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Introduction

World War Il was the largest and most violent armed conflict in
the history of mankind. However, the half century that now separates
us from that conflict has exacted its toll on our collective knowledge.
While World War II continues to absorb the interest of military schol-
ars and historians, as well as its veterans, a generation of Americans
has grown to maturity largely unaware of the political, social, and mil-
itary implications of a war that, more than any other, united us as a
people with a common purpose.

Highly relevant today, World War II has much to teach us, not
only about the profession of arms, but also about military prepared-
ness, global strategy, and combined operations in the coalition war
against fascism. During the next several years, the U.S. Army will
participate in the nation’s 50th anniversary commemoration of World
War II. The commemoration will include the publication of various
materials to help educate Americans about that war. The works pro-
duced will provide great opportunities to learn about and renew
pride in an Army that fought so magnificently in what has been
called “the mighty endeavor.”

World War Il was waged on land, on sea, and in the air over several
diverse theaters of operation for approximately six years. The following
essay is one of a series of campaign studies highlighting those struggles
that, with their accompanying suggestions for further reading, are
designed to introduce you to one of the Army’s significant military feats
from that war.

This brochure was prepared in the U.S. Army Center of Military
History by Col. Kenneth V. Smith. I hope this absorbing account of
that period will enhance your appreciation of American achievements
during World War I1.

GORDON R. SULLIVAN
General, United States Army
Chief of Staff



Naples-Foggia
9 September 1943-21 January 1944

The summer of 1943 found the Allies optimistic about ultimate
victory. They had eliminated the Axis Powers in North Africa, and
their Sicilian campaign was going well. The Russians had blunted
the German offensive, and the Allied Combined Bomber Offensive,
designed to weaken German industrial capacity, was gaining momen-
tum. Although German U-boats continued to operate in the Atlantic,
they did so at increasing risk to themselves and with gradually
decreasing effectiveness. In the Pacific, the Japanese were on the
defensive. Allied forces were advancing on New Guinea and New
Georgia, and the Japanese had withdrawn from the Aleutians. Only
in the China-Burma-India theater was the situation relatively stag-
nant. The approval by the American and British Combined Chiefs of
Staff (CCS) on 26 July 1943 of an invasion of the Italian mainland
signaled an Allied return to the European continent for the first time
since 1940.

Strategic Setting

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston S.
Churchill had met at Casablanca in January 1943 to discuss global
strategy. Despite continued support for the “Germany-first” policy
adopted at the December 1941 Arcadia Conference, agreement on how
to achieve that goal was far from unanimous. Churchill urged expan-
sion of Allied operations in the Mediterranean. Roosevelt wanted to
undertake the massive buildup of men and equipment needed for the
cross-Channel invasion of France. Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, preoc-
cupied with the battle for Stalingrad, was demanding immediate mili-
tary initiatives to draw German forces out of Russia. Thus for politi-
cal, strategic, operational, and logistical reasons, the Allied leaders at
Casablanca agreed to invade Sicily (Operation HUskY) in order to
secure Mediterranean lines of communications and resupply, divert
German forces from the Russian front, and drive Italy out of the war.

In May 1943 at the Trident Conference in Washington, Allied
leaders further clarified their strategy. Reluctantly, the Americans
agreed that a cross-Channel invasion (Operation OVERLORD) was not
feasible in 1943. The leaders confirmed their decisions regarding



Operation Husky and their commitment to drive Italy from the war.
The Combined Chiefs of Staff directed General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, commanding Allied forces in the Mediterranean, to pre-
pare options for continuing the war in southern Europe after over-
running Sicily.

Eisenhower’s staff considered three primary courses of action. U.S.
planners wanted to move from Sicily through Corsica and Sardinia
into southern France. This option would support the cross-Channel
invasion by engaging Axis forces in southern France, but might not
drive Italy out of the war. British planners favored a thrust through
Italy into the Adriatic area to support partisans in the Balkans, bring
Turkey into the war on the Allied side, and shorten the lend-lease route
to Russia. The third option, a thrust up the Italian peninsula, would tie
down German forces, provide airfields for attacks on Germany and the
Balkans, and probably force Italy out of the war. The latter course
would remove twenty-nine Italian divisions from the Balkans and five
from France, thus requiring Germany to provide troops to replace the
Italian garrison divisions. The visit of Churchill and Army Chief of
Staff General George C. Marshall to Eisenhower late in May eliminat-
ed the Adriatic option. With a final decision delayed, Eisenhower des-
ignated two separate headquarters to work on plans for operations
after Sicily. One was to plan for an invasion of the Italian mainland,
the other for an invasion of Sardinia.

The invasion of Sicily on 10 July exceeded the Allies” most opti-
mistic expectations. Their forces suffered lighter than expected casu-
alties and made significant progress in the first week of the campaign.
On the basis of Allied successes and reports of the /talian Army’s dis-
integration, General Marshall on 16 July proposed a bold initiative to
seize the port of Naples and the airfields at Foggia, some fifty miles
northeast, followed by a drive on Rome. The concept was code-
named AVALANCHE.

Eisenhower’s staff believed that an attack by the British Eighth
Army across the Strait of Messina and into the Calabria area
(Operation BAYTOWN) was a logical follow-on to Husky. Allied
resolve to attack the Italian mainland was strengthened by the 25 July
1943 announcement that King Victor Emmanuel III had removed
Benito Mussolini from power and appointed Marshal Pietro Badoglio
to replace him. Eisenhower made his final decision on 16 August. The
British Eighth Army would attack across the Strait of Messina
between 1 and 4 September and tie down forces which might other-
wise be used to oppose an amphibious assault farther north.
Approximately one week later, on 9 September, Lt. Gen. Mark Clark’s
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Fifth Army would execute Operation AVALANCHE, an amphibious land-
ing near Naples.

Although Marshall had suggested Naples as the assault site
because of its port facilities, AVALANCHE planners had to look else-
where. A primary consideration was the range of Allied fighter air-
craft, which could not operate effectively over Naples because of the
distance from their Sicilian bases. Additionally, the beaches near
Naples were unsuitable for landing operations. The adjacent terrain,
particularly the slopes of Mount Vesuvius, dominated the shore, and
heavily fortified positions blocked routes inland. As an alternative,
planners selected the Salerno area. Some fifty miles south of Naples,
Salerno had a twenty-mile stretch of beach, favorable landing gradi-
ents, and numerous exits to the main coastal highway linking Salerno
to Naples and Rome.

The Salerno site also had some drawbacks. The mountains sur-
rounding the Salerno plain would limit the depth of the initial beach-
head and expose the invading troops to enemy observation, fire, and
attack from higher ground. The steep vertical banks of the Sele River,
which divides the plain into two sectors, would require assault forces
to bring ashore bridging equipment to link the forces on either side of
the river. Nevertheless, Salerno was within range of Allied fighter air-
craft based in Sicily, and Salerno’s Montecorvino airfield, when cap-
tured, could sustain four fighter squadrons. Additionally, compared to
the Naples area, Salerno was lightly defended.

While the Allies were planning AVALANCHE, Hitler gave Field
Marshal Albert Kesselring responsibility for defending southern Italy.
Kesselring, an Italophile, believed that Italy would refuse demands
for an unconditional surrender, and he expected to fight a delaying
action with his Italian allies until he could establish a permanent
defensive line in the Apennines north of Rome. Hitler also developed
plans in case Italy deserted the Axis coalition. In such a situation,
Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, responsible for the defense of northern
Italy, was to occupy all important mountain passes, roads, and rail-
roads and disarm the Italians. Kesselring was to disarm the Italians in
the south and continue withdrawing north. Kesselring and Rommel
would remain coequal commanders, each responsible for his own sec-
tor, under the German High Command, until Kesselring moved into
Rommel’s area.

German strength on the Italian peninsula increased in mid-August
when Rommel moved five infantry and two panzer divisions from
Germany into northern Italy. A few days later, some 102,000 Axis
forces fighting in Sicily withdrew to Italy, crossing the Strait of Messina
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when Allied forces failed to disrupt their retreat. They increased
German defensive strength on the Italian mainland significantly.

The German Tenth Army, commanded by General Heinrich von
Vietinghoff, was established on 8 August to facilitate Kesselring’s con-
trol of operations. Its 45,000 men had the mission of defending the
heel of Italy and evacuating Calabria (the toe) when the Allies
attacked. In conjunction with the /talian Seventh Army, Vietinghoff
had three German divisions to hold the Naples-Salerno area and
secure routes of withdrawal to Rome. The Hermann Goering Division
was on the Naples plain, the /5th Panzer Grenadier Division was to its
north, and the /6th Panzer Division had responsibility for defending
the Salerno area to the south.

At 0430 on 3 September, the British Eighth Army initiated
BAYTOWN, crossing the Strait of Messina against light resistance. The
Badoglio government, in response to an Allied ultimatum, signed a
secret armistice agreement that same day. On 8 September 1943, formal
announcement of the Italian surrender was made, and German units
moved quickly to disarm their former allies and assume responsibility
for defense of the entire peninsula. The next day, in a hastily planned
operation named SLAPSTICK, and by prior agreement with the Italians,
3,600 men of the British 1st Paratroop Division landed unopposed at the
port of Taranto in the Italian heel. The main effort in the invasion of the
Italian mainland was to take place at Salerno a few days later.

Operations

In the early morning hours of 9 September, the approximately 450
ships of Operation AVALANCHE assembled off the Salerno coast.
Elements had sailed from Sicily and from Tripoli, Oran, and Bizerte in
North Africa, some as early as 5 and 6 September.

German aircraft had attacked part of the fleet, so Kesselring knew
that an Allied assault force was assembling but was uncertain where
the blow would fall. German units were on alert, but were unable to
defend all possible invasion sites.

General Sir Harold Alexander commanded the Allied 15th Army
Group, composed of Montgomery’s British Eighth Army and Mark
Clark’s U.S. Fifth Army. Clark, a World War I veteran who had
recently commanded a U.S. corps and had been Eisenhower’s deputy
for Operation TORCH, commanded the invasion force. The Fifth Army
comprised the British 10 Corps, commanded by Lt. Gen. Sir Richard
L. McCreery, and the U.S. VI Corps, commanded by Maj. Gen.
Ernest J. Dawley. The invasion force’s assault echelon consisted of
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two British divisions (the 46th and 56th) from 10 Corps, but because
of a shortage of landing craft, only one division from VI Corps par-
ticipated: the U.S. 36th Infantry Division, a Texas National Guard
unit commanded by Maj. Gen. Fred L. Walker. Three U.S. Ranger
battalions, commanded by Lt. Col. William O. Darby, and the 2d and
41st British Commandos were also in the assault element. Two regi-
mental combat teams from the U.S. 45th Division, an Arizona
National Guard unit commanded by Maj. Gen. Troy Middleton,
served as a seaborne reserve.



The Gulf of Salerno.
(National Archives)

Clark expected to meet some 39,000 enemy troops on D-day and
about 100,000 three days later after German reinforcements rushed to
Salerno. He hoped to land 125,000 Allied troops. The British 10
Corps on the left was to land its two divisions abreast south of
Salerno. The U.S. Rangers and the British Commandos were to land at
beaches west of Salerno and secure the left flank by seizing key pass-
es through the mountainous Sorrento peninsula between Naples and
Salerno. Control of the passes would permit a rapid exit from the
Salerno plain and protect the beachhead from German counterattacks
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from the north. Once the British 10 Corps was reinforced by the
British 7th Armoured Division beginning on D plus 5, McCreery’s
corps would swing north and advance toward Naples.

On the right, after the U.S. 36th Infantry Division was ashore,
the U.S. 45th Infantry Division and other American units were to fol-
low as soon as possible. The U.S. 34th Infantry Division, a North
Dakota National Guard unit commanded by Maj. Gen. Charles
Ryder, the U.S. 3d Infantry Division, commanded by Maj. Gen.
Lucian Truscott, and the U.S. 1st Armored Division, commanded by
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Maj. Gen. Ernest N. Harmon, would come ashore through Naples,
which Clark believed would be in Allied hands by D plus 13, or 23
September. The U.S. 82d Airborne Division, commanded by Maj.
Gen. Matthew Ridgway, was to be held in reserve on Sicily. Plans to
drop the 82d as a diversion along the Volturno River, sixty miles
north of Salerno, and on Rome, had been canceled. Eventually
Clark’s Fifth Army would link up with Montgomery’s British Eighth
Army advancing from BAYTOWN.

The amphibious assault began early on the morning of 9
September 1943. U.S. Rangers hit the beach unopposed at 0310, twen-
ty minutes in advance of the main assault force, and moved quickly
inland to seize their objectives. British Commandos captured the town
of Salerno against light opposition. The British 10 Corps landed under
a heavy naval bombardment, meeting significant opposition as its sol-
diers fought their way inland. The untested men of the U.S. 36th
Infantry Division came ashore at 0330 without supporting fire, hoping
to surprise the Germans. Although the leading elements took heavy
casualties, all six waves of the 36th Division assault element were on
the beach by 0610. Two companies of German infantry that had been
on the Salerno beach judiciously withdrew inland as the assault began.
Nevertheless, the Americans encountered small but intense resistance
as they fought their way off the beaches.

Early German Luftwaffe attacks on the invasion force slackened
near dawn as Allied aircraft from Sicily and supporting carriers
appeared over the beachhead. Local German commanders reacted to
the invasion force piecemeal. Fifteen tanks of the 16th Panzer Division
made the first significant counterattack against the beachhead at 0700
but were driven off by a combination of naval gunfire, artillery,
infantry, and engineers. However, German artillery and mortar fire, as
well as continued forays by tank and infantry units, soon disrupted the
orderly flow of Allied forces across the beach. Significantly, U.S.
artillery and armor units were delayed coming ashore and disorganized
when they arrived. Amid the confusion, many leading assault elements
found themselves facing enemy tanks without adequate antiarmor
weapons, and only through determination and individual heroism were
some American forces able to move inland. In such cases, the actions
of men like Sgt. Joseph M. Logan of Company I, 3d Battalion, 141st
Infantry, were critical. When his unit was pinned down by machine
gun fire coming from a stone wall near the beach, Sergeant Logan
advanced some 200 yards toward the gun. With bullets striking around
him, he killed three Germans who attacked from a gap in the wall.
Under a stream of heavy fire, he rushed the machine gun position and
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