
A Holiday with a Difference 

When my husband died we gave the generous donations received to the Poppy appeal.  As a 
result, I was invited to be present when HM The Queen added her poppy to the Field of 
Remembrance at Westminster Abbey.  During the gathering for refreshments after the 
ceremony, I learned of the existence of a firm called Remembrance Travel.  It is associated 
with the Royal British Legion and takes parties of "pilgrims" back to the fields of conflict all 
over the world. My husband was a young soldier of 18 in 1942 when the battle for Italy 
began. Like many old soldiers, he did not talk much about that horrendous time.  Now, I feel 
I would like to learn more about that part of his life I did not share.  I therefore decided to 
join the expedition to Southern Italy this year.  My sister in law came with me. 

We were thoughtfully issued with a list of people coming, so that we could be in touch with 
anyone from the same town/locality.  We flew to Rome, one group from Heathrow and one 
from Gatwick.  Then there was a two and a half-hour coach ride down the coast to Gaeta.  

The hotel we stayed in has its 
own beach as well as a heated 
swimming pool.  The weather 
was beautifully warm in mid 
September.  Mid-week there 
was a cracking good storm with 
a tropical downpour of rain.  
The accommodation was 
comfortable and the 
surroundings pleasant and litter 
free!  The bins were emptied 
noisily and uncommonly early 
which left us giggling rather 
hysterically. 



Good care was taken of us, with a doctor and nurse in attendance.  We had an excellent 
commentary, by an ex-officer who knew not only about the campaign, but the history and 
the geography of the area as well.  There were outings organised daily.  We visited the 
beautifully tended war cemeteries at Caserta, where Gen. Alexander had his HQ in the 
Palace, and Salerno, where the fighting took place in and around the steep hilly terrain.  The 
coach took us through tunnels under the hills with here and there a glimpse of azure blue 
sea. How different it was in 1942/3.  At 
Anzio the German Tiger tanks proved 
superior to our Shermans and we 
sustained very heavy losses.  
Apparently the soldiers were also short 
of food and killed sheep to eat.  "Cats 
whisker" radios were used to keep in 
touch with the world - not in the same 
league as the mobile 'phones of to-day!  
We also saw the American and Polish 
cemeteries. Each country has its own 
style of commemoration.  British graves 
are planted like English gardens, with 
roses and lavender.  The American 
equivalent is geometrically perfect with 
the crosses laid out in concentric arcs 
and a building housing a depiction of 
the battles.  There I met a lady from the 
USA and I thanked her that her country had come to our aid in wartime!  The Polish dead are 
remembered with crosses each of which is hung about with a Rosary.  Gen. Anders had 
requested to be brought back here to be interred.  In Monte Cassino cemetery we had a 
Service at the foot of the central memorial.  A Standard Bearer travelled with us and an 
Anglican priest came to join us from Rome.  A trumpeter from the Italian Navy rendered the 
traditional tribute.  The Veterans in the party, all very elderly now, wore their hard- earned 
medals and Regimental headwear.  They marched from the entrance to the Memorial.  I 

feared someone may 
succumb to the heat, and 
was very relieved when the 
sun went obligingly behind 
a cloud at the appropriate 
time.  It was a very poignant 
and moving occasion.  To 
see all those graves and try 
to absorb the enormity of 
the death toll is awful in the 
true sense of the word - SO 
MANY AND SO YOUNG! 

Afterwards we journeyed by 
coach via the steep hairpin 
bends, to the Abbey. How 
this hill was ever captured 
beggars belief.  The Allied 
bombing of the Abbey was 

controversial.  It has now been completely restored to its former glory.  White doves fly 
around the cloisters and the courtyard gardens.  The church is a wonder of white stone, gold 



and colour.  The Benedictine monks were singing Compline as we arrived in mid afternoon.  
It was a profound spiritual experience for those able to climb a daunting number of steps. 

I met some lovely people during the week.  One lady, 
a war widow, was with her daughter who had never 
seen her father.  He died with a picture of his baby 
girl.  The mother used a walking stick presented by 
Prince Charles.  He had had all the war widows to 
Highgrove for the day, talking to every one and giving 
them a memorable, enjoyable time.  Several old 
gentlemen in the group were accompanied by their 
sons.  One man was looking for his brother's grave, 
and yet two more brothers had brought their young 
sister with them.  The Royal British Legion 
representatives went out of their way to 
accommodate special requests.  One day the coach 
driver negotiated very narrow streets so that one 
chap could revisit the ridge where he fought for his life 60 years ago. A butcher since the 
war, his daughter had paid for the trip, which moved him greatly. 

I learned so much from my "holiday".  I had not realised what a formidable range of 
mountains the Apennines is.  There are steep gullies and much bare rock and scrub.  When 
our "boys" were there the weather was not warm and sunny, but bitterly cold and wet.  One 
tried hard to imagine the coast road crowded with army traffic, keeping the troops supplied 
and moving many men. All this was happening to the accompaniment of heavy gunfire from 
our ships off shore and the German defensive positions ahead.  We have all seen film 
footage, and heard the commentaries, but to go and "feel" the surroundings is a salutary 
experience.  The noise, the smells, the dreadful sights - it is no wonder the men who served, 
wanted to forget.  We put our sprays of poppies on graves where the young men were 
"known only unto God" and gave such grateful thanks that our husbands had survived where 
so many thousands had not.  

(The campaign in Southern Italy lasted from 3 September 1943, when British and Canadian 
troops crossed the Straits of Messina from Sicily to the mainland of Italy, until 4 June 1944, 
when the first Allied troops entered Rome.  During this campaign and in the subsequent 
period of garrison duties, just over 20,250 members of the Commonwealth forces laid down 
their lives in Southern Italy.  They are buried in eleven war cemeteries at: Bari, Salerno, 
Naples, Caserta, Minturno, Sangro River, Moro River (Canadian) at Ortona, Beach Head at 
Anzio, Anzio, Cassino and Rome.) 

Remembrance Travelogue (2) 

Earlier this year I wrote about my visit to Southern Italy under the "umbrella" of 
Remembrance Travel.  Later this year my sister in law and I decided to follow in the footsteps 
of my husband's long march, with the Rifle Brigade, through Italy to the area around 
Florence and Arezzo.  The Pilgrimage was very well organised with help on every side.  There 
were about 30 war Veterans, all very elderly now, on the trip.  Some were on their own, 
some with their wives.  Three chaps were in wheel chairs, two of whom were looked after by 
their sons and one by his grandson.  It was heart-warming to watch the younger generation 
in this caring role.  Some members of the group were visiting graves of relatives, and one a 
daughter who had been 1 year old when her father was killed. 

There was a lovely young ex-military doctor to assist with any health problems.  She said she 



wanted to do her travelling before starting her family. 

Many of you will remember the wartime F.A.N.Y.S (First Aid Nursing Yeomanry Service).  This 
was an affectionate cover title for the S.O.E. (Special Operations Executive).  Their job was to 
decode messages sent from Partisans and agents in place around the country.  A dozen of 
them had come together to visit the grave of one of their friends who was killed while 
serving near Siena.  It proved most interesting to talk to these ladies.  One thing they all 
remember was the bitter cold.  They used to put layers of paper under their mattresses, and 
go to bed in their greatcoats!  One, Margaret Pauley, has written a book about their 
experiences. 

To start with, we all met at The Union Jack Club near Waterloo Station, and travelled by 
coach to Stansted Airport.  From there we flew to Bologna and thence by coach to the hotel 
in Castiglion.  No complaints about the hotel beyond missing being able to make early 
morning tea.  The following day was a free day, and those who wished went by train to 
Arezzo.  Unfortunately, it being the Feast of St. Francis, we were unable to get into the 
church to see the precious frescoes.  However, a luncheon of delicious bruschetta with tiny 
diced tomatoes and mozzarella cheese was a great consolation.  Later that day, we took a 
bus to Cortona clad in waterproofs.  We were told that it rarely rains all day in Italy!  I'm very 
glad that the bus took the strain of the steep climb with its hairpin bends to this ancient 
Etruscan town.  We had a marvellous panoramic view from the top.  We listened to a flautist 
in the square as the weather cleared. 

The next day, as the coach took us to the cemetery at Bolsena, we had a very interesting 
commentary about the campaign in 1944.  It is well nigh impossible for such as me to 
imagine how it was then.  Even the old soldiers found it difficult, as all is now quiet and 
peaceful.  Nature has healed the scars on the landscape, which sixty one years ago, was 
packed with the men and machinery of war.  However, the graves bear witness to the 
slaughter and again I wept to read of so many young lives cruelly cut short.  After the visit, 
we repaired to the town of Orvieto, and ate savoury pancakes.  We had but a fleeting visit to 
the Cathedral with its marvellous frescoes.  Tuscany is so attractive with the tall cypresses 
silhouetted against the skyline, the terracing, neat rows of vines and forested hillsides.  
There is a great deal of road building taking place and the high speed train passed us by in 
the twinkling of an eye. 

The visit to Assisi was a wonderful 
experience.  Restoration after the extensive 
damage wrought by the earthquake in 1992 
was obviously a mammoth task, and has 
been very well done.  Although there were 
so many people gathered to see the 
magnificent works of art, everyone obeyed 
the request for silence in the holy places 
and the monks on hand confirmed the 
special atmosphere.  One could easily spend 
several days here, rather than a couple of 
hours. 



The Service of Remembrance was held in the war 
cemetery outside Florence. The British Ambassador and 
the British Consul attended.  The Military Attaché, 
resplendent in his uniform, embellished as it was with 
gold cord, also came.  We had a bugler and the Royal 
British Legion Standard Bearer, Mr. John Grimes.  He is 
the National Champion and is due to perform at the 
Royal Albert Hall on 12th November.  Fr. Lawrence 
Mclean, the Anglican Chaplain, conducted the service, 
as we stood round the Cross of Sacrifice.  I left my spray 
of poppies in this beautifully laid out cemetery.  We all 
signed the visitor's book, and I was able to thank the 
gardeners for the work they do.  The lawns and flower 
beds are immaculate, miniature roses were still in 
bloom at the beginning of October. 

We also had a "free" day in Florence, but it proved to 
be a very wet one! However, we took a tourist bus and 
saw the town and its environs with a commentary in 
English to inform us as we went along.  Had the 
weather been conducive, we could have alighted and 
rejoined as often as we wished. 

On the last day the weather was beautiful and we were taken to Siena by coach.  There is 
another treasure house of a Duomo which is built in two kinds of marble.  This gives the 
building a striped appearance.  It was very dark inside.  All the churches have the facility to 
light a "candle".  They are not real, but electric substitutes which light up when money is put 
into die slot.  Somehow the effect is not the same, although one understands the reasoning 
behind it.  We had our pizza lunch overlooking the famous shell shaped Arena. It is here that 
the annual horse racing takes place.  Our last port of call was San Gimignano. This is a 
charming town of nine tall towers, which were the result of a "keeping up with the Jones" 
story!  The church holds enormous frescoes depicting scenes from Our Lord's life on earth.  
An enormous Italian ice cream rounded off a lovely day.  So, this second holiday with a 
difference was a poignant mixture of learning, looking back, and enjoyment of the present-
day beauty of Italy.  

Joan Medley 

 



 


