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On December 18, 2024, Pope Francis officially recognized the martyrdom of Don Elia
Comini (1910-1944), a Salesian of Don Bosco, who will thus be beatified. His name joins that
of other priests—such as Don Giovanni Fornasini, already Blessed since 2021—who fell
victim to the brutal Nazi violence in the Monte Sole area, in the Bologna hills, during World
War II. The beatification of Don Elia Comini is not only an event of extraordinary
significance for the Bologna Church and the Salesian Family, but also constitutes a
universal invitation to rediscover the value of Christian witness: a witness in which charity,
justice, and compassion prevail over every form of violence and hatred.

From the Apennines to the Salesian courtyards
            Don Elia Comini was born on May 7, 1910, in the locality of “Madonna del Bosco” in
Calvenzano di Vergato, in the province of Bologna. His birthplace is adjacent to a small
Marian sanctuary dedicated to the “Madonna del Bosco,” and this strong imprint in the sign
of Mary will accompany him throughout his life.
            He is the second child of Claudio and Emma Limoni, who were married at the parish
church of Salvaro on February 11, 1907. The following year, the firstborn Amleto was born.
Two years later, Elia came into the world. Baptized the day after his birth—May 8—at the
parish of Sant’Apollinare in Calvenzano, Elia also received the names “Michele” and
“Giuseppe” that day.
            When he was seven years old, the family moved to the locality of “Casetta” in Pioppe
di Salvaro in the municipality of Grizzana. In 1916, Elia began school: he attended the first
three elementary classes in Calvenzano. During that time, he also received his First
Communion. Still young, he showed great involvement in catechism and liturgical
celebrations. He received Confirmation on July 29, 1917. Between 1919 and 1922, Elia
learned the first elements of pastoral care at the “school of fire” of Mons. Fidenzio Mellini,
who had known Don Bosco as a young man and had prophesied his priesthood. In 1923, Don
Mellini directed both Elia and his brother Amleto to the Salesians of Finale Emilia, and both
would treasure the pedagogical charisma of the saint of the young: Amleto as a teacher and
“entrepreneur” in the school; Elia as a Salesian of Don Bosco.
            A novice from October 1, 1925, at San Lazzaro di Savena, Elia Comini became
fatherless on September 14, 1926, just a few days (October 3, 1926) before his First
Religious Profession, which he would renew until Perpetual, on May 8, 1931, on the
anniversary of his baptism, at the “San Bernardino” Institute in Chiari. In Chiari, he would
also be a “trainee” at the Salesian Institute “Rota.” He received the minor orders of the
ostiariate and lectorate on December 23, 1933; of the exorcist and acolyte on February 22,



1934. He was ordained subdeacon on September 22, 1934. Ordained deacon in the
cathedral of Brescia on December 22, 1934, Don Elia was consecrated a priest by the
imposition of hands of the Bishop of Brescia, Mons. Giacinto Tredici, on March 16, 1935, at
just 24 years old: the next day he celebrated his First Mass at the Salesian Institute “San
Bernardino” in Chiari. On July 28, 1935, he would celebrate with a Mass in Salvaro.
            Enrolled in the Faculty of Classical Letters and Philosophy at the then Royal
University of Milan, he was always very well-liked by the students, both as a teacher and as
a father and guide in the Spirit: his character, serious without rigidity, earned him esteem
and trust. Don Elia was also a fine musician and humanist, who appreciated and knew how
to make others appreciate “beautiful things.” In the written compositions, many students, in
addition to following the prompt, naturally found it easy to open their hearts to Don Elia,
thus providing him with the opportunity to accompany and guide them. Of Don Elia “the
Salesian,” it was said that he was like a hen with chicks around her (“You could read all the
happiness of listening to him on their faces: they seemed like a brood of chicks around the
hen”): all close to him! This image recalls that of Mt 23:37 and expresses his attitude of
gathering people to cheer them and keep them safe.
            Don Elia graduated on November 17, 1939, in Classical Letters with a thesis on
Tertullian’s De resurrectione carnis, with Professor Luigi Castiglioni (a renowned Latinist
and co-author of a famous Latin dictionary, the “Castiglioni-Mariotti”): focusing on the
words “resurget igitur caro”, Elia comments that it is the song of victory after a long and
exhausting battle.

A one-way journey
            When his brother Amleto moved to Switzerland, their mother—Mrs. Emma
Limoni—was left alone in the Apennines: therefore, Don Elia, in full agreement with his
superiors, would dedicate his vacations to her every year. When he returned home, he
helped his mother but—as a priest—he primarily made himself available in local pastoral
work, assisting Mons. Mellini.
            In agreement with the superiors and particularly with the Inspector, Don Francesco
Rastello, Don Elia returned to Salvaro in the summer of 1944: that year he hoped to
evacuate his mother from an area where, at a short distance, Allied forces, partisans, and
Nazi-fascist troops defined a situation of particular risk. Don Elia was aware of the danger
he faced leaving his Treviglio to go to Salvaro, and a confrere, Don Giuseppe Bertolli SDB,
recalls: “As I said goodbye to him, I told him that a journey like his could also be without
return; I also asked him, of course jokingly, what he would leave me if he did not return; he
replied in my same tone that he would leave me his books…; then I never saw him again.”
Don Elia was already aware that he was heading towards “the eye of the storm” and did not
seek a form of protection in the Salesian house (where he could easily have stayed): “The



last memory I have of him dates back to the summer of 1944, when, during the war, the
Community began to dissolve; I still hear my words that kindly addressed him, almost
jokingly, reminding him that he, in those dark times we were about to face, should feel
privileged, as a white cross had been drawn on the roof of the Institute and no one would
have the courage to bomb it. However, he, like a prophet, replied to me to be very careful
because during the holidays I might read in the newspapers that Don Elia Comini had
heroically died in the fulfillment of his duty.” “The impression of the danger he was exposing
himself to was vivid in everyone”, commented a confrere.
            Along the journey to Salvaro, Don Comini stopped in Modena, where he sustained a
serious injury to his leg: according to one account, he interposed himself between a vehicle
and a passerby, thus averting a more serious accident; according to another, he helped a
gentleman push a cart. In any case, he helped his neighbor. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote:
“When a madman drives his car onto the sidewalk, I cannot, as a pastor, be content to bury
the dead and console the families. I must, if I find myself in that place, jump and grab the
driver at the wheel.”
            The episode in Modena expresses, in this sense, an attitude of Don Elia that would
emerge even more in Salvaro in the following months: to interpose, mediate, rush in
personally, expose his life for his brothers, always aware of the risk this entails and serenely
willing to pay the consequences.

A pastor on the front line
            Limping, he arrived in Salvaro at sunset on June 24, 1944, leaning on a cane as best
he could: an unusual instrument for a 34-year-old young man! He found the rectory
transformed: Mons. Mellini was hosting dozens of people, belonging to families of evacuees;
moreover, the 5 Ancelle del Sacro Cuore sisters, responsible for the nursery, including
Sister Alberta Taccini. Elderly, tired, and shaken by the war events, that summer Mons.
Fidenzio Mellini struggled to make decisions; he had become more fragile and uncertain.
Don Elia, who had known him since childhood, began to help him in everything and took a
bit of control of the situation. The injury to his leg also prevented him from evacuating his
mother: Don Elia remained in Salvaro, and when he could walk well again, the changed
circumstances and the growing pastoral needs would ensure that he stayed there.
            Don Elia revitalized the pastoral work, followed catechism, and took care of the
orphans abandoned to themselves. He also welcomed the evacuees, encouraged the fearful,
and moderated the reckless. Don Elia’s presence became a unifying force, a good sign in
those dramatic moments when human relationships were torn apart by suspicion and
opposition. He put his organizational skills and practical intelligence, honed over years of
Salesian life, at the service of many people. He wrote to his brother Amleto: “Certainly,
these are dramatic moments, and worse ones are foreseen. We hope everything in the grace



of God and in the protection of the Madonna, whom you must invoke for us. I hope to be
able to send you more news.”
            The Germans of the Wehrmacht were stationed in the area, and on the heights, there
was the partisan brigade “Stella Rossa.” Don Elia Comini remained a figure estranged from
any claims or partisanship: he was a priest and asserted calls for prudence and pacification.
He told the partisans: “Boys, watch what you do, because you ruin the population…,”
exposing it to reprisals. They respected him, and in July and September 1944, they
requested Masses in the parish church of Salvaro. Don Elia accepted, bringing down the
partisans and celebrating without hiding, instead preferring not to go up to the partisan
area and, as he would always do that summer, to stay in Salvaro or nearby areas, without
hiding or slipping into “ambiguous” attitudes in the eyes of the Nazi-fascists.
            On July 27, Don Elia Comini wrote the last lines of his Spiritual Diary: “July 27: I find
myself right in the middle of the war. I long for my confreres and my home in Treviglio; if I
could, I would return tomorrow.”
            From July 20, he shared a priestly fraternity with Father Martino Capelli, a
Dehonian, born on September 20, 1912, in Nembro in the Bergamo area, and already a
teacher of Sacred Scripture in Bologna, also a guest of Mons. Mellini and helping with the
pastoral work.
            Elia and Martino are two scholars of ancient languages who now have to attend to
more practical and material matters. The rectory of Mons. Mellini becomes what Mons.
Luciano Gherardi later called “the community of the ark,” a place that welcomes to save.
Father Martino was a religious who became passionate when he heard about the Mexican
martyrs and wished to be a missionary in China. Elia, since he was young, has been pursued
by a strange awareness of “having to die,” and by the age of 17, he had already written:
“The thought that I must die always persists in me! – Who knows?! Let us act like the
faithful servant: always prepared for the call, to ‘render account’ of the management.”
            On July 24, Don Elia begins catechism for the children in preparation for their First
Communions, scheduled for July 30. On the 25th, a baby girl is born in the baptismal font
(all spaces, from the sacristy to the chicken coop, were overflowing) and a pink bow is hung.
            Throughout August 1944, soldiers of the Wehrmacht are stationed at the rectory of
Mons. Mellini and in the space in front. Among Germans, displaced persons, and
consecrated individuals… the tension could have exploded at any moment: Don Elia
mediates and prevents even in small matters, for example, acting as a “buffer” between the
too-loud volume of the Germans’ radio and the now too-short patience of Mons. Mellini.
There was also some praying of the Rosary together. Don Angelo Carboni confirms: “In the
constant effort to comfort Monsignore, Don Elia worked hard against the resistance of a
company of Germans who, having settled in Salvaro on August 1, wanted to occupy various
areas of the Rectory, taking away all freedom and comfort from the families and displaced



persons hosted there. Once the Germans were settled in Monsignore’s archive, they again
disturbed, occupying a good part of the church square with their vehicles; with even gentler
manners and persuasive words, Don Elia also obtained this other liberation to comfort
Monsignore, who the oppression of the struggle had forced to rest.” In those weeks, the
Salesian priest is firm in protecting Mons. Mellini’s right to move with a certain ease in his
own home – as well as that of the displaced persons not to be removed from the rectory –:
however, he recognizes some needs of the Wehrmacht men, which attracts their goodwill
towards Mons. Mellini, whom the German soldiers will learn to call the good pastor. From
the Germans, Don Elia obtains food for the displaced persons. Moreover, he sings to calm
the children and tells stories from the life of Don Bosco. In a summer marked by killings and
reprisals, with Don Elia, some civilians even manage to go listen to a bit of music, evidently
broadcast from the Germans’ device, and to communicate with the soldiers through brief
gestures. Don Rino Germani sdb, Vice-Postulator of the Cause, states: “Between the two
warring forces, the tireless and mediating work of the Servant of God intervenes. When
necessary, he presents himself to the German Command and, with politeness and
preparation, manages to win the esteem of some officers. Thus, many times he succeeds in
avoiding reprisals, looting, and mourning.”
            With the rectory freed from the fixed presence of the Wehrmacht on September 1,
1944 – “On September 1, the Germans left the Salvaro area free, only a few remained for a
few more days in the Fabbri house” – life in Salvaro can take a breath of relief. Don Elia
Comini continues in his apostolic initiatives, assisted by the other priests and the nuns.
            Meanwhile, however, Father Martino accepts some invitations to preach elsewhere
and goes up into the mountains, where his light hair gets him into big trouble with the
partisans who suspect him of being German, while Don Elia remains essentially stationary.
On September 8, he writes to the Salesian director of the House of Treviglio: “I leave you to
imagine our state of mind in these moments. We have gone through very dark and dramatic
days. […] My thoughts are always with you and with the dear confreres there. I feel a deep
nostalgia […]”.
            From the 11th, he preaches the Exercises to the Sisters on the theme of the Last
Things, religious vows, and the life of the Lord Jesus.
            The entire population – declared a consecrated person – loved Don Elia, also because
he did not hesitate to spend himself for everyone, at every moment; he did not only ask
people to pray, but offered them a valid example with his piety and the little apostolate that,
given the circumstances, was possible to exercise.
            The experience of the Exercises gives a different dynamic to the entire week and
involves both consecrated and lay people. In the evening, in fact, Don Elia gathers 80-90
people: he tried to ease the tension with a bit of cheerfulness, good examples, and charity.
During those months, both he and Father Martino, along with other priests, first among



them Don Giovanni Fornasini, were on the front lines in many works of charity.

The massacre of Montesole
            The most brutal and largest massacre carried out by the Nazi SS in Europe during
the war of 1939-45 was that which took place around Monte Sole, in the territories of
Marzabotto, Grizzana Morandi, and Monzuno, although it is commonly known as the
“massacre of Marzabotto.”
            Between September 29 and October 5, 1944, there were 770 casualties, but overall
the victims of Germans and fascists, from the spring of 1944 to liberation, were 955,
distributed across 115 different locations within a vast territory that includes the
municipalities of Marzabotto, Grizzana, and Monzuno and some portions of the surrounding
territories. Of these, 216 were children, 316 were women, 142 were elderly, 138 were
recognized partisans, and five were priests, whose fault in the eyes of the Germans was
being close, with prayer and material help, to the entire population of Monte Sole during the
tragic months of war and military occupation. Along with Don Elia Comini, a Salesian, and
Father Martino Capelli, a Dehonian, three priests from the Archdiocese of Bologna were
also killed during those tragic days: Don Ubaldo Marchioni, Don Ferdinando Casagrande,
and Don Giovanni Fornasini. The cause for beatification and canonization is underway for all
five. Don Giovanni, the “Angel of Marzabotto,” fell on October 13, 1944. He was twenty-nine
years old, and his body remained unburied until 1945, when it was found heavily mutilated;
he was beatified on September 26, 2021. Don Ubaldo died on September 29, shot by a
machine gun on the altar step of his church in Casaglia; he was 26 years old and had been
ordained a priest two years earlier. The German soldiers found him and the community
engaged in the prayer of the rosary. He was killed there, at the foot of the altar. The others
– more than 70 – in the nearby cemetery. Don Ferdinando was killed on October 9, shot in
the back of the neck, along with his sister Giulia; he was 26 years old.

From the Wehrmacht to the SS
            On September 25, the Wehrmacht leaves the area and hands over command to the
SS of the 16th Battalion of the 16th Armored Division “Reichsführer – SS,” a division that
includes SS elements “Totenkopf – Death’s Head” and was preceded by a trail of blood,
having been present at Sant’Anna di Stazzema (Lucca) on August 12, 1944; at San Terenzo
Monti (Massa-Carrara, in Lunigiana) on the 17th of that month; at Vinca and surroundings
(Massa-Carrara, in Lunigiana at the foot of the Apuan Alps) from August 24 to 27.
            On September 25, the SS establish the “High Command” in Sibano. On September
26, they move to Salvaro, where Don Elia is also present: an area outside the immediate
influence of partisans. The harshness of the commanders in pursuing total contempt for
human life, the habit of lying about the fate of civilians, and the paramilitary structure –



which willingly resorted to “scorched earth” techniques, in disregard of any code of war or
legitimacy of orders given from above – made it a death squad that left nothing intact in its
wake. Some had received training explicitly focused on concentration and extermination,
aimed at: the suppression of life, for ideological purposes; hatred towards those who
professed the Jewish-Christian faith; contempt for the small, the poor, the elderly, and the
weak; persecution of those who opposed the aberrations of National Socialism. There was a
veritable catechism – anti-Christian and anti-Catholic – of which the young SS were imbued.
            “When one thinks that the Nazi youth was formed in the contempt for the human
personality of Jews and other ‘non-chosen’ races, in the fanatical cult of an alleged absolute
national superiority, in the myth of creative violence and of the ‘new weapons’ bringing
justice to the world, one understands where the roots of the aberrations lay, made easier by
the atmosphere of war and the fear of a disappointing defeat.”
            Don Elia Comini – with Father Capelli – rushes to comfort, reassure, and exhort. He
decides to welcome primarily the survivors of families in which the Germans had killed in
retaliation. In doing so, he removes the survivors from the danger of finding death shortly
after, but above all, he tears them – at least to the extent possible – from that spiral of
loneliness, despair, and loss of the will to live that could have translated into a desire for
death. He also manages to speak to the Germans and, on at least one occasion, to dissuade
the SS from their intention, making them pass by and thus being able to subsequently warn
the refugees to come out of hiding.
            The Vice-Postulator Don Rino Germani sdb wrote: “Don Elia arrives. He reassures
them. He tells them to come out because the Germans have left. He speaks with the
Germans and makes them go on.”
            Paolo Calanchi, a man whose conscience reproaches him nothing and who makes the
mistake of not fleeing, is also killed. It is still Don Elia who rushes, before the flames attack
his body, trying at least to honor his remains, having not arrived in time to save his life:
“The body of Paolino is saved from the flames by Don Elia who, at the risk of his life, collects
him and transports him with a cart to the Church of Salvaro.”
            The daughter of Paolo Calanchi testified: “My father was a good and honest man [‘in
times of ration cards and famine, he gave bread to those who had none’] and had refused to
flee, feeling at peace with everyone. He was killed by the Germans, shot, in retaliation;
later, the house was also set on fire, but my father’s body had been saved from the flames
by Don Comini, who, at the risk of his own life, had collected him and transported him with
a cart to the Church of Salvaro, where, in a coffin he built with spare planks, he was buried
in the cemetery. Thus, thanks to the courage of Don Comini and, very likely, also of Father
Martino, after the war, my mother and I were able to find and have our dear one’s coffin
transported to the cemetery of Vergato, alongside that of my brother Gianluigi, who died 40
days later while crossing the front.”



            Once, Don Elia had said of the Wehrmacht: “We must also love these Germans who
come to disturb us.” “He loved everyone without preference.” Don Elia’s ministry was very
precious for Salvaro and many displaced persons during those days. Witnesses have stated:
“Don Elia was our fortune because we had a parish priest who was too old and weak. The
entire population knew that Don Elia had this interest in us; Don Elia helped everyone. One
could say that we saw him every day. He said Mass, but then he was often on the church
steps watching: the Germans were down, towards the Reno; the partisans were coming from
the mountain, towards the Creda. Once, for example, (a few days before the 26th) the
partisans came. We were coming out of the Church of Salvaro, and there were the partisans
there, all armed; and Don Elia urged them so much to leave, to avoid trouble. They listened
to him and left. Probably, if it hadn’t been for him, what happened afterward would have
happened much earlier”; “As far as I know, Don Elia was the soul of the situation, as with
his personality he knew how to keep many things in hand that were of vital importance in
those dramatic moments.”
            Although he was a young priest, Don Elia Comini was reliable. This reliability,
combined with a deep rectitude, had accompanied him for a long time, even as a cleric, as
evidenced by a testimony: “I had him for four years at the Rota, from 1931 to 1935, and,
although still a cleric, he gave me help that I would have found it hard to get from
any other older confrere.”

The triduum of passion
            The situation, however, deteriorates after a few days, on the morning of September
29, when the SS carry out a terrible massacre in the locality “Creda.” The signal for the
start of the massacre is a white rocket and a red one in the air: they begin to shoot, the
machine guns hit the victims, barricaded against a porch and practically without a way out.
Hand grenades are then thrown, some incendiary, and the barn – where some had managed
to find refuge – catches fire. A few men, seizing a moment of distraction from the SS in that
hell, rush down towards the woods. Attilio Comastri, injured, is saved because the lifeless
body of his wife Ines Gandolfi shielded him: he will wander for days, in shock, until he
manages to cross the front and save his life; he had lost, in addition to his wife, his sister
Marcellina and his two-year-old daughter Bianca. Carlo Cardi also manages to save himself,
but his family is exterminated: Walter Cardi was only 14 days old, he was the youngest
victim of the Monte Sole massacre. Mario Lippi, one of the survivors, attests: “I don’t even
know how I miraculously saved myself, given that of the 82 people gathered under the
porch, 70 were killed [69, according to the official reconstruction]. I remember that besides
the fire from the machine guns, the Germans also threw hand grenades at us, and I believe
that some shrapnel from these slightly injured me in the right side, in the back, and in the
right arm. I, along with seven other people, took advantage of the fact that on [one] side of



the porch there was a small door leading to the street, and I ran away towards the woods.
The Germans, seeing us flee, shot at us, killing one of us named Gandolfi Emilio. I specify
that among the 82 people gathered under the aforementioned porch, there were also about
twenty children, two of whom were in swaddling clothes, in the arms of their respective
mothers, and about twenty women.”
            In Creda, there are 21 children under 11 years old, some very small; 24 women
(including one teenager); almost 20 “elderly.” Among the most affected families are the
Cardi (7 people), the Gandolfi (9 people), the Lolli (5 people), and the Macchelli (6 people).
            From the rectory of Mons. Mellini, looking up, at a certain point, smoke is seen: but
it is early morning, Creda remains hidden from view, and the woods muffles the sounds. In
the parish that day – September 29, the feast of the Archangels – three Masses are
celebrated, in immediate succession: that of Mons. Mellini; that of Father Capelli, who then
goes to bring Extreme Unction in the locality “Casellina”; that of Don Comini. And it is then
that the drama knocks at the door: “Ferdinando Castori, who also escaped the massacre,
arrived at the Church of Salvaro smeared with blood like a butcher and went to hide inside
the spire of the bell tower.” Around 8, a distraught man arrives at the rectory: he looked
“like a monster for his terrifying appearance,” says Sister Alberta Taccini. He asks for help
for the wounded. About seventy people are dead or dying amid terrible tortures. Don Elia, in
a few moments, has the clarity to hide 60/70 men in the sacristy, pushing an old wardrobe
against the door that left the threshold visible from below, but was nonetheless the only
hope of salvation: “It was then that Don Elia, he himself, had the idea to hide the men next
to the sacristy, then putting a wardrobe in front of the door (one or two people who were in
Monsignore’s house helped him). The idea was Don Elia’s; but everyone was against the fact
that it was Don Elia who did that work… He wanted it. The others said: ‘And what if they
discover us?'” Another account: “Don Elia managed to hide about sixty men in a room
adjacent to the sacristy and pushed an old wardrobe against the door. Meanwhile, the
crackle of machine guns and the desperate screams of people came from the nearby houses.
Don Elia had the strength to begin the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, the last of his life. He had
not yet finished when a terrified and breathless young man from the locality ‘Creda’ arrived
asking for help because the SS had surrounded a house and arrested sixty-nine people, men,
women, and children.”
            “Still in sacred vestments, prostrated at the altar, immersed in prayer, he
invokes for all the help of the Sacred Heart, the intercession of Mary Help of Christians, St.
John Bosco, and St. Michael the Archangel. Then, with a brief examination of conscience,
reciting the act of sorrow three times, he prepares them for death. He commends all those
people to the care of the sisters and to the Superior to lead the prayer strongly so that the
faithful may find in it the comfort they need.”
            Regarding Don Elia and Father Martino, who returned shortly after, “some



dimensions of a priestly life spent consciously for others until the last moment are evident:
their death was a prolongation in the gift of life of the Mass celebrated until the last day.”
Their choice had “distant roots, in the decision to do good even if it were the last hour, even
willing to martyrdom”: “Many people came to seek help in the parish, and unbeknownst to
the parish priest, Don Elia and Father Martino tried to hide as many people as possible;
then, ensuring that they were somehow assisted, they rushed to the site of the massacres to
bring help to the most unfortunate; even Mons. Mellini did not realize this and continued to
look for the two priests to get help to receive all those people” (“We are certain that none of
them was a partisan or had been with the partisans”).
            In those moments, Don Elia demonstrates great clarity, which translates into both
organizational spirit and the awareness of putting his own life at risk: “In light of all this,
and Don Elia knew it well, we cannot therefore seek that charity which leads to the attempt
to help others, but rather that type of charity (which was the same as Christ’s) that leads to
participating fully in the suffering of others, not even fearing death as its ultimate
manifestation. The fact that his choice was lucid and well-reasoned is also demonstrated
by the organizational spirit he manifested until just a few minutes before his death, trying
promptly and intelligently to hide as many people as possible in the hidden rooms of the
rectory; then the news of the Creda and, after fraternal charity, heroic charity.”
            One thing is certain: if Don Elia had hidden with all the other men or even just
stayed next to Mons. Mellini, he would have had nothing to fear. Instead, Don Elia and
Father Martino took the stole, the holy oils, and a container with some consecrated Hosts:
“They then set off for the mountain, armed with the stole and the oil of the sick”: “When
Don Elia returned from having gone to Monsignore, he took the Ciborium with the Hosts
and the Holy Oil and turned to us: that face again! It was so pale that he looked like
someone already dead. And he said: ‘Pray, pray for me, because I have a mission to fulfill.’
‘Pray for me, do not leave me alone!’ ‘We are priests and we must go and we must do our
duty.’ ‘Let us go to bring the Lord to our brothers.’
            Up at the Creda, there are many people dying in agony: they must hurry, bless, and –
if possible – try to intercede regarding the SS.
            Mrs. Massimina [Zappoli], also a witness in the military investigation in Bologna,
recalls: “Despite the prayers of all of us, they quickly celebrated the Eucharist and, driven
only by the hope of being able to do something for the victims of such ferocity, at least with
a spiritual comfort, they took the Blessed Sacrament and ran towards the Creda. I
remember that while Don Elia, already launched in his run, passed by me in the kitchen, I
clung to him in a last attempt to dissuade him, saying that we would be left at the
mercy of ourselves; he made it clear that, as serious as our situation was, there were those
who were worse off than us and it was from them that they had to go.”
            He is unyielding and refuses, as Mons. Mellini later suggested, to delay the ascent to



the Creda when the Germans had left: “It was [therefore] a passion, before being bloody,
[…] of the heart, the passion of the spirit. In those times, everyone was terrified by
everything and everyone: there was no longer trust in anyone: anyone could be a decisive
enemy for one’s life. When the two priests realized that someone truly needed them, they
had no hesitation in deciding what to do […] and above all they did not resort to what was
the immediate decision for everyone, that is, to find a hiding place, to try to cover
themselves and to be out of the fray. The two priests, on the other hand, went right in,
consciously, knowing that their lives were 99% at risk; and they went in to be truly priests:
that is, to assist and to comfort; to also provide the service of the Sacraments, therefore of
prayer, of the comfort that faith and religion offer.”
            One person said: “Don Elia, for us, was already a saint. If he had been a normal
person […] he would have hidden too, behind the wardrobe, like all the others.”
            With the men hidden, it is the women who try to hold back the priests, in an extreme
attempt to save their lives. The scene is both frantic and very eloquent: “Lidia Macchi […]
and other women tried to prevent them from leaving, they tried to hold them by the cassock,
they chased them, they called out loudly for them to come back: driven by an inner force
that is the ardor of charity and missionary solicitude, they were now decisively walking
towards the Creda bringing religious comforts.”
            One of them recalls: “I hugged them, I held them firmly by the arms, saying and
pleading: – Don’t go! – Don’t go!”
            And Lidia Marchi adds: “I was pulling Father Martino by the robe and holding him
back […] but both priests kept repeating: – We must go; the Lord is calling us.”
            “We must fulfill our duty. And [Don Elia and Father Martino,] like Jesus, went to
meet a marked fate.”
            “The decision to go to the Creda was made by the two priests out of pure pastoral
spirit; despite everyone trying to dissuade them, they wanted to go driven by the hope
of being able to save someone among those who were at the mercy of the soldiers’ rage.”
            At the Creda, almost certainly, they never arrived. Captured, according to a witness,
near a “little pillar,” just outside the parish’s field of vision, Don Elia and Father Martino
were later seen loaded with ammunition, at the head of those rounded up, or still alone, tied
up, with chains, near a tree while there was no battle going on and the SS were eating. Don
Elia urged a woman to run away, not to stop to avoid being killed: “Anna, for charity, run,
run.”
            “They were loaded and bent under the weight of many heavy boxes that wrapped
around their bodies from front to back. Their backs curved so much that their noses were
almost touching the ground.”
            “Sitting on the ground […] very sweaty and tired, with ammunition on their backs.”
            “Arrested, they are forced to carry ammunition up and down the mountain,



witnesses of unheard-of violence.”
            “[The SS make them] go up and down the mountain several times, under their
escort, and also committing, under the eyes of the two victims, the most gruesome acts of
violence.”
            Where are the stole, the holy oils, and above all the Blessed Sacrament now? There
is no trace of them left. Far from prying eyes, the SS forcibly stripped the priests of them,
getting rid of that Treasure of which nothing would ever be found again.
Towards the evening of September 29, 1944, they were taken with many other men
(rounded up and not for reprisal or because they were pro-partisan, as the sources show), to
the house “of the Birocciai” in Pioppe di Salvaro. Later, they, divided, would have very
different fates: few would be released after a series of interrogations. The majority, deemed
fit for work, would be sent to forced labor camps and could – later – return to their families.
Those deemed unfit, for mere age criteria (cf. concentration camps) or health (young, but
injured or pretending to be sick hoping to save themselves) would be killed on the evening
of October 1 at the “Botte” of the Canapiera in Pioppe di Salvaro, now a ruin because it had
been bombed by the Allies days before.
Don Elia and Father Martino – who were interrogated – were able to move until the last
moment in the house and receive visits. Don Elia interceded for everyone and a very
troubled young man fell asleep on his knees: in one of them, Don Elia received the Breviary,
so dear to him, which he wanted to keep with him until the last moments. Today, careful
historical research through documentary sources, supported by the most recent
historiography from a secular perspective, has shown how no attempt to free Don Elia,
made by Cavalier Emilio Veggetti, ever succeeded, and how Don Elia and Father Martino
were never truly considered or at least treated as “spies.”

The Holocaust
            Finally, they were included, although young (34 and 32 years old), in the group of
the unfit and executed with them. They lived those last moments praying, making others
pray, having absolved each other and giving every possible comfort of faith. Don Elia
managed to transform the macabre procession of the condemned up to a walkway in front of
the canapiera reservoir, where they would be killed, into a choral act of entrustment,
holding the Breviary open in his hand for as long as he could (then, it is said, a German
violently struck his hands and the Breviary fell into the reservoir) and above all singing the
Litanies. When the fire was opened, Don Elia Comini saved a man because he shielded him
with his own body and shouted “Pity.” Father Martino instead invoked “Forgiveness,”
struggling to rise in the reservoir, among the dead or dying companions, and tracing the
sign of the Cross just moments before dying himself, due to a huge wound. The SS wanted
to ensure that no one survived by throwing some hand grenades. In the following days,



given the impossibility of recovering the bodies immersed in water and mud due to heavy
rains (the women tried, but even Don Fornasini could not succeed), a man opened the grates
and the impetuous current of the Reno River carried everything away. Nothing was ever
found of them: consummatum est!
            They had shown themselves willing “even to martyrdom, even if in the eyes of men it
seems foolish to refuse one’s own salvationto give a miserable relief to those already
destined for death.” Mons. Benito Cocchi in September 1977 in Salvaro said: “Well, here
before the Lord we say that our preference goes to these gestures, to these people, to those
who pay personally: to those who at a time when only weapons, strength, and violence
mattered, when a house, the life of a child, an entire family were valued as nothing, knew
how to perform gestures that have no voice in the war accounts, but which are true
treasures of humanity, resistance, and an alternative to violence; to those who in this way
were laying roots for a more humane society and coexistence.”
            In this sense, “The martyrdom of the priests constitutes the fruit of their conscious
choice to share the fate of the flock until the ultimate sacrifice, when the efforts of
mediation between the population and the occupiers, long pursued, lose all possibility of
success.”
            Don Elia Comini had been clear about his fate, saying – already in the early stages of
detention –: “To do good we find ourselves in so much suffering”; “It was Don Elia who,
pointing to the sky, greeted with tear-filled eyes.” “Elia leaned out and said to me: ‘Go to
Bologna, to the Cardinal, and tell him where we are.’ I replied: ‘How can I go to Bologna?’
[…] Meanwhile, the soldiers were pushing me with the rifle barrel. Don Elia greeted me
saying: ‘We will see each other in paradise!’ I shouted: ‘No, no, don’t say that.’ He replied,
sad and resigned: ‘We will see each other in Paradise.'”
            With Don Bosco…: “[I] await you all in Paradise”!
            It was the evening of October 1, the beginning of the month dedicated to the Rosary
and Missions.
            In the years of his early youth, Elia Comini had said to God: “Lord, prepare me to
be the least unworthy to be an acceptable victim” (“Diary” 1929); “Lord, […] receive
me as a victim of atonement” (1929); “I would like to be a victim of holocaust”
(1931). “[To Jesus] I asked for death rather than failing in my priestly vocation and in my
heroic love for souls” (1935).


