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THE OPERATIONS OF THE 168TH INFANTRY
(34TH INFANTRY DIVISION) IN THE RAPIDO
RIVER CROSSING, 28 JANUARY-10 FEBRUARY, 194k

: (ROME-ARNO CAMPAIGN)
(Personal Experience of a Cannon Company Commander)

INTRODUCTION

The regimental action of the l6sth Infantry, 34th US Division,

in the crossing of the.Rapido River and subsequent operations into
¥he mountains nur£h and west of Cassino, Italy, 28 January-1C Feb-

ruary 1944 is described in the following monocgraph,
To plunge inte the action without explanation would necessarily

leave much to the imagination so & resume of events just prior to

this action will make the situaticn more understandable,

After the Sicilian conquest by the Allies on 17 August 1943,

plans were made to pugh our attack into Italy itself. Advantages-

;which the Allies hoped to gain by this operation are as follows:
1. The strategic initiative, assumed by the invasion of North

Africa, would be retained, Jtaly was the only place where

we could continue our attack on the Germans as we were not

prepared to invade France at the time, (1)

2
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; We could obtain more complete control of the Mediterranean, {2)
| ‘

3+ By opening even a small scale nsecond front" in Europe we

could engage some German divisions which might otherwise pe

3 E used against Russia. (3)
l L« We could secure air pases closer to important targets in

i

\ Austria, Rumania, and some parts of Germany. (4)

Italy was invaded by the Allies at two points with the British

Fighth Army landing on 3 September 1943 on the southwestern tip at
¥essina and the main attack by the US Fifth Army following on ¥

September on the beaches of Salerno Bay. (See Map A) The two armies

made a junction oh 16 September 1943 at Valle, (5). Fifth Army was

(1, 2, 3, by ) A-l, pa26 (5) A5, p.129




under the command of Lt,. Genéra.l (now General) Mark W, Clark and
the Eighth was commanded by General (now Field Mars_l:a'll) ¥ont-
gomery, (6) |

it was the Fifth Army's mission to take the Port of Naples
and make secure the airfields of that area. (7) By 1 October the
ety of Naples had been captured. at whiczh time the Germans began
to withdraw across the Volturno River, With the acquisition of
Naples the Allies had ai great port from which support to sunsaquént
"of-fensiv.e operations could be obtained. (8) By 6 October our troops
. everywhere commanded-_tne south bank of‘ the Volturno, thus 27 daya
‘ after D Day the main objective of the Salerno landings had been
achieved, (9) From & October to 15 November the Allied grmies'
had Vfon an area 20 to 60 miles in depth across the Italian penin-
sula, (10)

The Germans continued their withdrawal to the Wix:xt.er Line, On
15 November Fifth Army temporarily halted before this line in )_ﬁr.der
to build up supply Levels, to reorganize, and to rest its weary .
troops., (11) Fatigue was not caused by combat alone, for the battle
against the Ttalian winter weather was a source of constant strain,
Rains had swollen creeks to the size of .rivers, causing them to
overflow theirl banké and make a quagmire of the trails, }Eany troops .
were living in the open, some without tents and sleeping in wet
blankets, (12) The fall rains which had begun eariy in October
with unusual intensity slowed ohr advancé and caused morale to de-

cline, (13) .

The Germaﬁ Winter 1ine consisted of a series of wellfprepared
posit.ions along the shortest possible tine across the central Vpotj*t.ion
(6) A1, pa29 (7) &2, po2 (8) A-1, polik (9) A-2, P.90 (10) A-3, p.1lk
(11) A-7, p.l (12) Personal knowledge (13) A=k, p.1
| L




of Italy-——from the Garigliano River on the west through mountains
in the center to the Sangro River on the east, (1&)- {See Map B)
Though this forward line was planned only todelay the Allied Armies,
the.énemy'a success in stopping our advance units at its approaches
in the fipst part of November led them to thé décision to hold it as
'long'as possible before falling back to their main defenses. 3o in
=pi§e cf ;he fact that it was temperary in its original plan, the
Winter Line presented a formidable barrier to the Fifth Army. EFach
mountain had to pe taken, a valley was to be cleared and then there
were more mountains ahead and yet another main defense line to 1
bresk. (15) For the individual soldiers of the Fifth Army the
familiar pattern of attack became that of bitter fighting frem hill
to hill. (16)

Fifth Army had delivered the main attack in the Italian cam-
palgn during the period up to mid-November and had drawn against
itself the bulk of the enemy forces, (See Map B) There was a
chance to surprise the enemy if suddenly the weight of'the Allied
effort were to be shifted to the Eighth Army on the east coést.
Plans were made to this effect and on the night of 19/20 November
Eighth Army jumped off for an attack through the Winter Line on the
lower Sangro River. The enemy contested every yard of the hills _

overlooking the river and engaged Eighth Army in heavy fighting, (i?)
Fifth Army moved torward to break the Winter Line scuth of the
Appenines shortly after Eighth Army began its part of the‘operation.
The plan .was to smash through the forward defenses of the enemy so

as to place our troops at the entrance of the Liri Valley, Thus

v4 / ' v
(14) A=, Pl (15) A=4) p.7 (26) A-L, p.1 (A7) A-by Dot
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Rome would bé threatened from the south by Fifth Army and from the
east by General Montgomery's forces. (18) The beginning of the
Liri Valley, less than eight miles in front of the Fifth Army, 1is
known as the "Gateway to Rome"—-but the gateway nas all the defensive
advantages that nature can béstow. Mountain masses such as Mt, Cairo
above Cassino bound it on either side; these mountains in turn are
guarded by the terrain features of the Winter Line, (19)

For the next two months the attack on the Winter Line pro—-
gressed and everywharg that én‘inrantry company tried to advahce
it met with a erafty enemy in well prepared positioﬁs; concrete-

and-steel pillboxes did uot appear along the Winter Line but the

' dugouts were well protected and mine-filled approaches were covered

by machine-gun and mortar fire, (20)

The first attack was delivered agginst the group of peaks
known. as the Camino hill mass, consisting of ﬁount Camino (Hill 963),
the dominating peak, two slightly lower peaks, EEEEE_EE_QEQQQQQH
(Hill 960), and Mount Remetanea (Hill 907). At the upper end of the
Camino feature are the nunerous.peaks of Mbuﬁt Maggibre. After |
meeting heavy resistance every foot of the way and after very bitter
fighting the Allies held the Hills 907, 960, énd 963 by 9 December
and organized resistance ceased in that area. (21) The operation
was definitely a success and in nine days II Corps and 10 Corps had
driven the enemy from practically“the entire Camino feature, in-
cluding Mount Maggiore. Fifth Army now controlled the heights on

one side of the corridor which gives access to the Liri Valley. (22}

(See Map C)

Y

8till more mountains preaented obstacles, among them Mount Pan-

tano, and Hills 763, 460, 470, 855, and 595. (23) { Figures used in
v - v '

(18) A-L, p’? (19) A-és p.19 (20) A-és P-60 (21) A=L, P-25 (22) A=ly,

p‘28 (23) A-LF’ p-36
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identifying hills and pqints_ designate elevation in meters a.bove-
sea 1eve9 {24) The 168th Infantry of the 3L Division encountered
fierce resistance in its battle for Mount Pantano, ad for its
effort in capturing the hill one battalion received a unit citation.
(25) Following this action relief of the entire 34th Division was
begun by the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division. (26)

The second phase of Fifth Army's plan of attack to begin en
7 December was to take Mount Lungo, San Pietro, and Mount Sammucro.
After ten days of bitter fighting Mount ILungo was taken and our
patrols found San Pistro abandoned by the Germans., (27) Less success-
ful was the attack on Mount Sammucro although we held the high
erests, OCn Ch;'istmas Day units made some gains on i_t,s western
slopes, {28) |

There fcllowed in succession hard-fought bat.’gles for San

Vittore, Mount Raino, k{oﬁnt Hotundo, Mount HalinoL, Hill 960, Moupt
Porchia, Mount Xajo, "C:edro Hill, ¥ount Trocchieo, and Cervaro. The
Gerﬁans made every gain of the Allies as costly as poesible and each
victory was marked by heavy loss of men, supplies, and mules by
which our supply line was kept moving. (29) Cold and jnet. weather
and less of sleep during weeks of continual fighting contributed to
the great amount of sickness among the troops and disease removed
far more men from combat units than did enemy action. (30)

The Winter Line campaign ended in mid—;Ianuary with Allied gaj.ns
on both sides of the Appenines. On a thirty-five mile front, Fifth
Army had forced .the enemy back into l_ais Gustav Line and reached the
edge of the Liri Valley, main corridor for advance to Rome from the

southeast. (31) (See Map C) This introduction leads up te the

action in which the Allie‘s endeavor the ¢rush the German Gustav Line‘.

(24) A-4, p.17 (25) Personal knowledge (26) A-h, p.43 (27) a-6, p.T1

(28) a-h, p.82 (29) A~L, pgs. 83-112 (30) A-4, p.87 (31) A-'.'Ll-: p.113
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THE GENERAL SITUATION

The terrain of the Garigliano-Rapide area comnsisting of rivers
and mountain masses makes the area-of the Gustav Line one of the
most favorabie fér défense and one of the most difficult for offense,
(32) The Rapide River flows swiftly through meountains te Sant'Elia
where it crosses the upper valley and skirts the Cassino headlénd.
This valley varies in width from two to three miles and is cut Ey
numerous streams and canalé. Mount Cairo, 1669 meters in height,
dominates the mountains on the north flank of the valley. Lesser
peaks extend southnasﬁ to form thé Cassince hsadland which terminates
in Monastery Hill. (33)

The principle route leading into ;he Cassino area is Highway 6
which runs generally along the northside of the Liri Valley, passes
through Cassino and then leads northfest into Rome.

While the Winter Line Battle wss being fought the enemy had been
busily working on his positions behind the Rapido and Garigliano
rivers. The Todt Organization, aided by forced labor, constructed
a belt of defenses which extended in depth from Mount Marrone

southwest to Belvedere Hill, then south to Cassino, Sant’Angelo,

[EEE——

| Sant! Ambrogie, and west of the Garigliano to Mount Scauri.

it each end of the line thers were:in general fewer and less
carefully prepared defensive works than in the center. The mountains
on the north were themselves obstacles of tremendous proportion.
On these the enemy placed the usual mortars and machine guns on
the reverse slopes while the forward slopes were covered by well
camouf laged em@lacemnnts containing automatic weapons. Natural
approaches were blocked by minefields and each trail was covered by
machiﬁe guns; The strengest portion of the line was known to extend
from the village of Cairo socuth to Sant! Ambrogio. The dam above

(32) &7, pe5 (33) 47, p.6
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Cassiho had been blown by the enemy thus diverting the irater of

the Rapido onto flat grouﬁd east of the river, rendering the area
too soft for armor. In addition the approaches to the river were
mined extensively, The box mine which contains almost no metal
and is hard to detect was used in profusion. ZEven more minefields
were laid between the river and the mountains, and along the west
were stretched bands of wire; Very carefully constructed emplace—
ments were blasted and dug into the steep barren slopes west of the
river, These concrete-and-steel fortifications, large enough to
contain living quarters for troops, could withstand direct hits by
" artillery shells. Concsaled communication trenches led to machine-
gun emplacements. Fields of fire were cieared and so interlocked
as to command all approaches from the east. Observation pests on
the mountains and in the Abbey of Montecassino which was atop
Monastery Hill gave the enemy a perfect view of the approaches to
the Rapido. (34)

The a;rea of the Gustav Line had long, provided the Itallan .
General Staff with ideal terrain for field exercises., In these
problems fcx; ces representing the enemy had never been able to
penetrate the defense. The Italians considered the area as an
impregnable obstacle to any army attempting to capture Rome from
the south. The Germans were determined to prove this point. (35)

General Sir Harold R. L. Alexander, commander of 15th Aémy
group, on 2 Jamuary 1944 ordered execution of the plans to‘ land at
Anzie. The purpose of this operation was to cut the enemy lines of
communication and to threaten the rear of XIV Panzer Corps. The
.da’;e was set to fall between 20 and 31 January as clese to the
former as possibls. On the southern front Fifth Ammy was to "make
(34) A~7, p.7 (35) &-7, p.8
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as strong a thrust as possible Fowards Cagsino and Frgginone shortly |
prior to the assault landing to draw in enemy reserves which might

be employed against the landing forces aml then to create a breach

in his fromt through which every oppertunity will be taken to link

up rapidly with the seaborne operation". (36)

Major General Charles W. Ryder was commanding the 34th Division
at this time. (37) A4s part of II Corps plan of attack the 3Lth
Division on the right flank of the 36th Division was to make a
coordinated attack to contain the enemy on the Cassino froat while
the 36th Division was to attack to establish a bridgehead in the
Sant'Angeio area as far west as.Pignatggo. As ordered by higher

headguarters no ririhg by 34th Division's infantry or artillery
was to be directed upon the Abbey of Hontecassino, (38) |

The 346th Infantry Division was to cross the Rapido river at
Sant'Angelo on 20 January. After two efforts, both of which
ended in disaster, the division withdrew to the east side of the
river, The division, a veteran one which had won victoried in "'

battles of Salerno, Mount Maggiore and San Pietro had suffered

defeat, The effort to cross the Rapido was summed up as a costly

failure, (39)
THE REGIMENTAL SITUATION

On 21 January General Ryder issued orders toc the 34th Division
for the attack into the mountains northwest of Cassino. (40) So on
23 January the 34th Division prepared to cross.the Rapido nérth ot
Highway 6 while the 36th Division assumed a defensive role, . (41)

It was the mission of the 133rd Infantry to capture Hills 56
and 213, the barracks area, and the road to Cassino souih of the /
(36) a—7,jp.9 (37) Personal knowledge (38) A-—?,‘jp.w (39) A-7, pgs L1-18
(40) AT, P51 (K1) &7, AT |
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barracks. {(See Map D) Direct pressure on Cassino was to be miin-
tained by the 135th Infantry which was to be ready to attack
Cassino from the north. At this time 168th Infantry was to be in
reserve at an assembly area one mile east of the barracks and was
to be prepared on the night of 24~25 January to pass through the
133rd Infantry and push forward to capture the division objectives
which were Mount Castellone, Sant'Angelo Hill and Albaneta Farm,
The division was also ihstructed,by IT Corps operations plan issued
on 23 Jamwmry to cut Highway 6 and prepare to capture Piedimonte
or to advance scuth to aid in a‘prospective attack by the 36th
'DiVision; The 36th in the meantime was to make a demonstration at

the sites of its former crossings to give the appearance of a renewal
of its previeus efforts to establish a bridgshead and prepare to
force the Rapido north of Sant'Angelo to establish a bridgehead for

the passage of armer. 34th ﬁiﬁision had Corps artillery in support,

(42)
On 24 January all three battalions of the 133rd Infantry
attempted the river crossing but met with little suécess.

With a slight change of plans on 25 Jamary all three battalions

had succeeded in crossing shortly after midnight and were reorgae}zing

——

on the west bank,

-

"""‘»"n-mm
Since the 133rd had made very little progress in its attack

on 26 January it was decided that the leth'Infantry'ﬁould not pass

[

through to seize the div131on objectives until 27 January. The
135th Infantry was to cross the river south of the barracks, and
turning south along the west bank, clear the enemy from the east
slopes of the high ground.

(42) 4A-7, p.ol
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The gains of the action on 26 Janwary were negligible, and

every attempt to make a crossing and establish a firm bridgehead

failed, (43)

G However, by nightfall of 26 January the 133rd Infantry ad
f S ‘_:'1 ii‘a. simfi_}ﬁ?r;jiqsehead across the Hapido, won by suffering more than
‘t‘ ,3"1” j 300 casualties, An operatiorbinstruction of 26 January directed
F\Q , i the 34th Division to continue the attack to captue Hill 213, so

| it became the task of the 168th Infantry to make the Rapido river

et T a2

\ e e sap e i .

jerossing. (4k)
Sincé 30th December when the 168th Infantry relieved elements

| of the 36th Division th Mount Sammucro it had been in constant |
contact with the enemy, either by close combat or by being subjected
to enemy mortar and artillery fire, The stiff battles for the key
terrain feature of Hill 396 and the town of Cervaro had resulted in
the Regiment sﬁffering heavy casualties, When the 168th Infantry
reached the Rapido it was at ap.proximataly 80 per cent of its normal
combat strength and no replacements were received at th 1s time.

From 22 Januwary-26 January not knowing the exact location where
the 168th was to be committed, constamt reconnaissance was main-
tained by all three battalion commanders slong the east bank of the
Rapido within the 34th Division sector. Daylight reconnaissance
parti es were under constant enemy observation and mny 'cas-ualties
were inflicted on thess groups of personnel, The entire area for
approximately 3000 yards east of the Rapido was almost enti-rely
void of cover. 7

The asserbly area/in which the 168th Ini‘antry found itself at

(L3) 4-7, pgs. 52-53 (L&) A-7, P53
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/ f‘;«;l?;-fBSrd Infantry positions te seize and hold Hills 56 and 213 and to

PR R S

this time was also under enemy observation and waw intermittently

shelled oy enemy artillery. (45)

THE REGIMENTAL PLAN OF ATTACK

On 26 January General Ryder ordered the 168th Infantry to
ceross the Rapido and attack to seize and nold Hills 56 and 213,
the time for the attack being 0700, 27 January, The 756th tank
battalion, commanded by Lt. Colonel Sweating, was to be in direct
support of the Regiment, A one hour artillery barrage was to
precede the attack, At 1900 hours, 26 January, Colonel Mark W,
Boatner, commanding the 168th Infantry called nis_ battalion commanders
and other subordinate leaders to the regimental CP tc recelve the
following order which in effect was: At 0700 hours on 27 January

tﬁle Regiment is to attack across the Rapido, passing through the

ah e o S s et g SR

. continue the attack on regimental order. The “formation will be

two battalions abreast with the first battalion on the left, the -

— O

- third battalion on the right. The second battalion will be in re-

. serve and will occupy an assembly area east of the river and be pre-

pared to pass through either the tirst or third battalions on

regimental order. Cannon Company will be in general support and

will participate in the artillery preparation schedule one hour

prior to the attack.

At midnight 26-27 Jamuary the Regiment received a message froﬁ
Division delaying the time of the artillery preparation and the
attack by one-half hour. (46)

(45) Persomal knowledge (46) Personal knowledge
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THE RIVER CROSSING AMD ATTACK ON HILLS 56 AND 213

At 0600 hours 27 January the st and 3rd battalions found them-

? FErawT
selves assembled along the right bark of the Rapido which was now

ot i’

flowing along the Atina-Cassino highway, The dam three-fourths of

- C'o e

P‘f ) \akmile southwest of Sant'Elia had been blown by the enemy, causing

e 07 07 "Uithe water to flow south along and over the highway. The old river
DL -
it 7{ g : bed which ran 400-500 yards west and paralle]l to the highway was by
v e ‘ '
L 0,&.3 this time dried up,
e ﬁ Nt -
P L e w"il : The 133rd Infantry had succeeded in making a narrow gap through

A "‘i:_,:‘ga:"‘l‘f the mine ﬁg_l_gs(on the sast bank of the river just opposite the trail

RO s .
! A ' ( which leads west from the Atina-Cassino highway just north of the

2:;_; RNt ¢ barracks toward the base of Hill 56 The lst battalion of the 168th
Wﬁ}z ‘i‘ \“‘ ‘./’j Infantry was to cross at this pointe

:thf"jr;%.l-//t/ The 3rd battalion of the 168th Infantry was to cross the river
/5\?%(3 - ‘ about 1000 yards north of the point of the lst battalions's crossing
‘\\f\~ ;! . 2! \and proceed along the trai.l'.fleadi‘ng west toward tlhe village of Cairo.
P:f:\,' W ~ A platoon of te}nks was to precede each battalion to tear gaps

in the barbed wire and zlear paths through the mine fields.

At 0630 hours 27 January the artillery 'preparatioh consisting
of some nine battalions of light and medium artillery began poﬁnding
the forward slopes of Hills 56 and 213. The Cannon Companies of
168th and 133rd Infantries concentrated on close-in targets in the
vicinity of the barracks area, Ten minutes prior to its culmination
the artillery barrage was lifted and placed in the draws behind Hills
56 and 213 and on the forward slopes of Mount Castelione which com-
manded the ol:;jective. The eight guns of Cannon Company, 168th Infan-
try, firing at a rate of threg rounds per gun per minute fired approx-
imately 1200 rounds during this preparation.

Prior to 0730 the tank platoon leader supporting the lst bat-

1
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talion tried in vain to find an area firm enough to support his
tanks in ero ssing, for here the fl-alt ground had allowed the river
to spread out and render the area toc marshy and soft Ior tank move-
ment, | | |

So as the artillery lifted at 0730 the 1lst battalien, wi thout
tank support, pushed off wading across the Rapido. When the leading
elements of the 1st battalion reached the west bank of the river thé '
enemy mertar and artillery observerg; who no doubt reslized that after
the artillery preparation an attack was imminenB were ready. The

1st battalion was met with a 'heavy,artiilery and nmortar concentration

which kept them pinned down for approximately one half hour. Company-

" commanders and platoon leaders were busy trying to keep the men mov-

. ing forward by crawling, - Troops were forced to take advantage of

shell craters and other meager cover afforded by the ‘t.errail.n. As the
1st battalion reached a point at the dried-up river bed about 300
yards north ¢f the baz_'racks it received murderous flanking machine-
gun fire from the barracks area. and plﬁnging.fire from positions
along the military creét of Hill 56, However, Goﬁpanies A and B
contimed to push forward slowly and by dusk had reacﬁed the base of
Hill 56. A number of the enemy machine guns had been silenced by
accurate tank fire rendered by the 756th Tank Battalion from positions

east of the road,.

Shertly after dark Company C was moved ’acro ss the river and

~ passed through Companies A and B.‘ Within an hour one platcon of
| Company ¢ was occupying positions along the crest of Hill 56, Shert-

. 1y afterward its positions wers counterattacked by a strong enemy

i

1 combat patrol, but with the aid of 1lst ba.t.t.alion mortars, Cannon

’ %,Company, apnd the 175th Field Artillery battalion the patrol was

driven off. . Since its flanks were completely exposed the command ing

15
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officer of Company C decided his company pogition formed a dangerous

salient., With the permission of the lst battalion commander, Lt. Col.

Casteel, Company C fit.l}% to the "f_'a‘s_;_«'[;% bank of the river and there
dug in and 9st§??}j,§_13gg_ a Qe_fg;si.ve Iﬂ:‘ne.

The 3rd battalion began moving its forward elements across the
river at b730 with Company L in the lead, .Whan't.he leading elements
which included the company commander, Captain Thompson, reached the
west bank, they as the lst battalion received a very heavy artillery
and mortar concentration. The gaps through the mine fields were
only about ten yards in width 2nd with our troopé canalized in these
narrow lanes it was comparatively simple for the éﬁemy to held up

our advance. About 0800 Captain Thompson was wounded and evacuated,

By this time two tanks had succeeded in crossing the river and

-had pushed forward sbout 150 yards. Here one of them hit a mine and

a few minutes later the second ome was knocked out by a direct hit
through the turret frem a gelf—p;o_pe%gd gun firing from the barracks,
This gun was later captured aml was found to have been built into a
regular pillbox, The gun had been placed inside one of the barracﬁs
with its tube protruding from a window and largé rocks had been piled
all around it to a thickness of 8 to 10 feet between it and the walls
of the building. |

By 1930 two more tanks were across ther iver but shortly there-
after one was knocked out by a rocket grenade fired from the vicinity
of a house below Hill 213, The other tank expended its ammunition
against pillboxes and dugouts and in attempting to return to replen~
ish its supply slipped from the muddy trail into a ditch and was
rendered immobile. Other tanks were prevented frim crossing the

trail east of the river that day for it was efféectively blocked by
£wo tanks which had gone into ditches on either side of it.

16




The roads with the sver~present Italisn mud presented the
engineers with what constituted a nightmare, and the work §f con-~
structing a_lternate routes and removing mud-bound vehicles went
on endlessly.

The artillery and mortars constantly pbunded the narrow lane in
the vicinity of the river.through which all our troops and ténks
were passing andl so dévastating was their tire that the 3rd battalion

'w.as effectively prevented from advgqq_:j;gg,. Company L, le_ading_,__’thg

assault, was unable to.advance and remaired at the river throughout

the day. (47)

o By dusk the graves registration officer had arrived and was
attempting to gather up the dead., Many of the bodles having been
lying there for a period of from one to two days and belng subject
to constant artillery fire had become qu-ite dismembered. It was
with great difficulty that the graves registration group gould dis-

tinguish and identify the individuals., Over ninety bodies were

whEr g2
identified within an are% less than 200 yards in length and less

than 50 yards in width., These casualties were from both 168th and

133rd Infantpies, the 133i-d Infantry not having had an oprortunity

to remove its dead, (48) . >

o e

Since it ap-eared to be impossible to-advance at this point

without adiitional tank support reconnaissance groups were sent

north to attempt to locate an alternate route, They crossed the o
Syngrse L H{u{iviw--'f

Corps boundary and continued nerth until th ey reached the blown dam. "~ gﬁ{—f

It appeared that the dry stream bed might be utilized aa an alternate
route for both tanks and infantry, Upon recommendations from Regiment,
higher headquarters gawe i)ermission to move the 3rd battalion ACT'0SS
the Corps boundary into the French sector. There they were met by
(L7) Personal knowledge (48) Personal knowledge: statement of Lt.

Charles L. Snowden, Graves Registration Officer, 168th Infantry,

27 Jan 19L4.
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a French officer who‘ guided them through the minefields, Dawn of
the 28th found a plaf,oon from Company K dug in along 2 stone wall
about 1000 yards east of Cai{o. They remained in that position |
throughout the 28th observing'memy activity in and around the town
of Cairo and forming a security element for the enginee;‘s working to
remove the mines and mske the dry stream bed passable for armor,

The Regiment planned to renew the attack on 29 Januvary. The
. ; L7 o 2nd ‘battalion oreceded by a company of tanks was to . cross the river

b V !-\ '\“i/l P A W"‘Uw ..J
0.\‘ SR at the point formerly attemnted by the 3rd battalion with its ob-
vk | 'jective the saddle between Hills 56 and 213, The lst battallon was

to cross again at its orjiginal point and procead to capttre Hill 56,
e

e
ot e AT,

' The 3rd battalion reinforced by a company of tanks was to proceed
\?P; Z down the dry river bed from the noartheast to capture the north
o | portion of Hill 213,

At dawn of 29 Jaruary the three battalions of the 168th Infantry
pushed off on schedule, By U?OQ hours seven tanks supporting the
2nd battalion were across the river with Company E following in their
tracks, The t.a.nks began systemat.ically knocking out nggts and
M . pillboxes pointed out to them by the infantrymen of Company E. Cap-
DA taix; John J, Sheehy personally directed the fire of the tanks on an

SP which had been i'nring, from behind one of the buildings on the o ad
Just sout.h of Cairo.

By noon the advance elements of Company K leading the assault
of the 3rd battalion had reached a point about halfway between the
river bed and Hill 213, Here they held up until the tanks moving
down the dry river bed could reach their position to further suf:port
their sdvance, By early afternoon mare than 20 tanks had been able .
to negotiate the route formed by the river bed and were now in po-

gition to fire on targets on the northeast slope of Hill 213. The

devastating fire of our tanks opn the enemy's left flank allowed the

18



assault elements of all three battelions to advance and by dusk ad--

vance elements of each battalion had reacﬁed the base of Hills 5§

j and 213, Shertly after dark the lst battalion had secured Hill 36,

the 2nd battalion had captured the:saddle to the north of Hill 56,
and Company K of thie 3rd battalion had two .platoons on Hill 213,
The remainder of the night was ppent consolidating these positions
in preparation for any counterattacks that might be 1au__nched'the
following morning, As dawn broke on the morning of 30 January a

heavy fog concealed all movemerts of our troops. Captain A, Q. Srm'.th

‘ordered the first platoon of Company K to advance up the road to

Cairc under cover of this fog and to attempt toseize the town. Half
an hour later he received a message from his platoon stating that
they had reached t.he-first buildings .a't the southeast edge of the
town. He then ordered his second plafc.oon to follow the first platoon
into the town of fairo, In the meantime the first platoon had sur-
prised the German CP group of the 131lst Grenadier Regiment and cap-
tured it intact. The regimental commander was included among the
prisoners, By this time the second platocon had arri_ved and continued
mopping up the area., With the aid of bazockas a total of 87 prisgn-
ers was taken by Company K in and around the towﬁ of Cairo. (49) ‘
This brought to & total 147 priscners tsken by the 168th Regiment

since the cperation began.

About the middle of the afterncon of 30 January a counter-

attack estimated to be one company was launched from Mount Castellone

by the enemy., They were repulsed with heavy losses leaving behind
approximately 30 dead in the draw between Hill 213 and the base of

Mount Castellone,

After the fall of Cairo an examination of the fortifications in

the airea revealed a new type not hitherto encountered, It was a new

(L9) Personal knowledge: statement of Captain A, Qe Smith, Commanding

Officer, Company K, 168th Infantry, 3 November 1948,
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type of pillbox consisting_of a large metal boiler approximately
four feet in diameter and seven feet long, It was sunk into the
ground on end with about 18 inches of it remaining sbove the sur-
face, Into the upper end of the boiler a slit was cut through which
a machine gun could be fired. It was well camouflaged and could be
detected only with great difficulty.

Examination of the area arcund the bases of Hills 56 and 213

' revealed a total of 86 machiné—gun emplacements, most of the guns

. having been knccked out during the attack. (50)

THE ATTACK ON ABBEY HILL

7 On 31 January the 135th Infantry Regiment received orda:-_‘s to

pass through the 168th Infantry and attack Mount Céstellone. The
168th Infantry was to support. the attack by fire from its positions
along the crests oi_' Hills %6 and 213. 'ﬁnder cover of heavy fog the
135th Ihi‘antry tock Mount Castellone and by 2 February had éé.'ptured
lfgun}:l{ajola. By 3 February the lst battalion of the 13 Stthnfantry
had captured the north portion of Hill 593. Here they met with

streng counterattacks by the enemy which drove them back to Hill MB..'_

A prisoner of war captured in the area revealed that the 3rd Para-

- chute Regiment which had been rushed in from Ortona was now defeﬁd-

tng the Hill, (51) |

The Division commander ordered th.e 168th Infantry Regiment to
reinforce the 2nd battalion of the 135th Infantry. Colmel Boatner
ordered the 3rd battalion of 168th Infantry to proceed to the vieinity
of Hill 44% and from this position Company Kla,ttacked and recaptured
the north ridge of Hill 593 by midnight. (52)

During the period 29 January-31 January the 142nd Infantry of
the 36th Infantry Division was ordered to attack through the French
(50) Personal kﬁowledge (51) &-7, p.90 (52) Personzl knowledge:

statement of Captain Smith, 3 November 1948,
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sector toward the town of Terells on the east slopes of Mount Cairo,

By 31 January they had captured their initial objective at Manna

Farm, By 2 February Hill 875 about one mile scutheast of Terelle

voir T

“LJMI»)/

had been capt,ured. At this time General Butler, assistant Division

commander, ordered the 2nd battalion of the 142nd Infantry to hold

168th Infantry for an attack on Terelle.

" Past at Manna Farm to be joined later by the 2nd battalion of the

The 1st and 3rd battalions
s gt AR

<

of the 142nd Infantry were to at.ta.ck south to selze Sant,a lucia Hilla

The 2nd battalion of the 168th Infantry was then moved up the slopes

of Mount Cairo to a position in the draw just south of Manna Fam,

'Here they recelved very heavy mortar fire for the remeinder of the

day 3 February and the morning of 4 February and suffered approxi-

mately 38 casualties, The plan to attack Terelle was abandoned and

the night of 4 February the 2nd battalion of the 168th Infantry

rejoined the Regiment in the vicinity of Cairoc.

(53)

During the period of 31 Jamuary-3 February the 133rd Infantry

had crossed the Rapido in the area secured by the 168th Infantry

and in attacking south had captured the barracks area, the east slope

L R e

of Hill 175 , 2nd was now occupying several buildings on the north

edge of the town of Cassino.

(54)

The weather had faken a turn for the worse,

nately rain, snow, and sleet,

There was alter-

Pack mules were the only means of

suprlying the troops in the mountains north of the Abbey. It had been

over a week since the troops had had a hot meal,

There was no

shelter, and disease, especially trench foot, was beginning to take

ite toll among the trocps.

There were no reserves, The regiments

were forced to continue the attack with about 50 per:cent combat

strength,
(53) Personal knowledge

(54)
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The plan of attack for 6 February called for the 1st and 3rd
battalions of 168th Infantry to attack Min_e_;ﬁt._ﬂer;_rmﬂ_j.ll fﬁ:m a line
of departure on point LhS. The.lst battalion of the 135th Infanfry
was +0 secure the left flank of the 168th Infantry., At dawn on 6
February the 3rd. battalion attacked in column of companies with
Company L leading. They reached the draw midway between HI111l 145
and the Abbey where they came under very heavy machine-gun fire
from the Abbey to their front, Hill 193 to their left rear, end Hill
593 to their right rear, The Company was pinned down for the re~
mainder of the day and at dark withdrew to positions behind Point
145 where they relieved the 1st battalion of the 135th Infentry. (55)

Plans were then made for the 168th Infantry to mske another
assault on Monastery Hill at dawn on 8 February. ‘The 135th Infantry

was to attack Hill 593, By this time the enemy had succeeded in

-reinforeing thé 34th Division sector with fresh troops. With no re-

serves the situation appeared to be almost hopeless. Permmel from
regimental headquarters, regimental enti-tank compsany, and clerks
and drivers were gathered up and brought up into the hills to form a
provisional regimental reserve;

The 1lst and 3rd battalions of 168th_ Infantry moved out from
Point LL5 at dawn on & February with the lst battalion on the right,
Companies A and B upon reaching the ;iraw just north of the Abbey
wrere aéain stopped by very heavy machine-gun and small arms fire from
positions in front of the Abbey and the east slopes of Hill 593.
Gompany K leading t.he assault of the 3rd battallon arrived in the
draw south of the 1st. battalion positions and was also pinned down by
heavy mortar and small arms fire. It was impossible to wit.hdrgw the’
battalion durlng daylight and by dark it md suffered very heavy

(55) Personal knowledge: statement Captain Smith, 3 November 1948
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casualties. In the lst battalion Companies A and C were combined
to form one provisicnal company. In the 3rd battalion Companies
K and L were combined and even with the combinaticn had less than
50 men.  {56) _

All three battalions of the 168th Ir-lfantry spent 9-10 Febrﬁa_ry
shivering in foxholes behind Hills LLS M » During this period
there was an almost constant snowfall, Heavy mortar and Nebelwerfer
fire forced the men to remain in the foxholes which were partially
fi1led with snow and slush. (57)

Plans were being made at this time for relief of the 34th and
36th Divisions by the New Zealand Corps bmt General Alexander was
reluctant to commit the New Zealand Corps unless II Corps failed in its
sttack. General Keyes therefare ordered another attack to begin on

| 11 February. The attack plan called for the 34th Division to capture

Albaneta Farm snd Hill 593, The 168th Infantry would again strike at

. Monastery Hill. (58)

The 148th Infantry was to attack Monastery Hill while the 133rd
Infantry was to renew its attack within the town of Cassino. The 2nd
battalion of 168th Infantry, considered to be in tetter shape than the

i 1st and 3rd battalions, was ordered to make the assault on the Abbey.

; Just prior to the attack, Lt. Colonel John L. Powers, commanding the

2nd battalion of the 168th Infantry, estimated the effective combet

! strengt.h of the battalion to be 73 men and 3 officers, At dawn on
11 f‘ebrmrj the 2nd battalion preceded by a heavy artillery barrage
moved out toward the Abbey from 1ts position behind Point 445 in
defilade‘ Viﬂbilﬂy was limited to a few feet by a heavy snow SLOTm,
The troops were able to move undetected until they were within 200
yards of the nerth wall of the Abbey. At this time the snow storm

- (56) Personal knowledge: statement -Captain Smith, 3 November 1948
(57) Personal lmowledge (58) k=7, p.95
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lifted. The Germans immediately opened fire from positions along
the Abbey wall and Hill 593 forcing the battalion to withdraw with

heavy casualties, This was the last offensive action of the 34th

 Division in this area. They were relieved during the period 13-14

February by the 4th Indian Division.
At this time the 168th Infantry was less than 25 per cent o

its effective combat strength. (59)

ANALY.Ts AND CRITICISM
During the perioci 27 Jamnwary - 11 February we find the 168th
Infantry initially and the other Division units subsequently making
a serious breach in the enemy!s main line of resistance. The missien
had been to break through and cut Highway 6 in the vicinity of
Piedimonte. The 34th Division was unable to do so and for this reason

the operation from II Corps standpoint was a failure. Yet to the men

_of the Division who were there and knew the difficulties of the assault,
' the tremendous strength of the German fortifications teamed with the
. adverse weather conditions, this operation was the outstanding achieve-

- ment in the division history.

- At this time Fifth Amy had been stripped of all reserves to

support the Anzio oper_at,ion.' This was unfortunate because at the

time the Division units reached Hills 445 and 593 a follow-up by a
similarly trained unit made up of fresh troops would no doubt have
supplied the drive necessary far the accomplishment of the mission.

| The failure to grant priority of men and equipment with which

to wage a successful war in the Italian theatre is the chief criti-
cism in the minds of all Americans who participated in that theatre

of c&pex‘a.tic:-n.$ Because of this the assault which was made on the enemy's
mest stmngi‘;'rortified defensive line had to be made by troops already
tired from nearly 30 days of continuous combat.

{59) Personal knowledge




AAn air strike on the Abbey just prior to the first assault

of the 148th Infantry on Abbey Hill would probably teve addéd the

punch necessary to capture the hill. The men of the 168th Infantry

were veéry bitter about the fact that an air strike, at that time
the largest ever made on a single t.arge_t., was granted the day
following their relief by the New Zealand Corps..

LESSONS

1. The attack on & well organized and fortified position should
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be mde by f’resh troops. o
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2+ Adequate reserves must be available and held in readiness to
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exploit any success accomplished by the assault echelons.

3, Clese tank support is a mst fotr successful attacks agajinst a

—————

well fortified position.

p .

o

Le In attacking across a valle; which affords good observation to
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\
}the enemy, a general at‘ba__ck should be t.he rule° otherwise the enemy
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!can easily mass his fires in the area attacked and thus limit the
: AN
} penetration,

5. BExploitation of 1ocal successes lS difficult ‘Lf t.he enemy

s

defenses are crga.nized in depth.
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In the case of the Rapido operatien

each hill was supported by positions on the next hill behind it.
. Ex-—r((.n £ .
be Under weather conditions such as were encountered at Cassino

[ — had

men must be fed hot. mea.ls ag often . as possible and relieved regularly
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if morale a.nd combat efficlency are to remain high,

7. Daylight reconnaissance ;:arties should be kept to 2 minimum.
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German artillery and mortars were constantly engagmg parti“es of this
nature and inflicting casualties among key personnel.

8, The best organized defensive line can be brea.tmed by a deter-

R

mined atta.oker who is willing t.o pay the prio 8,

o

L

25

PR



