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			Introduction

			The Second World War destroyed countless cities in Europe and Asia. This is the story of one such city. It describes not only what happened to Naples when the scourge of war lashed down upon it, but also, crucially, what happened next. The aftermath of the Second World War was often just as dramatic, exhilarating and traumatic as the war itself; and yet it is rarely written about by historians, and almost never acknowledged in our public memory of the war.

			Naples, which at the time was still the most populous city in Italy, was the first major metropolis in the whole of mainland Europe to be liberated by the Western Allies. When the British and American armies first entered the city on 1 October 1943, they found it in a state of absolute crisis. All stores of food and fuel had been comprehensively looted, leaving hundreds of thousands of people on the brink of starvation. Law and order was virtually non-existent. Much of the city was in ruins – not only because of the destruction caused by years of Allied bombardment, but also because the German army had tried to destroy everything that they could not take with them. The final days before the Allies arrived had been particularly devastating, when the Germans had performed dozens of massacres and atrocities as their final farewell.

			At the end of that year, the city’s first Allied governor, Colonel Edgar Erskine Hume, wrote a lengthy report describing the conditions that he and his staff had been forced to cope with:

			At the time of our arrival the city was in darkness. There was no electric power, gas, sewage disposal, means of collecting refuse, facilities to bury the dead, air raid signals, telephones, ambulance service, fire protection, telegraphs, postal service, street cars, buses, taxis, funiculars, railways, or regular water supply. Police organization had broken down and after days of terror there was almost a state of anarchy … No schools were open. Courts were not functioning. The great port, second largest in Italy, had been almost wholly destroyed. All banks were closed and the city’s financial system was at a standstill. There was filth in the streets and all shops were closed. Food was practically unobtainable and people were starving … All these things were added to the widespread destructions of public and private buildings. Despair was everywhere.1

			Unfortunately, things would get worse before they got any better. In the following months Naples would suffer one catastrophe after another: there was an economic crisis, a typhus epidemic, widespread starvation and increasing demonstrations of social unrest. An almost unprecedented crime wave also struck the city, with outbreaks of murder, theft and rioting, a burgeoning black market and a sudden resurgence of Mafia activity. As if that were not enough, in March 1944 Vesuvius erupted, sending rivers of lava towards the sea and clouds of ash over the entire city. And all the while the war continued, with huge and brutal battles taking place less than 100 km away on the borders of Campania.

			For Allied observers arriving in the city for the first time, what they found here was a lesson in moral degradation. Norman Lewis, a British intelligence officer, later wrote an extraordinarily vivid memoir of his time here that has been quoted and requoted by countless historians of the war in Italy. He described a world where ‘ordinary well-washed respectable’ housewives were forced to offer their bodies to queues of Allied soldiers in return for a few tins of food; where desperate old ladies touted the services of their pre-pubescent granddaughters; and where even aristocrats begged to be allowed to work in Allied brothels in the hope of a meal.2

			The Australian war reporter Alan Moorehead was another observer who spent time here, and who has been quoted by numerous historians of the war. He was even more shocked by what he saw:

			Children of ten and twelve were being offered in the brothels … Six-year-old boys were pressed into the business of selling obscene postcards, of selling their sisters, themselves, anything. Army cigarettes and chocolates were stolen by the hundredweight and resold at fantastic prices … Knifing skirmishes in the back streets became a nightly affair. In the whole list of sordid human vices none I think were overlooked in Naples during those first few months. What we were witnessing in fact was the moral collapse of a people.3

			American observers were just as horrified, and just as poetic in their horror. The novelist John Horne Burns, who served as a US intelligence officer in Naples, described a city in ruins, where the only preoccupation of the Allied soldiers who came here on leave was to get as drunk as possible, and where the only preoccupation of the locals was to relieve them of as much money as possible. ‘Civilization was already dead,’ he wrote, ‘but nobody bothered to admit this to himself.’4 The Hollywood film director John Huston, who came here with the Signal Corps in 1944 to shoot propaganda films, was even more brutal in his assessment. ‘Naples was like a whore suffering from the beating of a brute: teeth knocked out, eyes blackened, nose broken, smelling of filth and vomit … The souls of the people had been raped. It was indeed an unholy city.’5

			Even the Italians themselves could not contain their disgust at some of the things they saw here. Curzio Malaparte wrote one of his most famous novels about the city and its wholesale corruption, which, in his description, took place at every level of Neapolitan society. The men here ‘spat on their own country’s flag and publicly sold their own wives, daughters and mothers’; meanwhile, the women danced with drunken Allied soldiers ‘amid the frightful stench that emanated from the countless hundreds of corpses buried beneath the ruins’. In Malaparte’s imagination, the corruption of Naples in the aftermath of the liberation was like a ‘plague’ that infected every man, woman and child in the city.6

			Eyewitness testimonies like these provide a compelling portrait of the city centre in the last few years of the war, but they do not tell the whole story. For decades, British and American military historians have relied far too heavily on just a handful of such accounts – particularly Norman Lewis’s memoir – without thinking to dig any further. But memoir is not history, and Lewis’s memoir especially should be treated with caution. (Despite taking the form of a wartime diary it was actually written in the 1970s: many of the dates are wrong, many of the details misremembered, and some of the events he describes turn out to be nothing but the inventions of wartime rumour and gossip.)

			Few historians stop to ask why the food crisis was so bad in Naples and the surrounding area, or what was driving the economic crisis, or who was responsible for all the civil unrest. The black market in Naples would never have existed without someone to supply it; and the astonishingly widespread prostitution here would never have existed without the equally widespread demand for it. For all their good intentions, the Allies bear a good deal of responsibility for the chaos that engulfed the city while they were supposed to be governing it.

			The failure of English-speaking historians to engage with these subjects is partly due to a lack of language skills but also a lack of curiosity. It is not difficult to find information about these subjects if one only cares to look: the National Archives in both London and Washington contain tens of thousands of documents about these topics – the vast majority of them in English. There is also a huge, untapped wealth of eyewitness testimony from these times in museums and archives on both sides of the Atlantic.

			To my knowledge, this book is the first major history of wartime Naples to appear in the English language. Its purpose is to fill a glaring gap in the British and American historiography of the war, and to share a hoard of new stories – some of them truly shocking – that have never yet been published in any language.

			This ancient city was never merely the colourful background to the big set-piece battles that took place further north: it was the hub around which much of the war in Italy was organized. By putting Naples centre stage, I hope to shine a light on aspects of the war that many readers might never have considered before, such as the vast logistical systems that supply any army, the vast corruption that accompanies them and the utter powerlessness of any civilian population that finds itself caught beneath the wheels of the military juggernaut. I also hope to extend their understanding of what war does to a society, how it distorts as well as liberates, and how even a peaceful occupation can have devastating repercussions for decades to come. What happened in Naples in 1944 set a template for the rest of Italy in the years that followed, and also, to a certain degree, for Europe more widely.

			If the history of post-liberation Naples is underappreciated, then so is the history of the city before the Allies arrived there. Long before the Allied tanks rolled down the Via Roma, the population had become accustomed to living semi-permanently in the ancient caves and catacombs that riddle the ground like a labyrinth beneath the city streets. They hid here to escape the bombs: Naples was the most heavily bombed city in the whole of Italy, and at least 6,000 people lost their lives here in 1943 alone.

			Unrest also simmered just beneath the surface. Even at the height of Fascist power, all the repressive organs of the state could not prevent Communists from handing out anti-Fascist leaflets, and students raising banners in public spaces proclaiming ‘Death to Mussolini’.

			But the defining moment of Naples’ wartime history came when the Germans took control of the city in September 1943. In three weeks of astonishing violence, German soldiers blew up large parts of the port and its surrounding neighbourhoods, committed wholesale atrocities and attempted to seize tens of thousands of Neapolitan men for use as slave labour. The people of Naples reacted by rising up as one and driving the Germans out of their city. The ‘Four Days of Naples’ was one of the most heroic episodes of the war: apart from the Jewish ghetto uprisings in Poland, it was the first revolt against the Germans in all Europe. It was also one of the few to succeed. Had the people of Naples been left at this point to organize their own affairs, the history of the city, the region, and indeed the whole country might have been very different. But the arrival of the Allies immediately snatched the opportunity – and the responsibility – from their hands.

			This history is not well known outside Italy. More surprisingly, it is not particularly well known within Italy either. This, again, is not for a lack of publicly available information. The wartime history of Naples has been told brilliantly and exhaustively by Neapolitan journalists and historians – Aldo De Jaco, Aldo Stefanile, Guido D’Agostino, Paolo De Marco, Gabriella Gribaudi, Giuseppe Aragno, to name but a few – but it has somehow failed to make its way into the national story. In the popular Italian consciousness, if such a thing can be said to exist, the Neapolitan experience of the war remains a blind spot.

			The main purpose of this book, therefore, is to place Naples right at the heart of Italian history. What happened in this city was not a mere sideshow to bigger events taking place further north, it was central to the story of the country as a whole. Neapolitans resisted Fascism just as the Florentines, the Bolognese and the Milanese did. They suffered just as northerners did, and they longed as much for constitutional rebirth. The heroism and sacrifice that took place here were harbingers of what would later happen throughout Italy – as were the compromise and corruption of ideals that came after the Allies took control. The Neapolitan story is the Italian story.

			And yet there are undeniably aspects of this history that are uniquely Neapolitan – that, indeed, could not have taken place anywhere else. For all its similarities to other cities in Italy and the wider continent, Naples is quite unlike any other place in Europe. With 3,000 years of history behind it, the city stands both literally and metaphorically at the centre of the Mediterranean world. It is impossible to write about Naples without acknowledging its legendary contrasts of beauty and squalor, of passion and corruption, of violent crime and extraordinary kindness. For centuries it has been the subject of all kinds of myths and stereotypes, many of which will appear in the following pages.

			For some Neapolitan readers, particularly those with family members who lived through these times, some of the descriptions of squalor and crime might make difficult reading. These years, for many, were years of trauma.

			Or there may be other reasons to feel uncomfortable. For at least the last two hundred years, southern Italy has been characterized as the ‘Africa’ of Europe – with all the racist connotations that the term implies. Naples, as the capital of the south, is also the capital of the ‘southern problem’: the term that northerners have always used to describe the supposedly endemic poverty, sickness, superstition and crime that is found here. To this day, when the Napoli football team play in other parts of Italy, they are routinely greeted with the mocking chant, ‘Napoli merda, Napoli colera: Sei la vergogna dell’Italia intera’ (‘Naples shit, Naples cholera; you’re the shame of the whole of Italy.’) As a summary of prejudices about the south, it is pretty succinct.

			In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, travellers from around Europe marvelled at the city’s beauty, its extraordinary natural setting, its delightful songs and exquisite food; but also bemoaned its poverty, its promiscuity, its appalling hygiene and its crime. How could such a magnificent country be home to such a squalid people? It was ‘a paradise’, they were fond of saying, but one that was ‘inhabited by devils’.7

			These myths and stereotypes found new life during the Second World War, and became inextricably intertwined with both Allied and Italian memories of the chaos that came next. It is impossible to write about the history of the war without confronting these myths, celebrating them when possible and debunking them when necessary.

			I am acutely aware that I am just another outsider with the audacity to write about this city – God knows Naples has had enough of those over the centuries – but I console myself with the thought that it is a city I have known and loved since I was a child, and which my parents knew and loved even before I was born. And, besides, sometimes an outsider’s point of view can also be helpful. If nothing else, I hope that my deep affection for the city and its people shines through in this book.

			With this in mind I would like to thank the many people and institutions in Naples, and indeed elsewhere in Italy, who helped me with my research. They are too numerous to mention individually here, though I will try to do so in the acknowledgements. But special mention must go to Sara De Carlo and Valeria Di Gennaro, volunteers at the Istituto Campano per la Storia della Resistenza in Naples, who spent several days helping me with the archives and showing me round Second World War sites across the city when I was in the early stages of my research. Their generosity, sense of humour and passion for history were a perfect reminder of all the reasons why I fell in love with this remarkable city in the first place.

		

		
			PART I

			Beautiful Monsters

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Dreams of Naples

			At the beginning of September 1943, the editor of the Stars and Stripes in North Africa asked one of his staff to write a feature describing what American troops could expect when they finally reached Naples. Staff Sergeant Ralph G. Martin was based in Algiers and had never himself been to the city. He openly admitted in his article that he was basing it on the images he had seen in a cinema travelogue before the war, and on the opinions of ‘a friend of mine who has been there and done things’. As a description of the realities of Naples life in 1943 it is next to useless; nevertheless, it gives a good idea of the preconceptions held by Allied soldiers in the days immediately before they first arrived in the city.

			‘Naples,’ wrote Martin, ‘… is one of the original “pleasure cities” of Europe. It’s not exactly as wide-open a town as Las Vegas, Nevada, but the people who live there have the crazy idea that everybody should have a lot of fun out of life. So they do. They run around the streets singing “Santa Lucia” and “Funiculi funicula” at the drop of a hat or a lire, and they go fishing and sailing and drink their vino and leisurely act as tour guides for curious tourists.’

			He went on to describe the incredible view across the city from the top of the hill at Vomero, the wonders of Capri, the Amalfi coast (‘one of the most spectacular stretches of scenery in the world’), and the archaeological site at Pompeii. It was only towards the end of the article that he gave the all-important caveat: ‘Of course, all this was Naples before our bombers came over. Nobody is exactly sure just how much of it is left now …’1

			Martin’s article merely echoed what journalists, artists and poets have been writing about this city since time immemorial. In the popular imagination, Naples occupies one of the most beautiful natural settings in the world: it is as close as one can come to an earthly paradise. Virgil compared this landscape to Arcadia – a mythical place peopled by shepherds and shepherdesses who had no need of wealth or power because of all the natural riches that surrounded them. The Renaissance Neapolitan poet Jacopo Sannazaro did likewise, waxing lyrical about ‘the delights of the bay, the marvellous and great buildings, the pleasant lakes, the enjoyable and beautiful islands, the sulphurous mountains, and the happy coastline of Posillipo with its grotto, inhabited by delightful villas, and softly bathed by salty waves’.2

			But the image of the city expressed by Martin was really born in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when tourists first began to flock here from northern Europe, often as the final stop on the Grand Tour. The French novelist Stendhal came here in 1817 and declared it ‘without comparison the most beautiful city in the universe’.3 Jean-Jacques Rousseau also visited, as did the Romantic poets Byron and Shelley, who called it an ‘Elysian city’, the metropolis of ‘Paradise’.4 According to such people, a visit to this beautiful landscape was all that one needed to make one’s life complete: it was around this time that the city gained its unofficial motto: Vedi Napoli, e poi muori – ‘See Naples and die’.

			There was plenty to entertain tourists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They could rest, bathe and enjoy the sunshine. They could visit the ancient sites of Pompeii and Herculaneum, which were rediscovered in the 1750s, along with a vast and unparalleled collection of ancient art and sculpture. They could stroll down the Via Toledo, the ‘most crowded and gayest street’ in Europe.5 They could buy all kinds of souvenirs, from ornate ceramics manufactured by the king’s factory at Capodimonte to miniature gouache paintings of Arcadian scenes around Vesuvius, or cameos – exquisite pictures carved into shells by artisans at Torre del Greco. All of these things became the clichés of Neapolitan tourism, and were very much alive when Allied soldiers arrived here in 1943.

			Perhaps the most famous tourist during this so-called ‘golden age’ was the German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who visited many Italian cities between 1786 and 1788 – but it was in Naples that he found his earthly paradise. His evocation of the carefree poor of Naples – the lazzaroni, as they were known, after the biblical beggar Lazarus – has since become famous:

			Here the ragged man is not naked. Anyone who has neither home nor lodging, but who spends summer nights under the projecting roof of a doorway to a palazzo, church or public building, and finds a bed for a small fee when the weather is bad, is not a wretched outcast. A man here is not poor if he has no provisions for the next day. If one only considers the mass of fish and seafood offered by the richness of the sea (of whose products the people of these parts are required to eat so many days a week); how an abundance of fruit and garden crops are to be had at all seasons of the year, how the country in which Naples lies goes by the name of Terra di Lavoro (the land, not of work, but of cultivation), and how for centuries the whole province has been distinguished as the ‘happy land’ (Campagna felice); then one gets an idea of how easy life is here.6

			For Goethe, this was a city of ‘universal gaiety’, where even the poor could afford to give themselves up to the delights of sensual pleasure. He imagined himself surrounded by people who had nothing to do but enjoy themselves: ‘Naples is a Paradise; everyone lives in a sort of intoxicated self-forgetfulness. It is even so with me; I scarcely know myself – I seem quite an altered man …’7

			The more educated soldiers and administrators who arrived here in 1943 would have been familiar with such texts, but even those who had never heard of Goethe or Stendhal would have come across the Arcadian daydreams they espoused – not only from newspaper articles like Ralph Martin’s, but also from the tourist brochures of the 1930s, from images in newsreels and feature films, or from some of the more sentimental Neapolitan songs made famous by singers like Enrico Caruso.

			The idea of a paradise filled with sunshine, song and carefree pleasure must have been a welcome distraction for the frightened, homesick young soldiers who were disembarking in the Mediterranean for the first time. It must have appealed even more to the exhausted troops who had already spent three years fighting their way across the deserts of North Africa and the battlefields of Sicily. The headline of Martin’s article spoke volumes about the hopes and dreams of the average soldier: ‘See Naples and Live, That’s How This Reporter Heard It’.

			But first of all they had to get there.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			Salerno

			‘Italy is like a boot,’ claimed Napoleon towards the end of the eighteenth century; ‘you must, like Hannibal, enter it from the top.’1

			Of all the many invaders who have conquered parts of Italy over the past 2,500 years, the vast majority have done so from the north. The Goths and the Lombards, Charlemagne and Frederick Barbarossa, the Bourbons and the Habsburgs: all began their conquests by crossing the Alps, before their armies swept across the vast flat plains of the Po Valley, taking its great cities along the way. Those who crossed the Apennines towards Florence found themselves on equally easy ground: they could manoeuvre their armies with relative ease across the rolling hills of Tuscany and the flat lands of the Papal States all the way down to Rome.

			For any invader who came this far, Naples was the last stop. For most of its history, Naples has been Italy’s most populous city, and capital of its largest kingdom, which for hundreds of years encompassed the whole of the Mezzogiorno. Beyond Naples there were no great cities to be conquered, no riches to be looted, no great stores of agricultural or industrial wealth. Everything south of here was, in the characterization of the great travellers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, merely mountains and brigands.2

			In the summer of 1943, the Allies did not follow the example of Hannibal or Napoleon. Instead they followed that of Giuseppe Garibaldi, one of the few commanders to have successfully invaded Italy from the south.

			Almost exactly eighty-three years earlier, Garibaldi had landed in Sicily with a force of just 1,000 red-shirted volunteers. After a three-month campaign, gathering thousands more supporters along the way, he crossed the Strait of Messina onto the toe of Italy. The journey northwards from here offered none of the wide-open spaces enjoyed by those who came down from the Alps. Instead, he had had to negotiate a landscape of winding roads and narrow mountain passes, where hidden defenders threatened to ambush him at every turn. A series of rivers running down from the mountains to the coast formed another set of barriers. Nevertheless, Garibaldi encountered little resistance. He arrived in the city of Salerno at the beginning of September 1860. From here he boarded a train to Naples, his ultimate goal, where he received a rapturous welcome from the local population.

			During the Second World War, the Allies planned to follow a similar route. In July 1943, they too landed on the shores of Sicily, only this time with a much larger force than Garibaldi could ever have dreamed of. After eight weeks of fierce fighting, the island was finally secured. Then, like Garibaldi, the British general Bernard Montgomery led an invasion force across the Messina Strait onto the Italian mainland. A few days later, on the night of 8–9 September, a second invasion force, led by the American general Mark Clark, would land further up the coast at Salerno – that same city from which Garibaldi had boarded his historic train. From here it was just over 30 miles (50 km) to Naples, where Clark hoped to receive a similarly rapturous reception from the liberated Italian people.

			Unfortunately, this was where the similarities ended. Garibaldi had not had to fight his way into Naples: he had arrived unopposed, armed only with a single powerful idea – that of Italian unification. Alexandre Dumas, who had followed Garibaldi to Italy, later wrote of the crowds of people who came out onto the streets to welcome the general:

			The whole of Naples followed him from the sea fort to the cathedral and from the cathedral to the palace. An immense shout, which sounded as if from the throats of five hundred thousand inhabitants of Naples, burst forth towards heaven … it was the hosanna of gratitude for the liberator: ‘Evviva Garibaldi!’ The general was forced to show himself at the window. The shouts then redoubled; hats and bouquets were then thrown into the air. At every window looking on the palace the women waved handkerchiefs, leaning out at the risk of falling into the streets. The revolution was accomplished, and, as I had promised Garibaldi, without shedding a drop of blood.3

			The Allies also came armed with a set of powerful ideas: liberation from Fascist tyranny, an end to the war, freedom from fear and freedom from want. By this time the Italians were so demoralized by their experience of war that they would happily have allowed the Allies to march into Naples and Rome unopposed. In preparation, they had already ousted Benito Mussolini, their dictator of twenty years, and had entered into secret negotiations for an armistice with the Allies.

			But Germany, their Axis partner, would never allow such an eventuality. Over the previous months, German troops had been pouring into the country to shore up its defences. Those German troops had no loyalty to the Italian people, and no emotional attachment to its towns and villages: they were only here to fight a war. As soon as they heard of the Italian armistice, they seized power throughout the country. They brutally disarmed the nation’s army, seized all its weapons and stores and massacred anyone who dared to resist them.

			Unlike the Italians, the Germans drew up plans to vigorously defend every riverbank and every mountain pass between Salerno and the Alps. There would be no triumphant entry into Naples without a fight.

			The Landings

			As night fell on 8 September 1943, a vast armada of more than 600 Allied ships headed towards Salerno Bay. On board were some 55,000 assault troops of Mark Clark’s Fifth Army, followed by a similar number of reinforcements and support troops.4 They brought with them all the impedimenta of an invading army: weapons, munitions, army vehicles, medical supplies, food, water, petrol – the British contingent even brought a grand piano for use in the officers’ mess.5

			As they neared the coast towards midnight, those on the northernmost flotilla could see the faint red glow of Vesuvius ahead of them off the port bow. The island of Capri rose like a distant shadow – as the US official naval history put it, ‘swimming in a silver sea’. Beyond lay the Bay of Naples, ‘redolent with history, beauty and romance’: this was the timeless coastline where Sirens had once tempted Odysseus and his men with their enchanting song, and where the waves still whispered with memories of the fleets of ancient Rome, of Normans and Saracens, of the exploits and treacheries of the eighteenth-century admirals Nelson and Caracciolo.6

			On board the ships, the thousands of waiting soldiers were mostly quiet. Earlier in the evening, when the announcement of the Italian armistice had been broadcast on Radio Algiers, there had been scenes of wild excitement. Those on board HMS Hilary had leapt and danced on the steel decks with cries of ‘The Eyeties have jagged it in!’, and on some of the ships the rumour had quickly spread that the whole of the war in the Mediterranean was now over.7 ‘I never again expect to witness such scenes of sheer joy …’ wrote Clark’s aide-de-camp. ‘We would dock in Naples harbor unopposed, with an olive branch in one hand and an opera ticket in the other.’8 But by now a slightly more sober sense of reality had returned. Those who had enthusiastically thrown aside their ammunition with cries that they would not need it now gathered it up again and readied themselves for the battle that lay ahead of them in the midnight surf: the Italians might have surrendered, but nobody knew how the Germans would react.

			Around midnight, as the moon was setting, the lead ships of the armada reached the 100-fathom mark, and gradually drifted to a halt. Anchors were dropped, followed by the sound of winches lowering landing craft into the water. These huge warships could not proceed any closer to the coastline until minesweepers had cleared a path for them through the shallows. From here, the invading armies would have to proceed on shallow-draft Higgins boats, armour-clad assault barges known as LCAs (‘Landing Craft Assault’), and amphibious DUKWs that could drive straight out of the surf and up onto the beach. Cargo nets were dropped over the sides of the ships so that men laden with all their kit could climb down into the boats below – an exercise that one soldier compared to ‘crawling down a ten-story building on a mesh ladder with a file cabinet on your back’.9

			According to General Clark’s plan, the troops would come ashore in three distinct prongs of attack. At the northwestern end of the bay, at Maiori and Vietri, a small force of US Rangers and British Commandos would scramble ashore and make their way into the mountains to secure the passes that led through to the wide open spaces of the Neapolitan plain.

			Around Salerno itself, and on the beach that stretched for miles to the south of it, the British 46th and 56th Divisions would land, protected by a massive barrage of naval fire aimed at German positions in the hills that overlooked the coastline.

			The third prong of attack would land south of the River Sele, which disgorged itself into the Tyrrhenian Sea about two-thirds of the way along the beach. Here the US 36th Division would come ashore and drive inland to secure the invasion’s southern flank. Unlike the British troops further north, they would land without an initial bombardment from the powerful naval guns 12 miles out to sea. ‘I see no point to killing a lot of peaceful Italians and destroying their homes,’ declared their leader, Major General Fred Walker, arguing that if they sneaked ashore quietly they might be able to take the Germans by surprise.10

			Such illusions evaporated when the first wave of American troops finally arrived at the beach near the ruins of ancient Paestum. While tracers split the darkness to the north of them, accompanied by the muffled thumping of the naval bombardment around Salerno, here there was little but the sound of surf and the low hum of the engines driving the landing craft up to the shore. But as the boats finally hit the sand at 3.30 a.m. the silence was broken by what sounded like a public address system cutting through the darkness telling them all, in English, to surrender. Moments later, a flurry of silver flares appeared in the skies above them illuminating the beach, and the German guns opened up with a roar.11

			[image: Map depicting the Salerno landings in September 1943. It shows troop movements with arrows indicating the positions of the British 46th and 56th Divisions, and the US 36th Division. Key locations include Salerno, Naples, Sorrento Peninsula and Monte Soprano. The Gulf of Salerno is marked along the coast.]

			No account of the following two hours could do justice to the chaos that engulfed the beaches around Paestum. Machine guns raked the water, and shell fragments sprayed the landing craft with a sound like ‘spring rain on a taxi window’.12 Several landing craft were blown apart by tank shells, or by artillery shells tearing into them from the invisible mountainsides up ahead. ‘Shells were wopping in all around us,’ recalled one soldier in the third wave. ‘We knew that when the ramp fell those red and yellow tracers would eat right into us.’13

			The American official history describes burning landing craft drifting helplessly in the surf, and men losing their heavy equipment and weapons in the water, or swimming ashore as the boats sank under them. Those who reached the shore faced other hazards: tripwires, machine-gun nests, barbed wire and Teller mines that tore through the wheels of the first jeeps to drive up the beach, spraying all around them in great fountains of sand and shrapnel. ‘Scared, tense, excited, some soldiers blundered across the loose sand. Others ran for cover across the open ground to the dunes. Some threw themselves into shallow irrigation ditches or huddled behind rock walls in the fields. Still others sought the scant protection afforded by scattered patches of scrub.’14

			As dawn approached, isolated pockets of men found themselves in a twilight landscape of sand dunes, watermelon fields and olive groves, scattered with various buildings left behind by more than 2,000 years of history. One artillery unit found itself nestled beside the ancient Greek temples to Neptune and Ceres at the foot of Monte Soprano. Others found themselves under fire from the walls of an ancient Etruscan city; others still from a medieval tower built centuries earlier to watch for Saracen pirates.15

			With daylight came new dangers. That morning German panzers began roving beyond the dunes, firing on any groups of American infantrymen they came across.16 They were followed shortly afterwards by German planes that strafed and bombed the invaders in ‘the heaviest aerial resistance ever encountered during the war in the Mediterranean’.17 The picture was fairly similar all along the coast. Further north, the British had got onto the beaches more easily, but then found themselves pinned down in the narrow exits to the hinterland that lay beyond.18 According to the plan for Operation Avalanche, the first waves of attackers should have been a couple of miles inland by now – but in some areas they had barely made it 400 yards.19

			In the grand scheme of things, casualties were still relatively light at this point, but that was not how the soldiers themselves experienced it. On the beaches, and in the fields that lay just beyond them, corpses lay in lines, ‘shoulder to shoulder … as if about to present arms’; others had been propped up into sitting positions ‘so it wouldn’t look so bad to the troops coming in’.20 It did not bode well for the days that lay ahead.

			The German Reaction

			The Germans had known for several days that the Allies were coming. German reconnaissance planes had spotted the vast armada of ships on the morning of 8 September as it hovered off the Italian coast. The German Commander-in-Chief, Albert Kesselring, knew that the Allies would have to land soon, and when he heard the news that the Italians had signed an armistice it was not difficult to guess what was coming next.

			He also had a pretty good idea where they would land. There were only a few suitable places to land such a large invasion force. The perfect place was the Gulf of Gaeta, to the north of Naples, where mile upon mile of wide sandy beaches gave easy access to the roads that led north towards Rome. But since this was too far away from the airfields in northern Sicily for Allied planes to provide effective fighter cover, it seemed likely that the Allies would strike south of Naples instead. Salerno was ‘the most obvious, indeed uniquely suitable place to land’.21

			Kesselring had instructed one of his most trusted generals, Heinrich von Vietinghoff, to set up his defences at Salerno accordingly. Mines had been laid both in the sea and in the ground along the coastal strip. Artillery was placed in the hills overlooking the beach and the coastal plain, and a network of machine-gun nests arranged around the plain itself. Salerno was already garrisoned with one of the strongest German units in Italy, the Sixteenth Panzer Division – 100 tanks and 17,000 veterans of the Russian Front – who had had plenty of time to rehearse anti-invasion exercises on this very beach. Two further armoured divisions were waiting not far away at Caserta and Gaeta, ready to be called into action as soon as the Allies landed, and a further two were already on their way from the deep south, retreating before a second invasion force that had landed a few days earlier in Calabria.22

			The first few days of the battle were bloody and brutal. As thousands of men scrambled ashore in wave after wave, they were pounded mercilessly by German artillery that had been trained on the beach long before they arrived. And yet still they came. Huge piles of stores and equipment began to pile up on the beach.

			If the Allies were hoping for a swift, decisive victory, what they got was an uncertain, drawn-out battle of attrition – as one American GI described it, ‘a nightmare of exploding shells, of moving here and digging in, then suddenly up and moving again, and doing that over and over again’.23 The only troops who had made it to their initial objectives with relative ease were those who landed at the northwestern end of the bay: the US Rangers and British Commandos quickly managed to seize the mountain passes across the Sorrento Peninsula, but then found themselves dangerously isolated as the main force failed to link up with them. The key to winning this battle was to break out of this narrow pocket of coastland to the north, but the whole of the rest of the invasion found itself pinned down by the well-organized German defences. By the time the Fifth Army commander, General Mark Clark, came ashore three days after the initial attack, the whole operation looked as though it had become bogged down in a bloody stalemate.

			Then came the inevitable German counterattack. At Battipaglia, Tiger tanks broke through the overstretched Allied lines, creating panic among the British troops. Soon, according to one officer of the Grenadier Guards, ‘the small roads were full of frightened soldiers, many retiring pell-mell regardless of officers’. Trucks hurtled back towards the beaches overloaded with Guardsmen yelling, ‘They’re coming! They’re through!’ – before calmer heads prevailed and the lines were stiffened once again.24

			The following day the same thing happened to the Americas around Altavilla and Persano. A withering artillery barrage from the mountains ahead of them shredded their forward troops, before a major counterattack by German Panzergrenadiers drove them off the high ground. Soon, groups of shell-shocked, disoriented soldiers were scrambling back down the hillsides in disarray.

			These men were not seasoned soldiers like the British troops further along the beach, let alone like the battle-hardened Germans they were facing. The 36th Infantry Division was made up entirely of new recruits, fresh off the boat from America. Some of their leaders were equally inexperienced. The commander of the US VI Corps, Major General Ernest J. Dawley, had never yet held a combat role. The same was true of General Clark himself. The only US troops in this part of the beachhead with any experience of combat were elements of the 45th Division, who had already seen action in Sicily. These troops had been brought onto the beaches on the first day to bolster the American attack – but since they had landed on the other side of the Sele river, they were unable to come to the aid of their Texan comrades. As any more experienced commander might have predicted, this river had become a dangerous obstacle, cutting off the southern invasion force from any kind of reinforcement.25

			The inexperience of the Americans showed itself in many ways, not least in the barely suppressed sense of dread that seemed to permeate the higher levels of command. After the setback at Altavilla, General Clark briefly considered burning the vast piles of supplies he had amassed on the beach to make sure they didn’t fall into enemy hands – but quickly dismissed the idea for fear of destroying his troops’ already fragile morale. He hastily put together plans to evacuate his command post from this part of the beachhead, and even to evacuate larger numbers of troops by sea and move them further along the coast – but, again, abandoned these ideas as impractical. In the end his decision to stand and fight was the correct one, but to those around him these vital moments of confusion and indecision had the distinct whiff of panic.26

			The following day, what had begun as a setback for the Americans suddenly began to look like a rout. On the afternoon of Monday 13 September, the Germans attacked in force. Thousands of infantry and dozens of German tanks descended from the high ground and stormed along the banks of the Sele river towards the coast, destroying ill-sited American positions along the way. In one fell swoop they drove a wedge between the 36th Division and the rest of the Allied invasion force. Stunned by the fury of the attack, hundreds of American soldiers were forced to surrender, while hundreds of others turned and fled. American losses were devastating: one battalion of 36th Division lost all but sixty of its men; a second lost 508 officers and men; and, on the other side of the Sele river, another battalion of the 45th Division had also been virtually annihilated.27 Within a few hours the Germans had forced their way to within a couple of miles of the Fifth Army headquarters, and were threatening to push the whole invasion force back into the sea.

			The confusion that seized officers and men that afternoon defies description. Norman Lewis, a British field security officer attached to the American HQ at Paestum, later wrote about how he witnessed officers abandoning their men, leaderless soldiers firing ‘at anything that moved’ and a ‘rabble of shocked and demoralised soldiery’ retreating headlong towards the beach. At one point the soldiers all around him became gripped with outright panic. ‘In the belief that our position had been infiltrated by German infantry they began to shoot each other, and there were blood-chilling screams from men hit by the bullets.’28

			One artillery gunner described the chaos that gripped his unit when a bullet pierced a drum of lime on one of their trucks. ‘Someone smelled the lime and not knowing what it was hollered “Gas”.’ His fellow gunners immediately grabbed their gas masks, but forgot that the intake canisters had been taped up to keep them waterproof during the landings: many found themselves unable to breathe, but were terrified of removing the masks for fear of inhaling the imaginary gas. ‘One soldier had lost his gas mask and he kept walking in a circle saying “They got me, I’m f___ed, they got me I’m f___ed.”’ The panic did not subside until someone from another gun section walked over and asked them why they were all wearing masks.29

			Norman Lewis also witnessed ‘frantic figures wearing gas masks running in all directions’, men ‘wandering about’ looking for their officers, and American anti-aircraft gunners shooting down British Spitfires by mistake. His final word on the scene was characteristically withering: ‘What we saw was ineptitude and cowardice spreading down from the command, and this resulted in chaos. What I shall never understand is what stopped the Germans from finishing us off.’30

			Even Mark Clark himself, a man never exactly shy about blowing his own trumpet, admitted in his memoirs that his troops were ‘at the mercy of Kesselring’. In a desperate phone conversation that afternoon with his subordinate, Major General Ernest J. Dawley, he asked the VI Corps commander what he intended to do to stop the rout. ‘Nothing,’ Dawley replied. ‘I’ve no reserves. All I’ve got is a prayer.’31

			To this day, it is not entirely clear why Kesselring’s troops did not push home their advantage and finish the Americans off. There was certainly some valiant last-ditch defence, particularly by two battalions of field artillery – the 158th and the 189th – who refused to join the rout. By the end of that desperate afternoon they were the only units standing between the German attack and Fifth Army’s headquarters, but they held the line by rallying a rag-tag group of retreating soldiers, mechanics and truck drivers and thrusting guns into their hands.

			The Germans also made some fundamental errors. At key points they ended up using tanks in a piecemeal fashion rather than concentrating them to punch through the American lines. They also lost momentum by driving their tanks into a cul-de-sac at the confluence of the Calore and Sele rivers. But even here they might have broken through if they had realized how weak the American lines really were. As one soldier put it, ‘the enemy could have thrown the crushing blow and destroyed us. But for some unknown reason they let up on their fighting.’32

			Hubris may also have played a part in the failure to finish the Americans off. That evening, the German commander of the Salerno sector, Heinrich von Vietinghoff, signalled to Kesselring that he was about ‘to throw the enemy back into the sea’.33 In Berlin, radio stations even announced that ‘the Anglo-US invasion of the Gulf of Salerno has collapsed’, and that ‘victory in the battle for Naples goes to German arms’.34

			In the end such reports were premature. That night Clark’s beleaguered men were reinforced by paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne Division: bolstered with these troops, the Americans quickly regained their confidence. In the following days more reinforcements arrived, and a new assault by Allied bombers and naval gunfire brought an end to any German hopes of an outright victory.

			Nevertheless, British and American troops remained bogged down in and around Salerno for another week before they were finally able to break out towards Naples. The whole operation had been characterized from the start by poor planning, inadequate resources, inexperienced leadership and disorganization: at one point there was even a mutiny by several hundred British troops orphaned from their division.35

			It was also a costly operation. By the end of the month, BBC Radio was reporting the loss of 5,211 men killed, missing or wounded among British troops alone.36 Even Clark himself admitted that over 3,500 Allied soldiers had been killed or wounded within the first week.37 In the end, the official figures listed around 9,000 casualties – 5,500 British and 3,500 American. The Germans had suffered only around a third of those losses.38

			The American general had been no match for his German counterparts, and had only managed to avoid defeat with the help of the powerful guns of the British and US navies. When it was all over Clark tried to deflect attention from his own failings by sacking his VI Corps commander, General Dawley, but by now it was beginning to look like the pattern for whole of the Italian campaign had been set. As one British artillery officer remarked in his diary at the time, it was ‘one hell of a shambles’.39

			Scorched Earth

			The Allies took more than ten days to break out of their beachhead at Salerno, and another week to fight their way through the narrow mountain passes of the Sorrento Peninsula. Once through the mountains, the vast Neapolitan plain spread out before them, broken only by the looming presence of Vesuvius – which smoked ominously throughout the battle – but even here they found themselves constantly delayed by a complex terrain of canals, irrigation ditches, blown bridges and narrow village roads blocked with rubble. The main force took a route around the north of the volcano, liberating San Giuseppe, Nola and Pomigliano d’Arco as they went. A second thrust skirted the volcano to the south, along the coast, through Pompeii and Torre Annunziata. They did not reach the outskirts of Naples until 30 September.

			For the city of Naples, the consequences of this faltering Allied advance were dire. Kesselring did not need to push the Allies back into the sea at Salerno – all he really needed to do was to delay them, and in this he was supremely successful. The Germans were merely buying time to allow themselves to set up their next line of defence, along the River Volturno north of Naples. This in turn would hold up the Allies long enough for them to complete an even more impregnable line of defence further north still, in the mountains around Cassino. The Germans would continue in the same vein for the next two years, step-by-step, all the way up the Italian peninsula.

			As they retreated, Kesselring issued orders for his men to strip the country of anything of military or economic value. Whatever could not be moved was ‘to be destroyed together with the territory being abandoned’.40 As a consequence the countryside south of Naples was systematically stripped of food stores, fuel, livestock, farm equipment, trucks, cars, bicycles and any other modes of transport at all. Every bridge was blown up after the Germans had crossed it. The shelf-roads cut into the mountainsides were destroyed, and all other roads and railway tracks were sown with mines and booby traps.

			In the cities they pursued an even more ruthless ‘scorched earth’ policy. German sappers set about destroying not only military installations and transport infrastructure, but also electricity stations, telephone exchanges, gas pipelines, sewers and aqueducts, factories of every size and description along with their machinery, and even hotels. All of the industrial towns around the Bay of Naples were treated the same way – Castellammare di Stabia, Torre Annunziata, Torre del Greco – as were those further inland on the Neapolitan plain – Nola, Acerra, Aversa and Caserta. But it was Naples itself, as the main industrial and economic hub of the whole region, that was their main target.

			This was precisely what the Allies had hoped to avoid. Throughout the planning of Operation Avalanche, generals and staff officers alike had stressed the need to get to Naples as quickly as possible in order to prevent its destruction by the Germans. In particular they wanted to save its port, the second largest in the whole of Italy. Clark and his colleagues had contemplated all kinds of short cuts to Naples, including parachute drops around the city, and even a second amphibious landing in the Bay of Naples itself, but they were all considered too risky or impractical.41 Even according to the plan they eventually settled on, it was hoped that they might reach the city by D+13, or 23 September – a week before they actually did.

			In the end the Germans were so skilful at delaying them that they were forced to watch from a distance as the city was methodically destroyed. ‘We could hear loud explosions at fairly frequent intervals and at night flashes of flame were often visible,’ wrote Colonel Edgar Erskine Hume, the future head of the Allied Military Government (AMG) in Naples. ‘Stragglers said that not only was the port being wrecked, but that public utilities, hospitals, and factories were being systematically destroyed by the Germans. We heard likewise that the University had been burned. Unfortunately, most of these statements were found to be true.’ By this point, parties of AMG officers had already moved forward to Amalfi, Gragnano and Castellammare, ready to head straight to Naples as soon as it was captured – but it was beginning to look as though there would not be much left of the city by the time they arrived.42

			As the month drew to a close, the reports became ever gloomier. ‘Last night, throughout the night there were anywhere from eight to 20 large fires blazing in the city,’ wrote one journalist from the Stars and Stripes on 26 September. ‘The Germans appear to be following in Naples the scorched city policy which they have also pursued in Russia.’43 A reporter from The Times concurred. ‘For many days Naples has lain under a black cloud of smoke, the index of systematic destruction on a vast and merciless scale. It may be taken as certain that the whole of the harbour installations has been smashed.’44

			The Germans did not finally vacate the city until the night of 30 September. As they pulled out, retreating troops were able to report that they had managed ‘to blow up all set objectives’ in Naples. They were confident that they had destroyed everything that might be of worth to the Allies.45

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Liberation

			Among the first members of the Allied forces to enter Naples were two photographers with the British Army Film and Photographic Unit – Stanley Gladstone and his colleague, ‘an impetuous, adventurous man’ named Ackland. On the evening of 30 September 1943, Gladstone and Ackland ignored orders to wait on the outskirts of the city, and pressed ahead in search of the scoop. ‘I suppose it was Ackland determined to have a go at something,’ Gladstone later remembered. ‘We found a way, a road which took us right into Naples. And we found ourselves alone.’1

			The pair were taking an enormous risk. German troops were still in Naples at this point, although they were in the process of evacuating, and some parts of the city still had Fascist snipers on the rooftops. Only a few days before, three similarly adventurous newspaper correspondents had been blown to pieces by a German tank during the liberation of Scafati, near Pompeii. By this point in the war almost 150 Allied journalists had already become casualties – 35 of them killed, 45 wounded, 19 missing and 50 captured or interned – and many more would follow in the years to come.2

			Fortunately, on this occasion the risk paid off. Over the next twenty-four hours Gladstone and Ackland took some of the most iconic photographs of the liberation of Naples, which were reproduced in newspapers all over the world.

			We got some magnificent pictures being welcomed by the Italian people, who did make us welcome – there was no question at all that we were enemies … [T]hat night in Naples was a very memorable one because although there was some sort of blackout operating, a good many windows were open wide, and wherever we went in Naples that night we walked through the streets and we heard all the Neapolitan songs coming out of the windows. It was a pure film set-up, and quite a magical evening.3

			The official liberation of the city did not take place until the next morning, at 9.30, when the King’s Dragoon Guards, a British unit, drove into the city centre from the northwest.4 They, too, were accompanied by journalists, whose reports of the utter joy they witnessed were wired to London and New York in time to make the following day’s newspapers:

			We drove in ahead of the British and American patrols who were waiting outside the city, and as we reached the centre of the city thousands of shouting, hysterical people ran up to us, pulled us from the jeep, and smothered us with embraces. The crowds grew until fully 20,000 people were around our jeep, and we could do nothing but submit to the howling, cheering, weeping mob, and had to stay jammed in until the arrival of the first patrol cars claimed the crowd’s attention.5

			As the main column overtook the stranded journalists’ jeep and made its way down the Via Roma towards the Palazzo Reale, the rapture of the crowd engulfed it. Thousands swarmed around the tanks and armoured cars with cries of ‘Liberty!’ and ‘Long live Britain and America!’ Allied soldiers found themselves being showered with offerings, both by those in the streets and by people in the windows up above: as the local newspaper Roma reported the following day, ‘The Anglo-American vanguard entered Naples on tanks covered with flowers … literally covered with leaves and flowers’.6

			For the Allied soldiers who found themselves caught up in the celebrations, the whole experience was quite bewildering. ‘[T]here was the wildest excitement in the streets,’ recorded Colonel Hume, who was about to take charge of the city as head of its military government.

			People on all sides were laughing, weeping, cheering, praying, and in every possible way showing their happiness at their deliverance from the Germans. Our officers were called ‘deliverers’ and ‘liberators’, and their cars could hardly pass through the streets for hysterical multitudes. They were pelted with flowers and attempts made on all sides to touch them, kiss their hands, and receive their benedictions.7

			Such scenes would become common in the months to come, not only in Italy but also in France, Belgium and the Netherlands. Allied troops were often treated as heroes, saints, even as ‘messiahs’ when they first entered a newly liberated city. But Naples was the first, and the experience was unlike anything the Allies had encountered before.8

			The rapturous reception of the Allies in Naples has become one of the most important motifs of the Italian liberation. It is mentioned in virtually all of the most important histories of the era, not only those written by British and American historians, but also some of those by Italians, too. Rick Atkinson’s magisterial history of the war in Italy, for example, describes people ‘weeping and genuflecting’ and even flinging themselves to the ground to kiss the boots of Allied soldiers.9 The Italian journalist Aldo De Jaco, who wrote one of the seminal works on this period of Neapolitan history, described the Allies being welcomed by huge crowds of men and women ‘who shouted and cried with joy for the end of the terror’.10

			However, it is important to remember that joy was not the only emotion on the streets of Naples that morning, and that the streets themselves were not all overflowing with jubilant crowds. While thousands did indeed gather along the Via Roma, outside the Municipio and in Piazza del Plebiscito, in the east of the city another, far less enthusiastic scenario was playing itself out.

			Shortly after the British tanks entered Naples from the northwest, the main column of Americans arrived in the east of the city at Piazza Garibaldi, near the main station. They were led by soldiers from the US 82nd Airborne Division, with General Clark himself riding at their head. Clark’s intention had been to stage-manage a triumphant entry into the city. The symbolism of arriving in Piazza Garibaldi was part of the spectacle: this was where the last great liberator of Naples had made his own victorious entry into the city eighty-three years earlier, heralding the victory of the Risorgimento and the birth of Italy as a unified nation.

			The historical parallels between the Allies and Garibaldi’s red-shirted volunteers would not have been lost on Clark and his staff. But while Garibaldi had been met at the station by rapturous crowds waving handkerchiefs and throwing their hats into the air, Clark was greeted with silence. According to his war diary, ‘The streets were practically empty of civilians’, so much so that his diarist imagined that the entire city had been evacuated.11 Later, in his memoirs, Clark himself had a different explanation. He remembered glimpsing people peeping at him from behind the closed shutters of the houses all around him: ‘I had a feeling that I had been seen by millions of persons, although I hardly glimpsed a civilian during the entire trip. It was an eerie sensation.’12

			Some other Allied commentators reported these scenes in Piazza Garibaldi with a keen sense of Schadenfreude. Clark was a notoriously vain general, not much liked by his subordinates, and the failure of his attempts to stage-manage a ‘triumphant entry’ into Naples was the source of much glee. As one officer who was there that day commented, the fact that the real party was happening on the other side of the city – where ‘Conquerors were traditionally received’ – filled many of them with a sense of ‘pleasant irony’.13

			But leaving aside the personal dramas of generals and their vanity, there was a serious side to this story that should not be missed. Not everyone was pleased to see the British and Americans. And neither were the people of Naples necessarily the happy, welcoming singers and revellers of Allied fantasy. Many of them were mourning friends and family who had only recently been killed beneath Allied bombs. And large parts of their city had been utterly destroyed, first by the Allies and then by the departing Germans. What reason did these people have to rejoice?

			Complicated feelings like these were just as much a part of the liberation of Naples as any of the celebrations that took place alongside them. Some of the more astute observers among the Allied soldiers and journalists could not help noticing that there were darker scenes beyond the celebrations. The crowds were all ‘shouting and waving’, remembers Private Ronald Hickman, a British soldier who entered Naples with the Sherwood Foresters: ‘But it was a complete mess. We went down by the dock area and there were ships scuttled in the docks so they couldn’t be used. The Germans had blown up all the sewers and the water supply … It was quite horrendous.’14

			Alan Moorehead, working for the London Daily Express, saw straight away that the cheering crowds were hoping for more than just an end to the German occupation. ‘They screamed in relief and in pure hysteria,’ he wrote shortly after the war. ‘When we stopped the jeep we were immediately surrounded and overwhelmed. Thrusting hands plucked at our clothing. Pane. Biscotti. Sigarette. In every direction there was a wall of emaciated, hungry, dirty faces.’15

			For General Fred Walker, whose 36th Infantry Division had been so badly mauled at Salerno just two weeks earlier, the main characteristic of the people he saw in Naples that day was not their joy at liberation, but how stunned they all looked. ‘The sight of a great city like Naples with wrecked buildings, deserted streets and bewildered people was very depressing.’16

			Elements of the US 82nd Airborne division had been assigned the role of policing the streets on that first day and in the following few weeks: the first thing mentioned in their after-action report is not the rapturous reception received by the Allied troops, but the landscape of devastation that formed the backdrop. ‘The city was a scene of ruin, starvation, and general wretchedness,’ it reads. ‘Bombed buildings were to be seen everywhere and the streets were littered with an accumulation of rubble piled by months of bombing. The public utilities – water, gas and electricity – had each been carefully and systematically destroyed by the enemy on the eve of his departure from the city.’17

			One of the most interesting newspaper reports written that day is an account by John O’Reilly, war correspondent for the New York Herald Tribune, which has been almost totally overlooked by historians of the war. O’Reilly’s report describes many of the themes above – the wild celebrations, the air of desperation that shone through them and the poignant scene of a city in ruins. What really shines through, however, is the reporter’s own misgivings about the place he has found himself in, which from the very start seems alien, unintelligible and darkly threatening.

			‘I entered Naples in the wake of the first British armored patrols,’ he wrote. ‘It was hard to believe even when we had reached the central part that this was one of the world’s famous cities. An atmosphere of wholesale tragedy seemed to penetrate the place from the time we entered it.’

			He went on to describe the ‘smoldering ruins’, the ‘hulks of merchant vessels and warships’ that lay half submerged in the harbour, the refugees who had fled the city, and the ‘yells of armed mobs’ who roamed the streets. At one point he came across the carcass of a dead horse lying in the street with its head blown off – a picture that seemed somehow symbolic of the city as a whole. Later, on the outskirts of the city, he saw columns of confused-looking refugees wandering in every direction, dragging all their worldly belongings on carts behind them. Such scenes were ‘as horrible as anything since the beginning of the war’, and were being reproduced all across the continent of Europe.18

			At various points O’Reilly’s article demonstrates as much prejudice as it does sympathy, and shows how little the Allies really knew about the city they were entering. Like most other correspondents of the day, he repeatedly describes the people here as ‘hysterical’. He recounts how ‘One old hag, bare-footed and with flying gray hair’ ran alongside his jeep ‘screaming unintelligibly until she was out of breath and had to fall by the wayside’. She was probably just delighted to see him. He also describes seeing a crowd of several hundred armed men and women grouped around a couple of British armoured cars ‘yelling and gesticulating with their rifles and hand grenades’. The handful of British soldiers, he writes, ‘gripped their tommy guns and tried to keep the mob at arm’s length’. In reality there was probably nothing threatening about these happy, jubilant people at all. They, too, had spent the previous days fighting a desperate battle against the Germans, and were probably greeting the British as allies, or even saviours.

			These were just some of the misunderstandings that occurred between the Allies and the Neapolitans that day: there would be many more in the weeks to come. The British and Americans had come here armed with fantasies about a city devoted to pleasure, beauty and song. What they discovered instead was something much more tragic, and much more complicated, than any of them had imagined.
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1. Allied advances in Italy

1 Tnvasion of Sicily
(Op. Husky)
2 Landings at Salerno
(Op. Avalanche),
Calabria (Op. Bayroun)
and Taranto (Op. Stapstick)
3 Drive north to Rome

4 Landings at Anzio
(Op. Shingle)
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