
Italian Campaign: July 10, 1943 – May 2, 1945 
Ask a dozen military historians to name the single most pivotal battle or campaign of World War II—the one 
operation that saw the war’s momentum irrevocably swing from the Axis to the Allied powers — and you’ll get 
a dozen answers. Did the pendulum shift as early as the Battle of Britain? At Midway? During the liberation of 
Paris? Kursk? The Battle of the Bulge? Stalingrad? The varieties of ways one might conceivably measure 
momentum, from the numbers of casualties sustained (or inflicted) to the more esoteric notion of “troop 
morale,” makes a definitive answer impossible. 
 

 But one campaign that everyone agrees was a significant turning point in the 
Allied effort was launched more than 70 years ago, in July 1943. Before 
dawn on July 10 of that year, 150,000 American and British troops—along 
with Canadian, Free French and other Allies, and 3,000 ships, 600 tanks and 
4,000 aircraft—made for the southern shores of the largest island in the 
Mediterranean Sea: the storied, 10,000-square-mile land of Sicily. Within six 
weeks, the Allies had pushed Axis troops (primarily Germans) out of Sicily 
and were poised for the invasion of mainland Italy and one of the most 
arduous 20 months of the entire war: the long, often brutal Italian Campaign. 
 
The Allies came ashore in mainland Italy on September 3, 1943. After losing 
Sicily, however, Germany was determined to hold the Italian mainland. To 
slow the Allied advance, the Germans took advantage of the mountainous 
landscape and turned the length of the Italian peninsula into a series of 
defensive positions which stretched from the Tyrrhenian Sea to the Adriatic 

Sea. These defensive lines were well protected with machine gun nests, barbed wire, land mines, and artillery 
positions. Allied troops painstakingly crawled up the Italian mainland over poor roads and through challenging 
weather.  
 
For example, one of the most difficult battles for Canadian troops was the Battle of Ortona during the Christmas 
of 1943. Ortona was an ancient town of castles and stone buildings located on a ledge overlooking the Adriatic 
Sea. Its narrow, rubble-filled streets limited the use of tanks and artillery. This meant the Canadians had to 
engage in vicious street fighting and smash their way through walls and buildings—“mouseholing”, as it was 
called. The Canadians liberated the town on December 28 after more than a week of struggle. 
 
The Battles of Monte Cassino marked one of the longest and bloodiest 
engagements of the Italian campaign during World War II. After 
attempts to overcome the Germans in the Liri Valley and at Anzio 
ended in stalemate, the Allies struggled to capture the western anchor 
of the Gothic Line and the one of the holiest shrines of Roman 
Catholicism - the abbey of Monte Cassino (à). Two more offensives, 
which resulted in the destruction of the abbey and aerial bombardment 
of the region, again failed to produce the desired result. Only with the 
launch of Operation Diadem in May 1944 did the Gothic Line finally 
collapse, with the Second Polish Corps succeeding in capturing the 
abbey. 

 
Liberation of Rome 
By	June 4, 1944 the people of Rome crowded onto the streets to 
welcome the victorious Allied troops. Early that morning it was 
announced the German troops had been ordered to withdraw. The first 
American soldiers, members of the 5th Army, reached the center of 
Rome late on the night of June 4th after encountering dogged resistance 
from German forces on the outskirts of the city.  
 



Rome was the first of the three Axis powers' capitals to be taken and its recapture would be seen as a significant 
victory for the Allies and the American commanding officer who led the final offensive, Lieutenant General 
Mark Clark. In a broadcast in the United States that evening, President Franklin D. Roosevelt welcomed the fall 
of Rome in one of his famous Fireside chats with the words, "One up, two to go." But he gave a warning that 
Germany had not yet suffered enough losses to cause her to collapse. 
 
In Rome itself, the people celebrated. Shops were closed and huge crowds took to the streets, cheering, waving 
and hurling bunches of flowers at the passing army vehicles. First reports from the city stated it had been left 
largely undamaged by the occupying German forces. The city's water supply was still intact and there was even 
electricity. Though there had been some recent blackouts they were reported to have been caused by engineers 
reluctant to restore power for the occupiers. Most Romans remained in the city during the occupation and many 
refugees from the surrounding countries also fled there. However, food supplies were extremely short with 
bread rationed to only 3.5oz per person per day (a slice of bread is around 1oz). 
 
A report from Hitler's headquarters said he had ordered the withdrawal of the German troops to the north-west 
of Rome in order to prevent its destruction. The statement said, "The struggle in Italy will be continued with 
unshakable determination with the aim of breaking the enemy attacks and to forge final victory for Germany and 
her allies." The Pope appeared on the balcony of St Peter's that evening and addressed the thousands of Italians 
who had gathered in the square. He said: "In recent days we trembled for the fate of the city. Today we rejoiced 
because, thanks to the joint goodwill of both sides, Rome has been saved from the horrors of war." 
 
The American military authorities in London broadcast a tribute to the British General Sir Harold Alexander, 
who has been in overall command of Allied forces in Italy. It described the campaign as, "daring, 
unconventional and brilliant" and said his methods had compelled the enemy to evacuate Rome without 
destructive fighting within the city itself. 
 
Finally, it’s worth noting that, within weeks of the start of the invasion of Sicily, the Fascist dictator Benito 
Mussolini, who had ruled Italy for more than two decades, was booted from power and arrested. “Il Duce” 
subsequently escaped, with German help, and was then on the run or in hiding without cease for almost two 
years. He was captured by Italian partisans in late April 1945, summarily executed, and—along with his 
mistress and several other Fascists—literally hanged by his heels, in public, for all to see. 
 
 
 

Italians watch American armor pass during the 
drive towards Rome along the Appian Way. 

 

British and South African soldiers hold up a Nazi trophy flag while combat 
engineers on bulldozers clear a path through the debris of a bombed-out city,  
 


