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24 September 1998

My dear Heidi and Mark

How good to hear that number two has arrived, and as far as I  am r b u b r c  

concerned, delightful that you have another daughter. Seven grandsons 
seemed to me to be some sort of malicious trick; but now we have two 
great-granddaughters, and that compensates. How is little Tess (Is it to 
be Tess?)

Mark, I did appreciate you writing to me about Vera. We went to the 
Edinburgh Festival (on your airmiles) and did see some really good shows. 
He stayed with a friend - Moussa - (ex South African) and so it was a 
good trip, and didn't cost much. Until I phoned to hear how Vera was 
and lwamed that she had just died. We managed to get a plane back the 
next morning and I went to Kernel and stayed with Glenda, who had so 
many things to see to. We went together to identify the body. I didn't 
really feel anything when I saw her, because it seemed to me that it was 
a stone effigy of my sister, that she was not there. In do realise that 
she was old - 87 - but fter mind was still young. She went into 
hospital for an operation on her knee, but it seemed she never really 
recovered from the operation.

So I am sad that I am the last of us three sisters, but then, having 
lost that part of my own family, I now have a much larger family and feel 
fortunate to have so many people close to me that I love - and that have, 
somewhere in themselves, at least a part of my genes. It gives me a 
sense of continuity in this disrupted and disturbing world.

Rusty and I went with two friends on a short trip to France - just 
pottering around Normandy for a few days. The weather was rather 
depressing - rain, cold; but we did have some really marvellous meals, 
which was one of the things we went for. We went to Govenchy - that is 
to Monet's house, where he lived until he died and painted the famous 
pictures of the water-lilies and the bridge. The gardens were really 
beautiful with a great variety of flowers, and the lake and lilies just 
like his paifcMngs. It was a Sunday morning, and coach-loads of tourists 
trailed around under dripping mbrellas, with the Japanese inexorably 
±8±k±g taking pictures of each other, under dripping umbrellas, with 
the famous bridge behind them. We went to Rouen - wonderful old city 
with an amzing amount of the old part still intact, and a splendid 
cathedral. It made a good break, and I felt better for having been away.

Now we're back in boring old Kidlington, two aging people pottering 
around and waiting for new of their books. Rusty's memoirs will be 
punlished by Penguin in South Africa, but they've had the manuscript for 
some time, and don't let him know when they intend publication. Mine is 
doing the round of publishers, who to my astonishment keep turning it 
down. I thought the fiijst one who read it would grab it. Don't they 
know a good book? But actually, of course, I know about all the factors 
that influence publishers' choice, only one being the merit of the book 
itself. My agent is keen on it, so he is keeping on trying.

Freya is approaching 'the terrible twos' - I suppose you have heard of 
them. We went to Brighton to see Keith and Hugh - Julie had gone on 
holiday with some friends. Hugh id really adorable, trotting around 
all over the house. He eats anything, and when he has finished says:
'Aw gone.' A different temperament to Freya - not so inquisitive, more 
placid; but also loves his picture books. His haiar v/as dark when he 
was born - now it is fair.

Nothing more to tell you. Hope the new baby will give you some rest - 
you are experienced parents now.

Much love



CWs(«l»CWJ. •

De a r  Mark,

A b e l a t e d  —ve r y  b e l a t e d  - n o t e  to say t h a n k  y o u  -for -finding my war 
medal rib b o n s ,  and s e n d i n g  t h e m  on to me. I had long -forgotten t hat 
y o u  e ver had them, or that t h e y  had been p r e s e r v e d  -for h i s t o r y  t h r o u g h  
yo u r  school project. It w as v ery n i c e  of you to send t h e m  on so 
quickly. It s aved me -from the sha m e f u l  fate of b e i n g  t he o nly one of a 
d e l e g a t i o n  of about t h i r t y  " v eterans" w ho had ne i t h e r  a r o w  of medals

w h o l e  t rip to B o l o q n a  and t h e r e a b o u t s  was rather fun for a s hort t i m e  
— ful 1 of m a r c h e s  p a s t  w ar memo r i a l s ,  v i s i t s  to war c e m e t r i e s  and 
of f i c i a l  r e c e p t i o n s  etc. Not r e a l l y  my thing. And t h r e e  d a y s  w ere 
about as much as c o u l d  take. M ost of our g roup of a bout t h i r t y  
v e t e r a n s  - no o n e  under t h e  age of s i x t y—eight' — we r e  c o m r a d e s  of a  
s i n g l e  regi m e n t ,  t he "Ca p e t o w n  H i g h l a n d e r s "  can you b e l i e v e  it? They 
h a v e  spent the i n t e r v e n i n g  f i f t y  y e a r s  w ith r e g u l a r  o l d - b o y  e v e n i n g s  
t o g e t h e r  l i ving over t heir war a d v e n t u r e s ,  and e v e r y  f e w  y e a r s  m a k i n g  

(tages to t h e  s c e n e s  of b a t t l e s  t h e y  relive. V e r y  c o nvivial I 
were, but o r d i n a r y  n o n—pol i t i c a l  w h i t e  S outh A f ricans, n ever quii 

t u n e  w i t h  us f i v e  or six "political" v eterans, b l a c k  and white, w h o  
h ad been h a s t i l y  s c r a m b l e d  t o g e t h e r  by  R o n n i e  K a s r i l s  - and never 
q u i t e  sure who we w ere or why we w e r e  t h e r e  among them. I su p p o s e  wt

ist a n t i—i m p e r i a l i s t  e c h o e s  of 
the war, and c o u n t e r b a l a n c e  the spirit of "t h e - b e s t - t i m e - o f - o u r - 1 i f e  
and m i l i t a r y  t r i u m p h a l i s m  r e p r e s e n t e d  by the war—lo v e r s  in the g roup 
and by our A rmy ' m i n d e r s . '

T he r e a s o n  for the w h o l e  K a s r i l s / M i n i s t r y  of D e f e n c e  e x t r a v a g a n z a  wa 
this: B o l o g n a  w a s  a l w a y s  a red s t ronghold. And w hen (1944) Mussolini 
was o v e r t h r o w n  by  t he Italians, h is s u c c e s s o r  Marshal B a d o g l i o  m ade 
p e a c e  w ith the A llied armies. W i t h o u t  any r e c o g n i s a b l e  command, the 
Italian a rmy just d i ssolved. C o n s c r i p t s  s i m p l y  took off f rom the f ro 
and went home. T h e y  had a p retty deep hatred for the Germans, and no 
i n t e n t i o n  of b e i n g  d r a g o o n e d  b ack into some r e o r g a n i s e d  f a s c i s t  a rm 
M a n y  of t h o s e  who r e t u r n e d  to h o m e s  in the B o l o g n a  a r e a  be?gan to 
o r g a n i s e  a g ainst t h e  G e r m a n  occupiers. T h e y  saw t h e m s e l v e s  as s o l d i e  
out of uniform, but patriots. Gradu a l l y ,  t hey got t o gether the most 
s u c c e s s f u l  and pow e r f u l  p a r t i s a n  m o v e m e n t  in Italy. T h e y  h a r a s s e d  an 
sa b o t a g e d  the German a r m i e s  w h i c h  still held the w h o l e  of N o r t h e r n  
Italy. F i f t y  y e a r s  on, it w a s  t h e s e  p a r t i s a n s  - or t heir s u r v i v i n g  
f a m i l i e s  and political r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  - who issued the i n vitation f 
S o u t h  A f r i c a  to join t h e  o fficial c e l e b r a t i o n s  of t he a n n i v e r s a r y  of 
B o l o g n a ' s  liber a t i o n ,  (The South African 6th D i v i s i o n  had o c c u p i e d  a 
key s e ctor of the f ront i m m e d i a t e l y  s o u t h  of B o logna, and been in th 
f o r e f r o n t  of the a s s a u l t  which f i n a l l y  lib e r a t e d  t he c ity in 1945.) 
T h e  SA A r m y  b r a s s  t r i e d  to treat t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  as just a nother 
m i l i t a r y  occasion. Partly for r e r a s o n s  of p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r i d e  and 
p a r t l y  for r e a s o n s  of p olitical p r e d j u d i c e ,  t hey t e n d e d  to p l a y  down 

t he a n t i - f a s c i s t  and a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t  a n gles as much as poss i b l e ,  and 
p l a y  up the m i l i t a r y  t r i u m p h a l i s m  a nd expertise. So our c o n t r i b u t i o n  
to t he e vent c o m b i n e d  full s p i t - a n d - p o l i s h  a rmy s t u f  f rom the 
'official' q u a r t e r s ,  w ith political d e c l a r a t i o n s  in f a v o u r  of 
s o l i d a r i t y ,  w o r l d  peace, b r o t h e r h o o d  and l i b e r t y  f r o m  us 'unoff
icial s'. End result, a sort of c omic opera, w h o s e  h i g h l i g h t  
(low-light?) turned out to  be an i n t e r m i n a b l e  c e r e m o n y  at a military' 
c e m e t a r y  in B o l o g n a  - t h r e e  h o u r s  of C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h  r itual, o v e r l a i d  
w i t h  Polish n a t i o n a l i s t  ritual, and s u r m o u n t e d  by en d l e s s  army ritual 
of g u n - f i r e  salutes, l ast post, t r u m p e t  calls. And then c l i m a x e d  with 
c o m m u n i o n  — h o l y  w a f e r s  and all - a d m i n i s t e r e d  by a t r o u p e  (bevy? 
chorus?) of a r c h - b i s h o p s  in full panoply. I am h a p p y  to  t h i n k  I won't 
b e  around for the n ext h a l f - c e n t u r y  ce l e b r a t i o n s ! .



In your school p r o j e c t  you q u o t e  me as s a y i n g  that war was just blood} 
boring- So it was. But s o m e t h i n g  i n t e r e s t i n g  c a m e  up out of t h i s  trip 
w h i c h  g a v e  even my b o r i n g  bit of war an i n t e r e s t i n g  turn. We revisitec 
the actual s i t e  w h e r e  our D i v i s i o n  had spent s ome six m onths in 
1944/5, w a l k i n g  a r o u n d  and r e m i n i s c i n g  that h e r e  s uch and such 
h a p p e n e d ,  and h e r e  so and so was shot etc etc. T h e  s c e n e  was on t he 
lower s l o p e s  of the A p p e n i n e s  s ome 30 k i l o m e t r e s  s o u t h  of Bologna.
T h a t  r a n g e  c uts a c v r o s s  t he 'leg' of Italy v i r t u a l l y  f r o m  c oast to 
coast, s e p a r a t i n g  t he wide upper p l a i n s  of the N o r t h  f r o m  the southerr 
approach. The German army had r e t r e a t e d  to the t o p s  of the mountains, 
a nd the v e r y  s t e e p  s l o p e s  b ehind t h e m  - at t he foot of w h i c h  lay 
Bologna. On our s i d e  - the S o u t h  side, t h e r e  w e r e  o n l y  t wo s t r a t e g i c  
N o r t h  S o u t h  r o a d s  t h r o u g h  the mountains. Our h e a v i l y  m o t o r i s e d  and 
a r m o u r e d  d i v i s i o n s  c o u l d  o n l y  c r o s s  the mou n t a i n  d i v i d e  by way of 
t h e s e  r o a d s  — w h i c h  t h e  G e r m a n s  c o n t r o l l e d  a b s o l u t e l y  f rom t heir 
p o s i t i o n s  on the hei g h t s ,  w ith - I b e l i e v e  — a fairly small n umber of 
men and h e a v y  artillery. T heir c o m m a n d  of t he area lasted t h r o u g h  t he 
w inter of 44 and until the spring of 45. My unit spent the e n t i r e

1 slopes, o c c a s i o n a l l y  f i r i n g  
ra t h e r  p o i n t l e s s l y  at u n s e e n  t a r g e t s  beyond t he ridge, and o c c a 
s i o n a l l y  b e i n g  shot at - e q u a l l y  p o i n t l e s s l y  — f r o m  the other side.
T h e  f ront d i d n ' t  m o v e  a s i n g l e  yard; the w h o l e  p l a c e  w a s  snow- b o u n d ;  
b oth s i d e s  w e r e  c o n s e r v i n g  a m m u n i t i o n  and petrol, p r e p a r i n g  s t o c k 
p i l e s  Con our s i d e  at least) for the g reat spring day when t he s n o w  
a nd ice w ould melt, and a full frontal a s s a u l t  on the r i d g e  c o u l d  be 
made. War W AS b l o o d y  boring.

Or so  it s eemed to us. But what we d i d n ' t  k now - in f act it is now 
said t hat v i r t u a l l y  no one on the our s i d e  k n e w  - was that a h i d e o u s  

Italian p a r t i s a n s  and c i v i l i a n s  w as t a k i n g  p l a c e  just on 
the o ther s i d e  of the ridge, in p l a c e s  o n l y  t h r e e  or four m i l e s  away. 
We did o c c a s i o n a l l y  meet up with a p a r t i s a n  or two, o p e r a t i n g  on foot 
in t h e  mountains. But what w as going on just over the r i d g e  r e m a i n e d  
t o t a l l y  unknown. In t he spring, our a r m i e s  f i n a l l y  t ook t he r idge 
a fter a t r e m e n d o u s  b a r r a g e  of a r t i l l e r y  a c c o m p a n i e d  by an u n b r o k e n  air 
b o m b a r d m e n t  for several days. Even then, when we p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  and 
p a s t  B o l o g n a  and out t o w a r d s  the Po valley, n mone of us knew any t h i n g  
of what had gone up. P e r h a p s  t h o s e  h i g h e r - u p  did; but n o t h i n g  was 
said. And to me - and to the o t h e r s  in our p arty who had been 
s c a t t e r e d  about v a r i o u s  p l a c e s  in t he f ront lines, it r e m a i n e d  a 
c l o s e d  b ook until we r e t u r n e d  last month. T h i s  is the p art of our war 
that we n ever h e a r d  about. T he Italian p a r t i s a n s  had c r e a t e d  h a v o c  for 
the G e r m a n s  in t h e  a r e a  b eyond the ridge, b l o w i n g  b r i d g e s  and rail 
tr a c k s ,  a m b u s h i n g  c o n v o y s  etc. F i n a l l y  General K e s s e l r i n g ,  t he G e r m a n  
c o m m a n d e r  in Italy, r e a l i s e d  t hat when spring c a m e  his p o s i t i o n  w ould 
be u n t e n a b l e  u n l e s s  he c o u l d  e l i m i n a t e  t he p a r t i s a n s  o p e r a t i n g  b e h i n d  
h i s  lines. H e  e n t r u s t e d  the t ask to o ne M ajor R e d e r . He o r d e r e d  R eder 
to w ipe out t he p a r t i s a n s  by all m e a n s  p o ssible, a d d i n g  w o r d s  to the 
ef f e c t  that ".. evn if t his m eans going b e y o n d  normal m i l i t a r y  
l i m i t s . "

R e d e r  took t h e  c o m m a n d  literally. He had a f orce of 1500 men, which 
went b e y o n d  normal m i l i t a r y  limits. It moved s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  from 
v i l l a g e  to v i l l a g e  in the r e gion b e t w e e n  the r i d g e  and Bologna, 
s e e k i n g  to w i p e  out p a rtisans, who g e n e r a l l y  e vaded t h e m  b e c a u s e  t hey 
w e r e  at h o m e  in t he m o u n t a i n  terrain. R eder took to t e r r o r i s i n g  the 
c i v i l i a n  popul a t i o n ,  th r o u g h  a real r e i g n  of terror, m a s s a c r i n g  
c i v i l i a n s  - men, w o m e n  and c h i l d r e n  - in w a y s  r e m i n i s c e n t  of M y L a i , 
d e s t r o y i n g  h o m e s  and v i llages. W h o l e  p o p u l a t i o p n s  were a s s e m b l e d  in 
c e m e t r i e s  and simply m a c h i n e  g unned w h e r e  they stood. W h e r e  v i l l a g e r s  
t ook to the s a n c t u r y  of the church, the c h u r c h e s  w e r e  s i m p l y  dynamited' 
or set a light, a nd t h o s e  f l e e i n g  w e r e  shot down. It b e c a m e  t he most 
f r i g h t f u l  s e r i e s  of a t r o c i t i e s  of the w hole Italian campaign. In t h e  
rural p e a s a n t  d i s t r i c t  of M a r z a b o t t o ,  w h e r e  we w ere h o u s e d  in our I



re c e n t  jaunt, t h e r e  w ere 1830 dead. S c a r c e l y  a f amily in the area 
h a s n ' t  any r e l a t i v e s  or e v e n  w h o l e  g n e r a t i o n s  of f a m i l i y  listed on the 
m e m o r i a l s  to the m a r t y r e d  dead. So in t hat area, the p a r t i s a n  s pirit 
and t he h i s t o r y  of a fight for life and l i b e r t y  is still alive. For 
t h e m  it is as i m m e d i a t e  and c l o s e  as if it h a p p e n e d  q u i t e  recvently. 
E v e r y o n e  has a s t o r y  of a father, an uncle, a mother, and t e l l s  it as 
t h ough t h e y  died last year. And we w e r e  so c l o s e  by, a l m o s t  w i t h i n  
s h o u t i n g  d i s t a n c e  of it all, and knew n o t h i n g  of it w h a t s o e v e r !

So for the local people, the c e l e b r a t i o n  was l e s s  a bout the c a p t u r e  of 
B o l o g n a  from the G erman a r m i e s  than a bout the h e r o i s m  of t he p a r t i s a n s  
and t he l i b e r a t i o n  of t heir villages. The liberation' was not what the 
m i l i t a r y  and t h e  p o litical e s t a b l i s h m e n t  t r i e d  to m a k e  it - a t r i u m p h  
of A l l i e d  arms. It was the w o rking out of s i m u l t a n e o u s  but 
c o m p l e m e n t a r y  o p e r a t i o n s  by P a r t i s a n s  and A l lied armies. H e n c e  their 
e n t h u s i a s m  for t he S outh Af r i c a n  army, w hich h a p p e n e d  to be t h e r e  
u n k n o w i n g ,  when all the p a r t i s a n  o p e r a t i o n s  were g o i n g  on. And 
h a p p e n e d  a l s o  to be in t he s p e a r h e a d  of the armed f o r c e  w hich f i n a l l y  
s t o r m e d  and o v e r r a n  t h e  G e r m a n  s t r o n g h o l d s  on the r i d g e  in what he 
b e c a m e  known as the b a t t l e  of M o n t e  Sole.

To finish the story: M ajor R eder was a r r e s t e d  a fter t he war and t r i e d  
a s a war c r i m i n a l ,  I t h i n k  in t he N u r e m b u r g  trials. He was found 
g u i l t y  of war c r i m e s  for t h e s e  events, and s e n t e n c e d  to  life 
i m prisonment. T w e n t y  y e a r s  later, f r o m  p r i s o n  he peti t i o n e d  the 
Italian P r e s i d e n t  to  grant h i s  r e l e a s e  as an act of clemency. I t hink 
he w a s  s u f f e r i n g  f r o m  cancer. T he P r e s i d e n t  - p r o b a b l y  r e a l i s i n g  that 
t his w o u l d  be a pol i t i c a l  hot p o t a t o  - p a s s e d  the buck to the 
P r o v i n c i a l  governor; who in due c o u r s e  p assed it to the mayor of 
M a zarbotto. He  d e c i d e d  - c o w a r d i c e  or d e m o c r a t i c  p r i n c i p l e ?  - to r efer 
the matter to the p e o p l e  of t he D i strict. A  r e f e r e n d u m  was held. And 
t he local p o p u l a t i o n  v oted - by s o m e t h i n g  like 1700 to nil - a gainst 
c l emency. T h e y  a t t a c h e d  a v e r y  m oving l i t t l e  s t a t e m e n t  t o  their 
r e s o l u t i o n  - I d on't u n f o r t u n a t e l y  h ave a c opy of it - but it is to 
t h i s  e-ffect: C l e m e n c y  is an act of h u manity, a p p l i c a b l e  o n l y  t o  other 
h u m a n  beings. R e d e r  h as s hown hi m s e l f  to be  less than human, and thus 
u n d e s e r v i n g  of h u m a n  clemency. So Reder d ied in p r i s o n  a few y e a r s  
ago. End of story.

I tell all t h i s  to you b e c a u s e  I know y ou h a v e  an i n t e r e s t  in 
mediaeval history. T h i s  is not q u i t e  mediaeval, but so long ago now 
that it s e e m s  not far off. And you see, I n ow h ave to amend the 
r e m a r k s  you say I m a d e  as r e c o r d e d  in your school project: War IS 
boring. But on ly w hen o n e ' s  v iew and m emory of it is l imited to o n e ' s  
own e x p e r i e n c e s  and horizons. T here is real h i story, real drama. But 
o f t e n  - and c e r t a i n l y  in my c a s e  - o n l y  over there, o n l y  out of view 
b eyond the mountains. And s o m e t i m e s  it t akes all of f i f t y  y e a r s  to 
r e a l i s e  it!

So: your p r o j e c t  - w i t h  r i b b o n s  a t t a c h e d  - h as been r e t u r n e d  to T ony 
for you to do what y o u  l i k e  with it. A g a i n  my many thanks, and love to 
y o u  a n d  Heidi. H o p e  y o u  are both ke e p i n g  well, e n j o y i n g  life, and 
busy. But not so b u s y  that you don't find t i m e  to m ake it over h ere 
again, so t hat we can see y o u  a g a i n  b e f o r e  long.
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