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A gamble that succeeds 
is a bold stroke of genius. 
A gamble that fails 
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THE ADVERSARIES

ANZIO is a small town beside the sea, an hour’s drive from Rome. It is a pleasant place. There are no monuments to visit, no tombs or relics to revere, no grand views, not even a restaurant of note. Only the beaches for sunbathing and digging in the sand, the cool blue water for swimming.

A prosperous seaport twenty-five hundred years ago, a fashionable summer resort two thousand years ago, entirely deserted a millennium ago, Anzio was the arena for a great clash of arms in 1944.

During four long months of that year the combatants of World War II were locked at Anzio in a deadly embrace.

The Allies threw down the challenge when American and British troops came ashore at Anzio in search of Rome. Picking up the challenge, the Germans reacted violently.

In the ensuing battle, the antagonists fought over a piece of ground. But more was at stake than the ground or Rome. The danger to each adversary was of such magnitude that the outcome of the war itself seemed to hang in that moment on the courage, skill, and stamina of those who struggled near the water’s edge. This was the reason for the agony at Anzio.

In some respects the Anzio invasion was perhaps inevitable, destined for execution almost from the beginning of the combat in Italy. From the moment the Germans decided to contest the Allied advance from Naples to Rome, the Allied decision was as good as made. In a country where the fighting front could be no longer than the 80-mile width of the Italian peninsula, in a region where rugged mountains inhibited maneuver and favored the defense, in a campaign where the resources were sharply restricted—the Allies could look forward to no quick progress. To battle up the Italian mainland meant high losses and troop exhaustion with no clear prospect of success.

In this situation there was only one feasible way to get to Rome—go around the opposition by water. If, of course, the means for doing so were at hand—and adequate. If enough troops, enough boats, enough supplies could be spared from the main battle and moved quickly in an amphibious envelopment deep into the enemy rear.

Though probably inevitable, Anzio was a gamble. And in that sense, the Anzio operation was an aberration. The decision was reached in a curious manner, with impatience the basic motive and haste the characteristic quality of the conception.

For Anzio was the result, in large measure, of resentment and conflict between allies. The seed of Anzio was a difference of opinion, and the seed was nourished on long-term argument.

 



The United States and Great Britain had long been friends. The friendship between these governments deepened in the 1930s as the internal tyranny and external aggressions of the Fascist and Nazi dictatorships in Italy and Germany and the brutal military incursions of Japan into China revolted the American and British people.

The crushing victories of Germany during the early part of World War II drew the United States ever closer to Britain. The German invasion of Poland to start the war in 1939, the division of Poland between Germany and Russia, the German conquest of Norway and Denmark in 1940, the overrunning of the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg and the climactic German triumph over France in the same year, the entry of Italy into the war on the German side when French defeat was certain—these events left Britain standing alone but undaunted to defy the power of Germany. At that time British and Americans formed an unofficial alliance. Military leaders of both nations visited each other’s capitals, exchanged information, and learned to work together.

In 1941, when Germany, instead of invading the British Isles, turned eastward and attacked the U.S.S.R., the British and Russians found themselves facing a common foe. In December of that year, when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and after Germany and Italy declared war on the United States, the opponents of World War II stood arrayed. Despite earlier Anglo-American resentment against the Russians for their war with Finland, the Americans, British, and Russians formed a loose coalition.

Within that coalition, the Anglo-American alliance quickly crystallized into a close partnership. Bound together by mutual interests, a common language, like traditions, and the same enemies, the United States and Great Britain formed a partnership as close as any coalition in the history of warfare and politics.

Yet it was the divergent strategic interests of Britain and the United States and their continuing low-key disagreement on a fundamental question of how to conduct the war in Europe that prompted the decision to strike at Anzio.

The strategic difference between Americans and British was the question of where to make the major effort in Europe. Across the Mediterranean and into the underbelly of the Continent? Or across the English Channel and into the northwestern reaches of the European land mass?

The British, tied for many years to Gibraltar, Malta, Egypt, and the oil-rich Near East, regarded the Mediterranean as the important area. Even before the United States became directly involved in the war, the British were fighting desperately on the sea and on the northern shore of Africa to retain control of the Mediterranean.

The Americans, acutely conscious of the demands of the war in the Pacific, wanted a quick decisive blow against the European partners, Germany and Italy. They saw victory as the result of a cross-Channel blow into northwest France and a subsequent campaign along the most direct route to Germany, the stronger of the two enemies. In the third month after Pearl Harbor, American planners were already working on an operation designed to get troops across the Channel and into major battle on the classic invasion routes into Germany.

The British did not entirely disagree with this concept. Their planners were also studying how best to land on the Continent and engage the German ground forces. But keenly aware of German strength and the difficulties of invading a hostile shore, they saw a cross-Channel attack as the climactic strike against a Germany debilitated by operations elsewhere. What they hoped was that sustained action on the Russian front and in the Mediterranean would bleed Germany and make her too weak to withstand a decisive cross-Channel operation. They wanted to be certain of success in the final blow of the war.

The crux of the argument was therefore a matter of timing. Yet both Allies could and did agree that the Americans should build up a great force of men and materiel in the United Kingdom for an eventual cross-Channel operation. The concentration of American troops and equipment in England was in process when the invasion of northwest Africa in November, 1942, drained off these resources to the Mediterranean.

In January, 1943, during the Casablanca conference, the Allies decided to invade Sicily that year—upon the completion of the North African campaign—in order to make the Mediterranean Sea safe for shipping, to divert German strength from Russia, and to increase pressure on Italy in the hope of forcing that nation out of the war. Because a shortage of landing craft and assault ships, heavy losses to German submarines, and strong German positions along the Atlantic coast of Europe ruled out a cross-Channel effort in 1943, the Allies decided to attack across the Channel in the spring of 1944. This would be the principal means of achieving victory in Europe. To that end they reinstated the American build-up in England.

The major reason why both Mediterranean and cross-Channel operations were not simultaneously possible was a lack of resources. The Allies did not have enough trained men, matériel, and supplies to carry out full-scale operations at the same time against the southern shore and the western coast of Europe. Though operations in the Mediterranean would draw off resources being collected in England, halting operations in the Mediterranean in favor of the build-up would permit the enemy to shift his defenses to meet the cross-Channel blow. Thus, to employ the military forces assembled in North Africa, the Allies chose Sicily for the next Mediterranean venture.

The trouble with Sicily—and at the same time its great advantage—was that it could be no more than a steppingstone to Europe. Beyond Sicily, where should the Allies go?

Americans who saw European strategy in terms of a cross-Channel attack looked to the western Mediterranean. They favored an invasion of southern France as a complementary and diversionary maneuver to the cross-Channel operation. This required prior steps into Sardinia and Corsica.

Inclined toward the Adriatic and Aegean areas of the Mediterranean, the British wished to support the guerrillas active in the Balkans, give incentive for Turkey to enter the war on the Allied side, and open a relatively short southern sea route to Russia for lend-lease supplies. To get into the eastern Mediterranean region, southern Italy was necessary for airfields and a logistical base.

Despite their divergent tendencies, one hope united both Americans and British in the Mediterranean—hope that Italy, the weaker of the European Axis partners, could be forced out of the war. But here again the Allies differed. The British were willing to spend more than the Americans for Italian capitulation. The Americans were looking for some place to halt Mediterranean operations in order to make increased resources available in the Pacific and in the United Kingdom.

Still a third invasion route was possible, a campaign up the mainland of Italy, but this course was unattractive. If the Germans occupied Italy or stiffened Italian morale, they might force the Allies into a major and protracted campaign over difficult terrain. Since the Allied resources in the Mediterranean were inadequate to assure decisive success against determined opposition, the Allies would need additional troops and matériel. Otherwise, the most the Allies could do was to take the southern portion of the Italian boot.

A campaign confined to southern Italy would give the Allies air bases for bombing targets in the Balkans and southern Germany, but no decisive objectives beyond, possibly, a surrender of Italy, a surrendered Italy occupied by German troops. Whether this provided sufficient motivation for a difficult ground campaign was another question.

 



Meeting again in Washington in May, 1943, at the close of the North African campaign, the Allied leaders confirmed a cross-Channel invasion to be made on May I, 1944, as the main operation in Europe. To insure success, they would make no further diversions of men, matériel, and supplies from the build-up in England to meet Mediterranean needs. Not only that—they would transfer seven Allied divisions from the Mediterranean area to the United Kingdom some time before the end of 1943.

They also scheduled the invasion of Sicily for July, 1943. But beyond Sicily they could still reach no agreement. The most they could do was to set forth two vague desiderata: knock Italy out of the war and tie down the maximum number of German forces.

Increasing firmness for the cross-Channel attack contrasted with growing vagueness for Mediterranean operations, and this in part was due to the expanding American strength in the Allied coalition. Contributing more resources led inevitably to greater weight in determining strategy. As the coalition began to reflect to a larger extent an American point of view, Mediterranean strategy became diluted and imprecise. Exactly how to knock Italy out of the war and tie down the maximum number of Germans was not, perhaps could not be, outlined because of the strategic friction between the Allies. Exactly where to go beyond Sicily could not be resolved.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill together made the Allied strategic decisions. Helping them were their military advisers: the American Joint Chiefs of Staff—the officers at the head of the Army, Navy, and Air Force—and the British Chiefs of Staff—officers who held the same positions in their country. These officials in session together formed what was called the Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS), and this group built the Allied strategy.

By the summer of 1943, Mr. Roosevelt was giving less attention to strategic matters than in the past. He had, for example, committed the United States to the North African invasion over the objections of his military staff, who had opposed what they considered a diversion of resources to the Mediterranean. As the strategic thinking swung back in 1943 toward the cross-Channel concept, Roosevelt became more interested in other problems—keeping China active in the war, shaping the postwar world. As the President came to depend ever more on the advice of his military staff, his principal military assistant, General George C. Marshall, U. S. Army Chief of Staff, emerged as the strongest American voice in the formulation of strategy.

From the beginning of the alliance, General Marshall had espoused the direct thrust into northwest Europe as the quickest way to victory. To a large extent his insistence derived from his experience in World War I. Then, too, there had been controversy over the best way to defeat Germany. Some, called the “easterners,” favored increasingly important operations in the Mediterranean and the Near East. Others, the “westerners,” believed in seeking a showdown on the western front, in France. The latter had prevailed. Among them had been Pershing, and Marshall had become one of his closest associates. What Marshall feared most during much of World War II was that Mediterranean operations might absorb so many resources as to jeopardize a cross-Channel endeavor.

General Marshall’s opposite number in the British camp was General Sir Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff. The exponent of what was sometimes called the indirect, or peripheral, strategy, he favored Mediterranean operations. Though he had the difficult task of serving a difficult master —Mr. Churchill was at one and the same time Brooke’s great cross to bear and his great inspiration—Brooke managed to keep British strategic thought within the bounds of practicality and focused on the Mediterranean.

A Renaissance man somehow miraculously and marvelously misplaced into the twentieth century, Churchill had, it seemed, seen and done everything. Possessed of an unquenchable energy and curiosity, he left his personal imprint on all that he touched. Too active to play a passive role in any enterprise he was involved in, he harassed Brooke constantly, yet took his strategic advice, for he admired and respected Brooke’s steadiness and military professionalism.

It would be Churchill, an “easterner” during World War I, who would engineer Anzio. And, significantly, Brooke would be absent when he did so. On this occasion, no one would exert the balance, the professional sagacity, the opposition that Churchill had come to expect from Brooke. An unfettered Churchill would beguile himself and others by a dazzling vision. He was, as he said, “passionately” interested in Rome.

Charged with executing Roosevelt’s and Churchill’s instructions was General Dwight D. Eisenhower. Supreme Commander of the Allied Force in North Africa, he had gained his reputation as the man who had made coalition warfare work smoothly. Differences are bound to develop between national forces engaged in a common pursuit, but in Eisenhower’s command, friction had been reduced to a minimum.

Affable and inclined to be easy-going, Eisenhower had chosen a perfect foil as his chief of staff, Major General Walter Bedell Smith, who was tough and on the brusque side. Together they made an excellent team.

Under Eisenhower were ground, naval, and air forces of the United States, the British Commonwealth of Nations, and the Free French. Not only was Eisenhower responsible for joint operations—that is, synchronizing the ground, naval, and air forces; but he was also charged with combined operations —that is, using the forces of the different nations in a fair and judicious manner, balancing the contributions and sacrifices of each national participant according to his resources, special aptitudes, and traditional interests.

Influenced to a great extent by British command practice, Eisenhower made important decisions usually only after consulting with his subordinate commanders. He called frequent conferences and listened carefully to what his principal advisers had to say. But in the end he conformed to the American doctrine of single command responsibility. The decisions were his alone.

General Eisenhower’s principal subordinate commanders were British officers who, in each case, commanded combined Anglo-American forces and who, together with General Smith, comprised Eisenhower’s closest official circle. Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder commanded the Allied air forces. Admiral Sir Andrew B. Cunningham directed Allied naval operations. General Sir Harold R. L. G. Alexander, Eisenhower’s deputy commander-in-chief, also commanded the ground forces, and he would have much to do with Anzio.

One of those fortunate persons who are born with all the advantages, General Alexander came from a distinguished family and was endowed with intelligence, good looks, and charm. Equally at ease in evening clothes and riding breeches, he seemed to go through life without care, worry, or even effort. Everything came easy to him, and his imperturbable coolness made him appear unconcerned even in the most heated moments of crisis. He was, as Brooke said, “ever completely composed.” And he never had “the slightest doubt that all would come out right in the end.”

A division commander during the 1940 campaign in France, Alexander proved his fitness for high command by his sound judgment and balance. One of the last to leave the beleaguered beachhead at Dunkirk, he had later been assigned to Cairo, Egypt, to take over from Auchinleck at a time when British fortunes in World War II were at their lowest ebb. As the commander responsible for co-ordinating the forces that gained the resounding victory at El Alamein, he won his reputation.

General Alexander’s introduction to American troops was not a happy occasion. The American ground forces, their commanders and staffs, were new to combat in North Africa. Largely because they lacked experience, they suffered a serious setback at Kasserine Pass. On this Alexander judged them, and, as a result, he tended to favor the British veterans who had proved their combat proficiency. Only after the performance of the Seventh U. S. Army under George S. Patton, Jr., in Sicily changed Alexander’s mind did he demonstrate his ability to work on an Allied rather than a national basis. He soon made it quite apparent that he could be equitable in the assignments he made and the expectations he held. Though some American commanders continued to resent Alexander, Eisenhower termed him “broad-gauged.”

 



As Mediterranean prospects were debated in the summer of 1943, the British Chiefs of Staff began to judge a campaign on the Italian mainland, despite the potential difficulties, far more beneficial than an invasion of Sardinia and Corsica.

The Americans, in contrast, remained disturbed over the possibility of drifting into a major land campaign that might have an unfavorable effect on a cross-Channel invasion. They preferred Sardinia and Corsica, which would require fewer resources and were on the road to southern France.

No decision was reached until after the invasion of Sicily in July, 1943, when the relative ease of the landings and comparatively light losses in men and matériel showed clearly how far Italian combat power had declined.

For British planners in London, the time seemed right to be bold and to assume great risks. The Allies should, they thought, invade the Italian mainland as the means for driving Italy out of the war. The most promising target on the mainland was Naples, obviously the first step in a march to Rome.

American planners in Washington hesitated to endorse a Naples operation, which might lead to a long and indecisive peninsular campaign probably requiring additional resources that would affect the build-up in England. They objected on the ground that a Naples landing would interfere with the global strategy projected earlier that year at Casablanca and at Washington.

British planners nevertheless went ahead with studies and plans. Because capture of Naples would be a serious blow to the Axis and capture of Rome a decisive coup, a Naples invasion would no doubt prompt Italian capitulation. Because Italian surrender would probably compel the Germans to extricate their forces from southern Italy, the Allies could come quickly into possession of airfields and a base from which to threaten the Balkans and Greece as well as southern France.

The CCS agreed. But how much, in terms of resources, should be expended?

British strategists wished to retain as many resources in the Mediterranean as possible. They thought it a mistake to deprive Eisenhower of anything he might need for a successful invasion of Italy and a subsequent advance. There was no changing the Americans on the prior decision to move seven divisions out of the Mediterranean, but why should not other resources destined for England, India, and the Pacific stay in the theater until Eisenhower determined what he needed?

The Americans demurred. Operations projected in Burma, primarily to assist China, required the release of some amphibious craft from the Mediterranean. But more important was the threat to the cross-Channel build-up. If sufficient resources were available in the theater to seize Sardinia, as had already been decided, why did Eisenhower need more for Naples?

The CCS compromised. They instructed Eisenhower to invade Naples with the resources he already had. He would get no additional forces for an Italian campaign.

A dramatic event occurring in Rome on July 25 underscored the decision. King Victor Emmanuel removed Benito Mussolini from power and installed Marshal Pietro Badoglio as head of a new government. Though Badoglio immediately announced that Italy would continue in the war, the elimination of Italy suddenly seemed much closer at hand.

In Washington the military leaders now considered an increase of Eisenhower’s resources altogether unnecessary. A swift descent on Naples and a short campaign in Italy seemed possible and even likely.

Yet, when they met again in August, 1943, at Quebec, the Allied leaders continued to argue about strategy. Though they accepted an outline plan prepared that summer for a cross-Channel attack—a plan with the code name of OVERLORD —they debated their disparate views. The British, essentially opportunistic, wanted to keep the timing of OVERLORD indefinite. The Americans, committed wholeheartedly to a cross-Channel invasion, wished a definite target date.

In the end the Americans had their way. Not only on OVERLORD, but also on an invasion of southern France. Timed to coincide with OVERLORD, a complementary and diversionary invasion of southern France received priority over other Mediterranean operations. In case of a conflict over resources, the projected Italian campaign would suffer, for Eisenhower was to invade southern France with the resources he had available in the Mediterranean.

The assumption was that the Allied forces would certainly have advanced well beyond Naples and Rome by the spring of 1944, the time of the cross-Channel attack. Holding a line somewhere in northern Italy, possibly in the vicinity of Pisa and Rimini, the Allies would be tieing down sizable German forces. They would also be in position to divert a good part of their resources to southern France in order to assist the cross-Channel venture.

What the Allied leaders failed to take sufficiently into account was the extent and the strength of the defensive effort that was possible in the rugged Italian terrain.

 



On the day that Italy surrendered, September 3, 1943, General Sir Bernard L. Montgomery’s British Eighth Army crossed the Strait of Messina from Sicily and landed in the toe of Italy against virtually no opposition.

On September 9, a day after the Italian surrender was announced to the world, and incidentally to the Germans, Allied warships ferried a British division for a landing on the Italian heel against absolutely no opposition.

On the same day, Lieutenant General Mark W. Clark’s Fifth U. S. Army—two British divisions of the X Corps and a single American division in the VI Corps—battled ashore at Salerno. The Allies met opposition at the water’s edge, and a raging battle ensued.

Everyone on the Allied side had expected Salerno to be risky. In large part an invasion is a race between opponents, each of whom is trying to rush more troops than the other to the battlefield. The invaders coming by sea must build up their beachhead—that is, the initial piece of ground they seize—more quickly than the enemy can reinforce those who defend the ground. If enough ships are available, and if airplanes are bombing and strafing the enemy’s roads and railways and thereby interfering with his movements, the invader can make his beachhead so strong that he cannot be dislodged. But if the defender can throw a strong force against the invaders before the latter are securely ashore, the invasion is likely to end in tragedy and failure. At Salerno the Allies did not have enough vessels to get enough men ashore ahead of the reinforcements the Germans were rushing to the threatened spot. Nor could they furnish sufficient aircraft—because of the distance to Salerno from the airfields in Sicily—to disrupt German movements to the battlefield.

Clark’s forces came ashore on one of the few open pieces of ground in southern Italy, on a plain hemmed in by mountains. The effect was like fighting in an amphitheater under the eyes of the Germans who sat in the stands and were able to send their spectators into the battle at vital moments of the conflict.

On the fifth day of the invasion, the Germans came close to driving the Allies off their beaches. Such words as “unfavorable,” “tense,” and “critical” crept into the Allied reports from the beachhead. The crisis then passed, and the Germans began to withdraw up the Italian peninsula.

Despite the victory, the Salerno landing left the Allies a legacy that hung like a dark cloud over the entire Italian campaign. Anzio would suffer from it.

When the Germans began to withdraw from Salerno, they followed a course of action predetermined by their strategic thinking. Their decision to retire up the peninsula, from their point of view, was logical.

The Italian surrender had not come as a complete surprise to Hitler. He had distrusted his Italian ally for some time. Yet uncertainty over Italy’s intentions complicated his preparations for defending Italy and the Mediterranean area, for he had to be concerned not only with Allied intentions but also with Italian aims.

In the summer of 1942, Hitler had envisioned his armored columns advancing through North Africa and the Caucasus to a juncture somewhere in the Near East, the most gigantic pincer movement in history. By mid-1943, deprived of the strategic initiative and forced on the defensive everywhere, he faced the problem of meeting Allied operations in the Mediterranean without being able to rely on Italy for a fair share of the defense.

The staggering losses he had suffered at Stalingrad, his loss of superiority in air power, the increasing vulnerability of his lines of communication to bombardment added to his problems.

With no positive plan for victory beyond an Endsieg, a final triumph based on irrational hope and mystic faith, Hitler, though holding supreme economic, political, and military power, had no single strategic plan embracing all theaters of operation. He had no unified command or joint staff directing the entire national war effort. Nor did he consider it desirable to keep his military associates informed of his political goals.

Convinced upon Mussolini’s deposition from power that Italy would not continue in the war much longer, Hitler was nevertheless reluctant to take the first step toward an open break or to give the Italians an excuse to defect. For if the Italian government could not bring itself to accept the Allied unconditional surrender, Italy might perhaps remain in the war.

In the event of Italian defection, Hitler had several strategic alternatives: defend all of Italy and the Balkans, surrender all Italian territory, or defend Italy along some geographic line to prevent loss of the rich agricultural and industrial resources of the Po valley.

Hitler never seriously considered evacuating all of Italy. Allied air bases in northern Italy would be too close to south and central Germany, and Allied amphibious operations against southern France and Yugoslavia too easy to launch. Withdrawal to the Alps might give Hungary and other Balkan satellites the idea that they could disengage from the war; it might also have an adverse effect on Turkish neutrality.

Though Hitler’s first idea was to occupy and defend all of Italy, he soon concluded that he could retain only part of the country somewhere in the north. For he believed, as he told his closest military associates, “we cannot hold the entire peninsula without the Italian army.” He instructed Field Marshal Erwin Rommel to activate an army group headquarters at Munich for the purpose of occupying northern Italy in case of Italian defection and defending Italy in the north in case of Allied invasion.

Hitler figured that the Allies would invade the Italian mainland only after reaching agreement with Italy and in order to capitalize on Italian surrender. What he feared most in this case was the isolation of German forces in southern Italy. If the Allies staged an amphibious operation against northern Italy while defecting Italian troops blocked the Alpine and Apennine passes, or if the Allies landed near Rome while Italian divisions blocked German forces south of the capital, the Germans would lose a considerable number of troops.

Yet a campaign limited to the Italian peninsula, Hitler believed, was impractical for the Allies. The terrain was too advantageous for defense. More feasible, it seemed to Hitler, were Sardinia as a prelude to further operations against northern Italy or southern France, and the heel, particularly because of the air bases at Foggia, as the introduction to an Allied advance into the Balkans.

Because of the political, economic, and military factors involved, Hitler regarded the Balkans, not Italy, as the Allied strategic goal. The Ljubljana Gap was a classic invasion route into central Europe. Allied invasion of southeast Europe would enable the western Allies and Russia to join in a co-ordinated strategy. The presence of western troops would check Russian ambitions in that area, a point Hitler thought to be of particular concern to the British.

In Italy, Hitler had no idea of defending anywhere south of Rome. He instructed Rommel to occupy all the important mountain passes, roads, and railways in northern Italy; disarm the Italian army units; and make the Apennine passes secure. Meanwhile, the forces in southern Italy were to withdraw to the north, disarming the Italian army and crushing opposition as they went. When the troops in northern Italy “became operationally connected with those in southern Italy,” as Hitler put it, Rommel was to assume command over all the German forces in the Italian peninsula.

In southern Italy an air force officer, Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, commanded the German forces. A natural optimist and political idealist, with distinct Italophile views, Kesselring was convinced that Italy would continue in the war. Working closely with the Italian High Command, he disliked to hear talk of Hitler’s distrust of the Italians. He found rumors of evacuating Italy even worse. He objected strongly to Rommel’s uncomplimentary remarks about Italian soldiers. And he resented the fact that his own influence with Hitler seemed to be declining as Rommel’s increased. Shocked by Mussolini’s fall from power, Kesselring accepted in good faith Badoglio’s declarations of continuing the war effort. Believing wholeheartedly that all of Italy could and should be defended, Kesselring saw no danger to his forces, no menace to his lines of communication, and little reason to withdraw from the south. What he needed, he felt, was reinforcement so that he could properly defend the toe and the heel.

Despite repeated requests for more troops, Kesselring received only the Tenth Army headquarters. The Tenth Army commander, General Heinrich von Vietinghoff genannt Scheel, had orders not to help Kesselring hold southern Italy indefinitely but to insure the safe withdrawal of German forces from southern Italy to the Rome area in case of Italian defection. But Vietinghoff was to make no premature retrograde movements. The Italian toe was to be evacuated only under Allied pressure, the Naples-Salerno area held only to assure the safe retirement of the troops from the toe.

Withdrawal to the Rome area was to be the first step toward a front north of Rome. In northern Italy, behind a strong defensive line, Hitler would clear Italy of Italian troops and pacify the civilians. He would then send three or four divisions to the Balkans, which he considered “vulnerable to an Anglo-Saxon attack.”

When the British crossed the Strait of Messina, Kesselring, in accordance with Hitler’s plans, ordered the two German divisions in the toe to fight a delaying action while withdrawing to the north. Upon news of the Italian surrender, German units began at once to disarm the Italian army and take over their coastal defenses. When the Allied invasion force arrived at Salerno, the Germans were preparing to oppose the landings. Since the two divisions withdrawing from the toe were still below Salerno, Kesselring and Vietinghoff, in order to protect the retrograde movement of these divisions, made what they called a “ruthless concentration of all forces at Salerno.”

When the last of the German troops withdrawing from the toe arrived at Salerno, Kesselring broke off the engagement. The Germans moved up the Italian boot toward Rome and eventual juncture with the forces under Rommel.

Kesselring was satisfied with the outcome of the battle. No German troops had been trapped. The Allies had been denied quick access to Naples. And the Germans had created a continuous front across the Italian peninsula, from the Tyrrhenian Sea to the Adriatic.

“Success has been ours,” Vietinghoff proclaimed. “Once again German soldiers have proved their superiority over the enemy.”

“The Germans,” Alexander admitted, “may claim with some justification to have won if not a victory at least an important success over us.”

Since the German strategic planning projected a withdrawal from southern Italy regardless of the outcome of the battle at Salerno, the Germans did not bring additional strength from the north, from Rommel’s command, though this might well have turned the balance. Though the Germans would have liked to repel the invasion for political as well as for military reasons, though total victory at Salerno would no doubt have changed the strategic thinking, the German resistance at Salerno was postulated on the less decisive motive of assuring withdrawal.

The result of the battle at Salerno might well have been different had the Germans, from the outset, been differently inclined. And this thought was not lost on the Allied commanders. They had had a close call.
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THE STALEMATE

SOON AFTER Salerno as the Fifth U. S. Army advanced up the west coast to Naples (for its port) and the British Eighth Army moved up the east coast to Foggia (for its airfields), both armies operating under Alexander’s control, the question of where to go in the peninsula of Italy came under debate. Should the Allies continue up the mainland? If so, how far?

The answers depended on several related questions: How could the Allied forces in the Mediterranean best assist the cross-Channel attack? By threatening the Germans in the Balkans? Or by menacing southern France? What could be expected from the resources allotted to the theater? Should Eisenhower try to secure more men and matériel from the CCS?

The difficulty in finding answers lay in the CCS directive that governed the campaign. The order to tie down the Germans was so vague as to be virtually indefinable. How contain the maximum number of German forces? In the absence of geographical objectives, an absence due to Anglo-American differences on the strategic conduct of the war, the Italian campaign became a great holding attack. Exactly who was holding whom was never quite clear. Still, in order to give meaning to field operations, objectives were necessary, goals toward which the troops could look and fight.

A campaign up the entire length of the Italian peninsula required more resources than a campaign designed to secure, say, Rome. And in discussing resources, those who directed the campaign sought to secure as many troops, as much equipment and supplies as possible, not only to make the campaign easier but also because one’s own tasks normally assume great importance and because it is natural to build empires.

Eisenhower’s planners expected the Germans to withdraw to the Alps or to a line in northern Italy, trying to delay the Allies as they retired. But if the Germans turned and fought, was the occupation of northern Italy worth while? Beyond Naples, Rome was the obvious next objective. What then? Why go farther? The heel of Italy gave the Allies control of the south Adriatic and Ionian Seas. Air and naval forces operating from the heel could hamper the movement of German supplies to Greece and Albania, support the partisans in Yugoslavia, and threaten the Balkans sufficiently to contain German forces there. Similarly, possession of Sardinia and Corsica—the Germans evacuated the islands after Salerno—gave the Allies control of the Tyrrhenian Sea and provided verisimilitude to the threat of a landing in southern France. Ten French divisions were expected to be ready in North Africa for operations early in 1944, and these troops would comprise a real danger to the Germans. Thus, the Allies could contain the maximum number of Germans if they occupied no more than southern Italy as far north as Rome and the islands of Sardinia and Corsica.
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