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lNTRODUCTLON 

Sestilio Dirindelli, Simone Gheri and Massimiliano Pescini 

I t is with immense satisfaction, as well as a touch of pride, that we present the publication in New 
Zealand of this book, which was launched in Italy in April 2009 and met with great success and 
interest from the public and press in Tuscany. This authoritative and original work received third prize 

in the important Premio Firenze award in Palazzo Vecchio, Florence, in December 2010, for a detailed text 
illustrating or describing events that took place in our area, from a human point of view, and setting them 
in the historical context of those years. 

it is a book keenly desired by the three municipalities that we represent, as it documents the research 
carried out over the last few years in order to recount the story of the liberation of the Chianti area and 
the battles that brought the Allies up from Southern Italy to the gateways of Florence, so that it does not 
get lost in the history of the Second World War. 

The liberation of our territory was carried out paying a high price in sacrifice and a substantial IoS> 
of human lives among the New Zealand troops - the protagonists of this liberation- who engaged tl·c 
German soldiers in tough and ruthless battles. 

For us this book was not only an opportunity to rediscover a piece of history upon which 
guilty silence had fallen, but also an occasion to honour and thank once again, after all these years, tl c 
men who came from so far away to fight against Nazism/Fascism and restore liberty and democrac' 

our country. 
The desire to write this book was strengthened by the great friendship struck up with the s•eterJJ 

the Italy Star Association from Christchurch, New Zealand. We wish sincerely to thank all those wh 
their stories, sent diaries or testimonies, or wrote just to keep memories alive. After more than 60 v._ r 
the veterans' stories provide us with a new, interesting and poignant outlook on the events. . . 

Finally, we are certain that the story recounted by Italians and New Zealanders in this book wrll recerve 
a warm welcome in New Zealand, no doubt equal to the one it received upon pubhcatJOn 111 Italy. 

Sestilio Dirindelli 
Mayor o(Tavame/le Va/ di Pesa 

Massimiliano Pescini 
Mayor of San Cascimw 

Simone Gheri 
Mayor o(Scmrdicci 
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READING AND LIVING OUR HISTORY TOGETHER 

Stefano Fusi 

I feel extremely privileged to be able to introduce this book, which is being published in New Zealand, 
home of those soldiers who came all the way to Italy to fight the Nazis/Fascists, and of many who lost 
their lives in our fields and on our roads. 

For the Chianti area the Second World War meant tough fighting, tank battles, air raids, hundreds of 
deaths, an even higher number of wounded persons and atrocious civilian massacres. The fact that the 
battle for Florence, fought by the New Zealand troops on the Chianti hills in order to reach the gateways 
of the city, had been forgotten and unspoken does not in any way diminish the extraordinary nature of 
those days and events. 

For a long time the local population remembered the foreign soldiers who had arrived from the south 
to liberate the Chianti area and the city of Florence as being Americans. This was partly because they 
spoke English and also because many of them- the 28th Maori Battalion- were dark skinned like African 
Americans. There were no recollections of the commitment, the sacrifice and the actions of the New 
Zealand battalions that substituted the French troops after Siena and fought a difficult battle to liberal• 
our territory, inch by inch, for many days, against expert German forces who were extremely moti,·ate'' 
and well armed. 

The cultural, social and institutional path leading to the realisation of this book originated from here 
from the need to recover historical memory. The book was a great success when it was published in Jt, 

because it filled a gap and quenched a thirst for truth that the passing of time had rendered more ur;;,·•., 

and necessary. 
it was along this path that a strong and sincere deep friendship was forged with the New Zealand peop'e 

who live so far away from Tuscany and from the Chianti area, but to whom, for obvious reasons, we tee! 
so close and fri endly, and express our gratitude. Our friendship has strengthened over t1me and has also 
been sealed by the decision made by the municipalities of Tavarnelle Val di Pesa and ScandiCCI to ere<l 
two monuments to the fallen New Zealanders: one in the main square of Tavarnelle, the other near the 
Fattoria di San Michele in the area where one of the toughest and bloodiest battles was fought. . 

This strong friendship is particularly important to me due to the dualltalian/New Zealand citizenships 



held by my wife and children, and has grown during many visits to those long narrow islands in the South 
Pacific. There, in the land of the 'kiwis', 1 had the opportunity of ven fymg fi rst hand JUSt what this process 
of research, preservation and valuing of a national military history (too often forgotten or underestimated 

in Italy) means for the New Zealand people. . . 
If we in Italy have only recently become aware and rediscovered these facts, New Zealand military 

historiography has openly written about the Italian battles. That includes the aforementioned one at San 
Michele, which has more than once been described as a 'second Cassino', testifying to the view that Its 
price in human lives was second only to the better-known battle for the fa mous monastery. 

Over the past few years there has been an intense correspondence of letters, photographs and 
testimonies with many veterans or their families. This is mainly thanks to our close bond with the Italy 
Star Association -a relationship that has grown over time. In fact there are several new and previously 
unpublished testimonies by soldiers who fough t in Italy in this edition . The same process took place in 
Italy, too, and we therefore received many new and interesting testimonies that have been published in 
this book in addition to those previously published from Italian citizens who lived through the terrible 
days of liberation. 

The Italian edition was launched in 2009 on the occasion of celebrations for 25 April, a day that due 
to a happy and significant coincidence represents double festivities: the liberation of Italy from the Nazi/ 
Fascist occupation and Anzac Day. The celebrations were particularly memorable due to the great turnout 
by locals, and also the very emotional participation of a large delegation of New Zealanders 'guided' 
by two splendid veterans, jack Cummings and Doug Leckie. Also present were joan, jack's wife; Monty 
Soutar, Maori historian, and his daughter Oriwia; jeffrey Plowman, m ilitary historian; and Mike Crean, 
journalist. 

In conclusion, let me reiterate the value and the significance of this work, which for us represents a 
commitment-a precise historical, cultural, political and moral duty. The duty to recount the war not in a 
banal way or with cynical and distorted curiosity, but rather to let young generations come to understand 
the horror, brutality, terrible suffering and profound devastation that war causes. The duty to remember 
and honour those who, with their enormous sacrifices in those battles in our fields, our vineyards, our 
olive groves, permitted Italy to awaken to democracy, liberty and justice and remain a united country _ a 
fundamental value that assumes even more significance in this year, which marks and celebrates 150 years 
of Italian unification. 

The duty to read and live together a piece of history that has united us forever. 

Stefano Fusi 
Provincial CO!IIlcillor, Florence 
Mayor o{Tavamelle Va/ di Pesa, 1999- 2009 
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1 
FRO M TH E C RI SIS OF 

THE FASC IST RE G !M E 

TO THE ALLI ED LANDING 

IN ITALY 

Francesco Catastini 

When the New Zealand soldiers who would col- e 
and liberate the Chia nti area in the summt r 
of 1944 landed at Taran to in October 194>. 

the crisis of the political, military, social and economical 
institutions was in an advanced state. 

From when they first entered into war the operations of 
the l talian Armed Forces had not managed to distinguish 
themselves in effi ciency or decisiveness. At the end 
of 1942 the outcome of the war called for by Benito 
Mussolini became evident in the tragic conclusion of the 
military expedition against the Soviet Union and defeat 
in North Africa. 

Conditions for Italian civilians had worsened from 
the moment the Italian Army had attacked France; 
the military disintegration did nothing to imprO\·e the 
domestic situation; for example, ration cards for basic 
essential items made life difficu lt, especially in large 
cities. But most of all, the dissension again st the regime 
that had been hidden and isolated up until then was 
being manifested more bravely; in March 1943 there 
was a wave of strikes in the most important and strategic 
industries. 

Considerable intolerance towards Mussolini's politic< 
was also maturing in the Gran Consiglio del Fascism. I 
cul minated during the night of Saturday 23 Juh· '-' 
when the High Council passed a vote of no conhc 

regarding the Duce. ' . 
The day after, as soon as he came out from hl' 

with King Vittorio Emanuele lll, who had 
him that he had been replaced with Marescia]l, 
Badoglio (1871-1956), Mussolini was arrested on1 

firs t in Ponza, then on the island oflvfaddalena a ne 
at Campo lmperatore (Gran Sasso), a place c~n'o!l,. 
practically impregnable. However, on 12 September I '' 
Mussolin i escaped with the help o f a German paratrnnp 

regiment. . head ut 
Bado lio was nominated as the ne\!\. . 

Govern~ent. He had already acted as head ot the Entrea 

ll 



( ompaign; in 19~9 he would be recognised as a war 
rrim inal bv the United Nations War Crirnes Commission. 

Ch·il liberties and citizenship rights were partly 
·instated. Despite this, there were many cases in which 

the protagonists of the spontaneous demonstrations -
which broke out when the news of Mussolini's arrest was 
spread - were arrested (a nd then convicted). The war 
continued, even though armistice negotiations with the 
Allied forces were al ready under way. 

After the Anglo-America n forces had definitively 
beaten the German and Italian troops in Casablanca, 
North Africa in January 1943, United States (US) 
President Frankli n Delano Roosevelt and British Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill decided on a landing in 
Sicily. At Normandy, preparatory operations for the 
landings ensued over many months. Chu rchill managed 
to convince Roosevelt of the adva ntages in occupying 
Southern Italy: namely gai ning control of shipping in 
the Mediterranean Sea and therefore the restoration of 
merc hant traffic towards the Middle East and Far East 
which up until that moment had been conducted b; 
ships fo rced to circumnavigate the Africa n continent. 
~loreove r, according to the English, disembarkation in 
Sic ily would almost certainly be the catalyst fo r a cri sis 
within the fascist state. 

After occupying Pantelleria and Lampedusa in June, 
the Allied forces landed in Sici ly between Syracuse 
,md Pachino on 10 July 1943. Two months later, on 9 
September, one day after the announcement of the 
C~ssi~Iie Armistice, they disembarked at Salerno. The 
pnnupal goals the Al lies had set themselves, that is the 
cns~ s of the regime and Italy's exi t from the con flict, were 
rapidly achieved, albeit at a very high price. However 
after these initial successes the advances of the Allied 
arm~ bec~me somewhat inconsistent. Following a series 
of VICton~s that took the Anglo-Americans as far as 
Naples, thmgs became complicated. The reasons for this 
slowdown, apart from the purely tactical were internal 
contrasts: the interests of the US, Great Britain and the 
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Soviet Union differed. If the US had managed quickly 
to expel the Russians from the Italian arena, they would 
not have been able to do the same with the British: their 
Empire had fought and defeated the Italians on land and 
at sea, and this, according to them, gave them the right 
to define the victors according to their own interests. 

Therefore, since the Allied forces had already landed in 
Sicily, an important series of political questions emerged 
that had, up until that point, been dealt with from only 
one theoretical point of view: what type of armistice 
should be negotiated with one of the main powers of the 
Axis? What political status should be awarded them? And 
how should the occupied territory be administered? 

Front page of tile Corri ere dell a Sera 1wwspapa 

mmowiCillg tile Armistice, 9 September 19-13. 
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h Allit'll immion of Sicily, July / 9-13. 

On 8 September 1943 the head of the Badoglio 
goYernment sent a message to the Allied headquarters 
in Algiers, informing Eisen hower-t that it was unable to 
announce the official Armistice due to the considerable 
number of German troops present o n the outskirts of 
the capital. The government advised against sending the 
air-transported division promised by the Allies because 
the Italians were unable to supply the fuel and vehicles 
required by the disembarked units. Eisenhower did not 
acknowledge the request to delay the announcement, 
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and threatened severe reprisals. At 4.30 p.m. Radio New 
York anticipated the news of the signing of the Armistice 
with ltaly. A short while later the king, Badoglio and 
the ministers of the war, navy and air fo rce gathered at 
the Quirinal where news of the announcement of the 
Armistice, broadcast by the America ns, arrived. 

In the north, German units commanded by Erwin 
Rommel bega n to capture Italian soldiers and occupy 
strategic points, in particular industrial plants and roads. 
In a radio message transmitted at 7.-tS p.m. , Badoglio 



notified the Italian people of the Armistice, which had 
been secretly signed on 3 September at Cassibile in Sicily 
by the Italian plenipotentiary General Castellani, and by 
the American General Smith. 

Gil'eH tile impossibility of C011ti11uing tile unequal battle 
ngninst the ovenvhelmifrg strength of their nrlversm~ 
n11d witil tl1e illtmt of nl'oidillg further (ll)d more severe 
disasters for tile 11atio11, tile ftnlinll government had asked 
Gmeml Eismlwwet; the cilief-in-commmtd of the Allglo
Americmt Allied Forces, for an armistice. Tile request was 
accepted. Co11sequelltl)~ all nets of hostilit)' ngai11st tlte 
A11glo-American forces by t/1e ftnlinll forces ilad to cease 
evetywilere. T11e ltnlialls would, ilowever, respo11d to n11y 
attacks from any ot11er source. 

Kin g Emanuele Ill and Badoglio left Rome and travelled 
by naval ship from Pescara to Brindisi, an area already 
occupied by the Allied forces. Left without precise orders, 
the army dispersed almost everywhere. The Germans, 
who had obtained reinforcements from Brennero a few 
days beforehand, immediately launched Operation 
Achse. They activated the dispositions that had already 
been predetermined for such an eventuality, occupying 
the peninsula, disarming and capturing hundreds of 
thousands of Italian soldiers in Italy, Greece, Albania, 
Yugoslavia and other fronts, and sending them to 
imprisonment in Germany. Only the naval fleet, with 
the exception of the battleship Roma that was sunk by 
the Germans, managed to avoid the enemy and give 
themselves up to the Allied fo rces on the island of Malta. 
The announcement of the Armistice was a disaster for the 
Italian army: 60,000 dead or missing as well as more than 
600,000 soldiers imprisoned in Germany. 

All this took place while the German army was 
experiencing serious operational uncertainties regarding 
the manoeuvres that the Anglo-Americans might have 
carried out (they expected a disembarkation at Salerno and 
were worried about the possibility of a landing at Termoli, 

which .in actual fact happened only in October), and 
the actiOns that the king, Badoglio and the Italian higl 
commanders were undertaking. 

Following the deposing of Mussolini in July 1943, 
which also marked the beginning of diplomatit 
negotiations between the Italians and the Allies regarding 
surrender, Badoglio and his general staff were not only 
mcapable of organising the return of the troops located 
in other war zones (for example, in the Balkans, Greece 
and Russia), but also of defending Italian territory. 
Even evidence of the movements that German troops 
undertook following the official announcement of the 
Italian surrender did not prompt the military leaders to 
give precise orders. At 12.20 p.m. on 8 September 1943, 
General Vittorio Ambrosio, chief of General Army Staff, 
urged reaction to any armed violence by the Germans 
and the population in order to avoid being disarmed 
and overtaken; at the same time he categorically advised 
against taking initiatives or carrying out hostile acts 
against the Germans. Ten minutes later, General Mario 
Roatta' sent out a general alert order that all units should 
'gather together and remain ready and vigilant'. He 
advised them to have faith in their leaders and calmlv 
carry out their orders for the benefit of the nation. But 
it was not clear to which orders Roatta was referriJ ' 
Things were no different even for the capital, Rom. 
no serious defences had been prepared. 

It is precisely for this reason that the king and Bad<>"' 
escaped first to Pescara and then to Brindisi. 

As evidence of the atmosphere of disinteg Jt 
within the Italian Armed Forces, it is worth quot1 

series of testimonies collected by Claudio ravont on~ 
the leading Italian historians of the period. 'Th.e so!J1, 
passed by like a flock of scattered sheep,' recalled f'nmo 
Levi. Roberto Battaglio spoke of 'a humiliating spectade. 
One of the most touching diaries of partisan life, writtt'll 
by Pietro Chiodi, related that, 'it breaks my heart to '.ee 
groups of soldiers herded along like ammals by the SS .. 

On 29 September ! 943 the so-called Long ArrnJStlce 
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was signed, which, apart from some very o nerous clauses 
stipulated that Italy should declare war o n Germany: 
assummg a ro le that was defined as eo-belligerent. Even 
though it was ambiguous, without doubt the new status 
placed Italy in an unusual situation: defeated enemy, but 
a lso new a lly. 

While the Allied forces organised their forces in Italy and 
sta rted preparations for disembarkation in Normandy, the 
sttuatJOn m Italy was becoming extremely complicated. 
On o ne side was the Kingdom of Italy or the South, with 
Brindisi as the capital. On the other was the Italian Social 
Republic, more widely known as the Republic of Sa16. 

After his escape from prison on 12 September 1943, 
Mussolini hac! been taken to Munich in Bavaria. On 
18 September, Munich radio announced the birth of a 
new fascist state. 'The State we wish to institute wi ll be 
national and social in the broadest sense of the word: it 
will therefore be fascist in the sense of our origins.' In 
actual fact it was to be a puppet state of the Third Reich. 
Only a few states recognised the new entity, notably not 
Francoist Spain, which Mussolini had helped immensely 
during the Spanish Civil War. Mussolini managed to keep 
his most faithful men and a part of the army with him. 
For the most pa rt he 'governed' the more industrialised 
part of the country together with the German forces 
almost until the end of the war. 

While politica l manoeuvres were beginning to 
delineate a picture whose outlines were slowly but 
inevitably becoming more distinct, the military campaign 
was beginning to limp. The Germans, defeated by the 
Americans at Salerno, began their retreat towards the 
Gustav Line- a fortified line on the border between Lazio 
and Campania. This fortification was rendered stronger 
by th e characteristics of the area: on the Tyrrhenian 
side, the Aurunci Mountains offered a difficult barrier to 
overcome because of a lack of roads. The Adriatic side also 
presented a morpho logy that was extremely favourable 
for the defenders: the hilly terrain was furrowed by a 
series of brimming watercourses. 

Ge11era/ Albert Kesselring. 

The line was penetrated after months of violent battles 
between 11 and 21 May 1944. General Clark, leader of the 
S'h American Armed Corps, made what was a very serious 
mistake. Instead of blocking the German withdrawJI, 
he preferred to concentrate on Rome, which he entered 
on 4 June. Two days after the landing in Normand1· he 
monopolised the attention of the mass media and tl!t 

opin ion of the public, spotlighting the priorities 0t 

the Allied forces. The Americans and the English ha•' 
been debating for some time on how to contim e t e 
Italian Campaign. The former insisted on the opcnJ 
of a second front in southern France; the latter \\ ,tnt 

to continue operations in Italy in the hope of 1 lpii 
breaking through into northern Italy in order t<> reJ 
Vienna before the Armata Rossa. 0 The American op' 1' '"' 

-disembarkation in the south of France - \Vould han~ 
removed many units from the Italian scene and slowed 
clown the thrust of the Allies north of Rome, blocking, in 
fact Churchill's resolutions. 

rhe American option, known as Operation Am·iJ-

Frolll tile cri~is of tile Fa~ci~t regime to the Allietlla111li11S in it! Ill ' I q 



Dragoon, won, and led to the disembarkation of an 
\merican Armed Corps, reinforced by French troops, 
near !\larseille on IS August 1944. A large part of the 
t"tlops destined to the task were taken from the Italian 
tcont, denying Alexander' the chance to go ahead with 
his plans. The effects of this strategic diversion started 
becoming obvious around July and were more apparent 
in August. The entire French Armed Corps was withdrawn 
from Italian territory, and the presence o f the American 
troops was also reduced. The Italian Campaign was 
destined to last for many more months. 

The reduced American military presence had a notable 
political outcome: the English had the task of carrying 
on the affairs of the Al lied Forces Headquarters', that 
is, relationships with the Italian governments and 
maintaining direct contact with the Resistance. 

In his instructions issued on 7 June 1944, General 
Alexander ordered the 8'h British Armed Corps to proceed 
towards Arezzo-Bibbiene-Fiorence, and the S1h American 
Armed Corps to advance towards Pisa-Lucca-Pistoia. The 
English, aiming to pass Lake Trasimeno on both sides in 
ureter to occupy Arezzo, were held up for several days in 
southeast Tuscany on the so-called Trasimeno Line and in 
southwest Tuscany along the Ombrone and Orcia rivers. 

Nevertheless, the Allied operations, now supported by 
partisan formations, quickly led to the liberation of central 
Italy. Li\•orno was liberated on 19 July 1944. In Florence, 
«t b.IO a. m. on 11 August 1944, the Tuscan National 
Liberation Committee - the body that governed the 
local partisan groups- gave the order to attack. At 6.45 
a.m. a fireman rang the Martinella Bell in Palazzo Vecchio 
'iignalling insurrection. Florence was liberated that sa m~ 
day. The partisans single-handedly fought the retreating 
German troops until 13 August. Pesaro was liberated on 
19 August 1944, followed by Pisa on 2 September, Lucca 
on S September and Pistoia on 8 September. 

At that point the advance of the Allies halted just 
before the Gothic Line- a fort ified defensive line created 
by the Germans to delay the advance of the Allied troops. 
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The line crossed the country for 320 km and divided the 
Italian peninsula in two. It stretched from Rimini in the 
east to the di strict of Massa e Carrara in the west. The 
Allies continually attempted to break through until the 
autumn of 1944, even launching specific but unsuccessful 
attacks on the Giogo and Futa passes. The troops of 
Field Marshal Albert Kesselring, chief commander of the 
Armed Forces of German Occupation in Italy, achieved 
the goal of delaying an Allied advance in order to gain 
more advantageous defensive lines. With the departure 
of seven American divisions from the scene in June 
1944, the English were left to manage the summer
autumn military campaign of that year almost single
handedly. The campaign, which should have completed 
the liberation of the peninsula, had to contend with 
tenacious German resistance along the Gothic Line. 

To complicate matters, the proclamation by General 
Alexander, which arrived on 13 November 1944, was 
interpreted by both the partisans and their organisational
political referents as a sort of order to disband. The decree 
was broadcast on Radio ltalia Combatte in Bari . 

Patriots! Tile summer campaign, begun on 11 May and 
conducted uninterruptedly until after tile breaking tlu-ouglr 
of tile Gotilic Line, ilas ended. Tire winter campaign ilas 
now COilllllenced. Regarding previous Allied advance, 
patriots are requested to provide simultaneous action: now 
tire rain mrd tire mud will, without doubt, slow tire Allied 
advance down, and patriots must cerue their previous 
activities to get ready for the new pilase of combat and 
face a new enemy: winter. This will be very arduous for 
tire patrrots due to the diffiwlty in suppl)'ing food and 
clotiles: t11e nights wilicil permit flying will be few in tile 
near future mrd tilis will also limit tire possibility of air 
drop~. TlreA/iles will do t11eir best to supply provisiom. br 
COilSideratwn of the above, General Alexander i11stnu:ts 
tile patriots as follows. 1) Cease large-scale opemti01rs; 
2~ save mmmt~lltion and materials and be ready for new 
Olrlers; 3) nwmt new orders which will be givetl by Radio 



ftalia Combatte ur b)l specialmemiS or posters. It is wise 
not to expose oneself in risky actions; the password is: 
~ tO) ' alert, stay guarded; -1) take m/vantage, Jwwe\'e" of 
auspicious occasio11s for attacki11g Germaus aud fascists; 
5) co11ti11ue gatlreri11g military illfonllatioll concemi11g 
the enemy; study their intentiOHS, their movements and 
COIIIInwticate everything to whoever is in charge; 6) the 
afomnentioned dispositions may be cancelled by orders 
for special actio11s; 7) as 11ew factors could inte1ve11e to 
modify tile course of tile wi11ter campaig11 (spo11ta11eous 
Germa11 retreat due to tire illfluellce of other {ro11ts), 
patriots should be prepared a11d ready for tl1e next 
advance; 8) Gmeml Alexmrder asks group leaders to 
convey to their men his congmtulations and high esteem 
of tile col/abomtio11 give11 to tile troops COIIIInanded by 
him during the previous swmner campaign 

Many partisans interpreted the proclamation as an order 
to demobilise and they di sbanded. it appeared to be a 
repetition of the confusing advice that had been spread 
o n 8 September 1943. However, thanks to the tenacity of 
the Corpo Volontari dell a Liberta (Volun tary Liberation 
Corps) formed in Mi lan on 9 June 1944- as a result 
of negotiations between the Allies and the Italian 
governmen t in which the parti san groups were offiCiall y 
recognised - the same outcome was averted, as they 
explained to the various regional command posts that 
the proclamation was sim ply an announcement of the 
winter campa ign methods. 

It was, however, a tough win ter for the part isan groups. 
Round-ups and clashes with the fascist RS I mili tia and the 
German soldiers put their resistance capacities to the test . 
The Allied army remained drawn up south of the Goth1c 
Line and broke th rough it only in the spring. 

it took military forces and partisa ns just a few days to 
in vade northern Italy in Apri11945. Milan and Tunn were 
li berated on 25 Ap ril. The wa r offi cially ended on 29 Apnl 
1945 with the unco nditional surrender of the German 
army. Mussolini had been captu red on 27 April while 

trying to escape to Switzerland. Wearing the uniform 
of a soldier of the Wehrmacht9, the Duce was hidder 
in a vehicle transporting retreating German trooJ,S. 
Recognised by the partisans who were checking the 
retreating military columns, he was arrested and executed 
the following day. His body and those of other members 
of the Social Republic hierarchy were displayed hanging 
upside-down in Piazzale Loreto, Milan, on 29 April 19~5. 
On 10 August 1945 in this same square, the Germans had 
shot I 5 people (anti-fascists and partisans) and left their 
bodies there as a warning to the population. 

Notes 

1. High Council of Fascism. 
2. Mussolini . 
3. Chief of local police. 
4. Dwight David 'Ike' Ei senhower (Denison, H ~ctober 

1890-Washington, 28 March 1969) was a US.gen,eral and po~ttician. 
Chief in Command of the Allied Forces m Europe dunng the 
Second World War with the rank of Armed Corps General, he wa~ 
the 3-J 'h pre~ident of the United States of America from I9S3 tt• 

s. ~~~~ra J Roatta , Ch ief of General Arm y Stuff ~ince ~S Ju!v 1q 
existing head of the Italian Expedition Corps in the. Spam~h t 1 

War and Commander of thetwo Arm yCorps in CroatJa. On l '131 

1945 General Roa tto escaped with the help l'f the C .uab 
[local police! and the re-assembled Military I nfo~m~twn . c 
(SI M), guided by Colone.l Pompeo Agrifoglio, durmg the t.n..~ 
the killing of the Ro~se l il brothers. One week after th•. ..p 
trial ended and Roa tta was given a lif~ sen. t en~"'· .. -'\t ~r~. 1\ 
took refuge in Vatican City and then, With hiS \\'Jfe, m S~Jln 
where he would return in 1966, thanks to an ~mn.e-.t\. R ) ... 
only one of the many Italian war crimi~ a l s who dJd not 1 v 
thei r actions duri ng the Second World \\ar. . 

6. Red Arm y. . d {T ron e 10 neccmhe 
7. Harold Rup~rt 1 ~ejofri~ ~9e~~feB~ilt~:~nge~~erai. head of the Alt!Pd 

189 1- Sloug I un '. s· 'l 

E.xpediti?n Corps that \a~d~~::~r s'c~~·n trol l ed all Allied ftlrt.:e'> 
8. The Allted Forces Hea q f 1 19-J? until the end ot 

operations in the Mediterran ean ran -
the war. 

9. Germ an Arm ed Forces. 
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Allied commandershadalwaysconsidered the Italian 
front to be a secondary front. As a result, military 
operations almost never had the incisiveness that 

could have reduced the length of the Italian Campaign 
and change the overall destiny of the Second World War. 
Perhaps this was exactly what the Allied leaders wanted, 
especially Roosevelt and Stalin, who had joined forces 
against Churchill and with whom their opinions clashed. 
It must be remembered that if Churchill 's point of view 
had prevailed, the Iron Curtain ' would probably never 
have reached the Italian border. 

This seems to be the only explanation for the extremely 
slow progress of the Allies up the peninsula. Although 
Sicily was taken in 38 days, some nine months passed 
from the landing in Calabria (on 3 September 1943) until 
Rome was taken on 4 June 1944. Many of these months 
were spent penetrating the Gustav Line; a breakthrough 
that hinged on the three battles at Cassino Oanuary to 
May 1944), and were perhaps the most bloody moments 
of the entire Italian Campaign. 

Then the rivalry between General Alexander,' chief 
commander of the Allied troops, and his subordinate, 
General Clark,' commander of the 5'" American Army 
Corps, came to the fore. This rivalry was clearly evident 
in the battle for Rome. 

Some days after the fa ll of Cassino, favourable conditions 
allowed the Allies to wedge themselves between the 14'" 
and 10"' German Army Corps towards Valmontone and 
isolate General von Vietinghoff's 10'" Army Corps in a 
pocket. But General Clark, having entered the opening of 
Mount Artemisio, headed firml y towards Rome instead 
of obeying orders from the chief commander, because he 
wanted to be remembered as the conqueror of the Eternal 
City. General Alexander wrote about this episode in his 
memoirs. 

Wllm the {i11al battle for tile liberation of Rome llarl 
begun, the task of the Anzio contingent wns to break 



out of tile beacll -llead and cut off tile main German 
s11ppl)' line 011 tile Cass ino {im1t line. B11t for some 
wwccollntable reason, Gen. Clark's Anglo-American 
tro~ps new!~ reacllecl their obiective, el'en if, according 
to lll fo rmatiOII tilat I later receil'ed, tl1ere \Vas notiling 
to stop tilem doing so. Instead, Mark Clark moved 
ilis attacking point 110rtl1 of tile Alba11i ilills toiVards 
Rome. 

If lie ilad IIIC711tlged to cany 011t Ill)' plan, damage 
to tile enemy would ha ve been IIIIICh more severe: most 
of tile German forces so11til of Rome IVOIIId ilave been 
destroyed.' 

Subseq uen tly, on -! June 19-!-! only American troops 
entered the Eternal City, led by the young 88'" Division . 
The H '" German Army Corps had rapidly reached the 
sector on the o ther side of the Tiber and Aniene rivers, 
while the 4'" Parachute Division had crossed Rome, 
heading northwa rds. There was a surprise awaiting the 
Ameri can s; not one bridge had been blown up in the 
city o n strict orders from Field Ma rshal Kesselring, 5 who 
still respected places of Italian culture. In this way the 
fi eld marshal conceded a considerable advantage to the 
Americans, which he later ca me to regret, so much so 
that two mo nths later he had all bridges in Florence 
dest royed, with the exception of Ponte Vecchio because 
it was especially dear to Hitler. ' 

After the fall of Rome, the German Army Corps found 
themselves at a critica l stage. The 14'" Arm y Corps, now 
led by General Lemelsen, had come out of the fi ghting 
for the capital in particularl y bad shape, and for the time 
being could not halt Clack's 5"' American Army Corps, 
which were closing in . In 12 days (between 4 and 16 
June) the corps had managed to advance 140 km at a 
pace corresponding to the pursuit of a beaten enemy. 
General von Vietinghoff's 10'" Armed Corps were in 
better conditio n, so Kesselring decided to move General 
Fridolin von Senger's XIV Armoured Corps to Lemelsen's 
Armed Corps, placing them in a central position between 

the LIV Corps on the right along the coast, and the I 
Parachu te Corps on the left. Initially (arou nd 12 June) 
von Senger was not happy about this decision. ' 

1 was assigned only third order divisions . Two were the 
so-called country divisions of tile Luflwaffe, composed 
of personnel from exuberant aviation; the third was a 
division made up mainly o(Turkmen and only 25% was 
made up of German units. Only when J was assigned, 
one by one, first the battered J'd Panzer-Grenadier 
Division and then tile 26t11 Amwured Division and the 
90'11 Panzer-Grenadier Division, could one speak of a 
predestined command action in my section. l \'hen the 
XIV Armoured Corps took COIIII IIalld, tile pace of tile 
Allied adva11ce slowed dow11 to 30 km ill tile week from 
16-23/une a11d, successively, to 30 km in three weeks. ' 

The meri t that von Senger attributes to his XIV Corps 
should actually go to Kesselring who, following the hasty 
retreat from Rome, had known how to reorganise his 
army, carrying out the necessary moves to stop the leaks 
that had formed among his units. On 23 June 19H the 
entire German army had completed deployment along 
the Albert Line from Follonica to Lake Trasimeno, which 
held until 28 June. 

However, another important factor that caused tiJ 
slowdown of the Allied advance in the month of Julv • 
be fo und in the progressive weakening of the S· Aneri 
Army Corps, which had to supply seven ciis·isicn 
Operation Anvil-Dragoon, a planned Allied Jancu 
Provence. 

After the fa ll of Rome another 'high-level' tug-• J. • 

began . Once again Churchill would have liked to er 
the Italian Campaign with a march on the BJil<.<1· 

yet once aga in Roosevelt opposed him. it is im~OitJf1 
to po int out that in thjs case, despite the ftu~uus 
ri valry with Chief Commander Alexander, General Uark 
was also aga inst Operat ion Anvil-Dragoon, as he declared 

in 1950: 



4. nmzpaigt z tlzat would lzave chauged the entire llist01y 
o( rdatio/15 bet\veen tile Westem world m~d Soviet 
Rus5ia faded out, not to nothing but to sometllmg ~uucii 
less tlzan wlzat it could lzave bee11. The weakemng of 
tile force< ill Italy fo r tile invasion of soutlrem Fra11ce to 
tile impact ofmr episode in tile Balkans was one of tile 
greatest politiml errors oft/re war. 

Operation Overlord (landing in Normandy) and its 
derivative, Operation Anvil-Dragoon (landing in 
Provence), ruined the Mediterranean war. Stalin was 
the third person to enjoy the outcome and derived 
inestimable advantages from the disagreements of the 
Western leaders. 

The entire 6'" Army Corps, composed of three American 
divisions (45'h, 3'" and 36'h) and all four of General ]uin's 
French divisions, were gradually withdrawn from the 
Italian Front from mid-June 1944. The last two Moroccan 
divisions were withdrawn on 22 July, after they had 
already entered Castelfiorentino and Certaldo and were 
near Barberino and Tavarnelle. Especially serious was 
the loss of the Moroccan Mountain Division, which 
.\lexander hoped to use in the mountain operations 
against the Gothic Line. 

This weakening of the S'h American Armed Corps 
Jlso explains why the width of its attacking front was 
considerably reduced when compared to the 8'" British 
Armed Corps. l consider groundless the thesis, supported 
by some, that Alexander had moved the attacking front 
of the 8"' Armed Corps so that the English would have 
occupied Florence after the Americans had taken the 
glory for the conquest of Rome. 

According to Colonel G.A. Shepperd,' at this point, the 
equilibrium of the forces in Italy was against the Allies, ' 
and also because Kesselring had received reinforcements 
(namely the 34th Infantry Division, removed from the 
Russian Front and the 16111 SS Division). 
. I believe that Shepperd made his comparison based 

sun ply on the number of the divisions and not on their 
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size and weaponry. If we consider that the German 
divisions in July 1944 were less than 40% of the nominal 
manpower (as well as weaponry) while the Allied divisions 
were always full, one can easily see that the scales were 
still tipped in favour of the Allies and that if the battle at 
the Front proceeded slowly, this was also a result of the 
tactics used by the two armies. 

German tactics 
During the retreat across Tuscany during July and August 
1944, Field Marshal Kesselring organised a succession of 
defence lines, beginning at the Albert Line. The Allies 
experienced what an 'aggressive retreat' by the Germans 
was: a progressive and orderly withdrawal of troops that 
allowed the Germans to take advantage of any errors 
committed by the enemy. 

In the area south of the Arno Line, these defence 
lines rarely consisted of fixed positions such as those at 
Cassino or along the Gothic Line, but were composed of 
a series of mobile positions organised along the crests of 
hills and river valleys. These positions were tasked with 
delaying any Allied advance towards the north for as 
long as possible, allowing completion of the works being 
carried out along the Gothic Line, or Grunlinie (Green 
Line) as the Germans called it. 

These lines were given women's names (Lilli, Marlene, 
Nora, Olga, Paula and so on) but were indicated 
on the Wehrmacht maps as 'main defence lines' or 
Hauptkampflinie (HKL) . Along these lines were the so
called 'fighting posts' (Gefechtsvorposten), which were 
defended by small rearguard units the average size of a 
company and sometimes flanked by armoured vehicles 
that were able to keep the enemy occupied right up to 
the last minute and then, by surprise, rapidly retreat. The 
most adept units for this type of tactic, which requ ired 
great mobility, were undoubtedly the motorised ones 
such as the 3rct and 29' 11 Panzer-Grenadier divisions . 

The engineering divisions took care of placing mines 
and bombs in strategic points within the territory. When 



the rearguard units retreated they blew up the bridges, roads 
or houses on the roadsides in such a way that the debris 
completely blocked them. Cypress trees along the route 
were often blown up because, falling across the roads, they 
obstructed or slowed down the Allied advance even further. 
As well as the mines placed in order to cause demolitions 
and obstacles to advancing vehicles, German engineers 
showed great ski ll (that would later become legendary) at 
placing anti-tank mines and explosive anti-personnel booby 
traps."' These traps were also positioned inside houses, so 
as to decimate the Allied advance-guard patrols when they 
burst in to check for the presence of the enemy. 

The engineering divisions, which almost always worked 
behind the infantry troops, also had the task of rendering 
zones behind the front line safe for the withdrawing 
divisions as they were being threatened by the partisans. 
Further back, other divisions of the German Engineer 
Corps began preparing successive halting lines. 

The difficulties encountered in an unequal battle 
were aggravated by other problems such as lack of sure 
information regarding positions, the number and intent 
of the enemy, 11 the shortage of food that increasingly 
forced troops to pillage the belongings of Italian civilians, 
and minimum rest periods that led to troops who were 
physically and morally worn out. Ideals began to waver 
and the force of the German units was to be found mainly 
in the bond that united the commander to the soldiers. 
General von Senger stated that: 

In 1 94~5 it was already difficult to convi11ce tile frollt
lille soldiers to (!gilt {or Hitler or even for Gemwny. We 
eve11 saug satiricnl songs agaimt Hitler, songs tlwt 110 o11e 
coutested because o11e does 11ot contest a (ro11t-li11e soldier. 

Regarding General Fries, commander of the 29'" Panzer
Grenadier Division, Senger recalled: 

. . . Ire /lad tire llabit of obiectively evaluating 
situations, of remaillillg close to reali~ of exercis ing 

llis commanding actions in an easygoing way mu/ u( 
not aspiring to personal accolades . He cared about lli~ 
soldiers and could therefore count on them on et·enr 
occasion. Everyone trusted him. 

Allied tactics 
it has never been completely understood why the Allies 
were so determined to meet the enemy slowly head-on, 
travelling upwards through Italy, hill after hill, river 
after river, instead of outflanking them with amphibian 
landings, which could have placed the enemy in serious 
difficulty. 

Moreover, using the frontal assault tactic, the Allies 
almost never carried out their actions using infantry 
because this would have certainly meant a high price 
in terms of human lives. Instead, the preferred strategy 
was to put their enormous supply of means on the field, 
extensively battering the enemy with artillery or armoured 
vehicles in order to exhaust them and force them to 
retreat to the successive defence line. Additionall y, it 
must be noted that in July 1944 the Allies had complete 
control of the skies; the Luftwaffe had totally disappeared, 
forcing the Germans to move exclusively at night. 

Unlike the Germans, the Allies could count on an 
extremely efficient information service and on Jn 
abundant supply of food and materials. Even in term: 
of psycho-physical attrition the Allies were decidedlv at 
an advantage: the availability of troops was such tl'd 
each unit, after having served on the Front, could enjll\ 
a period of relaxation of between 15 and 20 da'·' and 
consequently return well-rested for the next attack. 

The Allied strategy was almost a waiting game. The 
excessive power of their means was so high that result 
would have come sooner or later, they only needed tc 
be patient. But waiting meant that the Allies sometimt•\ 
did not take advantage of favourable situations that_ 
unexpectedly arose, such as the aforementioned case ot 

the Valmontone. .. 
The opinion of German Colonel Gerhard Muhm. 
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with whom this author has had opportunity to speak, 
is that the Allied com manders d id not know full y h ow 
to exploit their superiority of mean s. Alhed taC tiCS were 
imprinted with an excess of rigidity in the sen se that 
once an o rder was received/ fi ghtmg condttiOns could 
not be changed without another prearranged o rder. 
According to Muhm a German commander, on t~e other 
hand, acted according to the tactics of the ass ignment 

(Auftragstaktik) . 

.. . a miss io11 was ordered and therefore a task, leaving 
t/!e exec11tor wit/! t!Ie liberty of c/wosing t/!e 11/0St adept 
action 0 11 the basis of tile evol11tiou of tile situation. 

Kesselring's affirmation that, ' If I had their means, I 
would conquer Ita ly in a week!' may seem excessively 
disrespectful towards All ied commanders, but there is a 
foundation of truth in it. 

Note~ 
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A column o( tmcks cross i11g a Bailey bridge over the Amo River:, near Figlit1e, 

11 A II811St 19-J.J. Imperial War Musuem, London 

10 . The Germ ans used vari ous types of mines, the m ost commo n 
being the Te ller Mod. 42. anti-ta nk. Th ey were like la rge plates, 
with a side h andle for tran spo rtati on. There was a lso the S Mi 
35 ant i-personnel mines, with three contac t ho rns. This ex plos ive 
was letha l. When the unlucky person trod o n it , the body o f the 
mine flew upwards and let out a deadl y burst of steel m arbles . 
There was a lso the Holzmine 42 wooden anti-ta nk m ine and 
th e wooden Schuv 42 anti-personnel mine. A la rge number of 
these explosives were a ttached to door handles o r under fl oors, 
o r attached by in visible wires to wine flasks o r commo n objects. 
Victims were a lmost always innocent civili ans. 
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cit.: 'We knew little about the enem y. Onl y occasio n a lly did we 
ca pture a pri sone r who was interrogated by the Corps commander 
befo re being transferred to the Armo ured Corps Headquarters.' 

12. Gerha rd Muhm, born in 1924, was an exem p lary p roduct of 
German milita ry training. During the Ita li an Campaign h e was 
awa rded fo ur decorati o ns for bravery; in Jul y 1944 \'\'ith the ra n k 
of ca ptain , he commanded the fir st compan y of the I " Batta lion 
of th e lS 1h Panzer-Gren adi er Regiment tha t operated in tht: 
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THE ADVANCE OF NEW 

ZEALAND SOLDIERS FROM 

SAN OONATO TO THE 

GATEWAYS OF FLORENCE 

Stefano Fusi, Fabrizio Morviducci and 

Franco Calamassi 

The call of the soldiers 
Our blood has soaked these fields, 
These towns, these stony mozmtainsides 
By 11ight, by day, we gave up our lives 
Futures, sweethearts, childre11, farms a11d lwmes 
In blazing heat/wi11ter s11ow 
Flooded rivers/filthy cellars 
Bombed out casas/roadside ditches 
On the altar of democracy. 
We lie in good Ita/ia11 earth at Sa11gro, 
Cassino, Firenze, Fnenza, Rimini, 
Venite nell'amata Italia 
Come to our beloved Italy 
Come because we love you. 

Fiona McHardy Eh\'orty, daughter of George forb~s ~h.Hard~ 

Second Lieutenant of zznd Battalion, killed b\' the Germ;m~ I In 

28 November !9-H along the Lamone River, near Forli. 

The summer of 1944 was hot, very hot, with trof " 
temperatures. All the testi~onies and doc~n-1t r l 
from that period agree on thiS. We do not, hu\\n 

wish to talk about the climate, but rather of the fact tl.c 
in those weeks, the Fron t and the war passed through the 
entire Ch ianti area in the tough battle conducted by the 
Allies in o rder to free Florence from the Germans. Aha, 
this is the story of the soldiers who came to fight from 
far-off New Zealand, where many would never return. 

27 



Sl!erma11 ta11k 1110\'illg i11 C0/1\ '0}' towards Flore11ce. Alexander Turnbull Library, \Vt'llington, New Zealand 



The German limitation strategy 
We have to wonder why the Germans defended the area 
south of Florence so strenuously; what value and strategic 
significance could the Chianti hills have had for them? 

The sole purpose appears to be simply gaining time, 
a feat the Germans somehow managed to achieve. 
New Zealand troops had to gain the area inch by inch, 
the hard way. But the Chianti area was not a strategic 
zone. All things considered, it was not very defendable 
as events would demonstrate, even if the configuration 
of the land made life hard for the attackers and easy for 
those defending it. 

The hilly land slowed the Allies' advance considerably 
and gave German engi neers time to complete the main 
defensive line, the Gothic Line, which ran along the 
Apennine Mountains. lt was on this line that the Third 
Reich had placed their hopes of resistance, guaranteeing 
that the factories situated in the Padana Plains could be 
utilised for German war necessities. 

It was necessary to gain time if the defences were to 
be completed properly; in order to do so the German 
paramilitary troops in charge of construction (who also 
used Italian prisoners) had to complete their task. The 
objective was to defend the Po Valley, which contained 
industrial plants and where agricultural production was 
centred. As a result of this aim, the people in the Chianti 
area were involved in the Germans' delaying tactics. 

Hitler ultimately decided the destiny of the Chianti area 
and its inhabitants during a meeting held on 3 July 1944. 
For the Germans, no front line was of minor importance 
and Hitler refused to accept any idea of retreat, not even 
when evidence of possible defeat was put before him. 
At the beginning of July the German commander of 
the armed forces in Italy, Kesselring, was hoping to fall 
back on the Heinrich Line;' however, when he put this 
idea to the Fuhrer, the answer was negative. Kesselring's 
suggestion would have saved the Chianti area from front
line combat. Instead, it was decided that the area south 
of Florence would become a battleground and that the 

Germans would defend it inch by inch in order to delav 
advance towards the north as much as possible. Thev 
would fall back on the Arno River line only after ha,·ing 
strenuously defended the area south of it. Furthermore, 
after the Allied disembarkation in Provence, there would 
be no chance of a second Allied landing in Italy north 
of the Apennine Mountains, a situation that would have 
forced Kesselring to retreat more rapidly. 

The German defensive tactics 
The military tactics chosen by the Germans were an 
'aggressive retreat' along a series of flexible defensive lines. 
The Tavarnelle area was crossed by a defensive line called 
Nora,2 but in reality the Germans counted on halting the 
New Zealand advance along the defensive axis running 
from Montelupo to San Michele a Torri to Cerbaia, which 
they had named the Paula-Maedchen Line. 

In both cases, neither defences with particular 
fortifications nor trenches were constructed. This was also 
true for successive defensive lines that were constmcted 
as the battle neared Florence. The choices were made 
based on how geographically and physically suitable 
a given area was for organising defensive battles using 
armed vehicles. 

The New Zealand advance plans 
All in all, the methods chosen by the New Zealand trc JP 

for the conquest of the Chianti area were quite simple t 
use of a frontal advance, a strategy that some histl1l 1r 

have defined as rather poor in tactical inventiYel e 
The 28'" Maori Battalion was to take Tignano, Tavar le 

and then, via Noce and Bonazza, reach San Panu 1. 

Lucignano and Montespertoli along the west side ot th• 
Pesa River. 

The considerable loss of human li,·es in the 
bloody battle of Cassino prompted the New Zealand 
commanding officers to be more cautious. For example. 
it was for this reason that, particularly in the second ~art 
of the campaign, many attacks were carried out at mght 
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mainlv using artillery and armed vehicles in order to 
reduc~ human loss. The number of human lives lost was 
still very high. It is estimated that more than 200 New 
Zealand soldiers lost their lives in the fighting south of 

HtHence. 

Rome to the Americans, Siena to the 
French, and Florence to the ... ? 
Even war needs its honours and acknowledgements and 
so as part of a sort of distribution of these honours, as 
well as the obligations of the war, the Allied commanding 
officers decided that the liberation of the city of Flo rence 
- particularly important due to its symbolic value and 
the resonance it would have in the world - would be 
attributed to the English troops, after Rome had been 
liberated by the Americans and Siena by the French on 
the route from southern to northern Italy. 

However, the official h istory does not quite coincide 
\\'ith the stories, testimonies, documents and recollections 
of those who fought that battle, and in particular, the 
New Zealand soldiers. 

fbe French arrive in Tavarnelle 
Bytheendofjuly, two divisions of the French Exped itionary 

nrps, led by General juin, had reached Tava rnelle. 
lhe French troops, after having fought in the Barberino 
.u ea, had received orders to withdraw behind the 
'ront line and they were waiting to be transferred to 
1nuther front - the French one - to contribute to 
the liberation of thei r own homeland. They were 
replaced by New Zealand and Indian troops. The 
Ne'"' Zealanders substituted for the French in the 
favarnelle area, while in the Barberino area the Indian 
t)th Infantry Division arr ived to replace the Morocca ns 
and Algerians. The New Zealand soldiers were known as 
'Kiwis' , the name taken from the curious fli ghtless bird 
that lives in New Zealand, and which is one of the most 
recognisable symbols of the nation. 
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How the New Zealanders were deployed 
in the area 
In Italy the New Zealanders had fought in the epic battle 
of Cassino, which had cost them dearly with the sacrifice 
of 343 Jives, and then once again - this time in Tuscany 
-on 13 July 1944 on the outskirts of Arezzo, wh ere they 
reinfo rced the effort carried out by the English to liberate 
the city. They had been given a few days of rest until 21 
Jul y, when they were ca lled up to replace French troops 
on the Florentine front, who were busy demolishing the 
defences that the Germ ans had erected on the hills south 

of Florence . 
The mission assigned to them was a simple one: brea k 

through the enemy lines between Tavarnelle and San 
Casciano and reach Scandicci on the banks of th e Arno 
River. The New Zealanders were certainly not expecting 
the task to be easy, but they had been to ld that the enemy 
was retreating and that any battles to be undertaken 
would not be, in actual fact, as ferocious as those that 
they ended up having to fi ght. 

As soon as they had replaced the French on the front 
line, the New Zealanders deployed S'" Infantry Brigade, 
commanded by Brigadier General Stewart , in San 
Donate . On the right-hand side of the town was the 23'' 
Infantry Battalion commanded by Lieutenant Colonel 
W.B. Thomas; while the 28'" Infantry Battalion - the 
unit made up of Maori soldiers under the gu idance of 
Lieutenant Colonel Young- was positioned on the left. 
Behind the lines, as a reserve, was the 21 " Battalion , 
which had set up camp near Castellina. 

Deployed on the right-hand flank of the New 
Zealanders, towards the Greve Valley, was the 6'" South 
Africa n Armed Division. On the left-hand fl ank, towa rds 
the Valdelsa Valley, was the 8'" Indian Division. Each 
battalion had two platoons of medium-sized tanks from 
the 18'" New Zealand Regiment a t its disposa l. 

The New Zealanders from the 23'' Battalion established 
their headquarters in San Don ate . Half of the town had 
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been destroyed by heavy shelling and the streets were full 
of debris. 

The plan drawn up by New Zealand's Lieutenant 
General Sir Bernard Freyberg called for the 23'' Battalion 
to take San Donato and then head towards Sambuca and 
the Cassia main road, following the course of the Pesa 
River. The 28'" Maori Battalion had the task of covering 
the flank of the 23'' Battalion, travelling along the road 

that led to Tavarnelle, then proceeding to Romita ~ 1 ol 

the Cassia Road. 

The German troops 
Defending the German positions were Colonel Hem> 
Trettner's paratroopers, with the 11 th and 121h regiments 
of the 41h Paratrooper Division. They were mainly verv 
young soldiers, however, they were flanked by a group of 
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e\perienced veterans, some of whom had taken part in 
the battle of Crete, won from the English in a memorable 
irattack in 1941. 

rhe Germans had a substantial armament at their 
,J"posal - especially automatic weapons - and could 
count on the support of several Tiger L tanks from the 
508"' Heavy Artillery Division and self-propelled guT)S. 

THE ADVANCE OF THE 23"0 BATTALION 
FROM SAN DONATO TOWARDS 
SAMBUCAAND THE CASSIA ROAD 

22 July 1944: the first day of fighting 
rhe arrival of the New Zealanders was immediately 
noticed by the Germans. On 22 July 1944, a few hours 
after the soldiers had taken over positions previously held 
by the French, the information office of the 14'" German 
Armed Corps wrote: 

.. ani m/ and concentration of a considerable munber 
u(enemy forces rluri11g the aftemoon in the San Donato 
area; forces trn11sported by approximately 360 tmcks, 
,1rriml of ..JS tanks. 1 

lf the Germans, it was vital to acquire information 
r garding the enemy's forces and equipment. Likewise 
inr the Allies. But the Germans, who could no longer 
ccmnt on an aerial reconnaissance force, could only do 
so in two ways: through the infiltration of agents into 
he enemy lines or by using info rmation from captured 
prisoners. On 22 July the battle commenced at first 
light, as soon as the take-over from the French had been 
completed. However, the advance was slow, partly due to 
the communication systems between the various units 
which had yet to be perfected. ' 

The order to attack was transmitted by the command 
post of the 13"' Corps to General Freyberg. The awaited 
mdeword was 'skegness', which marked the start of the 
operations. At 6.20 a.m. on 22 July 1944, the cannons of 
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the 5'" Artillery Regiment opened fire on the area known 
as Macereto, where German troops had been sighted. 

The battle for San Martino a Cozzi 
The first real obstacle was encountered at San Martino a 
Cozzi, which had to be occupied because it was located 
on a junction of the road that lead to Morrocco and 
Sambuca, which the French had erroneously declared to 
be already liberated. San Martino was taken, but the New 
Zealanders were not initially supported by tanks and their 
officers had a hard time convincing the American officer 
commanding four Sherman tanks to intervene in order to 
flush out the Germans who had entrenched themselves 
in the houses. The officer refused to expose his tanks to 
the shelling from the German self-propelled gun that 
presided over the junction. In the end the Americans 
fired some cannon shots at snipers hidden behind the 
windows of one house. 

Two platoons were sent ahead without waiting for the 
support of the tanks and, when they were close enough, 
the German soldiers h idden among the houses opened 
fire leaving three dead and three wounded on the ground, 
while eight were taken prisoner (three of them managed 
to escape the day after). 

The New Zealanders were forced to withdraw, wait 
for reinforcements and plan a more organised attack. 
In particular, it was decided that the artillery would 
be supported by mortars that fired approximately 300 
shots, as well as cannon-fire from the 5"' Field Arti llery 
Regiment. At this point the attack was successful and 
the New Zealanders started clearing out the houses in 
the little hamlet, one by one. At the end of this terrible 
man-to-man combat 30 soldiers were either dead or 
wounded, including five who had been taken prisoner. 
Eight Germans had been captured. 

Fighting had been particularly violent the whole day. 
In hrs drary, soldier Doug Leckie clearly remembers the 
intensity of the fighting: 
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We attacked at 9.20 a.m. in order to capture the group 
of houses known as t/1e village ofSarl Martino. We took 
aim and cleared out two houses, but after two hours of 
furious fighting we were forced to withdraw, sometimes 
fighting at a distance of only 10 metres from t/1e enemy, 
because we had run out of mwmmition:~ 

We were heavily assaulted w/1ile we went back for 
ammunition. We retreated in an orderly manner, 

firin~ ns 1~e moved, each of us covering the others. 
Fow Amencan tanks and some Shermmis should hm·e 
supported us but they refused to mot•e from behind an 
embankment because they wanted to destroy a self
propelled guu. All tl~ey did was to fire four shot' with 
th:Ir 75 nun at the snipers who were shooting uutufthc: 
Wlndows. Later on we found out tlwt they had gotten 
mt~ senous trouble and faced court martial. That 
temble day seemed to last a week. At the m d of it J was 
absolutely exlwustedmemally-' 

The matter-of-fact daily report by the German Intelligence 
of the 14'" Armed Corps gives an idea of the severi ty of 
the fighting that day: 

In eigllt heavy attacks the enemy only managed to 
gain an insignificant amount of ground [ ... ] suffering 
setious losses. Enemy pmetrated in locality 2.8 km 
to the north and 3 km to the northeast of TaFamelle 
has been driven back by our counter-attack in intense 
house-to-house fighting and at least eight enemy tank' 
lwve been put out of use. 6 

The fighting at Macereto 
Nevertheless, having taken San Martino, the Ne" 
Zealanders turned towards Sambuca, occupying a loca! 
called ' 11 Macereto'. The soldiers still did not haw t 
support of the Americans tanks so, shortly after luv 
taken possession of the area, they had to retreat'"' 
heavy gunfire from a German counterattack. The ~ 
Zealand offensive regained strength after having ob 11r 

- not without considerable effort- the support ~· t 
American tanks. 

It was only late in the day, at around 8 p.m., that tht 
New Zealand troops managed to establish themselws 
at Macereto and Ginestra. A New Zealand tank was 
destroyed in the battle. The soldiers were so exhausted 
the battalion command post sent them a container of tea 
by jeep as a reward. 
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Morrocco is liberated 
l\leanwhile, an advance towards Morrocco had begun at 
4 p.m., supported by tanks that had come across the fields 
frcm ~lacereto. The determining factor m thts battle was 
'he artillery fire, which flushed out the Germans who 
were shooting from inside houses. 

After the artillery fire it was the infantry's turn to clear 
out the surrounding area and the isolated farmhouses, 
proceeding in single file and given cover by the tanks. 
About 60 prisoners were taken in the Morrocco area and 
on the Belvedere farm. At 9 p.m. the hamlet of Filinelle 
was also liberated. The New Zealanders continued their 
advance during the night, reaching the junction with 
Cerro Road and stopping not far from La Rocca farm. 

23 July: La Rocca 
Early the next morning, New Zealand troops attacked the 
Germans defending La Rocca. After two hours of fighting 
the New Zealanders liberated the area, capturing three 
German soldiers, while the rest of the troops headed 
towards Florence. 

The New Zealanders' next goal was thevillageofRomita. 
fhanks to a combined artillery and infantry manoeuvre, 
the group of Germans who were barricaded inside the 
houses was forced to surrender. Shortly afterwards, at 
midnight, Poggio Petroio was also liberated. 

lhat afternoon the New Zealanders targeted Villa 
.doris (nicknamed 'Villa Strada'), which the Germans 
defended with several tanks. The Germans opened fire 
and hit a Sherman tank from the 18th Regiment, which 
caught fire; three soldiers were killed, an outcome that 
forced the New Zealand forces to retrace their steps to 
Romita. 

24 July: Romita 
Having observed that the German tanks had left Romita 
-where reinforcements had arrived- the New Zealand 
advance recommenced/ preceded by heavy cannon-fire 
starting at 6 a. m. in the morning. As soon as the infantry 
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and vehicles started to move forward the Germans opened 
fire with machine guns and mortars. Mines and debris on 
the ground halted the new advance. 

At that point the divisional commanders decided to call 
in the 21" Battalion, which had been at rest, to replace the 
23'", which was temporarily sent to rest at a Regimental 
Aid Post set up inside Villa Lorini in Morrocco. The 23'' 
Battalion had suffered 18 deaths and 71 wounded. Seven 
soldiers were missing. 

The 21" Battalion Command Post was set up at La 
Rocca, while the first advance troops were directed 
towards Villa Moris. There, they discovered that the 
defensive posts of the enemy had already been dismantled 
and that the Germans had retreated. The men of the 21" 
Battalion could therefore move on to the village of Santa 
Cristina, in the municipality of San Casciano, where they 
joined with advance troops from the 28'" Maori Battalion 
arriving from Bonazza. 



Sambuca is liberated 
Meanwhile, Sambuca had been liberated on 23 July 
1944. A column of tanks and armoured cars, coming 
from the old Canonica Road, had crossed the Pesa River 
and liberated Sambuca during the afternoon. The bridge 
was destroyed by the Germans but, under heavy enemy 
shelling, New Zealand sappers had built a passage across 
the river. 

At 7.30 p.m., trusting information received from an 
'apparently friendly Italian' (as sources recall) who had 
assured them that Fabbrica was free of Germans, the New 
Zealanders started marching again . Unfortunately, not 
only was Fabbrica not empty, to the contrary it was an 
important German military headquarters that was still 
very much active. 

As the New Zea landers got close to the first group of 
houses the Germans fired using every available weapon, 
leaving three dead and four wounded. The Germans also 

NewZealm1d 
soldiers at 
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a Regimental 
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Turnbull Library, 
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fired mortars and one of the shells hit Major William 
(Bill) Hoseit's command post, killing the major and three 
other soldiers. The New Zealand soldiers had to retreat to 
Sambuca for the time being, leaving Fabbrica firm!) in 
German hands. 

At this point the Kiwis decided to reorganise the 
units, creating a special force called Armcav, under d1 

command of Major Robinson, and composed of t ~ 

Squadron of the 19'h Regiment, the C Squadron Jf th 
Divisional Cavalry, the 2"' Company and the mech< r · J 
section of the 22nd Motorised Battalion, as well as an \ 1; 

squad, engineering, machine gunner and transmis.si'l 1 

units, a bridge-erecting vehicle and a bulldozer. 
It was the troops of this newly created formation \Vhl 

occupied Fabbrica in the early hours of the morning of 
25 July, after discovering that it had been abandoned b\· 
the Germans during the night. Later on they discovered 
that the day before leaving, the Germans had carried 
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out a ferocious massacre of civilians at Fabbrica, for no 
apparent reason except for spreading terror, just as they 
had done 48 hours earlier at Pratale, killing 12 farmers. ' 

fhe advance of the 28'" Maori Battalion 
from Tavarnelle to Romita 
In order to strengthen the 'pincer manoeuvre' thought 
up by General Freyberg, troops of the 28'" Maori 
~attalion had headed from San Donate towards Tignano 
on the afternoon of 22 July, before proceeding towards 
I a\·arnelle. Tignano had been semi-destroyed by exploding 
mines and had been hit by a great deal of cannon-fire. 
It was still in enemy hands when the artillery of the 
5111 Regiment cleared the road for advance, firing further 
shots into places where the enemy had been sighted. For 
the taking of Tignano- which occurred early evening at 
around 7 p.m.- a surrounding manoeuvre, which led to 
several prisoners being taken, was executed. 

fhe road leading to Tavarnelle had been mined by the 
retreating Gennans so the intervention of the sappers was 
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necessary in order to make it safe. The liberation of the 
main town did not take place until the following day. 

23 July: Tavarnelle is liberated 
Fighting was not necessary for the liberation ofTa\'arnelle 
because the Gennans, who had held the town previously, 
decided to withdraw during the night. Having left the 
area of Tignano at around 5 a. m., three companies of the 
Maori Battalion (B, C and D, with A as reserve) overcame 
the difficulty posed by roads littered with rubble and 
mines, and entered Tavarnelle at about 7 a. m. One of tht 
first soldiers to enter the town recalled that: 

Upon arrival we found the town of Tcn'llmelle to 
be almost complete/)' rle\·astaterl and dt'stro.red /J1 

the demolition caused h)' German cannons witlr 
the intention of blocking tile streets. HoH't'l·er.- tl\ 
inhabitants of tile town, as in 11/all) ' otllt'r areas. 1\'trt 

busy working to clear tile streets from t/Je debris. 

The liberation of Tavarnelle is remembered for anothet 
more cheerful episode. Archives of the battalion she"' 
that the New Zealand soldiers were not enthusiasticallY 
welcomed, but they did not particularl y mind as thev: 
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found something more interesting than welcoming 
parties. One of tire shops in tile town had a pretty 
window (11/l of accordions and a new operational 
phase saw the Maoris with their rifles at rest over their 
shoulders producing sounds {ro111 their new toys ... a 
squad of beginner bagpipe players would llave been 
embarrassed by t/Iem.9 

Sergeant Tautini Glover was one of the fi rst soldiers to 
enter Tavarnelle. He recalled: 

I re111ember one sllop in Tavamelle well. It llad one of 
1/rose 111etal grid roller doors tlrat they use there. We 
gut hold of a mine and a grenade. Tl1e mine contained 
TNT, which is lriglrlyexplosive, and we placed a grenade 
beside it. We attached a string to tl1e safety pin and 
111oved away. We pulled tile string and the explosion 
desN-oyed tile roller door. Tllen we went into tire sllop. it 
was (11/l o(m11sical imtrwnents m1d each of us took an 
accordio11. All of tile boys had a g11n and cm accordion, 
1111til they became too heavy and we thro v them away. 
There were lots of them in 011r Unit - we got them that 
way. We never paid for them. 

In fact, it probably wasn't a shop, but more likely the 
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room where the town band stored their instruments. 
After this musical 'digression' the Maori troops started 

marching again, despite enemy fire coming from the 
Romita ridge- the Germans had positioned cannons and 
mortars at Villa Moris. While approaching Bonazza the 
soldiers discovered, at their expense, that there were several 
German tanks positioned near the cemetery, which opened 
fire on them. Three Sherman tanks were hit, sustaining 
serious losses. Father Guardie, the military chaplain for the 
18'" Regiment, heroically risked his life under enemy fire 
in order to pull several men out of burning tanks and then 
organised first aid and transport for the wounded. 

Reinforcements arrived and the German commanding 
officer of the Tiger I tank that had fired decided to move to 
the cemetery, in order to find a better position and attempt 
to reach the Cassia Road. The decision was, however, fatal. 
In fact, as long as the tank was moving it could not shoot, 
and a New Zealand shell severed a tube that prevented 
the tank from continuing, forcing the crew to abandon 
the vehicle, after sabotaging it, in a cornfield. 

This was the first time during the Italian Campaign that 
the New Zealand tanks had clashed with the notorious 
and feared German Tiger tanks. From that moment on, 
for all of the Allies but most of all for the New Zealanders, 
all German tanks encountered would be Tigers in their 



\liew from the turret of the first Tiger destroyed by the New Zealanders i11 the adJ'atlce towards Florence. Alexander Turnbu!l Library, Wellington. Nt:w Zealand 

memoirs and documents, to the point wh ere the battle 
in the Chianti area up to Florence would be recalled as 
taking place in 'Tiger country'. 

The destruction of the aforementioned Tiger was a 
cause for celebration for the 18"' Regiment, because 
it marked the first time that a German tank had been 
beaten by a component of the 2"" Division. 

However, it was a result obtained at a high price in 
human lives: the day's fighting left six soldiers dead and 
11 wounded - the worst daily toll for the 18'" Armed 
Battalion during the entire Italian Campaign. 

German leaders had decided to adopt military tactics 

that involved positioning the strongest tanks, the 
Tigers, at Villa Bonazza and Villa Moris, approximate!\ 
1.5 km apart. The tanks were on adjacent ridges, which 
guaranteed good visibility over the whole battlefield a1" 
control over both the valleys and the ridges. This strateg_ 
meant that the Tigers were 1mobile forts' around which 
the infantry could be grouped, even though deploying 
them in this unusual manner exposed them to damage 
or loss, which in fact is what happened. Nevertheless, 
this tactic worked for the Germans as it allowed them 
to delay the advance for at least a day and caused heavy 
losses to the New Zealanders. 
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At this point the Maori soldiers got to work flushing 
the Germans out o f Villa Bonazza. The area was liberated 

111 " cold steel attack using bayonets attached to guns. 
\hout 20 German soldiers were captured. 

-\ssisted by tanks from the 18'" Armed Regiment, the 
Jdvance started again on the morning of 24 July. It began 
with the liberation of the houses in Bonazza, from which 
the Germans had retreated and where, upon arriva l", the 
New Zealanders found all the inhabitants in the church 
singing. 'Only God knows what stories they were telling 
and what they were waiting for,' wrote the official author 
of the story of the 28'" Maori Battalion in his diary-" In 
the meantime, the Germans had also left ll Sodo farm. 

The following hours were used to consolidate positions 
and organise the subsequent stages of advance. 

The last fighting in and around Tavarnelle took place 
on the afternoon of 24 July; from that moment on the 
area was completely free of Germans. The war then 
moved ahead, to San Casciano. 

Towards San Casciano 
J"he New Zealand Armcav advanced very quickly. Once 
Fahbrica was liberated - which had cost a high price 
m lives - the 23'" Battalion arrived in Bargino at about 
n:idday. 

Here they were forced to stop as the bridge over the 
rerzona Stream had been blown up, and the German 
cannons positioned further up in San Casciano began to 
ilre at the New Zealanders. 
. The next day the New Zealanders decided not to go 

lightly on San Casciano, and it was heavily bombarded 
by hghter-bombers, hit by the artillery and bombed once 
again in the afternoon in an attempt to limit loss of 
human life among the All ied soldiers. 

The New Zealand strategy for San 
Casciano 
San Casciano was one of the bastions of the Olga Line 
- the new German mobile defence line. Contact with 
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the Olga Line meant a change of strategy was required 
by the New Zealanders, who wanted to reach the bridges 
over the Arno River at Signa and the Ponte alia Vittoria'' 
(in Florence) as soon as possible. In order to do this, 6" 
Brigade, which had been resting, was brought forward to 
be sent as a support for 5'" Brigade, with the intention 
of fo llowing the breakthrough on the Pian dei Cerri12 

towards Scandicci, after having secured a bridgehead 
over the Pesa River at Cerbaia. 

All this was to take place while the Armcav concentrated 
on San Casciano. But, if German troops continued to hold 
the town, then plans would be modified so as to launch 
the 4'" Armed Brigade towards the bridges in Scandicci 
and Florence. 

The task of gaining a bridgehead over the Pesa River 
was given to the 21" Battalion . After a day's marching 
and fighting, the battalion reached its target, on 25 July. 
The bridge over the Pesa had, however, been destroyed 
and the first attempts to cross the river at night failed due 
to a barrage of enemy fire and holes caused by arti llery. 
Three tanks were put out of action in the first few hours. 

Meanwhile, other units of the 21" Battalion advanced 
as far as 1.5 km past Montagnana towards La Ripa. It was 
during those hours that the New Zealanders found a large 
number of works of art from the Uffizi Gallery stored in 
the cellars and various rooms in Montegufoni Castle, 
owned by the Sitwell fam ily. 

The South Africans could not keep up with the New 
Zealanders, which left one flan k almost undefended . 
It was decided that the taking of San Casciano was 
indispensable for continuing the advance towards Pian 
dei Cerri , and the initial idea of a surrounding manoeuvre 
was therefore discarded. 

On the o ther side, the German commanding officers 
had 1ssued orders that the positions in San Casciano 
be kept at all costs, even with counterattacks, as had 
happened in the Poppiano area. In actual fact, things 
d1d not go this way. At 9.45 a.m . on 27 July, the news 
arnved that the Germans had abandoned San Casciano. 
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it was ten o'clock in the morning when the men of the 
22"' Battalion entered San Casciano. The scene facing 
the New Zealand soldiers was one of great destruction; 
debris all over the place and mines and explosive traps 
laid everywhere by the German paratroops before they 
left the town. 

it was necessary to clear the area, searching house 
to house for snipers, while the engineers tried to clear 
the roads by removing rubble and mines with the aid of 
bulldozers. One tracked vehicle went over a mine, killing 
two men and wounding three more. 

At midday the parties swapped over and the Germzr, 
artillery started shelling San Casciano. The New Zealand• rs 
sti ll hoped to reach San Michele a Torri quickly and fro1 
there proceed towards Florence. But by now they had rhe 
Paula Line - a new German defence line - in front ot 
them, stretching from Montelupo to San Vicenzo as tar 
as Torri La Romola, which from then onwards becamt 
the Maedchen Line leading to lmpruneta, Martellina di 
Strada in Chianti and San Polo. 

The hopes of the New Zealanders to forge ahead were 
crushed at San Michele a Torri and La Romola when they 
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·:re confronted with a long, head-on battle that would 
'ast almost a month. 

;he difficult road to Florence 
The Germans, knowing well that over the course 
ui history Florence had been threatened by forces 
crossing the Arno River between Empoli and Fucecchio 
and then advancing towards the city from the 
west, had prepared themselves for this possibility and 
formed plans for a counterattack in the Fucecchio 
marsh lands. When they realised that the New Zealanders 
intended going another way, and that they would opt 
for a frontal attack passing through the Porta Romana 
Gateway, they deployed their forces on the northern 
bank of the Arno River in such a way as to resist as long 
as possible. 

42 To the Gateways of Florence 

The Paula Line 
The Allies were in a much better position regarding 
means of transport, men and weapons. Thanks to the 
Enigma machine13 captured from the enemy, the Allies 
could decode all the German coded messages, which 
enabled them to follow the activities and movements of 
each German division. 

However, the Allies had serious logistical problems. 
Their supply camps were a long way behind- south of 
LakeTrasimeno-and all provisions had to be transported 
by road since very few trains were operating. 

The Germans were exhausted by the Allied advance 
and had undergone substantial losses, both in terms 
of men and vehicles. Furthermore, there were no mo re 
turnovers at the Front for them; home leave for soldiers 
was almost non-existent and replacements were not 
enough to cover their losses, even using the many 
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hundreds of dispersed soldiers who had managed to re
establish contact with their divisions. Before the arrival 
of the Front, the Germans had set up an important radio 
connection centre at Mosciano, codenamed Muggelsee, 
which received all information from army command 
posts south of Florence. The 14'h Armed Corps Command 
Post was also in the same area. 

LaRomola 
The first operations against the Paula Line began on the 
morning of 28 July 1944, but there had a lready been an 
Allied a ir attack on the armoured vehicles at La Romola 
the previous day, the first of a very lo ng series of attacks. 
In order to sustain the battle south of Florence, 11 air 
ra ids a day were authorised in the five days from 30 July 
to 4 August, with the launching of 61 tons of bombs on 
various targets. Eighty-two tons of bombs were launched 

in a single day (2 August). The attack o n La Romola began 
at 1 a.m. in the morning by men of the 22"' Motorised 
Battalion and the 19'h Armed Regiment, with the aim 
of joining up with the South Africans on the road t. 
Giogoli. The march proceeded quite quickly at first ani 
the New Zealanders, protected by tanks but still under nr· 
from mortars and machine guns, managed to get d •se 
to Spedaletto and behind Pisignano. To reach La Ro))l. ·J; 
they had only to cross the valley of the Sugana Stre:•m 
At first it looked as if the Germans were not going to ra;, e 
much resistance, worn out as they were by the toug. 
fighting of the previous days, but this was an erroneom 
assessment. 

As the day went on things became increasingly 
complicated for the New Zealanders. Encouraged by their 
first successes, the 4t11 Brigade command post ordered a 
platoon from the 1" Company of the 22"' Battalion to 
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go out on reconnaissance with some tanks. The platoon 
was to descend Sugana Valley and head up towards La 
Romola to hassle the enemy, which was thought to be 
retreating. But they fell into a trap. While the tanks were 
exploring and sight was limited due to the nature of the 
land and natural obstacles, a German Tiger suddenly 
appeared in front of the New Zealand tanks and fired, 
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taking the Allied vehicles by surprise. The three Sherman 
tanks were destroyed, and three soldiers were kJiled whlle 
several were wounded. A German diary reported the 

episode in this way: 

Target reaclled, distance estimated, everything ready. I 
slowly come out from under cover. Siegfried Wledmann, 
tile artille1yman, /!as destroyed them w1tll tllree alltl

tallk sllells." 

The surviving crews from the tanks that went up in flames 
took cover with the platoon in a house where CJVllJans 
gave them some wine to drink. The Germans hit the area 
with every type of weapon available, try1ng to prevent 
retreat, until the New Zealand artillery made its presence 
felt and permitted the soldiers to return to their units. 

Until that moment the Paula Line had remamed 
fundamentally intact: the Germans waited in their 
positions, firing as far as past San Casciano without 
counterattacking (for the time being). The New Zealand 
artillery responded to the German shelling and was 
directed by Captain R. M. Clark, who was positioned with 
a radio operator as advance observers, in a farmhouse. 
Clark did not move from that position, even though 
enemy fire had located them. From there he transmitted 
co-ordinates for the artillery until the Germans had had 
enough and decided to attack the farm, destroying the 
radio post. 

1t quickly became evident that the Germans were 
firmly present in their positions and had no intention of 
withdrawing. The news that 'the enemy is still numerous 
at La Romola, where there are about 40 tanks' arrived at 
the New Zealand command post at 8.37 a.m. According 
to the recollections of some civilians, there were no less 
than 30 German tanks inside the village of La Romola. 
The men from the New Zealand information service 
consider this number to be too high, estimating that the 
Tigers present could not be more than a dozen, perhaps 
even fewer. News regarding the strength of the enemy 
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was not certain but, in actual fact, a few minutes after 
receiving that piece of information the New Zealand 
heavy and medium artillery commenced firing on La 
Romola. Despite this heavy arti llery fire, an advance did 
not proceed and the New Zealand troops remained under 
enemy shelling and machine-gun fire, incurring heavy 
losses. 

The Germans resisted at La Romola, despite Allied 
arti llery firing some 17,900 shots. The New Zealanders 

were beginning to run out of ammunitiu 
Replenishments had yet to arrive from Lake Trasime•H 
The toll at the end of the day was bitter: 12 of the 
14 Sherman tanks employed that day were Otit of use. 
At this point it was decided that soldiers of the 
23'd Battalion would attack Sant'Andrea in Percussina 
in order to conquer La Romola. A pincer attack on 
La Romola could then be attempted from Sant' Andrea. 

The attack on Sant'Andrea began during the night of 
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29 July. The 9" Platoon was chosen for this difficult task. 
•)nee they got past Spedaletto, about 500 metres" from 
he houses in Sant' And rea, the platoon fell under terrible 

barrage from German cannons. 
Despite this, an order to keep going was received. 

The shelling, together with the fact that the campaign 
had already incurred heavy losses at San Martin01 

which was commanded by newly arrived officers, 
was the cause of a very disorderly deployment. The 
soldiers refused to advance. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas 
arrived on the scene and personally went to the head 
of his men and started to advance, supported by th ree 
tanks from the A Squadron of the 20"' Regiment. 
Several German parachutists were captured and this 
was enough to raise the morale of the New Zealanders. 
While Thomas returned to his headquarters, the Allied 
soldiers got as far as the houses in the village that the 
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Germans had abandoned. The enemy withdrew to 
the northern part and barricaded themselves in Villa 
Mazzei, from where they controlled the northern exit 
of the village. 

In that moment and in that context, the New 
Zealanders were exposed to a counterattack, and for this 
reason they decided to advance further with Lieutenant 
Karsten's platoon. However, the platoon was blocked by 
barrage fire. Karsten was struck down dead. 

In the meantime, the tank support was held up on 
the road to Spedaletto due to damage along the route. 
The New Zealanders could only hit Villa Mazzei using 
mortars; using heavy arti llery was out of question due to 
the close proximity of their own soldiers. It was at this 
point that the Germans launched a sudden counterattack 
at 1.30 p.m., to which the New Zealanders responded 
efficiently, leaving 12 German parachutists dead. At the 
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end of the day the Tiger protecting Villa Mazzei, by now 
being attacked from more than one side and blinded by 
smoke bullets, retreated, freeing up the field. A Company 
was sent off to rest. 

Meanwhile, after having seen the three tanks burn in 
the Suganella Valley, soldiers from the 22"' Battalion had 
retreated to the church in Pisignano, where they remained 
for the whole day, not immune to enemy shelling. Three 
soldiers died in the attempt to cross the valley. 

On 30 July 1944 Sergeant Allan Clinton and three 
other soldiers were sent out on forward reconnaissance 
as bait that would permit the observers to locate enemy 
posts around La Romola in preparation for a new attack. 
The plan worked, although one soldier was wounded. 

The time of the attack was arranged for 1 a.m. on the 
morning of 31 July 1944, and would be carried out by 
the 22"' Battalion with the support of C Squadron of the 

20'" Armed Regiment and two other units. The password 
was 'Doughboy' . 

That day General Freyberg wrote in his diary that the 
enemy had resisted well in its positions, conceding that 
resistance had not been properly evaluated after the takin:· 
of San Casciano. But the lesson of the lost Sherman tan'' 
was not in vain, and Freyberg insisted that the anti-tan!; 
vehicles go ahead to combat the Tigers at La Romola. 
Consequently, the 17-pound anti-tank vehicles and 
the M10 self-propelled vehicles, able to fight efficient!•· 
against the feared German tanks, were positioned. 

The plan elaborated by the New Zealanders foresaw 
that the first move would be made by a Maori squad 
that was to occupy Casa del Carpione, while the artillery 
would open fire immediately afterwards, advancing 
approximately 100 yards [IS m] every four minutes, with 
all the New Zealand cannons, the 57'" Field Artillery of 
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the 6'" English Division and the 70'" and 75'" Regiments 
participating in bombardments. _ 

The Maori did their duty and, after havmg crossed the 
suganella Gully, took Casa del Carpione. The supporting 
tanks, however, could not get across the gully, whrch was 

natural and not easily surmountable obstacle. 
The Germans had opened fire with mortars and 

machine guns. The Maori squad also reached Faltignano 
and Villa Zaira. As it was impossible to cross the Suganella 
Gully, the tanks had to pass through the 23'd Battalion's 
sector, but they were immediately subjected to enemy fire 
and one of them was put out of action. With the support 
of the heavy artillery, the Tiger I that controlled the area 
was forced to withdraw. 

At 1.30 a. m. on l August, after having captured several 
German nurses and having killed approximately 20 
soldiers, the New Zealand infantry entered Torrebianca. 
Casa Ralli was not occupied until that afternoon . 

Meanwhile, the men from the 4 111 Brigade were about 
to break through the enemy line at La Romola. The 
attack by the 22"<1 Battalion commenced at I a.m. on 31 
July, with the outstanding support of the heavy artillery. 
~ terrible battle erupted in the Suganella Valley. 

Right from the start, heavy losses were incurred as the 
(iermans swept the area w ith machine gunfire. it was 

dark night with low visibility, which obstructed the 
mo,·ements of the New Zealanders. There were some 
moments of great confusion and other communication 
problems between the companies and the battalion, and 
between the platoons and the company command posts, 
that were exacerbated because several officers fell during 
the first phases of the battle. 

However, despite the heavy losses and the great chaos, 
the Kiwis fought courageously and managed to destroy 
the enemy positions. The first to reach the houses in the 
village was the I 5"' Platoon led by Lieutenant I.L. Thomas, 
who had destroyed two groups of machine gunners 
during their advance. The soldiers of the 15'h Platoon 
barricaded themselves inside some of the houses on the 
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outskirts of the village, where they were joined by the 
soldiers of the J3'h and 14'h platoons a short while later. 
The 1" Company opened the way through the vineyards, 
reaching the houses on the east side of La Romola with 
the 7'h and 8"' platoons. Twenty-one prisoners were taken, 
and about 1 S Germans were killed. 

La Romola eventually was taken during the night. 
The New Zealanders consolidated their positions in the 
following hours, assisted by the arrival of tanks, and were 
subjected to shelling by the Germans who hit the village 
heavily. In the explosion of one building, hit perhaps 
by cannon fire or because it was mined, nine soldiers 
died immediately and another 10 died later due to their 
wounds. 

There was one curious episode. On 30 July, while 
scouring the territory surrounding La Romola that had 
just been conquered, the Kiwis succeeded in capturing 
a Tiger tank and its crew without firing a single sh ot. 
While a squad was investigating the houses, two soldiers 
literally bumped into a Tiger tank as they were coming 
around the side of a house. The tank appeared to be 
abandoned but the soldiers managed to capture the 
entire crew (four men), who were sleeping or preparing 
breakfast. The tank was taken behind the New Zealand 
lines to the Tank Retrieval Unit to be painted with 
New Zealand colours and join the Allied vehicles. The 
idea of redeploying the tank among the New Zealand 
lines was almost immediately shelved due to the risk of 
generating identification problems: even if it did show 
the New Zealand insignia, such a well-known tank could 
mislead Allied planes and cannons. Just looking at the 
Tiger struck fear into soldiers. Not long after the caphrre 
of the tank, the first to be tricked were the infantry of the 
21" Battalion marching towards Scandicci after Poggio 
lssi and Poggio alle Monache had been conquered. The 
soldiers had just taken the two ridges and were en joying 
the sight of Florence and the Arno River when all of a 
sudden, they were frozen by the sight of a Tige; moving 
quickly towards the military column. 
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A Tiger can easily destroy a Sherman; therefore tl1ere 
was considerable relief when we were infonned that 
an officer of the 22"" Battalio11 had captured tl1e Tiger 
i11tact and had decided to take it back behind the lines 
as a souvenir. 16 

The battle of San Michele 
The battle for Pian dei Cerri is one of the least-known 
military operations of the campaign that crossed Tuscany 
from July to September 1944; it is also one of the most 
ignored campaigns within military studies. 

The New Zealanders had already begun to concentrate 
on San Michele on 27 July, after crossing the Pesa 

River. The codena me assigned to the small vi llage was 
'At! t ' h 'l . an a ' w .' e Pian dei Cerri was rebaptised 'Brooklyn' . 
After evaluatmg the area, it was bombed that afternoon 
although some civilians testified that the first bombs had 
already fallen in Oratorio Road on 24 July. The civil ians 
from the m tact part of the village, realising that the area 
would be the scene of hard fightin g that would likelv last 
fo r days, had taken refuge in the cellars of the farmhouse 
at La Fratta, along with provisions and supplies. 

The task of seizing Pian dei Cerri was assigned in 
particular to the battalions of Colonel Burrow's 6'" Brigade. 
At first the 24'" and 26'" battal ions were deployed, while 
the 25"' Battalion remained behind the lines to defend 
the bridgehead at Cerbaia. The first Company of the 26'" 
Battalion started moving at about 1.30 a.m. on 28 July, 
almost immediately capturing two Germans, who had 
not no ticed their arrival, from a machine-gun station. 
The German response began at sunrise, with infernal 
shelling unleashed against New Zealanders positioned on 
both sides of the road leading up to Pian dei Cerri. Also 
firing on them was a self-propelled cannon, located at 
La Romo la, which was still in hostile hands at the time. 
The attack of the 26'" Battalion had, however, placed 
the German commanding officers in a difficult position. 
A gap was opened in the main formation, forcing the 
Germans to retreat, even though they did take several 
prisoners with them. 

The other company of the 2~'" Battalion, which '' w 
the task of commencing advance, also found itself fad1 , 
a murderous barrage as soon as it came near Il Caste!LJ.n.:· 
Accounts agree that there was extreme chaos in tfli.. 

first few hours of battle and that the German shellin" 
was precise and efficient. The Germans considered tht
positions assumed by the New Zealanders to be weak and 
vulnerable. With the objective of repairing the breach 
in the line, grenadiers of the 1 \ ! Battalion of the 1 srh 

German Regiment unleashed a counterattack at 8 a.m. 
They regained the farm at Finolo di Sopra (Upper Finolol 
and later, following numerous battles, La Casetta and the 
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farm at Finolo di Sotto (Lower Finolo) as well. The Kiwis 
had to retreat to Casa Monteggi, where the Germans 
counterattacked again, but without success. They did, 
howe\·er, manage to capture three Sherman tanks with 
their crews and take them back behind German lines. 

At this point the New Zealanders managed to destroy 
German teJephone communication lines, which initially 
created serious problems for the Germans who had to 
send relay couriers by car or on foot. In order to signal 
danger they had to launch different coloured signal 
rockets; each colour was associated with the type of 
message being sent. 

Soldiers from the 26'" and 24'" battalions found 
themselves caught in crossfire, and the battle continued 
h~riously for several hours in various areas of the Front. 
Heavy use was made of Sherman tanks, which duelled 
with enemy Panzers. There were also several German 
counterattack attempts, most of which were repressed. 

At the end of the very hard day, the l e Office of the 
l..J:'h German Armed Forces wrote: 

Tile 15111 Armed Gri~nndiers Regiment, which at about 
3 p.m. llad countemttacked enemy interruption north 
of Cerbaia despite heavy artillery fire {1"0111 tl1e e11e111y, 
managed to push back the determined New Zealand 
combatm1ts who were attacking continuously, causing 
lzt't11'\' losses of men and material to the enemy. Our 
111~1i11 fighting line is completely in our hands once again 
<Ifter eight llours offigiltiug i11 tile tropicallleat. 17 

In just one day of fighting, 16,400 artillery shots had 
been fired at the scene of the battle. It was proposed 
that L1eutenant General Fries' Division be mentioned in 
the news bulletin of the German Armed Forces for their 
actions because: 

/11 tile heavy defellsiw {igllti11g to tile south of 
Florence, the 29'', Armed Grenadier Divisionf under 
tile COti/I//(UJd of Lie11tel/ant Geneml Fries, has once 
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again extraordinarily distinguished itself, and with its 
great capacity of resistance, and the heroic defensive 
determination of all its grenadiers, lws inflicted serious 
material and human loss to the enemy. 

The following day, Saturday 29 July, would be the longest 
day for both the 24'" Battalion and San Michele a Torri. 

29 July: the longest day 
Reinforcements of men and vehicles arrived at the New 
Zealand positions during the night, to fill the gaps created 
by the previous day's battle. At an early hour, while it was 
still dark, the New Zealand artillery opened fire on the 
German positions. Then the men of the 24'" Battalion 
began to advance, reaching Casa Mezzocolle relatively 
easily from one side, killing six Germans and taking 
another six as prisoners. 

From the other side they reached San Michele without 
meeting opposition. One platoon was deployed in the 
church and the vicarage, another in several houses in the 
area south of the village, and a third in the school. A few 
German soldiers were captured and it all seemed to be 
over by 3 a.m. The infantry moved in first, followed by 
armed veh icles. Two tanks positioned themselves near the 
church . A jeep with two wounded New Zealanders and 
five prisoners aboard hit a mine on the road to Poggetto, 
which the sappers had earlier cleared. Only one person 
survived. 

At 6 a. m., at first light, the Germans opened fire with 
mortars, machine guns and a tank. The German shelling 
came from the h ill where Casa 11 Monte was located, and 
the New Zealanders replied with all available means. It was 
the prelude to the German counterattack. The grenadiers 
moved towards the church supported by several Panzers. 
The counterattack was repelled but the battle was 
violent. From midday onwards the fighting worsen ed, 
With a German tank in action in the northern part of 
the VIllage and groups of grenadiers infiltrating among 
the houses. The situation was becoming difficult for the 



New Zealanders. The wounded were placed in th e crypt 
of the church. Another two Shermans were sent out in 
support but one of them overturned on an embankment 
and only exceptional covering fire saved the crew. The 
Germans occupied the loft of a barn, which placed them 
in a dominant position, and a Sherman destroyed the 
building before in turn being destroyed by a German self
propelled vehicle. 

There was a short break in fighting during the afternoon, 
then the New Zealanders called for and received the 
intervention of fighter-bombers . Nevertheless, they did not 
manage to stop the counterattack from starting up again 
at about 7.30 p.m. The New Zealand soldiers barricaded 
inside the church came under fi re ftom the short-range self
propelled vehicles. The German grenadiers tried to block 
the road to 11 Poggetto, where reinforcements coming from 

Castellare were headed. The New Zealand reaction was 
decisive and ferocious: the Kiwis fired using all a\·ailable 
weapons. Groups of soldiers, who had reached useful firing 
positions after a tiring march across the Mezzocolle farm . 
also participated in the fighting. With the Sherrnans out 
of action, several Panzers now controlled the village, whilt 
a group of New Zealand soldiers had taken refuge in the 
crypt of the church. 

Even though the commanding officers had given orders 
to retreat, difficulties in communication and movement 
made it impossible to difhrse the order. The commanding 
officers present in the area near the church decided that 
the only thing to do was to resist as long as possible, 
deploying their men in the crypt and just outside the 
church. A new attack by the Germans was repelled and a 
Panzer forced to retreat. 
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Later that evening the Germans decided to withdraw, 
leaving the village to the remaining soldiers of the New 
Zealand Company barricaded in the church . Fresh troops 
and nine Sherman support tanks arrived during the night 

irom Castellare. 
The New Zealand commanding officers managed to 

re-establish radio contact and get a clearer idea of the 
situation from those barricaded in the village at 11.35 
p.m., thereby resolving the confusion and uncertainties 
that had characterised the previous hours. 

Shortly beforehand, at 10.25 p.m., six fighter bombers 
had hit the area near San Michele where civil ians had 
reported the presence of German self-propelled vehicles. 
These vehicles were used during the battle for a new type 
of tactical action. Instead of advancing on foot, grenadiers 
were loaded on to the armed vehicles and set down close 
to the village, exposing the men to as little enemy fire 
as possible in the hope of limiting casualties during the 
advance phase. 

That morning, at 1 a.m., the Germans received an 
evacuation order: withdraw and close the lines north of 
San Michele immediately. 

At first light on 30july the New Zealand artillery opened 
fne once again on the German posts north of the village. 
lwo New Zealand soldiers were killed by enemy fi re. From 
he road that led to 11 Poggetto, men and armed vehicles 

recommenced their advance under mortar and machine 
~un fire, eventually reaching the church and the farm 
1t San Michele, while other men stationed themselves 
ready to defend the crossroad on the Provincial Road to 
Scandicci. That day there was a first encounter on the 
Pro,·incial Road with Indian troops, who were engaged 
111 the Montelupo area. 

The Germans were exhausted fro m the previous battle 
and in particular opposed resistance to the cannon and 
mortar fire from a position nearby, in the San Nicco!O 
a Torri area, wh ich also remained active the following 
day. Stationed there were one self-propelled vehicle, 
three tanks, three mortars and two machine guns. The 
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Germans left that position on 1 August when it was no 
longer defensible and when they had carried out their 
task of guaranteeing an orderly retreat of almost all their 
troops . 

. Two tanks, positioned in the northern part of the 
VIllage, were almost immediately driven out by further 
heavy shel ling from the New Zealand artillery and Allied 
aviation attacks. 

The German defensive line had by now been broken 
through and Florence 'could be seen'. That same day 
Kesselnng ISsued an order to mine all the bridges in 
Florence except Ponte Vecchio. The retreating Germans 
also planned to mine the powerstation at Tavarnuzze. 

During the course of the battle at Pian dei Cerri, the 
Germans used a large amount of mines. Many New 
Zealanders, and some of their vehicles, were blown up 
by various types of anti-personnel and anti-tank mines, 
all of which were lethal. The Germans were also experts 
at laying explosive traps and could hide a trap anywhere 
- in fruit trees and even in wine cellars - often ki lling 
civilians, sometimes long after the end of the war. 

The battle for San Michele remains engraved in blood 
in the memories of the New Zealand soldiers and the 
military history of that part of Italy. Numerous heroic 
actions were enacted by the Kiwis. The divisional 
newspaper reported: 

... many courageous actions were carried out in those 
few lwurs, but no11e equals the efforts of a soldier from 
Mount Eden. He had brain concussion from a previous 
battle ar~d was a patient in the emergency ward when 
tile attack bega11. He immediately grabbed a Piat" . 
a11d forced himself into actio11. From tile doonvny lie 
saw a Mark 419 ••• wl1ich was moving fonvard in order 
to slwot inside. Wlle11 the tank was ten yards away, with 
the camwn lowered to fi11isl1 off tile New Zealanders, 
the infa11try soldier fired his Pi at. The bullet hit tile joint 
between the turret a11d the body of the tank, blocki11g 
the cam1011. The soldier from Auckla11d fired three more 

T11e road leadi11g to the fattoria ((ann) at Sa11 Micllele. 

jeffrey Plowman Archives 

shots which did not pe11etrate tile ta11k but did force it 
to retreat. The air filled wit/1 dust as the ta11ks destroyed 
tile lwuses, floor by floor. . . Mou11ds of debris from 
t/1e buildi11gs formed an insurmou11table barrier for tilL 
Germans. 20 

Scandicci comes back to life 
After conquering San Michele a Torri, the small village 
in Scandicci nicknamed 1little Cassino' due to the 
violence of the battle, the New Zealand soldiers had nol 
yet finished their task of liberating the hills southwest 
of Florence in order to clear the route towards· the city. 
There were still two hills to take: Pian dei Cerri and Poggio 
alle Monache, the two highest points of the ridge, before 
finally descending to the outskirts of Florence. It would 
not be an easy task. 

The retreating Germans had orders to resist as long 
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" possible before ultimately seeking shelter on the 
right bank of the Arno Rive r. The men obey•ng General 
treyberg were, however, determi ned to end the ga me and 

enter Florence. 
The fight ing was extremely ruth less. In the battle to 

take La Romola and the Faltignano area, wh ich too k 
place on 30 and 31 July, the 2"" Division Artillery had 
used up al l of the ir 25-pound cannon ammun iti0 n;2 1 

in fact the successive attack was postponed for a day 
until the trucks from the ammunition deposit near Lake 
Trasimeno returned. While wai ting for the offens ive, 
several soldiers fro m the zznd Battalion found shelter in 
a villa in the area.22 There were some surprises. Among 
the luxurious furnishings o f the v illa was a Bechstein 
grand piano, described by the soldiers as 'beautiful in 
appeara nce as well as timbre.'23 The piano came in handy. 
Near the positions occupied by the artillery, the New 
Zealanders found 40 Italian evacuees sheltering in a semi
underground cellar. Among them was a young Florentine 
woman who told them she was an opera singer. The New 
Zealanders described her as 'singul arl y attracti ve'." She 
willingly offered to sing for them, accompan ied by her 
father, who played the very precious instrument found in 
the villa. From the diary of a soldier by the name of Gain , 
'·e haw the following record. 

lt li'OIIld not be poss ible to comment ou all the songs 
'11<' per(or111ed, but we were pnrtiwlnrly 1110ved by 
her interpretation of Scllllhert's Ave Maria. ft was 
lll<lgllificmt and in order for the boys to be satisfied, she 
had to concede a couple of encores . Her perfo rmance 
was impeccable a11rl slle sm 1g for so long that it was not 
di{ficlllt for us to 1111derstn11d thnt we hnd n singer of 
great talent before us.ls 

It was a memorable perfo rmance. The pauses between 
the songs were fi lled with spontaneous military cho ruses . 
An~ at the en~ there was dinner for everyone prepared 
by old George, the battalion cook." Coffee was served 
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in porcelain cups found in the villa, which were probably 
extremely valuabl e, and those fortunate enough to get 
one could sip their coffee while they enjoyed th e tomato 
sandwiches th at served as 'supplement' to the water
biscuits handed out by the Allied army. 

There was, however, a wa r to fi ght outside the villa. 
The offensive postponed by a day took place on the night 
between 1 and 2 August. The New Zealanders moved from 
La Romola towards the Poggio Valica ia area and from 
Sa n Michele a Torri along Croce Road, in the immediate 
surroundings of Pian dei Cerri. 

At the Front was the 28'" Maori Battalion , which could 
count on the support of the artillery and the 27" Machine 
gunners. The 21" Battali on, faced with more difficulties 
than the 28"' Maori Battalion, only managed to take 
Poggio alle Monache, halfway between La Romola and 
Giogoli, the foll owing night. The fi ghting of this brief 
but decisive adva nce was intense. The German s were 
well armed and could count on a considerable number of 
Tiger tanks, the terror of the Allied tank drivers who h ad 
mostly been all ocated American-made M4 Sherm ans. 

On 2 August, while the infantry was consolidating 
its position on th e ridges, the German tan ks continued 
to invoke fea r in the Va licaia area . The German soldiers 
were barricaded in the Baggiolino manorhouse and had 
forced the New Zealanders to retreat to the Carbogn ano 
farm. During this battle, a Mk!V Panzer ca me along the 
(present day) Poggiona Road looking for New Zealand 
M10 anti-tank vehicl es ca lled in to support th e troops. 
At a distance of less than 400 metres from the Allies the 
German tank began to pull back. lt was the wrong rr:ove. 
Two artillerymen came out of Carbognano farm and 
manned the 17-pound anti-tank cannon, which they 
had positioned in the farmya rd and was protected by a 
low wa ll. A single shot and a huge dose of luck did the 
rest. The shell penetrated a critica l point under th e turret 
and blew it nearly two metres into the air. The vehicle 
caught fire and the ammunition exploded." Without 
delay the Germans took revenge: the M2 ca nnon that 
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had destroyed the Panzer was put out of use by a well
centred mortar shell. 

One last effort was required in order to take Poggio 
Valicaia, the Via delle Croci Road and Poggio alle 
Monache, on the Volterrana Road. The artillery received 
a request for barrage ti re from the commanding officers 
of the 21" and 22"' battalions. When the ridges had been 
taken, the soldiers finally saw Florence in the distance. 

At that point a great deal of the Scandicci area had been 
conquered. Still to go were the histo rical residential area 
a nd the Settimo Plain . The New Zealanders descended 
down to Scandicci from Giogoli on 3 August. During 

the offensive for Florence, the Medical Division of th 
New Zealand Division established an adyance medic ' 
unit inside the Duca degli Abruzzi School." Built in, .,, 
according to the principles of rationalist archHecture ~r 
dear to the Fascist regime it was, in fact, the only public 
building, apart from the Town Hall in Piazza Matteotti, 
big enough to accommodate a large number of people in 
Scandicci. The battle wounded arrived immediately. An 
intermediate gathering point was set up in a non-specified 
villa on the hills overlooking Florence. Transport wa> 
not easy and it proved necessary to create a changeover 
point where the ambulances could stop and from where 
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the jeeps carrying the wounded could depart." The 
diaries of the 11 Medical Unit report that the school was 
not damaged, despite night bombing. Evidence of the 
New Zealand descent into Scandicci can also be found 
in the Liber Cl~ro11iws of the Parish of Casignano. In his 
memories of the war passing through his village, Don 
Pietro Mazzei, the parish priest, wrote: 

011 t/Je 1110mi11g of tile 3"1 tile first two Allglo-Americnn 
tntcks or tanks (I can't remember which) arrived from 
Giogolino all(/ lodged at the Villa, tlle11 tllere was a 
continuous flow of tanks and trucks which went to 
lodge ill tile gardens of tile Villa a11d in tile fields. 
Tlley positio11ed emu lOllS at tile end of Casignano near 
Vingone al/(1 in the 'crater'. There were American soldiers 
a11d New Zeala11d soldiers (two of tllese, wllo died at 
Vingo11e in an encounter with a German tank in which 
two Gemum soldiers also died, were buried in the village 
ofCasigllano, near Po11te di Casignano, at tile bottom of 
tile slope). 011 tile first evening of tile day on w/1ich tile 
r\Hglo-Americans an·ived, a New Zealander came into 
tile vicarage to ask if there were any Germans. He was a 
good young Catliolic who, once he had ascertained that 
there were 110 enemies present, asked if he could go into 
tile cl Ill reil wllere lie knelt dow11 to pray."' 

Another testimony of those days can also be found in 
the war diary of Tom Sherlock, one of the New Zealand 
wterans. On 1 August 1944, he wrote: 

Tile roads are dusty as usual. We saw what 11/llst have 
/Jeen the house of a rich Fascist upon a I/ ill. 1 have never 
seen Sllcll vicious and iutentio11al destruction. Priceless 
pni11ti11gs and fumiture deliberately destroyed. My 
comrades IIoardecf souvenirs.ll 

On 2 August he recorded that: 

We lazed around in tile area and two men from the 
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anti-tank division were killed by mi11es wllich lwd bee11 
placed in a field of tomatoes. After that, no one felt like 
roami11g around if they didn't have to. 32 

On 4 August the New Zealand tanks descended into the 
valley, with the soldiers seeking to establish whether the 
bridges over the Greve River were still intact. The bridge 
over the Pisana Road had been blown up, as had the other 
one, the famous bridge that had seen the insu rrection on 
28 February 1921, when the citizens of Scandicci had set 
up barricades against the army and Fascist paramilitary 
squads which had come to 'clean out' the city. 'The 
insurrectionary tumult of Scandicci quashed by the 
artillery,'·'' read the headline in the La Nazione newspaper, 
clearly expressing the violence of what had happened. 
After the killing of Spartaco Lavagnini by the Fascists, 
the citizens of Scandicci revolted along with those of 
the Florentine Oltrarno (the other side of the Arno). It 
was a revolt that was suppressed by cannon shots from 
the Royal Army and a bayonet attack that broke through 
the barricade that the citizens of Scandicci had placed 
across the main access bridge to the city. Twenty-three 
years later the retreating Germans decided to resolve the 
problem at its roots, not with barricades to stop the Allied 
advance, but with a powerful load of explosives. After 
the arrival of Allied troops, Scandicci came back to life. 
The National Liberation Committee" set itself up in the 
offices of the Mutual Aid Society in Via de' Rossi (which 
had been requisitioned during the Ventennio, the 20-year 
fascist rule, to become Fascist House), thus signifying the 
rebirth of democracy. 

The New Zealanders left the city a few days later. They 
were initially replaced by the Canadians, then by the 
Japanese-Americans from one of the most well-known 
units of the US Army. 

The skirmishes went on for several days. Germ ans 
and fascists crossed the Arno River on the San Donnino 
footbridge in order to create disorder in the Settimo Plain. 
They inflicted the most damage, however, during their 
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retreat, blowing up the steeple and Colombaione Tower 
of the ancient Cistercian Abbey of San Salvatore and San 
Lorenzo a Settimo. Even though the New Zealanders d id 
not physically remain in the residential area of Scandicci, 
the city was liberated thanks to their offensive. 

After having taken the Poggio Valicaia area and then 
Giogoli , General Freyberg's men did not encounter any 
particular resistance until they reached the Arno River. 
The Germans had retreated towards Florence, leaving the 
Scandicci territory, which was no t considered strategic. 

SM To the Gateways of Florence 

The advance of the Allies had to be delayed for as long 
as possible along the Arno because the last defensive line 
would be the Gothic Line. 

At the gateways of Florence 
'We were the first to enter Florence.' For many New 
Zealand veterans this is still an open wound. They do 
not accept that history awards the credit to the South 
Africans. For Kiwis it is a point of honour to tell everyone 
that they were the first to arrive at the Ponte alia Vittoria 



a rea. Be it legend o r half-truth, it is possible to read 
about it in severa l testimonials by veterans of the Italian 
Campa ign conserved in the library ofTe Papa Museum in 
Wellington, New Zealand, and to hear about it firstha nd 
from those who can still tell the sto ry. Fran k Harvey, who 
participated in the 'battle fo r Florence', records: 

I con firm it - we really were tile fi rst to enter Flormce. 
Howeve1; tile A llied lligll C011111WIIders decided to 
attribute ti1e m erit to tl1e Soutll AfricaiiS, but it was 
just a question of propaganda. We were at the ilead of 
tile attack, and we en tered tl1e city immediately after 
tile Gemw11 retreat. There was no sign of tile South 
Africans tilat day. We l1eard on tile radio tlwt tile m erit 
was 110t going to be ours. lvJ.orale is ve1y important in 
war and they needed encouragement. 35 

Whether the New Zealanders like it or not, the South 
Africans h ave always affirmed their merit, and official 
documents confirm their argument. But they also 
recognise the courage of the Kiwis who were engaged in 
several tough battles, fi rst on the Scandicci hills and then 
during the race towards the Arno. One confi rmation of 
this theory comes from another direct testimony. In his 
diary, Tom Sh erlock recorded on 3 and 4 August, that: 

Tili11gs seem to be precipitati11g for Florence. Our me11 
ilave certai11/y done tl1e hardest work. it would be a 
great lwnour if we were the first to take Flormce. 
it seems that tile South AfiicaiiS ilave arrived soutil of 
Florence, but news is scarce as usua/.16 

Even before the destruction of the bridges over the Arno, 
the Germans had already turned the city into a battlefield 
using propaganda. A tangible sign of th e war of nerves in 
progress appeared on 3 August, as noted in the war diaries of 
the 14'" Armed Division when the Germans, who claimed 
there had been a violation of the status of 'open city' of 
Florence, bombed the Porta Romana, Ponte alia Vittoria 

and Bellosguardo areas. It was a prelude to the demolition 
of the bridges and the Por Santa Maria area. 

General Freyberg, the New Zealand commander 
defined the Germans as 'rabid dogs' in his war diary: 
'Knowing that we would never bomb Florence, they 
have transformed it into a military cantonment and are 
now waiting for us to bomb them.'" The day after, the 
general noted that the area south of Florence was full of 
sn ipers and, even when he received the news that some 
of his troops in Cerbaia were under fire from the German 
artillery that was firing from Florence, he still did not 
order a mortar attack on the residential area. ~s 

The soldiers of the South African Imperial Light 
Horse were the fi rst to arrive in the Ponte Vecchio area 
on 4 August, but they were welcomed by bursts of MG 
machine guns and shots by snipers who were firing from 
the opposite side of the river. The New Zealanders entered 
the city on the morning of S August. The C Company 
of 23'' Battalion prepared the advance and took Villa 
Capponi, taking IS men as prisoners. Then a platoon 
crossed the Greve River at La Gora and made contact 
with the South Africans. Another platoon, together with 
the three from D Company, got on the tanks from the 
A Squadron of the 19" Regiment, marking the beginning 
of a race across fields and country roads, over the 
Marignolle Hill, before entering the suburbs immediatel 
south of Florence at about 11 a.m. The scene described t. 
Colon el Thomas, who was on a tank and later wound< 
in the fighting, was one to remember: 

In just a very short time hundreds of people came out 
into tl1e streets clapping fimetically, offering flowers 
and fruit to the tanks. Wine, cltmnpagne and t'l't'll 

whisky were lleld up to us in glasses aud bottles. 1t ~~"''' 
an exciting moment. We moved closer to tile Amo and 
1 called tile Brigade on tile radio to tell tl1e111 of our 
success. 'A great shm~ but witlldmw immediately,' was 
tile reply tiley got. it was like a bolt of ligiltning fio111 " 
clear sky for tile troops, after tile)' ilarl111n11nged to set 
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that far. But later 011 events showed that tile wessage 
co11ld not 1/ave bee11more appropriate. 

In fact, while they were turning back all hell broke loose: 
snipers, machine gun spray and artillery fire hit the tanks 
transporting the soldiers. Thomas was the only one 
wounded and the New Zealanders retreated to a position 
between Villa Capponi and Giogoli -" 

The Maori Battalion reached an area west of Ponte alia 
Vittoria and were probably the first New Zealand soldiers 
physically to set foot within the built-up area of Florence. 
fhey had the task of rendering the area safe and allowing 
engineers to survey the bank of the river in order to find 
places where it was possible to cross over and continue 
the advance. 

The men from the B and D companies of the 28'" 
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Battalion positioned themselves along the river and 
managed to hold out despite dense machine gun fire 
that was coming from the other side of the river. The 
Germans had established several defensive posts at the 
Cascine, probably taking into consideration the Allied 
attempt to construct a bridge or find a place to ford in 
that section of the river. One squad, with an officer and 
ten men from B Company, did manage to ford the river 
and proceed about 100 metres without meeting the 
enemy. Other explorers, from 0 Company, discovered a 
good place for the tanks to cross over (the Arno was dry), 
just a few metres downriver from the Vittoria Bridge, but 
they noticed an enemy presence in the Cascine area. 

Other New Zealanders were also involved on the left 
bank, between Scandicci and Lastra a Signa, in support 
of Indians from the 8"' Division who were to engage the 
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Germans in the battle to liberate Signa; still more were 
busy liberating Empoli. A testimonial of the arrival in 
Empo li comes from another New Zealand veteran, Frank 
Harvey: 

I still have t/1e image of Empoli as it appeared before 
liS in a valley behind the last hill in my mind. T11e 
ho11ses were almost all deserted. lt was a vel)' spectral 
scene. I remember that a pretty girl called 011t to me 
from a bombed I1011Se. I can still see her i11 that scene of 
destruction. !moved closer beca11se I tho11gilt she needed 
help, b11t when I realised that she was inviting me into 
t/1e bedroom I took off I feared tlwt it was a trap and 
tlwt t/1ere co11ld have been Germal15 hidden somewl1ere 
ii1Side. There were still lots of snipers abo11t. 40 

The battles continued, however, on the Florentine front. 
Other details regarding the arrival in Florence e 
from the diaries of the 27'" Battalion. The first is an:;,~!~ 
dig at the South Africans, 'who found the path smoothed 
for them thanks to the fact that the New Zealanders 
had conquered the hills south of the city.''' The other 
relates to the soldiers of the machine gun unit which, 
With the support of some tanks and the artillery, had the 
task of gomg to help the Maori Battalion in their advance 
toward the Argingrosso and Ponte alia Vittoria areas 
They encountered many difficulties in crossing one of th~ 
numerous ditches present in this part of the Florentine 
plain. The Germans had opened the locks and raised the 
level of the canal in order to make crossing difficult. In 
the end, fou r pieces of light artillery were towed by the 
only truck that had forded the canal, and they arrived in 
time for the Maori soldiers' entrance into Florence. There 
were also reactions from the Germans from this side of 
the city with machine gun bursts and isolated sniper 
shots. 

By now the battle of Florence was coming to an end. 
On the afternoon of 4 August the commanding officer 
of the 6'" South African Armed Division congratulated 
General Freyberg for his excellent work. Freyberg replied 
with a slightly caustic remark, 'We could not have done 

differently, and this has saved you many losses.' 
The toll in blood for the New Zealanders was, howe,·er 

very high. During the 32-km advance towards Floren• 
which commenced on22July, more than 200 soldie" I 
their lives, 710 were wounded and 29 became prisont 
of war. While the division remained on the southt'f• 
ban k of the Arno (on the night of 15 August), a funhc' 
34 soldiers were killed and 107 wounded. Between 22 
July and 16 August, 52 tanks from the 4'" Armed Brigack 
were also damaged or put out of action, almost an entire 

regiment. 
New Zealand troops poured into the city immediately 

after its liberation. They remained there, partly in the 
hope of finding a prestigious base for their own troops. 
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This activi ty was considered of such importance that it 
even warranted space in the information service reports. 
:\n operation was orga nised in order to find premises for 
the group and the Hotel Baglioni was selected. In fact, 
on 9 August 1944 a Lieutenant Richardson was sent 
specifically from Rome to Florence to investigate. After 
visting the hotel42 he went to report to his superior~, who 
were still encamped outside the city. Richardson spoke 
highly of the luxurious Florentine hotel, which had not 
been damaged during the battle and was therefore perfect 
for occupation . Permission to enter the building was given 
only on 19 August, the date on which the premises were 
only temporarily assigned. A definitive all-clear was given 
on 3 September, but in the IS days between these dates 
the Kiwis guarded the hotel to stop other Allied soldiers 
pinching it from them. Once they had taken possession of 
the structure, they 'removed' civilians from the building 
and started spring cleaning before moving in. 

The liberation of Florence was one of the key passages 
of the Italian Ca mpaign. After Rome, Florence was the 
city most loved by the English fo r its works of art and its 
Renaissance charm. Everything possible was to be done 
to save the city and its priceless cultural patrimony. Even 
bdore the battle of the bridges, the commanding offi cers 
of the 8"' Armed Force had issued very strict rules for all 
,oldiers. In a document dated 25 July 1944," the Kiwis 
took these regulations regarding behaviour seriously. One 
of the main restrictions was the banning of all off-duty 
soldiers entering the city unless expressly authorised by 
the commanding officers in order not to obstruct war 
operations. In accordance with these military regulations, 
the troops' rest periods and training activities were not to 
interfere with the civi lian population. 

Since the city had been declared off-limits for soldiers 
not on duty, the rules regarding vehicles were also 
very strict; those found driving in the built-up area 
Without authorisation were stopped and their vehicle 
requisitioned. Curfew was from 9 p.m. until s a.m. and 
during these hours the city became accessible only to 
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soldiers because civilians had to stay put at home. 
The high-ranking English commanding officers, 

and New Zealand officers too, made sure that the men 
respected the monuments and works of art. All churches, 
a rt treasures and libraries in Florence were considered 
priceless, and every soldier was made aware of this. Any 
theft or damage was to be considered a serious crime that 
was punishable, according to the military code, by court 
martial. 

Did anyone disobey the ban on entering the city? It 
did happen, of course. The atmosphere of peace that was 
felt meant that the soldiers wanted to visit Florence, even 
though it was risky due to the presence of snipers. They 
tried to get in using any means possible, for example, by 
hitchhiking or crossi ng the Arno River by boat. On 23 
August 1944, Tom Sherlock wrote in his war d iary that: 

We secretly hitc/1-i1iked back to Florence. After a series 
of rides we reached t11e city, wilic/1 was out of bounds 
for off-duty soldiers. We hid our identity cards and gave 
anltalia11 a packet of cigarettes to /et us cross the Arno 
to enter tile city. Witiwut our weapons we were very 
co11Spiwous. There were lots of Italian partisai1S in 
tile central streets- all of ti1em wearing something to 
distinguish themselves, sometimes just a ha11dkerchie(. 
Ti1e snipers were still active, especially at 11ight. Artillery 
fire was still being excha11ged, mainly in the northern 
part of the city. A shell scraped the roof of the cathedral 
yesterday. However, a few siwps are still open and the 
prices are reasonable, so much so tiwt I have bee11 able 
to buy quite a few presents. At 4 p.m. in the afternoon 
we visited the beautifili Duomo [cathedral] and then 
returned to camp nt sundown.44 

The New Zealand soldiers wanted to know everything 
about the country. For those who had arrived from the 
other side of the world, the voyage had been rather 
exhausting: one month at sea from their home country 

to Egypt, then training and on a ship once again to Jtalv 
the baptism by fire on the Sangro River, then the fighti,;~ 
at Cassino. Many of them had never left home before; 
many of them would never return home. A testimonial of 
the New Zealand soldiers' sentiments comes once again 
from Tom Sherlock's diary: 

My four years and three months of military service during 
the Seco11d World War were tile greatest adve11ture of my 
life. Of course, we were 110t always fighting in tiwse years. 
But the moments of training or other boring acti1oities 
(most of tile time) were aitemated with others of absolute 
terror in which we lost commdes-in-anns whom we loved 
as brothers. But there was no time for tears or pain. Tile 
only thing to do was to forge ahead, immediately erasing 
those horrible thi11gs from our minds." 

Before arriving in Florence there had been many moments 
of tears and pain, partly due to the fact that the Germans 
had planned their retreat in such a magisterial way to 
delay the Allied advance for as long as possible. 

Florence has a special place in the hearts of many 
New Zealand soldiers, not only because of the many war 
stories about who got there fi rst. Veterans Ear le Crutchley, 
Lachlan Griffon, Frank Harvey, Tom Sherlock and Jack 
Cummins all agreed that: 

FloreHce has remained in our hearts, together with 
all tile people we met in Tusca11y. We had come from 
Africa, we had fought against tile Jta/iaiiS a11d \\'ere 
therefore prejudiced and wary ill dealings with tile 
populatio11. But in the end we were won over lJ}' all tile 
affection received duri11g tile offmsive that led to tile 
/ibemtio11 of the city. What struck us was the sunpuon· 
of tile F/orenti11e people, the hopes that tllf populatio11 
placed o11 11S, as well as tile poverty a11d the suffenng ll'f 
witnessed. The Italians welcomed us as liberators and 
we have never forgotten tltem.'~6 
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Tiger Country . . 
'Tiger country' was what the Kiwis called the Ch1ant1 area 
where the battles south of Florence took place, and was taken 
from the name of the tank manned by German troops. 

The Tiger tank question is, however, rather more 
complicated. In fact, in all of the armed battles, the New 
Zealanders and many Ita lian civilians called any German 
tank thev saw by this name. So it was that Freyberg's 
men gav~ the Tavarnelle-Fiorence area the name 'Tiger 
Country'. 

The reality was undoubtedly different; most of the 
sightings refer to Panzer IV tanks or self-propelled vehicles. 
Furthermore, violating regulations regarding utilisation 
modalities (intense use was made of them to create gaps 
in the enemy lines in battles south of Florence), the Tiger 
was used as a sort of mobile fort that the infantry troops 
worked around. 

The New Zealanders also elaborated, with written 
descriptions, on their experiences during the often 
unfortunate encounters with Tiger tanks during the battle 
for Florence. They recounted that these tanks were often 
used in highly visible (for the tanks) positions and were 
well camouflaged with branches. The sites were carefully 
··hosen and reached by roads not visible to the enem y. 
The tanks could fire freely from these positions and then 

1'ithdraw to a new and previously planned-out line. 
When, on the contrary, it operated in direct support 

uf the infantry, the Tiger was utilised as an artillery 
weapon to fire on houses and the positions held by the 
New Zealanders. If, on the other hand, the vehicle was 
accompanied by another tank or self-propelled vehicle, it 
sometimes could not be heard until the last minute, just 
before it appeared. The Tigers were often accompanied 
by between 6 and 12 infantrymen, who protected them 
from the enemy on foot and from anti-tank weapons. 
One of the few effective defences against this steel 
giant was the use of artillery, which, as noted on several 
occasions, forced a tank to retreat. Due to the high speed 

Civi/icm~ 011 Via Mnzzettn, nmr till' Pnlazzo Pitti, 

welwwing tile 23''1 Battalion in to Florence. 
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of its shells, another efficient weapon was the 17-pound 
anti-tank cannon. 

Many of the things learned by the New Zealanders in 
the battles of the Chianti area would prove useful in the 
next battle, which would take place a few weeks later 
against the Gothic Line in the Apennine Mountains. 

The New Zealand tanks were American-madeShermans, 
which had earned themselves the sad nickname of 
'Ronson', from the name of the famous lighter, because 
of the way they caught fire so easily. The greatest fear of 
any tank driver is the idea of being burnt alive inside his 
vehicle. Soldiers fight practically blind from inside a tank, 
in a narrow space, with the smoke from the cannon often 
incompletely expelled, among piled-up ammunition and 
other equipment; even without taking the deafening noise 
of the motor into consideration. Although it was against 
the rules, in many cases extra ammunition was stored in 
the turret so as not to run the risk of running out. This 
was, dangerous, however, especially if the vehicle was hit 
in battle. Another problem with the Shermans was the 
very tall turret, which offered a clearly visible reference 
point for the enemy. 

All these problems became immediately obvious when 
the New Zealand tanks went to fight in Cerbaia, La 
Romola and Pian dei Cerri. 

The conflict between the Tigers and the Shermans 
was not only a military one but an industrial one. The 
Sherman tanks were quite well armed but there was no 
comparison in a one-to-one battle. The tactics manuals 
spoke clearly regarding the use of the Allied tanks. 'it takes 
four Shermans to destroy one Tiger, with the probability 
of losing three of them.'" And for this reason, in the end, 
they got the better of them; for each Tiger produced in 
Henschel's factories there were 40 new M4 tanks made 
ready to engage it." 

The Sherman turned out to be a good tank, and they 
operated for most of the Second World War. However, in 
terms of technology, the Tiger was second to none. It was 

a concentration of technology and simplicity: in a quarter 
of an hour it was possible to completely replace the tracks 
choosing from 52 cm or 72.5 cm tracks depending on th~ 
terrain on which they were to be used. Inside the cabin 
there was total comfort for the five crew members. To 
change direction the driver used a steering wheel similar 
to that of a car, instead of the difficult levers present in 
most other tanks at the time. Above all, the Tiger had an 
88 mm cannon in the turret, capable of perforating the 
armour of most of the Allied tanks. 

As well as the Tigers, the Germans also had Panzer !Vs, 
which were more vulnerable but no less feared. 

The field hospital at Tavarnelle 
Not too close to the front line where it could be reached by 
enemy artillery fire; not too far away from where battles 
were still being intensely fought. These were the reasons 
that led the New Zealand commanding officers to choose 
Tavarnelle for the establishment of a military field camp. 
Therefore, a few hours after it had been liberated, logistic 
activities for setting up the hospital began. The hospital 
operated as a first-aid station, directly receiving soldiers 
who had been wounded at the Front. 

These were busy days for the New Zealand doctors 
and nurses. From 22 July to 5 August, during the battle 
south of Florence, 694 wounded soldiers passed through 
the field hospital. For three days, from 25 to 27 Juh. 
the 6'" New Zealand Main Dressing Station (MDS) r;,, 
a first-aid station near San Donato, where 161 woumiNI 
soldiers were treated. To improve logistics, the 6'" M!''' 
was transferred to just north of Tavarnelle on 27 Jui· 
and set up a field hospital that remained operative unt.• 
17 August, with four field ambulances sent from Cisila 
Castellana. The chosen site was the top of a low 11111 
near Romita, which offered ample space for the entire 

encampment. 
Taken to the field hospital in Tavarnelle were all those 

wounded in the fighting and the battle for the liberation 
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Main Dressi11g Swtio11 i11 Tal'amelle. 

of San Casciano and, in particular, San Michele, the latter 
a dividing point in the fight for the liberation of Florence. 
In all, 161 soldiers were treated there. 

The field hospital consisted of a series of military tents 
where wounded soldiers were treated or operated on . 
Thev then had a few days of convalescence, staying the 
least amount of time necessary. For more serious cases 
and those who needed special treatment, the Allied 
health procedure detailed the transfer of the wounded 
to a better-equipped centre set up just outside Siena. 
l >r especially problematic cases there was a further 
transference, first to the Lake Trasimeno area and then 
to a proper hospital situated near Caserta. In these cases 
it was an extremely hard and exhausting trip for the 
'oldiers, as it was undertaken in difficult conditions, 
partly by plane as far as Naples and then by ambulance. 
Sergeant H. Brennan, in service at the 6111 Main Dressing 
Station recounts: 

Tlw mm wilo were respo11sible for sple11didly defe11di11g 
Sa11 Mic!Iele passed tilrougl1 t!Ie field lwspital ill 

Tavamelle, illcludi11g tile extremely courageous soldier 
wilo l!ad rolled of( ilis stretciler i11 tlw gati1eri11g poi11t 
tu take OH, with his Piat maclli11e gu11, n Tiger tank 
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Anlnrliml soldier receives treatmetlt at tile Medical Service of tile 51" Divisioll. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

wilic/1 ilad very noisily started to move in order to evict 
tile defmders of tile clwrc/I crypt. Wilen an amb11lance 
bro11gilt i11 a soldier witil a ilead w01md wlw lwd his 
legs strapped togetiler, t11e ambulm1ce attmdant was 
pretty exilausted and asked for ilelp in keeping tile 
pntient 011 the stretcller ... 9 

The presence of New Zealand health workers also offered 
the opportunity to assist the civilians. The same Allied 
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recollections relate the episode in which the doctors and 
nurses stayed in Tavarnelle for two days, trea ting about 
40 wounded persons and some Italians who had the bad 
luck of stepping on a German mine, as well as several sick 
children brought in by 'worried mothers', 

Sergeant Brennan went on to recount that: 

There were some very moving civilian casualties . One 
father brought in his five children, all badly bumt by 

tire fla mes (which they themselves lwd prOl'Oked) that 
had flared up from a pile of cordite fuses wlrich til<'l 
had been too close to. A mother brought liS her {ow 
children who llad stepped a mine - one of them had 
his legs in shreds, 

Several soldiers who did not survive their wounds were 
buried near the hospitaL Sergeant Brennan recalls: 
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TI1ere were 50 tombs ill tile cemetery before it was closed. 
A group of volunteers took care of it, briuging ill a large 
quantity of tiles. Tlley used the tiles to create practical 
red walkways between the tombs and to cover each 
moulld. Tile contours of tl1e lines of crosses fa ithfillly 
followed the contours of the road. Two large stone vases 
o( irises /lad been placed on either side of tile entrance, 
a/ld there was mwther large vase containing the same 
flowers iliSide tile cemetery at tile base of a large cross. 
It was a simple but extremely toflcilillg arrangement. 
Tmck drivers passing by usually poked tlleir heads out 
oft/ieir willdows to look a t it as tl~ey drove by. 

King George's visit 
King George VI of England arrived in the Chianti area 
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at the end of July 1944. His Majesty was in Italy to 
review al l the troops of the Commonwealth countries 
fighting against Germany. A special, well-deserved 
acknowledgement went to the New Zealanders involved 
in opening up the way for the liberation of Florence, a city 
with which the English have had a special affectionate 
bond for centuries. 

Furthermore, the English considered Italy and 
the Italian front to be of great strategic and military 
importance. During the 20-year Fascist reign England and 
Italy had remained on good terms, as well as maintaining 
economical and fi nancial relations, and Churchill and 
Mussolini were bound by a relationship that h istorians 
have defined as controversial in many respects. 

In that phase of the conflict Italy was predominantly 
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seen as a precious bridgehead for rapidly penetrating 
into the Balkans in order to beat the Russians, who 
were advancing from the East, and to reduce the already 
ob,·ious intluence the Soviets would have on Eastern 
Europe. This strategic choice would, a short time later, 
prove to be of minor importance in light of the American 
decision to prioritise the thrust into Germany from the 
\\'est, from France. 

For the British, as demonstrated by the king's visit, 
the Italian front was vital because once the Apennine 
Mountains had been crossed, they would have 
penetration into Eastern Europe, with a strategic vision 
that went beyond the logics of war and already looked 
towards post-war equilibrium. just a short time afterward, 
the prevailing logic of the Americans would render the 
Italian front secondary from those weeks onwards. 

King George's visit to the soldiers at the Front therefore 
served several purposes: most obviously and without 
doubt to let the closeness of the Crown in those difficult 
and arduous moments be felt by the soldiers who fought 
and died far so from their homes, their families and 
their loved ones. But also, looking ahead to the post-war 
period, it served to underline the role of Britain in the 
Mediterranean and Southern Europe from a geopolitical 
point of view. 

The King's visit took place on 26 July in a place called 
:.rontecino near San Casciano. A parade of 140 military 
troops was organised to welcome him. As photos testify, 
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King George VI travelled relatively info rmally, in a jeep. 
The vehicle stopped at a pre-arranged point and the king 
reviewed the rows of soldiers. The official New Zealand 
war chronicles state that the monarch stayed on for a few 
minutes to talk to the men. 

The men fighting in the Tavarnelle area were also 
mobilised for this occasion and then immediately 
returned to their units at the Front. On 25 July 1944, 
Tom Sherlock wrote that, 'Tomorrow 14 men from our 
platoon will form the guard of honour for King George 
VI who is visiting troops in ltaly.'50 He continued the 
following day, after having been chosen to be part of the 
guard of honour: 

We left our area at 9.45 and travelled for 10 miles, 
forming a fine on eacil side of tile road. Every building, 
window and lane in even t11e smallest villages is under 
strict surveillance. Tile Italians must stand at a distance 
from the official car, at feast tile distance a grmade can 
be thrown. Tile road was sprinkled with water before 
tile unit passed by. Tile King had a silort cfwt wit/1 onr 
Colonel Steefe and seemed to be quite spontaneo11s and 
easy-going. Tile members of f1is 11nit were covered in 
d11st. Wile~~ we got back to tile camp at 1.30 p.m. we 
found tile wilofe company ready to depart at 2 p.m. 51 

A few hours later that group of soldiers would be in San 
Michele, fighting the bloodiest battle of the area. 
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3 
TIGER COUNTRY 

jeffrey Plowman 

~e battle for Florence in 1944 was one oft he defini ng 1 ~oments for New Zealand armour in Italy. Up until 
. then the men of General Freyberg's 4'" Armoured 

Bn~ade had had it relatively easy. Admittedly, the PzKpfw 
!Vs and StuG Ills' they had run up against had a better 
gun and slightly better armour, but this advantage did 
not matter at the ranges the New Zealand tank crews had 
been encountering them in Italy. Nevertheless, while 
resting at Arce in June, judging by the number of wrecked 
Panther' tanks lying around the Liri Valley they would 
have had a taste of things to come. However, nothing 
could have prepared them for anything as formidable as 
the Tiger, which they met the following month. 

The arrival in Chianti 
The 2"' New Zealand Division moved back into the line on 
the night of 21 July, replacing the 2"' Moroccan Division 
of the French Expeditionary Corps, who had been 
withdrawn to take part in Operation Anvil , the landings 
in southern France. The widening of the 8'" Army's front, 
brought about by the departure of the French, had given 
the Allies another approach to Florence west of the 
Chianti Hills in Tuscany. It was here that the division was 
plugged into the line. 

Chianti country, with its low undulating ridges, often 
alternating between thickly wooded blocks, olive gro\'es. 
vineyards and wheat fields, was quite different to the 
more open country the division had been used to in the 
past. Despite that, good progress was made on the fir ' 
day; Morocco falling to the 23'' Battalion, while, on th< r 
right, Tignano was taken by the 28"' Maori Battalion. 

It was a different story the next day. Tavarnelle Val uJ 
Pesa fell to the Maori Battalion around 7.00 a.m. on 2. 
July without a tight and from there they were directed to 
take a road to the north, as the 23'' Battalion had crossed 
their line of advance. Pushing north, the latter quickly 
overcame a small force of Germans holding the village 
of Strada. However, beyond there they ran into stronger 
opposition at Point 332, near Villa Moris,' which acquired 
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Tiger ta11k, 11ear \'ilia M oris. Pat Gourdie 

the name of the 'Castle' because of the prominent 
crenulations of its tower. Here, one supporting tank 
from the 18" Armoured Regiment was hit and set on lire, 
une man killed and the rest badly burned, one fatal ly. 
l'he battalion then launched a fu ll-scale attack on the 
position, the tanks from the ridge providing cover, but 
this soon came to naught. The area around the Castle was 
thick with Germans, backed up by four tanks or assault 
KlJns. and no further progress was made that day. But, if 
they were having problems, things were much worse o n 
the other side of the valley. 

Advancing north from Tavarnelle, the Maori Battalion 
soon came under mortar lire, while fast shells started coming 
down the road from the direction of Villa Bonazza. With 
assistance from the leading troops of B Squadron of the 
18'h Armoured Regiment, the Maori forces began to clear 
some of the buildings in the general area. When the tanks 
began to deploy to the right of the road to shoot up the 

76 To the <._,ateway~ of Florence 

villa, they flushed a Tiger from the vicinity of the cemetery. 
The first victim was the officer's tank in 10 Troop. After 
receiving direct hits from armour piercing high-exploSive 
rounds the tank caught lire, the turret crew bein g hurt 
badly, ~ne later dying. The lead tanks were withdrawn to 
better positions and in the process another tank was htt 
but managed to limp back to cover. During the conttnutng 
engagement a lire started under another tank and the 
commander was injured trying to put it out. Another tank 
took a direct hit in the turret, the entire turret crew being 
killed. 7 Troop came forward through the burning tanks 
but they were unable to knock the Tiger out. Instead, it 
made off down the valley in the direction of Villa Moris, 
initially under heavy li re from B Squadron's tanks. 

Eventually only Corporal johnsto ne's tank was able to 
fire at the Tiger with any chance of success and so the rest 
of the troop kept up a supply of ammunition for him. 
johnstone had to use high explosive shells to observe 
their bursts, and knocked off the tops of some tall trees 
in the gully, following this up with armour piercing 
high-explosive rounds against the Tiger. To little effect 
apparently, as they could see the shells bouncing off it as 
the tank attempted to escape. In the end it was brought 
to a halt in a maize field just short of the Villa Moris and 
blown up by its crew, though in the fading light this was 
not evident to the men from B Squadron. Examination 
of the wreck the next day showed it to be covered in hits, 
none of which had penetrated barring one, which had in 
fact split a weld seam on the rear of the machine. 

The net effect of this encounter was more psychological 
than anyth ing else. The New Zealand tank crews, 
realising that their tanks were no match for the Tiger, 
became a li ttle more cautious, something that was noted 
with d isappointment by their supporting infantry. Up 
until now they had been willing to take on anything, but 
then the Tiger became something of a bogey and from 
this point on the air was filled with persistent rumours of 
Tigers somewhere ahead. 



But it was not all doom and gloom. Their encounter 
with the Tiger at Villa Bonazza had given them a glimmer 
of hope for dealing with this dreaded weapon: 'Yank 
smoke'.' Unlike its British counterpart, which used 
white phosphorous as its ingredient, Yank smoke used 
hexachloroethane. White phosphorous burned hot and 
dispersed quickly, whereas hexachloroethane burnt 
cold and hugged the target. German tank crews hated it 
because it managed to seep through any orifice or crack, 
often aided by the engine compartment cooling system 
that sucked it into the fighting compartment even faster. 
New Zealand tank crews soon learned its value, ensuring 
that at least a quarter of the shells in their ready round 
rack in the turret were smoke shells. When any armoured 

vehicle was encountered the fi rst shell fired off was more 
often than not Yank smoke. 

Only two uni ts fielded Tigers in Italy; the one facing th• 
New Zealanders at that time was the Panzer-Abteilung '<18 
and they were never at full strength. Fortunately for tl. 
4'11 Armoured Brigade no more Tigers were encountert'l 
until after the capture of the town of San Casciano \ 1] 

di Pesa, which, along with Cerbaia, was one of the ne 
major objectives for the New Zealand Division. Cerbaia 
was the target of troops moving north from Villa Bonazza 
while San Casciano became the responsibility of Armca,·, 
an ad hoc force drawn from the Divisional Cavalry, 22nd 
Motor Battalion, 19'h Armoured Regiment and elements 
from 7'" Anti-tank Regiment, artillery and engineers. 
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San Casciano fell on 27 July, after which Armcav was 
dissolved and the 20"' Armoured Regiment took over 
providing support for 22"d Battalion during the moppmg 

up of the town. . 
The fall of this strategic hilltop town provrded General 

heyberg with two possible routes of advance. One led off 
along the east bank of the Pesa River to Cerbara, while 
the other took the more direct route to the town of La 
Romola via the hamlet of Pisignano. 

The first battle at La Romola 
While two troops from B Squadron of the 20" Armoured 
Regiment set off to reconnoitre a route to Cerbaia, the 
other two, under the command of Captain Rae Familton 
and accompanied by infantry from the 22"d Battalion, 
began their probe towards La Romola in the early hours 
of 28 July. This force made good progress and dawn 
found them on the Pisignano Ridge overlooking the 
valley of the Sugana Stream, where the crews settled 
down to prepare breakfast. They had little time to enjoy 
it. Familton received orders to keep up the pressure and 
push on regardless and so, without hesitation, he ordered 
one tank from Lieutenant John Ritchie's troop into the 
\'alley below. 

Ritchie drove down the steep t rack to a small flat 
area overlooking a road. Coming under desultory fire, 
he proceeded to open up on the opposite slope with 
machine gun and cannon fire. Emboldened by this 
limited response, Familton sent down Sergeant Bell's 
tank and then, when this drew no strong reaction, a third 
under the command of Corporal Harrison. For about 
five minutes after Harrison's tank pulled beside its new 
companions, there was no response. Then all hell broke 
loose. Somewhere in the valley a Tiger opened up on the 
troop and within minutes all three were out of action. 

Harrison's tank was hit on the turret at 7 o'clock, killing 
the turret crew and setting the tank on fire. The driver 
and his spare counterpart clambered out and made for 
nearby cover. An armour piercing round struck Sergeant 
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Bell's tank, spall from the round striking the grenade box. 
Bell lost a foot in the process. He ordered his crew out and 
then leapt from the top of the turret to the ground. He 
ordered his men to leave him there but they ignored him 
and dragged him to a nearby ditch , where they took cover. 
Bell's and Ritchie's tanks caught fire shortly afterwards. 
The other crews took shelter in a nearby cornfield before 
making their way back to a nearby casa. 

Familton sent down a Regimental Aid Post carrier to 
rescue the wounded and the Germans called off their fire 
until they had been evacuated. The other men then made 
their way back in twos and threes at ten minute intervals. 
Thus ended the first battle for La Romola. 

The advance towards Cerbaia 
At the same time as Familton's force launched its probe 
towards La Romola, the 26" Battalion, to their left, 
was attempting to push north as well. Following their 
occupation of Cerbaia on the morning of 27 July, they 
had received information to the effect that the Germans 
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during the first attack on La Romola. Jock Montgomery 
Bill Harrison 's crew in the advance towards Flore/lce (The crew are, from left to rigllt: 
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had withdrawn to the hills north and west of the town. 
The 24'" Battalion had gone forward during the day from 
Castellare and occupied positions on the ridge that ran 
between San Michele a Torri and La Romola, and now 
the 26'" Battalion was to join up with them to expand 
their hold on the ridge. For support they were to have 
C Squadron of the 19'" Armoured Regiment, while B 
Squadron was to go forward to help the 24'" Battalion. 

That night both battalions began their push up the 
road from Castellare. Unfortunately, the 24'" Battalion 
experienced difficulties and by dawn they were well 
short of their objectives. The 26'" Battalion made better 
progress, so much so that by dawn it was apparent that 
one company had gone further than intended, taking 
positions around a casa at Point 281,' and was now out 
on a limb. Worse sti ll , thanks to the need to sweep the 
road for mines, the tanks had lagged behind considerably, 
on ly three from B Squadron reaching the 24'" Battalion. 
Seven from C Squadron eventually managed to push 
past a demolition lower down, also bringing up some 

much needed Vickers' and anti-tank guns to the isolated 
company from 26'" Battalion. From then on things started 
to deteriorate. 

Having observed the arrival of the Shermans, the 
Germans began to pump armour piercing rounds down 
from the direction of La Romola and soon the position 
was under heavy shellfire. More ominously, at around 
9.30 a.m. enemy armour was observed moving int-o 
the area forward of La Romola. From a range of l" )( 
yards' the German tanks began to engage the squad ,, 
commander1S tank under Captain Mclnnes, which ha~ 
taken shelter behind a prominent casa beside the roar 
Two of the crew had hopped out to brew a cup of '" 
but when the tank came under fire they tried to get bad 
in to start it up. Before they could do so the ninth shell 
hit the tank, setting it on fire. Mclnnes, who had been 
sitting on the turret hatch, was blown to the ground by 
the explosion. The other two died in the inferno. The 
other tanks responded by putting a strong concentration 
of fire down on the German tanks on the other ridge, 

Tigt'r Country 7q 



AHO \ "E: Via dttlle Croci, Sca11rlicci. !revor Corbishley 

t!El.OI \ ': A PzKpfw IV ta11k 11ear Via delle Croci, Sca11rlicci. 

r.-vor Cnrbishh:y 

forcing them to withdraw. This engagement continued 
hut during a bout of retaliatory fire another tank from C 
Squadron was hit in the radiator and immobilised in the 
middle of the road. The Germans then put in a strong 
counterattack on the exposed company, forcing them to 
abandon their position and C Squadron had to leave their 
immobilised tank. Having driven this company back, the 
Germans seemed to pause in their counterattack, only to 
renew it later in the afternoon albeit with less success. The 
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three B Squadron tanks remained with the 24'" Battalion, 
but by late afternoon all three had been knocked out. 

The rest of C Squadron was less fortunate. Dnected 
down the wrong road, the lead tank ran up a bank and 
overturned. The other tanks continued down the road to 
the valley below but came under fire from a German self
propelled gun, which hit and 'brewed-up' several of them. 
One tank managed to get across the valley without betng 
hit but then could not return to the other side because 
of the attention it was receiving from the self-propelled 
gun. With night falling and no support available, its crew 
soon came under attack from German infantry. Somehow 
they survived the night and over the radio the other 
crews heard of their epic struggle. The Germans attacked 
the tank time and time again, forcing them to swing 
the turret about to deal with them. Intermittently they 
lobbed grenades out of the pistol port or other hatches 
and even fired Very lights (coloured flares). When thetr 
own infantry got across to them at daybreak they found 
the tank surrounded by dead Germans. 

The attack on San Michele 
With this planned avenue of approach to Florence 
blocked the division turned its attention to the next ridge, 
on whi~h sat the village of San Michele. The attack would 
be carried out by 24'" Battalion, who would be supported 
by the 19'" Armoured Regiment. D Company set off at 
1 a.m. on 29 July. Under a barrage they managed to 
occupy the village without any difficulty, one platoon 
occupying the church , another the schoolhouse and the 
other at the southern end of the town. The leading tanks 
from 7 Troop arrived at dawn already one tank down, 
the troop corporal having been killed by machine gun 
fire on the way up. The intention of the lead platoon was 
to push on to occupy the crossroads north of the church, 
but 7 Troop's commander, Lieutenant McCowan, refused 
to move beyond the church. Once it became light the 
Germans began to shell the village, damaging buildings 
and forcing some of the defenders to shift positions. 



Around midday one section in the southern part of 
the village moved to a barn. Several Germans then 
attacked, occupying the loft above, and from there they 
started to make life difficult for the men below until 
more tanks from Lieutenant Woolven's 5 Troop arrived. 
One tank tried to manoeuvre to where it could get a shot 
but overturned on a bank. A second tank was luckier, 
blasting the loft away after the section below had made 
their getaway under supporting fire from the rest of their 
platoon. Later in the day the platoon captured another 
house nearby to establish a firing position for one of their 

tanks. No sooner had Woolven moved there than I. . 
tank was knocked out by a self-propelled gun. Wool· e 
switched to his sergeant's tank but it was hit soon <:tH•"r 

and the turret jammed. 
At the northern end of the village the fJCStcounterattaLk 

was launched on the church at around 8.30a.m.; ho•.\'e\'er. 

it was easily repulsed. A second and more forceful attack 
was launched an hour later, this time supported by tanks. 
The Germans launched another eight counterattacks, 
all of which were broken up by artillery fire directed 
by McCowan from the church tower, with a long lead 
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down to his tank. On one occasion when the attacking 
troops broke into the hamlet he returned to his tank, 
knocking out a PzKpfw IV. Around 7.15 p.m. the walls of 
the church began to collapse under shell- and mortar fi re, 
trapping the defenders inside. Eventually, with the main 
gun of McGowan's tank jammed and reports of Tigers 
approaching, his and Woolven's tank were withdrawn 
from San Michele, leaving the infantry to their fate. 

More counterattacks were launched, though these 
were dispersed by artillery fire. On one occasion a 
Pzkpfw IV penetrated as far as the church, only to have 
its turret jammed by a determined infantryman with a 
PIAT (Projector Infantry Anti-Tank gun). Eventually the 
attacks waned, leaving New Zealand troops in command 
of the village. At 1 a.m. the following morning, ZS'h 
Battalion, accompanied by more tanks from the 18'" and 
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19'h Armoured regiments, finally secured the village. 
The strong counterattacks experienced in the New 

Zealand sector at San Michele, and at Point 281 on the 
adjacent ridge, signalled a change in the situation. No 
longer were the Germans fighting rearguard actio ns and 
falling back. Now they seemed determined to make a 
stand on the Paula Line and fight it out. 

Ongoing clashes at La Romola 
The New Zealand Division was also facing difficulties on 
its right flank. The main body of South African troops 
were still to the southeast, held up by enemy fire and 
difficult going around Greve. Thus, until the high ground 
on the South African front was taken, any attack by New 
Zealand on its right flank could face heavy casualties. 
This also offered the shortest route to Florence. 



To overcome this, 5'" Brigade was brought around to 
the right to secure the ground. The key to this line of 
approach was La Romola, a village that was proving to 
be a thorn in the side of the division. In an attempt to 
find a way around this position, one troop from the 20"' 
Armoured Regiment and a platoon of infantry moved 
north from San Casciano to Cigliano on 29 July. They 
attempted to cross the dry gully of the Burro Suganella 
but came under observation from La Romola and were 
heavily mortared and shelled. The ground also proved 
too difficult to cross. The other arm of the probe towards 
Spedaletto, actioned by Lieutenant Col em ore-Williams' 
4 Troop, had more luck and the following morning 
they set off to attack Sant' Andrea, the town just beyond 
it. After crossing the gully they soon reached Sant'Andrea 
itself, where the infantry began to clear out the houses, 
while the tanks took up anti-tank positions and shot 
up enemy strongpoints in the village. But then a Tiger 
supported by a self-propelled gun made its appearance 
and began to fire on their supporting infantry. Attempts 
were made to shell the Tiger but they were unable to 
drive it off. 

The Germans made three attempts to retake Sant' 
Andrea but all were repulsed, on one occasion disclosing 
their positions in the cornfields and olive groves too early, 
prompting the tanks to rake the olives with machine gun 
and shellfire, using the trees to get an airburst effect. The 
Tiger moved down into the village. Following a call from 
the infantry for support, Colemore-Williams moved his 
tank around the church into a firing position, where 
a German with a Panzerschreck rose up and rested his 
weapon on an o live tree. Colemore-Williams disposed 
of him with a high-explosive round from the 75 mm 
and then sprayed the area with machine gun fire, killing 
another 15 men. Shortly after, the Tiger nosed around 
a bend 100 yards down the road, but was forced back 
into cover by two rounds of smoke, followed up by six 
or seven armour piercing and high-explosive rounds. 
Colemore-Williams withdrew behind the church and 

moved his corporal's tank into a position where it could 
fire down the road if the Tiger reappeared. Later, the Tiger 
pulled out altogether. 

This prompt response was successfully repeated 
the following day at I! Pino, when S Troop from 20'" 
Armoured Regiment encountered another Tiger. While 
supporting an attack by Maori infantry, the corporal's 
tank took a direct hit from a Tiger, ki lling the driver. 
Lieutenant Cross put down some smoke in front of the 
knocked-out tank and then went out on foot to have a 
look. After spotting the Tiger, he brought h is own tank 
round behind the corporal 's tank and lined up his tank 
on it while still turret down. When they were ready he 
moved the crippled tank into a hull-down position, and 
the gunner fired two rounds of 'Yank' smoke at the Tiger, 
once again followed by five or six armour piercing rounds, 
causing the Tiger to withdraw promptly. The last view 
they had of it was of an armour piercing rou nd bouncing 
off its turret as it drove off. 

In the end the La Romola situation had to be resolved. 
The defining attack took place overnight and into the 
morning of 30/3 1 July. Responsibili ty for securing the 
town fell on the shoulders of the 22"' Battalion. For 
support they had C Squadron of 20'" Armou red Regiment, 
each troop having a detachment of engineers. In addition. 
11 Troop, starting from Cigliano on the right, used '' 
bulldozer to clear a track down to the valley floor. Th"t 
route was even worse than the one at Pisignano. 

The attack kicked off at 1 a.m. and things immediate 1' 

began to go wrong. Intense German shellfire covered th• 
start line as the platoons got into position and then tht 
New Zealand artillery joined in, throwing up foul du• 
and smoke, cutting visibility even further. The result was 
a shambles. The infantry assault broke into a senes of 
isolated groups, all moving independently, many behevmg 
they were the only ones left to carry out the task. RadJO 
links failed and men remained out of comrnu~liCa tton, 
sometimes for hours on end. The enemy was mJsled too: 
several parties of Germans, absolutely convinced that 
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the attack had failed, walked innocently into captivity 

or death. . 
Nevertheless, by dawn isolated groups of mfantry 

had penetrated and entered La Romola, among them 
15'" Platoon. They had had a harrowing night, JllltJal ly 
splitting up after crossing the start line: then being held up 
for two hours in a house on the outsklftS of La Romola. lt 
was there that they nearly shot some fellow infant·rymen, 
a burst of Bren gun fire directed questioningly above the 
roof brought a response of, 'Stop that Bren, you silly 
buggers!' Thereafter, the survivors from 13'h Platoon 
emerged from the gloom. After unsuccessfully trying to 
raise company headquarters or the tanks they pushed on, 
arriving at La Romola at daybreak. 

Things were no better for the tanks. In the dark 
the infantry soon left them behind, with Lieutenant 
Overton's 11 Troop failing to meet up at all. They had 
to wait for several hours while the bulldozer cleared a 
track for them and then they were sent on the wrong 
path by the engineers. Some of the bends in the track 
from Cigliano were too sharp to get round and the tanks 
had to back up to get room to turn. When they got to the 
bottom, Overton's tank threw a track on the last turn. 
Fortunately the other tanks in the troop were able to get 
past. Overton and his gunner got out to try to fix it but 
came under mortar fire and were fo rced to take shelter 
under the tank. 

On the right, 9 Troop, working with the 5'" Platoon 
under znd Lieutenant Woolcott, arrived in La Romola at 
d;nvn, their commander leading the tanks forward on 
foot. Woolcott was not with his platoon but had gone 
on ahead with a small patrol. Approaching a cluster of 
houses, he and another man burst in through the front 
door of the top dwelling, while the rest sped around the 
side and ran straight into a Tiger tank, undamaged and in 
perfect running order, complete with the odd o live branch 
on top for extra 'camouflage'. Inside were Lieutenant 
Heberer and his crew from 3 Kompanie, schwere Panzer~ 
Abteilung 508. One man moved forward to inspect the 
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tank and then climbed on top. To his surprise the hatch 
came up and, before he could surrender, the Germans 
did. That was not the end of the story. While the tank 
recovery crew were dragging it out the road collapsed 
and the tank rolled on to its turret, necessitating a full 
recovery operation . lt was eventually driven away but the 
sight of a Tiger moving down the road towards the rear 
areas of the battalion created the impression of a German 
breakthrough, causing a minor panic. 

Towards Scand.icci 
Units in the division often went to extraordinary lengths 
to deal with the threat of a Tiger, like the one supposedly 
harassing infantry on the hills in the vicinity of Pian dei 
Cerri. No major assault was launched after the fall of La 
Romola, Freyberg calling a brief halt to the division's 
attack. When the assault was renewed it was o n a three
brigade front, the division pivoting on the 5'" Brigade on 
the right. The left arm of the attack was launched by the 
25"' Battalion, up the Poggio-Cigoli Road towards Point 
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337. They were to receive support from 18'" Armoured 
Regiment; when a tank identified as a Tiger was spotted 
a small force was assembled to deal with it. This involved 
some infantry from 25'" Battalion and a few Shermans, 
while the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment were ordered to supply a 
17 -pounder anti-tank gun and one of their newly acquired 
M 10 tank destroyers.' Lieutenant Curry, commander of 
D Troop, received the unenviable task of providing an 
MlO; this was to create a major headache. At the start 
of the day Curry had only three of his complement of 
four available (the fourth was out of action because of 
mechanical problems). Under normal circumstances 
it would have been enough, but events were to prove 
otherwise. After Curry sent out orders for the M10s, the 
crews set out to ready their vehicles to move. The crew 
of 03 was inside a small church, with their MlO parked 
outside concealed from the Germans by some trees, but 
behind it was a road on wh ich Bren gun ca rriers and other 
vehicles were moving, kicking up a huge cloud of dust. 
The Germans decided they would put down some mortar 

fire in to the dust cloud and, while they were firing at this 
dust a mortar shell went straight down the open turret 
of the MlO and killed two of the crew. A third crewman 
died of wounds. 

Curry took 04 with him to an assembly point near 
the 25'" Battalion headquarters, leaving 02 two or three 
miles10 away on radio-listening watch. After attending the 
battalion meeting in the early evening to learn of their rule 
in the coming attack, which was to start with a barrag1 
at 11 p.m., Curry went forward with 04 to the start lm• . 
However, following along behind the tanks, the dust w 
so great that neither he, atop the MlO, nor the driver 
could see the road. They ran off into a ditch, thrnwin;; 
a track in the process. Curry told the crew to disable till 
guns by removing the breechblocks, head back down tht 
road, find a place for the night and wait for the recoven· 
vehicle to get them out. This they did, taking shelter in a 
casa being used as 2S 1h Battalion headquarters. it was one 
of the big vineyard estate houses, with a brick tunnel
like entrance and an oval-shaped roof. Later that night 
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a shell exploded outside the entrance, sending shrapnel 
whistling down the tunnel, killing one of the crew and 
\\'Ounding another. 

With his third MlO out of action Curry called up D2, 
onlv to be told a short while later that the battery was 
too-flat to start the motors. On reporting this the infantry 
colonel blew his top somewhat and ordered Curry to 
have an M l O at his headquarters by daybreak. Curry took 
the almost flat battery to Regimental B Echelon, about 
five miles away, and rooted out the sergeant in charge of 
vehicle maintenance at about I .00 a.m. Lacking a battery 
of similar capacity, there was nothing for it but to give 
the battery a quick booster charge. This took till around 
5 a.m. so Curry did not get back to D2 until 5.30 a.m., 
arriving at 25'" Battalion headquarters around dawn. He 
was ordered to take it to 31 Battery headquarters, where 
he would be joined by a 33 Battery 17-pounder11 from 
33 Battery, and then to proceed to Point 337 by road to 
deal with the reported Tiger. 

The 17 -pounder took some time to arrive but eventually 
they set out for Point 337, arriving late in the afternoon. 
The placement of the gun and the MlO was done as night 
was fa ll ing, to give concealment. Efforts to site the MlO in 
the only cover available, within the grounds of a big casa, 
had to be abandoned as the gate opening was too narrow, 
so the 17-pounder was put there instead, and the MlO 
was placed round the corner in a hull-down position. The 
MIO crew spent an uncomfortable night, maintaining 
hourly changes of sentry duties, while the 17-pounder 
crew had a better time of it since the infantry were 
on sentry duty in the casa above. The following 
morning, the crew of the 17-pounder were having 
breakfast on the ground floor of the casa when the soldiers 
above called down to warn them of an approaching tank. 
The enemy tank initially came trundling down the road, 
1ts crew out of the turret. it suddenly stopped and started 
backing up the road. Two of the 17-pounder crew dashed 
out of the house and fired one shot at the tank, striking 
1t below the turret. 
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The result was spectacular. The turret went six feet 
into the air and within seconds the rest of the tank 
started smoking and was engulfed in a sheet of flame 
as the ammunition inside began exploding. What was 
originally thought to be a Tiger turned out to be a PzKpfw 
IV, though some observers were fooled by the schurtzen 
armour and later tried to claim that it was a PzKpfw IV 
disguised to look like a Tiger. 

While 6'" Brigade had gained its objectives with 
unexpected ease, 4"' and 5"' brigades were surprised by the 
determined resistance they encountered. On the night of 
31 July the 22"' Battalion sent out a patrol to occupy a 
high point about 1000 yards or so to the northeast of La 
Romola. They were thrown back, as was another force 
consisting of some carriers, an infantry platoon and 
two tanks, later that afternoon . Then, on the night of 
1 August, two companies from 22"' Battalion, supported 
by two troops of tanks from 20"' Armoured Regiment, 
pushed on and took La Poggiona. This prompted a furious 
response from its German defenders, who rallied swiftly 
and counterattacked. They were thrown back twice 
before the New Zealanders were forced to withdraw, their 
ammunition running low. 

During the advance on La Poggiona, Lieutenant 
French's troop ran into another Tiger tank. Unfortunately 
the infantry were too close to call down a 'stonk' on it. 
French was in the lead tank and when he drove round a 
corner his tank was h it on one track. The crew climbed 
out, found the machine was still mobile, got back in and 
backed off. 

Corporal lnnes and his tank and crew were not so 
lucky. Though ordered to pull back, lnnes came upon a 
big casa and, for some reason, decided to seek cover there. 
His driver managed to back the tank right in beside it, 
covering most of the turret but with a small part of it still 
visible. A large armour piercing round hit the side of the 
casa, sending dust flyi ng everywhere. The next one went 
straight over the driver's hatch and, with the intercom 
set to send (so that the whole regiment could hear), lnnes 
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ordered his driver to 'Put it into gear and get down that 
strada as fast as you can bloody go.' After getting back 
011 to the road they found there was insufficient room 
to tum, so they had to reverse the tank a bit. When the 
driver tried to move off again he was unable to operate 
the gear-shift lever. lnnes dropped down into the turret 
to try his luck but failed; the transmission was locked 
in reverse. By now the Tiger was lumbering up the road 
towards them, no more than 200 yards away. With no 
other option h1nes ordered the crew to bail out, which 
for the driver meant switching over to the spare driver's 
side as the gun was over his hatch . As they did so the 
Tiger loosed another shot at them, the round striking the 
road in front of the tank. The crew joined Maori troops 
in a nearby casa but they too were under attack. The 
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Germans came getting pretty close and began throwing 
hand grenades into the house. At this point lnnes made 
a dash back up the road to A Squadron headquarters to 
call for a stank. When it came down the rest of the crew 
made their escape alongside the Maori soldiers. 

The attack was renewed the following night. La 
Poggiona was taken by a small force of men who 
were quickly rein forced by two more platoons a nd 
some tan ks in preparation fo r more counterattacks, 
as the enemy was still thought to be holdi ng part of 
the northern side of the hill. None came and when 
dawn arrived and the morning m ists dispersed, almost 
all firing ceased and the men on La Poggion a found 
themselves looking down on a magnificent view of 
Florence. 



Entering Horence 
That morning, on 3 August 1944, the Maori Battalion set 
off on the right. By 8.30 a. m. they had captured the town 
of Giogoli and begun their push towards Galluzzo. With 
them was 6 Troop of the 20"' Armoured Regiment, under 
the command of Lieutenant Heptinstall. 6 Troop made 
good progress, initially taking its first objective on a ridge. 
However, pushing on through an olive grove they soon 
lost contact with their supporting infantry. Reaching the 
Villa la Sfacciata, they discovered that the road ahead ran 
through a short cutting and then downhill, disappearing 
from sight behind a wall. Fearing an ambush, Heptinstall 
tried to outflank it by following another track, but 
this soon proved a mistake and he was forced to return 
the way he came. In the end, with the other tanks of 
his troop covering him, he decided to rush through the 
cutting at top speed and turn quickly left on to the road 
at the far end. 

Heptinstall made it out onto the road but ran into 
trouble. Troop Sergeant lnnes had spotted the turret of a 
Tiger out to one side, but his gunner could not get a shot 
at it. Before lnnes could warn his commander, the Tiger 
fired and hit the Sherman. Heptinstall baled out safely 
and returned to his troop. He made two attempts to get 
back to the tank but some Germans in the olive groves 
and behind the wall drove him back with stick grenades 
and small arms fire. The next day they found the Tiger, 
abandoned on the road behind the wall, its transmission 
stuck in reverse. They also found the rest of Heptinstall's 
crew, cut down by machine gun fire. . 

That was the last major encounter between Tigers and 
the tanks of the 4'" New Zealand Armoured Brigade. The 
New Zealand attack had broken the back of the German 

defences and now they were in full retreat, but the New 
Zealanders had lost the race to Florence to the South 
Africans. The ll 'h South African Armoured Brigade and 
the S'h New Zealand Brigade's axes converged on Route 
2 at Galluzzo and, on the night of 3 August, the South 
Africans got there first. From there they sent forward a 
patrol of seven men who, with the guidance of some 
locals, reached the Ponte Vecchio around 4.00 a.m. 
Finding that all but the bridge had been destroyed and 
the path to it blocked by demolitions, they returned to 
their unit. Shortly afterwards the South Africans began 
mopping up operations and by 8.30 a.m. their tanks 
reached the Arno River. The New Zealanders were not 
long in following up and later that morn ing tanks from 
the 19"' and 20'" Armoured regiments entered the city in 
support of the Maori Battalion. 

Notes 

1. Panzerkampfwagen, literally translates as '<~rmoured fighting vehicle; the 

2. ~~~~rr~1:~s\~~;~e~0~~t:n~~~ for assault gun. Essentially_ an armoured n·~ilk 
based 011 the PzKpfw Ill, with the turret replated w1th a 75 mm gun m J 

limited tra\'erse mount. 
3. The German name for the PzKpfw V tank. 
4. Villa in the neighbourhood of Romita. 

~: ~=~~~:e~o~=~ 0~~;~!~~ca;l;:~k:.nd Romola, in the 1icinit~· ot h 1 a~' 1 
Croci 

7. English machine gun. 

~: ~~=~1 ;0°ci~:~;~~;e~~rriage was a self-propelled t.mk destroyer pr• .htu 

in the United States. 
10. 1 mile= 1.6ki lometres. 
I\ With shells weighing 17 pounds (I pound= 4Yi grJlm). 
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4 
NEW ZEALAND IN THE 

SECOND WORLD WAR 

Christopher Pugsley 

Mic/l(le/ Savage, prime minis ter of 

New Zealand, 1935-lO. 

'B ot/7 with gratitude (or the past, and with confi
dence in the future, we range ourselves without 
(ear beside Britain. Wllere she goes, we go. 

Where she stands, we stand.'' 

On 6 September 1939, New Zealand Prime Minister 
Michael j oseph Savage used these words when he spoke 
to the nation. On 3 September, in concert with the 
United Kingdom, New Zealand had declared war on 
Germany. This was a decision made by a small country of 
l.S m1lhon people, loyal to Empire, but also by a Labour 
government, many of whom had been imprisoned for 
their opposition to conscription in the First World War. 
New Zealand's declaration of war was an admission that 
its government's peace and disarmament initiatives 
through the League of Nations had failed, and it began 
the Second World War with no coherent view on how 
New Zealand's contribution should be made, other than 
it must work as one of the Allied nations to destroy the 
ambitions of Hitler's Germany.' 

There was a sombre realisation of war's realities from 
an older generation who had seen their men so joyously 
march to war 25 years before, and had Jived with the 
shattered dreams of those who returned. Women, whn 
had seen their fiancees and brothers go to war in the Fir:., 
World War, now saw their sons depart. Thousand> • t 
Territorial soldiers were 'called up for the duration and · 
major construction programme began to build barrack" f, 
troop accommodation. Coastal batteries were imprtJ'-. 1 

and added to, coast watch stations established, and w11 

entanglements erected on likely landing beaches. Puvl 
Safety Emergency regulations were passed, introduu< ' 
petrol rationing and censorship regulations. This wa 
followed by price stabilisation measures, aimed at 
forestalling the rapid increase in prices and cost of livin~ 
that had been a feature of the First World War. 

New Zealand was far less prepared in 1939 than it 
had been in 1914. The Territorial Forces had been run 
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down to almost nothing, and there was a total lack of 
modern arms and equipment. Belated steps were taken 
from 1935 on to increase defence preparedness. The 
Royal New Zealand Air Force was established as a separate 
service in 1936, and an increase in defence expenditure 
wos mostly directed to this service. An interdepartmental 
Organisation for National Securi ty was established, with 
its secretariat based in the prime minister's office. This 
was to play a crucial role in harnessing the natio nal effort 
in the years ahead. However, the Savage government was 
relultant to contemplate the contribution of an overseas 
• :peditionary force, and given Labour's vehement 
c>pposition in 1916-17, even more reluctant to consider 
one based on conscription.l 

On 6 September 1939 Cabinet authorised the 
mobi lisation of a Special Force of 6600 volunteers 
between the ages of 21 and 35 for active service within 
and beyond New Zealand, but were still undecided on 
how it should be employed. Within a week 12,000 men 
had volunteered, and the government - gripping both 
the urgency of the situation and the public mood -
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offered a complete infantry division to be raised in three 
echelo ns for service overseas. -~ 

New Zealand had raised 17 battalions of infantry 
in the First World War, each of which had taken their 
designation from the province that raised them: 
Auckland, Well ington, Canterbury and Otago. Now the 
battalions were numbered, starting with number 18 fo r 
drafts raised from Auckland, Wellington forming 19'" 
Battalion, the South Island combining to produce 20'" 
Battalion, and so on. ' A separate Maori battalion, 28'" 
(Maori) Battalion, was raised with volunteers from every 
tribe in New Zealand, and would be the on ly infantry 
unit to be manned by volunteers throughout the war. 

The New Zealand navy and air force 
In 1939 the New Zealand Division of the Royal Navy, 
renamed the Royal New Zealand Navy in 19~ 1 , possessed 
two modern 6-inch Leander-class cruisers, HMS Acllilles 
and Lennder, and the minesweeping trawler, Wakakum. 
Even before the outbreak of war, Achilles was released 
to its war station in the Atlantic, and Leander sailed for 
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the cable station on Fanning Island with a platoon-size 
garrison, drawn from the 593-strong Regular Force' 

Achilles won fame in the defeat of the Admiral Gra(Spee 
off the River Plate on 13 December 1939 and galvanised 
public opinion, being the first tangible proof that 
New Zealand was playing its part. Leander was equally 
successful , in the Red Sea and Indian Ocean, sinking 
the Italian auxiliary cruiser Ramb I in February 1941 and 
seizing the Vichy-French motor vessel Charles L.D. the 
following month, before returning to New Zealand in 
September. 

Control of New Zealand merchant shipping was 
taken over by the government at the outbreak of war, 
and three trawlers were fitted out as minesweepers for 
the defence of home waters. Other small craft were 
used for port duties. The fast passenger liner Monowai 
was requisitioned and fitted out as an armed merchant 
cruiser, and s ix merchant ships were armed with 4-inch 
guns. The German merchant raiders, Orio11 and Komet, 
brought the war to New Zealand waters in 1940, laying 
mines and attacking shipping that led to the loss of the 

Niagara , Turakina and Rangitane. Always the forgotten 
heroes, merchant seamen on New Zealand registered 
shrps numbered 2990 in 1940, and by 1945, 110 were 
known to have died with 123 interned. 

Some 7000 New Zealanders served with the Roya l Navy 
during the Second World War, on every type of craft from 
battleship to midget submarine and in every ocean. New 
Zealand naval strength peaked at 10,635 in September 
1944, 4901 of whom were serving in the Royal Navy. 
More than 1000 New Zealanders joined the Fleet Air Arm 
of the Royal Navy. The growing number of surplus pilots 
from 1944 on left little prospect of fl ying with the Royal 
Arr Force (RAF), with New Zealanders making up 10% of 
Fleet Air Arm officers.' 

Initially the role of the Royal New Zealand Air Force 
(RNZAF) was to provide trained aircrew to the RAF under 
the Empire Air Training Scheme; its own operations 
were limited to coastal surveillance and reconnaissance 
using obsolete aircraft. Eight hundred and eighty pilots 
were to be trained in New Zealand. In addition, partly 
trained personnel (520 pilots, 546 observers and 936 air 
gunners) were sent to Ca nada to complete their training 
before posting to the RAF. By 1941 these quotas had been 
exceeded, with New Zealand providing 1480 full y trained 
and 850 partly trained pilots a year. This was part of a 
Commonwealth contribution that allowed the RAF tc• 
expand its first-line combat strength from 332 squadron• 
in September 1942 to 635 squadrons by the end of 1'' i 

As part of the pre-war expansion of the RNt 
New Zealand had ordered 30 twin-engine Wellingt< 
bombers. The first six, along with their New Zeal;, 
crews, were training in England when war was declare 
These became the basis of No. 7 5 (New Zealand) Squadr n 
RAF, the first of seven designated New Zealand squadron> 
in the RAF. There were already a large number of New 
Zealanders in the RAF, and Flying Officer E.). 'Cobber' 
Kain became the first British air ace of the war, with 1-l 
aircraft to his credit before being killed in an aircraft crash 
in June 1940. Four New Zealanders commanded fighter 
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squadrons during the Batt le of Britain and 95 fought as 
fighter pilots, with Hurricane and Spitfire pilots such 
as Des Scott, AI Deere, John ny Checketts and others 
capturing public attention. However, New Zealand was 
equally well represented in both Bomber and Coastal 
commands. 

The casualty figures reflect New Zealand's contribut ion. 
In October 1944 New Zealanders with the RAF peaked at 
6127 out of a total of 10,950 known to have served with 
the RAF during the war. Of these, 3285 were ki lled, at 
least 138 seriously wounded, and 568 beca me prisoners 
clfWar.X 

The battle of attrition fought in the skies over Europe, 
which saw 30% of all New Zealanders who served with the 
RA F killed, was New Zealand's equiva lent of the Somme 
and Passchendaele duri ng the Second World War. 

The formation of the Second New Zealand 
Expeditionary Force (2NZEF) 
The major effort facing New Zealand in the first months 
of the war was in ra ising the Second New Zealand 
Expeditionary Force (2NZEF). lt was achieved by voluntary 
enhstments; a total of 601000 enlisted in the services in 
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the first nine months of the wa r. Egypt was decided on 
as the logical training base and Peter Fraser, acting prime 
minister for the terminally ill Savage, refused to let the 
New Zealand convoy sail until , over the protests of the 
Admiralty, he got an increase in the size of the naval 
escort. Japan, an ally in 1914, was now a potenttal foe. 
New Zealand's contribution of an expeditionary fo rce was 
confirmed only after Britain reassured New Zealand that 
Japan was unlikely to direct its attentions southwa rds 
in the immediate futu re, and if the unlikely did happen 
Britain's 'duty to our kith and kin would prevail ' over all 
other obligations• 

The th ree echelons, totalling almost 20,000 men, 
lacking equipment and only partially trained, sailed 
in January, May and August 1940. it was a small group 
of regular officers and warrant offi cers in their fo rties 
who bore the brunt of resurrecting this military fo rce 
for overseas service. Balding citizen soldiers, who had 
reputations as sound platoon and company comman ders 
in the Fi rst World War, led hastily ra ised untrained 
battalions. 

There was no obvious choice to command 2NZEF. 
Ma jor-General John Duigan , the General Office 
Commanding (GOC) New Zealand Forces, was close 
to retirement and did not have the confidence of his 
govern ment nor his subordinates. In November 1939, after 
careful deliberation and consultation, Fraser accepted Ma jor 
General Bernard Freyberg's offer to command 2NZEF. 

Engli sh-be rn but New Zealand-raised, Freyberg won 
legendary fame with the British fo rces in the First World 
War. He proved the idea l choice to command the NZEF 
and would combine the appointments of GOC 2NZEF 
with that of GOC New Zealand Division fo r most of the 
wa r. 10 

In battle Freyberg proved an adept tactician who, 
despite the bitter aftertaste of failures in Greece and 
Crete, won the grudging admiration and respect of h is 
men, and the trust of Fraser (who became prime minister 
on 1 April 1940). 
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Freyberg and Fraser drew up guidelines in the form of a 
'charter' on the relationship to exist between 2NZEF and 
its government.'' Both men understood that 2NZEF was 
the national army of New Zealand, and were determined 
that it be recognised as such. It was not to be absorbed and 
dispersed into the mass of the British Army. To achieve 
this, Freyberg had to walk the fine line between being 
a loyal subordinate to his British superior commanders 
and also meeting his responsibilities as an agent of the 
government of New Zealand.lt was a relationship that was 
tested in defeat on Greece and Crete in 1941, and again 
in adversity during the worst of the Libyan and Egyptian 
campaigns of 1941 and 1942,12 He had to educate Middle 
East Command that 2NZEF was: 

[fhe] Expeditionary Force of a Sovereign State, a 
partner in the British Commonwealth of Nations ... 
an ally, and a very close one it is true, but we are not 
part of t/1e Britis/1 Army ... All major decisions, such 
as the employment of the force, are made by the New 
Zealand War Cabinet, and t/1e force only comes under 
the command of an Allied Commander in Chief for 
operational purposes.' ' 

In 1942 Fraser invited the leader of the National Party 
opposition and two other senior members to be part of 
the War Cabinet, but the arrangement broke down after 
only three months. Under Fraser's capable and often 
inspired leadership Labour won the 1943 election, and 
would continue in office unti11949. '' 

Mythologised at Gallipoli, 'Anzac', which stands 
for Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, was an 
important symbol for both Australian and New Zealand 
servicemen to aspire and served as a powerful motivatint, 
force throughout the Second World War. However. 1 

1939 Freyberg was lukewarm about forming a combi1 .,, 
army corps, believing that New Zealand had outgfl 
such a need. Fraser agreed with him, considering such 
a buffer would only dilute the New Zealand di\'isioP ' 
identity, and add another unnecessary link in Freyberg' 
line of communication with his higher command. 1 

An Anzac Corps did come briefly into existence. during 
the Greek campaign of 1941, but it did not survive the 
evacuation. 16 Later attempts to revive an Anzac Corps 
foundered when japan entered the war. 

Split by the diversion of the Second Echelon to the 
United Kingdom after the fall of France, it took 18 months 
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before Freyberg eventually assembled his division in 
Fgypt . With Europe overrun and Italian forces 10 L1bya 
threatening Egypt, keeping it together was a constant 
battle. After Italy entered the war, Freyberg had tp stnke 
a balance between essential training and meeting urgent 
manpower requests from O'Connor's Western Desert 
Force. He provided signals and transport, and reluctantly 
allowed members of his Divisional Cavalry and 27'" 
!Machine Gun) Battalion to be temporarily detached to 
the Long Range Patrol, later better known as the Long 
Range Desert Group. They remained temporarily detached 
until 1943. Freyberg's division was not complete until 
March 1941 when the Second Echelon joined it in Egypt. 
Three days later, on 6 March 1941, the first elements of 
the division sailed for Greece. 

The disastrous campaigns in Greece and 
Crete 
The Greece and Crete campaigns were New Zealand's 
equivalent of the ill-fated Gallipoli campaign. However, 
while Gallipoli held promise of success and important 
'trategic gains, initially at least Greece was a doomed 
enterprise from the start. The German invasion on 
6 April 1941 broke through the weak Greek army and 
threatened to outflank 'W' Force made up of the New 
Zealand Division, 6th Australian Division and the 1 '1 

British Armoured Brigade. Under constant air attack from 
the Luftwaffe, the force withdrew through potentially 
strong positions that it lacked the resources to defend. 
Like Gallipoli, enthusiasm and individual enterprise 
could not compensate for command inexperience and 
poor staff work. Of the 16,720 New Zealanders who 
served in Greece, 291 were killed, 599 wounded and 1614 
taken prisoner. 

The hasty evacuation from Greece saw two of the 
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division 's three infantry brigades dumped on Crete 
and involved in its defence under Freyberg's overall 
command. New Zealanders numbered some 7000 of the 
35,000 mixed garrison consisting of British, Australian 
and Greek forces, which lacked all the essentials for an 
effective defence such as vehicles, heavy weapons, radios, 
equipment, and most critically of all, air support. 

Aided by ULTRA intelligence, wh ich provided details 
of German air and sea landing plans, Freyberg's defensive 
plan appeared sound. However, many of his subordinate 
commanders were exhausted. Dispirited by the failure in 
Greece they did not share Freyberg's confidence. Despite 
the initial successful repulse of the German parachute and 
glider landings on 20 May 1941 , Lieutenant Colonel L. W. 
Andrews VC, commanding 22"" Battalion, lost his nerve 
and withdrew his battalion from Point 107, the \'ita \ 



heights controlling Maleme airfield. This allowed critical 
German reinforcements to be flown in the next day. 
Following an unsuccessful New Zealand countera ttack, 
the fate of the campaign was sealed and evacuation the 
inevitable consequence. New Zealand casualties at Crete 
numbered 671 dead, 967 wounded and 2180 captured 
(including 488 wounded), a total of 3818 out of the 7702 
New Zealanders on the island. 

Crete saw the highest proportion of losses suffered by 
New Zealand in any ground campaign during the Second 
World War, and came closest to mirroring the casualty lists 
of Gallipoli and the Western Front. Fraser was in Egypt en 
route to London, and insisted that every effort be made 
to evacuate the garrison, which was done at great loss in 
both ships and lives. it was the first time a New Zealand 
prime minister had directly involved himself in tactical 
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decisions concerning the NZEF, but the interests of New 
Zealand demanded nothing less. 

What made Greece and Crete - and indeed the 
campaigns in North Africa - different for New Zealand 
from those of the First World War was the high percent .. ' 
of prisoners of war that featured in the casualty statistic 
Less than 500 New Zealanders were taken prisOner durir1 .1 

the First World War, compared to 7876 in ZNZEF aJOI, 
during the Second." 

it provided a different dimension for the familie' at 
home living with the anguish of the telegram reporting 
that their loved one was missing, and then weeks or 
months later the notification of his captivity. Personal 
effects were returned as if he was dead. Family life revolved 
around the routine of packing POW Red Cross parcel>, 
and the receipt of a letter about every six months. 
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Crete was the graveyard of a number of New Zealand 
reputat ions, and shook Fraser's faith in Freyberg. The 
prime minister made clear to his commander that in future 
he expected to be reassured before each major operation 
to which New Zealanders were committed that adequate 
resources, particularly in the form of air and tank support, 
were available. The resources were certainly available in 
1\!ovember 1941, when after a period of rest and retraining 
the full strength New Zealand Division, 20,000 strong 
and with 2800 vehicles, took part in Operation Crusader, 
the 8'" Army offensive to relieve the besieged port of 
Tobruk. However, Freyberg grew increasingly unhappy 
as to how British armoured resources were employed, 
particularly as it was his infantry that bore the brunt 
of the fighting to open the corridor into Tobruk, and 
then had to withstand Rommel's counterattack without 
sufficient tank support. This was some of the hardest 
fighting involving the division during the war, at a cost of 
982 dead, 1699 wounded and 1939 taken prisoner. After 
Tobruk's relief the exhausted division was withdrawn to 
Syria for rest and retraining. 
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War on the doorstep 
It was during this battle that the New Zealanders heard 
that Japan had entered the war and that New Zealand 
itself was threatened. New Zealand faced a war on tts very 
doorstep. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour brought 
the United States into the war. In February 1942 the fall 
of Singapore proved how illusory the fortress was as a 
bulwark against Japanese ambitions in Asia. Four days 
later, Darwin was bombed. The effect on 2NZEF was 
immediate; reinforcements dried up as all trained men 
were retained in New Zealand. Morale was also affected, 
there being a general feeling in the division that it was 
more important to go back and fight the Japanese in 
the Pacific. The withdrawal of the first two Australian 
divisions increased this belief. 18 

However, the situation facing the 8'" Army in Egypt 
prevented any immediate return. In June 1942 Rommel's 
offensive and advance into Egypt saw the New Zealanders 
rushed back to the action. They took part in a series of 
savage encounters in defence of Egypt on the Alamein 
line in the summer of 1942. By the time the line had 
stabilised in August the soldiers had lost faith in army 
command, hated British armour and held Rommel in high 
regard. Distrust of British armour and a lack of infantry 
reinforcements led 2NZEF to withdraw the badly mauled 
and under strength 41' Infantry Brigade and reshape it 
into an armoured formation. 

The New Zealanders played a critical role at Alam 
Halfa where the newly appointed 81' army commander, 
Lieutenant General B.L. Montgomery stopped Rommel's 
attempt to break through. Freyberg's division was his 
infantry spearhead during the Battle of El Alamein in 
October 1942, opening a corridor for British armour to 
pass through. The New Zealanders led the advance on 
Tripoli, fighting in turn at Sollum, Halfaya Pass, the left 
hooks at El Agheila and Nofilia, Medinine, and the third 
left hook at Tebaga Gap. it ended with hard and costiy 
fighting at Enfidaville, before Freyberg took the surrender 
of the Italian First Army, including the German 901' Light 
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Division, and the fighting in North Africa ended on 13 
May 1943. Between November 1941 and May 1943, 
New Zealand losses were made up of 2755 dead, 5036 
wounded and 3622 taken prisoner in North Africa. At the 
end of the campaign the division was under strength and 
exhausted. It desperately wanted to go home. 

The consequences of war for New Zealand 
At home in New Zealand it was a distant war. However, 
all this changed in June 1940. The public certainties of 
victory that had been a feature of the First World War, 
even during the darkest months of 1917 and early 1918, 
were shattered after the fall of France, and darkened 

again with the entry of Japan in December 19~1 Even 
more than with the manufactured hatred of the 'best;" 
Hun' in 1914-18, the Second World War was a crusade 
against an evil that threatened the survival of the British 
Empire and of New Zealand 's way of li fe. Any outspok 
opposition to the war earned public disappros·al. an< 
1aliens' of German, Italian and Japanese origin who migiH 
be disloyal were interned for the duration just as thev 
had been in the First World War. Appropriately enough it 
was in May 1940 that God Defend New Zealand was made 
the national hymn. 1 '~ 

At the beginning of the war, volunteer home guard 
units modelled on the British system were set up to 
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protect 'hearth and home.' The fall of France led to their 
formal recognition by the government as a semi-military 
organisation, which would provide pickets and coastal 
patrols, guard vital points, and co-operate with the army in 
the event of an emergency. All privately owned rifles were 
impressed to equip the Home Guard and by May 1941 its 
strength reached 100,000. This was formalised on 30 July 
1941 when the Home Guard became an integral part of the 
military forces. The National Military Reserve, formerly a 
ferritorial Reserve, was also incorporated and mobilised. In 
response to the deteriorating war situation the Emergency 
!(eserw Corps Regulations were gazetted in August 1940. 
fhese linked the Emergency Precautions Scheme (EPS), the 
W·>men's War Service Auxiliary (WWSA) and the Home 
(.uard under the National Service Department. 

Emergency Precautionsschemesbecamecompulsoryfo r 
all local authorities and at the end of six months recruiting 
it numbered 80,000 people. In each municipality the 
local mayor became chief warden, and suburbs and towns 
were divided into blocks and sections led by wardens and 
subwardens who headed local committees. They were 
responsible for 'air-raid shelters, anti-gas precautions, 
lighting controls, evacuatio n procedures, auxiliary fire 
brigade, emergency communications, demolition work, 
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water supply and the protection of vital points.'"' lt 
was a total community effort, modelled on the British 
experience. Slit-trenches were dug and air raid shelters 
built, and there were air raid drills on a regular basis. 

An intense effort was made to increase food and 
raw material production, as well as establish the local 
production of munitions and other secondary goods 
whose supply had been cut off by the war. Waiter Nash, 
as minister of finance, managed to finance the war effort 
without overseas borrowing. Price stabilisation measures 
were introduced to avoid inflation, and the high wages 
that the population was earning were absorbed by war 
loans and war bonds. In this way New Zealand managed 
to pay for war expenditure from current revenue and by 
borrowing on the domestic market. 'Farm exports were 
taken over by the Government for bulk sale to the United 
Kingdom at prices lower than the prevailing world level, 
but still high . A share of the farmers' earnings was held 
back in reserve accounts as an anti-inflationary measure.'21 

By judic ious financial managem ent 1the increase in the 
cost of living in New Zealand in wartime was considerably 
less than with most Allied powers.', 

New Zealand matched its contribution in manpower 
overseas with home production, shipping 1.8 million 
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tons of meat, 685,000 tons of butter, and 625,000 tons 
of cheese to the United Kingdom. In addition 5.4 million 
bales of wool were appraised for shipment, much of which 
remained in storage in New Zealand. When japan entered 
the war, New Zealand supplied United States forces in 
the Central Pacific, producing 190,000 tons of meat, 
23,000 tons of butter, and 137,000 tons of vegetables. In 
addition, New Zealand industry produced war equipment 
and munitions to the value of £42 million . 

Labour established a national register of all persons 
over 16 to be directed into industry and other essential 
work.lnjanuary 1941 married men without children were 
called up for home service, and by July all married men 

were called up. With over 80,000 men and some 1000 
women m the services, critical shortages emerged in the 
labour force. 'Manpowering' became the term to describe 
mdustnal conscription, whereby both men and women 
were d~rected into essential industries and by March 19H 
these employed over 40% of the labour force. Already in 
late 1941 a Land Corps, later the Women's Land Service 
was set up to provide female labour to farms. ' 

The volunteer work that had absorbed so much of the 
women's war effort in the First World War continued with 
fundraising, packing parcels for the troops and the knitting 
of socks and balaclavas, all carried out under the auspices 
of the National Patriotic Fund Board. The Women's War 
Service Auxiliary (WWSA) was set up in 1940 to co-ordinate 
women's war work through the provision of drivers, 
cooking, home nursing and first aid. Their battle to have 
the right to wear a uniform became an important symbol 
of the women's war effort. This was followed in 1941 bv all 
three services, in turn, enlisting women, and by 19H ~ore 
than 8000 women were in the forces. 

Women were in increasing demand to replace men 
in essential industries. Appeals already had been made 
to attract more women into factory work, and in June 
1940 labour legislation was suspended to allow women 
to work night shifts if satisfactory arrangements could be 
made to transport them home after their shift. In 19.lQ 
there had been 180,000 women in the workforce; by I q 1:' 
this had risen to 228,000. Pay rates also rose from 4"' · c 

men's pay in the mid-1 930s to 60% in 1945. The wJr ' 
certain occupations such as herd testers and Aucklan I 
women tram conductors receive equal pay. The Puhli 
Service Association began a campaign for equal pa' fer 
civil servants in 1943, and the percentage of women 
employed in the public service grew from 5% in 1939 to 
25o/o by 1946.2 ' 

The National Service Emergency Regulations of 
1940 introduced conscription . A General Reserve v.·as 
established, made up of all males between the ages of 
16 and 46. Voluntary enlistment ended on 22July 1940, 

N('ll' Zmlmul i11 tlte .Savnd 1\Urld \\"m L01 



SoMiers at re~t ill Galatas cluri11g t/1e Crete WlllfJaign. 

when all males between 18 and 46 became liable for 
ballot. This was amended in 1942, making any member 
uf the armed services liable for service wherever required 
'' hether in New Zealand or overseas. As a matter of policy 
no soldier under the age of 21 was permitted to serve 
outside New Zealand. Conscription was administered by 
the National Service Department, which was the civilian 
agency responsible for recruiting and training men for 
service overseas for each of the three services. By the end 
of 1941 there were 109,000 men, including territorials in 
the three services. 

Appeal Boards were set up to deal with objections, and 
those excused were sent to labour camps. Of the 7000 
appeals, 600 were upheld and a further 800, mainly 
conscientious objectors, refused to accept the finding of 
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the Board and became military defaulters sent to detention 
camps 'for the duration.' Camp conditions were spartan 
and the rules harsh. After release the defaulters still faced 
the loss of civil liberties, being banned from employment 
in the Public Service, ineligible to vote until the 1951 
elections, and barred from the teaching profession until 
the 1960s." 

japan's entry into the war was accompanied by an 
increase in military and industrial mobilisation for 
home defence. By July 1942 the strength of the 
three services totalled 154,549, or 43% of the eligible 
population, with 58,200 serving overseas. American 
victories at Coral Sea, Midway and in the battle for 
Guadalcanal led to more personnel being released for 
overseas service. By 1944 a crisis in manpower led to the 
withdrawal of 3'' Division from the Pacific - in order 
to maintain reinforcements of znc~ Division in Italy and 
sustain production of food and supplies. By November 
that year, 340,846 men, including volunteers, had 
been called up for military service, with 80,959 serving 
overseas. 25 



New Zealand soldiers. 

The landing in Italy 
The Pacific War faced New Zealand with the dilemma of 
defending h omeland or deferring to Allied grand strategy 
and continuing its presence in Egypt. The deciding factor 
was the decision by the United States to position forces in 
New Zealand as a base for operations. In late 1942 Fraser 
was persuaded, by Churchill and Roosevelt, that the 
return of 2NZEF would disrupt essential shipping, and 
that the Allied cause would be better served if it remained 
in North Africa. Roosevelt undertook to send a United 
States division to New Zealand on condition that the 
New Zealanders remained in Egypt and Fraser agreed." 

The issue was raised again at the end of the campaign in 
North Africa, when the Allied high command requested 
that the division take part in the Sicily landings. Fraser 
could not guarantee this, having promised that the 
future of the division would be decided by parliament, 
and this uncertainty ruled the New Zealanders out of 
the Sicily campaign. Once again it was the combined 
recommendations of both Churchill and Roosevelt that 
persuaded a reluctant New Zealand government to retain 
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its forces in Europe. Curtin1 the Australian prime minister, 
did not disguise his anger at New Zealand's decision.-

During 1942 New Zealand embarked on a ma;or 
construction programme of airfields, camps and coJst 
defences to protect itself against Japanese attack. Dtnlll~ 
this time it was invaded by those Roosevelt sent to prme• 
it. The' American invasion' began at the end of M a,· 19-l. 
with the arrival in Auckland of the convoy carrying 1<< 

Regiment of the 37'h (US) Division, and the setting >' 
of Vice Admiral Ghormley's South Pacific Headquarter< 
in Auckland. The North Island soon resembled one 
vast military establishment with camps for American 
servicemen centred on Auckland (29,500 personnel) and 
Wellington (21,000 personnel). The new arrivals made an 
enormous impression on New Zealand society. 

New Zealmul in the Second l\'orlci\ \ '11T tO:l 
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From New Zealand they embarked for operations in 
the Central Pacific and, in turn, hospitals in New Zealand 
received the American wounded. In all some 100,000 
United States servicemen passed through New Zealand 
en route to war. Some 1400 New Zealand women married 
ll\ servicemen, many of whom settled in the United 
States.21! 

There were inevitable tensions, particularly when the 
New Zealand soldiers returned on furlough leave from 
he Middle East, but as one New Zealand soldier wryly 
1oted, 'Yanks not to blame, it's the way of soldiers the 
world over.'2q 

New Zealand had already deployed a brigade-strength 
garrison to Fiji and smaller garrisons to other South Pacific 
islands, including a number of coast watchers. The Fiji 
garrison became the nucleus of a second New Zealand 
division, 3'' Division, that deployed to New Caledonia 
in November 1942 as a two infantry brigade-strength 
forn1ation after training in New Zealand. Commanded by 
Major General H.E. Barrowclough, who had commanded 
6 th Infantry Brigade with distinction in the battle to relieve 
Tobruk, 3'' Division deployed to Guadalcanal in August 
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1943. In September that year its two brigades took part in 
two separate amphibious landings on Vella Lavella and 
Mono islands as a prelude to a major landing by United 
States marines on Bougainville. In February 1943 the 
division mounted an amphibious landing and secured 
the Nissan or Green Islands. Their capture marked the 
end of the Solomon Islands campaign, and effectively 
the end of the 3'd Division 's operational role. In March 
1944 it was withdrawn to New Caledonia and gradually 
reduced to cadre strength. Its personnel were sent as 
reinforcements to Italy or returned to essential industries 
in New Zealand. it was disbanded on 19 October 19-l-l 
and it was the RNZN and RNZAF that continued New 
Zealand's contribution to the Pacific War.30 

Both Acl!ilfes and Len11der took part in the battle for 
contro l of the sea lanes around Guadalcanal. Acl!illes was 
badly damaged by Japanese aircraft, returning to service 
in time for the final operations off Okinawa and in the 
Sea of japan with the British Pacific Fleet. Lem1der was 
torpedoed in a night action between ships of the Am erican 
Task Force and the Japanese Navy off Kolombangara 
in the Solomons in July 19-!3. lt was only the superb 



seamanship of her captain, Commander S.W. Roskill RN 
that prevented the ship from sinking. HMNZS Gambia,~ 
light Fiji-class cruiser, was lent to New Zealand to replace 
Lemuler. With Acllilfes, it took part in operat ions in the 
Sea of Japan, and was struck by a Kam ikaze aircraft whi le 
the 'cease hostilities against Japan' signal was flying, 
announcing the end of the war. A large number of small 
ships and motor launches of the RNZN also served in the 
Pacific, with two minesweepers, HMNZS Kiwi and Moa, 
sinking the Japanese submarine 1-1 off Guadalcanal in 
late January 19cl3." 

The Pacific War changed the RNZAF from a training 
organisation providing aircrew for the RAF into a truly 
independent air force with its focus on operations in the 
Pacific. At its peak in February 1945 the RNZAF numbered 
7929 personnel in the Pacific, with a total of 24 squadrons 
serving at some time in theatre. At the war's end the New 
Zealand Air Task Force was supporting Australian ground 
operations to clear Bougainville, New Ireland, and other 
bypassed Japanese garrisons, while the United States 
forces advanced on the Japanese mainland.32 

In Italy the New Zea landers of'Freyberg's Circus' landed 
at Taranto in October 1943 and spent 19 months slogging 
their way up the Italian peninsula before reaching Trieste 
in May 1945. It was a verydifferentwar from North Africa, 
and the division - consisting of two infantry and one 
armoured brigade- while ideally balanced with its mix 
of armour and infantry to conduct a desert campaign, 
lacked the infantry numbers to perform effectively in 
Italy. The division's initial success in crossing the Sangro 
ended at Orsogna, where four unsuccessful attacks, in 
November and December 1943, led to heavy casualties. 
The New Zealanders realised that they had much to learn 
about the co-ordination of infantry and armour in the 
hills of Italy. The division was again unsuccessful in hard 
difficult fighting at Monte Cassino between February and 
May 1944. This was followed by the advance to Florence 
in July and August, Rimini in October and November, 
and the battle for Faenza in December. 
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Allied vellicles at Cass i110. 

By Christmas 1944 it was a tired and weary division 
that was losing its fighting edge and suffering from a 
critical shortage of infantrymen. Freyberg recognised 
the dangers and reorganised the division, forming an 
additional infantry brigade. The release of veterans 
back to New Zealand on furlough saw them replaced by 
reinforcements drawn from 3rd Division in the Pacific. 
After hard training it was this revitalised division that led 
the 8"' Army in the crossing of the Senio and the pursuit 
to Trieste in April and May 1945. At the end of the war 
in Italy, znct Division was the longest serving division in 
the 8'" Army. Its losses over six years of war totalled 6581 
dead, 16,237 wounded and 6637 prisoners of war. New 
Zealand's decision to keep it in Europe allowed it to play a 
significant role in a major theatre of war, an opportunity 
it would not have had if it had returned to the Pacific in 
19~3." 

The war ended after the dropping of the atom bombs 
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the surrender of japan on 
15 August 1945. Its suddenness took New Zealanders by 
surprise, with many anticipating a hard fought invasion 
of Japan involving further New Zealand casualties. New 
Zealand was a different country in 1945. On the home 
front, war's end saw the creation of a welfare state and 
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the central role of government in the affairs of its people. 
What h ad seemed radical in 1939 had become the norm 
by 1945. it had been a world war of such scale that it 
forced New Zealand constantly to assess where its national 
interests lay, and what its priority of effort should be. This 
often put it at odds with its allies; Australia resented New 
Zealand's failure to return 2NZEF to the Pacific in 1943, 
and both Britain and the United States were angry at the 
temerity of the Anzac pact between Australia and New 
Zealand of 1944, when both countries sought to assert 
some control over postwar security issues in the Pacific. 

Under Fraser's careful and pragmatic leadership, New 
Zealand generally accepted the role it was asked to play. 
He ensured New Zealand had a voice, and worked hard to 
make the United Nations, which was established in the 
closing months of the war, the forum where the country 
could be heard to effect. Unlike 19 18, there was no such 
conviction that this was a war that would end all wars. 
New Zealand faced the postwar world with the knowledge 
borne from its growing maturity as a nation; an awareness 
that victory gave no certainty of future security and that 
securi ty was only possible for an isolated and modest 
nation if it continued to play its small but meaningful 
role in world affairs. 
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T H E PRICE OF 

C ITI ZE N SHI P: MAORI 

INVOLVE M ENT IN THE 

lTAL!AN CAMPAIGN 

tvlo nty So u tar 

The indigenous people of New Zealand, known as 
Maori , were involved in the liberation ofTavarnelle 
dunng 1944. In fact, they made a sustained and 

valuable contribution to the armed forces throughout 
the Second World War. 

Many volunteered immediately and left for overseas 
service with the first echelon of the Second New Zealand 
Expeditionary Force (2NZEF) in January 1940. There 
would be men of Maori descent in most of the battalions 
throughout the war, while numerous Maori volunteers 
also served in the other services. 

A handful of Maori women went abroad with the New 
Zealand Army Nursing Service, while many younger men 
served in the Royal New Zealand Navy and Royal New 
Zealand Air Force. Some did so because their qualifications 
fitted them for a particular service, others joined out of 
interest, and others joined because they were underage 
but found they could be accepted into the service of 
their choice. Since enlistments for 2NZEF, particularly in 
areas of dense Maori population, were overseen by Maori 
registration officers who knew the candidates' families, 
there was less chance of army service if underage. 

Treaty obligations 
Nonetheless, the Maori war effort is most directh· 
associated with 28'" (Maori) Battalion, the all-Maori unit 
that the government had agreed to establish in October 
1939 following representations by the Maori member' ot 
parliament on behalf of the tribes. A volunteer umt lapa t 

from the officers appointed), it would be additiOnal t< 

the nine battalions and support units already formmg 
Most Maori who had previously volunteered for overseas 
service transferred to the Maori Battalion. 

Constructed out of a desire by Maori to r~present 
themselves, at the same time the unit reflected an 
eagerness not on ly to prove that they were the equal of 
their Pakeha (i.e. European New Zealanders) comrades 
in war, but also to earn the full benefits and pn vtleges 

tOO 



of New Zealand citizenship conferred by the Treaty of 
Waitangi that was signed in 1840 by Governor Hobson 
on behalf of the Queen of England, and the chiefs of the 
several tribes. Even in 1939 the sense of equality and 

acceptance was marginal. . _ 
The Treaty focus was a valid one: equality of sac.r!lice 

as a consequence of equal citizenship was the baSIS o n 
which many tribal representatives believed their _young 
men would serve voluntarily. 1British sovereignty was 
accepted by our forefathers,' explained Ngata, 'and it has 
given the Maori people rights which they would not have 
been accorded under any conqueror.' He went on: 

We are participants in n great Commonwealth, to tile 
defmce of wllicll we ca11110t llesitate to co11tribute our 
blood a11d our lives. We are the possessors of rights 
whicll we must qualify to exercise, also of obligations 
wllicll tile Maori 111ust disc/large always in the future as 
/le llas do11e i11 tile past.• 

This sense of obligation arising out of the responsibilities 
of citizenship was apparent among many tribes. Some 
groups within other tribes, however, took a more measured 
position. A few, for example, were against the formation 
of an infantry battalion. Some argued that casualties 
were bound to be numerous because of the new type of 
warfare and therefore the population would not be able 
to maintain a constant flow of reinforcements, especially 
•Jnce the unit had entered combat. 'Let our young men 
enlist by all means,' said one leader, 'but let our men join 
up dispersed among Pakeha units. This will lessen the 
possibility of heavy losses.'' Others objected, arguing that 
the Maori contribution would not be as distinctive. l 

Some supported the idea of the unit having a pioneer 
role. They believed that although a race not quite 90,000 
strong would be unable to keep up its commitments to an 
infantry battalion, the strength of a pioneer unit could be 
maintained no matter how long the struggle.• 

Others objected to Maori troops being deployed 
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overseas at all and called for the unit to be kept in New 
Zealand for home service only' Although most who 
objected to overseas service did so for historical anti
British reasons, there was also apprehension because of 
the toll suffered in the previous war. 

But the sense of obligation was strong, despite the 
apprehension. As one of the volunteers later wrote: 

Tileir request could not be denied tilem by t11eir elders 
and c/iie(tains, all their long history lwd bee11 steeped 
in the religion of war, a~~d tl1e trai11ing of tile Maori 
cilild from ilis infallcy to manhood was aimed at the 
perfection of tile warrior-class, while to die in tlie pursuit 
of tile War Gorl Tumataumga was a sacred duty and a 
ma11ly death. 

Moreover, if Maori were to have a say in shaping the future 
of the nation after the war they needed to participate 
fully during it. Ngata summed the situation up: 'We are 
of o ne house, and if our Pakeha brothers fall , we fall with 
them. How can we ever hold up our heads, when the 
struggle is over, to the questio n, "Where were you when 
New Zealand was at war?"'6 



Members of the Maori Battalim1 in Egypt. 

Alexander Turn bull Library. Welli ngton, New Zealand 

28'" (Maori) Battalion 
The Maori Battalion was organised on tribal lines under 
tribal leaders, though influential Maori were to be 
disappointed by the appointment of Pakeha officers to 
senior positions. After three months training, 681 men 
including 39 officers left Wellington for Egypt with 
ZNZEF's Second Echelon. Because of the diversion of the 
echelon to the United Kingdom, for the second half of 
1940 Maori troops found themselves undergoing training 
for the defence of southern England, occupying a variety 
of camps. 

The battalion departed for the Middle East in January 
1941. From Egypt they were despatched to Greece and 
Crete where they took part in the forlorn defence of 
those islands. After evacuation to Egypt they returned to 
action in the North African campaign of November 19~1 
where the unit, as part of the British Eighth Army, was 
again well to the fore. By May 1943 the Maori Battalion's 
continual hard fighting was reflected in the casualty rate 
among its men. Very few of the original 681 remained 
and the gaps in the unit had been filled by reinforcements 
many times. 

The Italian Campaign 
On 5 October 1943, the battalion left Egypt to begin an 
operational role in Italy. Two-thirds of the unit was still 
untried and made up of much younger men then the 
original battalion. They were part of the 22,000-stron~ 
Second New Zealand Division which, with a newl• 
joined armoured brigade1 reinforcements and ge~t~ 
hospital 1 was to renew its association with the Bnt1sf1 

Eighth Army. The journey across the Mediterranean 1\\t' 
without incident, the Allies having dominance both m 
the skies and on the sea. 'The sight of so maov shtps 
going together,' wrote Sergeant 'J.B.' Walker, 'makes the 
song true: Britannia Rules the Waves. n 

The division landed at Taranto, where a base was 
established. Field Marshall Montgomery planned to use 
the division as a hard-hitting, fast-moving force. After 
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fighting in the wide expanse of the desert, the Maori 
veterans found it odd to see a civilian population so close 
to the front line. 'It is a sad picture to see so many people 
made homeless,' wrote Walker. 'The sight of women with 
their kids looking for shelter and food is damnable.'' 

The New Zealanders were first tasked with helping 
'reach the Gustav Line in the eastern coast sector. This 
1neant crossing the Sangro River and pushing north 
.ts part of the Eighth Army's drive to turn the German 
defences. On the west coast the Americans would be 
driYing towards Rome. 

Progress was slow and with the full onslaught of 
winter setting in, the push north along the east coast was 
put on the backburner and the Germans won a welcome 
respite. For the new members of the Maori Battalion, this 
first taste of battle was but an appetiser for a much more 
costly encounter to come: the Battle of Cassino. 

There were four main battles of Cassino during the 
first five months of 1944. Attached to the American Fifth 
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Tl1e abbey at Mo11te Cassino, wllicl! was destroyed by the (lgllti11g. 

Army under Lieutenant General Mark Clark, the Second 
New Zealand Division fought in the second and third 
battles, and its Armoured Regiment gave support in the 
fourth. Soldiers from many other nations were in volved, 
including Americans, Canadians, French , Indians, British 
and Poles. In all, 343 New Zealanders were killed or died 
of wounds. Of these, 58 (17%) were men of the Maori 
Battalion. A further 1211 Kiwis were wounded, of whom 
227 (19%) were Maori. 

After its heavy casualties at Cassino the Second New 
Zealand Division was given a short respite, some 20 miles 
further inland at lsernia. Spring was in the air and the 
countryside was green and beautiful. For a fortnight 
each company of the Maori Battalion was permitted to 
visit Napoli (Naples), Pompeii and Caserta. 'The boys 
enjoyed their holiday,' said Second Lieutenant Nepia 
Mahuika, 'some enjoying Italian wine, some going after 
the Italian signorinas, and others admiring the township 
of Pompeii.'' 



These were pleasant times for the battalion, but all 
too bnef. The battalion returned twice more to the 
Cassino area, on both occasions to the steep and 
rocky ndge of Colle Belvedere, from where there was a 
great view of the monastery, the ruined town and the 
towering Monte Cairo . The Ge rmans finally gave up 
Cassm o after bitter fighting during the battalion's second 
posting to Coll e Belvedere. British and Polish troops 
moved into a la rgely empty town and the ruins of the 
monastery. The enemy had wi thdrawn to avoid being 
outflanked. 

Advance to Florence 
As the Allies continued their push up the Italian 
peninsula, the Maori Battalion became involved in the 
thrust towards Florence. Accompanied by Sherman tanks, 
its infantry companies traversed the Tuscan countryside 
wh ile the Germans carried out a slow and determined 
fighting withdrawal. 

As the Germans fell back towards the Gothic Line, 
casua lties mounted on both sides. On 21July, C Company's 
Major Bully )ackson had 100 men and four officers 
available to him: Mahuika, Tibble, Paniora and Waititi. 
Within 12 days, three of them had been injured . Twenty
one of his men had been wounded and nine killed, most 
of them from the latest batch of reinforcements. 

Stationed near the walled town of San Donato, the 
Maori soldiers were keenly appreciated for their generos
ity by the hungry children who called at their camp beg
ging for food. Reminded of their own kin in their villages 
back at home, they withheld nothing from the Italian 
chi ldren. 'They were like angels fallen from heaven,' one 
child recalled, 'certainly far kinder than the Moroccan 
infantry who had been in the area before them.' 

When C Company entered the freshly vaca ted 
township ofTavarnelle on 23July (the Germans withdrew 
in the night), barricaded windows did not stop the men 
looting the shops' merchandise, including the buiding 
where the town band's instruments were stored. 'They 
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lay anti-tank mines at the doorways, attached a h or 
grenade to th e lock, whipped around the corner "'"' 
pulled the string attached to the pin. A bit of an m·erk 
but certa inl y effective/ recalled Tini Kara wa. w 

Borsellino hats and piano accordions were among th1 
spoils. With some of the new reinforcements t,Jnwisdy 
wearing the hats in place of their helmets, and others 
making music, the men continued on their way through 
the streets of Tavarnelle. '' 

Unsurprisingly, the res idents of the town were no t very 
excHed over their deliverance. 
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The men never knew when they would come under 
fire. Advancing towards Podere del Molino, 15'" Platoon, 
under Second Lieutenant Whiro Tibble, was fired on by a 
hroup of Germans hidden behind stacks of tedded wheat. 
(harlie Kutia of Tolaga Bay was hit badly and lay in the 
open. His brother, Hapi, who with Tibble was ahead of 
the platoon, asked over and over again to be allowed to 
help him. In the end Tibble relented and Kutia's cousin, 
Karawa, passed him a field dressing. 'No sooner had Ha pi 
reached Charlie and bent down to pick him up, when 
his helmet went flying through the air. Hapi had been 
shot in the head.'1z 

Karawa, watching the wheat, spotted a camouflaged 
helmet bob up, giving away t he position of the German 
machine gunners. He called to Tibble that he had them in 
the sights of his Bren gun. 'What are you bloody waiting 
for?' replied Tibble. Karawa hit one immediately, and 
then shot two others as they ran up the slope - sufficient 
revenge, he thought, for the loss of his cousin." 

The platoon took cover in a stable facing an enemy
occupied house. Suddenly a hail of stick grenades rained 
down on them from the house, leaving the men little 
choice but to retreat. Tibble broke the sash off the on ly 
window at the rear of the building and his men raced 
,Jwav with bullets whizzing past them. A stray piece 
,,f shrapnel embedded itself in Karawa's forehead and 
' hullet pierced Tibble's lip, cut through a nostril, and 
ldmmed across an eye. 1 >~ 

C Company lost four other men that day: Rongo 
Hmak1, Duncan Tangira, Jerry Atkins (or Kawha) and 
Leshe Chalcraft. Chalcraft 's parents were English, but 
havmg been raised in Tokomaru Bay, he en listed as a 
Maori. The wounded included Wessie Apiata, who 
had trodden on a landmine, Uriko re Oerry) Kahaki, 
Kaumoana (Sam) Kingi and Lance Corpo ra l Hiroki 
~cRoberts. Corporal Wharekawa Wanoa and Karikari 
f1pene had been wounded the previous night. On 25 

July, near Vi lla del Corno, Hape Parata of Te Kaha, who 
had on ly recently recovered from a chest wound received 
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at Colle Belvedere, was killed and Sergeant Wiremu (Bill) 
Hogan of Ruatoria was wounded. 15 

Haki Tangira of Te Whanau-a-Apanui was mortally 
wounded and as he lay dying Pi pi Te Hei was called to his 
side. Hei had been raised in Reporua and until that moment 
had not known that Tangira was his real father. '6 

On 27 July, Major Peter Awatere took over command 
of the battalio n from Colonel Young, who was suffering 
from jaundice. Captain Jacky Baker was placed in charge 
of C Company and Bully Jackson headed back to Maadi 
to take over the Maori Training Depot. A reshuffle of 
senior positions was also required because the adjutant, 
Captain Rangi Tutaki of Porangahau, was now in a 
German prisoner-of-war camp. 17 

At San Casciano on 29 July, Sergeant Sam Goldsmith, 
Corpo ra l Bill Rowlands and Harry Matehe were wounded 
by mortar fire. The following evening C Company attacked 
Campiano, with 15"' Platoon now under Sergeant Kelly 
Kiwha, 14'" Platoon led by Second Lieutenant Paniora 
and 13'" Platoon by Sergeant Matchitt. As they advanced , 
Tuhina (Man) Hikitapua was shot in the head and left for 
dead. Fortunately one of his 14'" Platoon mates looked 
back and saw him trying to get up. ' I heard the boys 
calling, that fulla's still alive.'" 

Awatere told Baker by radio to withdraw the company 
because support arms could not get forward and there 
were three enemy tanks on their objective, a hill called 
Point 207. Baker responded that the company 'should not 
have to fight over the same area once more.'" Awatere 
agreed and Baker held his position. Early next morning 
the Germans relinquished Point 207. 

C Company was ordered to take Point 250, a hill about 
1000 yards away across rough, wooded country. The three 
Sherman tanks accompanying them had gone only 100 
yards before a Tiger tank knocked o ut one of them. 'The 
driver of the tank was trapped in his escape hatch and 
unable to get out as the tank exploded in flam es. As the 
fire started to consume him I shot him with my revolver. 
Awful cries', said Baker.:w 
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Matchitt and four of h is men - Wiremu Wharepapa, 
Arapeta Pirini, Heremaia Parata, Tama Gage and Len 
Helm bright- were 'wounded by a shell or a mi ne while 
crawling th rough a line of grapevines.'" 

Baker and a tank officer cleared a path through the 
minefield, each with his bayonet prodding forward. 
When they came to a wide-open rising area they realised 
there was no easy way to cross. 'We still had one tank left, 
commanded by Charlie Passmore,' recalled Baker. ' I said 
to him that he was to position himself in the middle of 
the line and to fire at anything in front of him to keep 
the Germans' heads down and to keep tiring as he went 
forward. The company fa nned out on either side of the 
tank and charged with bayonets.'22 

Down a hill and across a gully, C Company ran for 
about 500 yards with bayonets unsheathed, the Sherman 
in their midst. The Germans 'dug in along rows of vines, 
were routed, many put to flight, and many killed .'" 

Passmore got a Military Cross for this action, while 
Baker gained a bar to his Military Cross for his leadership 
in this and subsequent actions. There were no casualties 
during the charge, but Paniora and Karauria Mitchell of 
Tikitiki were wounded by mortar tire while resting in " 
building. 

The company went on to capture Balbani, a huge' .. • 
atop a knoll, and a casa called Le Montanine. These 'Vc < 

to have been the battalion's objectives two days' ), • 
As they advanced a German machine gun crew lll'>t• 

near the casa tired off its last rounds, including explo: i• 
bullets. One of these hit Uma Te Kani in the armpit J l •' 

blew away his upper chest. Captain Baker remembered: 

You could see his /1enrt pwnping. He wns not (nr from 
me nnd wns en/ling out, 'fncky, fncky' I . .. clutched 
onto ltis hand. The two German mac/tine gunners cnme 
out from their mac/tine gun pit with their /lands above 
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tl1eir heads to surrender. l motioned them over to me 
allli \VIletl they stood nt Vow 's feet looking down nt lli111 
lsilot tilem bot/1 witflmy revolver. Tiley didn't ilave to 

fire tlwse last bullets. T/1e fig lit was over (or tllel/1. I sent 
tl1e111 witli Umn who lwd just pnssed away tllen.24 

rhis was the worst possible news for Te Kani's 
1·ounger brother Apa, who had arrived with the latest 
reinforcements. 

On 3 August 1944, john Waititi was wounded for a 
third time when C Company tried to take the village 
of Giogoli (three miles from the outskirts of Florence). 
Sergeant Kelly Kiwha, Tani Wharekura and Tom Webb 
were also hit. They were taking cover in a terraced garden 
on a knoll when a sniper lined them up. 'He realised 
he couldn't hit us with his rifle, so he started sending 
mortars up', recalled Waititi. 'One of those landed inside 
our terrace. My mates all missed it- but I dun no, 1 must 
be magnetic. I got hit again. lt smashed my hand up.'" 
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Tau Rewhareha was one of those who came to help. 
'Before I could yell out to him he got shot,' said Waititi. 
'Right between the eyes. He fell back on to me.' Te Ua 
Keepa and Bronco Kaui were also killed. 

That night Baker asked his cousin, Sergeant Georg; 
Ngata (Sir Apirana's grandson), to recover Rewhareha s 
body. All three men had been raised at WaiomatatmL 
Ngata did not see the sense in risking more hves to 
recover a corpse and a heated argument broke out. Baker 

recalls that: 

1 eventually had to order llim to do it. He took a few 

men from /lis platoon and about midnight went out and 

brougl1t back Tau's body. We wrapped it in a blanket 

and Padre Wi Huata said some prayers a11d we buried 

/1im. Wilen we were finished George asked w/1y Jwd I 
ordered him to do this and I said so that wflen we get 

home we can tell the whanau tlwt we flad looked after 

llim.z6 

Horence 
During the final stages of the advance on Florence, no 
reports were coming in to Fifth Brigade Headquarters 
from Major Awatere. Fearing something was wrong, 
Brigadier Pleasants sent three officers to find him. Second 
Lieutenant jack Knowles recalled: 

We fliglltailed it into the outskirts of Fire11ze [Florence]. 
We caugflt up wit/! Peter on t/1e soutl~em side of tile river 

in the area k11own as Sa11 Frediano. He had just backed his 

jeep tflrougil a shop wi11dow to see if J~e could pi11c/I a pair 

of slwes. I said to l1im, 'Tile Brig~ awfitlly upset. Wlmt~ 
Jmppe11ed to your radio?' A11d l1e smiled at me and gave 

me tflat big Maori smile and said, 'Tumed it off, ell?'" 

it turned out that Awatere, remembering occasions when 
the Maori Battalion had had to allow another unit to 
be first into a town, was not having that happen here. 
' I was damned if I was going to let someone else take 
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Florence.'" The Germans had withdrawn from the 
historic city during the night of 3 August. John Kn owles 
of 27'" (Machine Gun) Battalion recalled that: 

Peter Awatere was a law unto himself A lot of it was 
I tl1ink play acting I remember one day when a 
ymmg British officer came up ... and I was reaso11ab/y 
regimmtal, I at least had my sl1irt 011 a11d my rank on 
and he looked around tile group that was sitting on the 
ground, came across to me a11d said, 'Wirere can I find 
the colonel?' I said, 'There he is, down there.' There was 
Peter Awatere dressed in nothing but a pair of Khaki 
slwrts and he had a knife about 9 inches long and Ire 
was busy paring Iris toenails . 

... One nigl7t wl~en an attack was going in .. . I was in 
[Awatere's] headquarters. He committed tim n. Earlier 
in the day he had said to somebody, 'Go and get me 
a piano.' Orrce he had given the go-a/read and was 

waiting for the reports to come back he sat down and 
played Chopi11." 

John Waititi recalled that: 

All tire officers were waiti11g for his orders. The 
Americans were with us as the attack was to be co
ordinated with them. He was in a room off to the side 
and the Ya11ks were getti11g frustrated with how he fo11g 
he was takmg. T11en he stepped out dressed only in his 
long jolms, boots with a belt and pistol holster. We were 
used to his antics but the Yanks were wondering what 
had hit them. But then Ire outlined tire plau of attack 
and they were absolutely impressed at the thoroughness 
of his presentation. •• 

In September, the Kiwis returned to the Adriatic coast to 
help the Canadians capture the port city of Rimini, at the 
eastern end of the Gothic Line. 

Italians and Maori 
Maori troops appeared regularly in the Italian news, 
despite making up only a small proportion of the New 
Zealand Division. They endeared themselves to the locals 
more readily than any other Allied troops, certainly more 
easily than most expected. They made a conscious effort 
to acquire more than just the basic elements of the !tal"'" 
language and gained a reputation for their skills in reaa,. , 
writing and speaking Italian." 'it was [in Camerino] tl•e<> 
I found the time to learn Italian grammar,' wrote Second 
Lieutenant Mahuika. 'Colonel Awatere had long studie• 
the language and he was good. He could quote the I" t 

Dante with ease. ' '~2 

The Maori also seemed to have an affinity wi th the 
Italians. One Kiwi journalist observed: 

Jtalimrs (especially in the Soutlr) cared little or nothing 
about colour differences, but even in tile north the 
Maoris were accepted always as New Zealanders and 
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so111eti111es, to tl1e envy of their Pakelw friends, as tire 
best class of New Zealanders. They were generous, of 
course, but they didn 't buy their friendship with Italian 
fam ilies. Italian women, of all ages, liked Maoris and 
it wa< not ;ust a 111alter of sex. They see111ed to think 
tlte same way. Maoris llave a directness of approach 
tlwt appealed to the lta/imrs, and their independence, 
physique and geniality made a big impressiou. 31 

George Wharehinga wrote, 1Kua mohio koe ki te pai to 
lhua ki a ratou kua pai mai hoki ki a koe . ... Penei a no i a 
tatou. Na, ka mauria ano te aroha i waenganui i te iwi, ki 
nga tamariki. 114 (You knew if you were courteous to them 
they'd act the same towards you. We IMaorij are like that. 
So we took our kindness among them and the children.) 

Maori generosity to Italian civilians, particularly those 
in distress, was widely recognised. When Robert Ru 
Henry, a Rarotongan who arrived with the Fourteenth 
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Officials of the Maori Battalion, wit/1 some ltafia11 friends. From left: Lieutenant 

Selwy11 Park and Lieutmant Colollelfames Henare (Conmw11ding Officer of tl1e 

battalioll). Nga Taonga a Nga Tama Toa lrust Archives 

Reinforcements, caught up with the battalion past Forli, 
the trucks had just pulled up to let the men eat a hot 
meal. The men had filled their mess tins when a group 
of Italian women and children, clearly hungry, appeared 
out of nowhere. Henry had heard about the warrior 
reputation of the battalion. 'I always thought to myself, 
by jeez wi ld Maori boys. [Yet they] picked up their meals, 
looked at these women [and said], "Here you can have 
it."' When they noticed the perplexed look on Henry's 
face they remarked, 'We are going to get a meal after. 
These people might not.'35 

The Maori love of music soon meant that popular 
Italian songs like Buo1ra Notte Mio A111ore (Goodniglrt My 
Love) became part of the battalion's musical repertoire. 
Having an appreciation of good music in common with 
Italians helped bring the two races closer. Serenading 
Maori struck up relationships with signorinas wherever 
they had leave. 



Maori soldiers prepari11g a meal. 

Alexander Turn bull Library, We llington, New Zealand 

Fighting prejudice 
While the Battalion had fought for the British Empire half 
a world away, their fight was also about putting Maori on 
an equal footing with Pakeha in their own country. They 
returned from Italy to New Zealand in December 1945. 
En route the battalion stopped over in Perth, Western 
Australia, where the men were given shore leave. Returning 
to the ship at midnight, Captain Nepia Mahuika heard 
one of a group of Pakeha soldiers call to him from the top 
deck, 'You look neat in your uniform now, but when we 
get home, you' ll be working for me.'36 

From the wharf he could not make out who the men 
were, but after he related the incident to his cabinmates, 
his cousin, Major Wi Reedy, and Second Lieutenant Te 
Kooti Wahapango of Paroa (near Whakatane), went up 
to the top deck and knocked down the first soldier they 
came across. While their actions may have provided some 
immediate solace to the offended officer, the remark, 

Maori soldiers bei11g welcomed in Florence. Monty Soutar Archives 

albeit the view of a small minori ty, was a reality check for 
the Maori veterans. 

Many years would have to pass before the bigotry that 
lay behind the comment levelled at Captain Mahuika 
dissolved. Such attitudes permeated the highest levels 
of government. Even as members of the Maori Battalion 
were returning to their homes, politicians and other 
leaders were debating the form equali ty should take for 
Maori, 'with their growing nationhood . ' 3 ~ 

In parliament the member for the Bay of Islands argueo 
that if Maori were to have equality with Europeans the 
should forfeit their four seats in the House. Some Paker 
warned, however, that until equali ty was reached it W<• 
advisable that Maori hold on to all the privileges the) 
could. Other politicians accused some Maori of exploiting 
the Social Security Act, as if to suggest that all Maori were 
therefore not deserving of equal treatment. The acting 
prime minister, Waiter Nash, countered this by pointing 
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Soldiers from tl1e Maori Battalio11 playi11g a game of tug-of. war i11 Libya. At from is Captai11 Peter Awatere. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

out that Pakeha were equally guil ty of abusing the act.18 

The overseas war experience was a great leveller for Maori 
and Pakeha, and the army itself probably achieved more 
to bring about at least the illusion of equality than al l the 
social policies of the 1930s." 

One Pakeha veteran, for example, who had worked on 
farms around Gisborne with Maori labourers prior to the 
war, had held common negative stereotypes about Maori. 
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Then he witnessed Maori in action in northern Italy. 
After the war, while walking down the street in Gisborne, 
he passed some Maori veterans. When these men looked 
at him, he silently ackn owledged them. Later he to ld his 
nephew that 'it was because I knew what the 28'h had 
been through '. Attitudes between many of the soldiers, 
at least, had certainly changed for the better."' 

At the Te Poho-o-Rawiri welcome, Colonel Peter 



Awatere, awa re of the issues facing the two races, assured 
the Pakeha offi cials present that with their help the 
Maori veterans would work towards a better society in 
the coming peace. 

We have gai11ed our victories but there is a bigger battle 
a /1ead. Tlwt is tl1e battle for existmce i11 civilian life 
... If you will provide t/1e guida11ce, we will do all we 
ca11 to materialise t11e beautiful se11time11ts expressed 
to11igilt. We will 11ot sl1irk. We will work to make this 
twly tl1e best cou11try i11 tile world." 

Despite their willingness to work towards change, 
fo r Maori such change would be gradual. After the 
Wellington welcome to the battalion, Noel Raihania 
and some of his C Compan y mates had bought a carton 
of beer and deliberately sat down to drink a few bottles 
on the sidewalk. The law at that time (long-standing 
and apparent ly brought in for the benefit of the race) 
prohibited Maori from purchasing alcohol to take away 
from licensed premises. On this occasion the police did 
nothing, even though the soldiers were flouting the law. 
Raihania said: 

Katahi tonu matou ka hoki mai i te wllawlwi e kore pea 
matou e mauheretia. Engari tae a tu ana kite wa kainga 
ka hoki ano ki te ture am ma te Pakeha rmva e hoko 
mal nga pia a kia tae rawa ki walw o te paparakauta ka 
lwmai ai a matou pia, mete toro mai a tona ringa mo 
tana rua pounamu hei utu 1110 tana 11U1hi. Mutu rmm 
ake te utu atu ate tokoono, tokowaru ranei o matou he 
nul ke atu nga pia a te Pake/ra poro haurangi nei i a te 
kotahi o mato11:42 

(We were just back from tile war and we figured we 
would not be locked up. W lle/1 we got back lzome tile 
law applied again so that we lwd to get a Pakelw to 
buy our beer a11d outside tile pub he'd distribute it. He 
would hold out ilis hand for ilis two bottles as paymellt 
for his effort. When six or eight of us lwd each finis/led 
payi11g ilis comm ission, this old dwnken Pakeila lwd 
more beer tila11 ally o11e of us.) 

Gradual though they were, changes to policies or acts of 
parliament would have been more difficult to achieve if 
Maori had been reluctant participants in the war. Once 
they broke red agreements in the corridors of power, 1-.laori 
leaders would always point to the voluntary enlistment 
of their men as justification for those changes. 
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SOMETHiNG TO FIGHT 

FOR: NEW ZEALAND 

SOLDiERS ' RECOLLECTIONS 

Edited by Gianna Magnani and Angela M ori 

Note: unless necessary for clearer understanding, 
these recollections have been reproduced without 

editing of text. 

John Knowles 
Lieutenant, 27" Battalion 

My war in Tuscany 
The disagreement between the American and British 
commanders continued to haunt the conduct of the war 
in the Mediterranean Theatre, even becoming apparent 
to the officers of lower rank. We had reached the point at 
wh ich it could be said we were far better equipped than 
the enemy, but each time any great strategic or political 
prizes appeared obtainable, Alexander was denied the 
critical superiority required for success. Seven of his 
divisions were withdrawn for the 'Grand Plan'~ and six 
more for an operation in Southern France. Even later 
the Canadian Corps was withdrawn before the Spring 
Offensive. The slow progress up the ravelled leg of Italy 
left the countryside literally ploughed by shellfi re and 
any relief for the beleaguered population was given a 
low priority. It prompted a renowned war historian to 
say that the Allies were subjecting Italy to the cruelest 

jo/111 Klloll'lt'~. 
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revenge for allowing Mussolini to remain in control for 
so long. In central Italy Alexander had 11 divisions to 
hold 21 German divisions. 

Following on from the New Zealand Division's arrival 
in Italy from North Africa it had been constantly in 
action from the Sangro to Cassino, and then up the Val 
di Comino to Sora, before going into a rest area at Arce. 
J'he general position was that the capture of Arezzo, in 
addition to pressure further west, had forced the enemy 
into another fighting withdrawal to a new line based on 
the Ri\·er Arno. By the middle of 1944 the 8'" Army had 
taken over from the 5'11 Army a l S-mile sector astride 
the route Siena-Empoli, which was being vacated by 2 
Moroccan Div. This was the quickest route to Florence 
and 2NZ Div. had been directed to seize crossings over 
the Arno River on a thrust line: Castellina-San Casciano
Signa. On the right, 6'" South African Armoured Div. 
would strike direct to Florence and on the left, 8'11 Indian 
Div. would give flank protection and follow up every 
withdrawal. The Div. sector was to be held with two 
battalions forward supported by armour and machine 
guns. While the situation remained fluid each forward 
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battalion would conduct its own advance with Brigade 
coordinating times and distances. S'" Brigade with No. 1 
Company of 27'" (MG) Bn moved up to Castellina on 21 
July. My Platoon, No. 1, was loosely attached in support 
of 28'" Maori Battalion, but remained under direct 
command of Brigade. 

We advanced rapidly, giving supporting fire to both 
23'd and 28"' Battalions from several different locations, 
passed through Tavarnelle and moved into a position 
overlooking the Pesa River valley, where we fired to 
good effect at enemy movement in Sambuca. Here, I 
was suddenly advised that my turn for LOB (Left out of 
Battle) had come up and at 9 a. m. on 23 July I handed 
over com mand to one of my colleagues and left the area. 
I was none too happy about this because I had built up 
an extremely efficient team and must admit to a certain 
amount of jealous paternalism, however I h ad hardly 
reached our B Echelon when there was a frantic call for 
me to return and resume command. My replacement had 
moved the platoon forward and come under the direct 
fire of a German 88, resulting in three killed and four 
wounded, including himself. The Company Commander 



who had driven me back to the platoon mentioned that he 
would do his best to tit in my LOB entitlement as soon as 
possible. This was overheard by the platoon, which made 
it clear that this would not be tolerated and 'Lucky jack', 
a nickname I had gained through my platoon not having 
had any casualties since the start of the campaign, was 
to remain with them. Not only was I extremely flattered 
by this but it worked, and I was never again moved nor, 
I might add, did we have any further casualties. Over the 
fo llowing few hours I received six reinforcements and 
continued with a full complement of 42. 

The NZ Division was holding the crest of a ridgeline 
faci ng towards Florence and, with ammunition supplies 
renewed, was scheduled to move forward again within 
24 hours. I was able to reconnoitre an almost perfect 
position on a slight forward slope behind the ridgeline, 
and to find cover for my gun trucks behind a large villa 
situated right on the crest, which provided a springboard 
for further advance in support of the Infantry Battalions. 
The only prob lem was that the entra nce to the villa was 
on the forward slope facing the enemy. Fortunately that 
night our artillery opened tire on a distant target and, 
under cover of their fire, we were able to move into and 
around behind the villa unobserved. The vehicles were 
sheltered under an overhang which was obviously where 
farm machinery had been stored. With two battalions dug 
in along the ridgeline there was little chance of finding 
myself cut off by a counterattack. So far so good, now we 

only had to manage to stay undetected through the next 
day and a half. The villa turned out to be a bigger and 
more pretent1ous mansion than the one we had left earlier 
but with a difference. Although it had not been looted' 
everything possible had been vandalised: earthenwar~ 
had been smashed, paintings torn from the walls and 
wine casks in the cellar had been broached. On~e we 
had prepared the gun pits, liaised with the neighbouring 
mfantry and arranged our own loca l defence, we retired 
to those rooms not facing the front and not covered in 
the excrement the German troops loved to leave for us. 

The next morning we were horrified to see an 
approaching jeep with its usual clouds of dust coming 
up the road and swinging into full view of the enemy. 
There were two offi cers in the vehicle, one in British 
uniform and the other in American. Still under cover, 
I cursed them loudly and told them to get out before 
they brought fire down on us. One called out that 
they were MFAA (Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives 
Subcommission) officers, but that only earned them a 
little more of my invective and they departed. We waited 
with bated breath to see whether the enemy thought 
it worthwhile to shell the area, but we were lucky -
obviously a lone reconnaissance jeep was not considered 
important enough for the 882 to reveal its position. Of 
course, the possibility that the vehicle might have in fact 
been German did occur to us, but it had headed well b; ck 
into our own lines. 

With radio silence being observed I couJd not repr_H 
the incident until later, and when I did it was explaine l 
that because every region of ttaly was so rich in \VOI k 
of art, and none so rich as Tuscany, that in an effort 1 

protect the greatest and most nearly complete artisti< 
heritage mankind possessed, preventi ve steps had ~een 
taken by Allied Command. A separate section, the MFAA, 
had been established as a subcommission of the Allied 
Control Commission with authority over the entire 
artistic heritage of Italy. A guide had been published 
and distributed down to battalion level, yet none of our 
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New Zealand l'ellicfes crossi11g t/1e Pesa River. 

Alexander Turnbull LibrMy, Wellington, New Zealand 

battalions seemed to have knowledge of it. A later check 
revealed that S'" Brigade had heard of it and had been 
visited by an American officer called Hartt, now recognised 
as a well respected world authority on the subject. At the 
time it made me look at what the Germans had used to 
keep their backsides off the cold tiles and, of course, what 
we had automatically taken over. Yes, they were paintings 
taken off the walls and I even recognised one from my 
,·Id >econdary school art appreciation studies. They were 
mmediately restored to a position leaning against the 

walls, and the troops' buttocks were reintroduced to the 
old hard floor. 

After the attack we were to again move forward, but in 
the meantime I was required to be at the Maori Battalion 
comma nder's elbow, the gun line being controlled by the 
senior section commander, a sergeant. Communication 
between all subunits being by radio. The Maori Battalion 
I-I Qat the time was in another lovely villa, which did not 
appear to have been vandalised. While we were waiting 
on zero hour the Maori commander, Lt. Col. Arapeta 
Awatere, amazed us by locating a grand piano and playing 
classical music by Chopin and Mozart to a standard more 
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attuned to the concert stage. He was a man of 

many talents. 
The move to the next bound completed, 

my platoon, a troop of tanks and an artillery 
F003 were withdrawn from the 1mmed1ate 
front and summonsed to 5'" Brigade HQ. We 
were then included in a force called Armcav 
along with tanks of A Squadron, 19'" Regiment, 
c Squadron Div. Cav., carriers from the 22"• 
Battalion, a troop of tank-destroying MlOs 
and a detachment of engineers. The keeping 
of personal diaries or cameras was forbidden, 
which is a pity because all official records about 
this period seem at variance with what actually 
happened. This is not only my opinion, but 
others have also claimed that this is the case. 

A short period of waiting at Brigade HQ ended 
when all communication from 28'" Battalion ceased, and 
Armcav was ordered to 'find ' the Maoris and provide any 
support required. It appeared that in the absence of any 
strong enemy opposition they had turned right, across 
the advance line of 23'• Battalion. Up to this point we 
had been lucky in that bridges over most streams had 
been taken and held by active local partisan forces. The 
tanks, followed by one of my gun trucks, then crossed a 
shallow canal where the depth of water started to increase, 
probably because floodgates further upstream had been 
released. The tank commander returned across the water 
and picked up my other three guns, ferried these over 
and we loaded them on to my one vehicle, and with the 
men on foot we continued. There was only enemy sniper 
opposition and shortly afterwards we found ourselves in 
the outskirts of the city at S. Quirico. From here on we 
had been given the order that Florence must be treated 
as an open city.' Fire was only to be returned if the 
enemy first opened fire on us, and even then it must be 
restricted to small arms. By the time we reached Pignone 
we encountered the 28'" Battalion Commanding Officer 
walking along the road with the leading platoon, and he 



directed the tanks and my machine gunners to advance 
to the area of Ponte Vittoria with his leading company 
and set up a defensive box. We were then to reconnoitre 
as far as Ponte Vecchio, which Intelligence had advised 
was the only bridge left standing, and to consider how 
this could be covered to prevent German reinforcements 
coming back over the Arno. 

it was during this reconnaissance that a young woman 
approached us to say that she had seen the German 
engineers laying mines in the rubble at the southern end 
of the Ponte Vecchio, and she offered to show us the 
locations. The tank commander and I accepted her offer 
and, under sniper fire, she assisted us to locate and mark 
their sites. This act was recorded in one of our official 
histories and although never officially recognised, one of 
our more recent generals made a point of presenting her 
with a commemorative medal on behalf of the Army. As 
a result of my reconnaissance I moved my guns into Villa 
del' Ombrellino at Bellosguardo, and from a position in 
the grounds could not only cover Ponte Vecchio but for 
some distance both up and down the river. Two days later 
I observed the tanks of the South Africans advancing 
through Galluzzo and we were ordered to pull out. We 
had not fired a single shot, in spite of sniper fire from the 
other side of the river. 

A decision had been made for political reasons that 
6'" South Africa Armoured Division were to be given the 
honour of 'liberating' Florence. Right from the beginning 
of the war the NZ Division had not been granted such 
an honour, and we were somewhat disappointed, none 
more so than Peter Awatere. Although the situation may 
appear to contain an element of confusion it should be 
remembered that orders were that 'while the situation 
remained fluid each forward battalion would conduct 
its own advance with Brigade co-ordinating times and 
distances'. So, in actual fact, no order had been disobeyed. 
However, it was also a fact that the moment our small 
supporting group reached the Maori Commander, radio 
contact was miraculously restored. 

The Div. was now on the left of Florence with all three 
platoons of 1 Coy still supporting S Brigade, mainly in 
Harassing Fire tasks. My gunline was firing so consistently 
that the area of each gun appeared as only a ball of steam. 
The water jackets on the guns were boiling. 

Following a successful attack on Empoli we were to be 
relieved by an American division; meanwhile a second 
US division on the left was to launch an attack to square 
the line up to the south bank of the Arno. The infantry 
battalion on their right flank was faced with a long well
defended slope all the way to the river. Their problem 
was that they ideally needed long-range machine 
guns, something they did not have, so my platoon wa' 
placed in support for the operation. We duly report ~ 
to the American battalion commander in his HO 
the top of the slope. The reception was not quite <. 
had expected; he immediately complained that h< I " 
asked for support in this, his Unit's first action, and ,,, 
sent a ' junior officer with a bunch of gypsies.' His Unit 
which had only just arrived in the theatre, presented < 
immaculate appearance, trousers were even pressed, and 
1 had to admit we could not compete. To start wi th it was 
more than a year since we had had a new issue, it was in 
the change of seasons so that a mixture of summe_r and 
winter clothing was being worn and after several tnps to 
the Laundry and Bath Unit one was lucky not to end up 
with items originating in some Allied nation. 
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Added to which, our gun trucks would hardly have 
been accepted in a secondhand car yard. Small wonder 
that he merely ordered me to 'join the advance with 
joe's company.' I countered with, 1Sir, I am not under 
command, but in support. Please detail the tasks you wish 
me to perform and then leave me to do them.' He did 
so with bad grace. We went into a position actually in 
rear of his HQ on a reverse slope with my OP1 in a small 
tower above a farm building. There were so many towers 
and spires on the crest that the chance of drawing enemy 
attention was minimal. During his attack we were able to 
utilise the arc of fire and beaten zone to cover his leading 
formations all the way to the objective, and then on to 
the enemy positions on the far bank of the river. At one 
particular time we concentrated on enemy withdrawing 
across an underwater bridge and inflicted maximum 
damage. I was aware of the CO's presence alongside me 
in my OP. Afterwards he expressed amazement that the 
gunline operated so efficiently, as though it was part of 
a parade ground drill, and that we had inflicted more 
damage to the enemy than his entire battalion. He asked 
how long we had been in action and I delighted in replying, 
''ome of us since 1939.' A slight exaggeration, but it had 
the desired effect: 'Holy cow.' He personally shook hands 
with every member before we departed. Then we were on 
he move again, back to the 81h Army front. 

ntes 

Thi:; refers to the landing in Normandy. 
:\!Hi-tank machine gun. 
Forward Ob~ervation Officer. 

Th~ t~rm 'open city' refer~ to a city ~hat has, upon explicit or 
t.Jut agre~ment by the belhgerent part1e~. been given over to the 
cnemv Without fighting in order to avoid its destruction. The 
'>ta~~te o~ op~n ci_ty b attributed taking into consideration the 
spcoal h1~t~n_c~l l~l-terests of the city or due to the substantia l 
number of CIVIlians 111 the population. A city declared 'open' must 
not, hO\..,.ever, _present any strategic interests in the conflict taking 
~~dt~e~:~~-use 1ts liberation must not determine the final outcome 

S. Observation Post. 
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Bob Cocllmne. 

Bob Cochrane, m edical orderly 
(Extract from a letter sent to the editors of this book by 
Lieutenant John Knowles after publication of the Italian 
edition.) 

As a point of interest, the man standing by the truck in 
the photograph above deserves a mention. His name is 
Bob Cochrane and he was one of the Platoon who hoc\ 
been trained by our battalion doctor to be our medic< 
orderly. He was picked out because as a farmer fr m 
remote area of New Zealand he had taken a first aid cot , 
to care for his family, and a veterinary course tn car\.. f1 
his animals. As I think I explained, our semi-imlepcndt 
type of operation meant that we had not only a mechan• 
armourer equipped to company scale, but we also had c 
own medical orderly, Bob. He had stocked up on medical 
supplies and equipment from a broken down German 
hospital truck and opened up a 'clinic' any time ow 
position was near a village. He recorded 19 deliveries from 
Italian mothers caught without help in forward areas. Who 
knows what famous Italian businessman had his bottom 
first spanked by a Kiwi back country sheep farmer? 
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Eric Batchelor 
Platoon Commander, 23rd Battalion 

The battles at San Donato' 
lou were at tile action of San Donato. Now, it was after 
cassiuo, I believe. What was tile action surrounding San 
Dmwto? 
Well, we were moving forward to an attack and the 
Germans shelled us and the platoon officer got wounded, 
wounded in the arm, so the company commander gave 
me a job to do. I took over at that stage. He said, take a 
section out and have a look and see what you can find. 
So 1 took a section out. I came up against a house, put 
some men around one side and around another side and 
1 went in, from the back end, you might say. it was a 
big, double-storied house, there was a big stable there 
but, strange as it may seem, I could smell the Germans. 
I could smell sauerkraut and I could hear voices inside 
so I booted in the door and rushed in. There were four 
Germans in there so we collected those. 

Now the boys were coming in by that time. Took them 
out to the door, spoke to them, asked their Sergeant 
htajor if he had any friends anywhere around the place 
and he said, oh yes, one. So I said, right, where is he, 
what's his name? He said, Schmitt, so I went to the door 
and yelled out 'Schmitt' and the silly bugger answered. 
1 went out and collected him too. At roughly about the 
.a me time in the same area, after a bit of a scrap, I went 
out, poking my nose around the shelled-out ho mes and 
hnuses. I went into one and there was a pair of boots 
sticking out from under a groundsheet so 1 gave them a 
boot and a dirty great German jumped up in front of me. 
So we collected him and asked him if he had any cobbers 
and he said one, so I collected him as well, so it was done. 
But after collecting those first few Germans, the Battalion 
Commander told me to take the whole platoon out as 
we were going to put an attack in on the flat. To take the 
platoon out and clear the whole feature. So we did and 
created a lot of bloody noise. 
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And you must have collected Scl1mitt's bi•wculars as well? 
Oh yes, that's right. This bloke Schmitt's spot binoculars. 

I got those. 

When you were out on this partiwlar action or actions like it, 
was your objective to lay waste to tile enemy or was it to try 
and bring them back for an information purpose? 
Do whatever was required. Mostly we b rought them back 
because they didn't seem to fight too much once you got 

close to them. 

Just for the tape, I'll just say that tl1is particular action in 
San Donato was when Eric received l1is first Distinguisl1ed 
Conduct Medal, or DCM. 

At t11e time, what do you think would have led to the 
action? Now, obviously you were involved in a lot of patrols 
and a lot of actiol15. What do you think of this first DCM? 
Tile action was more unique, if you like, or. 
Well, I didn't ever give it much thought, actually. l could 
never ever see any reason why I got a DCM. There didn't 
seem to be m uch there that I did. But mind you, you 'd 
never get anything unless you 'd got a bunch of good 
blokes watching your backside. it's more them that really 
earn a decoration, l think. You were just the lucky o ne 
out in front. But the fact that I had to take over a platoon 
at a moment's notice, that he lped too. 

So, showing leadership? 
Precisely. Probably that's what a sergeant was for, 
anyway. 

So, you obviously brought back a number of prisoners? 
Oh yes, sometimes. Quite a lot . 

And this particular time in San Do1wto? 
Well, what made things so successful was when the rest 
of the battalion put an attack in on the flat, there wasn 't 
a shot tired. All the Germans had cleared out. We'd 
created so much bloody no ise, so much fuss and bother 



you might say, on the left flank that they thought there 
was a hell of an attack coming in. Course we got their 
forward patrols. They'd had no information of what was 
gomg on. So that would help. 

After that particular skirmish, were you sort of headi11g 
towards Flore11ce at that stage? 
Yes, we would be. We struck quite a bit of opposition 
there. I still had the platoon at this stage. Went forward 
and managed to liberate a village, cleared the countryside 
that way. I wanted to go into Florence but they said no. 
But I found out later that McCurl had got in before me, 
the bugger. He didn't want me going in, I don't think. 
And we got the odd German there. lt was all information 
from the prisoners. 

Was Flormce a big scrap, or 11ot particularly? 
Not from our point of view, no. We actually liberated it 
but we had to stand still and let the South Africans take 
it. lt was their turn to take something. 

Was tlwt how it worked? 
That's how it worked, yeah. Yes, they hadn't done a hell 
of a lot so I suppose they needed something. Nice city, 
though. Got leave in Florence. 

Rig!Jt. I was goi11g to ask you about leave i11 Italy. We talked 
about leave in North Africa and, of course, Cairo was a place 
of leave. Obviously you were on the move quite a bit in Italy. 
In fact, you were on the move most of the time. I11 terms of 
leave, what sort of leave did you get and how did you use it? 
You could get a week, about seven days. That's about 
all. I got seven days in Bari, l think, at one stage and I 
had seven days in Florence. That's all the leave I had. In 
North Africa, as far as that went, you didn't get any leave 
from the battlefront. Only if you happened to be back in 
Cairo or Maadi for manoeuvres, or whatever it may be. 
You'd get leave then, you'd get a week. You might get a 
fortnight if you were lucky. 

How did you spend your time in Florence? 
Well, strange as it might seem, we went wandering 
around a lot of the churches, looking at the Michelan elo 
pamtmgs, and so on. g 

There's the big U(fizi Gallery in Florellce. Did you see it? It 
nught have bee11 closed. 
Didn't see it. 

It would have been closed and probably tile pai11tings would 
have been shipped away. 
Yes, they'd be all locked away safely. The only reason we 
saw them in the churches was because they were painted 
on the walls and the ceilings. Of course there wasn't 
much in the way of shops open. Nothing much to spend 
your money on. Bit of wine, a bit of beer, now and again. 
Wasn't too much beer in Italy. Plenty of wine. 

Notes 

L Oral testimony preserved in the Waiouru Army Museum, New 
Zealand 

Laurie Aitken 
Sergeant, 23'' Battalion Mortar Platoon 

The 23'' Battalion between San Donato " <l 
Fabbrica 
At that time I was a Sergeant in the 23'' Battalion M, 
Platoon. On 22 July, north of San Donato, a patrol un< 
Second Lieutenant Allan McCartney was sent forwJr-' ' 
ascertain if Point 337' was clear of the enemy. This patr<. 
did not return and that afternoon I had to follow tt· 
route taken by the patrol to determine their fate. 

A very slow task, having to crawl in places due to lack 
of cover. What I discovered was devastating to me. 'All 
killed.' I had known Allan all my life, having lived four 
miles' apart on the Otago Peninsula. 

On 23 July we moved into Sambuca in readiness 
for the attack on Fabbrica, heavy shelling during the 

Somet/Ji11g to figllt for: New Zealand soldit•rs' recollectiom 13 1 



dav. Information received by Ma jo r William Hoseit, 
C~mmanding Officer of A Company, md•cated that 
Fabbrica was clear of enemy troops. This proved false._ As 
the company neared Fabbrica they met with ternfymg 
t>nemy resistance, resulting in heavy casualties. . . 

From memory 1 believe there were over 20 k1lled m 
this encounter, including William Hoseit, plus the seven 
or eight soldiers from the previous day's patrol. Company 
relieved that night by the 21" Battalion. 

Note5 

l.~aCozzi . 
2. 1 mile= 1.609 km. 

Allan Coleman 
Soldier, 20"' Regiment 

22July 1944 
Two letters from Mum, parcel from Rene. Mac and I went 
to a village today, got very drunk and met an old Engl ish 
Baroness. They would not believe us New Zealanders as 
thought NZrs were all black and wore rings in their noses 
according to German propaganda. 

23July 1944 
it is one year since leaving New Zealand. Wrote to Ril, 
· lary, Doris and had an Air-gram from Peggy. it is very 
wet and muddy and the outlook is far from A l but it has 
l'een, and probably will be, a lot worse. 

24July 1944 
Usual day- thunder and passing storms. Hitler has been 
wounded. What a pity he was not killed. Air-gram from 
Marj and Mum, have just had a parcel from home and a 
real beaut, too. Went to see !an in evening and am writing 
now as I lie in bed. The crickets are chirping and all is 
quiet. Suppose by tomorrow night it will be different as 
we are off once more to see old jerry. 

1 his will be my last entry for a while as I am leaving 
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this behind, as 1 would not want it to fall into enemy 
hands. Must remember to burn all letters and addresses 
before moving as it is easily forgotten and no indicatiOn 
of unit can be carried in action. 

Well fo r now 1 close this dairy and hope to continue it 
before long, as long as the vagaries of War permit. 

25July 1944 
Leaving at 7.10, we got to our new area, a distance of 
64 miles, driving all night through the dust. Siena is a 
beautiful place. We park amid oak trees and got a few 
hours glorious sleep. Rex is in hospital, new gunner Shirly 
Hodson. From here on I cannot remember dates as it was 
just one action after another. 

At Tavarnelle we waited a day then pulled o n. Saw 
Ted Warren on the way to Cerbaia, San Michele, San 
Casciano, etc. j erry was very tough and counterattacked 
most of the time. Patrol 9 with Infantry took La Romola 
starting out in the dark and getting there in daylight. The 
Germans had just left the area ahead of us: candles were 
still burning and meals still hot on the tables. One Tiger 
was captured intact as the crew were all asleep, thank 
God, o r I would never be writing this now. 

All that day we stayed at La Romola and Ted' stonked 
(shelled) us worse than any time I have ever seen. Laurie 
Clark got a bit through his leg and a Tommie' a lo ngside 
me got a nasty bit of shrapnel in his back. it's just one shell 
after another and that night the noise is as deafening as 
our own and j erry's guns pound away, mostly at us as we 
are a wedge in his defences. Spandau, Vickers, Grenades 
and Bren are going off all about us and it is hard to know 
if you are in your lines. 

We are all dirty and hungry and sleep is impossible 
even though to lie down would mean instant slumber. 
The 88s' are screaming overhead and the top sto rey of 
the house we are in has been hit times without number. 

The dawn finds us ready for the expected counterattack 
but it does not come so start to get a cup of chai. That 
day Patrol 9 goes out to probe his defences and after 
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advancing 11\ mile we are heavily stonked and Spandaus 
make things unpleasant. l was in the front Tank, there 
is no Infantry and where we were stopped a Spandau 
was firing on us from a place we could not reply to. I 
saw a whole tree alongside us disappear in a burst of red 
flame from an 88 and the resultant airburst wounded our 
Commander. 

Two Tigers were reported advancing towards us and 
as our guns could not knock them out, did not feel too 
happy. 

Our own Artillery opened up with all they had but 
unfortunately dead on top of us. I thought that stonk 
would never end and as it was steaming hot inside the 
Tank and powder fumes were everywhere, it was not 
exactly like home. 

Saw what I thought was a Ted hopping across a 
wall below us so in a burst of generosity gave him 
about half a belt for good measure. 

Eventually retire to former position and able to inspect 
damage. The Tank was a shambles as everything outside 
was full of shrapnel holes. The ration box had suffered 
heavily and tea, sugar, thermette, honey, bully, etc, was 
mixed up in a tangled mess. Lights, siren, etc, were gone 
with the wind and tin hats fu ll of holes where they were 
hung outside. 

That night we got ammo and fue l and managed to get 
11/z hours sleep. 

Next morning we left again and supported Infantry 
to take heights overlooking Florence. The Artillery put 
down a heavy barrage, wh ich crept over us and over the 
PBI (poor bloody infantry) and stopped in front of jerry. 

Owen Hughes was wounded and Ray Pierce killed. A 
Spandau was firing in scrub around Tanks and made it 
impossible to get out. Next morning we were overlooking 
Florence and it looks like a beautiful big place but the 
hills behind look like a second Cassino. 

6 August 1944 
Neil and I go back to Tavarnelle and spend a day with 
some Italian fri ends (G uglielmo and William GrochiniJ, 
hitchhike back (23 miles) at 10 p.m. Letters from 1\lum 
and one from jean. Sent Air-grams to Mum and johnny 

7 August 1944 
jerry is doing a bit of shelling but noth ing to worry about. 
Am going to write some letters today. At night the sky is 
a sheet of light from the Guns and sparkling tracer makes 
patterns across no man 's land. 

Question is often raised: do our Gunners never sleep? 
Don 't know what we would do without a sense of 
humour. 

Visited Dick Meyer's grave yesterday and made quite a 
nice job of it with rocks all round. He got it when an AP 
(armour piercing shell ) went through the Tank he was 
in. 

8 August 1944 
Wrote to Marj , Mum and johnny. Inspection of Tlll 

Medical inspection Al. 

10 August 1944 
Wrote Air-grams to Doris, jean, Abel and letter to Mur 

11 August 1944 
jerry very active last night with a lot of Spandau (German 
Machine Gun) fire and our Artillery put down a tem fic 
barrage. Sky lit up with fla shes and roar is continu~us . 
Neil and 1 away playing bridge. Do a bit of washmg. hne 
day, but windy. 8 p.m.: the nightly hymn of late has JUSt 
started and both sides are at it but jerry IS gettmg much 
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more than he sends. it has been raining cats and dogs 
and mud is up to your neck. 

12 August 1944 
Neil and 1 went to Tavarnelle once more and I took scarpes 
!shoes) for Laura Danya (nice looking girl). Left at 4 p.m. 
and got back with Yanks. 

Sotes 

I. British slang, adapted from the Italian word, 'tedesch i', meaning a 
German soldier in the Italian Cam paign. 

2. German wartime slang for a British soldier. 
3. Anti-tank machine gun. 

Desmond Arthur Dawson 
Soldier, 27'" Battalion 

I was a member of the 27'" Machine Gun Battalion 
2NZEF,' and would have passed through Tavarnelle. Val 
di Pesa on the way to San Michele, where we arrived 
approximately 27 July 1944. The battle for San Michele 
is referred to as a 'miniature Cassino', where our group 
lost all of our equipment due to enemy and friendly shell 
fire. I still have photos of San Michele taken just after the 
battle, plus photos of the same area taken in 1982 when 
i revisited the village. 

1. The Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force was the force 
New Zealand sent overseas during the Second World War. rt 
w_as numbered to differentiate it from the expeditionary force 
dtspatched in the First World War. 

Martyn Uren 
Soldier, 26'" Battalion 

Towards Florence1 

On Thursday 20 July, we were told that we were packing 
u~ .f~r a move south of Florence, there to join in a six
d iVISIOn attack in this central sector. Our divisional 

134 To the Gateway~ of Florence 

objective was the Pisa-Fiorence road just to the west of 
Florence, while the task of taking that city was given to 
the South Africans. 

On the 21st I watched the guns go past, a strange 
feeling, and tagged on near the end of the column with 
my six or seven B-echelon vehicles. 

To my disappointment we bypassed Arezzo, went west 
30 miles, turned north 10 miles, bypassing yet another 
city famous in Italian antiquity, Siena. However, I was to 
see much of this city at a later date. 

Our bivouac that night was amid the oaks, six miles 
north of it. Here, there stretched for miles a splendid 
oak forest and we pitched our bivvies on the mossy turf 
and lichen-covered stones of a low rolling hill. At our 
back in a perfect emerald setting was the pearl-like city, 
throughout the ages walled against aggression. Rising 
from out of the white palaces and buildings I saw the 
black and white spire of its famous cathedral. Set as it 
was amid the vineyards and green fields and oaks, closed 
within high walls, Siena seemed to me one of the most 
jewel-like cities I had ever seen. My memory ran to these 
words of Hutton, and I reserved for the future the pleasure 
of a visit to the town that so captures the imaginatio n of 
the travelle r. 

A situation lofty a11d noble, an aspect splendid yet 
ethereal, a history brave, impetuous and unfortunate, 
a people still livi11g yet still unspoiled by strangers . 
caugilt about by 17er vineyards as witlr a kirtle of green, 
girdled witlr silver and gold - t11e silver of lrer olives 
mixed wit/r tire gold of lrer com. 

lts architecture, even from this distant h ill, seemed to me 
rather wonderful. Indeed, Siena has constantly attracted 
visitors for the sake of its art and its architecture, for th e 
picturesque nature of its surroundings; and students, too, 
who come to hear the purest Italian in all Italy. It seems 
that Siena has shut in and has closely guarded that which 
is beautiful; that from its long struggle as a powerful 
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republic, with its equally powerful neighbours Florence 
and Perugia, it has gained a separate entity, a separate 
history, a real grandeur and simplicity all its own. 

At dusk on Saturday the gun group moved forward 
10 miles. On Sunday I went forward in a jeep and 
reconnoitred a position with the Battery Captain less than 
a mile behind the guns. it was a most unusual posit ion, 
rather like a crow's nest, and from this eyrie we could 
clearly see the battle down below us. I saw our infantry 
take Tavarnelle2 on the road from Poggibonsi to Florence, 
saw a tank battle and a smoke screen that I could not 
understand. Who was who out there was impossible to 
decipher, there was the smoke and fog of war, the crump 
of shells, the mushroom billows of dust which are shells 
bursting on the plain. 

I went up to the guns- why I do not know, perhaps I 
was lonely- and, as if to point out that, after a ll, life in 
the wagon lines or B Echelon was perhaps a quieter, safer 
place, a fast, huge 170 mm shell hit the road behind our 
tail, almost closing the road for all time. On the way back 
we had to steer a perilous path around its crater. 

At S that evening, so that these large vehicles might 
have the cover of dusk in which to occupy the mountain 
crow's nest, I brought the B Echelon fo rward nine miles 
1m1 we settled down for the night. ' 

On Monday morning the battle was rolling away in 
the blue distance of the Florence plain. Progress was 
~ood; our infantry being well past Tavarnelle on the 
road to Florence. By Tuesday it was apparent that the 
""Je_w Zealanders were some miles ahead in a salient that 
pomted straight for the objective city. We could hear the 
l~dians on our left rear and the South Africans on our 
nght rear. 

The guns by now had moved twice: we were I 0 miles 
behmd, too far for communication and rations. At 2 p 
:e moved 10 miles north to an area past Tavarnelle. i.~ 

as one long pack-up-and-move, very much a war of 
movement. Here the guns one moment were 500 yards 
ahead of us; next morning seven or ten miles away. It was 
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good. The spirit was good. Florence was giving the New 
Zealanders something to go for. They had the bit in their 
teeth. All ran ks enjoyed themselves. 

There is little doubt that had we been allowed we should 
have taken Florence many days before it was finallycaptured. 
But we were in a salient and much was dangerous. To leave 
the flanks open was a risk that the army commanders do 
not wish, nor do they need, to take. Furthermore, what 
was probably more important, the taking of Florence was 
earmarked for the South African division. The ultimate 
result was, as you will see, that we waited fo r a week for 
our flank to catch up; finally got impatient and entered 
Southern Florence; whereupon the Maoris (who at 3 a.m. 
were really beginning to enjoy the place) were ordered out 
and the South Africans invited in. 

But I am anticipating events: let us return to the war 
of movement. 

;.,1C.~ 

New Zenlm1d soldiers on the banks of the Pesa Rh•er. 

Alexander Turnbull I ibrary, Wellington, New Zealand 



On Wednesday 26 July, I again visited the guns. 
Already the battle had rolled away. The infantry were 
then about eight miles south of Florence. From a hill that 
day I watched a dozen dive bombing Kittyhawks swoop 
down upon a concentration of Tiger tanks and guns, then 
watched a divisional 'stonk'3 crash down upon them, 
which filled the air with clouds of dust and smoke. 

Perhaps my diary entry of 27 July will give some idea 
of the spirit and fast movement of these splendid few 
days: 

Gulls moved another seve11 miles forward, now rather 
to the southwest of Flore11ce. Went to guns in a jeep. 
Tl1ey seem to be right up on tile tail of the infantry 
(they were, a tlwusand yards behind them). The attack 
last nigilt was a successful one. All the villages ar01md 
us 110w were in German lw11ds until this morni11g. 

New Zealand soldiers obsen1illg a destroyed Tiger tank. 

MacMil\an Bro wn Library, University of Canterbury, Christchurch 

Shelli11g on the road as I went up; I missed the Battery 
Captain, went back in spite of shellfire, missed B. C. 
again. B. Echelon moved new area, caught them up 
4 p.m., brewed tea. Moved battery on to Route Two so 
as to support 4111 Armoured Brigade's attack on FloreHce 
alo11g Route Two. 

It is indeed a busy war that necessitates moving B 
Echelon three times in the one day! It took me all day 
to find them and I caught them at 4 p.m., moving in 
accordance with this new plan. 

Beside the road to Florence winds the Pesa, a pretty 
tree-skirted river that flows softly over rounded pebbles. 
On its either bank are cornfields and meadows ripe with 
golden wheat, hastily vacated by their Fascist lords. We 
stopped for days in a wheat field such as this. Our wheels 
crushed down the heavy-headed stalks as we came in 
off the bitumen road, and I am afraid that the best use 
the yellow crop was put to that season was to provide us 
with soft beds on which to sleep. A few yards ahead of us 
was the blown bridge where Route Two crosses the Pesa, 
before that river turns northwards to follow the road 
which crossed it. This bridge was already being replaced 
by a Bailey. Even as we dallied in the field (the guns had 
crossed the river, which was easily fordable), engineers 
bolted together the huge Meccano set and the road , ....... 

o~n. . 
Ahead of us stretched a line of hills, undulatmg a• 

fertile, crowned by villas and farm houses. The nearc 
of these hills had, nestling on its summit, a grand •>Id 
house belonging to a Fascist.' The position command•. 
a splendid view of the Pesa Valley and, on clear days. 
was even possible to see the dome of the magmhcen. 

Cathedral of Florence. 
One day Doug and I went up there in a jeep. The house 

is surrounded by stately cypress trees that stand hke furled 
umbrellas, timeless guardians of the manston. lnstde 
was furniture such as J had never seen before. Carved 
oak chairs and tables, tapestries, great carved wardrobes, 
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111 ~ong: the infantry and tanks edgi ng ever nearer to the 
beautiful city of the plai ns. 

From the hill we saw the city's suburbs spreading like 
t1ock of sheep over the green meadow. We saw, too, our 

diw-bombing fighter planes swooping down like gulls 
upon the German guns and tanks. 

This was the last. On the night of the 3rd our armour 
.md infantry had fought their bitter way across the flat 
expanse; they had dominated the low features to the 
southeast. At 3 a.m. the Maoris jubilantly entered southern 
Florence, within four hours they were withdrawn again. 

This occupation, however, took effect only as far as the 
Arno River, which cuts the city into two unequal portions. 
For days the shrine of art, culture and music knew a reign 
of terro r. The Germans fi rmly established themselves in 
buildings on the notthern shore and machine gunned, 

A room ill l'illa Piatti, used by the Germans as an observation point 
and subsequently destroyed by the 26 ,1, Battalion. 

Fr(•IIJ Diamond Trails of Italy by Mart}rn Uren 
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sniped and mortared down the city streets from across 
the river. 

On that Friday I made an attempt to get into Florence 
in a truck, but could find no bridge to cross the small 
river to the south of it. I did, however, inadvertently 
come across our next gun position, which was situated 
in a field of deep luscious grass, great red tomatoes, and 
peach trees heavy with ripe fruit. Here I stayed for long 
enough to see our guns come in, then retired to our casa 
on the hill. On the road I passed the still smoking hulk of 
a Tiger tank, the smell of death pervading the air. 

The following day we were withdrawn and Canadians 
took over our positions in the orchards. For a couple of 
days we were to rest in the dried-up bed of the Pesa, then 
to relieve the 8'" Indian Division on the left flank of the 8"' 
Army. And so to the shallow expanse of rounded pebbles 
we withdrew, pitching our bivouac tents in the Pesa's 
course, hoping that the waters would not be released by 
some demolition upstream. 

From here I did eventually gain admission into 
Florence. Doug took me in his jeep. We used the same 
road around the low hills, passing the now quiet remains 
of the grotesque Tiger, and not far away from it three 
hulks of Shermans. 

The beautiful city on the Arno, home of Dante and 
Michelangelo, carue upon us sudden ly round the bend 
of the hill road. We saw the river and its seven bridges, 
the nver that gave Florence its raison d'etre, and knew 
ironically that this was No Man's Land. No Man's Land 
in the city that has given to the world its greatest art 
and some wonderful literature! Here in the centre of 
the 'Athens of Italy' was drawn a deadline, across which 
none could pass. And even as we entered the town by 
a new Batley across the small river at its most southern 
extremity (where I had failed to cross two days before), 
we heard machme guns clattering and echoing down the 
Wide streets. 

We had hoped to see an art gallery but, of course, this 
was tmpossible. All the treasures painted by the peerless 



hands of Giotto, And rea Orcogna, 5 Gll irlandaio, Botticelli, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Micllelangelo and Maclliavelli were 
hidden well away; and tile noisy guns that sprayed 
tile streets barred tile way to further exploration. We 
contented ourselves with poking our jeep through all the 
streets south of tile river and thinking back on what we 
might have seen. Each street opened out into wide vistas 
of the beautiful countryside, as if in invitation to those 

who sought inspiration to come and drink at the pool 
of learning and culture. Thus speaks Cecil Headlam' in 
reference to the Lily of Tuscany: 

From all the surrounding llills, tllrougll vineyard< 
and cornfields and olive plantations, flanked by slim 
cypresses and gardens laden with lilies and irises, you 
look across a smiling land upon city beauti{i1l, famous 

. t rlestro ed Sllemum tanks from 8 Troop, B Squadroll, 20tll Armoured Regimellt, 
New Zea/alltl vellicles at Sugana, advallCIIlg towards Florence pas . y 11 I ibrary Wellington, New Zealand 

kllocked out during tile first attack Oil La Romola Oil 28/uly. Alexander lurnbu - , 
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g_!lr:=n!. 

'Dnmken11ess is mostly caused by underestimating the strength of the load wi11e. Tile 
analysis of ordinmy bottles of ltaficw wi11e show that tl1e alcoholic Jew:/ contained ill 

tllem is the following, compariug it with other bewrages: 1 litre of red wifu• is equal 

to half a bottle of whisky or half a bottle of gin or 4 1/z bottles of Canadian beer or 

8 pint.s of English draug/1t beer (d11ri11g the war). 1 litre o(wllitl' wi11e: 2/, bottle of 

wl1iskey or 2/5 bottle of gin or 3·Y.t bottle o(Ccmadim1 beer or 7% pi lit~ of English 

draught beer. Tllese examples must be made know11 to all nmks.' 
Order by tile Lieutenant Colonel of the 27111 Battalion, ju/y 19-14 



in ll istOT)', {c11110liS in commerce, fiunous in art and 
letters a111f (or tl1e adveJJtures of tl1e soul of l1er great 
SOilS. 

But now, for a brief few days, blood ran in the gutters. 
We came to the end of a street and ran into a smoking 
pile of rubble. A Canadian came out and said, 'J ust 10 
feet to your left is a bad spot. j erry is sniping down the 
st reet and he is mighty deadly.' 'What happened here?' 
we asked, po inting to the ruin. 'Mortared it an hour ago,' 
was the reply. 'The river is a hundred yards past here. Two 
people killed here today.' 

And blood upon a street corner: a few hundred yards 
away a saddened, bewildered crowd watched a woman 
run across a fi re-swept intersection; saw her fall at a 
burst of machine gun fire; saw a man, who ran to pick 
her up, fall, too; applauded by hissing in their teeth,' a 
British armoured car, under command of a ridiculously 
cool majo r, which ran into the hail of bullets and fi red a 
Browning at the house that sheltered the Germans, while 
some Italian Red Cross men rescued the two who were 
hurt. A strange sight to disturb the sereni ty of Florence! 

The city that produced the peaceful beauty of the 
writings of Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarca and Villani was 
now writhing in misery and torture. For many days, and 
even weeks, there was no water supply as the Germans 
had tapped the mains. Nor was there food until we 
captured all the city by forcing them to evacuate. The 
position, militarily, was difficult. We could not, or rather 
would not, fight a battle in such a monument of age and 
grace. So Florence suffered. Her quiet byways, which 
concealed artisans in silk and leather, alabaster and ivory, 
painting and sculpture, were ruffled by the wind of war, 
and flecked by its blood. But never desecrated: she was 
saved, it seemed, by the memory of her greatness. Her 
literature and her art reached out appealing hands, and 
the lily of the Tuscan plains was spared. 

A New Zenlm1d soldier checks provisiom, near the Pesn Ri\•er. 

Alexander Turn bull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

Notes 

1. Excerpt from Martyn Uren, Diamond Trails of Italy, Collins, 
Auckland, 1945. 

2. Tavarnelle Val di Pesa. 
3. This term herein used is o ne coined by Brigadier 'Steve' Weir I m . 

Majo r General of the -l61h Division), one of the greatest artilkn 
commanders of the war. it came into being first at Alamein, 1' n 
we learnt to concentrate every gun we had upon one imp<.Jrt ... t 

target, however small. 
4. Villa Piatti, owned by Count Piatti, now called VillaS. \nur. 

Fabbrica. 
5. Andrea di Cione di Arcangelo, known as L'Orcagna !J.::t1 . 

Florence between 1343 and 1368) was an important lt•l;,. 
painter, sculptor and architect. As an architect he was tamou 
the tabernacle in the Loggia di Orsanmichele (1355-59!. 

6. Cecil Headlam, English historian and writer, author of mJr · 

travel sto ries. 
7. Italian method of applause, also used at operas when asking for <~n 

encore of an aria that has been well rendered. This sibUant sound 
is typical of the quiet emotion of the Italians; they rarelv shout. 
even at ho rse races. 
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'iergeantJ.G. Male 
:!· "':\.Z Di\·ision Field Security Section 

Intelligence Service Report 
San Casciano, July 1944 
On the morning of 25 July we heard at Div. HQ that San 
c asciano had fallen, and about 3 o'clock that afternoon 
1ock and 1 loaded our gear on the Dodge' and set out. 
Two miles from San Casciano, where the tarseal started 
11inding up to the town , we passed the 22"' NZ (Motorised) 
Battalion on tanks, resting at the roadside. 

heiJ1hing was quiet and we couldn't even hear 
gunfire. Nearer the town, at a diversion, a Bern carrier 
sailed out of a vegetable patch, laden with marrows. One 
of the crew gave us half a dozen. It was still absolutely 
quiet. 

San Casciano had been smacked about quite a lot on 
the outskirts, and there wasn't a civilian to be seen. We 
pulled up as near to the centre of the town as we could, at 
a crossroad where the road bent toward the country again. 
l'he engineers had taped off the streets and there were 
·Mine' notices everywhere. There were still no civilians 
In sight, and it looked as if we would have a job finding 
a billet. One big white house near the crossroad looked 
'JJ )mising, but the front was plastered with notices about 
mines. However, we reconnoitered it carefully, treading 
thwugh the rubbish and broken glass that littered every 
A•Jor. The house was bare. What hadn't been hidden by 
t'1t owner before he fled had been thoroughly looted. 
\\'e returned to the truck, to survey the rest of the 
town. A civilian poked his head out of a building and 
we promptly grabbed him. The Municipio,2 he said, had 
been completely blown up by the Germans before they 
left. The Carabinieri Caserma3 was also uninhabitable. He 
d idn't think any Carabinieri had stayed behind. The Casa 
del Fascia' right behind us, that big building with the 
tower. 

The Casa del Fascia was the least damaged building in 
San Casciano, and we selected a big room on the ground 
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floor for an office. There was another room upstairs 
crowded with furniture, and we made the first civilians 
we found sweep out the office and install furniture. A 
room next door would serve as a billet in the meantime. 
The next thing to do was to put up our shingle - a 
Servizio di Sicurezza~ notice on the doors, and signs in 
the streets. 

It was while jock was painting a big FSS6 sign on a 
wall down the street that we learned jerry7 wasn't so far 
away after all. He was painting away placidly - hardly 
any noise to indicate that the war was still on - when 
there was a burst of Spandau fire into the wall a couple 
of feet over his head. jock decided not to worry about 
the rest of the sign. We learned from some men from the 
22"" Battalion that they themselves, soon after we had 
passed them on the road earlier in the afternoon, had 
been mortared, with casualties. 

By 1800 hrs we were fairly comfortably established 
and after a brew-up we set out looking for business. jock 
proceeded to search the Casa del Fascia for documents, 
and I went out in to the streets to see how many Italians 
were beginning to show up. The first I saw were two young 
men in shorts, with large packs, obviously from some 
distance away. I took them to the office and got their 
story. They lived some distance ahead, and had hiked 
from south of Rome, following up the advance. No, they 
hadn't seen any AMG8 proclamations, and they didn't 
know they weren't supposed to come into a forward 
area. The usual story. Might be all right; might not be. 
Obvious cases for Refugee Interrogation Point. Difficulty 
was where to keep them overnight. I took them along 
to the billet, gave them something to eat and set them 
to work cleaning up. Tomorrow they could go down to 
Section HQ at Main Div. and from there to the POW' 
cage and RIP." 

Meanwhile, Jock hadn't found much of interest in the 
Casa del Fascia beyond a few unimportant PNF, 11 GIL" 
and Dopolavoro" documents; a photograph of Mussolini, 
a Republican Fascist flag and some flimsy tin hats. The 



fascists would have to wai t until more civilians arrived 
back to give us information. 

The night was noisy and sleepless, the first of several 
such. We had 25-pounder batteries just behind San 
Casciano, and jerry was not only ranging on the batteries 
but systematically searching the town. At 2200 hrs our 
Vickers machine guns, posted up on buildings all around 
us, opened with a ferocious chatter. A counterattack?, we 
speculated uneasily. We were cut off from information, 
and it was uncomfo rtable to think that San Casciano 
was the head of a wedge-shaped salient that j erry might 
try to straighten out. But we remembered the amount of 
armour that had rolled past during the afternoon, and 
were reassured. 

Next morning Italians began trickling back into San 

Casciano, mostly standing around in sad groups lonkm~ 
at the wreckage of their houses. First visitor was the YiL 
capo of the local partisans, and at last we were able to 
some reliable dope on San Casciano. Populatio11 nf t 
commune: 14,000 (normally, that is), plus 3500 rehwt 
just about everybody, however, is in hiding in the fie' I 
About80 partisans operated in the neighborhood, but tl e 
too have gone to ground. The Carabin ieri are in hidi; 
the Maresciallo" in charge of the Caserma went off '''t 
the Germans. Not only was the Municipio destroyed, !>ut 
the Podest3 1\ the Segretario CommunaJeH• and .most of 
the other officials preferred to take their chances with 
the Germans. San Casciano, says our partisan, was a 
stronghold of Republican Fascists, and it's likely that we 
shall find a good proportion of them have escaped with 
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1ern·. The partisans and the local Committee of Liberation 
..-ni be able to give us all the political dope we want. 

l)ur first and primary job, however, is not politics but 
m11itarY security proper, and this entails, first and most 
unport~ntly, the control of civilians who are wandering 
aU )Ut in the forward areas. Those coming through the 
lines from Florence and the North must be detained, 
interrogated and checked against blacklists. Those coming 
from the south and trying to cross the lines to enemy 
countr\' must also be brought in smartly. Movement, in 
fact, n;ust be cut down to minimum, and the first thing 
to do is issue a proclamation setting up a 1 km restriction. 
According to the strict letter of the security book, 10 kms 
movement is permitted, but here we are in a very forward 
salient, and until things are clearer we' ll make our own 
laws. To enforce the proclamation we shall need about 20 
reliable Italians to operate 'checkposts' on all the roads 
near the town. Fortunately there arrives a Carab who was 
in sen·ice in the town and vouched for by the partisans. 
He is appointed temporary Maresciallo and instructed to 
select 20 good partisans for blockpost work, and smartly. 

An Al-. IG Civil Affairs Officer arrived that day, surveyed 
the ruins of the town despondently, and observed that 
.here didn't seem to be many civilians or civil affairs to 
1dminister. We passed on what we know, and he set up 
>ffice in the same building as ourselves, spending the 

morning posting proclamations. 
After lunch we (AMG and ourselves) are chatting idly 

in the foyer of our building when some intensive hate 
mives. First a salvo about fifty yards down the road. 
Boom, whistle, crash, and glass tinkles from windows 
and dust rises. Come in out of the rain, says AMG, and 
we retire to a secure inner room. Later someone claimed 
he had counted over 300 shells in the town. lt means, we 
reflect, that civilians wi ll be even less inclined to return 
home . 

. The day's most interesting visitor is Benchi Osvaldo 
dt Ptlade, who announces himself as Inspector of all 
Com m1ttees of Liberation in Firenze province, and 
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Destroyed buildi11gs, Florel/ce. 
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mentions casually that for some time past he has been 
coming and going between the lines, using three forged 
1dent1ty cards in the process. He claims a long history 
of anti-Fascist activity; sentenced in 1926 to 20 years' 
imprisonment, of which he served three years solitary 
confinement on the Island of Elba; then six and a half 
years in various prisons on the mainland; and next three 
and a half years of special surveillance. He passes on much 
useful stuff about underground resistance in Florence, 
but since he obviously cannot be permitted to continue 
his travels between German and Allied-held territory, he 
is given a job helping reorganise the Municipio. Later we 
may take him along to Florence with us; if and when. 

Evening meal is interrupted by a distraught young 
signorina with a sad tale about her papa being removed 
by two New Zealand soldiers and a blond interpreter, 
and taken away to a mysterious 'Comando lnglese' for 
questioning. Reason given: soldiers have found Fascist 
documents in her papa's house. But this was all a mistake; 
the documents had been stored in the house with the 
belongings of one of the local doctors, a big-time fascist 
who had since escaped with the Germans. Papa hadn't 
known a thing about the documents. We know that 
no member of the New Zealand Field Security section 
spirited Papa away, and promise the signorina we'll make 
inquiries. (Two days later, Papa was still missing, but the 
third day he turns up, having been taken along by the 
soldiers, it transpires, to another Field Security section, 
there questioned, and later released. Memo: troops 
should be warned again that detention of civilians and 
searching of houses is a job for Field Security and Field 
Security only.) 

Third day. Five Carabinieri proper have turned up in 
town, and they have been placed under command of 
Pietro, our acting-Maresciallo. The 20 partisans, after 
a good deal of lecturing and instruction, are working 
the road checks fairly efficiently, and are bringing in a 
steady stream of customers, mostly young men who have 
lately come through the lines or are trying to get north. 

Typical example is that of Biagoni Giovanni di Adamo 
and Greco Giuseppe fu Angelo, who were stopped 
by a control point just south of San Casciano early in 
the mornmg. Interrogated in our office, they admitted 
dejectedly that they had left Naples on 10 July, having 
heard that Florence had already been liberated. (This is 
possible, rumours among civilians being what they are, 
but most unlikely.) They had stayed in Rome three days, 
then came north via Siena, Poggibonsi and San Donato. 
They admit they were following up the advance as closely 
as possible, but deny intending to cross the lines. Biagoni 
is carrying uncensored mail, an offense under AMG 
Proclamation. Neither Italian features on our blacklist, 
but they are obviously a 'danger to security in fwd areas,' 
as the security textbook phrase has it. So, just to be sure, 
they are sent back to RIP for a thorough check, with the 
recommendation that in any case, they be handed over 
to AMG for trial under the Proclamations. 

Meanwhile, AMG is slowly restoring, or rather 
attempting to create order, out of the commune's 
complete chaos. Mayor, town clerk (segretario comunale) 
and a few other officials are appointed - we are called 
in here to check up on their background from a security 
point of view. The Municipio is established in the second 
floor of the Casa del Fascia, which has become, in effect, 
the nerve centre of the town. Proclamations are pasted up 
warning civilians that there is a death penalty for lootin;, 
shattered houses. The bakery is started up again; ther 
is a daily ration of flour; refugees are being fed: a start • 
made in clearing rubble and broken glass from the street' 
Life is far from normal, but at least confidence has beer 
restored, and civilians are returning from their shelter~ in 
the fields and beginning to reorganise themselves. 

And meanwhile, too, the leaders of the partisans have 
been preparing some information for us about tlte worst 
political elements in the town. At first the partisans 
expect the automatic removal and unpnso~ment of 
anybody they denounce to us as a fascist. Pat1ently we 
explain the fact that if a man joined the fasost party m 
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pl26 and was a good party member, it's not _suffi~ie~t 
·•rounds for arresting him. \Ve are interested pn man ly Ill 
:ertain elements of the Republican Fascist Party, the party 
reformed after r..tussolini's fall in July 1943; and m tho~e 
who were re<ponsible for reforming the PRFI- locally; 111 
tho".e who ser\'ed in the Republican Guard; and lll tho~e 
who collaborated {fanatically) with the Germans; Ill 

those, brietly, 'who by virtue of their political beliefs and 
bJckground, constitute a potential threat to secunty m 
the area.' Finally \Ve arrive at a little list of about -!0 men, 
more than half of whom have gone away with Jerry. 
These 20 who rernain .,,._,e sift again, finally arriving at five 
'Whose arrest and removal, on the face of what evidence 
the partisans can give offhand, seems imperative. Number 
one on the list is Giustini Adolfo, the son of Giuseppe 
!deceased), a landed proprietor, Fascist of the Year 1922, 
Squadrista, and most important, one of a small group 
of ardent fascists who organised the Republican Fascist 
PartY in San Casciano in 1943: it was in his house that 
the inaugural meetings of the PRF were held. 

Once again we emphasise to the partisans that British 
justice demands, in the case of these fascists, someth ing 
)tronger than a mere verbal denunciatio n. Not before we 
haYe a watertight case against Giustini will we arrest him. 
This proYes not too difficult. Any number of reputable 
citizens are prepared to come forward and swear, and sign 
·heir names, that Giustini was a Republican Fascist of the 
· 'ackest shade; that he was a denouncer and oppressor of 
anti-fascists; that he had helped organise the PRF; that he 
had collaborated with the Germans; that he had betrayed 
part1sans; and that he had been a pro-German and anti
\llied propagandist up until the final days of the German 
occupation. lt's sufficient. We summon a Carabinieri and 
go forth to arrest Giustini and search his house. 

This is always a painful business, and Giustini 's case 
is no exception. His home is intact, unlooted by the 
Germans. He makes a great show of assisting us in 
the search, produces all his private documents and 
correspondence, pries with us into every corner of the 
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house. As we expected, nothing to repo rt. Only paper of 
interest is a letter from the Segretario Po litico to Caro" 
Adolfo which links Adolfo definitely and strongly with 
the local PR F. it is when we order Giustini to pack a valise 
with his personal belongings and prepare to come away 
with us that the fun starts. His womenfolk, of whom 
seven have appeared on the scene, look at us with horror 
and hate. Wailing and implo ring. Shrill protestation of 
innocence. We reply with honeyed reassurances, to quell 
the noise, that Giustini is in no physical danger, that his 
detention and fair trial has been ordered by the Allied 
Military Command, and there is nothing th ey can do 
about it, so a little less wailing please. 

Giustini comes meekly. He had probably been expecting 
us anyway. Three hours later he is on his way to a POW 
cage and justice. By next morning two others, of similar 
background and history, have a lso been arrested. 

Early next morning (before the news of the arrests 
has got around) a deputation of citizens arrives. They 



storm into the office, all talking at once. We demand 
order and a single spokesman. After the usual preambles 
and assurance of anti-fascist and pro-Allied sentiment 
the complaint is stated. The British had assured them 
that the fascist regime would be crushed and criminal 
fascists punished. San Casciano had been liberated three 
days now, and fascists were still at large. How come? We 
reply carefully and deliberately, renewing assurances 
that fascism will be eradicated and fascists punished. But 
piano, piano. Everything cannot be done in three days. 
Also, scrupulous care and investigation before a man is 
deprived of his liberty and so on. And then, dramatically, 
we announce that three of the biggest fascists in town 
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have already been arrested. Exclamations of 'Bravo", 
broad smiles, and the deputation leaves to spread t 1l' 

news. The town is excited. Our prestige soars. A meml:> '' 
of the deputation brings us a two litre flask of prime nl• 
Vinsanto. 

In the meantime our days are fi!lly occupied with the 
usual run of security problems. Two cases of flashin~ 
lights that drag us out to forward areas at ungodlv 
hours of the night (as usual, without result); the odd 
Italian wandering suspiciously around gunsites (such 
are generally removed to a rear area, out of harm's way I; 
one case of a cut signal wire which presents the usual 
difficulties. But the main job remains control of civilian 
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movement, and the number of Italians handled seems 
to justify the precautions we are taking. We can 't boast 
definitely that we have caught any agents. One or two 
of the suspicious young Italians sent out of the area for 
further checking may well have been agents, but we can 't 
SJ\ for sure. Vl/e have found no messages in secret ink, 
no maps stolen from 8'" Army HQ no documents sewn 
, way in coat lapels. And, unfortunately, no beautiful, 
suspicious blondes. (We ofren wonder what we would do 
"ith a blonde spy if we caught one.) 

The advance continues toward Florence. New 
/ ealanders and South Africans are pressing into the 
outskirts. On the morning of the sixth day, our job at San 
Casciano finished, we make sure that no loose th reads 
have been lefr (no prisoners languish ing in the local 
goal), and pack our gear on the truck again and make our 
farewells. It is a gray morning, drizzling with rain. We 
splash down a wretched road to Div. HQ and learn that 
our next assign ment is Scandicci, a suburb of Florence. 
We draw rations and set out to repeat San Casciano (with 
variations) all over again . 
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Notes 

I. Small military truck used by the Allies. 
2. Town hall. 
3. Local police stat ion . 
4. l:ascist hall . 
5. Security Service. 
6. Field Security Section, an Intell igence unit o f the British army. 
7. Nickname fo r the German troops. 
8. Allied Military Governmen t. The AMG had the task o f 

administering the territories occupied by the Allies du ring the 
Second World War. 

9 . Prisoner of War. 
10. Refugee Interrogation Po int. 
11. Partite Nazionale Fascista (National Fascist Party). 
12. Gioven tlz ltaliana del Littorio (Italian Lictorian Youth Gro up). 

A fascist youth o rganisation created in 1927 fo r the 'sp iritual, 
sportive and paramilitary preparatio n of the young.' 

13. Opera Nazionale Do polavoro. An association created in 192S by 
the Fascist regime with the aim of occupying wo rkers' free t ime. 

14. Ch ief Police Officer. 
IS. Mayor. 
16. Town Clerk. 
17. Partito Repubblicano Fascista (Republican Fascist Party). 
18. 'Caro' means 'dear'. 



Jack Cummins 
Soldier, 22"" Battalion 

A day with rations 
A warm sunny afternoon. Rations to be taken forward 
to my platoon, this time ensconced in a church 
approximately 300 yards back from the roadway which 
ran along the valley below La Romola and was to be the 
startline for that night's attack on La Romola. Skirting 
around the outskirts of San Casciano, 1 found gravel
surfaced road leading down to the church that was my 
destination. I stopped to take stock of the situation, all 
was quiet in my immediate vicinity, but there was some 
heavy shellfire on the roadway just below my destination, 
and what appeared to be some shellfire on the road 1 was 
to take. Deeming it unwise to take the obvious route, 1 
thought to go crosscountry using some belts of trees and 
various patches of scrub for cover. 

Just as I was about to embark on this, in retrospect a 
rather hazardous if not dangerous journey, my company 
commander surprisingly burst through the bushes in front 
of me and demanded to know where I thought I was going? 
'Well sir,' I explained, 'as the roadway is under shellfire 1 
thought to go across country.' That he most emphatically 
told me not to do! 'Wait until after dark,' he said, and this 
I did. !located a very comfortable casa nearby, put my jeep 
in a safe place, and took the afternoon off! it had a most 
comfortable bed upstairs, clean sheets and all, so a couple 
of hours kip was in order. There was not soul about; it was 
like I had the world to myself. 

Came darkness however and it was time to go. This time 
down the roadway and straight to the church building I 
was looking for. As I approached I saw a knocked-out Jeep 
in front of the building and what appeared to be a body 
lying on the road beside it. I bent down to shift the body 
out of my way to discover it was a large patch of oil from 
the knocked-out jeep. This was obviously the CO's jeep 
and would explain how it was I met him earlier in the 
afternoon. 

I duly delivered the meal! was carrying to a very hungry 
platoon, who appeared to be pleased at the prospect of a 
hot meal. 

I don't remember much of that night except that I was 
kept busy with various tasks. According to our Battalion 
history all the Battalion's vehicles had been knocked out. 
This I dispute because my vehicle was never ko'd and at 
some stage of the time I was working with two jeeps, one 
being serviced and loaded while I was away, ready for my 
return. 

I returned to the same place in 1992 and found it mur!-J 
the same, the scrub had grown somewhat, but the sJme 
casas were there, much the same as they had been for 
many years. 

1 did not take part in the actual attack itself as ' 
had many other tasks to carry out and was kept busy 
throughout the night with the multitude of tasks that go 
hand-in-hand with such engagements. 

A day or so before the battle I was talking with two 
men 1 was friendly with, and one of them asked me to 
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'1ke some of his things back to the safety of B echelon. 
fuis I did and was distressed to learn a day or so later 
that these two were missing, believed killed. Nobody 
lnew where they were. They had been sent on a patrol to 
·heck on enemy positions. One of the three-man patrol 
had returned badly wounded and unable to give a clear 
description of their whereabouts. 

Two days after the battle our Sgt Major and I were 
searching the area for lost automatic weapons when a 
civilian from a nearby house informed us of two bodies 
nearby. We asked, 'Were they "Tedeschi"?' He repl ied, 
'No, similar you,' and indicated the location. We both 
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went to look and here were our two missing men. They 
were brought in and laid to rest in a small cemetery set up 
in the grounds of a nearby church. They now rest along 
with many of their comrades in the Commonwealth 
Cemetery near Florence. 

The night after the capture of La Romola I was manning 
a sentrypost in a narrow street about 25 yards from the 
town square, when a tremendous explosion occurred. A 
short time later a very badly hurt man was brought to m y 
position; sadly he died a short time later. He was one of 
seven men killed, who were occupying a house which, 
unknown to them, was the storeplace for a quantity 



of explosives left behind by the retreating Germans. 1 
returned to this spot a year later and, using a borrowed 
camera, photographed the remains of the building, 
which had been neatly stacked on the site. A group of 
local children gathered around and were duly included 
in the photo. In 1992 I returned to the same spot in La 
Romola: the building had never been rebuilt and the site 
is currently used as a carpark. I did, however, meet a lady 
who identified herself as being one of the children in the 
1945 photo. A small world indeed. 

The Battalion's objective was to clear the area beyond La 
Romola and on one occasion, while the area was still under 
attack, I drove through the village and inadvertently got 
caught up in an artillery barrage from our own artillery. 
I had obviously overrun our forward position and was 
forced to take shelter under a small bank on the roadside. 
When it was all over I was astonished to find another 
jeep with stretchers fitted parked on the roadside, but no 

sign of any occupant. A search of the surrounding area 
failed to find any person dead or alive and to this day, 
despite several enquiries I have no idea as to why it was 
there. Could it have been a ghost? 

George Forbes McHardy 
Commander, 22"' Battalion 

War Diary 
Near San Casciano, Sunday 30 July 1944 
Well, here we are at the end of quite an eventful we ·k 
and I think for the first time we can truthfully sav tlu 
we've struck the headline news. We relieved a LO\' 

[Company] one evening early in the week and started 
our advance up a road early next morning, having Brian 
Pattison's troops and also tanks in support. Lifting mines, 
repairing demolitions with the help of engineers and 
investigating houses, etc. Plenty of fruit: peaches, pears, 
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plums. tomatoes and apples en route. Looking out of .the 
\\ mJow now I can see a bulldozer filling a huge blow 111 a 
road. _lerrv blows practically every bridge and culvert. 

\\'e had got on well so Jay up for a day and had a great 
new of a \·illage being dive-bombed- Jt w~s devastat~ng. 
~ Jouds of yellow dust from tiles and bncks sky. high. 
:\ext morning we entered the village- mult1-debns and 
the bovs collected a few trinkets. Patrolling round that 
evening 1 picked up my first jerry prisoner - a young 
Pole who had stayed back with some !ties. No rest for the 
wicked _ so that night we pushed on again a few miles 
till we got a warm reception about 3 a.m. Moving into 
deserted houses at daylight and shooting up everythmg 
in sight with tanks. Continually shelled all day and 1 
collected a wee bit of shrap in the thigh in the afternoon. 
We were relieved that night and I had to get a lift out in 
the CO's' jeep as it was a bit stiff. Came back to a feed and 
reasonably quiet night except for mozzies, which were 
\'icious. They evacuated me yesterday back to the CCS2 

where they reckoned I was ok and would just be stiff for 
a few days. 

1\londay 31 July 1944 
,,fy 'poco' little shrap wound in the thigh had been pretty 
sore and stiff the night before and our doe thought there 
might be a small chance of infection so they evacuated 
'Tie, but after passing through the ADS3 and MDS' the CO 
at the CCS said I was ok and could return to my unit the 
next day. I quite agreed with him when I saw some of the 
r,ther poor casualties they were dealing wi th. So here I 
am having a quiet day or two with our B Echelon. it was 
quite interesting passing through the mill and seeing the 
different processes the wounded go through . 

This is the most attractive rolling hilly country, pretty 
well covered with olive and other trees. Ideal for jerry 
to defend and I can assure you he is making good use 
of it. They are most tenacious in the face of severe dive
bombing and shelling. They've been told that 'the British 
take no prisoners as they are so angry about the flying 
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bomb/ however, we are getting a few. 
Villages and houses have been badly knocked about 

and the local people suffer terribly - many casualties 
and property destroyed. I'm fed up with the war at the 
moment so let's not talk about it anymore. You'll know 
more or less where we are as the papers have been quoting 
the din in the race for Florence- so we may get there one 
day. 1 believe it's been declared an open city so should be 
worth seeing. 

The sun is setting behind high hills in the distance 
- a golden red or orange. Each day is as perfect as the 
one before with only man and his futile works to mar 
it. Let's hope the world really benefits by this war and 
so-called civilised nations learn their lesson. But 1 doubt 
whether people will strive to maintain a proper peace 
and prosperity for 'all' sufficiently once the battle is won . 
Everything (almost) is put to maintaining a war effort but 
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only half measures to maintain and improve peacetime 
conditions. Time enough for all this I suppose- but I've 
seen whole blocks in villages disappear in a cloud of dust 
and rubble from the bomb and other houses collapse 
and crumble under gunfire, and then there 's the human 
sacrifice. One can't help wondering at the madness of 
mankind. But, my darling, I'm most fortunate as I've a 
wife, children, home and friends who provide me with 
confidence and faith and I thank God for my good 
fortune. And I believe the least l can do after the war 
is to endeavour to straighten out some inequalities and 
improve the lot of many less fortunate people 

Friday 10 November 1944 
Dear Bet, 
Here 1 am writing this in quite a palatial writing room 
of the big hotel which the Div. has taken our as our 

Club. Five of us officers from the Battalion arrived here 
last Sunday evening after an all day trip through Perugia 
and Arezzo. The former IS a fine big town and beautifullv 
Situated partly on a hill. Had lunch at an Officers' Transit 
Hotel there - quite a fine, big hotel. There had been 
terrific rain last week and high flooding which messed up 
the roads- temporary bridges and fillings suffering. 

We saw Assisi perched on a hillside a mile or two off our 
track. Got there about dark at 5.30 and had a job finding 
the pub as the streets run at all peculiar angles with 
curves as well. Good comfortable beds with boxspring 
mattresses and another as well. We've a private bathroom 
attached to our room containing all five of us. It's been 
a bit wet and dull all week until today, which has been 
sunny though fresh. 

The Cathedral (Duomo) is huge and most imposing 
with multicoloured marble and sculptured columns and 
pinnacles- but bare and dull inside. I climbed Giotto's 
Campanile, which is built to match the Duomo, and 
was rewarded by quite a good view of the city (409 steps 
to street level). Ten or twelve churches or palaces are 
visible from there and I visited quite a few but nearly all 
tapestries and moveable pictures have been hidden and 
some taken by Ted. Saw the Medici Chapel and Roya l 
apartments at the Pitti Palace. The latter are huge with 
wonderful crystal chandeliers and brocade-covered walls 
and chairs. 

Glimpsed through an exhibition of modern art opposite 
organised for Allied Forces - quite interesting. This i> 
across the Ponte Vecchio- the only bridge still standing, 
but the streets at either end are a mass of rubble except 
for a narrow path cleared. This morning I found another 
modern art exhibition- of course there are some lovely 
pictures but many I wouldn 't give tuppence for. Then 
visited Palace Medici-Ricardi containing another Medici 
Chapel' with very fin e murals and then the Sala Danza 
with wonderful vault decoration by jardini ' I think. The 
town is fu ll of people and soldiers and shops very bright 
and full of an amazing variety of stuff: clothing, J got a 
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few felt shapes, glassware and crockery, leatherwork and 
very fine bookshops. All sorts of ornaments and mosaic 
work but poorly mounted. There's practically no silver 
and gold is unheard of. Have been out looking over San 
Casciano, La Raviola7 and Lastra this afternoon, scene of 
activities some months back. 

It's been a good week in spite of not touching one 
drink. T'was hard to bear as you can imagine; my mates 
have been flogging it along and one night there was a 
terrific party till well after midnight - the day George 
Sainsbury and Peter Willock arrived. George is a real 
menace and does nothing by halves - however, I believe 
your family are aware of the Sainsbury abilities! 

After dinner tonight we went round to the Excelsior 
Hotel where G. & Co. are staying - listened to the 
orchestra and watched the dancing for a while. An 
Officers' Hotel and most of the girls servicewomen of one 
sort or another- some quite easy to look at- but very 
crowded, especially with Yanks. 

We saw La Boileme at the opera and it was really very 
good- much better produced and more enthusiastically 
acted than in Naples. A huge opera house, which might 
hold 2000. Rigoletto was cancelled on Thursday afternoon 
because of power failure but we are to see it tomorrow. 
Sunday we set off back to join the Battalion . 



Letter written to George Forbes McHardy's wife, 
by a member of his battalion 

1 December 1944 
My Dear Betty, 
I cannot express my feelings co ncerning Forbes' death 
but I offe r you my deepest sympathy and I wi ll endeavou; 
to do a ll that is within my power to assist you, My Dear, 
and the famil y in the future. 

I know that you would like to have what information is 
available, and I have delayed writ ing this until I had had 
the chance to meet some of the officers of the battalion 
which I did today. ' 

On the night of the 27-28 last, Forbes and a few of 
the men of his platoon went on a reconnaissance patrol 
along the riverbank northeast of Forli. They reached the 
river, and were then to move along the bank. They went 
over and down to the river once and then back over 
the Embankment. There they moved further upstream 
before investigating again. As they reached the top of the 
embankment for the second time an enemy post, which 
they had been unable to detect in the darkness, opened fire 
from a very close range. Forbes died instantaneously, for 
he received the burst of fire in the chest. The remainder of 
the patrol had sufficient time to investigate his condition 
before they were driven off by the enemy using grenades. 
The men of his platoon were able, under cover of the Red 
Cross Flag, to go out and recover his body. 

The Padre of the unit, Paul Serge!, from Hamilton, 
was at school at Christ's with Forbes and myself. He 
got a message to me as soon as possible. He, of course, 
conducted the service and the Commanding Officer of 
the Battalion and several o ther officers were present. I was 
very pleased that jack Chambers could be present and 
Alien Bibby from Onga also. Every man of the Battalion 
whom I have met has said how popular Forbes was in 
the unit and what a great influence he had as an officer 
amongst th e men of the unit. The CO told me that he 
could not wish for a finer officer, in every respect. 

New Zeala11d Forces Club, Flormce. 

Alexander lurnbulll.ibrary, Wellington, New Zea land 

I know that these remarks are no comfort to you, My 
Dear, but I can assure you that no one has done his duty 
more efficiently than Forbes. 

I atn to receive his effects and will write again as soon 
as possible. 

My Love to you and the children, 
from Douglas 

Jock Wells recalls the death of George Forbes 
McHardy 
After Cassino, Forbes joined the same company as myself 
which was B Coy. He had No. 10 Platoon ta gmup of 
about 30 men) and I had No. 1 I. We became great frienc 
and 'rivals', each claiming to have the better platot.n. 
Often in times of idleness, and there was plenty of tho~ 
we would just sit and chat. Once I said to him, 'Wh"t 
are you doing here Forbes? You have a wife and sewral 
children and a large farm- you have no right tb be here 
at all.' He replied, ' I have something to fight for.' 

Together we were granted one week's leave and were 
sent off to Florence and stayed at the NZ Club. He was 
recovering from an illness- I think it was Hepatitis- so 
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we had a lo,·ely quiet time together, doing some shopping 
IL>r the folks at home and seeing the sights. We went to 
t e L)pera twice and saw La Bolteme and Rigoletto ~ the 
sc(ond time we decided to do ourselves well so hned a 
'lox ;which only cost the equivalent of £2.00). It is easy 
tL recall the actual date as a strange thing happened: the 
curtain rose and the whole cast was o n stage and then 
sang in English, it 's a long way to Tipperary. Forbes looked 
at me with a wry smile and said, '[ think we are in the 
wrong place.' However, they then announced that it 
was the anniversary of Armistice Day of World War One 
and that was their tribute to the British soldiers present. 
So that would be 11 November 1944. We returned from 
leave as the Battalion was moving back into the line. I 
was transferred to Brigade Headquarters, a fairly safe job, 
and Forbes took over my old platoon. Only about one 
week later I heard that Forbes had been killed in action, 
so I went to attend his fu neral - certainly one of the 
saddest days in my service career. I spoke to some of the 
men who were under Forbes, and they told me that he 
\Vas just too brave, he would walk around in times of 
danger as if he was still on his farm. 

otes 

Commanding Officer. 
Ca'>ualty Clearing Station. 
Advanced Dressing Station. 
Main Dressi ng Station. 
The Cappella dei Magi . 
Refers to the gallery on the first floor of the pa lace that contained 
trescoes by Luca Giordano. 
The author is probably referring to La Romola. 

Duncan Hart 
Gunner, 18'h Battalion 

My recollections 
I was a gunner in a Sherman tank during that period. 1 
VIVIdly remember watching the bombing of San Casciano 
by the RAF (United Kingdom Royal Air Force) from the 
surrounding hill. Also, jack Edgar, killed that day, was a 
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particular friend of mine, as was the driver of that tank 
who came from my home town. 

Our tank was involved and this was an occasion I would 
rather forget, even though we all survived the experience 
but lost our tank. This day was also the day that I leaned 
that my mother had died in New Zealand. My memories 
recall the fear we had of meeting the superior German 
Tiger Tank. It was a formidable opposition. 

I didn't have the pleasure of visiting Florence till later, 
but have visited on a number of occasions since. I was 22 
years of age during this stage of the war. 

Bruce Henry Grainger 
Soldier, 26'" Battalion 

MybigOE 
We left the rest area on the 8th of July and went to a 
position south of Arezzo, where we relieved the Argyle 
and Sutherland Highlanders.' They had suffered heavy 
losses from an attack at night from the Germans. We 
advanced across the next hill and came across many dead 
Htghlanders. Cyril' and I each got a pair of binoculars 
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from the bodies of two of their offi cers. Further on, we 
called for an artillery barrage on some Germans on a ridge 
h alf a mil e away, but our artillery put the sta nk down on 
us. As we had no cover, we lost men, killed and badly 
wounded - not me though, I had my lucky ring on . One 
of the men killed was Frank Tyson, who had won the 
MM (M il itary Medal) earlier in Italy. 

The enemy withdrew from that area and we were sent 
to a new position in Tuscan y, with our next target the 
town of Cerbaia, which was just over the Pesa River. We 
set off and after a mi le or so ran into an artillery and 
mortar sta nk and suffered a few casua lties, including two 
killed and several wounded. One of the soldiers killed was 

Dtmcmt Hart (third from right) 0 11 a tank. 

Dick Cobden-Cox. He was from the Canterbury Regiment 
and from Rangiora. Cyril was one of the wounded. He 
was out of action for a few months. 

On we went, down the main road to Cerbaia, George 
Lock - our CSM - Sgt Jim O'Reilly and myself. When a 
machine gun opened up and 1 dived into a ditch, George 
said, 'Get out of there Henry, you have to be unluck>' 
to get hit.' The bullets were fl ying all around us and h~ 
just kept walking on. 1 could see then why he was the 
Battalion's most decorated soldier. (I got his job a year 
later). 

George Lock took over temporarily while Charlie 
Cowan was sent to Bari to instruct new reinforcemepr 
for a month. George Lock and Jim O'Reil!y were boiit 
o lder men and were commi ssioned in the field later. 

We finally chased Jerry out of the town and sl't 
about having a look around. We went into a few shop' 
and I came out with two hats and two pipes. I have a 
photo of me with one of the hats, taken at war's end in 
Italy. The other one was a Borsali no and I wore that after 
the wa r. 

Four of our chaps got some fow ls and were plucking 
them under a tree when some enemy mortar came over, 
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From left to right: Saw Syme, Bob Rossiter and Bmce Grainger. 

one bursting in the tree above the pluckers. Bob Mace
our \'CC (Vice Company Commander) and Captain -
lost two feet and Sgt. Teri Vaatau got a homer. 

On we went to San Michele, where we were attacked 
by the enemy, suffering several casualties, including 
workmate Len Smith, who got his third wound and was 
<ent home. We got a new Company Commander after 
,hat, and my new boss was George Murray, a fine leader 
who became a good mate. Major George Murray went to 
Eb'-ptwith the advance party of the First Echelon in 1939 
md served until the war in Italy ended in May 1945. He 
later recommended me for a commission in the field. 

On we went and had the job of clearing the town of 
r_rnpoli , just over the Arno River coming from Florence. 
\Ve took over from the Maori Battalion, who got driven 
off. Major Murray and I were up with the leading Platoon 
when we were fired upon from some of the buildings. 
Our wireless operator got a small wound and didn't want 
to carry on so I took the radio and called up our tanks. 
But before they arrived we had two killed. One was only 
10 yards from me and was blown to bits, (that one was 
Corporal John Carswell from Temuka, the other one 
was Des Moore, ex-1" Canterbury Regiment), and many 
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wounded, including George Seabourn. Once again I was 
not touched. 

Eventually we gained control of the town and as soon 
as we started to drive towards Florence I got a message 
on the radio from General Freyberg to stop where we 
were. He had orders from Army HQ not to go any further 
because the Yanks were to take over. They had to be first 
into Florence. just like what happened at Rome. I had to 
go back and lead the Yanks in for the takeover. 

Notes 

I. Infantry Regiment of the British army, part of the Scottish 
Division. 

2. Cyril Clark. 

John Clark 
Soldier, 23'' Battalion 

Baptism by fire 
'We Germans are fighting the whole world,' said a tall 
blond German paratrooper, in perfect English. 

He glanced in our direction to see what effect his 
remark had on us. Apparently he was inviting comments 
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but none of us spoke. I for one would like to have told 
him a thing or two, but at the time I was feeling far from 
argumentative because of m y wounds, which had just 
been dressed by a German doctor. The blond seemed 
very proud of his statement and his comrades were too, 
judging by the excited and enthusiastic conversation that 
followed in their guttural language. 

I was lying on some clean straw on the stone floor of 
a casa. I had been stripped of my clothing, including 
boots and socks. There was an American jacket lying 
beside me so, sitting up, I put it on and took stock of my 
surroundings. Next to me on a mattress was Ces, being 
attended by the doctor. He was badly wounded in the 
groin and groaned occasionally. 

Beside him, leaning against the wall and looking far 
from happy, were Rangi, Snow and Bob. Each forced a 
smile as one after another caught my eye. Like me, they 
are wondering what's next, I thought. In the corner 
beside them, and fully covered with a white sheet, were 
three unmistakable forms: Jack, Basil and Ron. Poor 
devils. 1 had met them first at Arce where I had joined 
the division. They had been good to me, a new chum. 

Jack was our section leader and a real good scout. it was 
hard to reahse that it was 'finito' for him. 

Ranged along the opposite wall, some sitting and some 
standmg, were about 15 Jerries. All had apparently not 
shaved for a day or two, but nevertheless appeared to be in 
good spirits. Probably the remark of the English-speaking 
German, together with our capture, had something to do 
wtth 11. Or maybe it was the vino of which there was a 
good supply of bianco in the room. At the door stood 
another Jerry, while looking out the window directlv 
opposite was another paratrooper on guard. ' 

The blond spoke again and asked who we were, but 
none of us answered. 'That's all right, Kiwis,' he said, 'we 
picked you the moment you opened your mouths.' r took 
it that he meant by our speech. I expected that we were in 
for a cross-examination, but no further questions were put 
to us except by the doctor as to Ces' and my comfort. 

Apparently the area was well defended, as within a 
short time I must have seen over 30 different Germans. 
This casa was no doubt their headquarters, and those not 
on duty outside spent their time in the house playing 
cards, or drinking wine, or sleeping in the adjoining 
room. There was probably a picket upstairs too, by the 
sound of occasional movements. 

The door opened. This time it was our tall blond 
questioner, who muttered something in German to 
the men in the room, then turning to my unlvounded 
comrades he said, 'We are taking you three back now. 
You had better say goodbye to your pals. They will h:" 
to remain here until 5.30 when we will take them bacK 
after the relief takes over.' 

The three of them shook hands with Ces and r. ·see 
you in the POW camp,' each said, trying to make light ot 
their position. Tears welled in my eyes as they filed out 
the door. 1 just couldn't help it. Ces must have felt their 
going too, as he did not speak. 

Later, we were given something to eat. Jt appeared to 
be tinned Irish stew with lots of vegetables in it. I was 
hungry and enjoyed it. Ces, now in a bad condition and 
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unable to sit up, could eat but little. We were offered 
wme. but 1 declined. Apart from not liking the stuff, I 
,.,eeded all rn\· wit> about me. I was feeling better after the 
:1t>al and wo.ndered about my chances of escape. 

.\11 was quiet in our area, but incessant shelling and 
nortaring was going on some distance away on o ur left. 
The flies were becoming troublesome in the room, and 
•idJng up a dirty white towel off the floor I covered my 

face and got some relief from them. I felt a little drowsy, 
and as I lay there I retraced events. 

Two days ago we had all been more or less happy and 
carefree. The di\'ision was out resting, our spell barely 
half spent according to the general opinion. Then came 
the shock- 'in tomorrow.' How the boys had cussed and 
sworn. Yesterday morning reveille had been at 0430 hrs. 
The usual routine: breakfast, packing, and rolling gear; 
loading on to trucks followed and we were on the way. 

The road had been full of traffic moving to and from 
the Front. And the dust - our faces were caked with it, 
ears full of it, and clothes covered with it. The sun in the 
assembly area had been hot, broiling hot. Shade under 
the trucks and that offered by the grapevines had been 
eogerly sought, and then to rest and sleep till nightfall. 
Sleep' Impossible with such thoughts hammering 
th >ugh one's head as the past, folks at home, and what 
rnight lie ahead. 

Would I be afraid?' I had thought. I had heard a dozen 
tm1es that, 'anyone who says he wasn't afraid the first 
time in was a damn liar.' I tried to console myself with 
the saying that 'imaginations are a thousand times worse 
than realities.' How true I knew that was now. It had been 
hell in that assembly area with such mental torture. 

The information that it was believed that the enemy 
had pulled out had bucked the boys up somewhat. Their 
faces had noticeably brightened and there had even been 
a little banter. The fact that we had to relieve the French 
or rather the Goums,1 and perhaps in the mornin~ 
commence an advance, had not seemed so bad after that 
news. 
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Those Got11ns sounded very happy at going out as we 
trudged past them on the way in. Wouldn't I have been, 
too? 'San Oonato, world famous for its wines.' It was our 
platoon commander who whispered that as we passed 
through that battle-scarred vi llage. It had seemed a short 
three-mile march to our destination, but it had been 
good to get there. Some of those shells had been landing 
a little too close to the road for my liking. I was not too 
happy about them, as throughout the march I had in the 
back of my mind what I had often heard when listening 
to past campaigns discussed by the old hands was, 'so 
and so got his as we were going in.' Those French had 
made too much noise for my liking too, wh en we took 
the casa over from them. I was glad to see them go when 
I remembered having heard of parties being wiped out 
during noisy changeovers. 

What a nark it had been for our section to dig in out 
front and sit in slitties all night when that casa had looked 
so inviting. And what a night! I don't remember any 
nightmare to compare with that night. Heavens, I must 
have seen thousands of jerries, and everything I looked at 
seemed to move. What a relief it had been to creep back 
to that casa this morning and have a smoke. That was 
easily the most enjoyable smoke I've ever had. That hot 
meal that the Quarter had brought up to the casa for us 
before we started out was timely. My nervousness hadn't 
interfered with my eating like it did at the assembly area, 
when I had really forced those two hot meals down. 

I wonder what happened to our other two sections, 
and the officer? When Jack led us down the right of the 
road he said the other two had fanned out and were 
moving down over on the left. There had been no sign 
of them at the objective, the crossroads. Jack had said we 
had better go up to this house and wait for them. We had 
been lucky up till then and all had been quiet in our area. 
There had been a fair bit of shelling and mortaring on the 
far left, though. 

When we moved up the hedge (it looked like blackberry) 
I felt something was going to happen. The feeling was 
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strong when Jack motioned to us to halt and he, Basil, 
and Ron turned the corner of the hedge and proceeded 
in the direction of the house. I watched through that gap 
in the hedge. Jack moved up to within five yards of the 
door and Basil and Ron stopped a bit further back and 
appeared to be watching in the direction of the rear of 
the house. 

All hell seemed to be let loose when those spandaus 
open ed up and spat bullets along the front of the house. 
Jack must have heard something when he let go that 
burst of Tommy-gun into the closed door. I remember 

seeing the three of them mown down as I ducked. It wa· 
only natural for the rest of us to turn and run back do1• n 
the hedge, but what a scare we got when we saw the" 
Jerries in our path. They must have let us walk into thci, 
trap. 

I remember a burst of bullets whizzing over my head, 
and then I was bowled over with a couple in my h ip. At 
the same time I noticed Ces crumple up. 

I must have gone out to it then as the next thing I 
knew was that German doctor bending over me. So that 
was my 'baptism of fire' as the military manuals call it, 
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1nd [ never even fi red a shot. Poor jack, Basil and Ran. 
1 must ha\·e dozed off and awoke with a start. I could 

hl·Jr a woman's \'Oice, and for the moment thought l 
must be in hospital. No, she was speaking in Italian. I 
pulled the towel off m)' face to see what was going on. 
l'w woman was talking excited ly to the Germans and 
pointing through the window. I couldn't make out what 
she was sa);ng, but picked up 'Inglese Soldato.' I suddenly 
remembered that our company was to be relieved at 0830 
hrs. Something must have happened, I thought, it must 
be late afternoon. Ces was either asleep or unconscious, 
and I leaned over and looked at his watch- 10 o'clock! I 
could hardly believe it. 

Shells began bursting near the house and ajerry officer 
came dashing in to give a few orders, with the result that 
all the Germans picked up their weapons and moved out 
"'th the exception of one who was left to guard us with 
an automatic weapon. They climbed a hill to a casa about 
600 yards away and took up positions in and around 
it. I could see them through the door. Apparently two 
spandau posts had been left in our vicinity as the odd 
Jerry would come in for a drink of water or wine. 

Our guard did not appear to relish his job and was very 
nervous about it. He asked me if the black Kiwis came 
would they shoot him through here, pointing to his chest. 
I said no, but that didn 't seem to relieve his uneasiness. 
I ater he went into the next room and I leant over to Ces, 
who had awakened, and told him I was going to make a 
bolt for it at the first opportunity and that I might be able 
to get help for him. 'Don't be a fool ,' he said, 'you 'll get 
nddled If you try that.' However, 1 had my mind made 
up. 

Suddenly there was a rattle of small arms fire in the 
~rea~ and soon a German came running in with a wound 
m hiS knee. The guard bound it up and away out he went 
agam. The house came in for a shower of bullets and a 
burst of Tommy-gun came through the window. it must 
be our boys I thought, and shuddered to think of what 
might happen if a grenade came through the window. 
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The tiring died down, probably because there was no 
answer from our casa. The attack must have passed on up 
the road to our left. 

Later 1 got up to relieve myself, when through the 
window I noticed one of our tanks moving up the road, 
about 500 ya rds away. The guard was messing around in 
the next room so I grabbed up the towel and waved it 
through the window. 1 nearly yelled for joy when I saw 
the tank stop and, without a word to Ces, I bolted out 
the door and ran for my life. I must have looked a sight, 
tearing through the grapevines and maize with only a 
jacket on. My bandage slipped down my leg and I gave 
it a kick off my foot as 1 ran. All my thoughts were on 
reaching the tank, and 1 don't remember if my wound 
hurt during the flight or how my bare feet fared, but I 
do recollect expecting a hail of bullets to smack me on 
the back. Not a shot was tired and I reached the tank and 
clambered inside. I told the officer my story, and he said 
he had intended putting a few rounds into the house, 
but as it had looked empty he had resisted. He was sorry 
he could not help Ces as, besides having no room for a 
stretcher case, he was going into an attack. 

We moved on and soon the tank began firing. With 
each recoil of the gun the blood began to spurt from my 
wounds. My bare feet were trod on and hot shell cases 
landed on them, too. We stopped and the officer got out 
to go over to another tank that had come up. 

I was debating whether to get out and try to find my 
way back or stop where I was when one of the crew spied 
a Tiger tank ahead. That decided it for me. I said, 'I'm off,' 
and climbed out and ran back down the road. Mortar 
shells were falling in all directions and my legs were 
covered in blood from my hip. I turned a corner and saw 
a small village of about four houses. There was movement 
about the place but I couldn't tell if it were friend or foe. 
I hesitated and then decided to chance it. 

What luck! I had landed right back with my own 
platoon._ 1 was bandaged up, and told my story. Still in 
my semi-naked attire I later walked back to the RAP.' 
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about a mile further on, just as dusk was falling. 
I learned later that it was not possible to get Ces 

that night, but the rescue party found him alone in 
the casa next morning and in a fair ly bad condition. It 
appears that the Germans had pulled out from that area 
in a hurry, but in so doing the guard had left Ces with 
a bottle of water and a Luger pistol for his use. Talking 
to Ces later in hospital, he said he had told the Padre, 
who was a member of the rescue party, that I must be 
dead and wouldn't believe l had escaped until he saw me 
for himself. 

Our three comrades were given a decent burial bv lhf' 

Padre. Ces is away home, and I am still getting treatmer t 

in hospital. I wonder what fate has befallen the oth• r 
three members of our section who were taken prison• r 
of war. 

Notes 

1. Moroccan soldiers who fought in an au>. iliary unit of the Frt'JH.:h 
Army. 

2. Regimental Aid Post. Front line medical staff incorporated in the 
infantry or artillery battalions who give first aid treatment. 
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Reginald Minter 
Soldier. ~-tth Battalion 

The battle at San Micbele' 
.. it would have been June, July 1944. I was then 

attached to A Company. We went to San Michele. Just 
before San Michele was a little town, about three or four 
miles south. We were going up to take a ridge of _hills. 
Slow landscape going up to the hills. There were two 
or three country lanes mixed in with little houses and 
yi]]ages going up to this place. A Company went into 
this big farmhouse complex. 1t was a three-storey stone 
building with outbuildings. We caught the Germans a bit 
by surprise, I don't know why. We got about 22 prisoners. 
it was quite easy. We also captured a German truck, so 
they put the prisoners in the German truck and one of 
our guys drove the truck back to Battalion Headquarters 
with the prisoners. 

We'd been in this building for about two hours. On 
the right was 26 Battalion, and they'd advanced further 
up another country road towards the hills, another 400 
or 500 yards further up to another farmhouse. About two 
hours after we'd taken the prisoners and consolidated 
in this building, all hell broke loose, because obviously 
the Germans did n't appreciate this house being taken for 

tactical reasons, so he shelled 
us very heavily for half an hour. 
Then he shelled other areas to 
the extent that 26 Battalion lost 
both their tanks. There were 
no casualties, but it disabled 
the tanks. The whole area was 
plastered for several hours. 
26 Battalion had to withdraw 
to behind us, and the tank 
crew all scrambled into our 
building. One of them brought 
their Browning machine gun 

Regilla/d Mi11ter. off the tank, plus ammunition. 
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The shelling stopped for a while and then another big lot 
came in, and then we were counterattacked by a German 

regiment or something. 
They encircled us. We were surrounded in the finish 

and we called what they call a 'murder', which is a heavy 
artillery stank, on our own position. it worked too, 
although we got a couple of direct hits on the building. 
It was a very solid building - must have been there for 
hundreds of years. The Germans got a lot of casualties. 

Sergeant Barrow and I had the back windows, we 
defended the back. We had the American Browning from 
the tanks. Oh, l forgot, during all this we had a heavy 
machine gun section attached to us. The shelling got so 
heavy for them that they had to come inside, too, for 
protection. So we were quite an armed building. We had 
the tank, with their Browning machine gun, we had a 
Vickers machine gun, plus all our own arms plus, if we 
ran out of ammunition, we had a whole truckload of 
German ammunition in the barn down below. 

That's the only time I thought I might be POW: but I 
only thought it for about half an hour and then l could see 
we were right. By that time D Company of our battalion 
had occupied the little village of San Michele, and [the 
Germans] attacked them. He had a Panther tank there. 
Our view was perfect because we were on a slight knoll of 
a hill, then it had a slight valley and up the other [side] 
was the vi llage, so we loo ked straight across at them. 
The company commander, Major Howden, had all the 
guns pointing at San Michele in support of D Company, 
because D Company was then being counterattacked. 
They had a tank against them as well, which we didn't. 
It was funny because the tank, the Panther, came down 
this road with, I should say, half a dozen Germans sitting 
on the back of it. They soon went when the Browning 
opened up on them! I'm sure they must have killed a few 
of them off that tank, because it was really direct fire on 
to it. 

Anyhow, we supported them as much as we could. 
They thought they'd have to retire too, but they held on 



and in the finish it was the air force - oh, I forgot to 
mention that while we were in dire straits, we had direct 
contact with the air force. We had an artil lery 0 Pip' with 
us when we got into this house, so we were very fortunate 
because that 's how we brought the stonk on ourselves. 
The artillery 0 Pip also brought the air force on, and they 
strafed all around us. We sent a green and orange flare 
up and that identified our position, and then the OAF, 
Desert Air Force- it kept its name over in Italy- strafed 
all around us. 

After about three or four days one intelligence officer 
went from our battalion and he counted over 107 bodies. 
So they had a lot of casualties, the Germans. In our little 
possie, we lost 11 killed, but more wounded. 

Notes 

J. Testimony published in A Fair Sort of Battering: New Zealanders 
remember the Italian Campaign. Megan Hutching (ed). Harper 
Collins, Auckland, 2004, in association with the Ministry for 
Culture and Heritage. 

2. 0 Pip is slang for Observation Post. 

W.B. 'Sandy' Thomas 
Lieutenant Colonel, 23'd Battalion 

The advance towards Florence 
In late July 1944 we had a particularly bitter battle for 
the small but commanding village of San Andrea. We 
had many casualties. I think we should never forget what 
great soldiers the Germans were. Personally I rate them 
the best in the world. Even when they were Wlthdrawmg 
and facing certain defeat they fought fiercely. 

1 remember the last real scrap we had before our race to 
Florence. My Battalion Headquarters at that time was in 
a particularly lovely house just back from San Andrea. I 
remember just after our success a party of 11 United States 
officers arrived out of the blue. They were from OSS.' They 
wanted, urgently, some 'fresh' German prisoners. We were 
able to supply these from our battle. The Yanks were all 

ethnic German Americans. They stripped the prisoners 
of all their documents and their uniforms (which we 
generously replaced with ball gowns and dresses from the 
bedrooms above) and they interrogated them furiously. 
That completed, they donned the German uniforms and 
my Intelligence Officer took them up to the front line 
where they disappeared into the night. 

Many months later they all came to see me in the 
Military Hospital in Caserta after I had been wounded 
- they told me they had been able to pass through the 
German defences and remove the detonators from the 
explosives which otherwise would have blown up many 
bridges on the main road to Milan. 

On the 4th of August we swung through a lovely 
town early in the morning. As there was little sign of 
enemy action the soldiers were travelling crowded on 
to our tanks. The people seemed thrilled to see us and 
our welcome there was quite unforgettable. The Mayor 
at that time produced three German prisoners, which 
the Resistance people had captu red. While they were 
being loaded on to the leading tank, two boys aged 
about 15 also clambered on to the tank. The squadron 
tank commander, Major Hugh Robinson, saw them but, 

Liet~tenant Colonel Sandy Thomas. 
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remembering he was young once, and as there was no 
enem1· fire he allowed them to stay. We swept on but 
when. we ~ot through San Cristofano there seemed no 
vay, with all the bridges destroyed, we could get the tanks 

down the valley and over the Greve River. it was then 
that the two boys proved their worth. In broken English 
md by gesticulation they showed Major Robinson a way 
!mm the sides of the valley to a possible lording place. 
o we were able to cross the Greve River and race on to 

Horence. 
I have always regretted tha t we did not take the names 

lf those two gallant boys. Of course we thanked them, 
and gave them cigarettes and two watches, which just 
might have once been worn by German sold iers. I suppose 
those boys will be in their eighties now. 

The New Zealand sold iers loved Italy and many, 
including me, returned time and time aga in to savour its 
beauty- and to laugh with its happy citizens. 
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Notes 

1. Office of Strategic Serv ices, special Inte ll igence forces. 

J. Keenan 
Soldier, 23'" Battalion 

The battle to liberate Horence 
On 3 August 1944 the 23•• Battalio n , together with the 
28" Maori Battalion and a Squadron of the 19 Armoured 
Regiment, went forward to San Cristo phano 1 under Sgt 
McDowall of B Company 

23'" Battalio n wrote ' Big Headlines! NZ Infantry ride 
into actio n o n tanks.' B Compan y led the advance into 
Cristo phano whilst C Compan y cam e up to conso lida te 
the position. The tanks were held up due to mines and 
the infantry went o n unsupported . It was here that o ur 
C Company Lt j. Cameron and Private E. H. Bradley were 
killed in action. We found Villa Cappo ni clear of the 
enemy. 
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It was then that came the mad exhilarating dash for 
Florence. Sandy' and his men were keen to be the first to 
enter Florence. Colonel Thomas had taken a seat in the 
front of Major Robinson 's tank. That was typical of our 
CO, who liked to be up front with his troops. 

C Company of the 23'' Battalion believes that we 
were the first troops to enter Florence via Marignolle and 
entered the Southern Suburbs of Florence about 11 a. m. 
Sgt Blampied wrote that it was here that his: 

... ;eep left its positior1 be/1ind tile CO's tank and 
smartly moved to tire head oft/re column and thus had 
tile honour, together with our tank, of being tire first 
New Zealanders to enter Florence. Never /rad such a 
welcome been given New Zealand troops as met tire 
boys on this occasion. Tile streets were packed witll 
madly clreering people - old and young men and 

'btwno' signorinas, all dressed in their Sunday best and 
with evety appearance of genuine pleasure at seeing the 
troops. 

Colonel Thomas, our CO added: 

In no time there were thousands in the streets, clzcerins 
frantically, throwing flowers and fruit on to tire tan"-'· 
Wine, champagne and even wltisky were passt'd Uf' 

in glasses and bottles. It was a great moment. 1\f.· 
approached tile Amo River and I en/led up Brigade 011 

the wireless set and reported our success - they 11aid 
'Good show, but witlldmw immediately!' 

Apparently an entry into Florence was not included 
in the plans for the New Zealand Division. Blampied 
records that at first the news was a shattering blow to the 
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troops after having come so far, but later events proved 
the message could not have arrived at a more appropriate 
time. Snipers, against whom the New Zealanders had 
been warned by the Italians, opened fire as the column 
withdrew. The Spandau fi re quickly thickened and shells 
began to explode on the road. 'lt was a very worrying 
time for me,' said Colonel Thomas, 'with all the lads 
sitting so \'Uinerable on the top of the tanks.' I was sitting 
a<tride the 75 gun on Robbie's tank when l was hit and I 
fell down on to the path of the tank which, thank God, 
stopped dead. Fortunately the shrapnel wound in the 
\Vrist was the only one sustained at this juncture and the 
withdrawal continued, without further losses, to the area 
between Villa Capponi and Giogoli. 

Although it has been recorded that the South Africans 
were first to enter the outskirts of Florence and they were 
credited in the 8" Army News' with that honour, it was 
generally believed that due to political unrest in South 
Africa they were given the honour to improve the morale 
of the South African people at that time of unrest. 
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Notes 

1. Probably refers to San Cristoforo, near Greve, in Chianti. 
2. W.B. 'Sandy' Thomas, commanding officer of the Company. 
3. 81h Army newspaper. 

Gordon Johnson 
Sold ier, 5"' Regiment 

I met an Italian Girl' 
Old Freyberg grabbed the most important hotels all 
through Italy. He did this in Rome, h e did it everywhere. 
He grabbed the Baglioni Hotel in Florence, and one night 
they put a concert on fo r the people that were there on 
leave from the army. They invited local people. A girl 
came on one night. She wasn 't very pretty; she was nicely 
built but she wasn't attractive in that sense, but she sang 
Ave Maria and I tell you the guys there, they were all in 
tears. They wouldn't let her go. What a gorgeous voice. 
All the Kiwis were very homesick at that stage. 

In Italy we were going through their coun try and it was 
tragic half the time. It was terrible. At mess time we'd have 
a tin and we'd be eating and here's not only kids but young 
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people, standing there with their tins. And the jokers 
would eat some of their meal and then they'd give the 
rest to them. Italy wasn't a good place to have a war. The 
animals, you'd see them lying dead. All the houses around 
were bombed. We had to knock them down because the 
enemy cou ld hide behind them or in them or under them. 
This happened all through our advance in Italy. 

~n another occasion we were in a wee village and the 
ltahans - they know all their operas - and they put one 
on for the New Zealand Div. as we went th rough. Right 
up m the gods, the Italians were allowed in. When it was 
over, they kept yelling out 'Piu! Piul Piu' ' whr'ch 
1M 1 M ' · · , means 

ore. ore! More! ' We thought they were booing. We 
were prepared to throw them out till someone rea lised 
that what they were saying was 'More!' 

There were a few factori es open by this time. I went to 
a place where they had po rcelain or glass and wee boys, 
JUSt krds, 12 years old, sitting in a row, would paint the 
most beautiful things on it. Flowers. They would paint 
rt wrth a grey paint which I eventually worked out was 
zinc, and then they would put it in a furn ace and bake it 
on, then they would put it in a silver bath and the silver 
would replace the zinc. l brought a glass thing home for 
my mum done in that style. 

Notes 

1. Testim ony published in A Fair Sort of Battering: Nn1• Zcala 11den 
reme:nber tl1e Italian Campaign. ~l egan Hu tch ing (ed) . Harper 
Collms, Auckland , 2004, in association with the Ministrv for 
Culture and Heritage. · 

Colin Simpson 

Memories 1 

You look down on the Ponte Vecchio across the Arnc \ 
covered bridge, a larger and straighter version of Venir 
Rialto, it still has old goldsmiths' and silversmiths' shors 
in it, and a lot of other shops that cater to tourist· 
Significantly, the American tourist bible, Fielding:, Gui.l• , 
devotes 15 lines to 'What to See' in Florence and a good 
page and a half to 'What to Buy' and 'Where to Shop'. 
Shopping has become truly the raison d'etre of travel for 
many American women. 

Of the five very old bridges that spanned the Arno, 
only the Ponte Vecchio remained at the end of the war. 
The retreating Nazis blew up the other four, including 
the bridge that Florentines regarded as the most beautiful 
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bridg~ in the world, the Ponte Santa Tri~1itil. ~ichelangelo 
d ~ the design fo r it. Alnmannatt earned out the 

rei'. . 156.9 After the dynamiting in l 9H there 
,uchttecture 111 · . . f h 
''ere onlv some stumps of masonry s:tckmg out o t e 
\rno and debris at the bottom of the nver. . 
~ow the ronte Santa Trinita spans the Arno, JUSt_ as 

it used to. Its recreation is a 'miracle worked by ltahan 
ciliC pride in the beautiful, and by architectural and 

constructional skills.' 
The supervising architect, Riccardo Gidzulich, worked 

to Ammannati's original plans and the notes left by 
the head mason 400 years ago. The Arno was dammed, 
the bridge fragments brought up from the bottom, 
including the statues that were on it, which were pieced 
together. Studying the fragments, Gidzulich found that 
the chiselling and cutting must have employed tools 
no longer in use so he figured out what the tools were, 
had them made, and had artisans taught to use them. 
The stone for the new bridge was taken from the same 
quarry Ammannati had drawn his stone from. Gidzulich 
became so familiar with the original work he found 
errors in the plans but he called them 'adorable errors' 
and they are perpetuated in the new bridge, which was 
three years in building: it spans 330 feet. lt was a great 
dav for Florence when, two months before I was there, 
th~ new Ponte Santa Trinitil, with all the inimitable grace 
that Michelangelo gave the arches, was opened by the 
Premier of Italy. 

The Uffizi Palace is one of the world's greatest art 
galleries. The collection begins where painting, as we 
know it, began with Cimabue and his shepherd-boy pupil, 
Giotto, who was to eclipse his master. Then, touching 
only the peak artists, we come to Fra Angelico, Fra Filippo 
Lip pi and the great master of the next century- the 15th 
- Botticelli. This is where you see not only Botticelli's 
Adoration of tile Magi, his Birth of Venus and half a dozen 
others but his great allegory of Spring, in which Flora is 
one of the most enchanting figures ever painted. 

Here are Leonardo da Vinci's unfinished Adoration of 

1 72 To the Gateways of Florence 

Soldiers ill front of tile Duomo i11 Flormce. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

tile Magi and his Amumciation. Bellinis and Bronzinis and 
Durers and MemUngs and Mantegnas and Holbeins; here 
are Rembrandts and Tintorettos and Titians and Andrea 
del Sattos; Rubens and Raphael are here with Correggio 
and Caravaggio and - well, what else do you expect? 
Michelangelo's Holy Family? It is here. Then there is the Pitti 
Palace, full of more Old Masters and modern art as well. 



FrcmJ.. Bulfi11g. Fmnk Bul/ing 011 a tank. 

In the Uffizi I hired a guide to direct me so that I might 
not miss some masterpiece in one of the many rooms of 
this great gallery. The guide charged 2000 li re (28s. 6d. 
Aust.) an hour and felt that he should earn it by talking 
incessantly. But he had one story that was worth the 
whole fee. There are, in any such collection, madonnas 
and madonnas and madonnas. An American woman 
tourist, after passing her fiftieth Madonna and Child 
painting, had turned to the guide and said, 'Why does 
she always have to have a li'l boy in her arms? Why can't 
she have a li'l girl sometimes?' 

In the afternoon I took a sightseeing tour. The 
cathedral also has priceless works of art. In the church 
of Santa Croce are the tombs of Michelangelo, Galileo 
and Machiavelli. Then the coach drew up at the Uffizi 
for its passengers to spend half an hour and where I had 
spent half the morning. I didn't go in again. Outside is 
the Piazza della Signoria where Savonarola burnt the 
'vanities' and where he himself was hanged and then 
burnt. (Among those who deeply mourned the friar who 
championed republicanism against tyranny, and morality 
against corruption, was Botticelli). 

In this square, now centred with a fountain, is a copy of 
Michelangelo's statue David (the original is in the Galleria 
dell' Accademia) and in front of the famous Loggia, to one 
side, stands Benvenuto Cellini's Perseus. 

ON REC ORD 

Fra11k Bulli11g's diary 

Notes 

1. Testimony from Wake up in Europe. Colin Simpson, Angus &. 
Robertson, Sydney, 1960. 

Frank Boiling 
Corporal, 18'" Regiment 

War Diary 
Tuesday, 25/uly 1944 
On the march again at 4.30 on way to Maori HQ where 
we were to support D Company Maoris. 

Everything went well for a good distance, then "' 
struck a little opposition, which developed into somethwo 
big and Bob's tank was knocked out so things got re;uh 
sticky. Withdrawal after dark. 

Wednesday, 26 July 1944 
After breakfast moved up to HQ where we were unt I 
approx. 2.30 when moved forward to support the ~laori 
advance. A li ttle shooting and received a little back. 
Returned to HQ after tea. Based for night in a great 
mansion. After a good shower was soon to bed. 

Tlwrsday, 27/uly 19~~ 
Managed to get up in time for breakfast at 8.30, then sat 
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t,) do mJintenance after wh ich I did my washing and at 
S p.m. started getting ready to move out at 7 p.m. but 
~ .. JS changed to 9 o'clock so \Vrote an airgraph to Mum. 
\iter a dark trip settled down for night. Was promoted to 

l Cpl on Friday. 

Fridm. 28 /111)·19~~ 
\\"as up 5.30 but as usual didn't move until 8 o'clock, 
about a mile down the road. In afternoon went to LAD 
for new tank so was busy most of the day getting it ship· 
shape. After tea did a little more then lay around for most 

of the evening. 

Saturdm~ 29 July 19~~ 
Had a very lazy day. Heat is terrific so shade is much 
sought these days. Went down to stream for a swim in 
afternoon arriving back to find three presents waiting 
tor me. Also quite a few newspapers so spent evening 
reading. 

Sunda)~ 30 ful)' 19~~ 
Nothing doing at all today so took the chance to have a 
good rest and do a little washing. Frank Grange was over 
to see me in evening. Received a little mail today. 

\londm, 31 July 1944 
"Vas shifted to gunner in new tank so was busy sorting 
lut anm10 all morning. Was to have moved tonight at 
8.30 but after call, packed up ready, it was cancelled so 
we listened to wireless. 

Tuesday, 1 August 1944 

After a very easy day, swim in afternoon and conference at 
5.30. Had tea and packed up ready to move at 9 o'clock to 
support 25'" Battalion. Was terrible day and I was starting 
to get really tired. 
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Noel Hoski11g. 

Noel Hoskin g 
Sergeant, 23'd Battalion 

Letter sent by soldier Arnold Muirhead to Noel's 
brother Les, on Noel's death 
I want to offer you my deepest sympath y in your family's 
tragic loss. Noel and I were pretty closely associated over 
the past two and a half years and his death has been a 
personal blow to me. I have sent his wife a postcard of 
the village on the outskirts of which he was killed. 

Noel was leading a patrol in an effort locate an AT' gun 
holding up our advance. The patrol was tired on and Noel 
was killed instantly by spandau bullets. His compani'bns 
settled the account and scattered the Huns. 

His body was recovered the next morning an d his last 
resting place is in a neat little New Zealand cemetery 10 or 
15 miles north of Siena and a little north of San Donate. 



Noel's effects were checked by the platoon commander 
and the CQMS, ' his p,ersonal belongings being sorted out 
for sending home. 1 he following items were collected 
from his uniform and handed to the CQMS: fountain 
pen, pencil, wallet containing photos, stamps and 1262 
lire, Signa l nng and a pair of scissors. His paybook was 
also recovered and handed in. 

Some of the fellows with cameras have taken photos of 
Noel's grave and when we can have them developed I'll 
send you one. I'll also send a photo to his wife. 

Once again let me assure you of my deepest 
sympathy. 

Noel was killed at Romita, Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, on 24 
Jul y 1944. 

Notes 

1. Anti-tank. 
2. Company Quartermaster Sergeant. 

William (Bill) Harrison 
Tank Commander, NZ Armoured Corps 

War Diary 
Bill Harrison's daughter, Dianne, recognised her father on 
the front cover of the Italian edition of this book and wrote 
to say that, 'he is the handsome, blond soldier in the centre 
of the picture, holding a cigarette in his right hand.' She 
recounts the following story about her father, whom she 
never knew as he died five years after the war, when she 
was only three years old. 

I have a lovely story of my parents becoming e~~gaged 
to be married while my father was in Italy. My mother 
was in New Zealand and my fatl7er asked her to marry 
him by letter. The Italian family i11 whose casa he was 
staying gave him a silver e11gagement ring. I still l1ave 
the ri11g. I would love to know who t11ey were and if 
a11yone still remembers my father. 

Bill Harrisort. 

23 July 19.J4 
Moved through Siena at 5.30 a.m. Have travelled ! G' 
miles by tank in a week. 

24 July 1944 
On two hours notice to go into action at Tavarne1le. 

25 July 1944 
Went into action with 23 Infantry Regiment. Then, 
after five days we were relieved by South Africans. Stan 
Harrison (Bill 's cousi n) was killed in an action on our left 
flank. Still carried on in action with Maori Battalion. Last 

attack on Florence started at 6 a.m. on Friday. 
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4 4 11\~/S( J '144 
Ente~ed southern suburbs of Florence . Our troop no. 
1 were first Allied troops in Florence. That night came 
mt of action for first time, dead beat and pleased to be 

relieYed bv 19 Regiment. Now resting behind front line, 

intermittent shelling. 

Archie McKenzie 
Prh·ate, A Company, 21" Battalion, NZEF 

An aerogramme home 
Extracts from two letters from Archie to his sister, ]oyce, 

sent from Tuscany. 

23 Ma)' 19·H 
Dear)oyce, 
1 was glad to get a 'graph the other night. We'd scrambled 
for hours, up one of those Italian mountains, reaching 
the top (our top) at midnight and someone announced, 
'letters for McKenzie and Fitz.' Fitz is a new mate of mine. 
In case you didn't know, we haven't all conveniences up 
there, such as lighting, and besides we find it advisable 
to observe a strict blackout, so I had to pocket my two 
'graphs not knowing who they were from. I guessed 
which were mine. Anyway, Fitz and I stuck together as 
we slid down this side and read our mail next morning 
- one from you and one from Dad. This looks good: we 
1ave a packet of biscuits and some mouldy chocolate and 
Pete is melting the choc over an anaemic flame, dipping 
the biscuits and laying them out on a rack to dry so we 
mav get choc biscuits for afternoon tea. 

... Well, must be going shortly, so give my best regards 
to Jack. Thanks to him I took the mountaineering, alright! 
Recovering from my spell in hospital. Would you please give 
the M my address so they can send my bulletins here. 

Cheerio and love from Archie XX 
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3-4 July 1944 
Dear joyce, 
Now, this letter should have been written a couple of 
days ago, but going by air should make up for the delay. 
1 like these airmail letters better than atrgraphs, as I 
can get so much more on. I can, and do, write more to 
some people than to others though, so a 'graph conveys 
enough, sometimes. This is a privilege reinstated. I thmk 
they were used in Egypt at one time, and I hope they are 
available for our correspondents in NZ. 

Your weather is certainly a contrast with ours: I'm 
perspiring while writing at 2020 hrs and I'm wearing 
only two light garments with no undies and the tent has 
a roof with no skirts! 

To comply with malaria precautions we must wear long 
sleeves and long pants, put up our mosquito tents and 
'TAKE your MEPRICRINE!' This is the longest summer in 
my experience, since November, and still going strong as 
the grapes are only half-grown. 

It was beer day yesterday and it was distributed at 
nearly 8 o'clock on Sunday night, a bottle per two men 
at 30 lire (1 shilling 6 pence). In Egypt, canteen beer was 
3 1/, piastres or 'ackers' after the refund on the bottle of 
two pints, and the last issue on the long sea voyage was 
6' with 2' refund on bottles?!!!? Ohh, I'm so thirsty!!! Oh 
for a glass of sparkling Waitemata! 

I anticipated this experience a long time and, 
although I need not have come, I am very glad I did, and 
when I did. 

In some places, I feel that Italy is a vile country yet, 
mostly it is beautiful with a grand climate, though warm. 
We get water by truck and it gets warm, but I have a can 
on a rope and let it down into a deep shaded washout, 
where it stays really cold, so I have visitors for a drink 
of water, these hot days. That well alongside the house 
in Kaikohe yielded deliciously cold water on the hottest 
days. There are wells close by here, too. One of the 
greatest public amenities here is the provision of water in 



the streets of al l villages, and frequently one comes across 
places on what may be called wayside tracks: delightful 
cold water running from a 'h -inch pipe concreted in, but 
many of these are out of order, the pipes having been 
damaged by Tedeschi. Italy surely has learned a lesson 
she will not forget for generations. Hmm! It looks like 
rain, I declined going for a swim today, having had near 
two hours yesterday, and l have writing to do. 

Yes, I know pharyngitis alright, it having kept me out 
of camp for 10 days, from Paihia. On the whole I've had 
remarkably good health in the last 18 months. I've had a 
couple of colds that only lasted a few days. 

Specially glad I didn't go for a swim, as rain simply fell. 
1 dropped my writing and dashed out to bring in washing 
off the tent. I'd had it open for ai r, too. I've made the wee 
tent pretty roomy and comfy, too. 

I've made good enough use of this paper. The cake will 
be welcome! Cheerio, 

Love from Archie, X 

Archie died on 26 July 1944, at San Quirico, 
Montespertoli. 

Edward P. Healy 
D Compan y, 23'' Battalion 

Last letter home' 
26 june 1944 
Dear Mum, Dad and All, 
A new type of air letter which you should get in pretty 
good time. Received your welcome graph of 27th May 
since 1 last wrote. I take it jack will be home by now 
and I'll bet none of you are sorry. If 'Churchill' knows 
anything it might not be long till we are all there. Am 
back with my unit now and having quite a faH t1me. 

Have had a day's leave to Rome since I have been back 
and it is one of the best towns I have seen, by far the best 
in this country so far. 

There was a sort of special day for a percentage of the 
'Mickey Doolans.' First of all, they held a special Mass 
in a gigantic church as big as a paddock; 'Church of St 
Mary', I think they called it. Later we were received in 
audience by his Holiness, the Pope, at the Vatican City. 
There are some really wonderful sights to be seen about 
the town - one would really need a week there to see 
everything. 

Got another patriotic parcel the other day, from 
Auckland district this time, one of the best yet. 

There is a swimming pool not far from here, it is pretty 
deep and dirty, but it is wet. 

Closing down till next week. Keep the chin up. 
Edd 

Sympathy letter to Mr and Mrs Healy from a 
family friend 
1 August 1944 
Dear Ned, Nellie and Mary, 
Accept our very deepest sympathy. I will always remember 
the day Eddie came back from the mail bus to speak to 
me when on final leave- so manly and such a fine type 
of young man. 

Will be over to see you all first opportunity. 
jack McChesney 

Edward died at Tavarnelle towards the end of June 19H. 

Tom Sherlock 
Soldier, 27'" (Machine Gun) Battalion 

The greatest adventure of my life, June 1944' 
June 4th, 1944, my lucky day! The German army '~e 
. full retreat as we thought. On Jeavmg Sora, 
m ' · d · · an open found ourselves ambushed while nvmg up ' 

d The Germans opened fire from both sides of the 
roa . d. h'lls We abandoned our vehicle and steep surroun mg J • • 

sheltered behind an abandoned tank. A shell burst m 
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T01n SJ1erlock. 

front of me; l often wondered if you hear the shell that 
killed you. l think l did. lt killed johnstone and George 
Booth was badly injured while we made a quick run to 
the stone house nearby. My gun lying near the tank was 
J total loss. But Bob Emmerson lost an eye and Eddie Hall 
was also wounded. Brianjoyce from Headquarters copped 
it too. That night we heard that Rome had fallen. 

I'm quoting from a copy of a letter that our Platoon 
.mmander Brian Moss wrote to a friend, Noel. 

Tliell when tile stink died down a bit alld the slleils 
were coming ill with a few seconds between them, tile 
chaps, olle by olle, started for a lio11se. Another two 
were wounded on the way. And then Tom Sherlock, 
wllo was beside me, got up to make a break for it, a 
shell screamed in and burst in abo11t 8ft from him, and 
10ft in frollt of me. I tilo11glit this was it for us both. 
Tom SW11ng aro11nd and I expected to see him hit from 
head to foot and in that moment my heart was really 
m my mouth. Tile thought of llim killed really slwok 
me and in that piercing moment between the shell burst 
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lllltil wilell lie wmed around and I saw tlwt he was 
all right, my milld just raced. I thought I lOw his people 
would take it alld wlwt I was going to say ill the letter 
alld llow it would put the rest of tile Platooll dovm in the 
dumps, so all ill a te11tll of a secolld. It was by a miracle 
that lie was not /1it, alld tile relief was so great that 
1 could have laughed out loud. On tl1e same occasion 
tile belwvior of tile chaps was great. The morale of the 

Platoon was good. 

My machine gun was not replaced for about a week and 
five reinforcements arrived to join the Platoon. George 
Bell from Nelson joined me as my number 2 and remained 
with me until the battal ion was converted to an infantry 
battalion. About this time Keith Mills and I were granted 
a week's leave in Rome. 

Soon after, I was fortunate in getting down to Cassino 
for a look around. The place still lay in rubble and a 
building on Castle Hill which had suffered a direct hit 
marked the place where 200 Italians who were sheltering 
were killed. The smell was terrific and the bodies were 
finally destroyed by fire after pouring petrol over them. 
NZ graves are here and there, the whole place bore a 
stagnant odour. There was no doubt the Germans had 
been using the Monastery, as ammunition and arms laid 
about the place. 

In the rest areas we usually get our washing done by 
Italian women, we repay them by giving them leftovers 
from the cookhouse. 

I often find times a little weary, wondering how all this 
is going to end. But now that the Second Front has opened 
up with the invasion of France and the Germans losing 
ground here in Italy, things are looking up. We progress 
forwards, the Air Force are doing a great job, knocking 
out German tanks and vehicles and self-propelled guns 
that are left on both sides of the road. Does not pay to 
wander about - two anti-tank boys were ki lled near us 
yesterday. 



August 1944 

On the 6th of August we were relieved by the Indian 
Division. We have a grand view of Florence and the 
surround ing countryside. We are firing on a average of 
1200 rounds a night on Jerry mining parties. Our OC' 
reported our strike as excellent. 

Notes 

1. Pages from Tom Sherlock 's war diary. 
2. Officer Commanding. 

George L. }ones 
Signalman, 2'' New Zea land Division 

George served for two years in Italy (1943-45) and was 
in volved in liberating Tavarnelle Val di Pesa. Although 
he can't remember the town, he does recall travelling 
through the general area. One event in particular stays in 
his mind. The New Zealanders occupied a villa and found 
a grand piano. One of the Kiwis was a good pianist and 
the men all had a good si ng-along. 

George returned to Monte Cassino with his wife in 
1985, and again in 2004 to Trieste with 104 comrades to 
commemorate the ending of the war. He recalls it was a 
very moving time for all involved. 

John Francis Leonard 
23'' Infantry Battalion 

Born on 28 November 1918 in lnvercargill, New Zealand, 
John was one of 11 children. His parents were farmers in 
a very quiet corner of New Zealand. 

John wanted to be a priest but was conscripted: he 
didn't volunteer to fight. When passed by the conscription 
panel as fit, he told them he wanted to be registered as 
a conscientious objector on religious grounds. This was 
a very grave and very unwelcome action at that time. 
When asked if that meant he was refusing to fight, John 

George /OIIeS. 

Jolln Leonarrl. 
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George H'atson. 

said no, he would fight, but he wanted his views known. 
He went on to fight with the 23'' Infantry Battalion and 

led men bravely into battle as lance sergeant, according 
to his battalion diary. He served in Italy with two of his 
brothers; one whom was very badly wounded at Monte 
L'assino. 

John was wounded on 14 April 1943 and killed in 
action at Tavarnelle on 22 July 1944. His death was a 
sad blow for the very small community from which he 
came. 

George H. Watson 
Divisional Supply Company 

George served in the New Zealand Division from the 
start of the Italian Campaign in 1943 until it ended at 
Trieste, in May 1945. He says, 'Throughout that time we 
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learnt to admire the Italian people and found them most 
hospitable, friendly and supportive of our efforts to make 
the world a better place.' 

He remembers that the New Zealand Division had some 
hard times in Italy in 1943 and early 1944, especially in 
the Sangro area and at Cassino. When the division was 
involved in the advance towards Firenze they found the 
Tuscan countryside very attractive, but the hilly nature 
provided good defensive conditions for the Germans and 
further hard fighting occurred. 'We were pleased to be 
able to push them back and remove from the local people 
the scourge of Nazidom and the success at Tavarnelle 
was a satisfying part of this. Everywhere in that part of 
the country we were welcomed effusively by the Italian 
people and it was pleasing to experien ce their kindness.' 

George was part of a support unit involved in liberating 
Tavarnelle. He recalled that, 'Although I was not able to 



New Zealand trucks at Pia ne, 19-l.J. Earle Crutchley. 

enter the town, I was very close and able to contribute 
in a small way.' George has returned to Italy three times 
since the war. 

Earle Crutchley 
Gunner, C Troop, 25"' Battery, 4'" Field (88) Regiment, 
2"' NZEF 

Earle left for overseas service in 1942 and returned to 
New Zealand in 1945. He arrived in Maadi (Egypt) as an 
infantryman in the 2"' New Zealand Expeditonary Force. 
He was later tran sfer red to the art illery, where he became a 
Gunner/ Driver of a Quad that towed a 25-pounder gun. 

After the Desert Campaign, the 4'" Field Regiment 
was sent to Bari in Italy. From Bari they drove to the 
Sangro, where they had their first confrontation with the 
Germans. They headed through a pass to Cassino, which 
Earle remembers as a horrific battle; their guns were firing 
constantly during the engagement. The New Zealand 
Arti llery, including Earle's troop, gave support to th 
Polish Corps, who eventually captured Monte Cassino. 

Oth er battles where Earle's 'Charlie' Troop, as part of 
the 4'" Field Regiment, were engaged in fighting includf 
Sora, on the way to Rome, Forli Rimini and PaduJ 
Their guns supported the infanty of the 2"' NZEF on thc 
outskirts of Florence. 
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Tammel/e, 194-l. 

The Tow11 Hall was 

destroyed by heavy 

bombi11g. 

~fario Forconi Archives 



7 
SEEMS LIKE YESTERDAY: 

ITALIAN WITNESSES 

REMEMBER THE PASSING 

OF THE FRONT 

STO RJ ES OF TH E WAR IN TAVARNELLE W hen the New Zealanders entered the town 
of Tavarnelle on the morning of Sunday 23 
July, they found the streets deserted and the 

Cassia Main Road blocked by debris. The inhabitants had 
abandoned their houses at the beginning of June to go 
and stay on farms scattered around the countryside. 

For the farming families it was the most natural thing 
in the world to offer food and shelter to the evacuees. 
Although they owned nothing, being poor sharecroppers 
who had to give 50% to the farm owners, they took in 
whole families, giving them whatever they could spare. 
And not just for a few days, but even for several months. 

Luciana Morandi 
'At the end of May the Germans started mining the town, 
placing explosive devices all along the sewage pipes. 
There was a large round manhole leading to the sewers 
in the centre of the town. The soldiers went down it and 
mined all of the Cassia Road and then the houses, too. 
Later on they sent us all away. We had seen them doing 
something but we didn't know when and if they would 
have done it. One day they announced that we all had 
to leave the town because it was dangerous, and so we Jll 
had to go away. We were at the Commenda farm, stayin.g 
with the Poli fam ily. Forty people had taken refug•. 
there. 1 have often wondered how they managed to feeu 
everyone. They had opened their house to us and given 
a bedroom to each family. There were ten of us sleeping 

in one room.' 

From the middle of fuly, with tire Allies appronchin! -
Castellina was liberated by tire Frenc/z Expeditionary Corp.\ 
0 11 15 fuly - all hell broke loose in Tm•anzel/e and the 
surroundillg areas. One no longer felt safe mz)where. Tire 
civilimzs took shelter (rozn the size/ling in cellars or s~ecza::;; 
dug-out trenches. In tlzese situations one placed ones fa 
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in tile nperie11ce o( tlwse who had fought ill tile Great War. 
Their m1dhputed ·expert' aut/writ)' was of great mora/ support 
in the mo_<.;t di(flnlit mome11ts . 

\\·e were evacuees for a month and a half. lt was about, 
-:me and a half months later that they set off the mines. 
ll\"as sta);ng near the parish church with a farmer called 
Poli. We had gone there thinking it was a safe place, but 
instead it was right in the line of the shelling. When 
the cannon shots sta rted to fall near the house we were 
]i\;ng in, my fat her and my uncle, who had fought in 
the 1915-18 war, said, "We can't stay in the house or the 
stables any longer, we have to go behind the house so 
that the shells which are short fall in front of the house, 
and those which are long pass over us. " But the nights 
were cold and damp. A trench of about 20 metres long 
was dug and we all slept in it every night.' 

Sestilio Silei 
'There were two fam ilies in my house in Casaglia. Their 
house had been requisitioned by the Germans so they 
had fled and come to stay with us. We went down into 
the woods below the house to build a sort of refuge. Even 
their command post was behind our house. The general 
~et up his office in our house, taking over one room. A 
great pandemonium of shelling began the day after. 

We heard a great racket. There was a cedar wood down 
there. They had taken all their vehicles and ammunition 
there under those trees. A cannon shell hit one and it 
caught fire, the munitions exploded -blasts and bangs 
-It sounded hke the end of the world. The women who 
were in the house ran down into the cellar because their 
refuge had been built in the wrong place, on the side 
where the shelling was coming from. When this vehicle 
caught fi re all the other vehicles in the woods took off. 
They all came around to my house to take shelter and 
eve r~one went down into the cellar. It was quite an 
evenmg .. . The Germans moved on the day after - they 
all disappeared.' 
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Even tile locnlmines filled up with evawees. A terrified mass 
of people with scant provisions were crammed into these dark 
and damp tnnnels in dangerously Imllygenic conditions. 

Mario Conforti 
'During the period when the Front came through, five 
or six Germans appeared one morning. They came in 
and sent us away because our house faced Prumiano 
where the Front was, and they used it as a fort and 
threw us out of the house. I remember that there 
were two young Germans who even took down the 
pictures of the saints off the walls saying, "All kaput, out, 
out!" We went to the furthest house in Casaglia - the 
one at the end -and fell asleep in a shed. The shelling 
began the day after and we all wen t down into the cellar. 
Fulco Checcucci's father was there and other refugees, 
too. They had tied the door shut with a belt because the 
door kept opening with the shelling and everyone was 
crying. The firing stopped and we went back up. There 
were two dead oxen and the house had been hit so we 
left and went down below Tignano, where the lignite 
mine was. 

There were lots of people in this mine - it was long 
but it was a disaster. There were children; people with 
diarrhea; it was a real disaster. One morning we went 
back to Bartalesi's house where the dead oxen were and 
we took some meat from them to have something to eat. 
It lasted us for a few days. We stayed for five or six days 
in the mine.' 

The last few days were tile worst. Tile Germam abandoned 
their defensive line at Nora- which also included Tavamelle 
-and ordered the evacuees to leave their homes and slrelters 
and go to Florence. Naturally no one obeyed them. For these 
simple country folk tire city was as far away as tile moon. 
After having gathered up what they could of their possessions, 
they wandered from one place to another looking for refirge 
under tile crossfire oft/re artillery. 
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Sestilio Silei 
'The house was full of Germans. At one point, when 
they reorganised the line, they made us leave, they sent 
us all out of the house - they wanted to send us all 
to Florence. Florence meant northwards. They gave us 
permission to take a couple of oxen and two carts. There 
were 32 of us. There were three families in my house, it 
was a big house. We were all outside when they started 
to yell, "Raus, raus, raus!", '~You must go away!" We 
were tempted to go down towards the lignite mine, 
many people could shelter there, it was a safe place. 
But there was a German officer who took out a compass 
and sa id, "North, that way!" We started off with the 
carts. The roads had been ruined by the shelling, what 
desolation! Where sha ll we go, where shall we go? We 
took the Mulinaia Road down towards Sambuca. When 

we reached the first house there was a man there who 
said, "If you want to stop here, I am the only one in the 
house because my wife is in the shelter with my son." 
So we stayed there, where the oxen were usuall v kept. 
All their oxen had been taken away by the Germans 
We stayed in the stables, sleeping squashed together 
like pigs when they are cold- children, babies- it wa· 
terrible. And just as well there was a big oven, we coult1 
bake some bread and we could gather fruit, peaches. 
One day we had a tremendous scare, there was a tree in 
front of the house and we had gone outside a little that 
afternoon. The children were there, too. All of a sudden 
a cannon shot fell really close by, it sent shivers up our 
spines. We jumped up and ran inside. The last one in 
went to close the door - "Boom!" A shot, a rush of 
air sent him flying to the centre of the room. Another 
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'\lltlt hit one side of the house; the fragments had 
dtstron~d the tree in front of the house which we had 

been o:.itting under.' 

!1ll' last tiling tile Gemums did before retreating was to set 
off the mi11e.s along tile Cass ia Road. Tile idea was to llalt, 
if pos.1il>fe. or at least dela)i tile arrival of tile Allied troops. 
\\'itnesws report tllat tlley saw a large red glow in tile direction 
o( r,mJmelle at arowl<llllidnigllt 0 11 22 July. A few flours of 
calm followed, after days and nights of furious shelling in 
wlliclluo oHe lwd been able to get any sleep. At around dawn 
011 tile moming of tile 23rd a great roar of military vellicles 
amzo1mced tile arrival of the New Zealanders. 

1\farceUo Morandi 
'As soon as daylight arrived that morning- most likely 
no one had managed to get any sleep - we started 
hearing the shooting. We looked out of the window 
which overlooked the road leading to Romita, and there 
we began to see the tanks and troops advancing from the 
\lorocco Road. We didn't know if they were Germans or 
allies. 1 started to say, "Look, they have padellino helmets, 
they are English! ", because the English had strange 
h<'lmets that looked like bowls. All very happy, we went 
downstairs and realised that they were already there, they 
were outside our house. There was a New Zealand soldier 
uutside the door holding a large saucepan. We found 
out that he was a New Zealander because he told us he 
;poke a little Ita lian and he paid me some complim~nts 
because he had a son who was more or less my age. 1 
went back inside the house and said to my mother, "Can 
you imagine, mummy, they drink chamomile tea! You 
should see how much they have made of it!"; they made 
tea, but we only knew about chamomile tea. 

Our first contact was with these New Zealanders_ On 
that same morning we all went out on to the road to 
watch the army pass through, and they all went past us_ 
It was a tranquil event because the Germans had already 
left_ Among other things, my father was a heavy smoker 

186 To the Gateways of Florence 

and for many months he had had to smoke all sorts of 
things like yellow paper and 'old man's beard' vines. 
Then he found himself amongst these men who threw 
cigarettes to the civilians. Since my father was a barber he 
immediately started shaving the soldiers and came home 
with a mountain of cigarettes.' 

Isolina Brogelli 
'The next morning when we got up two old people turned 
up. "Do you know," they said, "the Americans have 
arrived!' A short while later an old man came by with a 
bucket He wanted some water to make tea with, so then 
we understood. They must have come from Morocco. It was 
23 July, a Sunday. After the war the ones who had passed 
through Florence came back to this house, because when 
these Americans (I don't know if they were Americans or 
New Zealanders) came through with the Front, our menfolk 
began to return home. When they saw that the soldiers were 
here they came back and gave them something to drink, as 
is the custom . 

"Stay here because now big bang, bang!", they said. 
They wanted to go to San Casciano, so they said that the 
shelling might pass close by. "Now big bang, bang, go 
and hide!" 7 

La Nazione (Horence) newspaper report: 
Southern Front, 25 July 1944 
The enemy has only attacked two areas in Italy, along the 
Tyrrhenian coast and in the Chianti area. In the coastal 
area he attempted to advance towards the north and the 
east Withdrawing towards the northern bank of the Arno 
River, the Germans fought efficiently, in particular using 
artillery fire, causing serious loss to their adversaries. 

In southern Chianti, about ten kilometres north of 
Poggibonsi, fighting was particularly relentless around 
the town of Tavarnelle Val di Pesa. Eight consecutive 
attacks launched by the Indian and New Zealand troops 
were repelled, with serious losses sustained by the 
enemy. 



La Naziona Lug/io 1944 

Pronte Merfdll>nalt, 25. 
In ItaUa il nemico ha attaccato 

sorame!f-te in due settori: lungo la 
costa ttrrenica e nel Chianti. Net. 
la zona del Utorale tirrenico esao 
ha cercato di spingersi verso nord 
ed es~ I tedeschi, ri.tiratisi suna 
Tiva settentriona!e de!!'Amo han
no e;Oicacemente battuto, &pecie 
cot fuoco delle artiglierie, i Te. 
parti auversari, cau.sando loro gra. 
vi perdite. 

Ne! Chianti meric!iona~ una 
diecina · di '~ chilometri a nc!rd di 
Poggibonsi, !a !<>tta - ~ stata par
ticolarmente Q.CCQ.T.,ita dinanzi aUa 
!oca!itd di Tavarne!!e Va! di Pe
aa.. Otto attacchi consecutivi Bfer. 
rati da.Ue truppe indiane e neo. 
zdandesi sono stati respinti con 
aravi perdite per l'avversario. 

Article from La Nazione nf'lvspaper, 25 July 19-J..J. 

Mario Forconi Archives 

Mite Brettoni 
'When the Allies arrived we were all in the cellar because 
we heard the shelling destroying the villa.' I remember 
all of us being there and so much shelling. At a certain 
point, the head farmer said, "l am old, if you don't care 
enough to go a raise a flag, we will all be killed." So my 
grandfather, poor fellow, entered the villa without making 
a sound, went up the stairs and draped a sheet out of 
the window. Five minutes later the shooting stopped and 
these Zealanders arrived. 

... They arrived at the villa as soon as the flag had been 
put out. We were all in the cellar so they came down 
there. These Zealanders had practically almost been in 
the garden when they saw the flag. When my grandfather 
descended the stai rs he found himself face to face with 
them. There was a German in the cellar with us who, 

upon hearing the New Zealanders I think, ran down the 
stam, cut hiS arm with a knife and threw himself on the 
ground. While this German guy was lying on the floor, 
':e wanted to hassle him a bit but the Zealanders said, 
No, he pnsoner, prisoners sacred." ... They were such 

good, good, good men! 

it wasn't that bad on the farm because we could kill 
a chicken or two so we weren't dying of hunger. Then, 
however, we had to spend the last couple of days closed 
up in there. They gave us bread. They really were kind 
men. They didn't want us to stay in the building at night 
because it was close to the road and they said, "Tonight 
much bombing, go in cellar." They took us to the cellars 
under the villa where it was like being in a fridge at night 
-so cold, so terribly cold .' 

Those soldiers who had come from so far away were blond 
and happy, it didn't even seem like they were at war. Till!)• 
formed the advance guard of that great multiracial anny that 
would, in the fo llowing months, have continued to circulate 
in the town, offering not only chocolate and cigarettes, but 
new role-models. It had a great impact on the cou11tr)'(o/k and 
those who were young at the time discovered a whole new 
world. 

Armando Sanesi and Luigi Marranci 
Duri11g the days of liberation, the shelling from one .1ide ,, 
the other caused numerous casualties among the cil'ifhm,. 
Giuseppe Sacci, Waiter Betti a11d Loreuzo Betti were hit .md 
killed at Palazzuolo on 23/uly while they were wm•ing a whi~< 
flag from a tower as a sign of welcome. 

Arma11do Sanesi aud Luigi Marranci died on 2.J July. T:-, 
two young men had remained hidden for a long time in order 
to avoid being rounded up. On the Monday till!)' decided to 'i" 
and meet up with their girlfriends at Pagmre/lo to celebrate 
together, but were wwware that the area was still w1der fire 
A cannon shot hit them full on and flung them against a wall. 
Their families only managed to recognise them from their 
clothes. 
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Mario Forconi Archives 

Antonietta Sanesi , Armando's sister 
·we were liberated on the 23rd, a Sunday. All the New 
Leaianders came, they fill ed Ceccatelli 's house. Then 
these two fellows - my Armando and Gigi Marranci -
:ad girltriends at Paganello, just past Noce, so the day 
•'ter, the 24th, they went to visit them. Then, at a certain 

0 11int that evening, they said, "We're off." Along the 
•··ay they bumped into Orland, Naldini's son, who said, 
''I'm not taki ng the shortcut, l'm going along the road." 
Nothing happened to him because he went that way but 
the others took the shorter route and a cannon shot hit 
them fu ll on and reduced them to a pulp. My mother 
went to see him, she recognised him by his trousers. They 
both died together, Luigi and my Armando. We kept 
them hidden from Ceccatelli, we didn't have anybody 
because my uncle was old, my other uncle was old, too. 
There were only women- there weren't any men. The 
Germans wanted the men. They didn't hurt us but they 
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were really mad, furious, because they wanted the men. 
But there weren't any men, there was only Armando who 
was 18 and my uncle who would have been about 50.' 

SANDONATO The inhabitants of San Donato in Poggio left the 
town around the middle of June. The situation 
had worsened following the killing of a German 

soldier in Pietracupa on 13 June and the death of Egidio 
Gimignani. Many families found shelter with the farming 
families in the Argenna valley. lt was not difficult to find 
someone to take you in; everyone knew each other in 
this small community, and was often a relative. 

Renato Ermini 
'After they had killed the German soldier we had to leave 
-the whole town evacuated because a tank was coming 
up from Piazza. And just as well there was an SS Colonel 
staying with the Marquise Torrigiani at Montecchio 
because he practically saved the whole town. We came to 
Valle here, below the Castle of Valle, then to Sicelle down 
in the Argenna, where later on the Germans bombed 
the bridge, to stay with some of my dad's relatives. We 
children almost had fun. Then, there at the house, they 
set up the German command post. The soldiers passed 
by on the horses to steal things and then they took 
everything there and ate it. 

My family and the Pacciani family were staying there, 
plus the farmer and around 30 Germans. We all went 
there. There was a huge storeroom so we all went in to 
rummage around. 

At the farmhouse there was always a piece of bread or 
something to eat. There was the massaia, the woman who 
worked for everyone, then my mother and another lady. 
My dad knew all these farmers because he had always 
worked there. ln those years all the farmers had sheep 
so there was cheese, which they kept hidden away. So, 
anyway, some farmers had cows- no, no, we never went 



The Pllilhannonic Society Centre in San Donato was destroyed by bombing. M aria Forconi Archives 

without. They killed the pigs in secret, they were pretty 
well organised. The farm owners couldn't say anything 
-if they saw that a sack of wheat was missing, they had 
to keep quiet because they had warehouses full of it.' 

The departure of the Germans camped in the lwuses was 
always preceded by a great commotion as the cables for the 
field telephones were dismantled, weapons, ammunition and 
(im1it11re were loaded up. These moves took place mostly at 
r1igllt, with the scattered groups of soldiers gradually reunited 
to form long columns. The last to pass by were t/1e engineers 
with their explosives. 

'We could tell they were about to leave. The Germans 
loaded up fast and left. They began to overtake the others 

who were almost the last to join the columns. 
We were right near the road, we saw all the tanks thaL 

night. They continued moving all night, not so muci' 
during the day. The transfers took place at night so • ' 
not to be .... because then we heard lots of cannon firt, 
shooting, shelling. 

When the Germans were about to leave they began 
to gather up all their things and leave. They retreated 
because they were not fighting troops - they we!, 
artillerymen and then, most of all, they had the animals 
with them. I remember the night before there was a party 
in the courtyard with a piano accordion. They danced and 
there were a few girls nearby, evacuees, so the Germans 
invited them to dance. 

... The last ones to leave blew up the bridge, which did 
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not obstntCt anyone because a tank arrived and everyone 
5-aid "How will it get across nowr' It neared the river, saw 
the de'\troyed bridge, reversed, went down the riverbank 
.-md came up over here without the least fuss. ' 

Bt (ore abandoning San Don a to and moving towards Smnbuca, 
tlzt' Gt'mum artificers - tllere were tl-vo of tllem according to 
witnesses- blew up tile mi11es t/Iat /Iad bee11 placed !mtside 
tile walls. Tile medieval gateways a11d the adjacent buildings 
were destro)'ed. But 110t all of the bombs exploded. Escaping 
.llun•eillanc~ one night, some inhabitants had neutralised 
set•eral of tile mi11es by pouring water from the sewers 011to 
tl~em. Without this sabotage action, all tlwt would /Iave 
remained of tile village of Sail Don a to would have been a heap 
ofmbble. 

Silvano Semplici' 
' I can clearly remember when the mines were laid. The 
Germans took several people to dig the holes: Ugo Secci, 
Donato Semplici, Gallileo Salvini and Roberto Morelli. 
The mines were placed all through the town. There 
must have been about three quintals of trinitrotoluene. 
They laid them about a fortnight before the Front passed 
through. When these people realised that they had to 
'"Y mines, they did so in such a way that they would 
aot explode. They saved the whole area down there, 
mcluding the tower3 I was only a lad and just happened 
tu be there. 

l have always heard people say that when they set 
otf the mines there were only two young Germans left 
behind, whose combined ages didn't add up to 40.' 

Ottaviano Lusini 
'When they mined the town, they mined all the gateways. 
Here everything collapsed, only the arches remained 
intact, that's all. Over there was another beautiful arch 
a~ov~ it was a lovely room with a window, but the; 
dtdn t rebuild it. There were only two Germans setting 
off the mmes. They had a motorbike. First they blew 
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up the Fontino bridge. Then, one hour later, the town 

exploded. 
... When the town blew up, we realised that the 

Germans had gone away because nearly all of the town 
collapsed, apart from the centre, and then the gateways. 
Two soldiers had stayed behind to set off the mines, 
and we realised there was nothing we could do, the last 
outpost was the one over there. 

There was also a big battle in Castellina, but they 
didn't mine the town at all like they did in San Donato. 
They mined everything in San Donato, even if half of the 
mines didn't go off because water had been thrown on 
them. That building over there didn't blow up because 
they had thrown water on the blasting gelatin .' 

That there were only a few Germam left to defend the area 
was confirmed by many witnesses. This did not stop them 
obstntcting tile Allies' advance wit/1 every meallS possible, 
applying to the letter the tactics of the 'aggressive withdrawal' 
theorised by Kesselring. The formation of the territory was 
also on t/1eir side, in that it offered more advantages to the 
defenders than to tile attackers. 

Don Danilo Cubattoli 
'Because the Allies progressed calmly we said, "Look, 
they've all gone." At my father's, too, we said, "There's 
no one left, there's no one left." But there was a farmer 
from there who kept chickens. Every now and then we 
heard a shot. "Where is he, where is he?" Then they went 
over there in a tank- the soldier was inside the chicken 
coop. He had hidden in the chicken coop and was firing 
at anything that came down the road. A German. He had 
stayed back, you see. They had nothing to eat so they ate 
onions. These poor young men were scared, too.' 

The first Allies seen by the inhabita11ts of San Donato were 
the Moroccans - tl1e ferocious assault troops attached to 
the French Expeditionary Corps that /Iad liberated Siena a11d 
Castellina in Clzianti. One can imagine that tJze welcome 



The crew o( a Tiger 
Ta11A.; photo taken by 
a German pri)ouer. 

Alexander Turnbull 
library, Wellington, 
New Zealand 

tl1ey received was not a particularly joyous 011e. Fort1mately 
they stayed for 011ly a few days; this was their last stop before 
leaving for the Frenc/1 {ro11tli17e, but they still ma11aged to 
spread panic. The changeover with the New Zeala11ders and 
the Indians from the 8"' British Armed Forces took place 
on 22 July at Sm1 Filippo, located between Poggibo11si a11d 
Barberino Val d'Eisa. From the11 onwards, the organisatio11 of 
that sector of the {ro11tline passed over to General Freyberg. 

Almost a week went by between the liberatio11 of 
Castellina a11d tlwt of San Donato - a very long period of 
time co11sidering that only a few kilometres separated the two 
towns. The reaso11 for such slowness ca11 be explained by the 
te1wcious resistance demoi7Strated by the Germans a11d by 
the reorga11isation of the Fror1t with the clwngeover between 
the sr11 and the 8 ,11 Armed Forces. 

Renato Bonini 
'It took ages - it seemed as if these Americans and, 
these English soldie rs would never get here. Once the 
Germans had left at about half-past 5/6 o'clock in the 
afternoon, we saw huge clouds of dust rising from the 
Castellina hills. It was a row of tanks with Moroccans and 
Americans descending, and there were some attacks by 

the Germans who sti ll had the odd patrol here and there. 
It seemed like there were 100,000 of them, instead there 
were three of them over here, three over there and they 
were shooting. They stopped frequently as they were not 
sure about going ahead because they could still get caught 
in traps. Then, bit by bit, they advanced. That afternoon, 
at about half-past 5/6 o'clock, the Americans and the 
Moroccans reached Leccio. The Moroccans arrived here. 
too, and raped two or three women at Leccio. Not people 
from here, evacuees. The commanding officers said, "Tl1< 
women must stay inside, all women inside please.'' 

... Here in San Donato we were liberated on 18 jul) I! 
Tavarnelle, instead, there was some resistance. Many d'''u 
in San Martino. 

When the tanks arrived we all went to see therr.. 
Then they started handing out chocolate, but just tc 11"· 
women. "Please go inside," thiscommandingofficerspoke 
Italian well. So the women obeyed him, howevet a few of 
the evacuees who were still around town were raped, two 
of them were taken in Tignano. The next morning the} 
had to be transported to the hospital in Siena. Then there 
was the changeover. The last two Moroccans died where 
the public conveniences are inside the town walls, in that 
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< t"rm,m ordllallce after a battle wit/1 New Zea/a11d soldiers. t-.·lacM illan Brown Library. Universi ty of Canterbury, Christch urch 

' ~all field, machine gunned down by an airplane. We 
lion't know if it was a German one or an Allied one. 

That night they stopped here,' and after having 
effected the changeover the next morning the advance 
headed off once again and reached San Donato. They 
didn't manage to liberate the town that night. There 
were batteries firing, it seemed as if it was a strong line 
like the Gothic Line. 

They were all in motor vehicles, this road was not 
tarsealed-you should have seen the dust, the commotion 
of those tanks wi th their caterpillar tracks, and the trucks. 
They didn't just go on the road, they went all through 
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the fields. It wasn't a simple operation. When they heard 
shooting they didn't know what kind of resistance they 
would meet so they advanced with extreme caution. It 
took them a long time to cross that piece of land- they 
were sea red. 

Renato Ermini 
. . We heard the cannon shots, but the Front had already 

passed through here in San Martino. They were here 
for eight days, but there were only about ten Germans, 
they were the saboteurs Over there where the Agip 
petrol station is, there was a string of them - about ten 



Germans died a nd a few Americans, but most of them 
were Germans. 

... The first to arrive were the dark-skinned ones - all 
Moroccans - troops commanded by the French who 
had set up camp here at Montecchio. They put up all 
their tents below the manorhouse and then here in the 
pine grove. 

The Moroccans were the assault troops, and then came 
the English, the Americans, the New Zealanders, but the 
first impact was with the Moroccans. They had sheepskin 
waistcoats ... they raped a couple of girls near Barberino. 
They arrived drunk and if there were no officers they only 
had to see a skirt or a young girl and they were off, they 
were beasts. The Germans were afraid of the Moroccans, 
they said, "The Moroccans - zac!"5 The more pacific 
of the Germans were frightened, because only a few SS 
had come up here- we saw their cars but they were just 
passing through.' 

THE BATTLE AT SAN MARTINO A COZZI 

Costantino Canocchi's6 testimony provides us with 
some previously unpublished details regardmg 
the battle at San Martino - the bloodiest of all 

the battles fought in the territory ofTavarnelle. The battle 
took place on the morning of 22 July and cost the lives of 
30 New Zealand soldiers. 

Costantino Canocchi was ll years old and had 
evacuated with his family to Pratangi, one of the farms on 
the San Martino estate. According to his recollections, the 
New Zealanders who had returned to attack the hamlet 
(after their first failed incursion) were taken by surprise 
and massacred by the Germans, who were hidden in the 
woods. It was, therefore, a full-blown ambush. 

Costantino Canocchi 
'That morning we were all in the cellar. I went outside 
with the head of the family. We both looked out from a 
small terrace and heard the firing and whistling of bullets 

in the Chiara gully nearby. They had already started 
shelling San Martino from San Donato because the New 
Zealand command post was there; from there they left 
to continue the Front. First of all they took the Canaglia 
Road- the main road - and then they also came from 
Cerbaia in order to encircle the area. Some of them took 
one line, and the rest took the other. 

When the New Zealanders reached San Martino, they 
were shot at from the windows of the villa because they 
were to protect them with the cannon but, instead, they 
didn't protect them. So they retreated, got more troops 
from Cerbaiola and went back to surround San Martino. 
This first attack took place at about 6.30 in the morning. 
I think there were two or three casualties. Then it took 
them quite a while to get reorganised. 

At about 9 o'clock the shelling started up again and we 
were quieter than ever. 

They had military maps and knew all the little lanes. 
At the de' Bardi springs they took a track through the 
fields. There was also a vegetable garden and the weeds in 
the garden were quite tall. When they reached there to go 
up towards San Martino, the Germans, who had hidden 
themselves there at the entrance to the woods ready to 
shoot, took them full on and massacred them. They had 
been told there weren't any Germans but, instead, there 
were some. There was a real battle there. Afterwards we 
saw all the bandages and the bloody sheets. About 2' O' 

26 New Zealanders were killed in that stretch of land. At 
Mannello's place, under a row of cypress trees, then:: 'i\·J.;; 

a line of dead soldiers- all New Zealanders. 
Eight or nine Germans also died in that locality. LJter 

1 went back with my dad and saw them being buried 
Then, a short time later, they dug them up again.' 

The death of Giuseppe Scarpelli, capoccia- at the 

Pratangi Farm . 
On 22July 1944 at San Martinoa Cozzi, GiuseppeScarpelh, 
head man at the Pratangi farm, was shot dead while he 
was going into the stables to feed the oxen. The battle 
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h.h.i been over for just an houc and the poor man was 
probably mistaken for a German soldier. The trip to the 
neld hospital in Fonterutoli was in vain. Scarpelh d1ed the 
following day. Costantino Canocchi's testimony, told to 
~larco Secci in 2006, helps to reconstruct this episode. 

Costantino Canocchi 
'At about ll-11.30 a.m. the cattle started to become restless 
in the stables because they were not used to it. This man 
probably looked out of the door and then closed it again. 
Perhaps the soldier with the machine gun was right there 
or not very far away. He saw someone open the door and 
close it again, so he didn't hesitate, he kicked the door in 
and entered. He saw a movement and fired. 

This happened after the second incursion of the battle 
at San Martino a Cozzi; the Germans were retreating 

Coming in out of the sunshine, entering the dark 
stable, it was hard to distinguish. The New Zealander saw 
something move and considering the battle that had just 
taken place, he didn't hesi tate to shoot. This man' opened 
the door and fell in front of the cellar door. He had been 
shot in his back and chest and he called towards us for 
help. We were in the cellar, we distinctly saw an English 
helmet and we said to ourselves "They have arrived!" 
Then we took him into the cellar. Shortly afterwards 
,hev knocked and asked if there was a wounded person. 
They came to get him that evening and took him to the 
F •nterutoli field hospital, and he died there.' 

SAMBUCA 
~e inhabitants ofSambuca took refuge in the woods, 
1 :~ fanners' houses and at Badia a Passignano. The 

Immense cellars and olive mill at that monastery 
gave shelter to dozens of evacuees, while the upper floor 
was occupied by a German command post. Whole families 
spent the last week before liberation in the ditches that 
descended from the slopes of the Badia hills towards the 
valley. They slept lying on the bottom of the ditches, 
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with some hay and a few blankets to protect themselves 
from the dampness. 

Aldemaro Giannozzi 
'We went to a farm up there, to Brogino's place, which 
was called Poggione, at Badia. I remember that we left 
there almost immediately, there had been an air battle 
right over Sambuca- an airplane came down near Ponte 
Nuovo. When 1 was an evacuee staying with a farmer, I 
had an uncle who worked for the railways in Florence, 
and as soon as he heard, "The Germans are here," he went 
into the field of corn. The corn plants were tall so it must 
have been May, or the beginning of Jun e roughly. The 
Germans came to get the oxen, they set lire to the wheat, 
too, and therefore it didn't seem to be so safe anymore 
- everyone advised us to go to Badia, down where the 
olive mill was. There were lots of families, they all slept 
there; each family occupied one of the big rooms with 
their family members and acquaintances. As a boy it was 
actually quite fun because I could run about all over the 
place. There was another boy and also a cousin of mine 
who was two or three years older than me. Children 
don't notice danger as much and so we wandered around 
inside and in the convent upstairs, in this open castle. 

There were Germans at Badia, and a German command 
post, but they weren't any bother, they were on the other 
side. We were all staying in the part where the olive mill 
was, below the cellars.' 

The battle at Cmnpiglio11i preceded the libemtio11 ofSambuca 
by iust a few hours. M aria Becheroni,' who was 12 years old 
at the time, was stayi11g with her family at the Giani family's 
house - the ow11ers of the farm at Campiglio11i. Tl7erefore, 
s/1e was only a few hu11dred metres from the batt/egr01md 
a11d could see the Ger111a11s withdrawing mzd the bridge 
blowing up. 

Maria Becheroni 
'The Giani farm was close to the vicarage. They took us in 



together with three other families from Sambuca. There 
were five of us and the Gianis had seven children. Two 
shelters were built- one for the young people, the other 
for the o lder people and the babies. We were down below 
Filinelle, the others were below the church These 
shelters had been dug in the ground, they had bu ilt a 
sort of reinforcement and we put hay and blankets on the 
ground. They were quite large, several people could fit in 
them. We spent a few nights there. Then they started to 
bomb where we were. So my dad said, "Let's go back to 
the Gian i's house," as it had a pretty well-covered cellar. 
We put down hay and blankets and slept there for two 
or three nights .... On the day of the battle we heard 
the machine guns and the whistling of the shots. The 
Germans had placed the machine gun in the farmyard. 
Campiglioni, where the battle took place, was one of the 
Giani family farms, the one where we had evacuated to. 
It was close to the house, the wounded all came to us. 
There was a well in the farmyard, they gave them a drink, 
then put all the seriously wounded on a cart after having 
bandaged them up. We didn't see the dead bodies but 
they told me that there were lots of them in Campiglioni. 
Mr Giani, the overseer, saw them .... The next morning he 
wanted to go and see what had happened to the farm, but 
they started firing and he was hit by a piece of shrapnel. 
There was a New Zealand command post at the church so 
they bandaged the wound and sent him to Siena. 

... There were lots of wounded soldiers in the farmyard. 
They were taken to Sambuca where the Red Cross was. 
The others pursued on, they wen t to the church and took 
the mill road. My dad said there were lots of them, about 
150. 1 saw them pass by, too. The Red Cross came and 
picked up the wounded soldiers. We had low windows so 
1 saw the Red Cross truck go over the bridge at Sambuca. 
"Look," said my father, " it 's the Red Cross, the bridge will 
blow up soo n. " And in fact, shortly after the Red Cross 
had gone over it and unloaded the wounded soldiers we 
heard an explosion and the bridge blew up.' 

The New Zealanders entered Sambuca on the afternoon of23july. 
They found the town divided into two. As usual, the retreating 
Gennans had blown np the two bridges over the Pesa River. This 
obstacle was quite easily resolved. CrossiNg over at the weir the 
Allies flattened out a road that connected the two sides ofthe,ri1·er 
once again. The few inl1abitants present, who had never seen a 
bulldozer in their lives, mriously watched the whole operation. 

Arnolfo Bagni 
'We returned home when the English arrived. 1 went 
down with my dad and we saw the New Zealand trucks 
along the Pesa River. We saw them the day after the Front 
had passed through. We had gone back to see what had 
happened. Gone was the bridge, the chapel at Sant'Anna 
- I was from there, near the Sant' Anna chapel, and the 
houses nearby had all collapsed. We saw the American 
trucks. I was with my dad and we said, "What's all this 
lot?" They were strangers to us. We saw that they were 
making some tea in the petrol containers. 

... We knew that they had arrived because there had 
been some tank battles. From the Secci family's house 
I saw a fight between tanks at the cemetery at Badia a 
Passignano. I was over that way. When the English 
arrived it was Saturday or Sunday and we said, "Now they 
will enter the town, too," but they didn 't, they turned 
back. We watched them from up there. They crossed the 
town the day after instead. The bridge no longer exist,"l 
so they crossed over at the weir. They made a road, thcv 
had bulldozers. We saw bulldozers for the fi rst time e1·er 
we hadn't even known they existed. 

J remember that on the last day we were in that 
gully there in Badia, I had a bit of a fever so I returned 
home and lay clown for a bit in the stables. At first I 
heard noises coming from between the Badia cemetery 
and Badia. There was a battle between tanks when the 
Americans arrived There was a cannon, over there 
where the Cresti family lived, which fired continuously, 
even during the night, towards Castell ina. 
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This fighting lasted one or two days. On the Saturday 
night they arrived here at the San Lazzaro chapel. Then, 
seeing that the bridge no longer existed, other veh icles 
drrived and they prepared a route across the river. Then 
we saw these trucks pulled up along the road. What are 
they doing?, we wondered.' 

Liberation meant the end of a nightmare, but the return home 
l!ere, as in all the places where tile war l!ad passed through, 
was a sad moment for the evacuees. Wreckage and desolation 
were everywhere, and people and towns could no longer be 
recognised. Tile mmlerous homeless organised themselves in 
schools and recreational halls while waiting to rebuild what 
tl!ey had lost. And tl!en there were the mines sown by the 
Germam in the town and riverbanks. Since there was no 
longer a bridge the people were forced to cross on foot, risking 
their lives. By some miracle, no accidents were reported. 

196 To the Gateways of Florence 

Arnolfo Bagni 
'There were mines - the town here and that part over 
there were all mined and there were lots of anti-tank 
mines in the Pesa valley. We were lucky that no one got 
killed, because every now and then we came across anti
tank mines. We had to cross over to come to this side, the 
bridge didn't exist anymore. We put up some footpaths 
and walking along these we found some and said, "There's 
a mine." Big yellow pans like this, but we avoided them 
once we had gone past them. A farmer from these parts 
called Viciani had watched the Americans; he dismantled 
the mines and took them down there. We used to go and 
get him and say, "Viciani, we've found a mine." And he 
came and removed the fuse .... We saw where they had 
buried the Germans, we went to have a look, l recall. 
There were quite a few dead soldiers there, buried where 
the Macereto restaurant is. There were many scattered 



about, when we saw them they were already buried. Later 
on, at the end of the war, they were all taken away. But 
these tombs remained spread about in these fields for a 
while. We knew that there was a German body over there 
and a New Zealand corpse further down. Then they took 
them all away. 

... Then we came home. I remember that we found our 
house wide open. The Germans had been there, they had 
left the pans and other things. However, my dad had had 
the sense to brick up the most valuable things under the 
stairs and they hadn't touched any of those. The town was 
really bad in this area- two of the three arches collapsed 
when the bridge blew up, it was a bitter blow. The nearby 
houses had been targeted, then there had been the 
cannon shelling, the German cannon-fire from Fabbrica. 
You can still see signs of the shrapnel in this house. Many 
families lost their houses. Whole families had to live in 
one room. There was a small bar behind the recreational 
hall and one family went to live in it. Others had to make 
do in the schools. Then, almost immediately, rebuilding 
began and each person set out to reconstruct what little 
they could as soon as possible. There were less damaged 
houses, of course, but I don't think there was one intact 
roof left in the whole of Sambuca.' 

Tile passing oft/Je Front was an epic event for the i11/wbita11ts 
of Tavamelle, Sa11 Donato m1d Sambuca, w/1ich saw tl1em 
ir1Volved i11 the great collective history witll their modest 
personal stories. It is a questio11 of 011/y a few days that, i11 
retelling, expand and really do become the tragic advm tllre of 
a11 e11tire populatio11. 

PRATALE W hen the Front passed through, the Papini 
fami ly10 had already evacuated to the Sardelli 
farm at Pratale, where many inhabitants from 

Sambuca had taken shelter. On the evening of 23 July a 
German patrol, with its usual brutal methods, ordered 
the evacuees to leave the house immediately and go to 

Florence. The same scene was repeated in nearby houses. 
The reason for all this would only become clear to the 
evacuees the next morning, when the lifeless bodies of 12 
men were found on the Gori family farm. 

Nazareno Papini 
'When the Front passed through I was staying at the 
Sardelli farm in upper Pratale. There were lots of families 
from Sambuca there, about 60 people. The Sardellis were 
farming friends of my dad's, and we decided to go and 
stay with them because we felt safer there ... Then, that 
evening11 they came and sent us away. They surrounded 
this house- "Go away, go away, everybody to Florence!" 
Instead of going to Florence, we took a lane which led 
to the woods called Sassaia. Many people went to Badia 
but we stopped before that, at one of my grandfather's 
farms called ll Poggio. Others continued on past Badia 
and went to the Rimaggio gully, where there were some 
shelters. Later on we found out that they had also 
sent other families away. Anyway, the Germans made 
everyone leave, they probably didn't want anyone nearby 
while they were shooting. They didn't do anything to 
us but they were determined and arrogant when they 
said, "Go away!" Then, when we were up there, this man 
arrived. He was the father of a boy who had been <hot 
with his wife and an 18-year-old boy who had typhoi< 
fever and he said that there were Germans who h <( 

sepa:ated the men from the women. They had kept bac' 
the men from the Cresti and the Gori families and th, 
man, Maurizio Raspollini, had sent them away. -~ 
German had accompanied them to where we were rWh'. 

He and his wife were crying, they imagined the worst, 

but they didn't know anything- whether they had shot 
them or not. 

Then night fell and we all slept at Poggio. The following 
day Raspollini said to my father, "Bruno, let's go and 
see what has happened," and they went from Pog&JO to 
Pratale. They were away for a long time and the women 
were worried. They returned and told us the bad news, 
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that there had been this execution. They said that young 
._ lO\·anni had run off. }. fy dad has always to ld of how 
e Kh of the fam ilies had embraced each o ther, that is, the 
, restis and the Goris had huddled together but young 

~,wanni could not be found. His fa ther began to search 
f.H him and found him further down, not far away, dead, 
ul a little lane leading to the woods. it seems that the Goris 
and the Crestis stayed together but he was by himself and 
tried to escape. Later on, my dad came back to collect 
the bodies with Alfredo Ciappi, the miller, and one of 
his uncles. They placed them on two carts, covered them 
with sheets and took them to the cemetery at Badia.' 

:'\otes 

Villa Bonazza. 
Tt'.,timony told bv Silvano Semplici to Marco Secci in th e video 
11 f11HI1ggio dt'l fron te a San Donato in Poggio e la battaglia di San 
.\f<1rt111o a Cozzi, Comune d i Tavarnc\le V a! di Pesa, 2006. 
11 Fondau.: io. 
.-\t \ladonna di Pietracupa. 
'lac!' would be accompanied by a gesture of throat cutting. 

b. Testimony told by Costantino Canocchi to Marco Secci in the 
':ideo 11 ~ds5ags,io c~f:'f frolltt> a Sm1 Donato i11 Poggio e la battaglia tli 
~~~~~ .\f<1rtmo <l Cozz1, Comune di Tavarnelle Val di Pesa 2006 
Head man. ' · 

Giuseppe Scarpelli. 
Testimony told by Maria Becheroni to Marco Secci in the video 

~~s~~~~·~g~~ne di Smnbuca \ {l / di Pesa, Cornu ne di Tavarnelle Va l di 

Testi_mon}: told by Nazareno Papini to Marco Seed in the video 

~:~~~bi~~z;~llt'lli Sambuca \ 'a/ di Pesa, Com une di Tavarnelle Val di 

2Jjuh·. 
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SAN CASCIANO: FIRST STEPS TOWARDS A 
DIFFICULT RETURN TO NORMALITY 

Marco Nucc i 

H ard times awaited San Casciano during the days 
of the passing of the Front. The weeks preceding 
27 July 1944 had seen the strengthening of 

the anti-fascist formations. In his essay dedicated to 
San Casciano in the book La Liberazione del/a Toscana,' 
Giovanni Frullini wrote: 

'The news of the signing of the Armistice made the 
situation even more complicated: on one side groups of 
young people organised aid for the soldiers on the run, 
on the other, the Fascists established the Republican 
Fascist Party. The struggle spread like wildfire; Pisignano, 
Cerbaia and Montagnana formed the Partisan Brigade, 
whi ch took the name of 11 Rosselli , and many share
farmers enrolled. Together, factory workers, farmers and 
artisans helped the Resistance, providing food, hiding 
those refusing to be called up by the Salo Government in 
their own houses, protecting and hiding Jews.' 

In the report sent to the Tuscan CLN,2 chaired by Carlo 
Ludov!Co Ragghianti, and regarding the activities carried 
out between the spring and summer of 1944 the San 
Casciano CLN evidenced the efforts made by' the local 
anti-fasCists to make contact with the Allied troops and 
prepare the ground for the liberation of the town. 

'The local National Liberation Committee was constituted 
on 21 June 1944 and comprised the following members: 
Hon. Pnmo Calamandrei (Christian Democratic 
Party); Corrado Ghiribelli (Socialist Party); Dante Tacci 
(Commumst Party);. and Lt. Col. Angelo Chiesa, present 
mayor of the Mumcipality of San Casciano, as co-ordinator 
and orgamser of the teams of young people. Meetings were 
held m many localities in order to prepare the town for the 
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impending arrival of the Allies. Due to the imminent arrival 
ot the ... ,·ar, the committee members moved to Florence at 
the beginning of July in order to protect themselves and 
their families. Substitutes Guido Binazzi, Guido Cenciosi 
and Pier Carlo 1\lasini from Cerbaia took over and carried 
,mt their missions. One of these, at Scopeti, in the presence 
of Mr Gino Bertoletti of the Florence Socialist Party and Lt. 
Col. Chiesa, was to define agreements for the actions to be 
undertaken given the proximate arrival of the Allied troops. 
Howe\'er, the young people could not actively patticipate 
because the weapons promised by Florence had never 
arri\'ed. As the Germans had been raiding everything and 
everyone in the last few days before the arrival of the Allies, 
a retreat was decided upon, with the aim of reaching the 
day of liberation unharmed in order to be able to continue 
the work commenced to assist the Allied troops. A large 
part of the town was destroyed by violent bombing on 26 
July and the Allies made their entrance of the morning of 
27 July. The conunittee representatives made contact with 
the All ied Headquarters the following day, through Osvaldo 
Benci, who was the go-between. The first activities they 
undertook were to assist the numerous persons affected by 
the war and organise resumption of everyday life in the 

•wn. On 14 August the heads of the Committee, who 
had already returned from a newly-liberated Florence, re
constituted the Committee, with two representatives from 
each party .. .'3 

In the hours following the arrival of the Allied troops 
in San Casciano, New Zealand Captain H. Baker, in the 
capacity of Officer of Civil Affairs of the AMG,' wrote 
a report about the possible need for evacuation of the 
townspeople to his superiors: 

'The city is still under grenade fire and we recommend 
that the inhabitants do not return there, wi th the 
exception of squads to repair the roads and carry out the 
most essential renovations. The Field Security Section has 
called for roadblocks to prevent circulation and permit 
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persons coming from the Front to be questioned. Notices 
have been posted in the city and more copies are needed 
for the surrounding areas. The regulations for the civil 
police roadblocks, curfew and anti-pillaging measures 
have been established. A temporary mayor and a Council 
have been nominated lt is believed that there are 
still many mines in the city. Diesel and petrol will be 
needed for the agricultural machinery and for the mill 
tractor, once it has been found. Those who have taken 
refuge in the country are eating what they can find. The 
approximately two quintals of flour found in the city will 
help feed the troops stationed there.'5 

In the days and weeks following the arrival of the 
Allies, various committees were formed to reactivate the 
economy of the area and to handle the large number of 
evacuees. A Civic Agricultural Committee,' composed 
of institutional representatives, land owners and 
sharecroppers, was established. 

The Civic Evacuee Assistance Committee was also 
assisted by the institutions headed by the mayor, 
Lieutenant Colonel Angelo Chiesa. Many women were 
involved, as well as Don Ivo Biodi, a very active figure 
in the Resistance, together with parish priests Don Nello 
Anichini, Don Tebaldo Pellizzari, Don Lido Cappelli and 
Don Nello Poggi. 7 

Damage to the ecclesial buildings was significant. The 
church of the provostship of San Casciano had been 
gutted by bombings and cannon fire. A brief report 
included in the Allied government papers stated that: 

'The ecclesial buildings and parsonage belonging to the 
provostship Church of San Cassiano in San Casciano 
Val di Pesa are among the worst damaged in the town: 
the roofs and ceilings of the central nave seem to have 
been completely demolished; only the roof trusses and 
some supporting structures are intact. The rooves and the 
decorated ceilings of the two aisles are in a very dangerous 
state and therefore must be demolished. Inside the Church 



the altars, balustrades, cornices, paintings, confessional 
boxes and the pulpit etc. have suffered considerable 
damage; all the stained glass windows and fittings have 
been smashed and torn off. A great deal of the roof covering 
and ceiling in the Presbytery and the choir has caved in on 
the chairs and the wood panelling causing severe damage. 
Even the bell tower has been damaged on the corners by 
grenade fire in such a way as to impede full use of the bells. 
The manse has been completely devastated and none of 
its rooms has been spared - the rooves, walls, floors and 

doors have been damaged so severely that repairs will b 
very complicated and expensive. The basement room. 
seem to be less damaged, while the buildings to the north 
of the church have suffered serious cracks and damage, 
especially the roofs and the walls.'' 

Other information was gathered from reports arriving 
from the liberated villages. In Cerbaia there were 
approximately 3000 people - between evacuees and 
actual residents - who were all temporarily under the 
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care of doctors from San Casciano and the locality of La 
Ripa. because the doctor from La Romola who normally 
assisted the town had fled. Cerbaia was not in such a bad 
state as San Casciano regarding housing and healthcare. 
There were no seriously damaged buildings and nor were 
there situations that could lead to the spread of contagious 
diseases. The AMG tried to establish a chain of leadership 
in Cerbaia that included important local people.- 'Pier 
Carlo Masini has been nominated Deputy Mayor,' states 
Captain H. Baker in the final considerations of his report. 
'Proclamations have been put up. A temporary Council 
constituting the priest, a representative of the evacuees 
and a labourer, has been established.'' 

Baker sent another report from Mercatale on 4 August 
that the 2000 civilians present in the town were being 
assisted by a pharmacy and a doctor. Two cases of 
typhoid fever had been reported in Montefiridolfi but 
these were not, however, declared dangerous. Like the 
other villages and the main town, Mercatale was without 
electricity. As well as the considerable damage to the 
houses, the churches had suffered badly. Don Angelo 
Ciardi, from Sant'Angelo at Vico !'Abate, in the parish of 
the Municipality of San Casciano, 10 wrote to the bishop 
.:Jf Florence on 1 August: 

'I fear I bring you bad news, your Eminence ... it is my 
duty to inform you that the church and the manse at 
Vi eo I' Abate have also been the object of extremely 
heavy shelling. Most seriously damaged is the manse 
- practically uninhabitable due to the bad state of the 
roofs, the walls, the door and the window fittings.'" 

Another letter was received by the bishop of Florence 
on 5 August from Don Francesco Fulignati, prior of San 
Martino a Cofferi and manciple vicar of Sant' Andrea a 
Luiano, parishes that would be subsequently abolished and 
annexed to Mercatale. The parish priest lists the damages 
mcurred m the two churches in this communication. 
The church of San Martino could still be used, despite the 
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cutting down of all the trees and the 'presence (30 days) 
of more than 400 horses and numerous German, English 
and South African trucks', but Sant' Andrea a Luiano had 
been badly damaged. Don Franceso wrote: 

'The Church, the sacristan, sacred furniture, living quarters 
and farm houses have been rendered unserviceable and 
almost completely destroyed by the fighting which lasted 
eight days .... Destruction of sown fields due to ground 
hardening caused by hundreds of tanks positioned on 
the farm .... Rumour has it that a military commission 
for the estimation of war damage is operative. There have 
been four civilian deaths and many injured.''' 

Water had become a particularly serious issue in the San 
Casciano area since, as stated by Baker in his report, 'the 
aqueduct has been partially destroyed and is probably 
mined. Water is drawn from wells. For the moment, 
a council and a deputy mayor, Alfredo Mattoncetti (a 
builder) have been nominated.''' 

The last village to send in a report on 5 August was La 
Romola, which had been very badly damaged during the 
bloody battles and liberated at the end of July. Half of the 
buildings had been damaged, although 30% of them were 
described as easily repairable. The gravity of the situation 
is highlighted in a letter from Don Raffello Sguanci, pri<.•. 
of the S. Maria Church at La Romola, sent two weeks after 
the end of the fighting. He wrote, 'I shared all the h> 
and consequences of a battle, which began on 27 Jul' 
and went on until 4 August, with my people. La Romoln 
is unrecognisable. It awaits whoever is able to reconstruu 

it morally and materially.'" 

Notes 
1. 'The Liberation of Tuscany.· La LiiJt'razivne ill Tosnma: Ltl '>turi11 t' la 

memoria. Giampiero Pagnini Editore, Florence,_1994. 
z. Comitate Liberazione Nazionale (N.1t1onal Liberati(m 

3. ~-~;~~::!e~~ts and correspondence from the Cnl cc. -150, q 

September 19-1-l-22 May 1946. 
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\llit'd ~lilit.'u" Gon,Crnm~nt. Valdi Pesa 1944.' Allied Government 
·~tuninpahtyofSan asoano , . 
DtXument~ initial report of CAO, San Casoano. 
\fembers ":ere: Angelo Chiesa (Mayor and president); th~ l~cal 

b. 11. f of Police· Don Nello Poggi from _Cerbaia (ecclesiast•cal 
t. 1e sentati\'e)· PietroSaccaridi, representat1ve fort he fanners; Eng. 
~:~;~:o Bonaini'; Bruno Auzzi, representativ_e for the sharecroppers; 
llino Callaioli (Le Corti); and Carlo Roselh (secretar~). 
\I mbers of the Civic Evacuee Assistance Comtmttee: Angel? 
(:~iesa !mayor and president), ~on ~vo Bion~i, Emilia Lu_mach1, 
Lassa Bonaini, Antonietta Pedant, Mtss Magn• (secretar~)-

8. Damage to the artistic patrimony. Church _ provostsh•P_ of San 
Casciano in San Casciano Va\ di Pesa: metnc comp~ta~1on and 
assessment of the damage incurred to the Church bmldmgs and 
the manse of this Church due to aerial bombings and cannon fire 
on 23, 1:-l, 25 July 19-l-l. 

Q. 'Municipality of San Casei a no Val di Pesa 194-l.' Allied Government 
Documents, initial report of CAO, Cerbaia. . 

10. The parish was subsequently abolished and annexed to$. G•useppe 
Artigiano at Passo dei Pecorai. 

11. Giulio Villani (ed). Preti Fiore11ti11i: Giomi di Guerra 19-lJ-1945. 
Lettere al Vescovo, Libreria Editrice Fiorentina, Florence, 1992, 

p. 113. 
12. Op. cit., p. 12 I. 
13. 'MunicipalityofSan Casciano Val di Pesa 194-l.' Allied Government 

Documents, initial report of CAO, Mercatale. 
1-l. Villani, op. cit., pp. 137-38. 

SAN CASC IANO: TESTIMONIES FROM 
THE FRONT 

\ntonio Taddei 

n fredo Pasquini 
Alfredo entered Bargino on a New Zealand tank 
Horn in 1929, Alfredo Pasquini was a 15-year-old boy in 
July 1944. At that time he lived with his sharecropper 
family in a farm house in the countryside surrounding 
Pergolato, near Bargino. He saw the bombs fall on San 
Casciano, but he also had the opportunity to ride on one 
of the New Zealand tanks that had come to liberate the 
town from the German troops. 

'I'll start from July 24. The Germans fired mortars the whole 
day, then, on the night of the 25th there was the most 
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absolute silence. The next morning a farmer appeared out 
of the woods and came up to us saying, "There are New 
Zealanders at Pergolato!", so my father wanted to go and 
see our house. Once inside we found a map on the table 
left by the Germans (which I still have today) as well as a 
hand grenade with a wooden handle, and dirt all over the 
place. Then we went into our neighbours' house where you 
could see the houses at the Fornace from down in the cellar. 
The bridge had been blown up. We moved on towards the 
Murlo Estate. There was an encampment of New Zealanders 
there. Even now 1 can still recall my friend's story. He saw 
two officers observing the road, leaning on the pigsty. When 
they left, my friend went in to see if there were any pigs 
left but instead he found a petrified German soldrer wrth 
his gun ready to shoot! The soldier said "I go Florence," but 
shortly afterwards the New Zealanders came back, captured 
him and with a kick on the behind took him to the camp. 
While 1 was outside on 26 July, I saw the bombs fall on San 
Casciano and this was a very emotional experience for me. 
From Pergolato we could see the fighter bomber planes dive 
towards the town - as the crow flies we were about five 
kilometres away. I didn't have a watch but I think it was 
just after midday. We saw the flames of the explosions as 
clearly as if it was night time. A group of New Zealanders 
camped near our house. I remember that, on his way to the 
fields the next morning, my father saw some mounds of soil 
and immediately thought that they were German mines. He 
advised the officer in command of the camp to be careful, 
but when the officer arrived on the spot he started to laugh. 
These little mounds of soil were not covering mines, but 
the soldiers' calls of nature. Going down to the Fornace we 
encountered the soldiers who were having a bite to eat, and 
as soon as they had finished they gestured that we should 
get in the tanks with them. You can't imagine the joy we 
felt when we looked out of the turret. They offered us some 
cigarettes and with a jerk, rotating the cannon, we went 
as far as Bargino. There were three tanks. At Bargino th~y 
stopped and pulled out a coloured map, asking us to point 
out where we were. "Bargino!" we exclaimed. At that point 



they made us get down. We returned home happy to have 
been in a tank and they depatted. Shortly afterwards they 
would enter San Casciano.' 

Giancarlo Matteuzzi 
A 'house-shop' for the New Zealanders in San 
Casciano 
Giancarlo Matteuzzi was a 12-year-old boy in 1944 who 
lived with his family in a rented house on the road to 
Empoli, near of the centre of San Casciano. 

'My parents had a small shop fronting the road- at that 
time we sold a bit of everything and there were rooms 
upstairs. During the passage of the German soldiers, they 
came looking for men to dig holes for the mines that the 
Germans were going to blow up during their retreat. At 
a certain point these German soldiers burst in shouting 
incomprehensible sentences. My mother tried to hide my 
brother Enzo, going through into the courtyard, but since 
the soldiers were already inside the house she managed 
just in time to put him to bed before they came into the 
bedroom. My mother implored them to leave him there 
because he had contracted a contagious disease. Despite 
this, the soldiers pulled the blankets off and seeing the 
skinny, frail body of my brother, they decided that he really 
did have a serious disease. In actual fact this was not true 
- he was very slightly built, but healthy! Before leaving 
they fired a round of machine gun bullets at the house, in 
fact it is sti ll possible to see these holes today. Seeing that 
he had managed not to get taken, Enzo took refuge in the 
fields below the church of Santa Maria at Argiano together 
with some other men for a few days. I remember that my 
mother prepared some food and I furtively managed to 
get it to him. Since the Germans also raided food, wine 
and oil, some people who worked in the nearby Antinori 
wine cellars decided to remove all the bottles of wine from 
the cellars and hide them inside an empty cistern in the 
courtyard behind our house. There were so many of them. 
Once the bottles had been put inside, they covered the 

cistern over with some boards. When the Germans arrived 
they went inside our house and "rummaged around" 
room by room. They also walked over the cistern, in fact, 
they made the boards shake with those heavy boots, but 
fortunately it did not occur to them to check what could 
be under those boards, otherwise they would have taken 
all the bottles away. At the end of the war the bottles were 
all taken back to the Antinori wine cellars. 

Before the arrival of the New Zealanders, I recall one 
curious episode. Once, some elderly people sitting on a 
wall in front of the shop enjoying the sun, were searched 
by the Germans, and while one man was being searched 
panic broke out. it felt like one of the elderly persons 
had a gun inside his jacket. A pandemonium followed, 
which was only resolved when the weapon was found
it was just a pipe, mistaken for a gun! 

When the New Zealanders finally arrived, our shop 
was transformed into a kitchen: rations were prepared 
there for the other soldiers who were encamped in the 
fields where the factories are today. There were also some 
generals stationed nearby in Villa Cigliano. This was a 
sort of headquarters and Winston Churchill came there 
in August 1944 and I managed to get a look at him. 
Escorted, he passed through greeting everyone with the 
"V" sign. The New Zealanders stayed in our shop for 
about two months. I also remember that a young woman 
fell in love with one of the English soldiers; in fact the 
got engaged and exchanged rings. A love that on I\· lasted 
the length of the soldier's stay in San Casciano. Then, 
just as it had united them, the war separated them.' 

Rosanna Tacci 
A young girl in the battle of Petriolo 
Rosanna Tacci was a teacher for several decades. She taught 
in the elementary school in San Casciano for many years. 
During an encounter with the students on ~he ~ccasion 
of the sixtieth Anniversary of the ConstJtutJOil, she 
recounted a touching experience that took place when 
she was 12 years old. 
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Jt,llimz countryside 
duritiS the war. 

Gordon johnston 

Collection 

'It is difficult to understand just what the war was and 
the horror of the war. I experienced it firsthand. The New 
Zealanders arrived in San Casciano and the Germans 
started to retreat after having mined various areas of the 
to•Nn. Because of the great danger the citizens were in, 
the National Liberation Committee advised everyone 
to abandon their houses and they did so. Only a dozen 
people remained and they were all killed. We began 
to evacuate, to leave, and for me as a child it was an 
incredible event. I saw elderly people, children, men and 
women on wagons, carts and prams or on the shoulders 
Jf their family members for those who had no means of 
transport, carry from their houses as much as they could 
- mattresses, beds, pans, all that could be transported 
and the most extraordinary thing was this continuous 
line of vehicles heading towards the countryside like a 
procession. The things that we could not take with us 
were bricked up in the cellars of the houses in the hope 
of saving them from any eventual bombing or robbers 
who could have stolen them. It was all useless, because 
later on everything was destroyed. I was amongst those 
unfottunate people who paid the price of a useless war 
and I was in that procession with my little bundles 
and all my personal belongings. Together with my 
family, I took refuge at Petriolo, a few kilometres from 
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San Casciano, in the locality of Cigliano. On Z6 July a 
frightful rat-a-tat and some tremendous explosions made 
us jump - everyone was shouting, "They are setting 
off the mines!" In fact, that was what was happening. 
From upon a rise 1 saw our aqueduct, which was different 
from how it is today. I watched it collapse like a papier
mache castle, swallowed by a vortex of flames and dense 
smoke, and shortly afterwards I heard the drone of the 
airplanes and then a frightful shower of bombs, which 
fell in clusters on San Casciano. Some people were 
crying, some were imploring, some were praying; I was 
totally terrorised and stunned by everything I was seeing. 
It was then that I really understood what war was. Until 
then I had not understood. But for me the worst was 
still to come - unbeknown to us we had ended up in 
a death trap because Petriolo was on the defense line of 
the Germans who were retreating and for two days we 
were in the middle of a crossfire of shelling. The New 
Zealanders were firing from Spedaletto and there were 
German cannons 200 metres away from our house so 
we were stuck in the middle of all this shooting. I was 
horror-stricken, I could no longer eat or sleep, 1 clung 
on to my mother or my father with my hands over my 
ears in a dark cellar under the house. The bombs fell all 
over the place. Two Germans entered the courtyard in a 



T.K. Norman and a 'friend', found in a de.s troyed building i11 San 
Casdano. Alexander Turn bull Library, Wellington, New Zea land 

moment of ceasefire and we came out of the cellar. They 
were looking for food and having heard a pig grunt they 
ordered the woman to hand it over to them. She began to 
scream li ke mad - she wouldn't give it to them because 
it wasn't hers, it belonged to the farm owner. So they 
lined us all up along the wall with our hands above our 
heads and the machine guns pointed at us shouting, "If 
you don't give pig, we make you all kaput." They weren't 
very kind so we expected to be killed. Luckily we heard 
the crackling of a machine gun nearby and the Germans 
fled almost immediately. Shortly afterwards some New 
Zealand soldiers arrived and positioned a machine gun 
on the roof of the house we were in and then started 
shooting like mad at the German posts 200 metres away 
from us. It was an inferno of metal and fire for the entire 
night. Down in the cellar we were suffocating from the 
smoke and the gunpowder. The window at the top of the 
cellar was broken and from there the explosions invaded 
the room with their blinding light. Metal fragments 
flew everywhere and I was terrorised by that sight. One 
woman died and several people were injured. At dawn, 
Dante, my father, decided to leave there or we would 
have died like mice. He handed me a bundle with my 
personal belongings and in the other hand I held a doll 
that 1 hadn 't wanted to leave behind. Loaded down with 
possessions, my father held me by the arm, pulling me 

through the clods of earth in a field of olive trees where 
1t wasunpossible to walk. The passing of the Front was 
ternfymg- shots whistled from all directions, clouds of 
sml covered us with each expl osion, we threw ourselves 
to the ground to avoid the bombs and then craters 
opened in the ground all over the place. 1 don't know 
how, but we managed to reach the Cigliano farm where 
the New Zealanders were, safe and sound. The day after 
we went to San Casciano with the idea of going back 
to our house in Bardella. When we got to the Niccolini 
Theatre in Roma Street where I lived, I nearly had a heart 
attack- San Casciano wasn't there anymore. There was 
only a heap of rubble - the houses no longer existed. 
In its place was this mountain, which rose up towards 
the sky for metres and metres, tangles of electric wires 
swayed here and there. To get across we had to climb the 
debris like you climb a mountain with the danger that 
there could be unexploded mines underneath, but in the 
hope of finding something different on the other side. 
This wasn't to be. We found more debris, the few houses 
still standing had only severed walls and empty window 
frames, the rooves had collapsed and there were no longer 
any roads. Standing before that scene of destruction and 
death, in that frightening silence, I did what I had not 
had time to do before -I cried in desperation. And from 
there we crossed the rubble to get to Le Corti , where we 
took shelter. There was no water, electricity or food so we 
managed the best we could. Somehow we had to begin > 

reconstruct our town.' 

Paolo Grassi 
The bombs at the public washing place 
In Calzaiolo, a few hundred metres from the village anc 
the State Road, was an old public washing place, near 
which many hand grenades and anti-personnel mines 
had been hidden. Paolo, a resident in the small Chianti 
village, recalls: 

'just after the Front had gone th rough, the fields were 
strewn with cannon shells and hand grenades, so several 
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An infomml chat between Prime Minbter Winstoll Cllurcliill and General Bemard Freyberg duri11g Churchill's visit to the New 

balm ut troops of the Srl• Armeti Corps, slwrtly after the battle i11 Florence. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

residents, together with the New Zealanders, gathered up 
ewrything they could find and decided to bury it all not 
far from the public washing place, which is now derelict. 
LiKe many other families, we sheltered in a sort of cave 
.nd went bacK to our house every now and then. The 
soldiers from the German command post, which was 
\tationed in Bargino, also laid mines on many roads 
neyond the bridge. We saw them doing this and therefore 
Jvoided using the roads. One day we saw three Germans 
driving down the road in a sidecar. They hit a mine while 
going round a bend and were thrown up into the air. 
Two of the soldiers landed not far from the vehicle while 
the third was flung an incredible distance and ended up 
in the middle of a field. They were all killed. One of the 
vehicle's wheels even ended up down here at the house 
and two towels got stuck in the grape pergola. Two of the 
Germans were then buried by my poor father where they 
had fallen, while the third was burnt as soon as the New 
Zealanders arrived.' 

'·----------------------------
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Gianfranco Fusi 
Under Churchill's oak tree 
'Winston Churchill stopped here in August 1944 in order 
to encourage his men who had come to the Chianti area 
to restore peace and democracy.' This is the inscription 
that Gianfranco Fusi would have liked to have placed 
at the foot of the giant oak tree located at the start of 
Cigliano Road in the Municipality of San Casciano, to 
commemorate the brief visit the British prime minister 
paid to the Allied troops during the days of the liberation 
of the Chianti area. The wish could not be fulfilled because 
'Churchill's oak tree,' as it was known to everybody, was 
cut down in December 2007 because it had died and had 
become completely hollow, presenting a danger to those 
who walked underneath it. 

'We had left San Casciano because my mother was afraid of 
the bombings, and found hospitality in one of the h ouses 
on the Cigliano farm where my uncle was a farmer. 



Wimton Clwrcl1ill visiting New Zealcmd troops ill Italy shortly after 

the battle for the liberation of Florence. At left is General Freyberg. 

Alexander Turn bull Library, Wellington, New Zealand 

All around my uncle's house was an encampment of 
about SO Germans. I remember that a German officer, 
seeing me in priest's clothes, came into the house, sat 
down at the table and told me to stay outside because 
the English were going to bomb it. We spent the night in 
a refuge; it is difficult to describe the infernal noise, the 
whistle of the shells. At dawn the next morning I told my 
uncle that I wanted to go and see what had happened to 
the house. With dread I looked across the courtyard -
the house was safe except for a few windows which had 
been smashed by flying debris. Where the Germans had 
been camping up until the previous day, the olive trees 
were all "upside-down"; that is, the tree tops were where 
the trunks should have been. 

The day after, silence dominated the whole area. 
Suddenly I saw someone in shorts arrive from where the 
Antinori Wine Cell ars are today; he wasn't a German but 
a New Zea lander officer in reconnaissance, with a gun in 
his hand and a dagger stuck in one of his socks. I went 

towards him (I was wearing my priest's robe). 1 waved 
to h1m and he waved back, a bit hesitant. In broken 
Italian he asked me if there were any Germans around. 
We offered him a drink and then he left on foot and later 
returned aboard a tank. Behind him, in single fi le, were 
other New Zealand soldiers. The troops arrived the next 
morning and camped here, setting up their headquarters 
in the house. As the days passed the area fill ed up with 
more New Zealand soldiers.' 

Martin Gilbert, Churchill 's biographer, reported the news 
of the British prime minister's visit to Tuscany: 

'Churchill managed to reach the front line on 20 August. 
During his visit he inspected and addressed a contingent 
of the Armed Brigade of First Canadian Division. Before 
going to lunch he inspected a half-field battery and then 
proceeded on to an observation post near the Arno River, 
about two miles from the Front.' 

Valentina Antinori 
Germans and New Zealanders in Villa del 
Cigliano 
Built in the second half of the fifteenth century, \'ill. 
Cigliano was a strategic place during the war. It was first 
taken by storm by the German troops and then was '' 
command post for the New Zealand soldiers. lt was hen· 
that Sir Winston Churchill stopped off for a one-dav 
visit to the troops. 

'The New Zealanders arrived at Villa del Cigliano very 
early one morning, at about 5.50 a.m. The Germans 
had fled during the night, rushing left, right and centre, 
without an officer to command them. Someone had 
obviously notified them of the imminent arrival of the 
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t'\\ zea!Jnders. l was in bed with my elderly mother. I 
s1ept with her because she was terrorised by the fact that 
tte Germans had mined the villa. Therefore, when we 
ht"ard footsteps on the gravel right outside our window 
m\" mother became very agitated. l tried to calm her 
down and then quietly peeked out of the window. I saw 
that these soldiers were wearing completely different 
uniforms from the Germans and realised that the ·Allies 
had arrived, although I did not know what nationality 
the\· were. Thev were, in fact, New Zealanders. 

So we woke ~p the servants who were on the top floor 
and asked them to prepare some milk for the soldiers. I 
recall one soldier in particular- I don't think he was an 
officer - called George Spooner. I remember his name 
well because he was always so kind to my two-year-old 
son. He brought him chocolate bars - something very 
rare in those days. I was 24 years old at the time. 

I didn't see Churchill - they managed to keep 
his arri\·al such a secret that I only heard about it the 
following day from some officers who often came to visit 
us in the afternoon for a chat and have a wash in the 
garden pond. 

One day the All ies notified us that that night would 
be a "bad" one; that is, shooting and cannon-fire. This 
is what happened and a part of the villa was hit by the 
shelling. Once, they even took us to my aunt 's farm in 
f astelvecchio, a few miles from San Casciano, because 
hey were expecting a violent attack. At a certain point 
the jeep couldn't go any further up the dirt road, so 
the hunting warden picked up my son and his son and 
carried them to the new refuge. They were both the same 
age. There we found other people who had had to leave 
their houses, too. I think we slept there for a couple of 
mghts and then they came back and got us in the jeep.' 
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SAN CASC IANO DEVASTATED BY THE 
WAR 

Francesco Fusi 

I n the summer of 194-! the countryside surrounding 
San Casciano became, either by necessity or choice, 
an imposed refuge for the ma1onty of the populatiOn 

of the town and the villages surrounding it. 
During the weeks of great uncertainty and general 

apprehension that preceded the passing of the Front 
in July, this countryside played an undeniable and 
indisputable role in sheltering the entire population 
that had fled from the main residential areas previously 
mined by the German saboteurs and repeatedly involved 
in Allied fighter-bomber shelling. Already in September 
1943, and even more increasingly as the Front neared, the 
farming families, sharecropping on the Tuscan farms like 
in the rest of central and northern Italy, had significantly 
contributed to the genesis of that complex and compound 
process which goes under the name of Resistance. 
Offering at their own risk aid and shelter to whoever was 
fleeing, to ex-political prisoners, draft dodgers, dissidents 
and opponents of the past Fascist and Salo regimes or 
likewise opposing, for example, the policies of forced 
stockpiling and the ever-increasing demand for labour 
made by the Germans, the sharecroppers and farmers, in 
fact, ultimately constituted a generous supply of human 
resources for the partisan groups, providing them with 
support and assistance as well as new recruits. 

The rural area around Mercatale was immediately 
chosen by the first local anti-fascist groups as the ideal 
scenario in which to establish small operative nuclei, 
as it was impossible to do this in the main town that 
was considered the 'enemy stronghold .' In fact, from 
spring 1944 onwards, intense co-ordination and support 
activities for the partisan groups that sometimes operated 
fortuitously in the area were noted in Mercatale. These 
activities were, in fact, sustained by the extensive 



solidarity that the farming families more often than not 
demonstrated towards the fight for liberation. Osvaldo 
Benci, director of the Partito Comunista ltaliano (PC!) 
sent to the Pesa Valley with the task ·of reorganisng the 
local branches on behalf of this organisation, temporarily 
uniting them with the liberation movement, recalls: 

'I was informed of the situation in San Casciano, which 
was, as I already knew, the Fascist "stronghold" of the area, 
while in the more populated outlying villages conditions 
were more favourable for us due to the presence of a 
greater number of allies and supporters. Therefore we 
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decided to organise small groups in the villages, whose 
task was to conduct political and organisational activities 
.;s well as capillary propaganda amongst the residents 
with political tendencies similar to ours. With the help 
of comrade Alfredo Mattoncetti, we established a large 
group in Mercatale, which had a greater possibility of 
carrying out propaganda amongst the population and 
the farming families. This was due to the anti-fascist 
knowledge and orientation of the population and to the 
limited surveillance of the few fascists in the area.' 

The Mercatale area and surrounding countryside became 
the main collection centre for the weapons that were 
stolen from the Germans - weapons that would then 
be passed on to the partisan groups operating mostly 
to the south, such as the Faliero Pucci Group present in 
the areas around San Donate. Furthermore, right in the 
Pian di Melograno, not far from Mercatale, the Germans 
had installed a weapon and ammunition depot that was 
raided several times by the local squads who acted under 
the orders of Ermete Nencioni, a lieutenant in the Italian 
army back home after 8 September.' 

This solidarity network covered all the rural settle
ments, often encountering proper linking centres in the 
parishes, parish churches and convents. 

Evidence of underground activities already existing 
1!1 the area was a first refuge nucleus organised for draft 
dodgers, Jews, ex-prisoners and Allied soldiers in the San 
'lartino ad Argiano parish along the road to Empoli , 
thanks to the consent of Don Ivo Biondi. Similarly, 
immediately after Mass on Christmas Eve 1943, Doctor 
Alfredo Lumachi, a central figure for the Catholic anti
fascist group in the area, agreed with Brother Tarcisio da 
Baggio, president of the Frati Minori Cappuccini Order 
of San Casciano, to create a refuge centre for wanted 
soldiers in the convent in Grevigiana Roact.z Therefore 
Brother Ruffino from Caste! del Piano (whose real name 
was Angelo Sani) got busy and secretly dug out a refuge 
destined to hide young men on the run in the woods near 
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the Convent 'in his scant spare time created by sleeping 
and resting less.' ' Likewise, loca l anti-fascists, who were 
particu larly unpopular with the Germans, were more 
than once hidden in the La Croce Convent of the Frat1 
Minori in San Francesco Road. it was in this way that 
many of the parishes in the area, during those terrible 
days preceding the passing of the Front, after already 
having been refuges for draft dodgers and political 
prisoners, did not hesitate to become places of shelter for 
the numerous evacuees as well as, in some cases, a sort 
of logistic base for the local anti-fascist forces: 'One safe 
reference point was the Santa Maria Macerata Church 
and Don Lido Cappelli, anti-fascist parish priest and man 
of culture. You could listen to Radio London in his house 
every day, and receive news and aid as well as advice.'4 

The role of providing assistance, effected mainly by the 
numerous farming families in the area, had to adapt 
itself to the widespread evacuation. In fact, in July 1944, 
almost all the inhabitants of San Casciano were living 
in the countryside surrounding the town. Many families 
had left their houses to seek refuge in the farmhouses and 
on the farms dotted around the territory, in the cellars of 
the manorhouses, or in other shelters, more often than 
not accepting the hospitality of close or distant relatives, 
or acquaintances. 

The taking of San Casciano on the morning of 27 July, 
made possible partly by the pre-arranged German retreat 
towards the north, posed many difficulties for the troops 
of the New Zealand brigades, as had happened during 
the previous lengthy breakthrough attempts on the Pesa 
River. Despite these problems, this led to the end of the 
control of a neuralgic road network centre. Or at least 
this was the opinion of the Allies regarding the advance 
towards the Paula Line and the bridges over the Arno: 
'San Casciano ... is the stronghold across Road no. 2 on 
the route to Florence, with Mercatale at its side like an 
eastern anchor,'' as General Freyberg described the town 
in his diary. Once the town had been taken, the Front 
moved northwards for the last decisive attack, towards 



the Arno valley and in the direction of the Apennine 
mountain range. After the passing of the Front, tough 
challenges and difficult months awaited the entire newly
liberated population. 

Shortly beforehand, in San Casciano, between 
the end of May and the following month, the men 
from the local CLN,' pressed by the imminent arrival 
of the Front and in the void left by the departure of 
both Podesta ' Romboli and Genera l Achi ll e Deii'Era, 
the prefectorial commissioner, had very courageously 

decided to take upon themselves a last crucial effort. 
to save the population by depriving the enemy of tht 
provisions destined for their troops. These were main!· 
flour and oil, which were stored in the municipal stock 
warehouses. So the local CLN, assisted by the remaining 
administrative personnel in the Town Hall, organised 
the evacuation of the entire town population. Dante 
Tacci, key figure in the town PC! and its representative 
within the Liberation Committee, recalls: 
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People ... began to use every means available- carts, cars, 
VdllS - to evacuate furniture, objects and possessions. 
Many non-transportable items were hidden, bricked up 
m cellars and places thought to be safe . 

In the countryside, the psychologically prepared 
farming families not only took the evacuees into their 
houses but shared with them the economic and moral 
sacrifices and dangers, and often paid the price in 
person.'8 

The evacuees received a portion of flour and oil for each 
member of the family. Once this was done, and after the 
Germans commanding the square in San Casciano had 
found the warehouses empty, the CLN hastily summoned 
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the administrative personnel and, following the advice of 
the Florentine CLN, ordered them to abandon the town 
hall at once. The committee members locked the main 
door of the building and hurried away, taking shelter in 
the areas surrounding the town, to await the enemy's 
retreat. 

Having been evacuated to the nearby countryside 
and managing to get through the uncertain days of 
the passing of the Front, the challenge that awaited 
the inhabitants of San Casciano was that of a ' return to 
normality.' Over the following months this pressing task 
would be the responsibili ty - in different proportions 
according to often divergent logics - of on one hand, 
the men from the local CLN who, with the backing of the 



Allied authorities, had created the first temporary post
war counci l administration, and on the other hand, of 
the well-oiled bureaucratic and military machine of the 
AM GOT' and in particular the Allied governor appointed 
to the control of the district of San Casciano. 

On 27 July, the day the town was liberated after the 
passage of the advance guards, the AMG personnel 
immediately also entered San Casciano in the form of 
the CAO, 10 the Allied force officially responsible for 
civil matters in the district, who was a true and proper 
'plenipotentiary' governor. To those functionaries, in 
all the districts of the territories liberated by the Allied 
armies, were aSsigned the management, decision-making 
and administrative tasks that would, in normal times, 
have been awarded to the peripheral Italian departments. 
According to such procedures, on a central level the 
liberation forces had a wide margin of control of a political, 
economical and financial nature over the actions of the 
Italian government, and therefore, also over its peripheral 
administrative structures. The rights of a juridical nature 
which founded such a prerogative had previously been 
included in detail in the Armistice document signed in 
Cassibile and, above all, in the later one signed in Malta 
where, furthermore, in the articles of the Instrument of 
Surrender it had been decided successively to nominate a 
Control Commission, the one that, in fact, in November 
1943 would have become the ACC, 11 which depended on 
the General Headquarters of the Allied forces. The ACC 
and the AMG actually constituted a single organisation 
operating in Italy after 31 December 1945, which, 
with regard to administrative and economical control, 
practically normalised the prominent role that the Allies 
had already carved out for themselves on a military and 
strategic level. 

According to this scheme, as soon as an area had 
been liberated it was immediately placed under the 
administration of the Civil Affairs officers from the 
Allied military government annexed to the advance 
troops. These areas that were - as was the case for the 

San Casciano district - very close to the Front were 
subject exclusively to the authority of the AMC, ~hich 
substituted the Italian authorities, exercising sovereign 
power, nommatmg the local civil functionaries and 
issuing orders and proclamations. 

The work of Captain Baker (the first of a series of New 
Zealand officials to perform this task) falls exactly into 
this scheme. Having reached San Casciano, from 27 July 
onwards he hastily contacted the main members of the 
CLN, choosing from among its members Lieutenant 
Colonel Angelo Chiesa, a high-ranking Italian officer 
evacuated to the countryside near Mercatale, and 
previously designated head of the interparty military 
command by the local anti-fascist forces. Chiesa was 
temporarily nominated mayor- the first in the postwar 
period - an act with which the AMG, through Baker, 
conceded the formation of a provisory town council. 
On 2 August, Mayor Chiesa formalised the nomination 
of his councillors with Order 2/b: Don lvo Biondi (DC); 
Castrucci Tito (DC); Duchi Giocondo (PC!); Lumachi 
Alfredo (DC); Nencioni Guido (PSI); Giuntini Ugo (PC!); 
and Dante Tacci (PCJ).12 These names were all well-known 
to the local anti-fascism group. 

Once the Allied governor had taken up office and the 
town council had been restored, albeit only temporarily, it 
could be considered that the lengthy task of returning to 
normality had commenced; that is, the process of material 
and spiritual reconstruction of the whole community 
began, the completion of which would be long in the 
waiting. In particular the prerequisites necessary for the 
repopulation of the town were still a long way off. 

The first measure taken was to establish the Evacuee 
Aid Office, whose initial task was to conduct a census 
of the inhabitable houses and assess the extent of the 
actual damage. A preliminary approximate but indicatory 
assessment conducted by the Allies estimated that 65% of 
the buildings in the town had been completely destroyed 
and were therefore not repairable." Other later data shows 
that at the end of the fighting the rooms that had been 
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dtstroved or seriously damaged in the town of San Casciano 
num~red 215~ out of a total of 5680 existing before the 
war.t-4 Engineer Oino Sacci, commissioned by the Mt~t~try 
,,1 Public Works to execute the project for the mumopal 
urban reconstmction plan, also stated in one of his reports, 
dated 19~7, that the average percentage of destruction 
and damage incurred by the buildings in the town centre 
amounted to 58%.11 Without doubt, the whole urban 
structure of the town had suffered indelible wounds. 

This had been provoked by both the destruction 
caused by the Germans, who had mined the main 
roads of the town, and the heavy bombing ordered by 
the Allies in support of the advance of the New Zealand 
battalions. 

For their part, the Germans had long since 
predetermined the destruction of several buildings using 
mines. This practice was part of a consolidated military 
strategy aimed at slowing down the Allied advance by 
destroying and blocking the roads. Others believe instead 
that many of the demolitions were contrived mainly to 
create space for the German howitzers positioned to thwart 
the imminent Allied troops whom it was thought would 
have reached the town along the Cassia and Borromeo 
main roads and the Colle d'Angola Road. Whatever the 
real strategic reasons, the following buildings were mined 
and then blown up due to their central position: the 
town hall in Machiavelli Street; the Oratorio (Oratory) 
della Concezione in Piazza delle Erbe (called 'the little 
church' by the locals), completely destroyed and never 
rebuilt; the medieval walls and other buildings close to 
Piazza delle Erbe; the Suffragio Church (Santa Maria a! 
Prato) in Morrocchesi Street; and the porticciola, the last 
ruins of the four castle gateways surrounding the town. 
Other buildings were mined in Borgo Sarchiani, in IV 
Novembre Street, in Garibaldi Avenue, yet again the 
historical town walls in Via dei Fossi, and some houses 
along Grevigiana Street. 

At the end of July, Dante Tacci, who was staying just 
outstde San Casciano, watched the mines being set off 
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from a distance when, 'we saw the town watertank 
collapse, while from lower down a huge cloud of smoke 
and flames rose up towards the sky as if it was a volcano 

about to erupt.'16 

Not long afterwards it would be the turn of the Allied 
bombs. Freyberg's diary of 26 July, at 1.30 p.m. reads, 
'Casciano was heavily bombarded by the fighter bombers, 
then hit by the entire artillery and bombed once again in 
the afternoon.'17 During those same hours, Major Keith 
Hutcheson, commander of Armcav, the special squad 
that liberated the town the following day, had stopped 
by the Pesa River with his troops. He saw the air raid and, 
'we watched our bombers deliver a terrible blow to San 
Casciano. One moment the town was sparkling in the 
sunshine. One second later our bombs fell and a yellow 
blanket of dust and smoke rose from it. As this cloud 
dispersed we could see the town in ruins.' 18 

The profile of the town changed drastically. Even Don 
Adriano Grossi, manciple vicar of S. Antonino Martire at 
Bonazza (Tavarnelle Val di Pesa) emphasised in a letter 
to Cardinal Elia Dalla Costa on 19 August that, 'San 
Casciano is a scene of real desolation.'19 

Yet another realistic picture of how serious the material 
damage to the town was following these circumstances is 
provided by Tacci, who recorded that: 

the scene before our eyes was shocking: gutted 
houses, debris blocking the roads as high as the first floor 
of the collapsed or semi-destroyed buildings. Desolation 
everywhere: demolished doors, fallen shutters, telephone 
and electricity cables in a formless tangled mass in the air; 
there was no water in the aqueduct ... The vital structures 
had been destroyed - the Town Hall had been razed to 
the ground, right to the foundations, all the offices had 
disappeared: the civil offices and the historical archives 
had papers strewn everywhere.'20 

The most pressing urgency was the removal of the debris 
that blocked the town streets. Teams of civilians assigned 



to various tasks were formed as quickly as possible: small 
units composed of three or four people and armed with 
a cart divided themselves among the areas that had been 
most badly destroyed by the war. 

The presence of mines and unexploded bombs 
obviously caused problems in the removal of the debris. 
The Allied military government, later followed by the 
Italian government, decided to create teams of mine
clearers trained in specialised schools who could then 
be sent all over the country. In actual fact, most of the 
time the initial interventions of mine-clearing were 
carried out at great personal risk by civilians and farmers. 
Teams of mine-clearers were also formed in San Casciano, 
composed of local people lacking any technical knowledge 
except, perhaps, a few rudiments explained to them by 

instructors paid by the Unione Nazionale Protezione 
Antiaerea (UNPA).21 This local manpower, enrolled, as 
often happened, more by force than voluntarily, recei\·ed 
food and lodgings foreseen by the rations for workers 
with heavy jobs and a daily pay of I SO lire, with an extra 
bonus of S lire for each mine they deactivated." 

The need to find new material with which to rebuild 
or render bombed buildings safe, a compelling need 
obviously linked to the initial phases of reconstruction, 
and the evident difficulties that arose in the attempt to 
satisfy this demand, led the temporary administrational 
personnel1 the mayor and the various council officers to 
send numerous requests for help to the Allied governor. 

On 14 November, Capitan Keegan, the new Civil 
Affairs Officer in San Casciano (Capitan Baker's successor) 
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contacted, through t- !ajor Clinkscales, provincial 
11eadquarters personnel. Capitan Keegan forwarded a hst 
of materials and quantities necessary for the most urgent 
repairs, requesting materials that he knew to be already 
,:wallable at the building-material factories in Ferrone 
and Impruneta, and cement from near Settimello (Sesto 
Fiorentino), as soon as possible.23 In the meantime, possible 
stopgap solutions had to be improvised. In an ordinance 
dated October 19H, Mayor Ch iesa ordered the requisition 
of all the tiles covering the manure yards in the area so they 
could be used for repairing the roofs of the buildings in the 
town straight away." The difficulties in obtaining building 
materials were due to war damage and the collapse of the 
provindal and regional industries. Further difficulties were, 
without doubt, those represented by the terrible state of 
the streets and main road networks. 

Transport problems made starting up of the flow of 
food supplies particular ly difficult. It is true that this was 
immediately reactivated under the responsibility of the 
SEPRAL (the Provincial Food Section) but, like all the 
other districts south of the Arno, San Casciano was right 
behind the front line and for this reason the main roads 
were mostly destined for the transit of military convoys, 
which obviously had the priority over all civilian traffic. 
Furthermore, primary food requirements had to be 
covered by importing food from other already liberated 
Italian regions or the supplies had to come from other 
provinces situated south of Florence, one of these being 
Siena. 'AM GOT did not, however, include the supplying 
of foodstuffs to the civilian population among its main 
priorities .'2s 

The passing of the Front radically influenced the 
economic revival of the population and the liberated 
territories. As self-sufficient economical units, the 
farm ing households had been deprived of their usual 
survival instruments. Agriculture, the principal means of 
sustenance and source of earnings for entire communities 
of the Chianti area, had received a severe blow. Imagine 
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Borgo Sarcllicmi, Sa11 Ca~cimw. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 

New Zealand 
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2:-.. ~~St~!t!~~ning of t9.tS it was known that a sm~ll gr?up of 
~nned men were hiding out in the woods surroundmg Gmestra 
Fiorentina. The Allied authorities had traced th: murders of three 
people in the same area back to them. Captam Robert~on had 
even organised an expedition to find the band, an operat1.on that 
took place with the help of about .one .h~ndred. local poliCemen, 
but which was not successful. C. B1scanm, op. clt ., p. 207-208. 

29. C. Sahianti. R. Ciapetti. Op. cit., pp. 2 19- 220. . 
30. J. f. Cody. '21 Battalion.' Tl1e Officio/ History of New Zeala11d m 

tilt' Se..·oml World \\'ar. Historical Publications Branch, Department 
ot Internal Affairs, Wellington, New Zealand. 1953, p. 359. C~dy 
also recalls a similar episode where a soldier fro m 2 1" Battalion 
had attempted to break into a safe in Empo\i, but failed. Also cf. 
C.Biscarini, op cit. no. 94, p. 86. 

SAN MICHELE A TORRJ: THE C IVILIAN 
ODYSSEY 

abriella Congedo 

Before the passing of the Front, the town of San 
Michele a Torri wasn't so different from how it looks 
today; a group of houses around the church and 

the fattoria (farm), another cluster of dwellings about a 
kilometre further up called 'La Palazzina', a series of small 
hamlets and several isolated houses. These places are only 
a few hundred metres away from each other but at that 
time they were small worlds, each with its own history 
and identity. Even when the fighting was at its worst they 
found themselves experiencing different situations. 

Most of the inhabitants were farmers who worked for 
the fattoria at San Michele. Their lives revolved around 
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the farm and in the immediate environment. ~he w?men 
ran the houses and took care of the domestiC ammals, 
and the younger women often worked as dressmakers or 

embroiderers. . 
The passing of the Front hit this small commumty 

like a cataclysm. lt was among these hills that the most 
decisive _ and bloodiest - battle was fought for the 
conquest of Florence. A battle fought metre by metre, 
house by house, with an unprecedented amount of 
shooting, extremely heavy losses on both sides and 
enormous suffering for the population. 

At the first signs of what was about to happen, towards 
the middle of July, the inhabitants of San Michele did 
not abandon the town - partly because they would not 
have known where to go - but instead built refuges. 
These were usually horseshoe-shaped trenches covered 
with branches and soil, some of which were large enough 
to hold entire families. The choice of the most suitable 
positions and the 'supervision of the job' was the task 
of the elders who had been in the Great War. They knew 
-or thought they knew- which direction the shelling 
would be coming from. But when the Allied artil leries 
began to hit hard (according to several witnesses this 
happened around 24 July), it became evident to everyone 
that these shelters were unsafe. 

Silvano Vignozzi 
'1 remember the first two or three shots. They hit the 
church bell tower in San Michele. I remember this because 
1 was making a shelter in the woods below Marciola. 
There were Germans all around my house and so 1 went a 
bit further up. There was this man working with me and 
suddenly we heard "boom, boom", some cannon-fire, but 
in the distance, towards San Gimignano. After a while we 
saw two or three shells hit the bell tower and a cloud of 
brick-red smoke coming out of it. This man and l, we 
rushed into the shelter. Then the others came, there were 
14 of us, it was quite big. We had cut some treetrunks and 
placed them all across the top of the shelter. Then we had 
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>Id 3 thick 13\·er of wood on top of that and then soil. We 
l\t'd our Ii\·~s by going in there. Three bombs fro m the 

rlane fell about 30 to 35 metres from where we were. lt 
\ ~s Sundav, 1 remember. Then the sun disappeared. For a 
c0 uple of hours you couldn't see anything, you couldn 't 
t reJthe- there was a terrible smell and so much dust. It 
was really frightening!' 

Ida Agnoloni 
'\h· dad had been in the Great War, but this war seemed 
different to him from the war he had fought in. When the 
Front started to get closer, you could hear the bombing 
coming nearer. \Ve began to go and hide. Each evening 
we went to spend the night in a place we called 'the cave'. 
There was a huge rock with a hollow space underneath 
it. Each of us took our blankets and went to sleep there. 
Tanks passed by all night on their way to Florence. They 
were beginning to retreat, and we kept quiet ... We had 
spent one night there when my dad said, "It's not safe 
tu stay here," so we went to the Leona gully. We put two 
'1r three loaves of bread, some oil and a few tomatoes 
into a basket and went to the Leona gully. When some 
airplanes passing overhead saw us, the cannon-fire really 
started raining down, the kind that explodes in the air 

They saw us and launched this cannon-fire that blew 
1p in the air, lots of red fragments fell all around us. My 
lther hugged us tightly. 

In the meantime, however, my mother and Renzo, 
my brother, had gone back to the house because little 
Renzo had left a blackbird in a cage hanging under the 
fig tree. We heard them, they lasted about half an hour, 
a quarter of an hour and then they calmed down so we 
said, "l et's go." Shortly afterwards we left too, because 
they had laun ched two of those things on us and my 
dad said, "They've seen us and now they'll kill us." So 
when the activity in the woods stopped, we raced away. 
We could hear the first shell , we huddled together, all 
four of us - me, Dad, Cosetta and Anna. The can non
fire fell on us, one from over there, then we didn't hear 
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anything so walked on a bit. Then we heard a shot 
coming from near Montagnana; they were over there. 
We huddl ed together aga in and the shots fell1ust ahead 
of us. We managed to get home somehow. When we 
got there we went down into Adriana the shopkeeper's 
cellar. 1t was sma ll and there were a lot of people in it. 
A German soldier came and said, '1No, no good here, 
go away!" and so everyone from Palazzina went to the 
cellar at San Michele.' 

Piero Pacifici 
'When the Allied troops started firing we spent a couple 
of days in the woods. A shelter covered with tree 
trunks and branches had been dug. The Allies came from 
Cerbaia onwards. They fired cannon shots continuously 
for a whole day and then advanced with their tanks. 
Bullets cost less than men, they had the means, and they 
used them. 

One night there was tremendous bombing. Two 
people who had not managed to find a place in the 
shelter dug some holes in the ground but a bomb came 
down, fragments of it flew everywhere and one of them 
bled to death. 1 We moved from this shelter in the woods 
to the manor house because it was safer. I remember that 
I was carrying a live rabbit, which I held by its ears.' 

Loretta Verdiana2 

'The week before the passing of the Front my dad 
looked out of the window, wh ich faced directly towards 
Poggibonsi, and said, "Look, there's cannon-fire in 
Poggibonsi- the war is going to come through here." 

When the Germans arrived my dad couldn't work 
anymore because they took the animals away-' So he built 
two shelters, one under Vasco's house and one facing the 
Leona hillock. Then one morning the Germans sent us 
away from the house, it was a Tuesday I think. They said, 
"Go away, tonight a ll houses kaput!" They positioned 11 
tanks all around, then they came inside. We had come 
back from the shelter (we slept in the shelter at night) 
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and they sent us away. "Everyone to the village because 
tonight all the houses kaput!" ... The shelling went on for 
several days, but less frequently, not continuously. From 
there we went to the cellars in San Michele. 

Only two cellars in San Michele were large enough and 
safe enough; in Via deli'Oratorio (La Fratta) and at the 
manorhouse. About 60 persons took refuge in the first, and 
about 200 in the second. They were mostly women, the 
elderly and children. The fit and healthy men continued 
to hide in the woods in order to avoid round-ups. The 
Germans regu larly combed the territory, searching for 

draft dodgers, deserters and escaped prisoners. 
The Germans occupied the top floors and the Oli 

parts of the cellars of both the manorhouse and th< 
farmhouse at La Fratta, while the civilians were cramn1Pd 
in at the back. 

A firing position was set up at the manorhouse. This 
meant it was one of the epicentres of the battle, which 
reached maximum intensity on 28 and 29 julr. The 
refugees were huddled up among the wine barrels while 
all hell let loose over their heads. They were liberated by 

the New Zealanders on 30 July. 
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\ luw a11d A mm Maria Verdiani . 

The situation at La Fratta was quite different due to 
the fact that the Germans had established an observation 
point there, complete with field telephone. This post 
supplied firing co-ordinates to a self-propelled gun located 
a short distance away, which fired towards Cerbaia. On 
31 July a rumour spread amongst the refugees at La Fratta 
-- perhaps brought back by someone who had managed 
to cross the lines- that the Allies were preparing carpet
bombing in order definitively to evict the Germans from 
the town. While they were trying to save themselves they 
encountered the first New Zealanders and therefore learnt 
that the area had been liberated." 

Ida Agnoloni 
'I think that there were about 160 people in the cellar at 
the manorhouse. We were on the lower level, above us 
was the sotto-fattore5 whose name I don't recall. There 
were some young people who prepared food for us and 
every now and then they brought us down something 
to eat. Then, at a certain point, even the water ran out. 
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My sister was thirsty so my mother gave her some dessert 
wine to drink and when we came out of the cellar she 
started running and we couldn't find her. While we were 
there the Germans came to load the machine guns, then 
they went up to the top of the ramp and began to fire.' 

Loretta Verdiana 
'There were 200 or 300 of us, it was full of people. There 
were 30 small children aged between two and three years 
old, the poor things just didn't stop crying. We were all 
in the lower cellar; there was also Francalanci the priest, 
Bucciolini the fattore6 and Conti the sotto-fattore. We 
couldn't stay in the top cellar because the Germans were 
in it. When we arrived in the morning we saw the tank 
-it moved out from under the loggia, fired and returned 
under cover. That was why they were firing at us. 

There was continuous bombing. Father Francalanci 
counted minute by minute how many fell. We were 
in the dark with the door open, we could see lots of 
shelling ... At about 2 a.m. on Saturday night we heard 
two planes passing overhead. We said, "Now they'll drop 
the bombs," and they did- 12 bombs, all around the 
farmhouse . The nearest one was at the bend in the road 
where the roundabout is now. They launched two there, 
then at the Uccellare and so on, because they wanted 
to destroy the village. Later on they found the holes. So 
Mario Michelangeli and Giuseppe Conti, the sotto-fattore, 
crossed the Front and went to the Castellare where there 
was a command post, to tell them to cease firing because 
there were lots of civilians in the village.' 

Remo Sereni 
'When we got to the cellar at La Fratta there were already 
many other people there, perhaps about 40 people -
women, elderly people and children. There was nothing 
to eat. Somebody tried to get to the oven to make some 
bread but it was hit by cannon-fire. We had left our rabbits 
at home at Torri so we decided to go and get them. Me, 
my sister and my mother went. When we reached the 



little bridge at Torri, the cannon-fire started and we had 
to return to the cellar- it wasn't possible to get anythin 
We tried once again, but the place we kept the rabbi~; 
1n was full of sleeping Germans. Even the second time 
aro~md we had to leave without rabbits or anything else. 

1 he New Zealanders arr ived at the outskirts of the 
town on the morning of 30 July, but part of San Michele 
remained in German hands for another three days. The 
civilians' ordeal was, therefore, not over yet. They left the 
manor-house and headed towards Castellare, where the 
New Zea land command post was, o n a nightmarish trip 
under fire by the German artilleries, over ground which 
was full of mines and littered with bodies and dead 
animals. 

The commanding offi cers ordered all the families 
living in Palazzina to evacuate and go over to the other 
side of the Pesa River, towards Montagnana, where they 
were put up by the farmers. Several days passed before 
they cou ld return home, but at least they were safe. In 
the meantime they could watch, almost as if they were 
at the movies, the Allied bombardments on Marciola and 
Pian dei Cerri .'7 

Ida Agnoloni 
'That Sunday morning, when we all left the cellar, there 
were still Germans at Uccellare.' When they saw us fleeing 
they began to shoot at us so we lay down under the rows 
of grapevines. Along the road were dead animals, dead 
Germans- real carnage. We went down to the Pesa River 
towards Cerbaia. When we got to that gully, we realised 
that my dad and my Uncle Tito weren't with us anymore. 
They had continued along the gully while we crossed 
over; that is, they went to Castellare and we went to 
upper Cerbaia instead. There was a vineyard there, with 
lots of trenches and sleeping soldiers. So we carried on 
further down and went over the Pesa River. There was 
a little bridge over a stream so we took our clothes off, 
washed them, lay them in the sun and then put them 
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back on again. We had nothing else. 
There were some farmers living on the other side of the 

Pesa River and they took us in. l don't remember their 
names. They prepared some meat broth for us because 
they had secretly butchered some calves, and we thought 
it was a banquet. ' 

Piero Pacifici 
1As soon as the New Zealanders arrived that morning Jt 

about 7.30 or 8 a.m., we heard a burst of machine &'1.111 
fire at the door. Having heard that there were Germans i1. 
the house, they went straight to the top floor to capture 
them. We ran off immediately towards Cerbaia, because 
the Germans regained part of San Michele. I saw a dead 
German soldier on the roadside. There was also bombing 
at Castellare. it seemed like Judgement Day and the 
Germans were firing from San Michele. Because we didn't 
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think it was safe even there, we fled to Montagnana. After 
a few da,·s 1 fe ll and broke my arm. An Allied ambulance 
wok me.to the civilian hospital in Siena. With my broken 
arn 1 was the one who was the best off. ' 

Loretta Verdiani 
'The :\ew Zealanders arrived at about eight o'clock in the 
morning. They had those big hats with nett ing on them. 
The cellar door was open with everyone inside and there 
were only six Germans in front of the cellar. 

They sent us away. Once they had left the manor
house, the farm ing families all went back to their own 
houses. They asked us where we lived and we answered, 
"Up there, in Palazzina." We couldn't go back because 
the Germans were still there. There were 16 or 17 families 
from Palazzina, including ours, all large families. The 
Germans were there because they [the New Zealanders] 
had already lost it twice - they had already retreated 
twice from Castellare to Palazzina. 

We reached Castellare through the fields. There were 
mines along the road so the men went ahead and told us 
where to be careful. There was a soldier on sentry duty in 
the courtyard of the villa. We all went into a large room 
where there was a commanding officer. While he was 
.alking to the heads of the fam ilies, a cannon shell fell 
•nd hit the young soldier in the courtyard, so the officer 
.aid, "At this point I cannot let you stay here - I will 
send for a truck to take you all to Siena." The men didn't 
,;ree wi th this, so the commandi ng officer said, "Cross 

uver the river and go into those houses over there." 
We crossed the Pesa River, which was almost dry, and 

went to those famili es. We stopped at the second house, 
the home of the Camici family, who had a spinning mill. 
When the wife saw us she said, "Poor things. Look at the 
state they are in!" They prepared baths for everyone and 
gave us something to eat. Then they said that they could 
only take in one fam ily so they divided us up amongst 
the nearby houses. We went to my father's sister's place 
m Montepaldi. 

228 To the Gateways of Florence 

A scene of absolute devastat ion awa ited the inhabitants 
of San Michele upon their return to the town. Destroyed 
houses, burnt trees, wrecked military vehicles, weapons, 
ammunition and abandoned bombs. There were pieces 
of steel everywhere, while the corpses of the dead soldiers 
were still lying where they had fallen. Furthermore, here 
they had not experienced that air of excitement that had 
accompan ied the passing through of the Allied army in 
other areas. The New Zealanders had left immediately 
and the only known encampment was qui te a distance 
from the town. ' 

Silvano Vignozzi 
'We had left the shelter at the bottom of the field. I had 
already seen my dad because he came every day. He was 
old. He came early in the morning if there was something 
to get- a fla sk of wine or water- we drank a lot while 
we were in the shelter. He told me that there was this 
[dead] German, a man had helped him put the soldier 
on a ladder, and they put him into a hole in a trench. 
They threw him in it and covered him up a bit. I had 
all his documents, with his name and surname. I would 
have liked to have written to his family, but there was 
no one who could write in German and so I couldn't do 
anything.' 

Loretta Verdiani 
'We went back as soon as Scandicci had been liberated. 
Once we got past Castellare and were heading up towards 
San Michele, we came across dead animals, horses, all 
sorts of everything, corpses of soldiers with just a bit of 
soil covering their faces. My father tried to encourage us 
on. Then we reached Palazzina. There were three military 
trucks in front of Adriana's shop' - two were already full 
of dead bodies- and we could see those young men with 
their blond hair. What a scene it was. The entrance was 
full of dead bodies- a pile this high, they were filling up 
the other truck. We didn 't sleep for a month because of 
the impression it made on us. 



We found our house in ruins. When it began to rain in 
October we had to use umbrellas in the kitchen. We slept 
with five other families in Massimo Luchini 's house for 
six months. There were mountains of shells of all sizes on 
the lawn - it was a real sight. My dad said, "There'll be 
trouble if you pick one up." There were pieces of metal 
this long on my brother's lawn. There were piles of them. 
A man came to collect the metal but you weren't allowed 
to take the shells- the army came to take them away. 

When we got back home there was nothing left, 
they had taken everything. We had only the clothes on 
our backs, which we washed in the evening and put back 
on the next morning. A man came by selling black fascist 
shirts. My mother bought two of them and made a dress 
for each of us so we would have a change of clothes. Life 
went on like this for quite a long time. 

The battle of San Michele had ended, but the effects 
of that week of intense shooting would be felt for many 
years to come. There were hardly any cattle left because of 
the cannon-fire and raiding. The huge amount of pieces 
of metal rammed into the ground and the tree trunks 
- the elders recall that saws broke- made the farmers' 
lives even more wretched. 

But the worst wounds were those that remained impressed 
in the lives of the people. One painful chapter, still not very 
well known, is the one regarding the accidents caused by 
bombs and explosive materials which took place after the 
passing of the Front. Many people were killed or mutilated, 
but the real victims were the children. The abandoned 
weapons were an irresistible temptation for them. At 
San Michele, little 8-year-old Umberto Poli was blown to 
pieces by a bomb on 31 March 1945, the day before Easter. 
Marcellino Lotti, his playmate, was also killed. 10 Others 
fared better but the memories and physical scars are still 
fresh. They were the consequences of a tremendous war 
that had not exhausted its destructive potential.' 

Aldo Bonifazzi 
'lt was 6 August, right after the battle. Late that afternoon 

my dad, who had been wounded by the bombing a few 
days before and cou ldn't move, said to me, "Let the sheep 
out for a while to eat." There were only 35 left out of !OS. 
I went over to the field in front of the Fornace where 
there was a haystack, a trench with a spade still in it and 
cartridges- there had been shooting. I went in to look, 
I was just a boy, you know, I was curious. 

The sheep moved into the upper field where there was 
a vineyard and they started eating the grapes, so 1 sent 
the dog to chase them out. It was just a puppy that had 
never been with sheep before, but he understood me! The 
sheep came down from the bank and one stepped on a 
mine. I was facing towards it and 'boom!', it exploded. 
The sheep didn't die but the dog was wounded on the 
ear. It fled towards the house. You should have seen how 
fast it ran! My dad said, "What have you done?" "It 's the 
same leg as yours!" I replied. I couldn't stand up. Even 
now there is still a hole this big. When they picked me up 
they also saw the wound up here and my dad got a fright. 
The New Zealanders who were in the big farmhouse had 
heard everything and came straight away in a truck. They 
put me into it and took me to get the wound treated, 
first in Cerbaia, then in Romita on the Cassia Road and 
afterwards to Siena to be operated on . I arrived there at 
6 a. m. the following morning. I returned home on 
5 October, two months, less a day, later.' 

Piero Pacifici 
A Jewish family at San Michele 
Armando Pacifici was a lwmble Jewish shopkeeper /"• 
Florence. After 8 September he took refitge at Sa11 Mi<!Jd, ' 
Torri with his wife mzd 9~year-old sou, Piero, in order to m·{l/tj 

being deported. Everyone in tile town knew who the}' were but 
no one turned them in 

'We had a haberdashery shop in Borgo Pinti, Florence. We 
had to close it after the Armistice because they had started 
rounding up the Jews there. Most of my schoolmates were 
deported. The shop was sequestered. My parents and I 
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UmbertoPoli. 

tound a place to stay in San Michele a Torri, at a man called 
"Jeri Valente's place. He had three children. We paid him 
b >ard - this man was poorer than we were - he earned 
a living digging trenches in vineyards. In the evening we 
.tte by the fire, after having gone into the woods to search 
1 )r mushroom and potatoes. One day a uniformed local 
policeman, who was our friend, came into town and asked 
about us, but no one said a word. Everyone in San Michele 
knew we were Jews but no one ever turned us in. 

My father used to go to Florence on his bicycle to steal 
things from our shop, taking cases of his goods that he 
then sold in San Michele. He waited for the alarm to 
sound so that everyone was in their shelters and no one 
was on the roads. Then he raised the rolling shutter on 
the shop front and went in. Since this was dangerous, he 
later arranged to get in through the cellar in an adjacent 
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Da11te Poli. 

building so that he would not be seen from the street. He 
risked his life but there was no alternative. We had no 
money but we had to eat. At times we had to go into the 
fields and take things without the farmer's permission.' 

Loretta Verdiana 
The mule 
Prima Verdiani had to feed and clothe a family of 11 with his 
job as a wagon driver. The bread and the flour given to him by 
the bakers he delivered wood to helped to keep them from 
starving. When the camwn-fire begm1 to fall on Sm1 Michele, 
the first thing he did was to take his mule to a safe place- it 
was the most precious thing he owned. 

When he arrived home after three days, my father 
went straight to see how the mule was doing, because he 



had removed it from the stable under the house and taken 
it down to the Leona gully. It had been hit by cannon-fire 
and my father said, "They have taken my arms away." 
The poor man did not know what to do; he had to start 
delivering wood again. There were no farm animals left, 
the Germans had taken them all. They used to stop at the 
farmers' stables and take them all away. Once they had 
taken two oxen and hitched them up the wrong way; 
the right side was on the left side. What a mess! We were 
watching them from the bedroom windows, and the 
animals were walking crookedly, from side to side. 

One day my father heard that they were selling an 
army mule in Siena. He left on foot with my brother-

Loris Vezzosi. 

three days there and three days back. Then they had to 
sell this mule again after two or three months because of 
the way it used to kick. There was a cattle dealer in San 
Colombano at the time, they called him Sciabolino, and 
my dad managed to buy a mule from him.' 

Giovanna Fondelli 
The Vezzosi brothers 
Tile killi11g of two brothers - Loris and Domizio l'ezzosi
wilic/1 took place 011 17fuly 1944 at Sa11 Vincenzo a Torri, was 
one of tile most atrocious episodes of tile war in tile Scandicci 
area. Some reco11structions of tile eve11t accredit tile tlleOI)' tilat 
tile brothers were involved wit/1 the 'Carlo Rosselli' partisan 

Domizio Vezzosi 
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(TilllJl OJlt'Ti ltiug bt'lWet'll Mo11tagnmw a11d Snmdicci, but this 
''4'-' tJ/mzn b t't'll dt'niecl b,r family meml1ers. 

1\ ·, lltH't' dt•dded to rt'Wllllt a previously uupublisllecl \'ersiou 
f tile {iKb rdc1ted to us by Gimwma FoudeJli, the wife of 

Ln 'o 1 't'zzo."i i, Loris 's so11 . . Mrs Fowtelli lived with Loris's 
\\ .dtm', Fnmce.~ca Pacini, for 20 years, becoming custodian of 
lzermouoirs. 

Loris \ 'ezzos i was 30 years old, Domizio was 39. Loris had 
l1t't'1l marrit•d fO r onll' 15 mouths. 

Loris was in the army and worked for the railways in 
Florence. He was a tall , good-looking man. After 8 
September he went to work on the Sassoli estate. He was 
quite religious and not involved in politics. That Monday 
morning he went to the farm as usual. At midday his 
wife, carr}ing their 6-month-old baby, went to take 
him his lunch and stayed on to chat with some other 
women. At that moment two Germans passed by with 
two or three repubblichini. " They had rounded up the 
men in the town because a German sold ier had been 
wounded nearby and they claimed that the partisans 
had done it. Domizio was one of the prisoners. Knowing 
hat his wife was outside the manorhouse, Loris poked 
'"' head out of the door to see what was going on and 
"'a' captured. They took them to the first house after 
h~~ manorhouse. Domizio and another man were taken 
.pstairs. The Germans pretended to kill them to get the 
thers to talk. Loris, who was downstairs, managed to hit 

one of the two Germans and went upstairs to save his 
brother, while all the other prisoners ran off. There was a 
'' uffle with the other soldier who fired, wounding Loris 
on one leg and Domizio on his neck. The Germans went 
to look for reinforcements. With his wounded leg, Loris 
~eaded towards town. In the meantime, someone had 
mformed Domizio's wife who, together with her father 
went to get Domizio with a cart. But on the way back 
they encountered a German patrol, which shot Do .. 
m the head. mJZJO 
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When Loris reached the town he was still bleeding. 
Instead of crossing the Pesa River to save himself he 
headed towards his house - perhaps he was worried 
about his wife. The Germans spotted him going through 
the vi neyard and captured him. His wife was nearby and 
they threatened to ki ll the baby. They tied Loris to the 
military van with a rope and dragged him to the Casa di 
Caccia. 12 The farmers who saw him go by recount that the 
soldiers hit him repeatedly and he said he was innocent. 
They tortured him to make him talk and when he was 
almost dead they took him to the pink house where there 
was still a beam intact, and hanged him. 

Then the Germans went back and set fire to the parents' 
house. That night they also bombed Loris's wife's house. 

Tile Vezzosi 

brothers' tomb. 



They were all left with nothing. That eveningsome friends 
cam e, got the body down, covered it with a sheet and 
took it to the cemetery. The next morning, Domizio was 
also taken to the cemetery. Their father, seeing another 
body, lifted up the sheet to see who it was and realised it 
was his other son .' 

Left 1/omeless, Loris' widow was given a room in the 
l'icarage by tl1e parish priest i11 Sm1 Vicmzo - one of the 
few, if not t11e Dill)' perso11, who really helped l1er. In order to 
feed herself m1d her so11 she wmt to work in a brick factory 
mut, only 111n11y years later, 11W1Wged to obtai11 a meagre 
pension. 

Notes 

1. Artemio Bianchi. The episode is also remembered by Loretta 
Verdiani. 

2. Loretta Verdiani is Franca's twin sister; they lived through the 
abovementioned events together. 

3 . Loretta and Franca's father was a wagon driver. 
-t . From the testimonies of Aldo Bonifazzi and Remo Sereni. 
5. Second-in-charge farmer. 
6. Head farmer. 
7. These bombings probably occured on 2 August. This episode was 

recalled by lda Agnoloni and Umberto Lari. 
8. A small wood situated in the upper part of San Michele a Torri. 
9. A medication post for wounded German soldiers had been set up 

in Adriana's shop during the battle. 
10. This tragedy emerged from the testimony of Dante Poli, Umberto's 

father. 
1 1. Supporters of the Republic of SaiO. 
12. Hunting House. 

Franca Ferrantini Ciceri 
An evening at the Hotel Baglioni, Florence, 
summer 1944 
'I was born in 1923 so the events of the last world war, 
1939 to 1945, when 1 was about 20 years old, are well 
known to me. 

Thanks to the many non-ltalian soldiers, including 
New Zealanders who opportunely arrived generously 
to help us fight against the German invaders, freedom 

and peace were eventually restored and we are therefore 
eternally grateful to all of them. 

A clear recollection, even though it was rather a long 
time ago, brings back to mind one pleasant episode that 
took place at the Hotel Baglioni during that sad and 
difficult period. 

One day last spring my son, who is a history enthusiast, 
gave me a book entitled 21 Luglio-4 Agosto 1944 -I giomi 
de/In liberazio11e: Le truppe neozelandesi da San Do11ato a/le 
parte di Fim12e, and as I leafed through it I was struck by 
the photograph on page 170: that thin girl, ill at ease 
behind the microphone on the temporary stage at the 
Baglioni ... was me! 

The photograph and the caption under it immediately 
made memories come flooding back. 

1 don 't remember exactly how, but as I was studying 
opera singing at the time, I received an invitation to go 
to the Hotel Baglioni that evening to sing for the New 
Zealand soldiers in Florence. Because I was very shy 
I didn't want to go, but a friend of mine at the time 
convinced me to sing in honour of our liberators. 

And I'm glad I did because, once l had overcome my 
shyness, I willingly sang Ave Maria by Schubert for all the 
soldiers in the room. Seeing that the boys were very mo\'ed 
and shouted requests for other songs, I immediately sang 
several more classical songs in countermelody together 
with my friend, who is also in the photo. The boys v·ere 
extremely enthusiastic. . 

1 t was a great pleasure, as well as being a very emotwnal 
moment, to recognise myself after so many years in that 
photograph, which I didn't even know existed, desprt; 
my shabby appearance and clothes (the srtuatron cou~<· 
not have been otherwise after all we had been through.!. 

I therefore warmly thank the curators of the book for 
the emotion they have given me. And I send dear and 
grateful thoughts to all those ~oys from way bad then, 
on the other side of the world. 

Bagno a Ripoli (Florence) 31 October 2010. 
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Duccio Cavalieri 
A \\·arm summer's night in 1944 
l{c~arding the episode at La Romola during the San 
\H~hele-Cerbaia battle in Tiger Country, ora l witnesses 
"eport a ,-ersion that differs from the official one. This 
ston· is recounted here by Ouccio Cavalieri and is based 
on the words of Livia Nesi-Del Re, his grandmother. Livia 
was married to Silvio, one of the three Del Re brothers. 
\\'hile the Front was passing through, Livia was staying 
\\"ith friends in Via di San Gaggio, Florence. From the 
cellar where she was hiding with her children, Enos and 
).farisa, Livia first heard the footsteps of the German 
soldiers who began shooting and throwing hand grenades 
in the windows wherever they saw light or movement. 
Then she saw the first partisans carefully walking down 
towards Porta Romana, followed by the noise of the first 
Allied tanks. The other members of the Del Re family 
were staying in their house in La Romola. 

The Del Re family was a fam ily of blacksmiths who 
had been forging horseshoes and tools for fa rmers for 
centuries. The solidly built fam ily home was a large, 
medieval, three-storied building right in the middle of a 
road junction in the centre of La Romola. The retreating 
German sappers mined the house so that the rubble 
would block the passage of tanks through the junction. 

The fami ly clearly saw the Germans doing their work 
1nd also watched the New Zealand sold iers settle in to the 
building for the night. On that warm summer's night in 
19H, Stefano, the eldest of the Del Re brothers and who 
did not speak English, approached the soldiers, telling 
them that the house was mined and urging them to 
etther remove the mines or leave the house. It is reported 
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that Stefano said, 'Please leave, the Germans have mined 
the house, you are a ll going to die in your sleep. If you 
don't want to leave, let me in, I know where the mines 
are. Help me remove the mines and then you will be 
able to sleep as much as you wa nt.'' Stefano was trying 
to save the house and their lives. The soldiers did no t 
understand Italian and, thinking he did not want to let 
them sleep in the house, did not let him in. Livia reports 
the exact words Stefano heard were: 'Go away, Fascist, 
we just want to sleep, tomorrow we will be gone.'2 When 
Stefano insisted, frantically shouting in Italian , 'The 
house is mined. Tonight BOOM!, and you will all die!'' 
the Kiwis pointed a Thompson machine gun at him and 
told him to leave immediately or be shot. 

During the night the timer lit the fuses and the mines 
went off. The house was reduced to rubble and all of the 
soldiers inside died. The following day Stefano Del Re 
wandered around in desperation among the debris and 
the dead bodies, fru strated at not having been able to 
prevent the tragedy clue to language difficulties and lack 
of mutual trust. 

From a techni cal point of view, a time bomb is a much 
more viable hypothesis than a random gunshot, given 
that the German sappers left several other time bombs 
and mines in San Casciano and Florence. 

The destroyed house can be seen in the picture showing 
the ruined house in La Romola (see page 51). 

Notes 

1. Translated from Italian. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid. 
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The advance to Florence, 14 July to 4 August 1944. 
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The horizontal lines shown with names are: Quebec (on the 

border between Tavarnelle and San Casciano), Savannah (past 

Bargino), Concord (in the direction of San Pancrazio), Douglas 
(in the direction of Lucignano) and Hamilton (north of San 

Casciano). These represent the advance objectives of the 21 '' 
Battalion, the 281h Battalion and the Armcav towards Florence 

on 24 July 1944. 

Notes on the deployment of the New Zealand 
troops of the 2.J1h and ZS'h ba ttali ons a t San 

Michele, 30 July 19-:l.J. 
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'he ad\'ance of the S1h New 

'caland Infantry Brigade 

rom 22 July to 4 August 

1Q44. Shown on the map 

ar~ the str<.~tegic locations, 

the ad\'anct' lines of the 

batt<.tliom and the dates of 

displacements. 
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E:xtracts from Division 

newspapers 

li\ohzon new.;;pJ~1t·~ are 

penlX'IiL publications, 

usually fortnif(htly or 

m0nthly, destined for the 

J.rned fon .. t':) .. Aho very 

.._y mmon among the New 

t.elland troops during the 

Second \\'orld War, they 

were usually delivered 

t .. lgether w-ith the mail to 

the soldiers engaged on the 

various front lines of the 

war. The most popular with 

the New Zealand soldiers 

were the NZEF Times (the 

newspaper of the New 

Zealand Expeditionary 

Force) and the Eiglltll Anny 

:\'en-s {the S'h Armed Division 

:1~wspapen. As well as 

reporting the vicissitudes of 

the war. these publications 

helped to raise the morale 

f the soldiers, transmit the 

.£i1Se and the value of the 

~ Jr, and give the soldiers 

n0ws of the main events in 

htir homeland. 

Iht' NZEF Times was 

published between June 

IQ.Jl and December 1945 

Jnd was distributed each 

week to the members 

of the ZnJ New Zealand 

Expeditionary Force, first 

in E~;>'Ypt and then in Italy .. 

lt contained news from the 

front and articles about New 
Zealand. 
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rhe Battle of \,m t\fkhl'le 

wa~ amply reportl'd in the'ie 

new'lpaper\; in the eLiitiom 

of hand' \ugu'lt Jl)..J..J, the 

,·iolet battles that had raged 

over tho~e two days were 

succinct/~· reported. 

'The obstinate defenl·e of 

the tmvn repre~ents one of 

the most brilliant action~ of 

the New Zealand Division in 

the Italian Campaign ... The 

air filled with dust as the 

tanks destroyed the houses, 

floor bv floor ... One officer 

counted 250 shells which 

fell on the Church ... lt is 

difficult to estimate enemy 

losse~. but one New Zealand 

officer believes that they 

would have suffered between 
60 and lOO dead . 

. . . The Kiwis take San 

Michele after 24 hours of 

hell ... a triumphant page 

in the courageous battles 

fought by the Kiwis . 

Also enthu~iastically 

reported by the newspapers 
were the king's visit, 

the soldiers' arrival in 

Florence ('an incredible 

battleground') and all the 

episodes regarding the 

destruction of the feared 

German Tigers. 
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The registers of Le Corti ne Estate in the 
municipality of Barberino Val d'Eisa, used by a 

New Zealand commanding officer to write his war 

diary; the pages above relate to displacements on 

27-30 July. 



..,...,.., 1/HlO,OOOShtteta1o.'itil<l11) 
1/25{1,000 SM~ts SIX'lA. 22, ~ 18 

_,, 
'· !!!!!ll 

,.. iasuotd 1n 2 m: Div lntoll.J.w>ll~ Su:Daz:y lfo 2!f7 

2.~ 

(a) 61U.Anld.Div.._.,bocnd1rectedtoaoho 
rithavilwtodrlv1nganl'LCti.EtCB. 

(b) 8 In4 .D:I.v an l(ltt ot 2 IIZ Dlv &nd '
Dtv CID. r:i&bt ot 6 Sol AlD:l Div 11n1 to protaot 
IGI---.Yritlllra:o•h. 

(a) 2 DDI,hDldin,g &rvc rmioh inol\doa 2 tft 
two W ngh IQ> - 8 RrU riglrt ~~.n4 5 Rl!Y lott, 

}. +441ti!!¥!lW!!MDrOO!Id 

(•) 

!!!& 
,5.~: 

C Sqn SSB 11 SA l.na:l B4o 
11.2 Fd R(lgt (SP) AA 
75 llod R01gt RA. 

757 O'S Tk !!" 
17 O'S .'.rt;r Bn 
!I}J US Nrty Bn. 
'I''II·i fd. rogta CZP nM,y 
B Plt 655 .".ir 0P S'V'-

a:.l'mlLI1<.'. do .54 - C;..SCL'.NO 7355 - SIU& 6669, 

'· 151.!..!!!· 
-n.tollGid.na:IU'O.IhO'.m.in~'h'llttl 

'·l!!ld!.!.l 
~ IIZ w-.c,, wt.th ia qp gllf.!., 

~int,_ '"'' att,4ocinln:llbl21/22Ju1. 

-~tr!'~~~"'~• cn:it1mr.,rpo.M11:!.ldo-.iw1.ll""~ 

t.. J:>~r~~~~<lf'CO:.,.O:r!'~~~~~ 
..., J;~ .a JU!aZI, 2 H:!: Db W1.ll ........., "'~llit7 f<>r ...,tor ..:.<hlA 

9.r....t..,o!!m!lot:Lonorrcuet 

<la .. J~~ 11~p<>":ri"~1:::; ~~~ ~ ~~~ ~;:~~ 
t.;rc~)~~~~ret..rt atc.b..utt:. SDClEss, at a tt. t~':. ~ ~ 

10.~ 

NlZrlll,-

(11) i.ttc.chdet&12.<ohO']Vttn7EZ.i"4C07~rctn!)IIZlnt •· 

(b)~UPZ'O\lt111nvio1nit,o<lfv;m.r.:.cu;;2;,. 

Sl> lr(:h~: ~::""'"' t< ftlmi.!!h UJ.Hc:.cilO.: ~ 

b;rcill(~edtrithocr.atr(lttW--~.rtr4>ta.S.t.:~ 

Order no. 4-1, dated 21 July 19-14. This order was 

transmitted to all the troops of the znd Ne'"' Zealand 
Division. 1t signalled the start of operations in the 
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Order no. 44, dated 21 July 1944. The New 

Zealand soldiers received instructions regarding 

the fi rst advance lines, shown with codenames 
jersey, Skegness, Buffalo, Montreal and Quebec. 

The boundary lines are shown on the map on the 

right. 

National Archives, Wellinb'I:On 



View of the damage to the Ponte Vecchio bridge in Florence. Before abandoning the city on 11 August 19-14, the Germans destroyed all the 

bridges over the Arno River except Ponte Vecchio. Imperial War Museum, London 

Appmdh 2-lS 



Ponte Vecchio, Florence. Imperial \'\'ar Museum, London 
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Ci\·i\iam on the 
ruins of the Ponte 
alle Grazie bridge, 
destroyed by the 
Gennans. 

Imperial War 
1\luseunl , Ltmdon 

Appet~~li\ 2.j7 
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IS8U!:D IN 

ITALY 5 

2 
ITALY 2 

2 
LIRE 

ITALY 

1 
. LIRA 

The AM-lira (Allied-Military Currency) 

l\'JS the currency issued in Italy by the 

Allied Miliary Government for Occupied 

Territorie~ after the invasion of Sicily in 

1943. 100 AM-lire was worth 1 US dollar. 

Mayor Stefano Fusi (left) \<.'ith Yekran DO!'~ 

Leckie during the commemoratiw tt!n:mc ~"'~.• 

on 25 April 2009 in the main square f 

Tavarnelle, in front of tile monume11 

dedicated to those \.vho lost their liw~ in tht 

Second World \•Var: New Zealand '>oldh~rs, 

Italian soldiers aod ci\·iliam. 



Mayor Ornella Signorini (right) with 
veteran Jack Cummins and his wife Joan 

attending the wreath- laying ceremony 

on 25 April 2009 at the monument 
dedicated to those who lost their Ji ves 

during the Second Worl d War. 
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Mayor Simo ne Gheri (centre) with 

veterans Jack Cummins and Doug Leckie 

during the wreath-laying ceremony on 24 

Apri l 2009 at the mo nument to the fallen 

New Zealand soldiers near the vi llage of 

San Michele a Torri , Scandicci. 



C.. roup photo o n 27 April 2009 in front 

o f the monument in the main square 

o f Tavarnelle bearing the names of the 

fa llen New Zealand soldiers. Fro m left to 

right: Mayor Stefano Fusi, Jill Gabriel, Jad. 

Cum m ins, Deputy Mayor Sestilio Oirindelli, 

Do ug Led.ie and Giuseppe Guttadauro, 

president of the local town council. 

From left to right: Fabio lncatasciato, mayor of 

Fiesole and Stefano Fusi, mayor ofTavarnelle. 

with veterans Doug Leckie and Jack Cummim 

on 2-l April 2009 during commemorations 

held at the Allied Soldiers Cemetery in Girone 

(Fiesole, Florence). 
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l>roup photo at the commemorative service held on 24 April 2009 at the All ied Soldiers Cemetery in Girone (Fiesole, Florence). From left to 

right: Sestilio Dirindelli , Stefano Fusi,Jill Gabriel, Joan Cummins, Mike Crean, Doug Leckie,jack Cumm ins, Gianna Magnani, Oriwia Soutar, 
Angt:la Mori and Monty Soutar. 
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LEST WE FORGET 

Afonummt to tile New Zeahmrl soldiers, San Micllele. 

Monument to the fallm, Tavamelle Val di Pesa. 

... is it really worth dying (or? 

D uring the compilation of this modest contributio.n 
to the reconstruction of historical memory, we 
asked ourselves more than once just how we, 

today, would have answered the call to fight the Nazi
fascists. We asked ourselves if we would, here, today, be 
willing to go, as the New Zealand soldiers did, tens of 
thousands of kilometres away to uphold values of libertv, 
equality and social justice. We asked ourselves wh~t 
had motivated - over and above, obviously, the call of 
military obedience which is rather strong in the Anglo
Saxon tradition - these lads to leave New Zealand in 
order to liberate Italy. just what was in their souls? 

Then we came across this short text by Giorgio Spini, a 
liaison officer in the 8'" British Armed Corps at the time, 
which was published a few years ago by the Municipality 
of San Casciano as the opening of a beautiful collection 
of photographs from the war. In the words and the 
questions gathered by Giorgio Spini in the darkness of a 
gutted house in San Casciano, in those questions about 
Italy and Italians, seeking the knowledge they implied, 
are the answers to our queries. 

We have forgotten that more than 60 years ago 
hundreds of thousands of young men came to ltalv not 
only from New Zealand, but also from England and the 
United States to liberate Italy and the Italians, without 
receiving any form of repayment, without receivir g 
anything in return. 

The questions posed by a New Zealand soldier one 
night in devastated San Casciano entrust us, today and 
those yet to come, tomorrow, with a great responsibility 
-to ensure that the freedom gained at such a high prk
of human loss is worthy of being lived, out of (espect for 
those who believed that the words liberty, social justice 
and democracy were worth fighting for and sometimes 
even dying for. 

We feel deep and sincere gratitude towards them and 
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hope that this book helps to ensure that this gratitude 
does not fall into obl ivion. 

Giorgio Spini 
lnjuly 1944, when the British soldiers from the 8'" Armed 
Corps arrived in San Casciano, the town resembled 
Pompei. The town centre was one great pile of rubble: all 
over the rest of the town you could see collapsed walls 
and roofs smashed by the bombs. All the inhabitants 
had fled and the only living things about were two or 
three hungry cats. At the time I, too, was in the 8'" Armed 
Corps, in a unit rather pompously named Psychological 
Warfare Branch Combat Team, perhaps because we did 
not actually fight but wandered up and down the Front 
line gathering information on those very amusing 
Germans and their Fascist bootlickers, which we threw 
into a cauldron marked 'General Intelligence, 2.' I had 
been sent to San Casciano- renamed 'Saint Chessaiano' 
due to the way the British soldiers pronounced it - in 
fact, to find someone to interrogate, but I failed because 
there was no one left. There were stray cats, but General 
Intelligence is not a branch of the Animal Protection 
Society. 

So, like many other towns and cities in Italy, San 
Casciano had paid for the criminal madness with which 
Mussolini had thrown our nation into an absurd and 
deadly war. However, as well as this, let's say, 'general' 
destiny, it had also shared the tragic destiny of the 
regions where the Front had passed through, devastating 
everything metre by metre, because another of Hitler's 
criminal madmen had decided that the advance of the 
Allies should be condemned to death. Rommel, who 
really did know about war, had advised the Germans not 
to ruin themselves defending the peninsula that Allied air 
superiority would have transformed into a slaughter of 
human flesh, and to go immediately to lie in wait safely 
on the Apennine peaks, or perhaps even on the Alps. 
But Lance Corporal Hitler believed he knew more than 
Marsha l Rommel and had wanted defence to the death in 

order to support the Fascist Republic puppet government. 
And the Germans paid for the sanguinary stupidity of 
their Fuhrer with just under 450,000 dead or wounded 
soldiers. Unfortunately, the ill-fated Italian population 
pa1d an even higher price, like the inhabitants of San 
Casciano, who were not guilty for Hitler's madness, nor, 
all in all, for Mussolini's madness. 

The Italians have somehow forgotten , but the 
approximately 320,000 casualties from the Allied armed 
corps in the Italian Campaign must be added to this total. 
In any case, even those young men with their tin helmets 
and khaki-coloured battledress who had descended upon 
Saint Chessaiano, had a high probability of getting shot 
sooner or later, or perhaps even getting killed. 

New Zealand is a highly democratic nation. It is one of 
the first countries in the world to grant women the vote 
and to have a Labour Party socialist government. This 
explains why, despite the fact that the Japanese threat was 
impending, its government decided that the first enemy 
to beat was Fascism and sent the New Zealand lads to 
fight and die in Italy, right on the other side of the world. 
And it also explains why the New Zealand Expeditioary 
Corps maintained a high level of civility even in the 
midst of the horrors of war; no racial discrimination 
among the soldiers of white and Maori origins; braven 
in battle but also great respect for the unfortunatt 
civilians; no pillaging, no raping, no violence. And '
kind of bewilderment for what the soldiers man"gec 
to understand of the economic-social conditions of th1 

Italian workers. Many of the troops were country l; d~ 
sons of free farmers, mostly sheep farmers. They Wl'TE 

astonished to learn that the Tuscan farmers had to gih' 
half of the fruits of their labour to a boss who did n• 
manual work at all. 

I remember one night in which my work had taken 
me back to San Casciano again. On the way out of the 
built-up area, where the La Pasta restaurant is now, the 
jeep that 1 was travelling on was fired on by the Germans. 
We jumped out and took cover inside a sem1-destroyed 
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llou:\e. In the darkness I became aware of the presence 
>I a detachment hiding there while waiting to descend 

un to the Falciani bridge under the cover of the night. 
From their accent I understood that it was a unit of 
·ew Zealanders. From my English pronunciation they 

understood that I was not British. 'French Gaull ist?' a 
\'Oice asked me fro m the dark. 1NO, Italian anti-fascist,' 
I replied. And that voice from the darkness continued 
bombarding me with questions: Is it true that many 
Italians are against Mussolini? Is it true that after the 
war Italy wi ll become a democratic country like ours? In 
the darkness, interrupted only by the occasional flashes 
of an explosion, I could not distinguish the face of 
that stranger. He was probably a sheep farmer from so 
incredibly far away who wanted to know so many things 
about Italy, right there on the Front. But I think I know 
why he insisted so pathetically: he wanted to know if it 
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really was worth it, in case that night, in a town called 
Chessaiano, the bloody Krauts - the Germans - killed 
him. 

The division had a fi eld radio with them and at a 
certain point this began to croak something. Then the 
New Zealanders gathered up their helmets and weapons 
and slipped silently out into the night, forming a 
single-file row along the road to the Falciani bridge. 
Someone whispered an order and the division started off, 
disappearing almost immediately into the darkness. In 
its place, in front of the ruined houses, an ambulance 
appeared silently and placed a light displaying the sign of 
the Red Cross on the road, in order to be ready to take in 
those who had the misfortune to be shot, that very night 
and near that very town called Chessaiano, so many 
miles away from New Zealand. 



NEW ZEALANDERS IN GIRONE MILITARY 
CEMETERY 

The 2"" New Zealand Division began operations in Italy 
on 13 July 1944. During the advance for the liberation of 
Florence, the New Zealand Division lost more than 1000 
men, 293 of whom died. ' 

Research carried out in the Archives of the New 
Zealand Defence Force, the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission' and the National Military Museum in 
Auckland, New Zealand, resulted in the compilation of 
this list, which shows the names of the New Zealanders 
who died in the advance from San Donato in Poggio to 
Florence and who are buried in the military cemetery in 
Girone, on the road from Florence to Pontassieve. 

ADAIR, WILLIAM HENRY 
Second Lieutenant 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 29 
From Gisborne, Auckland, New Zealand 

ALLEN, STANLEY 
Soldier in the 23'" Battalion 
Died 12/08/1944, aged 38 
From Oxford, Canterbury, New Zealand 

ANDERSON, ARTHUR HERBERT 
Soldier in the 18'h Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 28 
From Frankton junction, Auckland, New Zealand 

ANDERSON, ERNEST EDWARD 
Soldier in the 23'" Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 22 
From Paroa, Westland, New Zealand 

ANDERSON, JAMES PELLEW 
Corporal in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 23 
From Wangaehu, Wellington, New Zealand 

ANDERSON, MAURICE 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 12/08/ 1944, aged 22 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

AORANGI, JOHN 
Soldier in the 28'h Maori Battalion 
Died 25/07/1944, aged 26 
From Tauranga, Auckland, New Zealand 

ATKINS, JERRY 
Soldier in the 28'h Maori Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 23 

AUGUSTINE, ARTHUR FREDERICK 
Engineer in the 7'h Regiment 
Died 17/08/1944, aged 2 7 
From Owhango, Auckland, New Zealand 

BALLIE, WILLIAM CHARLES 
Engineer in the 61h Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 33 
From Sydney, New South Wales, Australia 

BAKER, RICHARD JOHN 
Artilleryman in the 5111 Regiment 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 36 
From Timaru, Canterbury, New Zealand 

BARLASS, JAMES OICKIE 
Corporal in the 27'h Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 28 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 
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B.\RRINGTON, VERNON ARTHUR 
Soldier in the 23n1 Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 21 
Fr0m Hurleyville, Taranaki, New Zealand 

BEATTIE, ROBERT FREDERICK 
Soldier in the 2Sth Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 2-t 
From Lower Hut!, Wellington, New Zealand 

BELHAMINE, EDWARD 
Lieutenant 
Died 2S/07/19H, aged 30 
From Trentham, Wellington, New Zealand 

BERRY, REGINALD HENRY 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 22 
From Horopito, Wellington, New Zealand 

BLAIR, WILLIAM GEORGE RUSSELL 
Soldier in the 24'" Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 25 
From Rangiriri, Auckland, New Zealand 

BLAKIE, JAMES 
'-:l1ldier in the 23rd Battalion 
)i,,d 22/07/1944, aged 3-t 
from Lochiel, Southland, New Zealand 

BORTHWICK, THOMASJAMES 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 25 
From Ohura, Taranaki, New Zealand 

BOTTLE, HENRY ROSS 
Soldier 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 23 
From Oamaru, Otago, New Zealand 
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BRADLEY, EDMUND HUGH 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 26 
From Riwaka, Nelson, New Zealand 

BRENTON, MERVYN KEITH 
Corporal in the 19'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 27 
From Bel field, Canterbury, New Zealand 

BREWER, PHILIP D ' ARCY 
Infantry Sergeant in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 25 
From Rahotu, Taranaki, New Zealand 

BRIDGE, ARTHUR 
Cavalry soldier in the 18"' Regiment 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 29 
From New Plymouth, Taranaki, New Zealand 

BRISLANE, REX MICHAEL 
Infantry Corporal in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 27 
From Wakefield, Nelson, New Zealand 

BROWN, GEORGE CLEMENT DEAN 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 12/08/ 1944, aged 30 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

BROWN, IORWAITH NORMAN 
Corporal in the 18'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 30 
From Stanmore, New South Wales, Australia 

BROWN, RAYMOND BARRING TON 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 22 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 



BURR, JOHN HOSKING 
Soldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 36 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

CADDY, RONALD SAMUEL 
Soldier in the 24'" Battalion 
Died 09/08/1944, aged 21 
From Karangahake, Auckland, New Zealand 

CAMERON, JAMES HENRY ANSON 
Second Lieutenant in the 23'" Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 31 
From Greymouth, Westland, New Zealand 

CAMPBELL, ROBERT JAMES 
Soldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 02/08/194-!, aged 31 
From Waipahi, Otago, New Zealand 

CASWELL,JOHN WILLLAM GEORGE 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 13/08/1944, aged 26 
From Timaw, Canterbury, New Zealand 

CHALCRAFT, LESLIE WILLLAM 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 21 
From Chertsey, Surrey, England 

CHAPMAN,ARTHURSTEPHEN 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

CHAPMAN, EDGAR HOWARD 
Soldier in the 24"' Battalion 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 23 
From Umawera, Auckland, New Zealand 

CHATTERTON, HAROLD OWEN 
Soldier in the 20"' Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 26 
From Riccarton, Canterbury, New Zealand 

CHEALE, JAMES WILL lAM 
Engineer in the 7'" Regiment 
Died 17/08/1944, aged 30 
From Paeroa, Auckland, New Zealand 

CLARK, EDGAR RICHARD 
Engineer in the 8'" Regiment 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 22 

CLARK, RAYMOND JOSEPH 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 
From Newmarket, Auckland, New Zealand 

CLEARWATER, COLIN SOUTER 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 21 
From Mataura, Southland, New Zealand 

COBDEN-COX, RICHARD 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 27/07/1944, aged 21 
From Rangiora, Canterbury, New Zealand 

COOMBE, JOHN BENNIE MURRAY 
Lieutenant in the 25'11 Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 35 
From Wanganui, Wellington, New Zealand 

COOMBE, MALCOLM ALBERT 
Sergeant in the 21" Battalion 
Died 25/07/1944, aged 27 
From Wanganui, Wellington, New Zealand 
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COPLAND, JAMES 
Se~eant 

ied 30/0:'/19H , aged 32 
rom \\'aimumu, South land, New Zea land 

COTIAM, SYDNEY GRAHAM 
Second Lieutenant in the ZS'h Battalion 
Died 01/08/19H , aged 2~ 
From New Plymouth, Taranaki, New Zealand 

CRAINE, WILLIAM FLETCHER STEWART 
Artillerpnan in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01 /08/19H, aged 27 
From Feilding, Wellington, New Zealand 

CRAVEN, STANLEY JOHN 
Soldier in the 20'" Battalion 
Died 31/0711944, aged 33 
From Dannevirke, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

CROMPTON, ROBERT 
Sergeant in the 21" Battalion 
Died 02/08/19H, aged 23 
From Umtali , Southern Rhodesia 

ROSSMAN, TREVOR ARTHUR 
\rtilleryman in the 36'" Surveillance Battery 
Died 28/07 I 1944, aged 22 
~rom Blenheim, Marlborough, New Zealand 

CRUICKSHANK, REGINALD JOHN 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 21 
From Stratford, Taranaki, New Zealand 

CRUMP, DOUGLAS RONALD 
Lieutenant in the 18th Regiment 
Died 07/08/1944, aged 25 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 
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CURRY, BASIL ROBERT 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 
Fro m Wellington City, New Zealand 

DAVIES, REECE VAUGHAN 
Artilleryman in the 7"' Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 24 
From Tauranga, Auckland, New Zealand 

DEEHAN, FRANCIS HENRY 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 02/08/ 1944 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

DONALDSON, IAN 
Cavalry Soldier in the 18"' Regiment 
Died 23/07/ 1944, aged 24 
From Te Awamutu, Auckland, New Zealand 

DONEY, PERCIVA:. CLIFTON 
Artilleryman in the 14'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 29 
From Eketahuna, Wellington, New Zealand 

DUNBAR,ALEXANDER 
Corporal in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 12/08/1944, aged 22 
From Wairoa, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

EDGAR, JOHN ALEXANDER 
Sergeant in the 18"' Regiment 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 28 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

EGGERS, VICTOR FRANK 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 28/07/ 1944, aged 22 
From Upper Moutere, Nelson, New Zealand 



FlNDLAY, ALLEN MUNRO 
Sergeant in the 18"' Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 23 
From Manurewa, Auckland, New Zealand 

FLEETE, LEONARD ANTHONY 
Artilleryman in the 14'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/ 1944, aged 2-1 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

FLEMlNG, ROBERT CLARENCE 
Soldier in the 22"" Battalion 
Died 27/07/1944, aged 22 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

FOLEY, WILLIAM JAMES 
Sergeant in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 
From Stratfo rd, Taranaki, New Zealand 

FROST, JAMES PATRICK 
Corporal in the 19'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 26 
From Waimate, Canterbury, New Zealand 

GARTHWAITE, ATHOL RICHARD JAMES 
Cavalry soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 29 
From South land, New Zealand 

GORDON, JOHN EDWARD 
Corporal in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 32 

GORDON, JAMES PRYDE 
Second Lieutenant in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 22 
From 1 nvercargill, South land, New Zealand 

GRAHAM, IAN WILLIAM 
Artilleryman 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 22 
From Ormond, Auckland, New Zealand 

GRAHAM, IRWIN REES 
Soldier in the 23'" Battalion 
Died 12/08/1944, aged 24 
From Methven, Canterbury, New Zealand 

GRAVES, BRIAN BENTLEY 
Lieutenant in the 5'" Regiment 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 26 
From Wellington City, New Zealand 

GRAY, ANDREW ORR 
Corporal in the 24'" Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 33 
From Christchurch, New Zealand 

GRAY, ROBERT MOWBRAY 
Cavalry soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 14/08/1944, aged 22 
From Gisborne, Auckland, New Zealand 

GOODWIN, BENNETT 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 34 
From Waimamaku, Auckland, New Zealand 

GOWER, MAX VINCENT 
Soldier in the 27'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 23 
From Forth, Tasmania, Australia 

GREENER, DESMOND GEORGE 
Soldier in the 27'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 21 
From Otorohanga, Auckland, New Zealand 
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GRIFFITHS, GORDON NHL ROSS 
c ,rporal in the IS'h Regiment 
1ied 2Si07/19H, aged 25 
from Rotorua, Auckland, New Zealand 

GUILFORD, GORDON ALEXANDER 
Soldier in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 1 5/08/19H, aged 23 
From Broad field, Canterbury, New Zealand 

HAERE, EDWARD 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/19H, aged 22 
From Tolaga Bay, Auckland, New Zealand 

HALIDONE, BENNIE 
Corporal in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 30/07/19H, aged 23 

HALL,JAMES ALAN THOMAS 
Soldier in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 30 
From Feilding, Wellington, New Zealand 

HAM, PHILIP 
S( 1\dier in the 281h Maori Battalion 
Pied 24/07/19H, aged 22 
F corn Tokaanu, Auckland, New Zealand 

HAMPTON, JOHN MOFFATT 
Soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 24 
From Ashburton, Canterbury, New Zealand 

HARRISON, STANLEY PAUL 
Corporal in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 24 
From Templeton, Canterbury, New Zealand 
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HARVEY, ALBERT JAMES 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 11 /08/1944, aged 35 
From lnvercargill, South land, New Zealand 

HEALY, EDWARD PETER 
Corporal in the 23'd Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 23 
From Mossburn, South land, New Zealand 

HEN ARE, HEMI KEO WIREMU 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 24 

HENDRA, THOMAS HENRY 
Corporal in the 27'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 38 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

HENRY, IVAN HAROLD 
Artilleryman in the 5"' Regiment 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 22 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

HENWOOD, STEWART DESMOND 
Soldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 22 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

HERBERT, SIDNEY JAMES 
Corporal in the 19'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 24 
From Edinburgh, Scotland 

BERRIES, EWEN WALTER 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 38 
From Hastings, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 



HETA, DAVE 
Soldier in tile 28"' Maori Battalio n 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 22 
From Pupuke, Auckland, New Zealand 

HEWITT, DANIELJOHN 
Artilleryman in tile 4'" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 27 
From Cilristcilurcil, Canterbury, New Zealand 

HIGGINSON, JAMES CECIL PATRICK 
Soldier in tile 21" Battalion 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 26 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

HINAKI, RONGO 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 21 
From Whangara, Auckland, New Zealand 

HITCH COCK, JOHN TREVOR 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 23 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

HITCHON, WILLLAM EDWARD 
Soldier in the 4'" Regiment 
Died 12/08/1944, aged 23 
From Auckland City, Auckland, New Zealand 

HODGKINSON, WILLIAM WAGSTAFF 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 27 
From Hastings, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

HOLMAN, CLARENCE PATRICK 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 27/07/1944, aged 26 
From Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

HOSEIT, WILLIAM 
Infantry Major in tile 23'' Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 33 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

HOSKING, NOELJAMES 
Infantry soldier in tile 23'' Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 30 
From Dannevirke, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

HOWARD, FRANCIS LEONARD 
Soldier in tile 18'" Regiment 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 26 
From Cilristchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

HUGHSON, ROBERT WILLIAM 
Soldier in the 18'" Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 27 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

HUMPHREY, GEORGE FREDERICK 
Engineer in the 7'" Regiment 
Died 17/08/1944, aged 33 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

IAKOBA 
Corporal 
Died 23/07/1944, aged SS 

INSTONE, NIGEL LAWRENCE 
Soldier in the 2S'" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 22 
From Jnglewood, Taranaki, New Zealand 

IPSEN, NORMAN OLE 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 24 
From Lyttelton, Canterbury, New Zealand 

Lt'.\t ll't' (orser 263 



JAY HORACE ALBERT 
S.Jldier 
f'kJ OQ/08, 19H 

J A:\OSON, COLIN BONAR ALLEN 
~-•eutenant in the 181h Regiment 
Died 27/7/19H, aged 21 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

JENSEN, SYDNEY JOSEPH 
Soldier in the 24'" Battalion 
Died 30/07 /l9H, aged 30 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

JONES, JAMES OLIVER EDGAR 
Artillery Soldier 
Died 22/07/19H, aged 56 
From Hastings, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

JONES, JOHN NOWLAN 
Second Lieutenant in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged ZS 
1- .. (~m Makirikiri, Wellington, New Zealand 

IVUU:NA, ERNEST 
dier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 

•. led 01/08/1944, aged 21 
r I Jm Taranaki, New Zealand 

KARSTEN, ROY 
Lieutenant in the 23rd Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 27 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

KAUI, TE WHANAU KANGARO KITEPO 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 31 
From Mangatuna, Auckland, New Zealand 
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KEEPA,TEUA 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Batta lio n 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 31 
From Te Kaha, Auckland, New Zealand 

KERR, STEPHEN VICTOR 
Sold ier in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 0 1/08/1944, aged 25 
From Kaikoura, Marlborough, New Zealand 

KEVERN, JOHN 
Soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 32 
From lnvercargill, Southland, New Zealand 

KINGSFORD, JOHN JOSEPH 
Soldier in the 1811' Regiment 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 30 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

KRONE, FRAN K KENNE 
Sergeant in the 21" Battalio n 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 25 
From Caterham, Surrey, England 

KUTIA, HENRY HAPI 
Soldier in the 28"' Maori Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 20 
From To laga Bay, Auckland, New Zealand 

LAJDLAW, COLIN ROBERT 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 27 
Fro m Rapaura, Marlborough, New Zealand 

LANE, CLIVE GEORGE PERCIVAL 
Soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 22 
Fro m Gisborne, New Zealand 



LANE, JAMES HENRY POOLE 
Sergeant in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 01 /08/19-14, aged 25 
From Kaikoura, Marlborough, New Zealand 

LEAN, ROCKE HARVEY 
Cava lry soldier 
Died 23/07 / 194-!, aged 31 
Fro m Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

LEITH, THOMAS CLOUSTON 
Soldier in the 2 1" Battalion 
Died 25/07 / 194-l, aged 33 
From Lauder, Otago, New Zealand 

LENNANE, WILLIAM MICHAEL 
Artilleryman in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 24 
From Gisbome, Auckland, New Zealand 

LEONARD, JOHN FRANCIS 
Sergeant in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 25 
From lnvercargill, South land, New Zealand 

LILLEY, ROBERT CHARLES 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 04/08/1944, aged 35 
From Waddington, Canterbury, New Zealand 

LINDSAY, ALBERTO AUBREY 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 31 

LINNELL, IAN MALCOLM 
Soldier 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 23 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

LOCKWOOD, ARCHIEJAMES 
Soldier in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 25 
From Tolaga Bay, New Zealand 

LOGAN, ARCHIBALD DOUGLAS 
Non-commissioned officer in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 36 
From Devon port, Auckland, New Zealand 

LUDBROOK, REGINALD HUMPHREY 
Infantry Sergeant in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 12/08/1944, aged 32 
From Hastings, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

MARSHALL-INMAN, IAN LYMBOURNE 
Second Lieutenant in the 21" Battalion 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 32 
From Tirau, Auckland, New Zealand 

MATHIAS, FRANK ALURED 
Soldier in the 20'" Regiment 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 31 
From Waipiata, Otago, New Zealand 

MAYFIELD, GERARD EDWIN CHATER 
Sergeant in the 27'" Regiment 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 43 
From Bethlehem, Auckland, New Zealand 

MEDWAY, LESLIEJOHN CECIL 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 22 
From New Plymouth, Taranaki, New Zealand 

MEYER, EDWIN 
Cavalry soldier 
Died 27/07/1944, aged 22 
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\lE\"ER, MAURICE WILLIAM PATRICK 
ngineer in the 8 th Regiment 

, 'ied 03/08/1 Q~4, aged 28 
Jm \l'ellington, New Zealand 

~IIDDLEMISS, STUART FULTON 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died '27/07/19~4, aged 25 
From Blenheim, Marlborough, New Zealand 

t.OO, WETINI 
Infantry soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/19H, aged 24 
From Torere, Bay of Plenty, New Zealand 

MITAI, HARRY 
Corporal in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/19H , aged 27 
From Omaio, Opotiki, New Zealand 

~fOLLOY, TERENCE WILLIAM 
Corporal in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 27 
<ram New Plymouth, Taranaki, New Zealand 

MONTGOMERY, WILLIAM YOUNG 
( :orporal in the 23'' Battalion 

>ied 23/07/1944, aged 35 
r·rom Carmunnoch, Lanarkshire, Scotland 

MOORCOCK,RONALD JOHN 
~oldier in the 25'" Battalion 
Died 09/08/1944, aged 22 
From Napier, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

MOO RE, DESMOND JOHN 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 13/08/1944, aged 21 
From Sydenham, Canterbury, New Zealand 
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MORRIS, ATHOL RUSSELL 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 25 
From Kawhia, Wellington, New Zealand 

MORRIS, GEORGE ORMOND 
Soldier in the 25"' Battalion 
Died 09/08/1944, aged 25 
From Wellington City, New Zealand 

MUNDY, MAURICEJAMES 
Infantry soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944 

MURFITT, CECIL SAMUEL 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 24 
From Manaia, Taranaki, New Zealand 

McCALMAN, CHANELJAMES 
Corporal in the 28'" Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 28 
From Seatoun, Wellington, New Zealand 

McCARTNEY, SYDNEY ALLAN 
Second Lieutenant in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 24 
From Portobello, Otago, New Zealand 

McDOWELL, GORDON FRANK 
Cavalry soldier 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 23 
From Richmond, Nelson, New Zealand 

McEWIN, KENNERLEY JOHN 
Infantry soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 22 
From Palmerston North, Manawatu, New Zealand 



McGREGOR,DONALD 
Non-commissioned officer in the 4"' Regiment 
Died 12/08/19-l-l, aged 25 
From Wangaehu, Wellington , New Zealand 

MciNNES, DOUGLAS 
Captain of the 19" Regiment 
Died 31/07/19-!4, aged 25 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

MciVOR, THOMAS ALEXANDER 
Soldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 02/08/ 19-!4, aged 25 
From Wyndham, Southland, New Zealand 

McKENZIE, ARCHIBALD WILLIAM 
So ldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 26/0 7/1944, aged 34 
From Kaiko he, Auckland, New Zealand 

McKENZIE, CHARLES WHITNEY 
Soldier in the 26"' Battalion 
Died 11/08/1944, aged 24 
From Edendale, South land, New Zealand 

McLEAN, DONALD CHRISTOPHER 
Soldier 
Died 28/0 7/1944, aged 35 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

McNEIL, JOHN HUGH 
Lieutenant in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 24 
From Woodville, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

NAERA, KEPA 
Infantry soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 23 
From Gladstone, Wellington, New Zealand 

NAERA, TOGO 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 11/08/1944, aged 24 
From Ohinemutu, Auckland, New Zealand 

NEWPORT, BASIL ANSLEY 
Corporal in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 23 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

NICHOLLS, AUSTIN GEORGE 
Soldier in the 20" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 32 
From Nelson City, Nelson, New Zealand 

NICOL, WILLIAM JOHN 
Lieutenant in the 2"' Cavalry Division 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 28 
From Wanganui, Wellington, New Zealand 

NILSSON, GORDON LINDSAY 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 29 
From Havelock North, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

OLORENSHAW, JOHN TURNER 
Corporal in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 11/08/1944, aged 22 
From Springfield, Canterbury, New Zealand 

PARATA, RAPE 
Soldier in the 28"' Maori Battalion 
Died 25/07/1944, aged 24 
From Te Kaha, Auckland, New Zealand 

PARIS, HARRY JAMES 
Second Lieutenant in the 24'" Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 24 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 
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>.\RKER, ASHLEY ARTHUR 
• .Idier in the :!1'1 Battalion 

.ed 02/08; !9H, aged 28 
from Anderson's Bay, Ounedin, New Zealand 

PELHAM, DOUGLAS JAMES 
Soldier in the 23"' Battalion 
Died !S/08/ 19H, aged 23 
From Lower Hutt, Wellington, New Zealand 

PENE, PANI 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 22/07/19H, aged ~0 
From Levin, Wellington, New Zealand 

PENGELLY, LEONARD HENRY 
Soldier in the Cavalry Regiment 
Died 03/08/19H, aged 26 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

PETERSON, KENNETH WALTER 
Soldier in the 2P1 Battalion 
Died 2~/07/19H, aged 22 

P IERCE, RONALD CHARLES 
•ldier in the 20'" Regiment 

'Jied 02/08/1944, aged 22 
From Hawarden, Canterbury, New Zealand 

PLAYER, MAITLAND ALLEN 
Solder in the 25"' Battalion 
Died 09/08/19H, aged 28 
From Waihue, North land, New Zealand 

PRIAULX, ROY LESLEY 
Soldier in the 2P1 Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 22 
From Avondale, Auckland, New Zealand 
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PRICE, RHYS DAVID 
Sergeant in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 09/08/1944, aged 30 
From Tolaga Bay, Auckland, New Zealand 

PRINCE, JACK 
Engineer in the 5"' Regiment 
Died 25/07/1944 

PRINGLE,JOHN WILLIAM 
Corporal in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 23 
From Oamaru, Otago, New Zealand 

RANGI, TAMATI 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 25/07/1944, aged 26 
From Green meadows, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

REEVES, CHARLES STEPHEN 
Second Lieutenant in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 24/07/1944, aged 33 
From Greendale, Canterbury, New Zealand 

REID, JOHN HENRY FRANCIS 
Soldier in the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 28 
From Wairoa, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

REWHAREWHA, TAU 
Soldier in the 28"' Maori Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 24 
From Waiapu, Auckland, New Zealand 

RICHARDSON, CECIL 
Sold ier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 26 
From Gisborne, New Zealand 



RIDDLE, IAN GOODLAND 
Soldier in the 22"" Battalion 
Died 28/07 /194-!, aged 29 
From Eltham, Taranaki, New Zealand 

ROWLANDS, LEON EDWARD 
Infantry Corporal in the 21" Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 22 
From Cambridge, Auckland, New Zealand 

RYE, GORDON RAYMOND 
Soldier in the 22"" Battalion 
Died 03/08/1944, aged 23 
From Hawera, Taranaki, New Zealand 

SANDERSON, DONALD EDWARD 
Corporal in the 21" Battalion 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 23 
From Paeroa, Auckland, New Zealand 

SCANNELL, PATRICK LOUIS 
Sergeant in the 7" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 30 
From Springbrook, Canterbury, New Zealand 

SCOTT, ROBERT FRASER 
Corporal in the 24" Battalion 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 22 
From Gisborne, New Zealand 

SEED, LIONEL MERVYN 
Soldier in the 24" Battalion 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 23 
From Waitoa, Auckland, New Zealand 

SHIRREFFS, NISBET LAMONT 
Corporal in the 6'" Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 27 
From lnvercargil l, Southland, New Zealand 

SHRIMPTON, STANLEY GORDON 
Artilleryman from the 7'" Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 
From Lowgarth, Taranaki, New Zealand 

SIMPSON, JOHN ALEXANDER 
Corporal in the 19" Regiment 
Died 28/07/1944, aged 33 
From Wellington City, New Zealand 

STAPLES, LES VERNON 
Soldier in the 25" Battalion 
Died 02/08/ 1944, aged 25 
From Lower Hutt, Wellington, New Zealand 

STEPHENSON, NORMAN ALFRED 
Second Lieutenant in the 4" Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 35 
From Lower Hutt, Wellington, New Zealand 

STEWART, LESLIE 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 04/08/1944, aged 27 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

SWANEY, TREVORJAMES STANLEY 
Artilleryman in the 4" Regiment 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 22 
From Ashburton, Canterbury, New Zealand 

TAI,JACKIE 
Soldier in the 28"' Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 22 
From Waioeka Valley, New Zealand 

TAMBLYN, RONALD WILLIAM 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 21 
From Island Block, Otago, New Zealand 
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f.\.:\G IRA, TUTU DUNCAN 
ddier in the 28'1 ~faori Battalion 

_ l 2~/0" l 9H , aged 22 

f.\.:\~R, NOLAN H ENRY 
Se .~eant in the 27'h Regiment 
L~ed 29/0~ '!9H , aged 2~ 
.·rom Tauranga, New Zealand 

TAUTU 
Soldier 
Died 27/07/l 9H , aged 19 

TAWHIAO, DIXON 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalio n 
Died 02/08/19H , aged 27 
From Tauranga, New Zealand 

TE KANI, UMUARIKI RAMLEIGH 
Soldier in the 28'h Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 23 

TELFAR, KEVIN WILLIAM 
.ti!lery soldier in the 7'" Anti· tank Regimen t 
i .l OJ/08/19H , aged 22 
)lJI \Vaitara, Taranaki, New Zealand 

fERRY, GEORGE HAROLD 
)f·rgeant in the 24'h Battalion 
Died 28/07/ 1944, aged 25 
f rom Karakonui, Auckland, New Zealand 

TOMBAS, BRIAN BENTLEY 
Lieutenant in the S'h Regiment 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 26 
From Wellington City, New Zealand 
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TOOVEY, ALFRED CLAUDE 
Artilleryman in the 7"' Anti-tank Regiment 
Died 26/07/1944, aged 38 
From Warkworth, Auckland, New Zealand 

TUCKER, ERNEST EO WARD FREDERICK 

Sold ier in the 24'" Battalio n 
Died 29/07/1944, aged 26 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

TUFFIN, GEORGE HOWARD 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 21 
From Wanganui, Wellington, New Zealand 

TURNER, FREDERICK GEORGE 
Sold ier in t he 23'' Battalio n 
Died 12/08/ 1944, aged 27 
From Christch urch, Canterbury, New Zealand 

TURREL, THOMAS CROSLAND JIM 
Soldier in the 21" Battalion 
Died 26/0 7/ 1944, aged 26 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

UATUKU, CLA UD E 
Corporal in th e 28'" Maori Battalio n 
Died 04/08/ 1944, aged 26 
From Ruatoki, Auckland, New Zealand 

VALINTINE, DENZIL ALFRED 
Soldier in the zznc~ Battalion 
Died 30/07/ 1944 aged 22 
From Kilbirnie, Wellington, New Zealand 

VILES, ALAN RAYMOND 
Corpo ral in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/0 7/1944, aged 23 
From Apiti, Wellington, New Zealand 



WALKER, TERENCE NIALL 
Soldie r in the 23'" Battalion 
Died 23/07/1944, aged 22 
From Blenheim, Marlborough , New Zealand 

WALLACE, HAROLD 
Soldier in the 2-l'" Battalion 
Died 30/07/ l 9H, aged 36 
From Ruawai , Auckland, New Zea land 

WARD, KENNETH MERVYN 
Sold ier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 11/08/1944, aged 21 

WAUCHOP, THOMAS STEWART 
Lieutenant in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 25/07/1944, aged 3-l 
From Gisborne, New Zealand 

WEVELL, PHILLIP SYDNEY 
Soldier in the 22"" Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 33 
From Farnham, Surrey, England 

WHAREAITU, HONE KIRA 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 28 
From Whakarewarewa, Auckland, New Zealand 

WHITE, ROY ARTHUR 
Soldier in the 26'" Battalion 
Died 14/08/ 1944, aged 27 
From Wairarapa, Wellington, New Zealand 

WHITE, WALTER ALFRED 
Engineer in the 5'" Regiment 
Died 01/08/1944, aged 34 
From Auckland City, New Zealand 

WHITEHORN, FRANCISJOHN HUNSDEN 
Non-commissioned officer in the 7'" Anti-tank Regimen• 
Died Ol/08/1844 aged 25 
From North land, New Zealand 

WICKEN, WALTER ALEXANDER 
Soldier in the 22"' Battalion 
Died 30/07/1944, aged 31 
From Paki Paki, Hawke's Bay, New Zealand 

WILLIAMS, JOHN THOMAS 
Sergeant 
Died 08/08/1944, aged 54 
From lnvercargill, Southland, New Zealand 

WILSON, OLIVER EDGAR 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 22/07/1944, aged 32 
From Gore, South land, New Zealand 

WILSON, VICTOR WARD 
Soldier in the 27'" Battalion 
Died 02/08/1944, aged 37 
From Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand 

WINIATA, DICK 
Soldier in the 28'" Maori Battalion 
Died 01 /08/1944, aged 33 
From Wairoa, New Zealand 

WORDSWORTH, WALTER 
Corporal 
Died 22/07/19-!4, aged 57 
From Gateshead, England 

YOUNG, SAMUEL ROBERT 
Soldier in the 23'' Battalion 
Died 31/07/1944, aged 21 
From Christchurch, Canterbury, New Zea land 
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l1..1ta from the Officia l New Zea land Military Historiography, 
publ ished in the volume North from Taranto. New Zea land 
Defence Force, 1944. 
:\on-profit organisat ion founded in 19 17 to honour the men and 
women of the Commonwealth who died in the First and Second 
\\'orld \\'ars. 
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