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P1al ‘
JGHT LIKE MEN, HATED
IOMEN AND DIED WITH
MEIR BOOTS ON, TURIN'S
FEARSOME GUERILLA GIRLS
HE NAZIS CALLED

™ THE
" PIEDMONT |
#.4' HARLOTS”

BY CYRUS W. BELL




ILLUSTRATED BY SHANNON STIRNWEIS

® AT the evening roll call the long rows of prisoners stood like figures carved from
wood as the camp guards checked reports. Another day was over at Detention Camp
#3, Women’s Compound, outside the small town of Vinovo, a few miles from Turin,
on the evening of September 20, 1944,

It had been a day like many others—a day of hate and monotony, hemmed in by
barbed wire and German machine guns ever on the ready. Now with their six o'clock
shadows stretching grotesquely on the bare earth, it was time for the sullen females to
be locked in their barracks for the night.

Camp Commander Colonel Artur Herbert von Niemann, a Nazi officer with
monocle and riding crop, sounded the order for the 846 women to about-face and
march to their wooden cells, Some of the girls were still reasonably attractive, he mused,
especially that big, dark-haired Annetta Dufour, whom he had whipped last night for
insubordination. The way she had danced under the leathery blows with her arms
tethered above had roused him no end.

“Maybe I'll call her in tonight,” thought the Colonel, “She’s no doubt a tiger in bed.”
And he snapped a turn and walked briskly to the orderly room.

What the C.O. didn't notice that evening was that there was trouble brewing. He
hadn’t noticed the sideway glances the girls gave each other. Nor the lip twitches and
the eye ﬂicking exchanges. He got no hint that night all 846 detainees of Detention
Camp #3, Women's Compound, would stage a bloody breakout in one of the most
horrible prison escapes of World War 1L

The women filed into their wooden barracks, and dusk dropped over the compound,
softening the ugly outlines of barbed wire, watch towers and Nazi helmets. Silence en-
folded the camp.

But it was not the silence of sleep.

On this hot September evening, however, it was the stillness of 846 women holding
their breath and waiting. For this was E-Day in camp, the day for which they had
worked and planned weeks on end. No one suspected, least of all the German guards
who patrolled outside with rifles slung over their shoulders and with boots crunching on
gravel, that the women had collected a mass of weapons and (Continued on page 65)

Heavy rifle fire cut into the screaming tide of females as they surged to the wire.




THE PIEDMONT HARLOTS Continued from page 45

lodged them under the Noorboards of
their huts. Unbroken in spirit, the
females—all [talians between the ages
of sixteen and forty-five—had quietly
collected wood bats, heavy clubs,
knives, scissors, some guns and even
several grenadcs.

The night belore, leaders from the
various barracks had sneaked out and
wriggled through the shadows for a
final briefing in Annetla’s quarters. It
was she, the one the Colonel thought
he might take 10 bed with him that
night, who had plotted the break. The
husky twenty-onc-year-old ringleader
now had eveything worked out for the
surprise attack, ¢ven down to forty
women who had donned padded
clothing made from blankets and thick
gloves 1o knock over the barbed wirc.

“Tonight we kill—or we get kill-
¢d,” Annetta said. Those were among
her last words. She was Lo dic later in
the charge at the east machine gun.

At eleven o'clock the plan went
into action,

FlRST. fires began to sprout [rom
the barracks, one a1 a lime.
As the flames burned with fiercely
growing intensity, the women burst
from their barracks into all directions.
All around the perimeter of the camp
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searchlight beams sprang out, pivoting
around the compound, flickering over
the crackling huts.

As the lights came 10 rest, the
Nazis saw female savages on the run.
Waving wecapons over their heads,
they charged toward their objectives
—the four machine guns guarding
cach corner of the camp. For an in-
stant the gunners were 100 astonished
to move, but a loudspeaker broughi
them to their senses.

“Fire, you fools! Stop them from
reaching the wire!" the voice roared
into the nighl air,

The machine guns began to chatter.
The one on the western side slopped
all of a sudden. But the others kept
up. Tracer bullets picrced the night as
the charging prisoners surged into the
guns’ mouths.

Heavy rifle lire from the guards cut
into the screaming tide of females as
lhey pushed to the barbed wice,

There was only one more barrier
between the breakoul women and
freedom, a heavy-calibre machine gun
on a swivel that faced the camp some
lifty yards from the main enlrance.
The gunman, who had been waiting
for orders to shoot, now on his own,
tightened his fingers on the trigger.
Bullets by the dozens spat into the
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figures over the wirc. More than 500
women had by now broken through,
and they surged toward the last gun.

The first rank melted away like a
breaking wave, but those behind leap-
ed over the bodies of their slain
buddies. Though more fell, the gunner
was overwhelmed by the sheer num-
bers who swiftly descended on him
and hacked him to shreds.

Yelling now with triumph and pant-
ing with encitement, the prisoners
brought the gun into play against the
watchtowers. \Vhile scores of other
women pourcd over the wire (o free-
dom, the heavy gun provided cover
and kept the garrison busy. The glare
of the barracks blazing like huge bon-
fires made targets of the women.

The unlucky last ones 1o tear out of
the compound were picked off, and
they wobbled across other bodies be-
fore they dropped. But at last the
survivors, many of them wounded,
reached the dark line of the trees and
disappeared into cover. Though the
mass breakoul had been acomplished,
the cost of life had been enormous.

The night wore on and by dawn
more than 250 women lay dead.

The gallant breakout of September
20, 1944, poinling up one of the
bloodiest prison cscapes in all Italy's
history, was ncver reported in any of
the world’s daily newspapers. Nor, by
some quirk of World War Il, were any
stories ever published about the group
of nearly 2,500 guerrilla women from
Turin who hid out in the lalian Alps
between October 1943 and April
1945 and whose help to General
Mark Clark was a remendous boost
to the United States Fifth Army.

During the last nineteen months of
the war, thesc unheralded Alpine
Amazons, most of whom had not
even reached their thirties, killed more
than 5,000 Nazi troops.

In memory of these heroines who
died with their boois on, Turin's
Feminine Commission several years
ago published a volume entitled,
“Piedmont Women in the Batde of
Liberation.” Resembling a high school
year book, the volume is replete with
individual photographs, alongside of
which the career of each girl is sum-
marized. Mrs. Ada Marchesini
Gobetti, one of the most courageous
of the mountain brigade of female
warrniors, edited the volume.

URIN’S band of female guerrillas,
buming with the fire of liberation
for their native lialy, sprang up more

or less spontancously. Officially
known as the Anita Garibaldi Detach-
ment of the |1 7th Garibaldi Resistance
Brigade, the female troops werc not-
so-affectionately known among Italy's
fascists by a nickname the Germans
had pinned on them, Le Putane Pie-
montesi (the Piedmont Harlots).

Most of the members of the Anita
Garibaldi Detachment were Jews
whose [athers, husbands and sweet-
hearts had been freighted ofl to Nazi
concentration camps. They formed
into a gang of outlaws under the
leadership of Donna Elvira Daniele, a
teacher of physical education. They
wok 1o the mountains outside of
Turin and proceeded to destroy as
many Germans as they could.

In September 1943, when Italy
surrendered to the Allies, The Boot
was in one gnarled mess. Five weeks
later the Italian army became co-
belligerenis and declared war on Ger-
many.

In the north the Nazis [avored the
formation of a puppet suate headed by
Il Duce Mussolini, about whom the
Italian people were now loudly
divided. Anu-fascists in the north,
many of whom later were (o tum to
Communism in the postwar economic
crisis that rocked the Mediterrancan
peninsula, organized a stupendous
Resistance campeign in the German-
infested regions.

The struggle against the Nazis and
Fascists was a harsh and bloody one.
Altogether about 62,500 partisans
were killed and over 40,000 wounded
and disabled. In April 1945 the Allies
overran the Gothic Line and storm-
ed inlo the Po Valley.

The Germans had every reason in
the world to keep Turin under their
thumb. Primarily il was, as it is today,
the home of the most important motor
industries in Italy. The German Army
necded not only this industrial poten-
tial to grease ils mechanical larder but
also the large variety of egriculiural
products that flooded the Piedmont
capital.

To keep Turin in tow, therefore,
Hitler had placed more than 100,000
occupalion troops in and around the
Piedmont Region—and that was ex-
aclly where the Parlisans made them-
selves felt.

Typical of the kind of rouble
Italy’s G. 1. Jo made for the invaders
-#as the time 200 of these killers-in-
skirts, on November 29, 1944, (short-
ly after the bloody prison escape at
Vinovo's Detention Camp §3) raided

a detached freight car full of robiola
and fonting, local cheeses the German
mess halls always had on the tables.

There were thinty riflemen guarding
the cheese, and leader Elvira Daniele
figured she could erase the squad and
swoop off with the delicacy.

THE thirty Nazis pul up a good
fight. The robiola and fontina were
just as valuable to them as a ware-
house full of ammunition.

“Colonel” Danicle dispersed ber
brigade, some of whom had been
among the successful escapees at
Vinovo two months earlier.

Elvira Daniele was wounded. Be-
fore long, however, she was back on
the job. Her luck after that didn’t hold
out very long. Soon after she was
shot through the heart by & German
sniper one night, and it was a sad day
indeed for the Anita Garibaldi De-
tachment when they buried her in an
unmarked grave on some now-for-
gotien  hillside. Elvira's second in
command, amazing as this may sound,
was only fifteen years old. Anna
Maria Ghizzone was her name, and
she ran the outfit in orderly fashion
untl she died in combal a week be-
fore the war ended.

“Women like Anna Maria and
Elvira were true heroines in the real
sense of the word, as were many
other truly brave Partisan women we
lost,” editor Gobetti wrote in her
foreward to the book. From the offi-
cial roster in the volume, there is a
listing selected at random of some of
the soldier girls who died unheralded
deaths. Among them was Cleonece
Tomasetti, former ballet dancer, who
died in the massacre at Fondotoce.

At Fondotoce, with some 7,000
people as spectators, the captured
guerrillas were lined up to face a fir-
ing squad. The order given, the rifles
boomed and every Partisan fell dead,
except the lovely Cleonice. By the
commandant’s pre-arrangement she
had not been touched.

“And what about me?” the fearless
damsel said in defience. “Cannot a
weman die for her country, too?”

The officer in charge ordered his
squad to reload. As the Nazis leveled
their guns at her, Cleonice ripped
open her shirt [ront to reveal her full
chest lo the execulion detail.

“Long live liberty!” she shrilled in
a cry that was heard all over the
piazza moments before the German
rifles roared simultancously.

Like Cleonice, many of the girls
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listed in Mrs. Gobetii’s anthalogy died
in unusual circumstances.

Take the case of the Maria Teresa
Gorlicr. who met her end in a sensa-
tional manner.

Maria. a twenty-three-year-old
studentessa, was, during her five
months of service one of the best
spies the brigade had. But on June
24, 1944, she was arrested by the
notorious Black Shirl commander,
Captain Gino, at Cesana. Taken to
Incis Barracks a week later to make
her reveal information about the
Partisan hideouts, she wilhstood the
full gamut of abuse and torture. But
she never talked.

Captain Gino, finally giving up on
her, ordered her removed 1o the third-
floor dormitory so that his men could
queue up and take turns raping her.
In the morning, delirious and nearly
dead from the crucl experience, the
naked girl managed to squecze her
way through the slit window and
catapult (0 the ground. From her
high perch she landcd badly, and her
leg broke under the impact. Qut of
the orderly room stepped Sergeant
Federico Basaglia with a submachine
gun snuggled under his armpil.

Game, Maria struggled to her [eet,
her fist clenching a large rock. She
raised her arm awkwardly (o throw
the missile, bul it went wild.

As the girl broke out into a torrent
of curse words, Basaglia—never once
losing his calm demeanor—unloosen-
ed the machine gun, casually pointed
it at the helpless prisoner and fired a
full load of thirty-iwo slugs into her,

In his official report, which was
ciled in the Fascist press, the Sergeant
slated he had shot at Maria while she
was trying 1o run away.

T HE report on Maria’s death was a
sample of the kind of irreparable
damage the Partisans could inflict on
the Fascists with a printing press. In-
deed, sometimes the ink flowed more
freely than blood—all depending on
what the enemy could least absorb
from the Partisan bag of tricks. Take,
for instance, this editorial—it did
Turin's "unwanted gucsts” more harm
than a dozen snipers:

“Why do they bomb us? Because
the Nazifascisti conlinue to hold our
cily; our territory is in a slate of war
against the Allies. Because the Fas-
cisti have asked the help of the
Germans, have given them permission
to invade our country and now give
them all their help. Italian mothers,

OCTOBRER, 1943

the assassins of your children are the
Fascist traitors, lhe slaves of Hitler
who continue the war in our land for
the sole benefit of the Nazis. Thus our
cry for revenge and of hate is: Death
to the Germans and to the Fascist
traitors!™

Aller that fiery editorial, which was
also printed on thousands of posters,
the Fascists doubled the reward for
any information leading to the expo-
sure of the print shop that was putting
out the underground propaganda. But

no sooner did the Nazis devote their
energies to pulling a stop to the print-
ing and circulation of We Women
than the “Piedmont Harlots” were
ofl on another foray. Every day the
girls had something new planned.

One day it would be sabolage and
they would tecar up a hall-mile of rail-
road tracks. Or thc next day they
would destroy a string of freight
trains. Always something, that was
the operating procedure twenty-four
hours around the clock.
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Finally, Field Marshal Albert Kes-
selring, commander in charge of the
German forces in Italy, decided he had
taken about as much guff as he could.
Publishing an official annoucement in
the Corriere della Sera on August 12,
1944, he promised the “law-abiding
citizenry™ that from that day forward
(1) the German Army would go into
high gear to snufl out the Partisan
movement; (2) hostages would be
taken and shot in every town any time
any form of sabotage was committed;
(1) reprisals would be effectuated in
any area where so much as a single
shot were fired, (4) all captured
Partisans and known collaborators
would be executed in public, and (5)
all inhabitants would be held respon-
sible for any railroad lines interruplt-
ed, any ‘roads broken up or any
bridges demolished.

THE proctamation didn't deter the
resisiance movement one bit.

The partisans, male and female,
always struck where the Germans
least expected or where they least
preferred trouble.

The girl guerrillas 100k the town of
Ossola from the Nazis soon after
Kesselring’s threat in the Corriere.
More because of German pride than
anything (Ossola had little military
value), the Nazis came back a [ew
weeks later and threw 13,000 men
against the invisible females and sev-
eral companies of men that had been

sent down from the mountains to help
delend the town.

Backing their assault with artllery,
mortars and tanks, they planned their
altack purposely over a period of
foggy weather so that American
planes couldn't bomb them. On Octo-
ber 9, 1944, afier twenty days of
hard fighting, the partisans pulled
their forces out and withdrew into
Switzerland for a breather. Several
hundred girls of the detachment were
nabbed in that stand, and they were
interred at Detention Camp §3 near
Vinovo.

The Nazis didn't know al the time
that they had captured Annetia Du-
four, a leader who was known as
“The Lioness™ in her partisan circles.
Al one time in her career, Anneita
managed to interrupt encmy rail lines
for ninety-seven conlinuous days. Had
the Germans known who she was,
they certainly would have had a
special reception commiltee waiting
for her at Vinovo.

Although the Germans goofed from
time to Uime, as in the case of Annefta
Dufour, it is to the credit of the Ger-
man commander in Turin, General
Walter Schlemmer, that he fought the
guerrillas as hard as they fought him.
To Schlemmer’s way of thinking, the
struggle against the Partisans was a
full-time proposition, an all-out-war
job, one that he undertook with as
much vigor as any Nazis commandanl
on any one of the other fronts.

The end came none too soon for
Germans in Turin. On April 24, 1945,
word reached partisan headquarters
in the mountains that the Allies, who
had finally broken through the Gothic
Line further south, had crossed the
Po River at Mantua. General Schlem-
mer knew that his number was up.

Through the local archbishop he
proposed to spare Turin from destruc-
tion if the Partisans allowed his divi-
sions forty-cight hours to withdraw.
The offer was turned down.

The neat day, April 27th, lumed
out to be a decisive onc. The Anita
Garibaldi Detachment was assigned
to fight alongside the Gls, the Gari-
baldi and the Autonome Brigades and
storm the Black Shir barracks on Via
Asti. The fighting was hot, but the
guerrillas pushed the enemy to a line
on Corso Oporto, Schlemmer’s com-
mand headquarters.

Now the Nazi general sent word
that if the guerrillas did not desist, he
would make Turin into another War-
saw. Word, however, had reached the
Partisans that supplementary guerrilla
troops were being rushed into the
sector and that the French Army was
double-timing it 1o Turin as well.
With that news on hand, the resistance
chiefs told Schlemmer to go 1o hell.
Convinced his adversaries were not
bluffing, the German general did none
of the things he threatened to do.

However, he planned an escape.
His objective was to get most of his
army onto the road to Chivasso, re-
treat towards Val d’Aosta and make
his way into Switzerland. He figured
he could get out of Turin by ripping
a hole in the Partisan flank, precisely
at the point where the Anita Garibaldi
Brigade was bivouacked in Via Al-
fieri. He should have known better.

From his past cxperiences he
should never have underestimated the
power of the women manning the
guns on that location because they de-
layed him longer than he had calcu-
lated. ’

On May 3rd Schlemmer had to
surrender 10 American troops who
fooded the valley and caught up with
him, something that may not have
happened so easily it the “Piedmont
Harlots™ hadn't held so well.

A few days later, on May 7, 1945,
Germany surrendered and the fghting
in North [taly ended. The tigresses of
Turin had sighted the future of their
country down the barrel of their rifles.
And nobody could say their nims

weren't good. [ ]
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