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Activity: The Army Engineers: Challenges at the 
Anzio Beachhead

Guiding question: 
Why was the occupation and maintenance of the Anzio 
Beachhead so challenging?
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http://abmc.gov
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Overview
Using photographs, excerpts from a diary, news articles, and a map, students will gain an 
understanding of why the inva-sion of Anzio was challenging for those who served there. 
Students will work in groups to analyze the documents, using guided questions, and then 
discuss and compare results before writing a memo explaining the challenges faced.

Historical Context
Today most Americans are unaware of the battles fought in Italy during World War II. One of 
the important events in the fight against Nazi Germany in Italy involved the invasion of Anzio 
in January 1944. From this location the United States pushed north to capture Rome and 
force an end to the war against Axis forces in Italy. The Allied planners hoped to cap ture 
Rome by the fall of 1943, but the Germans mounted a strong defense along the Gustav Line, 
a defensive perimeter  to block access to the capital. It took the Allies 18 months to capture 
Rome. The campaign forced the Germans to pull soldiers from the eastern theater and take 
some pressure off the Soviet Union. The geography, mountainous terrain, and weather 
conditions made this campaign a challenge for Allied forces as they pushed north.

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

• Describe several challenges in creating and maintaining a beachhead; and

• Explain how geography played a role in controlling the beachhead.
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Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Jack Foisie, “Engineers Build Airfield at Beachhead in 4 Days,” February 9, 1944
Stars and Stripes

Map, Allied Strategy in Italy, January 1944
U.S. Center of Military History
history.army.mil/brochures/romar/map1.JPG

Map, Anzio, The Landing, January 22, 1944 
U.S. Center of Military History

Personal Diary of Merlyn M. Ross, 815th Engineer Battalion, January 24 to June 6, 1944 
(excerpts)
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed

Photograph and Press Release, “With the AAF Engineer Command in Italy…,” March 1944 
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed

Poster, We Clear the Way, 1943
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

http://www.history.army.mil/brochures/romar/map1.JPG


American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day 

Activity: The Army Engineers: Challenges at the Anzio Beachhead     3

Secondary Sources

Sicily-Rome American Cemetery Visitor Film ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
abmc.gov/multimedia/videos/sicily-rome-american-cemetery-visitor-film

Raymond Wittbrodt Fallen Hero Profile ★
National History Day
nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/raymond-s-wittbrodt/

Materials
• Guided Document Discussion Questions Handout
• Strategy Memo Assessment
• Strategy Memo Assessment Rubric
• Computer with projector and speakers

Lesson Preparation
• Divide students into groups of three to five students per group.
• Make one copy (or share digital copies) of each primary source document for each

student.
• Make one copy of each of the following for each student:
◦ Guided Document Discussion Questions Handout
◦ Strategy Memo Assessment
◦ Strategy Memo Assessment Rubric

Procedure
Activity One: The Anzio Breakout (45 minutes) 

• Project the Sicily-Rome American Cemetery Visitor Film.
• Ask students:

◦ What challenges did the United States military face during this phase of the war in Italy?

◦

◦ What factors caused this phase of the war to drag on for an extended period of time?
◦ What difficulties did Americans face who landed at Anzio in Italy?

https://www.abmc.gov/multimedia/videos/sicily-rome-american-cemetery-visitor-film
https://nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/raymond-s-wittbrodt/
https://www.abmc.gov/multimedia/videos/sicily-rome-american-cemetery-visitor-film
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• Move students into groups of three to five students each.
• Distribute to each student one set of historical documents and one Guided Document

Discussion Question Handout.
◦ Teacher Tip: If desired, a teacher can choose to exclude the Guided Document

Discussion Questions if appropriate for older or more advanced students.
• Assign each group a document on which to begin. Students should continue working

through documents after they complete the analysis of their assigned document.
◦ Give sufficient time for the students to work through all documents as a group.
◦ Circulate and answer questions as needed.

• Ask students to share their responses to each document. Correct any misunderstandings
and answer any questions as they arise.

Assessment (30 minutes):
• Distribute one copy of the Strategy Memo Assessment and Strategy Memo Assessment

Rubric to each student.
• Review the prompt with students:
◦ Today is March 15, 1944, and you are a second lieutenant in the 815th Engineer Battalion.

Your commanding officer has just received a letter from Lieutenant General Mark W.
Clark, the commander of the Fifth Army, wanting to know what is slowing the progress
of the breakout from the Anzio beachhead. Using what you know, draft a memo for your
superior officer to send to Lieutenant General Clark. In this memo, you should address
three major challenges faced by the Allied military and how your unit has worked to solve
these problems as quickly as possible. In your fully developed, one paragraph memo, you
must take a stand, explaining the delays and defending the argument with specific evi-
dence from the sources you analyzed.

• The assessment can be scored using the Strategy Memo Assessment Rubric.
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Methods for Extension
• Students interested in the role of engineers could also compare Anzio to what happened at 

Normandy in June 1944.
• Students interested in the role of special forces can explore the Fallen Hero profile for Raymond 

Wittbrodt, who served as a part of the Anzio campaign and is buried at Sicily-Rome American 
Cemetery.

• The American Battle Monuments Commission maintains U.S. military cemeteries overseas. 
These cemeteries are permanent memorials to the fallen, but it is important that students know 
the stories of those who rest here. To learn more about the stories of Americans who made the 
ultimate sacrifice, visit abmc.gov/education and NHDSilentHeroes.org.

• Teachers can enhance students’ interest in World War II in Italy by exploring these related lesson 
plans:

◦ The Bari Incident: Chemical Weapons and World War II

◦ Duty and Dignity: Black Americans and the 92nd Infantry Division Buffalo Soldiers

◦ Traveling with the Troop Carriers: An Overview of World War II in Europe and Beyond

Adaptations
• Teachers can adapt the project to younger learners by changing the focus of the last activity to

a shorter essay or paragraph. It could also be adapted to English Language Learners in a similar
way.

• Teachers can annotate primary sources to assist with challenging vocabulary.
• Teachers can provide (or remove) a graphic organizer to help students structure responses.

https://abmc.gov/education
http://NHDSilentHeroes.org
https://nhd.org/en/resources/duty-and-dignity-black-americans-and-the-92nd-infantry-division-buffalo-soldiers/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/travelling-with-the-troop-carriers-an-overview-of-world-war-ii-in-europe-and-beyond/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/the-bari-incident-chemical-weapons-and-world-war-ii/
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Guided Document Discussion Questions
Map, Allied Strategy in Italy, January 1944
U.S. Center of Military History 

Map, Anzio, The Landing, January 22, 1944
U.S. Center of Military History

1. Geographically, where in Italy is the Anzio Beachhead located?

2. List and describe two geographic features in this area that would make combat difficult for
an American soldier.

3. How “deep” (long) is the fighting area from the beachhead to the front? How wide? Hint: use
the scales and legends on the maps to help you answer this question.

4. According to these maps, what challenges would a soldier face while fighting on the Anzio
Beachhead?
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Guided Document Discussion Questions cont. 

Jack Foisie, “Engineers Build Airfield at Beachhead in 4 Days,” February 9, 1944 
Stars and Stripes 

1. How was this work at Anzio a feat of engineering?

2. What types of hazards did the engineers face while building the airstrip?

3. Why is the title of this article significant?

4. What challenges did American servicemen face at Anzio?
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Guided Document Discussion Questions cont. 

Poster, We Clear the Way, 1943
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

1. What does the engineer carry to defend himself?

2. Describe the attitude that the engineer is displaying in the poster.

3. What is placed in both the lower and right hand corners of the poster? What do you think
these symbols represent?

4. Based on this poster, what obstacles or challenges do you think the engineers faced?
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Guided Document Discussion Questions cont. 

Personal Diary of Merlyn M. Ross, 815th Engineer Battalion, January 24 to 
June 6, 1944 (excerpts)
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed

1. What type of machinery did Ross operate?

2. How were the Germans trying to stop the engineers?

3. What was tragic about the death of R.J. Rolls?

4. From reading the excerpts of this diary, what challenges did the engineers face at the Anzio
beachhead?
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Guided Document Discussion Questions cont. 

Photograph & Press Release, “With the AAF Engineer Command in Italy…,” March 1944
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed

1. According to this press release and photograph, what was this machinery used for?

2. Name three types of machinery that you can see in the photograph.

3. Describe the location of this airstrip in relation to the beachhead.

4. Based on this document, what challenges would engineers have in building the airstrip on the
Anzio beachhead?
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Strategy Memo Assessment 
Today is March 15, 1944, and you are a second lieutenant in the 815th Engineer Battalion. Your 
commanding officer has just received a letter from Lieutenant General Mark W. Clark, the com-
mander of the Fifth Army, wanting to know what is slowing the progress of the breakout from 
the Anzio beach head. 

Using what you know, draft a memo for your superior officer to send to Lieutenant General 
Clark. In this memo, you should address three major challenges faced by the allied military and 
how your unit has worked to solve these problems as quickly as possible. In your fully devel-
oped, one paragraph memo, you must take a stand, explaining the delays and defending the 
argument with specific evidence from the sources you analyzed. 
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Strategy Memo Assessment Rubric

Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Thesis/Argument You have taken a stand 
and included a clearly 
defined argument.

You have taken a stand 
and included a mostly 
defined argument.

You attempt to take a 
stand yet have an only 
somewhat defined 
argument.

Your memo is more 
summary than 
analysis and has 
a largely unclear 
or unidentifiable 
argument.

Historical 
Evidence

In your memo you 
have included at 
least four identifiable 
and well-integrated 
references to the 
primary source 
documents.

In your memo you 
have included at least 
three identifiable and 
integrated references 
to the primary source 
documents.

In your memo you have 
included at least two 
identifiable references 
to the primary source 
documents. 

In your memo you have 
not included sufficient 
textual evidence from 
the primary sources to 
support your argument.  

Accuracy Your memo reveals a 
deep understanding of 
the challenges facing 
the U.S. Army in Anzio 
in early 1944. There 
are no factual errors or 
major omissions.

Your memo reveals a 
clear understanding of 
the challenges facing 
the U.S. Army in Anzio 
in early 1944. There are 
few factual errors and/
or significant omissions.

Your memo reveals a 
limited understanding 
of the challenges facing 
the U.S. Army in Anzio 
in early 1944. There 
are some factual errors 
and/or omissions.

Your memo reveals a 
weak understanding of 
the challenges facing 
the U.S. Army in Anzio 
in early 1944. There are 
several factual errors 
and/or omissions.

Professional 
Product

Your memo is coherent 
and convincing with no 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

Your memo is coherent 
and convincing 
with few spelling or 
grammatical mistakes.

Your memo is 
generally coherent and 
convincing with some 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

Your memo lacks 
coherence and may not 
support an argument. 
There are several 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.
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Jack Foisie, “Engineers Build Airfield at Beachhead in 4 Days,” 
February 9, 1944
Stars and Stripes
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Map, Allied Strategy in Italy, January 1944
U.S. Center of Military History
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Map, Anzio, The Landing, January 22, 1944
U.S. Center of Military History
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Personal Diary of Merlyn M. Ross, 815th Engineer Battalion, 
January 24 to June 6, 1944 (excerpts)
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed

Jan. 24 – Received the order to move (from Naples to Anzio.

Jan. 27 – We arrived at the Anzio Beachhead and unloaded just before dark. We had an air raid this 
afternoon and two bombs landed very close to the boat. I took the bulldozer to the area which was 
about five miles – had a time finding it.

Jan. 28 – We started to build a landing strip. There has been plenty of air activity. I was so tired last 
night that a bomb which landed very close did not wake me.

Jan. 29 – We lost our first man during an air-raid today. The bomb landed about a hundred feet from 
building where I sleep.

Jan. 30 – A rocket bomb hit a ship early this morning and unexploded shells landed in the building 
where we were sleeping. We moved to a wooded area.

Jan. 31, 1944 – The Germans began shelling us today. The first two they sent over landed about ten 
rods from where I was working with the bulldozer. This was the first time any of us had been under 
fire.

Feb. 5 – A few shells landed on the runway and several of the boys were wounded. I was not on the 
field at the time.

Feb. 7 – A German plane in a dive to hit the runway overshot his target and the bomb hit a hospital. 
Some of the boys that were wounded the other day were unfortunate enough to be in this hospital. 
One met death in an effort to protect his brother. My platoon sergeant, R. J. Rolls, was visiting these 
boys and also met with death. I went through training with him and we have always been the best of 
friends.

Feb.8  – The ceaseless shelling and the air raids are beginning to show on some of the boys.

Feb. 17  – The past week we have been extending the runway. Several formations of bombers went 
over, and we could see the smoke from the fi es they started.

Feb. 22  – Fighting has ceased on account of bad weather.

Mar. 2  – This last week we have been working at the hospital, taking a food of dirt from under the 
tents and making a mound at the edge as to protect the patients from shrapnel.

Mar. 3 – At the present time we are just outside Nettuno.

Mar. 19 – Many of the shells land close to this, but the boys are getting use to them now.
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Photograph and Press Release, “With the AAF Engineer Command 
in Italy…,” March 1944
Courtesy of James M. Goodspeed
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Poster, We Clear the Way, 1943
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers




