehow as dusk was falling I found myself on the mountain road leadinp; 

down into Castrovalva from the back of the village and when I came to the first 

house, I knocked to ask for shelter. I could no t have gone to the next had I 

been refused, I was so e~hausted. 

In a moment the door was opened by a bent old woman who bade me enter without 

further ado allfl when I told her that I was an English officer, she said she 

would do all that she could for me and shewed me messages left by previous 

travellers, some of whom happened to be friends of mine, telling of her kindness. 

There was a good fire roaring in the chimney and I am afraid that I made 

straight for this and stood in front, my clothes steaming furiously while 

Maria Divito, as her name was, went to prepare some hot food. 

Sitti~ over the meal when it came, I told her briefly about my journeyings 

and said how excited I was that I was finally on the last sta~te of my trip. 

~he said that the fis:hting was only on the other side of the mountain,, about 

fifteen miles in a direct line. She added that many English had come through 

the village anrl all the Italians were anxious to do everythin~ they could to 

he lp, thouib, and this with a sly ,:rin, some were more helpful than others. 

I asked if she knew anyone who could give me some information as to the best 

r oute to be followed for the last stage and she tole! me that a man was coming 
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to see her presently who mi~ht be able to assist. 

It occurred to me that as there was a perfectly 1ood road up from 

Anverea which cars coul~ u~e, even thou&h it was steep, that Germans mi&ht 

be in the habit of payin& unwelcome visits but ~~ria assure« me that it wa s 

quite all ri&ht. They seldom came, she said , and when they did there was 

always ample warning either from the roariu' of the moto~·s or from a friendly 

phone call in cood time from friends below. 

As we were sitting before the fire after supper there was a knock on the 

door which opene~ to acmit a larce florid Italian. He was the visitor Maria 

had referred to earlier on and ~nve me a &reat deal of useful information. 

Firstly he said that the German line ran throuch Alfedena and Castel di San&ro 

and that the line was belieTed to be lichtly heldj secondly that there were 

seTeral other En&lish people in the villa&e waiting for a cood break in the 

weather aoci thirdly that an Italian guide was due to return from the Allie~ 

line to take over another party. 'fhis was thri 11 in& news indeeti and I saisl I 

would make contact in the morning. 

My clothes had driec eo I asked to be shewn where I could sleep. Mar i a 

took me with some blankets to a barn up the road shewinc me where the hay was 

t hickest aud there were the fewest drau&hts then, wishing me a cood night she 

left me to my own ~evices. As I lay there in the deep warm hay there came 

t hrouch the frosty air the distant rumble of cuDs, British &uns - our own troops 

i n action a.:ainst the Germans. The thought of what it meant reelec throuch my 

br ain, freecom from dan&er of recapture, good food inside me and warm clothes on 

me ; frienas nne relations; letters, contact a&ain with people of my own race and 

t he chance of another go at the Germans. I must not fail at the last fence 

having come so far, I must get throu&h. In my excitement the wild thoucht came 

t o me of leavinE there and then; perhaps if all went well I would be throuch by 

morninc . The idea nearly won me OTer but in the end my body in its weariness 

t r iumphed and I sank into a deep slumber. 

I awoke to find the rain still streaming down, sheets of crey water pourinc 

f r om a crey sky without a si&n of a break at all. After I hac eaten some 

br eakfast I went in search of the othe r Enclish people and fouo4 them in the house 

t he Italian had indicated the pre~ious night. There was an R.A.F. Serceant pilot 

wi th three South Africans play in& cards round the fire with the Italian &uice 

sorting out hi s belon,;ince in a corner; he had only returned some few hours 

pr eTiously and was alreacy anxious to make the trip over a&ain but he said the 

weather was turnin& bad and there was snow in the mountains. 

When I asked if I micht join the party the Sergeant, by n8Die Dill saic he 

wouls be deli&hte~ to have me with them and we settle~ down to a good yarn a bout 

our e xperiences to date. The cuide told us that his route was open but in all 
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probability we would have to spen~ one nicbt on the way and told me to have 

myself ready for instant depart ure if t he ~eather shoull improTe sufficiently. 

This diti not present much of a t~roblcm ns I always carried all my possessions 

on me at all times. 

After the midday meal I made my way with Hill to a house at the end of the 

Tilla&e where there was a wireless to hear the news with special reference to our 

bit of the front. There was little of fresh interest applicable to the Italian 

front, only confirmation of the news that fi&htin~ was &oing on near Castel di 

Sancro but there was &ood tidincs from the Russian front. The little room io 

the bouse where the wireless was situated was crowded with Italians who shewed 

their delicht when any bad news for the Germans was &iven. 

Being in &reat need of a smoke and bein& unable to &et any cigarettes by 

be&~in~ from the Italians, I decided to spend some of the lire on a couple of 

packets, the lire which I had been able to preserve intact since I be~an the trip. 

1'he cigarettes were black market and therefore many lire had to be e:xpen~ed to 

l i ttle effect but I was very &lad of them. 

The rest of the tiay wns spent either cbattin~ with Bill and his party or 

s i ttin~.t in front of kfaria's fire toasting my toes while the rain streamed. down 

outside turninc the road into a mountain freshet. I was somewhat perturbed at 

t he continued rainfall for it meant that there would be snow falling on the upper 

e l opes of the mountains which we would have to cross and if the weather turned 

r eally nasty we mi1ht well have been marooned in Castrovnlva for months. 

Maria produced for my &ratification durin« the eTening somethin« which she 

called chocolate but turned out to be dried solidified pic's blood. It looked 

rather like chocolate and smelled a bit like it also but tl~ taste was very rich 

and sick-makin& so that 1 could mana~e to consume only a small amount. I think 

t he old lady was disappointed but it wns a Tery acquired taste. That nicht 

before I went to sleep I could a&ain bear the rumble of the auns and imacined 

that I could identify the rapid bark of twenty-five pounders tbrouch the medley 

of sound. 

The next moroin1 the 16th November dawned &rey with rain which acain 

continued without stopping all day. Durin& the mornin& I had another session 

with Bill and his party and the guide but he re&retfully decided to postpone the 

s tart for another twenty four hours. We a~ain all went to hear the B.B . C. news 

but there was nothin& further of interest and I returned to sit in front of the 

f ire and commune with my thouJhts. 

About four o'clock I wns roused from my day dreams by a knockin& on the door 

and when it opened there entered two persons lookin~ for all the world like 

drowned rats. They turned out to be two friends of mine from Fontanellato, 
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· · Nigel and Archie who told me that they had made an attempt to get through 

the line but hnd been defeated by the ghastly weather. I have never seen 

anyone before or since so wet through and covered with mud and in addition 

their clothes and boots werr in the last stages of decay whilst they 

themselves were in poor s hape from lacl< of food and exposure. 

Maria rose to the occasion once again and had some hot food ready in 

no time at all while they stripped off their sodden clothes as far as 

possible and toasted them~elves before the fire. On comparing notes we 

found thnt our routes bad been very much the same but they had been about 

four days ahead of me all the time. They had not had any trouble but their 

footwear being Italian wartime shoes hnd almost collapsed, making walkio~ 

painful in the extreme. They also told me that there was another party of 

Fontanellato-ites in a small villnge in the mountains ahead sheltering from 

the appalling weather. 

After supper, just as we were thinking of turnin~ in, there was another 

knock on the door and n couple of youn~ Italians came in carrying suitcases; 

t hey were ex-soldiers, self- demol1ilised on their way home to the south of Italy 

a nd to say the least they were not very welcome to Maria who hnrl enough on her 

hands already but she said that she would give them somewhere to sleep. Their 

Rrrival in the hay-loft together with their laq~e suitcases took up far more than 

t heir fair share as they spread themselves well about; Archie, Nigel and I ~ave 

t hem ns wide a bPrth as possible as they did not seem over-clean. 

They were very entlJUsinstic about ~ettin~ over the line and announced that 

t hey were going to come with us a s the guide bad apparently told them that they 

might. Selfishly, we took a poor view of this as the more undisciplined members 

of such an enterprise could easily wreck the whole thing, as in fact these lnds 

and others of their kind nearly did . l ~ventually we all dropped I"Jff to sleep, 

hopin~ for fine weather on the morrow. 
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CHAPTER 16. 

TilE LA '>'f LAP. 

17'£. ~tMJe...-..b.u . 
When morning come we saw that it wns not actually rainin~ thou1h the 

sky was overcast and after a lilht breal<fast we all went down to Dill's 

bouse to hear what WAS afoot. They were all making their final preparations 

as the guide said he was going to make a start that morning. By nine o'clock 

the whole party was assembled in the road; there were all told about twenty 

British, South Africans and Americans the latter being two pilot officers but 

to our unfeigned dismay there were sixty or more Italian civilians, most of 

whom were carrying suitcases of varyin~ bulk and stages of decomposition all 

lashed up with cords and string. It was very nOticeable that all the Allied 

personnel were travelling light and even a rucksack was a rarity bearing out 

the old motto that he who travels light travels fastest. 

A sub-committee was formed for plannins purposes which consisted of the 

guide, Dill, Archie and myself and we decided that for the first stage of the 

march, at any rate to San Lorenzo the Italian element should co in front, that 

the column should be made up of small parties of five or six with an interval of 

about 50 yards between each and that we should stay the niiht at San Lorenzo 

which was a ruined, uninhabited villa&e approximately half way. After a good 

deal of ar&ument some of it decidedly unfriendly, the party formed up and got 

under way to the good wishes of the crowd and as we passed her door, I thought 

I saw n tear in the eyes of kind old Maria. Her example of auistance with the 

Germans so near to the vi lla,:e was one which coulrl well haYe been followed by 

some of the fainter hearts 1 had met on ~y journey. 

Slowly we wound out of the villa&e like a tired snake up the narrow path 

alon~ the hillside, a wonderful feeling coming over me that here I was at last 

on the ultimate stage of the journey, surely nothing must go wron& now. For 

two hours we climbed steadily into the mountains through pine forests until we 

arrived at a battered looking villa~e called Frattura where the inhabitants 

poured forth from their houses to gape at us and enquire where we were going; to 

these questions, in order to allay any suspicion in their minds, we answered that 

we were going into the mountains to eat snow! The Fratturans were very anti­

German for they bad suffered two "sweeps" in the last few days one for labourers 

and the other for pigs and geese and their village situated on a small level 

place on the side of a mountain shewed considerable signs of wear and tear. 

'fhe weather had cleared up thou&h the sun was not stron& enou«h to disperse 

the clouds but it was sufficiently ~ood to let tt~se who were so inclined enjoy 

the fine acenery. On our left there was a long ridge of a mountain, barren and 

boulder-strewn risin~ two thousand feet above us. Below on our right the ground 
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. fell away sharply into the valley of the infant Pescnra river running 

there between steep walls of rocl<, fir trees here and tbere managinc to 

effect a lodcment on the precipitous face and sometimes we could catch 

a glimpse of the road windin~ alonJ beside the torrent. Beyond the river 

the mountains rose sheer for thousands of feet, their tops dusted with snow. 

Throu&h this almost fairy landscRpe our column drngged its slow lencth 

alon& the atony path, the air fra,rant with the scent of pines. 

We pRssed throu&h a belt of pines and when we came out the other side 

I noticed a man walking down the hillside towards us, an unusual si&ht in 

a countrysi4e barren of life. He wRs tall and dressed in dark blue breeches 

with a huge blue coat and a cossack fur cap. As he came within speaking 

distance he called out in English with a North American accent, "Say, where 

are you boys going?" We were amazed both by his ri1 aud by the ialliua&e but 

recovered sufficiently to give a non-committal answer till we discovered more 

about the stranger. lle said that he wRs "Intelligence, Canadian Army" by way 

of explanation and we then sai.t we were OJJ our way back across the lines after 

havin& spent varying periods behind bars. He then revealed that he was 

operatin1 a radio station with the assistance of two Italian officers whom we 

could see further up the hill sittin~ under some trees and asked us to tell the 

!-Branch when we got across that he had been sending for two days without any 

answer from the other side. We said we would be pleased to do this, then 

wishin1 us all good luck he hurried back up the bill to his post. 

The afternoon wore on with the column making very slow progress and from 

time to time we overtook Italian members of the party frienzedly rnakinc 

first aid repairs to their dilapidated suitcases. It struck me very forcibly 

how these folk were renlly far more concerned with 1ettin~ their 1oods and 

chattels safely through than with makin~ certain of their own escape; how much 

more successful they would have been if they baa left their chattels with some 

friend near the line an4 came back for them when the battle had rolle4 beyond, 

but no, they preferres to do the tbing in their stupid way like this. 

It was nearly dusk when we followed the rest of the column over a low 

riage to find the villa&e of San Lorenzo in a small plateau just below us. It 

was a small collection of &rey stone huts, devoid of life but probably used in 

the summer months by shepherds pasturin~ their flocks on the upper slopes of 

the mountains. The head of the column stopped when it had reached the centre 

of the Tilla1e to allow the tAil to catch up. The cuide then came to us to 

say that we were to stay there the ni&ht and that there was enough shelter for 

all proviaed we crowded several deep iuto the half dozen or so habitable huts, 

then with a word that he would be ready to start at dawn on the morrow he 

betook himself into what, no doubt, wns the warmest and least draughty of the 
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buildin1s . 

At this moment, while I was stand i ng talking to Di ll by a small hut , 

four tramp-like objects came out throueh what served as a door three of 

whom I imme4iately reco~ni sed as former inmates of Fontanellato camp. They 

welcomea me as well as Archie and Nieel, biddin~ us to share their hut wi th 

t hem for the night; Bill sai~ he would 10 with the guide so we said goo~ 

ni eht ann he went off in the ~usk. The seven of us then went into the hut 

where there was a fine fire blnzin~ ann we settled down to a good yarn. 

The fourth member of the new party "·as a younl Dutchman whose story read like 

a fable. 

When the Germans invade~ Holland he was a student at one of the 

UniTersities but took to his heels when the bombine: began. In time he was 

forcibly enrolle4 by the enemy and, because of his e~ucation, posted as a 

c l erk to some farmin& or1anisation as a book-keeper. This he bad stuck for 

a couple of years then hearin~ on the B.B.C. of the exploits of the Free Dutch 

Navy, wns possessed of the determination to escape from the occupied countries 

t o England, join the Navy and fight the Germans. He therefore began to make 

ca reful plans; he saved ns much of his mea~re pay as he could until he had what 

be jud&ed wu enou&h for his purposes . He begau to hoard canned food and 

saved as much of his rations as pos s ible for the trip. Then when all was 

f avourable, he slipped down to the local railway station one day at the end of 

a week's work and booked a ticket to the frontier station on the Brenner Pass 

r oute. He had a few days holiday due to him as well as the weekend so that 

hi s presence would not be missed for several days. 

'fhat night he took the train and travelled without any bother or trouble 

r i 1ht through the len12:th of Germany to the Italian frontier where he got out and 

wi thout difficulty crossed into Italy on foot. At the first available station 

he took a ticket for Rome which he eventually reached after some exciting 

confrontations with Allied aircraft en route. In Rome be found some Italians 

who advised him to make for the mountains as the best way of &ettin~ to the 

Al lied lines and a couple of weeks walking brought him to San Lorenzo where he 

met my other friends. 

These friends had made fair pro~rees from the north but like many others 

were troubled by their Ital ian footwear periodically droppin~ to bits though 

t hey hnd bacl one hair-raising encounter with the enemy. It had happened about 

a week previous to our me e ting them when they bad been walking with Archie and 

Ni cel that they )me'! spent the nigl1t in a !'!mall but on a mountain. As they were 

turnin~ in an Italian civilian, rather scruffy-lookin~ came to the door and 

a s ked whether he aud a friend might shnre their hut for the nicht to which they 

r eplied that they would be glad to have them. 
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The Italian then brought in a tall fair man in civilian clothes also 

who was introduced as bein~ an escapee. He spoke bad Italian and no 

En~lish but Archie & Co., thou~h sli~htly suspicious, nin nothing and all 

went to sleep. In the morning they were getting the meal and everyone 

was wanderini about on some job or other when they momentarily missed the 

two strangers. Suddenly, when my friends were sitting in the hut eatin~, 

the fair one appeared in the doorway with an automatic in his hand and the 

Italian behind him with a baud ~renade at the ready. 

In bad English the German, for that be was, told them to put up their 

hands and come into the open. Being utterly defenceless they had no option 

and soon they were being marched down the track on their way to the nearest 

German troops, the German explainin~ in execrable Italian that he was a member 

of their secret Field Police. Archie & Co. discovered that neither the 

German nor the Italian understood any English beyond a few words so they 

be~an to make a plan of campai~n talking rapidly and using the longest words 

they couln think of. 

They were walking in two parties; the German in front with one on each 

side his pistol at the ready, one by himself in the middle and the other two on 

each side of the Italian bringin~ up the rear, the Italian having put hie 

~renade in a pocket. It was agreed that on a given signal the three in 

front were to go for the !fun and the other two tackle the Iti, the signal being 

when the two at the rear should call out to those in front to pass a cigarette. 

The group was then walking alon~ a footpath between some fields, there 

was nobody else in sight when the si~nnl was ~iven. The one in the centre 

tackled the German round the ankles while the other two fell upon him on each 

side ~nd he fell to the ground in a melee of arms and legs, his pistol going 

off into the earth without dama~e to anyone; the Italian taken utterly by 

surprise gave in without a struggle but his companion in arms fought like a 

madman and was only subdued with considerable difficulty. The procession 

then formed up again but in different order; the German and the Italian being 

fro~marched at the point of the gun back to the hut. The former took the 

change of fortune as one of the chances of war but the latter was whimpering 

and crying like a baby throu&b fright, probably thinking he was going to be 

shot out of hand. 

On arrival at the but the two were very securely tied up and stripped of 

all their clothes which were then destroyed and with a word of farewell my 

friends departed leaTin~ the two to their own devices. They hurried alon& 

coming soon to an Italian police post where they gave the news of the 

discomfiture of the German to some hi~hly-delighted policeman who said that 

- 110 -



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

they would attend to the couple in the but. Booty arising from this 

enga~Z;ement was a Lu,r;er pistol, a pair of excellent field-~?;lasses which 

came in bandy later and the hand u;renade. I gathered that this 

successful battle raised the prestige of the Allies greatly in those parts! 

Darkness hnd fallen by the time this tale was told and further fuel 

was then obtained for the fire; food was also in band in the form of 

potatoes roasting in their jackets in the bot ashes and a joint stewing 

in an old pot over the fire, a joint cut from an old cow which had died 

in calf that evening, tough but edible none the less. As the evP.nin£ wore 

on so the cold became more intense and when we all went out for a breath of 

fresh air, the sky was spau~led with stars and the southern horizon lit with 

the flashes of the guns their rumble comin~ to us over the snowy peaks. 

Shivering, we darted back into our hovel to the fire and the hot potatoes. 

The interior measured only some twelve feet square so that with a large 

fire burning against one side, there was not a great deal of room for the 

seven of us. The floor consisted of rough earth and dried dung and against 

another wall was a pile of hay which came in most useful. But about all 

that could be said in its favour was that it afforded shelter from the bitter 

winds moanin& round the corners outside. However we sat in a half circle 

chatting, round the fire eating our saltless stew and baked potatoes, the 

flickering fireli&ht playing on our faces while we made our plans for the 

great day tomorrow. One by one we dropped off into uneasy slumber, one 

braced against the rouch wall, another lying in the hay and others on the 

floor wherever there was space and all the while the grumble and mutter of the 

guns came throu&h to us on the win&s of the icy wind, beckoning and guiding 

the wanderers baek to the fold. 

AlJDost before I was asleep it seemed to be dawn. There were shouts and 

calls outside so we went out to see the first preparations being made but 

bad time to eat another potato or two still warm in the embers to break our 

fasts. Bill came over with the ~1ide to have a word before we started; the 

'uide said that we should have several hours walk through snow before we 

surmounted the hills overlooking the San~ro valley and ~ave it as his 

estimate that we might be at the river in about ten hour's time. We arranged 

a different order of march for the day, this time having the Allied 

contingent in front with the Italians bringing up the rear because if trouble 

was met it was more tban likely that the civilians might panic and 

furtherroore, they could not be expected to know the meaning of silent travel 

and inconspicuous approach. 
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The first pearly grey harbin~o[ers of the dawn were in the eastern sky 

as the motley column ~athered amongst the houses, the Italians chattering 

excitedly, the Allied soldiers for the most part quietly talkin1 among 

themselves while at one side lay a horse frozen stiff during the night 

so cold bad it been. The iUide took a last look round to see that all 

were ready then at a word began to move off away from the village up a 

steep and narrow cleft to the south. 

In a minute the gradient steepened and the only sounds to be heard 

were the heavy breathing of the party and the ringing of boots on stones as 

we climbed steadily upwards. The serene clearness of the ni~ht was not 

carried forward into the new day, the sky did not portend rain but for the 

moment it was crey and overcast. Up and up we went slowly but steadily for 

two hours, sometimes throu~h small pine woods, sometimes across rough 

tussocky grass and sometimes over stones and boulders until we were finally 

above the tree line. Then the first traces of snow appeared in sheltered 

corries. Soon there was a ceneral sprinkling everywhere and as we reached 

the neck of the cleft its depth on the path rapidly increased, then we came 

out into the open as the sun burst throu1h the clouds and found ourselves in 

a dazzling white landscape as far as the eye could see. The suow was 

lyin« three to four feet deep, the ~uide leRding the way and trampling a path 

going up to his knees each time he took a step. 

Suddenly there was a great barkin~ of do~s almost under our feet which 

puzzled me greatly u nt.i 1 the ~uide pointed out a little way ahead the roof 

of a hut almost level with the snow, explainin~ that this was the lodgin& of 

a game warden whose duty it was to patrol the game reserve throu1h which we 

were pnssina; thou&h about the only thing J did not see that day was deer. 

The RUide went into the hut to ask the warden for news; there was nothin~ to 

report, no patrols, no excitements, nothing but he explained to us later that 

the Germans had been known to send ski patrols periodically over the mountains 

and, 11\ter on, we saw the tracks made by them. He advised us if any appeared 

that the best thin~ to do wns for everyone to scatter in different liiirections, 

some might be caught but the majority would escape; we preferred no patrols 

to come rather than try this scheme. 

Like an over-stretched worm our column gradually caught up on itself when 

the head stopped at the entrance to the hut, a buzz of enquiring conversation 

risin~ as the climbers regained their breath and took a rest after the last 

steep ascent. A small cloud of mist from our breathing huna on the air, 

arms were flapped against sides to restore circulation, feet stamped on the 

enowy &round to keep them warm for walkin~ while the owners of the arms, lege 
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and feet took the opportunity to give similar rein to their tongues for 

there was now a sense of excitement and thrill in the ~i~ht of the snow­

clad ranges ~triding away into the distance under the brilliant sun and 

the tboua;ht that beyomi the hills lay the German Army entrenched against 

the Allies, the Wehrmacht through which we must pass or call our 

enterpri~e a failure. 

I personally felt the excitement of the moment mount within me because 

throu&h my army training I was visualising what mi&ht lie over the snowy 

crest. It was on the cards that there wns a series of entrenched positions 

with barbed wire and mines; there might be guard dogs, hungry anrl waitin& 

to pounce on such as ourselves; the river ~angro might be too deep to 

ford or too rapid; once across we mi~ht be fired on by our own side wl1en 

within an ace of success. My imagination ran on, perhaps when the next dawn 

came we mi&ht be lying dead across barbed wire or we mi&ht be prisoners a&ain 

but tbrou~h all these wild ranges of fantasy there was at the back of my mind 

the firm conviction that I should get throu&h safely. 

I was a believer in the old theory that in war every man has his name on 

some bullet and if that bullet misserl its mark tl~n he was all right. When 

I had been in the campaign in Crete in 1941 there was a bad air raid one night 

shortly before the German parachute attack; during a lull I decided to pay a 

visit to the section posts of my platoon because a string of bombs had fallen 

across the platoon area. They were time-delay ones, some of which had gone 

off and I thought I would proceed on my way but a sicth ~ense told me to keep 

my bead down for a second longer thoush I imagined all the bombs in the vicinity 

bad exploded. tiingerly I lifted my head to the edge of the shallow pit in 

which I was takin" cover when the black of the night was suddenly rent by a 

fearful blinding flash, a thunderous roar and a fountain of dust and rocks as 

a bomb detonated within a few yards of me. I measured it next day finding that 

t he centre of the explosion of the 250 lb. bomb had been six feet from the 

brim of my steel helmet. I decided thereafter that as it could not have been 

closer without writing me off, that one must have had my name on it. 
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CHAPTER 17. 

THE LAST LA.Prt!. 

I ~tt.. .J t-.~~ . 
In five minutes the guide had found out all that he could from the 

game warden and called to the column to reform and continue. He said that 

t here was another house to which we would come in another two hours where we 

could make fires and warm ourselves and rest. Thus speakina be swung his 

rucksack on to his back and strode off, with the rest followin~ in their 

parties at intervals. 

Away we trudged in the snow following the guide like a snake over the 

brow of a ridroe when we saw the whole of the upper valley laid out before us 

c lad in shimmering white, not a si2n of any kind of life apparent except a hut 

i n the middle ~istance, its dark brown form breaking the landscape. 

Occasionally we met old ski tracks but for the most part the sparklin1 wheen 

of the snow was unmarked and reflected the bright suo with a million dancing 

f ac•ts of li~ht so that I had to screw up my eyes against the glare. 

The snow being two feet deep and more, it often spilled over the tops 

of my boots and I was soon walkin~ in a pool of water inside them and the 

bottom of my trousers were encrusted with ice. Looking round I could see the 

column winding across the snowfield but some of the Italians were makin& very 

heaTY weather and finding, no doubt, that their bulgin& suitcases were hardly 

worth the labour of carryin1 while in contrast the Allie4 contingent were 

t ravellin& well. Suddenly I heard the sound of aeroplane engines above the 

crunch of boots and moan of the wind and a small formation of fighters, the 

red, white and blue roundels on their wings catching the sun, swept over the 

s now-clad peak across the valley, banking this way and that as they kept 

t heir watch for Germans. 

It was a great moment to see our friends so near but the thought struck 

me that we might be mistaken for a German column for at that height and speed 

t hey could not possibly tell whether we were friend or foe and the fact that 

we had adopted a military formation might have attracted more attention than 

we desired. But it seemed that we were in luck's way for with a final swoop 

t hey banke4 away out of sight over the ridge and were gone, leaving us again 

t o the silence of the arctic. 

Slowly, slowly we ate up the distance to the hut, maldng our way around 

t he edge of a frozen lake until we reached the sanctuary. Though there was 

no fire there nor any one livinJt in the place, it seemed very warm after the 

s nows outside so all crowded in, stamping their feet to shake off the snow 

a nd dumpin1 their londs on the floor to ease their arms and shoulders. Eager 

hands unpacked food from pockets and haversacks and those with food shared 
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it with those who were without any . The mutual warmth created by so many 

bodies wi thin the confined space helped to thaw out those who were cold and 

l oosened tonguee until the room seemed on t he way to rival the tower of 

Babel. 

In half an hour Appetites had bee n sat isfied aurl thirsts quenched 

f rom the well water when the guide made signs that he wanted to continue. 

Before we left, however, Archie, Dill and I had a word with him to try to 

get some idea of what wns comin~; he explai ned that when we got over the 

next crest the path led down all the way and we should be able to see the 

l.llied-held country l a id out before us. Ue said that he hoped to be able 

to get through by his usual route which the warden had confirmed was still 

open when aeked about it earli er in the mornin~. We then held a small 

council of war amon~st ourselves and passed round instructions that groups 

should not exceed six in numbers anrl tha t there must be at least fifty metres 

between each so that if the head ran into trouble, those further from the 

storm centre would have a better chAnce of escape. 

The Italians did not take kindly to this minor example of discipline but 

t hey eventually agreed to do as we told them. So there was a ceneral 

upheaval as loads were taken up and groups marshalled by their leaders , the 

au ide moved towards the door and in a moment we were out acain in the sun and 

suow. He led us alon& the foot of Monte CTreco towering more than a thousand 

feet above on our right, past the lake and up towards a ridge through deep 

s now. As we toiled up the steep slope the snow became deeper, first half way 

up our calves, then to our knees and finally we were thrusting through thigh­

deep drifts. It was agonisingly slow ~oing aud I eensed the precious 

daylight slipping away as we all wa llowed amon1 the whiteness, ever struggling 

upwards . 

But the hard ~oin~ effected one good result for , if the Italians tended 

t o bunch together on the level , the slope opened them out as the less 

physically fit among them laboured up with their bags and caees. As we 

a pproached the summit the wind began to sweep down over the ridge with ever­

i ncreasint velocity and its chill breath cut through my damp clothing like a 

s harp knife making me shiver even though I was sweating profusely from the 

exertions of the climb. Also as we approached the summit, the depth of the 

dr ifted snow lessened until when we at lnst reached the top we were walking on 

bare black rock, the snow only lying in nooks and crannies where it had 

escaped the sweeping action of the wind . 

I felt a great thrill ~;to through me then as, after months of wandering 

a nd hundreds of miles, I at last looked down on to country where there were 
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Allied troops. It was an indescribable sensation to stand where we did on 

the summit of this ran&e, amid the asnows, and look down on a vast expanse 

of dark green country knowin~ that over there lay the enn of our journey. 

We were on the very last lap and I confess that I uttered a silent prayer 

f or safe ~oin~ over the final few miles. We knew that the enemy were 

entrenched just below us but just where, we should soon find out. 

Here the column stopped for some ten minutes beneath a small group 

of storm-bent trees while the guide went on ahead to scout the lie of the 

land. In the meanwhile J swept the country with my eyes for any si&ns of 

l i fe but there were none. The ~uide returned, indicatin~ that it was safe 

t o proceed, so once more the column came to life. 

As we descended in single file, the trees became denser and we were soon 

ma rching down a very narrow rough and steep defile into a forest. Silence 

wa s ordered but it wa s almost impossible to clamber down among the rocks and 

boulders without an accompanyin& crash of stones nnd an occasional oath as 

a shin was torn on an outcrop of rock. Down and down we went turning, 

t wi stin~ and tumbli n~ over and amona: the boulders unti 1 the j{Uide signed to 

us to stop while he went ahead again . 

He was &one teo minutes and when he returned his face was long and he 

l ooked depressed and worried. Dill and I went to ask what was the matter and 

he explained that, a hundred yards on he had come round a corner to find a 

pa rty of Germane cutting wood, effectively blocking the route. He thought 

t hat way was unsafe and said that there was another route further to the east 

which he woulcl try. 

I then asked whRt we had better do, rememberin~ that the eolumn was in 

s i n2:le file with the Allied contina;ent in front and that for us to double back 

on ourselves would be a most complicated manoeuvre throu'h the very narrow path 

upon which we were placed and the guide said that it would be better for him 

a l one to clamber back and for the tail end of the column to become the front. 

Doth Dill and I received this idea with considerable appreheueioo since it 

would mean that the Allied section would now be at the back but we realised 

t he impossibility of doing anythin~ else and in the events which followed, it 

turned out to have been the best for us . 

The guide then left us and mane his way slowly and with difficulty past 

the length of the column through the stones and boulders up the Ddrrow path 

while we at the end sat down a~ain to wait until the time came to move on. 

We conversed in quiet undertones for we could hear the rin,ing of the axes on 

t he trees below us and occAsionally the crash of fallin~t timber as the 

Germans ,athered their firewood. 
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Ten minutes passed, then half an hour and still no signs of movement 

in the column so we decided to copy the example of the guide and 11;0 back 

on our tracks so with difficulty we made our way up to the top of the gorge, 

telling the Italians to follow in due course. At the top we found that 

the men at the end had fAiled to follow the p:uide, who had eone on i:ay himself, 

saying that they bad been afraid to p:o on ! Dill and I were absolutely 

livid for we were now without anyone who knew the lie of the land and there 

was nothing to do but take the lead ourselves. 

I should say here that when we first arrived at the bead of the gor~e 

a f ter crossing the SllOWfield, we had met a couple of Dri tish officers 

re turnin& after an unsuccessful attempt to get through. They told us that 

the place was swarmina with enemy and that any attempt under the present 

c i rcums t ances was quite doomed to failure and when they saw the numbers in 

our column they nearly threw a fit on the spot . I felt afterwards that for 

senior officers, they were both Lieut-Colonels, their attempt. must hnve been 

s i ngularly half-hearted and that their advice, well-meaning though it was, 

mi "ht have deterred us from our own try. Incidentally, they got throu&h 

successfully the niKht after we saw them. 

As we passed the last of the Italians we saw on the ground some telephone 

cables and passed back word for all to avoid disturbing them at all costs. 

We were then among a small wood and while we discussed what was to be the next 

move we heard guns firing only a hundred yards or so from us and I surmised 

t hat the cable we bad seen was to the observer who was probably on the hill 

t o our left and if the cable were cut , as some suggested, there would 

i mmediately be a party sent out to find the break, and us. 

We walked slowly and silently through the trees and soon came to the end 

of the wood from where an excellent view could be had of the front . 

we halted to confer. My view was that two or three bad better go forward 

t o the edge of the hill and try to see where the Allied line lay before dusk 

f ell as it was already be~inning to get dull. Archie, Ni&el with his glasses, 

Dill and I went forward after sending the rest of the party back under cover 

of the wood with strict orders to observe silence explaini111 that our success 

depended on not arousing the suspicions of the Germans now so close to us. 

Creepin& to the edge of the hill, we lay down and made a thorough 

examination of the ground in front with the aid of Ni&el's field &lasses 

t hough none of us had the valtllest idea of where the Germans positions ended 

or where the Allied line began. Below, at the foot of the mountain, ran the 

Sangro river across our front. On the right lay the tiny villace of 

Alfedena with flames licking round the houses. Further to our ri,.gbt we 
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could just make out some four or five miles away the town of Castel di 

~angro also fired by the Germans and burning merrily. Immedia t ely below 

and only a hundred yards away were tlu• snouts of two German I{Uns projectin& 

f r an their pits du1 into the side of the hill. Beyond the river the 

country was undulating, dark green with a white ribbon of a road running 

di agonally across from Castel di ~angro into the distance and every now and 

t hen there would be the grey burst of an Allied shell in the middle distance 

but still no indication of the demarcation between friend and foe. Suddenly 

we were shaken by the thump of firing from the 1uns beneath our feet and , 

a s an artillery officer, from sheer force of habit , I grabbed the glasses to 

spot the fall of shot. 

The first round I missed but heard the dull clan& of its detonation to 

t he left front and when they fired again I spotted the white puff of the shell 

burst on the crest of a ran&e of bills which ran alon1 the horizon to our 

l eft some six or seven miles away. '!'hereafter it was easy for each round of 

t he dozen or so fired was on that crest but each a little to the ri&ht of its 

pr edecessor, telling me all that I wanted to know. I must have &iven a little 

gr unt of satisfaction for Archie asked me whether I had seen anythin& of 

i nterest to which I reJtlied that the shellin& was obviously the Germans rangi111 

on the forward line of Allied troops and if we could reach those bills I was 

confident that we would be safe. 

Then I called the senior members of each of the Allied parties and the 

el dest and most sensible-lookin& of the Italians in order to make a plan. When 

t hey came up their first question was whether we bad been able to see anytbin& 

and if I knew where the enemy were. We again all lay on our faces on the crass 

a nd the plan was formulated . 

I said that there were German artillery between us and the river and there 

mi &ht be German infantry on the other bank but added that the line of hills in 

t he distance was almost certainly in Allied hands. Then came th~ question of 

what to do. I said that each party of not more than six should form up on the 

cr est where we were then lyin~ but with a lateral distance of at least two 

hu ndred yards between each and then when it was quite dark each &roup should 

set forth down the hill towards the river and be quite independent. The 

I t alians I told to form up and 10 left along the hillside for at least two 

t housand metres, throu&h a tree-clad hei&ht and then down to the river, at the 

same time enjoining on them nbsolute silence. No one wns to leave the shelter 

of the wood till it was quite dark and then wishing them all cood luck, we 

split up to our various groups . 

My little party assembled and sat down on the ~rass to wait for darkness; 
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it consisted of Bill and two American airmen, Archie, Nigel anrl myself. 

We discussed our plan of march between ourselves, deciding to take it in 

turns to lead when we started. Dill and the Americans, bein~ airmen, had 

little idea of what to do but it was impressed on them that, once we were 

on the way, it was imperative to keep utter silence. Darknezs fell 

quickly in a few minutes and I began to be concerned as to how we were 

going to be able to keep our line of march directed on the hills but found 

that the burning houses on each flank would be a help. 

none as the sky was overcast with heavy clouds. 

Stars there were 

The very last section of our journey was about to commence and I, for 

one, rose to my feet with a thrill in my heart. The last thing to do before 

setting off was to decide the first leader and after some ar&ument, I found 

myself in this somewhat unenviable position on the apparent groun~s that I knew 

more than the others. I must however admit that in one way I was glad for I 

would only have myself to blame if the party walked into the enemy but it was 

a heavy responsibility to bear at this juncture. 

It was dark when I gave the word to move in single file down the hill. 

Slowly step by step we descended directing our way between the two (Un 

emplacements which I had seen from the top of the hill. All was silent as the 

grave until, suddenly,! heard a telephone bell ring almost beneath my feet. 

I froze in my tracks and whispered to Archie who was followin1 to pass the word 

back to turn round and go up the hill. Silently we retraced our steps up 

fifty feet then halted to make a new plan. 

I realised immediately that we had walked almost on top of the enemy command 

post but by great good fortune we had not been heard. Throu,h the quiet of the 

night there then came to us the sound of distant voices and the crash of 

people making their way throu&h the woods away to our left, it was the Italians 

observing their rule of silence like a herd of elephants in the jungle. In 

auother moment we heard a German voice roar out "ALT" and a,ain "ALT" followed 

a few seconds later by a burst of machine-gun fire and then another, We all 

wondered what was happening to those poor devils with their suitcases and ba~s 

but realised that for us it was the best thing that could have happened for it 

drew off the Germans to that side. 

Calling my group to their feet, we set off again down the hillside but this 

time we went further to our right before going down in order to be clear of the 

guns. As before we slowly and carefully picked our way over the turf until 

we came to a stone wall over which we climbed successfully in silence. We 

crept along the line of the wall which turned down the hill on and on, down 

and down. Still no sign of a German anywhere except for the shouting and 
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shooting on our left some hundreds of yards away. Theu the rain began to 

fall, at first lightly but heavily in a few minutes , another ~reat aid to 

our adventure. 

Over another wnll and through some brnmbles and we found ourselves on 

a railway line by a vinduct which had be~n blown up. The river was close 

now, just the other side of a road and I could see the foaming water 

~learning softly throu"h the darkness but J wondered where we were going to 

find the forward German Infantry, their bnrbcd wire and mines. It was 

heart-stopping work, creepin~ silently forward through the midst of our 

enemies. 

Thinking it dangerous to clamber over the railway line, I led my party 

down a small freshet which ran beneath the viaduct over the road and across 

a bushy common to the edge of the Sanaro river. We were dismayed when we 

saw it, some thirty yards wide with the water boiling and foamin' between 

its banks, Had there been a bridge we could not possibly have used it so 

there was no alternative but to wade or swim to the other side. One of the 

party found a long pole and volunteered to lead us over; then we formed a 

human chain by linking hands and in we went. It was icy cold and the force 

of the current tore at our feet and bodies trying to wrench us off our balance 

and plunge us all into the stream but we held firm and foot by foot forced our 

way slowly to the other side where we emerged dripping and out of breath, the 

water having been to the level of our waists. 

The river bank wns no plnce to dally so once more I set off across the 

f i elds. It was more than difficult to keep in the ri~ht direction and J asked 

the others quietly if any by chance hnd a compass whereupon one of the 

Americans produced a stud with a tiny compass in the end of it, a child's 

toy almost but on this occasion worth its weight in gold, having been issued 

to him as "escape apparatus" some time previously. We were still in the dark 

both figuratively and literally but of a sudden a tremendous battle began over 

on our right near Isernia by the li~~:ht from which I caught a ~tlimpse of the 

hills ahead and was able to take a rapid compass bearing. 

Defore going on I said that J would stop every two or three minutes when 

all would strain their ears for any sound there might be even though we were 

to be wide awake whilst moving as well. Forward we went, the immediate 

si lence only broken by the squelch of boots in the soft grass; over one 

meadow, then another, then stop to listen but there was not a sound. Behind 

on our right glowed the burning village of Alfedena and on tl~ left we could 

see the flnmes licking through the houses of Castel di Saugro aud far away to 

the rip;ht was the battle near Isernia. Jt was an amazing sight from where 
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~e were, the glow of shell bursts with the coloured tracer bouncing up and 

down the mountainside but all that fell round us was the drenching rain, 

steadily and remorselessly whilst overhead there whistled the occasional 

shell from British ~uns on their way to burst a~ainst the mountains we 

had left. 

I came to a road and a dama&ed rail way bee ide it and the villa~e 

burial ground of Alfedena but thankfully still no sign of a German. Small 

streams and another road were crossed then we took to the fields again 

moving as fast as caution and the need for silence would permit and still 

our occasional stops revealed no sounds in the night. We had been going for 

five hours or more when we came to a ruined and deserted farm; having made 

certain that it was occupied by neither side the six of us sat down in the 

shelter of a she~ nud ate what we had left of our food, consisting of bread 

and .iam. 

It was a welcome halt for we had been marchin~ for about eighteen hours 

almost continuously. The food did us good and we talked over what had 

occurred, &iving us a certain fee lin& of achievement. I was comin~ to the 

belief that we were rrobably throu&h the main German defences, if any such 

existed as we were then some five miles beyond the guns and from experience, 

I knew that field artillery .. ·as usually closer than that to it8 infantry. 

But there was still the danger of runnin' into patrols both enemy or our 

own who would fire at anything movinQ: throu&h the night if we bumped into them. 

But we must be on the move again for our clothes were sodden from the rain and 

the river and would soon have made us chilled throue;h, so havin~ eaten the last 

of the food we got to our feet once more. 

Over deserted stubble, throu~}J brambles and hedges we came to the road we 

had seen from the top of the hill runnin~ from Castel di Sangro to the south. 

Deyond this we could see a wide plain with many dark objects scattered about 

which later turned out to be wanderin~ cattle and in the middle of this plain 

we came upon a small stream, too wide to jump, so it meant another wade though 

it mattered not to our boots already utterly soaked from the San&ro crossing. 

In half an hour we were at the other side of the plain at the foot of 

the range of hills on which the German ~ns bad been firin& earlier in the 

evening. I looked about for a path leading upwards but found none, only a 

gap in tbe brush which clothed the slopes of the hills so started the climb 

from there. The rain now beQ:an to fall more heavily still, after having eased 

off somewhat for the last couple of hours and to make matters worse, when we 

"·ere all in the middle of a deep thicket, Uill called out that his shoes had 

completely collapsed and dropped literally to pieces. All we could do to 
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help was give him the three pairs of spare socks I had been carrying, all 

of which he put on in place of shoes. It was terrible ~oing as we fought 

our way upwarde; it was impossible to move silently through the dense 

undergrowth as we slipped and fell, scrambled and thrust our way forward 

yard by yard, pulling and pushin~ Bill alternately when his stockinged feet 

slid on the greasy ~round. 

The rain poured from the black sky and the battle, now behind us, raged 

with the tracer still bouncing on the hillsides for all the world like a 

great neon sign gone mad anrl the six of us tired sonked and hungry men 

dra1ged our limbs up the hill to safety. After two hours of struggle the 

brush opened out and fell behind us and we found ourselves in open country 

a&ain near the crest of the ridge but with the vanquishing of one difficulty, 

another came upon us as the temperature rapidly dropped many degrees and we 

all shivered Tiolently after the exertions of the climb. On and on till the 

ground before us levelled out and the first grey light of dawn crept up over 

the hills in front of us. 

In a little while we came to a rou~h track runnin~ between low hedges on 

which I noticed cables restinJ. Eagerly we took them in our hands to see 

whether they were German and came to the conclusion both from the way they were 

laid and the type that they could only be British- a tremendous moment in a 

day of great events. Their general direction was away from the ridge which 

we had just surmounted so I decided to follow them but after a mile we lost 

them in broken country in the half light of dawn. Gradually the light 

strengthened to shew us that we were once more on high ground, broken and 

criss-crossed by u;ullies and hummocks but quite bare of any sign of life or 

habitation ae we wearily drag~ed our tortured feet along. All were tired beyond 

words for we had now been going steadily for twenty four hours ovP.r some of 

the worst country in Italy though my lon~ walk had toughened me for this 

final effort. 

For another hour we all struggled slowly onwards until with the red 

flush of the true dawn rising over the mountains, we came to the ed&e of our 

plateau, and met another track leading down into the dark valley below. The 

dark valley slept for there was no sign of life yet and we almost wondered 

whether we had penetrated to the lost world for there wae nothing moving and 

no sound anywhere, even the battle behind us was silent at last. We halted 

for a rest but when I suggested that we go on, four of the party said they had 

had enough and would wait till they were picked up by Allied troops so I went 

on with one of the American airmen down the track. 

We trud~ed on like automatons but fortunately the way now was all down 
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hill, the track improving all the while and the light gradually flooding 

over the valley. Another hour durinp: which we hardly e.J:changerl a word 

t hen we came rounrl a be nd to meet an old peasant drivin~ two cows to 

pasture and saw a small village a mile or so further on down the track. 

When we came up to the old mau I bade him good mornin~ and tried my usual 

opening gambit of "Are there Germans in the village?". And now for the 

greatest moment of the past three months when he replied, "No, there are 

no Germans; the British are here". 

The American and I looked at each other silently. We were through. 

Our efforts had been crowned with success, our trials and tribulations had 

not been in vain and as these and other thoughts flashed throu&h our heads 

we began to run, in our excited haste to speak with our own people again, 

t he fatigue for the moment being banished by the thrill of success. Our 

wearied and long-suf .ferin~ feet seemed to have wings as we clattered down 

over the cobble stones into the villa~e. 

At the first house on the left as we entered, we saw some American 

troops washing and cooking in the garden. We stopped long enough to ask 

where the local headquarters were and collect some cigarettes then we were 

away again. In the centre of the villa~e we enquired of an Italian where 

t he commander was and he pointed out a house further down the street. As 

we hammered on the door I asked my friend to do the talking as these were his 

own folk and this he agreed to do. 

The door opened and a head with a sleepy pair of eyes looked out. "We 

are escaped prisoners" my friend said. "Oh yeah" sai d the bead, glancing at 

our battered clothes and slammed the door again. Catching each other's eyes, 

we laughed and knocked again. The next time the door opened my friend said 

" Say, I'm an American officer and my friend here is English". This time the 

head smiled and said "Sorry, I took you for I ties; come right on in" . 

Inside the bouse wns all stir and bustle with men shaving, dressing and 

pr eparing breakfast. Our welcome was as warm as the first attempt had been 

f r ip:id and in a moment we were sot down at a tnble with mugs of steaming 

coffee and piled plates before us which we steadily consumed all the while 

answering: a thousand questions from the eager Gis. Soon there was a shout of 

" \Vhats a-goin on in here?" and a Lfa ,ior entered the room. He was told that 

we were a couple of escapees and as we had nearly finished our meal , be asked 

us into his office and gave us another hearty welcome and congratulations. 

Over the remains of our coffee and a cigarette, we answered the many questions 

he put about our route and the German troops throu~h whose lines we had come. 

On his map we showed hi~ the lie of the land. 
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lle then explained thnt his wns a battalion of airborne troops 

operating as infantry on the left of the Eighth Army and f orming the link 

wi th the American Fifth Army aorl then asked me whether J wi shed to be 

repatriated throu~h the Eighth or Fifth t o which I r ep lied the former as 

J thought my own rep;iment might be with them. When we had showed him the 

route by which we had come through he enquired whether we had met up with 

the patrol which the battalion had sent out the night before as we had 

apparently come right across their line and when I said that we bad neither 

s een nor heard anything or anyone, he said "Gee, I'll make it plenty bot 

f o r those boys when they get in" and be wns not pacifi e d any the more when 

I added the information that some thirty others had been trying to get 

through as well as my party. 

lie then phoned through to Dritish Divisional H. Q. to report our arrival 

a nd request a car and then told me that there was a British officer in the 

v i llage, on a job of setting up a headquarters so I went off to see hi m. 

I t was only a short step up the street to his house and I found a R.E. 

Captain who was making arran~ements for tl~ arrival of his Brigade H.Q . and 

who pres sed on me another breakfast while he had his. 
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CIIAPTE.'R 17. 

AF'l'ERMATll. 

In the quieter atmosphere of the Sapper's billet I was able to 

~ring my brain to bear so as to enable him to take down full notes while 

t he incidents were still fresh in my memory. In particular I ,~Z;ave him 

letails as accurate as pos~ible of the position of the 88 mm German guns 

vhich we bad walked past during the night; he told me that these guns bnd 

Jeen causing some trouble and the local gunners would be grateful for the 

fi gures I had given them. In fact, he was so keen to press on with the 

job that he telephoned the H..A. H.Q. with the information at once and some 

fays later when I ran into two other R. A. friends of mine from Fontanellato 

vho had followed the same route, I found that they had sat on the hillside 

vhere I had done and had watched our own guns shelling the Germans. The 

:orrections they gave when they came through the lines that night enabled 

mr artillery to put the Germans ,just where they wanted to get them. 

Archie and Nigel drifted in later, making very heavy weather of the 

4ast few yards through the village after they had been helped by the Americans 

1nd by the middle of the morning, we got news that a Scout car bad arrived to 

.eke us back to Divisional U.Q. Just before we departed Bill arrived, 

'ootsore but rebooted and the four of us clambered into and on top of the 

;;mall armoured vehicle with our "escort" - a corporal. It was a ma&nificent 

' eeling to be again on a car but this time gointz; where one wished and to sit 

.here, dressed in our rags but feeling like a million dollars. 

Defore we began our journey proper, our escort hnd a call to make at 

lrigade U.Q., another village a mile along the road to which we duly went anj 

.he driver parked his car in the middle of the square while the corporal dived 

nto one of the houses nearby. Archie, Nitz;el and I were sitting peacefully 

•n the edge of the car's turret smoking and wishing the world no harm at all 

·hen, out of the corner of our eyes, we noticed a &orgeous object detach 

tself from a Staff car across the square. As it came towards us we 

·ealised it was an officer, R.A.S.C., in beautifully pressed breeches and 

Jacket with Sam Browne and field boots with a gloss on them that would not have 

1een out of place at the Royal Tournament. All he lacked to complete the 

•icture was a sword at his side. 

Over the cobbles, between the lorries and over the pools of muck and 

·ater strode this delectable creature in the direction of our scout car and 

tanding by the driver's compartment, nddressed that worthy in a high­

•itched but fierce voice. 

I say", he piped, "dont you know the re,;ulations about carrying civilians 
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in army transport, DrivAH?", lookin~ at us as though we were something the 

cat had brought in. The driver smiled and looked up at us quizzically; 

there was a moment of silence while both parties eyed each other, then I 

said "Good morning, but you need not worry about the driver breaking 

regulations, we are officers, escaped prisoners of war and the clothes are 

not our own choosing.'' Without a single word the elegant gentleman turned 

on his elegant heels and strode away back over the cobbles with the sniggers 

of several soldiers rin~ing in his ears; it was definitely one of the 

better moments. 

We were soon on our way to Divisional H.Q. though it was quite chilly 

perched on top of the turret in the weak winter sunshine. It was an eye-

opening revelation to motor through the Allied lines and see the abundance 

of war material of all kinds compared with the extreme scarcity on the 

German side. It was also very noticeable thnt our own troops were ~uite 

untroubled by enemy air activity which, we found out wns very slight indeed 

and the guns, tanks and lorries were drawn up by the roadside in almost 

serried array. lly lunch we were at Cantalupo, the home of the melon, and 

the site of Divisional II.Q. where we were given a short interview by the 

Intelligence Staff and then treated to an excellent lunch. By this time we 

had met up with some others of our night's party and previous 1:!3capees and 

were then put in lorries for the run to Campobasso, Corps H.Q. 

En route we mnde a rapid stop for a bath and delousing of our clothes 

though by some luck I had not been afflicted with those creatures, then at 

Campobasso we arrived somewhat lnte for a meal though the best that could be, 

was done and we retired to sleep on a concrete floor, my first rest for over 

thirty hours, but I cannot say that I would not have preferred to have slept 

on hay or straw in a warm barn! The next day we were reclothed, fed, 

interviewed again by tl~ !-Staff and passed back down the line to Lucera on 

the way to Foggia where we received a great reception. 

Bnri, Taranto and Dizerta were the next stages; from there to Algiers 

by rail, a musical comedy journey and air to Prestwick via Marrakech were 

the last stages. My front door opened to receive me at 7.15 p.m. on the 

2}rd December 1943. 
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