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CHAPTER I * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
 

Background of the Attack 

T 
J- HE Italian campaign had been in progress for slightly more than four 
months when Fifth Army reached the Gustav Iyine about 15 January 1944. 
During the preceding period lieutenant General Mark W. Clark's forces had 
driven the Germans from the beaches of the Gulf of Salerno, past Naples, 
across the Volturno River, and through the Winter Iyine barrier of mountains. 
By the middle of January the enemy had withdrawn into the formidable Gustav 
Line behind the Garigliano and Rapido rivers. 

Throughout the advance of Fifth Army from 9 September 1943, when the 
American VI Corps and the British 10 Corps made their initial landings, the 
enemy fought a series of delaying actions. After his attempt to defeat the 
invasion failed, he withdrew up the Italian peninsula to the Volturno River. 
Naples fell to Fifth Army on 1 October; on the night of 12-13 October our 
victorious divisions began to cross the Volturno River. This barrier having 
been lost, the Germans continued their orderly withdrawal to the Winter I/ine. 
On 15 November Fifth Army came to a temporary halt before this line to rest 
its weaty troops, to reorganize, and to build up supply levels. 

The pursuit of the enemy from Salerno had been long and difficult. Ger­
man ingenuity made the most of demolitions, minefields, and rearguard actions 
to impede our advance. At the same time the enemy was rushing work on 
the Winter and Gustav Iyines, where he intended to make an all-out effort to 
hold Fifth Army. Fresh enem3^ units were appearing in the line, and reinforce­
ments were coming up from reserves in north Italy. Fifth Army on the other 
hand had few reserves at its disposal. The 3d, 45th, and 34th Infantry Divisions 
had been in combat almost without relief since September. The 1st Armored 
and 36th Infantry Divisions were in reserve; the 82d Airborne Division was 
garrisoning Naples and preparing to leave the theater. Armor could be of 
little use until the infantry broke through to the Iyiri Valley. British troops 
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of io Corps included the 46 Infantry, 56 Infantry, and 7 Armoured. Divisions 
and the 23 Armoured Brigade. These units had fought with little respite since 
9 September; when the Garigliano River was reached, the 7 Armoured Division 
was withdrawn to be sent to England. The American II Corps, with the 
3d Division, 36th Division, and the 1st Special Service Force under its command, 
took over the center of the line near Mignano. Other reliefs were carried out, 
and at the beginning of December the attack on the Winter I^ine was under way. 

During the next six weeks our troops drove the enemy from strong posi­
tions in the most difficult type of mountain fighting. The Camino hills were 
cleared by 9 December; Mount I^ungo and San Pietro were captured by 17 De­
cember; and on the north VI Corps had gained nearly three miles in its advance 
toward Sant'Elia and Atina. The French Expeditionary Corps (FEC) relieved 
VI Corps early in January and continued the drive on Sant'Elia, while II Corps 
went on to capture the hills to the south as far as Cervaro and Mount Trocchio. 
All of these victories occurred in the first fortnight of January and crushed the 
Winter Iyine. Ahead lay the Garigliano and Rapido rivers barring the way 
to the Iyiri Valley. There was to be no appreciable lull in the activities of 
Fifth Army. The assault on the Gustav lyine followed almost at once. 

A. THE OPPOSING FORCES 

See Map No. 1 

1. Enemy Troops and Positions. Field Marshal Albert Kesselring's High 
Command Southwest had an estimated 24 divisions in Italy in mid-January. 
The German Fourteenth Army under General Eberhard von Mackensen oc­
cupied north Italy above the line Grosseto-Ancona with 11 % divisions. Four 
of these divisions were forming and four were in defensive roles. The German 
Tenth Army, commanded by General Hans von Vietinghoff genannt Scheel, 
opposed the Allied advance up the peninsula with 2 corps totalling 13 divisions. 
On the Eighth Army front L,XXVI Panzer (Armored) Corps held its defensive 
line with four divisions. From the coast inland were the 1st Parachute, 26th 
Panzer, 334th Grenadier (Infantry), and 305th Grenadier Divisions. The 90th 
Panzer Grenadier (Armored Infantry) Division was in reserve. On the Fifth 
Army front there were four divisions in the line held by XIV Panzer Corps, 
from the mouth of the Garigliano River north to the Apennines (*). 

(') For the major units in the divisions opposing Fifth Army at Cassino and Anzio, see 
Annex No. ->E. 



The 94th Grenadier Division had one regiment guarding the coast near 
Gaeta, with the rest of the division spread out rather thinly on the lower Ga­
rigliano along a front more than 12 miles wide. The adjacent 15th Panzer 
Grenadier Division, reinforced by elements of the Hermann Goering Panzer 
Division, held a front of more than eight miles on the upper Garigliano River 
to its confluence with the Iyiri River, and then along the Rapido River nearly 
to Highway 6 just south of Cassino. The 44th Grenadier Division, which had 
shifted south in December to relieve the 29th Panzer Grenadier Division, extend­
ed north from Highway 6 for about four miles to the village of Cairo. This 
division, which had suffered heavy losses during the last phase of the Winter 
Iyine drive, was strengthened with the 2d Battalion, 15th Panzer Grenadier 
Regiment, and the 2d Battalion, 71st Panzer Grenadier Regiment, both of the 
29th Panzer Grenadier Division. Replacements from the 305th Marsch Bat­
talion, originally intended for the 305th Grenadier Division on the Eighth Army 
front, had also been shunted to the 44th Grenadier Division. The 5th Moun­
tain Division (reinforced) held along the front of the FEC for about 11 miles 
northeast from Cairo. This division, considerably weakened by the drive of 
the French during 12-15 January, had been reinforced by the 1st Battalion, 
115th Panzer Grenadier Regiment; the 3d Independent Mountain Battalion; 
and possibly by at least part of the 1st Battalion, 104th Panzer Grenadier Reg­
iment. For reserves XIV Panzer Corps could draw upon the 3d Panzer Gren­
adier, the Hermann Goering Panzer, and the 29th Panzer Grenadier Divisions. 
A new division, the 4th Parachute, was being formed near Rome. 

At the opening of the Fifth Army attack against the Gustav L,ine the 
enemy was still in the process of regrouping his forces. This regrouping had 
been going on during the closing phases of the Winter Iyine drive, which may 
be considered as having ended with the capture of Mount Trocchio on 15 
January. The enemy had fallen back slowly; he had shifted units frantically 
to reinforce the sectors most seriously threatened by our advance. While many 
vicious counterattacks had delayed Fifth Army, they had also seriously im­
paired the combat efficiency of several enemy units. In the course of read­
justing his order of battle the enemy moved the 8th Panzer Grenadier Regi­
ment from the Rome area to the left flank of the 5th Mountain Division facing 
the French; the 71st Grenadier Division came from Trieste to the 44th Grena­
dier Division sector in the center, arriving on 17 January; the 90th Panzer 
Grenadier Division was moving to the right from the Eighth Army front to 
bolster the Garigliano River line. Our offensives on the southern front and at 
Anzio caught the enemy by surprise and considerably off balance because of the 
shifts then under way. 
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2. Allied Troops and Positions. When Fifth Army began its offensive 
against the Gustav Line, its forces were extended north for more than 35 miles 
from the Tyrrhenian Sea to the Abruzzi National Park. The British 10 Corps, 
commanded by Lt. Gen. Sir Richard L- McCreery, was on the left; the Amer­
ican II Corps under Maj. Gen. Geoffrey T. Keyes held the center; and the FEC, 
commanded by General Alphonse Juin, was on the right. Along most of this 
front our troops were in position a short distance east of the Garigliano-Rapido 
river line. On their extreme right the French had crossed the Rapido near 
its source to establish outposts on Mount Santa Croce and L'Arena Hill. For 
the most part a narrow no-man's land lay between our main lines of resistance 
and the rivers. Patrols from each of the opposing armies operated in this area 
and frequently crossed the rivers to probe the enemy's positions, to capture 
prisoners for interrogation, or to create a nuisance by laying mines. 

On 16 January the left of the Fifth Army line was held by 10 Corps from 
the coast near the mouth of the Garigliano River north to a short distance 
above the junction of the Lin and Gari rivers. On the 10 Corps left flank the 
Hicks Force, formed from elements of the 56 Division, had relieved the 169 
Brigade (56 Division) on 9 January and defended a five-mile front. The 23 
Armoured Brigade had taken over a part of the 46 Division sector on 5 January 
and held a four-mile front along the Garigliano River. The 46 Division on the 
right of 10 Corps defended a sector of about six miles north to the boundary 
with II Corps. The center of Fifth Army, along the Rapido River north to 
the vicinity of Sant'Elia, was the responsibility of II Corps. The 36th Divi­
sion was on the left south of Highway 6; the 34th Division was on the right 
north of the highway. The 1st Special Service Force held a narrow sector on 
the Corps right flank until it went out of the line on 17 January. The FEC, 
which had relieved VI Corps on 3 January, guarded the north flank of the 
Army for 12 miles from Sant'Elia to the boundary with Eighth Army. On the 
left of this sector was the 3d Algerian Infantry Division (3e Division d'lnfan­
terie Algerienne); on the right was the 2d Moroccan Infantry Division (2e Di­
vision d'Infanterie Marocaine). Accordingly, at the beginning of its opera­
tions against the Gustav Line Fifth Army had the equivalent of about seven 
divisions in position for the attack. 

The Gustav Line and Anzio operations were destined to be carried out 
for the most part by troops already in the theater. Reinforcements received 
by Eighth Army permitted the shifting of the British 5 Infantry Division to 
10 Corps on 6-9 January. This division assumed command over the south 
flank of 10 Corps, relieving the 169 Brigade and permitting the 56 Division 
to narrow its front. Very little of the 5 Division was committed until 17 January. 
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Until that time the Hicks Force, approximately equivalent to a battalion com­
bat team, served as a screen on the lower Garigliano plain. 

There were few reserves available for II Corps. A large portion of the 
ist Armored Division, as well as the 3d and 45th Divisions, the 504th Para­
chute Infantry, and the Ranger Force, were to serve under VI Corps at An­
zio. Combat Command B of the ist Armored Division closed near Mignano on 
21 January. The 88th Infantry Division landed in Italy early in February 
but was not yet ready for combat. Relieved from its long tour of guard duty 
in Algiers, the 2d Battalion, 133d Infantry, arrived on 15 March. The 339th 
Infantry Regiment, first element of the 85th Infantry Division to reach Italy, 
also came, in on 15 March. Thus Fifth Army could expect neither substantial 
American reinforcements nor reserves to be available to support the attack 
on the Gustav I4ne. 

The weakness of Fifth Army, largely the result of maintaining two fronts, 
was met by moving the 2 New Zealand, the 4 Indian, and the British 78 In­
fantry Divisions from the Eighth Army front early in February. These three 
divisions, with Combat Command B in reserve, were to form the New Zealand 
Corps. The FBC was strengthened by the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division 
(4e Division de Montagne Marocaine), which arrived in Italy by way of Cor­
sica and began to assemble at Caivano on 12 February. On the next day the 
French were further reinforced by a combat team of the ist Italian Motorized 
Group (1. Raggruppamento Italiano Motorizzato), which took over a narrow 
sector in a defensive role; the rest of this group was used primarily on supply 
and guard duties. 

B.	 TERRAIN AND ENEMY DEFENSES 

See Map No. 1 

1. Terrain of the Gavigliano-Rapido Area. Rivers and mountain masses 
make the terrain of the Gustav Iyine one of the most favorable areas for de­
fense and one of the most difficult for offense in all Italy. The Rapido, Gari, 
and Garigliano form a continuous curving line from Mount Santa Croce on the 
north to the Tyrrhenian Sea on the south. Rising near Mount Santa Croce, 
the Rapido River flows southwest for about ten miles, joins with Secco. Creek, 
and then turns south toward Cassino. At the north edge of Cassino the Ra­
pido turns to the east and then south to cross Highway 6. About four miles 
south of the highway Cesa Martino Creek flows into the Rapido from the 
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northeast to form the Gari River. This stream meanders to the southeast for 
about two and one-half miles to flow into the Iyiri River. The combined rivers 
make up the Garigliano, which continues south and southwest more than 15 

miles to the sea. 
The Rapido flows swiftly through mountains to Sant'Blia where it crosses 

the upper valley and skirts the Cassino headland. This valley varies in width 
from two to three miles and is cut by numerous streams and canals. South 
of Highway 6 Mount Trocchio is the largest interruption in the valley floor, 
which broadens out to the west into the Iyiri Valley. Smaller hills accentuate 
the rolling terrain, spotted with brush and small trees. The valley of the 
Garigliano is about two miles wide between Sant'Ambrogio on the west side 
of the river and the Camino hills on the east, then practically disappears as 
the river flows past a shoulder of the mountain mass. Here the lower Gari­
gliano plain begins; fanning out quickly, this plain is some 12 miles wide at 
the mouth of the river from Mount Scauri on the west side to the Mount Mas­
sico ridge on the east. 

The Iyiri Valley at its eastern end lies between Sant'Ambrogio and Cas­
sino. The Iyiri River itself marks the south side of the valley, which extends 
north some seven miles. Just west of the Rapido and Gari rivers this valley 
is rolling in character with numerous patches of brush and timber. At Sant' 
Angelo in Teodice (Sant'Angelo) there are bluffs some 40 to 50 feet above 
the west bank of the Rapido. South of the Iyiri River, from east to west, are 
the towns of Sant'Ambrogio, Sant'Apollinare, and San Giorgio. North of the 
Liri is Pignataro, with Piedimonte, Aquino, and Pontecorvo lying to the north 
and northwest. 

Mountain masses flank the Iyiri Valley on both north and south. Mount 
Juga (650 meters), Mount Faito (825 meters), Mount Majo (940 meters), and 
other peaks south of the Iyiri are both rough and steep. From positions in 
these mountains the enemy could defend not only the Garigliano River but 
also the south part of the Iyiri Valley. Mount Cairo, 1669 meters in height, 
dominates the mountains on the north flank of the valley. Iyesser peaks extend 
southeast to form the Cassino headland, which terminates in Monastery Hill 
(516 meters). To the northeast of Mount Cairo are such peaks as Abate Hill 
(915 meters), Belvedere Hill (721 meters), Mount Cifalco (947 meters), Mount 
Marrone (1069 meters), and Mount Santa Croce (1184 meters). 

The two principal routes leading into the area of the Gustav Iyine are 
Highway 7 along the coast and Highway 6 on the north side of the Iyiri Valley. 
A north-south road from Atina to Highway 7 follows the Secco and Rapido 
streams, passes through Cassino, and then follows along the west side of the 
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Rapido and Garigliano rivers. All of this road south of Cassino was under Ger­
man control, although subject to our artillery fire. North of Cassino the road 
was under enemy observation and artillery fire; most of it, from Atina to the 
Rapido, ran through enemy territory. 

2. The Gustav Line. Throughout the Winter I^ine battle the enemy had 
been working feverishly on his positions behind the Rapido and Garigliano 
rivers. The Todt Organization, supplemented by civilians and prisoners of 
war pressed into service, constructed a belt of defenses in depth which extended 
from Mount Marrone southwest to Belvedere Hill, then south to Cassino, Sant' 
Angelo, Sant'Ambrogio, and west of the Garigliano to Mount Scauri. 

There were in general fewer and less carefully prepared defensive works 
at each end of the line than in the center. On the north the mountains were 
themselves tremendous obstacles. Here the enemy followed his customary 
practice of siting many mortars and machine guns on the reverse slopes, while 
automatic weapons in well camouflaged emplacements covered the forward 
slopes. Minefields blocked natural avenues of approach and every trail was 
swept by machine guns. The strongest portion of the line was known to extend 
from the village of Cairo south to Sant'Ambrogio. Above Cassino the water I 
of the Rapido had been diverted onto flat ground east of the river, making \ 

. the area too soft for armor. The approaches to the river were extensively 
mined. Iyavish use was made of the box mine, which contains almost no metal 
and is hard to detect. Bands of wire were stretched along the west bank, and 
more minefields were laid between the river and the mountains. Very carefully 
constructed emplacements were blasted and dug into the steep, barren slopes 
west of the river. Iyarge enough to contain living quarters for troops, these 
concrete and steel fortifications could withstand direct hits by artillery shells. 
Concealed communication trenches led to machine-gun emplacements. Fields 
of fire were cleared and so interlocked as to command all approaches from the 
east. Steep slopes, seamed with deep ravines, were numerous in the mountains 
north and northwest of Cassino. This terrain was thoroughly organized with 
wire, felled trees, concrete bunkers, and steel-turreted machine-gun emplace­
ments. Observation posts on the mountains and in the Abbey of Montecassino 
perched on Monastery Hill gave the enemy a perfect view of the approaches 
to the Rapido. 

Cassino was more strongly fortified than any other city thus far encountered 
by Fifth Army in Italy. Its stone buildings and narrow streets were admirably 
suited for defense. Snipers and troops with automatic weapons were garrisoned 
in strategically located buildings. Machine-gun emplacements, reinforced with 
concrete and steel and railroad ties, were concealed within the buildings. Self­
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propelled guns and tanks guarded every approach to the town. A -series of 
hills and ridges provided close-in defenses behind the town. On the slopes of 
these hills were numerous machine-gun emplacements blasted out of the rock. 
The north-south roads from Cairo and Sant'Elia and Highway 6 from the 
southeast were mined and covered by artillery, mortar, and Nebelwerfer fire. 
The muddy plains to the east were thick with mines and wire. 

Though lacking the advantages of Cassino, the Rapido line south to the 
J îri River was also thoroughly organized. Mines and wire guarded the ap­
proaches from the east. Other minefields and more wire lay west of the river. 
Pillboxes and machine-gun emplacements in stone buildings covered the forti­
fications. Artillery and Nebelwerfers farther up the valley and defiladed in 
high ground on either side could cover nearly every foot of the river. South 
of the Liri River the Custav Line was less strongly fortified than in the Rapido 
sector. Here too there were extensive minefields and wire barriers, steel pill­
boxes, and concrete bunkers, but the enemy depended upon the mountains, 
wliich he considered to be practically impassable, to turn the scale against the 
Allied troops. Again the reverse slopes were strongty organized, with automatic 
weapons on forward slopes to cover possible approaches. The enemy, quick 
to shift reserves where most needed, could operate behind a mask of bills; 
nearly every daylight move by Allied forces toward the Garigliano could be 
observed by the enemy west of the river. The area of the Gustav Iyine had 
long provided the Italian General Staff with ideal terrain for field exercises. 
In these problems forces representing the enemy had never been able to pene­
trate the defense. The Italians considered the area as an impregnable obstacle 
to any army attempting to capture Rome from the south. The Germans were 
determined to prove the validity of that assumption. 
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