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THE OPERATIONS OF THE 3RD BATTALION, 187TH INFANTRY
AT EL SUETTAR, TUNISIA, 17 - 23 MARCH 1943
( TUNISIAN CAMPAIGN)
{Peraonael Expsrience of Exeoutive Officer, Heavy Weapons Company)

INTRODUCTION

On November 8, 1942, the Allies landed sugccessfully in North
Africs at Casablance, Arsew, and Algiers. Immadiately, all available
foroes were rushed eastward to seize the strateglo key to the Centrel
Mediterranean - Tunisia. (1)

The Allied pian. was, in effeot, a squeeze play with all avaeilable
troops pushing toward Bizerte snd Tunis, while Montgomery's Eighth
Army swept Rommsl end his Africa Korps towerd Northern Tunisia., (2)

The British First Army, commended by Lt. General K. A. Anderson,
wes sent swiftly esatward toward Tunis. This force (as yet an army
in name only), which ws.s'a'bill. weak in numbers (particularly infantry),
congisted of three slim British brigades and slements of the American
First a,rmpred Division, S+tiff resistence was encountered about twenty
miles west of Tunis and operations then beoame stabilized on a wide /
front exfending from Sedjenans in the north to Gafse in the south,

(8ee Map &) (B) |
The Allled situation in Januery 1943 was desperate. They lacked

sufficlent forces to take the offensive and were slowed down b'y :

torrential rains whioh had turned the whole country into a sea of mud.

2
Long water routes, bad roads, railrodds, end poor communication

facilities added much grief and misery. After a few hours rain, tanks
and vehlcles bogged down and were sometlimes out of aotion for weeks,
Both aides were furioualy.-\;ﬁé;éeﬁ”;i;i‘ gaininé\nmnerical .auperioriw, both c;n _
the land and in the air. The Allles had in aotlon on a two hundred

mile front, only three British, one Americaen, and three French Mﬁsioﬁ. L
The French Djivialons were especially weak, lacking in numbers and
equipment as well as armored proteotion. (4) |

(1, 2) &1, p. 88; (33 4) A=2, p. 2




The enemy situation toward the end of Januery 1943 was much more

 fevorable than that of the Allies. The Germans had aslected exosllent /
y

‘positions to cover spproaches to the huge coastel plan extending from

Tunis in the north, to Gabes in the south. They held dominating terrain

and thua controlled the fine network of highways on the cosstal plein //

" leading south from Tunis to Tripoli, The enemy had the advantage of

short supply lines with only the Sioilien chennel separating him from J/
his base of supplies. He was able to rush reinforoements .a.nd equipment
quickly to Tunisia end gein numerical superiority. Flexibility of
movement hehind his natursl topogrephic barrier, enhanced by air \/f'
superiority, enabled him to concsntrate his rapidly iﬁcroasing foroces g
and to strike quiokly and in superior numbers. (6)

"The Germen troops in Munisia, at this time, included the 0t /
Panzer Division, the 3541:1; Inf'antry Division, and the g:g;g;;‘___erppp in
the Tunis - Bigerte ares. The 21st Panzer Division was concentrated
west of Sfax,” 'Apﬁroxin_iately thres Italianl'd{:viaions were in action
and faced the French in the Kairouannﬁ'ondouk-ljgfgpx_' seotion,” (6)

Oh 23 Jenuary 1943, the British Eighth Army reached Tripoll, but
sinoce the retreating Germens had extensively demaged the Port of Tripeli,
it could mot be uaéd_as a base for supplies untll repaired, The Eighth
Avmy's supply line was extremely long and time was required for re~.
supply and reorgenization before the next phase of the offensaive could
be underteken, Meanwhile, the Germans wers preparing to make &
determined stand at the Mareth line while delaying the British in the

south until the line waes strengthened, (7)

g On the 14th of February 1943, a German column headed by two

patbalions of tenks, struck the front of II Corps west of Faid.

Thelr objeotive was the supply bases around the pivotal town of Tebeasa.
Tim_ Americans were unable to concentrate their armor in time to meet
thi:s attack and received a terrific mauling. Losses inoluded ebout

(6) A=2, pe 33 (6, 7) A=2, po L



5,000 men and over 100 tanks. The penotrat'i;n was atopped in the

Sebibe~Xasserine Pass area by the lst G_uardar Regiment, and the 28th

" and 18th Regimental Combat teems of the lst Infantry Division (American).

On February 26th, the enemy withdrew efter eleven days of hard fiéﬁt_ing.'
This surprise thrust exposed the small i‘groe et Gafse, making it
necessary to withdraw it to Ferianu&r- (Sa.e Map B) (8)

The need for thé ooordination of the British First Army with
Montgomery's Eighth Army was apparent, so on Fébrue.ry 18, 1943 at the
Casablancs Conference, Genersl Eiaenhowaf was appointed Commender-in~
Chief of all the Allied Forces in Afrios. Fleld Marshall Alexander was
appointed commander of the new 1l8th Army Group whioh consisted of the
British 1t and 8th Armies, the Americen II Corpas, and the 18th French
Corpa. (8)

On February 27, 1943, the .exiomy struck again, This time he
psnetrated the British V Corps front at Medes-el-Bab for gains up to
ssven or eight miles, It was apparent that the Germens suspeoted that
troops had been withdrawn from this sector earlier in the month, and
sent to the Kasqorine Pase to stem the German attack proceeding towarda
Tebossa. However, due to strong British counter-attacks, moat of the
lost ground was regained, but there wers heavy losseas of men and
materials on hoth sides. (Ses Map B) (10) _

"Betimated eneny foroes in Tunisia in March 1943 were 220,000 men,

360 German tanks, 80 Itallan tanks, 756C fleld and medium guna, aend 900

‘antitenk gunsd (11)

THE GENERAL SI TUATION
When General George S. Patton (then Major General) assumed commend

of IT Corps early in Merch 1943, it consisted of the following wnitss |
,

lat, 8th, and 34th Infentry Divisions; the lst Armored Division; and a4
the 1st Ranger Battalion. II Corps was operational under the 18th
Army group which was commanded by Field Mershell Alexander. (12) e

(8) &2, pe 71 () A2, po B35 (10) A-2, pe 65 (11) Ae2, Do 83 (12)
A1, p. 92, | |
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- foamous old oasis town as & new supply base for General Montgomery's /7’

Barly in March 1943, the lat Infantry Division, commended by
Major General Terry de la M. Allen, wac reasssmbled. This was the /
first time since Novembor 1942, that ell units of the division were
together under a single commend, Herstofore, the regiments (16th, 18th,
and 26th) hed fought as combat teams, operating under the British
First Army snd .ﬁhe 19th French Corps., (13)

The division assembly area was looated in the serub forests of
Bou Chebka near the key town of Tebessa. Here all unlts took stook
of the situation. Fresh beef was t0 bp had for the first tine in
many months. Rosuﬁply of ordnance and equipment was given firat priority
by the d:l.vj.sion G_-4=. Replacements from the 3rd division ocame wp
£111 the lossep the regiments haed suffered since December 1942, The
troope reated, cleaned their equipment, and speculated on what was going
to happen to the division. While rumors flew thiok and fast, the
first American offensive operation on a divisional scale was planned, (14)

. The lat Infanty Division was given the mission of capturing end

defending the town of Gafsa. The high level plan was to uwse this
. . . j’

=

Elghth Army, now approaching. the Mareth line x‘rom. Tripbli. It was felt
:Eﬁat the cepture of Ga.fu wuld alarm the Germans to suéh an- extent .th_at //
they would diverttroops from the Mareth line to recapture Gafsa. This,
in effeot, would relieve some pressure on the Eighth Army's front. (15)

Oz the night of March 16-17, the 1% divieion moved by truck over
roads previously demined by the division exiginoers and at 0800 all
units were in forward attaok poaitions. Th‘e assault on Gafsa m
delayed until 1000 in order to allow an alr strike. Finally, after
the air strike, the diviaion, supported by artillery, moved i.n only to
find that the operation wes a dry run. The Italians defending Gafsa
A{13) A-l, p. 925 (34, 16) A-1, p. 64,
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finding the high ground on both sides of the town ooocuplied, wisely
withdrew, The German &§80th Reconnaisa#noe battalion soreened the
Italiens in their withdrawal. (16}

Te 18th Infentry now turned sast and went into defensive positions
astride the Gafss-Oabes highway. (Soe lﬁa.p 0) The lst Ranger batbalion,
now operating with the lst division, was sent farther east down the
highway to ocoupy and hold El Guettar. (17)

| The first pert of the lat division's misgsion, that of ocapturing
Gafea, had been accomplished, The sesond part of the mission called
wpon the division %o defend Gafea. Since the town itself was unsulited
for any type defense, the division commander deoided that gaining the
high ground east of Gafsa near El Guettar would be the best means of
defending Gafsa. Plans were soon drawn up for th§ capture of the
high hill mass east of the town of El Guettar. (18)

THE BATTALION SITUATION

By 1300, 17 March 1843, the 3rd battellon, 18th Infan'hr:i wh}{qh -,
had atbmoked along the high roocky ridges northwest of the tom,:tf;o;;.’:.;d'
defensive poaltions spproximately & miles east of (Gafga astride the
Gafse~Gabes highway. Later in the afternoon patrols from Company "K"
pushed southsast toward El Guettar and contaoted thres enemy light tanks
(Italiean) weat of El Guettar. Upon contaot, these tanks withdrew es.a'b-‘
 ward along the highway. The patrols from Compeny "E" were withdrawn |
when eloments of the Rangers and the lst Recomnaissance troops moved
through end gainqd conbaot with Italian meochanized unitas near El Guettar,
Probing action by these forwerd elements looated the Centauro _!eroréd . / /
Diviasion (Italign) in strength on the high ground approximately 5 miles
east of El Guettar. Eg'l:j.mated énemy gtrength in these positions was
3,005 Itulian troops. (19)

On the night of 17-18 March, torrential rains poured down causing
dry wadis to heoﬁma veritahle rivers whioh rushed across the highway

slowing up motor movement, and in some cases, msh%‘t’;’g away jeeps and

(18) a-~1, p. 66; (17) A-1, p. B7, (18) A~1l, p. 66, (19) Personal Knowledge.



othar light transport. Troops bivouaced in orshards and wadis became
mired in mud further adding t their discomford end misery., It wasn't
until 26 March that the flooded areas receded enough to allow the
division plan of attaock to-be put into effect. | (20)

By 20 March the battalion commender expected movement orders to
come down from regimental Ihea.dquarters at any time, conseguently all
oumpa;niea were alertsd to move on an instants notice, Extra ammunition
and combat ratlons had been issued to 2ll unilts of the battalicn, All
wegpons and transport were checked and found to be in good working
order, Basic loads were in plaocs on the carriers., Finally late in.

" the afternoon on the 20th, the battalion ocommender was called to the -Jf.l//
regimental commsnd post for the attack order. (21)

The informetion thet we haed conocerning the ensmy at this time was
vory meager. Patrols had reported that the enemy occupied tﬁo high
ground east of El Guettar. The lst Ranger battallon ocoupled El Guettear
which was undasr intermittent artillery emd mortar fire. The lat and
2nd battalions of the 18th Infantry were in defenaive pogitiens agtride
the Gafese~Gabes road about 3 miles wést of Bl Guettar. (22)

THE ORTER AND THE ATTACK ON QUED EL KEDDAB

The battalion commander returnsd from regiment with the a'lrbaék. S/
order about 2030, 20 March, The plan for the attack on the onemy
positions east of Bl Guettar was given %o the company commanders as
foilowas The division plan of atback wes to seize the high ridge line-
about 3 miles east of El Guettar., (Ses Map ¢) The 18th Infantry was
 to attack from the an;uthwest and ssize that portion of the objeotive in
its zone of aotion., The lst Ranger babttalion was to move through the !
mounteinous, ‘Ejebel Orbata {3600 feet in altitude) on the left of the
division sector end attack the péns on the Gafsa~-Sfax road from the
north in resr of the enemy. The 26th Infantry was to atback astride _
the Gabes-Sfax road and seize the pass from the south. The 16th Infentry |
was in division reserve in the vieinity of EL Guettar, (23) ' .-’f/

(20, 21, 22, 28) Personal Knowledge.



The 18th Infantry was to attack astride the Gafsa~Gabes highway \\]
:;nd seize the high hill masa of Oued El Keddab. The lat battalion was '
to attack and seize that portion of the hill mess south of the Gafsa-
_Gabes road. The 3rd babttalion was to attack and seize that portion of
the hill mass north of the Gafsa-Gabes road. The 2nd batbalion was in
regimental reserve in vicinity of El Guettar. (24)

- The battalion commander told us that the battalion would be

shuttled forward to EL Guettar by 24-T trucks. There the battalion

.'i e
i i i
wodi about 1 mile sast of the town. All waapons would be hand ﬂarried-lll N

would detruck and move by foot to its forward assembly area in a deep

snd ftransport would remain under battallon control., The orders from ;
regiment were to attack at daylight. (26) 4
The moon was out when the trucks arrived to move the 3rd battalion
to El Guettar. Vieibility was extremely good. It was poasible to ses
fairly.olaa.rly up to distances of 200-300 yards. As the troops were
silently loading on the trucks, two enemy planes flew overhead and we
~waited for them to drop flarea and to relesse their bombs, but finally
af ter oircliﬁg the area onoce, they disapp.eared to the emst. The move-
ment forwsrd to the turn-around in El Guebter was without inoident.
Muoch traffic was noted"in the viecinity of the town and we expeoted that
the nolse would cause artvlllery fire to oome down, hut not a single round
was observed. The 3rd battalion marched silently forward to its assembly
posltion - a deep wadl which was at least 500 yards long and 20-30 feet
deap.  This wedi stretohed from the Gafsa~Gabas road toward the northeast
and was approximately perpendicular to the direction of the attack., The
battalion commander had designated it as the line of departure (see Map e)
for the 3rd batbelion. H-hour was set for 0600 on the 2lst Maroch.
Around 0830 it began getting light and ground features to our front

could be distinguished fairly well. Sporadic firing wes heard to our

(24, 26) Personal Knowledge.



right front in the lst battalion zone at epproximetely 0546, As yet
woe had no Information of the enemy or how the atiack was progressing,
At daylight the battalion moved aoross the open plain to the fromt 7/

|

toward the objective - Qued El Keddab. (28) A
The bat'ﬁalion formation movihg acrose the open plain was two rifle

companies abreast in deployed squed columns with the heavy weapons
company and reserve rifle company following in that order. The move-
ment of the 3rd béttalion acroas the flai_: ground toward the objectlive
not little resistance, The lat ias.ttal:l.on attacking south of the Gafsa-
Gabes highway swung wide and aotually attacked to the northeasts " The

2nd batballion was committed early due to ‘the gap that was oreated by
| the 18th Infantry attacking to the east and the 26th Infantry attacking
northeast along the Sfax road. The 2nd battelion moved to the morth ™
" of the 3rd battellon and attaocked the reglmental objective from the
norﬁmaa't. This ocoordinated attack resulted in a double envelopment with
the 3rd battallon acting =& -8 holding foree. All three battallons
reached their objectives by mid-r.norning. Resistancs had been negligible
| and oasﬁalitios light. The enemy had been taken by burpriao. It was
extromsly fortunate for us 'Ehat the enemy had been surprised, The
orgenization of the enemy position was quite extensive. Mineflelds

had beenlaid and extensive barbed wire entanglements and obﬁtaoles
erectoed, Gun poslitions had been dug in and elaborata. fox holes

with conneobing trenches constructed, It is certain that the position
would have offered stiff resistance if it had been defended by a determined
oneny. | {(27)

Upon reaching Oued El Keddab, heavy enemy artillery and mortar

fire fell on the 3rd ha:btal:l.on.: Numerous foxholes and erosion outs in
the nearby area were immediately utilized to their fullest extent.

The battelion commander was hit by a shell fragment, but not sericusly l J
enough to cause his evacuation. Approximately 176 pr:l.aonari from the {

J

(26, 27) Personsl Knowledge.
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Centauro Armored Divieslon were seen baing taken to the rear by members
of the lst battalion. (28) FE T B LI

B

3RD BATTALION ATTACK ON DJEBEL MOHELTAT |

The 3rd battalion was ordered to move immediately from its poasition
on Oued El Kéddab and seize the high ground to the left of the Gafsa-
Gabes road on Djebel Moheltat. We moved oub at once in a column of
compeniss in the order "L" Company plus one platoon of heavy machine
guns, "I" Company plus one platoon of machine guns, and "K* Company
i‘ollowed by the 81 mortars of "M" Company, The formation used by the
companies was two platoon abresat in deployed squad oolmns_ﬁth the
woapons platoon and support platoon following in that order. (29)

The terrsin towards the objJective was extremaly rough, characterized

" by steep, rocky hills and deep wadis. The going was slow espeocially

for the heavy weapons company which hand ocarried ites wespons. Upon

_olearing Oued El Keddab and moving out ondo the bare rocky hills, the

@(9
battallon was strafed by low flying German fightf, but the advence was

not materially slowed up. It was ‘late in the afternmon and daylight was

running out rapidly when the battalion helted behind a rough rooky s

|
horseshos formation which the bathtalion commander deitermined waas owr -,-/

objeotive. However, he was not absolutely certain as to our exmot

!

looation on the map and hesitated to report to regiment that the objeoctive

had been reached. The maps, in use by the battalion, were of 1:60000

;o
!

,
!
I
{
!

scale confuming as to detmil and positive elevations. He decided to
ocoupy the horaseshoe to our front and prepare defensive positions for /!:
the night, (30) - |

At 0700 on 21 March, the hattalion dispositions were as followss
"K" Company on the left of the horseshos, "L" Company on the right, and

- ¥I" Company on & rook ridge formation about 360 yards to the rear of the

horseshoe. One platoon of heavy machine guns were a‘h‘btﬁ@!d to "X" Company
(28, 29, 30) Porsonel Knowledge.
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end "L" Company. The 8l-mm mortar platoon remained in a rooky out

in resr of the horseshoe under company control., The babttalion command
post was looated in the center of the horseshoe behind a rook ledge.
Wire hed been strung forward from Oued El Keddsb (Hill 336) so
comunication was imnediately established with reginént and our
approximate location was reported, (31)

On 22 March the 3rd battalion consolidabed its position and dug |
in as well as they could on the rocky hill mass. e battelion [' //
commander sud his staff deolded after vieual and maep reconnaissange )
that we were on our objective. Observation posts were established, but
. 1o contact was mede with the enemy on 22nd March, Bnemy mortar and
arbillery rounds landed in the battalion area infrequently throughout
the morning and afterncen. Late in the afterncon, we received heav;lr'
Artilier;f firs from our i-gar. It was estimated that the rounds coming
in were of 166-mm caliber. Regiment was hestily oalled and requa’sted
to 1ift the fire, but before actlon could be taken another salwvo landed
in "K" Company's area. Finally, the fire was lifted, buﬁ.not until
some choice expletives had bgm used conoerning the unit that hac_l fired
in our area. (&rtilléry fire oame from reoehtly atbached fleld artillery
battalion,) (32) '

Late in the aftermoon the lst battalion moved eastward along the
ﬂa:b.plain south of the G;fn-ﬂabos\ road snd occupied Djebel Berds. The
2nd battalion moﬁd vp in rear of the 3rd battal:lo_n position after dark
and crossed the plein to the south of the Gafse~Jabes road clearing

_ 'l_'-hé valley about 0400 on the morning of 23 Maro.h. At 0446, the lst end
2nd battelions, executing a ooordinated attack, secured commanding
positions on Djebel Berda, {(See ifap D) (33)

In the meantime the 1st Engineer battalion had laid an extensive |

minefield between two natural tank barriers - the high rugged terrain ff‘ Y,
_ _ . -

‘Just south of 336 to the deep wadl south of the Gabes road, Te 3rd
battalion, 16th 3‘nfmtry was moved into a position in' the vicinity of i

¢

(31, 32, 33) l"or.apno_.l Knowledge.
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336 and dug in b?hind_ the minefield astride the main road. The 60lat | !

Tenk destroyer h#t'bdlion took wp positions on the high ground east /i

of 886. (34) d
THE ATTACK OF THE 10TH PANZER DY VISION

Ai: 0500 on 23 Haroh £ distent rumbling noise, similar %o that
made by tanks, could be heard by the 3rd battalion in the valley to
the right front. At 0545 tracsra could be seen and dim shapes of tanks
and vehioles ocould be discernad rolling up the valley toward the hill
mass of Ouald El Keddab., The regimental commender called on the phone
and wanted to know what the noise and firing wes in the 3rd battalion
gootor., He was ‘told that it a:ounded a8 if a whole panzer division was
n;oving up the valley toward Gafsa, but that only a few tanks could be
seen at this time, (36)

At 0830 it was light enough to see well oub into the plein. The |

Srd battalion position was approximaﬁely__soo yarda from the 1__e_v_el of N (

the plain and the position was marked by a great meny deep ravines |

‘“a

. and rook cliffs not accessible to tankn. We watohed from grandstend

seats the show of magnitude and precision put on by the 10th Panzer
Divison. {Herces of the Bxan breek through in France.) Te enemy

attack moved up the valley toward Oued El Keddab followed olosely

by infantry. Apprbximately 75 tenks were counted - MII, MIII, and v

MIV types. Half tracks loaded with troops followsd the wave of |
n'dvanc&ng infantrymﬁn... Thay proceeded up the valley slowly in a deployed
forma“t';:.i.on. Inflantryman walked straight up and did not seek to take 4
csover except behind tanks, In little draws along the hill mass we

could ses platoons of Mark IV tanks pull In and wait for a call to
assenble. The 3.rd bgttalion had its platoon of 37-mm guns in position

o fire, but at a range .of 950 yards they coﬁld have done little dmnag§
to a Mark IV tank., (836) .

(34, 35, 36) Personal Knowledge.
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As it was getiing lighter at approximatsly 0730, heavy con=
contrations of enemy morter and artillery fire fell on the 5rd battalion
poaltion. Tollowing thess concentrations the Germans assaulted our |

o
forward positions with infantry supported by half-tracke end armored j#
7T Lol V) i
vehicles. The enemy rode up and over foxholes sometime oruehing men |
f

in their holee, but the 3rd battelion fought back savagely and held /

‘firmly to its position in the horseshoe. (37) /

Company "KM on the left was the hardest hit. Although the company
H ’r'
suffered a great many casuallties and seemed at times about o he ovarrun_;’ I-;f
| 4
by numeriocally superior infantry and armored foroes, it fought stubbornly \ /{/

and courageously with every weapon at 1ts disposal. (38)., /‘j

The 8l-mm mortar platoon of Compeny "M", operating under company g
control, _fi_red continously on the advancing Germans. Owver 500 rounds
were delivered in the morning!s firing. The mortar barrels turned a
dull red ocolor ceused by the intenss head oreated by the rapid rate of
fire, This morter fire was adjusted offectively from an observatlion
pest near "K" Company's area by a sergeant who was later recommended
for the 8ilver Star for his heroio aotion under direot enemy fire,

This deadiy acourate fire was, in part, inatrunentel in repulsing the
enemy atieck on the 3rd battalion front during the morning of the 23rd
March, (39)

/  'Several half-tracks and light tanks were destroyed by rocket /"

}é_ulauneher teams in the "K" Compeny sector. The oannon platoon (direot

support) and 8l-mm mortars kept up a continous devastating fire into

. enemy ranks. Forward observers of the 32nd Pield Artillery battalion

in the 3rd battalion ares had a field day in directing fire on enemy
poaitions throughout the valley," (40)

(37, 38) A=T and Personal Knowledge; (39) Personal Xnowledge; (40) A-8.

14



Meanwhile, the 10th Panzer Division, followsd clossly by infentry~ -
men, continued its advance westward alohg the flat plain parelleling the
Gafsa~Gabes road toward the hill mass of Oued El Keddabs Near point

X
- (326) the tanks broke into three columns. The northern column moved

norfhwest toward the rear of the 3rd baﬁtalion poaition threatening

to isolate that unit. The center column moved straight up the valley
astride the Gafsa-Gabes road. The south column, consisting of the
most armeor, seer:ned %o be the maln effort of the enemy. This 'oolumn
moved southward endeavoring to flank Oued El Keddab., {See Map D) (41)

When the center column reached a point approximately 2000 years'{
east of Ousd El Keddab, it was taken under fire by the 601lst Tank
Deatroyer battalion which had moved into positions east of Ouéd El Keddab to
proteot the division artillery, -“B" and "C™ Qompanies of this tank
dastfoyer battalion commenced firing with armor pieroing shells at
1600 ys.fda. The .qltain thru'sf found 1bself with soft ground on its

) -right and "A" Gompzaﬁy on its left. The Germans laid smoke on YAY
Compeny, but the tanks were 2200 yards sway when 1t 1lifted., Immediately
"A" Company opened f'ire knocking out eight tanks. Realizing they could

" not penetrate the position at this point, the Germans withdrew towing

| 4 dlsabled tenks with them. The remaining tenks in this thrust joined
the other two columns after withdrawing out of effective range., "B"
and "C" Companies, firing continously at the advaneing tanks, were
supported by fire from the division artillery., (42}

The north thrust of the enemy panétrated the rear of the 3rd |
battalion position and all contact except radio contaot was lost with
rogimanf. The 32nd Field Artillery ba’ataliqn was firing from positions
in rear of the 3rd battalion. Their guns beocame so hot they had to |

- pour water on the barrels to vool them down so that they could be firad:'

(41) Personel Knowledge; (42) &3, p. 24.
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~ The tanks, supported by infentry, oloeed in on the artillerymen
roroiﬁg them to splke thelr guns and make for cover, but not before
delivering extremely effective fire on the enemy until the very last
minute. Elements of the Bth f‘ield Artillery battalion and Company "BY,
- 103 AAA battalion were also overrun and loat many guns. (43)

All of the orgenic and attaohed artlllery farther to the rear, west
of Qued El Keddab, contimued to fire until the ettack was halted and
the ensmy withdrew out of renge. (44) |

Barly in the afternoon, Compeny "E", 16th Infantry (Division

Resgerve) made & limited counterattack southward from the vioinity of

Hill 463, (Seo Map D) ‘“his counterattaock olesned out some of the enemy

who had been searching out the hill mass in réar of the 3rd battallon

position, (46)

This writer estimates that the Germans used between 100-126 MS )

_ in the morning attack. Mark II, III, and IV type tenks were cbaerved
d;uring"l:lfme atback, but no Mark VIits to the best of mf lmowledge were
used at this time. (46)

THE 3RD BATTALION IN TEFENSE OF DJEBEL MOHELTAT

£

The 3rd bhattalion was ordered to hold out at all costs in its :){F
present; positibn'in the horseshoes. The battalion commander ordered an
all around defense and we prepared for a fight to the finish. Around
noon, however, the pressure eased up considerably as the Germans with-

drew to regroup end reorganise. All compenies found their ammunition

supply dwindling. During the 22nd aell carriers had besn brought forward

and were now in the battaiion roar dofensive area, The nsed for
replenishment of our ammunition supply wes so great that 1t was decided

40 send the ninetesn Jeep drivers of the heavy weapons company through

direot enemy artillery and tank fire to the regimental ammunition dmmw

The drivers left at epproximately 1230 and at 1600 thirteen returned

(43) Peraonal FKnowledge; (44, 46) A-1, p. 69; (48) Personal Knowledge,
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with the much needed ammunition. Three drivers had been kmooked out
by direct artillery fire on the route back aud three by stuka dive

bombing at the dump. (All of the drivers who made this trip received
~

the B:I.lvar Star for their heroic efforts in faoe of superior enemy fire.)
The 3rd batbalion relaxed a biy. Enough ammunition was on hand to
‘8top the attack everyone imew must oome., (47)

At spproximately 1430, word was received at the Brd battalion

commend post from regimental headquarters thaet the redio code being

used by the Gerpmn attaokers had been broken by Division Intelligence,
and ‘that an intor&eptod message indicated the entire 10th Panzer
Diviasion would make an all-out assault against the lst Division positions
( ot 153});’- The atbtack wes to be preceded by an sir atrike agailnst the
‘diiisiqn arti113ry positions, The defenders of the 3rd battalion
pz?epared for the assault. A% 1520 a 'belephona call from regiment stated that a
seoond intercepted meassage 1ndioa.1:ed that the atback would be delayed
-__'unti.l 1600\ Gradually artillery fire .f'rom both sides slackened and
almost osased. The battlefield was omminously silent, At 1580, the
drone and: thrqbbing of airoraft motors could be heard from the northwast,
The mis§ becams loudsr and the roar of the mbtors of countleas enemy
airoraft filled the valley, At 1565 the air strike was made agalnet
our div:l.s.:l.on artillery positions. Some damage was done and confusion

wog groa.*b, but the orews sbood by their guns, (48)

\At 1800 tanka began t0 move up the valley toward Hill 338,

> Paraonnel ce.rriera moved for\ts.rd-at precisely the ssme moment, Infantry—

. men could be seen moving staadiisr fomrd ,jahead of the tanke, With

' 'bhe first move of the enemy armor, the first shells of the remaining
artillery pieoes began %o erupt on the valley floor. Qur artillery,
proviously rmged :I.n sﬁobhered the attaohora w.tth time and point
detonating fire. MNortars and Omnon Gompany f:l.ras assisted in meking
(47, 48) Personal Knowledge.
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the exploding rounds sound as if automatic artillery I"ira was being
used, The J-inch guns of the 8989th Tank Destroysr battalion (arrivedl
on battlefield in sarly afterncon) tock the leading tanks under fire
| é.a they approached the main battle poaitions. .The sneny infantrymen ..-"" i i
continued to move forward under fhis withering fire - 100 yards = |
200 yarda - 300 y&ds = and then they broke, What had been a well /
p organizad e.ttaok heomne the movementa of a disorganized mob. (49i
Meanwhile, \at 1615 }hs Germans resumed thelr atback on tha 3rd
battalion positic_m with inorsased intenaity’( The 2nd platoon of .
Company "X" was overrun with only eight men surviving\. However, the
battalion line held fast. The Germans attacked in waﬁaa with armored V4 -//
half~tracks preceding the infantry. Antltank grenades, .80 cal armor
plercing ammunition, and 2.36~inch Rocket Zaunoher's fired effectively
&% half-traoks _disabling at least two. Artillery concentrations were

delivered and adjusted acourately by the battalion liaison officer.

/' Both the 60-mm and 81-mm mortars were instrumental in halting the

¥ K

German atback, Finally, battered end worn and suffering many oasualities

and losa of equipment, the enemy withdrew in haato and confusion.
\[company "KM, on the left of the battalion aeotor,had held fast to its |
/ strategic position, the loss of which would have been disastrous to the
\3rd battalion. /(Company "K®, 18th Inrantry was awerded the

1
Pres:l.dential Citation for 1ts heroic aotlons during thias operation.)

(80)
With the repulse of the Germans before ﬁill 336 and in front
Ioi‘ the 3rd battallon poaition, the battle of El Guetter to all :l.ntenttl
and purposes was ended., The 10th Panzar Division was defeated. Thia \
”dofea.t was aa‘bounding to the Germans sinoa it was the first time in the \
| history of World War II that e Panzer Diviasion had been defeasted
- by an Infantry Division. (61) f | |

(49) A-8; (50) A~7 Porsonal Enowledges (51) Personal Knowledge,
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NIGHT WITHIRAWAL OF THE 3RD BATTALION

Beoause of the isolated positior of the 3rd battalion and slnce
the days fighting had revealed to the eneinw the weakness of the lines |
- of communication between the battallon position and the main positions
to the rear, orders were issued to the battalion to withdraw under
dovar of darkness to positions on the hlgh ground northeast of Hill
336, (See Map D) (52)

The plan of withdrawsl iva.a for "I™ Company to leave its poaitions
~under cover of darkness at 2000 and ocoupy its new positions., "LY

a.nd‘ "K" Companies to each leave one platoon as a covering shell and
withdraw after "I® Comp;:ny oooupied positloms in the new area. By
2200, "I" Company reached 1ts new defensive positions, The remainder
of the battalion, less one platoon from each of "K" and "L™ Compenies,
now started their withdrawal to Hill 386. All units moved out in a
column of files silently. The only noise to be heard was the muffled
_ '&rbad of feet end oosasionally the sound of & metal ammnition hox
hitting a machine gun water oan resounded from the dark walls of the
roo.ky ravinea. The battalion had just withdrewn from its position when
a strong attack was launched against the ocovering platoon of Company "K",
Hoavy rii_'lg and machine gun fire ocould be heard during the rearward
movement of Companies "L" end "K". By 2330 qulet had again settled
downt over the evaocuated po'sitions. The oovering platoon of Company “L"
rejoined t}ie battalion at 0100 and reported that after a sharp encounter,
the enemy overran the "K" Company platoon. This proved to be true the
next day when a few wounded stragglers who had hidden in caves and
esoaped ‘b_'aj.ng eaptured by an overwhelming German forse reached the

new batbtalion position. The Germans did not expleit this sucocess, but
withdrew without further action at this time, The 3rd battalion dug in
and consolidated its new defense position. (63)

(62, 63) Personal Knowledge
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ANALYSIS AND CRITICISMS

Night shuttling movements are effeotive in preserving the energy
‘and morale of the 4roops and _{g in mooord with the principle of getting
the most men in a position to do the greatest damage to the enemy in
the least smount of time. The shuttle movement of the.3rd bhattalion
from Gafsa to El Guettar saved the troops from walking 7-8 miles when
their energy was most needed and placed the 3rd battalion quieckly in an
advantageous position to exploit success, (54)

Although the men of the 3rd bettalion came uunder intense morter
and ax_‘tillery fire as well as air strafing, they continued forward in
thﬁir. edvanos to _the battalion objeoti.ve. The training end esprit de
gorps of the 3rd battalion were the catalysts which helped the men
socomplish their mission in almost their first aﬁtaok of World War II.
(88)

The attack of thoss elements of the 10th Panzer Division and
supporting unite which assaulted the 3rd battalion position in tﬁo horse-
shoe was {ieroe end stubborn, but owr troops held firm in their positions
althougﬁ almoat overrun. The supporting weepons of the 3rd battalion
and the organic artlllery geve excellent support, Without this splendid
fire 1t is dou:ntful if the positions ootild have been held on the 23rd
sines they were penetrated not onoe, but twice during the day. ' The men
of the third battalion and espeoially "K® Company, gave a good indication .
or.what a well trained soldier could do by their sftubborn superiority on
 the battlefield on the afternoon of 23 March 1943, Many exploits of
individuel bravery went u.nheralded_ amidst the confusion and firing, but
above all was the thought in every meu's mind ~ that the Srd battalion
mast and would hold, (66) |

During the lull between the morning and af'terncon attack, the 3rd
battalion was resuppli_ed with ammunition snd ordnance by the drivers
(54, 65, §58) Personal Knowledge |
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of 'b_he heavy weapons compeny who ran the gauntlet of direot tenk and
artillery fire on the Gafaa-Gabes road and at_uka dive bombing at ‘the
dmps'. Their heroio efforte enabled the weary 3rd battalion to prepare
itself to meet the next attack which came at 1815_. Without this ruuﬁply
14 ia ocertain that the battalion would have run short of ammumition and
had to resort to the bayonet as the last resort. (67)

Through the efforts of the 80lst Tenk Deatroysr battalion, and
the division artillery, the main thrust of the 20th Pansor Divisien
was halted, The aocurate fire placed between the 3rd bettelion and
Oued El Keddab by the organlic and attached artillery of the division
provented complete onoirclement of the 3rd ba.ttalioﬁ on the morning
of the 23rd and forced the enemy to withdraw and liok his wounds. A
ascond attaock in the afternoon was also in vain. (568)

This day, the 28 March 1943, marked the first time that & Panser
Division had been stopped by a.n :I.nfan'hry division and attached unlits,
Some proud troopers of the 20i;h Panzer Division, who had been teken
prisoners, wept because they considered théir defeat & disgrace. It‘
must be remembered that the melﬁbers of this unit belongod %o the famed
Africs Korps and were imbued with their own invinoibility and
superiority. (59) - |

The withdrawal of the 3rd battalion on the night of 23 March was
woll e;oeouted and ocoordinated, ﬁhat the enemy did not kmow of the 3rd
battalion's withdrawel is oertain as was learned later by prisonera
oapWréd from the same German unit. .me covering shell gave a good
account of itself and aueoeéafully. acoomplished i%a mission of pro-
teoting the withdrewsl of the 3rd battelion. Hand~to-hand fighting
took plece and the two men of the covering shell who escaped said, "It
was hard to know}ma to hit and who not to hit, it was so dark." Lt,
Tripp, the platoon 1ea,der, was captured and onded up 8 pr:l.sonar in
Gormeny. (60)

(57.,. 68, 59, 60) Pﬁrsqnal Knowledge
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On the morning of the 23rd an air misalon had been requested by |
the 3rd battalion. This mission wes ocalled for .when the 10th Pancer
Division was moviﬁg up the Gafsa~Gahes road in close fermation - a
luocrative target for the air, Hov_mver, due to presaure required on the
- Mareth line by Montgomery's Bighth Army, the planes were unavailable to
support the 1lst @lvision on the 23rd. On the 24th one mission was flown
but the adventage had been lost and litble damage was done, If the
Adr Parce {Corps) had given the lstﬁ'ﬁivinion support on the morning
of the 23rd, in all probability the 10th Panzer Division would have been
completely Iwipod ou.i;."‘r Every men in the 3rd battalion reelized the .value
of air support at this time and wondered sbout its glaring absence,
Later, when the facts wers known, an éxplanation was mads. and the reaaon”
for the lack of air support was understood by all oconcerned. (61)

During this -operation the inadequeoy of the maps on hand caused
| much confusion and varied opinions as to our exact looatlon on the
ground, It is understood why there might be a soarbity of topographio
mape available, but certainly nmot why there should have been a soarcity
of aeriel photographe. This writer does not know whether or not serial
pho#oa of bhe area of operations had be;en roquestsd Py the regimental
8~2, but he is certain that they would have been of ;':ineatimable velue
in the locatlon of enemy positions and the poaitive location of our
own positions on the ground. (62)

This writer has been unable to find the number of persomnnel losses
of the division in this operation, but it is estimated that losses on
both sides were approximately equal. (83)

"me divi_.aiox;. losses in material on 28rd‘uar_oh to 10th szor-
Divi_eioﬁ weres

(21) Temk d.eatroypra of which 8 were repaired,
(8) #-ton trucks,
(4) Helf trucks,
(61, 62, 83) Personal Knowledge
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(1) 3/4-ton trucks.
(12) 106-mm Hlowizters. |
(12) 156-m Howizters (% of which were recovered),
(13 40-mm Bofors.
The enemy léaaeg in tanks were B0 tanks knooked out. Of these
the Germans recovered. 3'8. and 13 remeined on the battlerield. (64)
 LESSONS
Lessons to be learned or.smphasised from this operation are
as followas

1, Observation and ssisure of domiugnk.terrein.ds..es

L —

the duo'ceu of infantry.
2, Tralning in mountain and hill warfare iz asmentiel

; _ -
to fight sucoesafully and awoid excessive losaes. s

3+ In order to sustein a suocessful operation, supplies must flow

{\ . Lo —
uninterruptcdly from rron to rear, iy is eapaci'ally 80 in rooky;

v ki TR WTARE A L IIIIiIIIiI e B
moun'ba.:lnoua 'horrain auoh as Tound in southem Tunisia.

4. Adeguate commumicstion is essentio.l to success in battle,

SHER RS (AT e

Ss Training of all troopu in night onpre.
P4

s

8. Effeot:lve use of 'bhe mor'bars_an tillorx dﬂ%&&&&
properly 'lsrained forward obaornra.

‘“7‘ "%ie use of mapa wMMM& ditsoe..

'-."' X
& muat for a.11 offioers andnon-oomm:ls_sionedoﬂ':l.cers.

sucoess in oomba.t.

‘“1 FEHEW
TRER R

8 coordination of all supporting mapona is noouury both in
TR RARE R w?mw'a KR TREETT TR e ol T

the a'b*lm.ok a.nd dofonu in order to leoure nuoooaaful aooomplilhment of
the mission with minimm losses,

8. Always move troops by motor whenwver possible to conserve energy,

A e

raise morale, and save time.
10, Ln aat:lma.to of the_- - gnenyis o mﬂmm&mi A\UgYe be made

to :I.n ur 100088 : :’
- (64) A=8, pe 7_81.
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