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CHAPTER 1

The Storm

A STORM SWEPT IN THE New Year of 1944 in southern Italy.

Lashing, torrential rain hammered down while heavy winds tore over the mountains and through the valleys. In the little village of Ripi, some fifty miles south of Rome in the Liri Valley, twenty-year-old Viviana Bauco had decided to keep a diary in the hope that before the year was out lasting peace might end the terrible war still engulfing Italy. ‘The new year has been announced with a terrible cyclone,’1 she noted. ‘An ugly omen!’ Viviana suffered from progressive retinitis pigmentosa, an incurable eye disease that meant she was gradually going blind – a cruel blow for one so young. It ensured she was very dependent on her family – her father, Carlo, a registrar at the local Comune, her mother, Ines, and older sister Lucia, who worked at the Municipio in Ripi. Neither Viviana nor any of her family had much idea of what was going on but were all too aware that the war was inextricably getting closer. The sound of the guns, the concussion that made the ground shake even from twenty-five miles away; the increase in Allied aircraft overhead and the German troops stationed in the village. Viviana felt almost permanently on edge, wondering what their fate might be and whether their tiny corner of Italy would ever be left alone.

And as if the war was not bad enough, now a cyclone had whipped in through the night. She had to pray, as she did most fervently, that God would protect them.

Just a few miles away in Frosinone, one of the larger local towns of this part of southern Lazio, Oberstarzt Wilhelm Mauss was at the XIV Panzerkorps command post as his old house in Roccasecca had been bombed out back in the middle of December. Like Viviana Bauco, Mauss also wondered whether the storm was an omen and a symbol of what was to come that year. Mauss was forty-four and a colonel-doctor, the Chief Medical Officer for the corps. A learned, cultured man but convinced National Socialist, Mauss had served in the last war and then, after later becoming a doctor, rejoined the army as a surgeon and medical officer – MO – and had so far served in France and on the Eastern Front before being posted to the Mediterranean the previous summer. He had been based at XIV Panzerkorps headquarters ever since.

At the command post, he and other corps staff had listened on the radio to the German bells ringing in the New Year; the small gathering had also enjoyed some convivial drinks and then, by telephone, he had spoken to the corps commander, Generalleutnant Fridolin von Senger und Etterlin, and then tried to make a call to his wife and family back home in Hanover, western Germany, whom he missed desperately. Unfortunately, having got as far as the long-distance telephone exchange in Hanover, the storm had then brewed up and he’d been cut off. He had been so close to speaking to them, yet they had remained frustratingly out of reach.

Through the small hours, the wind had increased. Dawn on that first day of the year revealed the kind of carnage normally caused by bombs and shellfire. The telephone operator’s barrack had collapsed, tents had been ripped up, tiles blown from the roofs of the houses, trees uprooted and windows smashed. Mauss could scarcely believe it, but then later that evening he witnessed a stunningly beautiful skyscape of violet and red clouds over the snowy mountains that surrounded them either side of the Liri Valley, rising like pillars over the frail blue sky. Lower, the sky glowed like liquid iron. ‘May this day be a symbol for the year,’2 he jotted. ‘From the dark-dreary clouds of the last year the redeeming storm then breaks.’ Perhaps, he wondered, the tranquil scene he saw that evening would hasten in the more peaceful days that they all surely desired.

‘Happy New Year,’3 wrote Regimental Sergeant-Major – RSM – Jack Ward in the diary he kept for his wife back home in Eastbourne on the south coast of England. ‘What a start to the new year, the hardest rainstorm that I have ever seen.’ A bridge just above Regimental HQ – RHQ – had been entirely washed away. Ward was forty-three, the old man of the 56th Heavy Regiment, Royal Artillery. He had joined up when he’d been eighteen, just after the end of the last war, but despite long years of service it was not until he and the rest of the regiment reached Tunisia at the back end of 1942 that he had first seen action. He’d had a skinful since – and been wounded and recovered – but although somewhat lugubrious at times, he wasn’t prone to bellyaching. Rather, he continued doing his job assiduously and with as much dedication as he could and with a strong dose of fatalism. He’d much rather be back at home, but then they all would, and he had the wit to recognize that his situation was preferable to that of many others now serving in Italy. Being an RSM in a heavy artillery regiment was certainly not without danger, but the size of their guns – a big beast of a 7.2-inch howitzer – meant they were generally a few miles back from the infantry, and whenever he saw what those poor blighters had to go through he knew he had a lot to be grateful for.

While the 56th Heavy Regiment, along with the British X Corps, were part of General Clark’s Fifth Army, most of the British and Commonwealth troops were serving with Eighth Army, which had famously trounced Rommel and his Panzerarmee at Alamein and later helped win the Allies all of Libya and part of Tunisia too. It was Eighth Army, under the command of the totemic General Sir Bernard Montgomery, that had invaded Sicily alongside the US Seventh Army and which, on 3 September 1943, had crossed the narrow Straits of Messina from Sicily into the toe of the boot of mainland Italy. Monty had left after Christmas, heading back to the UK to take overall command of Allied land forces in the forthcoming cross-Channel invasion of Normandy. Operation OVERLORD, planned for May that year, was the Allies’ primary effort, which made Italy, despite its vast expenditure in men and materiel, a secondary theatre. Globally, Italy was even further down the pecking order of priorities, despite, this January of 1944, being the only place where the Western Allies were currently fighting the Germans on the ground.

Montgomery’s replacement was General Oliver Leese, a jovial and highly experienced commander and former corps commander under Monty in the desert and in Sicily. He was, however, new as an army commander, and in the days and weeks ahead would likely have his work cut out keeping this famous warhorse of an army going with the same sense of purpose and drive; morale was a fragile beast, and Eighth Army’s troops were used to being in the spotlight – Britain’s most famous, most successful army had, until the end of 1943, been commanded by its most famous, most successful general. Now, suddenly, as January 1944 dawned, it found itself with a second-tier commander in the middle of winter.

And not just any old winter, but an especially savage one. Rain and wind had pummelled the western side of the leg, but in the middle, in the heart of the Abruzzo mountains, near the lonely town of Castel di Sangro, there had been very heavy snow, and Major Lawrie Franklyn-Vaile of the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers and his men in B Company had felt the full weight of the overnight snowfall. There had been no cosy, warm bar for them or any carousing into the small hours; rather, he and his men had been posted up on to a lonely and isolated peak two days earlier.

Franklyn-Vaile was an Australian, from Melbourne, and by trade a journalist, who had moved to England before the war, married an English girl and then, when war was declared, had joined up and been posted to the ‘Faughs’fn1 – as the Royal Irish Fusiliers were known. Franklyn-Vaile was thirty-three, and so a little older than most of his fellows; he could have remained an instructor but had requested to serve overseas with the rest of the battalion to which he had grown so attached – despite being married and having a daughter now aged three years old. A wish not to be left behind, mixed with a profound sense that it was his moral duty to help defeat Nazism and Fascism, and also the age-old desire to experience war and to be tested as a man, as a soldier and as a commander had compelled him to go. He had joined the battalion late in the Sicilian campaign and had since proved a highly courageous and competent officer.

‘I have never seen so much snow,’4 he wrote to his wife, Olive, ‘in places it was waist and chest deep and what with the icy wind as well, conditions were far from pleasant.’ It was certainly a contrast to his first days in Sicily when the dry heat had nearly broiled them all alive. He was, he told her, glad he’d brought his roll-top sweater with him when he’d headed off to war.

Further east, near the Adriatic coast, at 8th Indian Division HQ, Corporal Harry Wilson also woke up to discover a landscape transformed by snow. Wilson was an Irishman who had been living in Northampton in England at the start of the war and earning very little playing the piano in bars. His brother had joined the RAF, so he thought he would join up too, albeit the army rather than the air force. Slight of build but ferociously bright, he had been posted to the Royal Engineers, ended up serving in a Well-Boring Section in 10th Indian Division in the Middle East, before retraining – and passing with flying colours – as a cipher clerk. He’d been posted to 8th Indian Division the previous September and had been in Italy with the rest of 8th Indian since October, and while he was grateful he was not in the infantry, even at Division HQ he felt he’d been quite close enough to the front.

On New Year’s Eve he’d been on duty in the cipher truck, which was parked next to some oaks, with a tarpaulin stretched from the edge of the truck to the trees and under which were their foxholes. At 10 p.m. Wilson and his fellows had turned in, glad to be aboard the truck for once, and with the banshee wind howling outside. Soon after, they were roused again by Corporal Garrett telling them some V Corps ciphers needed decrypting.

‘Tell them there’s a bloody blizzard blowing!’5 yelled Corporal Spiers, one of Wilson’s fellow duty clerks. But they got up and deciphered the messages anyway. They later went back to sleep only to be woken by the flapping tarpaulin, which had become loose. Cursing, they ventured out into the snow, the wind still howling, and secured it again, but others were flooded out of their foxholes. ‘Only the elements were at war,’6 noted Wilson, ‘for not a gun sounded on any front.’

It didn’t last long. By the following evening the enemy guns opened up again as the sky cleared and the stars came out. Wilson was convinced Eighth Army had become bogged down and that they’d be stuck on the ridge south of Ortona and Orsogna until the ground dried out. He was spot on. That night, with his foxhole waterlogged, he took himself off to a stone shed near the farmhouse around which Division HQ was based. Five Indian soldiers were already there, desperately trying to keep a damp, smoking fire going. ‘About fifty breezes played about on the flagstones,’7 he noted while gazing up at the cracked stone walls and thick oak beams, each as heavy as a steamroller, sagging worryingly towards the floor.

Whether this cyclone-strength storm was considered a good or bad omen rather depended on one’s perspective in life, but the New Year certainly brought with it a mixture of feelings among the many troops and civilians now caught up in this vicious war in Italy. All Major Georg Zellner could think of was home and his wife and two daughters back in Regensburg in south-east Germany. Just a brief visit was all he was asking for, but despite applying for leave several times he had been turned down on every occasion. His 3. Bataillon of the 134. Infanterie-Regiment had been temporarily assigned to 29. Panzergrenadier-Division, now holding the central stretch of the Cassino front across the mouth of the Mignano Gap. Usually part of the 44. ‘Hoch-und-Deutschmeister’ – H-und-D – Infanterie-Division, now pulled back behind the Gustav Line to rebuild strength, 134. Regiment – Zellner’s 3. Bataillon included – had been in action almost constantly since reaching the front in the middle of November and it looked likely this was not about to change. Since Fifth Army had finally smashed its way through the Bernhard Line just before Christmas, 29. Panzergrenadier-Division had been pulled back for only a short time while final preparations were made on the next major line of defence, the Gustav Line. On this first day of January, it meant Zellner had his command post between Cervaro and San Vittore, two small towns at the western end of the Monte Sammucro massif. Cervaro was a couple of miles further west than San Vittore, which was where Zellner’s three infantry companies were based, and only five miles from Cassino; but whereas the huge Monte Cassino massif rose high above the latter town, both Cervaro and San Vittore were out on something of a limb – west of the former Bernhard Line but not part of the Gustav, and now the Americans were the ones with observers peering down on the Germans below.

It made Zellner feel extremely vulnerable, to say the least. He was thirty-eight years old, but a career soldier who had joined the Reichswehr aged twenty in 1926 and been posted to Regensburg, where he had been based for most of the years leading up to the war and married and raised a family. He worried about them constantly – especially since the Messerschmitt aircraft factory and an oil refinery in Regensburg had been heavily bombed the previous August. Clearly, his home city was now very much on the Allies’ target list.

Zellner had already lost three-quarters of his men in the six weeks of fighting since their arrival. His companies had been used to firefight and plug gaps, and had been moved from one area of the mountains to the other. The privations had been considerable, the weather awful, the American shelling incessant, and enemy attacks by the dreaded ‘Jabos’ – fighter-bombers, an abbreviation of Jagdbomber – relentless whenever the skies were clear. It was hard to know what was worse: cold rain or the rain of bombs and cannon shells. Of the Luftwaffe there had been no sign.

Despite the storm, however, Zellner had slept deeply for once, total exhaustion finally catching up with him. He was not in good health – how could he be after six weeks living outside in the mountains, almost permanently wet, or in dank bunkers and cellars? ‘Flatulence, heart and lung problems,’8 he had recorded a few days earlier. ‘But I can’t have time for that.’ The morning was quiet, however – but almost too quiet. ‘We were seized by a strange restlessness,’9 he noted, ‘that everyone hid from each other.’ Since they were on the defensive all they could do was wait for the Americans to attack. Some kind of distraction was needed; one of the men had managed to get some cuts from a dead cow and so he cooked those along with some dumplings; the meal did much to keep up spirits.

The first reports reached his command post at around midday and continued through the afternoon. All suggested the same thing: that opposite them, the Americans were moving troops forward in readiness for an attack. Then an order from Division informed them that the men of the 134. Regiment, and 3. Bataillon in particular, were at the focal point of the southern front. Well, that was tremendous news. ‘Although we already knew it,’10 scribbled Zellner, ‘it was now confirmed to us that we had to expect the worst. I suppose the magic will begin tomorrow and everyone else feels it.’ The atmosphere in their bunker remained eerily quiet after their feast. ‘Reidl reads,’11 he wrote, ‘the Adj writes, Würsch sleeps, Becher sits by the fire.’

Waiting for the fire after the storm.

‘Storms which assume hurricane proportions’,12 noted the diarist at XIV Panzerkorps headquarters, ‘make any large-scale operations impossible.’ So while the weather wasn’t much to cheer about if you were a part of B Company of the Faughs, stuck in a snowdrift on the top of a lonely mountain, nor if you were a gunner behind the lines, it was a positive blessing if you were unfortunate enough to be in the infantry on the battlefront near the town of Cassino. It meant, quite simply, you were going to be spared for that day at least, which was about as good a start to the year as any in the PBI could hope for out here in this part of southern Italy.

Yet while high winds and rain had brought the fighting to a halt, it would not be for long, as Major Georg Zellner had instinctively understood. Having finally burst through the Winter Line, Fifth Army was now continuing to bridge the gap of eight miles or so to the Gustav Line, a gap being stubbornly defended by Zellner’s men among many others in XIV Panzerkorps. Orders were passed down from Fifth Army to II Corps, still manning the central part of their front. On their right was the Corps Expéditionnaire Français – the CEF – made up mostly of French North African colonial troops, while on their left were the British of X Corps. And part of II Corps were the 34th Red Bulls, the infantry unit that had been giving Clark cause for concern the previous month, although since that mass desertion there had been no further trouble.

The Americans were due to attack the following day, however, and it was the Red Bulls who would be heading straight for San Vittore and Cervaro, where Georg Zellner’s battalion were positioned, while the recently arrived 1st Armored Division would be on the Red Bulls’ left flank. Ralph Schaps was a buck sergeant in the 2nd Battalion of 135th Infantry, one of three infantry regiments in the Red Bulls. A squad commander in Company H, Schaps was a Minnesotan, twenty-three years old and also a veteran of Tunisia and the long slog from Salerno these past few months. The 135th had actually been out of the line since 12 December, the same day General Clark wrote his memo about the need to crush the Germans with unshakable ruthlessness, but now Schaps and his fellows were back at the front in the bitter cold and vicious wind, winding their way from the rest camp at Sant’Angelo d’Alife near Caserta, where they had been safely nestled in the lea of yet another mountain, out of harm’s way.

No matter how grim life was at the front, however, nothing helped maintain morale better than receiving mail from home, and having jumped out of his truck in the San Pietro area Schaps was delighted to find a package waiting for him: a large box of Roi-Tan cigars. A small thing, but a gift that made all the difference.

General Clark himself was suffering from a severe cold – one so bad he’d even spent 30 December at the nearby 36th General Hospital in Caserta getting checked out. On New Year’s Eve, although feeling better, he’d travelled down to the Officers’ Rest Center, both to get a change of scene away from the front and also to visit the officers there. Since it had been an overnight stay he was still there in Sorrento, with its jagged coastline and stunning views out to sea, as the New Year dawned. There had been a small amount of fighting along the Amalfi coast back in September and this golden stretch of coast had, mercifully, survived largely unscathed. The Rest Center was perfectly positioned and large and comfortable, a former luxury hotel. It allowed those officers from the front to truly escape, relax and find themselves in a part of the country still achingly beautiful rather than battered, broken and brutalized by the violence of war.

There was, as always, much for Clark to think about, however, and just because he was in Sorrento it did not mean he was going to step away from the war even for a day. Throughout the morning of that first day of 1944, motor messengers brought dispatches from his CP at Caserta and he also discussed various matters by telephone with his trusted Chief of Staff, Major-General Al Gruenther. How to break the deadlock at the front was a conundrum facing all the senior Allied commanders in Italy. A plan had been doing the rounds for six weeks or more now to land a force from Fifth Army behind the German front line just to the south of Rome. The area chosen was a stretch of coast either side of the twin towns of Anzio and Nettuno, small fishing ports some forty miles south of the capital. From these towns the flat land of the old Pontine Marshes, reclaimed during the Mussolini era, spread out towards ever more mountains: the Lepini to the south-east and the Colli Albani – the Alban Hills – to the north. The hope was that by landing a sufficient-sized force there, the German 10. Armee would be panicked into pulling back from the Gustav Line entirely for fear of being folded up in the rear.

The issue, as always, was whether enough shipping and assault craft could be mustered to deliver a meaningful amount of men and materiel into this bridgehead. Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, the British C-in-C of Allied naval forces in the Mediterranean, signalled that day to tell Gruenther that all vital LSTs – landing ship, tank, the largest, 120-yard-long landing craft available – had to be released on 2 February. Operation SHINGLE, as the planned assault was code-named, was due to take place on 22 January. That meant having them for eleven days only and then they’d be off. Once again, plans were being made but without the necessary logistical support.

However, one of the developments from the Tehran Conference in early December 1943 had been the decision to mount an amphibious assault of southern France concurrently with OVERLORD, to be code-named ANVIL. This had been urged upon the Allies by Stalin, who had argued that such an assault would offer the best support for OVERLORD. Admittedly, there were sound military reasons for such an operation, but Stalin was already looking ahead to the end of the war and Soviet influence in eastern Europe and the Balkans, where in Yugoslavia the British, especially, had backed the Communist partisans under Tito. This was what made Stalin’s surprise suggestion such a strategic masterstroke. Stalin also stressed that an invasion of southern France should take place at the same time as the cross-Channel invasion, while President Roosevelt wondered whether the Italian campaign should be halted now and southern France invaded ahead of OVERLORD. Such an invasion force would need a huge amount of shipping, and already there was apprehension that the Anzio operation would have a detrimental effect on ANVIL. Leapfrogging their way with amphibious assaults all up the leg of Italy was a very obvious way for the Allies to stretch the German defences to the fullest and avoid the worst of the incredibly challenging mountainous terrain; frustratingly, they couldn’t exploit this opportunity for lack of shipping.

Clark had been given the nod that he was being lined up to command the US Seventh Army for ANVIL, which would take him away from Fifth Army and Italy. This he’d been discreetly told by Eisenhower before the latter left the Mediterranean to head to London to become Supreme Allied Commander for the cross-Channel invasion. ‘My guess’, Gruenther noted to Clark in a personal message that day, 1 January, ‘is that SHINGLE will be cancelled.’ Gruenther was at Allied Forces HQ in Algiers – the North African city was still the nerve centre of the Allied war effort in the Mediterranean and he had flown over the previous day. It meant, though, that there were always a lot of moving parts. Alexander, as 15th Army Group commander – that is, overall ground commander in Italy – was in Brindisi on the southern Adriatic coast; then there was the HQ in Algiers, a major hub in Malta and still one in Sicily; Naples was now the centre for civilian affairs and another mass of desk wallahs – staff officers. ‘Consensus here’,13 Gruenther told Clark in a subsequent signal, ‘is that SHINGLE should be cancelled unless Alexander and Clark can show that there will be no interference with ANVIL.’

And it was, of course, impossible to guarantee such a thing. Any amphibious operation was a major undertaking and a significant commitment. Reverses were unconscionable, which meant that, once committed, they had to continue to be backed. It was all very well saying that the crucial LSTs had to be released after eleven days and that SHINGLE must not be allowed to upset plans for the invasion of southern France in five months’ time, but the enemy had a vote too. How the Germans would react could be guessed, and could even be hoped, but there were no cast-iron guarantees at all.

Such were the many levers being pulled on this first day of 1944 in Italy and the wider Mediterranean theatre. In the meantime, however, Clark was still expected to get his army through the Gustav Line as quickly as possible.

The renewed attack would begin the following morning, Sunday, 2 January 1944.




CHAPTER 2

A Cunning Plan

‘ALL HELL IS BREAKING loose1 in San Vittore,’ noted Major Georg Zellner from his cellar in Cervaro that first Sunday of the year. ‘Artillery fire of all calibres for hours.’ This was the prelude, the softening up before the US II Corps attack. In this terrain, in these winter conditions, it was hard to bring the normal mobility the Allies would expect to use to bear, but they could still draw upon their superior amounts of artillery. The boom of guns, the pulsing of the ground – one could physically feel it – the screech of shells whistling over, the explosion as each shell landed; the crash of falling masonry, the clatter of descending stones, brick, earth and grit. The guns continued through the night; no one at the 3. Bataillon command post got much sleep.

Good weather the next day, Monday. This meant the Jabos would be over, and so they were: in force at around 4.30 p.m., thundering in low and hammering Cervaro. Zellner and his battalion headquarters could only crouch and hope they might be spared, but it was hard not to think that a direct hit might land at any moment. Sometimes dirt fell on their heads. They were all smoking like chimneys. ‘We huddle in the corners,’2 noted Zellner. ‘Reidl climbs up and drinks cognac on an empty stomach, settles down again. Schwarzer takes a piece of wood and plays with it. He tries to sing, sometimes someone else gets up, swears, sits down again and stares into a hole.’ Zellner found himself moving from one corner to another. At one point he tried to speak but his words were lost in a deafening crash nearby. Dust and smoke drifted through the room. Everyone began coughing. There was nothing they could say or do; they simply had to stay where they were, in their command post in Cervaro, and take it, just as Zellner’s three companies, a short distance ahead in and around San Vittore, had to take it. They had to withstand this bombing and shelling until ordered to fall back. Eventually, Reidl got up again, ruffled his hair, drank more cognac and then said, ‘Abandon all hope, you who enter the gate of horror.’3

Zellner wondered whether he was going to go mad with this incessant barrage and drumming of guns. He had a desperate, overwhelming urge to relieve himself, but daren’t. Eventually, though, he took some paper and went to the latrine only to realize he didn’t need to go after all. ‘I take my diary and write,’4 he recorded, ‘and look at the pictures of my family. The blood and nerves are raging in my head.’

General Clark wanted to draw up to the Gustav Line as quickly as possible. The British X Corps was working its way through the mountains to the south-west and heading to the River Garigliano, but it was the US II Corps that was to push beyond the Mignano Gap – the narrow stretch that had been the key to the Bernhard Line. The giant bastions of Monte Sammucro and Monte Camino were behind them and now there was a short stretch of low, undulating terrain as Highway 6 – the Via Casilina – and the railway emerged through the Gap and met with the Rapido River Valley from the north and headed into the wider Liri Valley beyond. Barring the way were the two small towns of San Vittore and Cervaro and a series of isolated low mountains, none more than 800 feet high: Monte Porchia and the Colle Cedro to the south of Highway 6 and Colle Cicerelli and Chiaia to the north; Monte Chiaia rose between San Vittore and Cervaro. Finally, and effectively blocking the way into the Liri Valley, was Monte Trocchio, a narrow, low mountain only some 1,400 feet high with sloping shoulders and a higher central ridge. Trocchio had a distinct and significant profile and lay at right angles to the flow of Highway 6. Clark wanted it in Allied hands as soon as possible because before launching any attack on the Gustav Line he planned to put the bulk of his artillery there, as they would be protected from the all-seeing eyes of German observers on the Monte Cassino massif beyond. He could also place his own observers on top.

A few miles to the north of San Vittore, however, and effectively round the corner from the Mignano Gap, the mountains rose dramatically once again, the highest being Monte Maio, a massive peak of over 3,000 feet and taller even than Sammucro. This giant overlooked the upper Rapido Valley and was an essential mass of high ground for any future assault on the Gustav Line because Clark wanted his own observers up there, looking across the Rapido Valley towards the Monte Cassino massif. Its capture would also allow the expansion of a mountain track that would enable supplies to come forward to the edge of the Rapido Valley without German eyes watching their every move. While the French of the CEF were to push on through the mountains to the north of Maio, capturing the peak itself was given to the joint American-Canadian Special Service Force, specifically trained in mountain warfare.

The Special Service Force set out from its bivouac area in the dark of the evening of 3 January in freezing temperatures, the forward artillery observers with them struggling with the heavy radio packs through gullies thick with snow and mule tracks treacherous with ice. Major-General Geoffrey Keyes, the II Corps commander, brought up both the 36th T-Patchers’ artillery to support their assault but also two battalions from the 34th Red Bulls to secure and hold the ground captured by the Special Service Force. After two days of clearing German outposts, the mountain men finally assaulted the peak of Monte Maio on the night of 6 January. Conditions were brutal: freezing, with bitter winds whipping across the exposed slopes and dark. These were not sensible conditions in which to fight; there was a reason why, in earlier times, the campaigning season had been in the summer months.

But the Allies were in a hurry. They wanted to win the war as quickly as possible so everyone could go home, and Europe – and the world – could move into a new age of peace. And in any case, here in Italy the Allied commanders were under renewed pressure to get on with things, to swiftly draw up against the Gustav Line then burst through it and link up with forces that in just a few weeks’ time were to be deposited at Anzio, forty miles to the north. Despite General Gruenther’s predictions on 1 January that SHINGLE, the Anzio operation, would be scrapped, it was, in fact, now very much back on again. It would have to happen quickly, though – in less than three weeks’ time. Yet on Tuesday, 4 January, planning for the operation had barely begun and the finer details had yet to be worked out. With Fifth Army now engaged in battle all along the Cassino front, that was giving the staffs involved very little time to mount such a complex operation.

Shipping, or the shortage of it, was the issue forcing the Allies’ hand. It had already proved the bane of the Italian campaign and was dictating the pace for the Anzio operation too.

That SHINGLE was back in the frame was largely down to the British Prime Minister, now recovering from his near-fatal bout of pneumonia and, convalescing in Tunis, re-energized about breaking the deadlock in Italy. Churchill had already begun thinking about the Italian conundrum when General Sir Alan Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff and Britain’s most senior military figure, had visited him before Christmas on his way back from a tour of the Italian front. Brooke had been considerably disheartened by what he’d witnessed and had concluded that Fifth Army would make little progress until the ground dried, which was unlikely to be before the spring. Since the Germans had more troops in Italy than the Allies, that might well lead to the kind of reverse General Alexander had warned about back in October.

Towards the beginning of October 1943, when the Italian campaign had been only a month or so old, he had made a detailed appreciation of the situation, which had already been affected by Hitler’s decision to fight for every metre rather than retreat some 200 miles north of Rome, as the Allies had expected and planned for before the invasion. As Alexander had pointed out, the Germans’ quantitative superiority was likely to continue and his prediction had been spot on as there were now twenty-three Germans divisions to the Allies’ eighteen at the beginning of 1944 – quite a disparity, despite the Allies’ greater numbers of artillery and mastery of the skies. He worried about stagnation; his armies had done well in the winter conditions, and in terrain that so favoured the Germans, to get as far as they had, but there was clearly a risk. If the front got stuck at the Gustav Line, then the greater attrition of forces might fall on the Allies. The last thing they wanted was a fatal weakening of the Italian front just as OVERLORD was about to be launched. Even worse, the Germans might make a local counter-offensive, either to retake the Foggia airfield complex or the key port of Naples. A reverse in Italy would also have a potentially very detrimental effect on OVERLORD, because resources would have to be poured into Italy to ensure a setback did not become a disaster. The Italian campaign had been launched in the first place to assist OVERLORD; clearly, it could not be allowed to do the opposite. As a result, it was vital not to relax the pressure. Rather, they needed to push on, secure Rome – and all the roads that led to and from it – and create the buffer that kept the Germans on the back foot and ensured that Foggia, especially, remained secure.

Unlocking the Gustav Line had been foremost in Alexander’s mind when SHINGLE was first put forward back in November. It had been cancelled on 20 December because Fifth Army, although through the mighty Bernhard Line, was not yet at the next line of defence, the Gustav Line, and it had been accepted that most of the shipping due for SHINGLE would have to be withdrawn by 15 January. That was simply not enough time to make SHINGLE a viable operation.

Following the Tehran Conference, the Combined Chiefs agreed that Operation ANVIL should go ahead at the same time as OVERLORD, and with whatever shipping could be made available. It was also agreed that the Italian campaign should continue and aim not only for Rome but to reach the Pisa–Rimini Line some 200 miles to the north. While General Brooke had tentatively supported ANVIL, it had occurred to him that the shipping that would have to remain in the Mediterranean as a consequence might now be used for a revived amphibious assault of Anzio first, and using a more appropriate timetable than had originally been conceived. Before heading back to the UK he planted this seed with Churchill, who, recuperating in bed and with time on his hands, now became convinced that such an operation was the panacea to unlocking the apparent deadlock in Italy.

While Brooke flew back to London, Churchill got to grips with shipping allocations. There were 246 assault craft in the Mediterranean at the end of December 1943, of which 96 were the all-important landing ships. These came in two forms: LSTs and LSIs – landing ship, infantry. Both were much the same: giant 120-yard-long vessels, as big as a destroyer, with enclosed decks, although the LST was the more important and numerous of the two; each LST was capable of carrying eighteen tanks and 217 troops but had a forward fully laden draught of just 4 feet. The LSI could take as many as 1,500 men straight on to an assault beach. They were a truly remarkable innovation and totally transformed the capabilities of the Allies, for with these landing ships, especially, and a host of other landing craft, they no longer needed a port in order to invade an island or stretch of enemy-held coast. A decent stretch of beach would do just fine.

Initially conceived by the British and then built to a joint Anglo-US design, the first purpose-built LST, HMS Boxer, had only been launched back in December 1942, while even the smaller assault craft such as the US-designed LCVP – landing craft, vehicle, personnel – better known as the Higgins Boat, had only been trialled in May 1941. Since the Allies had moved on to the offensive, both in the Pacific with the invasion of Guadalcanal in August 1942 and then with Operation TORCH in North-west Africa in November that same year, their entire way of war had become inextricably linked to these comparatively simple but ingenious new vessels. And for all the different varieties developed, none were more important than the landing ships, purely for the incredible amounts they could deliver directly on to a beach and the consequent economies of scale they offered.

The trouble was, because these vessels were comparatively late to the party, it was not until May 1942 that a crash-programme of landing craft production got under way in the United States. A staggering 8,719 of all kinds had been constructed by the following April, of which 214 had been landing ships, but this had come at a cost to conventional freighters and warships, which by early summer 1943 were in urgent demand once more. So production of assault shipping was wound down, although American shipyards were still producing between eighteen and twenty-two LSTs a month. The net result was that by December there were 144 LSTs in the Pacific and 138 in the European theatre for all operations, of which 105 were in the Mediterranean.

However, by 15 January 1944, 68 of those were due to head off to the UK for refit and then for training and to take part in OVERLORD. That left just 37, of which 10 were due to go for an immediate refit. A further 15 were on their way from South East Asia, no longer needed for an amphibious operation in Burma which had been scrapped – also for lack of enough assault craft. However, those 15 had already been pencilled in for an operation against the island of Rhodes in the eastern Aegean. What’s more, of the 37 still left in the Mediterranean, 20 had been scheduled to transport air forces to Corsica in advance of ANVIL. So, on paper, SHINGLE was a non-starter.

Churchill, however, was undeterred. Where there was a will, there was a way. From his bed in Carthage, he had begun plotting as to how enough LSTs might be kept in the Mediterranean long enough for SHINGLE to both take place and be successful. He was desperate to unlock the apparent stalemate in Italy, partly because he had long been obsessed with capturing Rome, with all its history and symbolism as a major European capital. Yet he also wanted to push north because he had always been a champion of the Italian campaign and believed that success in that theatre would offer the greatest help to the supreme operation of crossing the Channel to Normandy. Also, Churchill believed in the Mediterranean strategy: circumstances had brought British forces into action there when the Italians, back in September 1940, had invaded Egypt. That had led to the evolution of the long North African campaign, of the failed intervention in Greece and the humiliation of Crete. It had led to triumph in Tunisia and Sicily and now progressed to Italy. From Italy, the Allies could best help Tito’s partisans in Yugoslavia. And once the Po Valley had been reached, to the north of the Apennines, they could either wheel west into southern France, or right through the Ljubljana Gap into the Balkans. This latter course was what Stalin feared, but so too the Americans, who were worried that British post-war power-playing was trumping military priorities. There was some truth in this, but the Mediterranean was a theatre Churchill instinctively wanted to see right through to a triumphant conclusion, not withdraw from mid-battle.

It was on Christmas Eve 1943 that the Prime Minister first discussed the idea of resurrecting SHINGLE with Alexander and General Henry Maitland Wilson, soon to take over as Supreme Commander in the Mediterranean. The three worked late into the evening, Alexander and Wilson sitting beside Churchill’s bed while he sat up in his pyjamas and an elaborate silk dressing gown. The nub of the matter was how exactly such an amphibious operation might help Allied fortunes in Italy, and the size of force that could reasonably be expected to achieve this goal. For Churchill, Rome was the great prize to be won from this exciting outflanking operation, although for Alexander it was more about spooking the Germans into withdrawing XIV Panzerkorps, now opposite Fifth Army. If a minimum of two divisions could be landed initially and a further two follow, then a corps-sized force would be planted in the German 10. Armee’s western rear. This would be sufficient to threaten both their lines of supply to the Cassino front and also Rome at the same time. With the Germans caught between this pincer, with their front and rear endangered, Alexander reckoned there was a decent chance they would pull back. To achieve the full effect of the bluff, he felt it was important that the invasion force push far enough inland, off the flat coastal area and up into the Colli Albani to the south of Rome around the south-western area of the Colli Laziali. This was around twenty miles to the north of Anzio. It was, Alexander accepted, a punt, for if the Germans swiftly gathered their 14. Armee together, which was currently scattered throughout the northern half of Italy, then it would be impossible to hold such a wide bridgehead with just a single corps. However, despite extremely bitter fighting in southern Italy so far, the Germans had shown no inclination at all to send 14. Armee south. Obviously, an initial landing of three, rather than two, divisions would be preferable and would allow the best chance of success; but this, of course, all depended on what LSTs might be available.

Over the next few days, Churchill won over Eisenhower and Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, both soon to be heading to England for OVERLORD, as well as the British Chiefs of Staff – albeit reluctantly – and finally President Roosevelt. It was reckoned that 88 LSTs would do the trick. The operation against Rhodes was scrapped and it was accepted that the very experienced LST crews already in the Mediterranean didn’t need as long for training in Britain ahead of OVERLORD as had been initially reckoned, so the 68 earmarked for the UK could linger a little longer. After considerable wrangling, the 80-odd LSTs needed were found, albeit with caveats. Thirty-three, for example, would sail for England no later than 5 February. If SHINGLE took place on, say, 20 January, that would give the Anzio operation two weeks with all those LSTs. The rest would then be packed off to dockyards in Malta and elsewhere for refitting for ANVIL. Only six would be retained for ongoing service at Anzio beyond 5 February, because OVERLORD was set in stone and sacrosanct. Nothing was allowed to disrupt those plans and SHINGLE was only agreed to on that understanding.

It all sounded simple enough, but mounting such an enterprise in less than a month and in conjunction with



























APPENDIX I

Timeline of Events

1944

January [image: ]

SATURDAY, 1

Heavy storm at Cassino front

SUNDAY, 2

Alexander orders SHINGLE to be launched on 21 January

WEDNESDAY, 5

US attack out of Mignano Gap – San Vittore and Cervaro

THURSDAY, 6

The Father Abbott refuses to leave the abbey – more civilians taken away

SATURDAY, 8

General Sir Henry ‘Jumbo’ Maitland Wilson takes over Supreme Allied Command Mediterranean

Count Galeazzo Ciano on trial in Verona

SUNDAY, 9

VI Corps leaves front to prepare for SHINGLE

Monte Maio captured for good by Special Service Force

TUESDAY, 11

Ciano executed by firing squad

WEDNESDAY, 12

Directive for Allied winter offensive issued by Alexander

Harold Macmillan hosts Anglo-US conference about Italy

SATURDAY, 15

Fifth Army reaches Gustav Line

MONDAY, 17

British X Corps crossings of River Garigliano near Castelforte

WEDNESDAY, 19

46th Division failed crossing of River Garigliano

THURSDAY, 20

US 36th Division’s abortive attempt to cross the River Rapido

German 90., 29. and HG-Divisione counter-attack X Corps around Castelforte

Georg Zellner opposite Texan attacks

FRIDAY, 21

River Rapido crossings

SATURDAY, 22

Operation SHINGLE: Allied landings at Anzio

German counter-attacks stopped by X Corps on River Garigliano

SUNDAY, 23

German LXXVI Panzerkorps moves to Anzio beachhead

MONDAY, 24

CEF attacking towards Belvedere and Abate

Hitler orders destruction of Anzio ‘abscess’

TUESDAY, 25

34th Red Bulls cross Upper Rapido

French attack Monte Belvedere

SUNDAY, 30

VI Corps attack at Anzio

MONDAY, 31

British 1st Division reaches Campoleone Station

US Rangers caught in trap and destroyed near Cisterna

February [image: ]

TUESDAY, 1

Kesselring puts Heidrich on notice to move 1. Fallschirmjäger-Division to Cassino

THURSDAY, 3

German preliminary counter-attack at Anzio

Major Rudolf Kratzert and 3./3. FJR move up on to Cassino

Kampfgruppe Schulz of 1. FJR pulled out of Cisterna and sent to Cassino

FRIDAY, 4

Halt of CEF attack

British salient at Anzio destroyed

2nd NZ Division and 4th Indian Division formed into the New Zealand Corps

Tuker falls ill

SATURDAY, 5

FJR MG Bataillon moves to Cassino from Cisterna – only 125-strong

SUNDAY, 6

Kratzert’s 3./3. FJR retakes Point 593

MONDAY, 7

Second German attack at Anzio

The Factory captured by German troops

Kampfgruppe Schulz reaches Cassino

X Corps put on defensive at River Garigliano

WEDNESDAY, 9

Texans move up to Monte Cassino overnight 9–10

Kratzert’s men retake Point 593

FRIDAY, 11

New Zealanders start taking over at Cassino

SATURDAY, 12

Tuker leaves his hospital bed to visit Freyberg

Freyberg submits plans for Monte Cassino to Clark

SUNDAY, 13

Debate over bombing of abbey

MONDAY, 14

Order given to bomb abbey following day

TUESDAY, 15

Bombing of Abbey of Monte Cassino

Night: attempt by Royal Sussex Battalion to retake Point 593

WEDNESDAY, 16

Germans at Anzio launch Operation FISCHFANG

Renewed attempt to take Point 593 by Royal Sussex Battalion fails

THURSDAY, 17

Day 2 of Operation FISCHFANG

Fighting on Monte Cassino

Night: 3rd attempt to take Point 593 by 4th Rajputana Rifles and also 1/9 Gurkhas and 2/4 Gurkhas

Night: 28 Māori Battalion attacks Cassino Station

FRIDAY, 18

Day 3 of Operation FISCHFANG

SATURDAY, 19

End of FISCHFANG – Kesselring given permission to pause by Hitler

SUNDAY, 20

King Vittorio Emanuele agrees to retire

TUESDAY, 22

General John Lucas relieved of command – Truscott takes over

THURSDAY, 24

Tentative start date for Operation DICKENS

SATURDAY, 26

Heavy rain

Heidrich takes over from Baade as commander of Cassino – headquarters in Roccasecca

1./3. FJR = 610 men; 3./3. FJR = 775; 4./3. FJR = 880

SUNDAY, 27

Heavy rain

Priority for Fifteenth Air Force now supporting ground operations in Italy, not OVERLORD

TUESDAY, 29

Germans launch Operation SEITENSPRUNG at Anzio – fails

March [image: ]

WEDNESDAY, 1

Kesselring orders 14. Armee on to defensive at Anzio

US 88th Division move to front near Castelforte

SATURDAY, 4

Von Mackensen orders 14. Armee on to defensive at Anzio

WEDNESDAY, 15

8.30 a.m. bombing of Cassino town

Operation DICKENS – New Zealanders attack

THURSDAY, 16

Fighting in Cassino

FRIDAY, 17

Fighting in Cassino

SATURDAY, 18

Fighting in Cassino

SUNDAY, 19

Fighting in Cassino

MONDAY, 20

Fighting in Cassino

Vesuvius erupts

TUESDAY, 21

Fighting in Cassino

WEDNESDAY, 22

Fighting in Cassino

THURSDAY, 23

Battle for Cassino halted

GAP partisan attack in the Via Rasella

34th Red Bulls posted to Anzio

FRIDAY, 24

Massacre in the Ardeatine Caves – 335 killed

85th Division sails from Algeria to Italy

Postponement of Operation ANVIL

SUNDAY, 26

XIII Corps relieves New Zealanders

April [image: ]

SUNDAY, 9

Easter Sunday

MONDAY, 10

Abdication: King Vittorio Emanuele III agrees to hand over powers to his son once the Allies are in Rome

MONDAY, 17

Alexander authorized to prepare for Operation DIADEM

May [image: ]

MONDAY, 1

Mark Clark’s forty-eighth birthday

THURSDAY, 11

Launch of Operation DIADEM

FRIDAY, 12

Poles fail to take Monte Cassino

TUESDAY, 16

Canadian 1st Infantry Division into action again

WEDNESDAY, 17

Night: Fallschirmjäger abandon Monte Cassino

THURSDAY, 18

Poles capture Abbey of Monte Cassino

FRIDAY, 19

Alex authorizes move of US 36th Division to Anzio

Gaeta falls

TUESDAY, 23

Breakout from Anzio begins

Eighth Army attacks Senger Line

WEDNESDAY, 24

German forces ordered to fall back to Caesar Line

Hitler orders four more divisions to be sent to Italy

FRIDAY, 26

Clark changes direction and moves towards Rome through the Colli Albani

TUESDAY, 30

Start of final drive for Rome

June [image: ]

FRIDAY, 2

Caesar Line collapses

SUNDAY, 4

Fall of Rome

King Vittorio Emanuele hands over remaining powers to his son, Umberto

Von Mackensen sacked and replaced by Joachim Lemelsen

MONDAY, 5

Mark Clark in Rome

TUESDAY, 6

Operation OVERLORD – D-Day
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18. Ironic humour was often all the troops had left during the long, grim battle of attrition at Anzio.



APPENDIX II

Order of Battle: Allied and Axis Armies, 22 January 1944

Allies

US FIFTH ARMY

General Mark Clark

Anzio force

US VI Corps

British 1st Infantry Division

US 3rd Infantry Division

Army reserve

US 1st Armored Division

US 45th ‘Thunderbird’ Infantry Division

Gustav Line front

Corps Expéditionnaire Français

2ème Division d’Infanterie Marocaine

3ème Division d’Infanterie d’Algérienne

US II Corps

34th ‘Red Bulls’ Infantry Division

36th ‘T-Patchers’ Infantry Division

British X Corps

5th Infantry Division

46th Infantry Division

56th Infantry Division

BRITISH EIGHTH ARMY

General Oliver Leese

V Corps

Canadian 1st Infantry Division

8th Indian Division

XIII Corps

4th Indian Division

78th ‘Battleaxe’ Infantry Division

Arriving in army area

3rd Carpathian Infantry Division

Canadian 5th Armoured Division

German

ARMEEOBERKOMMANDO (AOK) 10

General Heinrich von Vietinghoff

Gustav Line front

LXXVI Panzerkorps

1. Fallschirmjäger-Division

26. Panzer-Division

334. Infanterie-Division

305. Infanterie-Division

3. Panzergrenadier-Division

XIV Panzerkorps

5. Gebirgsjäger-Division

15. Panzergrenadier-Division

29. Panzergrenadier-Division

44. ‘Hoch-und-Deutschmeister’ Infanterie-Division

71. Infanterie-Division

94. Infanterie-Division

Hermann Göring Fallschirm-Panzer-Division

I Fallschirmjägerkorps

4. Fallschirmjäger-Division

90. Panzergrenadier-Division

92. Infanterie-Division

ARMEEOBERKOMMANDO (AOK) 14

General Eberhard von Mackensen

Northern Italy

162. ‘Turco’ Infanterie-Division

16. Waffen-SS Panzergrenadier-Division

LI Gebirgs-Armeekorps

362. Infanterie-Division

278. Infanterie-Division

LXXVI Panzerkorps

356. Infanterie-Division

65. Infanterie-Division

Army reserve

114. Jäger-Division

188. Gebirgsjäger-Division




APPENDIX III

Order of Battle: Allied and Axis Armies, 11 May 1944

Allies

US FIFTH ARMY

General Mark Clark

Anzio beachhead

US VI Corps

British 1st Infantry Division

US 1st Armored Division (less Combat Command A)

US 3rd Infantry Division

British 5th Infantry Division

US 34th ‘Red Bulls’ Division

US 45th ‘Thunderbirds’ Division

Gustav Line front

Corps Expéditionnaire Français

1ème Infanterie Division

2ème Division d’Infanterie Marocaine

3ème Division d’Infanterie Algérienne

4ème Division Marocaine de Montagne

US II Corps

85th ‘Custermen’ Infantry Division

88th ‘Blue Devils’ Infantry Division

Army reserve

US 36th ‘T-Patchers’ Infantry Division

BRITISH EIGHTH ARMY

General Oliver Leese

British X Corps

New Zealand 2nd Infantry Division

British XIII Corps

4th Infantry Division

6th Armoured Division

8th Indian Division

78th ‘Battleaxe’ Infantry Division

Canadian I Corps

1st Infantry Division

5th Armoured Division

Polish II Corps

3rd Carpathian Infantry Division

5th Kresowa Infantry Division

Army troops

South African 6th Armoured Division (main front)

V Corps (Adriatic)

4th Indian Division

10th Indian Division

German

ARMEEOBERKOMMANDO (AOK) 14

General Eberhard von Mackensen

Anzio beachhead

715. Infanterie-Division

362. Infanterie-Division

26. Panzer-Division

I Fallschirmjägerkorps

3. Panzergrenadier-Division

65. Infanterie-Division

4. Fallschirmjäger-Division

Army reserve

29. Panzergrenadier-Division

92. Infanterie-Division

ARMEEOBERKOMMANDO (AOK) 10

General Heinrich von Vietinghoff

Gustav Line front

LI Gebirgs-Armeekorps

5. Gebirgsjäger-Division

44. ‘Hoch-und-Deutschmeister’ Infanterie-Division

1. Fallschirmjäger-Division

XIV Panzerkorps

71. Infanterie-Division

94. Infanterie-Division

15. Panzergrenadier-Division

Army reserve

90. Panzergrenadier-Division (main front)

Armeeabteilung von Zangen (northern Italy)

Hermann Göring Fallschirm-Panzer-Division

162. ‘Turco’ Infanterie-Division

356. Infanterie-Division

278. Infanterie-Division

188. Gebirgsjäger-Division
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19. A Canadian Sherman and infantry move on through the Liri Valley, May 1944.
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I am extremely fortunate to be published by such brilliant teams either side of the Atlantic. At Grove Atlantic in New York, I am enormously grateful to all the team – to Deb Seager, the ever-supportive head man, Morgan Entrekin, and most of all to George Gibson, a brilliant editor, friend and a man whose judgement I have come to trust and value immensely. Thank you. In London, huge thanks as always to the brilliant Bantam Press team: to Melissa Kelly, Nicole Witmer, Katrina Whone, Phil Lord, Tony Maddock, Tom Hill and especially Bill Scott-Kerr, a great friend and colleague and simply a brilliant editor and publisher. I always feel in such incredibly safe hands and know you’ll always have my back – I cannot thank you enough. I also owe enormous thanks to Linden Lawson, who has copy-edited the book with immense care, sensitivity and, above all, skill. Thank you, Linden – truly. Huge thanks, too, to Cora McGregor and all the team at PEW Literary, and especially Patrick Walsh, an extraordinary agent and great friend.

I have also been lucky to have had the opportunity to share the progress of this book as it has progressed on the podcast I co-host with Al Murray, ‘We Have Ways of Making You Talk’, and also, once a week, John McManus. John has been an enormous help – patiently listening to my theories and proving an invaluable sounding board. Huge thanks, John. The team at Goalhanger who produce the podcast are all owed huge thanks – so, to Tony Pastor, Joey McCarthy and Laura Bailey, especially, but also Jon Gill, Harry Lineker, Izzy Reid and all the team there, good on you. Thank you, too, to all the listeners and especially the Independent Company members for continuing to listen to our podcasts.

Finally, thank you to my family, Rachel, Ned and Daisy, for putting up with this sometimes all-consuming job, to Ned for joining the History Hit team in Italy, and to all three of you for always being there for me and giving me so much support in every way. And finally, finally, my thanks to my great pal, podcasting partner and now ‘Walking the Ground’ companion too, Al Murray, to whom this final book of mine about the War in Italy is dedicated. We’ve discussed and debated this campaign through and through, and Al, your thoughts, contributions and advice – as well as reading the book so beautifully – have been immense. Grazie mille for sharing the journey.
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21. A British 25-pounder team in action.
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22. A New Zealander infantryman peers through the shattered wreckage of Cassino.





VICTORY ’45

The End of the War in Eight Surrenders
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Marking the eightieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, Victory ’45 tells the story of the extraordinary summer when the greatest conflagration the world had ever known drew to a close after eight ­surrenders in Europe and Japan finally heralded the Allied victory.

After six long years of brutal fighting, in the summer of 1945, with Germany crushed and smouldering and Japan’s cities in ruins, the Axis Powers finally bowed to the inevitable and conceded defeat. Across the globe, from northern Germany to the Italian Alps and to Tokyo, their leadership gave the orders to cease fighting and signed the ­documents of surrender.

How they did so, across eight different surrenders, from Montgomery at the Lüneburg Heath, Eisenhower in Reims, Zhukov in Berlin and MacArthur aboard the USS Missouri, was to have profound consequences.

Rich in character and human drama, with revealing stories and perspectives behind the end of the war not told before, Victory ’45 brings to bear all of the deep knowledge, penetrating analysis and passion that characterize James Holland and Al Murray’s hugely popular podcast We Have Ways of Making You Talk.

But it is not just a book which looks backwards; it also considers what took place during the negotiations of those surrenders and the terms that were agreed, and shows how they determined the directions the participating countries would take in the years that followed and ultimately form the shape of our current world.







THE SAVAGE STORM

The Brutal Battle for Italy 1943
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With the invasion of France the following year taking shape, and hot on the heels of victory in Sicily, the Allies crossed into Southern Italy in September 1943. They expected to drive the Axis forces north and be in Rome by Christmas. But even after Italy’s surrender the German forces resisted fiercely, and the swift, hoped-for victory descended into one of the most brutal and protracted battles of the war.

Though shipping and materiel were already being safeguarded for the D-Day landings, there were still high expectations of the progress of the invading armies, but those very shortages were to slow the advance – with tragic consequences. As the weather closed in, the critical weeks leading up to Monte Cassino would inflict a heavy price for every bloody, hard-fought mile the Allied troops gained.

Chronicling those dark, dramatic months in unflinching and insightful detail, The Savage Storm is unlike any campaign history yet written. James Holland has always recounted the Second World War at ground level, but this new epic brings the story vividly to life like never before.

Weaving together a wealth of letters, diaries and other incredible eyewitness documents, Holland traces the battles as they were fought – across plains, over mountains, through shattered villages and cities, in intense heat and, towards the end, frigid cold and relentless rain – putting readers at the heart of the action to create an entirely fresh and revealing telling of this most pivotal phase of the war.







NORMANDY’44

D-Day and the Battle for France
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D-Day and the seventy-six days of bitter fighting in Normandy that ­followed have come to be seen as a defining episode in the Second World War. Its story has endlessly been retold in books, films, television series, documentaries and comic books. It is entirely familiar and yet it remains a narrative burdened by both myth and assumed knowledge.

In this new history, James Holland presents a broader overview, one which challenges much of what we think we know about D-Day and the Normandy campaign. The sheer size and scale of the Allies’ war machine ultimately dominates the strategic, operational and tactical limitations of the German forces. Air power plays a more dominant role and the mechanics and operational level of war on land, sea and in the air are laid bare. This was a brutal campaign, and the shocking violence and carnage of the conflict is revealed in disturbing and unflinching detail. In terms of daily casualties, the numbers were worse than any one battle during the First World War. 

Drawing on unseen archives and testimonies from around the world and introducing a cast of eye-witnesses which includes foot soldiers, tank men, fighter pilots and bomber crews, sailors, civilians, resistors and those directing the action, Normandy ’44 is rich in fresh and revealing analysis but firmly rooted in the real drama of men and women at war. It is an epic tale and this telling will profoundly recalibrate our understanding of its true place in the tide of human history.







BROTHERS IN ARMS

One Legendary Tank Regiment’s Bloody War from 
D-Day to VE-Day
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It took a certain type of courage to serve in a tank in World War Two. Encased in steel, surrounded by highly explosive shells, a big and slow-moving target, every crew member was utterly vulnerable to enemy attack from all sides. Living – and dying – in a tank was a brutal way to fight a war.

The Sherwood Rangers were one of the great tank regiments. They had learned their trade the hard way, under the burning sun of North Africa, on the battlefields of El Alamein and Alam el Halfa. By the time they landed on Gold Beach on D-Day, they were toughened by experience and ready for combat.

From that moment on, the Sherwood Rangers were in the thick of the action until the war’s end. They and their Sherman tanks covered thousands of miles and endured some of the fiercest fighting in Western Europe. The first British unit to cross into Germany, their engagements stretch from the Normandy beaches, to the bridges at Eindhoven, and the grinding crossing of the Siegfried Line and on into the Nazi heartland.

Through compelling eye-witness testimony and expert analysis, Brothers in Arms brings to vivid life the final bloody scramble across Europe from the powerful perspective of one of the greatest tank regiments.
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