THUNDER AT CASSINO

The following is a solitaire replay of Thunder at Cassino.

I think this game is very difficult for the Allies to win.  Although they enjoy a preponderance of force at the beginning of the battle, the game system truly favors the defender, because the attacker must expose his troops twice to attack a dug-in defender:  once as the attacker gets adjacent to the defender, and second as he actually attacks by fire.  The alternative is to assault the defender directly, but if the defenders are in mutually supporting positions, this can be a lethal enterprise.

Setup:  The Germans set up to defend Castle Hill as best as possible, incurring risk by putting 1/I/3 Company plus a machine gun platoon on the hill.  They also put two platoons of 5/II/3 to the west of the hill, along with observers for division and regimental artillery.  I intend to rush the observers up to the Monastery as soon as possible to give them greater visibility.  Throughout the rest of the town, the Germans dispersed small groups, with the AT guns near the Convent and Town Hall to prevent Allied tanks advancing from Pasquale Road or crossing the Rapido River south of the town.  The StuGs were positioned south of Castle Hill to prevent an Allied advance through the center of town.

Initial Bombardment:  The bombardment caused extensive damage to the town, with the greatest damage to the Convent, the Continental Hotel and the area just east of it, the area east of the Botanical Gardens, and the area just north of the Jail.


A platoon of Germans was killed and two more suppressed on Castle Hill.  Another platoon was killed south of the hill.  Two platoons were killed and the observers for divisional and regimental artillery suppressed west of the hill! (Major setback for the Germans.)  Defenders west of the Nunnery were suppressed, as were defenders near Town Hall.  A platoon was killed in the Botanical Gardens, and one was suppressed northwest of them.  Despite the rubbling near the Continental Hotel, the defenders were unscathed there.  Another platoon was killed near the Convent.


In short, although there was much rubbling, six platoons of Germans were killed! A very lethal bombardment for the Allies.  Let’s see if they can exploit it!

March 15, AM:   The reinforced 25th New Zealand Battalion steps off from Hill 175 and crosses the line of departure.  I can’t see how an attack on the Monastery could yield any success.  To take the summit, I would have to advance up a steep mountain across open ground into the teeth of machine guns, while the untouched Germans in the town overrun my rear.  The only rational course that I can see is to attack through the town, with the intent of capturing the entire southern half of the board.  This seems a daunting task.  Perhaps if the Germans show a weakness on the mountain as the attack proceeds, I will shift the main effort there.  But for now, I must clear the town.


The one possibility that I do see is to advance the four Sherman tank platoons to the east of the Botanical Gardens.  There is no rubbling to contend with until I pass the Nunnery, and the defenders to the west are suppressed.  The only thing that could fire at us would be the StuG III south of Castle Hill.


Three platoons of tanks make it, while one got hung up near the Nunnery.


The first priority for the Germans is to get their machine guns forward to slow the pace of the Allied advance.  They rush a machine gun team to just north of the Post Office.  This, in effect, helps to isolate the Shermans that advanced, making it difficult for Allied infantry to come forward to protect the tanks.


A/25th NZ rushes south of Castle Hill, threatening the StuG III platoon there.  The Allies will try to overtax the defenses in and around Castle Hill, forcing the defenders to make their main resistance somewhere and leaving weakness elsewhere.  I also have an interesting tactic in mind for the next turn in the event that I fail to take Castle Hill this turn (which is probable).


The Germans reinforced Castle Hill with the 10th Company.


B/25th NZ, along with a machine gun platoon moved into positions east of Castle Hill, getting ready for an attack by fire.


The Germans 11th Company descended the mountain from Hangman’s Hill and slipped into the town west of Castle Hill.


C/25th NZ moved into town next to B Company, along with another machine gun platoon.


An AT gun battery moved into town north of the Convent.  The intent is to provide solid defense in depth along Route 6 to preclude a tank advance from the south.


The Allied artillery observers moved east of the Hill, while D/25th NZ stayed in reserve and protected the engineers clearing rubble on the city’s eastern edge.


With all Allied moves completed, the Germans completed their moves, rushing machine guns and infantry teams into the heart of the city.  Having completed their own moves, the Germans began local counterattacks.


The StuG III platoon south of Castle Hill blasted A/25th NZ, destroying one platoon and forcing the others to flee.  The machine guns on top of Castle Hill fired into B and C Companies with no effect.  


In close combat, the three Sherman platoons destroyed the StuG M42 platoon east of the Botanical Gardens.

15 March PM:


By the afternoon of 15 March, it looks like the Germans are poised to do well in this battle.  Having recovered from the initial shock, they have Castle Hill well defended and machine gun positions all over the city.  However, the Allies receive massive reinforcements.


The Allies began the second phase of the attack with the New Zealand Corps’ artillery pummeling Castle Hill.  The Germans elected to ride out the bombardment and lost a platoon.  


Meanwhile, the Germans’ artillery observers, now recovered, rushed up the mountain to take up observation positions in the Monastery.


The 2nd NZ Division artillery next bombarded the Hill, scattering four platoons, who fled to the west.  This very effective bombardment left a lone machine gun platoon defending on the Hill.


With the Germans laying low and waiting for the Allied assaults, the 6th NZ Brigade artillery next hit the Hill.  The violent barrage caused the last platoon of defenders to break and run westward to the Continental Hotel.  After three successful barrages, Castle Hill is void of defenders! However, there are still German positions surrounding the Hill, waiting to blast any Allies that appear.


Right on cue, the Mediterranean Allied Tactical Air Force strafed and bombed Hill 165, just north of Castle Hill, with the intent of suppressing the defenders there.  Two platoons retreated to the north during the attack.


Now there is an interesting standoff at Castle Hill.  The Germans there have fled, but the Allies know they will take punishing machine gun fires when they advance.  Nevertheless, they must make the attempt.


B/25th NZ climb the Hill, along with a platoon of machine guns.  The Germans can counterattack, but they know that there are hordes of fresh reinforcements behind the New Zealanders.  Still, they will have to start shooting or watch helplessly as the Allies take possession.


The remaining defenders on Hill 165 counterattack with no effect.


C/25th NZ assaults the StuG III south of Castle Hill.  The purpose of their attack is to advance on a broad front and allow the Gurkhas and Rajputana Rifles to exploit weaknesses in the German defense.


The StuG destroys one platoon and the rest flee eastward.


The Allies advance the remnants of A/25th toward the StuG, with the intent of either infiltrating into close combat positions, or drawing the fire of adjacent defenders.


The machine gun positions north and west of Castle Hill prevent the Gurkhas from taking full advantage of their mobility.  They had hoped to be able to attack over Castle Hill and one toward Continental Hotel.  


D/25th NZ advances up Castle Hill to join B Company.  The Germans west of the Hill can no longer watch the advance without responding and open up.  Four Allied platoons are pushed off the Hill.


Although the Allies will probably retain Castle Hill through the day, they have a problem for the next phase.  The Germans’ artillery will be ready to pummel any point in the town, but the NZ artillery observers are out of position for the next phase.  The solution is to get the 4th Indian Division observers into position on Castle Hill.  Accordingly, A and B/1/6 Raj, along with the observers march from Hill 175 to Castle Hill.  


The Germans west of the Hill again open fire, forcing another NZ platoon to retreat.   


A and B/26th NZ moved toward the Nunnery in order to put fires in support of the main push through the center of town.  German defenders opened fire on the advancing New Zealanders but with no effect.


C and D/1/6 Raj and two machine gun platoons moved forward to join A/25th NZ against the StuG south of the Hill.  Light fire from the south forced A/25th to retreat, but the Rajputana troops are firmly in position.


The advanced positions of the German machine guns are keeping the Gurkhas from making a decisive attack this turn.


The Allies made a decisive move by infiltrating the Gurkhas—three companies worth!—around the east of Hill 165 to Hill 236, where two German platoons await them.  If the Gurkhas can hold, they stand poised to exploit to the north or west, although they will be prime targets for German artillery.


The German counterattack is pitifully weak and to no effect.  The Germans have a problem.  They pulled a machine gun platoon off of Hill 445 to the Monastery, just in case the Gurkhas try to rush the summit.


C/26th NZ joined A and B Companies near the Nunnery to prepare for an assault along the flank of the Allied main effort.  Although an advance along Pasqale Road appears attractive, that would only engage the defenders near Town Hall, resulting in Allied casualties.  In my judgment, the Post Office can become a death trap to Allied attackers.  Also, the heavy rubbling along the road would prevent tank support.


The Germans pulled another machine gun platoon north from the Convent to block the path of the Gurkhas toward the Roman Coliseum.  If we can’t kill the Gurkhas, at least we can slow them down.


D Company/1/9 Gurkhas went on a wide flanking movement to seize the now vacant Hill 445.


Shermans from C/19 NZ reinforced the Nunnery and the Raj position south of Castle Hill.


The Germans made a bold counterstroke! Because they realized that the three Sherman platoons east of the Botanical Gardens could not be reinforced by infantry, they launched an assault, with the intent of killing some tanks in close combat.  But first they must brave the fire of the tanks.


The fire from the first Sherman platoon was so effective, the attackers wisely decided to fall back to the Gardens again.  Fire from the other two platoons drove some defenders to fall back even further.


Another machine gun platoon made it to Castle Hill.


The Allied commander seriously considered sending the Essex troops against the Monastery.  With the attack in the town proceeding well and some New Zealanders still available as reserves there, a movement with the Essex troops following D/1/9 Gurkhas seemed in order.  If nothing else, this would put maximum pressure on the Germans.


The commander elected to advance in small, disperse groups to avoid artillery casualties.


Both sides passed, leading to close combat.  The Gurkhas annihilated the German defenders on Hill 236 with no friendly casualties.  But south of Castle Hill, the Allies decided to lead the close assault with the Sherman tank platoon, because the commander considered the infantry more crucial to continuing the fight.  The StuG III was destroyed, but it took the Sherman platoon with it.

16 March AM:  At this point, things are looking good for the Allies, I would say.  With Castle Hill captured and low casualties so far, the fight for the town is going well.  And with the threatened breakthrough on the mountain and the methodical approach of the Essex troops, the Monastery itself may fall.  German reinforcements begin to arrive now, but they will have to rush east and take up hasty defenses rather than counterattack.  The big issue now appears to be the upcoming struggle for the Monastery.


The key to Allied success so far has been the devastating initial bombardment, and the subsequent pummeling of Castle Hill to make way for the attack.  So far, artillery conquers, infantry occupies.  But now that the Germans are recovered from the initial onslaught and reinforcements are due in, resistance may stiffen.  Also, for the first time, their observers are on the summit, ready to bring the German guns into action.


 The Allies have the challenge of making a decisive move before the Germans can reinforce the Monastery or block the Gurkhas.  The commander elects to make his first move in the town by having the 4th Indian Division bombard German positions west of Castle Hill.  The bombardment has little effect.


The Germans rush the Engineers from the Via Casalina to Hangman’s Hill, where they can support the Monastery.  One company of Engineers moves into the Monastery itself.


The Rajputana Rifles south of Castle Hill mass fires west of the Hill, driving five German platoons into the Continental Hotel.  


The Germans shift an AT platoon north along Route 6 toward the Continental Hotel to head off the expected Allied drive.


The Allies launched a powerful attack from Castle Hill to the west, killing two German platoons of 11th Company and driving the rest to the Continental Hotel. 


The Germans sit passively, waiting for the Allied troops to expose themselves to counterattack.


B/1/4 Essex maneuvers to the perimeter of the Monastery.  The Germans pass.  D/1/9 Gurkhas seize Hill 445.  A/1/4 Essex encircle the Monastery on the north side, and C/1/4 Essex takes up positions east, linking with both A and B Companies.  D/1/4 Essex advances through Hill 236 and takes position south of the Monastery.


Back in the town, the infantry and tanks by the Nunnery opened fire en masse against the German positions north of the Post Office, destroying one platoon and scattering the remaining defenders.  A/26th NZ then advanced toward the Botanical Gardens.  Still, the Germans waited.


Options for the Gurkhas are many.  First, they could join the attack against the Monastery or maneuver against the Engineers on Hangman’s Hill.  Second, they could crash into the town from the north, mounting a direct assault on the Continental Hotel.  They could fire at the Germans on Hill 165 to assist the advance of the main effort.  Or they could infiltrate past the machine gun positions on the mountain and seize the high ground overlooking the Roman Coliseum.  


The Germans on Hill 165 opened up on Castle Hill, driving B/1/6 Raj off the hill.


The 5th Indian Brigade artillery bombarded the Botanical Gardens with no effect.  


Meanwhile, the Germans in the Monastery counterattacked against D/1/4 Essex, wiping out the entire company!


The NZ Corps artillery responded by bombarding the Monastery, driving two platoons of engineers out.


The Germans bombarded the Gurkhas, suppressing C Company and the machine guns.  


The NZ Division artillery added its weight to the attack on the Monastery, but with no effect.


Devastating fires from the German regimental artillery completed the destruction of C/1/9 Gurkhas and their machine guns.


The 6th NZ Brigade guns hammered 3/I/3 Company, forcing them out of the Monastery.  Although Allied fires have been fairly effective, they failed in getting rid of the machine gun positions in the Monastery that are keeping the Gurkhas at bay.


The Air Force came in and devastated the defenders, killing all but one observation team! The Germans responded by sending a machine gun platoon that had been blocking the Gurkhas to the west into the Monastery.  This moved uncovered the route to the Roman Coliseum.  The Gurkhas could conceivably seize the Coliseum and the Round House, but that would leave them exposed to German reinforcements.


A/19 NZ Tank Company feinted along Route 6, only two platoons making it through the rubble by the Convent.  The purpose of the attack was to draw off defenders from the main effort.  The defending AT platoon destroyed one of the two platoons.


D/26 NZ and a machine gun platoon advanced rapidly from the Parallel Road, through the middle of town, toward the Continental Hotel.  Enfilade fire from defenders along Route 6 destroyed a platoon and drove two others away.


B/24 NZ then advanced.  Fires from the Botanical Gardens destroyed two platoons and drove away another.  In response, a platoon of Shermans fired, driving the exposed Germans out of the Gardens.  The battle for the center of the city is really heating up.


Engineers moved up toward the Gardens to remove rubble.  More New Zealanders moved toward the Continental Hotel.  


As both sides neared exhaustion, the AT guns near Town Hall drove the remaining Sherman near the Convent back to their start line.  This was the signal for the remaining Shermans east of the Gardens to advance against the sole machine gun position in the Gardens, but both platoons got hung up in the rubble.


As night began to fall, the remaining Gurkhas fell upon the defenders of Hill 165, whom they expected to overpower easily.  They managed to destroy the machine gun platoon.  

17 March, AM:

The Allies had it pretty good for the last twelve hours, but things might change now.  The attack on the Monastery looks to me like it’s losing steam.  With only four companies and no machine guns in the vicinity, the Allies will have a tough time taking the summit, especially since German reinforcements are on the way.


The Allies begin the day’s action with a bombardment of the Continental Hotel by the 4th Indian Division Artillery.  Two German platoons break and head up the mountain.  


German 1st Division guns open up on B/1/4 Essex near the Monastery, destroying one platoon and sending the other two reeling down the mountain.  


Bombardment from the 5th Indian Brigade left the Germans in the Hotel unscathed.  


I/4 stepped off from Point 476, crossed into Death Valley, and rushed up Hill 445, where D/1/9 Gurkhas are defending.  


Fires from the NZ Corps Artillery destroy the machine gun platoon in the Monastery.  The Germans boldly send another machine gun platoon in.


The 2nd NZ Division Artillery annihilates the platoon and the two observation teams in the Monastery!


A/1/4 Essex rushes the Monastery.  Fires from Hangman’s Hill eliminate two of the platoons, but one desperately holds on.  C/1/4 joins the platoon, but more fires drove off two of the platoons.  D/1/9 Gurkhas fled Hill 445 and moved toward the Monastery.  A beautifully executed counterattack from an ad hoc group west of the compound destroy the remaining Essex troops! What a vicious fight!


Allied troops on Castle Hill tried to suppress the Germans on Hill 165 to allow the two companies of Gurkhas there to rush to the summit, but the Germans held on.  Meanwhile, another German machine gun platoon made it to the Monastery.  The 6th NZ Brigade guns were ineffective against it.


Allied engineers removed the rubble west of the Nunnery, while more engineers moved west toward the Hotel.  German gunners failed to drive them off.

