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Grade Level(s): 	 9-12
Subject(s): 	 Social Studies, Art, JROTC
Cemetery Connection:  	 Sicily-Rome American Cemetery
Fallen Hero Connection: 	Private First Class Worth H. Jackson 

Activity: Taking the High Ground: Overcoming 
Monte Cassino and the Gustav Line

Guiding question: 
Why was it so difficult and important for the Allies to pen-
etrate the Gustav Line and capture Monte Cassino?
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Overview
Using interactive technology from the American Battle 
Monuments Commission, maps, eyewitness accounts, and 
primary and secondary sources, students will examine and 
discuss defensive fighting positions in general and those 
specific to the Gustav Line and Monte Cassino. Students 
will discover why the Allies needed to break through the 
Gustav Line and why the Abbey at Monte Cassino was key to 
that objective. They will also examine the history of Monte 
Cassino and the controversy over whether or not to bomb 
and to destroy this historic location. As a culminating activity, 
students will design and build their own defensive strong-
hold model. 

Historical Context
The Allies invaded Italy in 1943 to remove Italy from the war,  
secure the Mediterranean Sea, and draw German troops away 
from the Russian front. The capture of Rome would signal 
that Berlin, already under attack by Allied bombers, was next. 
To defend Rome, the Germans constructed a defensive line, 
known as the Gustav Line, about 90 miles south to stop the Allied advance north. The town 
of Cassino stood at the center of the Gustav Line with its 1400-year-old abbey perched high 
above. With heavily fortified mountain defenses, difficult river crossings, and flooded river val-
leys, Cassino was the cornerstone in the Gustav Line. Cassino and the Gustav Line blocked the 
Allied route north to Rome and had to be overcome. The Italian campaign played a vital role in 
the overall Allied victory of World War II. The Battle of Monte Cassino became one of the most 
important battles of World War II, and one of the longest, bloodiest engagements of the Italian 
campaign.

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Describe the many obstacles built into the Gustav Line;
•	 Identify the importance of high ground;
•	 Identify the advantages of a defensive fighting position;
•	 Evaluate the decision to bomb the Abbey at Monte Cassino; and

 “The Italian Campaign 
during World War II receives 

little attention compared 
to the Pacific battles and 
the Normandy Invasion. 
The fighting in Italy cost 
the Allies over 300,000 

casualties. It is important 
for students to learn of the 
sacrifices of soldiers on all 

fronts and how the successes 
in Italy contributed to the 
overall Allied victory in 

World War II."
— Cary House

House teaches at Anderson High School in 
Anderson, Indiana.
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•	 Construct a model of a defensive fighting position.

Standards Connections 
Connections to Common Core 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7  Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information 
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in 
order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.7  Conduct short as well as more sustained research proj-
ects based on focused questions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under 
investigation.

Connections to C3 Framework
D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past.

D2.His.16.9-12.  Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpreta-
tions into a reasoned argument about the past.

D2.His.1.9-12.  Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique 
circumstances of time and place as well as broader historical contexts.

Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Film, Germans in Italy Defend Cassino and Monte Cassino
Department of the Navy
National Archives and Records Administration (76988)
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/76988

Film, Germans in Italy Prepare for Allied Drive; Action in Cassino and Monte Cassino Abbey
Department of the Navy
National Archives and Records Administration (76987)
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/76987

Photograph, Herman Czirnich, German paratrooper observing lower ground from Monte 
Cassino, Italy, February 1944

http://abmceducation.org
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German Federal Archives (146-1974-006-62)
http://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=17694

Photograph, Herman Czirnich, German paratrooper in the ruins of the Monte Cassino monas-
tery, Italy, March 1944
German Federal Archives (183-J24084)
http://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=17752 

Photograph Collection, Monte Cassino area, 2016
Courtesy of Cary House

Secondary Sources
Entering Italy: The Naples-Foggia Campaign Interactive ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/interactive/interactive_files/EI_Web/

Map, Central Italy During World War II 
Gene Thorp and Robert Edsel
http://www.mapmanusa.com/cci-saving-italy-2.html

Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt on pages 397- 418) 
U.S. Institute of Military History
http://www.history.army.mil/html/books/006/6-3-1/CMH_Pub_6-3-1.pdf

Richard Holmes, “World War II: The Battle of Monte Cassino,” February 17, 2011
British Broadcasting Corporation
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/battle_cassino_01.shtml

Sicily-Rome American Cemetery ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/multimedia/videos/sicily-rome-american-cemetery

Materials
•	 Activity One

◦◦ Lesson PowerPoint Presentation

http://abmceducation.org
http://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=17694
http://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=17752
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/interactive/interactive_files/EI_Web/
http://www.mapmanusa.com/cci-saving-italy-2.html
http://www.history.army.mil/html/books/006/6-3-1/CMH_Pub_6-3-1.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/battle_cassino_01.shtml
http://www.abmc.gov/multimedia/videos/sicily-rome-american-cemetery
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◦◦ Computer with internet and projection capability
◦◦ Origins of the Battle Handout
◦◦ Central Italy During World War II Map

•	 Activity Two
◦◦ Lesson PowerPoint Presentation
◦◦ Projector
◦◦ The Gustav Line Handout

•	 Assessment Project
◦◦ Lesson PowerPoint Presentation
◦◦ Defensive Stronghold Model  Handout and Rubric
◦◦ Cardboard
◦◦ Glue (hot glue guns will work best)
◦◦ Paint (several natural colors)
◦◦ Masking tape
◦◦ Wire (any type of thin hobby wire will work)

Lesson Preparation
•	 Make one copy of each of the following handouts for each student:

◦◦ Origins of the Battle Handout
◦◦ Central Italy During World War II Map
◦◦ The Gustav Line Handout
◦◦ Defensive Stronghold Model Handout
◦◦ Defensive Stronghold Model Rubric

•	 Set up classroom technology.
•	 Test all online resources before class.
•	 Assure that all assessment project materials have been procured.

Procedure
Activity One: Origins of the Battle (55 minutes)

•	 Distribute the Origins of the Battle Handout and Central Italy During World War II Map to each 
student. 

•	 Ask students to read the Origins of the Battle Handout. 
•	 Project the Central Italy During World War II Map in the front of the room. 
•	 Ask the following discussion questions: 

http://abmceducation.org


ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Activity: Taking the High Ground: Overcoming Monte Cassino and the Gustav Line      5

◦◦ Why did an invasion of Italy seem like the logical next step for the Allies? (Teacher Tip: Direct 
students’ attention to the small insert map showing the location of North Africa and its prox-
imity to the Italian peninsula.)

◦◦ Why were the British in favor of the Italian invasion? 
◦◦ Why were the Americans reluctant to agree with the plan?

•	 Project the Entering Italy: The Naples-Foggia Campaign Interactive.
•	 Analyze the progress of the Allied invasion with your students.

◦◦ Highlight each tab at the bottom of the presentation to show the rate of advance.
◦◦ As you advance through the presentation have students record on their Italy maps the 

Allied advance and label or highlight the following: Anzio, Foggia, Messina, Naples, Rome, 
Salerno, Sicily.

◦◦ Explain to your students that the German Army fought a controlled retreat northward to the 
prepared positions along the Gustav Line. The blue line on the interactive map represents 
the Gustav Line. This is where the Allied advance stalled.

•	 Show students the film Germans in Italy defend Cassino and Monte Cassino. Begin playing at 1:50 
and stop at 4:30. This clip shows German troops preparing and fighting from positions along 
the Gustav Line in Italy.
◦◦ Teacher Tip: This video features German audio. Encourage students to focus on the visuals in 

the video.
•	 Ask the following discussion question, What type of obstacles, military or geographic, would 

cause the Allied advance to stall?

Activity Two: The Gustav Line (55 minutes)
•	 Project the photograph, View of Cassino, to the class. Ask students:

◦◦ Why were the Allies in Italy? 
◦◦ Where and why did the invasion stall? 
◦◦ What was the Gustav Line?

•	 Distribute the The Gustav Line Handout.
•	 Ask students to read The Gustav Line Handout and to list advantages of the high ground and 

defensive fighting positions on the handout.
◦◦ Ask students to analyze the following statement, “He who would defend everywhere 

defends nowhere.” 
◦◦ Explain to students that while preparing a defensive position, you must determine the most 

likely and vulnerable avenues of approach by your enemy. This is where you create your 
defense and why central Italy was chosen for the construction of the Gustav Line. 

•	 Call on students to share from their list. As the class discusses the advantages make sure the 
following items are addressed:

http://abmceducation.org
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◦◦ High Ground Advantages: Elevated observation points, wider field of view, soldiers fight-
ing uphill will tire more quickly, greater range out of projectiles (artillery, rockets, grenades), 
mountainous terrain can be an obstacle for heavy armor, higher chance of radio communi-
cation (fewer obstructions).

◦◦ Defensive Fighting Position Advantages: Obstacles meant to slow down the enemy (mines, 
wire, rivers, flooded fields, tank traps), fortifications (bunkers, pill boxes, homes, tunnels), 
using the forward slope of the hill to attack, using the reverse slope of the hill for conceal-
ment of troops, interlocking units and positions that can fire on the same attacker.

•	 Inform students that all of these advantages were used by the Germans along the Gustav Line.
◦◦ Teacher Tip: The PowerPoint file contains additional photographs of the Cassino area today.

•	 Distribute the excerpt from Salerno to Cassino for students to read.
•	 Discuss, How important was the high ground around the town of Cassino and do you think the 

Allies were justified in the eventual destruction of the abbey of Monte Cassino?
•	 Show students the video from the lesson presentation Germans in Italy Prepare for Allied Drive; 

Action in Cassino and Monte Cassino Abbey. Begin playing at 1:04 and stop at 3:50. 
◦◦ Teacher Tip: This video features German audio. Encourage students to focus on the visuals in 

the video. This video clip shows the German military removing the treasures from the abbey 
and the ultimate bombing of the abbey.

Assessment
•	 Distribute the Defensive Stronghold Model Handout  to students.
•	 Review the directions and Defensive Stronghold Model Rubric with students. Use the 

images in the PowerPoint file as an example.
◦◦ Teacher Tip: This project can be completed in class or can be assigned as a home 

project. Students can work individually or in pairs at teacher discretion. Students will 
need at least three class meetings to complete the project or three days of work at 
home for completion. This would allow the needed time for glue and paint to dry.

•	 Evaluate the models using the Defensive Stronghold Assessment Rubric.

Methods for Extension
•	 Students with more interest in defensive strongholds can research the following similar 

topics from World War II: the Atlantic Wall, the Gothic Line, the Maginot Line, and the 
Siegfried Line. 

•	 Students can visit the Sicily-Rome American Cemetery web site and learn about the final 
resting place of the Fallen Heros who encountered the Gustav Line. 

http://abmceducation.org
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Adaptations
•	 Teachers can pull out any of the activities and teach as a singular lesson eliminating the 

multiple day lesson plan.
•	 Teachers can assign the readings as homework to allow more class time for activities one and 

two.
•	 Teachers can simplify the requirements of the assessment project making it more feasible for 

younger learners.
•	 Teachers can modify the assessment project so that it can be used as an art or engineering 

project.
•	 Teachers can project written materials in front of the class eliminating the need for copies.
•	 Teachers can extend class time for completion of activities.

http://abmceducation.org
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Origins of the Battle Handout

After the surrender of the Axis forces in North Africa in May 1943 the Allies were left with the 
decision of where to strike next. Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister of Great Britain, favored 
chasing the enemy across the Mediterranean Sea through Sicily and into Italy, taking the fight 
into the Axis Powers' home territory. He felt that this strategy would lead quickly to the sur-
render of the Italian forces and Mussolini’s fascist regime in Italy. Churchill called the Italian 
Peninsula “the soft underbelly of Europe.”  The strategy would also keep the German forces 
engaged in action so that they could not be committed elsewhere, specifically against the 
Russians on the Eastern Front. 

The Americans favored a different strategy. They opposed any actions that might divert 
resources away from the Normandy operation or weaken the cross-channel D-Day invasion 
planned for the spring of 1944.

Churchill wanted to keep pressure on the Axis forces. He did not feel the Allies could just sit 
back and wait for the planned invasion of France. An attack on the Italian Peninsula would give 
the Allies a base of operations in mainland Europe. Churchill felt that the Allied forces could 
move their way up the Italian Peninsula quickly and ultimately benefit the Normandy cam-
paign. The Allied leaders finally agreed to Churchill’s strategy and attacked Sicily in July 1943.

http://abmceducation.org
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The Gustav Line Handout
"Italy's mountainous backbone sends rib-like ridges down to the coast to both east and west. Rivers flow 
between the ridges. An attacker advancing from the south is confronted by a heartbreaking sequence. 
Behind every ridge lurks another river, and behind that river lurks another ridge. Climate conspires with ter-
rain to make Italy an unpleasant place to fight. Summers are blazing hot, whilst winters are freezing cold.”

Richard Holmes, “World War II: The Battle of Monte Cassino,” February 17, 2011
British Broadcasting Corporation

The Line
The Gustav Line was a series of German defensive positions and fortifications. It was the fourth 
German defensive line designed to protect Rome from invasion from the South and the most 
heavily defended. In addition to the military defenses, the Germans skillfully incorporated the 
natural features into their fortifications as barriers and obstacles, including rivers and moun-
tains. The line was constructed at the narrowest point of the Italian Peninsula and spanned 
from the Tyrrhenian Sea in the west to the Adriatic Sea in the east, making any flanking attack 
impossible. 

Herman Czirnich, German Paratrooper at Cassino Front, February 1944
German Nation Archives (146-1974-006-62)
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The Gustav Line Handout cont.

The anchor in the Gustav Line was the town of Cassino, and high above the town of Cassino 
stood the ancient Benedictine Abbey of Monte Cassino. The Abbey dominated the entrance 
to the Liri Valley. Highway 6 ran right through the Liri Valley and was the only road suitable for 
moving the Allied Army toward Rome. Due to the valley’s sheer size and gentle terrain, the 
Allies decided what the Germans had already known; it would be the only place they could 
attack the Gustav Line and push toward Rome. Monte Cassino and the mountains to its rear 
gave the Germans clear observation of potential attackers advancing toward the Liri Valley. 
Monte Cassino, and numerous other dug-in, hilltop German positions, had to be taken.

The Obstacles
Any assault on Monte Cassino would begin with a river crossing. The Rapido River was incor-
porated into the Gustav Line and formed a natural moat, protecting Monte Cassino. Rapido is 
an Italian word that means fast or rapid, and the river was appropriately named. The Rapido’s 
banks were very steep and in some places vertical.  The shallow crossing areas of the Rapido 
had been scouted by the Germans,  allowing for concentrated, accurate artillery fire. Artillery 
fire originated from well concealed gun pits blasted out of the solid rock in the mountainside.  

Before the Allies could get close to the river and attempt the crossing, the Allied soldiers had to 
deal with flooded ground along its banks. The Germans had diverted the Rapido by damming 
the river near crossing points. Allied soldiers had to walk and crawl across the submerged, near 
freezing ground to reach the river, carrying  all of their heavy equipment across the flooded 
fields. The soggy terrain had made it impossible to use heavy, tracked vehicles. Tanks could only 
move in single-file on steel matting laid down by engineering companies. The Germans only 
had to knock out the lead tank and the rest became helpless.

Once across the river, the Allied soldiers dealt with entanglements of barbed wire and extensive 
minefields. While clearing paths across the minefields the soldiers were exposed to interlocking 
machine gun fire from concrete pillboxes. The Germans cleared the river banks of all obstruc-
tions to provide clear fields of fire. Once Allied tanks were able to cross the river they had to deal 
with antitank ditches. As Allied troops began the attack uphill, the rocky hillsides proved to be a 
natural, well protected, concealed fighting position for the Germans. The man-made obstacles 
of the Gustav Line added to the natural Italian features and made Cassino a defender’s dream 
and an attacking army’s nightmare. 
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The Gustav Line Handout cont.

List Five Advantages to High Ground and a Defensive Fighting Position

1. 

2. 

3.

4. 

5. 
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Defensive Stronghold Model Handout
Needed Materials:

•	 Copy paper box top
•	 Cardboard
•	 Masking tape
•	 Glue: hot glue gun will work best
•	 Craft wire
•	 Natural paint colors and brush
•	 Scissors
•	 Craft sticks
•	 Toothpicks
•	 Paper clips

These are the basic materials needed to construct 
your model. You may use any number of items not on the list. 

 

Directions:
1. Pre-planning phase: Begin with a clean box top. 
Use a marker or pencil to lay out your planned 
defensive model. Make sure you will have the 
required room for your ideas. Where will everything 
be located? How large are you planning to make 
your items? All of your big ideas take up space.

2. Framing phase: Begin to frame the landscape  of
 your model. Use the cardboard for this step. The 
more framing you have, the stronger the model will 
be when finished. If you are going to include the 
high ground in your defensive model, ensure your 
framing is cut to the desired height. If your framing 
is cut to one uniform height, the model will be flat 
and not have a realistic landscape.
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Defensive Stronghold Model Handout cont. 
3. Taping phase: Using masking tape, cover your 
frame work to give your project its landscape. 
One layer with a half overlap will be all you need. 
Make sure all areas of the surface or landscape get 
covered. 

4. Painting phase: Using natural colors, paint the  
landscape of your project. It could take several layers 
of paint to get the required look.

5. Creativity phase: After your paint has dried you 
can begin to add your creativity to the project. The 
items you use for your project should be determined 
by the type of defensive position/model you have 
chosen to construct. The sample model is one of the 
Gustav Line with Monte Cassino and the Liri Valley. 
The model covers a wide area and so items are much 
smaller with less detail. You may choose to build a 
model of a machine gun position covering a much 
smaller area, but that would make your items larger 
and more detail would be needed.
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Defensive Stronghold Model Handout cont. 
6. Suggestions: Paper clips and craft wire could be used for barbed wire. Toothpicks could be 
used to construct shelter or barricades. Craft sticks can be used to construct strongholds, pill-
boxes and bunkers. Be creative!

7. Legend phase: Identify the items on your project. This can be constructed in several different 
ways. Use toothpicks with flags or arrows as seen in the sample model.  
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Defensive Stronghold Model Rubric

Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Structure 
and
Appearance

The model is 
professional without 
any distracting items.

The model is 
professional with a few 
distracting items.

The model is somewhat 
poor with several 
distracting items.

The model is poor with 
evidence of limited 
planning.

Creativity Model exhibits an 
outstanding ability 
throughout for creative 
student ideas.

Model has several 
creative student ideas.

Model shows little 
creativity. One or more 
creative ideas added.

Model shows no 
evidence of creativity. 
Model is based on 
sample work. 

Historical 
Accuracy and 
Feasibility

Historical accuracy is 
strong and all items 
added are feasible.

Historical accuracy is 
good with no major 
errors. At least one item 
is not feasible.

Historical accuracy is 
in question with one 
major error. At least two 
items are not feasible.

Historical accuracy is 
seriously flawed with 
many major errors 
including feasibility of 
items.

Content
Details

Model demonstrates 
thorough details of the 
content studied.

Model demonstrates 
many good details of 
the content studied.

Model demonstrates 
some details of the 
content studied. 

Model demonstrates 
very little details of the 
content studied.
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Lesson PowerPoint Presentation Slides
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Lesson PowerPoint Presentation Slides cont.
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Lesson PowerPoint Presentation Slides cont. 
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Map, Central Italy During World War II
Gene Thorp and Robert Edsel
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt)
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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Martin Blumenson, Salerno to Cassino, 1993 (excerpt) cont.
U.S. Institute of Military History
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