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Inside Story oi Mussolini's Drumutic Deposition

The Duce Became Involved in a Losing War. The Last Night of

His "Reign" Was Perhaps the Most Dramatic of His Whole Career.

By COUNT DIÑO GRANDI
In Victoria, Exclusive to THE ARGUS

GERMANY WA8 DRUNK with

victory. The Nazi reaction to

Mussolini's precipitate action was

astonished contempt. Mussolini lost

his head. He thought only of sooth-

ing vengeful Germany and securing
his share o J the loot. Marshal

Badoglio was ordered to attack Prance

immediately.

Badoglio told me: "The man's mad!

He has no war plan; he has never

asked for a war plan. I told him our

deployment on the French frontier

was purely defensive. He wouldn't)

.

listen. He sh'outed excitedly, 'Don't

you understand that I need immedi-

ately at least a thousand dead, other-

wise Hitler won't even let me sit at
the Peace Conference?'

"

.

Mussolini got a thousand dead
Italians. But the offensive carried
him only a few miles into Prance.
What was the real^nilitary objective

of the campaign? Mussolini was

terrified that the Germans would

swing round through Southern Prance
to outflank our Brenner line. Thus
Italy would be lost. He therefore
meant to drive all the way up the
Rhone valley between Marseilles and
Lyons.
He had no thought at that moment

of annexation. He simply wanted to
hold the Germans on the Rhone. The
armistice, to which Mussolini was not
invited, left Southern Prance to
Pet'ain, so Italy was spared. But
when Mussolini, recovering _~urage,
asked whether he could occupy Corsica,

Tunis, Savoy, and Nice, Hitler con-

temptuously refused.

MUSSOLINI FIRST DECIDED to

attack Jugoslavia; the selection

was unimportant as long as he could

have victory. He told Hitler. Hitler

vetoed the whole So Mussolini



vetoed the whole thing. So Mussolini

resolved to put before Hitler an ac-

complished fact. The dictators met
in Florence on October 27, 1940, and
parted without Mussolini mentioning
that he was going to send an ulti-

matum the next day to Greece.
This attack on a country with which

Italy never had any quarrel led to
the worst tragedy of all. Soon the
advance was turned into a retreat.

Why did Mussolini so grossly under-
rate the Greeks? Because he wanted
to. First, he asked General Geloso,
his commander in Albania, for an in-
vasion plan. Geloso estimated Italy
would need 20 divisions. He would
not reduce his estimate. So Geloso
was replaced, by a commander who
undertook, in conjunction with a

"guaranteed" revolt in the Greek
frontier region, paid for in gold, to

conquer the whole country with seven
divisions.
Mussolini ordered up his white horse

for the march into Athens and gave
the signal to advance. Italy was upset
from the start, and when in a fortnight
setbacks began. Mussolini, in a panic,
swept the country for possible op-
ponents and sent them to the front.
Thus Parliament was virtually dis-

solved. I received orders to join my
old regiment at the front within 48
hours. What I saw there-complete
disorganisation; unbelievable lack of
military preparation for a campaign
in the worst season of the year;
soldiers deeply ashamed of the task

they had to do; officers sickened by
orders they had to give.

In Rome Mussolini was shouting;
"We'll break the spine of Greece!" In
Greece the grave of the Fascist
dictatorship was being dug.
There was free speech among us at

last. Officers and men talked freely
of how they hated Mussolini. I used
to listen to the Greek Radio in Italian

-I, a minister, and soldiers gathered
round my tent to hear it.

There was trouble in the army, espe-
cially among the Alpine divisions,
whose loyalty was always to the King.
Mussolini acted against them with
murderous hate, sending the best
of Italy's mountain troops to die in
the marshes of the Don for Hitler's
war on Russia when I came. I said
to myself: "This is the moment! We
must get out of the war as quickly as

possible."

I contacted my riends and drafted
there in the Greek trenches a resolu-
tion that later on was to mean the
end of Mussolini.

ROMMEL'S MEN were pouring across

Italy to stop Wavell at Benghazi.
Mussolini had rejected them in De-

cember, 1940, saying he would not de-
fend Italian possessions with German
help. But now he cried for help and
got it.

Mussolini was saved by Rommel, but
Italy was humiliated and partly occu-

pied. The Gestapo were everywhere.
Senise, Rome police chief, told me

there were ten or twelve thousand
Germans in the capital alone, buying
or renting flats and houses, command-
ing the strategic points.
I^was spied on and harassed. But

I was determined to do something.
In November, 1942, when the Allies
landed in North Africa, I actually suc-

ceeded in organising a trip to Madrid
with the aim of contacting 'the British

Ambassador, Sir Samuel Hoare, so as

to synchronise our action inside Italy
with a possible move by the Allies.

Mussolini, at first, allowed the trip
for which I offered the pretext of co-

operation with the Spanish Minister
of Justice in the juridical field. Then
Ciano came to me to say: "Il Duce
feels your presence in Spain might
displease our German allies. Your
trip is adjourned to the end of the
war." In fact Mussolini had been
suspicious about what I might do or

say in Madrid. He forbade me to
leave 'Italy.

ON
FEBRUARY 4, 1943, Mussolini

dismissed the whole Cabinet and

started a wholesale purge of "mal-

contents." I lost the Ministry of Jus-
tice. Bottai, whose help I had en-
listed, lost the Ministry of Education.
Ciano. was sacked from the Foreign
Ministry; his arrival at the Vatican
as Minister to the Holy See started
a flood of conjecture that the Pope's
mediation was being sought. The .act
was that an hour after the Vatican's
approval of the Ciano appointment
had been received at the Foreign Min-
istry Mussolini telephoned that he had
decided that Ciano should go to
Berlin or Madrid. He simply wanted
Ciano out of the way.

WHEN
THE ALLIES LANDED IN

SICILY I received orders from

Mussolini to leave Rome at once



Mussolini to leave Rome at once

and to speak in my Home town of
Bologna ifor the war and for
resistance. I refused to go. Other
members of the Cabinet and of

the Grand Council were given similar
orders which would have taken
them out of Rome; they decided to
support my attitude, and instead we

all requested a meeting of the Grand
Council.
Mussolini replied that the Grand

Council which only he could invoke
would meet when the war was won.

Then he went off to meet Hitler at
Peltre, Northern Italy.

Normally these famous Hitler-Musso-
lini meetings were a farce. The die

tators never accepted each other's ad-
vice. After the German and Italian
parties had exchanged stiff greetings,
the two principals would retire to a

corner of the apartment. Hitler speaks
no Italian, Mussolini understands
German much less than he likes people
to believe. The result was a mono-

logue by Hitler which Mussolini, with
an eye on the rest of the company,
affected intelligently to follow. Rib
bentrop and Ciano in their role of
understudies would also after a while
feel it necessary to draw confidentially
apart. Then Keitel would lead off
his opposite number on the Italian
General Staff. No minutes were kept
of these meetings; none were needed
since everything of importance was

settled before or after they were held.
But at Peltre there were no stage

effects. Mussolini urgently wanted
German reinforcements. Hitler said
they would be forthcoming if, and only
if, the defence of Italy and the com-

mand of the Italian Army were handed
to the German General Staff. After
the Afrika Korps there was to be an

Italienische Korps. Hitler also warned
Mussolini he must take immediate

measures against a possible upheaval
indde the Fascist regime.

MUSSOLINI RETURNED to Rome

and called a meeting of the Grand
Fascist Council. This was our chance,
though a desperate one. We had to
take the Grand Council weapon shaped
by Mussolini for his own purpose and
turn its point against the breast of
the dictator.
The last meeting of the council, on

December 7, 1939, had declared itself

against war. The reason why after

war. reason why after
more than three years it had again
teen summoned was because: (1)
Mussolini wanted to make us respon-
sible for the Feltre decision to hand
Italy over to Germany, and (2)

force those like myself who had op-

posed him out into the open so that
he could destroy us. He had no doubt
of his ability to do so.

What cbuld we do? To overthrow
the dictator and prove it could be done
by constitutional means: that was our

duty. Parliament was fettered. The

army was scattered over Russia, Africa,
and the Balkans. The nation was

gripped in an iron vice-there was no

chance of a popular revolution and, in
fact, no revolt at any time. The only
means of upsetting the dictatorship
was from above; only the King could
do it, and only a resolution of the
Grand Council asking for a change in
the regime could empower the mon-

archy to act.
Such was our dilemma; we could not

seek in advance the King's support;
it was not constitutional to do so, and
we could not compromise the Crown
in case of failure. Nor could we seek
the army's aid; the constitution could
not be restored by a military plot. We
had to take the risks alone.
From my home at Bologna, where I

had kept it since it was drawn up
in trenches in Greece two years be-
fore, I brought to Rome the text of

my resolution calling for a revival
of Parliament and our constitutional
liberties and demanding that Musso-
lini should hand back to the King
both the command of the armed forces
and the "supreme initiative of decision
as head of the State."
There was no time to lose. I went

first to Pederzoni-he was my best
friend in Rome. He thought our

chances scanty, but said: "I'll stand
by you to the end."
He sent for Bottal, Albini, and

Bastiannini who had been mv sue

cessor as Ambassador to London. All
agreed on the resolution and under-
took to win over other members of the
Council if they could.
I went myself to Scorza, the Fascist

party secretary, and gave him a copyof the resolution. I told him openly
of our plan. Next day he gave his
approval in advance, but only to be-
tray us.

Altogether we sounded 14 members
of the council; 12 agreed. Then I



agreed. Then I
took another decision. I rebelled at
the idea that' our action should be
regarded later as a secret conspiracy
The game had to be played out in the
open. So I called at the Palazzo Vene
zia and- asked to see Mussolini.
As I entered the balcony room I

passed a tall, powerfully built German
I

oiiicer. He was sitting in one of the
'

Grand Council chairs waiting to go
in to Mussolini. The usher told me:
"That's Marshal Kesselring." Kessel-
ring was there to discuss the means
of taking the Italian High Command
into his hands according to the terms
of Feltre.
As I entered Mussolini's room I won-

dered whether he would repeat what
I said to Kesselring. Then I guessed
correctly as it proved that his pride
would forbid him to do so. If Musso-
lini had told Kesselring there would
have been no Grand Council.
Mussol'ni has teen pictured as a

broken man in July, 1943. He was

not. He was as vigorous as ever,
physically strong, a shrewd fighter,
with his political and military
machine inside Italy intact. He still

had big battalions-two armoured divi-
sions of Fascist militia a few miles
north of Rome; ten thousand Gestapo
agents inside the capital; Kesselring's

crack troops on the Alban hills, 15
miles away; a complete German
panzer division encamped farther out.

I talked to Mussolini for a long time.
I tried to persuade him that his duty
as a patriot was to quit, to give up the
dictatorship voluntarily, to let the
nation express its will.

My words were no surprise to him;
I learned later that Scorza had carried

to him his copy of my resolution.

I said: "You must let Parliament
express its views and give back to the
King the command of the army." I

warned him that if he would not

agree new I would repeat all I had
¡said before the Grand Council.
He said: "We shall see!"
It was a challenge.
Before going to the Grand Council

I made my will and wrote my wife
and children at Bologna. I arranged
that the King should be informed of

the resolution, but only after the

meeting had begun. My last thought
l

was that the King would act and save

(

our country in that supreme hour.

AN
UNPLEASANT SURPRISE

awaited us when we drove into the

Palazzo Venezia. Armed Fascist mili-

Palazzo Venezia. Armed Fascist mili-

tia filled the courtyard. /They swarmed

in the galleries. They even lined the

grand staircase. They were hi full

war kit.

Mussolini was ready roi- us. I said

to myself: This is the end. Bottai,

who was beside me, muttered: "So

much for your interview with the
Duce."
When the floors of the ante-chamber

were closed behind us by the guards
it seemed we stood little chance of

leaving the building alive.

We took our seats at the horseshoe
table. Mussolini walked in. Stiffly,

stockily, looking at none of us, he

marched from his study door, round
the table, straight to his "throne" set

on the dais, draped with crimson

plush, and with laurel wreath fasces

in gold. He had chosen the uniform

of supreme commander of the Fascist

militia -

a reminder of the armed

power that stood behind him and out-
side the doors of the council cham-
ber.

He began to speak the moment the
roll had been called, saying that he
had summoned the meeting not to
discuss the general situation in Italy,

but solely to inform us of events in
Sicily, and to make military -decisions.
He was cold, arrogant, sure of himself;
obviously confident of his power to
master the assembly as he had always
mastered it. He was the boss. If there
was a trace of pain or anxiety behind
that mask it had no concern with
what the Grand Council might say
or do; it simply reflected his humilia-
tion in having to confess the terms
he had agreed to at the Feltre meeting
with Hitler.

While this was going on I slipped to
Acerbo, on my right, a copy of my
resolution-the first he had seen of it.

He read it through and whispered:
"But this means-" I nodded. He
looked aghast. Then he said: "What
about the King?" I said: "I don't
know, but that man must go. Do you
agree?"

Acerbo was brave. He quietly signed
the paper and handed it back to me.

By this time Mussolini was saying
that anyone who wanted to speak on
Sicily might do so. As if to emphasise
the absence of anything on the agenda
outside those topics he had brought
himself, he added: "I shall wind upthe discussion."

That was the custom.



That was the custom. The Grand
Council opened always with a state-
ment by Mussolini, a discussion, then
an order of the day which Mussolini
brought out of his pocket and declared
unanimously approved. There was
never a vote.
This seemed to be my moment. I

intervened. First to embolden the
weaker spirits I said that I would
repeat what I had said to Mussolini
when I saw him privately 48 hours
before.

My calculation was that it

would hearten them to know that a
man, could say such things to Musso-
lini and after two days be still alive.
Then I read the text of my resolu-

tion-to most members it was new
claiming back the powers of the Grand
Council and the constitution.
.With Mussolini sitting there, dark
and menacing, on his throne. I told
the council that it was the dictator-
ship and not weakness of the- armythat was responsible for Italy's dis-
asters. I continued: "The Italian
people were betrayed by Mussolini on
the day when he first began to Ger-
manise Italy. That is the man whodrove us Into Hitler's arms. He aban-
doned the paths of fidelity to our obll

gâtions and loyal co-operation with
our old friend Britain. He dragged us
into a war that is against the honour,
interests, and feeling of the Italian
people."

By this time Mussolini looked-not
angry, but astonished-more than
astonished-flabbergasted.
For nearly an hour Mussolini listened

in stunned silence. Then he began to
interrupt. He was losing his temper.
I goaded him with words he never
thought to hear from anyone.
"You believe you have the devotion

of tlie people! You lost it the day
you tied Italy to Germany. You
believe yourself a soldier! Let me tell

you Italy was lost the very day you
put the gold braid of a marshal on

your cap."
Mussolini shouted: "It's untrue, I

was asked to take over the army. And
the people! The people are with me!
At Peltre last week war widows
thronged forward to kiss my hands!"
I said: "In the last war 600,000

Italian mothers wept for the loss of
their sons, but they knew they had
died for their King and country. In
this war we have a hundred thousand
mothers who cry, 'Mussolini has

mothers who cry, 'Mussolini has
assassinated my son!'

"

Mussolini shouted at the top of his
voice : "It's untrue

!

It's untrue! This
man is lying to you!"

FEDERZONI SPOKE for my resolu-
tion, then Bottai, Bastiannini, and

others; even Ciano. Ciano's theme
was German treachery.
Mussolini looked straight at his son

in-law: "I know where the traitor
is!" he said.

It was hot; the atmosphere was be-

coming unbearably tense. Midnight
passed, and still the fight went on.

Suddenly, at one o'clock, Mussolini

proposed adjourning until the next

day. He wanted to win time to let the

passion of the meeting ebb away.
I protested instantly. I said: "Our

soldiers are dying while we talk. Our

country's fate depends on us. We
must decide tonight. We must stay
and vote!"

Mussolini hesitated. He looked
sharply round the table. I knew he
felt that an adjournment after my
protest might look like running away.
His pride would not have that. After
all, he felt sure of the bulk of his
council. He said: "Have it your way!"
Then we had half an hour's pause.

Mussolini came back; Scorza behind
him. He spoke slowly, dully, dropping
at times into pathos. "I have let

you
speak your minds to-night. I could
have stopped you; had the lot of you
arrested."
He went on. and it seemed as though

one by one my supporters were weaker.
He claimed the support of the King.
The assembly seemed to waver, Mus-
solini's face was drawn up into an
odd smile as he looked down the ranks
Of the Grand Council. He felt he had
got these men under his spell again
-reclaimed the waverers; cowed some
of those who had ventured into the
attack. His eyes were serene, tri-
umphant, the eyes of a master. And
I felt then we had lost.

Scorza, though he had promised to
be one of us. pulled out of his pocket
a new resolution affirming our un-
bounded faith in the Duce and the
complete subjection of the party and
the nation to the



the nation to the dictator's will.

An icy fear fell on the assembly.
Suardo rose shakily, and withdrew his
assent to my resolution.
Ciano suggested an absurd compro-

mise: "Let Grandi's and Scorza's mo-

tions be withdrawn; then a com»

mittee of the Council can draft a new

resolution acceptable to the Duce."
I refused to withdraw my resolution.

I said every line of It should stand.
The speeches grew in violence.

"You'll pay with your heads for this
treason," shouted Tringali. There was

not a man in the room who did not
know that the decision now was a

matter of his own life or death.

SUDDENLY at 3 in the morning,
Mussolini announced we should

vote on my resolution. His instinct,
that "animal instinct" of which he
used to boast, must have told him he
had won.

Scorza tried to play a psychological
trump for Mussolini. He read out my
resolution to council and shouted: "I
vote against." Then he called on

Suardo, who abstained. De Bono and
I' both said "Yes," trying to put as

must confidence as possible into our

voices. Someone else followed, then
another, and another, and a few more
until suddenly, it dawned on me; the
incredible had happened: We had
won.

I looked at Mussolini. Scorza handed
him a paper and slowly, laboriously, he
read out the result as if he were out of
breath. "Nineteen for; seven against;
one, Suardo. abstaining."
He half rose on his throne and stared

at us each in turn. Then he got up
heavily, and as he reached the corner

of the table on the way out. Scorza'«
mouth opened to give the habitual
"Salute the Duce." But words did not
come.

WE
WONDERED whether we would

be'arrested on leaving the Palazzo
Venezia, but Mussolini must have been
numbed by the shock of his defeat.

The guards had not been called on;
they were drowsy with their long vigil,

and we picked our way through sol-
diers fast asleep on the grand stair-
case. Early dawn was breaking. The
great square which had echoed to so

many of Mussolini's triumphs was de-
serted. Rome was asleep. Italy was

Rome was asleep. Italy was

unconscious that anything had hap-
pened, -

We had to get the King to act; he
had yet to hear the outcome of the
meeting, and, although the Grand
Council had deposed him, Mussolini
was still master of the army, the state,
and the party, and he had Germany
behind him. So straight away at
4am I met the Duke of Acquarone,
Minister of the Royal Household. I
told him what had happened; gave
him a copy of my resolution signed by
all of us who had voted for it.

"I beg you, go at once to the King.
Tell him everything. We have put
into his hand constitutional means for
action as head of the state. There is

not a moment to lose. We must fore-
stall immediately a coup d'etat by
Hitler and the Germans."
The Duke asked me who I thought

should succeed Mussolini as Premier.
I replied that only a military leader

and one who had not compromised
himself in the past with Fascism
should undertake the task. The
Grand Council therefore had excluded
every man who had been in Musso-
lini's government in the past. I ad-
vised that the King should at once
abolish the Grand Council and the
whole totalitarian regime. He should
restore the Chamber of Deputies, em-
body the Fascist militia in the regular
army, and suppress political tribunals
and racial laws.
"You must finish the dictatorship at

once," I said. "The army must be
reorganised to fight the Germans. We
must have peace with the Allies.

Every hour of delay will bring the
Germans nearer."
"What about yourself?" Acquarone

asked.
I said: "My duty is done. I have

completed the task I set myself. I
consider it as the last act of my
political life. But one thing remains;
Mussolini's downfall must be syn-
chronised with the armistice. Let me

go to Madrid at once to approach the
Allies and pave the way for further
official contacts which will bring
peace."

Acquarone left to see the King. It
was 6am on July 25. At my office in
Parliament the hours crept by. At 9
o'clock I was warned that squads of
pro-German Fascists had sworn to
make an end of 19 members of the
Grand Council who had voted against
Mussolini, and that the Fascist militia



divisions encamped near Rome were
about to march.
At noon, Mussolini sent for me. I

let the King know. He sent word to
me not to go. Then I knew the King
had decided against Mussolini.
Twenty minutes later I was told he
had sent for Badoglio to be Premier.
Mussolini seemed to have been com-

pletely confounded by events.
Ashamed to appeal to Hitler, still

positive he could get the situation
somehow under control, he frittered

away precious hours with jurists, try-

ing to pick holes in my resolution.
At 5pm he arrived at the Royal

Palace, resolution in hand, to prove to
the King that it was unconstitutional.
Victor Emanuel refused to listen. He
told him he was no longer his Prime
Minister. To his utter astonishment
Mussolini was arrested as he left the
Palace.
The commander of the Fascist

militia, the party executive, and the
most dangerous of the Nazis were

swept into prisons before nightfall. At
10.45pm the world heard that Musso-
lini was no more, and with his fall

there collapsed the entire structure of

the Fascist dictatorship and of the
totalitarian regime.



The meetings were a farce-the dictators never accepting each other's advice


