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‘Lloyd Clark’s lucid, elegantly written book is well overdue. Long neglected, the Allies’ war in Italy, particularly the set-backs at Anzio, deserve to be re-examined without prejudice. Clark has succeeded in producing a fast, enjoyable narrative that undermines several myths and sets the record straight. Absolutely first class’

Alex Kershaw

 ‘An absorbing account of an oft-overlooked aspect of the wider conflict’

Good Book Guide

 ‘Lloyd Clark is one of the best of the younger generation of British military historians, and in Anzio he steers the reader through the complexities of the strategy with a deft touch and gives a fair and balanced assessment of the generalship and politics of the Anzio campaign … This is a beautifully written history, a masterly intertwining of perspectives from the War Cabinet to the trenches, which will deservedly take its place on bookshelves alongside the works of Antony Beevor and Max Hastings’

Professor Gary Sheffield

 ‘A finely judged account that fuses the strategic picture with a vivid portrait of the wretched struggle that came to resemble a First World War stalemate’

Eastern Daily Press

 ‘Clark uses multiple perspectives to bring the story to life, from high command to foot soldier’

Soldier

 ‘Written with a passion and feel for its subject … It’s a gripping read full of remarkable experiences, some sad, others rather amusing’

BBC History

 ‘Excellent maps in the book accompany Lloyd Clark’s vivid descriptions of the savage and grisly tussles’

Raleigh Trevelyan, Literary Review

 ‘Another excellent book by Lloyd Clark … He has cleverly combined descriptions from the German side as well as those from Allied sources to make a very readable account … A page turner’

Major General Anthony Deane-Drummond

 ‘[Anzio] explained a great deal to me and is very worthy of all Lloyd Clark’s efforts and hard work’

Anzio veteran John Herbert

 ‘You have captured the essence of the battle to a remarkable degree. I add my congratulations to the countless others I’m certain you have received’

Anzio veteran George Avery


About the Book

This is the story of the Anglo-American amphibious assault and subsequent battle on the Italian west coast at Anzio which was launched in January 1944 in a bold attempt to outflank the formidable German defences known as the ‘Gustav Line’. ANZIO – THE FRICTION OF WAR outlines the strategic background to the offensive before detailing the landing, the development of an Allied defensive position, the battles in and around the perimeter, the stalemate, the breakout and the capture of Rome on 4 June 1944. While assessing the events at Anzio with the eye of an experienced military historian, Lloyd Clark also examines in detail the human response to the battle from high command to foot soldier. He also emphasises the German story – the first time this has ever been done.
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Introduction

In 1944 Lady Nancy Astor, the first female Member of Parliament, received a letter from a disenchanted soldier of the British Eighth Army fighting in Italy. It had been signed anonymously from the ‘D-Day Dodgers’. Failing to see the irony, the notoriously cantankerous politician had replied: ‘Dear D-Day Dodgers’. It was a faux pas that immediately attracted the ire of the troops in Italy who believed that after the Normandy landings, the Italian Campaign had become an all but forgotten sideshow. The anonymous soldier was a representative of troops who had already been through several D-Days of their own, including landings in North Africa and Sicily, followed by those at Reggio di Calabria, Salerno and Anzio.

But the memory of these operations – together with the savage fighting in Italy – were effectively washed away in the minds of Britons and Americans alike by the wave of interest in the long-awaited cross-Channel invasion. Before long the North West European Campaign was to become the Campaign, and 6 June 1944 the D-Day. From that moment until the end of the war in Europe, fighting in other theatres receded into the background, their influence on the final outcome of the war chronically distorted by a trend to see the conflict through the prism of Overlord. Over subsequent decades it is a view that the media and Hollywood have been only too happy to reinforce. The Normandy landings remain the focal point for anniversary commemorations of the Second World War in Britain and, along with the anniversary of Pearl Harbor, in the United States as well.

To a large extent the abiding grip of Operation Overlord in the collective British and American imaginations has been at the expense of other campaigns, and might be explained by the mistaken belief that the North West European Campaign contributed to the defeat of Germany in a way that no other theatre came close to matching. On the face of it the fighting in the Mediterranean generally, and Italy in particular, contributed less to the eventual Allied victory whereas Overlord, which necessarily took the cream of both resources and commanders, was ultimately ‘decisive’. Indeed, it is often said that the wider Mediterranean Campaign had at best a marginal influence on the success against the Axis Powers, and some go as far as to say that the Allies defeated Germany despite the fighting in Italy.

Veterans of the Italian Campaign have learned to live with negative assessments. Though many of them accept that theirs was a secondary theatre, they argue cogently that they were far from ‘D-Day Dodgers’ and that their efforts did have a substantial impact on the outcome of the European war. Having significantly weakened the Germans by trading painful body blows in fighting that was as vicious as anywhere else and in the most difficult conditions, the men of the British Eighth and US Fifth Armies declare that they played a full part in the success of the Normandy landings. Indeed, although the collective national memories of the fighting in Italy is lamentable, the bloody battles of Salerno, Monte Cassino and Anzio still have dramatic resonance. These brutal confrontations led to heavy casualties and became notorious for their intensity and the tenacity of all involved. But as part of a cul de sac campaign they lack the prominence of the battles fought in Normandy, Arnhem and the Ardennes.

The fighting in Italy demands to be understood rather than overlooked. The Italian Campaign begs to be analysed not only for issues concerned with its strategic vitality, but for the insight that it provides into multi-national fighting on land, sea and in the air against an extremely competent enemy in often-difficult terrain. It was a Herculean effort by the British and American forces at a time when their leaders felt the need to undertake offensive action against the Axis prior to the mounting of the much-anticipated cross-Channel invasion. It was the development of a Mediterranean strategy initiated by an isolated and hamstrung Britain as Germany busied itself extending its influence in the region and the Soviet Union. With no possibility of launching a cross-Channel invasion in the immediate future, Britain was inexorably drawn to the Mediterranean to protect its interests and to begin the slow process of wearing down the Germans. Just as in the First World War, the British sought to hone their fighting skills with each battle, whilst grinding down Germany’s ability to sustain their war effort. However, when the United States and the Soviet Union entered hostilities in 1941, the shape and the tempo of the conflict was inevitably altered. The latent capability of both nations was obvious, but before their offensive capabilities could be unleashed, the Soviets had to repel the enemy’s advances and the Americans had to find their fighting feet. The Mediterranean provided, amongst other things, the possibility to help further dilute the already stretched German resources and blood untested American forces prior to the Allied invasion of France. Thus, during 1942, having failed to overcome the Soviet Union quickly, the Axis Powers were drawn into a wider war of attrition for which they were unprepared. That autumn the Germans were struggling in the Caucasus at the southern end of an Eastern Front nearly 2,000 miles long as Stalingrad soaked up its forces, while in Egypt they suffered a real reversal at El Alamein. German potency was waning and the British and Americans were in a position to step up the pressure on their enemies by developing their operations in the Mediterranean. The Allies never agreed about the efficacy of fighting in the region, with Washington and Moscow firmly focused on the potential of the cross-Channel invasion, but London determined to squeeze every last strategic advantage out of the theatre before the demands of Operation Overlord became all consuming.

The steps from North Africa to Sicily and to Italy were not long, but they put strain on the Allies politically and militarily. The decision to invade Italy was particularly fraught with the landings in Normandy just months away (even though one of its primary aims was to pin German troops in the country) and the commitment to the campaign and its various operations remained controversial throughout. For this alone, the fighting in Italy deserves attention, but also for the light that the campaign shines on the conduct of the Second World War in Europe at all levels: from the strategic discord between Washington and London, through the application of high-risk operations commanded by captivating personalities involving multi-national forces on land, sea and air; to the tactical fighting in complicated terrain and in appalling weather against a fiercely combative and highly trained enemy in strong defensive positions.

The Italian Campaign was fought in conditions that heightened what the nineteenth-century Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz called ‘friction’, about which he wrote: ‘Everything is simple in war, but the simplest thing is difficult.’ This was never truer than at Anzio during the early months of 1944. This audacious scheme to land British and American forces behind enemy lines a mere twenty-five miles from Rome was as controversially conceived and conducted as any other operation in the Mediterranean Theatre. The battle quickly became a microcosm of the fighting in Italy, exuding friction in a race against time against a cluttered strategic backdrop and intense political interest in the outcome. Here British and American troops slugged it out with the Germans as though the entire war depended on it.

Anzio was a battle that gave extra bite to the song that was sung by the troops in Italy to the tune of ‘Lili Marlene’:


We’re the D-Day dodgers here in Italy

Drinking all the vino, always on the spree,

We didn’t land with Eisenhower

So they think that we’re just a shower.

For we’re the D-Day dodgers out here in Italy

We landed in Salerno,

A holiday with pay,

The Jerries brought the band out to greet us on the way.

Showed us the sights and gave us tea,

We all sang songs, the beer was free

To welcome D-Day dodgers,

To sunny Italy

Salerno and Cassino

We’re takin’ in our stride

We didn’t go to fight there,

We went there for the ride

Anzio and Sangro were just names,

We only went to look for dames,

The artful D-Day dodgers

Out here in Italy

Look around the mountains

In the mud and rain

You’ll find scattered crosses,

Some which bear no name.

Heart break and toil and suffering gone

The boys beneath them slumber on,

For they’re the D-Day dodgers,

Who stayed in Italy.
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Prologue

The remains of a mud-encrusted Thompson sub-machine gun and Lee Enfield rifle lie together in the scrubby grass. The wood has rotted away, but despite corrosion both are unmistakable. It doesn’t seem right to touch them, but I wonder how they came to be there. To have stood on this spot in the early spring of 1944 would have invited instant death, but on an icy morning sixty-one years later all is quiet. Just three miles from Anzio I stare across the ground that the British troops called ‘The Fortress’, trying to imagine that time, looking for clues. It was here, week after week, that the combatants fought a trench warfare their fathers would have known on the Western Front. Despite the extensive landscaping that has taken place since the Second World War, the atmosphere of this place speaks of something awful happening.

The gorge that I am looking for opens up in front of me – an old river course where the intense fighting was hand-to-hand, and an Anzio veteran spoke of ‘heaps of dead’. I detect the telltale signs of battle: eroded edges of shell holes outlined in rime; the entrances to tunnels and bunkers hollowed into the valley sides; depressions which mark the line of former trenches dug into the sandy soil; shell fragments, rusty barbed wire and spent cartridge cases – the detritus of war. Looking beyond the vineyards that now cover the old German front line, I can see the Allied objective of the Anzio landings – the snow-topped Alban Hills, tantalisingly almost within touching distance. But in early 1944 both they and Rome – a mere twenty-five miles distant – were beyond the Allies’ grasp. Over four months American, British and Canadian troops failed to impose their will on the enemy, and at one point their tenuous foothold on the Anzio beachhead was severely threatened.

I make my way into Anzio past endless construction sites – it is as if the burgeoning population won’t be satisfied until the whole battlefield has been concreted over. But the port remains virtually unchanged. Here is the quayside used by Allied shipping in a massive logistical effort. I squint at the grainy black and white photograph in my hand, and orientate myself to the scene in front of me, until I’m standing on exactly the same spot as the Life photographer back in 1944. A brightly decorated fishing boat has replaced the hulking grey landing ship, but the place once occupied by a jeep and anti-aircraft gun remains the same. That building hasn’t changed at all. There is the curve of the harbour. Here are those steps. My gaze traverses along the seafront to the art deco Casino building, taken by the Rangers on the morning of the invasion. In the far distance lie Nettuno and X-Ray beaches. It is all strangely reassuring.

Along the front to Nettuno prosperous-looking Italians chat over espressos in the cafés and bars. Many from the older generation look uncomfortable when the war is mentioned and quickly change the subject. Though the determined seeker might eventually locate the few modest memorials and the dusty room in a back street purporting to be a museum, Anzio barely reflects its violent past and hardly promotes it. Juggling yet more black and white photographs, I wander through the narrow streets and stumble across the American Major General John Lucas’s original headquarters. On Via Romana I find his subsequent hideaway – a humble basement below a café. There is Lucas ­– or ‘Foxy Grandpa’ as many soldiers called him – standing by the entrance under a sign reading ‘Vicolo Ciece’ or ‘Dead End Street’. The sign is still there.

Driving inland towards Cisterna I pull up at a particularly bloody part of the battlefield. The vineyards which have been described to me by veterans remain largely intact – though studded by new buildings – but I can take my bearings from the battle-scarred pillars that once marked the entrance to Isola Bella Farm, and it is all too easy to imagine the terrifying scene here one morning in late January 1944 when the Rangers were surrounded by a German panzer division. Walk beyond the hedge and you immediately feel exposed in a killing ground. What were those young men thinking as they hugged the cold soil that day? Only six of the 767 Rangers who started the attack ever returned.

I make my way through Cisterna towards the Alban Hills following ubiquitous ‘ROMA’ signs. Route 7, the road that once supplied the German Gustav Line, leads me up over 1,300 feet to the town of Albano and, just like the German defenders, I can look south and down towards Anzio 18 miles away. With my binoculars I can pick out traffic movement, even the wake of boats out at sea. I swing right, picking out various towns until confronted by the belt of smog over Rome. I head back towards Anzio, and drive under the notorious Flyover – now rebuilt after its devastation in the front line – and stop at the British Beachhead Cemetery, one of three Allied cemeteries on the battlefield. Some 7,000 Allied soldiers and at least as many Germans died as a result of the fighting at Anzio.

During the battle a farmhouse that accommodated the British Casualty Clearing Station, named the ‘Yellow Bungalow’, stood adjacent to this field, then in bloom with temporary wooden crosses. Portland stone now marks the graves of over 2,300 dead in a setting more reminiscent of a typical English country churchyard. In the quietness I bend down to examine the headstone of one A.H.F. Murdoch, a twenty-eight-year-old corporal in the Wiltshire Regiment. Alfred Murdoch had been from Poplar, east London. His wife, Grace, had written his epitaph: ‘One day we will understand. Sleep on darling. Your loving wife and sons.’
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