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            The Vatican Chameleon  

By 

Raymond D. Aumack 

There are great stories told are about the heroes of 
old, about the difference that one person can make 
even in the most dire circumstances. Stories of this 

nature tend to be romanticized and the leading characters and their stories are built up into a folk 
epic. This story is not fiction. It is flesh and blood reality about tragic and dangerous times.  

The story of Msgr. Hugh O’Flaherty is the story of one such hero. He was decorated with the 
highest honors of Great Britain, The United States, France, Italy and others for his extraordinary 
work during World War Two. A movie was made about his life starring Gregory Peck in the lead 
role, with John Gielgud and Christopher Plummer in supporting roles. The title of the movie is 
the Red and the Black and it is still available through local libraries. I saw the movie when I was 
very young and the impression never left me.  Since then, I have read just about every book 
written about O’Flaherty’s exploits. His life is portrayed as that of a high adventure 
swashbuckler during this period. His real persona was quite different. He was a relatively 
humble, devout, and prayerful priest. He made friends easily and became a well-known figure in 
Rome. He worked with the Holy Office at the Vatican. Prior to this he was an assistant to Papal 
Nuncios (Ambassador). The responsibility of the Holy office is the preservation of the correct 
statements of the Catholic faith. Priests who work in this office tend to be very conservative. His 
positions did not make much difference in his time. The entire Church was still reactionary and 
conservative following the political turbulence of the 19th century.  

He was well prepared for this role.  He had a brilliant academic career during his preparation for 
priesthood. In 1918, he entered Mungret College, a Jesuit school in County Limerick, and 
trained to become a missionary priest. Sent to Rome to complete his studies, O’Flaherty was 
ordained in 1925 and became a monsignor in 1934. By then, he had earned three doctorates in 
Divinity, Philosophy, and Canon Law. He became fluent in numerous languages and because 
of his special skills, was asked to become a diplomat, instead of a missionary. He accepted the 
challenge, and served in Egypt, Haiti, Santo Domingo, and Czechoslovakia, before becoming 
an official at the Holy Office, in 1938. The following year, life dramatically changed, for him 
and for Europe.  

He stood six feet two inches tall and maintained a weight of around 200 pounds. He was an 
Irishman born in Cork but raised in County Kerry. His father resigned from the Royal Police 
during the period leading up to the rising of 1916. He was a strong Irish republican and wanted 
to avoid any conflict of interest, especially since his main interest was the welfare of Ireland. He 



became the keeper of a local golf course and it was here that the young Hugh learned the game 
well enough to be able to hold a six handicap at the courses in Rome. A superb athlete, in 
addition to golf, he excelled at boxing and at curling as well. The young Hugh was a divinity 
student during the rising. He became very involved in the local republican activities when three 
of his classmates were detained, tortured, and killed by the Black and Tans. 

O’Flaherty was well known in Rome. His prowess on the golf course as well as his role in the 
Vatican Curia helped to brand him. He was on the diplomatic “A” lists and a frequent guest at 
the gatherings and parties of the rich, the famous, the royalty, and former royalty. He was also 
well known among the ordinary Roman citizens as well as the ex-patriates. He was a common 
man and mixed well with them. He walked all the streets of Rome and met many of the residents 
in his travels. He even wrote a book about the walkers guide to the streets of Rome. He was 
gregarious, had bright smile, a twinkle in his eye, and Gaelic wit and charm. This set him up well 
for the tasks that he didn’t yet know would lie ahead of him.  

After the outbreak of war in September, 1939, Italy, having joined Germany, established 
prisoner of war camps for captured Allied soldiers, mainly British and French. The Vatican 
assigned Francesco Borgongini Duca, the papal nuncio to Italy, to visit them, and Msgr. 
O’Flaherty was brought along as an interpreter and assistant. What he saw there moved him, 
helping him overcome his own hard feelings toward the British. He made sure the prisoners 
received proper clothing and blankets, and received packages from the Red Cross. He also 
took to Vatican Radio to announce the names and messages of many prisoners to worried 
families. After he protested the conditions of several camps, however, the Italian authorities 
pressured the Church to remove him from POW assignments, and he returned to the Vatican. 
But the transfer turned out to be providential. Because they hated Mussolini, the guards at the 
POW camps tended to be casual. Prisoners easily slipped out and made their way to Rome, to 
the priest they already knew would help them. 

With the War entering a new phase, Mussolini increased the persecution of Jews, aristocrats 
and anti-fascists of all kinds, and they also turned to the Church for help. Msgr. O’Flaherty, 
who had become friends with many during his days as a young student and priest, 
immediately offered help, finding them shelter and support. Then, in the summer of 1943, 
after Mussolini was deposed from power, only to be rescued by the Germans, who would soon 
occupy Rome for nine terrifying months (September 1943–June 1944), a radically different 
situation developed: Thousands of prisoners of war escaped fascist captivity and spread across 
the Italian countryside, but were in danger of recapture by the enraged Germans, determined 
to reassert power. Again, Monsignor O’Flaherty took the lead. He created an elaborate 
underground Vatican-based network working secretly with other religious, diplomats and 
ordinary civilians to secure their freedom. Safe houses, food, clothing and needed documents 
were provided despite the constant presence of murderous fascists and Nazis. 



Meanwhile one of the other problems was the neutrality of the Vatican. What O’Flaherty was 
doing was a direct violation of that neutrality. Pope Pius XII was supposed to be the guardian 
of that neutrality and had great fears that the Vatican could be destroyed and the remnant 
taken over by the Nazi forces who had already established a presence in Rome. It is hard to 
keep a secret in the Vatican and rumors of O’Flaherty’s activities started to reach the Pope. 
O’Flaherty was summoned to his office and he pleaded in favor of the human catastrophe that 
was developing in the city. The plight of the soldiers and the Jews could not be ignored. 
Without necessarily giving permission the Pope simply advised him not to get caught. 

The work quickly became overwhelming with refugees from the prison camps appearing on 
his doorstep every week. O’Flaherty had the luxury of living within the Vatican at the German 
College. Luxury is an overstatement. He had a room at the college. He also became aware that 
he couldn’t do this work alone. The first escapees to find their way to the Vatican were British 
soldiers. O’Flaherty was friendly with D’Arcy Osborne, the British Ambassador to the 
Vatican. D’Arcy Osborne, also was also on the firing line to preserve Vatican neutrality, had a 
butler, John May, who was an angel sent from God. This was a man who could do anything. 
His resources were never revealed but food, clothing, counterfeit money, and forged 
documents were readily available. For him, the impossible was ordinary. Osborne was helpful 
as a chief advisor to O’Flaherty and in financing the operation first from the British Consulate 
and then having the British Government establish an almost unlimited line of credit through 
the Vatican Bank thereafter. As the operation grew, it started to get sloppy. Then there 
appeared a British Major, Sam Derry, who, along with associates,was also on the run. He 
readily accepted O’Flaherty’s appeal to join with them and tighten up their organization. He 
administered the finances and stored the spread sheets detailing expenditures in jars that were 
buried in the Vatican Gardens. He also tightened things up administratively. One of the 
escaping Italian soldiers was recaptured and under torture spoke of the underground railroad 
that had been established. When they learned of that revelation, Derry immediately further 
tightened up the organization. Only two people knew everything, himself and O’Flaherty. 
Others with responsibility knew only what they needed to know. 

Meanwhile, O’Flaherty had established safe houses throughout the city, up to 500 of them. 
They were in churches, monasteries, convents, hospitals, and private homes. These were the 
real heroes of the operation. Had they been discovered by the Gestapo, they would been 
arrested or killed on the spot and they all knew it. Many had close calls during Gestapo raids. 
All of this was carried out right under the nose of the Gestapo. O’Flaherty would go out into 
the city in disguise each night and visit the safe houses, talk with the escapees, encourage 
those harboring them, and identify specific needs. One of the safe houses was directly across 
the street from the Gestapo headquarters. 



The Gestapo finally figured out that O’Flaherty was the catalyst for the whole operation. The 
price was put on his head but the Gestapo could not violate Vatican neutrality. The Gestapo 
headquarters containing offices, their jail, and their torture rooms was also next door to the 
German college though outside the neutral zone. The Germans made a big deal about painting 
a line clearly indicating the division between Rome and Vatican City.  Snipers occupied the 
roof of the Gestapo building with rifles aimed the line. O’Flaherty made a point of reading 
part of his breviary each day while walking on the line. When he finished his breviary, he 
always waved a greeting to the snipers on the roof. There was a price on the head of 
O’Flaherty, $30,000 American dollars, a lot of money in 1944, for his capture outside the 
neutral zone. O’Flaherty’s taunting had a purpose. He felt that the attention he himself 
created, distracted the Gestapo from the rest of the operation. Each morning O’Flaherty would 
stand on the steps of St. Peter’s Basilica to receive those escaped from the prison camps as 
well as Jews. Hitler’s Final Solution had not yet hit the city, but everyone knew it was 
coming. 

There is a villain, an anti-hero in this story. Herbert Kappler, with a rank equivalent to 
Lieutenant Colonel, was assigned to Rome to be in charge of the Gestapo (a small force in the 
beginning) and to work with local Fascists and organize intelligence operations. O’Flaherty 
was introduced to Kappler one evening at the opera when he first arrived. At the time Kappler 
had no idea that the priest would be his arch enemy and largely the instrument of his 
downfall. The risks kept increasing with the presence of the Gestapo and their constant search 
for intelligence. However with the additional help provided Henry Byrnes, John Furman, and 
Bill Simpson, compatriots of Major Derry and Henrietta Chevalier, a tight and effective 
organization evolved. Their work together helped O’Flaherty get over his disdain for the 
English stemming back to his college days and his encounters with the Black and Tans in 
Ireland. Osborne continued to be the Chief of Staff and John May continued working miracles 
to meet the physical needs. O’Flaherty once asked him about his resources. John smiled and 
answered that it was better and safer for everyone that he preserve his secrets. Henrietta 
Chevalier harbored escaped POWs and was the chief organizer and recruiter for safe houses 
throughout the city. With his extraordinary network among the famous, the wealthy, and the 
ordinary citizens, all of whom were poor because of the war, O’Flaherty was supporting 
thousands of military escapees and Jews. Many Jews were hiding in convents and monasteries 
around the city, including the Pope’s summer residence, Castel Gamdolpho, dressed in 
clerical or religious garb. Food, money. clothing, passports, papers and anything else needed 
was provided through the mysterious though miraculous services of John May.  

Kappler proved to be a formidable opponent. It took him a while to discover that O’Flaherty 
was the catalyst for this underground operation. O’Flaherty had a mole in Kappler’s office  
that provided information about raids and anything else that would influence their operations. 
It was becoming extremely hazardous for O’Flaherty to get around the city. His disguises 



became more ingenious, though a six foot two, 200 pound woman with high heels surely 
would have generated some notice among the Gestapo. He successfully pulled it off time and 
again and freely roamed the city each evening. However, it was becoming increasingly more 
dangerous to do so. 

One day, dressed in full clerical garb, O’Flaherty visited one of his leading donors, a golfing 
buddy, who was part of a royal family. While he was there, the Gestapo raided his home. 
Knowing that they would search the building room by room, O’Flaherty fled to the basement. 
By chance, the Prince was receiving a delivery of coal in anticipation of the winter. 
O’Flaherty buried himself in the coal successfully hiding. He ultimately changed clothes with 
one of the coal deliverers who knew him and drove in the coal truck with them to the outskirts 
of the Vatican where he was safe again.  

Kappler was becoming notorious with arrests, torture, and even firing squad deaths. He was in 
constant contact with his commanding officers, including Adolf Hitler himself. During the 
nine months.of the Nazi occupation of the city, when they came on duty, Gestapo regiments 
would march through the streets as a dramatic show of strength before disbursing to their 
posts. On one of those streets the anti-fascist non-military resistance planted a very powerful 
bomb. When the Gestapo parade marched down the bomb detonated killing thirty-two 
Gestapo policemen.  

When he heard the news of this, Hitler became ballistic and ordered that for every German 
soldier killed ten Italians were to be assassinated. 

The Gestapo commandant, Herbert Kappler, at first resisted the order but his higher level 
military confidants recommended that he follow orders. He had forty-eight hours to complete 
the dreadful task. He assembled a list of those prisoners who were scheduled to appear before 
a firing squad. He still didn’t have enough so he simply added in other prisoners and he also 
received a list from the fascist Italian police chief.  

The place chosen for the planned massacre was the Ardeatine Caves outside of Rome. The 
assassinations would be carried out within the caves and the caves would be sealed by and 
engineered explosion. There was a very precise schedule for the assassination. They would be 
killed in groups of five with a single soldier behind them firing the deadly shot. Kappler 
himself had to participate in the shooting as a role model for his soldiers. There were 335 
killed on that day on a schedule that concluded the project minutes before the deadline. 

The outrage, the frustration, and the intensity of mourning resounded throughout Rome and 
the surrounding regions. It seemed as if everyone still living personally knew or was related to 
each of the victims. In the midst of this tragedy a grieving O’Flaherty and his comrades, at the 



risk of arrest for violating the curfew, provided whatever spiritual and material comfort was 
needed.  

In June of 1944, the Nazi reign of terror in Rome came to a crashing end as the allied tanks 
and troops descended on Rome. Gen. Mark Clark led his troops deeper into Rome. He took a 
personal tour of Rome. After months of planning and fighting for this event, he reveled in the 
excitement of his accomplishment. 

During the years of the war, approximately 6500 escaped POWs passed through the Escape 
Line as O’Flaherty’s operation came to be called. In addition, some 5000 Jews were either 
liberated through the Escape Line or hidden in the convents, monasteries, hospitals, colleges 
and other neutral Church properties scattered throughout the city. Tragically, about 1000 were 
shipped off to their deaths in the concentration camps. Almost 4000 were hidden in homes 
scattered throughout the city. As we said in another place, the real heroes of the operation 
were the citizens of Rome who opened their doors to the escapees and the Jews at the risk of 
their own lives. 

The Escape Line kept no records except for the financial records buried in the Vatican 
Gardens. O’Flaherty’s inner circle all had code names and for the protection of the soldiers 
and the Jewish survivors names and numbers were only kept in memory and these only in the 
minds of Hugh O’Flaherty and Sam Derry.  

O’Flaherty was well decorated by the various countries whose soldiers he helped to liberate. 
However, he kept a low profile and went back to his day job as a Notary in the Holy Office. 
He was reassigned as Papal Nuncio to Tanzania but before he took office he suffered a stroke. 
He eventually retired and returned to Ireland. He wasn’t greeted with much enthusiasm there 
because of his collaboration with the British. In fact, it was once thought that his work 
threatened the neutrality of Ireland as well as the Vatican. 

He lived very simply in a room over his parent’s store now run by his sister. It was just a short 
walk to the church where he celebrated Mass every day. He frequently helped out in the store. 
He also frequented the golf course but he never saw a six handicap again. He just enjoyed 
himself. 

He did have the opportunity to renew friendships with his co-conspirators through a BBC 
program similar to, This Is Your Life. He was conned into doing that because he thought he 
was going to honor Sam Derry. This was the last time they were all together.  

When he died, they found all of his honors and awards tucked away in his sock drawer. He 
never accepted the lifetime pension offered by the Italian Government. 



 

His archenemy, Herbert Kappler was sentenced to life in prison which he served  until 1978. 
For the first years while he was still in Rome, the only visitor Kappler had was Msgr. Hugh 
O’Flaherty. Kappler wanted to convert to Catholicism and O’Flaherty advised him to wait 
until after the appeals process. O’Flaherty received him into the Churchwith a very simple and 
private ceremony. 

Keppler’s health deteriorated over the years. He had remarried while he was a prisoner. When 
it became obvious that he was a dying man, his wife planned and executed a masterful escape, 
much to the chagrin of just about every department of the Italian government. When he died 
he was buried in Germany with a funeral service officiated by both a Lutheran and a Roman 
Catholic priest. 

His story has been told many times over. His work has been preserved in history books, 
novels, the movie, The Red and the Black, a myriad of articles and interviews. The story has 
told over and over again by his co-conspirators. How could anyone keep an experience like 
the one they had secret! They lived for almost four years a hair’s breadth from death. At one 
point Sam Derry uncovered a plot to kidnap and assassinate O’Flaherty. After Mass, when he 
would usually stand in the rear of the church chatting with fellow worshippers, two thugs had 
been hired by the Gestapo to kidnap him. Derry arranged for a team of Swiss Guards to arrive 
at the moment of the attempt and snatch away the kidnappers. 

These men and women became a magnificent team in the most hazardous environment 
imaginable at the time. Monks, priests, nuns, brothers and daring citizens of Rome created an 
avenue of life for thousands of men, women, and children who would otherwise been captured 
and killed by the Gestapo. 

There are generations of people who claim Irish heritage in our country .Most have never 
absorbed an Irish culture, have no experience of World War II, and have no idea of the 
horrors it generated. I want them to know that a meek and humble Irish priest pulled off one 
of the most daring operations of history, especially Irish and Italian history; an operation so 
daring that his story rivals even that of Brian Boru.  
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