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CALLED
“THE BATTALIONS”

1945 14 MARCH 1944 MSG FROM NZ CORPS TO 1108 ENGR GROUP: DICKENS IS ON TOMORRIW.

1950 14 MARCH 1944 FIELD MSG TO CO'S 4STH & 235TH ENGR BNS: DICKENS IS ON TOMORRON,

"Dickens™ was the code word for the big day. All the air power in the
Mediterranean Theater was to be unleashed against Cassino in an attempt to soften up
one of the great holdouts of the war. A vicious bombing a month before had done the
defenders no spparent harm, and now all along the front the war on the ground paused
and cast its eyes upward. This was the Grest Experiment. On the one hand the classic
defense of commanding terrain, seemingly impregnable to ground attack. On the other,
the greatest massaed air onslsught of the wap in direct tactical supvort of ground
forces against one position. The proponents of both sides of the controversy should
have been there. They could have set aside their pens, typewriters, graphs, ohotos,
charts, figures and arguments. Today they would use only their eyes, their ears and
their backs, propped against & rock on the Cervaro hillside.

Doughboys waited hopefully; artillerymen, ammunition piled high be-
side their pieces, anticipated their turn; engineers on the muddy roads laid down
their tools znd halted the dump trucks. Every ear in the valley was cocxed to catch
the sound. When it came it was like the drone of locusts from afar off, an uncertain
murmur swelling gradually to & steady pulsing throb as from the south the specks be-
gan to appear, high and small against the Uarch sky. First the mediums, B2§'s, in
flights of a dozen or more. High above them the fighters flashed across the bliuve
like guicksilver, trailing vapor. Nox the bombers were over target and the flights
turned left. Bellies open, the planes dropped their loads, then wheeled south once
more and were gone, only Yo be replaced by another flight, and more, and more again.
There was a good deal of the smoke of battle in the valley slready, but the monas-
tery and the town could still be seen before the first bombs struck, not afterward
for a long while. After the mediums came the heavies, fhe Fortresses, snd around
and through them pierced the endless stream of dive bombers, each bearing a
single deadly message. All morning the hill and the town across the river were
livid with the bright orange of bursting explosive. The strike of the first bombs
was visible, but those that followed merely slashed the billowing =moke with a brill-
iant knife, then settled back in the ocean of grey and white, There were, it wag
szid, more than 3000 sorties that morning, and it was hard to believe that any liv-
ing thing could survive such punishment and retain sanity. But there was more to
come. The cannonade had not even begun.

Every field piece in the valley——American, British, New Zealand,
French—ranging in caliber from 75's to 240's, joined in the greatest concentratiocn
of firepower on one target in the history of military action. For sheer intensity,
the papers said, the barrage surpassed El Alamein, Sevastopol, Stalingrad. It was an
artilleryman's dream. The target was in plain view, the range point blank, the cali-
bration exact, the registration perfect. For over an hour they poured it on until
the gunners dripped sweat in the chill air and the tubes had had all they could
stend et one time. Monastery Hill seemed to jump with the terrible detonation and
writhe as if under the blows of a massive club. Great holes sppeared in the 1lé-foot-
think walls of the Abbey; its towers crumbled and huge chunks of masonry flew through
the shrapnel-laden sir. Every foot of the town and the great hill was pulverized
until the houses and the buildings of what was once & pleasant community had pzssec
from the earth leaving no recognizable trace. When the barrage ceased at noon the
guiet of the grave hung over the place. The only smell was of cordite, that instant
klaxon of danger and death known to every soldierfs instinct.

The doughboys moved in again with everything they had. Surely there
were no defenders left with any fight in them; surely it would be but a question of
bodies and orisoners, perhaps very few of either.

Everyone was wrong. There were plenty of defenders, nlenty of fight,
plenty of guns, smmunition, OP's, perseverence and fanaticism.
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