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         ON 27TH JANUARY 1944, STALIN DECLARES THAT LENINGRAD HAS BEEN LIBERATED. AFTER A SIEGE LASTING TWO AND A HALF YEARS, GERMAN FORCES RETREAT WITH THE RED ARMY IN HOT PURSUIT. ENCOURAGED BY THE VICTORY, SOVIET GENERAL GOVOROV DECIDES TO LIBERATE ESTONIA, BUT IN THE BATTLE OF NARVA, THE GERMANS UPSET HIS PLANS, AND THE FRONT COMES TO A TEMPORARY HALT.

         HITLER’S FORCES ARE FEELING THE PRESSURE ON ALL SIDES, HOWEVER. ON D-DAY, THE ALLIES SUCCEED IN LANDING OVER 150,000 SOLDIERS ON NORMANDY’S BEACHES, AND IN SOUTHERN EUROPE, BRITISH AND US FORCES FIGHT THEIR WAY NORTH THROUGH ITALY. AT THE SAME TIME, STALIN EMBARKS ON A MAJOR SUMMER OFFENSIVE – OPERATION BAGRATION. AS HIS FORCES DRIVE THE GERMANS OUT OF THE SOVIET UNION AND BACK TOWARDS GERMANY, THE NET AROUND HITLER’S THIRD REICH STARTS TO TIGHTEN. ENJOY THE ISSUE!

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Germans entrenched on mountaintop
   

         

         
            A single ridge blocked the Allied armies’ route to Rome. The battle for the mountain, with its beautiful old monastery, became a repeat of the hell of World War I’s trenches. The front barely moved for four months – even after an Allied commander chose to bomb a strategic, but highly controversial, target.
   

         

         The evening was cold and as dull as ever for the German sentries on the slopes outside the city of Cassino, in central Italy. But their boredom was suddenly broken by a nightmarish scene. Without warning, the mountainside was filled with roaring figures storming forward. Higher up, dazed defenders frantically tried to prepare for battle, but it was too late.

         On the night of 12th January 1944, Moroccan colonial soldiers from the French Army quickly overran the German outposts. The death-defying North African troops were in their element among the peaks.

         “The Moroccan loves the night and the mountains,” wrote a proud colonel, Felix Lappara, later. Lappara, who led one of the Moroccan regiments, continued: “Rocks, thickets and sheer crevasses, all observed in the treacherous darkness, are his best allies and over a thousand years his eyes have become accustomed to not losing their way in the gloom. He knows when to creep forward and when to wait.”

         The Moroccan division was part of the Allied forces, which were making their way north through Italy. The Germans had established several lines of defence, but to reach them, the Allies first had to fight their way through the Apennine Mountains, which divided the Italian peninsula lengthwise.

         Soldiers fought non-stop for five days
   

         Algerian soldiers also fought alongside the Moroccans, and despite the hostile landscape, they advanced rapidly.

         France’s North African soldiers proved why they’d gained a reputation for being among the world’s best assault troops.

         Soon after, the Germans deployed their own specialists: paratroopers, trained to fight in difficult terrain. The advance grew more arduous, and the Moroccans and Algerians had to fight with hand grenades and bayonets to capture every peak. Meanwhile, commanders on both sides struggled to get an overview of the maelstrom on the cliffs and in the gorges.

         “It was no longer even a question of small-unit combat, but rather of one man against another in a terrain in which one could spend hours on end without having any clear idea of what was happening only ten yards from the forward positions,” read a report from the Moroccan division.

         The battle continued after dawn, and in the following days, the North Africans fought hard to move forward. Finally, on the fifth day, all the designated targets had been captured and the weary soldiers got a well-deserved rest.

         Despite their efforts, the offensive had only advanced the front by five kilometres. And the Allies had only managed to reach the German defensive position: the Gustav Line.

         The slow progress was nothing new in the protracted Italian campaign. Ever since September 1943, when troops from the United States, British Empire and French colonies had landed in southern Italy, the Allies had been slowly moving north. The Germans had blown up all the bridges over gorges in the mountains and destroyed the crossings over the gushing rivers of the lowlands. The narrow roads were blocked by mines, and from the ridges, hidden guns, mortars and machine guns caused constant losses.

         Field Marshal Albert Kesselring had promised Hitler that he could defend Rome until the summer of 1944. So, Kesselring prepared the Gustav Line – a belt of positions from coast to coast, to force the enemy’s offensive to grind to a halt.

         The location of the Gustav Line had been chosen with care, because almost the entire width of Italy was covered in mountains at that point. By the Adriatic Sea to the east, there was only a narrow strip of coastal plain, and to the west, the Aurunci Mountains rose from the sea. Between them and the mighty Apennines lay the Liri Valley – the only place where Allied tanks could advance. First, however, they had to cross the Rapido River, and every metre of it was watched from the peaks behind the city of Cassino. From here, the Germans could also direct deadly gunfire at the only usable road to the north.

         Supreme Allied Commander Harold Alexander was aware that “the road which leads to Rome is long and bristles with thorns”, as he wrote. So, instead of breaking through the Gustav Line, Alexander laid out an ambitious plan that would make an attack on the Germans’ natural fortress unnecessary: by landing on the coast behind the enemy, he’d give the Germans on the Gustav Line a choice between being surrounded and wiped out, or surrendering. On Saturday 22nd January 1944, the plan was set in motion as boats full of American and British soldiers streamed in towards the coast at Anzio, between the front and Rome. But Kesselring’s reserve units were prepared, and German elite forces quickly surrounded the bridgehead. The Allies took too long to break out, and the Anzio operation was a failure.

         Americans attacked in vain
   

         In parallel with the landing, attacks began at the mouth of the Liri Valley to keep the German forces at the front. The offensive would soon escalate into a real attempt to break through Kesselring’s line. Meanwhile, the North Africans of the Free French Forces were again advancing towards the Nazis. But the attack had barely begun when an order to change direction arrived. The colonial troops had to turn south-west to help the Americans, who were trying to capture the city and mountain of Cassino.

         The hardy North African soldiers weren’t impressed with their allies. And they quickly discovered that the enemy’s respect for the American soldiers was just as low: “German… patrols were operating all over no man’s land, throwing grenades and shouting insults at us,” wrote Sergeant Ahmed Ben Bella, who later became the first president of independent Algeria. “We soon realised, as the insults were all in English, that the Germans thought the Americans were still there. The Americans had hardly sent out any patrols and had not even been able to tell us where the enemy outposts were located.”

         At the northern edge of Cassino, an American division was trying to cross the Rapido River. But each attack was slowed down by mines and muddy riverbanks, while German machine guns kept battering away. Sergeant Major Billy Kirby described the horror: “We were under constant fire… It was the only scene that I’d seen in the war that lived up to what you see in the movies. I had never seen so many bodies – our own guys. I remember this kid being hit by a machine gun; the bullets hitting him pushed his body along like a tin-can. Just about everybody was hit. I didn’t have a single good friend in the company who wasn’t killed or wounded.”

         The Germans also suffered. A non-commissioned officer from a front-line regiment wrote in his diary: “22 January:

         I am done. The artillery fire is driving me crazy. I am frightened as never before… During the night one cannot leave one’s hole. The last days have finished me off altogether.”

         After three bloody days, the Allies managed to cross the river. Slowly, the German soldiers were driven up the slopes of Monte Cassino. But although reinforcements were thrown into the fray, the attackers were spent by 12th February. The front line was less than 400 metres from the abbey at on Monte Cassino, but it might as well have been 400 kilometres.

         The Allied commanders were frustrated, because the advance towards Rome was unable to get off the ground. A new attack was planned, this time with fresh Indian and New Zealand divisions to replace the Americans.

         Prior to the offensive, General Alexander made a controversial decision: he decided to bomb the medieval monastery on Monte Cassino. Until then, the magnificent building had remained undamaged, because the Germans had declared the monastery a neutral zone.

         Indian officer mistrusted the Germans
   

         With its location on top of the mountain, the monastery could have played a crucial role, with its unobstructed views of the battlefield for miles around, just as batteries placed there could have covered the hillside and made an offensive even more difficult. But Field Marshal Kesselring wanted to save Italy’s cultural treasures from the fury of war. The head of the Indian division, however, didn’t trust the enemy’s guarantees and demanded that the abbey be levelled before sending his men up the hillside. Alexander capitulated – soldiers’ lives were more important than bricks and mortar.

         On the morning of 15th February, the sky was filled with a swarm of planes. The engine noise was deafening as over 250 Allied bombers flew over Monte Cassino and dropped their bombs on the monastery. The attack was the war’s largest Allied air operation to support troops on the ground so far. To a German lieutenant on the mountainside, the detonations felt as though a “huge giant was shaking the town”.

         Several hundred Italian refugees perished inside the abbey. The Allies had given advance warning of the attack via a leaflet drop, but the people within didn’t believe the bombing raid would actually happen. In the days that followed, German radio indignantly protested against the Allies’ action: “The Abbey Monte Cassino is completely destroyed. A senseless act of force of the Anglo-American Air Force has robbed civilised mankind of one of its most valued cultural monuments.”

         Strategically, the bombing was a failure. Sure, German units near the monastery suffered significant losses, but the Indian division wasn’t ready to attack until two days later. And as the soldiers began to climb the slopes on 17th February, they were met by deadly gunfire from the ruins that the Germans now occupied. The rubble proved to be excellent cover for the German machine-gun positions.

         After catastrophic losses, the troops were ordered to halt the attack the following day. The few gains in terrain the soldiers had achieved had to be abandoned, because they had no cover against the Germans’ weapons. Down in Cassino, the New Zealanders’ attack had also failed, and the offensive was halted to avoid sacrificing any more soldiers.

         Germans refused to give in
   

         The New Zealanders made a fresh attempt a month later, on 15th March. Again, heavy bombers were deployed to soften the target. The old houses in the city of Cassino were reduced to rubble, and the German paratroopers suffered heavy losses, too. However, the ruins also blocked the Allied tanks’ passage, so the infantry had to fight alone.

         House by house, the New Zealanders fought their way into the city, while the Indians slowly advanced on the slopes of Monte Cassino. But even though the division’s cool-headed Nepalese got so close to the monastery that they could almost touch the walls, it was impossible to get inside. The German paratroopers’ doggedness halted the Allies in Cassino and on the mountain.

         On 20th March, the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, sent an enquiring telegram to Alexander:

         “I wish you would explain to me why this passage by Cassino, monastery, hill, etc, all on a front of two or three miles, is the only place which you must keep butting at. About five or six divisions have been worn out going into these jaws.”

         In his reply, Alexander explained the strategic importance of Monte Cassino, but also admitted that the Allies had been surprised by the strength of the defence: “The tenacity of these German paratroops is quite remarkable, considering that they were subjected to the whole of the Mediterranean Air Force plus the better part of 800 guns under the greatest concentration of firepower which has ever been put down and lasting six hours. I doubt if there are any other troops in the world who could have stood up to it and then gone on fighting with the ferocity they have.”

         The general, however, heeded Churchill’s advice, and the offensive was called off. Instead, Alexander began to plan a push across a broader front in May.

         Meanwhile, the Allied troops dug themselves into their new positions, and some sort of everyday routine was established – marked by the endless thunder of artillery and constant small battles. For the soldiers on both sides of the front, spring 1944 brought only endless suffering and loss.

         “What we are going through here is beyond description. I have never experienced anything like this in Russia, not even a second’s peace, only the dreadful thunder of guns and mortars… Here we have nothing but terror and horror, death and damnation,” wrote a German private.

         The short distance between the sides meant that the only safe places were foxholes or basements beneath the ruins. As soon as the soldiers left their hiding places, their lives were in danger. “On the way to Company HQ, a distance of less than 200 metres, there are at least 20 German dead – how it happened is all too evident,” a German soldier in Cassino reported. “[The Tommies’] snipers shoot only too well. Again and again head wounds. The mortars fire and the whistle and explosion of shells goes on, day and night. Sometimes, for a moment or two only, there is peace, and then I think of home.”

         The Allies also suffered constant losses from shells and mines. In the months running up to the action at the Gustav Line, German engineering troops had had plenty of time to fill the ground with explosives, and the minefields were a constant danger. The terrain also made everyday life difficult: “It took a laden man 4.5 hours to climb to the Battalion area. All water, ammunition and rations had to be carried by hand, as the route was impassable to mules,” a British regiment’s war diary recorded.

         Fresh troops won battle
   

         Fatigue was spreading among the soldiers, but the Allies had an advantage – General Alexander was able to replace his exhausted troops. Ahead of the fourth offensive in May, front-line troops at Monte Cassino were relieved by fully-rested Poles and Britons. Forces were also moved from the east coast, so Alexander had 25 divisions and 11 brigades available in the west.

         Kesselring didn’t have the same luck, because the German army in Italy was being pushed to breaking point. The field marshal could only muster nine divisions, so the paratroopers had to remain at their post at Monte Cassino.

         “Not a single man of my original squad is left,” wrote a German soldier home to his father in Germany. “It seems to be the same in the entire company.”

         Code-named Operation Diadem, the fourth battle of Monte Cassino began on 12th May. Just before dawn, two Polish divisions set off towards the monastery. The Poles were both rested and far superior in number to their German opponents.

         As with the previous attacks, the paratroopers responded with machine-gun salvos. The German positions at the top of the mountain were strong, and wounded soldiers flocked to the hospitals behind the front. “Some crawled to us on their own, others were helped by friends, others were slung over shoulders like sacks,” recalled a field doctor called Majewski.

         Despite the fierce attacks, the offensive stalled. Like other Allied forces before them, the Poles realised that the Germans’ position on Monte Cassino was too strong. The attack was interrupted, in the hope that an opportunity would arise. It did, five days later. Again, it was the soldiers from France’s North African colonies who paved the way for the Allies. On the westernmost part of the front, the men broke through the German defences so that British divisions were able to advance into the Liri Valley, and the entire Gustav Line faltered. The Poles took advantage and went on the offensive once more. Again, the German paratroopers’ defences were strong, but from their positions at the top of Monte Cassino, the soldiers could see the British forces making their way through the Liri Valley. The prospect of being surrounded caused the defences to crumble. Finally, Polish soldiers were able to storm the monastery and Monte Cassino fell.

         On 17th May, Field Marshal Kesselring finally abandoned the Gustav Line, fearing that all his divisions would be surrounded. While the British were invading the Liri Valley, Allied forces broke out of the bridgehead at Anzio, where they’d arrived four months earlier. The Allies still had a chance to capture Kesselring’s forces, but instead the divisions from Anzio set course for Rome to win the honour of being the first Allies in the Eternal City. Kesselring’s divisions escaped and established a new line of defence further north.

         The battle for Monte Cassino cost more than 75,000 dead and wounded soldiers, and the survivors were forever scarred psychologically. In an Allied prisoner of war camp, German Sergeant Richard Kruppa forbade his men to mention the battle: “Speak about women, but not about Cassino!”
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