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Meeting Notes –  November 2015
Major Peter Caddick-Adams had had 35 years of military service, starting in 1979, and was also privileged to work with the late Professor Richard Holmes. Educated at firstly Shrewsbury School, then at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, followed by The University of Wolverhampton, and he finally obtained his PhD at Cranfield University. He is presently employed as a military historian at the UK Defence Academy; has served as a battlefield guide since 2007, and is the author of five books, including ‘Monte Cassino: ten armies in hell’, the title of this month’s talk. Peter described himself as an historian that covers all periods, and first went to Normandy in 1975, and was driven around by a veteran –  which he described as an absolute pleasure. He lectures at staff colleges all over the world.
He started by saying that every senior officer in WWII had been a junior officer in WWI, and that this is a consequence of leadership. This talk covered the Italian theatre of 1943-1944, with Monty in charge until the end of 1943. Sicily had been invaded in July 1943 – the first major amphibious operation of the war: Operation Husky. This was quickly successful, as the island was subdued within the month.   
The invasion of the Italian mainland soon followed: firstly, Monty’s Eight Army gained a toehold at Calabria, on 3 September,  and encountered little German opposition; and then on the 8th the main operation took place with the landing of Mark Clark’s US Fifth Army, plus the British X Corps. By this time the Italians had formally surrendered, so it was thus a straight fight between the Germans and the allies.  The Salerno forces were soon subjected to fierce German counterattacks, as the landing beach was overlooked by hills (shades of Gallipoli!). Gradually, though, these difficulties were overcome and progress made – until the Gustav line was reached. This was a very strong German defensive position, based on the rivers Garigliano and Sangro, and devised by Field Marshal Albert Kesselring. This obstructed the allies advance to Rome, and Monte Cassino, which was only an hour away from Rome, was an integral part of it. The town of San Germano protected the monastery, which dominated both the landscape and the road to the capital, and thus needed to be taken – it could not be bypassed.
Peter then spoke about the rules of war that governed both sides – basically these stated that one could not bomb religious sites, and that the need was there to prove that the enemy (in this case the Germans) were occupying the site. He then gave some details about the allied commanders, particularly Mark Clark, who liked film stars and had his own publicity people on the campaign. General Harold Alexander was now in charge of all troops in Italy, and he had an extremely capable Chief of Staff in John Harding.

He had many problems in the ensuing campaign: the first rains of autumn followed by lots of snow; and the height at which his forces were being asked to fight – between 3-5,000 feet, at temperatures of -50º, where -20º starts to affect machinery. And this was a mechanised war.

Peter then stated that there were four battles at Monte Cassino, plus the struggles taking place at Anzio – troops of the allied VI Corps, under the command of US General John Lucas, landed almost unopposed on 22 January 1944, with the road to Rome seemingly open. However, he was a cautious general and wanted to build his strength up before advancing – which he did to the extent of 50,000 troops and 3,000 vehicles. He then ordered his men to dig in, ready for enemy counterattacks. Thus the opportunity was lost. (Shades of Gallipoli, again!). Lucas was to be out-generalled by the German high command.
The first battle

Peter explained that the allied armies were made up of many nationalities, including the Free French under De Gaulle, and also included ex-Vichy forces from North Africa. In this first phase the French were on the right flank, the Americans in the middle and the British were on the left. They crossed the river Rapido at night, but the campaign slithered to a halt by the end of the month.
Because of the terrain all supplies had to be carried in, either stripped down and then re-assembled, by hand or by mule – there were some 45,000 mules in the British army by the end of 1943, which itself needed an industry to support it: handlers, food, leather makers, etc.

The second battle
In this Clark had concentrated on the Anzio theatre, so passed command to Bernard Freiburg, a New Zealander. So on 15 February 1944 American and Kiwi forces climbed the slopes to the abbey, but Peter considered this a half-baked plan, on a narrow and not a broad front, as the Divisional Commander had been promoted to become Corps commander, but without a Corps staff. Alexander had endorsed the aerial bombing of the abbey, with Roosevelt himself handling the press conference: the argument had been that Germans were present in the abbey. The German command said that there were no German troops in that place. The abbey was largely destroyed, with only the north-eastern corner left intact, ie the only bit that could be attacked! Peter said that now, because of the allies’ decision to bomb, permission had now been granted for the Germans to staff what was left with their troops.
The British Indian Army then got involved, but they too ground to a halt by the end of February.

The third battle

This started on 15 March, and involved Freiburg again. The air forces concentrated this time on the town, which was completely destroyed. He had fresh troops, with no German reinforcements available. But there were lots of German paratroopers in the ruins, who were well used to fighting in cramped conditions, and behind enemy lines. Peter added that because of the bombing all the maps and plans that the allies had were useless. There was then a pause in the fighting as Mount Vesuvius erupted: ‘great gouts of flame like a dragon’s breath’. (Spike Milligan). Peter said that other notable people involved in that theatre of war were Joseph Heller (author of ‘Catch 22’), Denis Healy (beach master at Anzio), and Denis Thatcher (air gunnery controller in Naples). Apparently 120 planes were lost through the effect of lava!
The fourth (and last) battle

This lasted from 11 to 18 May, and became known as Operation Diadem. Peter explained that by now the allied commanders needed a result, as D-Day was on the way! There had been an increase in manpower, which was now up to Corps strength, and not division. The Anzio front was also reinforced, so that the breakout could occur. The aim was the complete destruction of the German armies in Italy, therefore massive logistics were needed. Peter spoke here about the strength of the respective divisional staffs: the Germans had seven staff, the British 30 plus, with the Americans 100 plus (!). The Poles were also now involved in the fight, after three divisions had landed in Italy. General Wladyslaw Anders was the Polish commander, who had previously commanded German troops in the 1920s, against the Red troops of the Soviet Union. An unusual distinction. These polish troops eventually occupied the summit, after the enemy troops had left. With the Americans on the left and the French forces in the middle and the right, they swept up the coast, and the way to Rome was open. This was aided by the breakout from Anzio from the 23rd onwards.
Peter said that twenty-one nations fought under a single command, and all had to fight for the common cause, and obey orders. It all finally ended when the British, Canadians and South Africans were unleashed, over seven bridges laid down over the Rapido river – a very precarious undertaking.

On the 5 June Clark ordered American troops to seize Rome, as the day after was D-Day, and thus the world’s media would have concentrated on that, and he would have lost his moment of glory! Because of this German forces escaped and they did not surrender in Italy until 1 May 1915. There were therefore lots of deaths, especially of Italians, because of his actions. 

Finally, Peter ended by saying that the war cemetery (a moving sight) was built within sight of the abbey.

An excellent, well researched talk, backed up by PowerPoint illustrations. In the questions that followed it was suggested that the terrain dictated the tactics. Yes, to a point, with Peter adding that the best solution would have been to outflank the problem by using landing craft to land troops further up the coast. However, there were no landing craft available as they were all in the UK, waiting to be used for D-Day! He also added that the Poles ended up with more troops than when they started, as when they captured German troops of Polish extraction they were sent to Palestine, de-Nazified, and then brought back into the Polish army.
Peter ended by saying that the pressure of politics and Stalin meant we had to open up a front pre D-Day, thus it had to be Sicily and then Italy; plus the politics of the USA – an election was due in November 1944, and Roosevelt wanted to win it! 

