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For Major John Dougan, brave soldier, post-war Rhodes scholar and fine Canadian.
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CHAPTER ONE


DECEMBER 21, 1943


They had numbered about sixty at dawn. Now just seventeen still stood. The others had been killed or wounded. The survivors faced the hundred yards of open ground where the company had been butchered. Twice they had tried to cross it. Twice they had stumbled through the mud, firing from their hips, screaming defiance. Twice they were forced back by the same drenching German fire that had cut down their comrades.


Beyond that open stretch of land stood the outskirts of Ortona. Between lay abandoned vegetable gardens and olive trees so torn by shellfire that they looked like twisted fenceposts. A tight row of two- to three-story buildings faced the open ground. Explosions had shattered all the windows. Enemy paratroopers were using the openings to snipe at the Canadians. More snipers were on the rooftops or dug in at the base of the buildings. Still more paratroopers hunched behind machine guns, MG42s, whose rate of fire was so fast each long burst sounded like someone ripping a sheet in half.


The Canadian dead lay scattered in the open, broken toy soldiers in wool khaki uniforms. Most lay facedown, arms stretched ahead of them. They had died running toward the buildings. The survivors hated leaving the dead where they had fallen. But it had taken all of them just to bring out the wounded.


In a few minutes Lieutenant John Dougan expected to join the dead, for he was about to lead the men in another charge. Dougan thought it madness. His company commander agreed. Major Jim Stone had said as much into the radio handset. But the battalion commander on the other end had told him to get on with it.


Stone, Dougan and the company sergeant major had then huddled in a ditch running with muddy rainwater. Stone decided only a third of them would attack. The others would fire everything they had from the ditch. They would try to make the Germans duck from their guns. Stone was a fair man and brave as a lion. He broke a match into three lengths, dropped them into a helmet, and each man drew a piece. Dougan never won gambles. His was the short one.
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“Can you lay down some smoke to cover us?” he asked. Private Elwyn Springsteel said he could see the German machine-gun positions. He and his loader would blind the enemy with smoke bombs from the company’s two-inch mortar.


That would help. But Dougan still thought he and the six men going with him would die. He desperately searched for a way to reach the buildings that did not require crossing that open ground. Then he saw the ditch. Narrow. Barely three feet deep. From the deep ditch where they huddled, it ran across the open ground to a large apartment building. If they hunched over and ran up it single file, maybe the Germans wouldn’t see them. Unless they had a machine gun aimed up the ditch.


Dougan had been fighting Germans for six months. He and the rest of 1st Canadian Infantry Division had landed in Sicily on July 10, 1943. They had fought their way across the island as part of the British Eighth Army. Then they had crossed onto the toe of mainland Italy and marched up its craggy boot. Now it was December. They found themselves in this muddy hellhole on the Adriatic coast. Ortona stood roughly parallel to and east of Rome. Italy’s capital was the prize they marched toward.


Dougan had noticed earlier that the Germans expected the Allied troops to be logical. And logic said a rifle company should advance across open ground in sections spread out over a wide front. This was supposed to create too many targets for the defender to deal with. Some were bound to survive to overrun the defensive positions. Stone’s ‘D’ Company had tried to do this twice already. Going up a ditch in a bunched-up line was illogical. So Dougan was going to gamble that the Germans would not be prepared for it. Or so he hoped. “Hell, we’re all going to die anyway. Might as well give it a go,” he said.
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As Springsteel fired his mortar for all it was worth, Dougan dashed up the ditch with six men hot on his heels. He expected to hear the horrible ripping sound of the machine gun and to die. But not a shot was fired. He and his men piled out of the ditch. Pressed against the hard brick wall of the apartment building, they gasped for air. They were both sweating and shivering from the cold. And dripping wet from the icy drizzle falling. Dougan turned to signal Stone to bring the rest of the company forward. But the big major was already coming out of the ditch with the others right behind.


Seventeen men were now behind the German positions. They looked at the paratroopers huddling in their gun pits. The men in coal-bucket helmets still peered out at the open field, calmly waiting for the Canadians to appear like ducks in their shooting gallery. Stone grinned fiercely. “Nobody but a bunch of madmen would have attempted that dash,” he said.


But the madmen had dashed and now they could win. Dougan wrenched a door open and the company filtered quickly and quietly through the empty building. They looked down upon the Germans from upstairs windows. Rifles, Bren guns and Thompson submachine guns fired as one. The Germans died where they were.


There were other Germans, however, in Ortona. In fact, Ortona was lousy with troops of the 1st Parachute Division. ‘D’ Company of the Loyal Edmonton Regiment had only won a toehold inside the place. Now, on December 21, the true battle for Ortona began.




CHAPTER TWO


DECEMBER 21, 1943


War came to Ortona for no special reason. It was just a small town in the wrong place. Ortona stood on a cliff overlooking the sea. Some claimed it had been founded in the thirteenth century BC by Trojans fleeing the fall of Troy. Regular earthquakes had erased any trace of these ancient origins. The oldest remaining structure was the castle. It stood on the high point at the north end of town. Also battered by earthquakes, the castle’s thick sandstone walls were slowly collapsing down the cliff. Close by, the great dome of Cattedrale San Tommaso rose high above the other buildings.


Most of the town’s old sector was about five hundred years old. Its buildings were usually two- or three-story-high row houses built of brown brick. A stout wooden door provided access to the single large room on the ground floor. This room had originally been used as a shop by a craftsman or merchant. Living quarters occupied the upper stories. Brightly painted wooden shutters covered the upper windows that opened onto narrow wrought-iron balconies.


Like most Italian towns, Ortona had several Roman Catholic churches. San Tommaso was the largest. But there was also San Francesco. It stood in a square on the east side of the town. This square was also home to the town’s hospital and school.


Ortona’s oldest church was Santa Maria di Constantinopoli. Its foundation stones dated back to the fourth or fifth century ad. But the upper structure had been replaced after an earthquake in the medieval age. This plain little church backed onto a steep embankment on the town’s southern outskirts.
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Ortona was surrounded by cliffs and steep banks. The highest and steepest was the cliff that faced the sea. A broad, cobblestone esplanade ran along the clifftop. When siesta ended in the late afternoon, the esplanade was a popular gathering place for the townspeople. They strolled, chatted and enjoyed the stunning seaside view from the wide walkway.


The esplanade looked down on a narrow strip of ground set between the cliff and the sea. Two tunnels had been cut into the base of the cliff at the northern end of the town. Digging them had further undermined the foundation of the castle and sped its collapse. But the tunnels were necessary to allow trains to reach the small harbor.


Ortona’s harbor was not sheltered by natural formations. The coast here was wide open to storms. To create an artificial shelter, two long and narrow walls had been built by dumping rock and earth into the sea. These moles, as they were called, projected far out from the shore. At their outer tip they almost joined. Boats could come and go from the harbor through the narrow gap between. The moles resembled a crab’s extended claws.


The harbor provided a safe port for the town’s many fishermen and the occasional freighter. A sheltered beach was crowded with racks on which the fishermen dried their nets. Most of the fishermen lived in Ortona. At the end of each day, they faced a thirty-minute climb up flagstone stairs that zigzagged up the cliff face to the esplanade. Fishermen did not have the money to pay to be whisked up on the gondola. That was for the wealthier tourists who flocked to Ortona each summer. They would arrive by train, board the gondola and be swept high over the heads of the fishermen and poorer tourists trudging up the stairs.


Tourists came for the sun and surf. They slept in Ortona, but they spent their days on the wide sandy beach south of the town. It stretched almost four miles to where a headland jutted out into the sea. The Moro River emptied into the sea near the center point of the beach. This minor stream had cut a deep ravine into the clay soil. It required a brisk half-hour’s walk along narrow dirt roads to go from the Moro River to Ortona. Between river and town one walked through olive groves and vineyards. There were a few farmhouses scattered about. But many farmers lived in Ortona or the hamlets on the edge of the Moro River. Each morning they walked out to tend their fields.
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The fishermen, farmers and other residents of Ortona were mostly poor. This was one reason the town had changed little since medieval times. Most of the cobblestone streets were still so narrow an ox cart could barely pass through. The back alleys were an even tighter squeeze. A couple of men walking together would brush shoulders.


Ortona’s poverty had only worsened since the war began in 1939. Many men had been drafted into the army or navy. Italy’s military paid poorly and with no regularity. This meant families back home received little money and often none at all.


In May 1943, the Allies had destroyed the last remnant of the German and Italian armies in North Africa. The invasion of Sicily had come on July 10. Fifteen days later, Italy’s fascist leader, Benito Mussolini, was deposed. A new government was proclaimed and began negotiating the country’s surrender to the Allies.


Germany’s response was quick. In just five days thousands of troops flooded into Italy. The former ally was reduced to another of Germany’s occupied countries.


A small garrison of Germans arrived in Ortona. They immediately began forcing the remaining local men and teenage boys to work for them. These men had to dig fighting positions around the town and across the plain to the Moro River. In front of these positions, they strung barbed wire and planted mines. Nobody liked helping the Germans. Many men and boys attempted to avoid being rounded up. They hid or engaged in dangerous cat-and-mouse games with the Germans. They would slip from house to house, often on improvised catwalks extending from one window to another. Those caught trying to escape were sometimes shot. More often they were sent to Germany as slave laborers.


Things got worse when the Allies started advancing up the Italian boot. Refugees began to arrive from the south. Soon the town’s population soared to about ten thousand. Many of these were housed in the dark and windowless rooms on the ground floor of the old section’s buildings.


While most of Ortona was very old, there was a newer part on the southern edge. It consisted of some modern houses, warehouses and a few apartment buildings. These were separated from the old quarter by scattered farms and other little clusters of houses. Several roads ran from these newer areas to an intersection in a plaza on the southern edge of Ortona proper. The roads converged on a street called Corso Vittorio Emanuele that ran directly through the center of the old part of Ortona to a plaza in front of Cattedrale San Tommaso.


John Dougan and his six madmen had won one of the apartment buildings in this new part of Ortona, a small victory that opened the way for more Canadians to begin advancing. Within the hour the Eddies, as the Loyal Edmonton Regiment was nicknamed, and their comrades from the Seaforth Highlanders of Canada were pressing up various roads that led toward Corso Vittorio Emanuele. The paratroopers gave ground grudgingly, and only after men on both sides had been killed or wounded.


The Germans could not stop the Canadians reaching the plaza on the edge of the old quarter. They had to fight the Eddies and Seaforths across too broad a front. There were not enough paratroopers to defend every possible line of advance. They tried to establish fighting positions that enabled them to overlap lines of fire. But there were so many low stone walls, dense vineyards, irrigation ditches and clusters of houses that small groups of Canadians could slip between the German positions. Once they got behind or alongside the Germans, the Eddies and Seaforths fired with deadly effect on the German defensive positions.


The Germans kept falling back toward the old quarter. That was fine with the Canadians. They expected to gain its outskirts by evening. Then they would dig in and wait for the dawn. When the sun came up on December 22, the Germans would probably have quit Ortona under the cover of darkness. The paratroopers were unlikely to make a stand in the narrow streets among those ancient buildings.
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