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TRUST:
Guarding the Freedom of Trieste in front of the “Iron Curtain” ∗
“Diplomatic action without the backing of military strength in the present world can lead only to
appeasement.” Secretary of State George C. Marshall before the Senate Armed Services
Committee, March 1948.

Introduction

Secretary of State Marshall’s statement summed up the results of a two year long policy
formation process that began in mid-April 1945. During that time, the Administration of Harry S.
Truman cut its teeth on foreign and national security issues and developed a U.S. national
security policy designed to counter and deter the looming threat of Soviet expansionism in postwar Europe with a combination of military assistance, economic aid, and mutual defense within
the framework of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In this light, the occupation
and protection of Trieste was one of the first Cold War deployments of U.S. forces. Quite apart
from the occupations in Germany and Austria, which were more or less punitive in nature and
only gradually evolved into protective missions, the task of the men of the U.S. 88th Infantry
Division in the Trieste United States Troops (TRUST) was an exercise in the containment of
communist expansion from the beginning.

History and Geography of Trieste

A brief description of Trieste’s geography explains why it had such an enduring appeal as
a strategic possession. Its very location on the map at the head of the Adriatic destined the port
city and its surrounding area, the Venezia Giulia, to become a prize for whoever dominated it
throughout its long history. Situated on the fault line between Italian and Slavic territories,
∗
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periods of ethnic strife were also inevitable. The region was bordered by the Julian Alps to the
north and the “Veneto” flat land in the southwest, encompassing the Italian provinces of Gorizia,
Trieste, Carnaro, and Istria. Yugoslavia lay to the east and the Italian province of Udine to the
west. The region owed much of its economic wealth to the coal, bauxite, and quicksilver
resources of Istria and the port and shipbuilding yards of Trieste. The inhabitants were primarily
Slavs, both Slovene and Croats, and Italians, the bulk of whom resided in the cities of Trieste,
Gorizia, Fiume, and Pula. In its history, this region had been conquered and lost by the Roman,
Barbarians, Carolingian Franks, Venetians, French, Austrian Habsburgs, and Italians. It
blossomed during the roughly four centuries of Austrian rule because its ports served the huge
Austro-Hungarian Empire.
Italy received Venezia Giulia from Austria after World War I. The government’s rule
over the region’s different ethnic groups was benign until the Fascists under Benito Mussolini
assumed power and demanded strict Italianization of all public services and schools. While the
Fascists encountered little resistance from Italians and Croats living in the region, the Slovenes
formed underground movements that recruited Communist organizations. When Italy signed an
armistice with the Allies in 1943, the Germans moved into the area.

The Forty Days

In April 1945, the war in Europe was in its last phase when a military crisis on the ItaloYugoslav border demanded a decision with far reaching implications. The American public was
mourning the death of President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his successor had held office for little
more than two weeks. In February, only a few months earlier, the situation in northern Italy
appeared well under control. The Supreme Allied Commander, Mediterranean Theater of
Operations, Field Marshal Sir Harold Alexander, and wartime ally, Yugoslav Communist leader,
Josip Brosz Tito, meeting in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, had agreed that Trieste was necessary as a
supply base in sustaining Allied forces fighting in Austria in the final battles against Hitler’s
Reich. As such, the Allied Military Government of Italy would extend to the western part of the
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Venezia Giulia, including the port city of Trieste and Yugoslavia would take the eastern part. 1
That was before Tito’s forces advanced more rapidly then expected and captured virtually all of
northern Italy, to include the port of Trieste, by the last week of April. Emboldened by their
victory, the Yugoslavs announced on 1 May that they had no intention to leave. The situation
became even more confused the next day when the British Eighth Army’s 2d New Zealand
Division entered the city. As a result, some of the German units garrisoning in Trieste
surrendered to the New Zealanders and others to the Yugoslavs.
Taking advantage of their superior numbers and the diplomatic confusion, the Yugoslavs
seized the opportunity to establish a fait accompli. During a forty day interregnum, they installed
a military dictatorship and hastily nominated representatives for public offices. In doing so, they
used communist partisans, Slavs and Italians, to set up local government and effectively
terrorized any opposition out of existence. During this time as many as 10,000 Italian dissenters
disappeared, of whom approximately 6,000 had not returned at the end of the year. Some fled;
others were either murdered or deported to Yugoslavia. 2
With the drama on the Italo-Yugoslav border unfolding, the new administration of
President Harry S. Truman in Washington wrestled with the new threat of communist expansion.
While President Truman accepted the idea that Eastern Europe fell within the Soviet sphere of
influence as an outcome of the last Big Three conference at Yalta, he was also convinced that
Trieste was not part of it. As a result, Truman and British Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill
ordered Field Marshal Alexander on 21 May to proceed with a “show of force.” In a letter to
Stalin, Truman explained that the presence of U.S. troops in Trieste would not prejudice
legitimate Yugoslav claims to the area. 3
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All this took place while Tito’s and Alexander’s chiefs of staff negotiated in Belgrade
about the future of the region. In the middle of June, Lt. Gen. Sir William Morgan and General
Arso Iovanovich signed an agreement that divided the Venezia-Giulia, stretching along the
Adriatic coast from the Austrian border all the way to the tip of the Istrian Peninsular, into two
zones of occupation. The area north of Trieste became Allied occupied Zone A and the territory
south and east of the city came under Yugoslav control - except for an Anglo-American enclave
in the port city of Pula. The boundary between the two zones became known as the Morgan Line.
Tito protested the inclusion of Fiume - a sizeable port city on the Croatian coast - in Zone A.
This posed a dilemma for Soviet Premier Josef Stalin. If he supported Tito, the Italian
communists would be weakened and lose their chance to win the upcoming elections, but if he
supported the Italians, he stood a chance to lose Tito’s allegiance. In the end the Soviets tilted
toward the Italians. 4
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The Morgan Line
in
Venezia-Giulia
1945-1947

Guarding in TRUST

With the agreement signed, Zone A came under combined Anglo-American control. The
U.S. 88th Infantry Division (Blue Devils) and the British 56th Infantry Divisions, moved into
their new garrisons and the Yugoslavs withdrew, leaving behind only a 2,000 man detachment,
ostensibly for the continued protection of Slav interests. Both zones were supposed to be
administered in “trust” by military governments until a peace treaty would settle the territorial
question. For the duration of the occupation, the area was a political hot spot with Yugoslavs and
Italians vying for control and the troops in the middle. 5 Along with the Blue Devils and military
government, a Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) detachment moved into area. Its primary
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mission was to ensure port security, investigate crimes such as smuggling, report on political and
economic developments, interrogate foreign spies, and, most importantly, send spies into
Yugoslavia and its neighbors. For nearly a decade, Allied military commanders and civilian
leaders came to rely on the detachment as one of their primary sources of information on the
Soviet dominated Balkans. 6
Installation of a military government proceeded with caution. The administration of Zone
A was to be completely separate from Allied Military Government in Italy. To emphasize its
independent status, Field Marshal Alexander, in his capacity as military governor named the new
administration “Allied Military Government-Venezia Giulia” and appointed Lt. Gen. John
Harding, the British 13th Corps commander, as his local representative. Harding's principal staff
officer was an American officer, Col. Alfred Connor Bowman. Serving as Senior Civil Affairs
Officer, Bowman directed the daily operations of Allied Military Government - Venezia Giulia.7
After initial attempts to work with Yugoslav installed Regional National Liberation Committees,
the military government replaced them with a civil administration based on Italian local
government. While most Italians received the order with satisfaction, pro-Tito Slovenes and
Italian communists reacted with demonstrations. Although the most protests soon subsided,
resistance in Slovene dominated areas continued. The men of the 88th learned their first lessons
in crowd control while preventing the spread of street brawls between pro-Italian and proYugoslav demonstrators. 8
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In addition to fulfilling occupation tasks, the division -- now named the Trieste United
States Troops or TRUST -- spent the fall months maintaining outposts along the Morgan Line,
manning road blocks, running patrols, guarding munitions dumps, and forming military police
companies. Meanwhile, redeployment of forces depleted their ranks severely. This presented the
division’s commander, Maj. Gen. Bryant E. Moore, with a great challenge because he intended
to forge the 88th into an integrated unit prepared for any mission that might arise. With few
veterans remaining, however, he had to start from scratch. His initial efforts focused on combat
oriented skills, to include field firing for riflemen, practice with crew-served weapons,
standardized tactical battle drills, and combined exercises with infantry, artillery and armor
operating together. 9

Although guard duty along the Morgan Line fast became routine, in December 1945 the
Blue Devils received a grim reminder that they served along one of the most contentious
borderlines in Europe. On Christmas Eve 1945, Pfc. William Shinn from E Company, 349th,
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was dispatched in a jeep to repair a copper telephone wire that had been cut at Montespino. He
never returned. Yugoslav soldiers had killed Shinn while he made the repair. Requests that the
Yugoslav government extradite the murderers were unsuccessful. 10

At the front in a Cold War

The year 1946 began quietly. In January, redeployment of forces was finally complete
and training and recreation programs began. In order to distribute time spent on duty on Morgan
line outposts and training evenly, Gen Moore decided to rotate battalions. Each of the three
regiments kept one battalion on the line for periods of up to two weeks. 11 In March the quiet
came to an abrupt end. At that time, the Council of Foreign Ministers in Paris took up discussion
of the Italo-Yugoslav territorial dispute over Venezia Giulia and Trieste. They decided to send a
Boundary Commission to the disputed territory. News of the impending visit spread, prompting
rival factions in Trieste to increase their propaganda efforts. Both groups also financed relocation
of Yugoslavian or Italian citizens into the city to strengthen their case should a plebiscite should
be held. The population of the city, as a result, increased by some 10,000 inhabitants (unofficial
AMG estimates were three to four times that number) exacerbating a housing shortage already
present in the city. During the Boundary Commission’s month long stay, its every move was
accompanied by demonstrations. 12
Once again seizing an opportunity to fan the flames, Marshal Tito announced that he
would resist any finding by the commission that was unfavorable to Yugoslavia. He positioned
troops along the Morgan Line to emphasize his resolve. Neither the Allied troops in Zone A nor
senior military planners in Washington and London were rattled, however. Instead, they
concluded that the dictator was indulging in a mere “War of Nerves.” Fully aware that Tito’s
10
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forces had the numerical advantage on the ground, Gen. Morgan declared the Allied
governments’ willingness to fight if Yugoslavian soldiers crossed the border. The atmosphere
remained tense until the Boundary Commission finished its work in the Zone and departed in
April. 13

105 mm Howitzer Emplacement, Opicina

The French Proposal
Back in Paris, the commissioners found that their report had lost its urgency because the
debate in Council of Foreign Ministers had meanwhile degenerated into a battle of prestige
between the Soviet Union, backing Tito’s claim to the disputed region while the United States
and Great Britain, supported Italy’s position. This situation continued until the beginning of July,
when the French delegation suggested a compromise granting both nations nearly all of their
demands: Italy would gain a territory that was almost identical with the existing Zone A and
Yugoslavia would receive most of the territory that comprised Zone B, including the port city of
13
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Pula. The intent of the French plan was to defer the settlement of the Trieste question for a later
date. In the meantime, both countries would agree to an autonomous Free Territory of Trieste
(FTT) under United Nations Security Council supervision. The Morgan Line would still divide
the Free Territory of Trieste into an Anglo-American occupied Zone A in the north and a
Yugoslav occupied Zone B in the south. The nations would contribute contingents of 5,000
soldiers each, charged with guarding the independence and stability of the territory. 14
When the French proposal became public, it apparently did not satisfy any of the parties
involved: the Italians wanted the city as part of their country, the Yugoslavs desired the same,
and the Triestini feared their city would continue to be a battleground for pro-Italian and proYugoslav street fighters. While the diplomats continued negotiations of a final settlement in
Paris, the forces of TRUST dealt with growing public resentment and increased tensions on the
Morgan Line. In the middle of July, events turned deadly when a patrol encountered gunshots
from Yugoslavian soldiers who had crossed into Zone A. The Americans returned fire and killed
two Yugoslavs. Four days later, an American soldier, Pfc. Walter L. Kagawa was ambushed and
killed near Trieste. 15
Soldiers on patrol along the Morgan Line also had to deal with a rising number of
incidents. Most of these involved either Yugoslavs targeting vehicles carrying American
personnel or Italian demonstrators assailing vehicles carrying Yugoslav soldiers. The most
serious of the episodes occurred on 9 August, when the Yugoslavs downed a C-47 transport
plane near Ljubljana, Yugoslavia. The soldiers aboard the plane survived and were released in
two groups on 23 and 29 August. Ten days after the first incident, the Yugoslavs increased the
pressure and downed another plane, this time near the northern Yugoslavian town of Bled. All
five Americans aboard were killed. Tito’s efforts to provoke an incident ultimately failed. 16
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By the end of September, however, the wave of violence that had swept over Trieste in
the summer had apparently run its course. While the different political and ethnic groups
continued the propaganda for their respective causes there were no further violent
demonstrations. The calm lasted through the end of the year. It was not even broken in
November, when the members of the peace conference announced their final decision on
creation of the Free Territory of Trieste. One of the provisions of the treaty, however, had very
negative consequences for the Zone A Enclave of Pula. The settlement stipulated that the city
would become part of Yugoslavia. This triggered an Italian government and Red Cross
sponsored mass exodus of Italian families that began on 27 December 1946 and ended on 31
March 1947. The families packed up their household goods and sent them by ship and train to
warehouses in Trieste. Problems arose when craftsmen and entrepreneurs packed their tools or
parts of their businesses - such as restaurant furniture, pharmacy equipment, or whole flour mills
- depriving Pula’s economy of their use. 17
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The Free Territory of Trieste

In February 1947, the United States, United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and France
signed the Peace Treaty with Italy. It included provisions for the creation of the Free Territory of
Trieste within the so-called French Line. A stretch of the old Morgan Line separated the smaller
Anglo-American Zone A in the north - an area of only 86 square miles - from the much larger
Yugoslav Zone B in the south - a 199 square mile area. The British Sector was centered around
and in Trieste. Each nation was permitted a force of 5,000. The 351st Infantry, 88th Division,
became the American occupation contingent in the Free Territory of Trieste.18
On 17 February, the men from 1st Battalion were the first to move into their new
quarters. Their new station was Opicina Barracks, a modern facility about six miles north of the
city of Trieste. On 20 February, the 3d Battalion moved from the down town area of Trieste to a
new home at the Duca D’Aosta Barracks in Sistiana, a coastal town about ten miles north of
Trieste. Three days later, the regimental Headquarters and Headquarters Company moved the
one hundred miles from Tarvisio to Opicina, just north of Trieste. The last unit to take up
residence in its new quarters was the 2d Battalion. It moved from the Plezze Area to Big Banne
Barracks near Villa Opicina. On 1 April, all units were settled in their new barracks. 19
The three parties agreed to ratify the treaty on 15 September 1947. In the interim, the
Anglo-Americans, Italians, Yugoslavs, and Soviets were to agree on a governor. Anticipating
failure of the talks, General Terence Airey, Gen. Harding’s replacement, requested that he be
allowed to issue a proclamation on Ratification Day to prolong Anglo-American military
government in Zone A until a governor assumed office. The Combined Chiefs of Staff granted
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their approval in July. 20 The Yugoslav military authorities spoiled the smooth transition when
they sent a note on Ratification Day asserting that Zone A should be administered jointly by an
Anglo-American and Yugoslav military government. Later that night, they backed up their
demands by sending a column of troops to Outpost 5 near the town of Prosecco. The Yugoslav
troops demanded entry but had orders to relent if they encountered determined opposition. When
American guards steadfastly but calmly refused them permission to enter, Tito’s men backed
down. The crisis had passed. 21
Incidents at other crossing points were not as dramatic as the one near Prosecco but just
as fraught with danger, as the men from the 1st platoon of the 88th Mechanized Cavalry
Reconnaissance Troop soon found out. At 2330 hours on 15 September, the soldiers arrived at
Outpost 110A, which was located at a railroad crossing near Villa Opicina, and formed a small
salient that protruded into Yugoslavia. About an hour later, a Yugoslav party composed of one
officer and six enlisted men arrived on the other side and began to dig an emplacement for one of
its machine guns. The Yugoslav lieutenant was clearly enraged by what he considered a
violation of his country’s borders. The stand off between the two units lasted through the night
until noon of the next day. At that time, the Americans received orders from TRUST
headquarters to withdraw from their position. While the headquarters did not explain the sudden
retreat to the troops it was apparent that the soldiers had been placeholders in a continuing tug of
war between the Anglo-American allies and Tito’s communist regime over every inch of soil. 22
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Roadblock in the Free Territory of Trieste

The new year, 1948, was decisive not merely for the future of Trieste but for all of
Europe. In spring, tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union grew with the
successes of the U.S. Marshall Plan aid to Western Europe. Events reached a critical level in
June when the Anglo-American military governments in Germany introduced a new currency in
their zones of occupation. The Soviet military administration in Eastern Germany reacted
vehemently. It closed the Western border of its occupation zone and denied its former allies road,
rail, and barge access to the former capital city of Berlin. With this blockade, the Soviets
intended to starve Berliners into submission and to humiliate the Western powers into accepting
their plans for Germany. The Allies, however, took dramatic steps. In an unprecedented
operation, they delivered food and fuel entirely by air supplied to the population of the
beleaguered city. Not only was the Berlin airlift successful, it also forged a powerful and lasting
British-American military alliance.
At the southern end of the “Iron Curtain,” tensions also flared as a result of the Berlin
crisis. Maj. Gen. William H. Hoge, who replaced Gen. Moore as TRUST commander, explained
to his troops that each of the command’s border checkpoints served to provide early warning of
Yugoslav military aggression. Given that Tito’s forces clearly resented the American presence
and on occasion attempted to harass and intimidate them, Hoge’s words resonated within
TRUST units. He recalled one particular incident in which they sent word to him that a
-16-

Yugoslav commander objected to the American duty officer’s jeep shining its lights into
Yugoslavia when he went up to check on an outpost. They even threatened to shoot the lights out
if he showed up anymore. Rather than back down, Hoge dispatched a pair of tanks to the area
before replying, “Alright. Whenever you get ready to shoot, we’ll shoot back.” There were no
further protests from the Yugoslav commander in that sector. 23

TRUST Training Maneuver, 1948

Elsewhere in Western Europe, the Berlin blockade had a profound impact. In quick
succession both the Western European Union and NATO, with Italy as a founding member, were
formed. The year 1948 also saw a crucial election in Italy. Prime Minister Alcide de Gasperi, a
Christian Democrat, had headed four governments since December 1945, and was running for
reelection. He was very concerned about the apparent growing strength and militarization of the
Italian Communist Party. According to U.S. Central Intelligence Group (later called the Central
Intelligence Agency) estimates the Communists in Northern Italy had trained approximately
50,000 guerilla fighters with the presumed goal to overthrow the Italian government. The agency
also predicted that the Soviets would not hesitate to pressure the Italian government as they had
those of the Greeks and Turks if all Allied forces left the country. On the other hand, it was not
23
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possible for the Italian government to openly request a continued presence of occupation troops.
The only realistic, long-term option for strengthening the Italian security forces - a force of
some 200,000 soldiers and paramilitary Carabinieri - seemed to be that the U.S. and Italian
governments would have to reach an agreement that would allow the United States to use certain
port and railway facilities. The maintenance and supply troops involved would not only serve to
secure Italy, they would also protect the lines of communication from the Free Territory of
Trieste to the U.S. zone in Austria. The campaign and election, meanwhile, proceeded without
major incident and the Christian Democrats remained the ruling party with 48.5 percent of the
vote. 24
That same restless spring, tensions behind the “Iron Curtain” also reached a boiling point.
Relations between Stalin and Tito had been deteriorating since the end of the war. Not only had
Stalin failed Tito in 1945 but he had also broken his promise to supply the country with much
needed economic aid. Tito’s brewing discontent erupted into open confrontation when he defied
Stalin’s efforts to impose his will on Yugoslavia’s foreign policy, resulting in Yugoslavia’s break
with the Eastern Bloc. The U.S. government recognized at once the potential advantages of
friendly relations with a Communist regime that was hostile to Soviet aims and offered economic
and military aid. Badly in need, Tito accepted. His example taught U.S. policy makers to
differentiate between Moscow’s satellites states and communist states bent on exercising their
independence. 25

The final years

By 1949, the Free Territory of Trieste had outlived its purpose as a frontier outpost. Italy
had become a founding member of NATO and Yugoslavia was no longer a member of the Soviet
24
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bloc. The Free Territory now was a needless source of tension between the two neighbors and it
left the United States and its allies open to blackmail by the Soviets. As if to prove that point, the
Soviet leadership insisted in April 1950 that the permanent statute of the Free Territory of Trieste
be put into effect immediately. It accused the three western governments of obstruction because
they had refused to select a governor. In the following month, the Soviets tried to link their
approval of an Austrian peace treaty with Western concessions on Trieste. In response, American
policy makers decided to end the military and economic commitment to Trieste. Both the US and
their British colleagues launched several initiatives to bring Italians and Yugoslavs to the
negotiating table. The outbreak of the Korean War that same year, however, stalled those efforts.
In 1950 and 1951, the West European Allies and Yugoslavia went through a period of
rapprochement and the United States continued to provide it with urgently needed food and
military aid. In this atmosphere, neither side had any interest in pressing the issue of Trieste. 26
The situation in the Free Territory remained unchanged in 1952. Tito’s Yugoslavia
continued to receive U.S. humanitarian and military aid and the Trieste question remained
unsettled. Meanwhile the war in Korea was in its second year and strained the Army’s resources
and manpower. The impact on the TRUST forces was an extreme turn-over of personnel that
brought with it a loss of hard to replace qualified noncommissioned officers. As a consequence,
priorities for the 351st in that year were the establishment of an NCO Academy and an effort to
train and equip replacements. 27
In 1953 the standstill in the Trieste negotiations came to an end. On 8 October, the United
States and Britain announced that they would withdraw their troops from Trieste and hand over
administration of Zone A to Italy. They informed Tito secretly that they would not oppose a
similar Yugoslavian move in Zone B. Outraged that he had not been consulted before the
announcement, Tito chose instead to threaten to send more troops into Zone B and to march into
Zone A if even one Italian soldier entered the area. The Italian government meanwhile reinforced
its forces along the border to Zone A. In the midst of this crisis, the Yugoslav government
retrenched by suggesting negotiations involving all four governments. The talks concluded with
a solution that was very similar to the earlier French compromise. Accordingly, Zone A became
26
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part of Italy and Yugoslavia incorporated Zone B. In October 1954, the Allied Military
Government of the British and United States Zone of the Free Territory of Trieste ended. 28

Conclusion

The Trieste United States Troops guaranteed the stability and guarded the freedom of the
city and its surroundings during the crucial years after World War II. Their service was
testimony to the resolve of the United States government to meet the challenge of communist
expansion head on – instead of returning to appeasement when faced with a determined dictator.
In accomplishing their mission, the troops experienced the same hardships as did U.S.
Army occupation forces elsewhere in Western Europe. Initially, redeployment of combat soldiers
during 1945 deprived the 88th Division of its most experienced hands. At this point, however,
the similarities with other occupation forces end. The men from the 88th served for nearly a
decade in a theater of war - albeit a cold one. During a prolonged contest of wills with a potential
for a clash of arms between one time allies and ethnic groups, they guarded the stretch of land
between the Alps and the Adriatic. Keeping Trieste secure in front of the “Iron Curtain,” was
important for the city’s strategic importance and for its symbolic meaning. In a post World War
II world where a gain by either side of the ideological divide was automatically the other side’s
loss, the thousands of men who served in the TRUST forces over the years won a victory for the
West in one of the first campaigns of the Cold War.
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