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OPERATIONS OF COMPANY I, 26TH INFANTRY, PFIRST DIVISION
NIGHT RAID ON MAKNASSY, 17 DECEMBER 1942 (TUNISIA CAMPAIGN)
{Personal experience of a Gompany gommander)

" _
INTRODUCTION

O0fficlal histories of World War TII, 1t has been claimed,
will be the most complete and most accurate ever wrltten. ﬂith
maps and statlstics, they will describe the maneuvers of regle
menta, dlvislons and ermles around the world. The maps willl be
in'gej colors. Strong, fat arrows will coll, penetrate, envelep
and hammer at enemy forces. Decislons of famous leaders will be
analysed exhaustively.

These histories may almoat vegin t0 tell the real hlstory
_ef the war, In occasional paragraphs, the explolts and_failuree
of rifle companles, platoons and squads may be mentioned.

To front line veterans below the rank of major, these
records wlll be lnadeqguate. They will have the feeling that at
leagt 75 per cent of the story should emphasize the achlevments,
the "war effort", and the sacrifices of riflemen in the amall |
unlts. The most important lessons of the war, they feel, are _
‘psyohological rather than tactical or strateglc. The lmner lives,
emotlons and motivations of the men who did the real dirty work
. should be studled.
| - Surviving infantrymen can remember the times when thils feelw
ing of self—impertaece wa3 the very thing which kept them going.
They felt they were 1ln the vanguard of history.

They can remember also how men in rifle companles would
flght for the preatige and reputation of a rifle company beyond
any other motlve,
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To get mentioned 1n the newspapers was another Incentlive.
Ordinarily, 1t was nothing but a continuous, secret.hope, never
to be reallzed. The natural human desire for fame and glory had
to be enjoyed vicarioualy, through identificatlion wlth blg arrows,
the names of generals, or headlines like M"YANKS LAUNCH OFFENSIVE".

Many other motives, of course, energized infantrymen to ene
dure the primitive conditlons of combat. A mllitary historian
trying to glve a sclentiflec account of them would alsoc have to be.
a genlus In the psychological fourth dimension. This monograph
musat therefore limlt ltself to the viewpolint and sxperilence of an
amateur observer of humen frallty.

The deslre for prestlge is one motivation with which we are
concerned in the story of the Maknassy rald.

. On 16 December 1942, early In ??e Tunisian Campalgn, Company
L, 26th Infantry, First Division pﬁiied a nlght attack on Maknassy,'
a small town about 250 mlles south of Tunils, and about 40 miles
Inland rrom the coastal route which the Afrika Korps used 1in 1lts
withdrawal from El Alameln to Tunia.

Not untll several months 1atér did this area become a note=-
worthy battleground. In December 1942, 1t was routine patrol
country, where the 3rd Battallon, 26th Infantry had been assligned
tos present a show of forﬁe. The raat of the regliment and Heads-
quarters, First Division were atlll back 1n Oran, aboﬁt 350 miles
to the northwest. At thils tims, thg Srd Battallon was the main
strength of a task force commanded by Colonel Edson Raff,_para-
trocper.,

Whether or not the 3rd Battallon actually contrlibuted to hisg-
tory dufing thls month of December 1942 1s questionable. But in
the minds of the men, thelr work was important, In thelr Imaginatlions
1t was llke 1llfe must have been in the badlands of our old south=-
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wast. The éemi-arid desertrsteppes, the treeless mountalns,

and the little French-Arab towns helped to suggest thls illusion.
To the members of. Company L, at any rate, the Maknasgsy rald was
cowboy-Indian stuff,

Thls action had a declsive effect on the morale of one rifle
company. That 1g mostly why 1% 1s Important. The raid sharpened
group loyalty within Company L. Within the battalioﬁ, the company
gained & reputation and a prastige commengurate with that of the
other rifle companies. Rven the newspapers plcked 1t up.

The men acguired, in the wild gxperience of one nlght's
actlon, a fesling of sélf-oonfidence, self -esteem and self=-im=-
portance which almost gave them ambitlon to see more actilon,

Since such positlive morale results of infantry combat are
rare, lt may be of iﬁterest to explain how theﬁ developed. The
Maknagsy rald may thereby serve as a psychologlcal case study,
a3 well as a small plece of tactical hlstory.

| IT
FROM ORAN T0O FERIANA

Company L's peculiar mental condition, which was_purged.at
Maknassy, began at Oran, where the Firast Division ﬁent Iinto bivouac
after the battle of 8~10 November 1942,

The 3rd Battallion, 26th Infantry, was guardlng I.a Senls alr-
port. Troops were 1ln comparatlvely good humor, having weathered
thelr first combat. In numberless bull sesslions, they rehashed
thelr adventures, swapped rumors. There were arguments as to
which company in the battallon had had 1t toughest ¥,

One day the Company,Commander overheard Paul Egan, top ser-
geant of Company L, leadling an old soldler's discussidn on this
tople. The first sergeant of Company X was present and a crowd
of men were gathered around an argﬁment. Bgan would not admif-

that L Company was not a thousand times better than K Company.
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As a matter of fact, Egan knew and everyone else in the
béttalion knew that K Company had done an outstanding lob in
‘the two day battle up on Djebel Murdjajo. K Company had borne
" the brunt of the flghting. If any company deserved credlt for
courage, casualties and good tactlics, 1t was Company K.

A perason sensitive to the real feslings of Company L, for
Inatance, cquld plalinly see that 1n some future agtion, Company
L would have to perform some kind of battle explolt if only
to provide ammunitlion for the GI bull sessions.

Otherwlse, it was reassuring tb know that.the Flrst DiviQ
sion was together in Oran. On.that higher level, there was a
decure sense of prestige. Under the competent leadership of
Terry Allen and Theodore Rodsevelt, Jr., the‘Division was a
proud, battle-tried team; Super-imposed over the Linely-~spun
paychological condition in the 3rd Battalion, wag thls indirect
feeling of gelf -importance derlved by ldentification with a
famous parent outfit.

The Divislon had been mentioned on the second page of the
New York Tlmes. Gomﬁany L had not been mentioned; even (ompany
X had not been recognized. But that was all fighf. The rest
of the Army and the folks at home would know that 1f the First
Divigion took Oran, Private Smith and Private Jones of Company L
had been chiefly responsibvle. o

Thls larger psychological'support was snatched out from
under the 3rd Battalion wlthin two weeks after the battle of
Oran., Roused from its blvouac at La Senla, the battallon was
dispatched 700 miles Into southern Tuniéia == alirborne.

To go by alr was a sort of compensation for the loss of
confldence 1nnbeing separated from the Dlvislon. The urgency
of the order and the novelty of the tranaportation were excliing.
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Think of the publiclity!l What would the history books say?

The proapect of slr travel had its dlsturbing side also,
Ninety per cent of the men had never besen up in a plane. None
of them had had any airborne traiﬁing. Further, it was not re-
aasuring to know that the planes would traﬁel unarmed and only
1ightly escorted along the Algerian coast, thence into Tunilsia.
Any furtlve inspection of a.map could lead you to visuvallze swarms
of Tuftwaffe and hordes of @German infantry waltlng in smbush.

Pride in their being chosen to do the unusual and the danger=
ous, however, overcame any paychologlcal barrlers. Comﬁany I
 led off the battallon order of march from Oran, Company L went
the following day, to be followed by Battallon headquarters, M
and K Companies at one day intervala.

The long f£light was made In two hops, via Alglers, thence
over the rocky Tell Atlas.mbuntains. C=-a7 tranaporﬁé, loaded 14
men to a plane, carried the battallon without mishap to a natural
airfleld at Youks Les Balns, near Tebsssga, Sevefal days before
I Company arrived, this airfleld had been secured wifhout opposition
by Colonel Raff and two companies c;:f' the 509th Parachutes. Colonel
Raff hed then pushed overland to Ferlana with one parachute com=
pany and Company A of the 701st.Tank Deatroyers.

When Company I arrived at Youka, they were deflated by news
that Company I, had-already.moved to IFeriana, 50 mlles eastward.
Company I together with the tank destrbjers had gone on to chase
an Itelian force out of Gafsa. They had captured Gﬁfsa. That
happehed on 28 November 1942, ' _ |

Company L dild not move on to Feriana for several days. They
were ordersed t0 guard the alrfield at Youks, from which P=-38's
and A=-20's were already begiﬁning to operate., Meanwhlle, Hsad~-
guarters Company and M Company flew in and passed through Youks to
Feriana.
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December 4th, McLaughlin, the 3rd Battallon S-4, pulled
into the L Company Bivouac at Youks. vou mlssed 1t,™ he said.
"The battallon had one hell of a fight at Faid Pass the last two
days.™

He sald that two platoons of Company I, Headguarters Company,
.M Company, the Tank Destroyers, & parachute company and a French
company had captured Fald Pags. 121 prisoners had been taken.

A lot of men had been killed, 50 casualties of, our own altogether.
He sald that'OBmpany I'énd the A%P Platoon of Headguarters Come
pany had been chiefly responsible for the victory. M Company
mortars and machine guns had done good work, too.

Then, to the 11t51e group of L Company men, McLaughlin in-
toned in that sympathetic, yet self-important way of the veteran
talking to the recrult: | .

"You should'a been there. They were Germans, too. It was
rough." .
| Thus, wlthin a few short days, L Company's stock in gself-
egtesm had taken anothér slump. When the company arrived 1n
Ferliana on 5 Deacember, the victorlous battalion had returned
from Fald Pass, leaving French colonlal troops to organlze fhe
defensé. L Company men had to 1llsten patlently to all the details
of the battle, It had been a good one, but 1t 1s human nature
to want to participate equally In any discusslon,

Now I Company wore the battallon laurels. Even the A&P
- Platoon was arrogant. Even the mortarmen of M Company were more
experienced. In explolts, L Company now ranked last.

This belng 1ast place 1in the competition for honors was
getting & little wearing. And as both the L Company Commander
and tﬁe battallion commender reallzed, 1t was not good for the
morale of.the battellon elther. It was desireable that there be
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an equality of achlevment among the three rifle companies., 4

group of.men can be as senslitive as any Indlvidusl personality.
It was a lesson ln psychology which none of the officers had
learned prior to war.
III
MAKNASSY BECOMES A FOCAL POINT

After %he_batt1e of Fald Pass, the 3rd Battalion, basing in
Ferlana, sent out motor patrols; day and nlght, toward points of
sxpected coﬁtact ¥ith the enemy. L Company took over most of
thig patrelliing during December, forged ahead a llttle bilt In
.prestige.

- 8ix or twelve man outposts were established astride the
most likely approaches Into thls area from the Tunisian coast.
Everj night, jeep patrols went out along these rocads from Ferlana
and Gafsa. The terraln mede 1t evident that, if the Arfrika Xorps
wanted to aplll over into the area held by the Americans and the
French, they would come thru Fald Pass, Maknassy, or El Guettar.
On the other hand, 1f sufficient Amerilcan forces could be brought
Into southern Tunisla on time, for the purpose of cutting oif the
retreat of the Germang from sastern Africa, these three places
would be crucial polnts of passage through to the coast.

Such possibllitles gave some 1mportaﬁce to the patrol work
baelng done by the 3rd Battallon out of Feriana and Gaf'sa. They
woere only a few hundred men, but they wers pleased Lo recelve
newspapers from home, telling of the “rage for Tunisia®. One
'newspapér map showed a blg arrow pointed at Ferlana, marked "Raff
Tagk Force'. The men werse a little bit amused to think that
really, they were shead of the map arrow, and a good deal ahead
of the Task Force. |

French Colonial troops occupled Fald Pass and Gafsa, bug
did not participate in the patrolling. They had no vehlcles at
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alls As Allles, they were still regarded a little bit askence
.by most of the Americans. But they were of some help In glving
& semblance of strength to a line which was actuslly thin. - The
French had a way wlth the graba,ltbo, and ofteh provided eneﬁy
Information whilch, even if 1t was not always reliable, was naver
dull, |

A P=-40 squadron moved 1lnto Thélepte sarly in December, and
helped to provide enemy Informatlon as well as protectlon to the
Zrd Battallon there. Almost every day, they would put on a
pretty good show agailnst German planes over Ferliana and Gafsa.
But the patrol work of the battallon provided the moat interest-
Ing goasip,

Lieutenant Don Megrail of the 3rd Platoon, Company L, took
a jeep patrol frdm,Bir Mrabott all the way to Gabes one night,
There ls a good macadam road beitween Gafsa and Gabes. \

The next night, one thelsame mlasion, Megrall collided head
on with a German patrol near El Hafey. Actually, these two
patrols almost smashed up before they recognized each other. They
stopped bumper to bumper. One German stayed In hils vehicle and
let go with a maohine-pistol while Megrall was firing at him wlth
a_machine'gun mounted on the front of the Jeep. The German lost
the duel. The other three gave up. \

Megrail became the hero of Company L, because he was the
firsﬁ'man In the, company to méet a German soldler at close guarters,

Heo added to hls laurels and to thoss of his company the
'followiﬁg ﬁight by returning to El Hafey, where he discovered
an enemy column on the road. They were Italians. He counted them
a8 they moved Into a positlon there.

_ Meenwhile, under skillfullGermén direction, an Italian force
had been establighed in the defile at Djebel Ank.. There was lne-
10,



creaaing evidence that the enemy was problng toward Gafsa via
Bl Guettar,.

Colonel Raff then began to worry about Maknassy. It was
too guiet. He ordered more patrolling 1n that dirsction.

Thé night of 13 December, Lt. Norman Woods of L Company's
2nd Platoon took a Jeep patrol through Maknassy to Mezzouna, 15
h'miles beyond. He was outflanked by a couple of mysterlous green
'flares. On the way back, he walked around Maknassy. In the
rallroad station, he roused the agent, a Franchﬁan. The Frenche
man mlistook Woods for a Germén. He sald that a lot of Americans
were in Gafsa., Woods could not figufe out whether his alleglance
was German or American, He was so wrepped up in this problem
thét he 4id not look around Maknassy closely enough to fix in his
mind a layout of the streets. He had not been ordered to do thls,
.but 1f he had, 1t might have helped out later.
| The next night} 14 December, Sergeants Hennlng and De Crisﬂo,
and a French sergeant, went to Maknassy. They approached the
town via Ferme Lovy. They Interviewed M. Lovy. He told them
that a battalion of Italians had moved into Maknassy. He even
plotted thelr positions., According to thls information, the enemy
was setting up at 1eaét four machine guns and two anti-tank guns
in front of Maknassy. They ﬁere dlggling trenches around the wegte-
ern edge of the blg ollive grove south of the town. The patrol 4dld
not verlfy these facts personslly. |

Qn the 15th, after Hennlng's patrol had returned to Gafaa,l
French headquarters tried to make a phone call to Maknassy. Up
Tt11l1l then, the llne had been open, and the French has 5een able
to contact Maknassy svery day. The line was stlll open, but a
German volce answered. Thls was enough to send the French offlcer
on the other end of the line Into a flt of hysteria. He called
Colonel Raff.
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But the situsatlon did call for a bit of lnvestlgating.
Colonel Raff called Colonel John W. Bowen, commanding the 3rd
Battallon. He ordered Bowen to send a rifle company into Mak=-
nesay. | | |

"Rald the place;" he said, ™Shoot 1t up. Take priaohers.

Come out at daylight.™
| Thls happy ldea was rapidly‘relayed to the Company Commander,
Company L, who was atill a 1itfle blt worrled about that exploit

his company needed to boost lts ego.

"Rald Maknassy?" he repeated.: "Yos gir, That!s fine, fine,"

BPonight, " the battallon commander sald. |

That wasn't much time to get ready. It was alréady NOON.
Maknassy was 100 miles away. Enemy informatlion was as comprehen=-
gible as 1t evef was, But without doubt, thls was the opportunlty
of the ssason for Company L. Here was a golden chance to do some-
'thing spectaculare Tt had all the ingredlents.

| IV |
FREPARATIONS FOR TﬁE RATD

Colonel Bowen entrusted the planning of the rald to the Conm -
pany Commander. He would accompany the ralders himself, but 1t
was characterlstic of his leadership fo admit some Intelllgence
in his subordinates, _ i

The order had been issued at noon the 16th. A number of de-
oisioﬁs had to be made before leaving Feriana.

The problem which quite oftén confronts any Infantry command-
or arosé - how many men and weapong to take along in order to do
the job most sconomlically and efficiently.

Colonel Raff had spscified a "rifle company". = But the 2nd
Platoon of Company I. was outposting Bl Guettar, and could nol be
agsembled in time. No need was seen.for the Weapons Platoon, and

thislagreed with the doctrine of night attacks that the Weapona
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Platbbn is not ordinarily employed 1nitiallya. Byen two rifle
platoons and company headguarters seemed an excessive number of
men to take on a long range mlssion where the snemy situation wag
unclear,

At any rate, 1t was declded to make the rald with the 1lst
and 3rd Platoons and company headquarters.

In order to help preserve gecrecy, the men were not told
where they were goling., A detalled order would be issued In Gafsa
that evening. But the word got around somehow., As the filve 2%
ton trucks pulled out of Feriana at 1300, every soldler in the
battallon knew thet an attack was golng to be made on Maknassy
that nilght., This was disburblng because the Arabs who loltered
around might have waya of gettiﬁg the news overland by slgnal
fires., They had dons thls more than once.

The 40 mile truck move to Gafsa was made by infiltratlon,
since the road wag subjlect ﬁo dally attacks by German planes. It
was completed qéfely by 1700. The troops detrucked at the French
barracks 1n Gafsa to wait for darkness at 1830,

This allowed 1% hours to plean the attack and disseminate the
ordef to every man. |

The Oompany Commander assembled hils platoon leaders, and all
the men who had been on patrol I1n the Maknaasy area. Tlme would
not permit a personal reconnalssance before the rald, since Mak=-
naggy was over 50 mlles east of Gafsa. No alr photo of the town
was avail&ble. The only map available, a 1/200,000, made Maknassy
look no larger than one of thege typewrittén lettors.

INo street map, or detalled plan of the town's layout was
avallable; and wnfortunately, none of the men who had been‘in Malcw-
nasay could sketeh 1t clearly. |
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I was agreed only that Maknasay was a amall place, much
smaller than Gafsa. There was a blg ollve grove on the south
side, and some hilgh ground on the north. There were treesealong
the dirt streets., The only street that anyone could describe at
8l)l was the main road, and the positlion of the rallrosd tracks
and the station with respect to 1t. |

The Company Commander put a magnifylng glags on the 1/200,000
map and tried to make a blow up sketch of\the town, using every
particle of informatlon thereon. It was a French map and some of
the symbols he could not understand. Precious minutes were lost
| getting them Interpreted.

~ en the sketch was drawn, it didn't malke Maknassy look too

compllcated. | |

For the approach march, the only solutlon was to utllize the
knowledge of Sergeants Henning and De Cristo, who had gone up to
. Perme Lovy the night of the 14th. The company would follow the same
'route'they had taken to a'detrucking point five miles short of
the town, thence on foot via Ferme Lovy to the distinct line of
olive trees leading iInto the objectlve.

| Henning and De Gristo would ride in the second of two jeeps

preceding the five trucks. Another jéep leading the column would
act as peoint securlty. This Jesep would also move on up to Maknaésy
a8 soon as the shootlng startéd. It had a heavy machlne gun
mounted, and could protect the trucks when they came back to a
rendezvous polnt on the road. A wadi-crossing the road about
three miles west of Maknassy would serve as thils point of reor-
ganlzatlon for the return march.

Speaking of securlty on the approach march, the Company Come -
mandef'suﬁdenly reallzed that our laat outpost weas at'Sened. Thls
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meant that the company would have to ride a total of 18 miles
to the detrucking point wlthout any assurance of safety from
enemy patroels. It was a chance which would have to be taken,

For the plan of attad on Maknassy 1tself, the Company Come
mander was probébly influenced by his deslke to have L Company
perform a spectacular tactical masterpiece. Contrary to slemen-
Sary principles of night attack which the Infantry School has
stressed for years, he conceived an envelopment, and an attack
- In two directions. |
| Lbe. Megrail's Sfd Platoon and company headquarters would
separate from the lst Platoon at a point southwest of the towﬁ.
The 3rd Platoon would then move gensrally northwest in single
file, guiding on the outsrmcst bulldlngs as far as the main rosad.
They would then extend to thelr right, facling northwest, firing
In that direction 1f necessary; or, they would engage the énemy-
in the southwest quadrant of the town. The 3rd Platoon would not
advance north of the maln road unlesgs ordered. Command post would
be with the 3rd Platoon.

Meanwhile, Lt. Falconlerits lat Platoon would follow the line
of ollve treses completely around £0 the rear of the town, moving
across 1ts eastgrh exlt to the rallrocad tracks, Here they would
turn about and using the tracks as the platoon left boundary, de-
ploy on a hundred yard front facing toward Gafsa. Whether to use
sgquad columns or skirmlshers was a decision to be made by the
platoon leader. The 1lst Platoon would then walk slowly westward,
taking what they met. |

Arriving at the rallroad station, Falconieri would shoot &
green flare and call the 3rd Platoon to 1lif't fire 1f that was
necessarys. The lat Platoon would then continue thelr attack thru
the northern halfl of the town, moving beyond to the Gafsa road,
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thence to the waiting trucks.

Withdrawel time at 0400 would be signalled from company
headquarters. A serles of colored flares would be flred,

Posglbly another resson for thils compllcated maneuvering
was the fact that the several suspscted enemy posltions had not
‘been exasctly spotted; and without definltely known landmarks, 1t
'was_unlikely that they could be located In thé dark. Therefore, -
slnce the 3rd Platoon was expected to rouse: the enemy flrst, an
opportunity would be afforded fhe lst Platoon to spot ensmy guns
py sound and flash from the rear.

 In short, the lst Platoon might achieve a ascond stage of
sﬁrpriae provided that it got into positlon by the railroad sta-
tion 1n good order.

A3 a general ruls wlthin the company, for control purposes,
1t was agreed that.the men would be instructed to guide themselves
on recognlzable bursts £ rom thelr squad BAR's, and by means of
squad leaders! tracer ammunition. With thls in mind, oﬁly squad
loaders were to carry tracers.

’F: —— I .

As algn and countersign, the worda which the Firat Division
had used at Oran were used; "HI HO SILVER, AWAY.®

These were the maln outlines of the attack order gilven to
" the platéon leaders and key non-commlssioned officers of Company L
in the French barracks at Gafsa., It was then about 1745. Forty;
fiﬁe minutes remained before departure time.

The subordinate leaders started to leave the room when two
strange men entered. They locked like Red (Croas workeps at flrst
sight. One of them had a beard.

Wyhat the hell do you want?" the company commender barkede
Then he simmered down. He noticed thelr green armbands, and thelr
shoulder patches which read "War Correspondent .
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_ "Ity Jack Thompson, Chicago Tribune," the bearded man said,
"his 1s Donald Coe of United Press. We!'d like to get a story from
you tomorrow when you get back.!

The Company Commander felt his heart leap. Here 1t was, the
big opportunity for real fame. Américan newspapersl Headllinesl!
Just exactly what I, Company neededl

He mustered up every trick of pollteness he had ever lsarned.
'To these tweo strange men who represented the power of the press,
he of fered clgarettes, chalrs, and sven a drink from a preclous
bottle he'd been hiding from his best friends. He even obllged by
promlising them a roster of Gompany L, compiete with names and
addresses. |

Turning to the little group of L Company men and offlcers pre-
sent, thé Company Commander sald, “Let the mén know about this,
tob,? Unlegs he was very much mistéken, 1t would be good for
morale. |

v
THE RAID

The column started out of Gafsa on schedule at 1830 the night
of the léth December. The weathef was good, clear and cocl. The
~stars were already out and there would be a moon later on. The
men weére in high spirits, but guietly took thelr places in the
trucks, It would be a long ride.

The Company Cbmmander'rode in the front seat of the 1eading‘
2% ton truck. The battalion commander rode in the 5th or last
truck. _

For mlle after mile, the column churned along the sandy road,
- past Station Zannouch, and flnally past our last outpost at Sened,
The black line of the rallroad track which paralled the route, and
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~ the looming shadows of the mountains to the south served as com=
forting guides., Otherwlse, the road might have been Ilndistinguish-
able from- the rest of the flat, scrub-covered desert.

Bohlnd every clump of cactus and in each wadl, 1t seemed
that the enemy was walting In asmbush. The closer the trucks came
to Meknassy, the louder the motors whined. Shifting gears seemed
to accentuate a nolsy warnlng whilch rsng out for miles ahead of
the ralding party.

Just how far the sound of the motora carried that nlght, the
Company Qommander never knew; but he was glad that a detrucking
point several mlles short of the objectlve had been chosen.

AL 2830, after four hours of nerve-wracking lnaction inside
the lumbering vehicles, the troops detrucked in the shadows of an
olive grove near Ferme Lovy. They formsed in a column of'th's
for.the Toot march. Coionel Bowen came up to the Company Commander
at thls time and.asked 1f an offilcer had been brought along to
take the btrucks back to the rendezvous point. This 1ittle item
had been forgotten, so the battallon commander declded to taks thils
Job on himgelf, though he had waﬁted to go.alonguwith_thejcompanj.

Over the route which they had followed the night of the 14th,
Sergeants Henning, De Crlstio dnd the French sergeant led the cbm-
pény column toward Ferme Lovy. Incldentally, Hennling spoke Germ
man, De Cristo Itallsn, and the French soldler knew both French
and Arabic; sc that the point of the advancing party was on chal~-
1enging terms with any of the languages it might run into.

M Lovy had dogs, and as the company moved Into his backyaerd,
they barked and yowled. M. Lovy woke up and opensd his front door,
He was forced to invite the I Company Commander and several other
goldlers Inslds.

There were Italian troépa In Maknassy, M. Lovy sald. Some
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Itallan officers had been to hla place that afterncon. They
had carried away three barrels of wine. He was unable to give
any other coherent information. One of the meﬂ found hls tele=
phone and cut the wire. He was then permitted to go back to
bed.

It was stlll three mlles to MaknaSﬂy.t The company started
up agaiﬁ a c¢ross the open. By thils time, the moon was brlghter
‘and dogs barked louder. The column Teached the blg olive grove
and kept moving In along 1lts north border. Suddenly, the moon=-
11t grayness of the desert on the left gave way to the unmlstak- |
able lines of buildings. 'They had white plaster walla, There
were cactus hedges aﬁd tress,.

Bxcept for the dogs who could now be heard barkling In the
towﬁ, not a sound could be heard. It looked pretty peaceful and
qulet, 1n contrast with the tension, suspense and suppressed ex-
cltement of the attacking force.

The lst Platoon kept on marchling snd disappeared. The 3rd
Platoon moved toward the nearest bulldlng, thence along the walls
and fences 1ln a northwesterly dlrectlon as planned. There was
a falrly distinct 1llne %o follow. Thé 3rd Platoon kept in singlke -
file about 25 yards out from the bulldings. Iﬁ'was exactly 0130
when thlngs began to happen.

Lt. Megrall suddenly found himself staring into a hole
filled with sleeping men. The dugout was about 15 feet gquare
surrounded by stone bricks piled about walst high, It looked
1ike an o0ld covered up well,

At his feet, Megrail saw a heavy machine gun all set up.
Along side 1t, a belt of ammunition curled around the tripod;
the new cartrldges gleamed 1n'the moonlight.
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" One of the sleeping men woke ﬁp and poked hils head over
the wall, He came face to face with one of Megrail's men and
let out & shriek. The American soldier shot him.

The dugout became allve with men, Jabbering Itallian. Some-
6ne.magnanimously threw a grensde among them.

Abouﬁ 25 yards away, another enemy machlne gun post wasg
aroused. It was located at the corner of a building in a clump
of bush. The 3rd Platoon c¢olumn had already come abreast of 1t
and would have missed it 1if the companion’gun had not been run
into. This group was gulckly rushed by members of the 3rd squad.
Half a dozen Itallan soldiers surrendered here without a shot
beling fired. _

By thls time, however, at lesast four other machine gung had
opened up some dlstance away, north of the road. An antl-tank
gun started to shoot down the road toward Gafsa. The bright
tracers 1llumlinated the road.

Within a few minutes, the enemy must have realized the stone
dugout had been talken, bscause théy amartly shilfted their fire
to this flanks. It was too high to do any damage. The 3rd Platoon
moved gulckly over to the shelter of the nearest buildiné. No
enemy ‘fire could be heard from the east,

The 3rd Platoon and company headquarters were bunched up
wondering whaet to do next. The Company Commander looked for Lt.
Megrail and found him still out. by the stone dugouﬁ.' He was try=-
ing to work the Itallan machline gun, but without success. The
Company Commander tried to operate it, but quickly gave up be=-
cauge he hadn't had the least ldea how ;t worked. Megrall and
the Company Commander also discussed how the enemy ﬁeapon could
be destroyed since 1t was too heavy to carry away. They couldn't
solve that onse slther,
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The squads of the 3rd Platoon were dispatched into the town
with orders to "take the first left™ and move up to the main
street according to plan. The 2nd squad was ordered to make &
8imilar shift beyond that. Tﬁe oSrd squed wes té contact the lst
Platoon,

Within 1ts limitations, thls part of the plan worked out
falrly well. The 3rd Platoon roved through the streets 1n lts
asslgned area. The 2nd squed surprised a mortar sectlon in actlon
inside a courtyard surrounded by a high wall. The 1st aquad des=
troyed an antl-tank position by means of a rifls grenade and BAR
fire at close range, .Several more prisoners were taken, and sent
to the company command post, whlch had been establlished near the
gun poslitions flrst overrun. The 3rd squad made contact with the
lst Platoon at the rﬁilroad station about 0230. By thls time
algso, Lt. Megrall had managed to organize Yis platoon along the
maln street facing north. ! |

Enemy machine guns continuved to flre froﬁ poslitions which
appeared to be about 200 yards north of the read.

Had 60 mm. mortarsg been avallable, effeotive fire might have
been dlrected at the gun flashes of enemy machine guns and anti-
bank guns. The muzzle flash of one antl-tank gun ﬁas plainly
viaible,

- It was evlident that Maknassy had not beer bullt in a way to
convenlence strangers on a night rald. There were all kinds of
-courtyards and alley=-ways. The bulldings were odd sizes, bullt
. at all angles. Théy were two story and .one story. Cactus hedges
were everywhere. To make control eﬁen more diffiéult, the moon
disappeared behind clouds after 0300,

But L Company was having the time.of its 1ife; That 1s un=
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usual in modern war. Jubilant cries of "Silverl" could be heard
all over Maknaséy. Bursting grenades, sporadic rifle fire and
tracers made 1t look like the Fourth of July.

Meénwhile, the 1st Platoon was having a simllar field day on
~the far slde of town. Soon alfter the 3rd Platoon became engagéd,
contact was established using the 536 radlos. The Company Com~-
mander was able to gt a running asccount of the lst Platoon actlon.

The 1lst Platoon had come arownd exactly as planned. They
. Tound a truck park near the road aﬁd kllled or drove away the
drivers gnd guards, all of whom were asgsleep. One squad was left
to wreck the vehicles, but had difficulty, slnce no one had
through to bring tools or explosives for that purposse.

At 0200, the l1lst Platoon reached the railrocad statlon, keep~
. ing slngle file as they had not yet been discovered. At this time,
they could see the enemy flre being directed at the 3rd Platoon
from the posltions norﬁhwest of the statlon,.

They were about 25 yards from the statlon when several men
were seen leaving it 1ln a northerly directlon. A BAR opened up
on this group and kllled twe Itallans. The others dlsappeared in
thé dark toward the enemy positlion. The lst squad of the lst
Platooﬁ-rapidly came up to the statlon.

Falconlerl yelled 1n Italian. Ten men came out wlth their
handa.up. |

Falconleri left one squad at the atatlon and ‘L‘\"ith his remain-
ing squad started followlng the enemy up the path just weat of the
stétion. A stream'of fire ceme at him down the path, woundlng
tWo meéen. The enemy had been alerted to the presence of the lst
Platoon in the area of the statlon.

Falconlerl spent about 30 minutes trying to get hls bearings
on the anemy guns. But the terraln was unfamiliar. Northwest of
the statlon, he observed, 1t rose slightly and was covered wlth
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random olive treesg and cacius patches. It was.very dark. 1In
addition to enemy flre, there was also a lot of wild flre coming
from the 3rd Platodén area. Although L Company men should have
been able to recognlze the sound of thelr own rifles and BAR's,
thelr tendency was o look and listen for any weépon, then shoot.

Under these clrcumstances, Falconleri called the Company
Commander at 0300. One hour remalned before withdrawal time,

‘e wanted to know whether it would be feasible to shoot his green
flare and contlnue the attack as 1t had been plannsd. Falconieri
was able  to gét the_first sergeant and Lt. Megrall, but not tha
Company Commander,

The latter, not to be outdone in cowboy tacticas, had start-
ed for the lat Platoon with his runner. He had no radlo. By
the time he reached the station, 1t was 0330.

Falconieri,.meanwhile, after a talk with Megrall, had de=~
clded not to eross the front of the 3rd Platoon. If the lat
Platoon were to walk west along the tracks, 1t would not only
miss the enemy pdsitions,-but would certalnly be fired on by the
drd Pletoon., To try a coordinated attack farther to the north
against the Indefinltely located enemy posltions, furthermore,
would be frultless at that late hour.

For these reasons, Falconiéri declded to aassemble his pla=~
toon and rejoln the 3rd Platoon. Thils ltself was a dlfficult
Job in the dark. At any rate, the lst Platoon moved out in
single flle at 0325, preceded hy scouts and wlth complste flank
securitj to guard agalnst being mistaken by the 3rd Platooﬁ.
This proved to be about as hazardous as 1t might have been 1f

. they had marched westalong the tracks. But 1t was accomplishad'
without anyone getting hurt. |

| Af 0330, the Company Cgmmander arrivéd at the rallroad

gstation to find no one there, He was baffled, Frantically, he
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‘gsearched arcund to no avall, then hurrled back to his oﬁmmand
post, where he should have remalned. ,
Promptly at 0400, Company L departed from Maknassy in good;
order. The withdrawal was made via the route of entry. About
15 men were not accounted for, but showed up alqng the road fo
be picked up during the early mornlng hours. Everyons got a ride
back, including 21 prilsoners. |
It was fortunate that Colonel Bdweh'had taken charge of the
transportation, Anti-tank fire had destroyed the jeep which |
acted as securlty, and the 23 ton truck drivers required a 1ilttle
persuaslion to walt for the riflemen who came in plecemeal during
the flrst hour of daylight; Almogt all of the ground from Mak-.
nassy to Gafsa ls flat, except for occasional wadla. The pros-;
pect of a four hour ride back in daylight waé bothersome.

- But three P~40's from Thelepte flew over at dayllight to es-
cort the trucks back. These planes also helped to oomplete.the;
enemy ' s confusion in Maknasasy by bombing and atrafing the place
at 0600,

. The return to Gafsa was in sharp contrast to the tense ride
the night before. The sun came out, bright and hot. The P=40
bilots buzzed the column, exchanging greetings with the troops.
The msn were now relaxed,'happy and satlsfied with thelr night's
work. The opén, desolate landscape, and the jagged, towering
mouﬁtaina to the south ﬁeld no mysteries.,

As they talked of Maknassy, they thought of 1t as thelr own
. apeclal town, The surprise and terror which they had inflloted
on the enemy bhecame the bubtt of their jokes. Thelr 1ndividual
explolits and “enafus' started to build up the fantastic pleture

- which was to become an L Company tradltion.

By the late afternoon, when "the conqguerors™ returned through
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the crowded streets of Gafsa, thls plcture had taken shape,
dompounded of both fact and Imagination.

The War correspondents Interviewed the men wﬁile they were;
having chow. The battallon commander prailsed every man Ilndi-
vidually. Cclonel Raff was pleased. He sent a message to
Alglers immedlately. The French were ecstatlc; they threw a
party for the battalion staff.

Company L remained 1n_Gafsa, and the battalion came dqwn
from.Fefiana. There was no gquestion now about.the morale df
Company L. The Maknassy explolt had carried them to the top.
Thelr presﬁige within the battallon was assured. |

| Vi
ANATYSIS AND LESSON3

A8 a matter of fact, the Makhassy rald was nothlng to rave;
about from a coldly objectlve, tactlcal viewpolnt. It sccome=
pllished the misslon assigned, dlascovered that a reinforced com=:
pany of Italian troops were in Maknassy, killed and captured and
confuged a number of this force, and got away with but two i
Amerlcans woundsd.

It's succeas was due primarily to the surprise achleved.
Por long afterwards, the company was aware of ﬁhat can happen
to & milltary unit which falls to post proper éecurity.

But luck played a part tooc. Many baslec errors had bsen made.
The raiaing_party was too large, considering bbth the misslon
adslgned, and the obscure character of the enemy sltuatlon. Thé
game misdion could have been accompllished by two squads, inatead
of two platoons. | |

The plan of attack, though hastily contrived on poor inforf
matlon, contained a baslc violation of nlght attack doctrine, :
The lst and 3rd Platoons should have besn on iine; no envelop-li
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ment should have been attempted. " In thls case, maneuver in
two directions by nlght prqved more hazardbus to oursselves than-
to the shemy. |

Means for destroying enemy eguipment should have been taken. .
60 mm. mortars would have been useful. Lit@pr.equipment gshould
have béen'carried. Booby traps might have been useful. An
officer should have been assigned.to care for the trucks.

But as a psychologlcal study, the Msknasay rald proved to
be almost a clasalc, | |

In the first place, it had a cathartic effect by glving v
the soldiers who went on the réid-a chance to build up to a peak
of suspehse; then to break out in a four-hour orgy of shooting,
yolling, and miscellaneous self-expression which lef't them con-
tent, and relaxed afterwards. Morse bloody, unsuccéssful actions
do not result In this feellng.

Secondly, and most lmportant, the Maknassy rald resulted
in a fio;d tide of heart-warming glory for Company L, not only
in the local ares around Gafsa, but all the way back home.

Several weeks after the rald, the men began to get clippings
from theif home townsz. In each csasse, thelr indlvidual names had
been Insgerted in the original story of the rald wriltten by
Thompson and Coe. Thls atory had been distributed by press asgso=
clationa all over the country. |

.Even the radio program oflthe same name had re~enactsd the
Hi.Ho Silver part of the raid in fine style. The men gleefully
heard about that, too.

Typlcal headlines read: "YANKS SHOUT INDIAN WHOOPS - FOE
SLAUGETERED IN SURPRISE RAID - AMERICANS STRIXE FLANK OF AFRIKA
KORPS", etc. etc. |
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The only neWSpabers that did not ﬁick up the story were
the Army papers In Alglers, Thils omission made a bad impres-
sion on everyone 1in the 3rd Battallon. They wers dilsappolnted
“that thelr own newspapers had.not glven them réoognition.

Stars and Stripes favored freek news from the rear echelons,

they said;

But the pay-off came when a member of Company L recelved
a newgpaper cllipping, in thls case one of those 1llttle map ine
‘serts published to keep. the home front abreast of"the big
pleture™ In Tunlsla., Altogether out of scale, thils m@p showed
a huge black arrow cutting across southern Tunisia, running all
the way from Ferlana to Maknassy. 4t Maknassy, the arrow spllt
Into two arrows: one of them hilttlng Maknassy from the west,
the other coiling around and enveloping it from the SOuth, the
way Falconlerlts Platoon had gone.

The siée of the arrows éeemed to suggest that at lsast two
divisions had been there}

The men got a kick out of that,too.

*® oG 3% |

Thus, Company L had 1its deslre for prestlge satlafled be~
yond 1ts expectations. A minor actlon resulted in a surge of
high morale, It was not entirely by accident that Colonsl
Bowen,_the battalion commander, accompllished thls. He had used
the prestige motivatlon withlin hls battallon to good effect.

It was purely by acqidént,-however, that Company L won
neﬁspaper racognition.- Bloodier, more dessrving company explolits
later on were never so pﬁblicized nor, for that matter, were
thelr detalls recorded aﬁ all,

Perhaps there is a 1esson to be learned hers. In the next
war, it might be good fpf the record and good for morale if a
psychologlst, a hilstorlan and a reporter were attached to each

rlfle company 1in combat,
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