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‘I’ve finished reading your book and I think it is a wonderful bit of work-manship on your part. Reading it, it brought back so many memories that people of my age have either put behind them or tried to forget what it was really like. But for anybody who has never been there, to read it – a fantastic story. I commend you on your work’ veteran Matthew Salmon, Engineer with British 56th Division

‘One of the best yet’ veteran John Clarke, 6th Black Watch, Honorary Secretary, Monte Cassino Veterans Association

‘Superb … I suspect that few people today realise that British and American soldiers fought in a battle that compares to Stalingrad for human suffering. Monte Cassino is a fitting tribute: an important and beautifully written book, told with real understanding and pathos for those who withstood the Western Allies’ bloodiest encounter with the German Army’ James Holland, Daily Telegraph

‘Good accounts have been written of the battle before but none has managed to convey the sheer awfulness of the fighting with quite the same success … Parker has produced a deeply moving, richly detailed and fast-paced account of the most infamous British battle of the Second World War’ Saul David, Sunday Telegraph

‘One of the true epics of infantry war in World War II … a gripping story of incompetence, courage, cowardice and almost every other human emotion that war can excite … [it] can only make your heart ache’ Sir Anthony O’Reilly, Irish Independent

‘Very readable … Parker’s book examines Cassino through the eyes of those who were there, Allied and German, and does their suffering full justice. He has done a magnificent job in gathering material from a variety of sources … Parker’s real strength, however, lies in his evocation of the small change of battle and soldiering, such as boredom – men were driven to reading the labels on tin cans for something to do. He is particularly good at covering the stress of battle: the constant struggle to keep oneself from being overwhelmed by the fear from which even the bravest suffered. Monte Cassino deserves to be widely read – not least as a reminder that no war has a monopoly on horror’ Professor Gary Sheffield, Living History

‘Parker has interviewed veterans and ploughed through thousands of diaries and letters to bring the essence of the struggle for the pivotal height of the Gustav Line to life. The soldiers’ own words are poignant reminders of the scale and severity of the fighting … Parker’s book gives a fascinating insight into the foxhole-eye view of those months, as well as the machinations of the top brass. It is a pacy and informative addition to the military history of a much-neglected campaign’ Glasgow Herald

‘Monte Cassino, perhaps the most interesting campaign of all … [a] moving and well-researched book’ Economist

‘Few have come close to illustrating the true nature of conflict as this graphic and moving book. It is not only a story of incompetence, confusion and incredible courage, it is a highly personal and detailed account, taken from the testaments of hundreds of veterans, who had to endure conditions more akin to the horrors of First World War Passchendaele. Shocking, appalling … and totally compelling’ Huddersfield Daily Examiner

‘Well-researched and compelling … This book focuses on the appalling suffering of the Allied soldiers in the battles at Monte Cassino, and the psychological problems of the survivors. One can only marvel at their bravery and endurance’ Birmingham Post

‘A very angry and compassionate book’ Newcastle-upon-Tyne Echo

‘Chilling reading … a painstaking and exhaustive tribute to those men ironically self-styled “The D-Day Dodgers”’ Brian Jewell, Soldier Magazine

‘Graphic and intensely compelling … Parker has corresponded with or interviewed several hundred veterans representing both sides of the warring divide and it is their harrowing, sometimes heartbreaking, testimony which raises this study from the commonplace to something quite remarkable … rarely has the agony and futility of a mismanaged campaign been better expressed than here’ Eastern Daily Press

‘Deeply felt … a fine book on a heartbreaking tragedy’ Irish Times

‘An excellent account of the hardest fighting carried out by the western allies’ Independent on Sunday
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About the book

The six-month battle for Monte Cassino was Britain’s bitterest and bloodiest encounter with the German army on any front in World War Two.

At the beginning of 1944 Italy was the western Allies’ only active front against Nazi-controlled Europe, and their only route to the capital was through the Liri valley. Towering over the entrance to the valley was the medieval monastery of Monte Cassino, a seemingly impenetrable fortress high up in the ‘bleak and sinister’ mountains. This was where the German commander, Kesselring, made his stand.

MONTE CASSINO tells the extraordinary story of ordinary soldiers tested to the limits under conditions reminiscent of the bloodbaths of World War One. In a battle that became increasingly political, symbolic and personal as it progressed, more and more men were asked to throw themselves at the virtually impregnable German defences. It is a story of incompetence, hubris and politics redeemed at dreadful cost by the heroism of the soldiers.


About the author

Matthew Parker gained a first-class degree in English at Oxford University and now works as a writer, editor and book reviewer who specialises in modern history.


For Hannah

Love conquers all


Foreword

They are saying, ‘The Generals learnt their lesson in the last war. There are going to be no wholesale slaughters.’ I ask, how is victory possible except by wholesale slaughters?

Evelyn Waugh, October 1939

War makes sense only in black and white. The Second World War has a unique position in popular memory as a ‘good war’, particularly when compared with the First World War. Fought by the ‘United Nations’ (as the Allies referred to themselves) against the tyranny of Nazism and the aggression of the Japanese, the victorious conclusion of the fighting ended many appalling crimes against humanity, and justified all the sacrifices made by the men on the right side. Now, whenever the morality of a war is discussed, it is always measured against the yardstick of the Second World War. It has become the war that justifies war.

To a large extent, the Second World War has been written by its victors as a heroic narrative. For every Catch-22 or Slaughter House Five, there have been hundreds of novels, histories and films celebrating the unshakeable moral certainties of the fighting. For my generation, growing up in the 1970s, the war films we were shown and the comics that seemed to be everywhere were all about the Second World War. It is impossible to imagine the popular conception of the First World War making an appropriate backdrop for such straightforward stories, just as war games played by young boys never involved the trenches or more recent, even more morally ambiguous conflicts. It was always the British against the Nazis, good versus evil.

The First World War, as well as contributing to the causes of the Second, also shaped people’s responses to it. At the beginning of the Second World War, it was hoped that new technologies would prevent the appalling attrition of infantrymen that occurred in the First. Inter-war advances in aircraft, guns, tanks, submarines and bombs led people to believe that, this time, the fighting would be fast moving, mechanised, dominated by air power, somehow ‘remote-controlled’ or carried out by a few experts. The popular story of the Battle of Britain – with scores of downed planes being chalked up on blackboards as if it were a cricket match – to an extent conforms to this pattern, and this view of the Second War, at least in the West, as somehow ‘cleaner’ than the First has survived both the subsequent fighting and the post-war period.

The Battle of Monte Cassino throws all of this into question. Instead of fighting a battle of rapid movement, the men found themselves in scenes straight out of the Western Front in 1916–17. The terrain sent the fighting back to a pre-mechanised age. The mountains of central Italy and winter weather conspired to make technology such as armour fairly useless. One hard-working mule was more prized than a dozen tanks, and the Allies’ huge numerical advantage in artillery and aircraft was seldom decisive and often a hindrance. For one thing, such firepower had its risks. It has been estimated that a third of Allied casualties in Italy were caused by ‘friendly fire’; one American artilleryman at Cassino bemoaned that American bombers killed more of his division than did the Luftwaffe.

Nor was there much nationalistic certainty or unity of purpose driving the forces in Italy. With so many different national and ethnic groups, from such radically different societies, it would have been an impossibility. As well as British and American soldiers, the Allied ranks included New Zealanders, Canadians, Nepalese, Indians, French, Belgians, South Africans, Tunisians, Algerians, Moroccans, Senegalese, Poles, Italians and even Brazilians. Within these groups there were units made up of Native Americans, Japanese Americans and Maoris. They were all there for different reasons. The result was a coalition riddled at the highest level with distrust and jealousy, with the inevitable consequences of misunderstandings and mistakes. In the large part badly led and poorly equipped, the Allied soldiers who fought at Cassino could see from the way they were downgraded in the press at home that they were fighting battles of enormous scale and cost that were, at best, of secondary strategic importance, with the scant resources in reserves to match.

The Germans were even worse off. For every shell that Krupps sent over, General Motors sent back five. As well as artillery ammunition, the Germans were desperately short of basic food and clothing for the frontline troops guarding icy mountaintops in mid-winter. Many froze to death for lack of a greatcoat.

Between these opposing groups of men, facing each other in some places over just twenty or thirty yards of open ground, there was a shared suffering of the fighting and the elements, and surprisingly often the war would be stopped in local areas so that teams of stretcher bearers from both sides could work together to rescue the numerous wounded. Many record the bafflement of then resuming efforts to kill one another once the time of the truce was up.

From first-hand accounts, contemporary diaries and letters, and through listening to hundreds of veterans, a picture emerges of most people’s experience of war that is different from the black-and-white image of popular conception. The men’s descriptions of their times in action are dominated by confusion, fear, blunders and accidents; they also talk about the times of boredom, of longing for home, the ‘chickenshit’ or ‘bull’ of the army, as well as of the companionship with friends, many lost. They discuss how the experience changed them, and their feelings now about what happened.

While aiming to explain the strategic and tactical compromises and fudges that led to the battles, this book focuses on the human experience of the men there at the time, rather than playing ‘what if?’ games or ‘weighing’ the performance of the generals. To this end, I have tried as much as possible to let the eyewitnesses tell the story in their own words.
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“I can’t git no lower, Willie. Me buttons is in th’ way.”



INTRODUCTION

The Monastery and the Gustav Line

Only the bloodbaths of Verdun and Passchendaele, or the very worst of the Second World War fighting on the Eastern Front, can compare to Monte Cassino. The largest land battle in Europe, Cassino was the bitterest and bloodiest of the Western Allies’ struggles with the German Wehrmacht on any front of the Second World War. On the German side, many compared it unfavourably with Stalingrad.

After the conquest of Sicily, the invasion of Italy in 1943 saw Allied troops facing the German Army in a lengthy campaign on the mainland of Europe for the first time for three years. By the beginning of 1944 Italy was still the Western Allies’ only active front against Nazi-controlled Europe, and progress had been painfully slow. The campaign was becoming an embarrassment, and tensions between the Allies were rising.

It was not an easy task the Allies had set themselves. Not since Belisarius in AD 536 had anyone successfully taken Rome from the south. Hannibal even traversed the Alps rather than taking the direct route from Carthage. Napoleon is credited with saying, ‘Italy is a boot. You have to enter it from the top.’ The reason was the geography south of Rome. High mountains are bisected by fast-flowing rivers. The only possible route to the Italian capital from the south is up the old Via Casilina, now known as Route Six. Eighty miles south of Rome, this road passes up the valley of the Liri River. This was where the German commander, Kesselring, chose to make his stand. Towering over the entrance to the valley was the monastery of Monte Cassino.

It is one of Christianity’s most sacred sites. Reportedly founded by the Roman nobleman Saint Benedict in 529, the abbey became the blueprint for monasteries in Western Europe. From Monte Cassino, Benedictine monks set out to establish monasteries throughout the Christian world. Meanwhile, the monastery’s great library saw the preservation and copying of writings from antiquity onwards, the safeguarding of the heritage of early civilisation. The monastery was largely destroyed during an earthquake in 1349, but rebuilding started straight away with the support of Pope Urban V. The new abbey was massive, a vast complex of buildings around five courtyards. It had walls twenty feet thick at their base; from below, the huge building, with its grim rows of cell windows, looked like a fortress. During the Renaissance the abbey became a favourite destination for pilgrims. The Benedictine monks, as was their custom, washed the travellers’ feet and served them at table. During one year in the early seventeenth century there were 80,000 visitors. Generations of Italians laboured to beautify the buildings. During the eighteenth century, in the hands of several of Italy’s finest artists, the monastery became a baroque masterpiece and a centre for the fine arts. In 1868 the abbey became Italian national property but the library remained one of the most important in the world: by 1943 it contained over 40,000 manuscripts and much of the writings of Tacitus, Cicero, Horace, Virgil, Ovid and many others. Over the gate of the monastery was carved one word: Pax.

But Benedict had chosen his site at a time when Christianity, based on Rome, was at its lowest ebb. To protect his new community, he had built his monastery on the top of more than 500 metres of solid rock, at the end of a mountain spur that rises almost vertically above the valleys beneath. From its high windows, one can see for miles around; all the approaches to the mountain are laid out to view like a map.

At the end of 1943, it was already considered one of the finest defensive positions in Europe, and had been studied as such in Italian staff colleges for years. As well as benefiting from its commanding position, it was protected by the Rapido and Garigliano rivers, which form a natural moat in front of it. Its flanks are guarded by jagged, trackless mountains: from the Liri valley almost to the coast stretch the Aurunci mountains; behind the monastery the Cassino Massif rises into the forbidding Abruzzi range.

North of Cassino there is no series of river barriers, as on the Adriatic coast. Beyond the Rapido valley, the rivers run south and north, the Tiber leading up to the Lake Trasimeno area whence the Arno leads to Florence. So Cassino was the last natural defensive position before Rome, and the fall of Rome would mean the fall of central Italy.

The Cassino Massif on which the abbey stood was the key position on the Gustav Line, a system of interlocking German defences that ran all the way across the narrowest part of Italy between Gaeta and Ortona. It was an awesome piece of military engineering, the most formidable defensive system encountered by the British or Americans during the war. Much of it overlooked rivers with steep banks, in particular the Garigliano and the Rapido, or was in either coastal marshland or on high mountaintops. The natural defensive advantages of the mountainous terrain had been accentuated by the Germans by removing buildings and trees to create fields of fire. Elsewhere, the natural caves of the area had been extended and defensive positions reinforced with railway girders and concrete. Dugouts were created, linked by underground passages. Rather than a single line, the defences were multi-layered, with positions planned from which to launch instant counter-attacks on front line areas lost. From November 1943 Hitler took a personal interest in the Gustav Line, ordering that it be upgraded to ‘fortress strength’. A system of anti-personnel minefields, interlocked with barbed-wire entanglements, was set up to cover the flats before the hills to a depth of up to 400 yards beyond the river banks. A dam on the Rapido was blown to divert the river; the entire plain in front of the monastery, already soggy from winter rain, became a quagmire. The Germans had the time to survey every possible route of attack and take countermeasures. Everywhere there were nasty surprises – any seeming cover for attackers was mined or booby-trapped.

On 24 January 1944 British and American bombers dropped leaflets on the defenders of Monte Cassino offering them ‘Stalingrad or Tunis’ – encirclement and destruction or honourable surrender. But in a grim echo of the orders to hold the city on the Volga, Hitler decreed that there would be no more retreat in Italy. In the same month the German leader issued the following order: ‘Within the next few days the “Battle for Rome” will begin. It will be decisive for the defence of Central Italy and for the fate of the 10th Army … All officers and men … must be penetrated by a fanatical will to end this battle victoriously, and never to relax until the last enemy soldier has been destroyed … The battle must be fought in a spirit of holy hatred for an enemy who is conducting a pitiless war of extermination against the German people … The fight must be hard and merciless, not only against the enemy, but against all officers and units who fail in this decisive hour.’

The Allies by now dominated the sea and the air. They also had superiority in tanks and armoured vehicles. But a combination of the Italian geography and winter weather often nullified such advantages. The line could be broken only by infantry. The battle, then, was man to man, to be fought with grenades, bayonets and at times bare hands, and the outcome would be decided by the calibre and determination of the soldiers involved.

As the Allied troops neared the Gustav Line, they could see what they were up against. A Scots Guards lieutenant, D.H. Deane, remembers arriving on the other side of the Rapido River, and, along with everyone else, taking in the battlefield to come: ‘Impregnable mountains, obviously with armies of Boche,’ he noted. ‘Vast mountains lie in front, bleak and sinister.’

Lieutenant Deane’s premonitions were correct. The battles to take Monte Cassino were some of the hardest fought of the war in any theatre. Between Deane’s first sight of Monte Cassino and the triumphant moment when Polish soldiers raised their pennant on the shattered walls of the ancient monastery lies an extraordinary story of ordinary soldiers tested to the limits under conditions more typical of the horrors of the First World War. As the battle progressed, it became increasingly political, symbolic and personal. As the stakes were raised, more and more men were asked to throw themselves at the virtually impregnable German defences. Monte Cassino is a story of incompetence, hubris and politics redeemed at dreadful cost by the bravery, sacrifice and humanity of the ordinary soldiers.




We’re the D-Day Dodgers, out in Italy,

Always on the vino, always on the spree,

Eighth Army skivers and the Yanks.

We go to war, in ties like swanks,

We are the D-Day Dodgers, in sunny Italy.




We landed at Salerno, a holiday with pay,

Jerry brought his bands out, to cheer us on our way.

Showed us all the sights and gave us tea,

We all sang songs and the beer was free.

We are the D-Day Dodgers, the lads that D-Day dodged.




Salerno and Cassino were taken in our stride,

We did not go to fight there, we just went for the ride,

Anzio and Sangro are just names,

We only went to look for dames.

We are the D-Day Dodgers, in sunny Italy.




Looking round the hillsides, through the mist and rain,

See the scattered crosses, some that bear no name.

Heartbreak and toil and suffering gone,

The boys beneath, they slumber on.

They are the D-Day Dodgers, who’ll stay in Italy. 





PART ONE

Sicily to Cassino

We heard all through the war that the army was ‘eager to be led against the enemy’. It must have been so, for truthful correspondents said so, and editors confirmed it. But when you came to hunt for this particular itch, it was always the next regiment that had it. The truth is, when bullets are whacking against tree-trunks and solid shot are cracking skulls like eggshells, the consuming passion in the heart of the average man is to get out of the way. Between the physical fear of going forward and the moral fear of turning back, there is a predicament of exceptional awkwardness from which a hidden hole in the ground would be a wonderfully welcome outlet.

David L. Thompson, Battles and Leaders of the Civil War 


1

The Casablanca Conference and the Invasion of Sicily

On 14 January 1943 Roosevelt and Churchill met in the newly liberated city of Casablanca in Morocco. In the east, the ring had closed around Stalingrad, and the Western Allied leaders now debated their next steps. With Churchill in the lavish surroundings of the Villa Mirador on the outskirts of the city was General Sir Harold Alexander, later to be overall Allied commander at Cassino, whose ‘easy, smiling grace’, Churchill wrote, ‘won all hearts’. Harold Macmillan, then the British Resident Minister in North Africa, wrote of Churchill, ‘I have never seen him in finer form. He ate and drank enormously all the time, settled huge problems …’ Officially, all were in agreement: with the campaign in Tunisia taking longer than expected, the cross-Channel invasion would be delayed until 1944. Once German resistance in North Africa had been ended, an invasion of Sicily would follow. If successful, this would give the Allies control of the Mediterranean, reopen the Gibraltar-Suez shipping lane and, they hoped, knock Italy out of the war.

Behind the outward shows of unity, however, lurked serious disagreements about strategy. In fact, the Casablanca conference saw the stormiest negotiations ever to occur between the Western Allies. The Americans, observing the military dictum that an attacker should go the shortest route to his objective with the greatest strength he can muster, were deeply suspicious of further delays to the invasion of France. The staunchest holder of this line was General George Marshall, the US Army Chief of Staff and Roosevelt’s right-hand man as far as running the war was concerned. In his view, the Mediterranean was a side-show, and an unnecessary drain on manpower and resources that could be better employed by returning immediately to England and then heading via the shortest route to Berlin. Churchill, though, like all the British, haunted by the ghosts of the Western Front a generation earlier, was determined to delay Operation Overlord until success was far more assured. He didn’t think that moment had come, and also had other motives for pushing forward in the Mediterranean. Traditionally a British concern because of the route to India, Churchill was also intent on ‘setting the Balkans alight’ – exploiting the resistance to Nazi occupation that had already tied down vital German divisions, and aiming to cut supplies of oil and other products essential to Germany’s war machine. He was even far-sighted enough to wish to get Western Allied soldiers into Central Europe and especially Greece before the Red Army arrived.

Exasperated by the British reluctance to proceed full-steam ahead with the plans for the cross-Channel invasion, the Americans were suspicious that Churchill’s Mediterranean ambitions were motivated by imperial interests. There had been tension between Britain and America between the wars, including fierce exchanges over Britain’s economic policy of Imperial Preference, which damaged US trade, and the American leadership could be absolutely sure of its people’s deeply held anti-colonialism. For Churchill, though, the empire was not up for discussion.

But Churchill and the British, much to their surprise, got their way, and after ten days of heated negotiation a compromise was reached that agreed the invasion of Sicily. This, as will be seen, led almost inadvertently to the major struggle in Italy, and the Americans retained the impression that they had been duped, or ‘led down the garden path’ as far as Southern Europe was concerned.

The ramifications of the Casablanca conference were to affect the whole of the Italian campaign. To a great extent, at the highest level the Americans were unwilling participants in Churchill’s ‘Mediterranean adventure’. This made the southern theatre a low priority for supplies and manpower, and also fed the distrust and dislike between the two principal Allies, which was to reach its grim conclusion at Monte Cassino.

[image: missing-image]

The road that leads to the climactic battles south of Rome in early 1944 starts with the decision taken nearly two years earlier in July 1942 to commit sizeable American and British resources to North Africa. It had been agreed that there were not enough specialised landing craft for a cross-Channel invasion that year. There were also insufficient US forces already trained and shipped to Europe. Instead of letting what forces there were stagnate, it was thought best to use them to clear North Africa and thus do at least something on land to help the hard-pressed Soviets. President Roosevelt was determined that there should be American troops fighting the Germans somewhere as soon as possible. So in November 1942, against the wishes of the US military leaders, the President gave the go-ahead for ‘Operation Torch’: landings by American and British troops along the northwest coast of Africa. General Sir Bernard Montgomery’s Eighth Army, following its victory at El Alamein the previous month, attacked from the east.

The deep misgivings of the British about the unreadiness of the Allied forces for an attack on the well-defended northern French coast proved justified when in December 1942 the Eighth Army was checked by the outnumbered Afrika Corps. In early February 1943 Rommel, briefly back in charge of the German forces in Africa, counter-attacked American units near the Kasserine Pass in Tunisia. Initially, the attack was held, but soon rumours began to sweep through the American ranks and some units started retreating without having been given the order to do so. Exhausted and demoralised, and weak from days of fighting in the mountains without water, it was for many of the American soldiers their first taste of being dive-bombed and mortared. The result was a panic-stricken retreat that saw the Germans push back their attackers for over fifty miles. For the British, it was upsetting confirmation of their suspicions about the fighting ability of their ally. General Alexander, then the second-in-command in the theatre, wrote to General Sir Alan Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff and effectively Britain’s most senior soldier, calling the GIs ‘soft, green and quite untrained … is it surprising they lack the will to fight? … If this handful of divisions here are their best, the value of the rest may be imagined.’ The breakthrough at Kasserine was not exploited, but German reinforcements continued to arrive in Tunisia.

This move was evidence of a new German confidence in the early spring of 1943. To the dismay of the Red Army, the Wehrmacht had made a startling recovery after the disaster of Stalingrad the previous winter. In March 1943 the Soviets were driven back in places by a hundred miles when the Germans counter-attacked around Kharkov in the Ukraine. In addition to this success, new weapons were coming through, including Tiger heavy tanks and Panther heavy-medium tanks. A massive manpower mobilisation using slave labour had freed thousands of Germans for military service, and the Wehrmacht was now close to its size of two years earlier, in spite of the enormous losses on the Eastern Front. Germany’s increasingly unwilling allies, Italy, Finland, Hungary and Romania, had been kept in the war, and another great offensive was planned for May around Kursk. Submarine production was up and it was hoped that offensives against the West at sea and the East on land would see Germany through until the unlikely alliance between the United States/Britain and the Soviet Union fell apart.

Furthermore, even relations between the United States and Britain were strained. After the Casablanca conference and the setback in the Kasserine Pass, the Americans persisted in their suspicions that they had been hoodwinked into an expensive side-show and the British remained fearful that their ally would pull the plug on the Mediterranean theatre, or, even worse, go back on the Germany First policy and transfer the bulk of their forces to fight Japan. Events on the ground had also led to distrust on one side matched by resentment on the other. President Roosevelt himself complained that the British had relegated American units to supporting roles, unwilling to trust them with anything else. In fact, the performance of the American II Corps in Africa improved markedly as the soldiers and commanders gained experience and received training from British troops. As General Bradley, II Corps’ commander, commented after the war, Tunisia was an important testing ground. ‘In Africa,’ he wrote, ‘we learned to crawl, to walk – then run.’ By 3 March, the ground lost in Rommel’s February counter-attack had been recaptured and at the end of the month General Patton’s American divisions met up with Montgomery’s Eighth Army, who had at last broken through the German defensive lines in southern Tunisia. Alexander then reorganised the Allied armies and ordered a general offensive to start on 4 May. By now German supply lines to their army in Tunisia were under constant attack, and it was decided in Berlin to abandon the Afrika Corps, now commanded by General von Arnim. Three days later Bizerte and Tunis were captured, and on 12 May a message was intercepted by the Allies from von Arnim: ‘We have fired our last cartridge. We are closing down for ever.’ By the next day, all Axis forces in North Africa had surrendered. In all, some 130,000 German and 120,000 Italian prisoners were taken. Notes made by an Allied cameraman recording the capitulation maintain that the lines of prisoners stretched for 22 kilometres. By any standards, it was a spectacular victory for the Allies.

The front line was now the Sicilian Channel, and, as agreed at Casablanca, preparations started for an assault on the island. There was considerable nervousness about what was to be the Allies’ first major amphibious landing on an enemy-held coast, and Britain’s first return to Europe since its ignominious expulsion from Greece and Crete in 1941. Unlike the North African landings, when the invaders had faced Vichy French troops, this time they would be up against German divisions; and, also in contrast to North Africa, they did not possess a network of agents and informers to provide intelligence information.

As the Tunisian campaign was nearing its conclusion, the Allied leaders met in Washington for the Trident Conference. Again, the arguments were dominated by the question of priorities, with the Americans still deeply suspicious of the ‘distraction’ of the Mediterranean theatre, and the British, to General Marshall’s continuing frustration, doing their utmost to delay the cross-Channel invasion. Repeatedly throughout 1943 Churchill would return to his worries about this operation, fearing that the Germans’ excellent transport links to northern France would enable them to assemble ‘an overwhelming force against us and to inflict on us a greater military disaster than Dunkirk. Such a disaster would result in the resuscitation of Hitler and the Nazi regime.’ Already desperately short of manpower, the British, having been driven off the continent three times already – from Norway, France and Greece – simply could not afford another such loss. Instead, and in keeping with Britain’s traditional role as a maritime power, the Prime Minister still pushed for opportunistic attacks around the periphery, what he called the ‘soft underbelly’ of Europe: the Balkans, the Dodecanese and Italy. At the conference Brooke, Marshall’s opposite number in the British High Command, argued in favour of an invasion of Italy, pointing out that it would be much more difficult than northern France for the Germans to reinforce. To knock Germany’s principal ally out of the war, suggested Churchill, would bring many benefits: as well as being a huge boost to opponents and unwilling allies of Germany everywhere, it would force the Germans to take over the garrison duties of the Italian Army in the Balkans and the Aegean, and the British Mediterranean Fleet would be free to sail against the Japanese. More than anything, he insisted, it would mean that British and American armies remained in contact with the enemy, reminding the conference that the Russians were now facing 185 German divisions in the East.

There were disagreements, too, among the commanders of the various service arms, both between and within the two Allied camps. The US Army Chief of Staff General Marshall, together with the air commanders of both sides, wanted Mediterranean operations scaled down in favour of the cross-Channel invasion; British sea and land commanders wanted to concentrate on knocking Italy out of the war.

The outcome was compromise and indecision. Eisenhower’s staff were told to prepare plans for invasions of Sardinia and Corsica as well as of southern Italy, but the Mediterranean force was to lose most of its assault shipping and seven experienced divisions by November 1943, to return to England for the cross-Channel invasion. Then called ‘Roundup’, this was set for May 1944. So the question of the next step after Sicily – should the operation be a success – was left unresolved at the highest strategic level. Eisenhower himself felt that the resources available for any operation post-Sicily were ‘very slender indeed’. It was an inauspicious start, and it would be events in Rome, rather than a clear and united ‘grand plan’, that would precipitate the Italian campaign to come.

As the invasion fleet of nearly 2,600 Allied vessels left Africa for Sicily, neither side at the talks in Washington was fully satisfied. Marshall, who had been against even the Africa offensive as a dispersion of effort, predicted that the outcome would be that neither the Mediterranean nor the forthcoming cross-Channel invasion would be properly equipped. Brooke, writing in his diary on 24 July 1943, despaired that the American general could be so blind: ‘Marshall absolutely fails to realize what strategic treasures lie at our feet in the Mediterranean, and always hankers after cross Channel operations. He admits that our object must be to eliminate Italy and yet is always afraid of facing the consequences of doing so. He cannot see beyond the tip of his nose and is maddening.’

After successful bombing attacks had destroyed the Italian and seriously weakened the German air forces in Sicily, the landings on 10 July went better than anyone had dared expect. There were counter-attacks on one of the American beaches, but by 12 July both Allied armies were marching inland. Not so the airborne landings, which fell foul of high winds and sustained ‘friendly fire’ from the Allied ships and suffered very heavy losses. Nevertheless, Syracuse and its nearby airfields were captured after just two days and a rapid advance was started.

Although the two German divisions fought hard from the outset, the loss of so many men and so much material in Tunisia had seriously compromised the Italian defenders of Sicily. They were chronically short of transport for their nine weak divisions and morale among the fighting men was in freefall. The Italians had had enough. When Patton’s soldiers entered Palermo on 21 July they were greeted not as enemies but as liberators, an ominous sign for Mussolini and Italy’s Fascist leadership.

Presented with this early progress and the evidence that Italy’s collapse might be imminent, the Allied planners began to add detail to their outline for an invasion of the mainland. Five days before the Sicily invasion the Germans had launched their Kursk offensive against a huge bulge in the Soviet line, using nearly three-quarters of their available strength on the Eastern Front. There were very real concerns that Russia would be knocked out of the war, and might make a separate peace with Germany – it was known that there had been contacts between the Soviet Union and Germany through Sweden.

It was now felt that operations in Italy would tie down the most enemy troops, and an amphibious assault on Naples, which had good landing beaches near by, was planned as the main attack. This was as far north as land-based fighter aircraft could provide cover for the beaches. The assault would be supported by a smaller, preliminary landing right at the toe of the country. As the planners, British and American but working separately, mulled over the possibilities, greater ambitions always loomed for them over the horizon. If the attack on Naples failed to knock Italy out of the war, why not head on for Rome? That would trap the German divisions left in the south and provide a priceless symbolic victory.

Mussolini had boasted that the attack on Sicily would be smashed ‘at the water’s edge’. By the end of July 1943, when there could be no mistaking the news from the south, the King and the vast majority of the Italian Army and people were united in their desire to get rid of the dictator and end Italy’s participation in the war. Even senior Fascist leaders, led by Dino Grandi, the head of Mussolini’s Grand Council, were planning il Duce’s overthrow. The plotting came to a head on the evening of 24 July when the Grand Council met for the first time since the beginning of the war. Earlier that same day, Mussolini ‘still felt himself firmly in the saddle’, a view shared by the German commander in the Mediterranean, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring. One of the very few senior German Army commanders not to fall out with Hitler at some point, Kesselring was a committed Nazi and friend of Hermann Goering. In his memoirs, Kesselring admits that none of the German Army commanders or diplomats in Rome ‘believed in an immediate danger for the regime’. However, German plans were already in place in the event of an Italian collapse. As early as 1 April 1943, even before the fall of Tunisia, the German Embassy in Rome had been ordered to send home sensitive papers as a precaution.

Mussolini had tried to act as a restraining influence on Hitler, urging a more conciliatory policy towards the conquered peoples. Along with the Japanese, he had advised that Germany should make peace with the Soviet Union in order to concentrate on defeating the West. But he overestimated his influence on Hitler as much as he deluded himself about the capabilities of his army and the loyalty of his followers. Kesselring tells of how, just before the Grand Council met, he had gone to see the Italian leader. The German field marshal was kept waiting for half an hour, having been told that Mussolini had an important political meeting. When he went in to see him, he found the Italian’s face ‘wreathed in smiles’.

‘“Do you know Grandi?” [Mussolini] said. “He has just left me. We had a heart-to-heart talk, our views are identical. He is loyally devoted to me.”’

‘I understood his spontaneous delight,’ says Kesselring, ‘but when I learnt the very next day that this same Grandi had led the revolt against Mussolini in the Fascist Grand Council I had to ask myself which was the more astonishing: Mussolini’s credulity or Grandi’s wiliness.’

Mussolini refused to accept his Grand Council’s vote of no-confidence and appealed to the elderly King for support. The King had him arrested and appointed Marshal Pietro Badoglio, a former head of the armed forces and long-time opponent of Mussolini, to head the Italian government. On 26 July Kesselring went to see Badoglio. During a ‘chilly, reticent and insincere’ interview, the new Italian leader assured Kesselring that his government would fully respect its obligations under the treaty of alliance. Il Duce, Badoglio said, was in custody for his own protection. When Kesselring asked where, Badoglio said only the King knew.

Kesselring then went to visit the King. There was a marked difference in tone. ‘My audience at the palace lasted almost an hour and was conducted with striking affability,’ Kesselring later wrote. ‘His Majesty assured me that there would be no change as to the prosecution of the war; on the contrary, it would be intensified … He said he had made the decision [to dismiss Mussolini] with great reluctance. He did not know where Mussolini was, but assured me he felt personally responsible for his well-being and proper treatment. Only Badoglio knew where the Duce was (!).’

In fact, Badoglio was keen to take Italy out of the war altogether, and the Germans suspected as much. ‘They say they’ll fight, but that’s treachery!’ Hitler jeered. ‘We must be quite clear: it’s pure treachery! … Does that man imagine that I’ll believe him?’ As soon as Mussolini was deposed, German divisions and staff began pouring into northern Italy, to the deepening gloom of the Italians. On 31 July distinguished Italian civilians approached the British Embassy in Madrid and the British Consul in Tangier to start peace negotiations, but when those approaches got nowhere a high-ranking officer of the Italian Army was sent to Madrid in disguise. Talks broke down when the representatives of the Allies insisted on unconditional surrender, a policy announced at the end of the Casablanca conference back in January.

On Sicily, Italian troops started disappearing to the mainland as soon as the news arrived of Mussolini’s fall. By then, however, the offensive had stalled. Montgomery had split his forces and his thrust towards Messina weakened and then became bogged down. The Germans, reinforced with part of the elite 1st Parachute Division from the end of July, fought delaying actions with great skill in successive defensive positions around Mount Etna. In a foretaste of what was to come in Italy, clever use of the mountainous terrain enabled some 60,000 German troops to hold off 450,000 Allied soldiers for thirty-eight days. The upshot was that although over 100,000 Italian soldiers were captured (nearly 35,000 deserted during the campaign), the Germans were pushed off the island rather than destroyed. Because of the strategic uncertainties about an invasion of Italy, there was no operation to close down the ports opposite Messina, and nearly 40,000 German troops and over 10,000 vehicles were successfully evacuated. Had these been captured or destroyed, the story of what followed in Italy would have been very different.

Some of the problems that had delayed the successful conclusion of the campaign can be laid at the door of General Alexander, the immediate superior of the generals in the field, Patton and Montgomery. Harrow and Sandhurst-educated, modest and unassuming, Alexander was a favourite of Winston Churchill throughout the war. He had led with distinction at Dunkirk and in Burma and had replaced Auchinleck as Commander-in-Chief Middle East in August 1942, some two months before El Alamein. In Sicily he failed to prevent bickering between the British and American generals, or to display sufficient ‘grip’ and decisiveness to exploit the swift early successes. A skilled diplomat, he would later handle his multinational force at Cassino with great tact, but out of necessity in a coalition force, he led by consensus rather than decree, which allowed the rivalries and jealousies between the British and the Americans to fester.

The Sicilian campaign had also seen the disgrace of ‘Old Blood and Guts’ General Patton, who had been so influential in restoring American morale after the Kasserine Pass disaster. Visiting a hospital near Palermo on 3 August, the American general had stopped at the bed of a young soldier with no apparent injury. ‘What’s wrong with you, soldier?’ Patton asked. The man replied that he was a psychiatric casualty. Patton then slapped him across the face with his glove, saying, ‘You’re just a god-damned coward.’ A week later, at another hospital, Patton threatened a soldier with his pistol and then punched him in the head. He was forced to issue an apology and was relieved of his command. These incidents did, however, highlight the growing problem of psychiatric breakdown among the Allied soldiers that was to become such an important part of the Cassino story.

But the Allies had much to be pleased about with the capture of Sicily. The success of a major amphibious landing to a certain extent laid to rest the ghosts of Gallipoli; the Germans realised that the Italians would not be effective at defending their homeland, so, just as the Battle of Kursk reached its climax, Hitler was forced to withdraw units to Italy. For the Germans, it was the end of all offensive operations on the Eastern Front. Troops and aircraft had to be sent not only to Italy itself, but to those parts of conquered Europe garrisoned by Italian troops. At this time there were five Italian divisions in France and no fewer than twenty-nine in the troublesome Balkans.

Now there was a change of heart among the Allied air leaders, who came down firmly in favour of an invasion of Italy, with a view to using the airfields at Foggia, southeast of Rome, to bomb important targets in southern Germany and the Balkans. Not only would new areas come within range, but attacks would be able to avoid the belt of fighter and anti-aircraft defence guarding the northern and western approaches to Germany that had taken such a toll on the bomber crews. A consensus for the invasion of Italy was now in place.

The new Italian leadership found that they were now trusted by neither the Germans nor the Allies. But another emissary, accompanied as a sign of good faith by a high-ranking British general who had been a POW, made contact with the Allied High Command and armistice talks started at last at the end of August. While these continued, plans progressed to invade Italy in early September. The Italians were reluctant to join the Allies’ side, but the USA and Britain insisted that Italian neutrality was impossible. The end result was more mistrust, and although a secret armistice was signed on 3 September, the Allied leadership refused to let the Italians know any of their invasion plans. The Italians, fearful of German reprisals, pleaded with the Allies to hold off announcing the armistice until there were significant US and British forces ashore. Eisenhower kept the secret for five days, but on 8 September, worried that the numerous Italian units on the mainland might resist an invasion, proclaimed the end of the war against Italy at 6.30 p.m. from Radio Algiers, saying he hoped that ‘all Italians’ would now ‘help eject the German aggressor from Italian soil’. By then, the main invasion fleet was approaching the beaches of Salerno, some thirty miles south of Naples. The British and American troops on board, to whom the news of the armistice, broadcast over loadspeakers, came as a complete surprise, cheered lustily. ‘I never again expect to witness such scenes of sheer joy,’ an American officer reported. ‘Speculation was rampant and it was all good … we would dock in Naples harbor unopposed, with an olive branch in one hand and an opera ticket in the other.’
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The Invasion of Italy

In the last weeks of August 1943, Allied warships had sailed, guns blazing, through the Straits of Messina, and artillery batteries had been moved up to face the coast of Italy on the western shore of the straits. The bombardment of the beaches north of Reggio di Calabria started at 4.30 a.m. on 3 September. The artillery alone fired 400 tons of ammunition. The writer Alan Moorehead watched the bombardment: ‘It was night, and we could see little except the yellow flame,’ he reports. ‘Here we sat in the Sicilian hills above Messina, and the guns fired out of the olive groves. We fired out of Italian farms on this side of the Straits and the shells made the short passage of a mile or two across the sea and landed on other Italian farms on the mainland.’ Then three brigades of Canadian and British infantry of Montgomery’s Eighth Army crossed the three-and-a-half-mile wide strait and landed. There was hardly any resistance from the two German divisions in the ‘toe’ of Italy. Their artillery positions were quickly silenced by air attack, and they moved back into the mountainous terrain of Calabria, leaving the fight to the Italian coastal defence divisions. These quickly surrendered, faced as they were by so many threats from the sea and the air, and even supplied eager hands to unload the landing craft. On the same day as the landings, Montgomery himself, accompanied by journalists, took a landing craft to the beach. In the back were 10,000 cigarettes, which he handed out at every stop.

The retreating Germans left behind a web of demolitions – all road junctions and bridges were destroyed with a precision and thoroughness that would mark the entire Italian campaign. For five days units of the Eighth Army struggled northwards, but on 8 September Montgomery ordered a halt as the engineers had already run out of the crucial bridging materials.

The announcement of the surrender that evening left the men of the Italian Army bereft of instructions. Badoglio and the King fled Rome the same day, leaving only cryptic instructions that the army should ‘resist the enemy’. In the Rome area landings from the air were expected at any moment. In the city, Italian forces matched the Germans in numbers, and, had the Italians been able to hold the capital against their former allies, the German troops south of Rome would have been trapped. But lacking high-level direction or plans, landing strips were not secured and a highly risky plan by Eisenhower to land an American airborne division near the capital was cancelled. In the end the Italians were able to resist for only a day.

The Germans, too, had been thrown off balance, albeit not for long. At midday on 8 September, Kesselring survived a near miss when his headquarters in Frascati, just south of Rome, was bombed. ‘The raid was illuminating,’ he later wrote, ‘because we found on a map in one of the bombers shot down the house in which I and von Richtofen had our headquarters exactly marked, indicating some excellent lackey work on the part of the Italians.’ In fact, there were over a thousand civilian casualties from the raid. Kesselring heard the news of Eisenhower’s announcement regarding the Italian surrender from German Army headquarters, but when he telephoned his contacts in the Italian military, he was told it was a hoax. However, by the time the news was confirmed, the Italian Army had begun surrendering to the Germans, and prior plans were put into action to secure the country.

Even before the Italian capitulation, which the Allied High Command had convinced themselves would lead to the Germans abandoning southern Italy, if not the whole country, confidence was running high among the men of the Salerno invasion force. Yorkshireman Jeffrey Smith, who was soon to celebrate his nineteenth birthday, was an artillery signaller with the British 46th Division. In his ‘first and only encounter with a general’ he had been told, ‘We’re going somewhere to do an invasion. You have nothing to worry about. It will be a piece of cake. You’ll land in ankle-deep water and wade ashore. It’ll be a holiday really, in the sun. We’ll have wonderful air cover. There’s nothing to worry about.’ Most of the men in the invasion force were happy to be leaving behind the dirt, the months of training, the boiling days and freezing nights of Africa. The sea was calm and there was very little sickness. Major-General Fred



















































PART TWO

The First Battle

‘I’m afraid.’

‘That’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ Major Major counselled him kindly.

‘We’re all afraid.’

‘I’m not ashamed,’ Yossarian said. ‘I’m just afraid.’

Joseph Heller, Catch-22

Those who occupied the lower level were up to their knees in mud and water; for the extensive rains and the inundation of the Garigliano had converted the whole country into a mere quagmire … Those on the higher ground were scarcely in better plight. The driving storms of sleet and rain, which had continued for several weeks without intermission, found their way into every crevice of the flimsy tents and crazy hovels, thatched only with the branches of trees, which afforded temporary shelter to the troops.

W.H. Prescott, History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella, 1859 


PART THREE

The Second Battle

Cold are the stones

That built the walls of Troy,

Cold are the bones

Of the dead Greek boy

Who for some vague thought

Of honour fell,

Nor why he fought

Could clearly tell.

Patric Dickinson, c. 1946

In these old hackneyed melodies

Hollow in the piano’s cage

I see the whole trash of the age –

Art, gadgets, bombs and lies.

Roy Fuller, c. 1949 


PART FOUR

The Third Battle

I only know what we see from our worm’s eye view, and our segment consists only of tired and dirty soldiers who are alive and don’t want to die; of long darkened convoys in the middle of the night; of shocked, silent men wandering back down the hill from battle; of mess queues and atabrine tablets and the smell of cordite and foxholes and burning tanks and Italian women washing and the rustle of high-flown shells; of jeeps and ammunition dumps and hard rations and olive trees and blown bridges and dead mules and hospital tents and shirt collars greasy black from weeks of wearing; and of laughter too and anger and wine and lovely flowers and constant cussing. All these it is composed of: and of graves and graves and graves.

Ernie Pyle, Cassino, March 1944

What I saw took me back across twenty-eight years, when I experienced the same loneliness crossing the battlefield of the Somme.

Fridolin von Senger und Etterlin 


PART FIVE

The Fourth Battle

He knew that the essence of war is violence, and that moderation in war is imbecility.

Thomas Babington Macaulay,

‘Essay on Lord Nugent’s Memorials of Hampden’, 1831

I was at Stalingrad, and I had never thought to endure worse.

German soldier captured during the fourth battle of Monte Cassino 
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