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NEWS RELEASE              31 June 2006

THE ITALIAN JOB FOR TUNBRIDGE WELLS’S TA

Twelve Territorial Army members of Tunbridge Wells based 579 Field Squadron, Royal Engineers have recently returned from a 4-day regimental battlefield study tour to the location of the famous Second World War battles around Monte Casino in Southern Italy. 

The aim of the tour was to find out more about the tactics used and the conditions endured during this vital campaign. In particular, as modern-day Royal Engineers, they studied the famous eventual construction of a Bailey Bridge over the River Rapido. This was carried out overnight and under intense fire on 12/13 May 1944 to enable the assault on the Cassino area to continue. Sadly, no sign or monument remains. The Territorials’ present-day design calculations, albeit done under far less hazardous conditions, gave the same results as those actually done by the Royal Engineers at the time.

The troops were accompanied by Mr Laurie Milner, a historian from the Imperial War Museum in London, who provided expert accounts and details throughout the tour.

The considerable human cost of the campaign was brought home by paying a visit to the British War Cemetery at Monte Cassino, where they laid a wreath, as well as also visiting the German, Italian and Polish War cemeteries.  They then went on to see the famous hilltop monastery, which was bombed at the time and has since been completely rebuilt.  In contrast, there was also a visit to the local village of San Pietro, which was so badly destroyed that it has never been rebuilt since

The tour then moved on to the site of the sea-born landings at Anzio Beach, which were done to outflank the German forces, followed by seeing the Allied and American War Cemeteries nearby.

Finally, back in Rome, there were two hours to briefly visit the Colosseum and other ancient Roman remains, before catching the aeroplane back home.

Major Sean Lightowler, who is the Squadron’s Officer Commanding, said, “The tour was a very interesting and moving insight into the Italian campaign of WW2.  The entire geography is very beautiful now, but in the context of military operations then, must have been horrendous.  It makes you appreciate the supreme efforts, as well as the enormous costs in allied and other nation’s dead.”

Added Corporal Cocker, age 28, “Seeing the Amazon Bridge site over the River Rapido gave me great respect and admiration for the Royal Engineers involved in that heroic crossing.”  

579 Field Squadron is a vital part of 101 Engineer Regiment, the only bomb disposal regiment in the Territorial Army.  It meets every Tuesday night at the TA Centre in St. John’s Road, Tunbridge Wells and is currently looking for more volunteers. Anyone interested in finding out more should telephone 01892-528954 for further details.

Photograph Details and Captions: - see overleaf  

Editor’s Note:  For further details call Major David Poll on 01708-441086 or 07711-702201.
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The team from 579 Squadron by an allied tank at the Museum near Monte Cassino.
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The team from 579 Squadron outside the British War Cemetery at Monte Cassino, with the monastery in the background.  (Major Sean Lightowler = front centre)

2307
(l to r) Captain Nigel Clark, Corporal Andrew Mercer, Captain Sue Howser and Major Sean Lightowler at Anzio, discussing the beach landings with Mr Laurie Milner (from the Imperial War Museum in London).
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(l to r) Corporal Veronica Cocker and Sapper Sarah Payne outside the Colosseum in Rome.
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Monte Cassino Monastery today
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