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Official History of New Zealand
in the Second World War
1939-45

The authors of the volumes in this series of histories prepared under
the supervision of the War History Branch of the Department of
Internal Affairs have been given full access to official documents.
They and the Editor-in-Chief are responsible for the statements
made and the views expressed by them.
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The end of the Eighth Army advance whlch had begun at El Alamein
in Egypt in October 1942: New Zealanders rest beside their gear in
the Castello San Giusto of Trieste, in north-east Italy, in May 1945.
The war against Germany had been won, but already the ‘cold war’

had started with the confrontation of the Powers of the West and the

East on the frontier of Yugoslavia
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CORRECTION

Correction

On p. 292, line 9, of Italy, Volume I, it was stated that Lieutenant M. R.
Drinkhall, 1/9 Gurkha Rifles, was awarded the Victoria Cross for his
‘bravery, skill and leadership’ throughout the battle for Hangman's Hill
at Cassino. Lieutenant Drinkhall was in fact recommended for a VC but
received the DSO. Unfortunately the award finally granted was omitted
from the copy of the citation on the War History Branch file.

Distributed by
R. E. Owen, Government Printer Wellington, New Zealand
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Foreword

By Brigadier M. C. FaireroTHER, CBE, Dso, ep, Editor-in-Chief, New Zealand War
Histories

THE publication of this volume concludes the record of New Zealand's
military operations in Italy and her participation in the Second World
War.

Thus ended, in Churchill's words, this ‘great contention’. It was not,
as with the First World War, a sudden ending, leaving a situation for the
troops in which little else remained but to return home and resume their
interrupted lives. For months after victory was won in Europe a further
task loomed ahead. The diversion of forces from the European theatre to
the Pacific for the defeat of Japan and the mode of their employment
became a priority for politician and soldier alike. That the war in the
Pacific ended without the need for New Zealand to again deploy her
forces there was without doubt the greatest blessing, for the strain on
manpower had been severe.

New Zealand in peacetime had displayed no warlike propensities, and
her armed forces had been neglected. But twice within 30 years she had
provided military forces among the most effective in the world. In the
muddy anonymity of the Western Front in 1916-18 this was not always
easy to perceive and few but the experts became aware of it — those with
access to situation maps, perhaps, or who could discern from enemy
dispositions the respect the Germans had for their New Zealand
opponents. But in the Mediterranean theatre in 1941-42, the whole
world could see. More than once, as General Freyberg recorded, the 2nd
New Zealand Division ‘stood athwart the path of history’. The recurrent
pressures from Britain and America to keep the Division in that theatre,
when it was plainly in New Zealand's interest that her men should be
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committed against the Japanese, testify to the high esteem in which the
New Zealanders were held as fighting men. Similar tributes, too, have
been paid to New Zealanders serving with the Royal Navy and the Royal
Air Force.

What then gave rise to this effectiveness. First, New Zealanders were
mentally and physically well adapted for military life, once committed to
it for a just cause. Most of them, even the town dwellers, enjoyed a good
deal of country life and open-air living. They were well nourished, sturdy
in physique, energetic and capable of great endurance. They were
adaptable, resourceful and mentally alert. In these respects they
compared favourably with the soldiers from industrial Europe, many of
whom had been subjected in civil life to poor conditions and a deadening
routine of work.

Then too, there were not the social distinctions in the New Zealand
forces that were to be found in the forces of older countries. The more
senior leaders, it is true, were mostly of good education and thoughtful
background. But as the war progressed officers were selected from
among those who had shown themselves to be tough and steadfast in
battle and to have the capacity for leadership. No account was taken of
social status. Once commissioned, if they survived the dangerous
subaltern stage and later, their progress depended on results. The
opportunity for promotion regardless of social or economic factors had a
good deal to do with the effectiveness of the New Zealand soldiers.

Recruitment for infantry battalions and companies had a regional
basis and their members therefore did not come together as strangers. In
most companies officers, NCOs and men alike generally came from the
same district, had attended the same schools, travelled in the same
trains and lived more or less to the same standards. They were, in a
sense, from the same family and shared a determination not to let that
family down - or any member of it. Similarly the Division as a whole
matched the country as a whole, reflecting its regional variations and
also its national characteristics and its strong sense of solidarity. Even
many expatriates, when the war came, felt impelled to join the New
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Zealand forces in England or to make their way back to New Zealand to
join. The ‘family atmosphere’ of the 2nd NZEF was one of its
outstanding features.

One popular branch of this family was the Maori Battalion, serving
as a combatant unit as distinct from the Maori Pioneer Battalion of the
First World War. The Maoris were cheerful, light-hearted, willing and full
of zest. But they were stern warriors and seldom failed to gain their
objectives in an attack. Out of action some of them were a trial at times
to the authorities. But on the battlefield at many a crucial point they
did great service.

Almost all the New Zealanders overseas served in fighting ships or as
aircrew, or in combatant formations in the army. Here they often
displayed a nonchalance towards parade ground ceremony, and on leave
many of them were defiant of any sort of authority. But on the
battlefield their brand of discipline showed to good effect. The officers
and NCOs proved themselves capable and worthy of respect, and
intelligent initiative was not lacking in the men. The spirit and skill
which brought success at Sidi Rezegh, El Alamein, Medenine and at
Tebaga Gap and the doggedness shown in Crete were impressively
sustained throughout the war. Nowhere were they more evident than in
the last battles, from the crossing of the Senio until the fighting ended
in Trieste. In this advance the 2nd New Zealand Division, with powerful
artillery and air support, overcame a series of strong defensive positions
at great speed and with remarkably light losses. This final campaign in
itself explained why the New Zealand Government had received a
succession of requests to allow the Division with its commander,
General Freyberg, to remain in that theatre.

In the First World War the shrewd observer could often guess the
location of the New Zealand Division on the Western Front by noting the
bulge on the published situation maps. This marked the positions of the
most advanced troops and was likely to be the New Zealand sector. It
was much the same when positional warfare developed in the Second
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World War, as in the ¢ New Zealand Box’ period in Egypt in 1942 and
again in the Romagna in the winter of 1944-45. The thrusting
purposefulness of the men of these two Divisions, a generation apart,
must have been much the same; but the circumstances of the fighting
in the Second World War allowed more scope for speed of movement and
versatility.

The war efforts of sovereign states are a measure, as with
individuals, of their courage, virility and loyalty, and of their faith in
their way of life and their attachment to freedom. New Zealand's war
effort was large, manifesting itself not so much in great tonnages of war
materials and the conversion of its people to war work, but most
impressively in the high proportion of its young manhood drawn into the
services and the heavy losses they suffered.

The pattern of the war, as it gradually unfolded, made this effort all
the more remarkable. By far the greater number of New Zealand
servicemen served in the struggle against Germany and Italy; yet the
only conceivable direct threat to New Zealand came from Japan. New
Zealanders stood in peril at Mingar Qaim and amongst disaster at
Ruweisat Ridge and El Mreir soon after the battles of the Coral Sea and
Midway halted the southward drive of the Japanese. For New Zealanders
in the desert in North Africa, or fighting the Battle of the Atlantic, or
the air war over Europe, as for their families at home, those were days of
anxiety and anguish.

But the security of a small power in a world of compelling great
powers must always give rise to concern. New Zealand by her efforts has
earned her place in the League of Nations and the United Nations, and
her representatives have given full support there to the principle of
collective security. Only once, through a happy conjunction of
circumstances, has it been put into effect to check aggression: the case
of Korea in which New Zealanders also served. New Zealand continues to
support this principle, but she cannot rely on it. Until she can, she has
to have allies and to deal with them loyally as she would like them to
deal with her.
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New Zealand's war effort not only made a contribution to her
security — and a continuing one - but it also encouraged New Zealanders
to regard each other with deeper understanding. As a result New Zealand
came to know herself better. Memories of privations, of fortitude,
failures and victories, have blurred. But the sense of high achievement
lingers and sets the standard for new effort. It is something by which to
measure what is done in peace as well as in war. It was a process of self
revelation when the country looked on as its sons struggled from Mount
Olympus to Trieste, or skilfully succeeded in combined operations in the
Pacific, or fought the Graf Spee in the southern Atlantic, or were
reported in air operations over Berlin or Rabaul. These men who were
thus engaged and who impressed themselves in their various ways on the
consciousness of the world lived in the same town, even in the same
street, as the onlookers before whom the shape of the war gradually
revealed itself.

The story of their achievements, of the women's services who
supported them abroad and of the many others who worked on their
behalf at home all for the same cause, these volumes have endeavoured
truthfully to record. The successes and the failures, the frailties and the
strengths are recounted in a variety of Official Histories from many
different authors. These volumes contain a significant and illuminating
part of the total New Zealand experience, and should be a prized
possession of their country, for the crises of war display more sharply
than the dilemmas of peacetime the essence of the national character.
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Preface

SINCE the end of the Second World War another generation of New
Zealanders has reached adulthood without any personal recollection of
the events of 1939-45. For the sons and daughters of most of the men
who served with the 2nd New Zealand Expeditionary Force the names of
battles such as Thermopylae, Maleme, Galatas, Sidi Rezegh, Minqgar
Qaim, Ruweisat, El Mreir, Alamein, Medenine, Tebaga Gap, Takrouna,
Orsogna, Cassino, Sora, Monte Lignano, Florence, Rimini, and of the
many rivers in the great Po valley, may mean little beyond the
impressions formed by their fathers' reminiscences and photograph
albums. Even the memories of the veterans of these battles grow dim,
and details of places and incidents become blurred and confused.

The author of this volume, the last of eight volumes covering the
campaigns of the New Zealand Division in the Middle East and Italy, has
endeavoured to give a clear, concise and complete account of the
Division's progress during the year between the dishandment of the New
Zealand Corps, after its unavailing attempt to capture Cassino, and the
conclusion of hostilities in Europe. Originally it was intended that
Professor N. C. Phillips, the author of Italy, Volume I: The Sangro to
Cassino, should write this volume, but unfortunately he was unable to
do so because of the demands upon his time and energy as Professor of
History at the University of Canterbury.

Many years of most careful and detailed research have gone into the
compilation of the 22 volumes of official narrative which form the basis
of this history. These were written by Mr Ronald Walker ( Sora and
Florence), Mr Alexander Protheroe ( Monte Lignano, and from the start
of the offensive on the Adriatic coast to the Savio River), and myself
(from the Savio until the departure of the last New Zealanders from
Italy). The relevant German military documents were translated by the
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late Mr W. D. Dawson.

As one who served in the Middle East but not in Italy, I have had to
overcome the lack of first-hand knowledge of the campaign and the
country in which it was fought by studying the private diaries, letters
and personal accounts of the men who were there. Of these many
indispensable sources of information undoubtedly the most helpful has
been the diary kept faithfully every day by Major Brian Moss, who was
accidentally killed in 1955. Valuable assistance also has been given by
Major-General Sir William Gentry and Brigadier F. M. H. Hanson, who
have painstakingly checked drafts of the narrative.

Finally I acknowledge my debt to the staff of the War History
Branch, with whom I have been closely associated since the war. I am
grateful to the Editor-in-Chief ( Brigadier M. C. Fairbrother) and the Sub-
Editor ( Mr W. A. Glue) for their advice and tolerance, to Miss Elsie Janes
for patiently typing my manuscript, and to Mrs M. Fogarty for the
preparation of the index. I am also indebted to the Cartographic Branch
of the Lands and Survey Department for the maps.

WELLINGTON

February 1967
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Introduction

IN the autumn of 1943, after the Allied occupation of Sicily, the British
Eighth Army, commanded by General Sir Bernard Montgomery, ' landed
in Calabria, the toe of Italy, and advanced along the Adriatic seaboard
on the eastern side of the peninsula. Fifth Army, part American and part
British, under Lieutenant-General Mark Clark, landed on the Salerno
beaches—where a German counter-attack might have succeeded but for
the overwhelming support given by the Allied naval and air forces—and
pushed along the western side of the peninsula. Together the two armies
formed the Fifteenth Army Group, * commanded by General Sir Harold
Alexander. The Germans, under Field Marshal Albert Kesselring,
Commander-in-Chief South-West, stubbornly withdrew to the formidable
defences of the Winter Line, which they constructed astride the narrow
waist of Italy south of Rome. There, in country ideally suited to the
purpose, with rivers, valleys and spurs running at right angles to the
central backbone of the Apennine Mountains, and assisted by the mud,
slush and snow of winter, they halted both Allied armies.

General Alexander's plan for the capture of Rome was in three
phases: in the first Eighth Army was to break through the Winter Line
on the Adriatic coast, advance to a lateral highway (Route 5) which
crosses the peninsula from Pescara through Avezzano, and threaten
Rome from the north-east; in the second phase Fifth Army, by driving
up the Liri and Sacco valleys to Frosinone, was to approach Rome
through the only gap in the mountains to the south. The third phase,
which depended on the progress of the first two, was to be an
amphibious landing south of Rome.

! On 1 January 1944 Montgomery, who was to participate in the
preparations for the invasion of France, was succeeded as GOC
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Eighth Army by Lieutenant-General Sir Oliver Leese.

2 Headquarters Fifteenth Army Group was redesignated
Headquarters Allied Central Mediterranean Force on 19 January
1944, and was renamed Headquarters Allied Armies in Italy on 10
March 1944.

Eighth Army, which 2 New Zealand Division ! rejoined in November,
crossed the Sangro River and fought its way into the coastal town of
Ortona and reached the outskirts of Orsogna, but was held among the
ridges and valleys midway between the Sangro and Pescara rivers. There
the Adriatic sector was allowed to become static.

Fifth Army, after a succession of costly battles, was confronted by
the Gustav Line (the strongly fortified rearward position of the Winter
Line west of the Apennines), which followed the lateral Rapido-Gari-
Garigliano valley across the mouth of the Liri valley, through which
Route 6 (perpetuating the ancient Via Casilina), the highway from
Naples, led to Rome, 85 miles distant. Cassino, just north of the
junction of the two valleys, was the key to the line: Route 6 passed
through the town and the railway ran within a mile of it; rising directly
behind it was the steep-sided 1500-foot Montecassino, crowned by the
fortress-like Benedictine monastery, at the tip of a massive spur
descending from the 5500-foot Monte Cairo. From these heights the
enemy had an uninterrupted view of every approach.

The third phase of the plan to liberate Rome, the amphibious
landing behind the enemy's front, had not been attempted because
Eighth and Fifth Armies had been balked in their endeavours to break
through the Winter Line. The Allies decided upon a revised plan,
forcefully and persistently advocated by the British Prime Minister (Mr
Churchill). In conjunction with a frontal attack by Fifth Army on the
Gustav Line, a force larger than originally envisaged was to be landed on
the beaches of Anzio, 35 miles south of Rome, and directed inland on
the Alban Hills, which dominated the southern approaches to the city.
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Fifth Army's attacks on the Gustav Line in January 1944 had the
desired effect of persuading Kesselring to reinforce that front with his
tactical reserve. The landing by 6 Corps (comprising British and
American troops) at Anzio achieved complete surprise and was virtually
unopposed, but instead of driving immediately to the Alban Hills, as he
certainly could have done, the corps commander (Major-General John
Lucas) spent several days building up his beachhead to withstand the
counter-attack which he expected. He thus gave Kesselring time to
improvise a heterogeneous force with which he was able to block 6 Corps
when it eventually did attempt to advance inland. The Germans then
massed sufficient troops around the beachhead to counter-attack and
force 6 Corps on to the defensive.

! See N. C. Phillips, Italy, Vol. I: The Sangro to Cassino, for the
New Zealand Division's part in the battles on the Sangro and at
Orsogna in the winter of 1943 and at Cassino in the spring of
1944.

Fifth Army's thrusts against the Gustav Line made little progress
before being halted. On the left of the Liri valley 10 British Corps
(Lieutenant-General Sir Richard McCreery) crossed the Garigliano River
into the foothills of the Aurunci Mountains, where it was

THE ITALIAN FRONT, FEBRUARY 1944
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checked but retained a bridgehead—this was to be of inestimable
value as the springboard for an offensive four months later. In the
centre, at the mouth of the Liri valley and in full view of the enemy
overlooking the valley, 2 United States Corps (Major-General Geoffrey
Keyes) launched an assault over the Gari River, but was repulsed with
grievous casualties. On the right General Alphonse Juin's French
Expeditionary Corps worked its way into the mountains north of
Cassino. When 2 Corps' frontal assault failed, General Clark tried to
envelop the defences from the right by crossing the Montecassino spur
into the Liri valley, but the Americans, utterly exhausted after two
months of continual fighting, were finally halted at the outskirts of the
town and within a very short distance of the monastery.

The enemy's success in sealing off the Anzio beachhead and
repulsing the attacks on the Gustav Line persuaded General Alexander to
reinforce Fifth Army at the expense of the Eighth. Three divisions,
therefore, were brought from the static Adriatic sector to the Cassino
front, where the New Zealand Corps, consisting initially of the New
Zealand Division and 4 Indian Division, joined later by 78 British
Division, and commanded by Lieutenant-General Sir Bernard Freyberg, !
came into being on 3 February under Fifth Army.

Urgency was given to the resumption of the offensive at Cassino
because of the imminent danger of the German effort to drive the Anzio
beachhead force into the sea. Apparently no advantage could be seen in
trying to exploit the bridgehead 10 Corps had won over the Garigliano,
or in trying to outflank Cassino as suggested by Juin, by concentrating
on the approach through the mountains to the north, where the French
already had broken into part of the Gustav Line. Instead, another
attempt was to be made to crack the line at its strongest point, the town
of Cassino and the monastery hill.

Taking over the half-fought battle from 2 US Corps, the New Zealand
Corps attacked in February with the object of establishing a bridgehead
across the Rapido and Gari rivers to permit the deployment of armour in
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the Liri valley. The monastery was destroyed by heavy bombers and
artillery fire, and its ruins were occupied by the Germans, who deny that
they previously had

! Lt-Gen Lord Freyberg, VC, GCMG, KCB, KBE, DSO and 3
bars, m.i.d., Order of Valour and MC (Gk); born Richmond,
Surrey, 21 Mar 1889; CO Hood Bn 1915-17; comd 173 Bde, 58
Div, and 88 Bde, 29 Div, 1917-19; GOC 2 NZEF Nov 1939-Nov
1945; twice wounded; Governor-General of New Zealand, Jun
1946-Aug 1952; died Windsor, England, 4 Jul 1963.

used the building as a strongpoint or for observation. ! The 4th
Indian Division failed in its attempt to capture Montecassino and cut
Route 6 at the foot of the hill, and the New Zealanders were unable to
retain a footing across the Rapido in the area of the railway station, just
south of the town.

At the same time the Germans, ordered by Hitler to eliminate the
‘abscess’ at Anzio, launched a powerful counter-attack on the
beachhead. At first the issue hung in the balance, but 6 Corps repelled
both this attack and another which came at the end of February. The
Germans then went over to the defensive on a line round Anzio. Before
the struggle for the beachhead ended it took a heavy toll of both Allied
and German soldiers.

Despite the failure of the Anzio landing to break the stalemate and
pave the way for a drive on Rome, the British were convinced that a
vigorously prosecuted campaign in Italy would assist the cross- Channel
invasion of Western Europe (an operation known by the codename
OVERLORD). The Americans, while not opposed to pursuing the Italian
campaign at least as far as Rome, believed that a landing in southern
France (Operation ANVIL) should be made at the same time as
OVERLORD, and that preparations should be continued for this
undertaking. General Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, who had succeeded
General Dwight D. Eisenhower as Supreme Allied Commander in the
Mediterranean, recommended that priority be given to the Italian
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campaign and that ANVIL be cancelled. The Combined Chiefs of Staff
compromised by giving the campaign in Italy priority over all other
operations in the Mediterranean and by postponing ANVIL.

To force the Germans to commit as many divisions as possible in
Italy at the time OVERLORD was launched, General Alexander planned a
spring offensive in the Liri valley, designed to link up with the Anzio
beachhead and capture Rome. For this offensive the bulk of the Allied
force was to be concentrated west of the Apennines, where Eighth Army
was to take over the front covering Cassino and the entrance to the Liri
valley, and Fifth Army was to retain the flank between the Liri and the
sea and responsibility for the Anzio beachhead. But first Alexander
wanted to establish a bridgehead across the Rapido which would give
access into the Liri valley when the offensive began.

Operation DICKENS, the last attack before the spring offensive, was
to be an attempt by the New Zealand Corps to capture Cassino

1 See Italy, Vol. I, pp. 211-23, for the evidence and argument
about the bombing of the monastery, which ‘is still sometimes
seen as a wanton act of terror and vandalism.’ A convincing case
against the bombing is made by Rudolf Bohmler in Monte
Cassino: A German View, but he does not concede that if
Montecassino had not been the bastion or key point of the
German Gustav Line, there would have been no danger of its
being attacked.

and break into the Liri valley in the vicinity of Route 6. After the
town had been pulverised by bombing, the New Zealand Division was to
advance southwards from its northern outskirts, and 4 Indian Division
was to guard the right flank by moving along the eastern face of
Montecassino. When Cassino had been captured, the corps was to exploit
by opening up Route 6 and clearing the ground south of the town so that
river crossings could be constructed.

The attack was fixed tentatively for 24 February, but it rained day
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after day for nearly three weeks, and while the New Zealand and Indian
divisions, under the most disheartening conditions, waited for fine
weather, the enemy perfected his defences and brought one of his best
formations, 1 Parachute Division, into the sector where he correctly
anticipated the attack would come. On 15 March aircraft demolished
Cassino with nearly 1200 tons of bombs (about half of which fell within
the town), but did not attack the ruined monastery which the Germans
had converted into a fortress. The New Zealanders, with artillery support
on a scale greater than any they had previously experienced, cleared the
enemy from perhaps nine-tenths of the rubble defences of the town, but
could not drive him from strongpoints on its fringe. On the slopes of
Montecassino the Indians thrust as far as Hangman's Hill, near the ruins
of the monastery, but also could go no farther. When the attack was
called off on 23 March, Cassino still barred the road to Rome.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

I: THE ARMIES REGROUP

I: The Armies Regroup
(i)

THE New Zealand Corps, having failed in its attempt to capture Cassino,
was disbanded on 26 March 1944, and in the seven-week pause that
ensued, the Allied armies regrouped and assembled a striking force west
of the Apennines in preparation for a fresh onslaught on the German
Gustav Line.

The exhausted troops were rested, and vitally necessary
reinforcements arrived and were absorbed. The front-line positions had
to be held in sufficient strength to withstand a possible enemy counter-
attack, and owing to the shortage of reserves, most units had to vacate
one position and occupy another after only a brief spell out of the line.
Also, because the enemy overlooked much of the front and its
approaches, it was practically impossible to relieve a group larger than a
battalion; in fact many reliefs had to be made at company or even
platoon level. To ease the administration of the two armies, United
States and American-equipped French formations were retained under
the command of Fifth Army, and British-equipped formations (except
those in the Allied beachhead at Anzio), including 2 Polish Corps, came
under Eighth Army.

When the regrouping was completed Fifth Army had two corps in the
line between the Tyrrhenian Sea and the confluence of the Liri and Gari
rivers: the French Expeditionary Corps on the right with four divisions
(1 Motorised, 2 Moroccan, 3 Algerian and 4 Moroccan Mountain
Divisions) and about 12,000 goumiers (native Moroccans under French
officers and NCOs, especially skilled in mountain warfare), 2 US Corps on
the left with 85 and 88 US Infantry Divisions, and 36 US Infantry
Division in army reserve. At the Anzio beachhead south of Rome 6
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Corps, still under Fifth Army, had six divisions (3, 34 and 45 US
Infantry, 1 US Armoured, and 1 and S British Infantry Divisions) and 1
(Canadian and American) Special Service Force.

DISPOSTTIONS, 11 May 1944

DISPOSITIONS, 11 MAY 1944

In Eighth Army's sector, which extended from Fifth Army's right
boundary north-eastwards across the mountainous centre of the
peninsula, the striking force was concentrated on the left, where 13
Corps held the line from the Liri River to Cassino with four divisions (6
British Armoured, 4 and 78 British Infantry, and 8 Indian Divisions); 1
Canadian Corps (1 Canadian Infantry and S Canadian Armoured
Divisions) was in reserve in rear, ready when called upon to go into the
line or pass through up the Liri valley; 2 Polish Corps (3 Carpathian and
5 Kresowa Divisions) was on the right, poised for the attack on
Montecassino. The remainder of Eighth Army's sector, astride the
Apennines, was held by 10 Corps, which comprised 2 New Zealand
Division (reinforced from time to time by British, Canadian and South
African formations), and an Italian Motor Group about two brigades
strong. The 6th South African Armoured Division, not all of which had
arrived in Italy, was in Eighth Army reserve. On the Adriatic coast 5
Corps, consisting of 4 and 10 Indian Divisions, was under the direct
command of Headquarters Allied Armies in Italy.
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(i1)

At Anzio Mr Churchill ‘had hoped that we were hurling a wild cat on
to the shore, but all we had got was a stranded while.’ ! If the Allied
amphibious attack had fallen short of fulfilling the Prime Minister's
hopes, at least it had placed Field Marshal Kesselring's Army Group C in
an awkward, extended, two-fronted position, with Tenth Army (Colonel-
General Heinrich von Vietinghoff-Scheel) on the Winter Line across the
peninsula and Fourteenth Army (Colonel-General Eberhard von
Mackensen) around the beachhead perimeter in rear of the line. Tenth
Army's dispositions resembled those of the Allied armies: on the Adriatic
sector Hauck Group ( 305 and 334 Infantry and 114 Light Divisions),
like 5 Corps opposite it, had only a holding role; 51 Mountain Corps ( 5
Mountain, 1 Parachute and 44 Infantry Divisions) occupied the line
across the Apennines to Cassino and the Liri River; 14 Panzer Corps (
71 and 94 Infantry Divisions, with 15 Panzer Grenadier Division in
reserve) was between the Liri and the Tyrrhenian Sea; 90 Panzer
Grenadier Division, between Anzio and the Tiber River, was in army
reserve. To contain 6 Corps at Anzio Fourteenth Army disposed 76
Panzer Corps ( 362 and 715 Infantry Divisions, with 26 Panzer
Division in reserve) and 1 Parachute Corps ( 4 Parachute, 65 Infantry
and 3 Panzer Grenadier Divisions—the last partly in the line); 29
Panzer Grenadier and 92 Infantry Divisions, beyond the Tiber, were in
army reserve. The Hermann Goering Panzer Division, awaiting transport
to France, was at Leghorn—but was later drawn into the Italian battle
instead of leaving, as intended, for the western front.

To meet the apparent threat of another seaborne (or an airborne)
landing the enemy had spread out his mobile formations well along the
west coast. He may have been deceived by an Allied scheme, employing
dummy wireless traffic, which was intended to give the impression that
an amphibious assault was to be made against the port of Civitavecchia,
40 miles north of the mouth of the Tiber.

To back up the forward position of the Gustav Line the Germans
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constructed an even stronger alternative defence line, on which an
attack might be held after the surrender of the intermediate ground.
Known to the Allies as the Hitler Line, ? this was hinged on the main
Winter Line at Monte Cairo, crossed the Liri valley about eight miles
west of the Gari River, and continued through the Aurunci Mountains to
the coast at Terracina. The Gustav and Hitler lines were designed to
block an Allied thrust up the Liri- Sacco valley, but because of the
presence of the Allied force in their rear at Anzio, the Germans began to
construct yet another defence line to delay the capture of Rome. This,
the Caesar Line, was supposed to cross the peninsula from the west
coast north of Anzio to the east coast north of Pescara, but was never
completed; the most developed portion of it was in the vital area at
Valmontone, where Route 6 passed through a gap between the Alban
Hills and the Prenestini Mountains.

When the Allies struck at the Gustav Line on 11 May, Kesselrings
mobile reserves were too far away to give immediate help, and because
he apparently still expected a seaborne attack, he committed them
tardily and piecemeal. General Alexander, therefore, had the disparity in
strength he desired, ‘a local superiority of at least three to one’, in the
battle area: between Cassino and the sea four German divisions opposed
an Allied strength of more than 13 divisions.

! The Second World War, Vol. V, Closing the Ring, p. 432.

2 The Germans first called this line the ‘Fuhrer Riegel’ (switch-
line) but changed its name on Hitler's orders after the Anzio
landing to ‘Senger Riegel’ ( General von Senger und Etterlin
commanded 14 Panzer Corps); before it fell they called it the
‘Dora’ Line.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

II: THE APENNINE POSITION

Il: The Apennine Position
(i)

The transfer of the New Zealand Division from Cassino to the
Apennine mountain position was accomplished by a complicated process
of disentanglement and rearrangement which took some time. After the
disbandment of New Zealand Corps on 26 March, 13 Corps took over the
Cassino front with 4 British Division holding the Monte Cairo sector on
the right, 78 British Division relieving 4 Indian Division in the centre,
and the New Zealand Division on the left in the ruined town and
extending its flank as far south as the boundary between Eighth and
Fifth Armies, near the confluence of the Gari and Liri rivers. ! The New
Zealanders' sector thus stretched for about five and a half miles, with 6
Infantry Brigade holding the line through the town to a few hundred
yards south of the railway station and S Infantry Brigade continuing it
to the southern boundary.

As the weather improved the German observers on Montecassino
enjoyed a clear view of the approaches and the positions in and around
the town. All activity, therefore, was screened as much as possible with
smoke, while the artillery, mortars, tanks and machine guns fired
programmes to neutralise as many of the enemy's posts as possible and
reduce his interference with the reliefs. Despite

! The Rapido River flows past Cassino and then across the
Liri valley as the Gari River, which joins the Liri River and
becomes the Garigliano.

these precautions, the withdrawal of S and 6 Brigades was not
accomplished without casualties.
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To get the two New Zealand brigades out of the line, 1 Guards
Brigade relieved S Brigade, which in turn relieved 6 Brigade; 2
Independent Parachute Brigade relieved the Guards Brigade, which then
relieved 5 Brigade. On the night of 7-8 April, when the last of these
reliefs was completed, the whole Cassino sector came under the
command of 6 British Armoured Division, with the Guards Brigade on
the right, the parachute brigade in the centre, and 4 NZ Armoured
Brigade on the left.

Fifth Brigade (Brigadier Stewart ') went back down Route 6 to the
Mignano locality and later to Isernia, in a peaceful valley east of the
upper Volturno River; 6 Brigade (Brigadier Parkinson ? went to the
Presenzano area, near the Volturno beyond Mignano. In pleasant
surroundings, where the fresh spring growth in woods and fields was in
such vivid contrast to the rubble, bomb craters, shattered tree-stumps,
mud and water, and the perpetual smoke pall of the Cassino battlefield,
the troops relaxed and trained while their units reorganised. Leave
parties went to Naples, Bari, Pompeii and elsewhere, and those not on
leave were entertained by concerts, films and mule derbies.

Fourth Armoured Brigade (Brigadier Inglis 3), still at Cassino, came
under the command of 6 British Armoured Division on 8 April, and its 22
(Motor) Battalion relieved 2 NZ Divisional Cavalry two nights later in the
sector bordering the inter-army boundary, where the cavalry had been in
an infantry role. On this section of the front the ground sloped towards
the Gari River and was overlooked by a ridge on the far side. After
several clashes with enemy patrols 22 Battalion gained control of the
whole of its sector east of the river, and its enterprising patrols,
swimming the swift-flowing water or crossing in a rubber boat guided by
a rope, penetrated a quarter of a mile into enemy territory on the
opposite bank

! Maj-Gen Sir Keith Stewart, KBE, CB, DSO, m.i.d., MC (Gk),
Legion of Merit (US); Kerikeri; born Timaru, 30 Dec 1896;
Regular soldier; 1 NZEF 1917-19; GSO I NZ Div 1940-41; Deputy
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Chief of General Staff Dec 1941-Jul 1943; comd 5 Bde Aug-Nov
1943, 4 Armd Bde Nov 1943-Mar 1944, 5 Bde Mar-Aug 1944; p.w.
1 Aug 1944; comd 9 Bde ( 2 NZEF, Japan) Nov 1945-Jul 1946;
Chief of General Staff, 1949-52.

2 Maj-Gen G. B. Parkinson, CBE, DSO and bar, m.i.d., Legion
of Merit (US); Christchurch; born Wellington, 5 Nov 1896;
Regular soldier; NZ Fd Arty 1917-19; CO 4 Fd Regt Jan 1940-
Aug 1941; comd 1 NZ Army Tank Bde and 7 Inf Bde Gp (in NZ)
1941-42; 6 Bde Apr 1943-Jun 1944; GOC 2 NZ Div 3-27 Mar
1944; CRA 2 NZ Div Jun-Aug 1944; comd 6 Bde Aug 1944-Jun
1945; QMG, Army HQ, Jan-Sep 1946; NZ Military Liaison Officer,
London, 1946-49; Commander, Southern Military District, 1949-
51.

3 Maj-Gen L. M. Inglis, CB, CBE, DSO and bar, MC, VD, ED,
m.i.d., MC (Gk); Hamilton; born Mosgiel, 16 May 1894; barrister
and solicitor; NZ Rifle Bde and MG Bn, 1915-19; CO 27 (MG) Bn,
Dec 1939-Aug 1940; comd 4 Inf Bde, 1941-42; 4 Armd Bde,
1942-44; GOC 2 NZ Div, 27 Jun-16 Aug 1942, 6 Jun-31 Jul
1943; Chief Judge of the Control Commission Supreme Court in
British Zone of Occupation, Germany, 1947-50; Stipendiary
Magistrate; died Hamilton, 17 Mar 1966.

(where they saw equipment which had been abandoned during the
Americans' bloody repulse in January) and gathered information which
would be of value when the Allies launched their final assault over the
Gari.

Some of 4 Brigade's Sherman tanks were retained in the Cassino
sector in a defensive or counter-attack role. Eight or nine from 20
Armoured Regiment stayed in the town, three of them in the station
area, with the Guards Brigade. Unlike those still east of the Rapido
River, where they had better fields of fire and could move from place to
place, the tanks in the town were immobile and could do little or no
shooting; their cover was gradually whittled away by enemy fire, and
smoke had to be used increasingly to screen them from view. This was a
wretched and monotonous existence for their crews, who could get out
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to stretch their cramped limbs only at night.

South of Monte Trocchio, the isolated hill which gave observation
over much of the front, 18 Armoured Regiment employed one of its
squadrons at a time in an artillery role adopted because ammunition had
to be husbanded for the 25-pounder field guns but was more than
sufficient for the 75-millimetre tank guns. Among the variety of targets
the tanks engaged from their indirect fire positions were enemy guns
and buildings, including the front-line village of Sant' Angelo on the
ridge across the Gari River. The Germans' retaliatory stonks ! damaged
two tanks and killed five men and wounded others during the three
weeks the regiment was employed on this task before handing over to 19
Armoured Regiment.

The 6th Armoured Division was relieved at Cassino by 8 Indian
Division, and when 22 (Motor) Battalion had been replaced by 3/8
Punjab Regiment, 4 Armoured Brigade relinquished command of its
sector to 19 Indian Infantry Brigade on 25 April, and withdrew to
Pietramelara, 20-odd miles from the front. The relief of 20 Armoured
Regiment's tanks in Cassino by 12 Canadian Armoured Regiment was
particularly difficult: one New Zealand tank broke a track on the way
out and although ‘smoked’ all the ensuing day was too badly damaged by
enemy fire to be of further use; another two tanks, which could not be
extricated safely, were left in position for the Canadians.

(i1)

Meanwhile, on 15 April, 2 NZ Division assumed command of the
southern sector of 10 Corps' Apennine position, where the French had
originally broken into the Gustav Line. This part of the

! Quick defensive artillery concentrations fired according to
a prearranged pattern.

front covered the approaches through the mountains to the Volturno
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and Rapido valleys from Atina, a road junction in the Melfa River valley
about 10 miles north of Cassino, but was overlooked from the west by
the towering Monte Cairo and from the north by Monte Cifalco, Monte
San Croce and other Apennine heights still held by the enemy. Already 6
NZ Infantry Brigade had relieved the Polish 6 Lwow Brigade astride the
road at the top of the Rapido valley, on the more easterly of the two
routes from Atina, and had come under the temporary command of 5
Kresowa Division.

On Easter Monday (10 April) 25 Battalion had left the Volturno valley
near Venafro and motored up the winding road through steep-sided
valleys and small villages to a debussing point near Cardito, where stores
and equipment were loaded on mules with the assistance of Indian
muleteers. Accompanied by Polish guides and troublesome mules, the
companies set out on foot in the dark on a track alongside a tributary of
the Volturno and after two or three miles began climbing very steep,
narrow tracks—exhausting for the heavily laden men—on the northern
side of the Cardito - San Biagio section of the road, where they relieved
14 Polish Battalion on the extreme right of the divisional sector.
Following much the same procedure, 24 Battalion next night took over
positions from 16 Polish Battalion south of the road and facing the
3500-foot Monte San Croce, and 26 Battalion, after being delayed by a
thunderstorm, on the following night relieved 18 Polish Battalion on the
lower slopes of San Croce and on Colle dell' Arena, a plateau-like feature
farther to the left. C Squadron of Divisional Cavalry and 33 Anti-Tank
Battery, both under 6 Brigade's command, were given infantry tasks to
thicken up the defence; and the Vickers guns of two companies of 27
(Machine Gun) Battalion were sited where they could make best use of
their long range and give enfilade fire in front of the infantry posts. Also
in support were 5 Field Regiment, two batteries of the Royal Artillery, an
anti-aircraft battery, and a company of engineers.

Sixth Brigade's sector was a comparatively quiet one, but as 85
Mountain Rifle Regiment of 5§ Division had excellent observation from
Monte San Croce and the nearby high ground, it was hazardous to move
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in the open in daylight. The rugged terrain made a continuous line of
defences impossible; wide gaps existed between the defended localities,
which were protected by mines and wire entanglements, and between 6
Brigade and the Italian Motor Group in the next sector. Exchanges of
fire were not very frequent, but pickets and patrols kept a vigilant watch
to prevent enemy patrols from infiltrating through the gaps. The troops
enjoyed the spring sunshine and the clear mountain air, the views down
the Rapido valley and across the intervening hills to Montecassino,
visible in fine weather, but found the nights cold, especially in posts
which gave little shelter. Occasional storms brought high winds, heavy
rain, and snow on the ranges.

The central sector of 2 NZ Division's line in the upper Rapido valley
was held by 11 Canadian Infantry Brigade Group, and the Belvedere-
Terelle sector, on the left, by 28 Infantry Brigade of 4 British Division.
The Canadian group, 7500 strong, stayed on this part of the front from 9
April to 5 May, when it was relieved by 12 South African Motor Brigade.
In addition to the three Canadian infantry battalions the group included
a motor regiment of 5 Canadian Armoured Brigade, artillery and
engineer units, and the Italian Bafile Battalion (composed mainly of
1000 sailors from the Italian Navy who had volunteered for land duty
after surrendering their ship at Malta). The Canadians' sector offered the
best opportunity and had the most need of constant patrolling, and
sometimes as many as a dozen patrols went out during one night. The
Canadians' most formidable problem, shared by all formations in the
Apennines, was getting supplies to troops in isolated, rocky positions.

After just over a week in the line on the Canadians' right, 6 NZ
Infantry Brigade relinquished command of its sector on 20 April to 2
Independent Parachute Brigade (which had been replaced at Cassino by a
brigade of 8 Indian Division) and went into divisional reserve in the
upper Volturno valley not far from Montaquila. About the same time 5
NZ Infantry Brigade left Isernia to relieve 28 Infantry Brigade on the
Canadians' left.
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(iii)

Probably no part of the front was more difficult to reach than the
Belvedere- Terelle sector, hardly more than a precarious foothold high up
on the western side of the Rapido valley, about half-way along the route
from Cassino to Atina. From the lofty slopes of the snow-capped Monte
Cairo, rising directly above and overlooking the position, and also from
Montecassino to the south and from the mountains to the north, the
enemy could observe every access route and direct fire from his guns on
it.

Fifth Brigade's convoys followed the narrow, winding roads and
tracks through the hills east of the Rapido valley to a debussing point
near the village of Portella. The changeover of each battalion took two
nights to complete. The first 5 Brigade troops to arrive, 28 (Maori)
Battalion, set off on foot after dark on 19 April on a five-mile march
down to the river crossing at Sant' Elia Fiumerapido and to a lying-up
area among trees at the foot of the precipitous face of Colle Belvedere,
where they remained until the following night before taking over from
2/4 Battalion, The Hampshire Regiment. Fifth Brigade assumed
command of the sector on the 21st, and during the next two nights 23
Battalion completed the relief of 2 Battalion, Somerset Light Infantry,
and 21 Battalion that of 2 Battalion, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire
Regiment. The climb of over 2000 feet to the posts on Colle Belvedere
and the adjacent Colle Abate took three to five hours. Laden with their
personal gear, arms and ammunition, the men clambered and scrambled
over rock faces in the darkness and stumbled and groped along narrow
tracks and ridges.

From the village of Cairo in the Rapido valley a road zigzagged
around 10 hairpin bends up the almost vertical southern face of Colle
Belvedere and then continued onwards and upwards for about two miles
to the enemy-occupied village of Terelle, which cleaved to the side of
Monte Cairo. Fifth Brigade's foremost posts, mostly in rock sangars very
close to the enemy, were about midway between the top hairpin bend


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001386.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018649.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001638.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002837.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001110.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001114.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018649.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001228.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006187.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006187.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010327.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003601.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018649.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006187.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001386.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001110.html

and Terelle: 21 Battalion was astride the road and holding a salient on
the reverse slope of Colle Abate, 23 Battalion farther north on Colle
Belvedere and facing part of Colle Abate still held by the enemy, most of
28 (Maori) Battalion near the top hairpin bend, and a company of Maoris,
32 Anti-Tank Battery and a squadron of the RAF Regiment (these last
two in an infantry role) about half-way down the zigzagging road. It was
necessary to hold the flank of the road because there was a gap between
the New Zealand sector and the Polish S Kresowa Division farther south,
in which the terrain precluded the establishment of a permanent
junction post. This gap had to be watched constantly—by standing
patrols at night—to prevent enemy infiltration across the lines of supply
to the New Zealand and Polish sectors.

A company and a half of 27 (Machine Gun) Battalion supported the
infantry in the Belvedere- Terelle sector, but for most of the Vickers
guns the range was absurdly low. A German band could be seen and
heard playing in Terelle, and the enemy also could be seen stripped to
the waist and sunbathing, but it was inadvisable for the infantry or
machine-gunners to do any shooting in daylight because so much of
their position was overlooked from the north, west and south.

Also in 5 Brigade's sector were seven Sherman tanks, whose crews
from 12 Canadian Armoured Regiment had been replaced by men from
18 NZ Armoured Regiment when its A Squadron relieved the Canadian
armour in 11 Canadian Infantry Brigade's sector. A few days later A
Squadron in turn was relieved by B Squadron of 19 Armoured Regiment.
The changeover at Belvedere introduced petrol-engined Shermans to the
New Zealanders, who were accustomed to the diesel-engined type. The
tanks, badly in need of an overhaul, were parked in a bend in the
roadway, where there was nothing to see or shoot at without going
farther forward. Once or twice a tank did go up to a position from which
it could fire into a cave or tunnel on which the artillery, owing to the
angle of its entrance, could make no impression.

The artillery was deployed well back, among the tangle of hills and
narrow valleys on the other side of the Rapido valley, where the guns
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might be concealed from enemy observation behind ridges, or dug in and
camouflaged in sites—sometimes on the very edge of a road—which gave
them sufficient crest clearance for defensive fire when requested by the
infantry and for counter-battery and counter-mortar work. The
divisional front was covered by 5 Field Regiment and a battery of the
6th in support of 2 Independent Parachute Brigade on the right, 17
Canadian Field Regiment (under New Zealand command) in support of
the Canadian brigade group in the centre, and by 4 and 6 Field
Regiments (less a. battery of the latter) in support of 5 Brigade on the
left. The mediums and heavies of 2 Army Group Royal Artillery were
available for the assistance of both 2 NZ Division and the Italian Motor
Group.

Both sides fired propaganda leaflets, but while the Allied artillery had
the advantage of knowing that those in German could be read by the
opposing troops, the enemy had first to identify the occupants of any
sector and then ensure that the shells containing the leaflets were
correctly addressed, for they had prepared special messages for the Poles,
Frenchmen (with separate versions for Moroccans and Algerians),
Indians, South Africans, Canadians, Americans, New Zealanders, and the
men from the British Isles. The New Zealanders often received leaflets in
Urdu or Polish, or addressed to the depressed lower classes of England;
on the rare occasions they received those intended for the ‘Kiwis’ it was
obvious that the Germans would have done better to have left their
shells filled with high explosive. Nor did the British leaflets appear to
have much better effect, although a few men of Russian or south-east
European origin came into the lines bearing ‘safe pass’ leaflets.

The Germans raided some of the forward posts in the Belvedere-
Terelle sector, usually after a preparation of shell, mortar or machine-
gun fire, but were driven off with grenades and small-arms fire, and if
necessary with artillery and mortar concentrations. During one of
several unsuccessful enemy attempts to approach 21 Battalion's posts on
Colle Abate, two men were captured from a unit of 132 Grenadier
Regiment of 44 Division, whose sector ex- tended at that time from
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Terelle to Monte Cifalco, north of Sant' Elia. According to a German
report ‘all our patrols in the central and southern parts of [44] division's
sector found the enemy in strength holding a continuous line. The
positions were most difficult to approach as the enemy was very alert
and opened fire at the slightest sound.’

The bringing up of supplies and the relief of posts in the dark ‘bulked
very largely in the men's minds at that time, much more than anything
they were called on to do in the way of fighting.... the most talked of
and dreaded business of each day was the nightly walk down to the
collecting point for supplies, or to the nearest well (all taped by Jerry) to
fill water-cans.’ ! After weeks of occupation by troops of different
nationalities, some of whom were not particular about hygiene, the
positions had become most insanitary. On the reverse slope of Colle
Abate a machine-gun platoon was accommodated in sangars which
‘smelt to high heaven & it was difficult to move in darkness without
setting up a hell of a clatter among the empty tins that covered the
ground .... The infantry sangars were on the brow of the hill as we saw it
[the ground rose again just beyond them] .... At the foot of the hill in a
fairly sheltered position on our right was a group of 3" mortars. We could
almost look down the barrels because of the steepness of the slope.’ 2

Troops were not expected to spend more than 10 days in the
Belvedere- Terelle sector. Sixth Brigade began to relieve the Sth on the
night of 29-30 April, when 25 Battalion took over from the 28th, and
next night 24 Battalion relieved the 23rd. On the night of 1-2 May,
when 6 Brigade assumed command of the sector and while 21 Battalion
was still in the line, the enemy attacked the Colle Abate salient. He
probably was aware that reliefs were taking place because the opposing
lines were so very close, and no doubt wanted to identify the incoming
troops. A German patrol, using rifle grenades and flame-throwers, made
a determined attempt to break into a house occupied by a section of a
platoon of A Company, 25 Battalion, south of the Terelle road, but was
repulsed. Shortly afterwards 21 Battalion called for defensive fire to
cover its posts on Colle Abate, where the enemy had infiltrated between
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two platoons of B Company. The platoon on the left was out of
communication and seemed to have been overrun. A counter-attack was
organised, but the enemy withdrew and contact was restored with the
platoon, which reoccupied its posts. The New

! W. D. Dawson (23 Bn), note to War History Branch, 1958.

2 A. E. Gladstone, quoted in 27 (Machine Gun) Battalion, p.
406. During the reliefs and moves to listening posts at night
men wrapped sacking around their boots to deaden the noise.

Zealanders had about 30 casualties that night. Many of the more
seriously wounded who could not be removed before daybreak had to stay
in their forward posts until the following night, when 26 Battalion
completed the relief of the 21st.

(iv)

The tortuous roads and tracks, by which day-to-day requirements
were delivered to the brigades of 2 NZ Division and troops were ferried to
and from their mountain sectors, were also used by the heavily laden
convoys of 2 Polish Corps dumping ammunition and stores in
preparation for the offensive. All movement on each route, therefore,
had to be planned in advance, and great care taken to prevent vehicles
and troops being found in daylight in the places where the enemy had
observation and could concentrate immediate shellfire. With a chain of
provost posts linked by telephone and an efficient breakdown service to
remove vehicles which blocked the way, the system of traffic control
worked remarkably smoothly.

The New Zealand Division and the Poles both used the narrow, two-
way road from the Volturno valley (near Venafro) to Acquafondata, which
was as far as it was safe to go in daylight. From Acquafondata, in the
basin of an old volcanic crater 2700 ft above sea level, two routes, one
north and the other south of a ridge, descended westwards to meet again
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at Hove Dump, near Sant' Elia Fiumerapido. North Road was the New
Zealand Division's axis and Inferno Track (the southern route) was the
Poles', but in fact they shared both routes.

North Road dropped 2000 feet in 13 miles with so many twists and
turns—vehicles had to take two swings to negotiate many of its 21
hairpin bends—that although it was theoretically a two-way route it had
to be restricted to one-way traffic. The enemy, in places only a mile or
two away, could scan almost its entire length. Only single jeeps and
ambulances attempted to use it in daylight; the columns of trucks
travelled at night and without lights of any kind—and darkness did not
always protect them from shellfire. Not infrequently a vehicle went over
a bank. Between dusk and midnight westward-bound columns wormed
their way down from Acquafondata to Hove Dump, where they were
immediately unloaded; between midnight and dawn they returned to
Acquafondata. Jeep convoys, working to a timetable which allowed them
on North Road when it was clear of the Acquafondata columns, left Hove
Dump with supplies for units reached by the roads branching off to the
north and west through Vallerotonda and Sant' Elia. One of the routes
from Sant' Elia climbed the Terelle ‘Terror Track’ to the upper of two
jeepheads serving the Belvedere- Terelle sector, the
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farthest point (about 20 miles) from Acquafondata. From the various
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jeepheads the supplies were distributed by mule and man-pack.

Inferno Track shortened the distance from Acquafondata to Hove
Dump by six miles and was much less exposed to the enemy's view than
North Road, but was shelled when daytime traffic raised dust, and was so
very narrow and steep, with grades of up to one in four or five, that it
was suitable only for one-way traffic and vehicles with four-wheeled
drive. A system of control posts, which regulated movement to a bypass
area, permitted groups of vehicles to proceed in stages up and down
Inferno Track day and night, but it was such a slow and difficult route
that some of the Polish transport had to be diverted to North Road each
night.

Although located among the artillery gunlines, Hove Dump was
considered a safe and convenient harbour for supplies. The ammunition,
petrol, rations, and even hay for the mules, were stacked in a clay-walled
gully—a dry riverbed said to be an old course of the Rapido—and
according to the artillerymen these walls gave immunity from enemy
shellfire. Nevertheless, early in May, the Germans managed to land a few
shells at the gully's narrow lower entrance, and set fire to a dump of
pyrotechnics placed there by the Poles. This was a portent of the
calamity which the Army Service Corps had been assured could not
happen.

German artillery activity increased noticeably on 6 May. Heavy
calibre guns began to search out gun and mortar positions and laid
several heavy concentrations round some of the headquarters positions
and on supply roads and tracks. On the 7th, a fine day, shells began to
drop into Hove Dump. Eye-witnesses report that ‘a shellburst engulfed a
jeep and a huge column of black smoke— probably from a load of petrol
—spiralled up into the clear sky, a fine marker for enemy gunners. There
was sudden, feverish activity. Drivers jumped to their jeeps and self-
starters whirred. Trucks and jeeps, some blackened by fire, streamed out
of the gully to safety.’ ! Obviously attracted by the smoke, the enemy
guns poured shells into the dump, which soon became a blazing inferno,
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in which whole stores of petrol and ammunition exploded. ‘Viewed from
afar by awed onlookers, Hove appeared as a deep gash in the earth from
which billowed smoke and flame and with them shuddering explosions.
Even stacks of super-heated bully beef were bursting like small-arms
fire.’

1 P. W. Bates, Supply Company, p. 313.

Hove Dump was finished. ! Stocks of ammunition, petrol, rations,
fodder, and many vehicles had been destroyed. The casualties, as far as
could be assessed, were about 50, including one New Zealander killed and
26 wounded. Thereafter Acquafondata became the most forward New
Zealand dump from which the nightly jeep trains distributed supplies.

(v)

During the five months it had been in action in Italy 2 NZ Division
had suffered over 3200 casualties, nearly half of them (1596, including
343 dead) at Cassino between 1 February and 10 April 1944. All its units
needed time for training and the absorption of reinforcements who had
been arriving in large numbers since the end of the battle at Cassino. A
complication was the surplus of senior NCOs, who included those
returning from furlough in New Zealand, experienced in desert warfare
but strangers to conditions in Italy, and ex-officers who had voluntarily
relinquished their Territorial commissions in New Zealand to come
overseas, with less combat experience than those who had served in
either North Africa or Italy. By this time, also, the 4th Reinforcements,
who had been with the Division since 1941, were due for furlough.

The recent reinforcements were sent into the line soon after their
arrival. They could get little exercise and no training while confined in
cramped shelters in the daytime and standing-to watching for enemy
patrols at night; the men who went out on patrol usually were chosen
from among the old hands. General Freyberg felt that his infantry had
not had sufficient training in mountain warfare and he had no
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inclination to commit them in a frontal assault in such difficult
country. It was preferable, therefore, that the Division should not be
part of the striking force and that the main assault by Eighth and Fifth
Armies be made elsewhere. The Division's immediate role was merely to
make a series of simulated attacks to contain the enemy on its front,
and to provide artillery and mortar support for the Poles, if required, in
their attempt to outflank Montecassino from the north. Later, depending
on how the battle developed, the Division could expect an exploitation
role.

! According to German records, observers had seen the constant
movement of traffic into and out of ‘the gully north of Portella’.
Presumably because the guns to the north and north-west could
not clear the crests, 1 Parachute Division's artillery in the
Cassino area was laid on this target on 6 May. A German report
next day says that after movement in the gully was shelled ‘20
explosions were seen, followed by fires which lasted for a long
time. Petrol and ammunition had obviously been hit....” This
shelling was continued on 8 and 9 May, when more fires and
explosions were reported.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

Ill: THE DESTRUCTION OF THE GUSTAV LINE

lll: The Destruction of the Gustav Line
(i)

General Alexander's plan for the capture of Rome and an advance of
200 miles up the Italian peninsula was defined in an operation order
issued by Headquarters Allied Armies in Italy on 5 May: ‘To destroy the
right wing of the German Tenth Army; to drive what remains of it and
the German Fourteenth Army North of rome; and to pursue the enemy to

the rivinipisa line inflicting the maximum losses on him in the process.’ !

The offensive was to open with a simultaneous frontal attack by the
two armies on the Gustav Line on the night of 11-12 May 1944. Eighth
Army was to force an entry into the Liri valley and advance up Route 6,
and Fifth Army was to drive through the Aurunci Mountains and along
an axis parallel to that of Eighth Army but south of the Liri and Sacco
valleys. These assaults on the southern front were designed to draw in
the enemy's resources and weaken his forces encircling the Allied
beachhead at Anzio. By the time the enemy's second line of defence, the
Hitler Line, had been broken, 6 Corps was expected to be able to break
out from Anzio and advance inland to cut Route 6 in the Valmontone
area and thus prevent the withdrawal of the troops opposing the advance
of Eighth and Fifth Armies. After the capture of Rome Eighth Army was
to pursue the enemy on the general axis of Terni- Perugia, and
thereafter advance on Ancona and Florence, and Fifth Army was to
pursue the enemy north of Rome, capture the Viterbo airfields and the
port of Civitavecchia, and thereafter advance on Leghorn.

In Eighth Army 13 Corps (Lieutenant-General S. C. Kirkman) was to
make the frontal attack across the Gari River south of Cassino while 2
Polish Corps (Lieutenant-General W. A. Anders) was to strike across the
Monte Cairo- Montecassino spur to turn the line from the north; the
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junction of the two corps on Route 6 was to isolate and ensure the
capture of Cassino and the monastery. The role of 1 Canadian Corps
(Lieutenant-General E. L. M. Burns), in Eighth Army reserve at the
beginning of the offensive, would depend on the progress of 13 Corps.
Should 13 Corps succeed in penetrating both the Gustav and Hitler lines,
the Canadians were to pass through and exploit up Route 6 to Rome, but
if the British corps encountered strong opposition after it had
established the initial bridgehead, the Canadians were to cross the Gari
and go into action on its left.

Meanwhile 10 Corps (Lieutenant-General McCreery) was to secure
Eighth Army's right flank in the Apennines and also stage

1 Annex No. 1A to Fifth Army History, Part V.

a demonstration in 2 NZ Division's sector to delude the enemy into
expecting an attack against this thinly held part of the line, through
which ran the two routes to Atina. On the Adriatic coast 5 Corps, under
the command of HQ Allied Armies in Italy, was to hold its front with the
minimum of troops and pursue the enemy should he retire.

A scheme was devised in 2 NZ Division to deceive the enemy by
simulating a threat along the La Selva - San Biagio section of the road
to Atina on 2 Independent Parachute Brigade's front. The artillery (5 NZ
Field Regiment, a South African ! field battery and a South African
medium troop) would fire a barrage for 42 minutes, starting at 2 a.m. on
12 May, on Monte San Croce and its western slope, and a troop of heavy
anti-aircraft guns would fire on Monte Carella. The 4:2-inch and 3-inch
mortars and Vickers machine guns were to cover the right flank of the
‘attack’, and Bren-gunners from one of the parachute battalions were to
go forward and engage selected targets on the slopes of Monte San
Croce. Two troops of C Squadron, 18 NZ Armoured Regiment's tanks
were to manoeuvre on the road near La Selva. Presuming the enemy
would think this ‘attack’ had failed, the Division was to simulate
another thrust towards San Biagio on the night of 13-14 May.
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For several weeks before the offensive began, the Mediterranean
Allied Air Forces, 2 taking advantage of a supremacy of nearly 4000
aircraft over the enemy's 700 (about half of which were based in
Yugoslavia or southern France), concentrated on the disruption of the
enemy's road, rail and sea communications in an endeavour to prevent
him from accumulating stores to increase his resistance to the
forthcoming ground attack. The Allied aircraft hampered and strained
the German supply and transport organisation, but did not succeed in
isolating the battlefield. In fact, both Tenth and Fourteenth Armies were
adequately supplied at the start of the May offensive.

The air forces gave their fullest support during the battle. They
bombed headquarters (disrupting HQ Tenth Army and HQ Fourteenth
Corps) and command posts, and attacked the German gun positions
across the Liri valley and behind Cassino.

! By this time 12 South African Motor Brigade, which had
recently arrived in Italy from Egypt, had replaced 11 Canadian
Infantry Brigade in the central sector of 2 NZ Division's
command. The Canadian brigade returned to 5 Canadian
Armoured Division, which was to take part in the offensive.

2 The components of the MAAF were the Mediterranean Allied
Strategic Air Force, the Mediterranean Allied Tactical Air Force
(comprising the Twelfth Tactical Air Command and the Desert
Air Force), the Mediterranean Allied Coastal Air Force, and the
Mediterranean Allied Photographic Reconnaissance Wing.

(i1)

With a thunderous roar amplified by the mountain echoes, the Allied
artillery opened fire at 11p.m. on 11 May against the enemy's 30-mile
front between Atina and the sea. Over 1000 guns were employed by
Eighth Army and about 600 by the Fifth. After 40 minutes' counter-
battery fire the bulk of the artillery switched to the corps objectives.
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Fifth Army began its thrust into the Aurunci Mountains south of the Liri
River; in Eighth Army 13 British Corps forced a crossing of the Gari at
the mouth of the Liri valley, but 2 Polish Corps failed in its attack on
Montecassino.

THE CASSINO SECTOR

General Anders's plan was for 5 Kresowa Division on the right and 3
Carpathian Division on the left to capture part of the ridge about a mile
north-west of the monastery, which would give observation over the Liri
valley. The Poles' first objectives included Phantom Ridge and Albaneta
Farm, and their second objectives Colle Sant' Angelo (a ridge beyond
Phantom Ridge) and Montecassino.

The benefit of the preliminary 40-minute counter-battery
bombardment had been lost when the Poles' advance began at 1 a.m. on
the 12th. The enemy guns and crews were well dug in and the damage
done to their communications was quickly repaired. Soon their fire
regained almost its full intensity. The Poles captured Phantom Ridge
and also Point 593 (less than a mile from the monastery) but were
exposed to a ring of artillery and mortar fire, and were repeatedly
counter-attacked by the Germans (who were in greater numbers than
expected because they were carrying out reliefs in the Cassino sector
that night). Weakened by extremely heavy casualties and unable to go
on to their final objectives, the Poles were withdrawn to their starting
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point, where they would need time to reorganise.

The German reaction to this attack was confined at first to the
Polish sector; except for some light shelling and mortaring, the adjacent
New Zealand sector remained quiet. The only noticeable response to the
simulated attack on 2 Independent Parachute Brigade's front at 2 a.m.
was machine-gun fire on fixed lines and shell and mortar fire on likely
forming-up points. The tanks from 18 Armoured Regiment trundled up
the road to the appointed place near La Selva, fired shells into the
darkness ahead, and returned down the road without one retaliatory shot
from the enemy.

The artillery of 10 Corps, including some of the New Zealand
batteries, and the air force supported the Poles throughout the battle.
The New Zealand artillery answered numerous calls for counter-battery
and counter-mortar fire on Monte Cairo, Terelle, Belmonte and Atina to
lessen the volume of fire the enemy was bringing down on the Polish
sector, and also helped to cover the Poles' withdrawal.

Although the Poles' attack inflicted correspondingly heavy losses on
the enemy (one of whose relieving battalions was believed to have been
practically annihilated by shellfire) and divided the attention of the
enemy artillery which might otherwise have concentrated on 13 Corps,
it made no tactical gains. ‘It is no disparagement of the Poles' splendid
bravery to say that it availed little until successes elsewhere threatened
the defenders of Monte- cassino with encirclement.... though the great
fortress fell [on 18 May], it was never conquered.’ !

(iii)

While the Poles were battling among the hills above Cassino, 13
Corps was struggling to establish a bridgehead across the Gari River
south of the town. From this bridgehead General Kirkman planned to
turn northwards to cut Route 6 and join up with the Poles and isolate
Cassino. The town was to be cleared of the enemy and the road
reconstructed through it. Thirteenth Corps then was to advance up the
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Liri valley south of Route 6 to the Hitler Line.

Starting immediately after the counter-battery fire ceased, 13 Corps
(unlike the Poles) at first did not have to contend with shellfire, but the
swift-flowing Gari capsized many of its assault boats and swept many
downstream, German automatic and small-arms fire caused numerous
casualties, and the attackers soon lost the benefit of the supporting
artillery barrage. On the right, between the Cassino railway station and
Sant' Angelo, 4 British Division had not completed a bridge before dawn
and was unable to do so in daylight, but although lacking support
weapons the division clung to a shallow lodgement on the far bank
throughout the day. On the left 8 Indian Division succeeded in placing
two bridges over the river south of Sant' Angelo and was joined by tanks
of 1 Canadian Armoured Brigade and some anti-tank guns.

Taken by surprise, the enemy made no co-ordinated counter-attack
against 13 Corps on 12 May. Instead he threw in his local reserves
piecemeal, and hastily assembled in the rear a battle group (including
two parachute battalions) at the disposal of 1 Parachute Division, whose
command was extended southward over 44 Division's front in the Liri
valley. A regiment of 90 Panzer Grenadier Division was despatched to
the Liri valley, but Kesselring, who still expected an Allied landing
behind the front, reserved to himself the decision to commit this
formation to action.

A bridge was built over the Gari in 4 Division's sector before dawn on
the 13th, and tanks of 26 Armoured Brigade crossed to assist the attack.
In the afternoon 8 Indian Division completed the clearing of the enemy
from Sant' Angelo, and 13 Corps' uneasy foothold across the river was
converted into a firm bridgehead. Orders were issued for 78 British
Division, reinforced by units from 6 British Armoured Division, to pass
through next day and make contact with the Polish Corps (which was to
renew its attack)

! Phillips, Italy, Vol. I, p. 337.
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THE LIRI VALLEY

on Route 6 on 15 May. A second bridge over the Gari in 4 Division's
sector was ready for use on the morning of the 14th, and 19 NZ
Armoured Regiment, placed under the command of that division, also
crossed the river.

The 19th Regiment (Lieutenant-Colonel McGaffin ') left the
Pietramelara area at short notice, travelled about 30 miles ‘in stygian
blackness’ 2 on the night of 13-14 May, during which two tanks slipped
off the road, and was refuelled and ready to go into action at dawn. C
Squadron crossed the Gari about 8 a.m. and the other squadrons later in
the morning, to take up positions in support of 4 Division, which was to
act as a pivot for 78 Division's wheeling movement to the north and was
to be prepared to move against Cassino when it was outflanked.

As 4 Division had not yet cleared the enemy from all of its
objectives, the GOC (Major-General A. D. Ward) decided to attack on the
southern flank to conform with 8 Indian Division's line. About 6 p.m.
2/4 Hampshires of 28 Brigade, with B Squadron in support, set out to
take Vertechi Farm. The tanks had difficulty in crossing the Pioppeto
stream. A scissors bridge, which had been hit during the day, collapsed
when the first tank was half-way over; the second tank just failed to
jump an eight-foot-wide gap, and the third rolled over on to its side in
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the run-up on the opposite bank. In another place, however, three tanks
managed to cross a temporary bridge, constructed mostly of green willow
logs, and reached the objective ahead of the infantry. Supported by these
tanks and by fire from tanks still on the other side of the stream, the
Hampshires were consolidating on their objective by 6.30 p.m.

A and C Squadrons of 19 Regiment stood by on 15 May in readiness
to help 4 Division repulse a counter-attack which was expected at dawn
but did not eventuate. B Squadron (less two troops supporting the
Hampshires on the southern flank, which was still rather exposed)
helped 2 Royal Fusiliers of 12 Brigade clear up a small enemy salient,
and claimed the destruction of an ofenrohr  and its crew and a
strongpoint in a house defended by machine guns and mortars, and
silenced four machine-gun posts. Tanks from B Squadron accompanied
the Royal West Kents of 12 Brigade in an attack beyond Vertechi. One
was disabled on a mine, but another scored an unexpected success by
discovering and disposing of a Mark IV German tank disguised as a
haystack.

1 Col R. L. McGaffin, DSO, ED; Wellington; born Hastings, 30
Aug 1902; company manager; 27 (MG) Bn 1939-41; comd 3 Army
Tank Bn (in NZ) Mar — Oct 1942; CO 27 (MG) Bn Feb — Apr 1943;
CO 19 Armd Regt Apr 1943-Aug 1944; comd Adv Base, Italy,
Aug-Oct 1944.

2 D. W. Sinclair, 19 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p.
402.

3 Ofenrohr: German weapon similar to the American bazooka
and firing a hollow-charge rocket projectile.

By the end of the day 13 Corps had reached the lateral Cassino-
Pignataro road, and 8 Indian Division had captured the village of
Pignataro.
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Meanwhile 78 Division was making slow progress through the
bridgehead, where it was delayed by traffic congestion, difficulty in
crossing the Gari and Pioppeto, and by shellfire. The enemy was able to
direct his guns on targets in the Liri valley because of his undisturbed
possession of vantage points on the Montecassino spur, which would
have been denied him if the Poles had succeeded in their attack. The
Poles intended to renew their attack on 15 May, but unless 13 Corps was
within supporting distance, would have little prospect of holding the
ridge if they captured it. It was decided, therefore, to postpone the Polish
attack until 13 Corps, still advancing under continuous observed fire,
was within striking distance of Route 6.

(iv)

While Eighth Army was assaulting the best prepared German
defences in the Liri valley and north of Cassino, Fifth Army was making
sweeping gains farther south, between the Liri River and the sea,
through mountainous country which the enemy had believed impassable
for a large force.

Fifth Army could not advance up Route 7 (the Via Appia), which ran
along the coast, without controlling the mountain ridges which
dominated the road. It was decided, therefore, to strike directly over the
mountains. Against the two German divisions south of the Liri, Fifth
Army employed the four divisions of the French Expeditionary Corps,
composed mostly of Algerians and Moroccans (with French officers) who
were experienced and skilled mountain troops, and the two divisions of 2
US Corps in the coastal sector, where 10 British Corps earlier had
secured a bridgehead over the Garigliano River.

The French quickly penetrated the Aurunci Mountains. On 13 May 2
Moroccan Division captured the 3000-foot Monte Maio, key to the
German defences overlooking the Garigliano River, and then exploited
north-westwards towards the Liri. This permitted the French 1 Motorised
Division, after clearing the western bank of the Garigliano, to continue
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along the southern bank of the Liri to San Giorgio, which it reached on
the 14th. Farther south 3 Algerian Division next day entered the
Ausonia defile, through which the road passes to Pontecorvo, a nodal
point of the Hitler Line. Meanwhile 2 US Corps, on the left of the
French, crossed the road which runs south from Ausonia to join Route 7
near the coast.

Surprised by the strength and speed of Fifth Army's advance, the
Germans suffered crippling losses in men killed, wounded and captured,
and fell back in different directions, 94 Division along the coast and 71
Division to the Esperia defile, through which the road from Ausonia
enters the Liri valley. This compelled the enemy to divert to Esperia the
formation of 90 Panzer Grenadier Division with which he had intended
to reinforce the Liri valley front. It arrived in detail and was defeated in
detail—which was to be the fate of all the mobile German divisions.
Meanwhile, through the gap in the centre, between the retreating 71
and 94 Divisions, General Juin launched his Mountain Corps, composed
of the goumiers and infantry of 4 Mountain Division, with orders to cut
the Itri-Pico road, far in the enemy's rear. Almost unopposed as they
crossed the trackless mountain ranges, the French had reached Monte
Revole by 16 May, an advance of some 12 miles from the old line near
the Garigliano.

Kesselring's failure to appreciate the strength and momentum of the
Allied offensive south of Cassino is evident in a directive he issued to
Tenth and Fourteenth Armies in the evening of 15 May, when he
ordered that a new line of defence be stabilised from Esperia through
Pignataro to Cassino, to permit ‘the continued defence of the Cassino
massif.” ! By the morning of the 16th 13 Corps was already holding the
road this line was intended to follow. In a telephone conversation early
that evening Kesselring and von Vietinghoff discussed the necessity of a
further withdrawal and agreed they would have to give up Cassino. The
commander of Tenth Army then issued orders for a general withdrawal
to the Hitler Line.
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(v)

Although 5 Mountain Division, facing 2 NZ Division in the Apennine
sector, was one of the formations from which troops were taken, often
by companies at a time, to stem Eighth Army's thrust in the Liri valley,
the Germans clearly intended to hold this part of the front, from Cassino
northwards, as long as possible.

Acting on evidence from various sources that the enemy was
thinning out on the New Zealand front under the cover of strong battle
patrols, the Division issued orders for the three brigades to prepare
fighting patrols, which were to move out after dark on

1 Appendix to Tenth Army war diary.

the night of 13-14 May, lie up in suitable positions to report on
enemy movement, and if possible ambush the enemy patrols to prepare
the way for a general advance. Sixth Infantry Brigade, in the Terelle-
Belvedere sector, briefed patrols of about platoon strength, one from
each battalion, to go out at dusk. The first, from 24 Battalion, attacked
a house on the eastern side of Colle Abate, where the enemy had been
seen earlier, but came under fire from a number of nearby posts and lost
one man killed, seven wounded (one of whom was taken prisoner), and
two missing. The Germans laid down defensive fire across the front,
through which the patrol withdrew with difficulty. Satisfied that the
enemy was still alert and manning his positions, 25 and 26 Battalions
disbanded their patrols.

The same night 2 Independent Parachute Brigade repeated, with a
modified version, its simulated attack in the vicinity of the road that
passes through San Biagio on the way to Atina. Light machine-gun
teams went forward under an artillery and mortar barrage on Monte San
Croce and Monte Carella. The enemy showed that he was still in position
by laying defensive fire in front of his forward posts. A patrol from 12
South African Motor Brigade, in the Division's central sector, surprised
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an enemy party of seven men and killed five of them. The dead were
identified as being from 1 Battalion, 100 Mountain Regiment, which
indicated that this battalion probably had spread out to cover the
withdrawal of the other troops previously known to have been there.
Nevertheless the Germans in this sector were very alert, constantly
firing fixed-line tracer and Very lights, and severed the brigade's
communications with shell and mortar fire.

Late in the afternoon of the 14th the New Zealand artillery laid
smoke on an area where the Cassino- Atina road passes through the
defile between Monte Belvedere and Monte Cifalco, and in a mixture of
smoke and mist the South Africans simulated an attack with machine-
gun and mortar fire. Although this brought little immediate response
from the enemy, he apparently assumed it presaged a night attack, and
after dusk he distributed so much defensive fire of all kinds on the New
Zealand front that patrols were greatly hampered and pinned to the
ground at times. Enemy aircraft, more in evidence than they had been
for some time, bombed Hove Dump and the supply roads during the
night and next day (the 15th); they returned the following night to bomb
the medium gun areas. As the latter night was very still, sound carried a
long way. Enemy mule trains and working parties, which could be heard
plainly, were fired on by the artillery and mortars.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

IV: THE CAPTURE OF CASSINO

IV: The Capture of Cassino
(i)

For Eighth Army's final assault on Cassino General Leese decided to
commit his army reserve (the Canadian Corps) and continue the battle
on a three-corps front. To isolate the town and monastery the Polish
Corps and 13 Corps were to strike simultaneously on the morning of 17
May, the Poles south-eastwards over the Monte Cairo — Montecassino
spur where they had made their previous attempt, and the British north-
westwards in the Liri valley to cut Route 6 and link with the Poles.
Meanwhile the Canadians were to enter the valley, take over from 8
Indian Division, and continue the westward advance on the left of 13
Corps.

The plan for the second Polish attack on Montecassino was much
the same as for the first, but the conditions were more favourable: not
only had the enemy lost heavily in the first attack (as had the Poles
themselves) but 1 Parachute Division had been compelled to weaken
itself further by sending reinforcements to the Liri valley in the vain
hope of sealing off the Allied penetrations of the Gustav Line; in
addition, the only way of escape from Cassino, along Route 6, was in
danger of being blocked.

This time 5 Kresowa Division, attacking in waves of battalion
strength, was to capture in turn the northern part of Phantom Ridge,
Colle Sant' Angelo and Point 575 (farther south, overlooking Route 6),
and was then to continue the advance downhill and across the highway
to meet 78 Division of 13 Corps. Kresowa Division had an unexpected
success on the night before the opening of the planned attack. A
company, while reconnoitring in force (with supporting fire from 4 and 6
NZ Field Regiments), captured some enemy positions on the northern
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end of Phantom Ridge, and the remainder of the battalion quickly went
forward to exploit this success. The Germans counter-attacked, but were
repulsed.

The 17th of May was a day of bitter fighting, much of it hand-to-
hand against an enemy who defended his rocky strongholds to the last.
In the morning, when the artillery (with the New Zealand guns again
participating) fired its programme in support of the attack, a second
battalion of Kresowa Division passed through the one already on
Phantom Ridge and took Colle Sant' Angelo, except for some pillboxes
on the western side, but came under fire from Passo Corno and Villa
Santa Lucia, to the north-west. The Germans counter-attacked from
some vineyards under the south-western slopes and were twice repelled;
but the Poles were running out of ammunition, and in their third
attempt the Germans captured the southern peak of Colle Sant' Angelo.
Although a third Polish battalion came forward to help restore the losses
on Colle Sant' Angelo, the day's fighting had cost Kresowa Division so
many lives that it could go no farther.

The primary objectives of 3 Carpathian Division, which attacked at
the same time as Kresowa Division, were two key positions of the
German defences, Albaneta Farm and Point 593 (a few hundred yards to
the east). A battalion, accompanied by engineers, advanced to the gorge
north of Albaneta Farm to clear it of the enemy and his mines, but as
this task took longer than anticipated, Albaneta Farm was brought
under neutralising fire while a second battalion was committed to an
attack on Point 593, which it captured despite a German counter-attack.
This battalion then attempted to reach Point 569, just to the south of
593, but was obstructed by the ruins of an old fort and came under
mortar fire from the monastery, about half a mile away, and machine-
gun fire from Point 575. Although a third battalion joined in the attack,
the Poles were unable to take Point 569, and were halted within 200
yards of Albaneta Farm by fire from steel pillboxes.

The Carpathian Division took up defensive positions for the night,
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with orders to prevent a German withdrawal along the ridge from
Montecassino to Albaneta Farm, and next morning (18 May) finally
cleared the enemy from Albaneta Farm and Point 569. A patrol of 12
Podolski Lancers met no resistance from the 30 men, many of them
wounded, who still remained in the monastery, where the Polish
standard was hoisted over the ruins at 10.20 a.m.

(i1)

The decision to launch the Polish Corps attack on 17 May had been
taken the previous evening, when 13 Corps had made sufficient progress
in the Liri valley: 78 Division had pushed north-westwards through the
last defences of the Gustav Line, while 4 Division had straightened out
its line south of Montecassino.

B and C Squadrons of 19 NZ Armoured Regiment co-operated with
the infantry of 4 Division on the 16th in an attack across the Pignataro
road to reduce a small salient which divided 10 and 12 Brigades. The
advance began at 6.30 p.m. B Squadron and the Royal West Kents, on
the left, had gone some way towards their objective (a point about 1000
yards south of Route 6) when they met the enemy approaching as if to
counter-attack (or perhaps to reoccupy positions vacated earlier), and
after some very confused fighting in the failing light—complicated by
the infantry's inexperience in the use of the No. 38 wireless-telephony
link to keep in touch with the tanks—halted on the ground they had
gained. In this engagement the Englishmen had earned the New
Zealanders' admiration for their ‘sheer guts and unhesitating obedience
to orders’. ! The Germans also had fought with great determination.
Their ofenrohr crews had lain concealed in the long grass until the
tanks were nearly on top of them. B Squadron had two tanks knocked
out, two officers killed, and seven men wounded. Next morning 150
enemy dead, all claimed as the victims of tank fire, were counted in the
squadron's sector.

On the right C Squadron gained the line of the Pignataro road about
half a mile from its junction with Route 6, but had outdistanced the
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infantry (the Bedfordshires and Hertfordshires), who had halted in the
darkness. A strongpoint in a house was disposed of by tank fire, but a
storm of mortar and machine-gun fire caused many casualties. A line
was stabilised with the tanks in close support of the infantry.

When the Polish Corps and 13 Corps launched their concerted attack
on 17 May, 78 Division, continuing its wheeling movement to the north-
west, at first met sharp resistance, but this began to weaken as the
attack progressed. The village of Piumarola, about two miles beyond the
Pignataro road, was finally captured in the evening after a stiff fight
with the garrison of German paratroops.

Meanwhile, on the inner flank, 4 Division conformed with this
wheeling movement. In the morning its infantry, supported by tanks of
19 Armoured Regiment, advanced against negligible opposition to reach
Route 6 south of Montecassino. B Squadron, having already had several
days' hard fighting, was replaced by a troop of A Squadron, which
accompanied the Royal West Kents beyond the objective of the previous
night and gained the highway at the foot of the mountainside below the
monastery. A troop of C Squadron crossed Route 6 farther to the east
and shot up positions near the junction of the road to Pignataro, which
allowed the Bedfordshires and Hertfordshires also to reach the highway.
A troop of A Squadron covered 2 Duke of Cornwall's Light Infantry in an
advance which, against light machine-gun fire, reached a point near the
railway south of the town. These gains brought 19 Armoured Regiment
into the area of the original New Zealand objective for which the
regiment had battled unsuccessfully in March.

By this time the escape route from Cassino and the monastery was
restricted to the mountainside and, farther west, to the narrow strip of
valley between the mountains and the railway running parallel with
Route 6. In anticipation of a German attempt to break out that way
during the night, Route 6 was patrolled and

1 19 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 410.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004564.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006697.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001167.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001114.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-023564.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006697.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006055.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001167.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001638.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110031.html

the artillery put down harassing fire, but most of the enemy already
had slipped away; only 70 prisoners were taken, many of them medical
orderlies. It had been necessary for Kesselring personally to order
General Richard Heidrich's 1 Parachute Division to retire, ‘an example,’
he says, ‘of the drawback of having strong personalities as subordinate

commanders.’ !

On the morning of the 18th 10 Brigade approached Cassino with two
battalions supported by tanks from A and C Squadrons, and without
meeting any resistance—although a few Germans gave themselves up as
prisoners—secured the Baron's Palace, the Colosseum and the
Amphitheatre. The 4th Division then made contact with 1 Guards
Brigade in the town and with the Poles. Mines and booby traps were
thick on the ground and in the rubble, and great care had to be taken
when investigating buildings. The tank crews were warned not to forage
among the ruins, and especially not to touch the knocked-out New
Zealand tanks still in the town. Having completed its task in the Liri
valley, 19 Regiment was released by 4 Division.

Shortly after midday 3 Carpathian Division despatched a patrol down
the slopes of Montecassino and made contact with 78 Division on Route
6 below Albaneta Farm. Nevertheless parties of Germans covering the
withdrawal from Cassino, and some who had not received orders to
withdraw, continued to resist throughout the day, and isolated pillboxes
had to be destroyed individually. On S Kresowa Division's front repeated
attempts to dislodge the enemy were thwarted by the fire from
strongpoints on the southern slopes of Colle Sant' Angelo and from Point
575. By evening General Anders decided that, rather than incur further
casualties, 2 it would be better to pin down and exhaust the enemy. A
counter-attack from Villa Santa Lucia, farther west, was repulsed, and
early next day (the 19th) this place was reported clear; but Passo Corno,
at a height of about 3000 feet on the side of Monte Cairo, remained in
German hands.
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(iii)

While 13 Corps and the Polish Corps were fighting the battle to
isolate Cassino, the Canadian Corps, entering the Liri valley on the left
of the 13th, struck towards the Hitler Line through country dotted with
strongpoints and furrowed by many small streams. The 1st Canadian
Infantry Division, after taking over from 8 Indian Division near
Pignataro, fought its way to the Forme d' Aquino, a

! The Memoirs of Field Marshal Kesselring, p. 202.

2 The Poles' casualties were approximately 4000, including
1000 dead.

stream which straggles across the valley through marsh and gully to
join the Liri River near San Giorgio. This natural obstacle allowed the
enemy to disengage his forces in front of the Canadians on the night of
17-18 May—while farther north he reluctantly retired from Cassino
through the gap between 13 Corps and the Poles.

Although the enemy had lost Montecassino, his northern flank was
still secured by his retention of positions on the slopes of Monte Cairo,
including the small town of Piedimonte San Germano, perched on a spur
overlooking Route 6. On his southern flank, however, his
misappreciation of General Alexander's plan and of the Allies' ability to
cross the Aurunci Mountains had resulted in his failure to halt Fifth
Army's drive. The French had taken Esperia by 17 May and were less
than four miles from Pontecorvo the following afternoon. Alexander now
ordered Eighth Army ‘to use the utmost energy to break through the
“Adolf Hitler” line in the Liri valley before the Germans had time to
settle down in it’. ! He also directed the Poles to press on to Piedimonte
to turn the line from the north, and the French, after reaching Pico
(west of Pontecorvo), to encircle the southern flank.

Eighth Army almost broke through the Hitler Line before the enemy
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‘had time to settle down in it’. Early in the evening of 18 May the
Derbyshire Yeomanry Group from 78 Division, advancing rapidly south
of the railway, reached the Aquino airfield, on the edge of the main
defences of the line. A few tanks entered the village of Aquino, but were
without infantry support so withdrew. An assault was made on Aquino at
daybreak on the 19th, but when the sun suddenly dispersed the heavy
morning mist, the tanks of 11 Canadian Armoured Regiment, supporting
a battalion of 36 British Infantry Brigade, found themselves in the open,
some of them within point-blank range of German anti-tank guns. Shell
and mortar fire compelled the infantry to retire, but the tanks, protected
to some extent by a smokescreen, held their ground throughout the day.
When the regiment finally withdrew at dusk, it had lost 13 Sherman
tanks, and every tank of its two leading squadrons had received at least
one direct hit by high-explosive shells.

On the same day 3 Canadian Infantry Brigade, supported by a
battalion of the Royal Tank Regiment, tried to penetrate the defences
farther south, between Aquino and Pontecorvo, but after emerging into
the open from thick patches of stunted oak trees, the infantry were
halted by machine-gun and mortar fire, and the tanks by anti-tank
gunfire. By this time it was obvious that a major

! The Allied Armies in Italy, p. 2925.

assault would be necessary to break the Hitler Line in the Liri valley.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

V: THE BREAKING OF THE HITLER LINE

V: The Breaking of the Hitler Line
(i)

From the hill town of Piedimonte San Germano the Hitler Line ran
southwards across the Liri valley to the vicinity of Pontecorvo and, after
crossing the river, swung south-westwards over the mountains to
Terracina on the coast. Although far from complete, its defences were
even more elaborate than those of the Gustav Line; they included
armoured pillboxes, reinforced concrete gun emplacements and weapon
pits, underground shelters, and minefields and wire to obstruct tanks
and infantry. The line's great weakness, however, was that there were
too few troops to man it adequately. The 90th Panzer Grenadier
Division, which held the sector in front of the Canadian Corps, had been
reduced to little more than a motley collection of units in which men of
every arm were intermingled. On its left, opposite 13 Corps, was 1
Parachute Division, and on the right in the Pontecorvo-Pico sector was
26 Panzer Division.

The French captured Pico on 22 May and began to outflank the
Hitler Line from the south, but the enemy showed no sign of abandoning
it. He defended Pontecorvo that day against a Canadian thrust. Early
next morning 1 Canadian Infantry Division, with very heavy artillery
support, launched its main assault between Aquino and Pontecorvo and,
in a day in which the Canadians experienced their hardest and most
costly fighting in Italy, ! succeeded in piercing the line. Nearly 1000
Canadians were killed or wounded, most of them from units on the right
flank, which was exposed to fire from Aquino. The German casualties
included several hundred killed and over 700 prisoners.

The 5th Canadian Armoured Division passed through the breach on
the 24th and exploited to the far bank of the shallow, meandering Melfa
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River, which crossed the valley about four miles west of Aquino before
flowing into the Liri. A battle group from the infantry division pushed
along the road from Pontecorvo and next day crossed the Melfa just
above the junction of the two rivers. By nightfall on the 25th the
Canadians' bridgehead west of the Melfa extended from the Liri to the
railway.

The continued presence of the enemy at Aquino after the
breakthrough had prevented 78 Division of 13 Corps from advancing,

TEz Advancs i Rarst, 1 HEy - 4 1nw

The Advance to Rome, 11 May - 4 June 1944

! Nicholson, The Canadians in Italy, pp. 423-5.

as planned, on the right of the Canadians on the 24th. It was
decided, therefore, that 6 British Armoured Division should take a route
through the Canadian sector south of Aquino, but as 5 Canadian
Armoured Division was not yet clear of this route, 13 Corps' advance was
postponed until next day. Early on the 25th patrols found Aquino and
also Piedimonte (which 1 Parachute Division had held against the Poles'
attacks) clear of the enemy. Thirteenth Corps then closed up to the
Melfa with both 6 Armoured Division and 78 Division, while 8 Indian
Division, with 18 NZ Armoured Regiment under command, occupied
small towns and villages in the foothills on the northern side of the Liri
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valley.
(i1)

Led by C Squadron, 18 Armoured Regiment (Lieutenant-Colonel
Robinson !) drove up Route 6 on 25 May to join 8 Indian Division,
commanded by Major-General D. Russell. The New Zealanders wondered
at the evidence of the recent fighting. ‘For miles the ground was all torn
up by shells.” The Hitler Line ‘looked really wicked.... The boys had never
seen anything quite like it, except photos of the Maginot Line away back
in the very early days of the war. Even now that those large, cunningly
hidden anti-tank guns were tame, the thought of advancing into their
muzzles made you feel sick inside.’ 2

C Squadron's tanks followed 6/13 Royal Frontier Force Rifles of 19
Indian Infantry Brigade from Route 6 towards the foothills west of Monte
Cairo, where the lower slopes were so closely cultivated and wooded that
the tank crews could not see far ahead and at times lost sight of the
infantry. Castrocielo was deserted. The civilians had taken refuge in
nearby caves. Some of the Indians pushed on beyond the town to take
the craggy peak of Madonna Castrocielo. They were fired on by German
machine-gunners sheltering behind large boulders, but with the
protection of a smokescreen created by the tanks, closed in and killed or
drove off the enemy.

A Squadron of 18 Armoured Regiment joined 1 Argyll and Sutherland
Highlanders of 19 Brigade and set off past Castrocielo towards
Roccasecca, a small town near the Melfa River. During the advance one
of A Squadron's tanks fell into a 20-foot well which had been roofed over
and covered with earth. ° Another

! Brig H. A. Robinson, DSO, MC, ED, m.i.d.; Waipukurau;
born New Plymouth, 29 Sep 1912; farmhand; Div Cav 1939-44;
CO 18 Armd Regt Mar-Jul 1944; 20 Armd Regt Mar-Oct 1945;
twice wounded.
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2 W. D. Dawson, 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p.
462.

3 It was hauled out by 4 Brigade's Heavy Recovery Section.

tank, upon turning a corner of a narrow lane, came face-to-face with
a German turretless recovery or maintenance tank, and captured two of
its crew. Next morning (26 May) the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders
entered Roccasecca unopposed. The last of the Germans were cleared
from the Liri valley east of the Melfa River.

(iii)

Meanwhile, on 23 May, 6 Corps (commanded now by Major- General
Lucian Truscott) had opened the attack to break out from the Anzio
beachhead, and next day 2 US Corps had occupied the coastal town of
Terracina. Kesselring had brought the last of his mobile divisions, 29
Panzer Grenadier, from the Civitavecchia area to prevent a breakout
from the southern flank of the beachhead and to halt the American
drive towards Terracina, but it had not arrived in time to accomplish
either task.

If Fifth Army could succeed in blocking Tenth Army's line of retreat
by cutting Route 6 at Valmontone, there was a chance that a rapid
advance up the Sacco valley by Eighth Army might achieve the
encirclement of 14 Panzer Corps. In the afternoon of 25 May, however,
General Clark on his own volition swung the main axis of 6 Corps'
advance to the north-west, away from Valmontone to the Alban Hills,
with the result that the town was not captured until 1 June. This
decision and Eighth Army's slow progress sacrificed what may have been
an opportunity to cut off and destroy part of Tenth Army.

General Clark himself says, ‘I was determined that the Fifth Army
was going to capture Rome and I probably was overly sensitive to
indications that practically everybody else was trying to get into the
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act.’ ! Alexander, however, intended that the Americans should enter
Rome and that the British and their other allies should bypass it. ‘I had
always assured General Clark in conversation that Rome would be
entered by his army; and I can only assume that the immediate lure of
Rome for its publicity value persuaded him to switch the direction of his

advance.’ 2

Displaying greater defensive capabilities than the Americans had
anticipated, the Germans delayed 6 Corps' advance in the vicinity of the
Alban Hills. ‘The greatest irony was that if the VI Corps main effort had
continued on the Valmontone axis... Clark could undoubtedly have
reached Rome more quickly than he was able to do by the route
northwest from Cisterna....

1 Mark W. Clark, Calculated Risk, p. 357.

2 Field Marshal Alexander's Memoirs, p. 127.

Ironically, too, when the Fifth Army finally broke through the last of
Fourteenth Army's defences, it accomplished this by a surprise night
infiltration along the eastern side of the Alban Hills between the hills
and Valmontone....

‘For at least three days German strength in front of Valmontone and
westward to the Alban Hills was inadequate to have stopped a strong
attack by even a secondary effort; even in subsequent days German
strength was not sufficient to have halted the main effort of the VI
Corps had it been directed in that direction. For more than a week
before the capture of Rome, the rear and right (west) flank of the
German Tenth Army, withdrawing slowly toward the Caesar Line, were
exposed and threatened with a trap which the German commanders
feared would be closed, but which was not.’ !

This argument, however, overlooks the fact that Route 6 was not
Tenth Army's only way of escape. As General von Senger und Etterlin
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says, ‘it must not be concluded that Alexander's plan to use strong
forces from the [ Anzio] bridgehead for an attack towards Valmontone
would have met with success.’ 2 Von Senger's 14 Panzer Corps fell back
along a road which left Route 6 at Frosinone—which Eighth Army had
not yet reached—and passed through the foothills of the Simbruini
Mountains towards Subiaco. Along this road, well to the north of
Valmontone, ‘seven divisions were pulled back in five days and nights.
This was achieved despite the fact that the road was practically
unusable in daylight because of the enemy's air superiority.... XIV Panzer
Corps could only have been annihilated if the enemy had then also
succeeded in pinning it down at Frosinone or alternatively if he had
pushed forward beyond Valmontone towards Subiaco, which would have

involved him in major difficulties of terrain.’ 3

Nevertheless, on the eve of the British and American cross- Channel
invasion of France, the Allied armies were fulfilling their professed aim
in tying down in Italy German troops who otherwise might have been
diverted to western Europe. The German High Command had consented
on 22 May to the transfer of the Hermann Goering Panzer Division
(which had been earmarked for France) from Leghorn to the Rome area,
and to its replacement at Leghorn by 20 Luftwaffe Field Division from
Denmark. The Hermann Goering Division, travelling in daylight and
losing heavily from Allied air attacks as it went, did not go into action
until

! Sidney T. Mathers, ‘General Clark's Decision to Drive on
Rome’, in Command Decisions, pp. 362-3.

2 Neither Fear Nor Hope, p. 252.

3 Ibid.

the 27th, and its units, like those of the other divisions drawn into
the battle, were committed piecemeal in small counter-attacks.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

Vi: THE FALL OF ROME

VI: The Fall of Rome
(i)

Despite instructions from the German High Command that ‘if at all
possible, no withdrawal is to be made without the personal concurrence
of the Fuhrer’, ! it was obvious by nightfall on 25 May that a retreat
could not be postponed much longer. Plans were made, therefore, for the
northern wing of Fourteenth Army to hold firm between Velletri (near
the Alban Hills) and the sea while its left wing fell back with the right
wing of Tenth Army as slowly and economically as possible to the Caesar
Line, which Hitler ordered Kesselring to defend at all costs.

The German forces were to retire to a series of lines of defence and
inflict ‘such heavy casualties on the enemy that his fighting potentiality
will be broken even before the Caesar line is reached’. 2 In Tenth Army's
zone the first of these lines was near Ceprano, where the main Liri
valley forked into the valley of the upper Liri, through which Route 82
led northward to Sora and Avezzano, and the valley of the Sacco,
through which Route 6 led north-westward towards Rome. The right
wing of Tenth Army could use both avenues of escape. On the northern
side of the main Liri valley Route 6 entered the narrow Providero defile
before joining Route 82 at Arce, and then turned sharply to the south
before crossing the upper Liri River by a bridge at Ceprano. Direct access
from the Liri valley to the Sacco valley was blocked by the upper Liri
River and by the Isoletta Reservoir, formed by a dam below the
confluence of the Liri and Sacco rivers. On one route, therefore, Eighth
Army would have to force its way through a defile; on the other it would
have to cross a difficult water obstacle.

In the first of the three stages of Eighth Army's advance, 13 Corps
on the right and the Canadian Corps on the left were to secure the Arce-
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Ceprano line at the head of the Liri valley; in the second the Canadians
were to advance some 10 miles along secondary roads south of Route 6,
and in the third along Route 6 to link up with Fifth Army at
Valmontone. In the second and third stages, depending on the strength
of the resistance, 13 Corps was to be ready to advance either along
Route 6 or on a more northerly

1 Appendix to Tenth Army war diary.

2 Extract from Kesselring's instructions to his army
commanders, in an appendix to Fourteenth Army war diary.

route on either side of the Simbruini Mountains. Tenth Corps was
given the task of protecting Eighth Army's right flank by sealing off the
approaches from the east. The Polish Corps, which would be pinched out
at Monte Cairo between 10 and 13 Corps, was to be withdrawn because
of its heavy casualties and lack of reinforcements. The French
Expeditionary Corps of Fifth Army was advancing on Eighth Army's left
flank.

It had been decided that the honour of taking Rome should go to
Fifth Army. Eighth Army's task was to break through the Caesar Line in
the Valmontone- Subiaco sector (between the Alban Hills and the
Simbruini Mountains) and then exploit northwards along the roads east
of Rome.

(i1)

The 5th Canadian Armoured Division made slow progress on 26 May
from the Melfa River towards the Liri above the Isoletta Reservoir. The
country was rough and thickly wooded; the enemy had left numerous
mines and booby traps, and his shell and mortar fire and snipers were
troublesome. The bridges over the Liri had been destroyed, but next day
the division established a bridgehead above the reservoir and occupied
Ceprano, which patrols had found free of the enemy. Meanwhile a force
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from 1 Canadian Infantry Division, advancing virtually unmolested on
the left flank, where the French already had driven off the enemy, sent
a patrol across the Liri below the reservoir and also across the Sacco.

Thirteenth Corps' advance along Route 6 from the Melfa was
checked by the German defence of the Providero defile. General Kirkman
decided to take advantage of the Canadians' success by passing 78
Division over the Liri near Ceprano and thus bypass the blocked route.
The Canadian engineers' bridge, however, collapsed into the river early
in the morning of 28 May and was not ready for traffic until the
following evening. This allowed the Germans an extra day in which to
make an unhurried and orderly retreat. Thirteenth Corps was given
priority in the use of the bridge when it was completed. Meanwhile the
Canadians had bridged the Liri below the reservoir and also spanned the
Sacco, which opened up a detour around the corps' left flank. They
despatched a strong force along this route.

In the advance beyond the Liri River 5 Canadian Armoured Division
had to contend with thickly wooded ridges, gullies, streams, minefields
and shellfire, and also fought a sharp action with German tanks. The
Canadian infantry division took over the pursuit on 31 May and closed
in on Frosinone, the town which commanded the junction of Route 6
and the alternative escape route to the north through Alatri and
Subiaco.

(iii)

After crossing the Melfa River, 6 Armoured Division of 13 Corps
drove up Route 6 on 26 May until halted at the Providero defile, about
two miles from Arce. Troops of 1 Parachute Division, who occupied the
steep and wooded hills on each side of the highway, thwarted for two
days the British attempts to burst through to Arce. To outflank this
rearguard Kirkman ordered 8 Indian Division into the hills north of the
defile, and at the same time directed 78 Division across country to
Ceprano where (as has been mentioned) the Canadians were bridging the
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Liri.

The 8th Indian Division, with 18 NZ Armoured Regiment still under
command, had not yet crossed the Melfa River. In the morning of the
26th a column consisting of a squadron of 6 Lancers' armoured cars, a
troop of B Squadron's tanks, and a company of infantry was sent up the
narrow gorge through which the Melfa flowed into the Liri valley. The
column overcame a German rearguard, but could not prevent the enemy
from blowing the bridge half-way through the gorge (Ponte la Valle), so
therefore returned to Roccasecca.

A ford below the gorge was negotiable to all types of vehicles, and a
bridge built by the Germans farther downstream was still intact, but as
these were considered inadequate, 8 Indian Division constructed a Bailey
bridge near the ford. When this was ready, 17 Indian Infantry Brigade,
with a squadron of 18 Armoured Regiment in support of each of its three
battalions, was to cross the Melfa and advance over the hills north of
Route 6 towards Arce. This country, although marked on the map as
‘impassable to tracked vehicles’. ! did not deter the New Zealand tank
crews, who ‘were prepared to go anywhere and undertake any task. They
took their tanks to seemingly impossible places, up steep mountain sides

strewn with boulders and down again.’ 2

B Squadron (in support of 1 Royal Fusiliers) and A Squadron
(supporting 1/12 Frontier Force Regiment) crossed the Melfa in the
afternoon of 27 May and advanced up a shallow valley between two steep
ridges. While the infantry clambered up to the higher ground, the tanks
moved in single file along rocky farm tracks on the lower slopes. The
Fusiliers met only scattered resistance and in the late afternoon reached
their objective, Monte Orio,

1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 469.

2 Dharm Pal, Official History of the Indian Forces in the
Second World War, The Campaign in Italy 1943-45, p. 197.
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overlooking Route 6 about two miles from the river. The
Frontiersmen, advancing without opposition from hill to hill on the
northern side of the valley, were on their objective, Monte Clavello, in
the evening, by which time 1/5 Royal Gurkha Rifles and C Squadron
had crossed the Melfa and begun their attack on Frajoli, a little village
on a saddle between Orio and Clavello.

When two companies of Gurkhas and a troop of tanks closed in on
Frajoli in the failing light, the Germans brought down machine-gun and
mortar fire from the village and the nearby hillsides. The tanks replied
with their 75-millimetre guns and Brownings; the artillery fired in
support, and part of B Squadron crossed a ravine to lend a hand. By 9.30
p.m. all resistance in and around Frajoli had ceased. Some Germans
were dead and over 40 were prisoners. The New Zealand casualties were
slight: an officer wounded and one tank damaged.

Now that 8 Indian Division had secured the hills on the northern
side of the Providero defile, 6 Armoured Division renewed the attack on
the southern side, and gained the top of two prominent hills during the
night. Fierce fighting continued next day.

On 28 May the Frontiersmen and B Squadron advanced beyond
Monte Clavello to Monte Favone, the highest peak in the locality. On
the far side of Favone was the town of Santo Padre, from which a road
led northwards through Arpino to Sora, on Route 82 in the upper Liri
valley. The leading tanks skirted around Favone until they were looking
across a ravine at Santo Padre. ‘The town was swarming with Germans,
evidently hurrying to evacuate the place, for trucks and cars were
pulling out as fast as they could along a road that wound away to the
north. Our infantry was nowhere in sight, but down from Favone
towards Santo Padre streamed figures in khaki, unrecognisable at that
distance.’ ! Not knowing that these were Germans, the New Zealanders
left them alone and concentrated on the transport which came into view
at a road bend a mile away. Several vehicles were knocked out, but the
rest vanished down the road.
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On Monte Favone the Frontiersmen were halted by German
paratroops who had dug a series of slit trenches on almost inaccessible
ledges. Some of B Squadron's tanks made ‘superhuman efforts’ 2 to get
three-quarters of the way up the steep, rocky hillside, where they fired
75-millimetre shells which burst in the trees above the Germans. This
drove the surviving enemy over the top of Favone. Next morning (the
29th) only a few dead Germans, two light anti-

1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 474.

2 Dharm Pal, p. 196.

aircraft guns and unopened cases of mines and anti-tank grenades
remained.

About the same time as he abandoned Santo Padre the enemy
surrendered the junction of Routes 6 and 82 at Arce. Under the cover of
darkness 1 Parachute Division, having fulfilled its role, disengaged on
13 Corps' front. The Gurkhas entered Arce before midday, close behind
troops of 6 Armoured Division.

While B Squadron and the Frontiersmen were driving the Germans
from Monte Favone and Santo Padre on 28 May, A Squadron, in support
of 1/5 Mahratta Light Infantry of 21 Brigade, was ‘inching its way
forward over incredible country farther west, occupying the almost
vertical rampart of Monte Nero’, ! above Arce, and pushing on to the
next peaks. A and C Squadrons (the latter in support of 3/15 Punjab
Regiment, also of 21 Brigade) waited next day on the hills above the
town of Fontana Liri, from which a road led to the Liri River, while a
way down was reconnoitred on foot and by an Auster artillery
observation plane, and a bulldozer cut a track. B Squadron, meanwhile,
went back from Favone to link up with 19 Brigade, with which it
advanced along Route 6 to the Liri.
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(iv)

Thirteenth Corps' plan for continuing the pursuit beyond the Liri
was for 78 Division to advance parallel with the Canadians from Ceprano
to Frosinone (which it reached on 31 May) and for 8 Indian Division to
take a more northerly route through Monte San Giovanni, Veroli and
Alatri.

On 30 May C Squadron, 18 Armoured Regiment, passed through
Fontana Liri on the way down to the river at Fontana Liri Inferiore, 2
about a mile distant, and waited near a demolished hydro-electric
station while 3/15 Punjabs of 21 Brigade covered the building of a
bridge. A Squadron went about two miles upstream with the Mahrattas,
but eventually crossed next day at Fontana Liri Inferiore. B Squadron
waited about two miles downstream from Fontana Liri Inferiore while
the engineers, hampered by shellfire, constructed a Bailey bridge which
was ready for traffic that night. B Squadron's tanks, in support of the
Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of 19 Brigade, were the first to get to
the other side. They set off uphill in single file on a narrow road, and
about 3 a.m. on 31 May reached the little hilltop town of Colli, where
they waited for daylight.

1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 475.

2 The lower village.

From Colli the road continued northwards between the Liri River and
the town of Monte San Giovanni, on top of a sugar-loaf peak, and curved
to the north-west around the far side of a large hill, Colle Lucinetta.
Some armoured cars of 6 Lancers and a troop from B Squadron, while
scouting along this route, encountered a rearguard from 1 Parachute
Division at a road junction. A Sherman tank silenced an anti-tank gun,
but another New Zealand tank and an armoured car were knocked out.
The column was without infantry support and had no prospect of


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120138.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018225.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018302.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006524.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018684.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001429.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000575.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002001.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003609.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000768.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-110030.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018684.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000767.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000701.html

dislodging the enemy, so it withdrew. Meanwhile the rest of B Squadron
accompanied the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders across country to
clear Colle Lucinetta and Monte San Giovanni. Its tanks fired at
scattered parties of escaping Germans.

After crossing the Liri C Squadron advanced with 3/8 Punjab of 19
Brigade towards the road junction where the German rearguard had
turned back the scouting column. The Indians jumped down from the
tanks on which they had been riding and approached on foot, but were
stopped by machine-gun and mortar fire, and took cover. So heavy and
persistent was the subsequent fighting that the tanks' Browning barrels
‘were red-hot and their rifling worn away before the day was over.’ ! One
Sherman was hit, probably by a bazooka, and set on fire; a member of its
crew was killed and the rest wounded.

Traffic, obviously the main body of the enemy, was seen speeding
away along a road to the west. Early next morning the rearguard, having
delayed the pursuers as long as was necessary, had gone from the road
junction; it left behind two anti-tank guns, several spandaus, quantities
of ammunition and stores, seven stragglers and about 40 dead.

On 1 June a troop of B Squadron accompanied a squadron of the
Lancers on a reconnaissance to Veroli, on a hill several miles to the
west. The 6/13 Royal Frontier Force Rifles, with A Squadron in support,
drove from Monte San Giovanni through a valley of prosperous farms
and orchards. The countryside looked peaceful and free of the enemy,
and the Italians who lined the road waved home-made Union Jacks,
threw flowers and embraced the liberators.

At Veroli a German rearguard waited with machine guns, mortars
and light anti-tank guns. When the reconnaissance column drew near,
the enemy caught it in the open and quickly knocked out three Humber
scout cars. B Squadron's tanks engaged Veroli and the nearby hillsides,
and called for an artillery stonk, which silenced much of the hostile fire.
The Frontier Force Riflemen, approaching by a different route, began
climbing the steep slopes below the
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1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 482.

village, but were brought to a halt by an intense concentration of
machine-gun and mortar fire; the artillery, heavy mortars and A
Squadron's tanks covered their withdrawal. The enemy vanished during
the night, and the Indians and New Zealanders entered Veroli next
morning to receive a heroes' welcome.

(v)

By this time 2 NZ Division, having crossed the Melfa River near
Atina, had cut the Sora escape route in the upper Liri valley on the
eastern side of the Simbruini Mountains, and the only way to the north
still open to the enemy between 10 and 13 Corps was the Veroli- Alatri-
Subiaco route, on the western side of these mountains.

From Veroli 17 Indian Brigade continued the advance towards Alatri
on 2 June. The Royal Fusiliers and B Squadron of 18 Regiment took
most of the morning to get clear of Veroli's narrow streets, which were
blocked in places by debris. They then descended a steep, winding road
littered with German vehicles knocked out by the RAF and the artillery.
In the valley ahead was the transport of 78 Division, which had come up
from the south and was attacking Alatri, on top of another conical hill
and at times blotted from view by the dust and smoke of shellfire,
bombing and strafing.

The Royal Fusiliers and B Squadron left the road and took to the
fields on 78 Division's right. B Squadron ran into country ‘worse even
than the hills east of the Liri. The tanks struggled across a succession of
ridges, with steep rises and sharp drops to stream beds, and on every
slope vines, vines and more vines. How the crews cursed those endless
fields of vines! They seemed to take an age to push through, the
Shermans pitching like destroyers in and out of the ditches that
paralleled every row, men sitting in front with heavy wire-cutters to
hack a passage....’ ! The tanks fired a few rounds at German transport
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retreating farther up the road, but it was impossible to see in the haze
whether any hits were scored. By nightfall 78 Division had occupied
Alatri.

B Squadron was still ostensibly in support of the Royal Fusiliers on 3
June, but the going was so difficult that the tanks lost contact with the
infantry. The squadron formed a close laager for the night and was on
the move again before daylight on the 4th. Its tanks gave covering fire
for a patrol of 6 Lancers reconnoitring towards the next village along
the road, Guarcino, which 17 Brigade entered the following day.

This was 18 Regiment's last action in the battle for Rome. B
Squadron rejoined the rest of the regiment, which was replaced

1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 486.

under 8 Indian Division's command on 4 June by 12 Canadian
Armoured Regiment. When the New Zealanders left Veroli on their way
south next day, Major-General Russell stood at the roadside to thank
them. He wrote to General Freyberg: ‘I wish you to know how glad I was
to have your 18 NZ Armd Regt under my command. They fought well
and nothing was too difficult for them to tackle. In fact they got across
a large stretch of country which the going map said was impassable to
tracks....’

(vi)

While 13 Corps was pursuing the enemy through the hills north-east
of Route 6, the Canadian Corps pushed along the highway until halted
on 3 June at Anagni, about 30 miles from Rome, to allow the French
Expeditionary Corps to pass through on Fifth Army's right flank. The
Canadians then went into reserve and Eighth Army regrouped so as to
place 6 British Armoured Division and 6 South African Armoured
Division, under 13 Corps, in the van of the pursuit to the north.
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By this time the battle for Rome was drawing to a close on Fifth
Army's front. The 2nd US Corps, attacking on the eastern side of the
Alban Hills, had cut Route 6 at Valmontone by nightfall on 1 June and
closed the northern entrance to the Sacco valley next day; it then
wheeled to the left and headed towards Rome, thus threatening to turn
the flank of the German Fourteenth Army, which already was being hard
pressed by 6 Corps. Fourteenth Army abandoned the Caesar Line and
pulled out of the Alban Hills, leaving Route 7 an open road to Rome.
Tenth Army withdrew to the north of Route 6. General Clark's Fifth
Army columns converged on Rome, where they received a wildly
enthusiastic reception on 4 June. Two days later Allied forces under
General Eisenhower assaulted the Normandy beaches to begin the
liberation of north-west Europe. The Italian campaign now was of only
secondary importance in the global war.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

I: THE DIVISION BEGINS TO ADVANCE

I: The Division Begins to Advance
(i)

WHEN the last battle for Cassino ended on 18 May with the Poles
entering the ruins of the monastery and the British 13 Corps occupying
the wrecked town, the Germans still held the slopes of Monte Cairo,
which overlooked the Liri valley, and the heights farther north which
commanded 10 Corps' front, on which 2 New Zealand Division held the
sector nearest to the Poles.

After occupying Montecassino the Polish Corps was ordered to secure
13 Corps' right flank in the Liri valley by capturing Piedimonte San
Germano and the high ground at Passo Corno, on the southern slopes of
Monte Cairo. Piedimonte was defended by about 250 Germans, most of
them from 1 Parachute Division, and although a Polish battle group
managed to enter its outskirts on 20 May, the town was not finally clear
until the 25th. The Poles, supported by New Zealand artillery and mortar
fire, captured the crest of Passo Corno on 21 May, but made little
progress beyond that point until the Germans withdrew from Monte
Cairo.

Meanwhile the New Zealand Division watched its front for signs that
the enemy was preparing to withdraw, and discussed the action it was to
take when he did. Plans were mooted, amended, cancelled and revived
before it was finally decided that the Division should advance towards
Atina with its 5 and 6 Infantry Brigades. Both 2 Independent Parachute
Brigade and 12 South African Motor Brigade, which occupied the
northern and central portion of the Division's sector, were wanted for
tasks elsewhere and would have to be replaced.

Fifth Brigade, which had begun to relieve 6 Brigade in the Belvedere-
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Terelle sector on the night of 16-17 May, completed the changeover two
nights later, not without incident. About 1 a.m. on the 18th, while 23
Battalion was moving into the line partly on Colle Abate and astride the
road to Terelle, a German patrol attacked the left-hand company (A
Company) of 26 Battalion, which had not yet vacated the position, but
was driven off with the loss of three men killed and three taken prisoner,
at the cost of one New Zealander killed. Next night 23 Battalion staged a
‘demonstration’ by firing its weapons to see if the enemy was still there,
and received retaliatory mortar fire which killed one man and wounded
seven others. Brigadier Stewart warned his battalion commanders on the
19th that they were to be prepared for an immediate advance but were to
avoid heavy engagements and casualties.

On the night of 20-21 May and the two following nights, 12 South
African Motor Brigade was replaced by the composite Pleasants Force. !
The portion of 2 Independent Parachute Brigade's sector east of the road
leading from the Volturno valley to San Biagio was relinquished to the
command of the Italian Corps of liberation 2 on the night of 21-22 May,
when the Italians relieved the parachute battalion in that position. The
parachute brigade, having already withdrawn another of its battalions,
now held its reduced front with only one unit (5 Battalion), and the road
became the boundary between 2 NZ Division and the Italian corps. Sixth
New Zealand Infantry Brigade assumed command of the parachute
brigade's sector on the morning of the 27th. By that time the Division
had begun to advance.

(i1)

When the New Zealand Division moved into the Apennines from
Cassino in April, the German 44 Infantry Division (under 14 Panzer
Corps) held the sector from Terelle to Monte Cifalco, astride the defile
through which the road led from the Rapido valley to Belmonte Castello
and Atina; in the line to the north was 51 Mountain Corps. Shortly
before the Allied offensive began on 11 May, the enemy reorganised his
front: the boundary between 14 Panzer Corps and 51 Mountain Corps
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was moved into the Liri valley, and 51 Corps then held its front from
south to north with 44 Division, 1 Parachute Division, 5 Mountain
Division and 114 Light Division. Headquarters 44 Division took over
the forces just south of

! Commanded by Lt-Col C. L. Pleasants, this group included
Wilder Force (Div Cav dismounted from its armoured cars, with
the Italian Bafile Bn— ‘more exotic than martial’—under
command), 22 (Mot) Bn, 24 Bn, 31 A-Tk Bty, 2 MG Coy. A
battalion from Eighth Army reserve (1/5 Essex), placed under 2
NZ Div's command, later relieved 24 Bn, which returned to 6
Bde.

2 A few days earlier the Italian Motor Group had been
reinforced and given the title of the Corpo Italiano di
Liberazione.

Cassino, while 1 Parachute Division, in and around Cassino, and 5
Mountain Division extended towards each other to meet on a boundary
about half-way between Terelle and Belmonte Castello. Still opposite the
New Zealanders in the Terelle sector, therefore, was 132 Grenadier
Regiment (of 44 Division) under the command of 1 Parachute Division,
and in the Belmonte sector 134 Grenadier Regiment (also of 44
Division) under the command of 5§ Mountain Division. The Monte
Cifalco area was held by 100 Mountain Regiment of 5 Mountain
Division, and the line from Monte Cifalco to beyond San Biagio by 85
Mountain Regiment of the same division. North of the road which
passed through San Biagio was 114 Light Division.

On 10 May General Valentin Feurstein, commanding 51 Corps, gave
his opinion to the commander of Tenth Army (General von Vietingh off)
that the troops under 44 Division were not strong enough to hold the
Liri valley sector ‘against such great enemy superiority’ and that ‘it
would be better to evacuate Cassino and Montecassino and retire to the
Senger support line [the Hitler Line] before the troops of the division
were smashed....’ ! But Feurstein's superiors did not share this view;
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Cassino and the present line were to be held as long as possible.
Nevertheless Eighth Army's attack had been in progress only three days
when, on 14 May, the commander of 44 Division (Lieutenant-General
Bruno Ortner) insisted that either his division was reinforced or it would
have to fall back on the Hitler Line. Reinforcements were provided by
transferring troops from 51 Corps' northern flank. The 90th Panzer
Grenadier Division took over the sector in the Liri valley on 15 and 16
May, and 44 Division went back to a position north of Terelle, where it
resumed command of 132 and 134 Regiments in the sector between 1
Parachute Division and 5 Mountain Division. By the time this
reorganisation was completed, on 22 May, Cassino had been evacuated,
and the southern flank of 51 Corps, pivoting on Monte Cairo, had fallen
back to the Hitler Line.

The demands on 5§ Mountain Division for troops to reinforce the
formations bearing the brunt of the battle in the south brought the
complaint from its commander (Major-General M. Schrank) that he could
no longer guarantee to hold his sector under attack. Nevertheless a
battalion of 100 Mountain Regiment was called for on 23 May and had
to be pulled out from the Monte Cifalco area ‘in full view of the enemy’ 2
in daylight, and its positions left in the charge of small standing patrols.

In a withdrawal planned for the night of 24-25 May, following

! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps.

2 Tbid.

the breaking of the Hitler Line, 51 Corps was to conform with the
forces falling back on its right by taking up a line running from the
confluence of the Melfa and Liri rivers across the hills north of Monte
Cairo to the vicinity of Monte Cifalco. An order from Tenth Army to hold
the Melfa line ‘at all costs for several days’ ! did not reach the corps
until midday on 25 May, by which time Eighth Army already had crossed
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the Melfa River in the Liri valley. The British were expected to attack in
force next day. ‘It was certain that the troops of 90 Pz Gren Div would
not be able to stand up to such an attack, as they were dog weary
physically and mentally, and their units were split up into makeshift
groups.... it was clear that only a withdrawal would save a collapse in

this sector.’ 2

The divisions of 51 Corps were told that the line behind the Melfa
was to be held on orders from Tenth Army. The 1st Parachute Division
was to withdraw its troops to strengthen the Melfa front, and 44
Division was to take over the sector extending eastwards across the
northern slopes of Monte Cairo to the vicinity of Terelle. This line was to
be held until further orders—but 44 Division, 5 Mountain Division and
114 Light Division were to prepare to withdraw. Later 44 Division was
told to re-man battle outposts on the Monte Cifalco line which it was
evacuating.

Shortly before midnight on 25 May 51 Corps ordered the immediate
withdrawal of 90 Panzer Grenadier Division to a line behind the Liri
north of Ceprano (where it would come under the command of 14
Panzer Corps), and of 1 Parachute Division and 44 Division to a line
running eastwards from the Liri over the hills to a point of contact with
5 Mountain Division west of the Belmonte- Atina road. Less than four
hours later 51 Corps received orders from Tenth Army to retire to a line
behind the Melfa River, to which 44 Division and 5 Mountain Division
were to go as quickly as possible. The Germans covered their retreat by
battle outposts left out in front of the new line.

(iii)

Before the enemy began to withdraw, nightly patrol activity on one
part or another of the New Zealand Division's front and shell, mortar and
machine-gun fire had shown that he was still there, if not in any
strength. On the evening of the 23rd, however, the shelling of ground he
had previously occupied suggested that he might be preparing to go.
That night listening posts heard
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! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps.

2 Ibid.

the noise of much movement, especially in the Monte Cairo area.
The Poles reported that Terelle was clear—they had made similar reports
a few days earlier—but their patrols encountered German working parties
on the northern side of Passo Corno and did not reach Terelle. The
general impression on the Division's front on the morning of 24 May was
that, although the enemy might be preparing to go, he was still present
in sufficient numbers to make an advance difficult.

Towards evening the Division came under heavy shellfire, which
caused some casualties. The artillery observers were not sure whether
the enemy was firing to register his guns in fresh positions or whether
he was using up ammunition before he pulled them out from their old
sites. In any case it was felt that he intended to cover the withdrawal of
at least some of his forward posts, especially as the village of Valleluce,
which he had held just south of Monte Cifalco, received many of the
shells.

Fifth Brigade was directed to follow up any withdrawal but not to
make a set assault on German positions. Before the brigade could
advance it had to have access to the tracks between its front line and
Terelle, and Terelle itself would have to be clear of the enemy. Brigadier
Stewart instructed 23 Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel McPhail ') to make
a noisy demonstration with all available weapons and, if the enemy did
not react, to send out patrols at once to reconnoitre. The demonstration
drew little reaction, but the patrols came under machine-gun fire.

The enemy, after firing only intermittently during the night, began
to shell the New Zealand positions heavily at dawn on 25 May.
Observation posts reported hearing or seeing demolitions in locations
which suggested that he already had taken his heavy weapons back or
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was abandoning them. Once again the Poles claimed that Terelle had
been vacated, and by evening they had a patrol of platoon strength on
the summit of Monte Cairo.

Shortly after midday two of the tanks with 5 Brigade, manned by
crews from the Divisional Protective Troop, advanced along the road
towards Terelle. They had reached a point about a mile from the village
when two anti-tank guns opened fire and knocked out the leading tank.
The crew bailed out and retired to the second tank, which had halted in
cover. Patrols from 23 Battalion were then told not to try to advance
until nightfall, but when it was noticed that the enemy was shelling
some buildings south of the road, which he had previously held, the
battalion was granted

1 Lt-Col E. A. McPhail, DSO, MC and bar, m.i.d.; born
Wanganui, 31 Dec 1906; bank official; CO 23 Bn May-Jun 1944,
Aug-Oct 1944; 21 Bn Oct 1944-May 1945; wounded 9 Apr 1943;
died Ashburton, 27 Jan 1967.

permission to investigate. A patrol from B Company, covered by the
surviving tank, approached slowly and carefully over very exposed
ground. The tank opened fire with its 75-millimetre gun and machine
gun on the nearest building, and some men, thought to be Germans,
made off hurriedly, but the patrol found no other sign of enemy
occupation.

Stewart ordered 23 Battalion to send out more patrols and to be
prepared to reinforce them if they met no opposition. At 8.40 p.m. the
battalion asked that no artillery fire be laid on its front because its
companies were following up its patrols. Soon the battalion reported that
it was on the ridge across the road where the original German forward
posts had been, without having met opposition, and was sending a patrol
north-eastwards along the ridge to make contact on Colle Abate with 28
(Maori) Battalion. This patrol was held up by minefields, but the
remainder of 23 Battalion, after some hard climbing over the rocky
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slopes, took up positions on a line covering the road. About a dozen
casualties were sustained on mines or booby traps and from shellfire.
‘The bright flash with which one large mine exploded brought enemy
shellfire down on the area. Had it not been for the fact that many shells
were duds, casualties would have been heavy.’ !

Fifth Brigade warned 21 Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel McElroy ?) to
be ready to pass through 23 Battalion with Terelle as its objective if the
23rd had encountered no opposition by 11 p.m. About that time mortar
shells began to fall across the Terelle road, so the battalion was told to
wait until counter-mortar tasks could be fired on Monte Cifalco, from
which the mortaring appeared to come. The mortaring continued
intermittently, but as no small-arms fire was reported, Stewart released
21 Battalion shortly after midnight. The leading troops entered Terelle
before dawn without meeting any Germans, except three who were
surprised in a house and surrendered, and others who were rounded up by
patrols searching near the village. Altogether about 15 prisoners, mostly
of 132 Grenadier Regiment, were taken. After daybreak guns of heavy
calibre began to shell the New Zealand sector, especially the road into
Terelle and the village itself. Five men were wounded in 21 Battalion
before this fire slackened off when the New Zealand artillery bombarded
known gun positions between Belmonte and Atina.

While 5 Brigade was patrolling to Terelle, Pleasants Force also sent
out patrols, one of which, from 1/5 Essex Regiment °

! Angus Ross, 23 Battalion, p. 350.

2 Lt-Col H. M. McElroy, DSO and bar, ED; Auckland; born
Timaru, 2 Dec 1910; public accountant; CO 21 Bn Jun 1943-Jun
1944; four times wounded.

3 Redesignated 5 Essex in May 1943, but referred to in most
records as 1/5 Essex.
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(which had relieved 24 Battalion the previous night), located the
enemy on a ridge south of the precipitous Monte Cifalco, probably part
of the protective screen for the mortars operating there. Another Essex
patrol ran into the counter-mortar fire which was being directed on
these mortar positions. A patrol from 22 Battalion entered Valleluce and
found that both the enemy and civilians had gone. While reconnoitring
beyond the village the patrol became entangled in mines and booby
traps; three men were wounded, and when others went to their
assistance, two were killed and two more wounded. The officer who led
the patrol died of his wounds two days later.

(iv)

Fifth Brigade was instructed on the morning of 26 May to push
through to Belmonte Castello and Atina, provided this could be done
‘without getting into too much trouble.’ ! After Brigadier Stewart had
examined the situation and the ground, he ordered tanks and carriers to
Terelle. These vehicles came under heavy shellfire when they appeared
on the ridge east of the village. One of the carriers was hit, and one of
the tanks, while turning to go back, ran on to a mine on the verge of the
narrow track and was lost. The vehicles were then ordered to remain
below the ridge until dark, when they were to join 32 Anti-Tank Battery's
‘infantillery’, who were to take over Terelle from 21 Battalion.

Both 21 and 23 Battalions were to ‘ease forward gradually as
opportunity permits’. > The 23rd was to use a track leading down a gully
north of Colle Abate to Belmonte, and the 21st a route parallel to the
23rd's but farther west and joining the Belmonte- Atina road about
midway between those two places. As the tracks were mined, the
infantry would be accompanied by sappers from 6 Field Company.

Sixth Brigade, which was to assume command of 2 Independent
Parachute Brigade's sector on the morning of 27 May, was to have the
role of covering the Division's right flank and clearing the road though
San Biagio to Atina so that this route could be opened up as a possible
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main axis for the Division. The brigade was to dispose of any German
rearguards and protect the engineers who were to remove mines and
repair demolitions as quickly as possible. B Squadron of 20 Armoured
Regiment was to go under the direct command of 5 Brigade and A
Squadron under 6 Brigade. Divisional Cavalry was to revert to divisional
command, and its troopers, who

! War diary, HQ 5 Inf Bde.

2 Ibid.

had been acting as infantry with Pleasants Force, were to be rejoined
by their armoured cars.

General Freyberg told Brigadier Stewart, ‘Whoever (5 or 6 Brigade)
gets to Atina first, will go on to Sora. The other brigade will follow. Don't
get involved, but keep the enemy on the run.’ ! The GOC did not want
the Division to get embroiled with a strong German rearguard.

(v)

It was obvious on 26 May that, although his mortars were still firing
from Monte Cifalco and his large guns from positions back in the
mountains, the enemy was on his way out from the New Zealand front. A
deserter who came into the Maori Battalion's lines at Colle Belvedere
said his unit (a battalion of 132 Regiment) had withdrawn two nights
earlier and had left his company to demonstrate its presence until the
next night, when it also had fallen back. The Maori Battalion came
under mortar fire late in the afternoon, which killed two men and
wounded two. After counter-mortar fire was directed on the Monte
Cifalco area, a party of Germans bearing a wounded man on a stretcher
and carrying a Red Cross flag was seen marching down the Belmonte
road.

During the night 23 Battalion advanced to some houses beyond Colle
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Abate and down the track to Belmonte, which B Company entered
without opposition about 6 a.m. on the 27th; 21 Battalion, advancing
northward from Terelle, secured the high ground beyond Belmonte. After
exchanging a few shots with a German observation post on Monte Piano,
A Company of 21 Battalion took four prisoners from 134 Regiment.

The 23rd Battalion, led by A Company, which took 11 prisoners,
continued down the road to Atina, the outskirts of which were reached
late in the afternoon. The battalion learned from civilians that the
enemy had gone back behind the Melfa River, about a mile from the
village. Bad demolitions were found on all the roads entering Atina, and
the bridge over the Melfa had been wrecked, but the river was fordable.
The 21st Battalion, which had kept pace on the left, also reached the
Melfa.

Meanwhile Pleasants Force had been advised of the capture of
Belmonte, and one of its units, the Essex battalion, set out on the task
of protecting the engineers under 7 Field Company, including a section
with bulldozers, who were to clear the mines, shell damage and
demolitions on the road which climbed from the Rapido valley through
the defile between Colle Belvedere and Monte

! Note by Stewart to War History Branch, 1958.
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THE ADYANCE TO 50RA, 20-31 MAY 1944

THE ADVANCE TO SORA, 26-31 MAY 1944

Cifalco, and then descended beyond Belmonte to Atina. Patrols of
the Essex made contact with 23 Battalion at Belmonte early in the
afternoon, but a large demolition delayed the engineers short of the
village. Next day, however, they opened the road to Atina.

Brigadier Stewart ordered the Maori Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel
Young !) in mid-morning on the 27th to move from Colle Belvedere to
the brigade's concentration area near Sant' Elia in the Rapido valley and
to get ready to advance along the road to Atina. The Maoris marched
down the Terelle track, which no longer offered any terror. Fifth
Brigade's support units, which included 32 Anti-Tank Battery (reverting
to its anti-tank role), the detachment of five tanks operated by the
Divisional Protective Troop, 1 and 3 Companies of 27 (Machine Gun)
Battalion, and 2788 Field Squadron of the RAF, also were ordered to
concentrate near Sant' Elia in readiness to follow up the infantry. B
Squadron of 20 Armoured Regiment had arrived during the night; on the
way one of its tanks had gone over a bank in the darkness, killing one
and injuring two of the crew.

Sixth Brigade began its advance from the east towards Atina early in
the afternoon of the 27th. The 25th Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel
MacDuff %) had moved up during the night from the brigade rest area in
the Volturno valley to the vicinity of Cardito, and after 5 Parachute
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Battalion (temporarily under 6 Brigade's command) had patrolled to the
road north-east of Monte San Croce without seeing the enemy, resumed
the advance about 1.30 p.m. No opposition was met, but many
demolitions and mines on the road had to be cleared before the tanks of
A Squadron, 20 Armoured Regiment, and the support weapons could
catch up with the infantry, who reached the outskirts of shell-battered
San Biagio late in the afternoon. A patrol found the village unoccupied.
Some of the demolitions were so bad that it seemed unlikely that the
tanks and other vehicles would rejoin the battalion overnight, although
sappers of 572 Field Company, Royal Engineers (in support of 6 Brigade),
proposed to work by moonlight.

In the triangle of hills between the two routes along which 5 and 6
Brigades were advancing, Pleasants Force searched for any Germans who
might remain on the Division's front. Patrols from 22 Battalion had seen
the enemy on the night of 26-27 May north of Valleluce and on Monte
Cifalco, but after daybreak found only vacated positions, many of them
mined and booby-trapped. One

! Lt-Col R. R. T. Young, DSO; England; born Wellington, 25
Jun 1902; oil company executive; CO NZ School of Instruction,
Feb-Apr 1943; CO 28 (Maori) Bn Dec 1943- Jul 1944, Aug-Nov
1944; wounded 26 Dec 1943.

2 Col J. L. MacDuff, MC, m.i.d.; born Wellington, 11 Dec
1905; barrister and solicitor; CO 27 (MG) Bn Sep 1943-Feb 1944,
25 Bn Mar-Jun 1944; Adv Base, 2 NZEF, Jun—-Jul 1944; Chief
Justice of Fiji, 1962-63; died Suva, 11 Jul 1963.

patrol pushed to the top of Cifalco, where the enemy had abandoned
his defences. The Italian troops in the mountains to the north of the
New Zealand Division reached San Biagio on the evening of the 27th and
occupied Picinisco, a village near the Melfa River north-east of Atina,
early next day. Farther north the Italians had sharp encounters with
German rearguards.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

II: THE PURSUIT TO SORA

Ill: The Pursuit to Sora
(1)

The valley of the Melfa ‘was bright green, cut by the silver ribbon of
the river weaving its way through a carpet of blood-red poppies.’ ! From
the far side of the river near Atina a road led northward through San
Donato to join Route 83 at Opi, in the upper Sangro valley; another led
north-westward to join Route 82 at Sora, in the upper Liri valley. Routes
82 and 83 continued on through the mountains to Alveo del Lago di
Fucino, a large oval plain reclaimed from a lake in the nineteenth
century. Route 5, which crossed the peninsula from Rome to Pescara,
was joined on the northern edge of the Fucino basin by Route 82 at the
town of Avezzano and by Route 83 farther east. Other roads led
northward again.

After 51 Mountain Corps' withdrawal on the night of 26-27 May, 1
Parachute Division, on the southern flank, blocked the junction of
Routes 6 and 82 at Arce; 44 Division held a line which extended north-
eastwards to the Atina- Sora road below Monte Morrone, and 5 Mountain
Division continued this line across the Atina- Opi road to make contact
with 114 Light Division.

Although 1 Parachute Division had checked the British advance
towards Arce, 51 Corps anticipated a heavy assault on this flank, and as
it had few anti-tank weapons and considered the present line unsuitable
for prolonged defence, requested Tenth Army's permission for a further
withdrawal. Army replied by directing the corps to extend 5 Mountain
Division towards the Sora- Balsorano valley (part of the upper Liri valley
through which Route 82 passed on the way to Avezzano), so that 44
Division could release reinforcements for 1 Parachute Division. The
corps therefore ordered 44 Division to pull out two battalions and send
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them to 1 Parachute Division, which ‘would leave a wide gap in 44 Div's
FDLs, but that could not be helped.’ 2

In the evening of the 27th 51 Corps asked Tenth Army urgently

! Maj R. T. Familton, quoted in 20 Battalion and Armoured
Regiment, p. 423.

2 War diary, 51 Mtn Corps. FDLs: forward defended localities.

for anti-tank weapons ‘as the enemy tanks... could not be fought off
with bayonets’, ! and again requested a withdrawal. Army repeated its
order that 5§ Mountain Division should extend farther out to the
Balsorano valley and directed that ‘a large force’ of 44 Division be sent
to block Route 82 five kilometres north-west of Arce, behind 1
Parachute Division, against attacks from the north; it also ordered 5
Mountain Division to hold firm on the Melfa line. This division was
already behind the river. Although 44 Division complained that it was
unable, with so many troops detached, to hold its 18-kilometre sector in
the hills west of the Melfa, the two battalions were sent off to their
blocking role at Arce.

(i1)

Fifth New Zealand Infantry Brigade had received instructions in the
afternoon of 27 May that, after the capture of Atina, the axis of advance
was to be the Atina- Sora road. A light force was to lead.

The first of the brigade's troops crossed the Melfa River during the
night. Patrols from C Company, 21 Battalion, reconnoitring north of
Atina, discovered an easy crossing place—it was only a shallow stream—
near the wrecked bridge, and after midnight the whole company took up
a defensive position on the far side. A small patrol sent to investigate a
side road leading towards the village of Gallinaro ran into small-arms
fire and withdrew.
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The engineers working under 7 Field Company opened the Sant' Elia
— Atina road for tracked vehicles early on the 28th, and during the
morning Staghound armoured cars of C Squadron, Divisional Cavalry,
under S Brigade's direct command, reached Atina. Later in the day,
when further work on the road made it usable for trucks, 28 (Maori)
Battalion motored through from Sant' Elia in a platoon of 4 Reserve
Mechanical Transport Company's trucks. The convoy drove past Atina to
disperse near the river. ‘The sun shining on the lorries' windscreens
heliographed the arrival of the column to the observant enemy. A
sighting smoke shell was followed by high explosive and there were a

dozen casualties... before the troops scattered.’ 2 Several vehicles were
hit.

Meanwhile 23 Battalion reconnoitred beyond the Melfa. D Company
found a bridge on the Atina — San Donato road prepared for demolition,
and the engineers, who were sent for, quickly removed

! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps.

2 J. F. Cody, 28 (Maori) Battalion, p. 381. The casualties,
including NZASC men, exceeded a dozen.

the charges. B Company was directed to test out the strength of the
enemy rearguard at Gallinaro, but made slow progress because of mines
and the shellfire which fell along the road and around Atina. The
company met and repulsed a German patrol, and encountered fire from
Gallinaro itself. Artillery support was called for, and 6 Field Regiment's
25-pounders and some 5-5-inch guns of 2 Army Group Royal Artillery
harassed the village throughout the night. Next day the enemy vacated
Gallinaro.

The engineers constructed a ford over the Melfa, which was passable
by armoured cars and tracked vehicles by about 6 p.m. on the 28th, and
began work on an 80-foot Bailey bridge, which they completed during
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the night; in addition their mine-clearing parties began sweeping the
road towards Sora. The 21st Battalion concentrated just beyond the river
in preparation for resuming the advance, which did not get under way
until late afternoon. Four tanks of the Divisional Protective Troop and
armoured cars of C Squadron of Divisional Cavalry followed when the
ford was ready, but were hindered by demolitions.

B Company of 21 Battalion, which took the lead, had as its objective
the village of Vicalvi, on the southern slopes of Monte Morrone, about
half-way between Atina and Sora; A Company was directed on Alvito, a
mile or two east of Vicalvi; D Company was given the task of getting on
to Monte Morrone, which rose to a height of 3000 feet behind the two
villages.

B Company met a German rearguard after crossing the Mollo stream,
just beyond the Melfa, and took 17 prisoners. The company continued
along the Sora road until it came under shellfire shortly before reaching
the road which branched off to Alvito. The men took to the fields, ‘where
they had to push through shoulder-high wheat crops,’ ! and spent the
remainder of the night in a large building. A Company halted below
Alvito while a platoon reconnoitred to the outskirts of the village
without meeting opposition. D Company was pinned down for an hour by
shellfire near the turn-off to Alvito, and later headed towards Morrone
along a track between Vicalvi and Alvito.

Early next morning (the 29th) A Company entered Alvito, but was
met by small-arms fire in the upper part of the village, which was
situated on two levels. The enemy, however, made a hurried departure
when two Staghounds came to the assistance of the infantry. Meanwhile
D Company began the ascent of Monte Morrone and, despite some
hostile machine-gun fire, reached the crest by 9 a.m. B Company's
leading troops came under mortar and machine-gun fire when they
turned on to the side road leading

! Cody, 21 Battalion, p. 342.
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to Vicalvi. The company halted and called for artillery fire, but
owing to poor communications 6 Field Regiment did not answer this
request until midday. When the shelling ceased B Company entered the
village unopposed.

In the afternoon D Company's troops on Monte Morrone were
counter-attacked by about a company of Germans and, as they were
running out of ammunition, were obliged to withdraw. Artillery fire was
laid on the crest and reverse slopes, but as the enemy appeared to be in
strength in a valley north of Alvito, no attempt was made to retake
Morrone. Four tanks of the Divisional Protective Troop accompanied B
Company into Vicalvi, and a troop of B Squadron, 20 Armoured
Regiment, followed A Company into Alvito. A few tanks and Staghounds
covered an advance by this company, reinforced by a platoon from D
Company, to occupy high ground above the village. At dusk, however,
the enemy had not been cleared completely from houses north of Alvito.

On 28 and 29 May 21 Battalion had taken 39 prisoners from units of
5 Mountain Division and 44 Division, and had sustained 16 casualties,
including three killed. Divisional Cavalry had lost three armoured cars
on mines, without casualties to their crews.

General Freyberg decided to switch 5 Brigade's attack to the left to
bypass the opposition at Monte Morrone. The enemy could not be
expected to hold this isolated position once his withdrawal route to Sora
had been cut. Brigadier Stewart therefore ordered 21 Battalion with its
supporting tanks, a section of Vickers machine guns and 5 Brigade's
heavy mortar (4:2-inch) platoon to establish a defensive line from Alvito
to Vicalvi while 28 Battalion was brought up to its left to continue the
advance to Sora.

The topography at Sora bore some resemblance to that at Cassino:
the town was overlooked by a hill capped with a castle, behind which
rose a 3000-foot mountain (Colle Sant' Angelo); and through it passed
the main road (Route 82) and the railway at the southern entrance to
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the steep-sided valley of the upper Liri River.
(iii)

While S Brigade was occupying Atina and thrusting along the dusty
road towards Sora, 6 Brigade continued its slow progress towards Atina
from the east. The 25th Battalion paused at San Biagio while the road
was cleared of demolitions to permit the tanks of A Squadron, 20
Regiment, and the supporting arms to join the infantry. The 26th
Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Hutchens ') moved up from the Volturno
valley and assembled at La Selva, where on 28 May it relieved S
Parachute Battalion of responsibility for its sector. The parachute
battalion returned to its own brigade, which was no longer under New
Zealand command.

From the rocky hilltop on which San Biagio was situated the
winding road descended steeply into the valley of the Mollarino stream,
which flowed into the Melfa near Atina, about eight miles distant. The
enemy had obstructed the road in so many places by destroying or
damaging bridges and culverts, blowing craters and laying mines, that it
would take the sappers (parties from 8 Field Company and 572 Company,
RE) several days to clear, even with the assistance of other troops from
6 Brigade. General Freyberg suggested that, as the road was so badly
damaged, the brigade should move back through Casale and
Acquafondata and use the Sant' Elia — Atina route. After some discussion
this idea was abandoned because the San Biagio road, when cleared,
would be a valuable alternative route, and because the engineers
estimated that it would be cleared in less time than it would take 6
Brigade to go by the other route, which was already in full use by the
transport supplying 5 Brigade and might also be wanted for 4 Armoured
Brigade.

Pleasants Force, which no longer served a purpose, was disbanded on
29 May: its headquarters staff and 22 (Motor) Battalion returned to 4
Brigade's command, and 1/5 Essex went to reserve under 2 NZ Division's
command. Fourth Brigade had been ordered the previous day to bring all
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its available units forward to Sant' Elia. Arrangements were made for
534 Tank Transporter Company, RASC, to operate a shuttle service over
the long and difficult route from Pietramelara, and by dusk on the 29th
most of the tanks of 19 and 20 Armoured Regiments had arrived. The
20th Regiment (less A Squadron with 6 Brigade) was ordered to join its B
Squadron under S Brigade's command, and by the morning of the 30th
had accomplished the move through Belmonte and Atina.

(iv)

The start of the Division's advance coincided with a visit from the
Prime Minister of New Zealand (Mr Peter Fraser), who had attended the
fourth Commonwealth Prime Ministers' conference in

1 Lt-Col R. L. Hutchens, DSO, m.i.d., Legion of Merit (US);
Paris; born Hawera, 26 Nov 1914; civil servant; CO 27 (MG) Bn
Feb-May 1944; 26 Bn May-Jun 1944; 24 Bn Jun 1944-May 1945;
wounded 21 Jul 1942; High Commissioner for New Zealand in
Singapore, 1959-62; NZ Ambassador to France, 1965-.

England. Mr Fraser, accompanied by Lieutenant-General Puttick !
(Chief of the General Staff and GOC New Zealand Military Forces),
arrived at Caserta on 26 May and was met by General Freyberg.

The Prime Minister spent a week with the Division, during which he
visited all formations. On 31 May he called at Divisional Headquarters,
by that time well beyond Atina, ‘changed from a jeep to a staghound and
with a protective troop went forward with the GOC towards Sora which
is now in our hands.... Prime Minister spoke to Maoris in the forward
area and was within 400 yards of a shell-burst. The last armoured car in
the protective troop fired its 2-pdr in error just as the party started off.
Fortunately it was pointing skywards.’ 2

(v)

On 28 May the British thrusting up the Liri valley threatened to
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overrun 1 Parachute Division near Arce and roll up 51 Mountain Corps'
southern flank; the continuous bombing of German supply routes and
the destruction of bridges caused traffic jams which prevented the
delivery of ammunition; tanks were reported to be appearing north of
Atina, and a push on Sora was expected.

The threat to the line of communication across the front between
Sora and Arce necessitated a change of command in Tenth Army: the
formations on the southern flank, including 1 Parachute Division and a
large part of 44 Division, were transferred to 14 Panzer Corps, which
left 51 Corps with only the troops covering the withdrawal routes
through Opi and Sora. At first Tenth Army wanted to put the whole of
44 Division under 14 Panzer Corps' command and to make 5 Mountain
Division responsible for 44 Division's sector covering Sora and the
valley to the north, but General Feurstein managed to get this altered so
that 51 Corps kept HQ 44 Division and a few of its units; nevertheless
he had to release the units already in 14 Panzer Corps' sector and a
regimental headquarters and another battalion in addition. To defend
the Sora- Balsorano section of the upper Liri valley, through which
Route 82 passed on the way to Avezzano, 44 Division retained the
headquarters and one battalion of 134 Regiment, one battalion of 132
Regiment, a light battery and an engineer battalion.

The rearranging of the front was settled at a conference at midnight
on 28-29 May. The Tenth Army Chief of Staff (
Lieuten-

1 Lt-Gen Sir Edward Puttick, KCB, DSO and bar, m.i.d., MC
(Gk), Legion of Merit (US); Wellington; born Timaru, 26 Jun
1890; Regular soldier; NZ Rifle Bde 1914-19 (CO 3 Bn); comd 4
Bde Jan 1940-Aug 1941; 2 NZ Div ( Crete) 29 Apr-27 May 1941;
CGS and GOC NZ Military Forces, Aug 1941-Dec 1945.

2 GOC's diary. Divisional Cavalry, p. 342, says somebody
accidentally fired the 37-mm. gun of a Staghound.
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ant

-General Fritz Wentzell) claimed that 5 Mountain Division, in
pulling back to the Opi pass, had abandoned and demolished the only
road which it could have used to move across to take over 44 Division's
sector. General Feurstein replied that Tenth Army had authorised the
withdrawal and that when the move had begun Wentzell had given
orders to hurry up on the left because of the situation at Valmontone.
The mountain division, therefore, had reached the Opi pass position
when the new Tenth Army order arrived to hold the Melfa line. ‘The
pulling out of one unit after another from 44 Div, 5 Mtn Div and 114 Lt
Div had stretched the rubber band to its utmost, so that it was in grave

danger of breaking....” !

Although Army Group C and Tenth Army were continually laying
down lines on the map which were to be held at all costs, 51 Corps
could only pretend that it was holding the latest of these lines or admit
that it had already withdrawn behind it. The troops opposing the New
Zealand advance probably were equivalent to one New Zealand brigade;
they had few if any tanks (in any case, if they had tanks, they would
have had to keep them well back to avoid getting them cut off by their
own demolitions); they were short of anti-tank weapons, transport and
ammunition, and were spread over a wide front in positions which often
could not give mutual support.

Field Marshal Kesselring probably did the corps less than justice in a
conversation with Vietinghoff and Wentzell in the evening of 29 May. ‘I
get very unhappy,’ he said, ‘when I think how poor a fight 51 Mtn Corps
has put up.... If the enemy is already getting trucks through past Atina,
the demolitions there cannot have been thoroughly carried out. In that
case I am afraid he will simply barge straight through at Sora and

Alvito.... That sector must be reinforced more....’ 2

Tenth Army issued orders on the 29th for 14 Panzer Corps to
prevent a breakthrough in the Sacco valley towards Frosinone and for
51 Corps to prevent a breakthrough in the Sora valley. The latter corps
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was to hold a line running north-eastward from Castelliri (near the Liri
River) across the Atina- Sora road to a point north of Alvito, and then
eastward across the Atina- Opi road towards the Sangro River. The Sth
Mountain Division was given control of the mountains on the eastern
side of the Balsorano valley, and the adjoining 44 Division was astride
the valley south of Sora.

! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps.

2 War diary, Tenth Army.

(vi)

The commander of 5 NZ Infantry Brigade (Brigadier Stewart) gave
orders in the evening of 29 May that 21 Battalion, with the support of
the tanks, mortars and machine guns it already had, was to hold the
Alvito- Vicalvi line; 2788 Field Squadron, RAF Regiment, was to relieve
23 Battalion in the Atina area and the 23rd was to concentrate north of
the Melfa on the Atina- Sora road; and 28 (Maori) Battalion was to pass
through the 21st and continue the advance towards Sora.

The Maori Battalion moved forward in the morning of the 29th to
positions astride the Atina- Sora road south of the Alvito- Vicalvi line.
After conferring with the Brigadier, Colonel Young gave instructions for
the resumption of the advance in the evening: on the right C Company,
followed by A, was to get on to Colle Monacesco, the high ground north
of the bridge over the deep, silent Fibreno River, which crossed the
valley two miles south of Sora; on the left D Company, followed by B,
was to cover the bridge itself, which was known to have been blown up
by the enemy, and occupy Colle Mastroianni, between the village of
Fontechiari and the Fibreno. A troop of B Squadron, 20 Armoured
Regiment, armoured cars of Divisional Cavalry, and sappers of 8 Field
Company were to accompany the battalion.
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When it was sufficiently dark on the evening of the 29th the Maori
Battalion advanced towards the Fibreno River with C and A Companies
along the main road and D and B travelling across country and along
the road north of Fontechiari. By dawn on the 30th they were almost on
their objectives. Men of C Company, who had met some slight opposition
after passing Vicalvi, waded the waist-deep river and took up positions
immediately north of the bridge; the other companies covered the south
side.

The enemy had blown an 80-foot gap in the Fibreno bridge and a 60-
foot gap in a bridge which crossed a stream at the junction of the roads
from Atina and Fontechiari just south of the Fibreno. A bulldozer which
had been working on the road through Fontechiari (where a cavalry
patrol had been investigating an alternative route from Atina) came up
to help on the Fibreno bridges, where work began as soon as
reconnaissance proved that there were no suitable fords for tanks or
trucks along this stretch of the river. As the daylight improved the
bridges came under mortar and machine-gun fire, which made it
difficult for the engineers to lay out their bridging equipment.

Headquarters 28 Battalion was set up at the road junction south of
the river, where the tanks and other vehicles assembled to wait for the
completion of the bridging. About 7 a.m. six aircraft with United States
markings dive-bombed the assembly, causing damage to some of the
vehicles and wounding two men. This incident was remarked upon with
satisfaction by the enemy: ‘In the absence of German aircraft, our hard-
pressed troops received support from Allied fighter-bombers, which
attacked British troop concentrations in the Vicalvi area. Direct hits and

fires were seen in tank and MT concentrations.’ 1

As it appeared that the passage of the vehicles across the Fibreno
would be delayed until the enemy posts responsible for the mortar and
machine-gun fire were driven back from the hill to the north ( Colle
Monacesco) and from the nearby village of Brocco, Colonel Young
directed C and D Companies to clear this area while A extended to the


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-005118.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010677.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002837.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002837.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-031090.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-010677.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018503.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018179.html

west on the southern side of the river and B protected the headquarters
area. C Company gained possession of the hill without opposition, but
shortly after midday observed an enemy force forming up as if to
counter-attack. About 30 or 40 Germans approached the company but ‘a
volley from rifles and automatics mowed them down; very few escaped.’
2 Obviously they had not expected to find hostile troops in the vicinity.

D Company, which was on the southern bank of the Fibreno some
distance west of the bridge, was unable to find a passable ford, but
borrowed a flat-bottomed boat from an Italian and ferried its men across.
The company advanced towards Brocco ‘over stone terraces, through
half-grown grape-vines, and around scattered houses. Fire was heavy but
wild....” 2 The Maoris suffered a few casualties, but the resistance died
away and they entered the village to find that the enemy had left
hurriedly.

By 2 p.m. the enemy fire on the bridges and elsewhere had almost
ceased. Reports from patrols and civilians gave the impression that the
Germans were withdrawing. The sappers (8 Field Company) were able to
make fast progress on their bridging and hoped to be able to get the
tanks over the river before nightfall.

Patrols from B Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, began to search the
Posta area, between Vicalvi and Colle Monacesco, in the morning. Some
of the armoured cars entered the village without meeting opposition, but
others moving along a track around a small lake (Lago della Posta) were
fired on from the ridge to the north of the village, and as they continued
in an attempt to reach the far side of the Fibreno River, were mortared
from the direction of Campoli, a village on high ground farther north.
The enemy

! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps. Maori Battalion, pp. 382-3, says
that nearby houses were set on fire. ‘Aircraft recognition signals
only seemed to annoy, [the aircraft] for they came back and fired
some more houses before they left for home.’
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2 Maori Battalion, p. 383.

3 Ibid.

mortars were quietened by artillery fire, but five of the armoured
cars became bogged in marshy ground, and as none could be extricated
without help, and no infantry protection was available overnight, the
crews walked back to squadron headquarters. The cars were all recovered
next day.

A patrol of C Squadron, after negotiating some small demolitions
near Alvito, drove along the lateral road linking the Atina- Sora and
Atina- Opi roads and entered the outskirts of San Donato in the morning
of 30 May. The cars were halted by a demolition in a street and
experienced some mortar fire. From a few captured Germans and
civilians it was learned that the enemy had left San Donato earlier in
the day on the road to Opi. An artillery stonk was called down on an
enemy position north of the town. A platoon from 21 Battalion, a few
tanks, and machine guns and mortars in trucks were sent to San Donato
in the afternoon, but when German infantry were reported to be
infiltrating back into Posta early in the evening, 21 Battalion was told
to withdraw these tanks and troops and concentrate on defending Alvito.

(vii)

Fifth Brigade's plan for the continuation of the advance was for 28
Battalion with B Squadron, 20 Armoured Regiment, in support to
advance through Sora along Route 82 to where a track led off to
Campoli. A force of 20 Armoured Regiment's tanks was to go up this
track and was to be joined by infantry from 23 Battalion who (after
having taken over the position vacated by the 28th) were to cross Colle
Monacesco direct to Campoli. In the next phase 23 Battalion and the
tanks were to proceed from Campoli to Pescosolido, another hill village
about a mile and a half distant. The Maori Battalion was to assist the
tanks up the main road and was to advance until about level with
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Pescosolido.

Fifth Brigade's advance was to be supported by 6 Field Regiment and
2 Army Group Royal Artillery (with 74, 102 and 140 Medium Regiments
under command), which were to fire stonks covering Route 82 and the
side roads to Campoli and Pescosolido. The medium guns were very
suitable for support of this nature; they could leapfrog forward in fewer
but longer bounds than the Division's field guns. Seldom if ever was the
infantry without artillery support during the whole of 5 Brigade's
advance.

Towards nightfall on the 30th A and B Companies of 28 Battalion
crossed the Fibreno River to assemble on the Sora road. D Company was
to hold Brocco until relieved by a company of 23 Battalion; C Company,
in reserve, was to follow A and B. B Company was caught by mortar fire
while making for the starting line, and had a few men wounded, but re-
formed and had begun to advance with A when it was ordered to stop. On
learning that the engineers were having more difficulty than expected in
bridging the Fibreno, Brigadier Stewart sent urgent orders to 28
Battalion to hold the advance until the supporting arms could cross the
river. A and B Companies, therefore, waited where they were on the road,
while C, on Colle Monacesco, guarded the right flank.

Working in waist-high water and under intermittent shell and mortar
fire, the sappers were unable to complete the Fibreno bridges until
nearly 11 a.m. on 31 May. When the tanks began to cross to the
northern bank, Stewart sent word to the Maoris to begin their advance.
By midday 24 tanks of 20 Armoured Regiment, together with the
carriers and supporting arms of 28 Battalion, were following close
behind the infantry. The vehicles were stopped by a demolished culvert
just short of Sora, and while this was being repaired by the sappers,
again working under fire, the leading infantry entered the town.

A Company, despite mortar and machine-gun fire, pushed on into
the streets; B Company met stronger opposition, including anti-tank
guns, at the railway station. D Company moved across country to the
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right to cut the Balsorano road beyond the town. Tanks of C Squadron,
which accompanied the Maoris into Sora, fired on numerous targets
indicated by the infantry. The Germans manned some self-propelled or
anti-tank guns until the last moment. One of the New Zealand tanks was
lost to them before the combined action of tanks and infantry disposed
of two guns. By late afternoon A and C Companies were in the town, C
across the Liri River in its western part; B was to the north with the task
of covering the junctions of the Sora- Balsorano road and the side roads
to Campoli and Pescosolido, and D was a short way up the road to
Campoli.

The Germans, who overlooked Sora from the hills, shelled the town
and its environs spasmodically during the afternoon and until dark in
spite of many counter-battery tasks fired by 6 Field Regiment and the
medium guns on observed or suspected gun positions. Much information,
most of it accurate, was obtained from civilians who claimed to be
partisans working for the Allied cause; they assisted the observers to
pinpoint gun positions, observation posts and enemy movement.

The advance to Sora had permitted Divisional Cavalry to be used in
its proper role, as ‘the ears and eyes of the Division’, instead of acting,
as had been its experience most of the time since arriving in Italy, as
infantrymen to thicken up the defences. The Staghound armoured cars
were suitable for leading an advance and reconnoitring the side roads
and tracks: when one ran over a mine, it might lose a wheel but
otherwise would suffer little damage, and its crew probably escaped
injury. When a Sherman tank exploded a mine the damage usually was
more extensive and the crew badly shaken. On 31 May C Squadron
remained in San Donato, which the cavalry patrols had been first to
enter, A Squadron was responsible for holding Posta until relieved by
2788 Squadron, RAF Regiment, and B Squadron, overcoming numerous
demolitions, worked its way down Route 82 from Sora to Isola del Liri,
where it made contact next day with troops of 8 Indian Division who
had come up from the south.
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(viii)

While concentrating in a wheat field, where the vehicles were
crammed together, near the Atina- Sora road, 23 Battalion was shelled
for about an hour on 30 May. Two men were killed and several wounded,
and 20-odd trucks, most of them 4 RMT's troop-carrying three-tonners,
were damaged. The battalion moved to a less exposed position and that
night drove up to the Colle Monacesco- Brocco area. Next day, about the
time that 28 Battalion was entering Sora, the 23rd had begun to
advance across country on Campoli.

The advance was hampered by lack of communication between the
infantry and the supporting tanks of B Squadron, 20 Armoured
Regiment, which were to work up the road from Sora. A Company
claimed that it reached the road west of Campoli, but did not make
contact with the tanks, which in turn reported that they could find no
sign of the infantry. D Company also reported that it gained the road (on
the right of A Company), and in doing so had taken 10 prisoners from
134 Regiment. A possible explanation of the inability of the infantry
and tanks to join up may be that the tanks, proceeding in a compact
bunch, had passed before the infantry reached the road.

Early in the advance the leading troop of B Squadron had been
halted short of the Campoli turn-off on the Sora- Balsorano road by a
German anti-tank gun firing down the line of the road. This and another
gun were silenced by the combined action of the tanks and a party of
Maoris, but the leading tank was disabled. Subsequently another two
anti-tank guns were found abandoned on this stretch of road. Told by
Brigade Headquarters that 23 Battalion's men were approaching the
Campoli road and needed tank support, B Squadron sent up another
troop (7 Troop) which, under smoke from the rest of the tanks, rounded
the corner and continued up the Campoli road until held up towards
dusk by a small but determined enemy post about a quarter of a mile
from the village. The tanks spread out and brought concentrated fire to
bear on this post, which the enemy abandoned, leaving six men to be
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taken prisoner. As darkness was falling and more enemy appeared to be
ahead, 7 Troop withdrew a short distance to laager. The tank crews,
being without infantry protection, provided their own pickets and a
guard for the prisoners. The remainder of B Squadron tried to reach the
high ground south of the Campoli road, where it could support 7 Troop,
but could not negotiate a gully in the failing light and therefore laagered
overnight near the Balsorano road.

Meanwhile C Company, 23 Battalion, directed on Campoli, came
under some shellfire and was opposed on a hill just south of the village.
Civilians informed the company that a strong force of Germans was
entrenched ahead of it. Artillery and machine-gun fire was laid down on
observed and reported positions before the company resumed the
advance after dark. It was engaged on the hill south of the village by
small-arms fire and grenades, which wounded two men. By this time it
was midnight, and as the men were feeling the strain of the hard going
over steep slopes and gullies, the company commander decided to halt
and rest until contact could be made with the tanks and a concerted
effort made against the enemy.

Because of the uncertainty of the tank support Colonel McPhail
ordered C and B Companies to withdraw before dawn on 1 June. The
tanks, accompanied by 23 Battalion's carriers, which had joined them
during the night, resumed the advance at dawn, overcame some
opposition just outside Campoli and entered the village about 9 a.m.
They collected altogether about 30 prisoners. When this news reached
Battalion Headquarters, D Company was told to follow immediately and
occupy Campoli. The company arrived about midday and the tanks then
withdrew to firing positions south of the village.

For the next stage of the advance the infantry was accompanied by
tanks of B Squadron, which used tracks from the Campoli road to
Pescosolido. No opposition was met, except some long-range shellfire,
and in the afternoon the tanks and D Company occupied Pescosolido.
After a patrol had ascertained that the nearby village of Forcella was
unoccupied, A Company entered it in the evening, and B Company took
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up a position on a hill near Pescosolido.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018606.html

ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

Ill: BALSORANO

lll: Balsorano
(i)

Kesselring had issued an order late on 30 May that ‘the enemy must
be prevented at all costs from breaking into our positions towards Sora
and entering the valley.’ ! Next day, however, 51 Mountain Corps had to
report that the enemy had brought up fresh forces to the Sora sector and
‘launched a 4-battalion attack between Sora and Colle Allino [north of
Colle Monacesco], supported by tanks and artillery. Many of our A Tk
weapons were destroyed, and towards evening 3 battalions of the enemy,
plus 15 or 20 tanks and some armoured cars, forced a break through just
east of Sora, losing heavily in men and weapons in the process. By 1930
hrs the foremost enemy troops were on the line 2 km north of Sora and
172 km SW of Pescosolido. About a battalion of the enemy crossed the
Liri NW of Sora.

“To avoid complete destruction of our forces, Corps gave orders for a
withdrawal from the present line and the formation of a blocking line

farther north in the Balsorano valley to halt the enemy...." 2

By this time the three divisions of 5§51 Corps, reduced to a third or
less of their normal strength, were known as Battle Groups Ortner (44
Division), Schrank (5 Mountain Division) and Boelsen (114 Light
Division). Schrank Battle Group was ordered to leave Monte Morrone
(which the New Zealand Division had passed without capturing) and keep
in close contact with Ortner Battle Group on its right. Most of the guns
of Schrank Battle Group and some from Boelsen Battle Group were to
be moved westward to points where they could be used in Ortner Battle
Group's defence. Ortner Battle Group, which had no reserves and was
reported to have had heavy casualties, intended to hold until dusk in the
Sora area and then fall back on the blocking line south of Balsorano,
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which was being manned in the meantime by an engineer unit and an
anti-aircraft battery.

General Feurstein advised Tenth Army in the evening that he had
ordered the entrance to the Balsorano valley to be held ‘to the last man.
After that we must not expect Ortner Battle Gp to be fit for any more
fighting.’ The group received permission from Corps on the morning of 1
June to make a fighting withdrawal to the Balsorano line and to ‘hold it
to the last man. Commanders to stay in the FDLs.’ 3

! War diary, 51 Mtn Corps.
2 Ibid.

3 Tbid.

(i)

The battle was approaching the stage when the Germans would be
obliged to evacuate the country north of Route 6. The roads through the
mountain valleys still open to the enemy offered easily defended
positions where small but determined rearguards could block the
pursuing forces. In the New Zealand Division's sector, for example, on
the axis of the Atina- Sora- Avezzano route, the nature of the terrain
limited the operations to the road and its vicinity; there was little or no
opportunity for manoeuvre, and a headlong attack might have proved
more costly to the attackers than the defenders.
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SORA TO AVEZZANO, 1-10 JUNE 1944

Beyond Sora Route 82 ran for 20-odd miles close to the eastern side
of the Liri River through a valley enclosed by two 6000-foot mountain
ranges, the Serra Lunga on the east and the Monti Simbruini on the
west. The railway crossed and recrossed the river several times. At the
narrowest part of the valley, near Balsorano, a small town some six
miles from Sora, an abrupt escarpment on the eastern side overlooked
the approaches from the south and was ideally situated for the enemy's
purpose of blocking pursuit.

General Freyberg had advised 5 Brigade on 30 May that, except for
light forces which were to probe forward and keep in touch with the
enemy, the main body of the brigade was not to proceed beyond the 49
northing, about two miles past Sora. The General's policy had been to
leapfrog the battalions of 5 Brigade until each had had some action,
then to bring in 6 Brigade. By the time the Division had reached Sora, 5
Brigade's battalions had all had some share in the little fighting that
had occurred.

In the evening of 31 May 6 Brigade, on the GOC's orders, warned its
units to concentrate in the area immediately east of Atina in readiness
to move forward next day. Divisional Headquarters issued instructions
that, after 6 Brigade had assembled, the Division was to advance towards
Balsorano on a two-brigade front, 5 Brigade on the eastern side of the
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valley and 6 Brigade on the western side, each with tanks of 20
Armoured Regiment in support.

On 1 June 24 Battalion (Major Aked ') relieved 28 Battalion in Sora
and began to advance west of the Liri, and shortly after midday occupied
a small hill just beyond the town without opposition. A strong patrol was
sent to Colle Sant' Angelo, where, according to civilians, the Germans
still maintained observation posts and some mortar posts. An enemy
party, estimated at 200 strong, was seen withdrawing north of Colle
Sant' Angelo and was engaged by the artillery and 4.2-inch mortars as
well as by some of the tanks on the other side of the river. The patrol
was recalled, and B Company, given the task of searching and occupying
Colle Sant' Angelo, by dusk had found no Germans but evidence of their
recent hasty evacuation of several positions.

Other 24 Battalion patrols reported that, after about three miles, the
road on the western bank of the Liri became merely a track hardly
passable for vehicles. A patrol from A Company reached the village of Le
Compre, about four miles beyond Sora, and was told by the inhabitants
that the enemy had left a few hours

1 Lt-Col E. W. Aked, MC, m.i.d., Aristion Andrias (Gk);
Tauranga; born England, 12 Feb 1911; shop assistant; CO 24 Bn
4-8 Jun 1944; CO 210 British Liaison Unit with 3 Greek Bde in
Italy and Greece, 1944-45.

previously. He had abandoned much equipment, including seven
ammunition limbers.

In Sora, where the enemy had blown two bridges, 7 Field Company
built a 160-foot Bailey bridge over the Liri. Meanwhile, on the eastern
side of the river, 28 (Maori) Battalion advanced along the axis of Route
82, with three tanks of B Squadron, 20 Regiment, in support, and in the
late afternoon, having met little opposition except mortar fire, halted
about two miles north of Sora, roughly in line with 23 Battalion on the
high ground to the right.
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Fourth Armoured Brigade, less 18 and 20 Regiments, was given the
task of protecting the Division's right flank in the Monte Morrone- Alvito
area against the possibility of enemy infiltration from the Opi area,
where he was thought to be in some strength. On the morning of 1 June
22 (Motor) Battalion took over the defence of the Alvito- Vicalvi area
from 21 Battalion. Apart from a brush with a small party of enemy on
Monte Morrone, 22 Battalion's patrols met no enemy but found recently
abandoned positions.

Under divisional command, 25 Battalion stayed in rear of 6 Brigade
to protect Atina against infiltration from the north and north-east. Two
companies covered the road junction north of Atina and sent out
patrols, but were replaced on 1 June by armoured cars of 12 Lancers,
which became responsible for the route through San Donato to Opi. The
25th Battalion was then recalled to 6 Brigade and moved to the vicinity
of Sora.

(iii)

The 24th Battalion resumed the advance up the western bank of the
Liri River early on 2 June. A Company, on the right, supported by tanks
of A Squadron, 20 Regiment, had to contend only with long-range
shelling and machine-gun fire; B Company, starting from Colle Sant'
Angelo, had a strenuous clamber over steep country. Learning that 28
Battalion was advancing to another bound, A Company pushed on past
Le Compre and came under machine-gun fire from Germans in caves in
the escarpment near Balsorano. The tanks fired on these caves and also
on movement in the vicinity of Balsorano.

An escaped South African prisoner of war, who had been hiding in
this region for some time, came into the lines and gave detailed
information about the enemy positions ahead. He said that the Germans
were preparing a strong defensive position at Collepiano, across the
narrow valley from the escarpment near Balsorano, and as late as that
morning had been carrying ammunition into these positions. This
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information proved to be correct. A Company was brought to a halt by
small-arms and mortar fire when about a mile from Collepiano. The
battalion's carriers and D Company went forward to give support, and
Major Aked ordered D to pass through A and engage the enemy with fire
only, in the expectation that he might retire under pressure. By
midnight A and D Companies held a line about half a mile from
Collepiano, with C in immediate reserve and B south of Le Compre. The
tanks laagered in rear of the forward companies.

The Maori Battalion advanced steadily all day on 2 June, meeting
only light and spasmodic mortaring of the road, and by late afternoon
was approximately opposite Le Compre. Although hindered by the
demolitions on the road, the tanks of C Squadron, 20 Regiment, were up
with the forward troops by evening. They accompanied patrols to a
major demolition about a mile ahead of the battalion's main position
and not far from where 24 Battalion had halted on the other side of the
Liri.

By the end of the day the Maoris were feeling the strain of
continuous marching in such steep and broken country. When Brigadier
Stewart was discussing a resumption of the advance, Colonel Young drew
attention to the fact that his men were footsore and weary. The
Brigadier then directed that next day 28 Battalion should take up
positions on a line which its patrols had reached, while 21 Battalion
came up overnight and passed through to continue the advance.
Arrangements were made also for 23 Battalion to follow the 21st.

During the night 24 Battalion's forward troops improved their
positions and gained some ground, but at daybreak on 3 June were
shelled and mortared. Confirmation having been gained of the enemy's
strength at Collepiano, Brigadier Parkinson arranged for an attack
supported by fire from the artillery and heavy mortars and from the
tanks on both sides of the Liri. Twelve 4.2-inch mortars were sent up to
24 Battalion by 6 Brigade for the purpose, and liaison was established
with 5 Brigade's supporting tanks, which had a clearer field of fire across
the valley than had those with the 24th. The day was spent in
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preparation for the attack, and towards dusk patrols went out to study
the ground, but as 5 Brigade was also held up at this stage, the operation
was postponed and later cancelled. During the next two days, when
heavy rain hampered cross-country movement for vehicles, 24 Battalion
watched and engaged the enemy on Collepiano and around Balsorano.
Fire from the tanks and 4.2-inch mortars caused several explosions,
thought to be ammunition dumps.

On the night of 2-3 June 21 Battalion embussed from its bivouac
area near Sora and drove up the road in rear of 28 Battalion, whose
carriers and tanks, covering the sappers who were working well forward
at that time, were transferred to its command. Mortar and machine-gun
fire had been coming from German positions on the escarpment south-
east of Balsorano, and snipers were covering the demolitions on the road
ahead of the Maoris, which made the engineers' work on this section of
the road practically impossible. The first bound of 21 Battalion's
advance was just beyond the escarpment, and obviously the battalion's
major task would be to clear out the defences along this escarpment.

C Company of 21 Battalion debussed shortly after midnight, set off
up the road on foot and then turned off into the hills with a point at the
eastern end of the escarpment as its objective; D Company, which
followed, turned off on a track leading to the hamlet of i Ridotti, and
then made north towards the escarpment, which both companies
reported they had reached before dawn. Meanwhile a party from B
Company relieved the Maoris covering the engineers on the road, and
with tanks of C Squadron in support, advanced beyond the demolition
where they had been working. They met heavy fire, however, and were
forced to fall back. As the light improved the hostile fire also compelled
the withdrawal of a bulldozer which had been brought up in the darkness
to the demolition.

D Company made its way to the top of the escarpment and found
itself among German defences, but appeared to be getting the better of
close fighting until other posts in the vicinity opened fire. The company
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then fell back with the loss of two officers and three men wounded and
two men missing, but with some 20 German prisoners. It was ordered by
radio to break contact with the enemy and return to the battalion.

C Company, which was out of wireless touch with the battalion for
most of the night, also reached the top of the escarpment and
(according to a company report) got within a quarter of a mile of
Balsorano; but as the light improved the company came under fire from
posts ahead of it. It tried to get around the right of these defences, but
was forced to ground in inadequate cover.

When he heard of the determination of the German defence,
Brigadier Stewart asked General Freyberg whether he could prepare a set-
piece attack on karmro (the codename for the bound just beyond the top of
the escarpment). The GOC, however, did not give an immediate decision
because he felt that the enemy resistance was only temporary, but
permitted Stewart and Parkinson to start planning for a concerted
attack by the two brigades. When these plans were prepared the General
still withheld his decision. The brigades therefore had to be content to
continue with small probing attacks.

In the evening of 3 June D Company, 21 Battalion, with A following,
led the way back to i Ridotti, and shortly before midnight A passed
through D in an attempt to get around the eastern flank of the defences
on the escarpment, while the artillery shelled the positions which had
been observed during the day. A Company met men of C Company about
3 a.m. and, acting on their report of the strength of the enemy defences,
both companies returned to i Ridotti.

(iv)

On 3 June the three New Zealand field regiments were taken to a
comparatively flat piece of ground on the floor of the valley about two
miles north of Sora where, it seemed to a machine-gunner, they were too
audacious in digging in so far forward in daylight. ‘A troop of guns is
about 100 yards behind us and nearly stun us when they fire.... A Jerry
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shell collapsed a wall and killed five out of six [artillerymen] standing
behind it.” ! The 6th Field Regiment, which was worst hit by the German
shellfire, was ‘bombarded with accurate and heavy concentrations’. 2
The field and medium guns shelled enemy guns and mortars, which had
observation posts well forward on the commanding heights, and the
fighter-bombers also attacked some of these targets, but the New
Zealand regiments were blitzed mostly by mountain guns which had
been manhandied or mule-packed into the ranges by Schrank Battle
Group of of 5 Mountain Division. ° Altogether the Divisional Artillery

had over 100 casualties, including 11 killed, during 3-5 June.

The 23rd Battalion, on the eastern side of the valley, sent a special
‘mountain’ platoon of volunteers with mules and muleteers to clear out
the German observation posts on the heights. On 4 June, however, the
platoon, apparently mistaken for an enemy party, was fired on by the
New Zealand artillery and tanks, and was ordered to return. The same
day 34 Anti-Tank Battery was deployed as

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss. This was a troop of 4 Fd Regt, which
was on the western side of the Liri River; 5 and 6 Fd Regts were
on the eastern side.

2 War diary, 6 Fd Regt.

3 A report by 5 Mtn Div claims that on 3 June its artillery
‘fired heavy concentrations of observed fire in support of Ortner
Battle Gp. Results were seen to be very good. Among other
things, 2 troops of enemy guns were hit by very destructive fire
as they moved into position. Supply traffic as far back as Isola
del Liri engaged. 40 trucks immobilised, 10 guns in open firing
positions silenced, ammunition dumps exploded. A concentration
of 100-120 MT was thrown into panic stricken confusion....[Next
day] 18 guns silenced, 1 gun immobilised....’ These claims,
probably exaggerated, can not be substantiated or disproved by
New Zealand records.
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infantry to search the hills on the eastern side of the valley, but was
also fired on by ‘friendly’ guns, which severely limited the extent of its
reconnaissance. The enemy, therefore, still had observation next day.

Meanwhile 25 Battalion, which had just moved into Sora, sent B
Company, with Italian guides, mules and muleteers, to search for
German troops reported by the Italians to be on the high ground on the
western side of the valley. The company climbed 3500 feet in an
approach march of about six miles along narrow tracks, and on the way
was drenched by a thunderstorm. A dawn patrol on 5 June captured four
Germans who were still asleep. The company attempted to encircle an
enemy party, but a German gave the alarm. Three of the enemy were
killed, eight including an officer were caught, and an estimated dozen
escaped. On the way back to Sora another German was added to the
company's prisoners.

(v)

The New Zealand Division had been brought to a halt on 4 June.
Fearful of an outflanking movement on his left, the enemy kept up his
fire around i Ridotti, without doing much harm to 21 Battalion, which
was in the vicinity. His shelling, mortaring and sniping of the main road
prevented the engineers from clearing demolitions and patrols from
working farther forward. Fifth Brigade's 3-inch and 4.2-inch mortars
fired on the escarpment and paid special attention to a strongpoint from
which most of the fire on i Ridotti seemed to come. Close liaison had
been arranged between the tanks with 6 Brigade, which had the clearer
field of fire across the Liri on the escarpment, and those with 5 Brigade,
which had good observation on Collepiano.

The two brigade commanders expressed their opinion at a midday
conference that the enemy showed no sign of falling back, and
suggested that their plan for an attack on Balsorano should be timed for
that night (4-5 June). The plan was abandoned, however, because news
was received that the Americans had entered Rome, and a message came
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from 10 Corps directing 8 and 10 Indian Divisions and 2 NZ Division to
form a pursuit force under its command. As soon as he received warning
of this plan the GOC ordered S and 6 Brigades and the armour to
withdraw from the Balsorano front and concentrate in readiness for the
new role.

The front was taken over temporarily by Wilder Force, which was
renewed under Lieutenant-Colonel Wilder's ! command and

1 Lt-Col N. P. Wilder, DSO; Waipukurau; born NZ 29 Mar
1914; farmer; patrol commander LRDG; CO 2 NZ Div Cav, 1944;
wounded 14 Sep 1942.

comprised Divisional Cavalry, A Squadron of 20 Armoured Regiment,
D Company of 24 Battalion, C Company of 25 Battalion, 6 Field
Regiment and detachments of machine-gunners and engineers. B and C
Squadrons of Divisional Cavalry relieved 5 Brigade in Pescosolido and
Campoli, and A Squadron patrolled towards Balsorano. The two infantry
companies, each supported by tanks, occupied positions about two miles
from Balsorano.

The artillery, tanks, mortars and machine guns all participated in a
programme of harassing fire on observed enemy posts on the escarpment
at Balsorano and on Collepiano during the night of 5-6 June, and after
daybreak the tanks laid another concentration on the defences while a
patrol from C Company, 25 Battalion, accompanied by armoured cars of
A Squadron and by carriers, probed along Route 82. The infantry entered
Balsorano unopposed on 6 June, but the numerous demolitions
prevented the vehicles from getting into the town that day. D Company,
24 Battalion, found that the enemy had vacated his heavily mined
defences on Collepiano.

(vi)

General Ortner (commanding 44 Division) claimed on 4 June that
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the Balsorano line ‘was laid out in the most favourable position possible,
tactically well sited, and adequately prepared beforehand. The division...
brought all its persuasion to bear to instil into the troops the idea that
this was to be the final and only line on which the enemy was to be
halted indefinitely. Our obstacles forward of the line and our rearguards
took the edge off the enemy drive for long enough to organise the
defence of the Balsorano line thoroughly. This preparatory organisation,
the ... insistence on the policy of “holding firm”, were the cause of the
troops' splendid achievements in this line.... So far they have beaten off
all attacks despite the terrific shellfire accompanying them.
Unfortunately, heavy casualties have been suffered.... Even in the pauses
between attacks, the troops have been exposed to continual shell and
mortar fire on their positions and supply routes.... The position on the
Army's right seems to make another withdrawal inevitable.’ !

In the late afternoon of 3 June Tenth Army had given 51 Mountain
Corps permission to withdraw, and the corps had begun to retire in
bounds that night. Light rearguards were left to cover the engineers,
who blew some 37 prepared demolitions between Balsorano and
Avezzano. Along the New Zealand Division's line of

1 Appx to war diary, 51 Mtn Corps.

advance from Sant' Elia Fiumerapido to Balsorano the Germans had
laid 18 minefields and blown two tunnels, 18 bridges and 30 other
demolitions.

(vii)

Sixty parachutists were dropped behind the enemy's lines on 1 June
with the object of compelling him to withdraw through the Sora-
Avezzano valley so quickly that he would be unable to complete his
demolitions. The force was to come under the command of the New
Zealand Division on landing, with orders to continue operations until
joined by land forces or to infiltrate back to Allied lines.
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The men chosen for this undertaking were drawn from 6 Battalion
(Royal Welsh) of 2 Independent Parachute Brigade; they included signals
and medical detachments and were equipped with two wireless sets
linked with sets at HQ 2 NZ Division, HQ 2 Independent Parachute
Brigade, HQ Eighth Army and HQ Allied Armies in Italy; they also had
eight pigeons to carry messages. The parachutists were dropped by three
of 11 DC47s, escorted by Spitfires; the other eight DC47s released
dummaies in the vicinity of the dropping zone, which was about half-way
along the road between Collelongo and Trasacco, in a valley south of the
Fucino basin and separated from the upper Liri valley by the Serra Lunga
range.

New Zealand troops saw the aircraft pass overhead in the evening of
1 June, and later that night the Division was in wireless communication
with the parachute force, which reported that the drop had gone
according to schedule. Next day, as a result of the change in 10 Corps'
plans, the Division advised the parachutists that it was discontinuing its
operations north of Sora. The instructions seem very casual: the
parachute force was to act on its own discretion and was expected
eventually to join the Division.

The commander of the force (Captain L. A. Fitzroy-Smith), with
another man, walked into the Division's lines on 6 June, when the New
Zealanders were cautiously entering Balsorano. He had watched from
cover while German motor-cyclists ignited fuses to demolitions on the
road, but had been unable to prevent them because at that stage he had
no arms or ammunition. He reported that his force, after landing, had
been attacked and scattered by what was estimated to be a company of
Germans. Some of the parachutists had been brought in on the evening
of 4 June by 22 Battalion's patrols in the Alvito area, and others were
brought in later.

The German reaction had been prompt and adequate. As early as
1.50 p.m. on 1 June, 5§ Mountain Division had reported to 51 Mountain
Corps that it had intercepted wireless messages indicating the likelihood
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of a parachute landing in the Fucino basin. The corps had ordered the
preparation of ‘alarm units’ and the siting of anti-aircraft guns. The
mountain division then reported that at dusk 200 parachutists had been
seen dropping in the Collelongo area. Several straw dummies were found
early next day, and it was assumed that only a few saboteurs had landed.
By midday, however, Italian civilians had informed the Germans that
800 men had dropped and moved off to the north-west. According to
another story, the force was 200 strong and had requisitioned mules and
horses.

Patrols were sent out by the German divisions in the vicinity, and
one of these encountered a party of about 30 parachutists and took two
prisoners, who did not deny the Italian reports that 800 men had been
dropped. Already Tenth Army had directed that an armoured car
squadron be sent out to assist the patrols, but on receipt of a report that
another 200 men had landed (or through confusion of the earlier
reports), Army ordered 51 Mountain Corps to use its main reserve, a
battalion of 3 Brandenberg Regiment, because the corps was
apprehensive that its left wing might be cut off. As a further precaution
a makeshift force was formed, apparently to protect the line of
communication against airborne landings. In subsequent encounters
with the parachutists the patrols from the German divisions and the
Brandenberg battalion claimed a total of 33 prisoners, more than half
the original force. The Brandenberg battalion was recalled to the main
road to act as rearguard for Ortner Battle Group, whose retreat from
Balsorano was covered by demolitions, which it had been the object of
the parachute force to prevent.

The failure of this enterprise was a bitter disappointment for the
parachute brigade, which had waited long for employment in the role for
which it had trained.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

IV: AVEZZANO

IV: Avezzano
(i)

Separated from the New Zealand Division by the intervening Monti
Simbruini, 8 Indian Division pursued the retreating enemy along the
road which linked Route 6 with Route 5 by way of Alatri, Guarcino and
Subiaco. On 6 June 10 Corps ordered 8 Indian Division to advance at
speed, first to the Arsoli area on Route 5 (the Rome- Avezzano highway)
and then to the Rieti area, about 40 miles north-east of Rome; the New
Zealand Division was to be prepared to pass through 8 Indian Division at
48 hours' notice. In the evening of the 6th, however, HQ 2 NZ Division
received confirmation of earlier news of a change in plan: the Division
was to advance as rapidly as possible to Avezzano and clear Route 82 as
an alternative way forward. Arrangements were made, therefore, for 6
Infantry Brigade to take under its command the units of Wilder Force
and continue the advance from Balsorano to Avezzano.

Near Balsorano the Monti Simbruini rose almost vertically from the
Liri River to the peaks of Pizzodeta and Viglio, the latter over 7000 feet,
and at the foot of this great mountain wall most of the culverts and
stone bridges, which occurred every few hundred yards along Route 82,
had been demolished by the enemy. Except for the infantry, therefore,
the rate of advance depended on how quickly the engineers could
construct bridges and detours at these obstacles. While the leading
troops of 6 Brigade (26 Battalion) came up the valley from the south,
Divisional Cavalry continued its patrolling and the engineers their work
of clearing mines and demolitions. A Squadron's armoured cars passed
through Balsorano and by dawn on 7 June were about a mile beyond the
town, where they were held up by an obstruction. The wrecked German
guns and the many shell craters around them testified to the
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effectiveness of the New Zealand artillery's retaliation for the
punishment it had received farther down the valley.

Sappers from the three field companies of the New Zealand
Engineers and mechanical equipment of the field park company,
including five bulldozers, were employed on Route 82 lifting mines (with
the assistance at times of the infantry), repairing culverts, filling in
craters and bridging the larger gaps. Mines and booby traps were found
in houses, around demolitions, and even under cherry trees which were
in fruit.

The Division did not regain contact with the enemy, but was so
hindered by the demolitions and minefields that it took three days to
reach Avezzano, less than 20 miles from Balsorano.

When the trucks of B Company, taking the lead in 26 Battalion,
encountered obstructions which they could not pass until trimmed by
the engineers' bulldozers, the infantry debussed and set out on foot to
catch up with the armoured cars, which by that time, 8 a.m. on the 7th,
were stopped by a demolition three miles north of Balsorano. B Company
lifted mines on the verges while the sappers cleared the road. The
company passed Castronuovo and halted for the night about seven miles
beyond Balsorano. The rest of the battalion, which followed as the road
was opened to vehicles, laagered not far behind B Company. The same
day 25 Battalion concentrated in the village of Urbani near Balsorano.

The advance was resumed early on 8 June, when A Company, 26
Battalion, passed through B to take the lead. The engineers continued to
work ‘at top pressure’ so that the armoured cars, tanks and lorries could
follow the infantry. Only A Squadron of Divisional Cavalry and one troop
of tanks went ahead; the rest of Divisional Cavalry and A Squadron, 20
Regiment, moved into San Vincenzo, a little town among terraced
hillsides which rose to the rocky heights east of the Liri. A Company of
the 26th made steady progress, despite the mines and booby traps which
wounded seven men during the day, and covered eight miles before
halting near Capistrello, only four miles from Avezzano. The rest of the
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battalion stopped overnight between Civitella Roveto and Capistrello,
and the transport, after being held up by bad demolitions farther south,
also passed Civitella Roveto before stopping to laager. Some delayed-
action explosions on the road during the night cut signal
communications to the rear.

Another early start was made on 9 June, when C Company took over
the lead from A and advanced to within about two miles of Avezzano. A
two-man patrol went on ahead over low hills to enter the town, where
the mayor and citizens had turned out in force to welcome the Allied
troops but waited all day in vain. The two men were treated royally. A
very bad demolition blocked the road just south of Capistrello, but the
troop of tanks managed to get over a saddle and catch up with the
infantry. Half-way up the last hill before Avezzano, however, they were
held up by yet another demolition—the last one.

Early on 10 June C Company and the troop of tanks were on the
Capistrello- Avezzano road, D Company and a troop of armoured cars on
the road which linked Route 82 with Route 5 west of Avezzano, and the
rest of the battalion in the vicinity of Capistrello. The 24th Battalion
had arrived the previous day at Castronuovo, and the 25th was still back
near Balsorano.

By this time, however, 10 Corps had advised the Division that Route
82 would not be needed. Sixth Brigade was ordered not to deal with any
more demolitions but to continue searching the Avezzano area with
reconnaissance parties. The GOC drove up to 26 Battalion in the
morning and, together with Brigadier Parkinson, went to a point
overlooking Avezzano and the Fucino plain. He told the Brigadier to hold
his present positions and to send a strong patrol to reconnoitre Route 5
westwards from Avezzano and make contact with 8 Indian Division
troops reported in Arsoli.

A patrol composed of two troops of armoured cars, two scout cars of
the engineers and a platoon of infantry in 15-cwt trucks set out along
Route S in the afternoon of the 10th, but was delayed by a series of
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demolitions. Two days later it met armoured cars of 12 Lancers at
Carsoli, six miles from Arsoli.

A platoon of C Company, 26 Battalion, and other troops entered
Avezzano on the 10th. During the next few days patrols reconnoitred
the side roads and villages around the Fucino plain, where ‘wild flowers
of every colour grew in profusion and the squares and rectangles of
cultivated land gave the appearance of being painted on a canvas.’ ! The
evidence obtained from civilians and the numerous escaped Allied
prisoners of war who came into the lines confirmed that the enemy had
gone quickly from this region, leaving only small rearguards to blow the
demolitions. Many reports were received of the presence of parties of
Germans, but only a few were rounded up. Most of them seemed to be
marauders intent on reprisals against the Italians or the gathering of
loot before they departed.

For A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, whose patrols explored the
villages near Avezzano, the next few days were ‘a long riot of German
prisoners, escapees, signorinas and vino, Fascist spies and partisans....
The beauty of the countryside, the affection of the people and the lack
of any and all restrictions and restraint together with the zest of
chasing the odd Fascist spy is, in many respects, an ideal existence.’ 2
Among the Germans collected was ‘a very smelly bunch of ragamuffins’
from 85 Regiment of 5 Mountain Division, whom the partisans had

locked in a house while working themselves up to murder pitch.

Many of the escaped Allied prisoners were reluctant to leave the
Italian families with whom they had been sheltering. ‘Some came alone,

some brought wives, and a few their wives and children.’ 3

The New Zealanders in the valley north of Sora visited Castronuovo,
Rendinara and other villages on the lower slopes, among fields of wheat,
barley, maize, clover and vines. The Italians said the Germans had
brought the wheat seed from Russia and that it had been sown by Allied
prisoners, but the enemy had departed before he had time to harvest or
destroy the crops. The grain was not yet ready. The hungry Italians who


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000702.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018067.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002867.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-002867.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-004745.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-016180.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006717.html

clustered around the New Zealand camps were willing to do anything for
bread or any kind of food; they brought cherries, eggs and wine, and
offered to wash clothes. ‘Though it's strictly against regulations, the
chaps gave them odd tins of bully, or cheese or ... a few other items of
rations which are not popular and pile up. At each meal we have a large
audience

! Eye-witness account quoted in 20 Battalion and Armoured
Regiment, p. 439.

2 War diary, Div Cav.

3 F. D. Norton, 26 Battalion, p. 405.

of kids mostly, all equipped with some sort of tin or billy and waiting
for scraps. The boys scrape their plates into the kids' tins and if
anything is left in the dixies, L—shares that among them too.’ !

(i1)

While the two infantry brigades had been advancing in the valley
north of Sora, 4 Armoured Brigade had continued to protect the
Division's right flank in the Monte Morrone - Alvito area.

Brigadier Inglis gave instructions on 3 June for the formation of a
mixed patrol to search north of Alvito to see if there was a way into the
hills by which assistance could be given to the paratroops who had been
dropped near Collelongo. A force under the command of Captain Saxton
2 and consisting of the Reconnaissance Troop and a troop of Shermans
of A Squadron, 19 Regiment, together with a platoon of 2 Company, 22
Battalion, in trucks, started out the same day and reached the village of
Fontana Lepore, about four miles from Alvito. Saxton's force did not
make contact with the retreating enemy ‘but must have been hot on his
heels.’ ® Civilians said he had left only that morning, with mules and
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mountain guns. The country beyond Lepore was too difficult for the
tanks. They engaged what appeared to be German observation posts in
the hills to the north-east, and received in return a heavy bout of
shelling. As the result of the general revision of the Division's role,
Saxton's force was recalled on 4 June.

The tanks of A Squadron, 19 Regiment, apart from those with
Saxton's force, took up firing positions near Alvito to engage suspected
enemy observation posts and gun positions in support of the armoured
cars of 12 Lancers which, with the assistance of 1/5 Essex, were
advancing on the San Donato- Opi road. Patrols of the Essex had entered
Opi by the morning of 6 June, by which time the country between Sora
and Opi was clear of the enemy.

(iii)

The New Zealand Division's task had ended with the occupation of
Avezzano. Eighth Army had sufficient troops deployed forward for the
immediate operations against the still retreating enemy, and the
congestion of the roads demanded that only essential transport should
be allowed to follow the leading formations. At

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss, 27 (MG) Bn.

2 Maj C. K. Saxton, m.i.d.; Dunedin; born Kurow, 23 May
1913; commercial traveller.

3 19 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 419.

midday on 11 June the Division passed from the command of 10
Corps to Eighth Army reserve. Orders were issued for Divisional Cavalry
to hold the Avezzano sector with one squadron, 6 Infantry Brigade to
withdraw on to 4 and 5 Brigades, and the whole Division then to go to a
rest area at Arce.
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Advance parties left on 12 June and the Division moved back during
the next two days, Divisional Headquarters, Divisional Artillery and 5
and 6 Infantry Brigades to the Liri valley west of the junction of Routes
6 and 82 at Arce, and Divisional Cavalry (less A Squadron) and 4
Armoured Brigade (less 18 Regiment) a mile or two north of Fontana Liri.
The 18th Armoured Regiment remained a few miles away in a valley
below Veroli. A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, was recalled from the
Avezzano sector on 16 June, when Canadian engineers arrived with
orders to dismantle all Bailey bridging equipment for use elsewhere.

The remainder of June and part of July were spent in training and
recreation near Arce.

(iv)

The New Zealand Division's casualties in April, May and June, during
the occupation of the Apennine position north of Cassino and the
advance to Sora and Avezzano, were 121 killed and died of wounds, 600
wounded, and two prisoners of war, a total of 723. The Division had
covered about 60 miles in a fortnight. The policy had been not to run
headlong into opposition and incur needless casualties. Had the advance
been pressed vigorously regardless of casualties, heavier losses might
have been inflicted on the enemy, especially in prisoners — altogether
the Division collected just over 300 - but little more of tactical value
would have been achieved.

The German tactics during the withdrawal on the Division's front
were designed to prevent a force breaking through to the Liri River south
of Sora, which might have cut off a large body of troops. The S1st
Mountain Corps therefore spread its troops over as wide a front as
possible and tried to slow down the pursuit with rearguard actions and
demolitions. Once the main weight of Eighth Army had passed Arce and
crossed the Liri River, nothing further was to be gained by holding south
of Sora; all that remained to be done was to delay the pursuit below
Balsorano in the upper Liri valley long enough to allow the left-flank
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troops of 51 Corps time to fall back through Avezzano. This the enemy
succeeded in doing.

The New Zealand Division made as much speed as it reasonably
could under the circumstances. Demolitions were very largely

The: snovw-clad Monte Cairo towers above the monastery and town of
Cassino as they were before their destruction in Febroary=March 1944

The snow-clad Monte Cairo towers above the monastery and town of Cassino as they were
before their destruction in February-March 1944
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Looking north to the Apennines from the junction of the Liri and Rapido valleys
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Acquafondaa, the village from which convovs ok supplies 1o the
distributing points in the Apennine mountain sector

Acquafondata, the village from which convoys took supplies to the distributing points in
the Apennine mountain sector
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An aerial view of the road zigzagging up the southern slope of Colle
Belvedere and over the shoulder of Colle Abate towards Terelle. On the
other side of Colle Belvedere is the entrance of the pass through the
mountains to Atina

Guns bombarding the Gustav Line
Guns bombarding the Gustav Line
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Tanks of 19 Armoured Regiment and Brivish infantry enter
Cassing, 18 May 1944

Tanks of 19 Armoured Regiment and British infantry enter Cassino, 18 May 1944
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Italian refugees return to their homes while the New Zealand Division advances beyond the
Gustav Line
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In conference at Headguarters 5 Brigade: an American military attaché,
Brigradiee K, L. Stewart, Brigadier C. E. Weir, Colongl R, C, Chueree,
Geeneeal Freyberp and Brigadier G, B. Packinson

In conference at Headquarters 5 Brigade: an American military
attaché, Brigadier K. L. Stewart, Brigadier C. E. Weir, Colonel R. C.
Queree, General Freyberg and Brigadier G. B. Parkinson

General Trevherg and the
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Infantry Bripede near Sors

General Freyberg and the Prime Minister, Mr Peter Fraser, at Headquarters 5 Infantry
Brigade near Sora
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Looking towards Sora from Viealvi. The upper Liri valley disappears
in the distance on the right

Looking towards Sora from Vicalvi. The upper Liri valley disappears in the distance on the
right

In the upper Liri valley beyond Sora

responsible for delays, especially at the crossing of the Melfa River
near Atina and the Fibreno River south-east of Sora. The infantry got
across quickly, but as the commander of S Brigade has since said, ‘I
would not let them go far until we had supporting arms (i.e. wheels)
across the rivers. Had we taken the risk of exposing our inf to tank

attack, we might have taken
SORA

a day earlier than we did.’ !

It was not known whether the enemy had tanks. Traces of tracked
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vehicles had been seen at Atina, but these might have been self-
propelled guns. There is no indication in German records that either 44
Division or 5 Mountain Division disposed of any tanks, but they had a
few self-propelled guns and towed anti-tank guns, which of course did
not have much mobility in such hilly country and in any case had to be
withdrawn behind the demolitions or abandoned.

The enemy made the most of his excellent observation from the
high ground overlooking the roads along which the pursuit came, and
employed his field and medium guns effectively, but perhaps his best
artillery work was done by the mountain guns in the hills east of the
Sora- Balsorano valley; these were the guns which inflicted so many
casualties on the New Zealand artillery. The enemy also held up the
advance at times with his mortars and automatic weapons, the crews of
which sometimes maintained their fire until their ammunition was
exhausted.

The advance to Avezzano was in pursuit of an enemy who was
retreating. If it had little influence on the manner of his going, it at
least did something for the morale of the New Zealanders who
participated: for the first time in Italy, after the series of rebuffs, if not
defeats, at Orsogna and Cassino, they had the enemy on the run. After
months of wallowing in mud and snow and the other discomforts of
static warfare, they found it exhilarating to be on the move again. It
was reminiscent of the war of movement they had mastered in the
Desert.

! Maj-Gen Stewart to War History Branch, 1958.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

I: AFTER THE FALL OF ROME

I: After the Fall of Rome
(i)

SOUTH of Rome, where the Apennines occupy nearly two-thirds of the
width of the peninsula, the terrain had favoured the Germans in their
defence of the Winter Line. North of the city, however, the peninsula
widens, but the mountain backbone narrows towards the Adriatic coast
and gives way in the west to comparatively open, rolling country little
suited to the German purpose of blocking the Allied advance. North of
Lake Trasimene the country becomes more rugged again, and beyond the
Arno River the northern Apennines turn back towards the west to span
the peninsula and block the approaches to the plains of the River Po in
Lombardy. Apart from the few roads which thread their way through
deep valleys and over high passes, the only gap in this great barrier is
the narrow corridor of foothills along the Adriatic coast south of Rimini.

It seemed unlikely that Kesselring would attempt a protracted
defence until his depleted armies reached the Arno River and the Gothic
Line ! in the northern Apennines. He strengthened his right flank,
which in the open country west of the Tiber River was in greater danger
than the sector nearer the Apennines, by reinforcing with fresh but
inexperienced formations, moving 14 Panzer Corps west of the Tiber to
join 1 Parachute Corps in Fourteenth Army, and replacing 14 Panzer
Corps by 76 Panzer Corps on the right of 51 Mountain Corps in Tenth
Army. Kesselring gave orders for a gradual fighting withdrawal to the
Gothic Line, but Hitler was

! Described at first by the Allies as the Pisa- Rimini line, the
Gothic Line was originally called the ‘Apennine position’ by the
Germans, then the ¢ Gothic Line’ ( Gotenstellung) and from 16
June the ‘Green Line’ ( Gruene Linie).
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suspicious that he might want to fall back to this position without
offering serious resistance and demanded that ‘After reorganisation of
the formations the Army Group will resume defence operations as far
south of the Apennines as possible.”’ ! On 14 June, therefore, the German
commander-in-chief ordered that the Gothic Line was to be built up
sufficiently to resist an Allied attempt to break through to the plains of
the River Po, and to gain time for these preparations the Army Group
was to ‘stand and defend the Albert- Frieda Line’, 2 which crossed the
peninsula from coast to coast and passed just south of Lake Trasimene.

(i1)

At first the Allied armies made rapid progress in pursuit of the
Germans north of Rome. Eighth Army drove up the Tiber valley with two
armoured divisions of 13 Corps, 6 South African Armoured Division
along Route 3 west of the river and 6 British Armoured Division up
Route 4 east of it; on the left Fifth Army advanced with 2 US Corps on
Route 2 and 6 US Corps on Route 1 up the coastal flank. The Americans
seized the port of Civitavecchia, 40 miles north-west of Rome, on 7 June
and the Viterbo airfields on the 9th. Although the port had been
extensively damaged, it was open to Allied traffic in less than a week.

Meanwhile the enemy also began to fall back along the Adriatic
coast and 5 Corps 2 started to follow up on 8 June. Orsogna — which had
withstood the New Zealand Division's repeated attacks six months
earlier — was entered next day, and Chieti and Pescara were occupied and
the Pescara River crossed on the 10th, the day the New Zealanders
arrived at Avezzano.

General Alexander calculated that the enemy, despite the
reinforcements he was known to have received, was not strong enough
to hold the Gothic Line against a really powerful attack. In an
appreciation to General Wilson (Supreme Allied Commander,
Mediterranean) on 7 June he wrote of the Allied armies: ‘Neither the
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Apennines nor even the Alps should prove a serious obstacle to their
enthusiasm and skill. * He proposed to continue to press the pursuit up
the centre of the peninsula and over the northern Apennines. If his
armies were held in force he ‘would mount a full-scale attack on Bologna
not later than 15th August. I would then establish a firm base in the
area of Bologna and Modena for

! War diary, Commander-in-Chief South-West.
2 Appendix to war diary, Commander-in-Chief South-West.

3 5 Corps now comprised 4 Ind Div and the Italian Liberation
Corps. The two divisions of the opposing German Hauck Group
had been drawn into the battle west of the Apennines and
replaced by 278 Inf Div.

4 Alexander's Despatch, The Allied Armies in Italy, p. 2931.

the development of further operations either westwards into France
or north-eastwards into Austria according to the requirements of Allied
strategy at that time.’ ! Such a plan would be possible only if the
existing Allied forces were retained in Italy.

Alexander ordered Eighth Army to advance with all possible speed to
the general area of Florence, Bibbiena and Arezzo, on the middle and
upper reaches of the Arno River, and Fifth Army to occupy the region of
Pisa, Lucca and Pistoia, at the northern extremity of the Tuscan plains;
he authorised the two army commanders to take ‘extreme risks to secure
[these] vital areas ... before the enemy can reorganise or be reinforced.’ 2

To carry out these orders both armies regrouped. In Eighth Army 10
Corps (6 British Armoured and 8 Indian Divisions, with 10 Indian
Division in reserve) assumed 13 Corps' responsibilities east of the Tiber
River, and 13 Corps (78 Division and 6 South African Armoured Division,
with 4 Division in reserve) continued its northward drive west of the
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river. On the Adriatic coast 2 Polish Corps replaced 5 Corps. The
Canadian Corps was still in reserve. The French Expeditionary Corps
relieved 2 US Corps on Fifth Army's right and 4 US Corps took over the
coastal sector from 6 US Corps.

The pursuit continued against stiffening resistance. Tenth Corps
entered Perugia, east of Lake Trasimene, on 20 June, and was then
checked in the hills beyond the town; 13 Corps was halted near the
south-western shore of the lake. The Allied armies were up to the Albert-
Frieda (or Trasimene) Line, where the Germans had established a
coherent defence across the Italian peninsula. Only after hard fighting
was 13 Corps able to break this line west of the lake and continue its
advance. Between Lake Trasimene and Arezzo, its next objective, 13
Corps was halted again; it did not enter Arezzo until 16 July, after it had
been reinforced by the New Zealand Division.

(iii)

While the Allied armies were making these gains in central Italy,
Generals Wilson and Alexander were vainly striving to retain for the
Italian campaign priority over all other operations in the Mediterranean.
The Combined Chiefs of Staff had agreed in April that ANVIL 2 (the
invasion of southern France) should be deferred so as not to interfere
with the offensive which was to

1 Alexander's Despatch, p. 2931.
2 Alexander's Despatch, p. 2931.

3 Later known by the codename DRAGOON.

accomplish the capture of Rome, but also had directed Wilson to
plan for the ‘best possible use of the amphibious lift remaining to you
either in support of operations in Italy, or in order to take advantage of
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opportunities arising in the south of France or elsewhere....’ ! Wilson
therefore warned Alexander on 22 May that he intended to mount an
amphibious operation not later than mid- September, either in close
support of the Allied Armies in Italy or elsewhere.

The Combined Chiefs of Staff informed Wilson on 14 June that ‘they
were firm in the decision to mount and launch an amphibious operation
of the type and scope planned for Southern France’, % but a choice
might be made between a seaborne assault on the south or the west
coast of France or at the head of the Adriatic Sea. ‘All such plans were
contingent on the completion of the ground advance to the Pisa- Rimini
line and the ultimate selection of an operation was dependent on the
general stategic situation....’ > Wilson informed Alexander of this
decision and directed him to prepare for the release of American and
French divisions from Fifth Army for assignment to Seventh Army.

Wilson recommended a course favoured by Alexander: the
continuation of the Italian offensive into the Po valley and thence,
supported by an amphibious assault on the Istrian peninsula, through
the Ljubljana Gap (in Yugoslavia) into Austria and Hungary, which would
threaten Germany from the south-east. General Eisenhower, however,
wanted the operation against southern France. He believed that the
Allies could support only one major theatre in the European war, which
was in France. An important consideration was that an additional port
was needed for the introduction into France of some 40 to 50 divisions
waiting in the United States.

Wilson received a directive from the Combined Chiefs of Staff on 2
July that he was to carry out the operation against southern France, on
the target date of 15 August if possible. He informed Alexander on the
S5th that the new operation must receive priority over the Italian
campaign but assured him that not more than four French and three
American divisions were to be taken from his command; they were to be
replaced by 92 US (Negro) Infantry Division and a Brazilian infantry
division. Alexander's task was to continue the destruction of the German
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forces in Italy; he was to advance through the Apennines to the Po River
and thereafter to a line from Venice through Padua to Verona and
Brescia, on the northern edge of the plains.

! Combined Chiefs of Staff directive to General Wilson, 19 April
1944.

2 Report by the Supreme Allied Commander, Mediterranean, on
the Italian Campaign, Part II, p. 31.

3 Ibid.

Alexander realised that, with the loss of 6 US Corps, the French
Expeditionary Corps and a large part of the Allied Air Force, the
penetration into the Po valley before the winter set in was most unlikely.
He therefore gave permission for the bombing of the Po bridges, which
previously had been spared because of the engineering problems that
would be involved in rebuilding them.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001383.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-015474.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-032975.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001428.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001193.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018797.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120097.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-007453.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018632.html

ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

lI: THE DIVISION AT ARCE

Ill: The Division at Arce
(1)

While the Allied armies were continuing their advance north of
Rome, the New Zealand Division rested and trained alongside the Liri
River near the village of Arce. The men settled in tents under trees, in
the vineyards or on gentle slopes near the river, in a peaceful
countryside well suited to the open-air life. The fine weather, however,
was interspersed with occasional showers and sudden thunderstorms, the
worst of which drove the men hurriedly and frantically to dig drains
around their bivouac tents.

The Eighth Army commander (General Leese) advised General
Freyberg on 16 June that he did not see any role for the New Zealand
Division in the immediate future. After discussions with Generals
Alexander and Leese the GOC passed on the information to the Division
on the 20th that it would not be needed for operations for 30 days.

The New Zealanders and Canadians were left out of the advance
north of Rome because Fifth and Eighth Armies were both limited to
those forces which could be supplied along the available roads. It was
hoped that the two armies, so constituted, would be able to push the
Germans back to the Pisa- Rimini or Gothic Line, while the forces left in
reserve rested and reorganised in preparation for the breakthrough into
the northern plains of Italy. This plan, however, had to be modified
because of the demands for troops to take part in the landings in
southern France, and also because of the unexpectedly determined
German resistance south of the Arno River. Consequently the New
Zealand Division's promised 30-day stay around Arce was cut short.

(i)
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General Freyberg had taken steps immediately after the fall of Rome
to secure a suitable building there to serve as a New Zealand forces club,
and also had made a personal approach to General Alexander for
permission to send men on daily conducted tours of the city. The
Division took over one of Rome's best hotels, the Quirinale, in the Via
Nazionale. Leave was not generous and the decision that other ranks
were not allowed to stay overnight (only a limited number of officers,
nurses and VADs could do so) was not at all popular. Every man was
keen to get to Rome, and more succeeded in getting there than were
supposed to do so under the scheme of daily leave apportioning.

An officer describing his first visit to the city says that ‘the
Catholics all made a beeline for St. Peters where the Pope was giving
mass to 4000 members of the Allied forces, and Mac and I started off on
a sight seeing tour.... We walked up the via Nazionale, looking into shops
and watching the passers-by. The people of Rome are a different stamp
from the Neapolitans and many of the women are really lovely. They are
very happy to have their city liberated from the Tedeschi and posters
and banners across the streets welcome the Allied soldier. Like all
Italians though, they are not above making money out of the troops, and
prices of everything are high. Half the trouble as usual is caused by the
Yanks with their wads of lucre and their willingness to pay any price for
an article they want. They shove the prices up wherever they go.... We
dropped into a bar which must have been a first class place in peace
time, with mirrors all over the walls, fine glassware and elegant
furnishings. We sampled some of the famous Sarti cognac, a thimbleful
costing L25. It was rare stuff, almost like whisky.’

The Quirinale had not yet been opened as a New Zealand club. ‘We
were thinking of going to the NAAFI for a cup of tea and a sandwich
when we were accosted by an old man who asked us in broken English if
we wanted lunch. We were surprised because there are no “ristorantes”
open in Rome, Jerry having taken most of the foodstuffs, but we decided
to see what he had up his sleeve. He led us for a couple of blocks [adding
several Americans and Englishmen to the party on the way] and then
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turned suddenly into an inconspicuous doorway in the Street of the
Twentieth of September.... We went up six storeys and were then ushered
into the dining room of a well-to-do private home. While the lady of the
house set the table we looked around the carpeted and well furnished
room. An expensive radio stood in a corner and through the doors of
glass fronted cabinets we could see shelves of crystal & glassware, some
of it inlaid with gold. As the Yank major said— this guy musta been a
Fascist to have kept all this from the Tedeschi. The meal consisted of
macaroni and vegetable soup with a roll of white bread, beefsteak and
beans, and cherries for dessert, so it was obviously a black market feed.
The price was 150 lire but any civilian who can turn on a meal with

bread and meat can name his own price....” !

(iii)

Excursions were made to the Cassino battlefield. The ruins of the
town had changed little in two months, except that ‘the rims of the
craters on the outskirts are overgrown with weeds, and poppies and
daisies are flowering about the place....The air is still heavy with a fetid
stench from decomposing bodies and the sour taint of the phosphorus
shells.... most of the town is just a flattened chaos of stone rubble,
shattered beams and severed girders, all jutting at grotesque angles and
torn and twisted by high explosive. We entered the town from Caruso Rd
and the first grisly exhibit was a partially intact building, heaped inside
to a depth of eight feet with unidentifiable portions of human bodies....
All over the town bodies lay where they had been struck down....
Numbers of New Zealanders were working among the ruins, recovering
mates whose uniforms alone kept them in one piece....

‘We left the town and went hand over hand up a rope trailing down
the precipitous mine-free track up Castle Hill. Outside the castle wall,
rusting weapons and shrap-riddled equipment mark the scene of many a
savage counter attack made by Jerry from Pt 165 in attempts to retake
the Castle.... From the Castle we gingerly picked our way to the zig-zag
road which was formerly a walled and bitumen surfaced track. Now the
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wall is breached every few feet and not a square yard of surface is clear
of boulders and loose rocks which have been dislodged from further up
the hillside. From foot to summit, Montecassino hill is strewn with the
casings of the countless 25 pr. smoke shells which blinded the Abbey for
two months.... Because of the mine and booby trap danger we walked
carefully the whole way up, stepping cautiously over a few dead
Jerries....

‘Behind Hangman's Hill the little flat is churned, by hundreds of
overlapping shell holes, into an earthy mass like a potato patch which
has been dug over. Between Hangman's Hill and the Abbey there was
originally a terraced garden with little stone walls and fruit and olive
trees. Not a vestige of the walls remain... and the softer-wooded trees are
also gone. Only the sturdier olives remain, and they are just tortured
trunks.... Fanning out from the front of the monastery, like the shingle
slide at the foot of a crumbling rock face, is a great cascade of dust,
mortar and shale—formed

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss.

from the shattered walls.... No earthquake could have so ruthlessly
razed the towers and domes and battlemented walls as did the
bombing....” !

(iv)

The Division organised leave and trips to places other than Rome.
Through the courtesy of the Royal Navy, parties were able to spend three
days on the Isle of Ischia in the Gulf of Naples. Parties also went to
Sorrento, Salerno and Amalfi, and elsewhere on the coast. Units held
organised picnics at the lovely Lake Albano, in the Alban Hills, and
along the banks of the fast-flowing Liri River. Concerts were given by
the immensely popular Kiwi Concert Party and a British ENSA 2 party;
films were shown by the YMCA mobile cinema, and programmes given by
the brigade bands. Units staged race meetings and organised games of
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cricket, baseball, basketball, athletics, swimming, and aquatic carnivals
on the Liri.

The weather was so hot that exertion made men sweat. The
atmosphere was still oppressive at 7.30 p.m., when anti-malarial
precautions, which included the covering of bare limbs, had to be taken.
The flies were also very annoying, ‘not only being persistent like the
desert variety, but biting hard as well.’ 3

Only part of the time was taken up with leave, sport and
entertainment. The usual routine was training in the mornings and
exercises on many afternoons. ‘This “rest” business you hear about is
really only a lot of hard work for us, training, etc. They never leave you
alone for long.’ * Units were on route marches, sometimes up steep,
zigzag roads to hilltop villages; they held NCOs' and snipers' courses and
lectures, were instructed in minelifting, attended demonstrations by
other arms, and carried out shoots with their own.

In a series of exercises in co-operation between armour and infantry,
various combinations from regiments and battalions reached a sound
basis of understanding. In one such exercise the companies of 26
Battalion advanced with tanks accompanying each platoon. ‘Guided to
their targets by the infantry, the tanks did a lot of shooting which added
to the reality of the scene. Radio communication between tanks and
infantry was still not very successful, but when the radio failed use was
made of the telephone fitted to the rear of each tank.’ °

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss.
2 Entertainments National Services Association.
S Diary, B. C. H. Moss.

4 Quoted by Jim Henderson in 22 Battalion, p. 303.
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S 26 Battalion, p. 407.

Because the anti-tank gunners had been employed as infantrymen in
the recent operations and were likely to be so again, 7 Anti-Tank
Regiment trained in infantry tactics and in the use of infantry weapons.
The regiment received an issue of nine M10s, the new self-propelled anti-
tank guns, ! which were allotted to 31 Battery. There was little time for
instruction with these weapons before the Division left Arce, but as
many men as possible were sent to 4 Armoured Brigade for short courses
in driving, wireless operating, gunnery and maintenance. The M10 was
much more vulnerable than the Sherman tank, and its crew therefore
needed no less skill than was demanded of the tank crew. The
conversion of 4 Brigade from an infantry to an armoured brigade had
taken a year, but the men of 31 Battery were in action with their M10s
three weeks after they first set eyes on these ‘tank destroyers’.

For about three weeks in June and a week in July the New Zealand
Army Service Corps, assisted by men and vehicles from the artillery and
the armoured brigade, was very busy carrying ammunition, petrol and
supplies for Eighth Army from depots in or near the Volturno valley to
dumps at Alatri, Valmontone, near Rome, and Narni (43 miles north of
the city), and from Anzio to Narni. ‘Moving ammunition and supplies
with a rush involved platoons [of the transport] in heavy work over long
hours, and although drivers stood up well to the strain of long hours and
the choked and often dusty roads, an avoidable annoyance was poor
administration at some dumps, together with some double-talk of orders
and counter-orders which led to a certain amount of confusion, waste of
time, and ripe cursing.’ 2

(v)

The Eighth Army Chief of Staff (Major-General G. P. Walsh)
telephoned HQ 2 NZ Division from HQ Allied Armies in Italy on the night
of 7-8 July to say that he had an urgent operational role for the Division
and wanted it to begin moving to a forward concentration area south of
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Lake Trasimene next day. This order was quite unexpected because
General Freyberg had been told by HQ Eighth Army on the 6th that
there was no forecast of a move for the Division for some time. The task
to which the Division was summoned was to reinforce 13 Corps, whose
resources were considered inadequate for an attack on the German
positions

! The 7 A-Tk Regt narrative describes the new weapon as a 3-
inch American naval gun mounted in a Sherman tank chassis.

2 Henderson, RMT, pp. 321-2.

dominating the approach to Arezzo, about 20 miles beyond Lake
Trasimene.

The GOC immediately called the GSO I (Colonel Thornton ') the AA
& QMG (Colonel Barrington ) and the Commander NZASC (Brigadier
Crump °) to confer with him on arrangements for the move. It was
decided that the NZASC should start next day by sending vehicles to
Civita Castellana, a town on Route 3 north of Rome, where the Division
was to stage en route to Lake Trasimene, and that the first brigade— 6
Infantry Brigade (Brigadier Burrows %) was selected—should move from
the Arce rest area on the night of 9-10 July. Formations were warned of
the move by telephone.

The move was to be secret: all fernleaf signs and unit signs were to
be obliterated from vehicles, and hat badges and shoulder titles removed.
But these security measures did not deceive the Italians, who identified
the ‘neo-zelandesi’ as they travelled northward.

The sudden call to the Division imposed much organising and
travelling on the NZASC, many of whose vehicles were still carrying
ammunition and supplies for Eighth Army. All load-carriers were ordered
to return immediately to Arce, and company headquarters and
workshops were to go to Civita Castellana. On the 8th the troop-carrying
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vehicles of the two RMT companies joined the battalions of 5 and 6
Infantry Brigades; other transport picked up ammunition, petrol and
rations and went to Civita Castellana. Next day the NZASC convoys
completed the second stage of the move.

The Division made the 200-mile journey to Lake Trasimene in six
groups. The first convoy, 36 Survey Battery, left Arce in daylight on 9
July and was followed that night by HQ 2 NZ Division and 6 Infantry
Brigade group, and on the next three nights by 5 Infantry Brigade group,
a divisional troops group, and 4 Armoured

1 Lt-Gen Sir Leonard Thornton, KCB, CBE, m.i.d.;
Wellington; born Christchurch, 15 Oct 1916; Regular soldier; BM
6 Bde Feb-Sep 1942; GSO II 2 NZ Div Oct 1942-Jun 1943; CO 5
Fd Regt Jun-Dec 1943, Apr-Jun 1944; GSO I 2 NZ Div 1944;
CRA 2 NZ Div 1945; DCGS Apr 1948-Jan 1949; QMG 1955-56;
Adjutant-General 1956-58; Chief of SEATO Military Planning
Office, 1958-60; Chief of General Staff, 1960-65; Chief of
Defence Staff, Jul 1965-.

2 Brig B. Barrington, DSO, OBE, ED, m.i.d.; born Marton, 2
Oct 1907; insurance inspector; BM 6 Bde May 1941-Jan 1942;
AA & QMG 2 NZ Div Nov 1942-Dec 1944; died Wellington, 17 Apr
1954.

3 Brig S. H. Crump, CBE, DSO, m.i.d.; Bronze Star (US); Lower
Hutt; born Wellington, 25 Jan 1889; Regular soldier; NZASC
1915-19; Commander NZASC, 2 NZ Div, 1940-45; comd 2 NZEF,
Japan, Jun-Sep 1947; on staff HQ BCOF and NZ representative
on Disposals Board in Japan, 1948-49.

4 Brig J. T. Burrows, CBE, DSO and bar, ED, m.i.d., Order of
Valour (Gk); Christchurch; born Christchurch, 14 Jul 1904;
schoolmaster; CO 20 Bn May 1941, Dec 1941- Jul 1942; 20 Bn
and Armd Regt Aug 1942-Jun 1943; comd 4 Bde 27-29 Jun
1942, 5 Jul-15 Aug 1942; S5 Bde Mar 1944, Aug-Nov 1944; 6 Bde
Jul-Aug 1944; Commander Southern Military District, 1951-53;
Commander K Force, 1953-54; Commander, SMD, 1955-60.
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Brigade group. The convoys took about seven and a half hours to
make the run by Routes 6 and 3 to the staging area at Civita Castellana,
where the troops spent a day resting, and about the same time to cover
the remaining half of the journey by way of Route 3 to Narni, from there
to Orvieto, and on Route 71 to the south-west side of Lake Trasimene.

The first part of the journey was made over good roads and was
uneventful except that it gave many men their first glimpse of Rome as
they passed through its outskirts at daybreak. On

NECH T 1LARS TRASIVESE

ARCE TO LAKE TRASIMENE

Route 3, beyond the city, the New Zealanders saw the unmistakable
evidence of the enemy's hasty retreat under attack from the air and
ground forces. The highway had been cut in many places by bombs and
was dotted with wrecked German vehicles. At the Division's staging area
hundreds of vehicles and guns were parked nose-to-tail and ‘a single
enemy fighter plane could have brewed up dozens of them. That such a
risk can be taken, and the fact that we can move a convoy of any size in
daylight is a tribute to the air supremacy maintained by the DAF and
MAAF. The day was hot and a strong wind blew steadily all afternoon

making the place about as comfortable as Amiriya in a khamsin....” !

At Narni, a town in a gorge, ‘yawning gaps had been torn in three
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huge arched bridges by the Jerry engineers but most of the road damage
had been caused by our own bombing. At least once in every mile or so
the road and railway had been straddled by sticks of bombs which had
breached the highway and cratered the surrounding area.... every few
hundred yards lay the burnt-out rusting skeletons of Jerry transport....
the total of wrecks must have run into four figures. Quite a number of
tanks and S.P. guns were among the victims, and every now and then
small groups of railway rolling stock sat drunkenly athwart the rails,
with peppered sides and blackened ribs.... In one place a whole double
column of Jerry transport had been caught hiding in a tree-lined side
road and every vehicle shattered. The Hun has been using a considerable
amount of civilian transport, particularly buses and Fiat cars, to try and

make up his losses....” 2

With the arrival of 4 Armoured Brigade's convey on the 14th, the
whole of the wheeled portion of the Division was assembled by Lake
Trasimene. The heavy tracked vehicles travelled on tank transporters,
which completed the journey three days later. Camp sites were
established under oaks and pines in a pleasant rural locality, which was
found to be appreciably cooler than the Liri valley. Much of the lake was
surrounded by mud and reeds, but where it was accessible for swimming
the water was pleasantly warm. Some units, however, were able to make
only the briefest acquaintance with Lake Trasimene at this time, for 6
Infantry Brigade was committed for operations on the Arezzo front on 12
July, the day after its arrival. The Division was placed under the
command of 13 Corps (Lieutenant-General Kirkman) at midday on the
11th.

Some units, therefore, continued northward along Route 71, past
Castiglione on a promontory on the western shore of the lake, and

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss. Amiriya was a transit camp near
Alexandria.

2 Tbid.
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beyond an airfield crowded mostly with Spitfires. At a railway station
a little farther on ‘a whole concentration of locomotives and railway
rolling stock had been beaten up by the RAF. Numerous craters were
squarely in the middle of the tracks and the rails were bent back like
baling wire.... One or two [locomotives] had been ripped open like tin
cans.... Most of the coaches and trucks were burnt out while others were

shattered by the explosion of their contents....” !

! Diary, B.C.H. Moss.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

Ill: MONTE LIGNANO

lll: Monte Lignano
(i)

The Allied armies were checked right across Italy before they
reached the ports of Ancona on the east coast and Leghorn on the west,
and in the middle of the peninsula, the road and rail centre of Arezzo.

A broad and fertile valley, the Val di Chiana, leads northwards from
the western side of Lake Trasimene towards Arezzo, a town four miles
from the Arno River. Route 71 runs at the foot of the mountains on the
eastern side of the valley and joins Route 73 (the Siena- Arezzo highway)
at a defile less than three miles from Arezzo. Eighth Army advanced
from the Trasimene Line with 13 Corps in the Chiana valley and the
hills to the west, and with 10 Corps in the broken country of the Tiber
valley to the east.

On 13 Corps' right 6 British Armoured Division, which had taken
over from 78 Division, found the enemy defending the mountain heights
east of Route 71, from which he had observation over the Chiana valley.
The armoured division succeeded in gaining a foothold on Monte
Lignano, due south of Arezzo, and on Monte Castiglion Maggio, farther
to the south-east, but failed to clear the enemy from the crests. In the
corps' centre 4 British Infantry Division and on the left 6 South African
Armoured Division were unable to break through the hills west of the
Chiana valley and so reach the Arno valley west of Arezzo. A major
action would be necessary to dislodge the enemy and capture Arezzo,
and for this 13 Corps would need reinforcement. It was decided,
therefore, to bring up ‘the most readily available formation,’ > the New
Zealand Division. The attack was postponed until 15 July to give the
New Zealanders time to move up to the front from the Liri valley, and in
the meantime a heavy preliminary artillery and air assault was made on
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the German gun positions.

2 Alexander's Despatch, The Allied Armies in Italy, p. 2937.

LAKE TRASIMENE TO AREZZO

It was 13 Corps' intention to attack the enemy in his positions west
and south-west of Arezzo and continue the advance to Florence. The 6th
Armoured Division was to capture the high ground south-west of Arezzo,
cut the roads north and west of the town, secure crossing places over
the Arno River, and occupy the town when the chance occurred. The
British armoured division's right flank was to be protected by the New
Zealand Division, which was to relieve a group named Sackforce ! and
occupy the heights from Monte Castiglion Maggio to Monte Lignano; on
the left, west of the Chiana canal, 4 Division was to give supporting fire.

Sixth New Zealand Infantry Brigade group 2 was ordered to relieve
Sackforce on the night of 12-13 July. Brigadier Burrows instructed 25
Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Norman °) to take over the positions of 1
King's Royal Rifle Corps on the south-western slopes of Monte Lignano,
and 26 Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Fountaine %) to relieve 1 Argyll and
Sutherland Highlanders on the slopes of Monte Castiglion Maggio. These
peaks, together with Monte Camurcina and Poggio Cavadenti, which lay
between them, rose about 2000 feet above the Chiana valley and gave
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excellent observation of 13 Corps' activities to the west as well as
commanding the approaches to Arezzo.

The convoy carrying 25 and 26 Battalions and their supporting
machine guns and mortars left the south-western side of Lake Trasimene
early in the evening of the 12th, drove up Route 71 to Castiglion
Fiorentino and halted for half an hour until darkness fell. The 25th
Battalion's vehicles then went to a debussing point three miles farther
up the road, where the machine guns and other equipment were loaded
on mules. Shortly before midnight the battalion, using the mules and
jeeps, set out to climb to the positions occupied by the KRRC on Monte
Lignano. The relief was completed by 4.30 a.m. without casualties,
despite some shelling and mortaring. Meanwhile, by midnight, 26
Battalion had relieved the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in the
Monte Castiglion Maggio sector.

(i1)

The defence of the German position in the mountains south of
Arezzo was chiefly the responsibility of 305 Infantry Division of 76
Panzer Corps, but the western slopes of Monte Lignano and the ground
extending north-westward to the main road were held by 115 Regiment
of 15 Panzer Grenadier Division. The 305th Division,

! Sackforce, under command of 6 Armd Div for right-flank
protection, comprised KDG, 1 KRRC, a battery of 5 Med Regt, a
self-propelled anti-tank battery and a platoon of engineers; it was
strengthened on 8 July by 1 Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders
temporarily detached from 8 Ind Div.

2 At this stage 6 Inf Bde had under command two troops of
17/21 Lancers, B Sqn Div Cav, 33 A-Tk Bty, 43 Lt AA Bty, 39
Mortar Bty less two troops, 5 Inf Bde Hy Mortar Pl, 8 Fd Coy, 2
MG Coy, a detachment of 2 NZ Div Provost Coy, and 5 Fd Amb,
and in support 5 and 6 Fd Regts.
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3 Lt-Col E. K. Norman, DSO, MC, m.i.d., Legion of Merit (US);
Wellington; born Napier, 14 Sep 1916; theological student; CO
25 Bn Dec 1943-Feb 1944, Jun 1944- Apr 1945; wounded 23 Apr
1945.

4 Col D. J. Fountaine, DSO, MC, m.i.d.; Westport; born
Westport, 4 Jul 1914; company secretary; CO 20 Bn Jul-Aug
1942; 26 Bn Sep 1942-Dec 1943, Jun-Oct 1944; comd NZ Adv
Base Oct 1944-Sep 1945; wounded 26 Nov 1941.

which was very weak although reinforced by troops from 94 Infantry
Division, occupied a front running south-eastwards over a wide stretch
of mountains.

Tenth Army had ordered 76 Panzer Corps to hold its existing line
but to swing back its left (east) wing. It had been intended that 44
Infantry Division of 51 Mountain Corps should occupy Monte Favalto, a
high peak about eight miles east of Monte Lignano, but this had not
been done. Instead, troops of 4 Indian Division ( 10 Corps) reached the
slopes of Monte Favalto on 12 July. The commander of 76 Corps
(General Herr) then told Tenth Army that 305 Division's left flank was
‘in an untenable position, and must draw back and lose control of the
commanding heights. That may mean that the Corps cannot hold on for
long in the rest of the sector....’ ! Tenth Army gave orders that 305
Division's right was to hold firm on Monte Lignano, and the rest of the
division could take up a line extending over Monte Camurcina and
towards Monte Favalto.

The capture of Monte Favalto by 4 Indian Division was a threat to
Arezzo from an unexpected direction, and also placed the left flank of
305 Division in a dangerous salient, from which it began thinning out
on the night of 12-13 July. Monte Castiglion Maggio, at the southern tip
of the salient, was abandoned completely. Thus 10 Corps' advance
assisted 13 Corps.
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(iii)

At dawn on 13 July a three-man patrol from A Company, 26
Battalion, climbed to the top of Monte Castiglion Maggio and found it
unoccupied. The patrol pushed along a high saddle for about a mile to
Poggio Cavadenti without meeting any enemy. There was more activity
in 25 Battalion's sector on the slopes of Monte Lignano, which the
enemy shelled and mortared. At least two of the houses the battalion
was using received direct hits. That night 24 Battalion (Lieutenant-
Colonel Hutchens) moved into the line on the western slopes of Monte
Camurcina to fill the gap between 25 and 26 Battalions.

The same night 26 Battalion had its first encounter with the enemy
since taking over from the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders. Two
platoons of B Company left about S p.m. to spend the night as a
standing patrol on Poggio Cavadenti, which had been found unoccupied
in the morning. On the summit the leading platoon (10 Platoon) met an
enemy patrol of about 10 men. ‘Surprise was mutual but the New
Zealanders were the first to

! Appendix, war diary, Tenth Army.
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recover. One German was killed and three taken prisoner; two of
those who escaped were believed to be wounded. The two platoons dug in
along the crest. Later in the night they were subjected to heavy mortar
fire which slackened off towards morning. Only one man was hit....” !
The prisoners were from a unit of 94 Infantry Division under the

command of 305 Infantry Division.

As he felt that the enemy already was beginning to withdraw,
Colonel Fountaine ordered C Company, 26 Battalion, to occupy Poggio
Spino, about two miles north of Monte Castiglion Maggio. The company
set out about 1 a.m. on the 14th and had much trouble

1 26 Battalion, p. 412.

in keeping direction because of the darkness and the nature of the
ground. When it had gone about two miles its commander (Major
Williams ') ordered his men to rest until daylight, when he would be
better able to determine his position. At daybreak, however, it was
evident that the company was still some distance from its objective.
Williams decided to rest his men until early afternoon.

When C Company approached Point 671, the nearer of the two peaks
of Poggio Spino, it came under fire from a farmhouse. A forward
observation officer from 6 Field Regiment who was with the company
put through a call on his wireless to the guns, which laid a heavy
concentration on the enemy-held position. No. 14 Platoon charged in
after the concentration, and the enemy retired down the reverse slope.
The other two platoons took up position on the other peak (Point 691),
which they found deserted. The company was still digging in at nightfall
when, following a mortar concentration, the enemy counter-attacked 14
Platoon and forced it back about 80 yards from the farmhouse. The
other two platoons stayed on Point 691 and returned the enemy's fire.
The artillery FOO called down another concentration, which fell in the
company area. This, or possibly simultaneous enemy fire, caused four
casualties, including two men killed. The enemy made no attempt to
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press home his advantage, and 14 Platoon later reoccupied its position
on Point 671 without opposition.

Monte Camurcina, like Poggio Spino, had twin summits: the main
peak (Point 846) and Colle de Luca (Point 844), farther west, were joined
by a low saddle. C Company, 24 Battalion, had taken over a position
from a platoon of 25 Battalion at Podere Rigutinelli, a group of
farmhouses less than a mile to the south-west of Colle de Luca. The
commander (Second-Lieutenant Crawshaw 2) of 15 Platoon, which was
occupying this position, had been informed by the commander of the
platoon he had relieved that Colle de Luca was either unoccupied or very
thinly held. He set out at 5.30 a.m. to discover whether or not it was
clear of the enemy. The platoon advanced cautiously with a section on
each side of a ridge, scouts out in front, and the third section some way
in the rear. One of the scouts was fired on 200 yards from the summit.
Crawshaw ordered the two leading sections to make an encircling
movement, but they were fired on from newly disclosed positions and
sent to ground. The reserve section, going to assist, was also pinned
down.

Concluding that the position was too strong for a single platoon

1 Lt-Col J. R. Williams, DSO, m.i.d.; Christchurch; born
Christchurch, 27 Jul 1911; solicitor; CO Div Cav Bn Jan-Apr
1945; three times wounded.

2 2 Lt K. S. Crawshaw; Auckland; born NZ 14 Aug 1921;
student teacher.

to assault, Crawshaw reported to Company Headquarters and was
told to await the arrival of 14 Platoon. Second-Lieutenant Lloyd ! set off
with 14 Platoon at 7.30 a.m. and made contact with 15 Platoon, but
also came under fire and consequently withdrew down the ridge and
reported to Company Headquarters. He was told to consolidate, and while
he was doing so, 15 Platoon came down the ridge to the vicinity of his
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position. Crawshaw's men had been counter-attacked by the enemy with
grenades and automatic weapons and had beaten off the attack, but with
the loss of two men killed and five wounded. He then gave orders for the
withdrawal, in the course of which three more men were killed and one
wounded. The two platoons held their positions below Colle de Luca for
the rest of the day.

Some of the opposition encountered by C Company had come from
spandau posts on Monte Camurcina, Point 781 (between Monte
Camurcina and Monte Lignano) and Poggio Altoviti (to the south-east). C
Company estimated there was a company of the enemy on Colle de Luca,
and reported three machine guns in the saddle between the twin peaks.
Lieutenant-Colonel Hutchens decided that A Company should relieve C
Company and capture both peaks of Monte Camurcina. That night A
Company advanced about the same time as 25 Battalion made its attack
on Monte Lignano.

(iv)

The plan to break through the German defences at Arezzo was for 1
Guards Brigade of 6 British Armoured Division, supported by the tanks of
17/21 Lancers, to capture the high ground at the head of the Chiana
valley, south-west of the town, after which 26 Armoured Brigade was to
pass through into the Arezzo plain and capture crossings over the Arno
River. Concurrently with the first phase of this attack, 6 NZ Infantry
Brigade was to clear Monte Lignano and protect the right flank of the
Guards Brigade.

The orders for 6 Brigade's part in the attack stated that 25 Battalion,
with one platoon of 2 MG Company and two troops of 17/21 Lancers
under command, was to capture Monte Lignano (Point 838) and then
Point 650, about 1200 yards north-west of the summit of Lignano. The
three New Zealand field regiments, which were located in the Castiglion
Fiorentino area, were to support the attack by firing concentrations on
the two objectives and other targets. A British medium battery also was
to support the attack. The 4.2-inch mortars were to put down timed
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concentrations along a line east of Monte Lignano and in the area of II
Palazzo,

1 Maj D. H. Lloyd; Dunedin; born Dargaville, 29 Mar 1922;
clerk.

north-east of the feature. After the capture of Monte Lignano 6
Brigade was to reorganise on the high ground running from Poggio Spino
to Monte Camurcina and Lignano.

‘It was recognised that the precipitous nature of the country made
the task of the artillery very difficult....’ ! The field regiments were
warned that care was to be taken in the computation of correct angles
of sight for individual guns during the fire plan.

There was a thunderstorm about midnight. The artillery
bombardment on the New Zealand front and in support of the Guards
Brigade's attack on the left opened at 1 a.m. on the 15th, and 25
Battalion's advance began 40 minutes later. A and C Companies had
orders to capture Monte Lignano, and D Company to take Point 783, 500
yards to the north-west, and then clear the ridge running 700 yards
westward to Point 650; B Company was to occupy the positions vacated
by C Company on the southern slopes of Lignano. C Company moved off
first, followed at 10-minute intervals by A and D Companies.

All three companies followed the same route, up a fairly narrow
ridge. ‘The terrain was such that the start line could only be reached by
scrambling on hands and knees in single file,” a member of 15 Platoon
said later. 2 C Company was held up some distance from the summit by
shellfire which was believed to be from the supporting artillery, but it
deployed and moved on when the barrage lifted at 2 a.m. ‘We ...
commenced to move forward up the steep face of the main feature. It
was terribly rocky and often it was a case of helping one another over
the obstacles.... First opposition was from a Jerry fox-hole, but we
silenced it and pressed on over the rocky terrain, until we encountered
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the next opposition. Another Jerry strongpoint was left in silence.... We
made the crest on which was a very badly shattered building and we
occupied it.... Prisoners were now being taken.... We wirelessed back that
the position had been taken and to lift the barrage, but it continued to
whittle away at what poor protection we had....” 3

A Company encountered very little opposition on the way to the
summit. Two or three spandau posts were silenced. Some mines with trip
wires attached caused no casualties because the wires were too slack to
explode them. D Company passed through on the way to its more distant
objective, where it overcame a more stubborn resistance than the enemy
had offered on Lignano.

In case the enemy should counter-attack, Colonel Norman at 4.45
a.m. asked for the tanks of 17/21 Lancers to come up and support the
forward companies. The difficult going prevented them

! Sir Edward Puttick, 25 Battalion, p. 451.

2 Eye-witness account by Pte J. M. Shinnick recorded in
September 1944.

3 Tbid.

from getting close to the high ground held by the infantry, but they
took up a position where they could deal with an enemy attack. By
daybreak 25 Battalion was firmly established, with A Company on the
summit of Lignano, C a little to the south-east, D holding the line of the
ridge from Point 783 to Point 650, and B in reserve on the southern
slope of Lignano. The battalion's casualties on 15 July were 12 dead and
27 wounded; it had killed an estimated 20 of the enemy and taken 19
prisoners, most of whom were from 115 Panzer Grenadier Regiment.

‘The only serious trouble encountered in the attack by 25 Battalion
was the shellfire reported on many occasions, and from several sources,
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as coming from the supporting artillery.’ ! A report from the battalion
gives 14 instances on 15 July of the shelling of A, C and D Companies
by the supporting guns, which caused 16 casualties. On six occasions,
from 2.25 a.m. to 3.25 a.m., the shells fell on the summit of Lignano,
which was the target for concentrations timed to end at 2 a.m. There
should have been no fire after that hour on the peak, but despite the

battalion's attempts to rectify this, the shells continued to fall there.

The guns believed to be responsible were reported to be on a bearing
of 155 degrees, which passed through the area occupied by the
supporting artillery and, if projected beyond the summit of Monte
Lignano, ran through one of the artillery target areas 750 yards north-
west of the peak. It appears, therefore, that either the guns firing the
concentrations on Monte Lignano failed to lift at 2 a.m. as they should
have done, or those that were to have fired concentrations on targets
750 yards beyond Lignano shelled that peak instead. Nevertheless, the
bearing cited by 25 Battalion as the source of the shelling, if extended
in the opposite direction, passed through the site of a German battery
just west of Arezzo. It is quite possible, therefore, that this battery or
some other German long-range guns were responsible for at least some if
not all of the damaging fire while the attack was in progress. ‘The
German artillery had the area well surveyed.... and [was] easily able to

bring down fire on the ground over which the New Zealanders attacked.’
2

The Guards Brigade, attacking at the same time as 25 Battalion, met
stubborn resistance along the lower north-western slopes of Monte
Lignano. A battalion of the Grenadier Guards captured Stoppiace, less
than half a mile from Point 650, after a short fight, but a company
directed to Point 575 (north-east of Stoppiace) was counter-attacked and
forced back 300 yards from the crest, and a

1 25 Battalion, p. 459.

2 W. E. Murphy, 2nd New Zealand Divisional Artillery, p.
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612.

squadron of 17/21 Lancers which went to the company's assistance
at dawn was engaged by anti-tank guns. Later in the morning a
battalion of the Coldstream Guards captured Point 575, but a company
which reached a hill farther to the north-west in the afternoon was
immediately counter-attacked and forced to withdraw. The Coldstream
Guards attacked again and recaptured the hill. The enemy made no
further attempt to recover it.

(v)

The loss of Monte Lignano, the dominant peak in the Arezzo defence
system, meant that the Germans would have to withdraw. Tenth Army
reported to Army Group C during the morning of 15 July that ‘we have
lost M. Lignano. From there the enemy has a view of Arezzo. Therefore
we cannot remain there much longer.... A counter attack would be very
costly and is out of the question....” Field Marshal Kesselring agreed that
‘with M. Lignano in the hands of the enemy we must withdraw.’ !
Permission was given for 76 Panzer Corps to make a delaying

withdrawal, lasting two days, to the Arno River.

Although the Germans had been compelled to yield Monte Lignano,
they still held Monte Camurcina and other points on the high ground in
the New Zealand sector. The previous evening (14 July) Hutchens had
ordered A Company, 24 Battalion, to relieve C Company on the slopes of
Colle de Luca and take first that peak and then the other peak of
Camurcina. A Company had moved up during the night and passed
through C Company, but had been brought to a halt by machine-gun fire
at the locality where C Company had been engaged on the morning of
the 14th. A Company attempted no further action on the 15th. Much
enemy activity was observed on Colle de Luca in the afternoon and, at
the company's request, the artillery fired on the peak.

Less than a mile south-east of Colle de Luca an eight-man patrol
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from B Company of 26 Battalion (which was occupying Poggio Cavadenti
with two platoons) clashed with Germans on Poggio Altoviti. The patrol
set out just before dawn and, on reaching the crest of Altoviti, its leader
(Corporal Brick ) and another man tripped over a spandau post. Brick
opened fire before the enemy gunners recovered from their surprise. One
German was killed and two others wounded and taken prisoner, and
although other spandaus in the vicinity began firing, Brick and his men,
driving their prisoners before them, raced back across

! War diary, Tenth Army.

2 Lt W. Brick, MM; Putaruru; born Ashburton, 20 Sep 1921;
clerk; wounded 24 Dec 1943.

open ground to Poggio Cavadenti, which they reached without
casualties.

Brigadier Burrows decided to stage an attack on the remaining
features in the New Zealand sector believed to be still in enemy hands,
and gave orders in the afternoon of the 15th for an attack which was to
begin at 2 a.m. next day: 26 Battalion on the right was to capture
Poggio Altoviti, and 24 Battalion on the left was to take Colle de Luca
and the main peak of Monte Camurcina. The 23rd Battalion, having
passed temporarily to 6 Brigade's command, was to be in reserve.

The three field regiments were to support this attack with a series of
concentrations on the objectives and other targets. The 4.2-inch
mortars also were to give support by firing on Point 812 (north of Colle
de Luca) and at dawn were to carry out observed bombardments of the
valleys north of the objectives.

The artillery opened fire on Poggio Altoviti at the appointed time (2
a.m.). B Company of 26 Battalion, led by 7 Platoon (attached from A
Company), advanced to the peak and found it deserted. Soon afterwards
the company came under what was believed to be 25-pounder fire.
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‘Frantic messages were relayed back to the gunners and the firing soon
ceased, but not before two men had been killed and two wounded.’ ! It is
again possible that the German artillery, which was well placed to fire
on this peak, may have been responsible. The enemy could have judged
from the New Zealand shelling how the attack was progressing and
where to place his fire to best advantage.

Before the bombardment began A Company, 24 Battalion, withdrew
400 yards from Colle de Luca, and half an hour after the guns opened
fire, moved forward again unopposed. D Company passed through and
found Camurcina deserted. The two companies were ordered to send out
patrols at daybreak to search for any enemy who might be lying low.
Supplies and equipment, including machine guns, were taken up to
Monte Camurcina by a mule team. A patrol from A Company made
contact with 25 Battalion on Monte Lignano, and also took two
prisoners. Mines and several enemy dead were found.

(vi)

While 6 Brigade was driving the enemy off Monte Lignano and the
adjacent peaks, a column consisting of B Squadron of Divisional
Cavalry, two troops of C Squadron, 18 Armoured Regiment, and D
Company of 26 Battalion was making its way through the hills

1 26 Battalion, p. 414.

to the south-east, along a narrow winding road which linked
Castiglion Fiorentino on Route 71 with Palazzo del Pero on Route 73
five miles from Arezzo.

The column made slow progress on 14 July, being delayed at several
places by mines and demolitions, and was halted in the afternoon by a
large crater at the junction of a side road which led round the northern
face of Poggio Spino (the peak occupied by C Company, 26 Battalion,
that afternoon), about two miles from Palazzo del Pero. Enemy shell and
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mortar fire prevented the sappers of 8 Field Company from repairing the
road, and as the shelling had not stopped next morning (the 15th), it
was decided to bulldoze a bypass, which was completed before midday.
An armoured car patrol then advanced without opposition to the road
junction at Palazzo del Pero, where it found more mines and demolitions
and came under fire from enemy guns. The tanks, which also moved to
Palazzo del Pero, engaged with harassing fire small distant parties of the
enemy, who appeared to be pulling back through the hills.

Meanwhile troops of 4 Indian Division, of 10 Corps, which planned to
cross Route 73 east of Arezzo and capture the Alpe di Poti, the high
ground dominating the east and north-east of the town, came through
the mountains south-east of Palazzo del Pero, and early on 16 July—
when C Squadron's tanks had just started off along Route 73—the New
Zealanders were recalled from what was now 10 Corps' sphere of
operations.

(vii)

The enemy had broken contact on the New Zealand front; he had
also gone from 6 Armoured Division's sector, on the left, where a
battalion of the Welsh Guards moved unopposed on to the Agazzi hills,
across the highway leading to Arezzo. The 26th Armoured Brigade drove
through the gap in the hills, occupied the town and crossed the Arno.

The occupation of Monte Camurcina and Poggio Altoviti had ended
the New Zealand Division's part in the battle. The Division went into
reserve, and orders were given for the withdrawal of 6 Brigade.
Equipment was loaded on mules and the various companies came down
from the high ground to the road, where they were picked up by the
transport which took them back to the brigade's B echelon area, west of
Cortona in the Chiana valley.

The New Zealand casualties in the battle for Arezzo totalled 116,
including 37 killed or died of wounds; 66 of these (22 killed and 44
wounded) were incurred by 25 Battalion.
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Immediately after 6 Brigade's return General Freyberg held a
conference of formation and unit commanders to announce the New
Zealand Government's policy on furlough. Already most of the men who
had left New Zealand with the First, Second and Third Echelons had
been granted furlough; the Ruapehu draft of over 6000 had left Egypt for
New Zealand in June 1943, and the Wakatipu draft of over 2500 in
January 1944. But the 4th Reinforcements, who included men who had
fought in Greece, Crete and North Africa, were still serving with the 2
NZEF.

The GOC issued a special order on 17 July stating that replacements
were being sent from New Zealand to relieve the 4th Reinforcements, a
proportion of whom would be withdrawn forthwith and the remainder
later in the year after the arrival of the replacements. The first group,
numbering 1500, was to include all the married men of the 4th
Reinforcements and a proportion of the single men selected by ballot;
and also officers of the first three echelons who had not yet had
furlough (except a few in key positions) but no officers of the 4th
Reinforcements.

Celebration parties for those who were going—and to drown the
sorrows of those who were not—were staged before the departure of the
Taupo draft on 20 July. Several weeks later, when the GOC found it
necessary to draw the attention of formation commanders to breaches of
discipline, he listed as one example of ‘unrestricted consumption of
intoxicating liquor’ the occasion when ‘troops from certain units turned
up at the parade of 4th Reinforcements in a hopelessly drunken
condition, and had to be kept off the parade ground. Numerous men of
this draft were in possession of large quantities of liquor which was
taken on the trucks with them.’
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

I: A CHANGE IN PLAN

I: A Change in Plan
(i)

THE capture of Arezzo by 13 Corps on 16 July was followed by other
successes: 2 Polish Corps broke through to Ancona on the Adriatic coast
on the 18th and 4 United States Corps entered Leghorn on the Ligurian
coast next day. These advances gave the Allied armies possession of two
vital ports of supply—both of which had to be cleared of extensive
demolitions before they could be used—and in Arezzo an administrative
base for the planned offensive against the Gothic Line. The next
objective was Florence, which was wanted as an operational base for
such an offensive.

Thirteenth Corps' sector offered the easiest terrain for an advance to
Florence—north-westwards from Arezzo down the valley of the Arno
River. This valley, however, was dominated from the east by the rugged
and almost unroaded Pratomagno massif and from the west by the
comparatively gentle ridges of the Monti del Chianti. The corps
advanced on a front of three divisions, with 6 British Armoured Division
in the Arno valley, 6 South African Armoured Division on the western
side of the Chianti mountains, and 4 British Infantry Division keeping
contact between them. It soon became apparent that the enemy was
determined to resist strongly in the Arno valley, where he had
concentrated some of his best troops.

The widening of Eighth Army's front, when the French
Expeditionary Corps of Fifth Army departed to prepare for the anviL
expedition, gave another possible approach to Florence: west of the
Chianti mountains. Thirteenth Corps, extending westwards, took over
the French Corps' sector on Fifth Army's right flank, astride Route 2,
which led northwards from Siena through Poggibonsi (captured by the
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French on 14 July) and San Casciano to the city. It was a region of
rolling hills and many secondary roads and tracks, and according to
Intelligence reports and the experiences of the French, was not as
strongly defended as the Arno valley.

To take advantage of the expected lighter resistance in this sector,
therefore, General Kirkman moved the weight of 13 Corps' attack
westward. On the corps' right flank 6 Armoured Division was to continue
its thrust down the eastern side of the Arno valley and 4 Division was to
push down the western side of the lower slopes of the Chianti
mountains; these two divisions were to contain the enemy facing them,
maintain constant pressure and be prepared to take advantage of any
opportunities. The 6th South African Armoured Division, which earlier
had the subsidiary role of making down the valley of the River Greve (a
tributary of the Arno), an outflanking move to assist the attack down
the Arno, was now to take part in the major assault, with the Arno west
of Florence for its objective. After the New Zealand Division and 8 Indian
Division had relieved the French Expeditionary Corps, the New
Zealanders were to share with the South Africans in this assault, and the
Indians were to conform with the advance and cover the left flank.

The New Zealand Division was to relieve 2 Moroccan Division and
pass through the leading troops as early as possible after dawn on 22
July; it was intended to thrust northwards from Castellina in Chianti
(east of Poggibonsi), cut across Route 2 by San Casciano and occupy the
Arno crossings at Signa, six or seven miles west of Florence. The
Division's sector was only about three miles wide; it led north-north-
westwards and included the secondary road running in that direction
from Castellina, a short stretch of Route 2 and a network of minor roads
and tracks beyond San Casciano.

In instructions issued on 21 July to the five divisions of 13 Corps
General Kirkman directed that every effort should be made, with the
help of Italian partisans where available, to secure bridges intact over
the Arno, form bridgeheads north of the river, and even take advantage
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of any opportunity given by the enemy's weaknesses or disorganisation
to penetrate the Gothic Line. He thought it more likely, however, that
the enemy would withdraw in orderly bounds and be found firmly
deployed in prepared defences in the Gothic Line. The corps commander
also said that it was not his intention to become involved in serious
street fighting in Florence, but to bypass the city if necessary. Florence
was not to be shelled without sanction from Corps Headquarters.

(i)

General Kirkman informed General Freyberg in the afternoon of 20
July that the New Zealand Division would be called on for the assault on
Florence. Orders were given and preparations made for the move of the
Division's 4855 vehicles to Castellina, a distance of about 60 miles. The
Division was divided into 14 convoys which, with the exception of 150
tracked vehicles of 4 Armoured Brigade, went by a route from Castiglion
Fiorentino past Siena to Castellina; the tracked vehicles' route was from
Castiglione del Lago past Sinalunga and Siena. The first convoys left on
21 July and the last two days later; they completed the journey with few
mishaps. The usual security precautions were taken of not displaying
New Zealand badges, titles and fernleaf signs, and wireless silence was
enforced.

It was mid-summer. During the journey a man who had served in
North Africa declared that ‘never before in all my life have I travelled
over such a dusty road. The endless stream of vehicles had ground the
surface into a light feathery dust which was six inches deep in places.
There was little wind, and although the road wound up and down over
broken hills and was only visible at scattered points, its whole length
could be traced by the pall of dust hanging over it. Vehicles and
occupants were covered with a chalky grey powder which gave them a
ghastly unnatural appearance. Occasionally we had to drop to crawling
speed because the swirling clouds limited visibility to the end of the
bonnet. The route took us through the foothills of the Chianti
mountains which were thickly wooded at first, later becoming barren
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and wind eroded as we made towards Siena.’ The convoys drove round
the high, massive brick wall of the town, ‘but over the top we could see
several domes and spires and some large buildings. A little further on we
turned off the main route ... down a side road to our new bivvy area, on
the estate of some Italian count....

‘We have the trucks parked along a line of white mulberries
bordering a lucerne paddock in the characteristic setting of wheat and
maize patches crisscrossed by grapevines supported on topped maples....
A very striking thousand yard avenue of upright Italian cypresses runs
from the main gates up to the residence.... The long line of sombre dark
green spires forms a striking contrast with the yellow brown background
of rolling hills. The final two hundred yards leading to the house is
flanked on either side by groves of fine old ashes, beeches and maritime

pines.... The place has been very pretty but is now in a state of neglect.’
1

! Diary, B. C. H. Moss.

(iii)

Divisional Headquarters issued an operation order in the evening of
the 21st which said the intention was to advance and capture crossings
over the River Arno at Signa. Fifth Brigade was to relieve 2 Moroccan
Division and then advance against the enemy as early as possible next
day. The remainder of the Division was to remain south of Castellina on
three hours' notice until called forward. Three Royal Artillery regiments
came under the Division's command—70 and 75 Medium Regiments and
142 Army Field Regiment ! (self-propelled)—and in support was B Flight
of 655 Air Observation Post Squadron. The Division also took over
temporarily some armoured and artillery units which had been
supporting 2 Moroccan Division.

On the night of 21-22 July 5 Brigade relieved two battalions of 2
Moroccan Division five or six miles north-west of Castellina, with 23
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Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas ?) on the right at San Donato in
Poggio and 28 (Maori) Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel Young) on the left
between the Castellina — San Donato road and Route 2. Each battalion
was supported by two platoons of medium tanks and one of light tanks
from 757 US Tank Battalion; in addition, 23 Battalion had two troops of
A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, and a platoon of 7 Field Company under
command, and 28 Battalion had one troop of A Squadron, Divisional
Cavalry, a platoon of 7 Field Company and 5 Brigade Heavy Mortar
Platoon. The 5th Field Regiment was deployed two and a half miles
north-west of Castellina.

The 23rd Battalion completed the relief of 2 Battalion, 8 Moroccan
Infantry Regiment, before midnight and sent out patrols, one of which
met opposition on a ridge (Point 337) a mile and a half to the north
along the road to Sambuca. The Maori Battalion, whose sector was
farther from the road, took until dawn to complete the relief of 2
Battalion, 5 Moroccan Infantry Regiment.

The codeword ( skecness) for the start of 5 Brigade's advance was
circulated by Divisional Headquarters by a signal timed 1.30 p.m. on 22
July; this allowed units operationally engaged to use their wireless sets,
and also permitted the display again of New Zealand titles, badges and
fernleaf signs.

! 142nd Royal Devon Yeomanry Field Regiment, with 105-mm.
howitzers on tank chassis.

2 Brig W. B. Thomas, DSO, MC and bar, m.i.d., Silver Star (US);
Germany; born Nelson, 29 Jun 1918; bank officer; CO 23 Bn
1944-45; 22 Bn ( Japan) Oct 1945-Nov 1946; wounded and p.w.
25 May 1941; escaped Nov 1941; returned to unit May 1942;
twice wounded; British Army, 1947-; comd 12 Inf Bde, Germany,
1964-.

(iv)
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When the New Zealand Division went into the line for the assault on
Florence, the Polish Corps, in the Adriatic coastal sector, had crossed
the Esino River, between Ancona and Senigallia, and was steadily
pushing the enemy back towards the main defences of the Gothic Line,
the eastern flank of which rested on Pesaro. In 10 Corps' mountainous
sector armoured car patrols were operating on a wide front east of 10
Indian Division, which was working its way northward along the Tiber
valley, and 4 Indian Division was in the rugged country north-east of
Arezzo.

On 13 Corps' right flank 6 British Armoured Division, advancing in a
north-westerly direction from Arezzo to clear the eastern side of the
Arno valley, had not progressed far beyond the southern end of the
Pratomagno massif, and 4 British Division, on a narrow front extending
into the foothills of the Monti del Chianti, was less than half-way along
Route 69 (the road from Arezzo to Florence). ! Farther west 6 South
African Armoured Division was clearing the defences on the main
features of the Monti del Chianti to permit an advance along a
secondary road to Greve, south of Florence. Thirteenth Corps' front
continued westward through the New Zealand Division's sector to where
8 Indian Division relieved 4 Moroccan Mountain Division, which had
reached a line stretching north-westwards along the Elsa River to
Castelfiorentino. The command of the part of the front taken over by
the New Zealand and Indian divisions passed from the French
Expeditionary Corps of Fifth Army to 13 Corps of Eighth Army at
midnight on 22-23 July.

Fifth Army, reduced to a front of four divisions to release troops for
the landing in southern France, penetrated over Route 67 (the road from
Florence to Pisa and Leghorn), entered the southern part of Pisa on 23
July, and began to regroup along the Arno.

(v)

The enemy held a line across the peninsula south of the Gothic Line
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defences, with Fourteenth Army (comprising 75 Corps, 14 Panzer Corps
and 1 Parachute Corps) on the right (west) and Tenth Army (76 Panzer
Corps and 51 Mountain Corps) on the left. Seventy-fifth Corps disposed
one division around the mouth of the Arno River and on the Ligurian
coast to the north, and another in the Pisa area; 14 Panzer Corps was
along the Arno to the confluence with its tributary, the Elsa, with two
divisions

for-

! Route 69 joins Route 67 at Pontassieve, about eight miles
east of Florence.

ward

and one in reserve; from Castelfiorentino on the Elsa eastwards
across the hills south of Florence to the Monti del Chianti—the part of
the front to which the New Zealand and Indian divisions were
transferred, alongside the South Africans—was 1 Parachute Corps with
three divisions, 29 Panzer Grenadier on the right, 4 Parachute in the
centre and 356 Infantry on the left.

East of the boundary between the two German armies, 76 Panzer
Corps held the line from the Monti del Chianti across the Arno valley
between Florence and Arezzo with seven divisions, one of which was in
the process of relieving the Hermann Goering Division, destined to leave
the Italian front, and another ( 1 Parachute Division) was to be
withdrawn to Rimini on the Adriatic coast. The line from the Tiber
valley through the mountains to the coast was held by 51 Mountain
Corps with four divisions.

The enemy had few reserves behind the front line he could call upon
if necessary. North of Pisa two German Air Force divisions were being
converted into one formation. Spezia, on the Ligurian coast, was
garrisoned by a fortress brigade; the coast east and west of Genoa was
covered by a German division, and another was guarding the Franco-
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Italian frontier with the Italian Army Liguria. Tenth Army had one
division in reserve at Bologna. A Turcoman division of doubtful
reliability was watching the Adriatic coast south of Ravenna, and 1
Parachute Division, as it was withdrawn from the Arno valley, went into
position south of Rimini, in rear of the Adriatic flank of the Gothic Line.
The German High Command was still apprehensive of seaborne landings
behind the front.

Field Marshal Kesselring knew from experience that the mobility of
the Allied armies enabled them to attack with little warning at widely
separated parts of the front. His own Army Group C, on the other hand,
was handicapped by its lack of transport and the continual interruption
of communications by the almost unopposed Allied bombing, and
therefore had difficulty in transferring formations rapidly from one
sector to another. To guard against a breakthrough which might cut in
behind and encircle part of his forces, he had to cover as wide a front as
possible and fall back evenly across that front. As he could not expect to
receive sufficient reinforcements for use as a mobile reserve or as a
counter-attack force, his tactics could be only a step-by-step withdrawal
under pressure to keep his line intact.

Hitler had given orders to hold the line south of Florence as long as
possible. The placing of Tenth Army's main strength across the Arno
valley south-east of the city had influenced 13 British Corps in its
decision to change its line of assault to a sector farther
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The Advance to Florence, 14 July - 4 August 1944

west. Fourteenth Army intended to hold the Heinrich-Paula ! line,
which ran along the lower Arno River from the coast to Montelupo and
then eastwards through the hills about five miles south of Florence. In
Army Group's opinion this line was too close to the city, and orders were
given, therefore, that a line farther south should be reconnoitred and

prepared.

! The German withdrawal towards the Arno was based on a series
of phase lines known by girls' names, which included Irmgard,
Karin, Maedchen, Nora, Olga and Paula. These were not
connected areas of fortified or even dug-in defences, but merely
lines of withdrawal marked on the map where the topography
seemed to offer advantageous delaying positions. The Heinrich
Line appears to have been the name given to the line of the Arno
River from the sea to about the Elsa River confluence; later,
when it was extended eastwards across the north of Florence, it
was referred to as the Heinrich Mountain Line.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

ll: THE PESA VALLEY

Il: The Pesa Valley
(i)

The New Zealand Division was now in the Chianti country, famous
for its wine, a closely settled region of undulating ridges, slopes and
gullies, where thickly wooded land alternated with olive groves,
vineyards, crops of wheat and cereals, and where innumerable stone-
built farmhouses and hamlets were interspersed with handsome villas.
Many of these buildings were to become strongpoints for defence and
targets for attack.

This became known as the ‘Tiger country’ because of the many
German Tiger (Mark VI) 60-ton tanks encountered there. The Sherman
was considered no match for the Tiger. 2 ‘From the moment the Tiger
appeared it became a kind of bogey, and the air was full of rumours of
more and more Tigers lying in wait just ahead; just as in the desert every
German gun was an “eighty-eight”, so here every tracked vehicle heard
over in German territory was a Tiger. The natural result was that, quite
suddenly, the New Zealand tanks became more cautious than they had
ever been before.... The high mutual regard of New Zealand tanks and
infantry was in danger.’ ° The Chianti country appeared to offer no
advantages for the attacking armour: it was intersected by shallow
watercourses and narrow roads which could be obstructed by mines and
demolitions. Much of the advance would have to be made across
country, where the tanks would have to grope almost blindly among the
trees and vines.

2 Although twice the size of a Sherman and armed with an 88-
mm. gun, the Tiger had its disadvantages. In Neither Fear Nor
Hope, pp. 263-4, General von Senger says that ‘dozens of these
monsters had fallen out of the fighting because even when only
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slightly damaged we had no means of dragging them away.... If a
Tiger became temporarily immobile, it could only be towed away
by another Tiger. Such targets were very conspicuous to the
enemy with his good air and artillery observation and were soon
under fire, which inevitably caused further damage to their
propelling mechanism....’

3 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 521.

(i)

Fifth Infantry Brigade was to start the New Zealand Division's
advance towards the Arno. The intention was that on the right 23
Battalion was to follow the axis of the secondary road leading north-west
from San Donato in Poggio into Route 2, and from Sambuca was to
continue on the eastern side of the Pesa River; on the left 28 (Maori)
Battalion was to take the side road which turned off westward just south
of San Donato and swung north-westward to join Route 2 by Tavarnelle
in Val di Pesa, and was to follow Route 2 as far as Strada and then turn
left on to the side road which ran north-westwards along the west of the
Pesa valley.

The first objective (codename surraLo) was about three miles north of
San Donato, the second ( montreaL) another mile and a half, and the third
( euesec) a further mile and a half. ! These were phase lines rather than
objectives; they were intended to indicate the rate and extent of the
advance. Both battalions were to keep in contact with the enemy and
force him to continue withdrawing; until they met a strong defence
needing a set-piece attack, they were to conduct their own advances,
with Brigade Headquarters co-ordinating times and objectives. Until
relieved by 18 NZ Armoured Regiment, the tanks of 757 US Tank
Battalion were to stay in support of 23 and 28 Battalions. Provision was
made for the field and medium artillery to move forward as required in
support.

At daybreak on the 22nd troops of 23 Battalion prepared to advance
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against the enemy posts identified by patrols the previous night, and the
artillery was asked to fire on Point 337, a mile and a half beyond San
Donato, and to harass all likely defences on the route to Sambuca. The
Sth Field Regiment began firing at 6.20 a.m.

C Company pushed westward along a ridge towards Point 357, which
a platoon quickly occupied, and took a few prisoners from 4 Parachute
Division. B Company had a more difficult task. About a mile north of
San Donato a side road led off to the north-west towards Morocco and
Tavarnelle, and near the road fork the settlement of San Martino a Cozzi
would have to be occupied before the battalion could advance up either
the road to Sambuca or the road to Morocco. Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas
therefore ordered B Company to capture San Martino.

Attacking without tank support, B Company's men were caught at
close range by devastating fire and had to retire when their

! The codenames of subsequent objectives of 5 Bde's advance
WEre€ SAVANNAH, CONCORD, DOUGLAS, HAMILTON, VANCOUVER, OMAHA.

3 RIGADGS ADGICE, DT LY 1M

5 BRIGADE'S ADVANCE, 22-27 JULY 1944

ammunition ran low. About midday the company commander (Major
Worsnop !) arranged a stronger assault, supported by artillery and mortar
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fire, and with covering small-arms fire from Divisional

1 Lt-Col J. A. Worsnop, MBE; born Makotuku, 31 Jan 1909;
Regular soldier; 1 Army Tk Bn 1942-43; CO Div Cav, Japan,
1946; wounded 22 Jul 1944; Area Officer, Christchurch; died
Christchurch, 24 Jul 1957.

Cavalry armoured cars. San Martino was captured, but by this time B
Company's casualties were nearly 30 (including five men taken prisoner).

This action was considered invaluable in permitting the later
advances on 23 Battalion's front, but it had not been intended that the
infantry should attack without tank support. ! Several American
Sherman tanks were in harbour close to San Donato, but their
commander had been unwilling to become involved in 23 Battalion's
attack as he was waiting for the New Zealand tanks to take over. He said
his instructions had been ‘not to lose a tank or risk one.’ 2 Later,
however, the Americans ignored these instructions.

While B Company was dealing with San Martino, A Company did not
go beyond the road fork. Its objectives were Point 337 and the
settlement of Ginestra, farther along the road to Sambuca. A Company,
also without tank support, captured Point 337, but was counter-attacked
and forced to withdraw. Thomas ordered the company commander (Major
Hoseit °) to regain the point. Some of the American tanks, a troop of
New Zealand tanks and two troops of A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry,
went forward to assist, and 5 Field Regiment gave supporting fire. By
dusk A Company had retaken Point 337 and occupied some of the houses
at Ginestra.

When D Company, accompanied by two troops of A Squadron, 18
Armoured Regiment, started an advance to Morocco, the leading troop of
tanks, either by mistake or through receiving a request to help A
Company, continued along the Sambuca road instead of turning on to
the Morocco road and took part in the counter-attack which regained
Point 337. These tanks then wheeled left across country to join the
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other troop of tanks with D Company on the Morocco road.

D Company and the tanks spread across the fields bordering the
Morocco road and made excellent progress. ‘The country was gently
undulating and we went sweeping forward beneath the scattered olive
trees, with farmhouses showing up here and there at the end of lanes
running in from the main road.... When a house, appearing through the
trees, looked to house the enemy, the tanks blazed away with their 75s
as they advanced. The enemy was on the run. Without the armour I
don't expect we should have got very far,” says one of the platoon
commanders. *

Fire was exchanged with the enemy in Morocco, and on request 5
Field Regiment laid down a ‘murder’ ° on the centres of resistance.

! The GOC's diary says: ‘Policy was not to push on until the
tanks were up.’

2 23 Battalion, p. 362.

3 Maj W. Hoseit; born Oamaru, 5 Dec 1911; manufacturer;
killed in action 23 Jul 1944.

4 R. T. Street, quoted in 23 Battalion, p. 365.

5 Codename for a method of fire in which each gun was laid
against a pin-point target with the object that each round should
hit the target.

The infantry and tanks closed in on the village and, although some
Germans were seen in retreat, the houses had to be cleared one by one. A
Sherman tank was set alight by a tank or self-propelled gun which
subsequently managed to withdraw. D Company collected about 60
prisoners, but owing to a misunderstanding, one of the supporting tanks
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opened fire on the house where the prisoners were held under guard, and
most of them escaped in the confusion.

When Thomas heard of D Company's success, he changed the plan
he had made for C Company with tanks and engineers to attack up the
Sambuca road through A Company next morning, and ordered C with all
available support to go immediately to Morocco. C Company was relieved
at Point 357 by a platoon from 28 Battalion and, travelling on seven of
A Squadron's tanks and other vehicles, set off to join D Company. The
combined force advanced to a road junction a short way beyond Morocco
and laagered overnight. The engineers cleared the road through
Morocco, which had been partially blocked by demolitions.

Meanwhile, during the morning of 22 July, 28 (Maori) Battalion
concentrated on the road which led westwards from just south of San
Donato and then north-westwards towards Tavarnelle. In the afternoon
patrols, reconnoitring the ground over which the battalion was to
advance, exchanged fire with parties of the enemy, took a few prisoners,
and reported that the enemy was occupying the village of Tignano, less
than two miles from Tavarnelle, but apparently not in any strength.
Before the advance began 5 Field Regiment laid down fire on positions
where the enemy had been observed.

The Maoris set off shortly after 7 p.m. with B Company covering the
right flank east of the road, C in the centre, D west of the road, and A in
reserve. Half of B Squadron, 18 Armoured Regiment, joined C Company;
the other half was in reserve. Machine-gun and mortar fire was met on
rising ground leading to Tignano, but under cover of fire from the tanks
and mortars, C Company converged on the village, overcame the
opposition and took a few more prisoners. B and D Companies passed on
each side of Tignano and converged on Spicciano, farther along the
road, where they stopped after dislodging small groups of the enemy. The
sappers of 7 Field Company cleared a passage for the tanks past
demolitions and mines.

(iii)
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The Germans had observed on 21 July that the Allies were bringing
up reinforcements on 1 Parachute Corps' front, particularly in the area
south of Tavarnelle, and next day that the Allied preparations had
increased still further. Guns and many vehicles could be seen, especially
in the area east of the Poggibonsi- Florence road. Statements by
prisoners of war indicated that a new formation, ‘presumably 2 NZ Div’,
! had come into the line. Fourteenth Army ordered 1 Parachute Corps
to hold the Nora Line ( Strada- Fabbrica) until at least the evening of 23
July.

On the 22nd 4 Parachute Division extended its front eastwards by
taking over part of 356 Division's sector, an alteration which brought
the New Zealand Division's line of assault exclusively against the
parachute division. Fourteenth Army reports describe the attacks on 1
Parachute Corps' front, including those south and south-east of
Tavarnelle, where ‘after fierce fighting our battle outposts withdrew to
the FDLs.’ 2 The 23rd Battalion of the New Zealand Division was
identified by the capture of five men from B Company.

(iv)

C Company of 23 Battalion, accompanied by half of A Squadron, 18
Regiment, left the road junction near Morocco at 4.30 a.m. on 23 July
and within an hour and a half had occupied the hamlet of La Rocca.
Beyond La Rocca the enemy withdrew behind demolitions, one of which
he blew little more than 100 yards in front of the leading tank. C
Company crossed Route 2 to the village of Strada, on a secondary road
leading to the north-west. There the defence included spandau, mortar
and ofenrohr fire, but the tanks ‘hammered the buildings with all their
weapons while the infantry moved in, and Jerry fled, abandoning one of
his bazookas.’ * C Company was in possession of Strada by 7.15 a.m.,
and another group of buildings called Case Poggio Petroio about midday.

The artillery engaged a German tank reported at Point 322, by Villa
Strada, a large house (known to the New Zealanders as the Castle) not
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far to the north of Strada. One of A Squadron's tanks was hit by an anti-
tank shell from somewhere near Villa Strada, and burst into flames
before the crew could get clear. Early in the afternoon C Company was
directed on Point 322, but was forced to fall back. So intense was the
fire from this locality that it was decided not to renew the attack that

afternoon.

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.

2 Fourteenth Army's diary says on 22 July that the ‘enmity of
the Italian civilian population in the forward areas was observed
to be greatly increased; it showed itself mainly in support given
to the enemy—guiding patrols, giving away our positions, etc. In
one divisional sector 26 Italians were shot as a reprisal.’

3 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 504.

The Maori Battalion resumed the advance from the Tignano area at
5 a.m. on the 23rd and in a little over two hours entered Tavarnelle
without opposition. It was then learnt that 23 Battalion, by attacking
Strada, had crossed 28 Battalion's axis of advance (Route 2). Brigadier
Stewart therefore directed the Maori Battalion to take a road north of
Tavarnelle instead of Route 2, with Villa Bonazza as its immediate
objective. After some delay caused by machine-gun fire and mines, C
Company moved up this road, followed by half of B Squadron, 18
Regiment, with B Company keeping level on the right. Both companies
were fired on by guns and mortars located mostly in the Villa Strada
area, where tanks were also seen.

From the direction of Villa Bonazza ‘fast tank shells came whistling
down the road.... [B Squadron's tanks] began to shoot up the villa and its
grounds, but this brought on a savage reaction from Jerry, and a Tiger
tank beside a little cemetery on the right flank hit and burnt two
Shermans in quick succession.’ ! A third troop of B Squadron came up to
join in the battle with the Tiger, which left the cemetery and, while
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heading across a gully towards Route 2, was damaged beyond repair and
finally blown up by its crew. This was the first Tiger tank claimed by the
New Zealand Shermans.

During the day 18 Regiment's padre (Captain Gourdie 2) pulled the
men out of two burning tanks, and repeatedly exposed himself to shell
and machine-gun fire to take carrier loads of wounded men back to the
RAP.

On 28 Battalion's left flank D Company advanced up the road
through the village of Noce, which was across a gully from Villa
Bonazza. The hostile fire increased beyond Noce, and by 6 p.m. D
Company, as well as B and C, had come to a halt. Later, however, the
Maoris charged Villa Bonazza. Sergeant Patrick, 2 of D Company, says ‘a
spandau was firing from one of the windows and there was a fair amount
of activity in the trees.... We fixed bayonets and went down the gully
and up the other side pretty well worked up too.’ But the enemy must
have seen the Maoris coming, ‘for they left their defences and scampered
back to the building. The trees seemed alive with running men, and the
yelling of the Maoris added to the din created by the shouting of the
Jerries. We killed a few but the rest disappeared and we presumed they
had entered the casa. We searched but found no one

1 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 508. Dawson
gives the regiment's casualties for the day as six killed and 11
wounded.

2 Rev. R. McL. Gourdie, DSO, ED; Shannon; born Ashburton,
21 Apr 1913; Anglican minister; SCF J Force Nov 1945-Jun
1946.

3 Lt P. W. Patrick; Auckland; born Waerenga, 15 Nov 1921;
clerk.

in it. It was a tremendous building and I remember a beautiful
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piano....” !

(v)

Brigadier Stewart gave 23 Battalion orders in the morning of 23 July
to occupy Sambuca, but not to continue beyond the bound monrtreaL (the
junction of the Sambuca road and Route 2). Also, Divisional Cavalry's
armoured cars were to establish contact with 6 South African Division's
troops on the right flank. Lieutenant- Colonel Thomas therefore
instructed A Company to continue to Sambuca and Fabbrica with
supporting arms and an additional troop of A Squadron of Divisional
Cavalry under command.

This force came under increasing shell and mortar fire as it
approached the western bank of the Pesa; it found that the bridge had
been destroyed at Sambuca, but took the village, crossed the river, and
continued towards Fabbrica, a village on a hillside more than a mile to
the north. The impression was gained from Italians that the enemy had
left Fabbrica, 2 and this seemed to be confirmed when no fire came from
the village.

The vehicles were held up at a demolition where the road crossed a
stream, but about 7.30 p.m. the infantry continued to the foot of the
hill on which Fabbrica stood, where they were within easy range of the
buildings overlooking them. At this point mortars and machine guns
opened fire on the men in the open, who went to ground, and artillery
fire was directed on the road around Company Headquarters. A request
was sent back for a stonk on Fabbrica, but some of the artillery fire fell
short. The house in which Company Headquarters had been set up
received a direct hit by an enemy shell, which killed Major Hoseit and
wounded several of his men. Orders were given for the company to
withdraw, which it did with the assistance of covering fire from the
Staghounds.

(vi)


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-012671.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-012671.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-012671.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003556.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120161.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-012671.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003556.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003556.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003556.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003556.html

Field Marshal Kesselring expressed the opinion to General Joachim

Lemelsen 3

on 23 July that a major Allied attack was imminent, with its
main weight on Fourteenth Army's left flank and possibly to a less

extent on Tenth Army's right flank. It appeared to him

1 28 (Maori) Battalion, p. 393.

2 The Italians may have given false information because of
the threat of German reprisals, but there is no proof of this.

3 General Lemelsen had replaced General von Mackensen as
the commander of Fourteenth Army.

that there was evidence that the Allies had decided against a landing
in southern France so as to add all possible weight to the attack in Italy,
perhaps supported by a landing on the Ligurian coast or in the Adriatic.
The immediate objective would be Florence.

Late on 23 July Fourteenth Army issued orders that 1 Parachute
Corps was to delay the Allies as long as possible after they had launched
their expected attack on Florence. To enable the Paula Line south of the
city to be prepared for a prolonged defence, 1 Parachute Corps was to
hold another line (the Olga Line) several miles farther south until the
evening of 25 July at the earliest.

Fourteenth Army's evening report on 23 July states that the New
Zealand and South African divisions had attacked the centre and left of
1 Parachute Corps in strength. ‘Very hard fighting took place, in which
4 Para Div particularly distinguished itself. Both sides lost heavily. All
attacks were beaten off, and a decisive success was gained....”’ In a
discussion with Lemelsen, General Alfred Schlemm (commander of 1
Parachute Corps) reported that ‘Terrible fighting was in progress on 4
Para Div's front; the division had New Zealanders opposite it.’ !

(vii)
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On the morning of 23 July General Freyberg was so satisfied with
the way the advance was developing that he anticipated a speedy
collapse of the German defences. He therefore decided not to bring 6
Brigade into the attack at that stage, but instead to send Divisional
Cavalry through 5 Brigade when it had reached the bound quesec (about
12 miles in a straight line from Florence) with the intention of driving
to the Arno to try to save some of the bridges. Later in the day the
reports of the opposition on 5 Brigade's front indicated that there was no
immediate prospect of Divisional Cavalry accomplishing this task.

Nevertheless the GOC continued to be hopeful of the enemy's early
withdrawal behind the Arno, and he wished to be fully prepared to follow
up such a withdrawal as closely as possible. He considered bringing up
22 (Motor) Battalion and an armoured regiment with Headquarters 4
Armoured Brigade on the right, but it was felt that until 5 Brigade got
further ahead there would not be enough room.

It could be seen that the right flank would present many obstacles.
Route 2, being a main road, was likely to be well covered with fire; the
many ditches and streams which passed under it to drain into the Pesa
River gave the enemy ample scope for

demoli-

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.

tions

, and the river itself would hinder lateral communications across the
front. On the other hand, the road running to the north-west from
Strada, mostly along the higher ground of the divide between the Pesa
and the Virginio stream, might give greater opportunity for deployment
and outflanking movements. It was decided, therefore, to exploit 23
Battalion's success.

In the evening of 23 July Stewart arranged with Thomas that 23
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Battalion's D Company at Strada should send a patrol at 3 a.m. to Point
322 (near Villa Strada), where the enemy had resisted most strongly, to
discover if he was still there. If he appeared to be thinning out, D
Company was to stage an attack. If not, 21 Battalion (Lieutenant-
Colonel Thodey ') was to pass through the 23rd with fresh tanks and
take up the advance.

D Company's patrol reported that enemy troops were still around
Point 322 but vehicles and tanks had been heard withdrawing. Thomas
called for artillery fire on the objective, and about 6 a.m. sent D
Company forward. The infantry infiltrated across country under cover of
a heavy mist, and tanks of A Squadron, 18 Armoured Regiment, followed
along the road. When the mist lifted the company came under machine-
gun fire. The tanks encountered demolitions, and two were blown up on
mines. Mortar and artillery fire swept the road. The attack was called
off, and arrangements were put in hand for 21 Battalion to relieve the
23rd, which was to go back to the vicinity of Morocco to rest. This relief
was completed late in the evening of the 24th. 2

Meanwhile a patrol from B Company, 23 Battalion, reconnoitred
along Route 2 from Strada to the Pesa River and found that the highway
had been much damaged by demolitions. As might be expected, the
bridge over the river had been blown.

(viii)

The Maori Battalion, having gained the bound monTrEAL, resumed the
advance north of Villa Bonazza on the morning of 24 July, with C
Company on the right, D on the left and B in reserve, and with two
troops of B Squadron, 18 Regiment, in close support. A platoon from A
Company (which was at Tavarnelle), two Staghounds and some Bren
carriers worked along the road north of Noce to protect the left flank,
where 8 Indian Division had not yet drawn level.

The Maori Battalion made better progress on the left than on
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1 Col J. I. Thodey, DSO, m.i.d.; Perth; born Gisborne, 8 Dec
1910; life assurance officer; CO 21 Bn Jul-Oct 1944, May-Dec
1945.

2 The 23rd Bn's total casualties during the three days 22-24
July were 94, including 21 dead.

the right. Early in the afternoon, when Brigadier Stewart learnt that
D Company had reached the line of the bound

QUEBEC

, he instructed Lieutenant-Colonel Young to halt his men and wait
until 21 Battalion was ready to support a further advance on the right. D
Company was about two miles beyond Villa Bonazza, but C Company was
well back, and B farther back still. The Shermans with C Company
clashed with a Panther, ' ‘which blazed defiantly away from the Strada
road and effectively scotched the advance on the Maoris' right.” 2 But
the enemy, after some ‘nasty persistent shellfire’, withdrew during the
night, and C Company advanced before dawn on the 25th to secure the
crossroads on the Strada — San Pancrazio road about two miles from
Strada. The Maori Battalion then took the route north-westward towards
San Pancrazio.

A Company of 21 Battalion, having relieved D Company, 23
Battalion, after dusk on the 24th, set off along the road from Strada,
supported by two troops of C Squadron, 18 Regiment (which had replaced
A Squadron), and with C Company following in a reserve role. The
leading infantry was reported on the line of the bound quesec about 2
a.m. As 28 Battalion was cutting in ahead on the Strada — San Pancrazio
road, 21 Battalion was directed on to the road leading off to the north
from the crossroads secured by the Maoris. A Company followed this road
down a long spur towards the Pesa River. Mines and demolitions had to
be cleared to allow the tanks through, and in the afternoon the company
was brought to a halt by enemy in buildings near the end of the ridge,
from which the road descended to a bridge, already demolished, on the
Pesa. Route 2, on the other side of the river, turned at right angles not
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far from the wrecked bridge to climb a spur to San Casciano.

A Company laid on an attack which at first went well, but as the
infantry and tanks approached the river they came under mortar and
artillery fire, mostly from the San Casciano spur. A Sherman was
knocked out. The infantry took up positions along the road leading to
the demolished bridge, and stayed there next day.

The Maori Battalion continued its advance north-westward on the
road along the ridge between the Pesa and the Virginio on the morning
of 25 July. D Company and tanks of B Squadron, 18 Regiment, were held
up about midday at San Pancrazio by a mined demolition covered by
anti-tank fire. Staghounds of A Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, which had
joined the battalion, and others of B Squadron, which had taken over
the task of protecting the

! The Panther (Mark V) tank weighed about 50 tons and
mounted a 75-mm. gun.

2 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 512. Dawson
says ‘A self-propelled “tank buster” [an M10] from 7 Anti-Tank
Regiment had a crack at it but was knocked out.’ There is no
mention of this in 7 A-Tk Regt's records.

left flank by driving along the road from Noce to San Pancrazio,
assisted in clearing the village, where 13 prisoners were collected.
Beyond San Pancrazio many mines, real and dummy, were lifted, and D
Company took 23 prisoners in a sharp fight near Lucignano.

(ix)

Meanwhile changes took place on the Division's right flank, east of
the Pesa River. A Company of 23 Battalion, after being repulsed at
Fabbrica, was replaced on the night of 23-24 July by B Company, 21
Battalion, which in turn was withdrawn next night when 21 Battalion
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relieved the 23rd at Strada. The front east of the Pesa was then taken
over by a composite force called Armcav, under the command of Major
H. A. Robinson ! and comprising A Squadron of 19 Regiment, C
Squadron of Divisional Cavalry, 2 Company and a section of carriers
from 22 (Motor) Battalion, a troop of M10s, detachments of engineers,
machine-gunners and signalmen, a bridge-layer tank and a bulldozer.

Armcav, under 5 Brigade's command, was to follow up the enemy's
withdrawal on Route 2 and maintain contact with the South Africans on
the right. It was hoped that, with S Brigade advancing fast on the
western side of the Pesa and the South Africans pressing forward on the
east, the enemy holding across Route 2 would fall back under the threat
of encirclement.

Early on the morning of 25 July Armcav occupied a deserted
Fabbrica and reached the road junction near the Route 2 crossing of the
Pesa without opposition. While the main part of Armcav continued
northward along Route 2, a detachment including armoured cars took a
more easterly route through the hills from Fabbrica. The main part of
the force entered Bargino on Route 2 about midday, but was delayed in
the afternoon by demolitions and mines and came under long-range
shellfire. The bridge over the Terzona stream (which flowed into the
Pesa) had been blown, and movement in the vicinity before nightfall
brought shell and mortar fire from German positions at San Casciano.

(x)

The 1st Parachute Corps had withdrawn during the night of 23-24
July to an intermediate line south of the Olga Line, and had been
‘followed up sharply’ by forces which at daybreak were already close to
the forward German positions. ‘Throughout the day the enemy
continued his attacks in strength against 4 Para

! Robinson had relinquished command of 18 Armd Regt on
18 July.
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Div, with heavy artillery and tank support. He made several local
penetrations, all of which were sealed off....” ! On the night of 24-25
July 4 Parachute Division and 356 Division, holding the centre and left
wing of 1 Parachute Corps' sector, withdrew to the Olga Line, and the
following night 29 Panzer Grenadier Division, on the corps' right wing,
also went back to this line. Fourteenth Army then held the Heinrich
Line from the west coast to Empoli (on the southern bank of the Arno
River about 15 miles west of Florence) and from there the Olga Line
eastwards through Montespertoli (on 8 Indian Division's front), San
Casciano (on the New Zealand Division's front) and Mercatale (on 6
South African Armoured Division's front). Heavy attacks, ‘as expected’, 2
were launched in 1 Parachute Corps' sector on 25 July. By the end of
the day 6 South African Armoured Division and 2 NZ Division were
facing squarely up to the Olga Line.

(xi)

Sixth New Zealand Infantry Brigade, having fought in the Arezzo
sector, had been held in reserve during the initial stages of the advance
to Florence, but had been kept well forward so that, when required, it
could pass through S Brigade and maintain the impetus of the advance.
Divisional Headquarters issued orders at 7 p.m. on the 25th that S
Brigade was to continue the advance during the night to a line running
through Montagnana to a bridge over the Pesa west of Cerbaia. When
this objective had been secured, and at a time to be decided by the two
brigade commanders, 6 Brigade was to pass through the 5th, establish a
bridgehead over the Pesa in the vicinity of Cerbaia and advance
northwards to a line west of the Pian dei Cerri hills  and about half-way
to Signa. On the same night Armcav was to capture San Casciano and
remain responsible for the protection of the Division's right flank. Next
day (the 26th) 5 Brigade was to patrol to the north-west and 4 Armoured
Brigade was to be prepared to operate to the east and north-east of 6
Brigade's objective.

When the GOC told the corps commander, during a telephone
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conversation in the evening of the 25th, that the Division was putting
through another brigade to attack in the direction of Signa, General
Kirkman wondered whether it would not be better for the Division to
direct its attack on to a bridge in Florence as he appreciated that it
would be less likely to capture the Signa

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.
2 Ibid.

3 Pian: small plain or plateau. Cerri: Turkey (southern
European) oaks. The name is loosely applied to the group of
wooded hills in the vicinity of the Pian dei Cerri.

bridge intact. Next morning Divisional Headquarters issued fresh
orders which provided for the possibility of capturing both the Signa
bridge and a bridge in Florence. After passing through S Brigade, 6
Brigade was to form a bridgehead over the Pesa between San Casciano
and Cerbaia and advance north-eastward on to the Pian dei Cerri hills.
Armcav was to capture San Casciano, if the opposition was not too
strong, and protect 6 Brigade's right flank. If San Casciano was not
captured, Armcav was to continue to threaten the town from the south
and south-east. Divisional Cavalry was to advance on the left of 6
Brigade to the Arno River eastward from and including the Signa bridge.
Fourth Brigade was to be prepared to pass through 6 Brigade's objective
on the Pian dei Cerri hills, and taking Armcav under command, advance
to the Arno westward from and including the westernmost bridge (Ponte
della Vittoria) in Florence.

(xii)

As 5 Brigade's front was gradually narrowing between the Pesa River
and the Division's western boundary, Brigadier Stewart decided to let 21
Battalion alone continue the advance while 28 Battalion protected the
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axis road from the west until 8 Indian Division drew level on the flank.

Shortly after midnight on 25-26 July B and D Companies of 21
Battalion were sent up (on foot, because 6 Brigade's transport, now on
the way forward, had priority on the road) to relieve the leading troops of
28 Battalion. The enemy counter-attacked the Maoris that night, and
Major Awatere ' therefore decided to leave his men forward with 21
Battalion's. A platoon from the 21st and one of C Squadron's tanks went
along the road to the north-west and soon met strong opposition. Three
enemy machine-gun posts were silenced, but fire from mortars and what
was claimed to be a Tiger tank forced the party to retire with half a
dozen casualties.

The GOC gave orders that there was to be no infantry attack in
daylight on the 26th. The forward positions were shelled and mortared
throughout the day. A Company, 21 Battalion, still near the demolished
Pesa bridge, was under fire from the San Casciano spur. This slackened
towards evening, but when three of C Squadron's tanks attempted to
reconnoitre a possible ford, they were caught in a fresh outburst of
shelling; all three were hit and one was set alight.

1 Lt-Col A. Awatere, DSO, MC; Rotorua; born Tuparoa 25 Apr
1910; civil servant; CO 28 Bn Jul-Aug 1944, Nov 1944-Jun
1945; twice wounded. Lt-Col Young was forced by illness to
relinquish command of 28 (Maori) Bn on 25 July and was
succeeded by Awatere.

The fire from San Casciano was sufficient to prevent Armcav from
making any progress beyond the Terzona stream, about a mile and a half
south of the town. Reports were received that Tiger tanks and anti-tank
guns were defending San Casciano, which was shelled and twice raided
spectacularly by fighter-bombers. Patrols sent out eastward in the
afternoon met South African patrols and learnt that the enemy was still
holding strongly in the Mercatale area.

General Freyberg, feeling that he should not leave the Division at
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this time, deputed Brigadier Inglis on 26 July to receive His Majesty the
King when he passed through the New Zealand sector while visiting the
troops in Italy. Only men from the units not in action, which included
part of 4 Brigade and 23 Battalion, were available to line a road about 20
miles from Florence to cheer King George, who sent the General a
message that he was sorry he had not been able to see him but quite
understood.

(xiii)

Fifth Brigade's plan for the night of 26-27 July was for 21 Battalion
to continue the advance north-westwards to the village of Montagnana,
while 28 (Maori) Battalion guarded the western flank until 8 Indian
Division drew level.

With strong artillery support, D Company of 21 Battalion,
accompanied by some 17-pounder guns and sappers with a bulldozer, and
joined later by tanks of C Squadron, 18 Regiment, led the advance along
the road past San Quirico to where it forked about a mile and a half from
Montagnana. B Company, without support, went along tracks and across
rough country to the nearby village of La Ripa, which it reached
unopposed. Word was sent back immediately that the way was clear for 6
Brigade.

When troops of 26 Battalion, coming up for the attack across the
Pesa River, reached La Ripa, it was decided to pass B Company, 21
Battalion, through D Company to continue the advance to Montagnana.
B Company was joined by a party of tanks, 17-pounders and engineers,
and set off before dawn on the 27th. The enemy offered little resistance,
but left freshly-blown demolitions and mines, which kept the sappers
busy clearing a passage. As the light improved the company found that
it was following a road along a spur in full view of the enemy on the
high ground across the Pesa. Although several salvoes of shells were
directed on the road, the German gunners appeared to be more
concerned with the 6 Brigade troops gathering near the river. A report
that Tiger tanks were in Montagnana was found to be incorrect, and B
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Company entered the village without opposition.

The havoc in a large mansion in Montagnana suggested that its
owner might have incurred reprisal for pro-Allied sentiment, ‘for
everything possible, furniture, glass, earthenware and oil paintings had
been destroyed, presumably by the enemy. Even the wine casks in the
cellar had been broached.’ ! In the neighbouring village of Montegufoni,
however, a property owned by the English family of Sitwell happily had
escaped this fate. None of the family was in residence and the house had
been taken over by the Italians to store a priceless collection of
paintings. Apart from being structurally suitable for storage, it was
situated in a hollow unlikely to be a defended position, which no doubt
helped to preserve its treasures.

Two Divisional Cavalry men discovered that the only occupant of
the Sitwell's house ‘seemed to be a gentle old Italian with the air of a
Major Domo. We felt rather like Barbarians in this house with its
aristocratic atmosphere and we in our common army boots. Stacked
around the walls were dozens of pictures and the largest of all was
leaning against a table. This huge dark canvas commanded our
attention.... I'm no art connoisseur, but I knew that this was Botticelli's
Primavera. We were rather awestruck. Naturally we didn't know that
UNRRA ? were waiting to take care of the place, but we knew it should
be reported immediately.’ 3

(xiv)

The occupation of Montagnana brought 5 Brigade to its final
objective, the bound OMAHA. 4 The Maori Battalion occupied positions
along the open western flank. Because 6 South African Armoured
Division had been unable to keep pace on 5 Brigade's other (eastern)
flank, it was necessary for the New Zealand Division to clear Route 2
and make a frontal assault on San Casciano while 6 Brigade exploited S
Brigade's success and crossed the Pesa to make a left hook round the
north-west of the town. The enemy was expected to resist stubbornly at
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San Casciano, which was a centre of communications on commanding

ground.

Armcav, driving up Route 2, had been held up on 26 July at the
Terzona stream. Early next morning an armoured car patrol managed to
cross farther upstream and reach a road junction near Mercatale, but
was halted by mines on the Mercatale - San Casciano road. The main
body of Armcav also crossed the Terzona and advanced along Route 2.
The tanks and other vehicles were delayed

1 21 Battalion, pp. 357-8.

2 United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration.

3 R.C. Cotterall, quoted in Divisional Cavalry, p. 358.

4 5Bde had taken 136 prisoners during the advance.

by demolitions, but shortly before 10 a.m. infantry of 22 Battalion
entered San Casciano unopposed except by some sniper fire.

The town, at the junction of several roads, had been abundantly
mined and booby-trapped, and the roads badly blocked by a combination
of British bombing and shelling and German demolitions. When one of
22 Battalion's carriers following the infantry struck a mine, two men
were killed and three wounded. A house-to-house search by infantry and
tanks cleared the town of snipers. The engineer detachment from 6 Field
Company, with a bulldozer, worked hard to make the road passable up to
and through the town, but this work became extremely hazardous about
midday, when the enemy laid shell and mortar fire on the roads and
their junction in the town. Much of this fire came from the east.

On the occupation of San Casciano Armcav passed from S Brigade's
command to 4 Armoured Brigade, which was to take over this sector and
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continue the advance. When tanks of 20 Armoured Regiment and the
rest of 22 Battalion reached San Casciano, Armcav was disbanded.

Fourth Brigade sent out strong patrols, including armoured cars or
tanks (or both), to reconnoitre the roads radiating from San Casciano.
They found that movement north of the town was hindered by shelling
and numerous demolitions and mines. B Squadron of 20 Regiment and 3
Company, 22 Battalion, attempted to go along the road leading north-
westward through Talente to Cerbaia, but were halted by a bad
demolition about a mile from San Casciano. One of B Squadron's tanks
was set alight by shellfire, another damaged on a mine, and a third
halted by mechanical trouble.

Florence, about 10 miles to the north, was visible from a tower in
San Casciano.

(xv)

Sixth Brigade had received orders on 26 July to pass through 5
Brigade with the task of forming a bridgehead over the Pesa between San
Casciano and Cerbaia and continuing the advance. After 5 Brigade had
occupied La Ripa, 26 Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel Fountaine) was to
advance to the Pesa and establish a bridgehead as close to Cerbaia as 5
Brigade's advance would allow. After crossing the Pesa this battalion was
to attack objectives on the high ground to the north. It was to have
under command C Squadron (less a troop) of 19 Armoured Regiment, a
platoon of machine guns, a troop of six-pounder anti-tank guns, a
section of 17-pounders, and a detachment of engineers. The 24th
Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Hutchens), with a similar supporting force,
was to follow hard on the heels of the 26th into the bridgehead and was
to attack on its left. The 25th Battalion (Lieutenant- Colonel Norman),
in reserve, was to form a firm base in the bridgehead.

The three battalions had been brought up to positions along the road
south of San Pancrazio. A Company of 26 Battalion took over La Ripa
from 21 Battalion at 3 a.m. on the 27th.


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018064.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018740.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000751.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001296.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001296.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120161.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001296.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000751.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001016.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120161.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000751.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120161.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001167.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001308.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001016.html

At the start of 26 Battalion's advance the artillery, which had been
firing on targets ahead of 21 Battalion, turned its attention to previously
selected targets in the area of the proposed bridgehead and eastwards
from Cerbaia to La Romola. The tanks and other supporting vehicles
were unable to get past a mined demolition on the edge of La Ripa until
a way had been cleared by the sappers of 8 Field Company. As dawn
began to break the infantry and tanks came under shell and mortar fire
from across the Pesa. The infantry reached the bank of the river about 7
a.m. and soon discovered that a heavy explosion heard earlier had been
the demolition of the bridge.

No enemy was found on the western side of the river, so the tanks
were called forward to assist the infantry to cross and attack Cerbaia,
from which machine-gun fire was being directed at the men on the
bank. A small bridge over a stream collapsed under the weight of the
leading tank, which rolled over into the stream, but a bulldozer made a
crossing for the other tanks, which engaged in a duel with enemy guns
on the high ground behind Cerbaia.

A patrol investigated the demolished bridge, which had so dammed
the Pesa that the fording of it appeared feasible. A Company's
commander (Major McKinlay ') decided about 8 a.m. to attack across the
river. C Squadron's leading tanks tried to cross where the slope of the
bank offered a route, but two ran on to mines, and the others
temporarily withdrew to cover while the sappers bulldozed a track in an
unmined area. Meanwhile the infantry crossed and found that the enemy
had gone from Cerbaia.

The remainder of 26 Battalion came forward on the western side of
the Pesa, as also did 24 Battalion, which was intended to move across
the rear of the 26th to a base at the nearby village of Castellare, also
vacated by the enemy; there the 24th was to take over the left-hand
sector of a two-battalion attack by 6 Brigade against the Pian dei Cerri
hills. The tanks of B Squadron, 19 Armoured Regiment, under 24
Battalion's command, crossed the Pesa at a shallow place discovered
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east of La Ripa and advanced to Talente, where they engaged enemy gun
positions, but apparently

S0 Casciann oo oo 27 Juls — 4 A 140

San Casciano to Florence, 27 July - 4 August 1944

1 Maj A. R. McKinlay; Lawrence; born Lawrence, 21 Mar
1914; assistant company manager.

did not make contact with the 4 Brigade patrol attempting to reach
Talente from San Casciano.

The New Zealand Division had been able to occupy San Casciano and
Cerbaia without opposition and reach its final objectives west of the
Pesa on 27 July because 1 Parachute Corps had withdrawn the previous
night, as planned, to the Paula Line. The Division now was about to
embark upon the final and hardest-fought stage of its advance to
Florence.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

lll: THE PIAN DEI CERRI HILLS

lll: The Pian dei Cerri Hills
(1)

The Paula Line, the last of the enemy's planned delaying positions
south of Florence, followed an eastward course from Montelupo, at the
confluence of the Arno and Pesa rivers, across Route 2 towards the Arno
valley between Florence and Arezzo. When 1 Parachute Corps withdrew
to the Paula Line on the night of 26-27 July, the adjacent left wing of
14 Panzer Corps went back to the same line, and the point of contact
between the two corps was moved eastward (to about two miles west of
Cerbaia) to give 1 Parachute Corps a smaller sector, which enabled the
enemy to thicken the concentration of armour, artillery and infantry
opposing the two divisions—the New Zealand and South African—most
closely approaching Florence.

As a result of this contraction of 1 Parachute Corps' front the New
Zealand Division, which had been opposed from the start of the advance
by 4 Parachute Division, now faced its western neighbour, 29 Panzer
Grenadier Division, whose sector included the high ground of the Pian
dei Cerri. From the crest of these rolling wooded hills, rising in places
over 1000 feet, both the Pesa valley to the south and the Arno valley
and Florence to the north could be dominated by fire.

The New Zealand Division's front had widened sufficiently to permit
a two-brigade attack against this high ground. General Freyberg was
confident early on 27 July that an advance over the Pian dei Cerri would
drive the enemy back and clear the way to Florence. He discussed plans
for the opening of a New Zealand club in the city. By the evening,
however, it was obvious that the Division had run up against more
determined opposition than it had yet encountered in the campaign, and
that something more in the nature of a set-piece attack would have to
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take the place of the probing advances by single companies which had
succeeded up to this stage. The plan for that night, states the GOC's
diary, was ‘modified and qualified and modified again in the usual
manner.’ Finally it was decided that 4 and 6 Brigades should make
independent attacks with limited objectives.

On the left of the New Zealand sector 8 Indian Division had entered
Montespertoli unopposed on the morning of 27 July and, before the day
ended, had drawn level with 5 NZ Brigade, whose role of protecting the
New Zealand Division's left flank therefore was no longer necessary. On
the right of the New Zealand sector 6 South African Armoured Division
had found Mercatale, south-east of San Casciano, vacated by the enemy,
but had been able to advance only a short distance beyond the village
against stiffening resistance and under fire from guns on the high
ground around Impruneta, and also had come up against strong enemy
positions on Poggio Mandorli, south of Strada. Thus, until such time as
the South Africans should draw level, 4 NZ Armoured Brigade, which was
proposing to push north from San Casciano, had an unprotected right
flank and was exposed to counter-attack and to fire from the guns
around Impruneta.

(i1)

The plan on which 2 NZ Division acted on the night of 27-28 July
evolved from the earlier orders, which had given less importance to the
occupation of San Casciano than to the formation of the bridgehead
over the Pesa by 6 Brigade. After establishing the bridgehead 6 Brigade
was to have occupied the line La Romola - San Michele (this bound
being given the codename ATLANTA) and then the crest of the Pian dei
Cerri hills ( BrookLyn). ! As San Casciano would have been untenable by
the enemy once 6 Brigade was on these heights, the capture of the town
had been left to Armcav. Fourth Brigade's original role had been to pass
through 6 Brigade on the capture of srookLyn and make a dash to the Arno
in three bounds, while Divisional Cavalry made a similar advance on the
left flank. Because all three brigades of the Division would have had to
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use the single route gained by 5 Brigade's advances west of the Pesa,
precise priorities had been allotted for the movement of fighting and
maintenance vehicles.

The enemy's early and scarcely expected withdrawal from San
Casciano 2 caused a change in plan. The advantages of occupying the
town were recognised before Armcav had entered it. Instructions issued
at 9.30 a.m. on the 27th gave 4 Brigade a new thrust line, northwards
from San Casciano to Giogoli and then by the three

! Many codenames were given for bounds and objectives in
subsequent plans, which eventually involved all three brigades of
the Division. The objectives denoted by arLanta and srookLyn Wwere
cancelled on 29 July.

2 At divisional conferences on 29 and 30 July the GOC said
he could not understand why the enemy had given up San
Casciano.

bounds to the Arno. This would ease the Division's supply lines by
widening the front and using Route 2 to San Casciano and the roads to
Giogoli, and also would allow 4 Brigade's tanks to avoid the more
formidable of the Pian dei Cerri hills.

When it was realised that the South Africans were unlikely to keep
pace with the New Zealand advance the scope of the plan was modified
by a message sent by Divisional Headquarters at 7.35 p.m., by which
time 4 Brigade had absorbed Armcav and 6 Brigade had tested the
opposition on its front. Fourth Brigade now was given the task of
attacking the eastern portion of the objective BROOKLYN, from a road
fork south of Poggio delle Monache to La Poggiona, and 6 Brigade the
crest of the Pian dei Cerri, which it was to gain in three stages. ! The
two brigades were to attack independently. A further modification,
issued at 10.40 p.m., limited 4 Brigade's objective to the high ground
from north of Faltignano to La Romola, and 6 Brigade to its first
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objective (Poggio Cigoli to Torri). Divisional Cavalry was made
responsible for the road leading north-east from Geppetto, on the left
flank.

Sixth Brigade, in a message issued at 11.30 p.m. on the 27th,
instructed its units ? that the ‘intermediate objectives’ were to be
attacked that night, Poggio Cigoli (Point 281) by 26 Battalion and La
Liona (Point 261) by 24 Battalion; the advance to the ‘final objectives’,
Poggio Valicaia (Point 382) and La Sughera (Point 395), would not be
carried out until 4 Brigade had ‘completed tasks on right flank’. 3 This
second phase was expected to take place on 28 July. The 25th Battalion
was to remain in reserve and protect the bridgehead over the Pesa River
and the left flank.

Several roads led into the hills from the vicinity of Cerbaia, one
north-eastward along a ridge to La Romola and beyond to join the San
Casciano - Giogoli road; another from Castellare up a ridge to San
Michele and over the Pian dei Cerri; and another, also from Castellare,
up a ridge between La Romola and San Michele. Sixth Brigade's first
objectives (Points 281 and 261) were on this middle ridge.

C Company, which was to take 26 Battalion's first objective (Point
281), crossed the Pesa, passed through A Company at Cerbaia before
midnight, and was joined by two troops of C Squadron,

1 Although the orders from HQ 2 NZ Div gave 6 Bde three
successive objectives, the brigade orders refer only to two: the
‘intermediate objectives’ to be attacked in the first phase and the
‘final objectives’ in the second phase, short of the final objective
of the divisional orders.

2 Under 6 Bde's command, in addition to the three infantry
battalions, were 19 Armd Regt less one squadron, 33 A-Tk Bty,
39 Hy Mor Bty, 2 MG Coy and 8 Fd Coy; a troop of M10s of 31
Bty was in support. The artillery was under the direct command
of the CRA, but 5 and 6 Fd Regts were given tasks in support of
6 Bde, and 70 and 75 Med Regts also were to assist.
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3 War diary, HQ 6 Inf Bde.

S FeAbg DHe CERRE HILLS

THE PIAN DEI CERRI HILLS

19 Regiment. A section (two Vickers guns) of 6 MG Platoon was
loaded on to the tanks, and anti-tank guns were hitched on behind some
of them. Just before 1 a.m. C Company reached its start line on a side-
track (from Cerbaia di sopra !) linking the Cerbaia — La Romola road with
the road on the middle ridge. B Company followed C into Cerbaia, while
D waited west of the Pesa until called forward; B and D were to occupy
the second objective (Point 382).

A Company, which was to take 24 Battalion's first objective (Point
261), crossed the Pesa after dark; B and D, which were to occupy the
second objective (Point 395), waited on the other side. C Company
covered Battalion Headquarters, which was set up in Castellare. A
Company was delayed by shellfire while crossing the

1 Upper Cerbaia.

river and, instead of passing through Castellare as it should have
done, eventually found itself in Cerbaia; it then followed the route taken
earlier by C Company, 26 Battalion, to the start line, and was at least an
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hour and a half late in starting.

The tanks of B Squadron which were to support 24 Battalion did not
arrive until much later. As soon as dusk obscured enemy observation,
they left the Talente area (south-east of Cerbaia), where they had arrived
earlier in the day, but could make only slow progress because of
demolitions, mines, scattered fire and mechanical troubles. About 10
completed the journey, the leaders reaching Castellare not long before
dawn on the 28th.

(iii)

C Company, 26 Battalion, advanced up the road from Castellare on
the middle ridge (between La Romola and San Michele), but owing to the
difficulties of the going and the need to sweep for mines, the infantry
soon outdistanced the tanks. As early as 2 a.m. the company reported
back that it had covered the two miles to Poggio Cigoli (Point 281) and
was beyond that point, but had not been able to make contact with 24
Battalion on its left flank. Brigade Headquarters learnt at 3.30 a.m. that
C Company's leading men were on the road some 500 yards north of
Point 281, but the tanks, having been held up by a demolition, were well
to the rear.

The Vickers guns were unloaded and the anti-tank guns unhitched,
and while two tanks returned to bring up more guns, five managed to get
past the demolition and push on to join the infantry. They overtook part
of the reserve platoon (14 Platoon), which had been given the task of
covering the sappers and guiding the tanks, and about daybreak were in
a position from which they could cover the infantry ahead.

As the light improved, C Company, which had dug in hastily on both
sides of the road, came under mortar and shell fire, and by the time the
tanks arrived the whole area was under constant fire from almost all
quarters. Obviously the company had penetrated well into the enemy's
lines. Anti-tank guns were firing from the La Romola ridge, almost due
south, and other fire came from the north-west, west and south-west
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along the San Michele ridge.

In fact C Company had gone farther than had been intended, '
probably because it had appeared at that stage that the enemy had

! The GOC's diary says that 6 Bde's commander (Brig
Burrows) reported at 8.30 a.m.: ‘Right well forward beyond
original objective .... further forward than meant.’ 26 Bn's war
diary suggests that the CO (Lt-Col Fountaine) on his own volition
had decided on a deep unsupported exploitation; it reports at
4.30 a.m. that he ordered a strong platoon of B Coy to move to C
Coy's ‘original objective Pt 382’ (Poggio Valicaia) and C Coy to
‘exploit to Point 395’ (La Sughera—24 Bn's final objective).

either withdrawn or was withdrawing. The OC (Major Kain !)
apparently had felt at liberty to exploit as far forward of the first
objective as he could get. It had been demonstrated during 5 Brigade's
advance west of the Pesa that single companies forging ahead almost
independently had made great gains on the heels of a retreating enemy,
and it was not yet fully understood that the Division had come up
against the Paula Line, which was to be stubbornly defended. The
thought of being the first into Florence was in everyone's mind.

A detachment from B Company of platoon strength followed in C
Company's tracks but did not get as far as Point 281; it met men of 24
Battalion about dawn and remained with them. Meanwhile A and B
Companies of 25 Battalion joined the 26 Battalion troops at Cerbaia.

A Company, 24 Battalion, after getting away to a late start along the
route on the ridge taken by C Company of the 26th, found a house
occupied by five Germans, who were taken prisoner, and released two
men of 26 Battalion who had been captured by this party. Continuing its
advance, A Company met men at the tail of C Company who had just
overcome a German machine-gun post near the road, and also stopped
and captured an enemy truck which had driven through C Company. As
dawn approached, A Company was well short of its objective, Point 261,
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which was separated from the road by a wooded gully. The OC (Major
Howden 2) then gave orders for a defensive position to be taken up with
two platoons covering the road and the third with Company
Headquarters in a house. The company made contact with C Squadrons
tanks and was joined by the machine-gun section which had been
carried on them. Three of B Squadron's tanks reached A Company's
house just as day was breaking; others took up positions farther back to
cover the San Michele and Geppetto roads.

Evidently 6 Brigade's advance had penetrated into a thinly held
sector of the German defences between the strongpoints at La Romola
and San Michele. Shortly after dawn on the 28th the enemy, who
appeared to have a large concentration of guns and heavy mortars on
the Pian dei Cerri hills, brought down heavy fire on the salient and the
roads to the rear. He had often used shellfire to cover his withdrawal,
and as he had not seriously counter-attacked for some time, the New
Zealand commanders apparently were expecting him to fall back, as he
had been doing during the last few days. They therefore took little
immediate action to ease the isolation of the two companies in the
salient.

1 Maj G. T. Kain; Geraldine; born Dunedin, 20 Sep 1917; farmer.

2 Maj I. G. Howden; Auckland; born Auckland, 27 Dec 1914,
broker; QM 24 Bn, 1943.

There were signs, however, that the enemy was preparing to counter-
attack from the high ground to the north, where movement was
observed and on which the fire of the New Zealand guns was directed.
The tanks of B Squadron in the salient were finding it difficult to avoid
the fire of enemy self-propelled guns or tanks on the San Michele ridge,
while those of C Squadron were exposed to fire from tanks and anti-tank
guns on the La Romola ridge. Of the seven C Squadron tanks supporting
C Company, 26 Battalion (the original five plus the two which had gone
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back to bring up more anti-tank guns), two were knocked out and four
damaged. Those mobile enough to avoid the fire from La Romola
withdrew down the road past Point 281, which left C Company without
support.

Under fire from three sides, C Company's men gathered in the house
north of Point 281 where Company Headquarters had been set up. A
Company of 24 Battalion also drew in its platoons and concentrated
around a house south of Point 281. About 10 a.m. German infantry
began to close in on C Company's house. Kain ordered his men to drop
back by sections, well dispersed, which they did, taking their wounded
with them. On the way they were joined by some men of C Squadron
whose tanks had been immobilised. At A Company's house the combined
group (which also included the platoon from B Company, 26 Battalion)
took up positions.

Having forced C Company to withdraw, the enemy seemed to pause
in his counter-attack, but maintained steady fire across the whole front.
The three tanks of B Squadron which had gone to the support of A
Company, 24 Battalion, were knocked out or badly damaged, and one or
two more of the same squadron were put out of action on the left flank.
Late in the morning the tanks of B and C Squadrons still in running
order retired down the ridge to refuel and replenish, evacuate the
wounded and reorganise their crews. All the surviving tanks of the two
squadrons were then placed under the command of B Squadron, and
went back up the road.

Early in the afternoon the enemy appeared to be renewing the
counter-attack from the north under shell, mortar, anti-tank and
machine-gun fire, but was held off by 6 Brigade's infantry, artillery, tank
and heavy-mortar fire. The tanks engaged in duels with enemy tanks.
The artillery shelled Points 281 and 261 and San Michele, as well as
targets in the La Romola area, where the enemy appeared to be forming
up as if he intended to counter-attack from that direction.

The German activity steadily increased towards evening, and about 7
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p.m. A Company, 24 Battalion, was attacked from the north and north-
west. The enemy came close to the road (he may have crossed it) south-
west of A Company, but did not threaten C Company and the platoon of
B Company, 26 Battalion, on the eastern slope of the ridge. A Company
reported at 7.15 p.m. that it was ‘completely surrounded’, and two
minutes later that it was ‘in good strategical position. We will do our
best....” At 7.50 p.m. the company was ‘still fighting hard, posn a little
easier, tanks engaging SP gun and MG posts.’ !

Other enemy troops probed westward from the Tattoli area (about
midway between La Romola and Cerbaia), and in an encounter with a
platoon of A Company, 26 Battalion, which had taken up a position near
Cerbaia di sopra covering the road to La Romola, captured two New
Zealanders and wounded three.

Headquarters 24 Battalion received a message from A Company at
10.10 p.m. that the position was ‘still grim’ ? but by that time other
troops of 6 Brigade were on their way forward to renew the advance.

(iv)

Whatever success 6 Brigade might gain, it was unlikely that
resistance on the Division's right flank would lessen until the South
Africans assaulted Impruneta. A long exposed flank would be too much
of an imposition on 4 Armoured Brigade's only infantry, 22 (Motor)
Battalion, which would have to carry out both an assaulting and a
protective role, even if the armoured regiments managed to break
through the Paula Line. Brigadier Inglis therefore had asked for a
battalion from S Brigade to guard this flank, and 23 Battalion, which
the GOC agreed should be on temporary loan for the task, was waiting
south of San Casciano early in the morning of 28 July.

Fourth Brigade's role was to maintain pressure on the right flank to
assist 6 Brigade's assault on the left. After the various modifications of
the Division's plans on the evening of the 27th, 4 Brigade's objective was
an east-west line about two and a half miles north of San Casciano and,
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at its western end, some 300 yards south of La Romola; an intermediate

objective was just over half-way to this line. 3

The attack began at 1 a.m. on the 28th, with 2 Company of 22
Battalion and A Squadron, 19 Regiment, taking the road to

! War diary, 24 Bn.
2 Ibid.

3 At that time 4 Bde had at its disposal 20 Armd Regt (with A
Sqn of 19 Regt under command), 22 (Mot) Bn, C Sqn of Div Cav,
31 A-Tk Bty, 3 MG Coy, and detachments of 39 Hy Mor Bty and 7
Fd Coy. Direct artillery support was available from 4 Fd Regt and
142 Army Fd Regt.

the north past Casa Vecchia, and 3 Company, 22 Battalion, and B
Squadron, 20 Regiment, the Pisignano road to the north-west— towards
La Romola.

The force advancing northward met no direct opposition, but came
under machine-gun, mortar and shell fire in the vicinity of Casa
Vecchia. The infantry reached the intermediate objective near
Spedaletto well ahead of the tanks, which had to contend with
demolitions. Although the leading infantrymen were reported at one
stage to have penetrated much farther to the north, 2 Company's
ultimate positions were not beyond Spedaletto.

The force on the left also was delayed by demolitions. The infantry,
going on ahead of the tanks, met opposition beyond Pisignano and
withdrew about 400 yards to rejoin the tanks near the village, which was
on a ridge overlooking the deep valley of the Sugana stream, on the far
side of which was the La Romola ridge.

Before daybreak 4 Brigade was under the impression—as was 6
Brigade—that the enemy was withdrawing. On hearing about 5.30 a.m.
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of 26 Battalion's almost unopposed advance up the Poggio Cigoli road, 4
Brigade instructed 3 Company and B Squadron to push on in an attempt
to draw level with 6 Brigade's right flank. At the same time orders were
given for the formation of two parties, each of a troop of A Squadron, 20
Regiment, and a platoon of 1 Company, 22 Battalion, to search and mop
up areas missed in the advance.

To investigate the route beyond Pisignano a troop of B Squadron and
a section of infantry descended a steep track into the Sugana valley
directly below La Romola and stopped short of a huge hole in the road
which ran along the valley. About 7 a.m. all three tanks were set alight
by shells thought to come from a self-propelled gun or Tiger tank.
‘Suddenly like a broadside from a huge battleship, the whole hillside
opened fire simultaneously— 88 mms, mortars, spandaus, small-arms
fire—everything seemed to come out at once from the whole area of the
hill opposite.’ ! The hostile fire continued ‘intermittently heavy or light
almost without let-up’ all that day and night and the next.

Meanwhile, early on the morning of the 28th, the mopping-up
parties entered the area between Spedaletto and Pisignano without
opposition; one drove up the road through Cigliano to the crossing of the
Borro Suganella, a creek which flowed into the Sugana stream below La
Romola, but as it was then daylight and the tanks were exposed to fire
coming along the valley from the direction of La Romola, they withdrew
to cover.

1 E. B. Paterson, quoted in 22 Battalion, pp. 312-13.

The enemy did not counter-attack immediately—as he did on 6
Brigade's front—perhaps because 22 Battalion actually had not
penetrated the main positions of the Paula Line, but during the day he
shelled, mortared and machine-gunned the forward positions, and
heavily shelled San Casciano and the roads north of the town. Counter-
battery fire, directed on the sources of this fire when they could be
located, ‘occasionally caused diminution’. ! Nearly a dozen ‘murders’ or
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‘stonks’ were laid on La Romola and its immediate approaches by 4 and
142 Regiments, which also engaged targets elsewhere on the front and
east of the Greve River.

In mid-afternoon 2 Company asked for defensive fire to the north-
east because of the likelihood of a counter-attack. Such an attack,
supported by a self-propelled gun, appeared to be in progress at 3.45
p.m., but ‘the situation was well in hand’ ? after some well-directed
defensive fire by 4 and 142 Regiments and the engaging of the self-
propelled gun by tanks of A Squadron, 19 Regiment.

(v)

The enemy undoubtedly was pleased with the performance of 29
Panzer Grenadier Division on 28 July. Fourteenth Army reported in the
evening: ‘Fighting was extremely hard and confused, particularly on 29
Pz Gren Div's front, where the enemy forced a penetration this morning
at Cerbaia. All further attacks ... were beaten off with heavy casualties
to the enemy. We committed our last reserves. This evening the FDLs

were still in our hands all along 1 Para Corps' front....” 3

At 10 a.m. 15 Panzer Grenadier Regiment (on 29 Division's right
facing 6 NZ Infantry Brigade) counter-attacked north of Cerbaia and
‘came up against fierce defence by the New Zealanders and extremely
heavy shellfire, * but attacked again and again and pushed the enemy
back with very heavy casualties and equipment losses. After 8 hours of
fighting in tropical heat the FDLs were completely in our hands once
more....’ In the sector where 71 Panzer Grenadier Regiment faced 4 NZ
Armoured Brigade, attacks ‘were beaten off after stubborn fighting ...
with heavy casualties to the enemy.’

The claim was made that 29 Division ‘has thus gained a complete
defensive success against an enemy much superior in numbers. Its

! Report in HQ 4 Armd Bde's war diary.
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2 Tbid.

3 War diary, Fourteenth Army.

4 General Freyberg's diary records the expenditure of 17,900
rounds by the medium and field guns under the Division's
command during the 24 hours to midday on 28 July.

artillery and tanks (129 and 508 Pz Bns) gave it excellent support in
the actions....” The division was commended for ‘the staunchness and

fanatical stubbornness of every man.’ !

Nevertheless the commander of Fourteenth Army (General Lemelsen)
reported to Army Group C that, despite the successful defence, 1
Parachute Corps ‘could not continue to hold its present line unless it
received fresh reserves, which Army did not have. ... The high
ammunition expenditure of the last few days was also causing
ammunition to run out, as petrol was so scarce that ammunition could

not be brought up in adequate quantities.’ 2

! Fourteenth Army report, which claims that on 28 July 29 Pz
Gren Div knocked out 18 tanks and five troop-carriers, captured
two tanks and a gun, and blew up three guns. ‘All the knocked-
out vehicles are inside our lines.’

2 War diary, Fourteenth Army.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

IV: SAN MICHELE

IV: San Michele
(1)

Neither 4 nor 6 Brigade had fully gained the first objectives of the
New Zealand Division's plan for capturing the high ground of the Pian
dei Cerri, and much of the armour, instead of being kept in reserve for
exploitation when the high ground had been secured, had joined in the
battle. For the New Zealand commanders 28 July was a day of
conferences and the issuing of fresh directives, mostly verbal, for
continuing the offensive.

General Freyberg, having earlier given permission for 23 Battalion to
provide flank protection for 4 Brigade, agreed to Brigadier Inglis's
proposal that this battalion should hold on the right of the brigade's
sector while 22 Battalion closed to the left, with the purpose of
thickening up the infantry screen on the brigade's front so that much
needed armoured reliefs could be carried out. The General, who visited
both 4 and 6 Brigades in the afternoon, approved plans for limited
attempts to gain the first objectives that night. Fourth Brigade was to
get into La Romola if possible, and 6 Brigade was to attack San Michele.

(i1)

Sixth Brigade's advance to San Michele was to be made by a
company of 24 Battalion in two stages, the first to a German
strongpoint at Mezzocolle, about half-way along the Castellare — San
Michele road, and the second to the straggling village of San Michele
itself. The artillery was to support this advance with timed
concentrations from 1 a.m. to 3 a.m. on 29 July.

That night 6 Brigade relieved some of the troops in the salient, and
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strengthened its right flank. A Company, 24 Battalion, stayed forward,
about half-way along the road between Castellare and Poggio Cigoli
(Point 281), but the survivors of C Company, 26 Battalion, were relieved
by B Company of the same unit and withdrew across the river. D
Company, 26 Battalion, with mortars and anti-tank guns in support,
took up a position astride the La Romola road less than a mile from
Cerbaia, and D Company of 25 Battalion set up a strongpoint with a
platoon each of infantry, machine guns, 4:-2-inch mortars and carriers in
the Montepaldi area (farther to the south-east than was intended). About
midnight C Squadron of 18 Armoured Regiment arrived at Talente and
came under the command of 19 Regiment for operations in 6 Brigade's
sector.

Headquarters 24 Battalion moved back across the Pesa to the
vicinity of the headquarters of 25 and 26 Battalions south of
Montagnana, but left a tactical headquarters under Major E. W. Aked at
Castellare to keep in close touch with the advance to San Michele. D
Company (Major Macdonald !) was given the task of capturing the
village, and 12 Platoon (Lieutenant Rawley 2) of B Company came under
Macdonald's command to take the intermediate objective.

Rawley's men had little difficulty in occupying Mezzocolle; they
killed two Germans and captured five. D Company passed on the right of
Mezzocolle, and at some houses ( Poggetto di sotto) well forward of San
Michele 16 Platoon (Lieutenant Lea °) took the enemy by surprise and in
a brief struggle killed six and captured six for the loss of three men
wounded. The company entered San Michele without opposition,
capturing one or two more Germans, and completed its occupation about
3.15 a.m. Lea's platoon made strongpoints in three houses at the
southern end of the village; two sections of 17 Platoon (Sergeant Dynes
%) held a three-storied building known as the school in the centre, and
Company Headquarters and 18 Platoon (Second-Lieutenant R. N. Smith
5) a church at the northern end. The third section of 17 Platoon had
been left at Poggetto di sotto to guard prisoners and care for the
wounded.
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When D Company was reported on its objective, Major Aked sent 7
Troop of B Squadron, 19 Regiment, up the road with a

1 Lt-Col K. H. Macdonald, MC; Auckland; born Auckland, 25
Nov 1916; clerk; 2 i/c 24 Bn Feb-May 1945; CO 24 Bn May-Jul
1945; wounded 26 Mar 1943.

2 Maj L. Rawley; Wellington; born NZ 3 Jan 1915; Regular
soldier; wounded 25 Nov 1941.

3 Maj F. J. Lea, MC, m.i.d., Silver Star (US); Waitakere, North
Auckland; born England, 27 Apr 1921; clerk; twice wounded.

4 S-Sgt B. W. Dynes; Thames; born Thames, 17 Jun 1921;
schoolteacher; wounded 11 Apr 1945.

5 2 Lt R. N. Smith; Hamilton; born Hagley, England, 17 Apr
1919; farmer.

party of sappers, followed by a section of 4 MG Platoon, four six-
pounder anti-tank guns and two 3-inch mortars. One of the tanks was
disabled on the way; one went into position behind the church and one
farther back in the village. Two anti-tank guns were sited near the
church, one near the school, and one with 16 Platoon. The two Vickers
guns joined 17 Platoon at the school, and the two mortars 12 Platoon at
Mezzocolle.

The occupation of San Michele had been accomplished with
surprisingly few casualties, but two men from D Company, the driver
and the five prisoners taken by 12 Platoon were all killed and an officer
wounded when their grossly overcrowded jeep ran over a mine on the
way back to Castellare. This happened after the road had been searched
for mines.

As dawn broke on 29 July activity began across the whole front.
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Shortly after 7 a.m. D Company of 26 Battalion called urgently for fire
on I1 Monte, a small hillock on the northern side of the Cerbaia — La
Romola road, where, it was later realised, the enemy had set up a
strongpoint which included mortars and machine guns and probably
dug-in tanks or self-propelled guns. Although the New Zealand artillery
was asked repeatedly to fire on this point, and several of the
concentrations were observed to fall right on the target, I1 Monte
remained a troublesome spot throughout the next two days.

San Michele was heavily shelled and mortared, and movement on the
roads and tracks north of the village warned that a counter-attack was
impending. D Company, 24 Battalion, called for defensive fire, which
was directed on tanks, self-propelled guns, mortar positions and vehicles.
At first the Shermans in the village and the artillery discouraged the
approach of the German tanks, which probably numbered no more than
three or four. The mortars at Mezzocolle, although under fire
themselves, helped to thicken up the defensive fire, while A Company,
24 Battalion, and the section of 6 MG Platoon across the gully to the
east assisted with fire and with observation of the enemy.

As the church commanded the northern entrance to San Michele,
the enemy concentrated much of his fire on it and launched infantry
and tank attacks against it. The German infantry came right up to the
building, but were repelled by 18 Platoon and the crews of the two anti-
tank guns. By mid-morning at least one German tank had worked its
way very close to the northern edge of the village and infantry had
infiltrated into the southern part. Much of the hostile fire came from the
ridge to the west of San Michele, where the enemy appeared to have self-
propelled guns or tanks. The German effort began to weaken, however,
and by 10.45 a.m. D Company could report that ‘We are quite happy at
the moment.’ !

The enemy became more aggressive again about midday, and at
12.30 p.m. 5 Field Regiment, firing on the directions of one of the tanks
in San Michele, was laying its shells in the northern end of the street.
By this time there were so many gaps in the walls of the church that
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‘the only method of defence left was to build a parapet from the rubble
at the rear of the long chapel and cover the gaps with brens and rifles.
This effectively stopped the Germans from entering the church.’ 2 The
wounded were placed with Company Headquarters in the crypt, which
was ‘practically 100 per cent safe’.

Another troop (No. 5) of B Squadron, 19 Regiment, was ordered from
26 Battalion's sector to reinforce the two tanks of 7 Troop in San
Michele. Two tanks of 5 Troop arrived in the southern part of the village
in time to assist 16 Platoon, some of whose men had been pinned in a
barn by German infantry who were occupying the loft above them. One
of the tanks overturned down a bank while manoeuvring into position to
engage the loft. Nevertheless Lea's men got clear of the barn, and the
whole platoon set up a strongpoint in one house. The other tank blasted
the loft off the barn. Lea sent a patrol to clear another building so that
the tank could take up a position there to support his platoon. The
patrol overcame slight opposition and took three prisoners, but as soon
as the tank arrived at the building it was knocked out by a self-propelled
gun.

The fire from German self-propelled guns, tank guns and mortars,
and shells from the New Zealand guns which fell short, were gradually
reducing buildings in San Michele to rubble. The anti-tank guns were
disabled, and the vehicles parked in the street were either destroyed or
immobilised. Late in the afternoon the hostile fire died down, but shortly
after 5 p.m. much movement was observed to the north and north-west,
and a renewal of the attack was anticipated. The artillery and heavy
mortars fired on numerous targets, and fighter-bombers twice attacked
the Santa Maria area, over a mile to the north. By 7.20 p.m. the enemy
had approached so close that D Company called for artillery fire on the
northern edge of the village.

In the school building 17 Platoon's strongpoint ‘was engaged by self-
propelled guns and tanks from almost point blank range. During this
attack enemy infantry were moving towards the village from the
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WEesT

and attempted to cross the road by the school and gain entrance to
the building. For two and a half hours the platoon

! War diary, 24 Bn.

2 Report by R. N. Smith.

and attached personnel engaged the enemy with Tommy, Bren,
Vickers guns and grenades....’ ! The Germans were unable to reach the
school.

The only two Sherman tanks in the village still in running order,
having sustained damage which rendered their guns useless, withdrew to
the rear. Two German tanks entered the village, and when one of them
came to the rear of the church, 18 Platoon took cover in the crypt. D
Company's three strongpoints were no longer in touch with each other.
When Lea saw the two Shermans retreating past 16 Platoon's house, he
decided to make his way to Company Headquarters and find out what
was happening. ‘As the position looked hopeless at this moment,’ says
Macdonald, ‘I decided to withdraw the company from the village and
instructed Mr LEA to rejoin his platoon and get them away to safety.’ 2

Lea managed to leave the church, but could not reach the house
occupied by 16 Platoon because it was covered by a German tank. He
therefore continued on to a rendezvous at Poggetto di sotto, where the
section of 17 Platoon had remained, and where he expected to find the
rest of the company. Smith had started to lead 18 Platoon out of the
church, but only he and one other man got away; the third man to
emerge was hit and captured, and the remainder stayed in the building.
Smith and his companion also reached the rendezvous, and after waiting
there for a while, returned with Lea and the section of 17 Platoon to
Tactical Headquarters at Castellare.
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Macdonald realised that it was impossible to get the remainder of his
men out of the church and ‘decided to fight it out to the end, ordering
everyone back to their posts both in the crypt and on the first floor.’ °
The German tank had moved off into the village. German infantry made
another attempt to get into the church, but were beaten back with the
assistance of machine-gun fire from 17 Platoon's strongpoint. Again the
tank came in close to the church. Private Swann, % although suffering
from the effects of concussion, took a Piat ° gun within a few yards of
the tank and fired four shots, which forced it to withdraw. Nevertheless
the tank continued to fire at the church, and the German infantry made
two more attempts to enter. Eventually the front of the building
collapsed and barricaded the entrance.

The enemy must have decided about this time to abandon further

! Report by B. W. Dynes.
2 Report by K. H. Macdonald.
S Ibid.

4 Pte A. G. Swann, MM; Te Aroha; born Frankton, 8 Aug
1914; wounded 30 Jul 1944.

S Projector, infantry, anti-tank.

attempts to drive the New Zealanders out of San Michele. ! His tanks
and infantry withdrew, and after 11 p.m. the tanks could be heard
moving around north of the village. About the same time 16 Platoon,
believing that D Company's other positions had been overrun, pulled out
from the southern part of the village.

Meanwhile plans were being prepared for the relief of D Company. B
Company, 25 Battalion (Major Finlay 2), placed under 24 Battalion's
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command for the purpose, assembled near Castellare with a supporting
force including nine tanks (one troop each from B and C Squadrons of 19
Regiment and A Squadron of 18 Regiment), and began to advance
shortly before the artillery and heavy mortars opened fire at 1 a.m. on
30 July.

The artillery's target for the first half hour was just north of the
church, and for the next half hour the road north-west of the village. As
the guns were shooting from ground lower than the village, many of
their shells either skimmed the buildings or exploded among them.
Headquarters D Company and 18 Platoon were given some protection
from shells falling short by the ruins of the church above the crypt, but
17 Platoon's building, ‘after about ten minutes of almost continual
pounding ... commenced to collapse. For the next fifty minutes we were
kept busy extricating men from the fallen debris....”  Two men died
before they could be released from the rubble.

B Company, 25 Battalion, reached the southern edge of San Michele
about 1.30 a.m., and during the next hour or so searched the village and
its immediate environs without finding the enemy. The tanks and
several anti-tank guns took up positions for defence, and the infantry
covered the northern entrance to the village. Macdonald withdrew with
the survivors of D Company of the 24th, and their place in the village
was taken by 10 and 11 Platoons of B Company, 24 Battalion. Later in
the morning two more troops of A Squadron, 18 Regiment, replaced the
two troops of 19 Regiment, which was relieved by the 18th under 6
Brigade's command and withdrew to rest and refit.

The New Zealand casualties in the fighting for San Michele on 29
July may have been about 30, and the enemy losses greater. ¢

1 A German report that ‘12 more enemy tanks and some fresh
infantry entered the village from the south’ before orders were
given to evacuate San Michele is disproved by the New Zealand
records.
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2 Maj J. Finlay, MC; Feilding; born NZ 31 Jan 1916; clerk.
3 Dynes's report.

4 It is impossible to give exact figures. On 29 July 24 Bn's
casualties were 4 killed, 18 wounded and 3 prisoners; 19 Armd
Regt's were 1 killed and 13 wounded; and 27 (MG) Bn's were 2
killed, 3 wounded and 1 prisoner; but these did not all occur in
San Michele. A German report gives 29 Pz Gren Div's total
casualties on 29 July as 4 killed, 29 wounded and 22 missing.
Maj K. H. Macdonald's report says: ‘During the action it was
difficult to estimate the number of Germans killed, but three
weeks later one of my men was in sav micueLe and counted 47
German graves. Our [presumably D Coy's] casualties were 2
killed, 15 wounded, and 2 missing.’

(iii)

Throughout the day of 29 July A Company, 24 Battalion, had
remained well forward on the Castellare — Poggio Cigoli road, with B
Company, 26 Battalion, to its right rear; they had assisted in the
defence of San Michele and had come under much fire themselves, but
had not been directly threatened by the enemy. D Company, 26
Battalion, on the Cerbaia — La Romola road, had been kept constantly
alert by enemy activity to the east and also at the Il Monte strongpoint.
To replace the tanks which had gone to San Michele from the right
flank, extra anti-tank guns were sent to B and D Companies of 26
Battalion. Mines were laid across the road on D Company's front and
also across the Castellare — Poggio Cigoli road, where B Company of the
26th relieved A Company of the 24th in the evening of 30 July.

The two B Companies, of 24 and 25 Battalions, were firmly
established in San Michele on the morning of the 30th. When HQ 24
Battalion asked, ‘Can you give any indication that yesterday's
programme is likely to be repeated’, B Company of that battalion replied
‘Not likely.’ ! This surmise proved correct. Although San Michele
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continued to be the target for the enemy's guns and mortars, he did not
counter-attack the village again.

Several times during the day British fighter-bombers strafed the high
ground to the north of San Michele. Anti-tank mines were laid on the
village's northern approaches. At 6 p.m. B Company, 25 Battalion,
reported two German tanks about half a mile to the north. Artillery fire
directed on this target fell short, and many rounds landed in the
company's positions. The range was lifted and further concentrations
landed in the right place. One of the tanks was set alight either by
shellfire or by fighter-bomber attack. B Company again reported enemy
tanks—a false alarm, it was discovered afterwards—and again the
requested artillery fire fell on the company's positions. Later in the night
B Company, 25 Battalion, was relieved by C Company, 24 Battalion.

Patrols of armoured cars and tanks probed on 6 Brigade's western
flank without much success. No suitable places to cross the Pesa—
except by bulldozing, which would have been impossible because of the
shellfire such activity would attract—could be found between Cerbaia
and Geppetto, about two miles downstream. West of the river B
Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, kept in touch with 8 Indian Division; on
the other side A Squadron of the Cavalry and half

! War diary, 24 Bn.

of C Squadron, 18 Regiment, ! were impeded by machine-gun posts
and infantry who took advantage of the excellent cover among the rows
of grape vines by holding their fire until the last possible moment. At
such close range the lobbing of hand-grenades from the turrets of the
armoured cars was an effective form of attack.

A demolition prevented progress beyond the junction of the road to
Geppetto and the road which led up the ridge west of San Michele. A
German strongpoint on this ridge at Point 136, about 1000 yards to the
left rear of San Michele, was a constant source of trouble. Fire from self-
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propelled or tank guns in this locality knocked out or disabled several of
the New Zealand tanks on the San Michele ridge. On the morning of 30
July a patrol of armoured cars and tanks tried to work across country
towards the road leading to Point 136, but a Staghound was hit by a
shell which killed two and wounded two of its crew, and two of the
Shermans ran on to mines. Before the tanks could be recovered, one of
them was set alight by an armour-piercing shell. The patrol then
withdrew.

Probably because of the tenacity of the defence and the lack of
infantry to hold any ground gained, the patrols made no further
attempts to advance on the left flank that day or the next. C Squadron
of the Divisional Cavalry relieved A Squadron, and the half-squadron of
18 Regiment went back across the Pesa to harass the enemy from the
far side, where on 31 July it ‘had a good view over the valley, and at first
had a wonderful time, but this was no healthy spot, for soon Jerry
opened up with everything he could muster.’ ? Two tanks were ‘sitting
shots’ at a crossroads where one of them had run on to a mine, and both
were knocked out by anti-tank shells.

The German strongpoint at Point 136 was still active at dusk on 31
July, having survived heavy shell and mortar fire. It was proposed that B
Company, 24 Battalion, should send a patrol to investigate the locality
after dark, but before the patrol set out, a man from 17 Platoon who had
been cut off in enemy-held territory since D Company's attack on San
Michele, rejoined the battalion with information about the strongpoint.
From a close hiding place he had observed a self-propelled gun, three
tanks, three mortars and two machine-gun posts in action, and had seen
one of the tanks set on fire by a direct hit. Later that night a patrol saw
the self-propelled gun withdrawing in the moonlight. Next day (1 August)
Point 136 was found to be clear of the enemy.

1 The other half was at Talente.

2 18 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 527.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

V: LA ROMOLA

V: La Romola
(i)

At the end of July 6 Brigade was still hemmed in in its bridgehead
across the Pesa River. No longer was the enemy fighting rearguard
actions and falling back as he had done previously when the main body
of the attackers approached his positions; he seemed prepared to stand
on the Paula Line and fight it out for some time. His counter-attacks,
first down the Poggio Cigoli road and then against San Michele, were the
first real counter-attacks met by the New Zealand Division in the
advance on Florence. It looked as if further progress in this sector could
be achieved only by a set-piece attack.

Nevertheless, with the forces of 13 Corps arrayed in such strength
against him, the enemy was bound to withdraw. With British, South
African, New Zealand and Indian divisions ranged side by side, there was
a spirit of competition in the drive to the Arno and Florence. The 6th
South African Armoured Division was not yet ready to make a concerted
thrust with the New Zealand Division, but General Freyberg apparently
was reluctant to mark time— or to lose the lead in the race to
Florence—and already had decided to keep up the pressure on the New
Zealand front by switching the weight of the attack to the right flank,
the direct route to the city and the flank on which the two divisions
could best assist each other.

The new plan envisaged 6 Brigade containing the enemy in its sector
and exploiting if and when possible, while the rest of the Division
advanced on the left of Route 2, across the eastern edge of the Pian dei
Cerri and then direct on Florence. It had been intended that 5 Brigade,
having led from the start of the advance until 6 Brigade passed through
on 27 July, should have a spell for rest and reorganisation while
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carrying out a protective role on the western flank, but now that 8
Indian Division had made this role unnecessary, it was logical to
transfer S Brigade to the other flank, where it would be in a better
position to join in a major advance. The lack of protection on the
eastern flank until the South Africans drew level, the increased
resistance and the threat of counter-attack on 22 Battalion gave
urgency to this redeployment.

The 23rd Battalion, which had been placed at 4 Brigade's disposal to
guard this flank, was warned on the morning of 28 July that it might
have to take over part of 22 Battalion's front. At midday 4 Brigade was
advised that the GOC had decided to bring the whole of 5 Brigade to this
flank and that 23 Battalion would then revert to 5 Brigade's command.
Later in the day, how- ever, permission was given for 23 Battalion to be
brought forward to reinforce 4 Brigade, on condition that it was not to
be used by that brigade in an assault.

After nightfall 23 Battalion moved north through San Casciano to
take over from 2 Company the right-hand half of 22 Battalion's front,
with A Company on the right, B on the left, C in right rear protecting
the open flank, and D in reserve, and with A Squadron, 20 Armoured
Regiment (which relieved A Squadron, 19 Regiment) in support. The
22nd Battalion reorganised its sector south of La Romola with 1
Company on the right, 3 on the left and 2 in reserve, and with C
Squadron of 20 Regiment (having relieved B Squadron) in support. Anti-
tank and Vickers guns were sited with both battalions.

During the night patrols and listening posts reported the presence of
tracked vehicles in and about La Romola and (on 23 Battalion's front)
troop and vehicle activity along the road through Sant' Andrea. A stonk
was called for on the latter locality, and this immediately brought
enemy retaliation with shell and mortar fire.

The enemy continued to harass 4 Brigade's salient. He obviously
enjoyed good observation in daylight from the high ground to the east
across the River Greve. He shelled and mortared buildings and roads, and
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laid concentrations on any movement in the forward areas and
occasionally in the rear, chiefly on the roads around San Casciano.
Movement along the San Casciano - Casa Vecchia — Spedaletto road drew
shell, mortar and machine-gun fire. Positions in the Pisignano area,
facing the La Romola ridge across the valley of the Sugana stream, were
continually and accurately bombarded. A request was made for an air
strike on La Romola when 22 Battalion reported increasing movement
there. The village was bombed and strafed with ‘good results ... though
the number of planes (6) was disappointingly small....” !

A liaison officer from 6 South African Armoured Division arrived in
23 Battalion's lines and reported that the nearest South African troops,
apart from patrols, were to the south-east, held up by enemy fire and the
difficult going caused by a number of streams that ran into the Greve.
Later 23 Battalion's outposts made contact with South African patrols.

Early on 29 July General Freyberg discussed the situation with
Brigadier Inglis, who advised against an attack on 23 Battalion's sector
because he considered heavy casualties would result. The enemy there
could be covered by fire from the east until the high ground on the
South African front was taken. The GOC said the attack would have to
be at night. He planned with the CRA

! War diary, HQ 4 Armd Bde.

(Brigadier Parkinson) for mortars and ammunition to be brought well
forward for use when the high ground north of 23 Battalion could be
occupied. His idea was to bring in 5 Brigade on the right to gain a firm
hold of this high ground, which would provide a base for a further
advance and would give observation to ‘paste the other side of Route 2’
(which ran alongside the Greve) and, together with 6 Brigade's
operations farther west, ‘pinch out La Romola.... I cannot see any way of
getting him out except by a series of night attacks along that ridge.’ !
The same morning the GOC discussed the plan with the commanders of
4 and 5 Brigades at Divisional Headquarters. The commander of 6
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Brigade was absent because the situation at San Michele demanded his
attention.

A divisional operation instruction issued later that day set out the
plan. At first it directed that on the night of 30-31 July S Brigade would
begin the operation supported by feint attacks by both 4 and 6 Brigades,
and next night 4 and 6 Brigades were to make a combined attack; but
this was quickly changed to a combined 4 and 5 Brigade operation on
the first night, followed by 6 Brigade attacking alone on the second
night. Fourth Brigade was then to drop back for reorganisation while 5
and 6 Brigades made the final assault to break the Paula Line on the
night of 1-2 August. Both 4 Brigade and Divisional Cavalry were to be
ready ‘to debouch at first light’ 2 on 2 August.

(i1)

Fifth Brigade assumed responsibility for the Division's right flank in
the evening of 29 July, when 23 Battalion and 20 Armoured Regiment
(less C Squadron, with 22 Battalion) came under its command, and the
transfer of 21 and 28 Battalions from the left flank was well on the way.
The 21st, in reserve, took up a position on the right flank near San
Casciano; the Maori Battalion moved into the line between 23 and 22
Battalions south of Faltignano, where C Company on the right and A on
the left completed the relief of B Company, 23 Battalion, about
midnight; the other two companies of 28 Battalion and B Company of
the 23rd were in reserve.

Patrols sent out by S Brigade's three battalions—23, 28 and 22—
during the night confirmed the enemy's presence at various points on
the front. A platoon from A Company, 23 Battalion, went along the road
from Spedaletto to see whether the enemy had withdrawn

1 GOC's diary.

2 War diary, G Branch, HQ 2 NZ Div.
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from Sant' Andrea, which was less than 600 yards from the
company's foremost positions. The platoon crossed a small gully, and as
it topped the rise before reaching the village, ‘came under concentrated
fire at short range from several automatics and retired hurriedly and in

some confusion....” !

It was proposed that A Company should put in a dawn attack on
Sant' Andrea. A few of the men apparently ‘felt that the limit of their
physical and nervous reserves or of what should be asked of them had
been reached’ ? and refused to go. The CO (Lieutenant- Colonel Thomas)
personally led the way ‘to show the men he would not ask them to do
anything he was not prepared to do himself.’ 3

The artillery fired a stonk on the village, and A Company attacked
with a troop (three Shermans) of A Squadron, 20 Armoured Regiment, in
support. A blown culvert over a ditch blocked the road in the gully, but a
way across for the tanks was found and improved by men working with
shovels. A few prisoners from 10 Parachute Regiment * were taken on
the other side of the gully, and the tanks and infantry went on to the
village. Thomas returned to Battalion Headquarters while the company
commander (Captain Duncan °) and his men continued with the
occupation of the village, from which about 50 or 60 Germans had
withdrawn only a few minutes earlier.

The enemy, however, was still in the proximity of Sant' Andrea, and
from Villa Mazzei, about 300 yards to the north-west, commanded its
southern access. He shelled and mortared the village, and it was
anticipated that he would counter-attack. Strenuous efforts were made
to get support weapons to A Company, but wheeled vehicles could not
pass the demolition on the road from Spedaletto, which the engineers
were unable to repair because all movement on the road in daylight drew
fire; their bulldozer had to be driven hastily into cover. When a Tiger
tank was observed working its way towards Sant' Andrea, two M10s were
despatched to support A Company, but were halted by the state of the
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road. Mortars, sited well forward, were directed on Villa Mazzei and other
targets considered too close for the artillery.

The enemy counter-attacked about 1.30 p.m. His infantry infiltrated
through corn and olive trees while the Tiger came along

1 23 Battalion, p. 373.
2 Ibid., p. 372.
3 R. S. Duncan, quoted in 23 Battalion, p. 373.

% The boundary between 4 Para Div and 29 Pz Gren Div was
approximately half-way between La Romola and Route 2. Reports
differ as to how many prisoners were taken at Sant' Andrea, but
the number probably was small.

S Capt R. S. Duncan; Nelson; born Nelson, 21 Mar 1911;
company secretary; wounded 31 Jul 1944.

the road from the north. The tanks with A Company, commanded by
Lieutenant Colmore-Williams, ! raked the olives with their machine
guns and 75-millimetre guns, firing into the trees for air-burst effect. A
bazooka team was wiped out within a few yards of the troop
commander's tank, and afterwards 15 German dead were counted in the
vicinity. The Shermans also kept the Tiger at bay. A bend in the road
allowed it to approach within 100 yards before it came into view, but
each time it ventured round the bend ‘it was blinded by a round or two of
smoke and chased back into cover, tail first, with six or seven armour-
piercing and high-explosive shells buzzing around its ears.’ 2 Finally it
withdrew altogether.

Late in the afternoon enemy infantry attacked again, but did not
dislodge A Company. ‘My blokes shot about 12 counted Jerries from the
top windows and really had quite a good time,’ says Duncan. ° The New
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Zealand casualties at Sant' Andrea that day were very few and included
only one killed.

(iii)

The Division's officers, down to CO level, assembled at Divisional
Headquarters in the morning of 30 July to hear the situation and new
plans explained. General Freyberg told them that he intended to mount
three attacks, the first that night, the second next night and the third
when certain factors, including the ammunition supply, were favourable.
He explained that the Division could either continue operations on the
left or transfer its strength to the right flank, which offered the shortest
route to Florence and the opportunity of assisting the South Africans,
who had been held up by strong enemy positions covering the line of the
Greve River. He had chosen the second alternative and ‘in the normal
way one would feel inclined to advance in one [bound] but for the fact
that he [the enemy] is putting tiger tanks in his objectives. We have
therefore to clear up the road and get M.10's forward or 17-pounders.
This being so the only way is to do limited objective attacks which we
dislike because they don't displace the enemy trench mortars.’ ¢

The commanders of 4 and 5 Brigades gave outlines of their plans,

Brigadier Inglis stating that at this stage his ‘was somewhat nebulous’. °

That night 5 Brigade was to advance with two

1 Maj L. W. Colmore-Williams, MC; Auckland; born
Dargaville, 15 Nov 1917; schoolteacher; wounded 30 Jul 1944.

2 D. J. C. Pringle and W. A. Glue, 20 Battalion and
Armoured Regiment, p. 455.

3 Quoted in 23 Battalion, p. 375. Ross says that 26 German
graves were later found at a house just outside Sant' Andrea.

4 GOC's diary.
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S Ibid.

battalions: 28 Battalion was to occupy the high ground to its
immediate north, and 23 Battalion to conform on the right flank; 4
Brigade was to attack La Romola with 22 Battalion. Sixth Brigade was to
advance next night, and then the situation was to be reviewed. The GOC
stressed the need for getting 17-pounder guns in behind La Romola and
5 Brigade's objective for defence against counter-attacks supported by
Tiger tanks.

Fifth Brigade's first objective was on the high ground north of Sant'
Andrea and Faltignano, its second on the ridge about a mile north-east
of La Romola, and its third bestride the valley between Poggio delle
Monache and La Poggiona. Fourth Brigade's objective was just beyond La
Romola. Sixth Brigade's first objective took in Poggio Cigoli, La Liona
and the ridge north of San Michele; its second was about midway
between Poggio Cigoli and Poggio Valicaia, and its third on the northern
side of Poggio Valicaia.

Fifth Brigade's advance to its first objective was to start at 10 p.m.
on 30 July, and 4 Brigade's advance to La Romola three hours later.
Fifth Brigade instructed 28 Battalion to send a small force, supported by
artillery concentrations, to capture Casa del Carpione (midway between
Spedaletto and Faltignano) before the start of the main attack, in which
23 and 28 Battalions were to be supported by a barrage creeping in 100-
yard lifts every four minutes; this was to be fired by the three New
Zealand field regiments and 57 Field Regiment, RA (from 6 British
Armoured Division), and in addition 70 and 75 Medium Regiments were
to lay concentrations on observed and suspected enemy positions. Each
battalion was to have half of A Squadron, 20 Armoured Regiment, and a
platoon of 1 MG Company under command; the 23rd also was to have
two M10s of 31 Anti-Tank Battery. Two troops (eight 4-2-inch mortars) of
39 Heavy Mortar Battery were given tasks in direct support of both
battalions. For protection against enemy tanks on the objective, 32
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Anti-Tank Battery was to provide a troop (four 17-pounders) for 28
Battalion and two troops (eight six-pounders) for the 23rd; these guns
and two six-pounders of each battalion's anti-tank platoon were to follow
the tanks in the advance. The sappers of 7 Field Company (a
detachment with a bulldozer accompanying each battalion) were to open
the routes forward immediately for the support weapons and were to be
ready to lay mines in front of the newly won positions.

(iv)

The plan for 23 Battalion, finalised early in the evening of the 30th,
was to secure a line from Sant' Andrea through Villa Mazzei to Point 246
(Palastra), about 1000 yards north-west of Sant' Andrea. C Company was
to relieve A at Sant' Andrea, and D was to advance to Villa Mazzei and
Palastra. For this purpose the OC D Company (Major Grant '), assisted by
Captain Donnelly ? of 20 Regiment, organised his force in several
groups: a platoon each of infantry and engineers and a troop of tanks
were to go direct to Villa Mazzei and another platoon of infantry and
troop of tanks to Palastra; the headquarters group, the third platoon of
infantry, the rest of the engineers and the anti-tank guns were to follow.

C Company completed the relief of A at Sant' Andrea after midnight.
Meanwhile Grant's force passed through Spedaletto and followed the
barrage. The opposition was slight, but the tanks had difficulty in
keeping up with the infantry and on the way ‘flushed two Tigers’ which
fired their machine guns ‘but for some reason or other—including the
obvious one that they may have run out of ammunition—did not follow
up their tracer with armour-piercing shells.’ 3 By 2 a.m. both Villa
Mazzei and Palastra had been occupied, and seven prisoners taken from
10 Parachute Regiment.

No contact had been made with 28 Battalion on the left, and enemy
fire was coming from the direction of Il Pino, to the left rear of D
Company, which was reinforced by a platoon from B and protected by 10
six-pounder anti-tank guns towed forward by tanks or jeeps. As the light
improved it became evident that Palastra was dominated by higher
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ground on at least three sides. When further information was gathered of
the limits reached by 28 Battalion—still south of Il Pino—and of the
presence of Tiger tanks, it was decided to make D Company's main
position a bend in the road east of Il Pino, where there was better cover
and observation.

Much hostile fire and activity on the eastern flank gave warning
that the enemy might counter-attack down the road to Sant' Andrea, but
apparently he was deterred by defensive fire from the tanks and the
artillery.

(v)

The Maori Battalion's objectives were on the high ground north of
the Borro Suganella. Half an hour before the start of the attack a
platoon of C Company crossed the Suganella and, meeting little
opposition, occupied Casa del Carpione. This had the undesirable effect
of bringing the enemy farther north to the alert with

! Lt-Col D. G. Grant, MC, m.i.d.; Invercargill; born NZ 29 Feb
1908; schoolteacher; CO 23 Bn May-Sep 1945; wounded Jul
1942.

2 Maj M. P. Donnelly; Sydney; born NZ 17 Oct 1917; student.

3 20 Battalion and Armoured Regiment, p. 456.

mortars and machine guns. The other two platoons of C Company
advanced about 10 p.m. with a troop of A Squadron, 20 Regiment, whose
tanks were halted by an impassable stretch of the Suganella. Some men
were left with the tanks while the rest carried on and were rejoined by
the platoon from Casa del Carpione. By this time they were well behind
the barrage, and the enemy's fire was causing casualties. They entered
the village of Faltignano about midnight and also occupied Villa Zaira
on the right flank, but could make no further progress without their
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support weapons. There were enemy tanks, possibly two or three Tigers,
on the immediate front.

On the left A Company and a troop of A Squadron took the Cigliano-
Faltignano track, but ran into fire as they approached the Borro
Suganella, where a demolition proved impassable for the tanks and no
alternative crossing could be found. One platoon was left with the tanks
while the engineers began work on the demolition; the rest of the
company went on beyond the Suganella, but had lost the barrage and
encountered mortar and machine-gun fire, and for some time had no
communication with Battalion Headquarters because of radio
interference.

As it was impossible to get tanks across the Borro Suganella— the
sappers estimated that it would take six hours to complete the crossing
on the Cigliano- Faltignano track—Brigadier Stewart directed that A
Squadron's tanks should withdraw and take the roundabout route
through Spedaletto in 23 Battalion's sector, and arranged for a troop
from B Squadron to go along this route at once to join C Company. He
also instructed 28 Battalion to send a reserve company forward to
thicken its front.

The support weapons were brought back with the tanks, except one
17-pounder left to cover the demolition, where work was to continue as
fast as possible. The three tanks of 5 Troop, B Squadron, reached C
Company, and together they pushed forward in daylight. As soon as they
moved on to the stretch of road between Il Pino and a cemetery just
beyond Faltignano, they were met by machine-gun fire and armour-
piercing shot from a tank or self-propelled gun, and one of the Shermans
was set alight. Artillery support was called for, and the medium guns laid
fire on the area from which the enemy was shooting. A 17-pounder in 23
Battalion's sector assisted, at a range of 2400 yards, by scoring three
direct hits out of six shots fired at what was thought to be a Tiger, !
which was also treated to smoke and armour-piercing shot from the two

surviving tanks of S Troop. The German tank withdrew and the
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defensive fire diminished, which allowed C Company to resume

! This is reported to be the first time gunners of 7 A-Tk Regt
had used a 17-pounder against a tank in Italy.

its northward progress before midday.

In an exhilarating advance C Company, ably led by Captain Baker, !
and supported by the two Shermans, killed at least 20 of the enemy,
captured a German RAP and several prisoners, and by 1.30 p.m. was at
Point 250 (Torrebianca), about 1000 yards north of Faltignano, where it
was joined later by tanks of A Squadron which had passed through 23
Battalion's sector.

For most of the day the situation of A Company, 28 Battalion, was
obscure. It was without tank support, anti-tank guns and observers for
the artillery, and was understood to be pinned down for some hours by a
suspected Tiger in the vicinity of its objective, Point 204 (Casa Ralli),
about 1000 yards north-west of Faltignano. This tank probably had
retired by midday, when it appeared that the enemy was moving back
from 5 Brigade's front. Late in the afternoon it was confirmed that A
Company was close to Casa Ralli.

Meanwhile a fresh plan had been prepared for 28 Battalion: it was to
continue to push for its original objectives during the day and the night
of 31 July - 1 August and if practicable carry on further to a line from
Point 250 (Torrebianca) on the right to Point 227 (almost due east of La
Romola across the valley of the Sugana stream) on the left. By the time
this plan was issued in printed form (at 2.35 p.m.), part of it had been
completed: C Company had reached Point 250 (Torrebianca), which the

battalion had understood to have been its original objective. 2

Assisted by artillery, mortar and machine-gun fire, A Company began
a northward advance at 7 p.m. and gained Point 227 within the hour. C
Company also pushed farther north, beyond its intended objective, and
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by 9.30 p.m. was at Villa Balbani, about a mile from Faltignano. A troop
of tanks from A Squadron, 20 Regiment, was with each company, and
anti-tank guns moved up in support. C Company placed a standing
patrol on Poggio Montauto, on the eastern flank, and A Company sent a
patrol northward along the road and creek (a tributary of the Sugana
stream).

On hearing of these successes General Freyberg told Stewart, ‘You
must push on’, but the Brigadier felt that the two companies of 28
Battalion might be ‘caught bending’ ° unless they were given an
opportunity to reorganise and get the anti-tank guns and other

1 Maj J. S. Baker, MC and bar, m.i.d.; Auckland; born
Makaraka, Gisborne, 16 Jul 1918; civil servant.

2 There are two Points 250 within a mile north of
Faltignano, at Torrebianca and Villa Balbani, and in addition a
250 contour is shown on the 1:25,000 map at Villa al Leccio.
The orders issued on 31 July give Villa al Leccio as the original
objective, but a trace issued with 5 Bde's operation order on 30
July shows the objective RIPON at Torrebianca, farther north.

3 GOC's diary.

weapons in position to withstand a possible counter-attack. He said
he would get on at dawn. He therefore warned Lieutenant-Colonel
Awatere that his reserve companies (B and D), which were waiting near
Faltignano, should be sent through C and A as soon as possible to carry
the advance to the main heights ahead, Poggio delle Monache and La
Poggiona; he also ordered 21 Battalion to concentrate near Il Pino as
soon as possible after dawn, ready to pass through the Maoris on these
two objectives.

(vi)
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To reach its objective, a line cutting the ridge just beyond La
Romola, 4 Brigade faced the formidable task of crossing the steep-sided
valley of the Sugana stream, into which the enemy had observation and
could direct the fire of his artillery, tanks, self-propelled guns, mortars
and machine guns from the front and both flanks.

The plan for the attack, which was to start at 1 a.m. on 31 July, was
that 22 Battalion (Lieutenant-Colonel Donald !) was to advance under a
series of timed artillery concentrations fired by 4 and 6 Field Regiments
and 70 and 75 Medium Regiments, and was to have the support of C
Squadron of 20 Regiment, 31 Anti-Tank Battery (minus all except one
section of its M10s and one troop of its six-pounders, but with a troop of
17-pounders from 34 Battery), 3 MG Company (whose 12 Vickers were to
‘thicken’ 2 the artillery barrage) and detachments of 6 Field Company.
The attack was to be made by 1 Company on the right, 3 on the left and
2 in close support, each with a troop of tanks and a party of sappers.

Reconnaissance the previous night below La Romola had found the
stream and the sunken lateral road obstacles for tanks, but just before
the attack began a report was received that the ‘river crossing was OK’ °
for tanks. Patrols had been sent out in daylight and at night to
investigate reports from civilians that the enemy had evacuated La
Romola. These reports were proved false, at the cost of casualties to
both patrols.

The enemy, brought to the alert by 5 Brigade's attack on the flank,
filled the Sugana valley with defensive fire. ‘The noise, dust and smoke
was terrific and hardly seemed to increase when our own barrage opened
up since it had already about reached the ultimate limit.” * The shell or
mortar fire caused casualties and some confusion

! Lt-Col H. V. Donald, DSO, MC, m.i.d., Legion of Merit (US);
Masterton; born Masterton, 20 Mar 1917; manufacturer; MP
1963-; CO 22 Bn May-Nov 1944, Mar-Aug 1945; four times
wounded.
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2 That night 1 and 3 MG Companies fired 108,000 rounds.

3 War diary, 22 (Mot) Bn.

4 Comment by a platoon commander quoted in 22 Battalion,
pp. 316-17.

at the start. ! The poor visibility of a dark night was reduced almost
to nil by the fog of smoke and dust. Communications failed, mostly
because of wireless interference, between Battalion Headquarters and the
companies and between company headquarters and the platoons, some
of which broke up into small isolated groups of men. The tanks were
parted from the infantry early in the advance. ‘The wonder is how the
attack succeeded at all, and how La Romola fell...’ 2

The officer commanding 1 Company (Major O'Reilly °) was wounded
in the head near the start line, and Captain Turner 4 was given
command of the three platoons (6, 7 and 8) which made straight for La
Romola. O'Reilly, after regaining consciousness, refused to go back to
the dressing station but joined 5 Platoon, which was to accompany the
tanks to the village.

No. 3 Company (Major Sainsbury °) was hard hit before it left the
start line: 14 Platoon was reduced to a handful of men, and the reserve
platoon (No. 16) was brought in to fill the gap but had not gone far
before its commander (Lieutenant McNeil ) was killed. Sergeant Eades,
who then took control of 16 Platoon, won the DCM and an immediate
commission in the field in recognition of his courage and leadership in
the next few days.

First to reach La Romola was 15 Platoon (Lieutenant Thomas £) of 3
Company. This platoon broke contact in the middle but somehow
managed to link up again in the darkness and, after destroying at least
two machine-gun posts, occupied a two-storied building on the fringe of
the village, where it was joined about 3 a.m. by 13 Platoon (Lieutenant
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Paterson °), which had been severely shelled and was only 11 strong. A
small group of 14 Platoon also arrived and took charge of some
prisoners. At dawn 3 Company penetrated the village.

On the way up to La Romola the platoons of 1 Company under
Turner's command had to force their way through thickly planted grape
vines on tightly strung wires. Veering a little to the left, 6 Platoon lost
contact with 7 and 8, which entered the eastern outskirts of the village
about dawn and were joined by 5 Platoon and

! Some reports attribute casualties on the start line and
during the advance to shells from the New Zealand guns falling
short.

2 22 Battalion, p. 318.

3 Lt-Col A. W. F. O'Reilly, MC, m.i.d.; Wellington; born
Dunedin, 24 Apr 1906; schoolteacher; CO 22 Bn Nov 1944-Mar
1945; twice wounded.

4 Capt L. O. Turner; Feilding; born Feilding, 23 Apr 1921;
saddler.

5 Maj G. S. Sainsbury, m.i.d.; Frankton Junction; born NZ 30
May 1909; solicitor.

® Lt J. H. McNeil; born NZ 2 Jan 1920; labourer; killed in
action 31 Jul 1944.

72 Lt A. E. Eades, DCM; Woodville; born Pahiatua, 10 Jun
1917; labourer.

8 Lt I. L. Thomas, MC; Ruatoria; born Christchurch, 30 Apr
1917, fat-stock buyer; twice wounded.
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2 Capt E. B. Paterson, MC; Howick, Auckland; born
Edinburgh, 3 Jun 1911; company managing director; wounded 8
Aug 1944.

the wounded O'Reilly; later 6 Platoon ‘drifted in by sections.’ !

While searching some houses Second-Lieutenant Woolcott % and a
small party from S Platoon unexpectedly came upon a Tiger tank which
appeared to be abandoned. Lance-Corporal Dillon 2 began climbing on to
it, ‘when up comes the lid. Before I could surrender, the German did,
with three or four others....” ¢ Later the tank, in perfect order, was
driven towards the rear, where its unheralded approach caused alarm.

Meanwhile 2 Company (Major Hutcheson °), after being severely
mortared in the Sugana valley, advanced on to the ridge farther west to
cover the left flank and the La Romola - Cerbaia road. Company
Headquarters was established at a ‘sort of palace [ Tattoli] ... full of
terrified civilians,’ ® and the platoons went on to their objective on top
of the ridge about half a mile from La Romola.

Because of the extremely bad going the supporting tanks had been
unable to keep up with the infantry. One of 12 Troop's tanks (with 1
Company) dropped out with mechanical trouble early in the advance,
another got stuck on a narrow track, and only one reached La Romola.
All three tanks of 9 Troop (following 3 Company) got through to the
village shortly after daybreak, and one of them was transferred to 12
Troop so that both 1 and 3 Companies would have two in support. On
the way to 2 Company's positions 11 Troop had to wait for several hours
while a bulldozer made a deviation past a large demolition on the road in
the valley, and one of its tanks shed a track. The crippled tanks were
repaired and on the road again by afternoon.

Strenuous efforts, including the repairing of two large demolitions by
the engineers under fire, were made to get anti-tank guns up to La
Romola, in case the enemy should counter-attack with Tiger tanks in
support. No such attack developed, although the enemy shelled and
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mortared the forward positions throughout the day. One M10 was sited
to cover the northern approaches to the village, and three 17-pounders
were disposed in or near the village. When one of the 17-pounder gun
positions came under fire, the crew retired into nearby houses, which
permitted an audacious German patrol to render the gun useless and
drive away the gun-tower.

The reserve troop (No. 10) of C Squadron, 20 Regiment, ‘did

1 22 Battalion, p. 323.

22 Lt A. H. Woolcott; Wellington; born Havelock South, 26
Oct 1911; mechanic.

3 L-Cpl E. T. K. Dillon; Wellington; born Greymouth, 4 Apr
1908; clerk; wounded 21 Sep 1944.

4 22 Battalion, pp. 324-5.

5 Maj K. R. Hutcheson; born Wellington, 25 Jan 1914;
schoolteacher; wounded 24 Sep 1944; died 1956.

6 22 Battalion, p. 324. Later Tac HQ 22 Bn also was set up
at Tattoli.

one good shoot’ on positions suspected of harbouring enemy
observation posts and ‘got a proper plaster’ ! in return. In the afternoon
this troop reinforced the two at La Romola. Allied aircraft strafed two
groups of 22 Battalion's carriers and an artillery observation post south
of the village, fortunately without doing any serious damage.

By evening on 31 July 22 Battalion was firmly established in La
Romola with two companies of infantry closely supported by three troops
of tanks, and was in contact with 6 Brigade on the left flank. The
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battalion reported that its casualties in the attack on the village were
eight killed, 22 wounded and two missing; it had taken 21 prisoners and
killed an estimated 40-50 of the enemy.

The night in La Romola was eventful. A stray shell set off some
engineers' explosives in a house, and caused several casualties in 6 Field
Company. Later a more severe explosion brought down a house in rubble
which blocked the main street. This building had been occupied by
gunners of 7 Anti-Tank Regiment, 10 of whom were killed and others
wounded by the explosion and falling masonry. The house was so badly
wrecked that the engineers had to use a bulldozer for ‘corpse extrication’
2—to clear the rubble and recover the bodies. The explosion was thought
to have been caused either by a delayed-action demolition or by a shell
detonating a heap of enemy explosive stacked in the house. An
immediate search of other houses revealed a heavy demolition charge
with a time fuse, which was disarmed, and subsequently the sappers
removed several charges from culverts in or near the village and
disarmed three booby traps in houses.

! War diary, 20 Armd Regt.

2 War diary, 6 Fd Coy.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

VI: BREAKING THE PAULA LINE

VI: Breaking the Paula Line
(i)

‘Terrific fighting took place,’ the German Fourteenth Army reported
on 29 July. ‘The enemy ... was stopped at the village of S. Michele by a
series of counter attacks by our last local reserves.... Army advised Army
Gp that the days of hard fighting, the heavy casualties and extreme
exhaustion of the troops had considerably decreased the fighting value
of 1 Para Corps, particularly 29 Pz Gren Div. The Army was not in a
position to give the Corps any more relief by narrowing down its sector
any more, as 14 Pz Corps' sector was now so thinly held that any attack
there could not be held without help from Army Gp or ... 10 Army.’ 3

3 War diary, Fourteenth Army.

Army Group C therefore gave orders for the transfer of a sector on
Fourteenth Army's eastern flank to Tenth Army, which was to take over
about three kilometres from 1 Parachute Corps. While the Germans
were making this boundary alteration on the night of 29-30 July, 4
British Division, advancing on the east of 6 South African Armoured
Division, fought its way to the crest of the 2500-foot Monte Scalari,
which it held against counter-attack. This caused Fourteenth Army to
pull back its left wing ‘a few kilometres’ and to instruct 1 Parachute
Corps, ‘without prejudicing the orders to hold the Paula Line,’ ! to
reconnoitre a support line about five kilometres behind the present point
of contact with Tenth Army.

During the night of 30-31 July ‘the enemy fired a very heavy
preliminary barrage’ on 1 Parachute Corps' positions. ‘Before and during
the attack about 50,000 rounds were counted in 29 Pz Gren Div's and 4
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Para Div's sectors. This even surpassed the weight of the fire during the
heaviest days of the Cassino fighting. Very early this morning the enemy
attacked 29 Pz Gren Div and the right wing of 4 Para Div, supported by
tanks. The attacks came in waves, and were beaten off for the most

part, but the enemy took the village of La Romola and gained some
ground at S. Andrea....

‘A large-scale battle of attrition was inevitable if our troops held on
any longer in their present positions, and so during the night 31 Jul -1
Aug the left wing of 14 Pz Corps and the whole of 1 Para Corps withdrew
to a new line between the old one and the Florence bridgehead position.
At the same time 14 Pz Corps took over about 1 km from the western

flank of 1 Para Corps...." 2

After this withdrawal 1 Parachute Corps still held the dominating
heights of the Pian dei Cerri hills on the New Zealand Division's front
and at Impruneta on 6 South African Armoured Division's front. The
main task specified by Fourteenth Army was to prevent a breakthrough
to Florence, although orders already had been given to prepare the
bridges in the city for demolition. The Ponte Vecchio alone was to be
spared ‘for its artistic value’, ° but houses were to be blown up at each
end to block its approaches.

(i1)

General Freyberg decided against a major assault on the night of 31
July - 1 August, chiefly to permit the accumulation of an adequate
supply of ammunition for the artillery. His decision may

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.

2 Tbid.

3 Ibid.
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have been influenced by the uncertainty over 28 Battalion's position
early on the 31st, but in any case he told 13 Corps in the afternoon, ‘No
ammunition, no attack.’ !

The expenditure of ammunition was very high. In three days, 29-31
July, the New Zealand ammunition point at Strada (on Route 2, five or
six miles south of San Casciano) issued more than 100,000 rounds for
the 25-pounder guns, as well as the requirements of all other weapons.
As 13 Corps' normal ammunition supply system would not be able to
keep the New Zealand guns fed and also bring up a reserve of 600 rounds
for each gun demanded by the CRA (Brigadier Parkinson), arrangements
were made for New Zealand transport to assist. All the vehicles that
could be spared—210 3-ton trucks from NZASC, ? artillery and other
units—were despatched on 31 July to a corps dump east of Lake
Trasimene, over 100 miles away, and returned next day with 38,640
rounds of 25-pounder ammunition. This, in addition to the loads hauled
daily by NZASC convoys, provided the Division with a more than
sufficient reserve.

Meanwhile, on the night of 31 July - 1 August, a South African
battalion group (The First City/The Cape Town Highlanders, with a
Sherman squadron of the Prince Alfred's Guards, a machine-gun platoon
of the Royal Durban Light Infantry and a troop of M10s) came
temporarily under New Zealand command to guard the right flank until
such time as the South African division should have advanced
sufficiently to make flank protection unnecessary. By midnight the
South Africans had relieved 23 Battalion, which retired to the Casa
Vecchia area.

When he heard shortly after midnight that 28 Battalion had a
standing patrol on a road junction about half a mile beyond Villa
Balbani, General Freyberg said, ‘He [the enemy] has hooked it. Get
bulldozers up.’ ° He told the AA & QMG (Colonel B. Barrington) to
organise provost control for the bridges over the Arno. The South
Africans were to go through Florence and the New Zealanders round it.
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At dawn Brigadier Stewart set out to visit his forward troops. As his
own car was under repair, he used a scout car borrowed from 20
Regiment and driven by Trooper Dickie. * He went up the road past the
turn-off to Villa Balbani (on a short side road) without seeing any sign of
28 Battalion, and apparently continued past

1 GOC's diary.

2 Not available were 4 and 6 RMT Companies, which for three
weeks (21 July-10 August) carried petrol and ammunition for
Eighth Army to the Arezzo area from dumps about 200 miles
farther south.

3 GOC's diary.

4 Tpr S. W. Dickie; Ferndale, Gore; born NZ 18 Jan 1922;
farm labourer; p.w. 1 Aug 1944.

the point where the standing patrol was reported to have been. He
realised he had gone too far, and was about to turn back when he
noticed some high ground from which he decided to reconnoitre. There
he was held up at short range by Germans with a bazooka, and as there
were no weapons in the car, he and his driver surrendered. Some time
later the German wireless announced that Stewart was a prisoner. He
had been unable to prevent some information from falling into German
hands. The commander of 1 Parachute Corps (General Schlemm) told
the commander of Fourteenth Army (General Lemelsen) that ‘a marked
map had been captured with the commander of 5 NZ Bde, showing the
directions of the enemy thrusts. The Corps had formed main points of

resistance to meet these.’ !

Fifth Brigade's intention was that D and B Companies of 28
Battalion were to pass through A and C at dawn on 1 August and
advance to Poggio delle Monache and La Poggiona, on the line of the
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brigade's final objective; 21 Battalion was to be ready to pass through
the Maoris on this objective, which it was hoped they would have
reached by midday.

D and B Companies, supported by two troops of A Squadron, 20
Regiment, began to advance after 8 a.m. and soon met stiff resistance. A
detour was found for the tanks around a demolition and trees which had
been felled across the road, and D Company continued towards Villa
Treggiaia, about 500 yards from the objective. A Tiger tank—there
probably were at least two Tigers and one or two other tanks on the
battalion's front—set fire to one of the Shermans, whose crew took
shelter with some Maoris in a house near Villa Treggiaia.

B Company cut north-westward across country towards La Poggiona,
and was counter-attacked about 1000 yards from this objective. The
artillery helped to beat off the enemy, but the company was unable to
make any further progress. Colonel Pleasants ? (who was given command
of S Brigade when no trace could be found of Brigadier Stewart) told 28
Battalion to halt B Company until further orders and to get D Company
on to Poggio Issi (Point 243, alongside Poggio delle Monache) if possible.
Later, at 3.50 p.m., he ordered the battalion to consolidate on a line
approximately 300 yards short of Villa Treggiaia. About this time D
Company was counter-attacked; some men in a house were surrounded
but managed to get away. The artillery brought down

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.

2 Brig C. L. Pleasants, CBE, DSO, MC, ED, m.i.d.; Auckland;
born Halcombe, 26 Jul 1910; schoolmaster; CO 18 Bn and Armd
Regt Jul 1942-Mar 1944; comd 4 Armd Bde Sep— Nov 1944; 5 Bde
Nov 1944-Jan 1945, May 1945-Jan 1946; twice wounded;
Commander, Fiji Military Forces, 1949-53; Commander,
Northern Military District, 1953-57; Central Military District,
1957-60; Senior NZ Army Liaison Officer, London, 1964-65.

fire in support of the company, whose ammunition was running low,
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and tanks and carriers went to its assistance. Soon the position was
reported to have been restored.

Before nightfall fighter-bombers strafed and bombed the Poggio delle
Monache - La Poggiona line in front of 28 Battalion.

(iii)

General Freyberg asked to be kept closely in touch with
developments on 1 August as he had set 6 p.m. as the deadline when he
would have to make his decisions for the final breakthrough plans.
When encouraging reports were received of the Maoris' progress, it
seemed that it might not be necessary to make a set-piece attack, or
that in any case heavy artillery concentrations instead of a barrage
would be sufficient to support the advance. Later, however, it was
obvious that the enemy intended to hold the high ground still ahead of
the Division.

At a conference at Divisional Headquarters at 6 p.m. plans were co-
ordinated ‘for a rather complicated series of attacks... a sort of three-
brigade attack on a three-battalion front at different times with different
artillery programmes.’ ! The plan for 5 and 6 Brigades to converge on
the Pian dei Cerri ridge and squeeze out 4 Armoured Brigade in the
centre was replaced by what was to be in effect a partial right-wheel for
the Division, pivoting on 5 Brigade on the eastern flank, to bring the
front to face north along the line Poggio delle Monache - La Poggiona —
Poggio Valicaia, the three eastern crests of the hills, possession of which
would open a short and indefensible route to Florence.

Fifth Brigade on the right would need to advance slightly over 1000
yards, 4 Brigade in the centre 2000 yards, and 6 Brigade on the left
nearly 3000 yards. The method outlined in the divisional operation order
was for 6 Brigade, joined shortly afterwards by 4 Brigade, to advance to
the first objectives and after a short pause continue to the second
objectives; after another pause all three brigades were to advance side by
side to the final objectives. This operation was given the codename rLonk.
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From standing artillery fire just ahead of each start line all phases of
the advance were to be supported by creeping barrages, lifting 100 yards
every five minutes, and a heavy defensive-fire programme was to cover
consolidation on the final objectives. These tasks called for continuous
fire from 11 p.m. to 3.45 a.m. on the night of 1-2 August. The three New
Zealand field regiments, each

1 GOC's diary.

assisted by a battery of 57 Field Regiment, RA, were responsible for
the barrages, and 70 and 75 Medium Regiments were to fire
concentrations on selected targets in or near the line of advance. At the
same time an extensive counter-battery programme was to be fired by
other guns in 13 Corps under the direction of 1 Army Group Royal
Artillery.

Although the divisional operation order was signed at 4.45 p.m. on 1
August, and divisional and brigade conferences revealed to commanding
officers the general outline of the plan, the really important details—the
traces showing the areas and timings of the artillery barrages, the
preparation of which was a complicated, lengthy task—did not reach the
battalions until after 8 p.m., when copies had to be sent hurriedly to
companies. The fire plan was one of the most complicated devised by the
New Zealand Artillery. The constant changes in the reported locations of
friendly and enemy troops caused many alterations in the plan, some of
them after it began.

(iv)

Sixth Brigade, which was to be the first to advance, listed its
objectives in an operation order signed at 8 p.m.: the first objective was
to be the Points 281, 282 and 261 (Poggio Cigoli — La Liona), the second
Point 337 (about half-way between Poggio Cigoli and Poggio Valicaia),
and the third Point 382 (Poggio Valicaia). The first step of the advance
was to made by 25 Battalion on the right (Points 281 and 282) and 26
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Battalion on the left (Point 261), while 24 Battalion guarded the left
flank; 25 Battalion alone was to go on to the second and third
objectives.

C Company, 26 Battalion, had relieved B Company during the
previous night (31 July - 1 August) in positions along the Castellare -
Poggio Cigoli road, and subsequently had occupied houses farther along
the road, after artillery fire had been brought down on them, and had
taken 19 prisoners. Plans to capture another group of buildings still
farther along the road were cancelled when preparations were begun for
the attack that night. The artillery traces showed that C Company's
foremost positions were over the opening line for the barrage and would
have to be evacuated.

The guns opened fire at 11 p.m. and on their first lift 20 minutes
later 25 Battalion sent off its companies in line along the road. Shortly
after midnight, when A Company, in the lead, was closing on Point 281
(Poggio Cigoli), the supporting tanks of B Squadron, 18 Armoured
Regiment, ! were halted by a minefield on the road. While the sappers
were clearing the mines, the tanks fired on a house at Point 282 (just to
the north-west of 281) and other posts which were preventing the
infantry from occupying the first objective. D Company of 26 Battalion,
advancing on the left against slight opposition, occupied Point 261 (La
Liona).

C Company of 25 Battalion passed through A (which soon reported
Points 281 and 282 clear), occupied the second objective (Point 337) and
captured about 30 prisoners; 2 D and B Companies, carrying on towards
the third objective, met vigorous resistance from a house close by the
road. The enemy withdrew under fire from the tanks, and the two
companies moved on to the slopes of Poggio Valicaia, where they met
little opposition. One post holding out in a building withdrew when the
tanks approached. By 5.30 a.m. D Company on the right and B on the
left were in possession of the final objective with a troop of tanks in
support; C Company and another troop were at Point 337, A Company
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and a third troop at Point 282, and a reserve troop on the road south of
Point 281 (which was occupied next night by A Company, 26 Battalion).

There had been a sharp earthquake during the advance, at 2.33 a.m.
As the light improved on the morning of 2 August the men digging in on
the objective came under fire, mostly from mortars; this was especially
annoying on Poggio Valicaia, where it seemed to come from La Sughera
and Poggio al Pino, to the north-west. When the artillery laid
concentrations of smoke on these two hilltops, the accuracy and volume
of the mortaring diminished, which permitted the anti-tank guns to be
sited. An M10, a 17- pounder and four six-pounder guns were placed well
forward, the Vickers guns and 4.2-inch mortars some distance to the
rear.

Signs of enemy activity presaged a counter-attack. When a German
tank approached, the 17-pounder sited to cover the road near Point 337
was quickly manned by two of its crew who had been sheltering from the
mortar fire in a nearby building. Their first shot ‘hit just below the
turret which was thrown about 6 feet in the air and the tank split open,
then a sheet of flame enveloped the lot, followed by the explosion of the
ammunition.’ ° German infantry

! Under 6 Bde's command were 33 A-Tk Bty, a troop of M10s
of 31 A-Tk Bty, two troops of 39 Hy Mor Bty (in addition to the
brigade's own heavy mortar platoon), 2 MG Coy and 18 Armd
Regt; 6 Fd Regt and a battery of 57 Fd Regt, RA, were in direct
support; 8 Fd Coy also was in support.

2 Fourteenth Panzer Corps reported on 7 August that ‘during
the heavy fighting on 2 Aug 6/15 Pz Gren Regt (35 men) was cut
off by the enemy at Pian dei Cerri and has not returned since....’

3 H. C. G. Gordon, quoted in 25 Battalion, p. 468. This was
the first and only German tank definitely known to have been
knocked out by one of 7 A-Tk Regt's guns in Italy. German
records say it was a Tiger, New Zealand records that it was a
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Mark IV camouflaged to resemble a Tiger.

observed near Santa Maria, farther west, were dispersed by small-
arms and artillery fire.

During the day (2 August) the artillery harassed all observed enemy
movement, and 25 Battalion received similar attention from German
guns and mortars. Allied fighter-bombers attacked targets at Santa Maria
and Pian dei Cerri. The hostile fire increased in the evening (the 17-
pounder anti-tank gun was knocked out by mortar fire) and then
gradually died away.

(v)

While 6 Brigade, on the Division's left flank, gained its objectives
with unexpected ease, ! the assaulting troops of 4 and 5 Brigades were
surprised by the determined resistance they encountered, and took
longer to gain their objectives. Sixth Brigade, therefore, was directed by
Divisional Headquarters to hold its positions during the night of 2-3
August and until such time as the centre and right brigades should
reach a line from which the final breakthrough could be staged.

On the night of 31 July — 1 August 22 Battalion, in the centre, sent
a patrol to search the road leading along the ridge from La Romola, with
orders to occupy Point 305, about 1200 yards to the north-east, if not
too strongly defended. The patrol, 29 men altogether, was met by
machine-gun and mortar fire when close to Point 305 and was ordered to
return. The following afternoon a section of carriers led an infantry
platoon and two tanks along the road, while other tanks of C Squadron,
20 Regiment, and Vickers guns of 3 MG Company gave supporting fire,
but this party also came under fire and withdrew. Plans to make a third
attempt on Point 305 during the night of 1-2 August were amended to
fit in with the divisional plan for Operation rLonk.

Fourth Brigade's start line was just north of La Romola, its first
objective short of Point 305 and the next just beyond; the attacking
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troops then had to swing to the left to face up to the final objective, La
Poggiona. The artillery barrage was to open at 11.35 p.m. and stand for
20 minutes about 300 yards ahead of the infantry start line before
creeping forward; it was to stand for an hour from 1.55 a.m. just beyond
the second objective and then lift again and finish beyond the infantry's
final objective at 3.45 a.m.

The 22nd Battalion advanced with 1 Company and a troop of C
Squadron, 20 Regiment, on the right, 3 Company and a troop on the
left, and 2 Company and the rest of the squadron in reserve.

! Nevertheless 25 Bn's casualties on 1 and 2 August were
nine dead and 30 wounded.

While 1 Company headed across country east of the road to Point
305, 3 Company kept to the road as far as Podere Tavernaccia (north of
Point 305) to continue northward through La Querciola to La Poggiona.
Wireless communication was poor, and the little information that
reached Battalion Headquarters came through the tanks. The night was
dark and visual contact almost impossible; woods, patches of scrub and
many ridges and steep-sided gullies made the going difficult.

At the start 1 Company suffered casualties from what were thought
to be shells falling short from the supporting artillery, but which might
have been the result of overrunning the barrage. ‘Though scattered and
dazed and also hampered by wire—grapevines strung across the line of
attack—the survivors pushed on’ ! to Villa Tavernaccia on Point 305,
cleared the building on the hill, and were joined there by 2 Company.

After advancing in good order about half a mile along the road from
La Romola, 3 Company was on a small ridge north of Point 305, where
the shells from the supporting guns seemed to be hitting the treetops
and bursting. The company halted to allow the barrage to lift clear of
the trees, but after resuming the advance was held up by fire from a
group of houses. These were captured, with assistance from 10 Troop of
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C Squadron, and a few prisoners taken. By this time dawn was
approaching, the barrage had stopped, and La Poggiona, across about
400 yards of open ground, was still in enemy hands.

Nevertheless two platoons (16 and 13), accompanied by the tanks,
which kept up a continual fire against many targets (including a nest of
four spandaus, which were silenced), advanced in an extended line
across the open ground. Half-way, as arranged, the tanks stopped and
laid down a barrage under which the infantry continued through La
Querciola and up the steep slope, shooting as they went, to the top of La
Poggiona and some distance down the other side, where the Germans
were called on to surrender and began to do so. One of them started to
walk towards the New Zealanders with his hands up, when ‘unfortunately
a youngster who had not long before joined the company lost his head
and fired a burst of tommygun through the German's stomach at short
range. The rest turned and ran down the hill while we in turn ran back
to the top of the hill and started digging.’ 2 The enemy swiftly rallied
and assaulted the hill. He was twice repulsed but in the third attempt
threatened to surround 3 Company, which was

1 22 Battalion, p. 326.

2 E. B. Paterson, quoted in 22 Battalion, p. 331.

running out of ammunition and therefore withdrew. !

The GOC approved a plan to renew the attack on La Poggiona at 6
p.m. on 2 August by 2 Company under a short but heavy concentration
of fire from the artillery, tanks, Vickers guns and mortars. To give the
infantry close support, 9 Troop of C Squadron was to take over from 10
Troop; 11 and 12 Troops also were to assist the attack and protect the
right flank.

When two platoons of 2 Company were assembling on the start line,
‘we were subject to one of the bitterest shellings I have ever
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experienced,’ wrote Major Hutcheson. ‘Someone said they were our own
shells and indeed it seemed to be true.... my two platoons came
staggering back, shocked and disorganised, and with heavy casualties....’
2 The men may have arrived on the barrage line as the guns opened fire,
or may have been shelled by German artillery. On the right flank some
12 Platoon men, under Corporal Tsukigawa, 3 not knowing that the
others had retired, set out across a gully towards the objective, came
under spandau fire and pulled back into cover in the gully while Allied
aircraft attacked the ridge in front.

Encouraged by the news of the advance by Tsukigawa's section,
other 2 Company men were gathered together by Hutcheson and led
towards the objective. At the foot of the hill they met Tsukigawa, who
said La Poggiona was clear of the enemy. By this time, however, the
barrage had stopped, and apparently the enemy had returned.
Hutcheson's men climbed the hill under machine-gun fire, and were
mortared when they probed over the top; they dug in, 24-strong, just
behind the crest. When it was learnt some time later that La Poggiona
had been captured, two platoons of 3 Company were rushed up to
reinforce Hutcheson's party, followed by tanks of 9 Troop. The enemy
still held posts on the northern side of the hill, and a counter-attack at
dawn was thought possible.

When daylight arrived on 3 August and the morning mists dispersed,
almost all local firing ceased, and the men on La Poggiona found
themselves looking down on a magnificent view of Florence.

! The German battalion at La Poggiona ( III/71 Pz Gren Regt of
29 Pz Gren Div) was recommended for ‘Mention in Armed Forces
Report’. On 2 August this battalion was claimed to have ‘faced S
attacks by strong forces of infantry and armour, with heavy
artillery support, launched by 2 NZ Div. It beat off all attacks
and inflicted terrible losses on the enemy, thus foiling the
enemy's intention to break through to Florence.’

2 22 Battalion, p.332. The battalion's casualties on 1 and 2
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August were two dead and 39 wounded. W. E. Murphy says in the
Artillery history that several allegations by the infantry
battalions that 25-pounders were firing short were investigated
and no evidence was found to support them.

3 L-Sgt S. N. Tsukigawa, MM, m.i.d.; Balclutha; born Balclutha,
21 Jul 1918; printer; twice wounded.

(vi)

On the Division's right 28 Battalion had been brought to a halt on 1
August while attempting to drive to Poggio delle Monache and La
Poggiona, and it therefore fell to 21 Battalion, which already had
received orders to pass through the 28th, to carry out S Brigade's share
of Operation rLonk.

Fifth Brigade's barrage was to begin at 2.15 a.m. with a 20- minute
concentration on the start line, then creep forward and finish with a 15-
minute concentration to cover consolidation on Poggio delle Monache.
After dark on 1 August 28 Battalion withdrew its men clear of both 4
and S Brigades' barrage areas. A platoon (No. 16) was sent forward from
D Company, 21 Battalion, to cover the start line, astride the road by the
junction near Podere Nidiaci. After the advance began this platoon
occupied houses at Massanera, on the right flank, and subsequently was
replaced by a platoon from 28 Battalion, whose role it was to guard this
flank (north of the positions held by The First City/The Cape Town
Highlanders) until progress by the South Africans made this no longer
necessary.

The 21st Battalion attacked with two companies: A Company's
objective, Poggio Issi (Point 243), was just to the south-east of C
Company's objective, Poggio delle Monache. The troops of B Squadron,
20 Regiment, were in support.

The attack, like 28 Battalion's the previous day, did not succeed.
There were several reasons. ! The late arrival of the plan and artillery
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task traces and the movement of 28 Battalion's men and tanks to the
rear delayed the arrival of 21 Battalion's troops on the start line, where
the two companies did not assemble until 2.40 a.m., 25 minutes after
the artillery fire began. They began to advance 10 minutes later. The
artillery and infantry start lines did not coincide: the right-hand end of
the infantry's line was set only 100 yards behind the artillery opening
line, but the left-hand end was some 500 yards short. The late arrival of
the artillery traces apparently did not allow time for this variation to be
noted and corrected by moving C Company closer to the opening
concentration. This prevented the infantry from being close enough
behind the barrage to catch the enemy disorganised; the short time lag
of a few minutes permitted him to get into action. Moreover, ground on
both flanks, including Poggio Montanino on the right, was missed by the
barrage.

! The reason given in 21 Battalion, p. 360, seems to be in error.
This is that the Maoris' foremost troops were reported to have
reached a line a kilometre farther north than they actually did,
and as a result of this 21 Bn's attack ‘did not succeed because
the barrage started behind the enemy lines’. Such a major error
in map reading would have been discovered when artillery shoots
were called down for 28 Bn during the day.

Undoubtedly the enemy—even if he had not seen the marked map
captured with Brigadier Stewart—was bound to fight a strong delaying
action on the twin hills which were 21 Battalion's objective, for these
were the last hills covering one of the principal roads on which he could
withdraw his tanks and transport. Beyond Poggio delle Monache the road
led through Giogoli, across the River Greve at Gora, and joined Route 2
about two miles from Florence.

In a divisional plan arranged so that all three brigades should start
together on the last leg of the advance (when 5 Brigade began its
attack), it probably was unavoidable that some hours should elapse
between the time when 28 Battalion began to call in its men and when
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21 Battalion advanced to the area where the Maoris' leading posts had
been. The enemy must have been aware of the Maoris' withdrawal and
had time to occupy the positions they vacated.

A Company, 21 Battalion, advanced in extended order about 10
minutes behind the lifts of the barrage until its right flank came up
against the creek bed of the Borro di Tramonti, which curved around the
southern side of Poggio Montanino. The company closed up to the left to
avoid this obstacle and continued on a narrow front until forced to
ground by fire from the lateral road leading eastward from just short of
Villa Treggiaia to Villa Benvenuti. To avoid this fire the company drew
farther to the left and on to the main north-south road, where the men
encountered machine-gun and shell fire from a tank shooting straight
down the road.

On the left of the north-south road C Company advanced well behind
the barrage but met only scattered fire until the leading men approached
the road to Podere Tavernaccia, where they came under fire from the
front, the left (western) flank and the left rear.

By dawn on 2 August most of A and C Companies had fallen back to
defensive positions in the vicinity of the start line. With the half
squadron of tanks and anti-tank guns in support, they spent the rest of
the day under light but consistent shell, mortar and machine-gun fire. A
Tiger tank was seen on the road in front of Poggio delle Monache. A
concentration from the medium guns forced the crew to leave it, but
they returned and drove it into cover. Later this or another tank
appeared at the same place and was attacked by fighter-bombers.

(vii)

Thus, on 2 August, 6 Brigade had gained its objective, Poggio
Valicaia, but its sector was not considered suitable for a major breakout,
and opposition still came from the north-western hills of the Pian dei
Cerri; 4 Brigade had reached its objective, La Poggiona, but had been
forced off it and intended to make another attempt that night; S Brigade
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had failed to take Poggio delle Monache. Methods of continuing the
advance were considered, and the plan finally chosen was for 22
Battalion to complete the occupation of La Poggiona (which it did), and
for 21 Battalion to advance at 10.30 p.m. on Poggio delle Monache; this
would secure the final objectives of Operation rLonk. Then 28 Battalion
was to pass through 21 Battalion and carry on to vivo, a line running
north-westwards from Giogoli to a road junction a mile and a half north
of Poggio delle Monache. When vino had been secured, it was intended
that 23 Battalion, under 4 Brigade's command, should pass through the
28th. As the advance progressed the FC/CTH was to move up and
continue its role of guarding the right flank.

The two reserve companies of 21 Battalion (B and D) passed through
A and C and advanced under a modified repeat of the previous night's
barrage. B Company cautiously negotiated the narrow strip between
Borro di Tramonti and the road (down which a tank or 88-millimetre gun
was firing) without meeting opposition, and waited south of Villa
Treggiaia until D Company, which had been delayed at the start by
mortar fire, drew level. The two companies then advanced in extended
order on both sides of the road and, meeting little resistance (a small
enemy party was overcome at Villa Treggiaia), reached the objective
close behind the barrage. B Company occupied Poggio Issi and D
Company Poggio delle Monache. The two hills had been prepared for
defence with numerous weapon pits and sites for dug-in tanks and guns.
Enemy dead, casualties of the barrage, were lying among the pits. !
Fresh tank tracks were observed, and the sound of a tank or tanks
withdrawing had been heard. The general impression was that the enemy
had been caught by the barrage and the rapid advance of the infantry
and had left hurriedly. By 2 a.m. on 3 August the two companies had
consolidated on the objective with tank and anti-tank support.

(viii)

The New Zealand Division's capture of the eastern crests of the Pian
dei Cerri hills ‘was the turning point of the battle’ 2 for Florence.
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1 21 Battalion, p. 362, says that 30 prisoners were taken and 60
German dead buried, but there is no official confirmation of
these figures. 21 Bn's casualties on 2 and 3 August were six
killed and 26 wounded; most of these were incurred during the
battalion's first attack.

2 The Allied Armies in Italy, p. 2939.

On 2 August 1 Parachute Corps told Fourteenth Army that it would
have to withdraw that night. ‘The terrific shellfire during the attacks of
the last few days had caused heavy casualties.... Some of the battalions
had only 10 or 15 men per company.... No more counter attacks could be
mounted to clear the penetrations, because of the casualties they would
cause....” ! After consulting Army Group C, Fourteenth Army gave orders
for 1 Parachute Corps to withdraw to a small bridgehead south of
Florence, and for the left wing of 14 Panzer Corps to withdraw in
conformity. Strong rearguards were to be left behind, and the left wing
of 14 Panzer Corps was also to hold a bridgehead south of the Arno as
long as possible.

East of Route 2 the South Africans crossed the River Greve and
entered Impruneta without opposition. By the morning of 3 August the
Germans were in retreat on almost the whole of 13 Corps' front: the New
Zealanders and South Africans were driving towards Florence on the
heels of the enemy; on the right flank 4 British Division, and on the left
8 Indian Division, were also advancing.

! War diary, Fourteenth Army. A message from 1 Para Corps on
2 August says that in two and a half hours 18,000 rounds were
estimated to have fallen on La Poggiona.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

Vil: DOWN TO THE ARNO

VII: Down to the Arno
(i)

The capture of Poggio delle Monache by 21 Battalion and the
occupation of Poggio Montanino on the right flank by the First City/
Cape Town Highlanders permitted S Brigade to continue the advance
towards Florence on the morning of 3 August.

General Freyberg told the corps commander by telephone at 6.37
a.m.: ‘We pushed him off the top of the hill last night and we are now
pushing through into the valley. In an hour's time I will tell you whether
he has gone.’ 2 Both generals were of the opinion that the enemy had
gone. Already the GOC had given orders for Divisional Cavalry to be
ready to move forward at 7 a.m. and the reserve armour of 4 Brigade an
hour later; troops of 6 Brigade were to follow on wheels through La
Romola. At 6.45 a.m., however, a message was received from S Brigade
saying that it would have to fight for its bridgehead.

The Maori Battalion passed through 21 Battalion with C and A
Companies in the lead, each supported by a troop of B Squadron, 20
Regiment. From Poggio delle Monache the tree-lined road

2 GOC's diary.

to Giogoli, a small village about a mile distant, and thickly wooded
valleys descended to the flat country along the Arno River. Lieutenant-
Colonel Awatere gave the two companies Point 205 (by Villa Bombicci) as

their intermediate objective, and
VINO

(the line from Giogoli to the road junction about 2000 yards north-
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west 1) as their final objective.

They made steady progress against only light opposition, mostly
from the right flank, where the tanks dealt with machine-gun posts. The
leading tanks and infantry were at Villa Bombicci by 8 a.m., and as they
went on ahead, Tactical Headquarters was set up there and B and D
Companies took up positions forward of this point. C Company swung to
the right on the road to Giogoli, and A took a track leading towards the
north-western end of vivo.

The GOC was eager for information about the advance. When
Brigadier Pleasants gave him the latest known situation at 9.15 a.m., he
asked, ‘Why are they not getting on?’ Pleasants said the country was not
easy, and was urged, ‘You have to push on.’ He replied, ‘I am pushing Sir.

I am going as fast as I possibly can. 2

As they approached Giogoli C Company and the tanks of 6 Troop
came under strong fire from the ridge at Villa Capponi, about half a mile
farther to the north-east, where the enemy had tanks, anti-tank guns,
mortars and machine guns. The attacking force went beyond Giogoli to
a place where there was better cover and where fire could be brought to
bear on the enemy. When his tank was hit, the troop commander
(Lieutenant Heptinstall ) alone managed to get clear; his crew of four
were killed. Later, armed with a tommy gun, he took prisoner two
Germans manning a light machine gun by the side of the road.

C Company made no further progress that day, although the tanks,
the artillery and other weapons engaged the enemy pocket. Heptinstall's
troop was reinforced by two more tanks from B Squadron, followed by
two M10s, one of which was soon knocked out; two of its crew were
killed and two injured. The other M10, because of the crew's
inexperience, was ordered to the rear. Subsequently it was found that
two Tiger tanks had been destroyed, probably by the artillery.

A Company and 7 Troop's tanks made slow progress in very difficult
country. By mid-afternoon the infantry was on the objective, but the
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tanks were held up short of it by fire from what was believed to be an 88-
millimetre gun. The infantry occupied

! Various map references were given for the western end of
vivo. It may have been intended that the objective should be an
orthodox east-west line from Giogoli, but whether it was an error
or whether it had been decided that the line should run from
south-east to north-west, this was accepted by 28 Bn as its
objective.

2 GOC's diary.

3 Capt W. Heptinstall, MC; Victoria, B.C.; born Canada, 14
Aug 1910; Regular soldier.

buildings at i Cipressi, just beyond the north-western end of
VINO.

As a wide gap had developed between A and C Companies, Awatere
ordered his reserve companies forward. Before nightfall B Company had
reached the road north-west of Giogoli and occupied two villas without
opposition.

By this time both 28 Battalion and Divisional Cavalry had been
instructed to attempt to cross the Vingone stream north-west of Giogoli
and move on Florence through Scandicci and a bridge over the Greve
River about two miles north of Giogoli. D Company of 28 Battalion, with
tanks of A Squadron, 20 Regiment, was directed to advance between B
and A Companies. The infantry made good time and by 6.30 p.m. were
passing A Company's position at i Cipressi, but the tanks were held up in
a traffic tangle with armoured cars of B Squadron, Divisional Cavalry.

Fifth Brigade had directed the armoured cars to go through on the
left and reconnoitre the route through Scandicci to see if the Capponi
‘pocket’ could be outflanked. Given priority over the tanks, they
overtook D Company and searched for a crossing over the Vingone. A
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shell, probably from an anti-tank gun, set fire to a car, killing two and
gravely wounding two of the crew. This blocked the withdrawal of five
cars which had gone ahead, but apparently the enemy gun could be
depressed only far enough to fire a shot which damaged the top of
another car. The crews baled out and were pinned to the ground by
machine-gun fire until D Company came through and overran the
enemy position.

D Company then occupied Villa Franceschi, between the Vingone
stream and Scandicci.

(i)

News of 6 South African Armoured Division's progress on 2 August
indicated it would soon draw level with 2 NZ Division's front, in which
case protection of the Division's right flank was no longer needed. The
First City/ Cape Town Highlanders group, therefore, was ordered to
return to its parent command; it crossed the Greve River and joined up
with other South African forces on Route 2 next day.

In the evening of the 2nd 23 Battalion had been informed that, if 21
Battalion's attack that night broke the enemy's line and he fell back on
Florence, it (the 23rd) was to embus and give chase. As 28 Battalion
already had been given the role of passing through 21 Battalion, this
task of exploitation by 23 Battalion was additional, apparently based on
the assumption—or wishful thinking—that the enemy might disappear
across the Arno and abandon Florence overnight. But if 21 Battalion's
attack should fail to induce the enemy to do this, 23 Battalion was to
replace the 22nd under 4 Brigade's command.

Early on 3 August it was understood that 23 Battalion was to pass to
4 Brigade when 28 Battalion reached vino (the Giogoli line). Later in the
morning, however, Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas was called urgently to
join Brigadier Pleasants at Poggio delle Monache and was instructed to
move his battalion on the right flank. By that time 28 Battalion had
come up against the Germans at Villa Capponi. The 23rd, with A


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018702.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-011603.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120158.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018378.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-022846.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018215.html

Squadron, 19 Regiment, under command, was to go to San Cristofano
(east of Giogoli) and then to Point 122 (nearer the Greve), where it was to
‘hold fast. Deny the right flank, bring pressure and fire to the front’ !
(the Villa Capponi ridge).

Thomas directed B Company, with half a squadron of tanks, to lead
the advance, take both objectives and consolidate at Point 122, and C
Company to follow with the other half-squadron and consolidate in San
Cristofano. B Company left Poggio delle Monache about 2 p.m., and after
some delay caused by taking a wrong turning, occupied the crossroads at
Cristofano without opposition. The tanks were held up by breakdowns in
the leading troop, which blocked the road. The infantry carried on
unsupported towards Point 122, but after going only a few hundred yards
were pinned down in the open on a forward slope by machine-gun,
mortar and tank-gun fire, mostly from the Villa Capponi ridge, across a
gully to the north. Among about 20 casualties were all three platoon
commanders, who were wounded. The tanks found a way around the
road blockage, but were halted again by a mined demolition. Meanwhile
C Company and the other half of A Squadron arrived at San Cristofano.

Fifth Brigade ordered that every attempt should be made to reduce
the Villa Capponi ‘pocket’, and instructed 1 MG Company to send
forward some Vickers guns to assist. About 5.30 p.m. Thomas called for
another effort to gain Point 122, but the tanks could not get past the
demolition, and despite supporting fire from the battalion weapons,
tanks and Vickers guns, B Company could make no further progress. As
the company was under fire on open ground and suffering casualties to
no purpose, Thomas obtained permission from Brigade Headquarters for
it to move back to a less exposed position.

Thus, at the end of 3 August, 5 Brigade's advance had been checked
about three miles from Florence by the enemy on the high ground north-
east of Giogoli, part of the bridgehead held

! War diary, 23 Bn.
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by 1 Parachute Corps to cover the withdrawal of troops and vehicles
across the Arno. The enemy was fighting a delaying action on the Ema
stream, which crosses Route 2 at Galluzzo and joins the Greve at La
Gora, less than a mile from Villa Capponi. The South Africans, whose
tanks were seen by the New Zealanders on the far side of the Greve, were
halted about a mile from Galluzzo.

(iii)

Meanwhile 4 Brigade (except for the tanks of 19 and 20 Regiments
supporting 5 Brigade) and 6 Brigade remained in reserve.

The 22nd Battalion, after ascertaining that the enemy had gone
from the northern slope of La Poggiona, was withdrawn by 4 Brigade and
bivouacked with C Squadron, 20 Regiment, between La Romola and
Cerbaia, where they were rejoined later by two platoons of 3 Company
and a troop of tanks which had been left in occupation of La Poggiona.

In 6 Brigade's sector hostility had ceased except for sporadic long-
range shelling. Armoured cars of C Squadron, Divisional Cavalry,
struggled over narrow roads, on which the enemy had left many mines
and demolitions, and found that he had gone from Santa Maria and Pian
dei Cerri. Patrols from 25 Battalion also encountered mines, booby traps
and demolitions but no enemy. It was possible to move freely between
San Michele, Cerbaia and La Romola without drawing fire. Everywhere
the Italians were returning to their homes.

Divisional Cavalry assumed responsibility for this part of the front
while 6 Brigade concentrated, 24 Battalion in Castellare and 25 and 26
Battalions and 18 Regiment in or near Cerbaia, together with NZASC
transport ready to carry the three battalions should 6 Brigade be called
upon to continue the advance.

This concentration of troops was almost complete when, about 4.30
p.m., shells began to fall on Cerbaia. The shelling continued with hardly
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a break for two and a half hours, although the medium guns and fighter-
bombers were directed on the places from which it was thought to come.
Casualties in the crowded village were not as heavy as they might have
been, probably because most of the men, on arrival, had sought out
shelter in the buildings in which to sleep. An officer was killed and about
30 men wounded; six vehicles and a six-pounder gun were destroyed, and
a dozen or more trucks damaged. At Castellare 24 Battalion escaped the
shell-fire.

(iv)

The Germans claimed on 3 August that the Allied forces ‘ignored the
fact that Florence is an open city’ ! and shelled the Piazza Museo
Instituto d'Arte (south of the Arno), the Ponte della Vittoria (the
westernmost of the city's six bridges) and the south-western suburb of
Bellosguardo. They also claimed that Allied aircraft attacked the piazza
and streets in the southern part of the city. ‘Considerable damage was
caused to buildings.’ 2

When he heard an Italian report on 3 August that the enemy had
prepared the Arno bridges for demolition and intended to hold the other
side of the river, General Freyberg said, ‘He is a dirty dog. Knowing that
we won't shell it [ Florence] he's used it as a billet and now he sits there
and hopes we will knock it down.’ > Next morning the GOC noted in his
diary that the enemy had snipers in the south of Florence, and that ‘he
is said to have announced that we are shelling the city which is not
true.’ Later in the day, when Brigadier Pleasants said that his troops
were being shot at from Florence, the General replied, ‘I can't help it’,
and confirmed that Florence was not to be shelled or mortared.

Army Group C gave permission for the withdrawal of 1 Parachute
Corps during the night of 3-4 August to the Heinrich Mountain Line, on
the northern outskirts of Florence, and also authorised the demolition of
the bridges, except the Ponte Vecchio, which was to be blocked by the
demolition of houses at both ends. The main body of 1 Parachute Corps
withdrew during the night ‘according to plan’, but very early in the
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morning of the 4th the rearguards left south of the city ‘were attacked
in strength. To avoid fighting in the town, which might well have
resulted in the rearguards being cut off among the maze of houses and
lanes, they were withdrawn across the Arno.... The enemy followed up
fast, guided by civilians through the obstacles and minefields at the
entrance to the city. The prepared demolitions in Florence were blown
according to orders.... Partisans cut the fuzes leading to the houses
south of the Ponte Vecchio, but they were repaired, and when the houses

blew up the partisans were buried among the ruins.’ 4

Later in the morning Field Marshal Kesselring demanded an
explanation of why his order that 1 Parachute Corps was to leave three
battalions south of Florence when it withdrew had been disobeyed. He
was told that if the battalions had stayed where

! War diary, Fourteenth Army.

2 Tbid.

3 GOC's diary.

4 War diary, Fourteenth Army. New Zealand observers
reported explosions, which must have included the demolition of
the bridges, from about 2 a.m. onwards on 4 August.

they were they would have been cut off, and if they had tried to get
back in daylight they would have been badly mauled because of the
Allies' good observation from the ridges south of the city.

The South Africans were the first Allied troops to enter Florence. The
Imperial Light Horse crossed the Ema at Galluzzo, on Route 2, and
patrols going on foot through the southern outskirts of the city reached
the Arno at dawn on 4 August; they found that five of the six bridges
had been demolished and that the approaches to the Ponte Vecchio—
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which in any case was too weak except for the lightest traffic—had been
blocked. As the South African Division closed up to the river, German
snipers and machine guns opened fire from the north bank.

The New Zealanders arrived later in the morning. C Company, 23
Battalion, discovered that the enemy, except for 15 men who were taken
prisoner, had gone from Villa Capponi. One platoon crossed the Greve at
La Gora to make contact with the South Africans; another platoon of
this company and the three of D, mounted on the tanks of A Squadron,
19 Regiment, forded the Greve and raced ‘through farmyards, across
fields, straight through one stone wall and then pell-mell along a
secondary road....’ ! Determined to be the first New Zealanders in the
city, they pushed through Marignolle and entered the southern suburbs
about 11 a.m.

‘In no time,’ says Colonel Thomas (who was riding on Major H. A.
Robinson's tank), ‘there were thousands in the streets, cheering
frantically, throwing flowers and fruit onto the tanks. Wine, champagne,
and even whiskey were passed up in glasses and bottles. It was a great
moment. We approached the Arno and I called up Brigade on the wireless
set and reported our success—they said “Good Show but withdraw
immediately!”’ ? This ‘was a shattering blow to the troops after having
come so far, but later events proved the message could not have arrived
at a more appropriate time’. 3 As they retired, the tanks with the
infantry still sitting on them came under sniper, machine-gun and shell
fire. Thomas, wounded in the wrist by a shell burst, was the only
casualty. The withdrawal was continued to the area between Villa
Capponi and Giogoli.

Men from the Maori Battalion may have entered the southern
suburbs of Florence about the same time as Thomas's column, if not
earlier. * D Company, 28 Battalion, with tanks of A Squadron,

1 23 Battalion, p. 379.
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2 Ibid.

3 G. R. Blampied, quoted in 23 Battalion, pp. 379-80.

% The records do not give the time of arrival of the first
Maoris, but one platoon of D Company had reached the Arno at
Ponte della Vittoria by 11.30 a.m.

20 Regiment, and armoured cars of B Squadron, Divisional Cavalry,
probed forward before dawn on 4 August, and soon found that there was
no enemy ahead. The infantry climbed on to the tanks, which set off
along the road through Scandicci, only to find that the nearby bridge
over the Greve had been demolished. Battalion Headquarters gave
permission to go ahead. The men crossed the river and, after a ford had
been bulldozed, the tanks caught up and carried them along the road
towards the Ponte della Vittoria. When they ventured into the open to
examine the bridge (already blown), they were met by machine-gun fire
from the far bank of the Arno.

After 23 Battalion discovered that the enemy had gone from Villa
Capponi, C Company of 28 Battalion advanced beyond Giogoli and also
crossed the Greve. Unable to contact Battalion Headquarters by radio,
Captain Baker decided on his own initiative to carry on to Florence—
which was in accord with the wishes of his men, who made a
triumphant entry into the southern suburbs. Their progress, however,
was cut short when Colonel Awatere ordered the company to
concentrate by Monticelli, on a road to the west.

The Maori Battalion was instructed to consolidate on the south bank
of the Arno west of the Ponte della Vittoria and to act as a firm base
through which engineers and patrols from other units were to
reconnoitre possible crossing places in preparation for continuing the
advance. At nightfall, therefore, the battalion was disposed with B and D
Companies near the river bank and A and C in reserve. Tanks of A
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Squadron, 19 Regiment, completing the relief of the 20th (which
returned to 4 Brigade), supported the forward companies.

The enemy shelled the positions near the river and movement on the
roads during the afternoon and into the night; his machine-gun posts
continually swept the south bank and its approaches.

The 21st Battalion, instructed to reconnoitre the bank and crossing
places with a view to establishing a bridgehead across the river, went
into position behind 28 Battalion in the evening. A patrol of an officer
and 10 men from B Company waded across and went about 100 yards
beyond the river without meeting the enemy, but while returning was
fired on by South African posts farther upstream. Another patrol of the
same size, from D Company, found a good ford for tanks a short distance
downstream from the Ponte della Vittoria, and saw Germans digging
defensive positions in a park on the far bank.

(v)

Meanwhile Divisional Cavalry patrols swept the low ground near the
river on the Division's left flank, while farther west 8 Indian Division
approached the suburban area of Lastra a Signa, opposite Signa.

B Squadron, Divisional Cavalry, which had been ambushed while
attempting to cross the Vingone the previous night, forded this stream
and the Greve on 4 August. Some of its cars accompanied the Maoris and
tanks to Florence; some made contact with South African patrols and
helped comb the southern suburbs for any enemy who might still be
there.

C Squadron made slow progress northwards from Pian dei Cerri and
Santa Maria because of demolitions and the many trees which the
enemy had felled across the road. After fording the Vingone the
squadron's cars engaged the enemy in houses by Route 67 (the highway
from Florence to the west), from which he was not dislodged until
shelled by the artillery.
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Next day A and B Squadrons investigated the river bank west of
Florence, engaged snipers and machine-gun posts on the far side, and
reported several places where the river could be crossed; C Squadron
covered the Division's left flank and made contact with patrols from 8
Indian Division working towards Lastra a Signa, where German patrols
were still active.

(vi)

The New Zealand Division's destruction of the German defences on
the hills commanding the city's southern approaches had been the
turning point of the battle for Florence.

‘At times the enemy fought almost fanatically,” wrote the Eighth
Army Commander (General Leese). ‘They had, apparently, been ordered
to hold on south of Florence at all costs. Eventually, the general
advance came to a halt about 5,000 yards south of Florence and the
River Arno. Owing to the necessity to take over the French front, 13th
Corps was very extended. It was doubtful whether we could break into
the defences until we had brought up more reserves. However,
determined attacks by the New Zealand Division against the Poggio al
Pino and Poggiona high ground S.E. of Florence gained the day. The New
Zealand Division fought magnificently over a period of four days. If it
had not been for their effort it would have been necessary to check
along the whole front until we could bring in fresh divisions. In con-
formity with the New Zealanders, progress was made all along the

line....’ 1

‘Now that we have entered Florence,’ said the corps commander
(General Kirkman), ‘I should like to say how much 13 Corps owes to 2 NZ
Division during its recent fighting. In the battles for Arezzo and
Florence your troops as always fought magnificently, and gave us the
extra punch that was necessary to eject the enemy from his chosen

positions in the very difficult country south of the River Arno....” 2

When the commander of 6 South African Armoured Division (Major-


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-006524.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018451.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-018616.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000598.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html

General W. H. E. Poole) told General Freyberg in the evening of 4 August
that ‘You have done a magnificent job,’ the latter replied, ‘It had to be
done. We had a better chance than you did. It has probably saved you a

lot of casualties.’

The previous day Freyberg had sent a short report to New Zealand
giving the Division's known casualties at that stage. He felt ‘this was
necessary in view of rather horrific picture of stern actions being fought
by the New Zealand Division south of the Arno.’ * During the Division's
advance of over 20 miles which began on 22 July, its casualties were
almost a thousand: 214 were killed or died of wounds, 710 were
wounded, and 29 became prisoners of war, a total of 953. °> While the
Division remained on the south bank of the Arno (until the night of 15-
16 August) a further 34 were killed and 107 wounded, which brought the
total to 1094. Between 22 July and 16 August, also, 52 of 4 Armoured
Brigade's tanks, the strength of one whole regiment, were put out of
action, many of them permanently.

(vii)

The Division undoubtedly had grown in efficiency. Co-operation had
improved between infantry, armour, artillery, engineers and the other
arms. Without such co-operation there could have been little or no
progress at times. For example, the Division would not have been able to
get on as it did without the sappers' skill and speed in erecting bridges,
trimming demolitions and clearing the way through minefields.

German records acknowledge the effectiveness of the artillery fire.
Indeed the gun teams were kept very busy, and the expenditure

! Report on Eighth Army operations from the capture of
Rome to the entry into Florence.

2 GOC's papers.
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3 GOC's diary.

4 Ibid. By the ‘rather horrific picture’ the GOC meant the
impression that might have been given by BBC reports on the
Italian campaign. The figures he quoted in the cable were 126
killed, 575 wounded and 39 missing.

S In the same period, according to incomplete reports to
Fourteenth Army, 1 Parachute Corps' casualties were about
1700 killed, wounded and missing; 29 Pz Gren Div and 4 Para
Div each had at least 500 casualties.

of ammunition was enormous. Occasionally the infantry criticised
the gunners' ‘short shooting’ which inflicted casualties among their own
men, but the artillery had to contend with great difficulties: the
preparation of complicated programmes in support of attacks at very
short notice, and the problem of crest clearance in hilly, wooded country
where the similarities in heights and place-names on the map were
confusing.

The Division, with one armoured and two infantry brigades, was
better constituted for the mobile warfare it had known in North Africa in
1941-43 than for the type of fighting which it now encountered in Italy
in 1944. It did not have enough infantrymen; the two infantry brigades
could not find the rested and fresh troops to relieve those in need of
respite. Consequently, instead of being employed as the motorised unit
of an armoured brigade, for which it had been specially trained, 22
(Motor) Battalion went into the line alongside the infantry units.

This handicap was reduced in the winter of 1944-45 by changing
each of the two infantry brigades from three to four battalions, which
was accomplished by converting Divisional Cavalry and 22 (Motor)
Battalion to infantry. Before the offensive in the spring of 1945 the
infantry strength of the Division was further increased by converting
the machine-gun battalion to infantry and forming an extra brigade.
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The Division then had an armoured brigade of three regiments, and
three infantry brigades, each of three battalions.
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I: A STRATEGIC BLUNDER?

I: A Strategic Blunder?
(i)

ON 15 August 1944, 11 days after the first Allied troops entered the
southern suburbs of Florence and nine weeks after the cross-Channel
invasion of north-west France, the Seventh US Army (part American,
part French), under General Patch, landed on the French Mediterranean
coast; within a month it had driven up the valley of the Rhone and
linked up with General Patton's Third US Army. ‘There was no
development of that period,” General Eisenhower has stated, ‘which
added more decisively to our advantage or aided us more in
accomplishing the final and complete defeat of the German forces than
did this secondary attack coming up the Rhone Valley.’ ! But among
those who take the very opposite view are Churchill, Alexander, Mark
Clark, and a host of military journalists and historians.

General von Senger und Etterlin, who commanded 14 Panzer Corps
at the time, says that ‘the many setbacks of the Allies in the Cassino
battles and the frustration of their plan to destroy the German army
group after the May breakthrough in many respects prejudiced their
designs in Central Europe, even if they anticipated an early victory after
France had been invaded. The immediate consequence of the delays on
the Italian front was that operation “Anvil” started too late. It should
have preceded “Overlord” or at least have occurred simultaneously, in
which case it would have attracted the German reserves and thus
facilitated the main landings in Normandy. That indeed is the object of
all secondary offensive operations, whether they originate on land or

from the sea.’ 2

! Crusade in Europe, p.294.
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2 Neitber Fear Nor Hope, p.321.

Another German, Rudolf Bohmler, ! asserts that the invasion of
southern France ‘accomplished exactly nothing.... Hitler at once
withdrew all German forces from south and south-western France; and
most of the ports 2 in western France were already in Allied hands before
the Franco-American forces ... had reached Lyons. The German First and
Ninth Armies extracted themselves so skilfully that General Patch had
little prospect either of surrounding any major formations or of
exercising any influence at all on the operations in northern France or
Belgium.’ 3

‘Whatever value the invasion of Southern France may have had as a
contribution to the operations in North-western Europe,’ wrote General
Alexander, ‘its effect on the Italian campaign was disastrous. The Allied
Armies in full pursuit of a beaten enemy were called off from the chase,
Kesselring was given a breathing space to reorganise his scattered forces
and I was left with insufficient strength to break through the barrier of
the Apennines. My Armies, which had just been built up into a strong,
flexible and co-ordinated instrument, inspired by victory and conscious
of their own superiority, were reduced once more to the shifts and
improvisations which had marked the previous winter and faced again
with the problems of overcoming not only the difficulties of the Italian
terrain and the stubbornness of the enemy's resistance, but also the lack
of manpower on their own side.’ ¢

This argument is supported by von Senger: ‘German resistance in the
Bologna area [where Fifth Army attempted to debouch from the northern
Apennines into the plains] in the winter of 1944/45 could not have been
so effective if several Allied divisions had not been withdrawn.’ 5

Fifth Army had been deprived of the French Expeditionary Corps—
whose mountain troops ‘were expected to repeat in the Apennines their
feats in the Aurunci mountains’ ®—and 6 US Corps, altogether seven of
its best divisions, which were inadequately replaced by one American
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division (the 92nd Negro) and the 25,000-strong inexperienced Brazilian
Expeditionary Force.

Had Alexander's armies been capable of breaking through the Gothic
Line and entering the Po valley at this stage, the gains to the Allies
might have been of inestimable value: possession of the

! Colonel Bohmler was a paratroop officer who fought in
Holland, Crete, Sicily and Italy, and who was responsible for the
defence of the monastery during the battle of Montecassino.

2 The need of an additional port for introducing American
divisions into France had clinched the argument in favour of the
invasion of southern France.

3 Monte Cassino: A German View, p. 295.
4 The Allied Armies in Italy, p.2930.
S Neither Fear Nor Hope, p. 323.

® The Allied Armies in Italy, p. 2930.

Po valley would have facilitated the strategic bombing of the war
industries which had been transferred to eastern Germany; it is not
inconceivable that a thrust through the Ljubljana gap in Yugoslavia
might have opened the way for an advance to Austria or Hungary and
the Danube valley, which would have deprived the enemy of the raw
materials from south-east Europe vital to his war effort. Success in such
a venture, however, would have depended on the capacity of the Allied
armies to penetrate what Churchill had given the misnomer of the ‘soft
underbelly’ of Europe, actually a ‘hard-shelled back’ ! of rugged country
not very suitable for armoured warfare.
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The opinion that an Anglo-American drive into south-east Europe
might have prevented some countries from falling into the Russian
sphere of influence has been expressed by General Clark, who succeeded
Alexander as commander of the Allied Armies in Italy (redesignated
Fifteenth Army Group) in December 1944 and later was Military
Governor of Austria. He claims that ‘a campaign that might have
changed the whole history of relations between the Western world and
Soviet Russia was permitted to fade away, not into nothing, but into
much less than it could have been. ... the weakening of the campaign in
Italy in order to invade southern France instead of pushing on into the
Balkans was one of the outstanding political mistakes of the war.... I am
firmly convinced that the French forces alone, with seven divisions
available, could have captured Marseilles, protected Eisenhower's
southern flank, and advanced up the Rhone Valley to join hands with
the main overLorp forces. The VI American corps, with its three divisions,
could then have remained in Italy. The impetus of the Allied advance in
Italy would thus not have been lost and we would have advanced into
the Balkans.... I later came to understand, in Austria, the tremendous
advantages that we had lost by our failure to press on into the
Balkans.... Had we been there before the Red Army, not only would the
collapse of Germany have come sooner, but the influence of Soviet
Russia would have been drastically reduced.’ 2

Southern France, says Bohmler (his vision enhanced by hindsight),
was ‘an area that Hitler could afford to evacuate without undue loss
from either the military or the economic point of view.... he was far
readier to strengthen the front in Italy than to put up a fight for the
possession of Provence and south-western France.... Anvil was an
unmistakable indication of Allied intentions. Hitler knew that he need
not worry any more about Italy

! Maurice Matloff, The Anvil Decision: Crossroads of
Strategy, in Command Decisions, p. 398.
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2 Calculated Risk, pp. 368-72.

and the Balkans.... Anvil not only made nonsense of the whole
Italian campaign, but also threw the whole Allied strategy in western
Europe out of gear; and both these repercussions were to have tragic
consequences for Europe. They presented Hitler with a chance to
stabilize the Western Front and to sacrifice his last strategic reserves in
his ill-fated Ardennes offensive—those reserves which, a little later,
would have been able to hold up the Red flood from the east. And in that
case, it would have been Eisenhower and not Zhukov who marched in
Berlin. Then again, had not Anvil snatched the spear from Alexander's
hand, it would most probably have been the Union Jack and the Stars
and Stripes that would have flown victoriously over the Ballhausplatz in

Vienna.’ !

Thus Bohmler, like Clark and others, presumes that an Allied
offensive beyond the Italian frontier would have succeeded. Nevertheless
the Allied armies might have been checked—as they had been in the
peninsula south of Rome—and it might have become necessary to divert
part of the Allied effort from north-west Europe. ‘That the Allies were
not diverted from the northern campaign may even have been England's
salvation. For otherwise, Hitler might eventually have pulverized Britain
with V-2 projectiles from launching platforms in the Low Countries.’ 2

(i1)

The Anglo-American decision to invade southern France had been
influenced by the Soviet ally: it had grown out of the discussions
between Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin at the Cairo- Teheran
conferences of November-December 1943. Until that time no firm
agreement had been reached by the Big Three on how, when and where
to defeat Germany. The British had wanted to strike at German-occupied
Europe from the edges of the Continent, especially from the
Mediterranean theatre, and to launch a cross- Channel invasion when
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the enemy already had begun to collapse. This policy of attrition and
opportunism was opposed by the Americans, who ‘wanted to concentrate
forces early at a selected time and place to meet the main body of the
enemy head on and defeat it decisively.”’ The Russians ‘wanted a second
front, they wanted it soon, and they wanted it in the West. Each Anglo-

American postponement of this second front added fuel to the fire.’ 3

1 Monte Cassino: A German View, p.297.

2 The Anvil Decision, p. 398.

3 Ibid., p. 385.

The stand taken by Stalin at Teheran finally fixed Anglo- American
strategy: he promised that the Soviet Union would intervene in the war
against Japan as soon as Germany was defeated; he declared that
overLorp (the cross-Channel invasion, the opening of the Second Front)
should be the ‘basic’ operation for 1944, and he favoured the attack on
southern France, in support of overLorp, above all other undertakings in
the Mediterranean. Despite the British Prime Minister's eloquence and
persuasiveness, therefore, the Americans gained the decision they had
desired. Nevertheless Churchill opposed the anviL operation (which
became known by another codename, pracoon) until a few days before the
launching of the invasion. He pleaded with Roosevelt: ‘Our first wish is
to help General Eisenhower in the most speedy and effective manner.
But we do not think this necessarily involves the complete ruin of all
our great affairs in the Mediterranean, and we take it hard that this

should be demanded of us....” !

The President's reply affirmed that he would not deviate from the
strategy proposed at Teheran: ‘The exploitation of “Overlord”, our
victorious advances in Italy, an early assault on Southern France,
combined with the Soviet drives to the west—all as envisaged at
Teheran—will most surely serve to realise our object— the unconditional
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surrender of Germany.... I am mindful of our agreement with Stalin as to
an operation against the south of France, and his frequently expressed
views favouring such an operation and classifying all others in the
Mediterranean as of lesser importance to the principal objectives of the
European campaign.... I cannot agree to the employment of United
States troops against Istria and into the Balkans, nor can I see the
French agreeing to such use of French troops.... For purely political
considerations over here, I should never survive even a slight setback in
“Overlord” if it were known that fairly large forces had been diverted to
the Balkans.’ 2

Churchill has denied that anybody ‘involved in these discussions had
ever thought of moving armies into the Balkans; but Istria and Trieste
were strategic and political positions, which, as he [Roosevelt] saw very
clearly, might exercise profound and widespread reactions, especially
after the Russian advances.... On military grounds he [Stalin] might
have been greatly interested in the eastward movement of Alexander's
army, which, without entering the Balkans, would profoundly effect all
the forces there, and ... might produce the most far-reaching results. On
a

long-

1 The Second World War, Vol. VI, Triumph and Tragedy, pp.
55-6.

2 Ibid., pp. 662-4.

term

political view he might prefer that the British and Americans should
do their share in France in the very hard fighting that was to come, and
that East, Middle and Southern Europe should fall naturally into his
control.’ ! Churchill apparently had not seriously considered ‘the
question that so frightened the U.S. staff—the ultimate costs and
requirements of an operation in the Balkans.... the Balkan question was
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never argued out in full and frank military or political terms during
World War II.’ 2

Should Roosevelt have committed troops to a campaign in the
Balkans—or south-east Europe—as well as in France and Italy, he most
likely would have jeopardised his chances of re-election as President in
November that year. The much-publicised Second Front and the
liberation of France—which had helped the American colonies in the war
for independence—were acceptable even to those who thought the war
against Japan should have priority over the struggle for Europe, but
Roosevelt judged that the American people would react differently to the
diverting of United States forces to the Balkans or elsewhere in south-
east Europe. There was some suspicion of British intentions in the
Balkans, and public opinion had not yet been wakened to the
Communist threat in eastern Europe.

The decision to invade southern France has often been described as
one of the worst blunders of the Second World War. The post-war critics
of American strategy presume that had the Allies entered south-east
Europe the Russians would have been held in check. But it is by no
means certain that they could have achieved this result; instead they
might have become so involved in this region that they would have had
to divert forces from the western front, which might have permitted the
Russians to advance farther into Germany, perhaps all the way to the
Channel. Had the western Allies entered the Balkans in the face of the
advancing Red Army, ‘there is also no assurance that new embroilments
might not have been begun then and there as the Americans feared.
With the traditional balance of power upset, Great Britain growing
weaker, the Russians intent on pushing their strategic frontiers
westward, and the United States determined to leave Europe soon, more
drastic measures than the temporary diversion of some Western military
power—largely U.S. power at that—would seem to have been required to
check the Russians and assure the peace of Europe.’ 3

! Triumph and Tragedy, p. 57.
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2 The Anvil Decision, p. 398.

3 Ibid., p. 400.

(iii)

When the decision to invade southern France extinguished British
hopes of an advance beyond the northern frontier of Italy, the need for
an assault on the Gothic Line lost its urgency. An argument put forward
by Mr Churchill in 1943 was still valid: because of the anticipated
requirements of overLoro he had proposed an alternative to advancing
beyond the narrow part of the Italian peninsula: ‘I should like it to be
considered whether we should not, when we come up against the main
German positions, construct a strong fortified line of our own, properly
sited in depth. Italian labour could be used on a large scale for this
purpose. Italian troops could naturally take part in defending the line.
Thus, by spring, we should be able in this theatre either to make an
offensive if the enemy were weak, and anyhow to threaten one, or on the
other hand stand on the defensive, using our air power, which will in the
meantime have been built up, from behind our fortified line and divert a
portion of our troops for action elsewhere either to the West or to the
East.’ !

If this policy had been adopted in the summer of 1944, most likely
the Germans would have retained large bodies of troops in northern Italy
because Hitler would not have allowed a withdrawal across the plains of
Lombardy to the Alps. ‘But the directors of Allied strategy fell between
two stools.’ 2 They neither agreed to an offensive into the Balkans (or
south-east Europe) nor called a halt in front of the Gothic Line; instead
they ordered Alexander, with weakened forces, to advance over the
northern Apennines and close to the line of the River Po, where he was
to secure the area from Ravenna on the Adriatic coast through Bologna
and Modena to the Ligurian coast north of Leghorn; and should the
situation then permit, he was to cross the Po to the line Padua- Verona-
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Brescia at the northern edge of the plain. It was hoped that these
advances, together with the invasion of southern France, would cause
the enemy to withdraw from north-west Italy and thus make an
offensive in that direction unnecessary.

While it cannot be denied that the Italian campaign, by achieving
its object of containing ‘the maximum number of German forces’ in the
peninsula, contributed to the general victory in Europe, it can be argued
that the same result might have been accomplished more economically
had Allied strategy taken a different course.

! Record of Proceedings, ‘Quadrant’, Annex to Minutes of
Meeting, 9 September 1943, quoted in The Canadians in Italy,
p. 680. Churchill made this statement at a White House meeting
following the ‘Quadrant’ Conference at Quebec.

2 The Canadians in Italy, p.680.
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ITALY VOLUME Il : FROM CASSINO TO TRIESTE

II: ON THE BANKS OF THE ARNO

Il: On the Banks of the Arno
(i)

When the South Africans and New Zealanders entered the triangular
portion of Florence south of the Arno on 4 August, the enemy had
retreated to the Heinrich Mountain Line, which passed through the
northern outskirts of the city, but had left outposts on the north bank of
the Arno. He intended to continue holding the Heinrich Line along the
river on each side of Florence, even if the Allies broke into the Heinrich
Mountain Line north-west of the city, where he expected a thrust to be
made and planned to seal off a penetration.

The Allies, who had proclaimed their desire to avoid fighting in
Florence, seem to have hoped that the Germans would evacuate the city
as soon as 13 Corps threatened to cross the Arno and envelop it. The
corps was prepared to attempt a bridgehead up to the time that its troops
reached the southern suburbs. The New Zealand Division's intended role
was to advance on the west of the city: 5 Brigade group was to occupy a
bridgehead as far as the Mugnone stream, which passed through the
northern part of the city. The 1st Canadian Division was then to take
over this sector and the New Zealand Division was to sidestep westward
to 8 Indian Division's sector to screen the deployment and preparations
of 2 US Corps for an attack over the river.

The first part of this plan depended on a reasonably easy crossing of
the river against little German resistance. At 6 p.m. on 4 August
Brigadier Pleasants reported to General Freyberg on 5 Brigade's
prospects: ‘I do not think it is on tonight. The time factor is against me.
If we could have [crossed] it might have had a surprise value. He has
spandaus on top of the houses in the town.’ The General replied: ‘It is
not on unless he is out of the town. I would not shoot at the town.’ Later
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he told the corps commander that the plan for that night ‘would not be
on as it is really an operation to get across. They will try with patrols....
Sappers say doing a low level crossing will be difficult and the other
[way] is a 200 feet span [bridge]. Canadians will take over the situation

as it is....” !

The immediate occupation of Florence would have brought the Allies
an excellent propaganda victory, which would have been good for the
morale of their troops and the Italian civilians; it also would have denied
the enemy control of the system of roads that converged on the city and
thus hindered his moving troops and stores for the Heinrich Mountain
Line; and it would have saved

1 GOC's diary.

much suffering among the Florentines, who lived most wretchedly
while besieged between the two armies.

The Allied troops in the Florence sector had to contend not only
with aggressive German patrols day and night, but also with Italian
fascists, who wore no recognised military uniform and sniped from the
upper storeys of buildings. German artillery and mortar fire inflicted
casualties, but no retributory shellfire could be directed against the city.
The Germans, unable to cope with the provision of food, water and
sanitation for the city's large population, withdrew their rearguards
behind the Mugnone on 10 August, and next day patrols from 8 Indian
Division (which had replaced 1 Canadian Division) penetrated as far as
this stream. The engineers made a ford across the Arno and opened the
Ponte Vecchio for light vehicles, which permitted the Allied Military
Government to deliver provisions to the Florentines, many of whom had
gone without food, water, gas, electricity and sanitary services for
several days. German raiding parties, usually with one or two tanks or
armoured cars, clashed with the British and Indian troops garrisoning
the city.
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The 8th Indian Division handed over its commitments in Florence to
1 British Division on 16 August, and a day or two later the Germans,
again because of their inability to feed the part of the city still in their
hands, withdrew to the Heinrich Mountain Line. Meanwhile, in the loop
of the Arno east of Florence, 4 British Division, after a hard fight, drove
the enemy across the river, and some 15 miles west of the city 2 NZ
Division cleared the south bank in the vicinity of Empoli. From
Pontassieve to its boundary with Fifth Army west of Empoli, Eighth
Army then stood on the line of the Arno.

(i)

When the New Zealand Division replaced 8 Indian Division in the
Lastra a Signa — Empoli sector, its role was to screen the deployment
and preparation of 2 US Corps, which proposed to take part in a co-
ordinated attack by Eighth and Fifth Armies to force the enemy back to
the Gothic Line. The New Zealanders were to clear the south bank of the
Arno before the Americans crossed to secure Monte Albano. Although the
Americans did eventually take over this sector, the attack was cancelled
because of a change in the Allied armies' plan.

In the Florence sector the Maori Battalion was relieved by the Loyal
Edmonton Regiment and the Divisional Cavalry patrols by Princess
Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry, and 5 Brigade handed over command
to 2 Canadian Brigade on 5 August. As it was unnecessary to hold a
brigade in reserve to meet a counter-attack in the Lastra a Signa -
Empoli sector, all three New Zealand brigades, replacing those of 8
Indian Division, went into the line along the river, 4 Brigade on the
right, 6 Brigade in the centre, and S Brigade on the left flank facing the
German pocket holding Empoli and the ground in the fork of the Arno
and Elsa rivers.

The roads in this sector were extremely poor, narrow and dusty, and
those near the river could be watched by the enemy. The changeover on
6 and 7 August, therefore, was arranged so that the New Zealand units
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went into position and the Indian units came out with the minimum of
congestion and observation by the enemy. Prisoners taken in the next
few days claimed that the enemy had known or suspected that a relief
was taking place and had accepted the opportunity to relieve some of his
own front-line troops at the same time. Nevertheless the Germans
reported a week later that Empoli was being attacked by Indian troops.

Fourth Brigade, with a narrow front, had only 22 (Motor) Battalion
forward; 6 Brigade, with a much wider front, placed 26 Battalion on the
right, 25 in the centre and 24 on the left; S Brigade went into position
with 21 Battalion forward on the right, 23 on the left and 28 in reserve.
The foremost infantry posts were anything from half a mile to two miles
from the Arno. The no-man's land on the south bank contained German
strongpoints in buildings, as well as many Italians still living in their
houses, refugees, partisans, fascists, and sympathisers and agents for
both sides.

The commander of a machine-gun platoon attached to 3 Company of
22 Battalion about 3000 yards from the Arno near Lastra a Signa says
his men shared with an infantry platoon, an artillery observation post,
and the Italians who were still in residence, a house combined with a
church on the highest part and another house on the reverse slope of
the nearest range of hills to the river. ‘The accommodation is somewhat
cramped.... However, any roof is welcome as the weather is showery at
present. We are combining our usual role with that of infantry posts as a
protection to the hill against possible patrols....

‘We have a wonderful panorama from our positions, of the Arno
plains and the mountains of the Gothic line beyond. The Arno runs
through olive groves and cultivated ground to where it disappears into
the sprawling suburbs of Florence on our extreme right. On the far side
of the plain Prato is visible guarding the mouth of one of the passes
through which runs a main road to Bologna. Straight out in front,
across the river from Lastra, is Signa, still held by Jerry....

‘Most of the roads round here run along the tops of a series of


http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-003552.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120158.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120158.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001336.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-120158.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-000842.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-009179.html
http://www.nzetc.org/tm/scholarly/name-001336.html

parallel ridges and large stretches are under observation.... Consequently
only jeeps can use the road in daylight and even they have to idle along
to avoid raising dust. We had done about a mile down the exposed part
when Jerry started putting down a stonk about 500x ! short of the
road.... half a minute later there was a screech and he dropped a clutch
of three squarely over us....”’ Miraculously unscathed, the men in the jeep
forgot about the dust ‘and put the accelerator down through the floor....’

Later the same machine-gunners found themselves in ‘quite the
most luxurious place we have ever scored so far in Italy, being a modern
three-storeyed building, with eight or nine rooms on each floor. The
owner is in England and part of it is occupied by Italians but we have
plenty of room.... Someone leaning too heavily on a panel this afternoon
accidentally exposed a secret cache which on being investigated yielded
two large stone jars of about 3-gallon capacity, each full of preserved
eggs, about twelve pounds of fine white sugar and a dozen or so bottles

of assorted vermouth, spurmanti, vino santo and a peach liqueur....’ 2

(iii)

The enemy strongly held the town of Empoli; farther west, where the
Americans of Fifth Army had not advanced much beyond Route 67, he
still controlled the ground bounded by the Arno, the Elsa and this
highway. As 5 Brigade had been given too large a sector to hold

comfortably while attacking Empoli, a group called Steeleforce, °

1 x: yards.

2 Diary, B. C. H. Moss.

3 Steeleforce comprised HQ 27 (MG) Bn, 4 MG Coy, C (later B)
Coy 25 Bn, a troop of C Sqn 19 Regt, a troop of 39 Hy Mor Bty, a
detachment of 8 Fd Coy, and two companies (‘infantillery’) of
men of 7 A-Tk Regt in an infantry role. The three brigades then
consisted of the following units:
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4 Armd Bde: 22 (Mot) Bn, 18 Armd Regt, B Sqn Div Cav, 4 Fd
Regt, detachments of 31 and 34 A-Tk Btys, half-battery of 39 Hy
Mor Bty, 41 Lt AA Bty, 3 MG Coy, 6 Fd Coy, A Coy 4 Fd Amb, and
(in reserve) 20 Armd Regt.

5 Inf Bde: 21 Bn, 23 Bn, 28 Bn, 26 Bn, 19 Armd Regt (less C
Sqn), C Sqn Div Cav, 5 Fd Regt, 32 A-Tk Bty, L Tp 39 Hy Mor
Bty, 42 Lt AA Bty, 1 MG Coy, 7 Fd Coy, and B Coy 5 Fd Amb.

6 Inf Bde: 24 Bn, 25 Bn (less one company), Steeleforce, A
Sqn Div Cav, C Sqn 19 Armd Regt, 6 Fd Regt, 33 A-Tk Bty, troop
39 Hy Mor Bty, 43 Lt AA Bty, 2 MG Coy, 8 Fd Coy, and A Coy 6
Fd Amb.

(The 17-pounders of 7 A-Tk Regt stayed in the line but the
six-pounder troops were withdrawn and turned into ‘infantillery’.
The two M10 troops were sent back to the rear for intensive
training still considered necessary after their performance during
the advance to Florence.)

by Lieutenant-Colonel Steele, ' relieved 26 Battalion under 6
Brigade's command, which allowed the 26th to go into position between
21 and 23 Battalions in 5 Brigade's sector on the night of 9-10 August.
Two companies of 23 Battalion, relieved by the 26th, moved over to the
western flank near Osteria.

During the Division's stay in this sector 5 Brigade's occupation of
the town of Empoli and the country to the west as far as the Elsa River
brought most of the fighting; 4 and 6 Brigades were able to edge most of
the enemy across to the north bank of the Arno by patrolling and by
stepping up their forward posts until they were in control of the south
bank.

Some patrols accompanied American engineer parties whose task
was to reconnoitre the river and its approaches for the proposed
crossing. The small town of Montelupo was found deserted and was
occupied by a company from 25 Battalion. The enemy had mined many
of the roads and tracks and had felled trees across some of them; he also
had left cunningly designed booby traps in buildings. Clashes between
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New Zealand and German patrols caused casualties on both sides. Strict
control had to be exercised over the many civilians moving about the
countryside, and a curfew imposed. Italians reported that German
patrols wore civilian clothes to pass over the river in greater safety.

An advance to the river was planned to start on the night of 10-11
August. Fourth and 6th Brigades were scarcely involved; 5 Brigade was
to clear the ground between Empoli and the Elsa River, an operation
which would outflank the town and, it was hoped, induce the enemy to
withdraw. The chief obstacle, apart from the enemy himself, was the
railway embankment carrying the main line to the west. The only
crossing places were on the Osteria- Santa Maria and the Osteria-
Marcignana roads, and both would need attention from the engineers
before tanks could use them.

On the right of a north-south irrigation ditch about a quarter of a
mile west of Empoli 26 Battalion advanced northward with two
companies on a narrow front. Both soon ran into fire from machine-gun
posts 