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They fired until the paint curled from+the
red hot steel anl: thﬁ men rceled in the pits
from exhaustion anl were sick from the blast,

(History of 3rid Cdn Fd Regt, p. 48)

If for nothing else a two-day rest was necessary to replenish
ammrunition s tocks for the great barrage, = At an adminis-
tration conference h:11 on 16 Dec it was estimated that ths
R.C.A.8.C. moull have to haul 16,000 rounds of 25-pr ammuni tion
daily for threc days, (W.D., H.c., CR.A.8.0, 1 cdn Inf Div,
16 Doec 43)., This work was well -advanced by the following

days:

There are now 500 rds of 25 pdr ammunition at
each gun of all Fd Regiments on Diyisional
Front, Commencing at 1230 hrs 16 Dec.., in
adliition to maintaining the Division and ful-
filling all other comuitments, we have brought
forward 23,000 rds 25 pdr,.. 180 loads of
ammunition salvage wore taken to bocach from.
forward srea, Each round trip represented
approximately 35 milcs, This was made possible
by the close and willing co-operation.of
R.C.M.Ps. (1 Cdn Pro Coy) and artillery personnel
with our own R.C.Ai.S.C. drivers and. loalers,

(Ibid, 17 Dec 43)

That no guns were silenced for lack of ammuni tion shovs
that in the supply of essential commodities, administration
was far from broken lown®, :

221, While the Canadians had been making thedr repeated
attempts to cross the gully, 8 Ind Div and the newly errived
5 (Brit) Div and 2 N.Z. Div under cormsnl of 13 Corps, had
been gradually forcing the Winter Line defenders northwerds
beyond the Ortona - Orsogna latoral road, Indian patrols.
h-3, by 18 Dec, reached the hamlets of Consalvi and Crecchio,
where strong enemy outposts continucd to occupy the buildings
(1 ¢dn Inf Div Ops Message Log, loc cit, Serial 10507, 18 Dec
43), Farther inland, patrols of 5 DIy ha found enemy posi-
tions to the South-west of Poggiofierito abandoned; the
town itself was in British hands by th¢ morning of 17 Dec
(Ibid, Serial 10475, 17 Dec 43). Below. the Maiclla massif,

2 N.Z. Div had been engaged -in continuous heavy fighting to
gain Orsogna; 26 Pz Div had been struggling 'as fiercely and
as recklessly to retain that town as the Grenadiocrs had fought
in the coastal sector,

222, New Zealand armour had debouched on to the lateral
road north-east of Orsogna, and by 18 Dec was driving up

the nmarrow road to Arielli (Ibid, Serial 10502, 17 Dec 43).
Strong counter-attacks to regain thp lateral roai had been

macde against the New Zealanders, but, by the morning of

18 Dec, it appeared that the enemy had appreciated the loss

of this long lateral communication link, and had retired to

the mass of ridges, gullies and water-courses that lay to the
North, But Orsogna had yet to be captured by the New Zealarders,
and the Ganadians were still short of the "Cider" cross-roads.
After two weoks of cruel combat over racky.slope and tsrrace,

# See Para.203, That "comforts" were non-existent is true,
but the relative value of "éomforts" and "commodities"
was obvious, A cdmprehensive account- of* how the supoly
units functioned during 16-18 Dec exists in W.D,, H.Q.

CR.\:.8.0., Decomber, 1943) !



Eighth Army's winter advance coulld hardly be measures in
miles. Only occasionally the sun shonc, but never long
enough to dry wet clothes or harden the lanes of slime

which the roads hal become; a miserablo winter was covering
the unattractive Abruzzi landscape in mist and mud,  Forward
units depended for'supplics on rmlo- trains which slid and
stumbled through gorgc and stream, :

223, Thée enemy High Command had chosen vell their Winter
Line; 1in the central Apennines the passes north to Avezzano
and Sulmona were snow-bound, To the South of Eighth Army,
Americans and. British were, by the midile of December,
battling desperately to break tho Winter Lime where it lay
across the Capua - Rome highway south of Monte Cassino,
Those enemy Jlefending the approaches to Rome weré as quick

~to seilze advantage of terrain and weather as those holding

the Adriatic sectorj they epployedl the tactics of clinging
to individual features and delivering sharp and immediate
counter-attacks when forced from them. :-The Allied Armies
were now fecling the effect of winter (C.I.G.S. Summaries
97-107, 8-18 Dee* 43), ' '

224, In the Canadian sector, the value of the R. 28e R's
hold on Casa Berardi became clecar beforoe the beginning of
Miorning Glory":. because of the French Canadians! domination
of the gully, 1 Para Div was unable to reostore the flank or
reinforce those CGrenadiers who remained. During 17 Dec,

the West N«S.R. put in & small attack to seec if the enemy
had begun to withdraw; 31t was 'discovered that considerable
thinning out had taken place anl soms progress -was made in
the direetion.of the cross-roadsj the Battallon, scarcely
more than 150 men was, however, haltc! by heavy :shelling®
(Prince, op cit). Although no definite offensive action
took place betwWeen 16-18 Dec, the Battalions along the edge
of the gully suffered casualties at the rate of one. officer
and 24 other ranks each day (Ibid)., ©On the left flank of

1 Cdn Inf Div, where "Lager" track Jolned the Ortona - Orsogna
lateral road, a small sub-unit of 1 Cdn Armd Bde reported
that the enemy, as he had donc farther inland, had withdrawn
to the north of the road, which from "Lager" track to Berardi
was firmly in Canadian hands by midnight., 17 Dee. (Beyond
the Sangro)

225, #lthough in the centre of the Adriatic coastland
the enemy was retiring before the encroachment over the
Ortona - Orsogna lateral road, there was no indication of

a definite withdrawal along the whole ling, 5 Corps In-
telligence Summary, considering the new gains and the arrival
of 1 Para Div, said on 16 Dcc: ‘

The habits of the enemy have noticeably altered

and less movement and indiseriminate firing is
reported, It has therefore been suggested that

the enemy is thinning out prior to withdrawal,
Thinning out he may be, for the various divisional
unlts whlch had becn packed into the area of the
X-rds ‘wlll certainly be withdrawn, and the sector
entrusted to the safer hands of the Parachutists, .
There are however as yet not sufficient grounds

for anticlpating a lefinite withdrawal to posns
further North, .
(Do, H.Qw, 1 Cdn Army Tk Bde,
December 1945: Appx 47, 5 Corps
Int Summary No, 254, 16 Dec 43)

x Tho R, 22¢ R. reported numerous instances of the enemy
withdrawing in small, groups under cover of Red Cross
flags (Prince,, op cit).
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By miinight it appeared that, ~hile the enecmy had lost the
central stretch of the lateral road, he vas not abanloning
the general line on which hc had fought so desperately:
Ortonga anl Orsogna, denial of vhich torns meant denial of
a suitable exis for' an advance north, were still stubbornly
‘defended. To 1 C@n Inf Div, the arrival of 1 Para Dlv
““meant & reconstituted line hel? mainly by 3 Para Regt and
remnants of 90 Gren (Mot) Div, betweon Berardi and Ortona®
(Ibid: 5 Corps Int Summary No, 255, 17 Doc 43).

226 , Lt-Col I.S., Johnston, commanding the 48 Highrs,
held his "O" Group for "MORNING GLORY" at 2100 hrs, 17 Dec;
that only nine of the 27 officers attending were from his
own Battalion sugpested the co-ordination that was necossary
between the various arms to ensure successful execution:

The abnormel number of reps. presented quite
a tactical problem... The Bn Comd's solution
. was to place the Lt-Col of the Fd Regt in

close support in charge of his 'Reps Platoon!

and to deal with him exclusively as his 'Fire

Control Officer!, X ,
(Morning Glory, loc cit: and Hist
Soc file Italys 1943/C/F, 1 Cin
"Inf Bde, Battle for the Ortona
Cross=-Roads) Y

A" and "D" Coys were detailed to lead; MC" Coy, with
Battalion Headguarters, was to follow in the centre to "mop
up"; "B" Coy was held in reserve (Ibid)., DIy 0700 hrs,
tho following morning, the 48 Highrs had moved into the
forming up places astridec M"ILager" track; the tanks were
harboured scveral hundred yerds ahead, immediately behind
the forward defended localiticss Intermittent shell-fire
caused nogliglble interfercnce, (Ibid)

227 o At 0800 hrs, the massed artillery of 5 Corps opened
| fire on the start line:

The barrage opened with a deafening roar, filling
the air with the screams and sighing of passing
shells and laying dowvn a wall of bursting HE

1000 yds long by over 300 yds decpe.

(Morning Glory; loc cit)

Those who viewed the barrage from the Berardi pnositions
desceribed it .as "terrifying and cffective", (Ibid)s The
advaence progressed with the precision;of a well rchearsed
exerciso, The leading sections of both forward companies
followed close behind the barrage. Vhen it was roported that
some of thoe medium shells were falling short amongst "D" Coy

a rapid corcection was sent to the medium regiment. (Ibid)

228, Accounts written by those who took part and observed
this unique operation best describe 1t, The 48 Highrs! own
report said: \

Forward Coys advanced close to the barrage well
dispersed in varying formatlions, Ground was
difficult, cowsred with orchards anl wired vineyards,
The smoke of the barrage esut visibility down to

about 200 yards or less ani nocessltated the use

# On 16 Dec a ne~ addition to German Tenth ﬂrﬁj, 5 ﬁtn
Dliv, ‘appeared opposite the Fifth Army.sector, It ¥as. ..
another victim of the campaign in Russia (Ibid).

| |




o B3 =

of -conpassi, .- Tanks wero ordered to fire only

< on targets indicated which was cvery bullding

. or haystack, Thore vas a deal of smell arms .
fire but in the din of tho barrage. it couldn't

. be distinguished as encmy or our oOwn, - Troops
wore koen &nd sasy to control since the rato of,
advance was only 100 yards every five minutes.

(48 Hihrs Operation Report,,
.doge eit) :

Tho battle narrative of 1 Cin Inf Bdo rcmarkel on an cnemy
reaction to'a crbeping barrago: :

Enemw actiyity g8 l1limibed at first to some
-very wild small-arms fire but later in the
-advance a fair amount of mortar anl light
arty wag brought dovm behind our barrage.
This is obviously & well planned German
manosuvre when faced with a crecping barrage,
and one caloulated to destroy our own troops
-faith in'the efficiency of our ovn gunners,

(Battle for thc Ortona Cross-Roads,
loe ¢lt) ;

Not always were tanks able. to keep with their respective
infantry sub-units; the ground was soft and they had to
select thelr own routes. The lack of perfect intor-
communication bgtwesn tanks and infantry meant that many g00@
targets were mlssed; the arrangement, however, of having &n
infantry lialson officer with a wireless set in the Squadron,
Commander's tank proved worthwhile, (Morning Glory, loc cit)

229 . Those enemy vho -survived tho barrage were too bc--'
wildered to man their machine-guns before they were overrun’
by the infantry and captured. From the flanks onomy self-
progelled.guns opened fire, but the presence of a battalion
asa Berardl reduced the effect of ernermy interferance
from the right; on the left across a narrow gully .running
parallel with the axis of the barrage, some cneny fire came
from the shelter of farmhousecs, but was successfuly desalt
vith by armour, Battalion Headquarters and the tweo com=
panies following up suffered most from enemy’ arbillery.
Two tanks werc lost, one blew up on & mino, an’ another was
knocked out by an anti-tank gun, (Ibid)

230. The forward companibs reported &t 1030 hra that. they
were on the objective after having to wait until the artillery
stopped firing, They had liscovered that, on the ground,

the objective was 300 yards north of where it had been located
on the map, which meant that the protective fire was falling:
on the objective rather than beyond 1t,: -When the barrage.
lifted, however, the Battalion and' tanks consolidated,-
Artillery forward observation offlicers quickly supplemonted
pre~arranged defensive fire tasks by selecting targets which
.could now be engaged by observed fire. . The first phase was
over, Casualties for the 48 Highrs numbered four killed and
twenty wounded, half of which it was estimated were lue to
shorts from the supporting barrage®. (Ibid, and 48 Highrs'
Operation Reports, loc cit)

# Such statement should be regarded with caution, If the
enemy artillery fire was dosigned to destroy the con-
fidence of the 48 Highrs in their own barrage it .perhaps
met with some. success, See para 228, The difficulty
of determining can be well ima~ined.
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231, "hen t he signal "Astor" omme buck, the Brigade
Commander ordered Phase II, "ORANGE BLOSSOM" to bogin at
1145 hrs. (Renison, op cit) While the 48 Highrs werse

advancing, the R.,C.R. had moved into forming:up places

near the junction of '"Lager" track anl the lateral road,
The R.C.R. were to advance on & two-company: front in the
same manner as had the 48 Highrs: tho same precaution of
"marrying up" tanks and infantry had taken place during the
planning, Whereas success anl economy had marked the

48 Highrs.attack, that of the R.C.R., within a few minutes,
mot misfortune an?’ heavy casualties,

232, "ORANGE BLOSSOM" was to have fallan parallel with
the lateral road while the infantry uscd the rallway track

as an axis of advance, For the second t ime, thl guns of

5 Corps opened fire. While the shells were still bursting
on the opening line, & Cé@n Inf Bde reported the rounds were
falling short and landing on the Carlt & York R, despite the
fact that the Battalion hald been'withdravn 300 yards from the
cdge of the gullys At the same time, the 48 Highrs reported
that rounds were falling on their mopping up companies,
(Renison, op cit; and Hist Sec file Italy: 1943/C/D, Account
by Brig D UR Spry)

233, As the' bar:age began to creep, infantry ancd- tanks
reported over the wireless that everything was golng well.
But thée urgent complaint from 3 Cdn Inf Bde could not be set
aside, and the C.,R.A., who was with the Brigado Commander,
ordered the barrage to 1ift 400 yards anl at the same tlme
cancelled the right hand wall of protective fire,  Tho
effects were immediate, The right flank of the advancing
R.C.R. was exposed to fire from cnemy positions to the East;
a strong enemy concentration north-west of Berardl completely
escapod the barrage, which liftod beyond thom,  (Renison,
FB clt) s "The two ledding Companics, "C" and "D", were smashed
o pieces by the intonse machine-gun, mortar and shell fire
vith which the unmolested parachutists met them. An hour of
confused fighting followed; infantry wilreless sets were
knockeéd ‘out, and communication with tho supporting tanks broke
down. - R.C,R, casualties, amongrﬂhich were all the officers
of "C" and "D" Coys, mounted rapidly; neither of the two
sub-units had more than fiftecn effective men when the Battalion
Commander decided that, since thec barragec had been lost, it
was useless to' commit the two remaining companies, and ordered
the remnants to consolidate in the:shelter of buildings some
100 yards shead of the start linc. By the time thils had
been effected, the' Commanding Officer himself had become &
casualty- - (J.Da ’ R C.Rc, 18 DGC iS)

23%., On the Battalion's left, & section of infantry and

a troop of tanks had been able to come close to the objective,
but were later forced to rejoin thc main part of the Battalion
(Ibid), Contact was pe~sstablished with the supporting armour,
but Eefore re- organization could take plaece to mount another
attack darkness fell, and the Battalion was ordered to dlg in
for the nizht, while a fresh artillery programme was arranged
for the following morning, The Scconds<n-Command were )
ordered forward from the "left out of battle" camp at S. Leonavdo
to replace the lost officers. (Ibid)

235, When Lt-Col Spry, the Brigade Commander, learnt of
the predicament of his own Battalion, he was forced to meke &
decision which he himself described as "terrible"'_

Tho battalion vas roduced to a 3trength of

nineteen officors, onc hundred and fifty-nine -~
O.R8,«. I knew that as a battalion, . .the R.C.R,
would be worthless from the point of view of



- BE -

moralc¢ unless they got on théir objective...
- For morale anl tactical reasons therofore it
was vitalufor the R.,C.R. to return to the attack.

(snry, op cit)

1During the nirht the R.C.R. patrolled extensively towarda
the *48 Highrs “and the Re. 22¢ R. at Casa Berardl (W.D.,
R.C.,R., 18 Dec 43; and Renison, ¢it), Plans were made

to renew the attack at 1000 hrs T% Deey "c" and "D" Coys

and 4 Pl were formed into one company: neither of the other
two companles exceeded 65 men (Ibid, 19 Dec). Just before
zero hour, the tank commanders reported that they had neithér
ammunition nor petrol for the attack. Every effort had

been made to bring these supplics forward, but vehicles became
bogged down making it necessary for tanks to go back for
replenishments (Spry, g# cit). Zero was postponed until
1415 hrs, ‘'a delay which "caused considerable mental agony

to the waiting troops." An intense creeping barrage, similar
to those vhich had been fired the previous day was to precede
the advancing companles of the R.C.R. (Ibid

236, Thé attack on 19 Dec; which finally got under way
at 1415 hrs, was entirely succoessful., Communications were
perfect, anl "A"™ and "B" Coys with thelr tank support moved
steadlly behind the barrsage. Shortly before nightfall,
"Cider" cross-roads, which had, since the first assault on
S. Leonardo, been the objective of 1 ¢dn Inf Div, were cap-
tured and consolidated by the R.C.R. Lt-Col Spry had main-
tained that the disintegrati on of the two forvard companiles
on 18 Dec had seriously endangered the Battalion's morale
which could only be preservod by getting the men on the
ob jective, He had made a wise dscision, for wvhen the second
attack took place, the artillery and tank support was fault-
less, and when the infantry arrived at the objactive they had
suffored only threc casualtios®, (Spry, op cit)

237, - Despite the fact that their troops werec able almost
to annihilate the two leading companles of the R.C.R. during
the afternoon of 18 Dec, the staff of 1 Para Div were boing
forced to accept the loss of the gully as a tactical feature.
The Carlt & York R., on the edge of the gully in the area

of the main axis, rcported that the enemy were clearing out
during the night 18/19 Dec¢., (Sprung, cit anl Prince,

op ¢it). When the R.C.R. had consqlidaEEH_“Uiﬂer“ cross-
roads, the @arlt & York R. were able to sweop through the
gully and up the mein axis to make contact, (Prince, op cit)

238, Between the main axis and the coast road, eneny
resistance had decreased by 19 Dsc, (Dewar, o TH cit)
During the morning, thc Seaforth of €, relieved the Hast

& P.E,R., which had been on the Division's ripght flank since
it first crossed the Moro on 6 Dec (Ibid). The P.P.C,L.I.
had remained between the coast road and the main axis, while
the L. Edmn R, had been kept in an immediate resorve position

% The Narrative of 1 Cdn Inf Bde, Battle for the Ortona Cross-
Roads claimed that rapid renewal of some of the fire-lines
would have remedied the misfortune of the R.C.R. on 18 Dee,’
anl contends that the 3 Cdn Inf Bde reports on being shelled
wope "incorrect", It concludes, "Considering. the ease
with which the 48 Highrs got on to their objecctive and the
fact that their barrage worked so well; anl making a direct
comparison with the outcome of the R.,C.R. action; the effi-
clency - of the creeping -barrages, and their weak points,
are clearly shomn." (Babtla for the Ortona Cross~Roads,
loc cit) .
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into which it hal withdrawn on 14 Dec, 2 Cdn Inf Bde was thus
In a position to explolt the capture of the cross-roads and
advance on Ortona, (Ibid; and Jefferson, op cit). General
Vokes! intentlions at this stage were to attéc ~Ortona with

2 Cdn Inf Bde while 1 Cdn Inf Bde extended its salient to the
West of the townj; 3 Cdn Inf Bde, severely under-strength after
the atteppts to cross the gully, was ordered to reorganize,
(Crossing_of the Moro)®

ADVINCE ‘TO ORTONA, 20 DEC

239, . Formation intelligence staffs whose function it was
to gather informatlon about the enemy, and from it try to
deduce hls intentions, often say their assortions proven
wrong. On 19 Dec, 5 Corps Intelligence Sunmary saids

Having lost control of the x-roads, tho enemy
is 1ikely to f2ll back under pressurc in the
Northern sector, abandoning Ortona, an. making
his next stand on the 1line of tho. Ariclli...
This is 4aifficult: country, well sulted: to
delaying tactics and should provide a.firm
hinge for an eventual withdrawal in the
Northern sector,
(E?.Dl’ H.Q. l Cin ﬂ.I‘InY Tk Bde,
Deecenmber 1943: Appx 47, & Corps
Int Summary 257, 19 Dec 43)

Ortona, approachable only from the South~west, was admirably
suited for defence, Through it passed the main coast road
to the North, and the longer the town could be retalned by
the enemy, the longer would he delay Eighth Army's arrival

at the Pescara River. The offensive which had begun with
the crossing of the Sangro was now 2lmost a month old; German
delaylng tactics had succeeded in reducing its momentum to a
standstill, . Weather and terrain had becen two great factors
in this defensive achlevement. If denial of the Pecscara
River line to the Allies was worth the cost of two Divisions,
and it probably was, 65 Inf Div and 90 Gren (Mot) Div had
been well spent. The importance which tho enemy attached

to delay was emphasized when it became clear that he was
prepared to commit one of his best formatiohs in Italy to the
defence of Ortona, and so hold up the advance on Pescara,
From the Adriatic to the Tyrrhenlan Sea, the enemy appeared
determined to retard the advance up the Italian Peninsula,
armd, if necessary, to sacrifice hils available formations to
this end. His reluctance to -transfer troops from France
showed his fear of the Alliled forces that were gathering :
strength in the British Isles, In the fileld, his only hope
was to delay the inevitable: the ultimate gain to be expected
from such delay only he himself could estimmte, After losing
the Sangro in late November, he had prolonged the winter
offensive by his stand on t he Moro and the Ortona < Orsogna
lateral road: now he was prepared to stand in Ortona,before
falling back on the Arielli., Those troops of 2 Cdn Inf Bde,
12 Cdn Armd Regt and 90 A/Tk Bty, R.C.A., who advanced on

20 Dec along the flat approach from "gider" cross-roads- to.
the town were soon to experience strect fighting in all its
aspects. j

240, By 1000 hrs, 20 Dec, the Enginescrs had cqmpleted a
bridge where’ the main axils crossed the stream that ran through -
the bottom of the gully, Tanks were then able to follow the
main axis as -far as the "Cider" cross-roads, With the com— i
pletion of this bridge, 2 Cin Inf Bde mounted an attack which
had as 1ts objective buildings on the outskirts of Ortona,

— e ——
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From the start line in the area of the cross-roads, the

L, Edmn R. with one squadron of 12 CGdn Armd Regt were to
attack behind a crecping barrage along the 3,000 yards of
flat grouni betweén the cross-roads and the town, Simul-‘
taneously, one soupany of the Scaforth of C, were to attack
up the coast{ road to join up with the Edmontons, i, A
H.Q., 2 Cdn Inf Bde, 20 Dec 43).

241, Zero was 1200 hrs (Dewar, op cit)': Until 1330 hrs,
the attack, which vias on a two-company, two-troop front,
progressed steadily with 1little opposition, Enginseors
accompanied the infantry end swept the tank routes, which

were heavily sown with mines and prepered charges, At

1426 hrs, the forward companiles of the L, Edmn R, signalled
orocus", rhich meant that the K objective had been reached, _
The Battalion reported that in the later stages of the attack -
the fighting hac become mors scvere; fourteen prisoners were
taken, . (Ibidj and 7.D,, H.Q. 2 Cdn Inf Bde and L. Edmn R.,

20 Dec 43). By nightfall "C" Coy, Seaforth of C., after &
sharp engagemcnt, had scaled the cliffs to the South-west

of the town and.had linked up with the Edmontons, coming
termporarily under command of that Battalion, The western
outskirts of Ortona were in Canadian hands, The P.P.C.L.TI,

in the meantime had cleared the high ground to the South of

the gully over which they had been attempting so long to
advance, (Ibid)

242, For threce reaks tho aree between "Cider" cross~-roads
and Ortona had beon a target for harassing fire, and in the .
last few days 1t had been the centre of heavy concentrations,:
Along 1it, too, when weather had permitted, the Desert Alr -
Force had bombed and strafed. Now, the length of the
lateral road which had been occupied by the Canadians pre-
sented a sombre aspcct, The erea of the cross-roads was
littered with bodles; bsyond, the deprossing panorama of
splintered trees and demolished houses did little to dispel
the gloom, (Prince, op cilt), Engineers were kopt busy
removing mines anﬁ‘booE%-EFEps, but desplte their efforts

"c" Sqn 12 €dn Armd Regt had four tanks disabled in the drive
to Ortona, one of which was completely blown up, (Dewar,
QE clt). Immediately after last light the positions outside
the tovn were strengthened with eight anti-tank guns and a
platoon of medium machine-gunsj twelve tanks were with the
force., (Ibid)

243, While 2 Cdn Inf Bde advencced towards Ortona, 1 Cdn
Inf Bde dld 1little obher than extensive patrolling, strength- -
ening the positions vhich had becn overrun during-ﬁMORNIN&
GLORY", and clearing the minefields which the enemy -hal laid
in such profusion, The R.C.R. spent 20 Deoc checklng casualties
which, when the cdunt was completed, amounted to 112, . (W.D..,.
R.C,R., 20 Dec 43), DBeyond the 48 Highrs positions, the

road to Tollo was found to be still firmly hsld by thc enemy.
(WDsy HQs 1 Cdn Inf Bde, 20 Dec 43), Not until two days
later did 1 Cdn Inf Bde strike out towards S, Tonmaso and

S« Nicola in order to deepen 1ts salicnt to the West of

Ortona (Ibid, 22 Dec 43).

THE ORTONA EPIC, 21-28 DEC

244, Fighting in Ortona began at first light on 21 DecH
and lasted until 2 Cdn Inf Bde reported the town clear on
the morning of 28 Dec. When that weeck of close combat with

® Uhat somec gunners described as three more "sheliing days"
until Christmas, (Ww.D., & Con A/Tk Rogt, R.C.A.,
18 Dec 43)
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the elite of the German Army ended, Canadian troops had
acquired an epic reputation, and had prbvided a new model-

on which training for street fighting could be based. If

1 Pare Div was expert at the particular technique of trans-
forming a town into a strong point, neither the training nor
past experience of ‘1 Cdn Inf Div had supplied the prineiples
by which one could be reduced. No quarter was sought or
given in the savage fighting which developed. (Jefferson,
op eit; and Hist Sec file Italy: 1943/1 Cdn Inf Div/C/F,
Ortona

245. Ortona was typical of the many towns along the

Adriatic coast which in the Middle Ages were built on high
promontories rather than on a narrow strip of beach, All of
its former impregnability had been retained with the deep
gullies to the North and South. Its medieval castle was a
reminder of the days when danger came from the seas rather

than from the narrow strip of plateau to the South-west® In
the town proper stone and brick buildings several storeys

high were built one against the other; narrow straight streets
divided the town into recognizable but irregular blocks.
Commercial development in modern times had made the port below
the town the most important between Manfredonia and Ancona .
(N.I.D. Handbook Italy, Vol 1, p.lil). Ortona had been spared
heavy bombing because the Royal Navy had planned to make use

of the port facilities and long breakwater (Ortona, loc cit).
South-west of Ortona, the main axis of 5 Corps rejoined the.
coast road and continued due north through the town as Corso
Vittoris Emmanuele. This road, as street fighting began,
bedame the axis. (Ibid)

246, Advancing along the main rood on a two-company front
with the road as inter-company boundary, the L. Edmn R.

renewed the attack at first light on 21 Dec. The entire day
was spent in clearing the scattered buildings which lay
immediately before the main built-up portion of the town. By
nightfall, the first square, Piazze Vittoria, had been reached,
and the Edmontons were in possession of Ortona's highest
building which could be used as an observation post.
(Jefferson, op c¢it; Crtona, loc c¢it). In that day's fighting
enemy tactics had become clear; the outlying buildings had
presented him with : strong line of forward defended localities
from which he could withdraw into the main part of the town.
The principle of "line of least resistence" to attacker
leading te selected "killing ground™ of defender had developed.
The Parachutists had been excellently prepared for their task;
the usual inculcation of Nazi doctrine had had the desired
effect of producing fanatics; they had not been wearied by
long battle; their heavy allotment of, automatic weapons
particularly suited the close quarter fighting to which they
were now committed. (Ibid)

247 "C" Sgn 12 Cdn Armd Regt had been able to give much -
agsistance to the L, Edmn R.; up to the Piazza Vittoria, the
wide street and scattered buildings enabled the tanks to give
good covering fire against snipers and machine-guns which .
were usuzally loecated in second and third storey windows. Often
armour h=d been held up while Engineers swept the road - =
hazardous task in the continual sniping. By the time it

was necessary to withdraw to harbour for the night, the tanks
had destroyed two of the anti-tank gune which were as important
to the enemy defence as the barricades they guarded. (Beyond
the Sangro) '

248,  During the morning, Brigadier Hoffmeister had decided
that another company of Seaforth should be put under command
of the L. Edmn R., but in the afternoon had changed this

= SBO Hap "l','rli.
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’ decision in favour of committing the whole Battalion to

what was proving to be 2 major task. The Highlanders! )
"c" goy had already suffered heavily in 1ts fight for the

church of Santa Maria di Costantinapoli; the Seaforth .
spent 21 . Dec¢ in clearing north-westwards from the church

towards Plazza Vittoria, (7.D., Seaforth of C., 21 Dec 43).

* It had become apparent, too, that the Edmontons, protracted

from the firm base at "Cider" cross-roads, werc operating.

with a.yulnerable left flank, For  this reason, the P.P.J.L.I.
had been ordered to take up defensive positions betwsen the
R.C.R.'and Ortona, (W.D., P.P.C.L.I., 21 Doc 43)

249, By first light on 22 Dec, the effoctiveness. of the
cnemy's demolition plan was cvlident, Corso Vittorio
Emmanuele was free of barricades, for some 300 yards, but the
narrow streets on elther sides were blocked by razed housts.
Lt-Col Jefferson, commanding the Edmontons, dcclded, with
the commender of his supporting sarmour, to clear either side
of the main street in order that tanks might penetrate the
town, (Jefferson, op cit). "A" Coy .begksthe left, and
"D™ Coy the right, wI%hf“ﬁ"-Coy as flank protection between
the main road and the esplanade overlooking the harbour,
Beginning with a limited objective of clzaring the first

two blocks on either side, the companies had, by nightfall,
raached the town's main square, Plazza Kunicipale, but

25 yards short of it a2 high pile of rubble prevented further
advance of ‘armour, (Ibid; &nd W.D., 12 Cdn"Armd Regt,

. 22 Dec 43)

260, ° TFighting in Ortona had become horribly bitter during
the sccond dey, Unoccupied houses were "TOUIKI hovby trapped
or with delayed charges planted in them; the barricades of
rubble hed been heavily sown with Teller and "S" mines, and
could ‘be covered by fire from the rear and upper storeys
of the surrounding houses, The enomy were defending houses
with 1light automatic weapons on the ground floor and with
heavier machine-guns and grenadss above, while tho top
floors wore held with an assortment of grenades and lighter
weapons, (Ortona, loc eit). Front walls of buildings
opposite those occupled:by the enemy had been blown away to
expose thelr interiors to fire from acrogs the strect. 3ut
the heavy shelling and rortaring in support of the atbackers
was keepling snipers from the roof tops. Progress dowvn the
main street had beern necessarily slow: company objectives
had been divided into platoon and section objectives, and a
strict system of reporting each individual house "clear™
before starting on the next had been adopted, (Ibid)

251, Although operating in cramped quarters, the armour
support was <proving invaluable, It was opposced by encemy
antl-tank guns sited to cover the obvious tank approaches

and often concealed fire on a tank's exposed underside when

it climbed over the rubble barricades, As assault guns and
indlvidual pill-boxes, tanks were of great ald to the ,
infantry; they were also used to take ammunition forward

and ‘to evacuate casualties over bullet swept ground. (Ibid).
Infantry 6-prs, and 17-prs from 90 A/Tk Bty, R.C.A., were
dragges into the town; they, too, fired  'into the houses

and rubble heaps that wers helding up the infantry. From
positions overlooking the sea, they were able to bring fire
on the houses along Corso (ariballdil and down :the esplanade.
(Ibid), During the morning of 23 Dec, "D" Coy of the Scaforth
was brought around to the LEdmontons! left flank to battle its
way through the narrover streets west of Corso Vittorio
Ermanuele,
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252, " Having arrived at the Plazze Municipale, the Edmontons!
Commander decided that his Battalion should striﬁe out to=-

wards Via Tripoll and cut off the garrison holding the north-
eastern portion of the town, At first light, 23 Dec, &
troop of tanks drove out of harbour, crossed the rubble
barricade bsfore. Plazza Municipale and, with the infantry,
spent the day fighting the short dist&nce to Piazza S. Tommaso.,
Another company of Edmontons began to tlear towards Corso
Umberto I, galning control of the street by nightfall, -
After the heavy casualtics 1t had suffered, the Battalion was
operating on a basls of three companies of 60 men each,
(Jefferson, op cit; W.Ds,,L, Edmn R, and 12 Cdn Armd Regt,.

2% Doc 43)

283, @ The strein on the L. Edmn R., had bsen eased by the

arrival in the afternoon of 23 Dec of additional companies

of Seaforth of C.. The two Battalion Commanders planned to

divide the townj the Seaforth would clear the western part

while the Edmontons continued along Corso Umberto I to the

castle, with the cemedery as the ultimate objective, (Jefferson,

fﬁ cit). By securing the southern-end -of Corso Unberto «I,
e-E_fantry were able to call up their anti-tank guns and

heavier 17-prs,which from then on were able to fire down the

esplanade, control the port bulldings and the entrances to

the railway tunnel, anl fire intc the houseg to the West.

(Jefferson, op c¢it): In demolishing buildings, all available

anti-fank guns were concentrated on one target after one

round had besen flred to mark the desired point of impact,

(“w.D., 1 A/Tk Rogt, R.C.A., December 1943: Appx 12, Employment

of A/Tk Guns Ortona Area)., On Christmas Eve "B" °qn 12 Egn

Armd'Regt rollovod "GT Sqa in its support of the two Battalions.
V.Diy. 12°Cdn -Armd Regt, 24 Dec 43)., Progrese of the L,

Edﬂn R. against an enemy whose persistence increased as he

was forced to yield buildings, was confined to clearing two

blocks to the west of Corso Umberto I, ~Care had to be taken

against the enemy reoturning to houses from which he had been

e jectedy At one time an Edmonton platoon was withdrawn so

‘that: the group of bulldings it was clearing might be mortared.

After- a heavy concentration the enemy were found to be in
possession again, ani had to be cleared out & second time,
(Jofferson, gB cit)., Attempts to outflenk the enemy by
striking up CTorso Umberto I falled, and the fighting resumed
its former pattern of worklng forward house by house. (Ibid)

254, In the western part of the town, the Seaforth were
confronted =ith having to clear ths narrow back streets
between Corso Vittorio Emmanuele and Via Cavour. Here tank
and anti-tank gun supoort was more difficult and the infantry
were compelled to struggle through the houses and across the
rubble barricades on their own (Dewar, EE cit)s By this
time, identification had madé 1t clear that the enemy had
put at least two battalions to the defence of Ortona, (W.D.,
H.Q. 1 Cdn &rmy Tk Bde, December 1943: Appx 47, 5 Corps Int
Summary No, 262, 24 Dec 43)

255, . As the Canadians penetrated further into the built-
up portion of the town, they found that after clearing the
first house of a block, they could move to the next either
through the street or by jumping across the balconies, By
both methods they became exposed. "Mouse-holing", blowing
through the walls of one housé into the next, then became
one of the chilef characteristics of the fighting, One
company commander afterwards recorded how this method aas
employed for the Tirst time by his men:
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The two '‘plonecers went to work to prepare the
first 'beehive'® on the top floor, To get the
right height they »laced the 'Beehive' on a chair
and leaned it against the wall, “hile the
'Beahive! was being set I gathered all my men
on ths ground floor. with the fuses set the
pioneers tumbled down the stairs, anl as.they
reached the ground floor, there was 8 loud
explosion. We all tore up the stairs in order
to get through the mousa-hole before the dust
subsided, but therec was no hole, What we
thought was one wall was actually two walls.
Again wo set a 'Bechive', went through tho ‘samc
routine as before, and this time found ourselves
in the next house.

The le¢ading section into this houss waa the
follow up section, It immediately clearced the
floor anl manned all windows covering the house
on the opposlte side of the street, The first
section then came through, clearcd ths next
floor up, then moved down anl cleared the bottom
v 1o, :
' (Ortona, loc cit, Appx/"3"
Company Commander's Story

In this mantier the men cleared the whole row of houses without
once exposing themselves on the street: +to thelr suprise

they found that automatically the Germans vacateld the housecs
on the opposite slde,

By alopting a method, not used until then in
-our strect fishting, I feel ccrtain we took
the Germans by suprise.

(Ibid)

256, - Ortona was essentidlly a battlo-groun! whore Ssuccess
or fallure depended on the individual initiative of junior
leaders., Sections, platoons and companies becams separate
entities isolated in small worlds inside a crumbling city;
dust and smoke curtainel attacker and defender from beyond
their immediate house or block, Courage anl ingenulty were
the ossential human factors which won Ortona; for without
courage, ingenious methods could never havz beén utilized°
without ingenulty, courageous decds lost their purpose

Battle in no way subsided over Christmas and Soxing Day.
Slowly and with increasing casualties,.-the Edmontons forced
their way towards the castle, '‘and the Seaforths towards Via
Monte Maiella, The former were reinforced by two drafts

of over 100 men each, but it took some tims to absorb thexn.
Of their preparedness for this violent introduction to battle,
the Commanding Officer said, "Some-had not even roceived
advanced training," (Jefferson, op cit)

257 During the night 26/27 Dec, the Edmontons lost an
officer and 23 men when the house in which they were dis-
tributing ammunition was blown up by & prepared charge.
Retaliation was swift, Two enemy-occupled houses were
simultaneously blown up. Suitable buildings werc reconnoitred
under cover  of smoke, nd charges, much of which was made up

of captured explosive, laid during the night. It was estimated

-—

® Demolition charge.,

#% It is not desireble, nor Hossiblo from Tecorls-available to
"#ive a chronological or letailes account bf +ae strcot
fiphting., g
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that one building harboured a German platoon, and the other

slightly fewer of the enemy, (Ibid)e The Edmonton piongers,

constantly harassed by German grenades, worked feverishly 1n
the hope of extricating some of the twelve men alive; they

succeeded in réemowving four; the remainder, with the exception

of one who was rescued 72 hours later, were dead. (Ibig,
and W.D., L. Zdmn Regt, 26 Dec 43)

258, As the Canadians forced their way deepcr into the tovn,

their lives became strangely intermingled with those of the
civilians who had not been herdecd northwards by the enemy.
The part of the poepulation which remalned had taken to the
basemgnts:s here the troops, temporarily resting, or waiting
until a tank had blown down an enemy-hcld build%ng which was
resisting their edvance, shared-the underground homes of the
townsfolk, Children, tired and terrified, scarcely doubted
that Father Christmas had overlooked Ortona that year, One

obgserver who found himself in one of the basement living rooms

wrote: .

hat a strange clutter of humanity 1t was,

There were some five or six Canadian soldiers,
there were old women and there werce children
innumerable, -~ A painter of genius - Goya,

perhaps might have done justice to the scecne.

I felt no verbal description could do 80, In

the half-darkened room the pasta for the midday
meal was simmering over the fire in the corner.
Haggard, prematurely aged women kept emerging
shyly one after another from some inner c¢ hamber
whore an old man, the grandfather of the

numerous children, was dying... /Another old

man wds utsering maledictions against

Mussolini, '~ Then his wife surprisingly

nroduced a Jjeroboam of Marsala and & half

dozen glasses and moved around among the

soldiers, filling and re-filling their glasses...
The children clambered around the Canadian soldiers
and clutched a2t them convulsively every time ‘one of
our anti-tank guns, located only half a dozen paces
from the dcor of -the house, fired down the street
in the direction of cne of the remaining German
machine-gun posts. Soon each one of us had a
squirming, terrified child in his arms, 4And the
old lady went on distributing Marsala,

(Christopher Buckley, Road to Rome,

pp 261-262)

259 .. On 27 De¢, Brigade Headquarters prepared & plan by
which the P.P.C.,L.I., with "B" Sqn 12 Cdn Armd Regt were to
pass through the Edmontons, The enemy it arpeared, was each
night reinforcing and supplylng his garrison on a rotation
basis, There was no slackening of resistance although the
enemy was gradually losing his hold on the torm. An
intercepted enemy wireless message, asking 1f companies knew
their orders and areas, referred to "Oporation Ortona', the
detalls @f which implied a counter-attack, (Dewar, op cit:
and Beyond the Sangro). The converse, however, was taking
place, for at 0800 hrs 28 Dec, when the P.P.C.L.I. were con-
centrating 1In the centre of the town, the Seaforth reported
that the enemy had withdrawn, (Dewar, op cit). Shortly
afterwards, the Edmonton. patrols discovered that the castle
had been evacuated (Jefferson, op c¢it), Because of this
sudden withdrawal of the enemy, the P.,P.C.L.I. plan was
changed, each company being given peoints %o occupy in the
area of the cemetery and the roads leading out of the town,
All positions were taken withcut & shot belng fired, The
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battle for Ortona was at last over, (WeDas PJPC.L.Is,
28 Dec 43)

260, . Thvroughout the battle, platoon andl support weapons
had been put to every concelivable use to derive the maxirum
from them. ' The PIAT , whatever 1ts merlts as ¢n anti-tank
weapon, had previously been used for blowing holes in walls;:
in.Ortona it was employed extensively in this secondary role,
but it was soon discovered to be unsafe to discharge inside
houses because of the heavy back blast and the danger of the
roof collapsing. (Ortona, loc cit). The Commandiing Officer
of the Edmontons described 6-pr anti-tank guns as "marvellous
stuff" for blasting houses and shooting into the piles of
rubble Iinto which the enemy had dug himself, (Jefferson,
op cit). 2-inch mortars were found extremely efficient for
gying smoke screens when it was necessary to dash across
open streets and squares: firing low angle, they could be
shot down streets and at barriers, and were equally harassing
when lobbed into courtyards and alleyways. At one time,
the L, Edun R. carried out an area "shoot" during which 1,100
rounds of 3-inch mortar ammunition was expended; but the
effect had been limlted a2and 1t became necessary for the
infantry to clear houss by house, (Ortons, loc cit).
Battalion pionecers and Divisional Engineers, besides distin-
guiching themselves in the exacting task of removing mines
ani booby traps, prepared demolitlon charges umisual in
design but effective in result™. 4,000 No, 36 grenades
and 2,000 No. 77 smoke grenades had been expended during t ho
week, (Ibid)

261, Although the nature of the Tighting hal not allowed
an organized counter-attack, enemy infilltration became a
tactic which caused delay ani confusion an’l necessitated
employment of Canadian troops that could have been otherwise
engaged., "Every building had to be occupied as soon as it
was captured and held untill the whole immediate area had

been cleared," (Ibid). So closcly interlocked ware
assailant and defender, that artillery and air support could
be provided on a limited scale only. The onerny had displayed
ingenuity with his demolition prograrme, which cleverly
arranged in the narrow streets, was designed to trap both
infantry and tanks, which then would come under short range
fire from anti-tank guns sited' behind the rubble barricades.
The numerous alleyways opening into squares and wilder streets
had enabled his gunners to catech tanks in enfilade. Daspilte
these elaboraie defences, no more than three of 12 Cdn irmd
Regt's tanks were destroyed beyond repair, (Ibid: and Beyond
the Sangro)

262, Into the battle the enemy had introduced his flame-
thrower, which had a more terrifying effect on morale than

a decisive effect as a lethal weapon. The one which had

given so much concern to the Edmonton R. was finally e¢liminated
by battering dovm, with tank and anti-tank gun fire, the
bulldings in which it was housed, (Dewar, op cit). Among
those enemy weapons.which the Canadians had not before en-
couritered so widsly employed were glass chemical-filled
grenades , stick grenade booby traps, hollow magnetic grenades
and Faustpatrone®™*. (Ortona, loc cit)

% One method of preparing charges was to put 30 pounds of
?xploﬁiva in a "non returnable" four gallon petrol tin,
Ihid

xx Faustpalrone, counarable with thw 3ritish PILAT, was an
anti~-tanlt projcetor, Ortona wi 8 the Tfirst tirme in ~hich
nna of these woApons was casture . intacs. (;plﬁ)
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263, By the time the companies of the P,P.C.L.I. had
quietly occupled the c¢liffs to the North-west of the town,
infantrymen of 2 Cdn Inf 3de ha! learnt much of individual
conduct in prolonged periods of street fighting; and unit
and formation commanders realized the absolute nscessity
of having an.organized and detalled plan for the clearance
of a town, (Ibigd). Street fiphtinp,it ha? been found,
was an acquired art 2nl Canadian troops had learned:

that there arc only two ways to acquire it -
by cereful planning or training and a high
standard of disciplinc or by bitter expericnce.

(Ibid)

Subsequently the knowledge thus galned by 1 Cidn Inf Div

was studied by the Allied rmies as a basls for tralning®;

for with the exception of Stalingrad, there was no previous
instance whereo topographical conditions had been so favourably

- explolted by the dcfenders, In the abscnce of roads, a

strong attempt to by-pass Ortona would have been difficult,
an) nothlng botter Illustrates the difficulties than the
struggle which 1 Cdn Inf 3de had had to develop 1ts salient™",
Undoubtedly, 1 Para Div also loft the Adriatic much wiser,
andl, when called upon scveral months latcr to rcpeat its
tactics in the shambles of Cassino, was able to discharge
that task with the advantage of the experience gained in its
defence of Ortona,

264, Long after the lessons of Ortona recede into the

_indexed pages of mllitary text books, there will be remembered,

by those whose minds were.impressed with the vivid contrast,
the story of how, despite their jJoyless surroundings, the two

Battalions acknowludgod Christmas Day. Nothlng could have

been less Christmas-like than t he heavy smell of cordite
around Ortona's rubblc barricades; the collapsing walls and
smoke~-filled alleys emong which men live to kill or be killed:
it would be difficult to find a more graphic instance of
spirit overcoming environments: Christmas Eve's objcotive
became Christmas Day's banquet hall,

265. "Echelon personnel werc determined that, whatover

the circumstances, thelr rifle companies should have a Christ-
mas dinner. The War Diary of ths Seaforth of C. is a record
of contrasts. During the night 24/25 Dec, one company found
itself "'and the enemy occupying the same building. Hand
grenade sortles took place until morning:

One section of A Company gained control of ths
school, wiping out resistance, but the enemy
blew prepared charges under the buillding,
burying six of the,nen. Attempts to get the
men out were unsuccessful.

The Q.. Capt D,.,B. Cameron spent a busy moerning
fixing up details for the Christmas Dinner to
be held in the church cccupled by B.H.Q. The
Protective Group sent parties of men around
ruined houses in the town collecting chinawarc.

The setting for the dinner was complcte, long
rows of tables with whitec table cloths, and a
bottle of beer. per man, candles, cigarcttes,

e — e e ———
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nuts, orangos and aphlcs and chocolate bars
providing the cxtras. The C.0., Lt=00l 8.%.
Thompson, laid on that the Companles would sat
in relays in the order C-A-B-D, as cach _
company finished their dinner; they would then
go forward and relicve the next company. The
first company was teo be in.at 1100 hrs. 2 hours
was to be allowed for cach company for dinner.
The menu...Soup, pork with apple saucae,
cauliflour, mixed vegotables, mashed potatoes,
gravy. Christmas pudiing and mince pile.

C Company was the first Coy to eat Dimner at

the church, a dinner that no onc hal felt
possible under such c¢-nditions...wvhen the

last man of the Battalion reluctantly left the
.table to return to the grim roalitlies of the
day, there was an atmosphcecrc of chcer and good
fellowship in the¢ church, A true Christmas spirit,
The Impossible had happoncd, No cone had looked
for a celcobration of this day, December 25th

was to be another day of hardship, discomfort,
fear and danger, another day of war, The
expression of the facos of thos dirty bearded

men as they cntered tho building was a reward
that those responsible are never likely to
forget.

When C Company had finished their dinner, they
relleved A Company so that thoy might coms back
thé 300 or 400 yards for the same, anl so A Coy
relleved B Coy and B. D, Co7,

«sobut the situation h-d, grown tense with C
Company on the left flank. _

Capt J, McLean took his Company back into the

. fight, Christmas Day was no less quiet than.
the preceding ones, but it is one that this
Regiment will never forget, Pips Major Esson
played hisg’ pipes several 4times throuchout the
meals, During the dinne?, the Signal Officer,
Lieut, W, Guildersleceve, played the Church
Organ, and, with the aild of the improvised choir,
organized by the Padre, Carols rang throushout
the church,

The Church {another) hai been taken, but conceded
back to the enemy when the building collapsed due,
to the heavy pounding it had received from our
supporting tanks' 75-mm guns,

(W.D., Seaforth of C,, 24 and
25 Dec 43)

Nor had & senge of humour been lost when the Padre remarked,
"Well, at last I've got you all in Church". (Ibid)

266, While the Edmontons had no church in which to lay
out their Christmas dinner, smaell groups at a time were
reclieved from battle to sharc what was, for not a few, to be
a last supper. '

Today is our fifth Christmas on Active Service
and the fiercest fighting so far encountered
consinmucd throushout the day... In the cvening
& very gool Christmas dJdinner...wAs enjoye?.

f o
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