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CHAPTERI*****************

Preparations for the Attack

SPRING of 1945 found the American and Allied troops of Fifth Army in the
rugged mountains and narrow valleys of the northern Apennine range, which
divides Italy into two separate sections, peninsular and continental. The men
were in relatively the same positions they had occupied for slightly more than 5
months, following the conclusion of the Gothic Line campaign of September and
October 1944. For the second time in the Italian campaign our forces main-
tained a stabilized line for a period of several months, in both cases preparing for
great spring offensives. The 1944 late spring campaign resulted in the capture
of Rome and the advance north of the Arno River, beyond the summit of the Apen-
nines, and almost into the valley of the Po River; the early spring of 1945 was to
witness the knockout blow, the final punch which crushed and captured the Ger-
man armed forces in northern Italy and liberated the remainder of the nation.
The cessation of offensive operations at the beginning of the winter had been
influenced to a great degree by the continued stiff resistance put up by the veteran
troops of German Army Group Southwest as they withdrew slowly from one moun-
tain top to another. Our forces were badly depleted in numbers, our supply line
was long and overtaxed, and the severe winter weather normally to be expected in
the Apennines forced us to halt to replenish our strength before delivering the next
big assault. The period of winter stalemate had been well spent. Replacements
and reinforcements came to the Army during these months; badly worn vehicles
were exchanged for new ones; ammunition reserves were piled up; and new and
improved types of equipment and weapons were issued. By 1 April, Fifth Army had
completed its program of rehabilitation of men and equipment and was ready for the

spring battles.



A. FIFTH ARMY DISPOSITIONS
See Map No. 1

1. Positions in the Mountains. Lieutenant General Lucian K. Truscott, Jr., the
Army commander, had nine divisions and the equivalent of a tenth under his control
at the beginning of the spring.  Six American infantry divisions, one Brazilian in-
fantry division, one American armored division, one South African armored divi-
sion, and Italian and American infantry troops equal to another division were as-
signed to the Army and either in position or resting in rear areas on 1 April. IV
Corps, under command of Maj. Gen. Willis D. Crittenberger, held the left flank of
Fifth Army; IT Corps, under command of Maj. Gen. Geoffrey Keyes, occupied the
right sector. Three divisions were committed in front-line positions in each corps,
while the remaining three were in reserve.

IV Corps, occupying more than two-thirds of the length of the Army line, was
extended from the Ligurian Sea on the west to the Reno River on the east, a total
distance of nearly %o miles. The g2d Infantry Division, reinforced by the attach-
ment of the 473d Infantry, a separate regiment formed during the winter months from
antiaircraft units converted into infantry, and by the 442d Regimental Combat Team,
recently returned from France, garrisoned positions from the sea inland to the
Cutigliano Valley, which lies about 12 miles northwest of the Arno Valley town of
Pistoia. The division held nearly g0 miles of the Corps front, across the narrow
coastal plain, then through the rough mountainous country to the narrow valley
of the Serchio River, and on east over wild and lightly held terrain to the Cutigliano
area.

To the right of the division boundary, in even more forbidding and trackless
country, the 365th Infantry, detached from the g2d Division, held an independent
command sector running east from Cutigliano to the south end of the Serrasiccia—
Campiano ridge, a terrain feature 15 miles due north of Pistoia which had been
wrested from the Germans in February. From this point the front swung sharply
to the northeast along a general ridge line which formed a mountain backbone
extending almost to the Po Valley. The 1st Brazilian Infantry Division of the
Brazilian Expeditionary Force (BEF) held the Serrasiccia ridge line and other posi-
tions northeast to the vicinity of the little mountain town of Pietra Colora, where
it adjoined the 1oth Mountain Division. The latter division had succeeded in mak-
ing important advances through the mountains west of the vital Highway 64 in
February and March, and at the beginning of April it held almost all of the remainder
of the IV Corps sector northeast from Pietra Colora to the Reno River boundary
of IT Corps. A narrow sector on the extreme right of the Corps was held by the
81st Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron (1st Armored Division).



East of the Reno II Corps was concentrated in a sector approximately 25 miles
wide.  In this area the assault elements advancing astride Highway 65 had reached
to within 12 miles of Bologna before the end of the fall campaign, and practically
no change had been made in positions along this portion of the front during the entire
winter period. The 15t Armored Division, to which was attached the separate g1st
Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron, occupied the left part of the IT Corps sector from
the Reno east through the valley of Setta Creek to within g miles of Highway 65,
In the center of the Corps line was the g4th Infantry Division, astride the highway
from the 1st Armored Division boundary to a point slightly less than 2 miles east
of the road; here the g1st Infantry Division took over responsibility for the remainder
of the ground to the Fifth Army-Eighth Army boundary on Mount Grande. The
g1st Division sector, including the Idice River valley and Mount Belmonte, was held
by one regimental combat team of the division and by the attached Legnano Group,
an Italian combat unit made up of approximately 9,000 men, trained and equipped
by the British.

'The British 13 Corps, which had been part of Fifth Army during the fall fight-
ing and until mid-January when it was returned to operational control of Eighth
Army, adjoined the g1st Division on the east. The 6 South African Armoured Divi-
sion, reinforced to a total strength of more than 18,000 men, and the 85th Infantry
Division were in Fifth Army reserve, while the 88th Infantry Division was in II
Corps reserve. No major reserve existed in IV Corps. Eighth Army, after fighting
its way around the eastern edge of the Apennines, had advanced up the lower Po
Valley as far as the Senio River, about 20 miles southeast of Bologna, and extended
along the Adriatic coast line north of Ravenna to the southern shore of Lake Com-
acchio. Withdrawal of troops for service in Greece and Holland during the winter
reduced the strength of Eighth Army to seven infantry divisions, one armored
division, and three Italian combat groups.

Although Fifth Army had lost control of 13 Corps during the winter months,
the strength of its other components had been considerably increased. The largest
reinforcement was the 10th Mountain Division, a unit specially trained and equipped
for Alpine fighting, which arrived from the United States late in December and
early in January. The Italian combat group was attached to the Army in fnid-
March, and the veteran 442d Regimental Combat Team returned to Italy late in
March after a 6 months’ period of absence in France. American artillery strength,
weak in heavy caliber weapons during most of the winter, was increased until by
mid-April, in addition to the organic artillery in the divisions, six battalions of 155-mm
howitzers, four battalions of 155-mm guns, two battalions of 8-inch howitzers, and
one battalion of self-propelled 105-mm howitzers were available.  British heavy
artillery attached to the Army included two regiments (battalions) of 5.5-inch



howitzers, one regiment of 4.5-inch guns, a mixed regiment of 155-mm guns and
5.5-inch howitzers, and two batteries of a mixed regiment which were equipped with
two 8-inch guns and four 240-mm howitzers. In addition, offensive strength and
fire power had been built up to include six separate tank battalions and five tank
destroyer battalions.

The general personnel picture throughout the Army was excellent. Every
division was overstrength, for more than 4,000 officers and men had been assigned
as overage to combat organizations as an advancement on future replacements to
enable them to obtain valuable experience and training. The replacement depots
were stocked with approximately 21,000 white officers and enlisted men. Less
than 2,000 colored replacements were available for the g2d Division and other
Negro units, but 1,200 men were on hand to keep up the strength of the Japanese-
American 442d Infantry. More than 5,000 Brazilian replacements were in Italy,
although they had not completed all their required training. This favorable bal-
ance of reserves had been built up through a combination of several methods: by
a reconversion program in which troops of other branches were retrained as in-
fantry, by an improved flow of replacements from the United States, by the operation
of an officers candidate school to augment the supply of officers, and because of a
comparatively low casualty rate during the winter.

The morale of the Army was very high due to a number of factors. The 5
months’ period of relative inactivity had been utilized to bring troops to a high state
of training, and frequent rotation of units in the defensive positions had allowed
adequate opportunities for rest and recreation. The operation of rest centers in
the cities of Florence and Rome and at the spa of Montecatini, 20 miles west of
Florence, together with intensive efforts to provide comforts even for the most for-
ward troops, contributed not a little to the favorable morale situation. Another
factor was the continued success of the Allied arms on both the eastern and western
fronts, and the feeling in Italy that one final push in this country would contribute
to the rapid and complete collapse of the enemy.

2. Preliminary Attacks. 'The battle of the Gothic Line, launched on 10 Septem-
ber 1944, saw the hardest fighting of the entire 1}4 years of operations in Italy as
Fifth Army punched its way through the elaborate defenses in the mountains guard-
ing Highway 65, the direct route from Florence to Bologna. The latter city, the
prime objective at the northern foot of the Apennines and on the southern fringe of
the level Po Valley, lay tantalizingly near when our forces passed from attack to
defense at the end of October with the forward lines along the highway within
12 miles of the goal and more than 6o miles north of Florence. A 4o-mile section
of Highway 64, which parallels Highway 65 to the west and extends from Pistoia
to Bologna, also was cleared during the fall campaign. In the left portion of the



Army zone, however, the mission had been merely to exert pressure on the enemy
and follow up any withdrawals he might make. Consequently the lines had not
been advanced nearly as far to the north as in the area of the main effort up High-
way 65, and in the western sector the front was only 25 to 30 miles north of the
Arno River.

Following the end of the heavy fighting south of Bologna, the mountain battle-
ground was dormant until Christmas time, when the Germans launched an abortive
attack down the Serchio Valley which brought them temporary gains but ended with
little change in the front-line dispositions. A few see-saw local engagements on other
parts of the front resulted in similar outcomes.  Fifth Army, however, was faced with
the necessity of containing the enemy forces in Italy, preventing the shifting of Ger-
man units to reinforce other fronts, and at the same time preparing plans for its own
future operations. Soon after the beginning of 1945, 15th Army Group, embracing
both Fifth and Eighth Armies, had made known its decision that no major offensive
would be begun until after 1 April, unless enemy withdrawals necessitated an earlier
pursuit. German activity presented no definite signs of any intention on the part
of the enemy to abandon the rich country of northern Italy, where industries turned
out war equipment in large quantities and rich farm lands provided plenty of sus-
tenance for German troops.

In keeping with the Army mission several limited objective attacks were planned
for the late winter period, some of them designed to keep the enemy off balance
and others to improve our positions. The first of these attacks was opened on
g February by the g2d Division, which launched successive drives in the mountain-
ous Serchio Valley and up the coastal plain. Initially success was obtained along
the Serchio River, but enemy counterattacks within a few days pushed us back
essentially to the starting positions. Similar results were recorded on the well
fortified coast where stiffer resistance was met and higher casualties suffered; neither
attack forced the enemy to commit any other than local reserves.

The later attack of the_10th Mountain Division, assisted by the Brazilians, west
of Highway 64 on the right flank of IV Corps reflected preliminary planning for the
spring offensive, inasmuch as it had been determined that the main Army effort
would eventually be made astride nghway 64 west of the strong defenses which the
Germans had constructed blocking the Highway 65 ‘approach to Bologna The
newly arrived mountain units were assigned the task of clearing the high ground
which dominated the upper sections of Highway 64 and other peaks which provided
flank protection for still additional mountains lying between Highway 64 and High-
way 65 and affording excellent observation over the latter road. This attack was
begun on, 19 February with the capture of the Serrasiccia—Campiano ridge and the
subsequent |occupation of Mount Belvedere and Mount Torraccia. These two
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mountains were key features covering Highway 64 north of the town « of Porretta and
from these springboards the 10th Mountain Division continued on to the northeast
clearing ground 5 to 7 miles northwest of the road and appromma};-y 51 mlles north-
west from the previous front lines.

The success achieved by the 1oth Mountain Division pushed the right flank of
IV Corps forward almost abreast of the left flank of IT Corps, considerably widening
the. salient Fifth Army had previously cut into the mountain wall barring the ad-
vance into the Po Valley. The Germans were also forced to bring in additional
troops, including the 29th Panzer Grenadier (Armored Infantry) Division from their
tactical reserve. By % March our troops had gained all the ground included in

the list of limited objectives, and apparently could continue farther ahead under
the momentum they had already created. General Truscott decided, however, that
since at least another month must pass before the main attack was to begin, further
advances would overextend the exposed flank and would only serve to center ad-
ditional enemy attention on this sector, possibly causing the Germans to make a
great increase in the amount of prepared defenses west of Highway 64. Positions
were consolidated along a series of peaks and ridges which would provide excellent
lines of departure later in the spring.

B. TERRAIN OF THE ACTION
See Map No. 7

On clear days in the early spring troops of Fifth Army could look out over the
broad, level valley of the Po. The buildings of Bologna were visible occasionally, and
when the valley haze dissipated sufficiently the towering peaks of the Alps could be
seen nearly 100 miles to the north. Although numerous individual mountains and
ridges rose between the front lines and the valley itself, all along the IT Corps front
and in the eastern part of the IV Corps sector the highest portion of the Apennines
had been crossed and the ground ahead sloped gradually toward the plain. Only a
few miles of hilly country remained to be traversed before the Army could break out
onto the flatlands, find excellent terrain for the employment of armor, and, in gen-
eral, reach an area which would allow flexibility of maneuver such as never before
had been encountered in Italy. Whereas distances throughout much of the drive
up the peninsula had been measured in yards, distances in the northern part of the
country were often calculated in scores of miles.

The major portion of the region ahead ultimately was included in the watershed
of the Po River, which sweeps entirely across the nation for a total distance of 420



miles from its sources in the western Alps to its mouth on the Adriatic Sea. Draining
a basin of 26,800 square miles, the river has a valley which extends approximately
200 miles from east to west and measures 60 to 75 miles from north to south. West
of Milan the Po Valley merges with the Lombardy Plain, which contains the greatest
manufacturing centers of Italy and includes the area from the foothills of the Alps
on the north to the Ligurian Sea and the port of Genoa on the south, go miles away.
The plain extends roughly 50 miles west of Milan before it gives way to the Alps.
North and east of the Po the Adriatic coastal plain increases in size, forming an arc
around the northern end of the sea which reaches to a general depth of g5 miles
inland, on the west roughly bounded by the inland city of Padua and on the east by
the important port of Trieste.

South of the Po the flat countryside is highly cultivated and is broken up into
small rectangular fields, which are usually separated by narrow drainage ditches.
North of the river the same flatness prevails, the ground is criss-crossed by irrigation
ditches, and in the lowlands surrounding Mantua and Ostiglia the area is featured
by marshy rice paddies. North and west of Mantua a few low, rolling hills are en-
countered; most of the land is arable or is used for pasturage, and rises to the north
in long steps into the foothills of the Alps. The Lombardy Plain is generally level,
highly industrialized, and thickly populated. West of Turin the country rises into
the gentle lower Alpine valleys of the Piedmont region. From the military point of
view fields of fire are generally excellent in the central part of the valley and plain,
but the highly developed agricultural areas, which include numerous vines and trees,
limit ground visibility and offer many opportunities for concealment.

Northern [Italy is served by an extensive network of ground communications, in-
cluding a large number of paved highways which connect the many cities and smaller
centers of population. Most of the second-class roads are gravelled and well kept,
and afford many alternate routes to almost any given point. The railroad organiza-
tion also is well developed, containing double-tracked main lines, the majority of
which are electrified. Although the Po itself and several of the smaller rivers form
major obstacles for military movement, cross-country travel, except in certain marshy
or ditch-filled areas, is practicable during the spring and summer months.

Four roughly parallel main arteries run from east to west across the valley,
while an equal number run north and south through the flatlands. To reach the
valley at Bologna from our mountain lines Highway 65 and Highway 64 were the
two most likely routes, especially the latter, which follows the valley of the Reno
River. Along this road our lines lay a little more than 15 miles from the city, and
overlooked the German-held road junction town of Vergato. The first east-west
national highway in front of our positions was Highway g, which stretches the entire
length of the valley along the northern base of the Apennines. This road turns



northwest at Rimini on the Adriatic coast, passing with scarcely a curve through the
cities of Bologna, Modena, Reggio, and Parma to Piacenza, where it crosses the Po
and continues on to Milan. Highway 10 traverses the length of the valley on the
north side of the river, beginning at the road center of Padua and running west
through Mantua to Cremona. Here it crosses to the south bank of the river and
continues southwest to Piacenza, Alessandria, and Turin. The third great valley
route is that of Highway 11, running along the southern foothills of the Alps and
connecting most of the largest cities including, from east to west, Venice, Padua,
Vicenza, Verona, Brescia, Milan, Novara, and Turin. The extreme southwestern
portion of northern Italy is served by Highway 1, which, after passing through our
lines north of Viareggio, strikes up the Ligurian coast to La Spezia and Genoa and
then turns westward along the Italian Riviera to the French frontier.

The long association of Fifth Army with Highway 65 would be ended with the
capture of Bologna, which is the northern terminus of this route across the Apennines
from Florence. Highway 64, however, passes on through Bologna and on to the
northeast as far as the city of Ferrara, a short distance south of the Po River. The
main north-south road in the Army zone was Highway 12, which originates at Pisa in
the Arno Valley, crosses the mountains, and strikes Highway g at Modena. From
Modena this highway continues almost due north across the Po at Ostiglia to the
cities of Verona, Trent, and Bolzano, into the Brenner Pass, and eventually on to
Austria. To its west Highway 63 cuts northwest across the Apennines from Aulla
to Reggio and on to the Po where it joins Highway 62, which passes through Mantua
to Verona. Highway 16 generally parallels the Adriatic coast, turns inland to skirt
the southwestern shores of Lake Comacchio, is joined by Highway 64 at Ferrara, and
then runs north to Padua, where it enters Highway 10. Half a dozen north-south
roads connect the cities located on the Lombardy Plain. In addition to these main
highways several Autostradas, or superhighways without grade crossings, link
the major cities and most populated areas of northern Italy. One of these roads
extends from Brescia through Milan to Turin, closely bypassing each of these centers.
Near Milan another Autostrada branches to the north and northwest, one segment
running to the resort town of Como on Lake Como, and another to the town of
Varese, 10 miles farther west. Both of these termini are within a few miles of the
Swiss border.

Throughout its long course the Po meanders in a series of great bends toward
the Adriatic, together with its various tributaries forming an extensive system of
obstacles and barriers. Its sandy bed dotted with numerous bars and islands, the
river increases in width upstream in the central section, expanding from 1,000 feet
near Ferrara to 4,000 feet at a point north of Parma, while the actual water width
(wet gap) varies between 400 and 1,500 feet. East of Ferrara and west of Piacenza the



The Reno River and Highwap 63, looking north toward the Po Valley









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































