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PREFACE



AS TODAY SPRINTS FURTHER AWAY from yesterday, the events that held the world’s attention so firmly from January to May 1944 are receding in memory nearly to the point of invisibility. The name Anzio that figured so prominently in newspaper and magazine accounts of the day is now barely recognized by today’s generation, seven decades removed from the war. Ask the average casual tourist who has been to Italy recently if they had included Anzio in their itinerary, and one is likely to get a blank stare and the question, “Where is that?”


But if one does make the forty-mile drive from Rome to Anzio, one is struck by the ancient, serene beauty of the place. A little imagination is all it takes to conjure images of Roman legions marching down the roads beneath the spreading branches of the magnificent umbrella pines—the Pinus pinea that Italian composer Ottorino Respighi captured so evocatively in his tone poem Pines of Rome.


On the coastline just south of the bathers’ beaches at Anzio, the ruins of Nero’s once-fabulous seaside retreat still exist, but the twenty-first century now intrudes. Cars—Fiats, Lancias, Alfa Romeos, Maseratis, Ferraris—clog the streets, and mopeds buzz past like noisy hornets. (In fact, in Italian, Vespa means “wasp.”) Once the visitor arrives in the heart of Anzio, shops and seafood restaurants that line the enclosed harbor, their facades clad in soft pastel colors, beckon seductively, and the harrowing drive is quickly forgotten. Music can be heard, and sunburned people relax at the outdoor tables, enjoying the vino and calamari and the brilliant red ball of the sun diving in its nightly ritual into the Tyrrhenian Sea.


It is hard to envision that this place—so redolent today of la dolce vita—was a scene of war so terrible and violent that the residents of Anzio, neighboring Nettuno, and the nearby towns of Aprilia, Carroceto, Campoleone, and Cisterna seem to want to forget all about it. Virtually no signs of the once-widespread death and destruction are visible. The wrecked buildings have all been repaired or replaced. It is not until one drives north on SR 207 (Via Nettunese—formerly the Via Anziate, or the Albano Highway, along which much of the hard fighting took place) that leads out of town that one is suddenly reminded of a titanic battle that was once fought here.


Unfortunately, given all the commercial, industrial, and residential development that has taken place here in the past seven decades—on what was once a bloody battlefield—one may find on buildings in the port of Anzio only a few small plaques that commemorate the battle and the ships that were sunk and the men who were lost here. Another reminder of the horrific and heroic events is the well-tended British War Cemetery along SR 207 (its American counterpart lies a few miles to the east in Nettuno). A small sign, obscured by foliage, on the abutment walls of the infamous “Overpass” (or “Flyover,” as the British called it) a few miles north of Anzio, where the Via Genio Civile (SP 12A) crosses SR 207, declares in Italian, German, and English: “Campo di Carne—On this site thousands of men fought and died.” To say that the pitiful, poignant sign on the Overpass or Flyover is an understatement is, in itself, an understatement.


Thousands of men did, in fact, fight and die within six miles of this site. The battle devoured thousands of raw recruits and grizzled veterans alike, on both sides, as if the armies were making a human sacrifice to Mars, the Roman god of war, in order to curry his favor. It is therefore important—even imperative—that we take a moment and step back in time to study, through the use of the words of the men (and women, too) who were there and who demonstrated such “desperate valour,” as Churchill put it, one of the longest, bloodiest, and most pivotal battles of the Second World War.


For much too long, the Anzio operation, code-named Operation Shingle, has been regarded merely as a needless, costly, and failed invasion. I believe that viewpoint is shortsighted and that it should be seen instead as one of the most successful defenses in military history—one that eclipses the British 24th of Foot Regiment’s stand at Rorke’s Drift during the Zulu Wars in 1879, the 101st U.S. Airborne Division’s Anthony McAuliffe saying “Nuts” to German demands for surrender at Bastogne, the Soviets’ ironfisted grip on besieged Stalingrad and Leningrad, the unyielding American defense of Pork Chop Hill in Korea in 1953, and the U.S. Marines’ valiant stand at Khe Sanh during the Vietnam War in 1968.


At Anzio, as in all of the above battles, because of the sheer courage and determination of the defenders—the “desperate valour”—the enemy was thwarted in his desire to wipe out the defenders and realize victory.


What they accomplished must not be forgotten.


Flint Whitlock














But fortune, hitherto baffling, rewarded the desperate valour of the British and American armies…. The fighting was intense, losses on both sides were heavy, but the deadly battle was won.


WINSTON S. CHURCHILL






How can a man die better than facing fearful odds…


THOMAS BABBINGTON MACAULEY






Cowards die many times before their deaths;


the valiant never taste of death but once.


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE JULIUS CAESAR

















Prologue



FROM THE VERY BEGINNING, THE Allies’ Italian campaign had not gone well.


After the British and Americans had defeated German and Italian forces in North Africa in May 1943, there was disagreement as to what to do next. The Americans wanted to go all out in preparation for an invasion of the European continent and attack Germany directly—an operation that would be code-named Overlord.


British Prime Minister Winston Spencer Churchill was cool to the concept of a cross-Channel invasion and its possibly high casualties. He felt the best way to defeat Germany, since the Allies already had a huge military presence in the Mediterranean, was to strike at what he called “the soft underbelly of Europe” by taking Sicily, moving up through Italy and then the Balkan countries, and attacking across Germany’s southern border.


But such a maneuver was unacceptable to Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin, whose nation had been suffering terribly since the summer of 1941 and was barely holding off the Nazi hordes. He was pleading with Churchill and American President Franklin D. Roosevelt for a “second front” against Hitler’s Nazi Germany to relieve the pressure on the USSR. He needed help, and he needed it now.


Adding impetus to this idea was the fact that, after Sicily fell, the Italian king, Victor Emmanuel III, wishing to prevent the conflict from reaching and devastating the Italian mainland, had ousted Fascist leader Benito Mussolini as head of government and declared Italy neutral. Churchill felt certain that now it would be possible to move through Italy (in addition to invading Greece and the Balkan countries), cross the Alps and Austria, and penetrate Germany. Stalin did not care about the tactics; all he wanted was for the British and Americans to get on with it, to do something that would open the needed second front so that he could save his Soviet Union.


Therefore, Operation Avalanche—Lieutenant General Mark Wayne Clark’s Fifth U.S. Army’s invasion at Salerno—was launched in September 1943; it was nearly stopped on the beaches. The Eighth British Army’s twin invasions on the “toe” (at Reggio di Calabria) of the Italian “boot” (Operation Baytown) and the “heel” (Operation Slapstick) had met less resistance, but the Eighth’s commander, General Bernard Law Montgomery, had not proceeded with any sense of urgency (at least to the American mind), thus allowing the Germans who were occupying Italy to respond and resist with unusual determination.


Having gained their footing after their invasions of southern Italy, the British and Americans began marching up the peninsula; Rome is only 145 straight-line miles from Salerno. But it was a very slow march, with treacherous mountains, a tenacious German army under Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, and Old Man Winter standing in their way. By the time Clark and Montgomery reached the Germans’ main defensive line (named Gustav) that stretched across the width of Italy and was anchored by Monte Cassino, the Allied armies were exhausted and depleted; Rome might as well have been on the moon.


Adding to the Allies’ agony was the fact that the pre-Overlord buildup in Britain was draining resources (men, machines, and shipping) from the Mediterranean Theater. If Rome was to be taken, it would have to be taken quickly, before the Italian campaign withered away into an irrelevant sideshow.


To make matters more uncertain, American General Dwight David Eisenhower, who had successfully engineered the invasions of North Africa, Sicily, and Italy while supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force, North African Theater, was being transferred to England to take command of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force in Britain and Operation Overlord.


INVASION OF ITALY






[image: image]







After landing in southern Italy in September 1943, the Allied armies fought their way northward through Italy’s Apennine Mountains until being stopped by stout German defenses in the Gustav Line that ran through Cassino.


With the Allied armies in Italy stuck at the Gustav Line in the autumn of 1943, Field Marshal Harold Alexander, head of Fifteenth Army Group, was seeking ways to overcome the German defenses. Clark thought that an amphibious maneuver around the western end of the line would do the trick; the Germans, he felt, were sure to panic at this threat to their rear and would abandon the Gustav Line and head toward the more defensible Alps. The planners pored over maps of Italy and determined that the twin coastal towns of Anzio and Nettuno, ninety miles from Naples and forty miles from Rome, would be the ideal place for the landing.


Because of the impending transfer of the bulk of Allied shipping in the Mediterranean to Britain, if such an end run was to be implemented, time was of the essence. But dissension in the ranks broke out, and the idea of the flanking maneuver was alternately killed, resurrected, and killed again, only to be resurrected once more.1


Of this proposed amphibious flanking maneuver, Churchill said that the “stubborn German resistance” across the width of Italy “had already led General Eisenhower to… land with one division south of the Tiber and make a dart for Rome, in conjunction with an attack by the main armies…. I had of course always been a partisan of the ‘end run,’ as the Americans called it, or ‘cat-claw,’ which was my term.”2


Churchill was a man of action, a human dynamo, never someone who quietly accepted the status quo. While some may be content to lie about and await their fate, Churchill never would. Even after being taken prisoner by the Boers in South Africa in November 1899, he was constantly thinking up schemes to escape. The same was true now about his attitude toward the Italian campaign. Clark may have been the person who had first conceived the idea of the end run, but it was Churchill whose force of will would put the concept into motion. The stalemate along the Gustav Line must not be allowed to stand—something had to be done to break it, even if the Allies possessed insufficient time and resources, given the pressure of Overlord, in which to do it.


Around November 12, 1943, Alexander directed Clark to solidify planning for the end run. It was initially thought that the operation could be accomplished by only one division: Major General Lucian K. Truscott Jr.’s 3rd U.S. Infantry Division, augmented by the 6615th U.S. Ranger Force. The operation would be launched as soon as the rest of Fifth Army, breaking through the Gustav Line, had reached and taken Frosinone, the mythical home of Romulus and Remus—the legendary founders of Rome—less than fifty miles from Rome. This was expected to be accomplished by December 20.


But when Truscott learned on November 13 about the operation and that his 3rd Division was to be the sole division involved, he reacted to the news with incredulity, especially at all the optimistic assumptions being made by the Pollyannas who had devised the scheme: “There would be [landing] craft available to lift only one division with seven days’ ammunition and supply,” he wrote in his memoirs, “and there would be no craft available for resupply and reinforcement…. Within seven days, the main forces [along the Gustav Line] would fight their way up the Liri and Sacco Valleys to join up with the 3rd Infantry Division. General Clark remarked to me that if the Division merely held a beachhead at Anzio, he believed that it would cause the Germans so much concern that they would withdraw from the southern front. My reaction was rather pessimistic.” Truscott was not only pessimistic but realistic.3


Nevertheless, the end run began to take on a life of its own. When Churchill ran the idea past Roosevelt, the American president saw no problem as long as the operation did not negatively impact Overlord. Planning for the maneuver, which was given the code name Operation Shingle, went ahead full steam. A force was selected to make the invasion: American Major General John Porter Lucas’s VI Corps.* Lucas had been in charge of VI Corps during the Salerno invasion, and his calm, steady leadership had been instrumental in preventing an Allied disaster.


The Allies had two experienced commanders at the helm. In command of the Fifth U.S. Army was Lieutenant General Mark Wayne Clark. Born in the exclusive Chicago suburb of Highland Park, Clark attended West Point at the same time that Dwight D. Eisenhower (two years ahead of him) and other future and prominent World War II generals (Omar N. Bradley, “Lightning Joe” Collins, Joseph T. McNarney, Matthew B. Ridgway, and many others) were there; Clark graduated in 1917.4 With America’s entry into World War I, Clark served in France, where he was wounded. After recuperating, he was assigned to a job in logistics—a job he disliked but performed with his usual dedication, even if his enthusiasm was a bit forced. In the postwar world of the army, when the pay was low and promotions slow, he toiled anonymously in a variety of staff jobs, yet his superiors regarded him favorably: “a promising young officer,” “enterprising,” “industrious,” “efficient,” “dependable,” “active,” and “very presentable.”


During the interwar years, a variety of assignments brought him into contact with his friend “Ike” Eisenhower and future Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, among others. After the outbreak of World War II, his star rose swiftly, and he was assigned to be Ike’s deputy for Operation Torch, the November 1943 invasion of North Africa. Once the Allies declared victory there, and again in Sicily, Clark was given command of the Fifth U.S. Army, then forming in the States, and led it during Operation Avalanche—the Salerno invasion—which had been a close-run thing. Only with extraordinary heroism was the Fifth Army able to prevail.5


Clark’s only obvious failing, according to Truscott, was his need for personal publicity: “Few men had greater personal charm than Clark, and no superior commander ever made greater efforts to support subordinates in their tasks,” Truscott said. “I cannot recall that Clark ever disapproved of any request I made, and he was always untiring in his efforts to immediately expedite any logistical or tactical problem.” But “when Clark visited my command post, he usually arrived with an entourage including correspondents and photographers. His public relations officer required all press dispatches, even from Anzio, to include the phrase ‘Lieutenant General Mark W. Clark’s Fifth Army.’”6


Clark’s superior, Field Marshal Sir Harold Rupert Leofric Alexander, too, had risen through the ranks to achieve his high level of command. Born on December 10, 1891, in the tony Mayfair section of London as the third son of the Fourth Earl and Countess of Caledon, he was educated at Harrow and at the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. Commissioned a second lieutenant in 1911, he was just in time for World War I, distinguishing himself in battle with the Irish Guards Regiment at Ypres (where he was seriously wounded). He recuperated and returned to the front, was promoted to major, and earned both the Distinguished Service Order and the French Legion of Honor for his actions at the Somme. Writer Rudyard Kipling, in his history of the Irish Guards, extolled Alexander, saying, “His subordinates loved him, even when he fell upon them blisteringly for their shortcomings.”7


In May 1940, as commanding general of the 1st British Division, Alexander returned to France with the British Expeditionary Force to fight the Germans. During the pullback to the Channel coast, he was given command of the I British Corps and directed the evacuation of 300,000 British and French forces from Dunkirk; he was reportedly the last man to leave France during that rescue. Sir Harold (he was knighted in January 1942) was then posted the next month to Burma, where he was named commander of all British forces and placed in charge of extricating British and Indian troops in the face of an unstoppable Japanese advance; he barely avoided capture himself.8


From the steamy jungles of Burma, Sir Harold, now a full general, was posted in August 1942 to become commander in chief of British forces in the Middle East Command that was fighting Germany’s Afrika Korps in the deserts of North Africa, where he brought hope and confidence to his troops.9 Along with his field commander, Bernard Law Montgomery, head of the Eighth British Army, Alexander devised a strategy that eventually resulted in driving the Afrika Korps forces (first under Erwin Rommel and then Hans-Jürgen von Arnem) out of Egypt and into Tunis, where, with American forces also now engaged, they were forced to surrender in May 1943.10 Sir Harold then was named commander of the newly formed Eighteenth Army Group (which controlled both George Patton Jr.’s Seventh U.S. Army and Montgomery’s Eighth; Eighteenth Army Group later became Fifteenth Army Group) in the Mediterranean, where he served under Eisenhower for the invasion of Sicily.11


Truscott said of Sir Harold, whom he had first met in Tunisia, “His quiet, unassuming, and dignified manner always put the staff completely at ease. His instant comprehension of complicated and difficult situations always surprised them…. Alexander was, in my opinion, outstanding among the Allied leaders.”12


Alexander, too, saw the end-run operation in very positive terms: “[Shingle] had been designed as a pincer movement, to force Kesselring to draw off his strength from the Cassino front to protect his threatened rear, thereby weakening his main front and giving us a good opportunity to break through his winter line [that is, the Gustav Line].” He added that the Anzio operation gave him “the means to employ a double-handed punch—from the beachhead and from Cassino…. Without this double-handed punch I do not believe we should ever have been able to break through the German defences at Cassino.”13


Unfortunately, Alexander and Clark detested each other, although the Britisher’s animosity was concealed beneath a well-polished veneer. Clark, however, let his negative feelings be known, once even privately dismissing his superior as “a peanut and a feather duster.”14


But in Shingle they were united. Alexander and Clark saw two scenarios, both of which were favorable to the Allies. The first was the best-case result: By landing a major Allied force behind the Gustav Line, Kesselring would panic and immediately withdraw Colonel General Heinrich von Vietinghoff’s Tenth Army from the defenses and retreat northward. The Allies would then be able to swiftly capture Rome and chase the Germans all the way to the Alps—and perhaps beyond.


The second scenario posited that if Shingle failed to immediately cause Kesselring to abandon the Gustav Line, then the Allied Fifth and Eighth Armies along that line would make a major assault, crack through it, push into the Liri Valley on the road to Rome, and be in Frosinone within forty-eight hours. That would be the moment for VI Corps to come bursting out of the Anzio beachhead, link up with the other forces at Frosinone, and march together into Rome, driving the fleeing Germans ahead of them.


Not much thought was given to a possible third scenario: Kesselring would hold fast on the Gustav Line while scraping up enough units to encircle the Anzio area and bottle up the invasion forces on the beachhead, thus creating twin stalemates. Wrongly believing that the Germans had few other major forces that could be called on to contain the Anzio invasion force, Alexander and Clark deemed this third scenario extremely unlikely. Further, aside from a few submarines, the German navy was practically nonexistent, and the Luftwaffe—the air force—was so ineffective as to be practically worthless.


But soon—very soon—more than 100,000 Allied soldiers, sailors, and airmen would be battling for their lives because of Churchill’s, Alexander’s, and Clark’s overoptimism, false assumptions, and miscalculations.





* VI Corps consisted of the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division, 1st U.S. Armored Division, 6615th U.S. Ranger Force, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 36th U.S. Engineer Combat Regiment, British 1st Division, and other supporting units.















CHAPTER 1



“We have every confidence in you”


JANUARY 1944


IT WAS THE FRIGID PREDAWN of January 22, 1944, and death hung heavily in the air. An armada of 374 British and American ships, landing craft, and an assortment of other vessels, filled with 36,000 nervous, determined men, was roaring hell-bent for the darkened Italian coastline.


In one of the landing craft, a twenty-eight-year-old U.S. Army major from upstate New York named Alvah Miller, commander of the 3rd Battalion of the U.S. Ranger Force, was peering over the gunwale of his landing craft at the darkness ahead in the Anzio-Nettuno harbor. His mind was a jumbled squirrel’s nest of thoughts. When would the Germans open fire? Surely, the Germans couldn’t be asleep, so why was there no artillery or machine-gun fire to greet their arrival? Didn’t the same thing happen to the Rangers just four months earlier when they had landed at Maiori, a fishing village at the base of the Sorrento Peninsula, as part of Operation Avalanche—the invasion of mainland Italy? The Germans let the Rangers come ashore and climb to the top of Chiunzi Pass over the mountain separating Salerno from Naples, and then all hell broke loose. When was hell going to break loose now? Major Alvah Miller didn’t know—nor did he have any idea that he had only one week left to live.


Thirty-year-old Major Peter Henry “Skipper” Mornement, commanding C Company of the 2nd Battalion, North Staffordshire Regiment, was aboard another landing craft, this one heading toward “Peter” Beach in the British sector north of Anzio. He may have given some thought to his mother, wife, and son back in London, but his mind was probably more focused on his company’s mission once they reached land—if they reached land. He did not suspect that he would soon be wounded, taken prisoner, and die in an Italian hospital.


On another landing craft, this one on its way to “X-Ray” Beach, south of Anzio, a fresh-faced nineteen-year-old private first class named John C. Squires of Louisville, Kentucky, a member of the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division, was understandably nervous about going into combat for the first time. Although he gripped his M-1 Garand rifle tightly, he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it because he was his company’s messenger, not a frontline infantryman. He did not believe that he was capable of performing acts so heroic that he would be awarded the Medal of Honor, but he would. Unfortunately, it would be a posthumous award, for he would not live to receive it.


Aboard the command ship USS Biscayne, fifty-four-year-old Major General John Porter Lucas felt as helpless as a spectator at a sporting event. This operation, which had been given the code name Shingle, was his baby, and all these men in all these ships about to hit their respective beaches were his responsibility. “I mustn’t stick my neck out and do anything foolish,” he probably thought, recalling the words of his boss, Lieutenant General Mark Clark, Fifth U.S. Army commander. He knew that Salerno had almost been a disaster; the same thing must not happen here. He would take his time, move cautiously, risk nothing. He could not foresee that his cautious, slow-and-steady performance during this operation would cost him his job, his career, and his reputation.


OPERATION SHINGLE HAD BEEN BORN out of necessity, and although such a maneuver—landing behind German lines—had been discussed since October, it gave the appearance of having been cobbled together at the last minute. The unexpectedly stubborn German resistance along the Gustav Line had dashed all hope of capturing and liberating Rome by the end of 1943, thereby necessitating the end run up the coast. An adequate number of landing craft had to be assembled from all over the Mediterranean, warships formed into a task force, air assets reassigned, units added to VI Corps, sufficient supplies gathered, and a rehearsal scheduled.


Adding to the headaches was the fact that Clark and British Field Marshal Harold Alexander had a contentious working relationship, with the gentlemanly Alexander complaining privately that the egocentric Clark was a vain prima donna who also had a habit of speaking sharply and nastily to him.1


Events were moving ahead at a rapid pace—too rapid for Lucas’s taste—and were threatening to spin out of his control. Decisions, too, were being made without his knowledge, advice, or consent. On January 7, 1944, some of his VI Corps staff officers attended (without him) a meeting with Churchill in Marrakech, Morocco, in which Lucas’s officers “maintained that past experiences had shown that a rehearsal was absolutely necessary, but Mr. Churchill argued that all these troops were trained and therefore needed no rehearsal.” What Mr. Churchill failed to appreciate, or was not told, was that not “all” of the troops were trained or combat experienced; a good many of them were raw replacements who had had only minimal training and had not taken part in the previous amphibious landings or the ground combat that followed the invasions of Sicily and Salerno.


Three days later, another conference was held from which Lucas was again inexplicably excluded. Lucas noted, “Apparently Shingle has become the most important operation in the present scheme of things. Sir Harold [Alexander] started the conference by stating that the operation would take place on January 22 [1944] with the troops as scheduled, and that there would be no more discussion of these two points. He quoted Mr. Churchill as saying, ‘It will astonish the world,’ and added, ‘It will certainly frighten Kesselring.’” Lucas had his doubts; the one who was frightened was Lucas.


Because everything about Shingle was being imposed on him and there would be “no more discussion,” Lucas said that he “felt like a lamb being led to the slaughter, but I thought that I was entitled to one last bleat, so I registered a protest against the target date, as it gave me too little time for rehearsal…. I was ruled down, as I knew I would be…. When I said this to General Alexander yesterday, he said, ‘We have every confidence in you; that’s why you were picked.’”2


Sir Harold’s verbal pat on the head was reassuring, but Lucas still wasn’t certain what the objective of his mission was. It was clear that his VI Corps was supposed to grab the beachhead and the port of Anzio, push several miles inland, but then what? Make a mad dash for Rome, just forty miles away, and capture the entire city with just a small force? Or was the operation supposed to throw Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, commanding Army Group C, into such a panic that he would pull the Tenth German Army out of the Gustav Line and flee for the Alps?*


Or was Lucas merely supposed to hang on to the Anzio beaches and wait for more troops and supplies to arrive so that a proper advance in strength could be mounted that would take the Allied Fifth and Eighth Armies all the way through Rome and to the Alps—and into Austria and ultimately into southern Germany? Seeking clarification, Lucas asked Clark, “Just what the hell am I supposed to do?” Clark replied, “Don’t stick your neck out, Johnny. I did at Salerno and got into trouble. You can forget this goddam Rome business.” Lucas took the comment to be an inviolable order that meant “Don’t be aggressive or do anything foolish.”3


This cautionary view was reinforced by Fifth Army operations officer Brigadier General Donald W. Brann, who met with Lucas on January 12, 1944, and told him that his primary task was to seize and secure a beachhead. Clark did not want him galloping off to the Alban Hills and run the risk of the Germans possibly destroying his VI Corps. But—and this was a big but—if he saw an opportunity to capture the Alban Hills, he should take it. The most important thing, however, was to establish and hold a beachhead.4 It was no wonder that Lucas confided to his diary on January 10, “This whole affair had a strong odor of Gallipoli† and apparently the same amateur was still on the coach’s bench.”5


PRIOR TO LAUNCHING SHINGLE, A major push by Fifth Army against the western end of the Gustav Line was set in motion in order to keep the German forces pinned there. The American operation kicked off on January 15, 1944, but immediately came up short, with the 36th U.S. Infantry Division suffering horrendous casualties trying to cross the Rapido River.


On the same day that the offensive began, the voluminous Fifth Army order for Operation Shingle was published, and Lucas was anything but pleased. “Instead of advancing to seize Colli Laziali [another name for the Alban Hills],” he wrote, “I was to ‘advance on’ that terrain feature, and no mention of Rome was made whatsoever.” Don Brann had already made it clear three days earlier that “my primary mission was to seize and secure a beachhead.” Lucas understood that he was not to “push on at the risk of sacrificing my Corps. Should conditions warrant, however, I was free to move to and seize Colli Laziali.”6 A more ambiguous order has probably never been issued.


ON JANUARY 18, VI CORPS held a full-scale dress rehearsal for Shingle—a rehearsal that confirmed Murphy’s Law: “Anything that can go wrong will go wrong.” Although the British rehearsal, conducted by the Royal Navy about six miles south of Salerno, went off with only a few minor hitches, the practice landings of Lucian Truscott’s 3rd Infantry Division at the same place—code-named Operation Webfoot—were a disaster.7 Truscott noted:




[The battalions] had been disembarked so far at sea that few had landed on their proper beaches, and all had landed late. No artillery, tanks, or tank destroyers [TDs] were yet on shore at 0800 [8:00 A.M.], although all should have been ashore by daylight with the infantry battalions. Then in fragments came the appalling news. Through some error in navigation, the transport area had been many miles farther from the shore than it should have been. In darkness, the LSTs [Landing Ship, Tank—sometimes mordantly called a “large, slow target”] had opened their doors, lowered their ramps, discharged the DUKWs* which carried the artillery into rough seas, where twenty or more had swamped and sunk. Incomplete reports indicated that the artillery pieces and communication equipment of perhaps two battalions had been dumped into the sea…. Beaches were in a chaotic condition, and the whole landing plan was completely disrupted.8





Forty-three of the amphibious vehicles were lost during the debacle, which was blamed squarely on the navy. Also lost were nineteen 105mm howitzers and nine antitank guns—guns that had to be taken from divisions scheduled to come in later.9 Peter Geoffrey Bate, a driver for a British artillery unit landing nearby, recalled that he saw “about thirty DUKWs go straight to the bottom.”10


Truscott requested from Clark permission to conduct a second rehearsal in hopes of correcting the errors, but Clark shook his head. “Lucian, I’ve got your report here and it’s bad. But you won’t get another rehearsal. The date has been set at the very highest level. There is no possibility of delaying it even for a day. You have got to do it.” Truscott protested that he wasn’t requesting that Shingle be delayed—only that another rehearsal be scheduled. No dice. Disastrous rehearsal or not, one was all that the 3rd Division and VI Corps were going to get.11


Lucas, too, was beyond upset at the fouled-up rehearsal. “Everything went wrong,” he complained in his diary. The 3rd Division’s part was the worst—“the most mixed-up affair I have ever seen…. Not a single unit landed on the proper beach, not a single unit landed in the proper order, not a single unit was less than an hour and a half late.”12


It was true. The U.S. Navy’s VIII Amphibious Force, under the command of Rear Admiral Frank Lowry, had released the DUKWs too far from shore and dropped infantry units at the wrong places, in the wrong order, and at the wrong times. An officer in the 3rd Division called the rehearsal “a complete fiasco.”13 Clark was also furious at the navy, claiming that “overwhelming mismanagement by the Navy” had resulted in the foul-ups and loss of equipment that Fifth Army would be hard-pressed to replace. Admiral Lowry, red-faced and thoroughly chastised by Clark, reacted by lambasting the ships’ commanders, telling them the actual landings had better be letter perfect. Any ship not within three and a half miles of Anzio at H-hour on the D-day* morning of January 22, he warned them, would get “a kick in a soft spot by a cruiser.”14


In the world of the theater, it is said that if the dress rehearsal goes badly, opening night is destined to go perfectly. The planners and participants of Operation Shingle fervently hoped that the hoary maxim would hold true for a military operation as well.


Patton was no help. He flew from Sicily to visit his friend Lucas in Naples and tell him good-bye. “He seemed much disturbed and preoccupied,” Lucas wrote, “but finally blurted out, ‘John, there is no one in the Army I hate to see killed as much as you, but you can’t get out of this alive. Of course, you might be only badly wounded. No one ever blames a wounded general for anything.’ The following morning, he buttonholed one of my aides… and told him ‘Look here, if things get too bad, shoot the old man in the “back end,” but don’t you dare kill the old bastard.’”15


The rehearsals were now, for better or for worse, finished, and there was no use crying over spilled howitzers and drowned DUKWs; it was now time for the real thing.


ALBERT KONRAD KESSELRING, HEAD OF German forces in Italy, was an old hand at war and did not frighten easily. Born the son of a schoolteacher on November 30, 1885, in Marksteft, Bavaria, he began his military career in 1904 as an officer cadet and was posted to an artillery regiment. When the Great War broke out, he was transferred to the German Air Service and trained as a balloon observer. In 1921, at the age of thirty-six, he obtained his pilot’s license and was eventually promoted to major general in the reconstituted Luftwaffe. In 1939, as commander of the First Air Fleet, Kesselring had his aviators provide air support for the invasion of Poland. The following year he was transferred to head up the Second Air Fleet during the German invasions of France, Holland, and Belgium. His pilots also attacked British and Allied troops trying to escape to Britain from Dunkirk. During the battle of Britain in the summer and fall of 1940, his Second Air Fleet bombed London and the next summer supported Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of the Soviet Union.


Kesselring was then transferred to North Africa to become commander of all air and ground forces in the Mediterranean area. After the Allies had beaten the Germans and Italians, secured North Africa, and then taken Sicily in the summer of 1943, Kesselring and his troops nearly destroyed Mark Clark’s attempts to gain a foothold at Salerno during Operation Avalanche. At this time, he was subordinate to Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the famed “Desert Fox,” who had managed to hold North Africa against the Allies longer than anyone could have foreseen. When, in November 1943, Hitler ordered Rommel transferred to France to take charge of improving the German “Atlantic Wall” defenses there in order to stop the Allies’ expected cross-Channel invasion, the Führer installed Kesselring, a wily fox in his own right, as commander of the German army in Italy—Army Group C.16


Because of the increased Allied activity around the Garigliano River in early and mid-January 1944, Kesselring sensed that the Allies were about to spring something big; his spies in Naples and Pozzuoli confirmed it when they spotted Allied troops and landing craft being brought into the port cities. “On the three nights preceding the [Anzio] landing,” Kesselring later wrote, “I had ordered an emergency alert throughout the whole of Italy.”17


Kesselring had read the tea leaves correctly. To keep Colonel General Heinrich von Vietinghoff’s Tenth Army units pinned down all along the Gustav Line, Clark, beginning on January 12, had launched strong ground, air, and naval attacks against the line that would, with any luck, propel Major General Geoffrey Keyes’s II U.S. Corps through the German defenses and into the Liri Valley, where it might push quickly northward and link up with Lucas’s VI Corps driving inland from the Anzio beachhead. Clark had already told Alexander on January 2 that “I intend to attack in greatest possible strength in [the] Liri Valley several days in advance of Shingle with the object of drawing maximum number of enemy reserves to that front and fixing them there. In that way and that way only can the Shingle force exercise a decisive influence in the operation to capture Rome.”18


At least that was the plan. The reality would be something altogether different.


BACK IN THE NAPLES PORT of Pozzuoli, the armada was getting ready to depart for Anzio. George Avery (Company B, 84th Chemical Mortar Battalion) said that his battalion was attached to the 3rd Infantry Division, “and that fact alone let us know that wherever we were going it would not be pleasant. The 3rd were veterans of North Africa, Sicily and Salerno and had been involved in every major engagement.”19


Truscott’s 3rd Division was scheduled to hit its assigned beach at 2:00 A.M. on January 22 with three battalions abreast, supported by a 105mm self-propelled field artillery battalion, a battery of 155mm guns, a medium tank battalion, a tank-destroyer battalion, an antiaircraft automatic weapons battalion, and the 84th Chemical Mortar Battalion that could fire either smoke or high-explosive shells. Added to this force to take the towns of Anzio and Nettuno were the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment and the American Ranger Force.20


Avery was trucked from the battalion’s staging area in Pozzuoli, where the unit headed directly to the docks, and he saw




a massive group of ships was gathered at the piers as well as anchored offshore. Ships dockside were being loaded at a steady rate and it was apparent that we were some of the last to arrive. We were driven to an LST and immediately boarded. Dozens of little kids were at dockside chanting “Anzio,” “Anzio, Joe,” and begging for cigarettes and candy. Adults were roaming the docks selling oranges, walnuts, “cherry brandy” and “cognac.” Old women were begging for food with outstretched arms.


A troop transport direct from New York was moored close to us, and had been there for days. These troops were going unassigned to Anzio, having not yet set foot on Italian soil, and were destined to supply the replacement depots—“repple depple” in infantry talk. Our hearts went out to them. And, for the very first time, we crossed paths with the 83rd Chemical Mortar Battalion. It had joined the war somewhere in Sicily, but had skipped action in Italy for reasons unknown, and was being loaded aboard a LST of its own.





Avery continued:




Aboard ship we were invited to make ourselves at home…. Having no sleeping quarters, we were fed hot Navy food on deck in mess gear with unlimited coffee served in galvanized cans heated over gas burners and left on deck all night. I have never forgotten that thoughtfulness. I chose to sleep under a truck carrying who-knows-what on the open deck. We were issued bandoliers of rifle ammo, hand grenades, and three chocolate bars. Now we really knew. These chocolate bars were given to us almost always when there was to be a prolonged battle and food might be short. The chocolate is as hard as a rock, has to be cut to be eaten, never melts, can be carried in your pocket for days and substituted for food.*





“The following dawn the entire convoy… set sail in a calm sea, on a beautiful, cloudless, sunny day,” said Avery. “None of us knew where our destination (Anzio) was. Toward late afternoon there was friendly air traffic high above us that every once in a while made its appearance until night fell. Late that night, the sergeants were called by our officers and returned with maps and instructions.” The grand effort to surprise the Germans at Anzio and perhaps break their firm grip on Italy had begun.21


On D-day eve, January 21, Major General John Lucas began to feel a bit more positive. The weather was predicted to remain good, and there were no signs that the Germans suspected anything. “I think we have a good chance to make a killing,” he noted, but he could not shake the feeling that disaster lurked in his future. “I have many misgivings but I am also optimistic.” He was then overcome with gloom:




I struggle to be calm and collected…. I wish the higher levels were not so over-optimistic. The Fifth Army is attacking violently towards the Cassino Line and has sucked many German troops to the south* and the high command seems to think they will stay there. I don’t see why. They can still slow us up there and move against me at the same time…. The strain of a thing like this is a terrible burden. Who the hell wants to be a general?22





FULL OF HOPE AND MISGIVINGS, the men of the Allied armada, known as Task Force 81, left Naples before dawn on January 21. The 374-ship flotilla—bigger than anything anyone had seen since Fifth Army hit the beaches at Salerno the previous September—was loaded with 36,000 British and American soldiers and 3,200 vehicles, plus artillery pieces, ammunition, food, medical supplies, and everything an invading force would need to sustain itself for a period of several days. Small naval parties were to precede the ground-force assault waves to locate the beaches and mark them with colored lights. These resources were divided into two task forces—one carrying and supporting the American troops, the other the British. Fifty-two ships of Task Force Peter, commanded by Rear Admiral Thomas H. Troubridge, Royal Navy, would deliver the British contingent to Peter Beach, while Rear Admiral Frank Lowry was in command of the 74 vessels of Task Force X-Ray that would carry the American forces to its landing beaches, dubbed X-Ray, south of Nettuno. Rather than pound the coast with a lengthy naval bombardment that would spoil the “surprise,” the two navies decided to fire a short but intense ten-minute barrage by a pair of British assault vessels equipped with 1,500 5-inch rockets. It was not all a strictly naval show; supporting the operation were hundreds of planes of the British Desert Air Force and the U.S. VII Air Support Command.23


In London, once he was informed that the first wave of the invasion force had shoved off from their docks in the Naples area, Winston Churchill sent a cable to beleaguered Soviet leader Joseph Stalin: “We have launched the big attack against the German armies defending Rome which I told you about at Teheran. The weather conditions seem favorable. I hope to have good news for you before long.”24


After leaving Naples, the convoy swung south around Capri to avoid German sea mines and to deceive any German agents who might be observing, then headed north. After nightfall on January 21, the vessels made a sharp turn to starboard toward Anzio and at five minutes after midnight dropped anchor off the Anzio-Nettuno shore. Assault craft were lowered into the water and patrol vessels herded them into formation. There was no reply from the Germans. “The shoreline,” as the U.S. Army’s official history said, “was dark and silent.”25


Despite Lucas’s earlier pessimism, Operation Shingle had started out brilliantly. It would not remain so for long.





* Alexander admitted years later, “I think we may well have underestimated the remarkable resistance and toughness of the Germans, expecting them to be frightened by such a threat to their rear.” Many men paid with their lives because of that “underestimation.” Field Marshal Earl (Harold R. L. G.) Alexander, The Alexander Memoirs, 1940–1945, 125.


† When Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, sent in the ANZAC Force (Australians and New Zealanders, along with French and British troops) to Gallipoli on April 25, 1915, he was convinced that the Turks, holding the peninsula and fighting on Germany’s side, would run for the hills the first time they set eyes on some “real” soldiers. It did not turn out that way, and the ANZAC forces suffered a bloody beating, losing thousands of men and failing to establish more than a toehold on the western coast of Turkey. Lyn MacDonald, Somme, 158–160.


* Pronounced “duck.” The DUKW was a two-and-a-half-ton amphibious truck manufactured by General Motors and was designed to operate both on land and in the water. Bernard Fitzsimons, ed., The Illustrated Encyclopedia of 20th Century Weapons and Warfare, 44.


* The day that any military operation begins is designated “D day.” Over time, however, the term D-Day has become synonymous with Operation Overlord, the Normandy invasion, on June 6, 1944.


* Before the war, the Hershey Chocolate Company of Pennsylvania was tasked by the U.S. Army to develop a four-ounce ration bar that would not melt, would be high in nutritional value, and would taste only slightly better than “a boiled potato” (the latter quality to make the bar basically unpalatable so that it would be eaten only as a last resort to prevent starvation). The end product was called the “Field Ration D Bar” and provided 600 calories. In 1943 the formula was changed to improve the taste slightly; the two-ounce product was called the “Hershey’s Tropical Chocolate Bar.” By war’s end, the company would produce almost 400 million D Ration and Tropical bars. www.hersheyarchives.org.


* In actuality, given the Italian peninsula’s shape and forty-five-degree angle, Cassino is almost exactly due east of Anzio (Anzio: latitude 41° 35′ N; Cassino: 41° 30′ N). Cassino has been so often referred to as being “south” of Anzio that we will continue to use that terminology.















CHAPTER 2



“One of the most complete surprises in history”


JANUARY 22 (MORNING)


AS THE ALLIED ARMADA APPROACHED the darkened shoreline, the men in the first wave of Operation Shingle repeatedly fingered the safeties on their rifles and wondered what they were about to experience: A full-fledged enemy attempt to destroy them at the water’s edge? Or would the Germans wait until they were all congregated ashore before pounding them into oblivion? Or would the Germans, being caught totally by surprise, make no response at all? Of all the possibilities, the latter seemed to be the least likely.


After all, as many of the men in the scores of landing craft remembered, the Germans and Italians just a half year earlier during Operation Husky had met them at the shoreline of southeastern Sicily with such voluminous volleys of artillery, mortar, and machine-gun fire that the invasion had nearly stopped before it could get started. And then, during Operation Avalanche—the invasion of Italy along the beaches north and south of Salerno on September 9, 1943—the landings were hit with such a massive wall of enemy fire that the troops barely managed to claw their way ashore. No doubt visions of bloody U.S. Army and Marine Corps landings in the Pacific also spun through many American heads that chilly morning, while more than a few British soldiers likely flashed on the failed 1942 landings at the French coastal town of Dieppe and the Turkish coast at Gallipoli in the previous world war. Churchill, too, may have been thinking that the anticipated success of his Anzio plan would do much to erase the bitter taste of the disaster at Gallipoli—a disastrous invasion that he had conceived and for which he was blamed twenty-nine years earlier while in his role of First Lord of the Admiralty.


What awaited them now on this darkened shore? They could see nothing, and no enemy shells reached out to hit them in their vulnerable vessels. As the boats bounced forever onward, and the cold spray from the wakes being kicked up by the prows sloshed over the gunwales and soaked the men, the butterflies in thousands of stomachs turned into pterodactyls, clawing at the guts of soldiers who would, in just a few more minutes, find out what was in store for them. All that the men in the boats knew was that they were heading for two towns that most of them had never heard of—Anzio and Nettuno. And almost none of them had ever heard of Aprilia—a tiny speck on a map where, in the coming days, weeks, and months, much of the “battle of Anzio” would really take place and where hundreds of them would either meet a gruesome end or cover themselves in glory.


HEADING FOR PETER BEACH, ABOUT five miles north of Anzio proper, were the soldiers of the king—the men of Major General William Ronald Campbell Penney’s 1st British Infantry Division, the vanguard of the entire amphibious assault landing at Anzio, wet and cold in the bellies of their vessels, bouncing toward the black predawn shore, fully expecting that at any moment, the awful crash of artillery and machine guns would erupt and they would be under fire once more, just as they had been in 1940 while trying to save France and in 1943 at the Kasserine Pass, Tunisia, and elsewhere.1


The 15,000 men of the 1st British Infantry Division, whose lineage can be traced back to the Napoleonic Wars, stood tensely at the gunwales, waiting for the inevitable munitions to be hurled at them. Penney himself was sure that the opening salvos would occur at any moment, and he was surprised that the Germans were taking so long to respond to an invasion they surely must have known was coming.


The mustachioed Penney (to his associates he was “Ronald,” and to his closest friends he was “Bunny”), born in Berwick-on-Tweed on May 16, 1896, was an experienced career officer. He had attended the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich and, in November 1914, was commissioned into the Royal Engineers. During the Great War, he received the Military Cross and both the French and the Belgian Croix de Guerre. For the next twenty-two years, he was a signals officer before being appointed commander of the 1st British Infantry Division on October 14, 1943.2


Penney’s division was composed of three brigades: the 2nd Infantry Brigade (commanded by Brigadier Eric Edward James Moore and made up of the 1st Battalion, Loyal Regiment; 2nd Battalion of the North Staffordshire Regiment; and 6th Battalion, Gordon Highlanders Regiment), the 3rd Infantry Brigade (commanded by Brigadier J. G. James, consisting of the 1st Battalion, Duke of Wellington’s Regiment [West Riding]; 2nd Battalion, Sherwood Foresters; and the 1st Battalion, King’s Shropshire Light Infantry Regiment [KSLI]), and the 24th Guards Brigade (commanded by Brigadier A. S. P. “Glaxo” Murray, for all composed of the 1st Battalion of the Scots Guards; 1st Battalion of the Irish Guards; and the 5th Battalion, Grenadier Guards).* Another unit in the British force that morning included Colonel Ronnie Tod’s 2nd Special Service Brigade, made up of two battalion-size units: Numbers 9 and 43 Commandos.3


Peter Beach ran from Tor Caldara to Tor San Lorenzo, five miles north of Anzio. On Peter Beach the sand is narrow, and thirty-foot bluffs rise abruptly. A few steep paths lead from the beach to the flat terrain above, where a profuse forest of stately umbrella pines grew.4 But it was too quiet. The Germans were either totally asleep or else very much awake and lying in wait to blow the armada out of the water. No one knew which. Yet there was nothing. No bombs, bullets, or even parachute flares illuminated the flotilla for German gunners on the beach.


While this formidable armada was approaching Anzio, some seventy-five miles to the northwest another operation was taking place. Eric Alley, a British sailor aboard the destroyer HMS Inglefield, said that his ship and three others were carrying out a diversionary bombardment of the port of Civitavecchia, just north of the mouth of the River Tiber. “Using dummy landing craft, our task was to divert attention from the actual landings on the beaches of Anzio to the south.”5


As the landing craft neared Peter Beach, the rockets were let loose and saturated the beaches with fiery explosions. One of the British soldiers in the landing craft recalled, “The immensity of what was about to happen struck [my mates] speechless. The jokes and the conversation of a few minutes ago… were now forgotten.” The British warships now trained their guns in the direction of land and opened fire. “Suddenly the shoreline rose to convulsion,” the soldier said. “Men, trees, houses, earth, stones were flung skywards. An intense rocket barrage had begun…. The sky was rent by an insane howling shrieking madness. A giant thunder filled all men with fear. The land erupted into great orange flames…. As the preliminary bombardment ended, there was an ominous silence from the land.”6


Silence indeed. On January 22 only one German battalion—from Lieutenant General Walter Fries’s 29th Panzer-Grenadier Division—was present in the immediate area; it had been moved out of the fighting at the Gustav Line shortly before the invasion and was at Anzio for rest and recuperation. How could 1,000 men stand up to 30,000?7


But soon a few German guns near Peter Beach began to fire back. The return fire wasn’t much—a few halfhearted shells—but it was almost a relief, as the lack of enemy response was worrying in its silence. The ships carrying the British suddenly ran into an unexpected obstacle: a sandbar that inadequate preinvasion intelligence reports had failed to discover. Unable to progress any farther, the landing craft were forced to discharge their troops some 300 feet from the shoreline; fortunately, the water was relatively shallow, and the men began splashing ashore, holding their weapons above their heads.8


Trevor Bray, a soldier with the 6th Battalion, Gordon Highlanders Regiment—an element of the 2nd Infantry Brigade, 1st Division—was on an LCT (Landing Craft, Tank) along with a number of American-built and British-operated Sherman tanks. He recalled that his ship ran aground at Peter Beach at Anzio. “A crunch and a jolt then a great roar as the tank engines came to life. The bows of our ship opened up like a pelican’s bill and they trundled off. My concern was that they were within inches of my toes, these 52-ton monsters! They then raced up the beach and we followed.”*9


Peter Geoffrey Bate, with a British artillery unit, recalled that the rocket barrage from two British landing craft lit up the night sky as the DUKW in which he was riding continued its slow approach toward the beach. Suddenly, return artillery began splashing around the amphibious vehicle—the Germans, rousing themselves from their sleep, began to fight back. “Shells start bursting around us.” Bate recalled that 88mm shells began bursting in the water, which terrified the American driving the DUKW. He said, “‘I didn’t sign up for this,’ and starts heading back out to sea. Our lieutenant draws his Smith and Wesson .38—‘Turn this bloody thing around or I’ll blow your head off.’”10


As the steel hulls of the landing craft scraped the shallow sand just off Peter Beach and the ramps either opened like pelican bills or slammed down with a tremendous whoosh, the men charged out, screaming, into the surf, waiting for the inevitable moment when enemy munitions would begin to tear through their woolen uniforms and make bloody hash out of their flesh. The men somehow reached the shore unscathed and flopped onto the cold sand, their eyes straining to see something—anything—in the dark.


“Bloody ’ell,” more than one of the soldiers probably muttered on that morning. “Where’s the bleedin’ Jerries?”†


“We must’ve landed on the wrong beach,” another puzzled soldier no doubt growled. “Just like the bloody navy.”


William Woodruff, a captain in the 1st British Division’s 24th Guards Brigade, was as surprised by this lack of enemy response as his men. Here he and the rest of the brigade were on the far-left flank of the entire invasion area—a place that should have been swarming with alert German guards, land mines, barbed wire, stout concrete bunkers, and a profusion of guns of all calibers blasting away to repel the invasion.11 But there had been no opposition to the British landing; it was almost like an exercise back in Britain. Except for a few desultory rounds from an 88mm gun firing aimlessly from shore, there was nothing. The coastal defenses were all but unmanned by a handful of German and Italian soldiers; the only injuries came from beach mines. One unit of British troops captured a few startled Germans who said they were in the area only because they had been sent to shoot cattle to feed their regiment. Another group—a few German soldiers in pajamas, convalescing from the Cassino front—was rousted out of a beach hut.


The 24th Guards Brigade’s commander, Glaxo Murray, drove in his jeep down the coast road to Anzio, meeting along the way a few startled Germans who fled as he drove by. Even Field Marshal Alexander, wearing his red-banded hat, was able to tour the beachhead by jeep that morning, look about, and seem pleased by what he saw. A member of the 5th Grenadier Guards said, “We were again reminded of the likeness of the operation to an exercise—the Chief Umpire visiting the forward positions and finding things to his satisfaction.”


Within the 2nd Brigade, the 1st Loyals, under Lieutenant Colonel E. Fulbrook, headed along the coast road in a northwesterly direction to a stream seven miles from Anzio without encountering any opposition. On the right flank, the Scots Guards of the Guards Brigade advanced down the road toward Anzio. In the center the 1st North Staffordshires and the 6th Gordons traveled north toward Aprilia: no enemy contact.


The 1st Irish Guards Battalion, with no one to fight, took the moment to relax under the bushes to wait, chat, and smoke, while Brigadier Murray and Lieutenant Colonel C. G. Gordon-Lennox of the 5th Grenadiers took a jeep to locate Lieutenant Colonel D. Wedderburn and his 1st Scots Guards. “It was a great relief,” said Brigadier Murray, “to find that it had all been so easy. We realised that we had gained complete surprise and felt that this was the moment to go forward. But it was not to be, and we had to obey orders and remain in our concentration area.”12


Yet despite the anticlimactic landing, Captain William Woodruff couldn’t help but think that the operation—Operation Shingle, which was employing tens of thousands of troops, hundreds of naval craft of all sorts, and 2,700 aircraft—was an operation that should never have been conducted, for it seemed to have no focus, no compelling purpose, no good reason to do or die.13


A FEW MILES TO THE south, in the dark, hundreds more landing craft carrying Major General Lucian Truscott’s 14,000-man-strong 3rd U.S. Division were plunging ahead toward X-Ray Beach, a deserted stretch of sand and grass between Nettuno and Torre Astura.


As the Allied armada approached, the commanders of the ships, and the men on them, breathed a sign of relief that they had not been detected by the Germans. Aboard the small and overcrowded USS Biscayne, a former seaplane tender converted into VI Corps’ flagship, lying three and a half miles offshore, Lucas and his staff, along with dozens of others, had been up early to observe the preinvasion “softening up” of the coastline. Lucas reflected, “The hours on shipboard preceding the landing were quiet and peaceful and were the only ones I had had for many months with no burden of responsibility on my shoulders. My work is done and all of us were in the hands of our naval friends.”


Then the rockets opened up. The use of ship-mounted rocket launchers was a new development for Lucas, who noted, “It was perfectly terrific…. Each rocket contains thirty pounds of TNT and 780 [rockets] per ship [an LST] are discharged in about two minutes, covering a large expanse of beach. Wire is cut by their detonation, land mines exploded, and those defenders in the vicinity who are not killed are stunned and completely helpless.”14


Aboard one of the LCIs (Landing Craft, Infantry), Stanley R. Smith (Company I, 30th Infantry Regiment, 3rd U.S. Infantry Division) from Brunswick, Maine, recalled:




The time arrived for the start of the landing. At 0200 [2:00 A.M.] we heard the sound of the guns as they started shelling the beaches. The time came for us to go. We were told to “saddle up” and we started to get our equipment on and check our rifles—making sure that they were loaded and the safety was on. We started up the stairs through the blackout curtains and onto the deck. When we arrived on deck it was very dark and we were surprised to realize that although the guns were still firing, there was no “answering” fire from shore!15





The display of firepower was truly awe-inspiring, and all those aboard the ships watching the rockets lighting up the night held a common belief—or at least a fervent hope—that nothing would be left alive after the munitions were finished converting the dark landscape into a flaming cauldron.


Another soldier in the arriving 3rd Infantry Division was twenty-year-old Private James Aurness of Minneapolis. A lantern-jawed, six-foot-seven-inch-tall “drink of water,” Aurness was selected by his section leader in Company E, 7th Infantry Regiment, to be the first off the landing craft in order to test the depth of the water. “If you go under,” his section leader told him, “we know we have to move the boat closer to shore.” Aurness carried with him two large burlap sacks full of TNT that he was supposed to hand off to an engineer unit on shore. “Any second I expected to hear heavy gunfire open up on us,” Aurness said.




The troops from the other landing craft were scrambling ashore, and soon there were 15,000 of us stretched out on the beach for maybe a mile. Within seconds after getting ashore, we realized that we weren’t going to die. Not a shot was fired. It was an incredible moment. I’ve never forgotten it—first a feeling of sheer terror, fearing you were going to die as you stepped from the boat. Then there were 15,000 soldiers standing on the beach, all with the same sense of relief. The landing had been completely unopposed. There was a kind of a noise, a roar, something indescribable, as 15,000 men realized they were still alive. Then we silently moved inland toward our objectives without meeting enemy opposition.16





Stanley Smith, on another LCI, glanced at the helmets of the men around him, looking at the blue-and-white-striped 3rd Division insignia painted on the sides of the steel pots and a four-inch vertical white stripe painted on the back. “That was a good idea,” he noted, so that each soldier could see the helmet of the man in front of him. “The only thing was, it was so dark you couldn’t see a damned thing!”


The LCI had two staircase ramps along each side of the bow down which the men disembarked. “We formed two lines, one on the right and one on the left,” Smith said.




I was on the right side and started my on-the-job training. As I said, it was very, very dark and I sure couldn’t see the guy in front of me. We were supposed to keep a five-yard distance between each man, but that was next to impossible. We kept moving down the ramp and it wasn’t too long [before] I felt my feet in water. Just kept walking and, when there were no more steps, into the water you went! Just before I reached the last step, the thought flashed through my mind: “I wonder how deep the water is?” It was very soon that I was to find out. As I went into the water, I thought my feet would never touch bottom. After what seemed like forever, they finally touched bottom, the water was up to my neck and very, very cold. We all had our arms over our heads, carrying our rifles to keep them dry. I am six feet tall and…. I have often thought how the fellows that were shorter than I made out.





Smith started making his way to shore and finally reached the beach.




I have no idea how far I had to wade to get there. It seemed like a long way; maybe it seemed that way because of the cold water, the pitch-black night, and nerves on edge. When I arrived on the beach there was a bit of confusion trying to get the companies together. I heard someone say, “I Company! Get the hell over here!” I went over and joined the rest of the company and found the platoon and squad I belonged to. It was a bit later that I realized again that there was no enemy fire directed toward us. They told us to move toward the north and, just as dawn was breaking, we halted and were told to dig in. In the daylight we could see what kind of terrain we were on. The ground was flat, just like a table, and to the north—to our front and right—was the Alban Hills. Beyond those hills was a flat plain that led to Rome. The place where we landed had at one time been a marshland; the Italians had dug canals to drain off the water. When we started to dig foxholes, about a foot down we struck water. The day was sunny and we got a chance to get our clothes dried out.17





Frank Pistone, a radioman with Company L, 7th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Infantry Division, had with him a rifle, an ammunition belt, several bandoliers of ammunition, six grenades, and three days’ supply of food, and, as platoon runner, he also carried the platoon’s battery-operated radio. He recalled that at 2:00 A.M., his company jumped from the transport ship into a landing craft that would take them to shore. After going a short distance, the sailor who was driving the landing craft stopped it, lowered the front ramp, and ordered the men to disembark and wade in, for the water was too shallow for him to go any farther.




We obeyed and began walking to the beach in about four feet of very cold water. It was a strange event, for we did not hear a single rifle shot.


We then assembled on the beach with our lieutenant, who then ordered us to advance inland in a combat mode and to not make any noise. As ordered, we began walking inland, very surprised and happy that we had not met any resistance on the beach. It was now about 3:00 AM of a very cold and dark night. Many of the farmers owned dogs on their farms and they must have sensed our presence, for they began barking. We all wished that they would shut up and go to sleep, for if German soldiers were nearby, they certainly would check on why the dogs were all barking. Some power must have been watching over us, for the enemy did not respond and we continued our advance for about six miles, until daybreak, without any opposition.18





At the same time, the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Battalions of the elite U.S. Army Rangers (formally known as the 6615th Ranger Force), being led by their founder and commander, Colonel William O. Darby, were planting boots on the concrete dock inside Anzio harbor. These men with blackened faces were arguably the toughest soldiers in the American Army. They had already seen plenty of combat in North Africa, Sicily, and Salerno and had recently come down from fighting in the frigid hills near Monte Cassino. As always, they were itching for a fight and couldn’t wait to “mix it up” with the Germans.19


Of course, not everyone was fond of the Rangers, or the British Commandos, for that matter. As one historian observed, “The high brass was dubious of the Rangers. It was the same all over. The British brass didn’t like [Colonel Sir Archibald David] Stirling’s Commandos, either. The professionals always distrusted anybody who didn’t fight by the book…. Nobody really liked elite or special troops. The generals distrusted them, and the dogfaces [i.e., ordinary infantrymen] hated anybody who thought they were hot stuff.”20


The thirty-two-year-old Darby didn’t care what anyone thought of his men, just as long as they gave them a role in the fighting. He described his unit’s mission: “The Rangers were to land directly in front of Anzio, burst into the town, and sweep out to occupy a half-moon of beachhead territory limited in extent by a ‘phase line.’”


Accompanying the Rangers were additional boats filled with members of the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, Company H of the 36th Engineer Combat Regiment, and the 83rd and 84th Chemical Mortar Battalions. Darby added, “The Rangers were given the difficult assignment of landing in the harbor and fanning out to occupy both Anzio and Nettuno. Then, after putting roadblocks on the coastal road to the north and south, we expected to contact the 1st British Division and the 3rd American Division which were landing simultaneously north of Anzio and south of Nettuno, respectively.”


As at the Brits’ Peter Beach, everything was going like clockwork at X-Ray Beach. The landings could not have been more perfect. No enemy fire raked the vulnerable landing craft, and no enemy ships, submarines, torpedo boats, or aircraft showed up to challenge the invaders. Darby said, “I had laughingly [told the navy] that when I got out of my boat in the center of the flotilla, I wanted to be at the front door of the [Nettuno] casino [the Paradiso sul Mare]. The Navy put me down on the exact spot.”


The Rangers continued to make progress and secure their gains as D-day skies grew light. Darby sent Major Alvah Miller’s 3rd Battalion to silence a battery of four 100mm guns on the north side of Anzio (they eventually made contact that day with elements of Penney’s 1st Division) and Lieutenant Colonel Roy Murray’s 4th Ranger Battalion to take control of an area north of the railroad station. While these actions were taking place, more landing craft arrived with additional stocks of ammunition and the remainder of the 83rd and 84th Chemical Mortar Battalions.21 The Rangers would not be in Anzio or Nettuno for long; soon they would be headed to another place in the line, a place called Cisterna di Littoria, a name that brings chills to students of military history even today.


EARLIER, AN HOUR AFTER THE first salvo of Allied rockets splattered the beaches around Anzio, frantic messages began flying into German Army Group C’s mountain-bunker headquarters inside Monte Soratte at Sant’Oreste, some thirty-five miles north of Rome. General Siegfried Westphal, General Field Marshal Albert Kesseling’s forty-two-year-old chief of staff, was awakened, and, after receiving preliminary reports about the landings, he woke his boss with the not-unexpected news.


The fifty-eight-year-old Kesselring was soon at his desk, making calls and issuing orders, along with invoking the code words “Case Richard.” He had long felt that the Allies might try to outflank his forces along the Gustav Line to the south, and, like any experienced commander, he and his staff had already developed a number of contingency plans to counter the variety of perceived threats. In case of a landing on the Tyrrhenian coast, a Kesselring plan called Marder I would go into effect; Marder II would be declared for a landing on the Adriatic side. For an invasion at or near Livorno, Case Ludwig (the first letter of the “case” corresponded with the first letter of the geographic area) would be initiated; for Genoa, it was Case Gustav; for the Venice-Rimini area, it was Viktor; for Istria, it was Ida; and for anything threatening Rome—and that was what Anzio represented—it was Case Richard.22 But getting troops to the Anzio bridgehead would take time—time that Kesselring thought he had precious little of.


The genial Kesselring was well known as an excellent piano player and a master of parlor magic, and he would demonstrate every bit of that latter skill as he seemed to pull whole regiments and divisions out of thin air like rabbits out of a showman’s hat.23 He had always believed the Allies would eventually make a play for Rome, and now they had done so. He checked to see which units he might be able to rush to the area in order to choke off the danger. From Heinrich von Vietinghoff’s Tenth Army at the Gustav Line, Kesselring pulled out a battle group from the 29th Panzer-Grenadier Division. The 29th, under Major General Walter Fries (whom Kesselring called “one of my best division commanders” and who had done much to hinder Fifth Army’s advance at San Pietro Infine in December), had fought in Poland and France before being nearly destroyed at Stalingrad. Re-formed in southwestern France in the spring of 1943, it then fought in the Sicily campaign before being evacuated to mainland Italy.24














OPERATION SHINGLE LANDINGS
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January 22, 1944: Successfully landing in and around the twin coastal towns of Anzio and Nettuno, the U.S. VI Corps was less than forty miles from Rome but soon found itself stuck at the beachhead.

















Another panzer-grenadier division alerted for Anzio was Lieutenant General Ernst-Günther Baade’s 90th, which had begun life in August 1941 in the deserts of North Africa as the Division z.b.V. Afrika (which translates to a “special use” division). After surrendering in Tunisia in May 1943, it was reborn with troops from the Division Sardinien in Sardinia in July 1943 and was brought to Italy three months later, where it was again badly mauled but once more reconstituted.25 Despite Vietinghoff’s howls of protest, it was requisitioned by Kesselring just as the Gustav Line had come under renewed assault. Against his better judgment, Kesselring had returned the 90th to the Tenth Army. Westphal remarked:




Looking back, this was clearly a mistake, for the attack and landing on the Tenth Army’s front were only diversionary manoeuvres, designed to tie down our forces and, if possible, to lay bare the defences of Rome. The enemy’s stratagem succeeded completely. There now occurred the very thing that should have been avoided at all costs. At the moment of the [Anzio] landing, the only troops available south of Rome for the initial defence, apart from a few auxiliary coastal batteries, were two battalions. That was all! Otherwise, there was absolutely nothing on hand to oppose the enemy on the same day.26





He ordered a Kampfgruppe (combat group) from Major General Heinrich Trettner’s newly formed 4th Parachute Division, located in Terni, to head for Anzio; on the evening of the twenty-second, elements of this division were already taking up positions near the Alban Hills north of Anzio. Kesselring then grabbed a reconnaissance battalion sitting in reserve near Terracina.


Other units ordered to rush to Anzio included Lieutenant General Hans-Hellmuth Pfeiffer’s Genoa-based 65th Infantry (minus one regiment) and Major General Wilhelm Raapke’s 71st Infantry Divisions. Formed in 1942 and previously stationed in Holland, the 65th had not seen much action before being transferred to Italy in August 1943. The 71st, on the other hand, had been heavily engaged ever since the invasion of France, after which it was transferred to the Russian front, where it took heavy casualties at Stalingrad. After the remnants were reinforced with an infusion of fresh troops in Denmark, it was sent to Slovenia in August 1943 before being transferred to Italy.27 The 71st had been on its way to join Vietinghoff’s forces at the Gustav Line when it was diverted to Anzio.28


Another division—Lieutenant General Fritz-Hubert Gräser’s 3rd Panzer-Grenadier (minus a regiment)—had also been ordered to the Gustav Line at the time of the Shingle landings. The 3rd Panzer-Grenadiers, originally formed as the 3rd Infantry Division, had fought in the Polish and French campaigns and then on the Eastern Front, before being virtually destroyed at Stalingrad. After being merged with the 386th Panzer-Grenadier Division, it came to Italy in June 1943 and fought against the Allies moving up from Salerno.29 Also joining the march to Anzio was Heinz Greiner’s 362nd Division, stationed in Rimini. A combat group from SS Brigadier General Max Simon’s newly formed 16th SS Panzer-Grenadier (Reichsführer SS) Division in Livorno was also ordered to mount up and get to Anzio as quickly as possible.30


During the morning’s rush to react to the crisis, Kesselring, knowing he needed a staff organization to control his counterattack, ordered the staffs of I Parachute Corps, under the estimable General of Paratroops Alfred Schlemm, and the LXXVI Panzer Corps, commanded by General of Panzer Troops Traugott Herr, from the Adriatic side to decamp to the Anzio area “in order to create a solid operational frame.”31 He then directed Vietinghoff to pull Major General Smilo Freiherr von Lüttwitz’s 26th Panzer Division—which had been formed in France in the autumn of 1942 and had seen little combat until the following fall, when it was transferred to Italy32—out of the Gustav Line and put it in reserve in the event that it was needed to reinforce the Anzio defenses.33


As soon as he had set the pieces into motion, Kesselring notified Hitler’s forward headquarters at Rastenburg in East Prussia about the invasion. Hitler, in turn, looked at a situation map and told Kesselring simply to “lance the abscess south of Rome,” giving permission for his field marshal to bolster his defenses—something Kesselring was already doing.34 Hitler wanted the Allied landing force not merely defeated but so badly mauled that the shock waves would reach all the way to London and Washington—shock waves that would tell Roosevelt and Churchill that if they thought the German army was on its last legs and ready to fold, they had another thought coming. Given a severe-enough beating, Hitler believed, Churchill and Roosevelt might even be forced to reconsider the wisdom of invading the Continent, an invasion Hitler knew was in the late planning stages. If he had anything to say about it, Anzio would be another Dunkirk, another Dieppe, another Gallipoli, for the Allies.


After the heady years of 1940, 1941, and 1942, when Hitler’s war machine ran virtually unchecked, Nazi Germany had suffered a devastating series of defeats and reversals, and he desperately need a major victory; Anzio presented just such an opportunity. No matter what it cost in blood and treasure, national honor and even national survival depended on crushing the Allies at Anzio. With Hitler on his side, and appreciating the importance of stopping the invading forces before they could advance inland, Kesselring was moving whole regiments and divisions around like chess pieces, preparing for the moment when he could unleash a heavy counteroffensive that would block this new threat and turn this impertinent invasion into an unmitigated Allied disaster.


Virtually alone among the panoply of dour, scowling German generals and field marshals, the genial, ever-optimistic Albert Kesselring bore the nickname “Smiling Albert” for his trademark toothy grin.35 Although he was a Luftwaffe officer, he had an uncanny grasp of infantry tactics and the innate ability to quickly assess a problem or situation and devise a solid solution.36 Over the next few days, Kesselring would show the type of excellent generalship that demonstrated his cool head and sound decision making. He would shift enough troops, tanks, and artillery pieces (as well as the air force) to the Anzio-Nettuno area to prevent any breakout that would seriously threaten either Rome or German positions along the Gustav Line. With his opponents inexplicably adhering close to the shoreline, Kesselring realized that he had the opportunity to destroy the invaders with counterattacks and artillery fire.


To take overall command of the units he was pushing into the Anzio area, Kesselring ordered the commander of the Fourteenth German Army,* Colonel General Friedrich August “Eberhard” Mackensen, to fly from Verona, in northern Italy, and set up his headquarters in Rome in a complex of buildings located at the top of the Via Veneto. Mackensen and his Fourteenth Army staff would be responsible for keeping the Allies bottled up at the beachhead and for the eventual counterattack that would wipe them out.37


Mackensen was one of Kesselring’s most competent field commanders, and his bloodline was an esteemed, thoroughly Prussian one. He was the monocled son of Field Marshal August von Mackensen, one of Germany’s heroes of the Great War; his older brother Hans Georg von Mackensen was Germany’s ambassador to Italy from 1938 to 1943.† Eberhard had been wounded during World War I, remained in the army, and eventually was elevated to chief of staff of the Fourteenth Army during the 1939 invasion of Poland. Then, during Germany’s 1940 invasion of France, he became chief of staff of General Wilhelm List’s Twelfth Army. In January 1941 he assumed command of the III Army Corps in Army Group South during the campaign in southern Russia and the Caucasus. His star continued to rise when, in November 1942, after General Paul Ewald von Kleist took command of Army Group A, Mackensen was appointed commander of the First Panzer Army, which he led in the Third Battle of Kharkov in March 1943. After that battle, Mackensen was promoted to colonel general and given command of the Fourteenth Army in Italy.38


Now constituting Fourteenth Army were two battle-hardened corps: the LXXVI Panzer Corps and the I Parachute Corps. The LXXVI Panzer Corps was composed of four divisions: Gräser’s 3rd Panzer-Grenadier Division, Lüttwitz’s 26th Panzer Division (from Tenth Army), Raapke’s 71st Infantry Division, and Greiner’s 362nd Infantry Division. Additionally, Major General Paul Conrath’s Hermann Göring Parachute-Panzer Division,* which was scheduled to be transferred out of Italy, had its orders canceled and was now available. (Other units that would arrive before the end of the month included the 1027th and 1028th Panzer-Grenadier Regiments, the 309th Panzer-Grenadier Regiment—also known as the Infantry Lehr Demonstration Regiment—the Artillery Demonstration Regiment, the Tiger Battalion, and bits and pieces of additional units.)39


Schlemm’s I Parachute Corps was made up of Trettner’s 4th Parachute Division; General of Panzer Troops Walter Fries’s 29th Panzer-Grenadier Division; Major General Hans-Georg Hildebrandt’s 715th Motorized Infantry Division, coming from Avignon, France; and the 114th Jäger Division (formerly the 714th Motorized Infantry Division), under Lieutenant General Alexander Bouquin, stationed in northern Yugoslavia. Also available to Kesselring were the considerable resources of the Luftwaffe, especially the Second Air Fleet under General Field Marshal Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, cousin of the World War I aviator Manfred von Richthofen—the famed “Red Baron.”40 Kesselring ordered Maximilian Ritter von Pohl, who commanded the Luftwaffe in central Italy, to surround the beachhead with his 88mm dual-purpose antiaircraft batteries in order to keep Allied tanks at bay.41


Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, the minister of war in the deposed Mussolini’s “Italian Social Republic” puppet state, made available to Kesselring two Italian units still loyal to Il Duce and the Germans: the “Barbarigo” Battalion of the naval unit Decima Flottiglia MAS and the “Nembo” Parachute Battalion from the RSI Parachute Regiment “Folgore.”* These were attached to Schlemm’s 1st Parachute Corps.42 Two other Italian units that would fight hard and well on the side of the Germans at Anzio were the 2nd SS “Vendetta” Battalion and the 29th Italian SS Rifle Battalion, which reached the beachhead in March.43 The beachhead was about to become a very crowded place.


All of the Fourteenth Army’s division and corps commanders were seasoned and battle wise, each of them, except for Trettner, veterans of the Great War. Most were also veterans of the Eastern Front, so the difficulties of combat in a harsh climate were not new to them. They were among the most competent, experienced, and highly decorated officers in the German army. For example, the thirty-seven-year-old Trettner had served with the Luftwaffe during the Spanish incursion in 1937 and was the recipient of the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves; Pfeiffer held the same award, while Gräser, commander of the 3rd Panzer-Grenadier Division, was a veteran of the fighting on the Eastern Front as well as in North Africa and also was a holder of the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross.44


Kesselring later admitted that gathering disparate units from various other areas “was a higgledy-piggledy jumble,” yet somehow he pulled it off. He acknowledged that the “first hours of 22 January… were full of anxiety,” but he came to quickly feel that “the worst danger had been staved off.”45 Westphal felt the same: “The enemy remained astonishingly passive. Apparently his hands were kept quite full by the task of consolidating his bridgehead. It was therefore possible to build up a new front to oppose him.”46


ALSO COMING ASHORE ON THE twenty-second was the 36th Engineer Combat Regiment. Lieutenant Colonel George W. Gardes (who would lead the regiment after its commander, Colonel Thomas H. Stanley, was killed in June 1944) reflected on his unit’s assignment:




This was quite a sizeable job in view of the bombing, plus the fact that the port area was heavily mined. When the Germans evacuated the port of Anzio, they detonated some of the mines but they were only partially successful, with the result that most of the buildings that were still standing contained the explosives that were all prepared for the demolitions. Also, part of the regimental headquarters arrived in the afternoon and set up headquarters directly across from the railway station. That night the shelling became quite heavy and in the early part of the evening a number of casualties occurred, including that of Colonel Barabee, who commanded the 1st Battalion.





Company H of the 36th Engineers landed along with the Rangers at Nettuno, while the rest of the regiment came ashore within Anzio’s harbor; the 1st Battalion marched up to Anzio and began clearing the port of mines and booby traps.47


THE FIRST SIGN TO THE Allies that the enemy was reacting to the invasion came around noon on D day, when waves of German fighter-bombers began roaring over the beachhead, attacking ships and men on the ground. They were met by fighters of Major General John K. Cannon’s Twelfth U.S. Air Force, and aerial dogfights took place over the heads of the infantry, who watched in amazement at the spectacle above them.


As his landing craft approached the beach, George Avery (Company A, 84th Chemical Mortar Battalion) observed:




The naval guns were bombarding the Nettuno-Anzio area, producing fires, black smoke, and dense dust…. The German air force made an appearance with a bombing run that ended somewhere between our line of ships. The sky now was full of exploding shells and we all were in our helmets (what goes up, must come down). Guns from all the ships were firing at German planes, and we came under a shower of falling hot-metal fragments. The noise was awful. Just ahead of us, a British transport had run into a sea mine, was overturned and burning, with the sea full of equipment and men.





The battle had shifted to the sky, with American, British, and German warplanes circling, diving, spinning, and firing away at each other.


Avery was in the second wave, riding in waterproofed jeeps that carried the mortars and mortar ammo. “We had grounded on the beach, as intended,” he said.




The ramps were down, and off we drove, expecting to run into German fire. In the sea behind us, the 83rd Chemical Mortar Battalion was caught in an attack bombing run, their LST aflame and sinking miles from shore. No German artillery fire raked the beach and there was no rifle fire. The only Germans we saw were dead. We raced through the shambles that were Anzio, with no Italian in sight, no barking dogs, no pleading children. The battalion moved to a wooded area and waited for orders from the 3rd Division. In a very short time we were in our wooded assembly area. We dug deep holes and twice that day we were subjected to bombing and strafing runs. We had not yet fired a mortar round or used our rifles. As we were required to wait, and nothing seemed to be happening, we posted guards and went to sleep.48





WHILE KESSELRING WAS STILL RUSHING his forces to Anzio, British General Penney, wanting to see what sort of enemy opposition was in front of him, sent a reconnaissance patrol up the Via Anziate (also known as the Albano Road and Albano Highway) to scout the area. Lieutenant John Michael Hargreaves,* commanding the Grenadier Guards’ Carrier Platoon, took a reconnaissance unit made up of Bren gun carriers* to scout the highway toward Rome. The patrol went past Aprilia and Campoleone and the Alban Hills, past Lake Albano and the pope’s summer residence at Castel Gandolfo, past the Cinecittà movie studios and the Basilica of Saint John Lateran and as far as the gate of the Appian Way along the Aurelian Walls, and then turned around and beat it back to Anzio—all without incident. He reported that the patrol had encountered no enemy anywhere along the route, but his report was not acted upon. As one of the Grenadier Guards officers wrote, “It was the first and only British military visit to Rome until the following June.”49


If the report of Hargreaves’s mission reached Lucas (and there is no indication that it did), it would have presented a further quandary for the corps commander. Did the lack of an enemy presence between Anzio and Rome mean that he should obey the part of his orders that said he could advance on the Alban Hills “if the opportunity presented itself”? Or should he obey Clark’s command to not “stick his neck out” and “forget this goddam Rome business”? Were the Germans hiding, simply lying in wait and observing through powerful glasses the pouring of troops and vehicles and supplies into Anzio’s harbor? If he began moving his corps across open ground toward Rome, would the enemy come swooping down from the hills and blast his force into oblivion? Without concrete information, it’s better to do nothing foolish, Lucas decided, than to do something rash and lose everything.†


EVERYTHING WAS GOING AS WELL as the planners of Operation Shingle could have hoped for; Lucas certainly thought so. He wrote with pride in his diary, “We achieved what is certainly one of the most complete surprises in history.” This positive thought was confirmed when Clark and Alexander visited the beachhead area later on D day to confer with Lucas; his superiors, too, seemed pleased with the landings. Alexander was especially happy that things had gone so well. Buoyantly, he told Lucas, “You have certainly given the folks at home something to talk about.”50


But what was the next step? Lucas did not know, and neither Clark nor Alexander saw fit to advise him. After Alexander and Clark departed and headed back to their headquarters at the Versailles-like palace at Caserta, leaving Lucas in limbo, the corps commander decided to do the prudent thing: stay close to shore and build up his resources until the day he was ordered to advance farther inland.51


Once Clark and Alexander had departed, Lucas met with his division commanders and gave them his directives: “Stay where you are and fortify your positions. Be ready for counter-attacks as had happened at Salerno.” The division commanders then passed that information on to their subordinates. The 24th Guards Brigade commander, Brigadier Glaxo Murray, returned to the 24th’s bivouac area from his meeting with Penney and told his battalion commanders, “There are no orders for us, but we have been given some rather vague counter-attack roles.”52


Like every other unit on the beachhead, Penney’s division did not have orders to move quickly inland and seize territory; barring incident, the outskirts of Rome could have been reached in less than two hours. But Penney received no instructions except to stay where he was and await further instructions. His men dug in and waited.


A member of the Guards Brigade grumbled, “What were we messing about at? Rome was only thirty miles up the road; we could have been drinking vino with the Pope by now.”53


Much to their dismay, the troops on the beach felt that the surprise landing, and the opportunities that accrued to it, were quickly being frittered away.





* A word about regiments. In modern times, the United States, Germany, and other nations designate their regiments with numbers. The British, however, have traditionally identified their regiments by names—either the names of their colonels (as in the 1600s) or, from the mid-1800s onward, by the town, county, or region from which the troops were recruited (for example, Sherwood Foresters). That tradition continues to this day, although British soldiers today do not always come from the region that bears the name of their regiment. www.britishmilitaryhistory.co.uk.


* The British soon discovered that the tracked and wheeled vehicles that disembarked at Peter Beach had difficulty trying to cross the loose sand. Subsequent arrivals of British vehicles were diverted to the Anzio port itself. Alexander, Alexander Memoirs, 124.


† The Germans were given several derogatory nicknames by their British and American foes, including “Jerries,” “Huns,” “Krauts,” “Fritzes,” “Boches,” and “Squareheads.” American war correspondent Ernie Pyle commented, “Another name was ‘Tedeschi,’ the Italian word for Germans. The ‘ch’ is hard, like the ‘k’ in Kansas. About a third of the time our soldiers spoke of the Germans as ‘the Tedeschi.’” Ernie Pyle, Brave Men, 242.


* The Fourteenth Army had taken part in the 1939 Polish campaign and then was deactivated until being reactivated in Italy in late 1943 with Mackensen at its head. Its chief responsibility at that time was the defense of Rome, but it was also used as a training command where depleted units fighting on the Gustav Line would be rotated off the line to rest and refit (that is, receive personnel replacements, ammunition, and weapons that had been lost) before being returned to combat. Field Marshal Lord Carter, The Imperial War Museum Book of the War in Italy, 1943–1945, 92; Carlo D’Este, Fatal Decision: Anzio and the Battle for Rome, 130.


† Italian forces had long performed so ineptly on the battlefield that, although nominally a full partner with Germany and Japan in the Tripartite Axis, Italy had, in actuality, become an occupied country run as a German puppet state. A secret agent working in Italy for the Allies noted that “the anti-Fascist sympathies of the Italian people are growing today because they hate Mussolini for having sold out their country to Hitler. Italy is no longer ruled by Il Duce, but by Hans Georg von Mackensen, the German Ambassador in Rome.” Life, February 9, 1942, 95.


* An odd appellation, meaning that it was a combination tank and parachute division under the aegis of the Luftwaffe, that is, the German air force, but was deployed as an armored division within the framework of the army. Alfred Otte, The HG Panzer Division, 113.


* The Barbarigo Battalion would be cut to pieces during the Anzio fighting and withdrawn; the Nembo fought well and continued to hold its positions until the Allied breakout in May. Richard Lamb, War in Italy, 1943–1945: A Brutal Story, 94.


* Hargreaves would be killed three days later, on January 25, 1944, during the fight for Carroceto. William Dugdale, Settling the Bill: The Memoirs of Bill Dugdale, 106; Lloyd Clark, Anzio: Italy and the Battle for Rome—1944, 125.


* The Bren gun carrier (formally known as a Universal Carrier) was a small, lightly armored tracked vehicle developed by the British in the 1930s and used for a variety of purposes. The gun it carried was a .303-caliber machine gun that weighed around twenty-two pounds, was fed by a curved box magazine, had a rate of fire of 500 rounds per minute, and could be carried by an infantryman as well as being vehicle mounted. Its name derives from Brno, Czechoslovakia, where the original model was developed, and Enfield, home of the British Royal Small Arms Factory. Ian V. Hogg and John Weeks, The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Military Vehicles, 195; John Quick, Dictionary of Weapons and Military Terms, 74–75.


† Another officer, an American lieutenant named John T. Cummings (36th Engineer Regiment), said that he and his driver traveled up the Albano Highway by jeep on the morning of January 22 all the way to Rome without encountering hostile forces. Upon his return, Cummings submitted a report that the route to Rome was, for all intents and purposes, free of enemy troops. If Lucas saw his report, no action was taken. D’Este, Fatal Decision, 124.















CHAPTER 3



“The whole world seemed to be marching”


JANUARY 22 (AFTERNOON)


ORIGINALLY, IT WAS PLANNED THAT the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment would be dropped around Rome, but this was canceled when the planners feared not only that it would alert the Germans to the fact that an amphibious invasion was coming but that, if the landing forces did not quickly take Rome, the paratroopers would also all be killed or captured.1


The initial mission of another airborne force, the 509th Parachute Infantry Battalion* (an independent battalion not a part of the 504th PIR that had already seen heavy fighting at the mountain town of San Pietro Infine a month earlier, as well as the fierce fighting across Sicily and during the drive on Naples), was to move to the Mussolini Canal, running north–south a couple of miles west of Littoria, and secure a line 3,300 yards long, along with three bridges over the canal, which represented the easternmost boundary of the invasion area.2 Lieutenant Colonel William P. Yarborough, the thirty-two-year-old commanding officer of the 509th PIB, said that his unit was not disappointed to arrive in Anzio by landing craft rather than via a parachute drop, “because we felt confident and we wanted to fight and wanted to be part of the scene.” Despite his airborne battalion’s seaborne delivery to Anzio, Yarborough said:




We were especially happy to have been assigned with Darby because I had known Darby before and had a high regard for him. But mixing paratroops and Rangers was like mixing oil and water. I just can’t tell you what the differences were between our two units…. Every [paratrooper] shaved every day no matter what…. Our people looked sharp. I required it and they took pride in the paratrooper uniform…. Darby’s guys looked like cutthroats. They looked like the sweepings of the barrooms. And they wore stubble beards, and any kind of a uniform; some of them had tanker uniforms on, some had just anything they wanted…. [Eventually our two units] became staunch friends. So, when we went into Anzio, we were a force working together.3





One of the airborne officers, Second Lieutenant Edward Reuter (Company A, 509th PIB), recalled that Nettuno was deserted, “but I did see one dead German on the street the Rangers had killed. We marched inland about a mile and were told to dig in. Everyone carried a small antitank mine, just enough to blow the tread off a tank, and we placed these on the roads. A German fighter plane came in for a strafing run; the noise was tremendous. I lay in my shallow slit trench and had uncontrollable shakes. I was determined that I could never allow fear to take over like that again, and it never did. This was my baptism to combat.”


The following day the paratroopers moved farther inland and came across other members of the 504th PIR, also moving forward. Reuter said, “There was Frank Belfoy and we waved at each other.” Earlier, in Naples, Belfoy had given Reuter the name and address of a girl in St. Paul, Minnesota, to whom he had been writing and asked Reuter to write her “if anything happened to him. The next day Frank was killed going to the aid of his company commander who had just been shot by a sniper. Later, I corresponded with his girlfriend for about a year, until she married a serviceman.”4


SOME UNITS ARRIVED AT ANZIO and Nettuno that were not infantry outfits and had no direct combat role, but their jobs were important nonetheless. One such unsung support unit was the 51st Signal Battalion. As the troops reached shore and fanned out, the 51st Signal Battalion headed for the fortresslike Villa Borghese, built by Cardinal Vincenzo Costaguti in 1648 and located in a large forested park just to the north of Nettuno. Sergeant Sal Chiefari, a member of the unit, said that his battalion had the job of setting up communications in the villa, which would become the forward headquarters of Fifth Army and given the code name Lightning Advance.5


Another support unit was the 53rd DUKW Battalion, which used the amphibious General Motors trucks to ferry troops and supplies to shore. The DUKW was an ingenious invention—a veritable swimming truck. A member of the battalion, Joe F. Dickerson, explained:




A DUKW was a motorboat on wheels…. Our invasion job was to carry men and guns and deposit them safely on shore. Then we settled down to the routine, yet all-important task of transporting the ammo and rations that are the lifeblood of the beachhead. The insignia of our unit was Donald Duck clasping a shell under his wing, symbolizing the work of bringing in the ammo.


The DUKWs got off pretty easy during the Anzio-Nettuno landing—two were destroyed by land mines, one was hit by a bomb, and a fourth sank off and never came up. But that’s just when the going got tougher—shells and bombs followed us around throughout the day. We had a casualty list of nine men killed and about thirty injured. The only danger from shelling and bombing while on the job was when the DUKWs drew alongside a Liberty ship,* the target for enemy artillery and planes.6
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