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THE ALLIED ARMIES IN ITALY FROM 3rp SEPTEMBER, 1943, TO
12TE DECEMBER, 1944.

PREFACE BY THE WAR OFFICE.

This Despatch was written by Field-Marshal
Lord Alexander in his capacity as former
Commander-in-Chief of the Allied Armies in
Italy. It therefore concentrates primarily upon
the development of the land campaign and the
conduct of the land battles. The wider aspects
of the Italian Campaign are dealt with in
reports by the Supreme Allied Commander
(Field-Marshal Lord Wilson) which have
already been published.
period that the very close integration of the
- Naval, Military and Air Forces of the Allied
Nations, which had been built up during the
North African Campaigns, was firmly con-
solidated, so that the Italian Campaign was
essentially a combined operation. The very
intimate relationship between the three Services
was undoubtedly one of the governing factors
in securing victory.

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Secretary of State for War on 19th April,
1947, by HIS EXCELLENCY FIELD-
MARSHAL THE VISCOUNT
ALEXANDER OF TUNIS, K.G,
G.C.B.,, GCMG., CSI, DSO. MC,
former General Officer Commanding-in-Chief,
Fifteenth Army Group.

I have the honour to submit my Despatch on
the Allied Armies in Italy during the period
from 3rd September, 1943, to 12th December,
1944.

The Despatch is divided into the following
four parts:

Part I—Preliminary Planning and the
Assault.

Part II—The Winter Campaign.

Part III—The Capture of Rome and the
Advance to the Arno. ’

Part IV—The Gothic Line Battles.-

It was during this-

Part 1.

PRELIMINARY PLANNING AND THE
ASSAULT.
Strategic Basis of the Campaign.

The invasion of Italy followed closely in time
on the conquest of Sicily and may be therefore
treated, both historically and strategically, as
a sequel to it; but when regarded from the
point of view of the Grand Strategy of the
war there is a great cleavage between the two
operations. The conquest of Sicily marks the
closing stage of that period of strategy which
began with the invasion of North Africa in
November, 1942, or which might, on a longer
view, be considered as beginning when the first
British armoured cars crossed the frontier wire
into Cyrenaica on 11th June, 1940, the morrow
of Mussolini’s declaration of war. The invasion
of Italy was part of the next period in
European strategy which was destined to cul-
minate in the invasion of the West and the
destruction of the German armies. ‘When the
last German fled across the Straits of Messina
the first aim of Allied strategy had been
achieved: to clear the enemy from Africa and
to open the Mediterranean to the shipping of
the United Nations without fear of interruption;
in the next phase the Mediterranean theatre
would no longer receive the first priority of re-
sources and its operations would become prepa-
ratory and subsidiary to the great invasion
based on the United Kingdom. It was now
called on to break up the victorious team of
armies frained in its hard school and to sur-
render to the West the picked divisions which
were to form the spearhead of the assault on
the beaches of Normandy.

The nature of the break between the Sicilian
and Italian operations is clear from the con-
trast between the directives for them issued by
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the Combined Chiefs of Staff. The Casablanca
conference treated the invasion of Sicily as a
continuation of the clearance of North Africa
and looked no further ahead; its orders were
clear-cut and definite. The ‘‘ Trident’’ con-
ference which met inr Washington, in May 1943,

took a wider view. On 26th May, the Combined

Chiefs of Staff informed the Supreme Allied
Commander* in the Mediterranean of their de-
cision that the major attack on Europe would
be made from the United Kingdom, probably
in the early summer of 1944. He was therefore
instructed to plan such operations in exploita-
tion of the conquest of Sicily as would be best
calculated to eliminate Italy from the war and
to contain the maximum number of German
divisions; which of the operations should be
adopted and thereafter mounted would be de-
cided by the Combined Chiefs of Staff. Here
were no geographical objectives pointed out but
two desiderata, one political and the other, the
containing of the maximum number of German
divisions, from its very nature indefinable. It
is essential that this directive be constantly
borne in mind, for it continued to rule all
strategy in Italy up to the final surrender of
the German armies in the field, and the cam-
paign can only be rightly understood if this is
firmly grasped. The campaign in Italy was a
great holding attack. The two parts of the
directive aim at the same purpose: the diversion
of German strength to a theatre as far removed
as possible from the wvital point, the Channel
coast. To eliminate Italy would mean the
loss to the Axis of fifty-nine divisions amount-
ing to some two million ment ; they were
admittedly not good troops but they were useful
as garrisons in occupied territory. To replace
these, and at the same time to provide the
troops which would have to be sent to hold the
line in Italy, would represent a formidable com-
mitment for Germany at a time when she was
faced once more with war on two fronts, The
comparison with the contribution of the Penin-
sular War to the downfall of Napoleon is
hackneyed but fully justified.

In order to carry out the tasks assigned by
this directive the Supreme Allied Commander
was allotted all the ground forces available in
the Mediterranean theatre except for four
American and three British divisions, which
were to be held avaijlable for return to the
United Kingdom by 1st November,} and two
British divisions held in readiness to fulfil our
commitments to Turkey. These forces were
estimated at the equivalent of nineteen British
and British-equipped divisions, four American
and four French, but of these many were under
strength in men and material and others were
not fully trained. Other divisions, again, had
to be retained for internal security duties in
the Middle East and for garrisons of the princi-
pal ports of North Africa, while the threat

* General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower. (The
title of his appointment was '‘ Commander-in-Chief,
Allied Force.”” Amnother title frequently used was
** Allied Commander-in-Chief, Mediterranear Theatre .
On gth March, 1944, when General (now Field-Marshal
Lord) Wilson held the appointment, the title was
altered to ' Supreme Allied Commander, Mediterranean
Theatre ”’. For the sake of clarity the later title is
used throughout the Despatch).

t Figures as of May 1943; the Italian Army
remained at a round figure of some sixty divisions until
it capitulated.

} The formations eventually selected were : British
50 and 51 Infantry and 1 Airborne Divisions; United
States 2 Armoured, 1 and 9 Infantry and 82 Airborne
Divisions; 7 British Armoured Division was later
added to this list. ) ] .
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of a German attack through Spain, though
already remote by now compared with 1942,
could not be entirely disregarded. Our air
strength, though slightly reduced, particularly
in heavy bombers, would remain adequate for
the support of operations*. On the sea we were
now not likely to meet the Italian fleet and
fully confident of our ability to defeat it if
met. More serious was the intention to with-
draw almost all the landing craft from the
theatre for use in the west; this programme
did not take effect until later but it represented a
severe curtailment of our amphibious mobility.

A further contrast between the campaigns in
Sicily and in Italy is provided by the nature
of the planning which proceeded them. For
Sicily we had had a period of almost six
months to study in detail a problem which was
not, in its essentials, a complicated one. For
the operations in exploitation of success in
Sicily we were in the first place not given any
definite geographical objectives and the prob-
lem of deciding between the available alterna-
tives was complicated by a number of unknown
factors which would only be resolved by the
outcome of the preceding campaign. It was
realised from the first that the decision between
the various courses of action which would then
be open to us would have to be deferred to a
later date and might have to be taken rapidly.
Our aim in planning was therefore extreme
flexibility and I think it is fair to say that
few operations of war of this magnitude have
been so distinguished by the speed with which
they were mounted and the shortness of the
time between the decision to undertake the in-
vasion and its launching. This speed was
made possible by the flexibility of strategy
permitted by the nature of amphibious opera-
tions and the geographical configuration of the
theatre, and it was encouraged by the challenge
of a constantly changing military and political
sitnation. A certain amount of preliminary
planning began as soon as the plan for Sicily
was firmly established. This was done in the
first place at Allied Force Headquarters, since
my own staff were fully engaged on the
Sicilian operation. I shall therefore pass over
this preliminary period as briefly as possible,
but in order to understand the background to
the operations carried out under my command
it is necessary to give some account of the way
in which the problem of an invasion of the
Italian mainland was first approached and the
basic reasons for the strategy which was eventu-
ally adopted.

General Considerations Governing Operations
against Italy. .
To carry out the terms of the directive from

the Combined Chiefs of Staff one course of

action had obviously pre-eminent advantages.

Italian troops could be found and fought at

any point of the deeply indented northern coast-

line of the Mediterranean from Thrace to the

Pyrenees, or in the many off-lying islands, but

to eliminate Italy from the war an attack on

the mother country offered clearly the best °

solution. We were already committed to the

conquest of Sicily, -for reasons, as I have ex-
plained, of African and Mediterranean strategy,
* War Office footnote :—Strategic attacks by the

Air Forces which were later based on Italy, and other

strategic aspects of the campaign, are described in the

Supreme Allied Commander’'s Reports on the Italian

Campaign (Pait I—8th January, 1944 to roth May

1944; Parts II and II[—1oth May, 1944 to Izth

December, 1944) by Field-Marshdl Lord Wilson.
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but it was the opinion of the Intelligence Staff
at Allied Force Headquarters that not even the
complete loss of the island would bring Italy
to sue for terrns. Nor was it likely, in the
prevailing state of mind in Italy, that the loss
of Sardinia-in addition would produce that
effect. To eliminate Italy from the war we
should have to land on the mainland of the
peninsula. We should have to do so in any
case as soon as the Italians capitulated, whether
or not we had made it onr main theatre of
effort, for we should want to occupy the country
as quickly as possible and begin to put its
resources to use against the Germans. That
being the case, our weakness-in available for-
mations rendered it advisable not to split our
efforts but to concentrate on one geographical
aobjective.

It was my opinion, therefore, that an in-
vasion of the peninsula was by far the best
means of carrying out the first pant of the
directive and I decided, after considerable
study, that it would also offer the best chances
of achieving the second object of our strategy,
to contain as many German forces as
possible. First of all the elimination of Italy,
for which an invasion of the peninsula was
essential, would of itself, as I have already
pointed out, throw a theavy additional
strain on Gemmany. In the summer of
1943 Italy was still performing important
garrison duties for the Axis in the Mediterranean
theatre; she had seven divisions in Southern
France, extending as far west as Marseilles, and
no less than thirty-two in the Balkans, together
with many non-divisional anti-aircraft and coast
defence units in both theatres. If the Germans
could no longer count on these forces they would
have to replace them at once with German
troops: they could not leave south-eastern
France ungarrisoned with the Allies loose in the
Mediterranean in overwhelming superiority on
the sea and in the air; resistance movements in
the Balkans would also get completely out of
hand unless they took over the areas vacated by
‘the Italians. It was, in fact, not unreasonable
to hope that in the Balkans at least, where they
far outnumbered the Germans, the Italians
might attempt to resist; the resistance was not
likely to be prolonged but it would help in
diverting German troops. Howéver, apart from
these automatic results of Italian capitulation,
we should be in a position, by invading the
peninsula, to force the Germans to a more
damaging diversion of effort than the mere in-
crease in occupational commitments, which
could be entrusted to lower category formations,
including foreigners and satellites. They would
have to put into the field a strong force of good
quality troops or see Italy lost by default and
the Anglo-American armies appearing on the
southern frontier of the Reich. That southern
frontier is strong enough by nature, but to aban-
don Italy, especially the industrial area north
of the Apennines, would add a serious loss of
war potential to a disastrous loss of prestige.
Perhaps even more serious for the Germans
would be to allow us to make use of the air-
fields of "Italy from which our strategic Air
Forces could develop attacks against hitherto
immune targets in Southern and South-eastern
Germany, in Hungary and against the vital
Ploesti oilfields. For all these reasons I felt
sure that the Germans would not stint troops
for the defence of Ifaly and that nowhere else
should we be able to draw in and ‘contain. so
" many. - c ol fatioer ?
A2
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There was, of course, the objection that a cam-
paign in Italy would canalise the whole effort of
Great Britain and the United States for 1943
into a comparatively narrow peninsula. The
objection, though based on ignorance of our
resources and misappreciation of the general
strategy of the war, appears superficially sound
but omits any consideration of what alternatives
were open; as Mr. Churchill said on a later occa-
sion: ‘“ We have to fight the Germans some-
where, we can’t merely sit and watch the
Russians.”” It would serve no useful purpose
to keep the forces available in the Mediter-
ranean in idleness, and plans had already been
prepared to make the largest contribution in
men and amphibious means which could be
transferred in the time available to the Western
assault, To say that Italy was a secondary
theatre is not a valid objection; it is the nature

‘and function of a holding force to attack secon-

dary objectives while the main force is prepar-
ing to attack the main objective. It would be
a valid objection, if it could be proved, that
the Allies employed unduly large forces in
attacking a secondary objective: in fact, as I
shall show, our forces in Italy never at any time
enjoyed any but the slenderest margin of
superiority over the Germans, and usually
not even that, and, above all, the invasion of
the West was never deprived of any resources
in men or materials by the needs of the opera-
tions in Italy. The Italian campaign fulfilled
its function in the strategic scheme of the war
against (Germany, and I am convinced that no
other possible strategy would have fulfilled that
function so well.*

It was clear, therefore, that an invasion of
the mainland of Italy was the most advantage-
ous course to pursue in the exploitation of
success in Sicily. It was also clear, gazing at
the relief map of Southern Italy, that it would
be an operation of great difficulty. We must
get up that-long leg as quickly as possible and
preferably start as far north as possible, but the
limits were laid down by the availability of air
cover. I had had experiences in Burma of
fighting against an enemy with control of the
air which I was not anxious to repeat, and
the loss of ** Prince of Wales "’ and * Repulse’”
off Malaya was a reminder of what could hap-
pen, in those circumstances, even to great
warships, let alone convoys of merchant ships
and landing craft. The experiences of the
United States Navy in operations against com-
paratively isolated Japanese-held islands in the
Pacific under cover of aircraft from large groups
of carriers were not applicable to the situation
facing me in the Mediterranean, and in any case
I was assured by Admiral Cunninghamf that
there was no chance of getting such a force of
carriers. My air cover would have to come
from land-based fighters and, taking the Spit-
fire with go gallon long-range tanks as the stan-
dard, this gave me a circle of operations of a

* The best alternative available was an invasion of
the Balkans. To do this it would first have been
necessary, for the sake of air cover, to break into the
“guter ring ”’ of islands from Crete to Rhodes, a
difficult operation in autumn. Balkan terrain is even
worse suited for offensive operations than Italian, and
it must be remembered that our amphibious resources
were destined to dwindle to the advantage of the
Western Theatre. A final argumeént against this course
was that the United States Government was most
reluctant to.become involved in a Balkan campaign.

1 Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham ; now Admiral
of the Fleet The Viscount Cunningham of Hyndhope,
K.T.,, G.C.B,, O.M,, D.S.0.






