
 
 
LA STAMPA – 4th JULY 1993. 
 
Marie-José of Belgium 
 
That weak king who always obeyed il Duce 
 
CUERNAVACA 
 
This is the queen’s last refuge, in an ancient city in Mexico, in a villa surrounded by 
eucalyptus trees and bougainvillea, 500 metres from the home of President Salinas, and 200 
metres after the Shah’s residence. She has three people living with her – a butler, a maid, 
and a nurse. In the small garden, security guards keep watch, carrying assault rifles. 
She chose to move to Mexico for the climate, chose the city of Cuernavaca because her 
daughter Maria Beatrice lived here, and chose this home for the good acoustics. She came 
to Mexico two years ago, as a guest of her daughter and Argentine son-in-law Luisa Reyna 
who teaches law at the local university, and never left. There were rumours of her leaving 
Switzerland due to disagreements with her children Vittorio Emanuele and Maria Gabriella, 
though she denies this. “My children are all the same.”  
 
She has brought some rare pieces from her past life with her, including many photographs 
with personal inscriptions – everyone from the conductor Toscanini to President Pertini – 
and, most of all, the most important piece from her life, her Bechstein grand piano, which 
was a gift from her parents – Leopold and Elisabeth of Belgium – upon her marriage to the 
crown prince of Italy, Umberto, on 8 January 1930. This is a place of music. The former 
queen promotes a series of concerts, such as the current one featuring Mexican pianist Raul 
Herrera who has come upon her invitation. There are about thirty guests, diplomats, 
writers, aristocratic ladies, a female Mexican senator, all welcomed by Maria Beatrice and 
her husband. The queen, dressed in red, sits in an armchair, with a cane, and a dog at her 
feet. She listens to the music from nineteenth-century Mexico, surrounded by her small 
court.  
 
“What do I remember about 25 July? I was at the Quirinale looking out the window. My 
daughter Maria Pia was with me. I told her, ‘Look, something historic is happening.’ They 
were knocking down a statue on the far edges of the gardens.”  
 
Marie-José of Belgium is in the sitting room of her Mexican home, recalling for us the day 
that marked the end of fascism and the extremely brief but intense popularity of the 
monarchy. The last queen of Italy will soon turn 87 (on 4th August) and doesn’t get around 
very well. She has a hard time remembering dates. But her opinions are firm and her 
reactions strong, especially when talking about fascism and her father-in-law Vittorio 
Emanuele III’s cowardly entourage. She is brutally honest to the point of almost being 
reckless, without holding back, using words that the royals were not supposed to use.  
 
She is wearing pronounced red lipstick and has large dreamy turquoise eyes that can light 
up with her smile or turn hard when she’s suddenly  bothered. Her hands are gnarled, and 



she has long fingernails painted red. Luis Reyna – Maria Beatrice’s husband – is here for our 
meeting, and he’s very attentive to his mother-in-law, treating her with deference as queen, 
watching carefully as she answers, seemingly fearful of how frank she is being but without 
influencing her. He tries – and fails – to discourage her from smoking because her doctor 
has forbidden it. The queen smokes with pleasure, almost as a dare.  
 
Your majesty, what did you do that day?  
 
What could I do? Should I have cried because Mussolini was gone? 
 
Did you see what people were doing?  
 
I saw them knock down that statue, and that was it. I don’t even remember what it was. It 
was one of those ugly statues from that time period. There was a lot of talk at that time, and 
people said that fascism was over. Yet, it still exists, and many people think like that, with 
fascism still there deep down.  
 
What were people saying in your family about the fall of Il Duce? 
 
The king confessed that he had a pistol in his pocket when he had to tell Mussolini to go. 
Mussolini was a dangerous person, with that look in his eyes!  
 
Mussolini was put in an ambulance in Villa Savoia right after the meeting. There was a lot of 
criticism because the king had Il Duce arrested in his private residence. 
 
Yes, but what should he have done? People said it wasn’t legal. The king followed the 
Statute, which said that the king had the power to nominate or revoke the prime minister.  
 
When did you realise fascism was on its way out?  
 
I understood little by little. You could see people were disconnected from fascism, ever 
more disconnected. They talked to me about it in the street. You could hear people say, 
“That animal! That idiot!” 
 
But you couldn’t have found out only from the people? According to the Quirinale palace, 
you were said to have direct information. Didn’t you speak with the Minister to the Royal 
Household, Count Acquarone? 
 
Yes. He told me, “You’ll see. You’ll see. It will all be OK.”  
 
Did you see Acquarone often?  
 
I saw him to tell him I was staying in contact with the anti-fascists. I saw all of the people the 
king didn’t see. So Vittorio Emanuele got very angry.  
 
Who were these anti-fascists? 
 



They were ordinary people, regular people. They came to the Quirinale speaking from the 
heart. People need to be able to speak instead of never being able to say anything.  
 
Was your husband angry because you’d see these anti-fascists? 
 
Not really. After they saw me, he’d call to them sometimes. He’d see them leave and try to 
meet them.  
 
When did you realize that Mussolini was going to be sent away? 
 
They’d always said it wouldn’t end well. Just as all dictatorships don’t. Franco was quite 
clever, but he was the only dictator capable of what he did.   
 
In your opinion, what marked the end for Mussolini? 
 
There was no longer love for him among the people. They lost respect. Too many people 
realized it was all going to rack and ruin. Little by little and then that feeling spread like 
wildfire.  
 
Did you have a lot of opportunity to see Il Duce? 
 
I saw him when I needed to ask for something for the Red Cross. I would go to Palazzo 
Venezia. He was always very kind.  
 
Did you address one another with the voi [extremely formal, often used for royalty] or lei 
[formal] form of speaking? 
 
I use the lei form with everyone. I never use the tu [informal] form except with my children. 
[The queen stops, lowers her voice, laughs and says:] And my lovers. [She raises her voice:] 
And my husband.  
 
What were these meetings with Mussolini like? 
 
When he was in a good mood, I got what I wanted right away. But if there was an article 
criticizing him, he’d hold the newspaper in his hands, complaining the whole time: aah! aah! 
[The queen imitates the sound of an angry dog]. Oh and he’d also pull on the curtain. There 
was a curtain behind him, and he’d cry out at it: aah! aah! 
 
Did he seem like a monster to you? 
 
A monster no, but irritable yes. He was like a lion. And I’m a lion too. And we each feared 
the other.  
 
What was your opinion of Mussolini as a man? 
 
He was like a professor, certainly better than Hitler. He had expressive eyes, a warm voice, a 
beautiful gaze. There was something Roman in him.  



 
When did you last see Mussolini?  
 
A few days before 25th July. I asked him how things were going. And he said, “Oh, Europe is 
going in a bad direction, it’s a horrible period.” I had gone to see him to talk about a hospital 
I’d seen in Pesaro. They didn’t have beds. There were three women in one bed. Mussolini 
was really struck by this. [She takes a naughty tone]. Maybe he wanted to be in that bed! 
With three women! [She laughs].  
 
He acted fast. That night he called to tell me he’d made sure there would be enough beds.  
 
Did you have the sense that many women found him attractive? 
 
Oh yes. And Petacci, didn’t she die with him? 
 
Did you meet Clara Petacci, his mistress? 
 
No. I knew about her. I’d seen photographs. I met Mussolini’s daughter Edda. She was 
charming, strange. They wanted her to be a Red Cross nurse without passing the exams. 
That wasn’t possible. I didn’t have the honour of meeting Petacci.  
 
Did you know his wife Rachele? 
 
I’d seen her. We never spoke. She was a good person.  
 
What kind of relationship did you have with Queen Elena? 
 
Wonderful. I adored my mother-in-law.  
 
What about King Vittorio? 
 
Less so. He called me “the Belgian.” He was kind at first. Then he found out I was in contact 
with anti-fascists, and he was furious. He told me I shouldn’t see any of them. He told me, 
“You shouldn’t see people I can’t see.” What a show of weakness, right? What is the point of 
being king?  
 
Was he such a weak man? 
 
No, I shouldn’t say that. Based on how he carried himself. He was kind with the family. But 
he never spoke with my husband.  
 
Why? 
 
He was jealous of his standing. They didn’t speak at all. The king didn’t prepare him for 
anything. One day, my husband said, “My father doesn’t keep me up-to-date about 
anything.”  
 



What did Umberto do? 
 
Nothing. What could he do? Before the king, my husband was like this… [she lowers her 
head like she’s bowing]. My mother [Elisabeth, the queen of Belgium] was always so 
surprised. It seemed like we were in China with all of that bowing.  
 
What was life like at the Quirinale in those days? 
 
I don’t know. I was busy. I headed up the Red Cross nurses.  
 
Did you see your husband?  
 
I saw him every day, at lunch or just for a moment. He talked about the usual things.  
 
He didn’t say anything to you with the fall of fascism? 
 
No. He didn’t speak about these things. It was one long silence.  
 
Did the king and queen talk? 
 
I don’t know. I know Vittorio Emanuele was kind to her. He loved her. [She stops and takes a 
secretive tone]. The king really loved my mother. Once, in the lift… She used a lot of 
powder, he embraced her, pounced on her, and got covered in powder. When he came out, 
he was all white. 
 
Did he like the ladies?  
 
Yes, and my mother was a lady. 
 
Was he a coureur de femmes?  
 
Oh no, no, but he did like the ladies. There are those who don’t like the ladies but he did. He 
adored my mother and did whatever she asked. At San Rossore racecourse there was a 
special box just for her, far from the others.  
 
What did Vittorio Emanuele think about Mussolini? 
 
He always saw him and did whatever Mussolini wanted. He always obeyed. Until he called 
him to send him away.  
 
Did you ever see them together? 
 
Never. Mussolini came to the Quirinale once a week to speak to the king. But I never played 
spy.   
 
What about when Hitler came to Rome?  
 



They were both cross. It was challenging… Hitler would say, “Bacci, bacci” [the queen 
clenches her teeth imitating Hitler]. The king couldn’t stand him and Mussolini was very 
cold. There should have been a revolver, to kill him.  
 
What did you think about Hitler? 
 
Hitler was very unpleasant. And he’d written “Mein Kampf”, which I read. He wrote about 
everything he planned to do, the concentration camps, killing Jews. Philipp, Landgrave of 
Hesse – Mafalda’s husband – gave it to me. I read it and had other people read it. Yes, if I’d 
had a revolver, I would have shot him. I think I would have had the strength to do it.  
 
Did the royal family read “Mein Kampf”? 
 
I spoke to them about it, but they told me they weren’t interested.  
 
Umberto didn’t read it either? 
 
No.  
 
How did you react when the king signed the racial laws? 
 
I was angry, but I couldn’t do anything.  
 
Did you ever meet Hitler? 
 
Yes, he was a little man with a moustache. He looked like Charlie Chaplin. He could have 
been an Austrian taxi driver. He lived with that horrendously ugly woman, but it was clear 
that he didn’t like women.  
 
Where did you meet him?  
 
I went to see him in his eagle’s nest, Berghof. My brother, King Leopold, sent me, as he was 
a prisoner in the castle of Laeken, in Belgium, which was occupied by the Nazis. Hitler was 
quite friendly, bowing many times, but this didn’t really impress me.  
 
Were you able to obtain results? 
 
Not really. He kept saying, “Nein! Nein!” 
 
How did you treat him? Like a lion? 
 
I treated him like a human being. He was sitting there, and I was waiting for a yes or no, and 
he said: “Nein!” 
 
What relationship did you have with the party officials who took down Mussolini? 
 



I knew Grandi and Ciano. Galeazzo Ciano was not attractive but he was kind and cheerful. 
He was well informed. Before the war, I scolded him for playing golf with the British 
ambassador, but in the end, it was a good thing because he got useful information.  
 
Did he pursue you? 
 
[The queen hides her embarrassment, responding in French:] “Un petit peu, n’est-ce pas?” 
 
Did you know Italo Balbo very well? 
 
I travelled in Africa with him, when he was governor-general of Libya.  
 
Did you know that Mussolini was very jealous of Balbo? 
 
Everyone knew! 
 
But you knew in a different way, didn’t you? 
 
I spoke with Balbo. And Balbo spoke out against the regime.  
 
Was he charming? 
 
He was cheerful, and he spoke openly against fascism, Mussolini, against everyone. He was 
what they would call outspoken.  
 
Did you have a relationship with the Vatican in that period?  
 
I knew Pius XII from when he was Cardinal Pacelli. We ran into each other once in Saint 
Peter’s, walking together for a while and then he said, “Now I have to leave you. I have to go 
somewhere you can’t go.” And he went inside and came out a pope. They say I brought him 
luck. I saw Monsignor Montini in that period but not at the Quirinale. I had to visit him at 
the home of friends. He was a very intelligent man. And I would see Benedetto Croce.  
 
At the Quirinale? 
 
Oh no no. We would meet in Pompei. There was someone who would help us get together, 
Countess Jaccarino. It was worth it. Croce told me that fascism would be the ruin of Italy, 
that it would end and we’d go through a difficult period. But then life would go on.  
 
You were close with the Aosta family, right? 
 
Yes.  
 
But weren’t they fascists?  
 
In the end, they weren’t. Because Amedeo was tired of having that Colonial Minister all over 
him. Fascist? He told me he wasn’t, and he told me it was all going in the wrong direction.  



 
Were you close friends? 
 
He was a cousin. He was a fun, charming man and he was courageous. Not like those idiots 
all around. [The queen laughs for a long while, not wanting to name names] I have to say 
that the king was courageous. My husband was very courageous. No, it was the people 
around them… 
 
Did Badoglio seem courageous? 
 
I wouldn’t say so, no he wasn’t.  
 
What did you think about the king leaving for Brindisi after 8th September, or as many call it, 
the escape from Pescara? 
 
Badoglio set all of that up. It was ridiculous. He got scared and then… I don’t know. My 
husband wanted to return to Rome. He kept saying, “My place is in Rome.”  
 
What about the king? 
 
He was too weak as I’ve said.  
 
What did you think of Badoglio? 
 
He had a lot of ambition, and he was very lucky. Napoleon used to say that it was important 
for a general to be lucky.  
 
One thing he said, but he never explained was: “Fascism has been defeated, Mussolini is 
out, but the war continues.” I didn’t understand why the war needed to continue.  
 
But after the end of fascism, you were longer in Rome.  
 
No, the king sent me to Sant’Anna di Valdieri near Cuneo. I asked him, “What have I done? 
Why are you sending me away?” He responded, “Because you see people I can’t see.”  
 
Was it a punishment? 
 
Yes. I left Rome with the children and two people, Ms. Smith and someone else, I can’t 
remember her name. Then we passed through Val d’Aosta, the castle in Sarre. 
 
Did you see your husband up there? 
 
I don’t remember, it didn’t last very long. After 8th September, Professor Arena came and 
told us that the Germans were making their way north, that they’d come to Sarre. So I took 
the car, loaded up all of the trunks, and we left for Switzerland.  
 
At that time, did you think fascism was over or that it would see a resurgence?  



 
In that moment, I only thought about taking action so as to not be captured by the 
Germans. Some of the family members were captured: Mafalda and the children. It was 
shameful. They abandoned her and she ended up in a concentration camp. I heard that 
they’d put her with the prostitutes. They were very kind. [The queen laughs]. Yes, kind and 
she always kept her spirits up. She made everyone laugh and encouraged them.  
 
Did Umberto come to see you in Switzerland? 
 
A few times. He was very busy. He had become a lieutenant.  
 
Is it true that he wanted to join the Resistance?  
 
Yes, he was supposed to have taken an airplane to go there. But that plane crashed. So 
Montezemolo, his aide-de-camp, who was superstitious said, “Do we have to fly? That’s a 
sign that it’s not a good idea.” So they didn’t do anything.  
 
Did you ever think of joining the Resistance? 
 
This is a regret I have. Because there were officials near us, upstanding people, who came to 
say, “You should escape in the night and join us.”  
 
Why didn’t you? 
 
You know it wasn’t because I was afraid. Oh I could take down so many people with a gun in 
hand [she laughs].  I didn’t do it because it seemed like something a bit reckless at the time. 
Looking back, I should have gone.  
 
There are written accounts of how, after the liberation, you returned to Italy from St. 
Bernard, heading down to Aosta on skis.  
 
On skis? I was not very good at skiing. My husband was a good skier. I did rock climbing. 
There was a man from Val d’Aosta, Dufay, who was very good, and I climbed with him many 
times. I went down with him on foot to a place where there was a car. I walked very well. 
 
How was it when you returned to Italy? 
 
Insults left and right. They recognized you and insulted you the whole time.  
 
They insulted you? 
 
Yes. They called me figlia di puttana [“daughter of a whore”]. And then I’d really slap back. 
 
Did they insult you in Val d’Aosta? 
 
No. It was when I returned to Rome. Life got almost back to normal. I liked to go out with 
my husband at night incognito. We would walk through the alleyways and streets. But when 



I went to concerts people would turn around and call me “daughter of a whore.” So I told 
my mother, “Do you want to know how they treat you? Like a whore!” 
 
What was Rome like when you returned? 
 
It was more or less like before but people were speaking in the streets. There was more 
freedom. I was surprised by people, and I said, “Before, nobody dared speak like this.” And 
they would say, “Now that we can, we must tell you that you are a terrible beast.” Well, 
what a compliment. I prefer beasts to people, and I didn’t care if they insulted me.  
 
Did you understand the monarchy was coming to an end?  
 
Yes. We also knew that even the Vatican supported the Republic.  
 
How did you vote on 2 June?  
 
I abstained with a blank ballot. My husband did too. I had suggested it and he responded, 
“Yes, you are right.” It was more chic that way. Republic or monarchy? No! 
 
And what about after? Wasn’t it shocking when you were forced to leave to go into exile?  
 
Forced to leave? No. Freedom! They don’t know me. I’m a lion not a person. Freedom. Like 
now. I’m free. They wanted to see me crying, but I never cry. I read the newspapers. “She 
burst into tears. Her face was contorted with tears.” That’s not true. I have the strength not 
to cry. I don’t do it. I find it useless.  
 
Didn’t you care about being queen? 
 
Oh no! It’s a terrible bore. What can you do as a sovereign? You couldn’t do anything in that 
period. Reigning is a horrible line of work. If all goes well, things are just OK. If it goes bad, 
it’s all your fault.  
 
Didn’t you care about the Italian people? 
 
About the people yes. Much better than the aristocracy. I really liked the Val d’Aosta 
because you lived there with simpler people, the guides, the farmers. The people are 
intelligent while the aristocracy is… 
 
Exile must have been terrible for your husband. What did he think? 
 
I don’t know. He didn’t speak much about his impressions.  
 
What about your children? How did they react to all of this? 
 
Like children. They laughed, played. When we got to Cascais [Portugal], Maria Beatrice 
called it “Porcogallo.” She was very small but already a firecracker.  
 



Did many people come from Italy to visit the royal family? 
 
Fortunately, no. We lived in peace.  
 
Don’t you miss Italy? 
 
I loved Italy very much. I was happy, happy to live there.  
 
Would you return? 
 
Yes, yes.  
 
Why do you live in Mexico?  
 
Here nobody insults me. But I don’t have any regrets. I don’t have sad memories. I cancel 
out the difficult, horrible, unpleasant ones.  
 
Giorgio Calcagno 
Alain Elkann 


