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Catania, Sicily –As I was walking through this lovely historic city on Sicily’s southeastern coast, I was struck by the metamorphosis it has undergone in the past 75 years.  Today it is a bustling major city hosting millions of tourists each year who come to view its outdoor fish markets and historic churches, all within viewing distance of the fascinating, active volcano, Mount Etna.  But 75 years ago, these same streets paved with blocks of volcanic rock were hit with countless bombs; buildings were either leveled or severely damage. Most of the citizens had been urged by the government to attempt to escape to the countryside where they might have an improved chance to find food and safe shelter.  Sicily was then occupied by German and Italian soldiers who were on the crosshairs of the Allied forces attempting to fight their way into Europe following victories in northern Africa.

I learned much of the background information about this critical part of World War II history when our tour group spent the morning visiting the new Allied Landings in Sicily Museum here on the Mediterranean waterfront.  The museum is housed in three stories in a converted warehouse and contains detailed exhibits featuring state-of-art materials.  

When the German and Italian forces collapsed in Africa in early 1943, the Allied Chiefs of Staff met in Casablanca to map out a strategy to enter Europe through what they perceived to be its weak underbelly, Sicily. The code name for the plan was Operation Husky. The Allies did not have aircraft carriers available for Mediterranean duty making it imperative that air cover be provided for the landing armada by land​-based planes operating out of Libya and Malta.  The Germans were, of course, aware of the danger, but were tricked into believing that the major objective of the Allies was the more northern Italian island of Sardinia.  Even when the major bombardment of Sicily and its neighboring small islands began in May, the Germans remained convinced that Sardinia was the primary target.
The numbers associated with the invasion were staggering.  When the landings began on the night of July 9, the island was defended by nearly 250,000 combat troops, mostly Italian.  The British landing force consisted of 115,000 men under the command of General Montgomery.  His mission was to battle north up the east coast to Messina.  The Americans landed 66,000 men further to the west along the southern coast.  They were commanded by General Patton.  His orders were to proceed north through the middle of the island to Palermo on the north coast, then pivot east heading to meet the British in Messina to drive the Axis forces off the island back into southern Italy.  Once you added the support forces and reserves, the Allies had nearly 500,000 men supported by over 2500 aircraft and 525 warships.  A little known fact is that the Allied landing force in Sicily was larger than the forces which came ashore in Normandy later in the war.  
Although the landings, both British and American, had surprisingly little opposition, the ensuing battles once ashore were fierce.  Over 170,000 Axis forces were killed, injured, or taken prisoner.  British and American casualties were considerably less, under 5000 killed and 3000 injured.  By mid-July the Italian forces were crumbling and had lost the will to fight.   This allowed Patton to race north to Palermo, occupying this major city on July 22.  By late July the Italians had jettisoned Mussolini as leader and essentially stopped all resistance. As the Brits and Americans entered Messina, the Germans were surprisingly able to ferry 40,000 troops and equipment across the straits to southern Italy.  Sicily was under total control of the Allies by August 17, only six weeks after the landings.
One of the factors discussed in the museum exhibits is the still officially unverified cooperation of the infamous Sicilian Mafioso with the Allies both before and during the invasion.  There is evidence that prior to the landing, following negotiations involving Lucky Luciano and the American government, the Sicilian Mafia arranged for Allied agents to secretly land on the island to do preparatory work to enable the invasion to go so smoothly.  What is certain is that, after gaining military control of the island, the Allies gladly assigned administration of the local population to the Cosa Nostra.  Perhaps due to Sicily’s history of having been invaded by numerous outsiders for centuries, many of the islanders quickly adapted and set up businesses selling food and supplies to the Americans and British.  Once the Germans had left the island, the Allies set up AMGOT, the Allied Military Government of Sicily (no idea what the T stood for).  With Mafia leaders now placed in charge of many towns, Sicily rather quickly resumed “normal” activities, although technically occupied by foreign forces.
There were many interesting aspects of the museum, such as an actual air raid shelter, complete with darkened rooms amidst screaming sirens and rumbling walls and floors.  Photographs of the nearly total devastation of Catania were particularly sobering as we had just spent the previous night in a downtown hotel now equipped with all luxuries, including wireless internet.  
Once Sicily was in the hands of the Allied forces, the next step was to invade mainland Italy.  The following two years were to see even more brutal fighting, the devastation of countless cities, and the loss of millions of lives on both sides of this terrible conflict. My overall impression upon leaving the museum was that it remains virtually impossible to capture the horror, the dirt, the agony, the terror of war.  It is abominable and must be avoided at all costs.  As I write this article, war is still raging in many parts of the world.  It would appear that humans are incapable of peaceful coexistence.   The museum here in Catania illustrates the consequences.
I thought that you might like to know.
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