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Recently the diary of a World War I Italian soldier in the front line trenches of Italy in WW I was opened for the world to see.  It has been in the safe keeping of his American born daughter who could not understand the Italian writing.  Today, an Italian scholar has translated and published this remarkable insight into the real life of a brave, hard working soldier fighting in hopeless combat. 

Settimio Damiani was born on October 2nd, 1890, in the little town of Acquaviva Picena, in Le Marche Region, Italy. Settimio was born after his six brothers (Achille, Cesare, Gaetano, Nicola, Serafino and Filippo) – his parents were Eleuterio Damiani and Francesca Pignotti. Until the age of 18, Settimio worked in the fields around his hometown, then had a chance to try his luck in the U.S., where he moved, along with his brother, Achille, in 1909. Achille became a labor broker, and head of the Hod Carriers Union Local  5. The brothers worked in construction and assisted the brick layers.  Eventually they ended up working in factories.  

Soon, Settimio and Achille were joined by Cesare, Gaetano and their cousin Domenico Sabatini. Business was good and Settimio and Gaetano seriously considered about becoming U.S. Citizens, officially filing their request with the American authorities, on November 13th, 1913. At the time this was one of the first steps one had to take in order to apply for US citizenship. Soon after that (possibly within a month) Settimio Damiani returned to Italy to carry out his military service obligation. Gaetano, on the other hand, stayed behind and latter ended up being drafted into the US Army in 1916 and was deployed to France with the US Army's 7th division. While in France he was poisoned during a mustard-gas attack and latter died from complications related to that injury on June 15th 1931. Gaetano is buried in the same cemetery where his brother Settimio rests as well, as other members of the Damiani family, although his grave is in a section reserved for war veterans. 

Cesare returned to Italy to fulfill his military service obligation and recent research point to a premature death in combat, during the Italian-Libyan war, with a special award medal granted to the Damianis in 1922.

But let’s go back to the main character of our incredible story. Settimio Damiani was trained as a soldier in Italy and then, at the outbreak of WWI between his home country and Austria-Hungary, he was sent up in the very front lines, north of the Asiago Plateau. Settimio started keeping a personal diary in which he recorded, up to the very end of the war (spent in Austrian and German p.o.w. camps), all his terrible experiences as a front line infantryman. The diary is incredibly detailed and very well written, especially when considering that back at the beginning of the last century, very few people in Italy (ca. 5-7 %) could actually read and express their emotions and feelings in writings. As a real patriot and a humble, “ordinary hero”, Settimio took part to intense and heavy fighting, first on the Trentino salient, then on the Isonzo river where the Italian generals pushed the most for invading enemy territories, while obtaining minimum territorial gains drenched in terrible manslaughters and absurd bloodbath. After all, the so called Great War was intended as the “War of Material”, where battles were allegedly won by simply sending thousands of young soldiers to the slaughter.

Comprehensive and detailed researches point to Settimio obtaining the rank of corporal at some time during the war, although there is no official record about this well-deserved promotion. He did his job quite thoroughly and in a most dedicated way, often risking his life for his comrades before thinking about himself. 

Eventually, Settimio had to fight his last battle, tasked with the impossible mission of repelling the Austro-German push, during the infamous rout of the Italian army at Caporetto, in November 1917 (as very well depicted also in Hemingway’s “Farewell To Arms”). Settimio did his very best, but was eventually surrounded and taken prisoner by the enemy. From then on, he had to endure a terrible hardship while spending more than a year in at least three concentration camps, in Austria and then Germany. He suffered from famine, disease and, most of all, the cold, while he was barely able to cover himself with simple sheet of papers! Still, he never gave up writing his diary, even when he was forced to barter his trustworthy pen with a couple of crackers!! 

Eventually, in late 1918, Settimio was transferred to a fortress-prison in Strasbourg, where he could prove his craftsmanship and was therefore allowed to work along with civilians, thus slightly improving his conditions as a prisoner of war.

In 1919 Settimio was released and came back to Italy. He married Federica Silenzi from San Benedetto del Tronto, had his first child, Eleuterio. Shortly after Eleuterio's birth Settimio returned to Chicago Heights to rejoin Achille and look for work, leaving his wife and newborn son behind. He sent for them 5 years latter, and they joined him in Chicago Heights in the summer of 1926.They ended up having 3 more children here in the United States; Cesare (Chet), Gaetano (Guy) and Nicolena (Lena). 

In a short article, published on his American factory’s internal newspaper, Settimio Damiani was depicted as a good man, trustworthy, highly skilled and reliable. We can say that Settimio was a no-nonsense hard worker, who faced every single challenge in his life, no matter how much hard and demanding, with undisputed and indomitable willpower and sheer dedication.

His first son, Eleuterio, joined the U.S. Air Force and was on a troop ship on December 7th, 1941 on the way  to Pearl Harbor and had to turn around because of the bombing, while Cesare fought for 10 months in the Korean War. Before becoming a university teacher in Chicago, Gaetano served in the  Army in Germany.

Before passing away, on January 1st, 1979, Settimio Damiani had a chance to get to know his nephew Tim, Cesare’s son, to whom he told the tale of his terrible war experiences while the young kid listened in total awe. Tim later discovered the original diary written by his Granddad but, in spite of his Italian roots, he could never discern, nor understand the ca. 80 pages of thick and nervous calligraphy. 

The Diary itself has it's own story.  Gaetano, the university teacher, was a linguist, but still he couldn't decipher it. His brother Chet told him  not to lose it because it was a historical document and that it  covered the same battle Ernest Hemingway vividly depicted in “Farewell to Arms”.  Chet even contacted a professor at Loyola University in Chicago who is versed in Italian history, but he never returned his call, so he got discouraged.  Eventually, Tim Damiani, Nicolena’s nephew, got hold of the diary as well. Again, in spite of more painstaking efforts, no one could interpret it or seemed interested enough. Everybody got discouraged, but Tim is the one who did not give up and these days all the Damianis are so grateful to him, and to the Italian historian who eventually decrypted the diary.

Tim contacted an Italian website, entirely dedicated to the First World War and run by Italian historian and writer Alessandro Gualtieri (www.lagrandeguerra.net), seeking help for the translation of the diary. Mr. Gualtieri welcomed such a unique chance to read such an in-depth, first person account and soon decided to start thorough researches to eventually make a real book out of Settimio’s incredible experiences.

Alessandro Gualtieri, co-authoring the book with another WWI Italian historian and journalist, Giovanni Dalle Fusine,  finalized his research and iconographic material with a specialized publisher from Brescia, Italy, which has published the 168 pages book in January 2009. 

Alessandro Gualtieri personally translated the English version of the book, titled: “An Italian forever”. The International version of the book, “An Italian Forever”, is currently availabe at bookshops worldwide and on the Internet (Amazon.com).

The 2009 schedule of presentations of the book includes one official event, hosted and supported by the Municipality and the Italian Authorities of Acquaviva Picena and San Benedetto del Tronto, Italy, and a major promotion event in Chicago.

The Foreword by Chester (Cesare) Damiani

and Lee (Nicolena Damiani) Malizia (as published in the book)

We were all too busy with our personal lives and struggles to notice.  The importance of our father’s diary evolved over many years.  Looking back, did we know it even existed?  If we knew, we didn’t place any importance on it.  As the years went by, four events changed our perspective.

First, an article in the factory newsletter, where he worked, referred to a diary.  Our father worked in the Maintenance Department of a glass container factory in Chicago Heights , Illinois , 30 miles south of Chicago .  I (Chet) worked there, too, in the Storeroom.  His Foreman was Angelo Primavera who wrote a monthly newsletter for the factory employees.  I recall Angelo shouting out every morning at the start of work “Andiamo, Andiamo” (“let’s go, let’s go”) as the men were milling about.

Angelo interviewed different employees to get stories for his monthly newsletter.  Around 1957 an article appeared in the newsletter and mentioned the diary our father had written in Italy as an Italian soldier in The Great War of 1914-1919.  An off hand remark in the article“this should make interesting reading” piqued my interest years later.  Our father never talked to his family about the diary.  If he did, it went in one ear and out the other.  We do not recall any conversation about his war experience.  When questioning our older brother, Ted, (Eleuterio) all he remembered was Dad saying the best meal he had was potatoe skins one time during incarceration in the concentration camp.  That newsletter turned out to be a turning point in a chain of events.

The second event was when we learned Ernest Hemmingway’s best seller,  A Farewell to Arms,  talked about the same battle our father, Settimio, fought in.

A third point was when our brother, Guy (Gaetano) found the diary in a basement which had flooded.  That was approximately 25 years after our father’s death. I can just picture Guy walking in puddles of water on a rainy night wearing his Greek/Italian fisherman’s cap tilted to one side and then walking down the basement steps.  It was a wonder he even found the diary because our father had died several years before, and our step-mother, Rosa , had a penchant for tossing things out.  She was a minimalist and didn’t like odd things lying around.   Little by little the diary started to gain momentum.    

My son Tim liked to spend time with our father.  As a child, Tim would often go over to our father's home, about 5 houses down the street, and they would have chats.  Perhaps this bond between Tim and his grandfather was the catalyst that made it all happen.  Years later when the adult Tim learned about the diary, he asked about it.   I had a copy, intending to search for a college professor who specialized in Italian history so it could be translated in English.  It was written in Italian and not an easy read due to dialect, geographical references, etc.  I became discouraged when a university professor I had contacted for translation help did not return my calls.  Tim, however, was more tenacious.   Through the internet, he found a history scholar who had studied and done research on The Great War, wrote a book about it, and created a marvelous website.  We

struck gold in this find!  Alessandro Gualtieri, who lives half way across the globe in Milan was shown the battlefields of the Great War by his grandmother when he was just a child.  From this, a life long passion to learn all he could about Italian war history has guided his life as a scholar. All of his research and writing is about the Great War.  For Alessandro, our father’s diary is a golden key to history’s secrets. 

Few Italians could read and write in those days.  Our father wrote about this war in great detail just as it was happening. 

We often have wondered where our father got the idea to journal.  Was it from another soldier?  Was it his way to keep his sanity?

AFter the traumatic experiences of this mortal combat, our father never took food or kindness for granted.    He savored both.  He was very appreciative of nurses and staff who treated his wounds in a Red Cross Hospital  in northern Italy.    To the day he died, he always wanted to give a little something extra  for the nurses and aids who cared for him in the nursing home.

His extremely strong work ethic was a solid part of his character.  He was the one sent into the blazing hot furnaces of the glass factory to repair the bricks in the roof of the furnaces, dressed in his spaceman-like asbestos suit.  A Supervisor was once asked why he chose certain men to do important jobs.  He said in his street wise vernacular, "you always ride the horse that runs”.  This dedication, tenacity, and determination may have been what kept him alive during those horrible war years.  Thousands of his comrades didn’t make it.  Lives were extinguished before his eyes.  He did not share any of it with his family.  It was too hard to relive.   Almost 100 years later, it is equally hard to read.  If I hated war before, I abhor it after reading these plain words of our hero, Settimio Damiani.   It turned otherwise decent men into monsters and led thousands upon thousands of young men to slaughter. 

Through this wonderful diary, we have been given back our father, a quiet man who speaks to us now.   He has become our hero, a brave young man who faced imminent death constantly and gave his all to his comrades.   This is the spirit of Settimio Damiani which he left with us. 

Chester (Cesare) Damiani

Lee (Nicolena Damiani) Malizia

The “story behind the cover picture of the book”
There is a very interesting story also behind the Italian flag featured on the book cover.

It's an original photograph, taken in 1916 on Mount St. Michael (Monte San Michele) near Gorizia, on the Carso Plateau - right where the main battles between Italy and Austria-Hungary were fought throughout the Great War (two of them featuring Settimio Damiani as infantryman).   

Ideally, the missing white fabric in the very middle of the flag is "filled in" by Settimio's account as "An Italian forever". 

The flag symbolizes the Italian strength and indomitable willpower to win the struggle and eventually emerge victorious from the Great War endeavour. 

No matter the thousands cannonades, the flag is still standing on the top of the mountain and so is the Italian courage and sheer determination to put up with even the most terrible sacrifices to preserve freedom and eventually peace.. 

Authors’ Bios
Alessandro Gualtieri

Alessandro Gualtieri lives and was born in Milan, Italy, in 1964. He is a scholar of the Great War and has also published other comprehensive books  on the subject. He is the editor and webmaster of the website “www.lagrandeguerra.net” and the chairman of the “Centro Studi Informatico La Grande Guerra”  (www.csigrandeguerra.it) a private association of researchers and scholars of the First World War.

Giovanni Dalle Fusine

Giovanni Dalle Fusine lives and works near Vicenza, Italy. He writes for many Italian newspapers and magazines, including “L’Altopiano”, “Il Vicenza”, “Le Tre Venezie”, and “E-Polys”. He also manages many local press offices on the Asiago Plateau and is the co-editor of the website www.lagrandeguerra.net.
For more information and other press releases,

please contact Alessandro Gualtieri at: alessandro.gualtieri@ezmail.it

.
###

