This Day in History... July 10, 1943
Allied Invasion of Sicily

On July 10, 1943, the Allies launched Operation Husky, the invasion of
Sicily, with troops dropping from the sky and ships crowding the coast. The
attack opened the road to mainland Italy, but it also showed how hard the next
stage of the war would be.

By early 1943, the Allies had won a major victory in North Africa.
More than 250,000 Axis troops surrendered in Tunisia in May. The question
was where to strike next. Soviet leader Joseph Stalin wanted Britain and the
United States to open a second front in western Europe. President Franklin D.
Roosevelt leaned toward an invasion of northern France as soon as possible.
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill warned that a cross-Channel attack
before the Allies were ready could end in disaster.

Sicily attacked by Allied forces, July 1943
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Italy the “soft underbelly” of Europe, though the fighting there would prove
anything but soft. At the Casablanca Conference in January 1943, Roosevelt
and Churchill agreed that Sicily would be the next target. Taking the island
could make Mediterranean shipping safer, weaken Axis control, and put
pressure on Benito Mussolini’s Fascist government.

Sicily was an obvious target. That was the problem. British intelligence
launched Operation Mincemeat, one of the strangest deceptions of the war.
They dressed a dead man as a Royal Marine officer named “Major William
Martin” and placed false papers in a briefcase. The documents suggested the
Allies planned to attack Greece and Sardinia, while Sicily would only be a
diversion. The body was released near Spain, where German agents were

expected to learn of the papers. The trick worked. German attention shifted away from Sicily.
Operation Husky began during the night of July 9-10, 1943. American and

British airborne troops went in first. High winds scattered many paratroopers
and glider troops far from their landing zones. Some were lost at sea. Others
landed in the wrong places but still caused confusion behind Axis lines.
Before dawn on July 10, the main invasion began along Sicily’s southern
and southeastern coasts. It was one of the largest amphibious operations of
World War II. More than 3,000 ships and landing craft carried over 150,000
Allied troops in the first days. They were supported by more than 4,000
aircraft. General Dwight D. Eisenhower commanded the overall operation.
Lieutenant General George S. Patton led the US Seventh Army around Gela,
Licata, and Scoglitti. General Bernard Montgomery led the British Eighth
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Army, with Canadian troops on the eastern side. at Sicily.
The Axis defenses were uneven. Italy’s Sixth Army held much of Sicily,
but many Italian units were poorly equipped and tired of the war. German troops
offered much harder resistance as the campaign moved inland. Heavy fighting took place at Gela, Troina, and
along the route toward Catania. Sicily’s mountains, narrow roads, and summer heat slowed the Allied advance.
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Allies when they invaded Sicily.

As the fighting continued, the political effect in Italy was swift. On July 25,
King Victor Emmanuel III dismissed Mussolini and had him arrested. Marshal
Pietro Badoglio became prime minister and began secret talks with the Allies.
Still, German forces kept fighting and prepared to save as many troops as possible.

By mid-August, the Axis position in Sicily was collapsing. Patton’s forces
captured Palermo, then raced east toward Messina. Montgomery’s army pressed
from the southeast. When the Allies entered Messina on August 17, German
and Italian forces had already escaped across the narrow strait to the mainland.
More than 100,000 troops got away, along with vehicles and equipment.

Sicily had fallen after 38 days of fighting. Operation Husky helped bring
down Mussolini and led to the Allied invasion of mainland Italy in September.
But it was not a clean ending. Italy’s armistice was announced on September 8§,
1943, and German troops quickly occupied much of the country. The campaign
in [taly would continue for nearly two more years.
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