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on the moming of 25 Cctober, while the Brigade (now transferred t
XXIV Corps) was withdrawing according to orders, the ltalian line was
penetrated on either side of them, and they were surrounded an;
obliged te surrender. On receiving this news the Corps Commander,
General Caviglia, passed it on without comment to 2nd Army
Unfortunately a 2nd Army bulletin which mentioned the surrende
gave the impression that the Brigade had not fought at all either on 2
or 25 Qctober. Caviglia was much embarrassed by not having mad
the position more clear to 2nd Army, and he gives a detailed accoun
of this episode in his book Caporetto.'™

As another example of misleading information received by the Arm
Command, messages sent by IV Corps to Army and adjacent Corps |
the early hours of 24 October referred to 'the modest efficiency @
chemical attacks'. In the 50th Division the gas masks were said to have
acted ‘most efficiently’, and in the 46th Division they functioned ‘well”
Yet other reports refer to the finding of 566 to 600 dead Italians E
trenches near Bovec killed by gas.'*®

Finally, just as success breeds success, so failure bred failure. &.n an
early stage, masses of troops were moving towards the rear in various
states of disorder, some still in units, many as stragglers separated fromg
their units, some deserters. Filling the narrow reoads running dow
from the Kolovrat to Cividale and the plain, the disordered colummns
would have produced an unsettling effect on the troops of the reservi
units still making their way up to the front.

There were undoubtedly scenes of confusion and incidents of n_ms
and panic, but perhaps one should recall a comment on Caporetto §
the British official account, Military Operations in Italy 1317 —~ 1918;
‘Much is written after all retreats of the confusion and the panics an
the loosening of the bonds of discipline , ., such incidents undoubtedl;
accur on a major or minor scale during retirements and are seen of
many and are reported; but little is said of the units and bodies of braw
men who remain, even move up to the front, counter-attack and do al
they can to delay the enemy, for they are seen by fewer spectators’.**

80

Rommel on the Kolovrat and
Matajur

5.1 Prelude (18-23 October)

We now turn to Rommel's part in the first stage of the battle of
Caporetto. On the night of 18 October the Wurttemberg Mountain
Battalion {WMB) left their concentration area near Kranj in the Sava
vailey to move up to the front, Rommel usually marching at the head
of his detachment. It was a miserable journey, always in the dark, often
raining, sometimes heavily. During daylight men and animals were
concealed in uncomfortable and inadequate accommodation with
below standard rations. But morale was high for ‘in three years of war
the troops had learnt to endure hard conditions without losing their
vigour' ! After three nights and 40 miles the Battalion arrived at Kneza
about five miles short of the Isonzo, as far as they could go without
coming into range of the ftalian guns.

The next afterncen, on 21 Gctober, Major Sproesser and his detach-
ment commanders reconneitred their assembly area for the initial
attack. It was sited on the north slope of Hill 510, a small surnmit on
the right bank of the river, south of Tolmin, rising about 300m
above the valley floor (Map 3). The area is shown wooded by Krafft,?
and is described by Rommel as rugged, nearly impassable terrain, with
little space for marshalling the troops except for some scree slopes and
precipitous gulleys. It presented a dismal prospect but there was no
aliernative as so many troops were now crowded together near
Tolmin. Indeed this was probably the most critical time of all for the
XIVth Army, for as Krafft wrote later a systematic destructive fire from
the ltalian batteries would have caused grave losses.’

The WMB moved into their assembly positions on the night of 22
October, and for the first time encountered Italian opposition. Powerful
searchlights on the Kolovrat and Jeza forced them to lie motionless for
minutes on end, some artillery fire struck around them, and it appeared
that they were facing ‘an unusually active and welt equipped enemy’.*
Leaving their animals at the foot of the hill, Rommel's detachment of
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two rifle and an MG Company, heavily laden with machine guns an
ammurition, made an exhausting climb to their position. The detach
ment arrived unharmed, and set about digging in where they co
and camouflaging their pesitions with shrubbery and branches.
The WMB was now in position to play their part in the assault on
Gradu {1114m), on the extreme right of the Alpine Corps, with
Bavarian Life Guards on their left. The day of 23 Qctober passéd
mﬁé_x. Attempts to sleep were interrupted by lalian heavy batteries
firing intermittently on the roads and installations around Tolmin, &
on one occasion sending rocks turnbling down past the detachme
The weather was murky so all that could be seen of the enemy was’
apparently well-constructed and well-wired positions of the front |
on the valley floor.

5.2 Hlevnik and Hill 1066 (24 October)

At 02.00 on 24 October, the hitherto silent guns of the XIVth A
oumsma a bombardment of the Italian positions particularly ar

Tolmin and Bavec. Flashes from a thousand guns on the hillsides lit
the dark and stormy night. Although not so great a concentration

and exploding shells were reflected back and forth between the hi
The WMB saw and heard the bombardment with amazement; 3
were relieved that only a few [talian batteries answered the Germ
fire, and that these became weaker.

Between 04.30 and 05.30 the bombardment died away. Then
06.30 it resumed at full strength concentrating on the front 1
ammm‘:nmm. and reached a crescendo in the final fifteen minutes befas
the infantry assault at 08.00.° Meanwhile, shorily after daybreak; s
WMB had moved off down the boulder-strewn slope of Hill 518,
positions close behind the right wing of the Life Guards, for the ass
on Na Gradu (Map 4). At 08.00 the guns fell silent. The Life Guards
the WMRB came up to the first defence line, and saw that the defej
had been almost annihilated, with survivors hurrying out to surre

The first objective of the WMB was the north side of the 1id
runmng up to Monte Hlevnik, including enemy positions arcun
little village of Foni. The Romme! detachment (the 1st and Znd B
and 1st Machine-Gun Companies) took the lead, along a rising pa
the north side of the ridge running up first to Foni, and
towards the summit of Hlevnik. The whole area was wooded, wi
ground rising or falling steeply on either side of the path, whick
ﬁ_mn.mm was overgrown with bushes. The detachment wuonmm..
cautiously with a point section in front, followed by a machine-
platoon, then by Rommel and his staff, and finally the three compagie
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at 150 yard intervals. The autumn leaves were still on the trees, the
weather cloudy and misty, and visibility was often only a few yards, so
there was no possibility of artillery support. Everything was very quiet
and the detachment proceeded cautiously, careful to make no noise.
Suddenly the silence was broken by the sound of machine-gun fire at
close quarters, and news came back to Rommel that the point section
had encountered barbed-wire defences, and that five men had been
wounded.

Romme! had little idea of the enemy's strength, but it was obvious
that a direct attack on this position, across overgrown and steeply
sloping ground, was unlikely to succeed. Leaving the point section in
contact with the enemy, he drew back about 200 yards to a rough open
gully runining up the hillside, and reported back to Major Sproesser that
he intended to outflank the enemy from above on the left. A new point
section climbed the guily, followed by Rommel and Lieutenant
Streicher, and then 40 yards behind by a heavy machine-gun crew.

The gully was steep and rough, and very hard going for the machine-
gunners carrying their heavy loads. A rolling boulder struck Rommel's
foot and nearly put him cut of action. As the point section climbed
upwards, in pouring rain, the stony gully gave way to dense under-
growth, and they eventually emerged from the woods about 200
metres or so below the crest of the ridge running up towards the
summit of Hlevnik, about a mile away. To the right of the detachment
a continuous line of wire defences ran down from the ridge across
open ground and then entered the woods, presumably to connect with
the defences on the path to Foni. Beyond the wire, they could see a few
men moving about apparently unaware of their presence.

I the enemy were at all alert a direct assault on the wired line, across
60 yards or so of scrub-covered hillside, could be very costly. Rommel
saw anather possibility. Along the front edge of the wood there was a
camouflaged path, obvicusty a supply route to the ltalian positions
higher up the mountain, and sufficiently camouflaged that any troops
using it would be scarcely visible. Hence, Rommel selected Lance
Corporal Kiefner and sent him, with a squad of eight men, to move
along the path to the right, hoping that if they were seen they would be
thought to be Italians. His order to Kiefner was to follow the path
through the wire defences, and then capture the garrison on either side,
if possible with no noise of guns or grenades which would give a
general alarm. At the same time the rest of the detachment would be
in place ready to support him if a fight should ensue.

Lance Corporal Kiefner led his men up the path; Rommel and his
three companies waited anxiously, ready to respond at the first sound
of a shot, but heard nothing except the drip of steady rain falling on the
trees. Eventually a message came back from Kiefner saying that he had
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captured a dug-out, seventeen ltalians, and a machine gun, and that
the rest of the garrison had not been alarmed. Assault teams then
succeeded in widening the breach in the defence line to about fiftyr
yards on either side of the path, and by their skilful approach quiet]
captured several dozen Italians found in dug-outs sheltering from the
rain. All this without any sign of reaction from the enemy.

Just prior to this success, Rommel had been joined by Emcﬁmzmbn
Schieliein’s detachment (3rd, 6th Rifles; 2nd MG), and he was now i
command of both detachments. Meanwhile Major Sproesser and thé
third detachment {Lieutenant Wahrenherger), lower down, were
moving towards Foni. Romme! states that he had now to choose
between either relling up the Italian pesitions along the defence line, or
pushing on directly towards the summit of Hievnik. Being Rommel, he
decided that the further he penetrated into the enemy front, the more
likely he was to achieve surprise, and that once the peak was secured
it would be easy to mop up the remaining enemy positions.

The Rommet group, now of six companies, spaced along a
thousand-yard column, worked its way up towards the ridge, taking
what caver it could from bush to bush, and in concealed hollows and
gullies. By 11.00 the group had reached the ridge, where they made
contact with the 3rd Battalion the Bavarian Life Guards, and accom:
panied them up the ridge towards the summit of Hlevnik. The German
artiflery was still firing at the summit so the Guards paused to rest untif
the artillery shifted its fire. Rommel did not pause, but led his compa-
nies off the ridge on to the north face of Hlevnik, where they were in
dead ground, and thus reached the peak at 12.00 without encountering
any opposition. The German artillery fire had now ceased and the
weather was improving. The rain had stopped, and breaks in the cloud
gave glimpses of Na Gradu and the line of the Kolovrat on the right
(Map 4).

From the summit of Hlevnik the way to Na Gradu was down the
south-west ridge to the col known as Passo Zagradan (Plate 14), and
then up the side of Na Gradu to the summit about 200 metres above.
The improving visibility was scon followed by heavy Itatian artiflery
fire directed at Romme!'s group on Hievnik. Therefore Rommel moved
both detachments intc dead ground on the north face, and gave orders
to mop up any enemy artillery positions between there and Foni. By
15.30 the Rommel group had captured seventeen guns. twelve of them
heavy, while units of the 3rd Battalion of the Life Guards had arrived at
Passc Zagradan.

To obtain some picture of the subsequent events on the Kolovrat
we must keep in mind that the top of this ridge is not a narrow edge,
but rather a grassy plateau. of the order of a hundred yards wide,
interspersed with hummocks, rocky outéreps and hollows, and mainly
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bare of trees. On either side of this plateau the ground falls away quite
steeply, s0 an enemy on the slopes below the ridge, as at Passo
Zagradan, was unable to obtain any good view of the plateau.
Equatly, the defenders on the plateau could see very little of an attack
coming up from below, out of the line of sight and often hidden by
trees. On the plateau, the height differences between the various
summits Nagnoj, Piatto {Trinski vrh), and Na Gradu are oniy of the
order of 50 metres, and none of the sumrnits are as recegnizable on
the ground as their corresponding points on a map. Any cloud or mist
can make route finding difficult, and even on a clear day the
hummoeky nature of the plateau can obscure events even a short
distance away.

About 16.00 the Life Guards moved off from Passc Zagradan along
a camouflaged road leading to Na Gradu via Hill 1066. {Hill 1066 is
shown on one of Rommel's sketch maps,” and is probably the
point shown by Krafft as Hill 1041.7) The task of the WMB was to
protect the right flank of the Life Guards, so the Rommel detachment
moved off behind them. At about 17.00 the Life Guards came under fire
as they approached Hill 1066 (now described as a rocky outcrop) and
tock cover. Rommel brought his six companies up under cover to
positions on the right of the Life Guards, and went to consult with their
officers.

The Life Guards had already sent out scouts to test the enemy
positions on Na Gradu (generally referred to by the Germans as Hill
1114), and found that they were facing a strong and resolute enemy in
good defensive positions, which could only be taken by an attack
supported by the artillery. By dusk, however, the 12th Company of the
Life Guards, under Lieutenant Schoerner, had worked its way up
the south side of Na Gradu while the attention of the defenders was
engaged by patrols on the north-east slopes. Artiving at the wire
defences, these Life Guards found a yard and a half gap, stormed in,
and created such surprise that there was little effective resistance.
Schoemer then launched a three-pronged attack on the summit itself.
Although the first two attacks were repelled, the third broke through,
and by 17.30 ‘the almost impossible had been achieved thanks to the
audacicus action led by Lisutenant Schoemer'® Over 300 prisoners, a
large number of machine guns, and much ammunition was captured,
but the ltalians were stili in: firm possession of an extensive system of
wired trenches and strong points, both nearby and on the ridge of the
Kolavrat towards Monte Piatio about half a mile to the west.

At about 19.00 Major Count von Bothmer, the Commander of the
Life Guards, arrived at Rommel's command post near Hill 1066.
Rommel reported on his group and positions, and was told by Bothmer
that the whole group would now come under his command. Rommel
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respectfully replied that he took his orders from Major Sproesser, who
he believed was senior to Bothmer, and that he was expecting
Sproesser o arrive at any moment, Bothmer then told Rommel that the
Life Guards had been given the objective of capturing Na Gradu and

the rest of the Kolovrat to the west, and he forbad the Rommel detach- -

ment from moving either against Na Gradu or further to the west,
Rommel could, however, either occupy and secure Na Gradu after its
capture by the Life Guards, or follow behind the Guards as they
advanced to the west. Rommel returned to his command post ‘not at
all happy".

At 21.00 the WMB quartermaster, Lieutenant Autenrieth arrived at
Rommel's command post with the news that Major Sproesser and
Lieutenant Wahrenberger's detachment had broken the defences
around Foni in the late afternoon, capturing prisoners and guns, and
that the 12(g) Division had made excellent progress in the Isonzo

valley. Autenrieth also informed Rommel that he had encountered the
Life Guards on his way up, and learnt an attack with artillery support-

against Na Gradu and the Kolovrat was planned for the next morning,
Rommel informed Autenrieth of the present situation of his group, and
asked him to return to Foni, with all speed through the dark night, and

request Major Sproesser to come to Hill 1066 as soon as possible,

preferably accompanied by the Wahrenberger detachment.

The Rommel group in their wet clothes spent another wet night with .
a cold wind. Patrols probed the enemy defences looking for weak:

spots, but found the Italian sentries alert and ready to use hand-
grenades and machine-gun fire. Half asleep, Rommel continued to
think how the WMB could play a more substantial role than following

behind its cld rival the Life Guards. He was anxious to push forward as-
fast as possible, but the attack on Na Gradu would have to await a thor-

ough artiliery preparation, and in any case he had been forbidden to

take part. Suppose, however, that the WMB were to traverse out of

sight along the north side of the Kolovrat, and then make a surprise

attack into the Italian positions on the ridge well to the west of Na_
Gradu. But any such move had been vetoed by Major Bothmer, so for

the moment Rommet had to await the arrival of Major Sproesser.

5.3 The Kolovrat (25 October)
At 05.00 onn 25 October, while the night was still very dark, Major

Sproesser arrived at Rommel’s command post with the other three -

companies of the WMB, and Rommet explained his plan of by-passing
Na Gradu with four rifle and two machine-gun companies. Sproesser
agreed that he should make the attempt, but initially with only two rifle
and one machine-gun company. However, he would remain in contact
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with Romrmel by a telephone line, and promised Rommel full support
if he were successful.

Rommel states that, as he was preparing to set out, Major Bothmer
arrived at the WMB positions, and that Major Sproesser succeeded in
reaching an understanding with him. Sproesser gives rather more
detail of this understanding. On arriving at the WMB positions
Bothmer informed Sproesser that, as Rommel had stated, the Life
Guards had been given the task of capturing the whole ridge from Hill
1114 to Monte Kuk, and the task of the WMB was te act as a reserve
and as flank protection to the Life Guards. Sproesser did not agree with
this. He saw the WMB with its six rifle companies and three machine-
gun companies as too valzable a resource to be left in reserve at this
critical stage of the offensive. He replied 'I must thank you. T am fully
occupied with my battalion. Moreover, I have no intention of
remaining with your 3rd Battalion. I will advance towards Kuk, Luico
[Livek] and Matajur. The Rommel detachment is now well on its way,
and | can see thermn in my field glasses moving through the bushes up
towards Kuk.™

Rommel with the 2nd and 3rd Rifle Companies and the 1st Machine-
Gun Company had left their positions on Hill 1068 at first light, and in
improving weather were now traversing westward along the steep
north side of the Kolovrat {(Maps 4 and 7) some 200 metres or so below
the line of wired obstacles visible near the top of the ridge. All now
depended on achieving surprise. At first, folds in the ground, and
bushes and undergrowth made it possible to traverse unseen below the
ridge. But bare ground and the sight of enemy obstacles sited on
various knolls on the twisting ridge called for time-consuming detours
towards the valley. From time to time Rommel called a hait to decide
the best route to maintain cover, and to ponder the critical decision of
where to turn up the hiliside to break through the enemy defences.
Afier rather more than an hour the detachment was about a mile and
a half beyond Hill 1066, and all was quiet except for the sound of
machine-gun fire from the direction of Na Gradu behind thern,

Rormmel paused for a mement in a holiow in the hillside to decide
how best to reach the bare ridge above them, and then noticed some
disturbance behind him. The lead squad of the Znd Company had
noticed some italians asleep in the bushes, and then captured fifty men
and two machine guns, while a few sentries fled down the hillside; all
this being done silently with no shots fired. Having achieved this
surprise Rommel immediately made up his mind ‘here to attempt the
breakthough’.

The peint section was ordered to move up the hollow to within a
hundred yards of the wire, while the rest of the detachment deployed
with extreme caution in a small area giving cover from view.

i
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Lieutenant Streicher with five men and a light machine gun went
forward to reconnoitre the defences, and if necessary to cut a gap. The
telephone squad had now established a line to Hili 1068, so Rommel
spoke to Major Sproesser to report progress and reguest further
support. Sproesser, who had been observing Rommel from Hill 1066,
agreed to this request, and also informed Rommel that the projected
attack on Na Gradu had been forestalled by a strong Italian counter-
attack. Shortly afterwards a message arrived from Lieutenant
Streicher, saying that his squad had broken through and taken guns
and prisoners.

The entire detachment raced up the steep slopes at full speed to
arrive at a shallow saddle on the Kelovrat dotted with dug-outs, heavy
guns. and a few dozen prisoners some of whom had been surprised
while washing, It was now a clear, bright, autumn day. Romimnel’s first
objective, Hill 1192, was no more than half a mile along the ridge to the
west, It appeared to be well fortified with defence lines running trans-
versely across the line of the ridge. and was probably held by a
substantial garrison. But could they be surprised? Romrmnel summed up
the position and gave his orders. The two rifle companies were to
advance on either side of the ridge in order to attack the Halian
positions from each flank. At the same time, Sergeant Spadinger with
a machine-gun squad would remain at the saddie as a rear guard
against any enemy troops advancing along the ridge from the east.

On the right-hand side of the ridge, the Z2nd Company led by
Lieutenant Ludwig traversed the north slope of the Kolovrat, towards
Hill 1192, and found most of the garrison in their dug-outs. According
to Rommel the sudden and unexpected appearance of the Wurttem-
bergers so paralysed the garrison that only one or two sentries were
needed to marshal the prisoners. Meanwhile, on the south side of the :
Kolovrat, Rommel, with the 3rd Company and the Machine-Gun
Company, had been hurrying along the camouflaged military road ;
running just below the summit ridge. At first all went well and several
gun positions were captured. Then the scowt squad in front turned up
(o the final saddle in the ridge before Hill 1192. At this point heavy
machine-gun fire from 1192 forced the squad, and Rommel and the 3rd
Company. to halt on the road. Shortly afterwards, Rommel heard noise
of firing and hand grenades coming from the other side of the ridge.
suggesting that all the 2nd Company was now engaged.

Events had suddenly turned against the Rommel detachment. The
2nd Company had a strength of only eighty rifles and six machine
guns, and if they were overrun, the enemy might regain all the
positions on the Kolovrat so recently captured. It was imperative for
the 3rd Company to suppert the 2nd Company, and the nearest way to
them was across the adjacent saddle on the ridge. But this route was
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so dominated by enemy fire, that Rommel judged it quite impractical,
even though the alternative was to go back to the saddle they had .
started from, and take the 2nd Company's route on the nerth side of
the ridge.

Rommel hurried the 3rd Company back along the camouflaged road
to their starting point, pausing only to reinforce Spadinger's squad with:
two additional squads to protect the detachment’s rear, Hastening.
along the north side of the ridge, they passed the Italian positions taken
by the 2nd Company. and then saw 'two mountain soldiers guarding
abeut a thousand prisoners gathered together above the wire en-<
tanglements’.'* After ordering the prisoners to be put below the wire,
and as the sounds of the battle greatly increased, Rommel moved o
to survey the scene from a knoll about a hundred yards east of 1182.

The 2nd Company had captured some sections of a trench near th
foot of the slope rising up to 1192, but were encircled on the wes
south and east by what appeared to be an entire battalion. Any refire:
ment to the north was ruled out by the high wire entanglement to thej
rear, and only their rapid fire was holding back the Italians, massing 1
more than fifty yards or so away. Sconer or later they would be over
whelmed, and Rommel at once decided that the only way out of thi
desperate situation was to launch a surprise attack of his own.

Orders were rapidly given, two heavy machine guns were set up i
concealed positions, and the 3rd Company concentrated in a shallow
depression to the left of the trench. As the machine guns opened fire
the 3rd Company rushed forward in a ferocious assault on the rear an¢
flank of the enemy. Surprised, the Italians halted their attack on the 2n
Company, and tumed to face the 3rd Company. Given this cppoz
tunity, the 2nd Company leapt from their trench Lo join the attack o;
the now disoriented [talians. Taken aback, about a whole battalion
surrendered, 8 officers and 500 men. Thus by 09.15 the WMB had
captured half a mile of the Kotovrat, including the summit of 1192, ant
some 1,500 prisoners from the 213rd Regiment of the Amo Brigade.*

{Later Rommel was to write of this capture, ‘our satisfaction over our
success achieved against difficulty was tempered by grief over indi
vidual losses. Besides several wounded, two exceptionally brave youn
fighters lost their lives; Lance Corporal Kiefner who the day before had
so superbly led the assault detachment c¢n Hievnik, and the youn
Sergeant Kneule who died in hand to hand fighting.”* He also describes’
a typical Rommel episode when the italian battalion surrendered. The-
men had laid down their arms, the officers apparently acquiescing, bt
when the Wuritembergers were only a few yards away some officers
drew their pistols. They were soon overpowered, and ‘it needed my-
intervention to save them from the fury of the mountain troops’.)"

The detachment took up positions to consolidate their hold on 1192
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The 2Znd Company and haif the machine-gun company faced west: the
3rd Company and the other half of the machine-gun company were in
more sheltered positions on the north-east slope, and a platoon acted
as a rearguard on the ridge half a mile to the east. A counter-attack by
local reserves was beaten off, but the detachment was under machine-
gun fire coming from the west, south-east and east, while artillery on
Monte Kum {Maps 4 and 5) to the south was sending down heavy
shells. Looking towards Kuk, Rommel could see considerable numbers
of the enemy, perhaps one or two battalions, descending the terrace-
like slopes of the south-east face in extended lines. To the south, on the
road high up on Monte Kum, there was automotive traffic and many
troops moving up from Cividale to the Kolovrat. Also, a mile or two
further back the Italians appeared to be attacking the recently gained
German positions around Na Gradu. All the indications were that the
Italians were preparing to regain 1192 by a full-scale attack from their
appreciably higher positions on Kuk. Rommel knew that the rest of the
WMB were on their way, but they had yet to arrive. So he was much
relieved when the [talians began to dig themselves in along three lines
on the eastern slope of Kuk, and he began to sketch out a plan for
attack when the reinforcements arrived.

A telephone call to the Alpine Corps HQ arranged for artillery fire by
heavy batteries on the east and north-east slopes of Kuk between 11.15
and 11.45. The 2nd Rifle Company with a detachment of six light
machine-guns, and the 1st Machine-Gun Company would be con-
cealed on either side of 1192 to provide covering fire for the advance.
Assault squads would first probe the defences on either side of the east
face to determine the site for the main assauit. At 10.30 Major
Sproesser arrived with the 4th and 6th Rifle Companies and the 2nd
and 3rd Machine-Gun Companies, and allotied the 4th Rifle and both
Machine-Gun Companies to Rommel, ordering the 6th Company to
mop up the ridge to the east of 1192, and to protect their rear. In
addition, just before the attack was due to begin, the leading elements
of the 2nd Life Guards arrived in suppert, having followed Rommel’s
route below the ridge while fighting was still continuing around Na
Gradu and Piatto.

The bombardment began at 11.15, while the main body of Rommel's
detachrnent waited in dead ground in the saddle. As the shells burst on
the east face of Kuk, sending stones rumbling down the hillside,
sixteen-man squads from the 2nd and 3rd Companies went forward to
probe the defences on the north and south sides of the ridge. The
squad con the north side encountered tenacious resistance, but
the squad from the 3rd Company, on the south side, reached the saddie
hetween 1192 and Kuk without being fired on. Disregarding the stone
avatanches produced by the German artillery, they began to climb
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towards the surmmit and were soon within hand-grenade range. Man
of the ltalians were exposed to the artillery fire with almost no cover
so some of the Wurttembergers began to wave white handkerchiefy
and soon the first deserters were running down the hill. As soon as thig
news was reported back to Rommel by his observers, he decided tha
the main assault would be on that side, and ordered the 3rd and 4¢
Companies and the two machine-gun companies to follow the detac
ment staff along the camouflaged road on the south side of th
Kolovrat just below the summit plateau.

The attention of the ltalians defending Kuk appears to have bes
fully occupied by the fire coming from 1192, and by the squad on th
north side of the ridge, so that by the time that Romme! arrived belgy
the col between 1192 and Kuk, the assault squad on this side ha
already taken about a hundred prisoners. During the next quarter of
hour the squad collected more priscners, and Rommel received new
that elements of the Life Guards were following him along the ridg
road. There was now ample strength to force the east face of Kuk, sp
Rommel decided on a more ambitious plan. Leaving the rest of i
WME and the Life Guards to take Kuk from the east, his detachmae
would continue along the camouflaged road on the south side of Kuk
and work round and surprise any enemy positions on the slopes of Kuk
west of the summit. He later wrote that he was well aware that there
might have been a large enemy reserve force on the reverse west slop
of Kuk, but that ‘no task was too difficult for the mountain troops wh
had already proved themselves in so many battles . . . so sﬂwo.ﬁ
further thought | decided to attempt the advance,'*

From Rommel's present position below the col the nmﬁocmmmm
road began to descend on the side of Kuk towards the villages of Rayy
{1037m) and Livek {695m). He charged down the road with his poin
section, followed by a machine-gun company sweating and gasping §
the hot sunshine, under the heavy loads they had been carrying sine
leaving Tolmin. It was about noon when they arrived at Ravne wher
they surprised [talian troops who had thought themselves well awa;
from the front. Taken aback the Italians turned and fled, and their ﬁmnw
animals stampeded, without a shot being fired.

Just beyond the village a knoll gave Rommel a good view of the
general scene. To his right the slopes of Kuk rose towards the surmmit
and to his surprise he saw no sign of any enemy. In front of him the
slopes of Kuk descended towards Livek, where both the village and its
neighbourhood appeared to be full of ltalian troops, while the minor
road to the south from Livek to Savogna was crowded with vehicular
traffic going in both directions, including a heavy horse-drawn battery
{eaving Livek. To the north of the village he heard sounds of fighting,
presumably where three battalions of the 12(g} Division had come up -
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against the Italian positions near Golobi. Then to the left, beyond the
road to Cepletischis and Cividale the ground rose up towards Mrzli vih
(1358m) and Matajur (1642m) (Map 7) about four miles away.

Rommel reviewed the situation. The garrison on Kuk would
certainly be captured by either the rest of the WMB, the Life Guards or
units of the 12{g) Division. What then should he do next? One possi-
bility would be a surprise attack on the troops at Livek, but most of
them might escape by taking to the wooded eastern slopes below Mrzli
vrh. Therefore he would attempt to cut off the Italian forces at Livek
and Golobi, by descending to block the Savogna road near the village
of Polava, and then move up the opposite hillside to the road teading
to the Italian positions on Mrzli vrh and Matajur.

At this moment it seems that only the 4th Rifle and 3rd Machine-Gun
Companies were right up with Rommel: the other companies were
behind and out of sight. So runners were sent back with orders that
they make for Polava. Meanwhile, speed was essential. The troops with
Rommel raced down the hillside, sometimes across open meadows,
sometimes finding cover amid bushes and trees. (The boundaries of
these woods and meadows have doubtless changed over the past
eighty years.} On reaching the road at about 12.30 Rommel cut the
Italian telephone lines and set up a road block where the read made
two sharp turns. The 4th Company and the 3rd Machine-Gun
Company were deploved on the hillside, on either side of the road,
concealed in bushes and undergrowth, with goed fields of view up and
down the valiey. Unfortunately Romme! had lost contact with his other
companies, so Lieutenant Walz was sent back to bring up the other
units as soon as possible, and to report Rommel’s progress to Major
Sproesser.'* (He later explained that the breakdown in communi-
cations had arisen because a machine-gun company commander
stopped to round up some of the captured Italian pack animals.}

Very soon Italian soldiers, singly or in small groups with horses and
mules, moving either up or down the road, arrived at the block
and were taken prisoner. Before long sentries were guarding a hundred
prisoners and fifty vehicles, and the Wurttembergers were enjoying
[talian chocolate, eggs. preserves, grapes, wine and white bread. (In a
characteristic aside Rommel comments that the worthy troopers on
the slopes on either side were served first.) While the troops were
enjoying their lunch, an Italian motor car appeared from the south at
high speed, and a waggon was quickly dragged across the road. A shot
was fired (against Rommel's orders), the car stopped abruptly and the
driver and three officers surrendered leaving a fourth fatally wounded
in the car. They were apparently staff officers from Savogna who, after
the telephone line had failed, had come to find out what was happening
at the front.
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After Rommel had been at the road block for an hour, there was sti
no sign of his other companies, and he began to wonder if he had bee,
isolated by an enemy infiltration to his rear. Shortly afterwards a long
column of [talian infantry was seen marching down the road fron
Livek, with no sign of any advance guards, as if they thought then
selves gquite safe two miles behind the front. There were obviousl
many more of them than Rommel’s 150 Winttembergers, but he has
selected a strong position with good machine-gun support, .

As the head of the column reached a point about 300 yards awa
Rommel sent one of his officers forward with a white arm band as a
intermediary, in an attempt to avoid further blocodshed. The officer wa
taken prisoner. a hail of German fire swept the road, and the Italians
rapidly sought cover. For the next twenty minutes there were some
fierce exchanges of fire as the Italians tried to charge the German
positions. However, the German fire from well-concealed positions
was so effective that the ltalians conceded defeat, Fifty officers and
2,000 men of the 1Vth Bersaglieri Brigade Jaid down their weapons on
the road, and were sent back to Ravne in charge of a few riflernen.

For some tirne Rommel had been hearing seunds of violent fightin
coming from the direction of Livek, so he armed a captured vehicl
with a heavy machine gun and drove up the road to take stock of the
situation. On the outskirts of Livek he met up with Major Sproesser; the
rest of the WMB, and the 2nd Battalion of the Life Guards who had
now taken Kuk. By this time Rommel had seen strong Italian units
moving in fairly good order up the road from Avsa towards Mrzli vrh
and Matajur, presumably to prepare defensive positions with a rear-
guard blocking the road above Avsa. Therefore he suggested to
Sproesser that the Rommel detachment, with ali available units, msoﬁa
go directly from Polava to capture Hill 1096 dominating the Matajur -
road. This would block the only supply route to Mrzli and Matajur, and
the enemy could then be attacked before he had completed his
defences. {(Rommel refers to Hill 1096 as Monte Cragonza, but
according to his sketches and text, Hill 1096 lies close to the military
road from Livek to Mrzli and Matajur, whereas the 50,000 Slovene map
shows Kraguonca {sic) with a height of 1077m a mile to the west of

1096 and the road.}

Sproesser agreed to Rommel’s plan, and gave him the 2nd, 3rd and
4th Companies, the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Machine-Gun Companies, plus
the Signal Company. Rommel rushed back to Polava with his three
exita companies, and after sharing out the captured pack animals, the
whole detachment started up the south-east slope of Hill 1096
The first objective was the small village of Jevscek. about half-way
to the surmmit, and probably part of any enemy defence line. Jevscek
is about three guarters of a mile from Folava and about 300 metres
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higher, but there was no path to follow, and rough gullies and im-
penetrable hedges forced innumerable descents and deviations. The
detachment had been on the move since the early morning of
the previous day, and now as the sun went down found themselves on
steep ground, with heavy packs, seeking the elusive Jevscek. One
senses that this was the low point of the whole march. Rommel states
that he 'had to demand from his exhausted troops a great deal of super-
human effort, so that the attack did not get bogged down'."

After several hours the moon was shining and the point section
came up to a grassy meadow beyond which they could see a well-lit
position behind high obstacles, and could hear Italian voices. The
detachment was now in no position to advance further, so Rommel
drew back silently about 300 yards to a bivouac site and decided on
several hours of rest until midnight. At the same time, however, he sent
out several officers to make a reconnaissance of the neighbourhood.

Lieutenant Aldinger returned before midnight to report that he had
found a route to Jevscek which was still about half a mile away to the
north-west. The village was strongly fortified and surrounded by wire,
and was not yet occupied by the enemy. but he had seen enemy troops
marching downhill to the west of the village. Hearing this, Rommel
decided to break camp and make immediately for Jevscek to forestall
any occupation by the enemy.

Led by Lieutenant Aldinger, the detachment made its way forward
towards Jevscek. and despite a few shots they entered the north part
of the village, and those not on sentry duty rested in the still inhabited
Slovene houses. As no sounds could be heard from the south part
of the village Rommel concluded that the garrison due to defend
the village had not yet arrived. so there was probably a gap in the
ltalian line of defences. He therefore sent 2nd Lieutenant Leuze to
reconnoitre, while the bulk of the unit sat about before the hearths in
the solidly built houses consuming coffee and dried fruit provided by
friendly Slovenes.

5.4 Matajur (26 Qetober)
{a) Hill 1096

Rommel states that on the night ot 25 October ‘[ knew very little about
our neigbours. | knew nothing of where they were, or what actions they
planned to take . .. But it was clear to me, that all must be risked, and
that on 26 October the assault must again be under way'.™* Hence,
when Lieutenant Leuze returned from his reconnaissance at 04.30,
Rommel quickly decided on his plans, and at 05.30 the detachment
moved off to attack Hili 1098, while it was still dark.
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Not surprisingly, Rommel's account of the capture of 1096 is not as -

clear and precise as his descriptions of other actions. ‘._,:m only identi-
fiable points on the ground appear to have been the village of Jevscek
and the summit of 1096 {which Rommel incorrectly refers to ag

Kragonza {Section 5.3)). All other positions are described in terms of :

distances and directions from these two landmarks. Yet the picture wn
draws is somewhat confused. For example, he refers to directing an
attack from a point 'six hundred yards north-west of Jevscek',"” which
locates Rommel at the summit of 1096. Yet it is clear from his account
that Hill 1096 was then still in enemy hands. However, these points o
detail do not obscure the main broad features of the action.
On the previous night the detachment had encountered defence
positions and heard troop movements close to ,wm,..mnmx,.m:m Romme
thought it likely that he was near an enemy defence line, probably.
running from the Cepletischis — Livek road to Jevscek, w:a then on'to
1096, Mrzli and Matajur. Therefore, eager to reach Matajur, he o&ﬁm@
the 2nd and 4th Rifle and the 1st and 2nd Machine-Gun Oo—:ﬁmam.m&.a
capture Hill 1086, while the 3rd Rifie Company and the 3rd Machin
Gun Company under Lieutenant Grau gave supporting fire and mnﬁm
as a rearguard against any enemy units near Jevscek. :
As it became light, the main force was crossing rough ground on m&
stopes of 1096, and Romme} saw that it would be ammm.mwo:mq XPOSEL
te any fire from enemy positions higher up. He hurried forward m.un
sent cut runners with orders to the companies to spread cut and find
cover. Very soon the Italians opened fire, and despite fire support from
the rear company. losses mounted and Lieutenant Ludwi
commanding the Znd Company was seriously wounded.
At this point, much concerned for the security of his main force now
pinned down by the enemy fire, Rommel heard the noise .om batt
behind him from the direction of Jevscek. (In fact an Italian fo
facing into the village was engaged with Lieutenart O:.E.__m force in Em
village). Rommel quickly gathered three fight machine-gun squads
from his front-line companies and led them down to the rear of the
unsuspecting Italians, who were so surprised that a force "about threg
companies strong " surrendered without a shot being fired. .
Meanwhile the 2nd and 4th Companies were still engaged in
exchange of fire higher up on the broad south-west siope of Hill 103
so Romme! with the greater part of the 3rd Company and the 3;
Machine-Gun Company hurried to their support. He quickly decid
that there was no possibility of furning the enemy's flanks, and o&mn
a frontal assault with the 4th, 2nd and 3rd Companies widely sprea
out on the bare slopes of 1096. He himself moved up with the Znd
Company in the centre of the line, making directly Hémwam the surnm
The assault was supported by fire from the machine-gun companiis
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but this did not seem to produce much effect on the fierce enemy fire.
Lientenant Aldinger who had replaced Lieutenant Ludwig as
commander of the 2nd Company was severely wounded. It was a
tough fight, 'but as our losses increased so did the battle fury of the
mountain troops’.*' The Wurttembergers worked their way up, trench
by trench, machine-gun post by machine-gun post, and by 07.15 were
in posession of Hill 1098,

Rommel also states that after the capture of the three companies at
Jevscek, but before returning to the fighting on 1096, he took the
surrender of ‘an Italian regiment of 37 officers and 1,600 men . . . with
full equipment and armament’ in a hollow nerth of Jevscek.** Romimel
gives no further details of this remarkable episode, except to say that
he had difficulty in finding enough men to supervise the prisoners. He
does not state which enemy units were involved or where they had
come from, presumably because his attention was fully occupied in
reaching Hill 1096. However, some details may be inferred from the
italian Official History.

The ndge from Kuk to Matajur was garrisoned by the IVth
Bersaglieri and the Salerno Brigades of the Italian 62nd Division,
which had only begun to arrive in the early hours of 24 October
{(Section 2.6). During the moming the [Vth Bersaglieri were deployed
on either side of Livek, with the 14th Regiment on the left and the 20th
on the right, After the enemy advances on 24 October, Cadorna
issued an order at 23.00 setting out new lines of defence should the
2nd Army be forced to withdraw still further (Section 3.2). On receipt
of this order, the 62nd Division issued various instructions. The
Salerno Brigade was to hold its positions on Matajur ‘at all cost’.
‘The units around Livek were to ‘defend tenaciously to gain time’, and
'sorne battalions’ on the rest of the front were 'to draft a deployment
{abbozzare un schieramento) on the line Matajur ~ Cepletischis — Monte
San Martino” {Maps 7 and 5).#

There seems little doubt that the 2,000 men of the Bersaglieri
Brigade captured on 25 October were the greater part of the 20th
Regiment which had been forced back from Kuk and Livek by the
12th German Division and the Alpine Corps (Section 3.3), and was
marching down o occupy new positions on the next defence line. The
IOH does not mention any encounter with the WMB, but the next
reference to the Regiment occurs only some days later when it is
described as rest/ (remnants).<*

The 10H makes no mention either of the 14th Regiment to the left
of the 20th, after its arrival at Livek until several days later when it too
is described as resti** Hence, it was probably part of this Regiment
which Rommel encountered hetween Jevscek and Hill 1058, as it was
retiring to join the 20th Regiment on the new defence line. Marching

107

- mpr———r =

3

e



edge of the ridge on its south-west side. Near the col between 1192 and
‘Mrzli the two companies, led by Rommel, came inte clese combat with
enerny positions near the road, which were attacked from front, flank
-and rear. A few dozen prisoners were taken while the remainder
retreated towards the east slope of Mrzli.

Rommel continued along the ridge road and brought up his
machine-gun company. By now it was clear that something very
- unusual was happening on the broad col about 20 metres below the
- twin summits of Mrzli, now about 1,000 yards away, Hundreds of
Italian soldiers could be seen standing about, seemingly ‘irresolute and
inactive’. apparently just watching the German advance.™ Bearing in
mind his experiences during the previous two days, Rommel extended
his colurnnt behind him in considerable depth, and walked in front
waving a white handkerchief. Nothing happened at first, and Rommel
wondered if the mass of troops would beat a retreat or descend in force
on his small detachment.

About 700 yards from the col, the road on the south-east face of
Mrzli ran into a dense wood. Romme! was uneasy. He could no
longer see the enemy, and was aware that a very much larger force
might well descend through the wood and fall on the detachment
from above. The shortest way through the wood was by going
straight up the slope rather than following the zig-zag road, Therefore,
leaving the detachment with their heavy loads to proceed along the
road Rommel, with only Lieutenant Streicher,. Dr Lenz, and a few
soldiers climbed straight up through the wooed on a broad front with a
hundred yards between each man. Emerging from the wood they saw
a huge mass of men, on the far side of the Matajur road, shouting and
gesticulating.

All the [talians had weapons in their hands, and there seemed to be
a group of officers in front. Rommel realized that he had to maintain
the initiative, and walked steadily forward waving his handkerchief.
and calling for the men to lay down their arms and surrender. He was
now a hundred yards from the wood and felt he could neither retum
nor stand stifl. He kept walking. Then suddenly there was a movement
in the mass of troops. Most threw their weapons away, and hundreds
hurried towards him, sweeping any resisting officers aside. Almost
immediately he was surrounded and carried shoulder high amid cries
of 'Viva Germania' (Long live Germany).** An lalian officer who hesi-
tated to surrender was shot down by his own troops. Thus Rommel
had now captured a further 43 officers and 1,500 men, almost the
entire 89th Regiment of the Salerno Brigade.™ {(Rommel refers to
the 89th and 90th Regiments only as the 1st and 2nd Regiments of the
Brigade.)

By now the main Rommel detachment was emerging from the

down the road these units found themselves in the middle of a fi
fight, assumed that they were compietely cut-off, and surrendered

(6} Hill 1192 and Mrzli vrh

The Wurttembergers were now urged on along the broad ridge leadi
first to Glava (1192m} and then to Mrzli vrh (1358m). During the m
for 1096 the detachment had spread over the hillside and was
‘badly mixed’. All the officers of the 2nd Company had become &
alties. the Company was now commanded by Technical-Serge
Hugel, and some men had still to arive at 1898. However, rather §
pausing to regroup, Rommel sent the still incompiete 2nd Comy
along the ridge towards 1192. At the same time he sent back runi
with orders to the rest of the detachment to hurry up the Matajur ¢
to jein the 2nd Company.

Rommel does not give much detail of the advance to Hill 1192, %
the enemy appears to have been holding the quite broad ridge with
series of outposts to protect the main positions on Mrzli. The'
Company under Sergeant Huge! worked its way steadily forwa
employing the usual WMB tactics of attacking from the flank and =
and 1192 was captured by 08.30.

The next objective, Mrzli, was now in sight, about a mile EHE
along the ridge, but Romme! was forced to pause. Enemy troops coul
be seen deployed in strength on the south-east slopes of Mrzli, -
heavy machine-gun fire was striking the surnmit of 1192. Moreo
during the fighting for 1192, the 2nd Company had become so sp
out over the slopes of the hill, that Rommel and Sergeant Hiigel arr
on the summit leading only a platoon. In addition, sounds of fightis
from the right and rear suggested that the other companies, and othgr
units of the Alpine Corps, were still engaged with enemy forces m:,o
ably trying to retreat to the Savogna road.

Rommel realized that he would need at least two rifte an
machine-gun company to advance further, and went back down i
road to contact the liaison officer of the rear companies. He found
liaison officer, but was nearly shot himself, so he returned to Hilt 1167
and sent out a "strong assault detachment’® to contact the of
units with arders to ciose up on 1192, Eventually, by 10.00, a fo
equivalent to two rifie and one machine-gun company was assembl
on 1192, and Rommel was ready for the next move forward.

The attack began by Rommel sending a light m_m:m_ asking ».E.
artillery support, which was guickly followed by the ‘surprising resul
of German shelis falling on the south-east slope of Mrzli.” Then, uridi
covering fire from the machine-gun company, the two rifle compani
advanced along the Matajur road, perhaps 30 metres or 30 below th
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wood, and was ordered to march straight on along the imm&.ﬁ road,
except for an officer and three men detailed to marshal the prisoners
The 43 officers were separated from the men and guarded by
Sergeant Goppinger. Eventually when they realized :n.:a small the
Rommel detachment had been, they became ‘pugnacious’ mﬁ.& an:
atternpt was made to re-establish control over their men, but withou
effect, for ‘Sergeant Goppinger carried out his duties rigorously and

conscientiously’.*!

(¢} Matajur

As Rommel continued on towards Matajur, some of the prisoners to}
him that the 96th Regiment on Matajur was a famous one, which woul
certainly fire on him, and that he would need to be careful. _samm.a. as
soon as the road swung round towards the west slope of Mrzli, the
detachment came under well-directed fire from Glava (1450m) an
Point 1424, enfilading the road and forcing the detachment to tak
cover in dense bushes below the road. The detachment was now
the east side of the valley formed by the ridge running up from Mrzli:
Glava, and the ridge running up from Kraguenca to Point 1424 an
then to the summit of Glava (Map 7). (Rommel's sketch of this regiol
shows two heights labelled 1467 and 1424, but the first clearly refers:
Glava (1450m) on the IGM and Slovene maps, and the second to
small unmarked knoll clearly shown on both maps south of the sump
of Glava.} e
The road to Matajur high up on the side of the valley was expose
to enemy fire, but Romme! saw that by descending about 200 metres
down into the valley, and using thick clumps of bushes as cover, |
could arrive unseen at the bend in the road to the south of 1424, ant
then come up behind the enemy positions. A few machine guns wef
set up on Mrzli to engage the enemy positions on Glava, m:.n.n
main detachment made its way undetected to the road south of 1424
Then, as Rommel was preparing for the attack on this point,
received a message from Major Sproesser, who on arriving at
1096 had found so many prisoners that he assurned that all resistan
was over, and had sent Rommel an order to withdraw. The order w
very clear, and had to be obeyed. On the other hand, woﬂﬂw
was quite sure that Sproesser was unaware of the present situation,
so he decided on a compromise. All the units of the detachment we
ordered back to Hill 1096 except the leading hundred rifiemen an
six heavy machine-gun crews already with Rommel on Em‘a‘ma sout
of 1424. These would go on to attack ‘in spite of our ridiculous
small numbers™.* , .
A hundred riflemen and six heavy machine guns might well seex
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‘ridiculously small' to attack a regiment, but Rommel's decision was
based on more than just the ambition to be first on Matajur. The ridge
from Mrzli vrh to Matajur is broad and undulating, and about a mile
long. It was similar ground to that traversed already, and Romme! no
doubt expected that it would be defended from positions among the
hollows and hillocks, and would be vulnerable to his infiltration
tactics.

Standing on the road south of 1424, Rommel sited his machine
guns with fields of fire towards the rear of the enemy positions on
1424 and Glava (facing east). The Italians were surprised by fire from
this direction, and by the heavy fragmentation of the rocks produced
by the shots. Soon some Italians began to retire to the north side of
1424. Then Rommel's riflemen moved forward both along the road
and up the west slope of 1424, and the enemy vacated his positions
there.

As Rommel continued to advance along the road south of Glava,
with his machine guns moving up behind in echelon, an enemy
battalion tried to move away from Glava, but were halted by the
machine guns close to the head of the column. The topography as
described by Rommel is not entirely ciear, but it appears that as the
Wurttembergers moved atong the road with some waving of handker-
chiefs, the firing on both sides ceased, and it became very quiet.
Suddenly coming round a sharp bend in the road they saw, about three
hundred yards away, the greater part of the 90th Regiment of the
Salerno Brigade gathered together laying down its arms. 'The
Commander of the Regiment sat by the side of the road, surrounded by
his officers and weeping with fury and shame at the refusal of obedi-
ence by the soldiers of his once proud Regiment.””® One can only
surmise that the Regiment which had only recently arrived, with no
prepared positions, had been mesmerized by the steady and visible
progress of the enemy from Livek to Matajur.

Before the Italians could realize how small a number of the enemy
had disgraced their regiment, Rommel had separated the 35 officers,
and sent some 1,200 rnen down the road to Livek at the double. ‘Then
he hurried on towards the summit of Matajirr, about a mile away and
200 metres higher, still held by the rest of the Regiment. Rommel’s first
move was to order an attack from below Glava directly to the summit,
covered by his machine guns, but this approach was quickly aban-
doned in the face of very heavy enemy fire.

Rommel turned back towards Glava, and moved over on to the
north-facing slopes below the ridge, apparently unobserved by
the enemy. His group was now able to move along the slope out of
sight, seeing as they went small squads of ltalians with and without
weapons moving down to where the other regiment had swrendered.
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Six hundred yards short of the summit of Matajur they came up behind
the rear of an ltalian company facing north, which was engaged wii
scout squads of the 12(g) Division who had come up from Caporatt:
Completely surprised by the Wurttembergers with weapons at th
ready the [talians surrendered immediately.

The weather was now gloriously fine with brilliant sunshine an
freshly fallen snow sparkling on the ground. Standing on the summit o
Matajur, the highest peak for miles around, the Wurttembergers locke
at the wide panorama arcund them, with Cividale at their foot to th
south-west, the Adriatic beyond, and Udine also in the distanct
Rommel ordered a 'well deserved rest’, of one hour during which h
dictated his daily combat report for Major Sproesser. Then, ver
wearily, they descended some 900 metres of rough slopes (taking th
captured Italian officers with them), and by the early afternoon h
arrived at the pleasant village of Masseris still at an altitude of 76§
metres, where they spent the night. Leaving before dawn the
continued down the road to join the rest of the WMB on the outskir
of Cividale.

5.5 Summary

From first light on 25 October to midday on 26 October Rommei amni
his detachment captured the greater part of five different Itali
regimerits on five different occasions. Never more than a battalion
strength, and on Matajur less than a company, the Rommel detag]
ment had taken, in round terms, the surrender of the order of 9,60
officers and men, at a loss to themselves during the three days 24 t
26 October of 6 dead and 30 wounded.* The IOH does not usuall;
quote losses suffered in particular actions, but all the five regiment
claimed by Rommel (the 213rd on Hill 1192, the 20th Bersaglieri &
Polava, the 14th Bersaglieri at Jevscek, the 89th on Mrzli, and the 90th
on Matajur) either disappear completely from the IOH after 25 October
or are mentioned only as resti {remnants).

Rommel’s progress was & remarkable achievement, but mamn
circumstances had contributed to his success. During the war all th
opposing armies had been driven to much rethinking and retraining
The German Army had been in the forefront of developing technique
of attack and defence, and the Allies had found it difficult to caich up
Even after two years of war the British on the Scrmme in 1916, an
the ltalians at Caporetto in 1817, were woefully behind Germat
methods. Moreover the XIVth Austro-German Army had attacked .
region so mouniainous that since 1915 it had been been a quie
sector, and seen no action. The defence systems had laid out on the
line of greatest advance in 1915, and had fundamental weaknessés
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which only began to receive serious atfention at the beginning of
October 1917, and then in an atmosphere of increasing consternation
and confusion.

The German plan of attack, detailed by General Krafft, deployed
some of the best German and Austrian troops against some of the
weakest Italian troops in a region offering great possibilities for a
breakthrough, The troops of the X1Vth Army were presented with
ppportunities undreamt of on the Western Front, and there are many
references by Krafft to other officers and their units who distinguished
themseives by their rapid progress and substantial gains. Even in such
company Rommel stood out in his determination to attack the enemy,
in his skill in tactics and encirclement techniques, and in his ability to
foresee enemy intentions and reactions.

On 25 October it was solely due to Rommel's drive and foresight,
backed by the support of Major Sproesser, that the Rommet detach-
ment of two rifle and one machine-gun company set off along the
Kolovrat, while the main body of the Alpine Corps was held up at Na
Gradu and Monte Piatto. By 09.15, after some anxious moments over-
come by Rommel's personal leadership, the Wurttembergers had
captured the Italian 213th Regiment, and gained possession of half a
mile of the Kolovrat and Hil} 1192, This, in itself a striking feat, opened
up the way forward towards Monte Kuk and Livek as soon as re-
inforcements arrived.

Following the arrival of Major Sproesser at 10.30, Rommel's detach-
ment was increased to two rifle and three machine-gun companies
for an attack to take Monte Kuk. Rommel soon realized that the enemy
were nat very resolute, and in typical Rommel fashicn, decided to
enlarge the scope of the attack. Leading his two forward rifle
companies and one machine-gun company, he raced along the road on
the south side of the Kolovrat, in order te outflank and encircle any
enemy positions beyond the summit of Kuk on its west-facing slopes.
However, after surprising and putting to flight the unsuspecting italians
at Ravne, Rommel saw that the western slopes of Kuk appeared
deserted, but that there was much traffic around Livek and on the
Livek-Savogna road.

Rommel reviewed the sitvation and decided that, irrespective of any
action by his detachment, Kuk would soon fall to the remainder of the
WMB and the Life Guards, and that the detachment would now be
berter employed by blocking the Livek-Savogna road in order to cut off
any enemy troops retreating from Livek. Racing downhill at full speed
and arriving with only one rifle company and one machine-gun
company, he next ambushed an entire regiment marching down in
good order to take up new defence positions in the rear. Finally during
the afternoon he met up with Major Sproesser near Livek, and was
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given three rifle companies and a signal company for an assault:
Matajur the next day.

In recording the events of 25 October the IOH states that the At
Brigade on the Kolovrat, facing north, was taken from the flank so thi
‘one by one’ its battalions were surprised by attacks from unexpect
directions.” As described above, the Roemmel detachment contin
the next day in similar fashion, starting with the capture of the 14
Regiment Bersaglierl, retiring like the 20th Regiment in good ord
Then followed the advance to the summits of Mrzli and Mataj
arriving at the latter by midday with only one company, and receivi
en route the surrender of two further regiments, which appear to hay
been mesmerized hy the steady and rapid progress of the XIVith ?.E
along the ridge from Livek to Matajur, .

To set Rommel's achievements in perspective one must remember
that all the units of the XIVih Army had been selected to overwhel
the Italian defences and to move fast; and move fast they did. Krafit
repeatedly praises the different units involved, as for example the 12{
Division for its march up the valley to Livek and Caporetto, and the
22(a) Schiitzen for its occupation of Monte Stol. The advance
the XIVth Army during the first three days of the offensive was ma
all along its front by all the front-line divisions, and would have mE.mm
been made had Rommel and the WMB not been present.

The Rommel detachment was but a small part of a much greates
whole, but there remain at least three very striking aspects
Rommel's performance. First, his extraordinary capacity to assess the
possibility of a situation, to devise the most suitable plan of attack, an
to carry it ouf with skill, courage and determination. Second, the attai
on the Kolovrat and Matajur was made by twe of the best Germap
mountain divisions, the Alpine Corps and the 12(g) Division, and it was
Rommel who made the fastest progress, always in the lead of the
advance, out-distancing no doubt equally ambitious officers in other
units. Third, Rormmel’s capture of the 20th Regiment Bersaglieri {s
particularly worthy of note. Most of the prisoners taken by Rommgj
would probably have been rounded up by other units of the Alpi
Corps and the 12{g) Divisions, but this is not the case with the 20th
Bersaglieri. It appears quite certain that but for Rommel's speed, judg
ment and audacity, a whole regiment in good order would hav
marched down the road towards Savogna, ready to carry on the mm:
the next day.

Rommel’s arrival on Matajur had been a great moment for him
When Krafft and von Below had planned the opening stage of the
offensive, it was clear that Na Gradu (1114m) opposite Tolmin, an
Matajur (1461m) eommanding the road from Caporetto to Cividak
were critical initial objectives which must be taken with all possible
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speed. Therefore, von Below had obtained authorization to announce
that a Pour le Mérite, the highest German decoration open to junior
officers, would be awarded for the capture of Hill 1114, and another for
the capture of Matajur. Not only would this encourage some already
very competitive officers, but by enabling the awards to be made
immediately in the field, would encourage further great efforts. Hence
when Rommel stood on the summit of Matajur on 26 October after
capturing its garrison, the Salemo Brigade, he must surely have felt
that he had won the coveted Pour le Mérite. Therefore Rommel, and the
WMB, were much surprised by the German High Command Bulletin
for 27 October signed by Ludendorff which stated, inter alia, that the
well-fortified summit of Matajur had been taken at 07.00 on 25 October
by 2nd Lieutenant Schnieber with four companies of the 63rd
Regiment of the 12{g) Division.™

Kraffi's account of Schnieber’s visit to Marajur states no more than
that Lieutenant Schnieber with his 4th Company {not four companies)
had been sent out on the north side of Matajur, and had brought back
4 report saying only that he had reached a point 100 metres north of
the summit!*’

Presumably, his company had been sent as a strong scout squad to
make a reconnaissance of the enemy positions, but why had he
stopped 100 metres short of the ridge? To make any sort of a recon-
naissance it would have been necessary to go right up to the ridge and
the summit, for only then would it have been possible to obtain a clear
view over all the possible enemy postions. It is sometimes suggested
that Schnieber had reached a subsidiary outlier of Matajur, Monte
Colonna, about half a mile north of the summit and about 200 metres
lower, - but if the weather was clear at that time it is difficult to imagine
how one could confuse the two summits. If the weather was cloudy
and the visibility poor then his reconnaissance was of very limited
value. Even so, the 12(g) Division reported to XIVth Army that Matajur
had been reached, and shortiy afterwards Schnieber received the
coveted Pour le Mérite.™

Despite various discussions of this episode there is no evidence that
Schnteber's walk up Matajur made any significant contribution to the
X1Vth Army. Indeed on the evidence presented, Schnieber might well
have faced a charge of failing in his duty to make a proper reconnais-
sance. Krafft makes no mention of the "Mérte', but comments that
from a tactical point of view, Schnieber thought that he had done all
that was necessary, and had decided not to engage with the Salerno
Brigade in the conviction that it would be difficult to do so with any
probability of success.*® This remark is immediately followed by a
fulsome tribute to the Remmel detachment for its powers of
endurance, its clear sense of duty, its ability and independence.
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When von Below promised a Pour le Mérite for the capture o
Matajur, he had certainly not foreseen such an outcome, but the award
was now made. According to Fadini, von Below asked General Baron
Lynickner, the Kaiser's Military Secretary, for a further .Emaﬁmu but his
request was firmly refused. However, this episode might well have
spurred Rommel on to even greater efforts. :
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The Advance to the Tagliamento

6.1 The Tagliamento and its Bridges

The Tagliamento presents a substantial barrier to an invading army. as
was once stressed by Napoleon.' For much of its course, from above
Tolmezzo to above Latisana (Map 8), the Tagliamento runs in channels
in a wide gravelly bed, in places over a mile across and sometimes
partially covered with scrub. which forms a most prominent feature of
the plain when viewed from the mountains to the north. The width
of the bed is greatest at the junction of the Tagliamento with its main
tributary, the Fella, about four miles below Tolmezzo, where the beds
of the two rivers spread out to produce a triangular-shaped stony waste
with sides about two miles in length. In most places the flow of the
water is confined to one, two, or several relatively narrow channels,
but after heavy rainfall in the mountains the flow may rapidly increase
and spill out across the whole bed.

When the river reaches Pinzano it finally emerges from the
rmountains into the plain, where the wide and stony bed continues until
a few miles above Latisana, where the river assumes a more normal
form, completely filling its bed, about 100 to 200 yards wide with green
fields or woods con either side. Finally in the last five or six miles to the
sea, the land on both sides is very low and intersected by drainage
channels, which make any military operations very difficult, especially
if flooded.

On the whale of its course below Pinzano the bed of the river is
bounded by high dykes rising 6m or more above the bed to coniain the
waters when it floods. The river thus provided a considerable military
obstacle. The high dykes gave excellent positions for machine-gun and
other posts which could sweep fire across any troops attempting to
cross the wide bed of bare sand and pebbles. The water in the main
channel or channels is generally deep enough to require serious
bridging techniques, particularly as the speed of the river can greatly
increase after rainfall and be capable of damaging any temporary
structure. Indeed with heavy flows the river becomes a raging torrent
totally impassable except at the bridges.
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Rommel at Longarone

8.1 The New Assignment (26 October - 6 November)

After the capture of Matajur, the Rommel detachment descended
about 900 metres along narrow paths to the small village of Masseris
(760m), where the tired troops were billeted among the few farms for
at least part of a good night’s rest. Next day (27 October) they were up
before dawn to continue their descent and join the rest of the WMB in
the neighbourhood of Cividale.

The Alpine Corps had now reached the edge of the mountains, and
for the next six days took part in the general pursuit of the Italians
across the plain towards the Tagliamento. The day of 28 October was
cloudy and extremely wet, and on reaching the River Torre at
Primulacco, about seven miles north of Udine, the WMB found that
the river was swollen to a width of 600 yards, and was under fire from
a determined Italian rearguard on the far bank. The Rommel detach-
ment discovered dry clothes in an Italian laundry depot, and went to
sleep, hopefully for the night. However, at 23.00 they were woken up
by an order from Major Sproesser saying that the river must be
crossed during the night, or at least before dawn. By daybreak (29
October) a passage had been constructed across most of the width.
using all the available carts and lorries as bridges over the several
branches of the main channel. The Italians had now withdrawn, and
the detachment was able to cross by negotiating the last unbridged
rcbaaa yards aided by a strong safety rope siretched across the fast-
Hlowing river. The next evening (30 October) the WMB reached the
lagliamento. and this also was very swollen, and presented a more
considerable barrier.

During the next two days other units of the XIVth Army were
arriving at the Tagliamentc «nd were also unable to cross. However, as
described m Secuon 7.1, by the night of 2 November the 55(a) Division
and the 12(g) Division had secured bridgeheads on the far bank at
Cornino and Pontaiba, and on 3 November the XIVth Army began to
cross in strength.’! Both Krafft and von Below were very conscious that
further successes would depend on the speed of the advance, and had
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been concerned at the sometimes slower rate of progress achieved by
the Krauss Corps, and particularly by the adjoining Austrian Xth Army.

Major Sproesser states that he met General Krafft at XIVth Army HQ
in Udine on 3 November, but gives no account of their conversation,
other than that Krafft greeted him by saying ‘I congratulate the
Mountain Battalion on its prodigious success.’ After this conversation
Sproesser talked with Krafft’s Director of Operations, Major Willisen,
who told him that the WMB was to be transferred from the Alpine
Corps either to the German Jager Division or to the Austrian 22nd
Division in the Krauss Corps, in order to act as the advance guard in a
thrust through the mountains to reach the Piave at Longarone.
\loreover, he was told: ‘to allow no power on earth to stop you before
you arrive at Longarone’,? a verbal order confirmed by an entry in von
below’s diary which reads that the WMB ‘were to be put in front to
lead the way’.*

The next day, 4 November, the WMB left the Alpine Corps to join
the Jager Division, and marched to within about four miles of Cornino.
The tollowing day the WMB crossed the river as dawn was breaking,
4nd received orders from General Krauss attaching the Battalion to the
i Division ‘to lead the way on the march to Longarone by

. lautana t and \ap 11).° The WMB
bout five miles short

of Meduno. Meanwhile the Jager Division was still engaged in opera-
tions against the Italian 36th and 63rd Divisions in the Arzino valley,
ten niiles to the east of the Meduna valley (Section 7.2).

The WMB left Travesio before dawn on 6 November, and marched
first to Meduno, and then up the Meduna valley towards Chievolis at
‘he entrance to the Silisia valley. At Redona just south of Chievolis they
encountered the rearguard of the Danise column (Section 7.2), and
after a brief fight captured 85 prisoners. The remainder of the rear-
guard took flight and were pursued by a WMB squad on bicycles,
acquired near the Tagliamento, and another 230 prisoners were
captured near Chievolis.®* Meanwhile, the main body of the WMB
continued westwards up the Silesia valley and by the evening had
reached Pecolat at the foot of the Clautana Pass.

Also on 6 November, the Austrian 22 Division (General Miiller)
arrived at Meduno, and it was then decided that it should substitute for
the till distant Jager Division and lead the thrust to the Piave (Section
1y Therefore the WMB, already on its way to Chievolis, was trans-
terred from the Jager to the 22(a) Division, and allocated to the XLIII
Brigade (General Merten). The Brigade set off on the road to Chievolis,
en route to Longarone. However, before arriving at Chievolis, General
Merten received news of an enemy force further north beyond
Tramonti, so most of the Brigade marched past Chievolis and after a
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brief encounter towards evening captured an ‘Italian genera) and 12
men’,” presumably all part of the Danise column. The Brigade the
resummed its march to arrive back at Chievolis during the night,
which time the advance scouts of the WMB were making a reconni
sance up the Clautana Pass. .

8.2 The Clautana Pass (7,8 November)

The WMB were now in the mountainous area lying between the rivers
Meduna and Piave (Maps 11 and 14}, which is divided by the river
Cellina and its tributary the Cimoliana into twe lines of summits, eat
running approximately north — south, one passing between Chievol
and Claut, and the other between Claut and Longarone. Thus the ro

from Chievolis to Longarone falls naturally into two stages, over-th
Clautana Pass to the villages of Claut and Cimolais, and then ov:
the San Osvaldo Pass to Longarone, The lower slopes of the mountatis
are well wooded but the main summits, which rise to between 1500
2300m, often present steep and broken rock faces, particularly on east:
facing slopes {Plate 23). _

On 6 November the WMB marched 15 miles or so from Traves
four miles east of Meduno, to the huts of Pecolat and Tronconere at it
foot of the Clautana Pass. The Battalion was then about two miles fro
the top of the pass, but 900 metres lower down. In addition, Maj
Sproesser had been informed that the Ist Battalion of the 26 Schiitze
of XLIII Brigade, and the 377 Mountain Howitzer detachment, woul
come under his command for the operation, and were on their way. E

During the evening Major Sproesser, conscious of his orders #
move with all speed, considered his plans for the next day. It is n¢
clear how good a picture Sproesser had of the ground to be covered
The day had been sunny,® but it is doubtful if Sproesser would have ha
any view of the pass as he came along the road to Pecolat. (Today th
final stretch of the road lies above the south side of the man-made lake
of Selva, but in 1817 there was no lake and the road kept mainly on the
north side of the stream,” and the view would have been more limited.):
Nor would his maps have been of the quality of the 25,060 maps avail-
able today. Even so. it was no doubt clear that the top of the pass, at
1432m, was the lowest crossing of a ridge which on either side rose
steadily to heights of over 2000m.

During the evening, two advance scout squads from the 4th
Company made “excelient’'"® reports that the summit of the pass was
occupied by about two ltalian companies with several machine guns
and three mountain guns. Moreover, the track to the pass soon turned
into a side valley which eventually opened out into a high combe, with
its hase at an altitude of about 800m, encircled by a length of the main
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ridge between the summits 1715m and Monte Gialina (1634m) on
either side of the pass. The track kept high up on the right-hand side of
the combe {as viewed locking up), and an enemy deployed near and
under the pass would have a commanding view of any troops moving
towards them, so it appeared impractical to attempt any direct
advance up the track. In addition the pass was guarded on either side
by steep cliffs on the main ridge.

it was clear ‘that the pass could only be captured by some encircling
manceuvre, and that the expert in encirclement was Rommel’."
Sproesser now issued his orders for the next day. Romimel with the 1st
and 2nd Companies and the 1st Machine-Gun Company would carry
out an encirclement by crossing the ridge to the south of the pass and
attacking the enemy from the rear. To the north of the pass, part of the
6th Company would climb the steep slopes of Monte Gialina and
attack from that side. The 4th Company with the 3rd Machine-Gun
Company would make a frontal attack. Captain Gossler with the 5th
and 6th Companies would follow behind the forward troops. The
attack would be supported by the Austrian mountain battery sited
above Pecolat. The Ist Battalion of the 26 Regiment would remain at
Pecolat.’

{Both Sproesser’s and Rommel's accounts contain scme minor
contradictions. Sproesser states that the Rommel detachment
consisted of the {st and Znd Companies and the 1st MG Compariy,
whereas Rommel states that he had four companies, the 1st, Znd, 3rd
and 1st MG."* but gives no information at all on the part played by
the 2nd Company. Sproesser’s text makes no mention of the 3rd
Rifle Company, whereas his accompanying map shows it to the left of
the 4th Company in a position below and facing the pass. Even so, the
general run of events can be sufficiently well described without going
into uncertain details.)

Sproesser states that during the day of 8 November 'there was no
success with the 4th and 6th Companies attempt to take possession of
the pass with a frontal attack’.!* The Rommel detachment also had a
difficult time. It was soon harrassed by machine-gun and artillery fire,
and was forced to move in bounds from rock cover to rock cover.
Eventually it reached dead ground in the fold of a lateral side valley,
and was able to move up and obtain a good view of the main ridge
south of the pass, high above them and protected by a line of cliffs,
covered in snow and ice.

Rommel gives little detail of how his detachment spent the day, but
it seems likely that they paused for some time while reconnaissance
squads sought and failed to find a route through or around the cliffs.
Therefore he decided that the attack would have to be made frontally,
and the detachment traversed across the mountain side towards the
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pass. The men were carrying very heavy loads, inciuding the machin
guns, over very rough ground, and when they arrived near the w..
they were ‘villig erschopft’ (utterly exhausted).”

Ag night came on the detachment took up positions on some snow
covered knolls a few hundred yards from the pass. While the me
rested. Romme! began to plan a surprise attack on the enemy
positions. Accompanied by Lieutenant Streicher and some sco
squads he went out into the night to reconnoitre the ground imme
ately below the pass. (Rommel’s account describes the night as da
but leaves us wondering how dark was dark.) The noise of Wurite
berger hoots breaking through the frozen snow alerted the enemy, wh
responded with fire thus revealing some of their positions. In all seve
hours of hard effort were spent reconnoitring positions for b
machine guns and for the start positions for the 1st and 3rd Ril
Companies.

The attack was launched at midnight with the machine guns conce
trating their fire for two minutes on the enemy positions immediatel)
about the pass. Then, as this fire shifted to the enemy positions ¢
either side of the pass, the two rifle companies should have taken the
pass by surprise and storm, but there was no immediate responst
Rommel had indicated that he would lead the assault, but he hat
misjudged the time, and was still some distance from the companies 4
the moment the fire lifted from the pass. He rushed up to them ang
found to his dismay that they were still waiting to move. The attadk
was then made, but the effect of accurate timing had been lost. The
Italians responded stoutly and, after some close fighting with hant
grenades, Rommel broke off the attack,

It was now about midnight and the Rommel detachment was mm.m
close to the pass, and with the coming of daylight would be in a hope-
lessly exposed position. They were also sorely in need of food and res
and there was no possibility of either in their present position, so
Rommel had littie choice but to order a return to Pecolat. The detach
ment made its way down in the dark, leaving the Gossler detachmiel
to keep watch on the pass. About half-way down Rommel made his
repori at Major Sproesser's command post among the rocks. Th
detachment arrived at Pecolat before dawn and the cooks provided
plenty of hot coffee.

The outcome of any night action is always somewhat uncertain, but:
for Rommel the night was a great disappointment. He writes that thi
was the first time he had failed since the beginning of the war, and he:
was very angry. The WMB had been selected to spearhead the march
on Longarone, and their first action on the march had failed, prebably:
as the result of his ambiguous orders to his two rifle companies. Yet the
attack was by no means a complete failure. Two hours later, as the sun

168

began fo rise, news was received from Major Sproesser that a patrcl
from the 5th Company had found that the Halian rearguard had now
gone from the pass (having received orders to withdraw and block the
roads leading out of the Cimolais basin).’®

Very soon Major Sproesser issued orders for the march to be
continued to Claut and Cimolais, with the Gossler Detachment as
advance guard, followed by the staff, the bicycle company and the
Rommel Detachment, plus the Ist Battalion of the Austrian Schitzen
and the 377 Howitzer Detachment, which had now arrived to join his
command.'” A detachment under Captain Géssler was soon on their
way up the pasgs, followed by the Rommel Detachment. The latter,
despite their heavy loads and having to face the 900m climb for a
second time, were apparently invigorated by the news that the enemy
had given up such good positions, and they caught up with the Géssler
Detachment before reaching Claut at the foct of the pass,

Arriving at Claut at about 14.00, the column paused for a short rest
and a welcome from the local population. Major Sproesser then issued
orders for the pursuit to continue as would have been expected,
However, in a subseguent account he states that these orders
discbeyed XLIII Brigade orders which had laid down that the WMB
should spend the night at Claut, yield their position as advance guard
to the st Battalion Schtitzen, and then follow on with the main body of
the Brigade.' When and how these orders were received by Sproesser
15 ot clear, but the WMB was now setting the pace of the advance.
Hence Sproesser, bearing in mind his meeting with Major Willisen,
took it upon himself te ignore the order, and instructed his column to
cantinue its march towards Cimolais,

Captain Gossler with the 5th Company and the 3rd MG Company
was sent ahead to secure the road junction two miles further on. where
4 road led off to Barcis. Here they encountered, and attacked, some of
the enemy who thereupon withdrew towards Cimolais at the foot of
the San Osvaldo Pass leading to Longarone. The main body of the
WBM marched on to Cimolais with the Rommel detachment as the
advance puard. preceded by Lieutenant Schoffel and a few cyclists and
mounted staff acting as a scout group in front. Behind them followed
the Ist Battalion. 26 Schiitzen.

Arriving at Cimolais as it was becoming dark, the WMB again
received a friendly reception, as at Claut. They found food and billets,
and then a few hours sleep to recover from their thirty-two hours of
marching and fighting since first leaving Pecolat. Meanwhile
Lieutenant Schoffel's mounted scout group, which had gone forward
along the road to Longarone. reported that the enemy was taking up
positions on both sides of the road no more than half a mile west of
Cimolais.
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The Headquarters of XLIII Brigade now repeated jts earlier ordy
that the WMB was to halt and hand over the lead to the Ist Battalig
Schitzen. Major Sproesser replied that as the WMB was in close ba
contact with the enemy, it was impossible to obey this order.” Gen
Merten, commanding XLIII Brigade. was clearly anxious that
Austrian Schiitzen should play a prominent part in the operation,
his orders were falling behind the flow of events, for this last ord
included an instruction that the WMB act as a flank guard to the
Schiitzen in the Silisia and Cellina valleys.?® But these were the vallg)
on either side of the Clautana pass, through which the WMB ha
already marched on its way from Pecolat to Cimolais several hou
previously!

8.3 Cimolais to Longarcone (8 November)

The mountain range lying between Cimolais and rthe Piave, rising
over 2000 metres, is traversed by only one road, that from Cimolai
Erto and Longarone by the San Osvaldo Pass (Map 14). The summit
the pass is quite close to Cimolais, about two and a half miles away and
only about 150 metres higher. However, immediately after leaving the
village the road enters a narrow defile {Plate 24) where steep and cfien
rocky slopes rise up to Monte Lodina {2020m) to the north, and-
Monte Cometto {1792m) to the south, and here the Italian rearguart
had prepared to make a stand. .

Major Sproesser, eager to reach Longarone, was determined that th
San QOsvaldo Pass should be crossed without the delay occasioned by
the enemy defence of the Clautana Pass. About midnight, after
studying his own maps, and some captured Italian maps, he issued the
orders for the next day {9 November). All nine companies of the
Battalion were to be involved, but only one company was to advance
up the road, while the other companies developed three separate en-
circling movements along various tracks through the mountains. A
detachment of two rifle and one machine-gun company would follow
a track round Monte Lodina. probably across Fercella Lodina {1860my);
and then descend to the road beyond the enemy positions. On th
opposite south side of the road. a similar sized detachment would
move along tracks encircling Monte Cornetto and rising almost to the
summit of Monte Galitnut {31755m). Further south still, a rifle company -
and a machine-gun company under Captain Gossler would go west-
from Tl Porto over Forcella Ferron (993m) and Forcella Liron (1398} -
and then, keeping to the south side of the Vajont gorge, would follow .
tracks down to Dogna on the Piave.

Rommel was allotted the command of the northern-most group -
charged with encircling Monte Lodina, and for once he was .
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disconcerted to receive his orders. Hjs detachment had endrrd
hard two days during the crossing of the Clautana Pass, and.
faced another day with heavy loads, starting in the dark
unknown tracks, with an ascent and descent of some 1200 1
Mareover he had not seen the ground, and no doubt wished to'a¥
repeat of the attempts to encircle the Clautana Pass. On
informed of the plan Rommel protested to Sproesser saying ¢
men were too tired to make the arduous climb involved in th
circlement. He therefore proposed that his detachment should
much shorter route and attack the positions frontally from Cirigl
Sproesser reluctantly agreed, and amended his orders. Only the
Company under 2nd Lieutenant Payer would take the route v
Monte Lodina, while Rommel with the ist and 3rd Rifle and 1st ]
Company would take the much shorter route straight up the road.
the south side of the road, the 4th and 6th Rifle and 2nd MG Comp
under 2nd Lieutenant Schiellein would encircle Monte Cometto
Monte Gallinut. while the 5th Rifle and 3rd MG Companies undi
Captain .Oc_mamq would take the tracks towards Dogna. .
2nd Lieutenant Payer found a local inhabitant to act as a guide
Em track round Monte Lodina, and set off on the northern &
Q.E_mamﬂ about three hours before daybreak. Meanwhile
Lieutenant Schéffel had been reconnoitring the enemy noamom.
around the road west of Cimolais, and by 05.00 had reported back ts
Rommel that there was no sign of the enemy. Therefore Rommé
decided to reconnoitre himself, together with his company co
Em:ama. as soon ag it becarme light.*' At about 05.00 a visitor arrivé
at E.ﬂo« Sproesser’s HQ, Colonel Pasetti, the Commander of aum
>cm5m= mm.mmm::mnr who brought a verbal message from XLII
mﬂmmam. saying that the WMB must halt in Cimolais and wait for the
m:..mma,m to come up. In reply Sproesser gave the Colonel a message to
the Brigade Commander, General Merten, saying that the WMB hag
already begun battle during the night in the direction San Osvaldo ang.’
ro:mmao:m.. and it was not possible to stop them.* |
Meanwhile Rommel and his company commanders had ridden out
to view the enemy positions, with a squad of cyclists as an advance
m,:ma, All was quiet as they left the village, but they soon came under
.::m and machine-gun fire, and hurriedly tock refuge in the roadside
chapel of La Crosette’ 150 yards west of Cimolais.** (This could hardly
be the ncmu& at La Crosetta on the modern 25,000 map, which is at
least a mile further up the road. Rommel’s La Crosette was probably an
unnamed chapel just beyond the village.*) )
The relief felt at finding this cover was soon diminished by the
strength of the fire from quite close range, which began to splinter the
slates on the roof. There was no future here, particularly if the enemy
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brought up any artiliery. To avoid this trap, Rommel detaiied the party

to return individually, each man running out in a different direction to
the nearest cover, and then moving off again from another part of the
cover. Hence, despite heavy fire, all succeeded in reaching Cimolais
uninjured. But Rommel comments that if the Italians had waited for
them to advance another 100 yards they would all have been killed.

The reconnaissance had been watched by Sergeant Dobelmann and

an observation squad from the tower of Cimolais church, assisted
by an Italian x40 telescope captured on the Tagliamento. Dobelmann
had observed the flashes from the rifles and machine guns, and was
ahle to give Rommel an assessment of the enemy positions. The view
from the church tower, shown in the sketch? on page 174 (prepared for
a lecture in 1918 given by Rommel to senior officers),” was not en-
couraging. The Italians were holding a line running acress the road
about 500 yards from the outskirts of the village. To the left of the
road this line ran along the top of & low but steep band of rock
precluding any direct attack. Then further to the left, at about 150
yards from the road, the line continued higher up the hillside with
riflemen in positions protected by piles of rocks and stones, where they
could give covering fire over the lower positions. To the right of the
road the ground was less favourable to the enemy, but here the line
was protected by wired barricades. Moreover, any frontal attack here
would come under enfilade fire from the positions to the left of the
road.

Rommel had assured Major Sproesser that the attack would
succeed, and he now realized that his task was more difficult than he
had irhagined. His book gives some insight into the thoughtful way in
which he resolved the situation. It was clear that the best chance of
success lay in an attack to the right of the road. suppaorted by the heavy
machine guns. But Rommel could see nowhere to site these guns in
positions which would give some cover against fire from the [talians on
the left of the road.

Three hours or so were spent in reconnaissance and preparations,
which included the laying of telephone lines from the cormmand post
to the three companies and to a detachment of six light machine guns
sited to the right of the road on the slopes about eight hundred yards
north of Cimolais. The attack began at 09.00, with the six light machine
guns of the 1st Rifle Company opening fire on the Italian positions to
the left of the road, concentrating at first on those higher up in the
more open situations on the hillside. At a range of fourteen hundred
yards the fire was not particularly accurate, but was sufficlently scat-
tered that some of the Italian riflemen could be seen in the telescope
moving down to seek refuge in the better-prepared positions nearer the
road. Soon an entire platoon appeared to be on the maove, with some
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troops making off to the rear, and Rommel! decided that it was now safe
to move his machine-gun company into positions lower down and
much closer to the enemy line.

As the heavy guns added their fire to that of the light guns, the
Italians on the southern slope rushed to find some protection, and
crowded into & narrow trench near the road, while those trying to
escape to the rear were shot down. Now that the south side of the
enemy line was completely pinned down, the 3rd Rifle Company
began to work its way forward, widely extended, and covered by the
fire of the light and heavy machine guns, With this support
the company broke through wire defences and took the enemy
positions astride the road, but the enemy forces higher up on the slopes
to the north of the road still held out. Rommel sent back a message
reporting his progress and ordering up cyclists, mounted runners and
horses in order to exploit the success as rapidly as possible. He then
went up the road towards the captured enemy positions, whereupon 2
officers and 200 men still in position on the slopes to the north of the
road laid down their arms and surrendered.”’

Romunel ordered an imrnediate pursuit, but there was a few minutes
delay as the Ist Company did not immediately realize that the 3rd
Company had occupied the enemy positions, and continued to fire on
them. Nevertheless, Rommel, Lieutenant Streicher, and the leading
units of the 3rd Company were soon on the road moving as fast as they
could go. From the top of the pass the road ran gently downhill for
about three miles to the villages of San Martino and Erto (Map 14}
only three miles in a direct line from the Piave. But below Erto the
Vajont river has cut a steep and narrow gorge which drops down very
abruptly to the Piave at Longarone. The road negotiated this ravine by
a rather spectacular system of bridges and tunnels which could all too
easily be demolished, or blocked by well-placed machine guns.
Therefore speed was essential to prevent the ltalians from taking up
positions there, or carrying cut demolitions.

{Today the meodern road, built during the construction of the huge
Vajont dam (Plate 28), keeps to the north side of the gorge. The valley
behind the dam has been largely empty of water since the catastrophe
of 9 October 1963,” when a quarier-mile length of the mountain side,
high above the water, sheared off and fell into the lake, thus displacing
its own volume of water over the dam. This tremendous mass of water
rushed down the gorge with increasing velocity, and hurled itself
across the Piave against the small town of Longarene, killing 2,000 of
the 4,000 inhabitants.)

At San Martine Rommel was joined by the staff, and horses and
cyclists ordered up from the rear. The head of the column now moved
with increased speed. Coming up to Erto the column caught up with
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small parties of [talians also making down the road. A light machite
gun was set up ready to fire, but this was not necessary. Rommel sa
that he shouted to them to surrender and disarm, and they were sei
marching back towards Cimolais.

After Erto the road began tc descend, and the cyclists drew aw.
from Rommel and the other mounted staff. They soon overtock ma
Italians before disappearing round a bend in the road; shots wers
heard; and an Italian motor car was seeén making down the road. As?
horsemen raced through ‘a pitch-black tunnel’* they were checked.
the shock of a large explosion ahead of them. Emerging from
tunnel they saw that a sizeable bridge across a side siream had be
destroyed, but it was still possible to climb dewn into the stream, o
the ruins of the bridge, and up the other side.

While the sound of shots continued, Rommel's group rushed on, ¢
arrive at the north end of a high bridge, 130 feet long, which spans
the main gorge 150 metres above the river {Plate 26}. The W
cyclists were already there, and told Rommel that they had been firiy
on an [talian truck which had just disappeared into a tunnel on the f
side, presumably carrying the demolition squad which had blown
the previous bridge as Sergeant Fischer was attempting to pull o
smoking fuse. Ahead, at each end of the bridge, demolition charg;
were clearly visible in holes in the centre of the carriageway. émm
enemy about to explode the charges?

Rommel ordered Sergeant Bruckner, ‘an especially brave and dazi
soldier’,* to run across the bridge with an axe and chop through ¢
cables which could be seen leading to the bridge. Rommel and th
cyclists then raced across the bridge, pulling out the fuses as they wen
Sergeant Bruckner with a few cyclists was sent ahead to ensure that
further demolitions were made con the road, and as no signs of firt
were heard it seemed that all was well. Emerging from the lowes
turme! into the brilliant sunshine Rommel carne upon a sight ‘offered &
only a few soldiers in the World War'.?! The Piave {ay about 150 metres
below, flowing in a narrow valley confined by steep mountains risin
up to 1500m on either side. The road and railway ran parallel to the:
side of the river, and along the road marched thousands of Itali
soldiers retreating in good order unaware of the enemy presence, -

Meanwhile Major Sproesser and Captain Kremling, commanding t
ist Battalion 26 Schiitzen, had arrived at Ertc where Sproesser receiy
yet another order from XLII! Brigade: ‘The WMBE stops, makes cany
and spends the night at the mill at Erto; the 26 Schiitzen Regiment
undertakes the lead,” But these orders were now well outdated, and. :
replied that "The advanced units are fighting at Longarone. 1 nee
support with infantry on the pass rcad, and please send me the 3
Howitzer Detachment.™
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8.4 The Capture of the Ten Thousand

When he emerged from the last tunmnel, Rommel was on the upper
slopes of Hill 882 (Map 15) on fairly steep ground covered by scrub and
trees, dropping to the valley floor about 150m below. The large village
of Longarone lay on the far side of the valley, about half a mile distant
from the foot of the Vajont gorge. The main channel of the Piave is
hereabouts of the order of a hundred yards wide, set in a wide stony
bed up to 400 yards wide, so any attempt to cut off the retreating
columns would involve fording the river and crossing some very open
around.

Rommel was now in the lead position of a considerable force, the
WMB and the Austrian XLIH Brigade, but these had yet to arrive. The
tirne was still only an hour before noon, and Rommel knew that the rest
of the WMB, which had been sent on three different encircling move-
ments, had much further to travel, and could not arrive before midnight
at the earliest. However, the main body of his detachment (the st and
3rd Companies and st MG Company) was spread out along the road
not far behind, and was closely followed by the Ist Battalion Schitzen.
5o he decided to press on. The events of the next twenty-four hours are
described by Sproesser and Rommel in their battle reports written at
the time,® and in twoe more detailed accounts in their books published
in 1933 and 1837 respectively.®® All are in substantial agreement
though sometimes containing different points of detail.

When Rommel first saw Longarone, columns of marching infantry
and artillery were moving down the valley unaware of the threat to
their flank. He immediately ordered the few riflemen and cyclists
accompanying hirn to take up fire positions, under cover and away
from the road, about a hundred yards to the south amidst trees and
scrub. Their best target appeared to be a stretch of road, about half a
mile away, where the [alian columns were confined on the far side by
a steep rocky outcrop, and on the other by the Piave. Rapid fire caused
a column to halt, and then break into two hatves, that south of the
defile hastened its march, while that to the north of the defile turned
back to Longarone.

ltalian machine-gun fire began to fall on the road and the Vajont
gorge without troubling the well-sited Wurttembergers. The rest of the
Rommel detachment were not far behind, and the firing party was
jnined by a platcon with two light machine guns. Shortly after, a
company or perhaps a platoon of Italian troops, probably part of the
rearguard over the pass, was seen descending a rock face above and
behind the Wurttembergers. However, faced by both rifle and light
machine-gun fire while still negotiating the rock face, they soon
accepted Rommel's cail to surrender.
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13. The Piave at Longarone in 1917, (After JOH {TV.3, Carrta}, 25)

At 11.15 the bridge across the Piave on the road from the gorge to
the village was blown up, and rifle and machine-gun fire began to fall
around the road leading from Hill 882 down to the river near Dogna
{Map 15). During the next half hour maost of the 3rd Company caught
up with Rommel and were ordered to take up similar firing positions.

By 11.45 Rommel's st Rifle Company, which had been following
the 3rd, arrived on Hill 882 and was given the task of crossing the river
from Dogna.” But by now, the exit from the gorge and the road down
to Dogna were under heavy Italian fire from machine guns and
artillery. Moreover, the fierce fire from the far bank appeared to
preclude any attack in company strength across the bare bed of the
Piave, so Rommel decided to send out carefully selected sguads from
the 1st Company with orders to cross the river, block the main road,
and send back a sufficient number of prisoners to act as a screen for
the passage of all the Wurtternbergers.

At first all these squads appear to have been held up by the heavy
enemy fire except for an eighteen-man squad led by Acting Officer
Huber and Sergeant Hohnecker. This group, spread out widely,
descended to Dogna, and made their way across the river bed in the
direction of Fae, south of the main enemy fire. Then after fording and
swirnrning the Piave, these troops reached the far bank, and went on to
achieve a considerable success, as we describe below.

Shortly after midday, Major Sproesser arrived on Hill 882 with his
staff and the Signals Company of the WMB, and with the staff of the lst
Battalion Schiitzen (which had now come under his command}, and set
up his command post at a point he refers tc as height 830.*" Covered
by the fire of a section of the 1st Machine-Gun Company of the 26
Schiitzen, the whole of the Rommel detachment was now able to
descend cautiously to Dogna, arriving there by 14.00, but attempts
to move across the river bed were frustrated by the intense enemy fire.

Meanwhile Huber's party, now on the west bank of the Piave, was
making good progress. Huber's cwn account, quoted by Sproesser,™
describes how the whole party, soaking wet after swimming the river,
contrived to arrive unseen below a low stone wall bordering the edge
of the main road. Then, at the appropriate moment, with the head of
an approaching Italian column only a few yards away, they suddenly
confronted the columnn with guns firing, and produced such cenfusion
that the group halted and allowed themselves to be taken prisoner.
Moreover, Huber's squad not only captured these prisoners, but kept
secret how very small their own numbers were, and continued to
capture subsequent groups still moving south down the road.

By 16.00 two groups of the ist Company of the WMB, one under
Huber and the other under 2nd Lieutenant Schéffel, had succeeded in
completely blocking the main road, and by 18.00 the Wurttembergers
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had captured 50 officers and 780 men, the officers being separal
frem the men and guarded by two troopers on the top floor of
Castle. Finally, as darkness fell, the intensity of the ltalian fire decli
so Rammel ordered his 3rd Company and half of his 1st MG Compal
and the 3rd Company and the 1st MG Company of the 26 Schiitzen
follow him across the river in the direction of Fae, while at the sa
time Huber's prisoners were sent back to the east bank *

On arriving at Fae, Rommel learnt of the successes obtaine
Huber's squad, and was also informed that the scout squads had ci
the telephone lines from Longarone to Bellunc. However, a hos
battery on Hill 1141 above and to the west of Fae must have obsefy
what was happening, so it seemed probable that some force would
on its way to relieve the trapped Italians. Therefore Rommel's fi
decision was to deploy the 3rd Company of the Ist Battalion Schiiz
and half of the 1st MG Company WMB to block the road from Belly,
in the neighbourhood of Fae, with cutposts about half a mile g
south.®

Having set up his rearguard, Rommel's next reaction was tha
should advance to Longarone, but the enemy was there in
numbers, and Remmel’s resources were rather limited. Apart from
rearguard at Fae, he had at his disposal on the west bank oaly thi
and 3rd Companies and half the 1st MG Company of the WMB
the 1st MG Company of the 26 Schitzen.¥' Meanwhile, on the f:
side of the Piave, the Ist and 2nd Companies of the Ist Battalio
26 Schitzen, were due to arrive at Major Sproesser's HQ on the e
bank, together with the 377 Mountain Howitzer Detachment. {
other companies of the WMB, four rifle and twe MG, were alse @
their way, but were not expected to reach Major Sproesser befi
midnight at the earliest.)

Many commanders would have thought it prudent to maint
blocking positions against enemy attacks during the night, from by
the north and the south, and await the arrival of reinforcements, |
Rommel thought otherwise. The enemy might attempt to break {
during the night, and he decided to forestall any such move b
attack with his two WMB companies and the 1st Machine-G
Company of the Schiitzen, ™

At 21.00 when it was quite dark Rommel ordered the machine g
at Dogna to cease all firing acress the river and led his nmﬂmnrgmzw
extended line along the road towards the village of Longarone, Hi
himself was with the leading squad, and they crossed the bridge ove
the Mae stream at Pirago almost unchallenged. Then only a hunde
yards or so short of the first houses in Longarone they encountered
road block and Rommel gave orders for heavy machine guns to be.
up to cover an attack. Almost immediately the detachment came und
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fire. both from their own machine guns in Dogna who had not received
the orders to cease fire, and from the road block where several
machine guns opened fire at 80 yards range. Rommel's machine guns
were not vet assembled, and the squad lay for minutes in a very poor
position, The barricade of the road tlock was too far away to throw
grenades, and the Company Commander of the MG Company, 26
Schiitzen, lay severely wounded in a ditch.

The attack had failed compiletely, and could only be aborted. But
the detachment was now widely extended, spread out alang the
road; the night was “pitch black’* and Rommel himself was pinned
down at the head of the column int a position ‘where death stands right
next to one’.* Somehow, he sent back a verbal order for the detach-
ment to retire to the bridge at Pirago. The troops further from the road
block managed to disengage, but Rommel’s forward squad had to wait
for any breaks in the firing and then dash back a few yards at a time.
Eventually Rommel reached a bend in the road and was then able to
hurry back to Pirago, overtaking some of his troops as he went, But on
arriving at Pirago he found no one there.* Apparently his order had not
been received. Nor did he know where his men were, though he
suspected that some had yet to get back as far as Pirago.

After a time the enemy ceased firing and Rommel heard the sound
of many Italians, shouting and yelling, approaching down the road
from Longarone, and was uncertain whether they were going to attack
or surrender. The night was still very dark, so he fired flares and saw
a close-packed mass of [talians waving handkerchiefs with the head
of the group only a hundred yards away. They did not fire and
Rommel was uncertain of their intentions, but it was clear that the
four or five riflemen with Rommel would not be able to stop that mass
of men. So Rommel ran back towards Fae hoping to catch up with the
other members of his detachment and organize a more effective
resistance.*

A few minutes later Rommel had gathered about fifty men to bar the
road about 600 yards south of Pirago, between a cliff on one side and
a house on the other. Lieutenant Streicher cccupied the house with half
the men and the rest lined up across the road. When the mob was
about 50 yards away Rommel shouted ‘Hait' and demanded surrender.
There came an answering roar of obscure significance but no one fired.
Rommel repeated the call with the same result, and then when only 10
yards away the Italians opened fire. The WMB fired a salvo but had no
machine guns available and were overwhelmed, ‘killed. wounded,
routed’, before they were able to reload.*’ Many were captured.
including 2nd Lieutenant Schoffel, but some of the garrison in the
house escaped in the dark across the Piave as the [talians continued
down the road to the south. 2nd Lieutenant Streicher avoided capture
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and tried to swim the Piave, but was swept down stream and wash
ashore unconscious.®

Rommel managed to escape at the last moment by jumping over
wall by the side of the road. Then tearing across ploughed land, s
brooks, hedges and fences, he made desperate speed to warn the?
Company Schiitzen and the WMB MG platoon at Fae, to turn aroi
and face the impending danger. “The thought of losing the final
remnants of my troops gave me enornmous strength,"** Rommel argi
at Fae before the Italians, and set up a new front with the 3rd Compy
Schiitzen holding a line of 700 yards across the road, from a mmﬁn._&
the Plave to the cliffs at the foot of Hill 1141,

Almost as soon as the Schiitzen were in position the Italians ca
down the road, and Rommel opened fire when they were about-2
yards away. They slowed down, their machine guns began to rattls
and masses of infantry yelling ‘Avanti, Avanti' appeared to
attacking cn either side of the road, but qmﬁa fire from the Schiit
and WMB troops caused them to stop and take cover. This wa
very crifical time for Rommel and his now very much reduced’
and 3rd Companies. He states that his only officers were the CO
the 3rd Company Schiitzen and Acting Officer Huber. *All the othér
appeared to have fallen into the hands of the enemy.”™ Moreover,
fifty Italian officers still on an upper floor of Fae Castle were guan
by only two soldiers. As Rommel had no telephone communicati
with Sproesser, his orderly Private Unger offered to swim the river
summon reinforcements from the east bank.

The fighting continued for two or three hours, as the {talians m
several attempts to break through the enemy line. Rommel sent ¢
squads to start fires in houses and barns o light up the scene and aw
encirclement, New fires were started as old ones began to go o
Much ammunition was required for this type of fighting in the dark, 3
supplies would have been short but for the abundant supplie
weapons and ammunition which had been found in Fae Castlg
Fortunately Rommel's skilful dispositions prevented the Italians fron
realizing how few his numbers were. Then about midnight the enemy.
fire slackened, and the Italians began to draw back from their position
Rommet sent out patrols to maintain contact. One lost its able lea
from close-range fire, but another returned at 01.00 with 600 prisone;
who had surrendered, and it now seemed that most of the enemy ha
withdrawn to Longarone.

Reinforcements were now on their way. At 23.00 Captain Kremlin
commanding the Ist Battalion 26 Schiltzen, received orders from Maje;
Sproesser to cross the Piave with his 2nd Company and move agains
Belluno, while the Rommel detachment undertook the captur
Longarone.® On arriving at Fae, Kremling ordered his 2nd Compén;
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to join the 3rd Company of Schiitzen to strengthen the defence apainst
attack from the south. Between 23.00 and 24.00, 2nd Lieutenant Payer
arrived on Height 836G with the 2nd Company WMB after its traverse
round Monte Lodina, and was ordered to follow Kremling's Battalion
over the Piave, to join Rommel’s attack on Longarone. Payer also
brought the good news that the fInd and Ilird Battalions of the 26
Schiitzen were now on their way to place themselves at Major
Sproesser's disposal.

Meanwhile, those WMB troopers scattered by the fight at Pirago had
been returning to the ist and 3rd Companies; and the half of the Ist
MG Company still on the east bank crossed over with an abundant
supply of ammunition. [n addition, the lst Company Schiitzen arrived
at Height 830, and was then sent across the river to join the 3rd
Company blocking the main road o the south. About midnight 2nd
Lieutenant Schiellein arrived with the 4th and 6th Rifle Companies
and the MG Company which had taken the long route from Cimolais
round Monte Cornetto, and they were held in reserve on the east side
of the river.** The fifty captured Italian officers were transferred to the
east bank making their way through the ice-cold Piave encouraged by
their escort.

At 03.00, after fierce artillery preparation, Italian attempts to storm
Rommel's positions led to hand-to-hand fighting, but Rommel was able
to direct his forces to the most threatened positions, and maintain his
front despite artillery fire from quite close range. The Italians suffered
considerable losses, and after a quarter of an hour or so broke off the
engagement, and withdrew towards Longarone. The WMB, wet and
shivering, drank Chianti with the Schiitzen, and waited for the morning
{10 November).

Also during the night, the ammunition for the Austrian 377 Mountain
Howitzer Company of eight howitzers arrived at Height 830¢, and
Sproesser ingpected their fields of fire, and saw that they were weil
entrenched in positions dominating Longarone.® Between 04.00 and
05.00 the commanders of the [Ind and Iilrd Battalions of the 26
Schiitzen arrived at Sproesser’s command post, and I Battalion
crossed the Piave at daybreak, while I}l Battalion remained at Dogna.*
At 05.00 Sproesser ordered the IInd Battalion to strengthen the
defences to the south, and ordered the Rommel detachment to
advance towards Longarone, and take the road and railway bridge
across the Mae stream before they were blown up by the [talians. In
fact the bridges were destroyed as the Wurttembergers approached,
but the strearn was passed with no great difficulty.

The italians at Longarone were now trapped, with units of the
Austrian 94 Division coming up behind them, and their line of retreat
blocked by the WMB and the 26 Schiitzen. Meanwhile, Sproesser had
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sent an Italian prisoner back to Longarone with a message in Italian
saying that the village was surrounded by an Austro-German Division
and that all resistance was useless. Hence, as the Rommel detachm
(now the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Companies and the 1st MG company
advanced beyond the bridges, they were met by Lieutenant Schaffel
captured during the night, with a message from the Italian Command
in Longarone. His troops were in no condition to continue fighting an;
he placed them at the disposal of Major Sproesser.** The WBE.ﬁ
detachment now advanced without opposition, and on enterik
Longarone were greeted by their comrades who had been captured
during the night's fighting.

The village was crowded with thousands of Italians cut off from the
line of retreat. (Some of these troops tried to escape by traversingth
mountains fo the west, but most were eventually captured.) The 4
Army had paid dearly for its delay in starting its withdrawal. Abg
10,000 men, 200 machine guns, 18 mountain guns, 600 pack anirrialg
and 250 loaded vehicles were captured at Longarone. Yet the losses
Rommel’s detachment from Cirnolais onwards were no more than
dead, 2 severely wounded, 19 slightly wounded and 1 missing.*

{A further casualty was Captain Gossler, the senior compa
commander in the WMB and an expert mountaineer, who died leading
the detachment of the 6th Rifle Company and the 3rd Machine-Gy
Company directly towards Dogna over the high pass of Forcella Lirg,
(1398m, Map 14). High up near the pass the ground was icy, no on
had crampons, and Gossler slipped to his death while prospecting:
route over a steep grass slope. The route was obviously impractica
The detachment, profoundly shaken by the death of the muc}
respected Gossler, made their way to the Vajont road, and arrived
Longarone about midday on 10 November, bringing with them th
body of their dead leader.”")

8.5 The Victory at Longarone

The Austro-German success at Longarone was announced in the
Austrian Bulletin of 10 November which claimed a total of 10,608
prisoners. This is obviously an approximate round number, but of
which has been generally accepted (Krafft, Sproesser, Faidella
Rommel, Falls, Pieri} and never seriously challenged. In fact the Repa
of the Italian Commission of Enquiry in 1919 prints the Austria
Bulletin of the Day without comment,* and subsequently refers &
‘about 10,000 captured near Longarone’* Moreover, besides the
capture of a large part of the Italian ist Division, the road was now.
open for the XIVth Army to march down the Piave to Belluno and th
Brenta. .
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Although the Austrian Bulletin appears to be correct in its claim for
10,000 prisoners, the same cannot be said of its account of how this
number came to be captured. The taking of Longarone was the finale
of an extensive joint operation which began with Krafft and von
Below's decision that speed was essential for success, followed by their
choice of the WMB to spearhead the attack of the 22{a) Division
Schiitzen. The WMR lead by Sproesser and Rormmel then proceeded to
set the pace of the whole operation to reach Longarone. Finally, in
the fighting of 9/10 November they were joined by battalions of the
Austrian 26 Regiment Schiitzen. In addition the Austrian 94 Division
had been following the retreating [talian 1st Division down the Piave
valley bringing some pressure to bear. Yet, despite this extensive effort,
the Austrian Bulletin credited the success to only the 94(a) Division,5
which had been following the ltalians and was able to take prisoners at
Longarone only because the read out had already been blocked. (The
Austrian Official History, written later, describes the part played by
the Austrian 22 Division, but without any reference to the WMB.®')

The capture of Longarone was a remarkable achievement for
Rommel, all the more so coming only two weeks after the capture of
2,000 prisoners on the Kolovrat and Matajur. Of course, there is no
suggestion that Rommel himself, alone, captured these thousands of
prisoners. He was always part of the WMB, supported by his troops
and by his superiors, and the WMB was itself part of a large operation
invelving many battalions. Even without Rommel, or even without the
WMB, the Kolovrat and Matajur and their defenders would surely have
been captured either by the Alpine Corps or the 12(g) Division within
a few hours.

Likewise the capture of Longarone was part of & much larger oper-
ation, initiated by Krafft and von Below involving the whole of the
WNMB, particularly Major Sproesser and Acting Officer Huber, as well
as the 22(a) Division Schiitzen. Yet the decisive factor was the deter-
mination and speed shown by the WMB. Its advance guard reached
the foot of the Clautana Pass on the evening of 7 November, after a
march of some 15 miles from Travesio, and a skirmish en route which
tock some 300 prisoners. Early the next morning the WMB set off to
climb to the pass 500 metres above. Rommel's detachment weighed
down with heavy loads, including the machine guns, spent the day high
up on the mountain ridge, vainly seeking a route to encircle the Italian
rearguard on and around the summit of the pass, As already described,
they finally delivered an attack at midnight, were resolutely rebutted,
and obliged to descend to Pecolat. The next morning the detachment
again climbed the 900 metres to the now undefended pass, marched on
to Claur and Cimolais, and by the evening had sent out scouts towards
the San Osvaldo Pass. Then, on leaving Cimolais early next morning,
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they set out on what was to be thirty hours of unrelenting effort endin
in the capture of Longarone. It is hard to believe that this speed would
have been achieved without Rommel.

Major Sproesser also played an essential role in the capture c».
Longarone, just as his determination and seniority had authorize
Rommel to lead his detachment along the Kolovrat to Matajur. Ag
already described, Sproesser during the march to Longarone received:
at least four orders from his Brigade Commander, General von Merten,
to halt his column and allow the Austrian 26 Schiitzen to take the lead
Each time he replied that his forward troops were in combat with the:
enemy, and it was not possible to withdraw them. Sproesser ha
doubtless been encouraged to take such a firm line by Major Willise
Krafft’s Chief of Operations, who had told him in conversation tha
nothing must prevent him from arriving at Longarone with all spee
{Section 8.1}. He certainly appears to have had the support of hi
Divisional Commander, General Miiller, whose order of 8 November
issued at 20.15 at Claut to XLIII Brigade stressed the importance of
arriving at Longarone the next day,*> while an order from 22(a)
Division to the Edelweiss Division sought to expedite the supply af
276,000 rounds of ammunition for the WMB. .5 {(We also note that when
General Miiller issued orders at Claut, he appears to have been mugc
further forward than the Brigade Commander at Tronconere neag
Pecolat.®)

Despite such encouragement, Sproesser was aware that military
discipline could make any disregard of orders rather dangerous,
especially if not accompanied by success, On crossing the bridge at
Vajont he must have realized, perhaps for the first time, how criticall
his success had depended on the Italians failing to explode the charges.
already laid in the bridge. For if the bridge had been broken there was
just no way the WMB could have arrived at Longarone in time to-halt
the Italian columns.® He later wrote of his disquiet on the night of 9
November after the arrival of a rumour from the far side of the Piave
that Rommel and his whole defachment had been overrun by the
enemy. ‘Once again he [Sproesser] was submerged by the spectre of -
having to justify himself in not following Brigade orders. Although .
this false news was soon corrected, Sproesser was shortly after visited
by the General Staff Officer of XLIII Brigade who ‘talked about the
court-martialling of officers who disobey their leaders, and who have
then to surrender their swords’.%

Following the capture of Longarone the part played by the WMB
was widely and speedily acknowledged. A message from General .
Kraffs on 11 November read: ‘The Battalion has achieved a brilliant.
ﬁmﬂmoamanm of the first order, which as an old mountaineer [ well
appreciate.” This was followed by warm congratulations to the 22nd
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Division from both Corps and the Edelweiss Division, and to Major
Sproesser and the WMB from the Wurttemberg Ministry of War, and
from King Wilhelm of Wurttemberg,®

The following month, on 13 December, the orders of the day for the
Jager Division announced that Rommel and Sproesser had each been
awarded a ‘Pour le Mérite', and the next day the Commander of the
Wurttemberg Mountain Battalion received a message of con-
gratulation from the Kaiser. The award was announced to the WMB in
Sproesser’s arders for 13 December, which stated that:

His Majesty the Kaiser thus wishes to give the highest recognition
to the Wurttemberg Mountain Battalion for its support, achieve-
ment and success on the Isonzo, the Tagliamento and Piave.
Comrades, the Imperial Kaiser’s thanks apply to yourselves, the
officers, under-officers and men, whose incomparable energy
attained all that was humanly possible. It is an honour to belong
to the Battalion. The highest honour is to be its Commander.

The award of two Pour le Mérite in one battalion was most unusual,
but Sproesser had played an essential role in the campaign. In partic-
ular his stand against Major Bothmer of the Bavarian Life Guards at
Passo Zagradan, and against General Merten of the Austrian XLI[I
Brigade on the road tc Longarone had been indispensabie. Hence, the
remark made to Sproesser by Capfain Kremling commmanding the
Austrian Ist Battalion 26 Schiitzen at Longarone: ‘I do not know which
to admire most, Herr Major, your courage before the enemy or your
courage against your superiors.’ @

(It was unfortunate, but hardly surprising, that Major Sproesser
continued te look back to the exploits of the WMB with a mixture of
pride and umbrage. No doubt some contribution to his dissatisfaction
arose from the traditional rivalry between the Kingdoms of Wurttern-
berg and Bavaria, and not least between the WMB and the Bavarian
Life Guards which had served together in the Alpine Corps in Rumania
in January 1917, Both units had been engaged in a successful oper-
ation to take Rumanian positions on and around the surnmit of Magura
Odobesti (1001m}, with the Life Guards immediately to the right of the
WMB. Even so, Rommel’s account of the success makes no mention of
the Life Guards,™ even though Spreesser later complained that the Life
Guards claimed all the credit.”

Eventuaily Sproesser’s irritation erupted in 1928 on the publication
of the first volume of Krafft's official monograph Der Durchbruch am
Isanza which covered the capture of the Kolovrat and Matajur. It was
unfortunate that this admirable account, which in general is careful to

187




make qmmmﬁunm to any officer worthy of special note, made n
ence to Major Sproesser at all. This omission was soon follow:
very intemperate pamphlet by Sproesser claiming that the WMB
not been given sufficient credit for the capture of Na Gradu {111
claim that is hard to follow, Its capture was an operation by the
Corps in which several units were involved, and in which thi
Guards captured the summit, as is clearly set out by I
Nevertheless the pamphlet declared that Krafft's volume was “big
erronecus and injudicious’ and after other remarks in a similar
noam_:amm that ‘it is expected that Volume I [of Krafft] and all
writings and publications of the Reichsarchiv must include a si
history of the war. We know that the Combatants demand this.”

Volume II of the Durchbruch am Isonzo, published later in’
contained eight pages of corrections to Volume I, nearly all of a
minor nature including spelling mistakes. Two paragraphs relafi
Sproesser’s pamphiet stated that Krafft did not accept Sproesse
views, and that the issues would have to be decided by later historiang,
and a footmote rebuked Sproesser for his intermperate ﬂmbm:mm
would seemn that Krafft's rejection of Sproesser's claim was not uft
sonable, as Rommel's 1937 account provides no support at all} -
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The Last Battles of the Offensive

8.1

By about 12 November the Italian armies were established on their
new line (Map 12) which ran from Asiago across the Brenta valley,
over the massif of Monte Grappa, down to the right bank of the Piave
at Pederobba, and then along the right bank of the river to the sea. The
map also shows that the line of the Italian 1st Army had been drawn
back from its previous positions on the east side of the Asiago plateau
so as to maintain contact with the 4th Army on Grappa, and that the
Austrians had stll to reach this line. The Italian armies had now to
prepare for the final stage of the Austro-German offensive, La batfaglia
¢i arresto.

The total Italian losses from the start of the battle to the retirement
behind the Piave are given by the IOH as 10,000 dead, 30,000
wounded, and about 300,000 taken prisoner; together with 3,152
pieces of artillery, 1,732 mortars and 3,000 machine guns.’ In addition
some 300,000 sbandati {stragglers) were still to be reorganized into
either their own or new units. The bulk of the losses had falien
primarily on the 2nd Army and the Carnia Group; of the 35 or s0
divisions in the 2nd Army and Carnia Group on 24 October only 3 were
to be found in the front line on 12 November, the 8th and 44th
Divisions of Il Corps, now the right-hand Corps of the 4th Army, and
the 48th Division, originally in VIII Corps, which now formed part of a
reconstituted VIII Corps on the left of the 3rd Army line !

The outlook for Italy would have been very bleak but for the fact that
the length of the front line between Aslago and the sea, previousty
about 180 miles, was now only about 70 miles. Hence, despite his
enormous losses Cadorna still had about enough troops to defend
his new and shorter line, but there were virtually no efficient reserves
in the rear should the enemy penetrate the new line. However, six
Frerich and five British divisions from France had been assigned to
Italy, four French had already arrived and the rest were on their way.’

The Italians had now to deny the enemy any further progress, and
reorganize the vast numbers of disordered 2nd Army troops. When

Italian Reorganization
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