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MEMORIAL SITES ON THE ITALIAN SIDE OF DOBERDO

Gorizia – San Martino del Carso – San Michele – 
Fogliano – Redipuglia - Aurisina

From whichever direction we approach Gorizia its castle, untouched by the ravages of 
history and the most striking spectacle of the topic for our tour, is visible from a great 
distance. In our case we followed the ’Castello’ signs from the centre of town. You 
enter the castle through an ornate gate in the massive walls, defended by angled basti-
ons. Aboved it the Double-Headed-Eagle in stone relief bears witness to Habsburg rule 
here from the beginning of the fifteen hundreds to the end of the First World War. On a 
board in front of the gate we read that it is named Porta Leopoldi, ie. Leopold’s Gate, to 
commemorate the visit here by Emporer Leopold in � 600. You can drive through but it 
isn’t worth it, as that way you can’t appreciate how a ’barbacan’ works. In German this 
’straitening’ is called a ’swinger’ and on entering the gate you get the apropriateness of 
the terminology as the walls press in on you. The Hungarian term ’slaughter passage’ 
is equally apt. From the battlements could pour down stones, shot and  boiling oil onto 
the attackers. As we progress along the battlements into the castle we go back centuries. 
You don’t have to be a military historian to realise the round battlements of the citadel 
were built in the early middle ages. The Winged Lion tells us of Venetian rule here until 
the start of the fifteenth century. The citadel gate is particularly daunting and to make it 
more so emplacements for wall-battering cannon can be seen inside the bastions at  base 
of the massive walls. In the rooms of the citadel can be seen exhibitions depicting life 
as it was in medieval times. 

Beneath the citadel and forming the inner 
perimeter of the castle are the renaissance 
palaces of the aristocratic families from 
the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. 
Before one of them a simple plaque and 
flag invites you into an exhibition of the 
Great war. In the same way that a museum 
was essential in Slovenian Kabarida so was 
an Italian one here in Gorizia, which town 
suffered the most.  Before the war Görz 
had 31 000 inhabitants. Under the first Ita-
lian assault 15 000 fled. When the Italian 
units entered on August the 8th. �9�6 the-
re were only 3 000 left. The Austro-Hun-
garian forces recaptured it in the Twelfth 
Battle of Isonzo. After the war it became 
Italian again and after the Second World 
War they shared it withn the Slovenes. 
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The first collection of artifacts from the War, comprised largely of donated items, was 
created immediately after that War with the result that photos and weapons were thrown 
together without any particular reference to each other. A properly constructed exhibi-
tion succeeded it in �938 but the arrangers were unable to divorce themselves from the 
mood of the day, ie. that in which Italy was preparing for the Second World War. The 
current exhibition, in which we find no trace of the previous approach, opened in 1996. 
Its director has avoided bombast, doesn’t present us with a collection of heroes, only 
suffering human beings, and we don’t feel we have to view Italian soldiers in one light 
and the Austro-Hungarians in another. For instance, in one room where we see soldiers 
in attack or sprawled lifeless before the trenches the overall impression  is that in their 
rush to death both sides were defending the same things: God, wife and mother. Only 
the uniforms differed.

The exhibition is spread through eight rooms. In the first maps and drafts show how the 
conflict of interest between the powers lead to war. This is an Italian museum yet we feel 
we have seen before the front page-press photographs of the time showing individual 
soldiers’ portraits and troops marching to war in a shower of flowers. ’War!’ shouted the 
Hungarian papers. ’Guerra!’ is blazoned on the front page of Della Sera. Familiar too 
the pictures of soldiers bidding goodbye to their families. The soldier full of optimism, 
but the wife’s aprehensive look suggests she can guess what awaits him. 

Subsequent rooms show us where they went so enthusiastically. In a little side-room, 
before we come face-to-face with the weapons and progress from photo to photo, we 
can watch bits of newsreel which bring to life the role of the inanimate objects on disp-
lay.  The film is in Italian but that’s by the bye if we are interested not in history but in 
what actually happened: soldiers shaking with fear as machine-gun fire rips over the 
trenches, the explosions or the collapsing bodies of charging infantry.

In the middle of the second room  there’s a model of a trench network. In front of the 
frontline trenches run the palisades and barbed wire to hold up the attacking enemy. 
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THE AuSTRO-HuNGARIAN CEMETERIES OF THE SLOvENIAN KARST
Ajševica – Osek –Črniče – Štanjel – Dutovlje – Sežana –Lokev –Komen – Sveto –

Nova Vas – Renče – Volčja Draga

On the north edge of the Karst plateau the villages of the Nova Gorica – Lubliana road 
offer an archaic picture. The higher hills are dominated by castles. The bell-towers are 
encircled by houses of bare karst stone and some are unoccupied. It is the business of 
these villages to care for the cemeteries, if, in their own way, they do complete the job, 
which is rarely more than simply mowing the grass. The grass can, on occassion, obs-
cure the gravestones, however, a week later, we enter a carefully mown cemetery. There 
are settlements where the little yellow sign with three crosses, denoting the cemetery, is 
immediately evident but we have no difficulty in finding what we’re looking for. If we 
just ask: „Vojasko pokupaliste?” we will be readily directed.

The first village is Ajsevica where, at the top of a gentle slope, we reach the cemetery 
surrounded by a wood. A flowery meadow with trees, we might think, if we did not no-
tice in the middle a small cylindrical tomb and, here and there amongst the trees, some 
gravestones which tell us 
this is a cemetery.
From the names on the 
small plaques fixed to the 
stone crosses cemented 
on to the parapet we can 
see how multi-ethnic the 
monarchy’s army was. 
These memorials are proof 
that conscience awakes in 
many regions. On a droo-
ping ribbon can be read 
the names of a family from 
Békes County. Next to it a 
small plaque, recently pla-
ced, informs us, not without a certain reproach, that a Slovak boy from near Trencsén 
was drafted into the Hungarian Army and whose bones are now turning to dust in this 
cemetery become flowery meadow.

Before we get to Osek the little yellow cemetery sign tells us to go left. First we cross 
a bridge over a small stream, after which the road winds on through carefully tended 
vines. The cemetery soon appears and is indicated, not by gravestones, but by cypresses 
standing in the centre. There is a bare stone cross and three gravestones with inscrip-
tions. One has been raised to a Croat soldier. Here not only is the memory of the soldier 
preserved but also the only remaining block of stone from the original cemetery. On the 
other gravestone we read that Bago Ante, whose grave it is, came to the front from Mos-
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tar.  The third rises above 
the decaying bones of an 
Austrian soldier. The ce-
metery is evidently cared 
for and is included in the 
region’s tourist route. Ac-
cording to the board posted 
here these men died in the 
nearby field hospital. For 
the next cemetery we have 
to turn right from the centre 
of the village of Crenice, (if 
we’re going to Ljubliana).  
We first follow a stone wall 

and then, after a good road with gardens on either side, we find it next to the public 
cemetery.

A double row of cypresses leads to a memorial standing in the middle of a garden. 
Sublime in its simplicity. The lion on the top is only a motif. According to the placard 
in German and Croat it was erected by the survivors from the 96th regiment from Ká-
rolyváros to their fallen comrades. The gravestones remain, if much worn, though some 
have been replaced. The names on the small plaques refer to Croat soldiers and perhaps 
the proximity of Croatia explains the numerous individual gravestones.
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FROM THE PREDIL PASS TO NOvA GORICIA(SOLKAN)

Predil - Log pod Mangartom –Kluže – Bovec – Soča – Kobarid - Tolmin – 
Modrejce – Javorca – Bate – Grgarsko Ravne- Grgar – Solkan

We reach the Isonzo out of 
the Szava valley and down 
from the Predil Pass. The 
pass, barely more than a 
thousand meters above 
sea-level, is easily crossed. 
Because there are wide ba-
sins at either end of it it has 
provided an important line 
of communication throug-
hout history.  Its frequently 
alternating occupiers were 
aware of this and attempted 
to ensure their domination 
of it. Its strategic signifi-

cance is brought to our notice by a monument immediately on the Slovene side. The 
prone lion in front of the pyramid-shaped building is not in memory of those who fought 
in the First World War but of the Austrian, Johan Hermann, who fell fighting the French 
in 1809. Further on, the road passes through the inside of a ruined fortification which 
further confirms its strategic and trade significance. Its exterior reveals it wasn’t built in 
the Middle Ages. In the second half of the 19th century the engineers of the Monarchy 
built lines of defence works along the Empire’s borders and this belongs to that chain. 
The fortifications were built to identical architectural plans. Four cannon and eight ma-
chine-guns guarded the construction, finished in 1900. It was shot to pieces by Italian 
artillery in �9��. 

The first village in the di-
rection of the Isonzo is Log 
pod Mangartom. We find 
the war cemetery by the 
public one. In other ceme-
teries the grave mounds 
have long subsided, here 
the rises can still be seen. 
8�9 graves follow each 
other up the four terraces. 
The memory of those lying 
here is preserved to this 
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day on the name plaques 
fixed to the iron crosses 
that serve as headstones. 
We can also find the graves 
of those who fell in �9�� 
in the public cemetery and 
as we progress towards the 
foot of the mountain we go 
ever deeper into the war. 
Those who fell in the Ca-
poretto offensive, launched 
in the Autumn of �9�7, 
only found a place on the 
last terrace. 

The multinational nature of the army is reflected in the statue standing in the middle of 
the graveyard and erected in �9�6. Next to the Austrian mountain infantry man in his 
siltes cap, spying the tops, stands a Bosnian in his tight trousers and fez. To add to the 
colour we are informed in four languages inscribed on this work of Prague sculptor, 
Jozef Kofranek, that the memorial has been erected to the heroic defenders of the Romb 
(the German name for the Mangart heights towering above the cemetery) and of the 
Flischer Beck (The Bovec basin). In our farewell to the cemetery we look for the cross 
of the two Royal Hungarian Army soldiers, Székely and Megyesi, on the terrace behind 
the statue, and place a new ribbon behind their name-plaque.

Kluze’s fortification, a couple of kilometres on, was built to defend the crossing over 
the little Koritnica river. This was already a fortification inTurkish times. In the second 
half of the �800s, as a result of the strengthening of the Italian national movement, 
the Habsburg court lost Fri-
uli and Veneto and, as the 
Predil Pass ended up on 
the Austro-Italian border, 
its military significance 
increased. For this reason 
Vienna rebuilt the Tur-
kish fort, but not this time 
against the Turks but aga-
inst Italian attack from the 
west. The construction we 
see today is in no way re-
miniscent of the medieval 
fort. Today we walk into 
a fortification built at the 
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end of the �9th century and planned, with 
military engineering precision, to house 
and defend repeating weapons. Inside we 
can appraise ourselves of the details of a 
modern fortification as we examine the re-
inforced concrete units, the unbelievably 
thick walls and the rows of machine-gun 
loopholes.

We feel ourselves in the war if we go into 
the cave in the cliff face on the other side 
of the river. A short walk from the car park 
brings us to the entrance and we can easily 
find our way along it with a torch. If we 
go into the firing positions and look th-
rough the loopholes we can see how the 
aproaches can be dominated by a single 
weapon. 

Going on we reach the Isonzo just before 
Bovec. Besides the town’s Slovene name the German name (Flitsch) is better known 
than the Italian. Which means that, through history, because of the accessible passes it 
has naturally fallen within the Carinthian sphere of interest rather than that of Italian 
Friuli on the other side of steep mountains. This is reflected in the town’s exterior. Rows 
of alpine houses decorated with climbing geraniums, and a gothic church make up the 
street scene. At the north end of the town, where the Koritnica pours into the Isonzo, the 
road from Vrsic, ie. the Predil Pass, comes in. At this crossroads is a pretty graveyard 
dominated by a huge cross. In one quarter �9�� headstones are arranged in tidy order. 
In the other three, nothing. 
Between the wars Bovec 
belonged to Italy. The Ita-
lians exhumed the bodies 
and collected the bones in 
a communal memorial at 
Kobarid. That’s why three 
quarters of the cemetery 
are empty. 

Before going south along 
the Isonzo we turn towards 
the Vrsic pass. After a few 
kilometres, at a car park by 
a hanging bridge, a small 
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plackard, with ’bunkerji’ 
writen on it, proclaims 
an artillery emplacement. 
Crossing a hanging bridge 
we climb up a steep slope 
but wihout straining oursel-
ves. The emplacement is 
now partly reclaimed by 
nature, undergrowth has 
overtaken and from the ce-
iling inside the three small 
bunkers stalactites thrust 
down. We find no trace of 
war but it’s still worth ta-
king the scramble, as only 

in this way can we appreciate the inhuman difficulty of lugging cannon, ammunition 
and supplies up to a not particularly high emplacement. And if we get there and look 
round we see the outlines of an Italian position on the other side.

Behind the little baroque church of Soca enormous mounds of natural stone and a little 
headpost call our attention to a war cemetery up on the terrace. There are no gravemo-
unds, the crosses have all fallen down, a few have been cemented into the parapet. Now 
we might step more boldly towards the memorial on the uppermost terrace if we were 
not eyed accusingly by a photograph on the only remaining stone cross, if the crosses 
cemented to the parapet didn’t call out to us: „Go quitely, the living should hum a quiet 
tune.”

Accepting the instruction we step carefully over the terrace guarding the bones, tie a rib-
bon to the headpost, light 
a candle, look at the sky, 
the peak piercing clouds, 
the steep mountainside lo-
wering over us and, with 
astonishment realise, the 
best known Hungarian 
soldiers song – „Oh starry 
sky, where is my Hungari-
an Homeland?” could only 
have been created here. 
The shimmering stars in 
the night sky connected our 
soldiers with their distant 
home. We are looking at an 
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idyllic and peaceful lands-
cape but we are still in low 
spirits because of the split-
ting of the lonely headpost.

Returning from Soca and 
going south we follow the 
Isonzo and our first stop is 
Kobarid. The town’s attach-
ment to the German langu-
age region gives it a Ger-
man name (Karfreit) but, 
from the Twelfth Battle of 
Isonzo, we know it as Ca-
poretto. The Austro-Hun-
garian forces launched a firece attack from here in the Autumn of 1917 which crushed 
the Italian positions and reached the western slope of the heights in under two weeks. 
The Italians, perhaps to disguise the defeat, remember it as the miracle of Caporetto. 
The brief but disproportionately bloody battle claimed a plethora of memories which 
have been collected and are to be seen in the Kobarid military history museum. The ex-
hibition is not laid out in time sequence but presents slices of the war to the viewer who 
can then decide in what order he or she might view the rooms. On the second floor there 
is a geographical relief model enabling us to place the events on the ground. Immedia-
tely we see that the Front wound over heights of one-and-a-half to two thousand metres. 
Also how close the Italian positions, in blue, and the Austro-Hungarian, in red, were to 
each other and how little ground was available in which the units had to execute the Ca-
poretto break-out. A small alcove gives a glimpse of daily life. A soldier writes a letter 
on a primitively botched-up table. Petrol lamp, bunk, candlestick, his pack on the wall. 

Let’s sit down opposite the 
Italian mountain infantry 
man and hear the letter he 
writes to his father.

In the ’White Room’ the 
pictures pose numerous 
questions: how did they 
dig, carve out, blow out, 
the trenches, how did they 
lug beds up to the heights, 
equipment and ammuniti-
on? The cavern here is not 
of rock but a cave carved 
in ice. The parapet not of 
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sandbags but ice blocks. 
Drinking water came from 
blocks of snow brought up 
on ladders. From the gaze 
of a soldier in a hotchpotch 
of clothing, looking out of 
his ice den, his eyes full of 
hopelesness, we understand 
the room’s motto: „Forget, 
sleep, die.”  

In the next room, above 
the entrance ’The Black 
Room’. Its motto: „All war 
is fear, tension, pain and 

death.” This could be the motto of the photo display arranged in three rows opposite 
the entrance. Or perhaps this: The trench after attack. The third room, which examines 
the conditions behind the front line, gets a most apposite title: The Rear. The motto 
too is interesting: „Home. Soldiers’ home. Escaped-to home. Where is your home?” 
We walk past the fine, bronze-relief, stages-of-the-cross in front of the small baroque 
church, to the memorial housing the earthly remains of the Italian soldiers who fell in 
the Caporetto battles. A wall in white stone, containing a sequence of arched vaults 
and planned, in �938, on three levels, by the architect, Giovanni Grepi and the sculp-
tor, Giannino Castiglioni, surrounds a medieval church to St. Anthony. In these vaults 
were collected, from the nearby cemeteries, the bones of Italian soldiers. The vaults 
are closed with green plaques on which we can read the names of 7 0�4 soldiers. In 
the wing attached to the main entrance the bones of � 748 unkown Italian soldiers are 
turning to dust. 

For those interested an open 
air, introductory walk, is 
indicated. From one of the-
se sites, Kolovrat, on the 
slopes of the Krn moun-
tains, which could be seen 
on the museum’s relief mo-
del, can be seen on the gro-
und. As we walk the length 
of the trenches and go into 
the bunkers we not only 
examine the ground of the 
mountain battles but feel 
too, the horrors of war.
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