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			PROLOGUE

			MARCH 4, 1943

			On a mild, sunny afternoon on the outskirts of Casablanca, Morocco, a tall U.S. Army officer was riding a Thoroughbred charger named Joyeuse when an adjutant reached him with a message: General Dwight Eisenhower had phoned.

			The message was terse. The officer, whose men knew him as “Old Blood and Guts,” among other less polite nicknames, was to pack his bags and be ready by morning to depart for extended field service in Tunisia.

			George S. Patton knew something was up. It was about damn time.

			For the past two months he had been largely removed from frontline action. During the Allied invasion of French North Africa, dubbed Operation Torch, Major General Patton had commanded a task force of 33,000 men whose November 8, 1942, landings centered on Casablanca. Within three days his men had battled through fierce Axis resistance and taken the city, resulting in an armistice with the French resident commander, General Auguste Charles Noguès.

			By early 1943, Patton had converted Casablanca into a vast Allied supply depot and an entry point for thousands of Allied troops arriving weekly into North Africa. Although his role was important to the war effort, he was a fighter, not a man meant to watch from the sidelines, and he found himself miserable. “I wish I could get out and kill someone,” Patton wrote to his wife. During a visit to troops in Tunisia, he wondered aloud where the Germans were. “I want to get shot at,” he told another officer.[1]

			His chance would come soon enough. The fifty-seven-year-old two-star Army general was a complex man and leader: charismatic, irreverent, impulsive, and inspiring, often at the same time. He was a showman who strutted about with an ivory-handled Colt revolver on each hip as he vented his frequent frustrations with a high-pitched voice.

			Patton had been tabbed with planning Operation Husky, the forthcoming Allied invasion of Sicily. While Patton prepared in Casablanca, the major general in command of the U.S. Army’s II Corps in Tunisia sent his ill-disciplined forces against Adolf Hitler’s battle-hardened Panzers and Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps infantrymen, but the fighting had not gone as expected for the Americans.

			Throughout these actions, Patton had been mired in Morocco, supremely frustrated at being left out of the action. On March 2 his depression grew deeper when he learned that his son-in-law Lieutenant Colonel John K. Waters had been missing in action for weeks. With a heavy heart, he wrote to his wife and daughter that Waters was unaccounted for. To his diary, he confided that he believed his son-in-law to be dead.[2]

			He took a break from planning the following day. He and some of his staffers joined a wealthy local to duck hunt on his 10,000-acre farm. Patton shot poorly and instead found more interest in two Roman ruins his group encountered during their outing in an amphibious vehicle. As a boy, he had read of Julius Caesar’s conquests and those of other great soldiers like Napoleon and Hannibal. He believed himself to be the reincarnation of great warriors of the past who had fought in famous battles.[3]

			On the morning of March 4, he inspected troops of the U.S. Army Third Division, finding them to be undisciplined and unsanitary. During the afternoon he had borrowed the Thoroughbred from General Noguès for a ride through the countryside.

			He returned to his office and made a quick phone call to Major General Bedell Smith, one of his friends on Ike’s staff, to ask what the move was about. Smith informed him that he might be taking over II Corps. Patton was up for the task and eager to immerse himself in the action. In a matter of hours “Old Blood and Guts” would be transported from the sidelines to the front lines. Here was his chance to push U.S. infantry, artillery, and armored forces in North Africa onto the path of redemption. That night he wrote in his diary that he expected to encounter more trouble working with his British allies than he did in whipping Hitler’s German Army.[4]

			Before turning in for a few hours of sleep, he scribbled one final line:

			God favors the brave, victory is to the audacious!
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			ONE

			PURPLE HEART TANKER

			The ten-ton tank destroyers churned slowly forward, engines whining, four dozen sets of clanking armored tracks grinding the desert sand into clouds of smoky white powder. Technician Fifth Grade Tom Morrison stood in the open-topped rear compartment, one hand clutching the armored shield that surrounded his half-track’s main gun. His body stiff from hours of being jostled about, he wiped the dust from his eyeglasses and peered ahead.

			His armored force was pushing deeper into central Tunisia, a world little changed in thousands of years. Though embroiled now in the Second World War, over the millennia the land had been ruled at various periods by Romans, Vandals, and the Byzantines before being conquered by the Arabs in the seventh century. In 1881, Tunisia had been invaded by France and had since endured six decades of French control that left little room for nationalist progression.

			The remote North African village before Morrison was little more than sand, rocks, and ruins. The Ousseltia Valley, nestled in an eroded plateau between the rugged Eastern and Western Dorsal—extensions of the Atlas Mountains—still sported crumbling remains of structures that dated to Roman times. Farms were scarce in this region, leaving local Arabs to feed their animals on cultivated cactus patches, bunch grass, and scrub growth that dared to survive in the pebbly foothills. Spatterings of green palm and olive groves added color to the desert hills near the village of Ousseltia, sustained by irrigation from wells hacked through the rocky desert terrain over the centuries.

			Inside the fifteen-foot-high ancient rock wall that surrounded Ousseltia were hundreds of freedom fighters dressed in white kepi hats, with blue sashes over white linen trousers and colorful epaulettes topping their blue greatcoats. The desert settlement was being used as a forward operating post for members of the French Foreign Legion, infantrymen from a multitude of countries and cultures whose service had been accepted.

			To Morrison, they were just fugitives. Many had joined the Foreign Legion to escape punishment for infractions committed in their homelands. While most spoke heavy dialects in incomprehensible languages, one legionnaire had admitted to Morrison in English that he originally hailed from Chicago, where he was sought by both the police and Illinois crime gangs. He had also delivered a sobering warning: as many as forty-seven German Panzer tanks were lying in concealment in the desert just miles ahead.[1]

			To the German and Italian soldiers concentrated throughout the region, Tunisia was worth fighting for. Morrison, possessing little knowledge of the military big picture, could scarcely imagine why American lives were worth losing over these arid hills punctuating the Sahara Desert. But the brain trust of the Axis forces understood that air bases here could put Allied bombers within reach of Italy and portions of Germany. It could also double as a staging area for future Allied offensives into Sicily, the Italian peninsula, and southern France. Adolf Hitler, the Nazi dictator of Germany, had declared North Africa to be the enemy’s approach to Europe, a land that “must be held at all costs.”[2]

			Although Morrison’s unit had already seen action in North Africa, he was not apprehensive this day. Over the past several weeks, his tank destroyer unit had been rushed to different areas in Tunisia to counteract enemy tank activity, only to find nothing there. Today was January 19, 1943, and Morrison was celebrating his twenty-fifth birthday thousands of miles from his home in Ohio.[3]

			The mechanized fighting vehicle in which he served had come a long way since Little Willie.

			Britain had developed the first armored land vehicle in 1915, nicknamed “Little Willie” after an uncomplimentary moniker for the German crown prince Wilhelm. Fitted with imported American tracks, Little Willie saw service only for driver training; by early 1916 a superior replacement—known variously as “Big Willie” or “Mother”—had entered testing. Mother resulted in the first production order for one hundred armored vehicles by Britain, whose first units began seeing action in September 1916. Production workers, under orders to keep their project secret, shipped the first vehicles in crates labeled “tank,” since their odd shapes resembled water tanks that could be used for troops in the field. The name “tank” stuck with the new military invention.[4]

			The idea of an armored battle car was almost as old as recorded history. The ancient concept had been to provide infantrymen with mobile protection and firepower. In 1482, artist and inventor Leonardo da Vinci drew concepts of a “war car,” a land weapon combining armor, mobility, and firepower that was operated by four men turning large cranks to power its wheels. Leonardo’s design was not deemed practical, and centuries would pass before a self-propelled armored vehicle would come into being.[5]

			Horse-drawn machine guns and artillery pieces were vulnerable to enemy fire in combat. In 1769, French military engineer Nicolas-Joseph Cugnot built three-wheeled, steam-powered vehicles for trials by the French artillery, but little progress was made. In 1855, Britain patented a steam traction engine based on Cugnot’s design, but it was never mass-produced.[6]

			Evolution of the modern tank progressed in the early twentieth century with the advent of the internal combustion engine and caterpillar tracks. Science fiction writers played a part in influencing design. In the December 1903 Strand magazine, H. G. Wells wrote an influential short story called “The Land Ironclads,” which described armored fighting vehicles carrying soldiers who fired semiautomatic weapons from reinforced ports. Britain’s development of Little Willie and Mother was underway a little more than a decade after Wells’s fictional inspiration.[7]

			By the concluding years of World War I, British, French, and German tanks had become a vital means of warfare. America’s early taste of tank combat, in 1918, came via French-obtained Renault FT light tanks, characterized by poor mechanical reliability and a dreadfully slow speed of 5.5 miles per hour. Dwight Eisenhower was the officer in charge of training tank crews stateside, and a young officer named George S. Patton commanded the U.S. armored forces in World War I. The M1917 Six Ton Tank was licensed for manufacture by the United States, and it remained the key armored vehicle of the American military until the early 1930s, when efforts commenced to develop a new generation of tanks. But aside from experimental types, the U.S. Army procured only 321 light tanks from 1930 to 1939, until new emphasis was focused on development due to the rise of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. The Europeans surged forward with technological advances during the arms race of the late 1930s, and by the time the U.S. Army produced its M2 medium tank in the summer of 1939, it was already considered obsolete.[8]

			Only 112 M2 tanks were produced that year, as its primary armament—a 37mm gun—was vastly inferior to the 75mm (3-inch) turret gun of the newest German Panzer IV tanks. In July 1940, design commenced on a replacement, the M3 medium tank, produced in America with a 75mm gun for use by the U.S. Army and its British allies. M3 tanks employing U.S. pattern turrets were called the “Lee,” after Confederate general Robert E. Lee, while variants using modified British turrets were dubbed “Grant,” after Union general Ulysses S. Grant. British troops employed both Grant and Lee variations of the M3 medium tank in North Africa during 1942, but by the time the U.S. First Armored Division deployed to North Africa, it was largely using a new medium tank.

			In February of that year, production commenced on the M4, which was quickly named the “Sherman” by the British in reference to another American Civil War general, William Tecumseh Sherman. The British Eighth Army drove the first Sherman tanks into battle in late October 1942 at the Second Battle of El Alamein, where they successfully engaged German Panzer III and IV tanks at 2,000 yards. As the North Africa campaign entered early 1943, the U.S. Army was steadily upgrading its M3 Lee tank battalions with the superior M4 Shermans.

			In addition to developing traditional fighting tanks, the U.S. Army’s big thinkers advocated divisional anti-tank battalions to challenge enemy armored divisions. Such units would consist of mechanized gun vehicles that were more mobile and capable of handling additional reconnaissance duties. War games held in Louisiana, North Carolina, and South Carolina in 1941 had proven the value of self-propelled anti-tank guns against traditional armored regiments, thus paving the way for additional “tank destroyer” battalions.[9]

			Tom Morrison was attached to the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, a detachment of the First Infantry Division, which had been officially activated by the U.S. War Department on December 15, 1941. More than half of the original members of this anti-tank battalion were pulled from the ranks of the so-called Big Red One, the Army’s famous First Infantry Division. Its original commander was forty-six-year-old battle-wise veteran Major Herschel David Baker, who was raised on military posts as the son of an army surgeon.

			At the commencement of World War I, Baker enlisted as a private in the cavalry and later won a commission as a second lieutenant in an officers’ training school in France. During the Meuse-Argonne offensive of September–November 1918, he was injured during a gas attack and later received the Purple Heart. Baker was commissioned into the regular army in 1920, serving in various roles prior to the outbreak of World War II. An accomplished horseman and polo player, he was a true showman, loud and brash around his officers but unafraid to wade into a poker game or host a beer party for his battalion. In the 601st’s unofficial history, Baker was described as “a two hundred and twenty pound, roly-poly, cherubic looking, foghorn-voiced ball of fire.”[10]

			In August 1942, Baker (now a lieutenant colonel) and the 601st had set sail from New York Harbor on board the 80,000-ton troopship RMS Queen Mary for deployment to England to prepare for combat against the Axis forces in North Africa. The men and their machines were debarked in Africa in November, then moved to Algeria before commencing an eight-hundred-mile trek to Tunisia during December to help make a difference in the desert war against German and Italian forces.

			Morrison’s armored anti-tank vehicle was named the M3 Gun Motor Carriage, and built on a rear half-track chassis with regular wheels in the front for steering, thus providing the handling of a truck with the capabilities of a tank. Each M3 sported one-quarter inch of face-hardened plate—just enough to ward off small-arms fire to protect its five-man crew. The half-track’s main weapon, a 75mm gun, was protected by five-eighth-inch-thick steel rated to stop .30-caliber rounds at 250 yards. The vehicle had only one foot of ground clearance, but it could do 45 miles per hour on level terrain, making it faster than even the lightest tanks. The M3 half-track measured just over twenty feet in length and weighed nine tons. Its front end resembled that of an Army truck, with two front wheels, while the two rear tracks were made of molded rubber over steel cabling with metal guides. The M3’s sixty-gallon tank allowed it to travel 150 miles before refueling.[11]

			The M3 included a mounted .50-caliber M2 Browning machine gun, while newer M3A1 variants added .30-caliber machine guns mounted along the sides of the rear passenger compartment. Being largely open-air, the half-track offered its crew little protection from the desert heat, blowing sand, and the occasional thunderstorm. Morrison hated riding in the back of his. The occupants were largely unprotected from bursting artillery shells, and driving an M3 came with its own challenges. Staff Sergeant Bill Harper, a twenty-three-year-old East Texas native assigned to C Company of the 601st, found few good points to like about it. Drivers making turns too quickly were subject to throwing a track, and the gun motor carriages had very thin armor. The men ended up calling them Purple Heart boxes, a grim reference to the U.S. Army decoration for combat wounds.[12]

			Tank crews, whether manning full Sherman tanks or the lighter tank destroyer variations like Morrison’s crew, were eternally challenged in the Tunisian desert. Daily maintenance was constant: cleaning oil, fuel, and air filters; checking and adjusting track tensions to prevent throwing a track in combat; frequent cleaning of guns, ammunition, and optical sights to remove dust and sand; and hand-fueling of each tank from five-gallon jerry cans.[13]

			Life inside the tanks was even more demanding. The crews operated in sweltering, confined quarters and were jolted about while on the move, with minimal padding and ample protruding instruments to create bruises and black eyes. When the afternoon desert heat exceeded 110 degrees, the armored vehicle’s interior when completely buttoned down could easily reach temperatures 20 degrees higher. Added to the energy-draining heat was the torturous blasting of sand that invaded a man’s eyes, mouth, and uniform.[14]

			Combat service in North Africa for a Purple Heart box tanker left little to be envied.

			

			—

			Morrison had spent the previous year rarely “in the know.” Born in the village of Brewster, Ohio, Thomas Elwood Morrison was known simply as Tom to his military comrades, though his siblings called him Elwood. He was finally accepted into military service in May 1942, although he had been rejected the year before due to poor teeth. (He had lost two teeth while working as a railyard pipefitter following high school.) Morrison had started his Army career in radio training at Fort Bragg, but by the time he shipped out overseas in late 1942, he was attached to the First Infantry Division. His 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion destroyers were marked with a yellow square emblazoned with a black letter Y. Morrison would learn that German soldiers nicknamed the American battalion the “Black Y Boys” because of their prominent identification mark.[15]

			The 601st had an authorized strength of 38 officers and 860 enlisted men organized into a headquarters company, a reconnaissance company, three gun companies, and a sixteen-man medical detachment. Each of the three gun companies had five armored cars, eighteen jeeps, eight M3s, and four newer-model, lighter M6 half-tracks. Each company was split into four platoons, with Morrison’s crew officially part of A Company, First Platoon.[16]

			His time in the village of Ousseltia was brief. Early the next morning, January 20, his platoon fell in with a procession of armored vehicles along the hard-packed road. Morrison’s half-track driver, Sergeant Dick Hammond, drove them forward of the town some five miles before taking up position on high ground at the mouth of the wide valley below. The 601st’s Second Heavy Platoon—four heavy destroyers and four 37mm half-track light destroyers (three-quarter-ton trucks mounted with 37mms)—were stationed on lower ground, near Morrison’s First Platoon along the road that ran through the valley.

			Morrison’s platoon was an armored portion of the U.S. Army’s Combat Command B (CCB) of the First Armored Division. The CCB had been sent forward to assist French troops in the Ousseltia Valley area in central Tunisia. They faced the German Fifth Panzer Army, under General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim, who intended to prevent the Allies from advancing through the mountain passes of the Eastern Dorsals toward the Tunisian coast. The American forces—some 3,400 men and four dozen armored vehicles—had been pushed forward to greet von Arnim’s Panzers.

			The First Platoon used the last hour before daybreak on January 20 to partially camouflage its tank destroyers from the daylight threat of attacks by German aircraft. Morrison dug a deep foxhole from which he had a commanding view of the desert valley once the sunlight began flooding the terrain. Then he took time to marvel at the beautiful green valley, rich with olive groves, large haystacks, and a sprinkling of little Arab houses. “A more peaceful scene one could not ask for,” he recalled.[17]

			Morrison’s crew passed the day snoozing near their M3, reading books, and playing cards until dusk. He did not see any officers during the day: they were occupied at an observation post set up in between the two platoons’ gun positions. His platoon had a new commander, twenty-five-year-old First Lieutenant Lawrence Eliot “Lawrie” Marcus, who had stepped into the position after the platoon’s previous leader, Captain Robert Steele, was killed by a sniper on Christmas Eve while the unit was assisting French forces near Pichon. Marcus was a Harvard graduate who hailed from Dallas, Texas, where his Jewish family’s retail fashion business, Neiman Marcus, continued to thrive even during wartime.

			Marcus concerned himself with keeping tabs on the reported Panzers, and he sent Recon Company jeeps and command tracks up and down the road near Ousseltia during the afternoon. The advance American force was set to counter elements of the Fifth Panzer Army, under the direction of wily Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, popularly known in the press as the “Desert Fox.” The valley remained quiet until dusk began to settle, when Morrison heard a nervous call from a 601st sentry.[18]

			“Enemy tank approaching!”

			Sergeant Hammond’s half-track crew dropped their books and stood to see a German tank rumbling slowly toward them some three hundred yards away. Morrison stared in disbelief. Suddenly the German tank erupted with a fiery blast and sent a round screaming toward the American position. The shot hit nothing, but the battle was on.

			Everyone scrambled into their machines, and all the gunners in the First Heavy Platoon opened fire. At the relatively close range, some of their shots began hitting the German tank, but their 37mm rounds only bounced off the heavy armor of the enemy tank. The German commander began backing his vehicle down the road and fired off a flare. Morrison was shocked to see other flares erupt from both sides of the road. In an instant the large haystacks below suddenly became enemy tanks that had been brilliantly disguised throughout the day.[19]

			Every tree in the valley turned into a tank as Morrison watched. German shells screamed by, followed by the sight of a distant blue flash a split second later. To him, all of the German tanker fire appeared to be concentrated on his First Platoon’s hilltop position.[20]

			The Panzers began maneuvering around the left flank of the hill, but in the fading light Morrison and his crew struggled to find a target. The entire hillside was bursting with explosions and the valley below was lit up like a bunch of blue fireflies. Noting the German tanks coming around on his left flank, Master Sergeant Cyrus Cobb yelled at his half-track commanders to pull back. The First Heavy Platoon fell back approximately one mile and paused only long enough to once again come under heavy fire from German tankers. Cobb then ordered his tanks to fall back even farther to a command post that had been established about a mile away.[21]

			Bill Harper of the 601st was among the M3 crews forced to fall back as the infantry and tanks fired. “It was getting pretty rough. I found out real quick they were shooting real bullets,” said Harper. “They had us outnumbered and outgunned. The Germans were good soldiers. We just didn’t have any experience.” Lieutenant Lawrie Marcus could see German tanks advancing over the hill, pausing occasionally to open fire. Their shells exploded all around the 601st’s position. Marcus realized the Tenth Panzer Division his men were facing was aggressive and determined and possessed superior numbers. Second-in-command of his platoon, Marcus passed orders for his outmanned tank destroyers to fall back. In his mind, he rationalized the call: Is it better to stand still and pop off a few rounds and get hit yourself and be out of the picture? Or is it better to retreat and come back and fight another day?[22]

			As the First Heavy Platoon was falling back about a quarter mile down the road, other American units were left exposed in the sudden German assault. The Second Heavy Platoon was caught completely off guard. Among the 601st observation post men left on foot in this area was Lieutenant Wilcher Conway “Bill” Stotts Jr., a former student at the University of Arkansas who had joined the U.S. Army shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor. With Stotts was Sergeant Daniel Doney, a twenty-five-year-old from Lowell, Massachusetts.[23]

			In the rush to escape the oncoming Germans, a handful of men manning machine guns were left behind, including Stotts and Doney. Another man at the 601st command post who was cut off in the action was Marcus, who found that the advancing German tanks were supported by a strong infantry detachment. The tank destroyer men operating outside of their battalion’s half-tracks were in danger of being overrun by the Panzergrenadiers before the American guns could establish a proper defensive.

			Marcus had crawled 150 yards under machine-gun fire to reorganize his troops and direct 75mm gunfire back at the Germans. Once the fight became so intense that his 601st battery was forced to fall back, Marcus was caught in an unenviable position, seeking cover between the flying shells of both the Germans and the Americans. His capture seemed likely, so Marcus ripped out sections from his field notebook that contained confidential data and with some difficulty ate the pages. Then he used his mess spoon to dig out a shallow foxhole in a hillside to ride out the night.[24]

			Before dawn, dozens of Germans established a mortar and command post just yards from his shallow hideout. Marcus steeled his nerves, deciding it was better to die than be captured. He stood and began walking slowly through the enemy’s midst, deciding that if he moved slowly he would not be suspected of being an enemy. It took all the nerve he could muster, but he strolled calmly to a nearby cactus patch, then down into a gully.

			Tom Morrison’s tank crew remained far behind the main night action area for some time as the chaos ensued. Cobb’s First Platoon tank destroyers were withheld from firing for fear that they might accidentally hit retreating portions of their own Second Heavy Platoon falling back. Cobb’s platoon finally fell back to the village of Ousseltia to join a British antiaircraft unit, forming a semicircle that faced the valley.[25]

			Morrison felt his battalion was defensively positioned well enough to make a solid last stand. But his excitement turned to dismay when twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant Frederick Colquhoun Miner from Seaford, Delaware, led the remnants of his A Company of the 601st to their defensive position. Miner was livid, cursing out his fellow tankers for deserting his company while under fire. At least fourteen men of the 601st had been taken prisoner of war; others, like Lieutenants Marcus and Stotts, remained unaccounted for in the din of battle. Miner’s A Company tankers were as furious as he was, believing they had been deserted under fire. Around 0100 on January 21, Miner ordered Cobb’s tanks to roll forward to support a group of French Legionnaires who were trying to pull out under fire.

			Morrison’s group pulled up at a crossroads and began firing on German tanks as they crested a hill. It was impossible to ascertain hits in the darkness. The Germans tanks, firing from the crest of the hill, lobbed their shells over the American M3s. But the enemy gunners quickly compensated, and explosions began erupting in front of Morrison’s tanks. One round of armor-piercing shells landed so close that its explosion lifted the front of Morrison’s half-track. “That’s close enough,” said Sergeant Hammond, who turned his half-track around and pulled back.[26]

			The firing of the American tanks allowed the French foot soldiers to slip away from the German advance. One M3, commanded by Sergeant Michael Dragon, refused to start when the order was passed to fall back, so his crew set off an incendiary grenade in one of the gas tanks and hiked out. The German tanks refused to follow the Americans in their retreat, so the 601st passed the remainder of the night in the area. By daybreak a heavy fog had set in. Morrison’s tanks followed a platoon of medium tanks from the First Armored Division that was trying to make contact with the Germans. Enemy fire soon disabled two of the medium tanks, and the other two crews opted to fall back.

			The survivors who retreated back on foot through the lightly armored M3 platoon were disgusted. One of Morrison’s platoon leaders tried to offer them assistance. “Hey, you guys want to come aboard and ride with us?” he called.[27]

			“The hell with you!” one tanker yelled. “You paper armored bastards! All you’re good for is to draw fire!”

			After daybreak, there were few German targets for the Americans to fire on. Morrison’s tank crew resorted to blasting anything that looked like it might hide a gun. Dick Hammond spotted something moving in the distance and told his gunner, “Level on that Arab house out there.” Morrison’s crew aimed and fired, hitting the corner of the house, where a German gun crew was taking refuge. The concussion killed all four gunners, although Morrison was unaware of that fact until his platoon moved forward two days later.[28]

			The first serious combat action against German Panzers for Morrison’s half-track crew had ended in failure. The multiday action had cost the 601st five men killed or missing, and nineteen men taken prisoner of war. Four members of the tank destroyer battalion left behind on foot remained alive by the morning of January 22, but their ordeals in evading the German Army had been harrowing.

			Lieutenant Bill Stotts and Sergeant Dan Doney had remained hidden behind a bush in a ravine until daybreak on January 21. Throughout the night, they could see German sentries with machine guns. Fortunately, the Germans withdrew from the area around 1000 that morning, and Stotts and Doney began a long trek across the plain. That afternoon they met with a battalion of French Foreign Legion soldiers and felt some relief after receiving candy, water, and crackers. That feeling was short-lived, as German forces opened fire the next morning and pinned down the French with mortars and machine-gun fire.[29]

			A small ravine offered the only possibility of escape. Stotts and Doney were advised by the French they could make a break or stay and surrender. They opted to flee by sticking to the riverbed to escape the firefight. They were aided en route by indigenous mountain soldiers of the Moroccan goumiers (referred to as “goums” by the Allies), auxiliary units attached to the French Army of Africa. The Moroccan goums helped the two stranded Americans slip past the nearby German supply road into the nearby mountains. Stotts and Doney endured an agonizing climb through the mountains with their goum guides. The next day they reached a French headquarters post, where they were overjoyed to join two other men from their unit who had escaped.

			It was Marcus, in company with Captain Benjamin Apthorp Gould Fuller from Milton, Massachusetts, who had each endured their own hardships in evading German troops for two days. Marcus had survived in the desert without water and with only four lumps of sugar and two small pieces of candy that happened to be in his pockets. When the quartet was escorted back to their tank destroyer battalion, Marcus learned from a comrade that they had been written off as killed in action. “They told me they were already about to divide up my baggage, but I got there in time to save my cigarettes,” Marcus later recalled.[30]

			The action with the German Panzers in the Ousseltia Valley had been a rude introduction to the Desert Fox’s forces. Some had perished, others had been captured, and four had narrowly escaped capture. It left tankers like Tom Morrison, Ben Fuller, Bill Harper, and Lawrie Marcus yearning for vengeance.

		

	
		
			TWO

			“LLOYD’S VERY LAST RESORT”

			Major General Lloyd Ralston Fredendall was a popular officer with wartime reporters, thanks to his accessibility and propensity to offer worthwhile quotes. The short, stocky intellectual often tossed out phrases designed to boost American morale. “I always knew my boys could handle themselves all right,” Fredendall said on December 13, after his forces had pushed into Tunisia. In an hour-long chat, he credited the Germans with being sharp but added, “They have taught us a few things but we sure showed them some new tricks, too.” The general tossed out morsels of optimism to please stateside readers: “We are beginning to get the measure of the Germans and I know that with proper support we can lick them.”[1]

			While approachable and sharp to the press, Fredendall was increasingly being viewed by his own army as a man of just the opposite traits—prone to remaining a great distance from any real action and at times almost incoherent. A case in point was the set of instructions he offered on the afternoon of January 19 as events escalated for his First Armored Division in the Ousseltia Valley. From the safety of his fortified II Corps command post, Fredendall issued the following instructions to Brigadier General Paul Robinett, head of the First’s Combat Command B (CCB) forces:[2]

			
				Move your command, i.e., the walking boys, pop guns, Baker’s outfit and the outfit which is the reverse of Baker’s outfit, and the big fellows to “M,” which is due north of where you are now, as soon as possible. Have your boss report to the French gentleman whose name begins with “J” at a place which begins with “D,” which is five grid squares to the left of “M.”

			

			Intending to confuse any eavesdropping enemy forces, Fredendall effectively bewildered his own army. Robinett’s group eventually deciphered their corps commander’s message to mean that 3,400 infantrymen, dozens of tanks, and Herschel Baker’s 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion were to report to French XIX Corps general Alphonse Juin at Djerissa, in the vicinity of Maktar. Robinett’s CCB would join other battalions of the U.S. Army’s First Infantry Division for scattered fighting during the next several days in the djebels (mountain ranges or hills) of Tunisia. In that time Robinett was further plagued by orders from Fredendall that contradicted the local French command, prompting CCB staff to conclude that it was “an excellent example of lack of coordination in the high command.”[3]

			By January 24 the battles had claimed more than two hundred American casualties, and the French had suffered nearly 3,500 troops taken as prisoners of war. In contrast, fewer than forty German soldiers had been captured. That day the supreme Allied campaign commander, General Dwight David Eisenhower, gave command of the entire Tunisian front to Lieutenant General Sir Kenneth Arthur Noel Anderson of the British First Army, including French and American units. Some 67,000 British and American troops of the First Army were thus joined by the 32,000 men of the U.S. Army’s II Corps, under command of Major General Fredendall.[4]

			Throughout the confusion and piecemeal deployment of First Infantry battalions, Fredendall had remained safely tucked away at his command post, some one hundred miles from the front lines. He might have been far from the fighting, but he was no stranger to army life. He was born in 1883 at Fort Warren, an Army post near Cheyenne, Wyoming, where his father, Ira Livingston Fredendall, was serving during the late years of the Indian Wars. The elder Fredendall had been sheriff of the town of Laramie but served with the Army during both the Spanish-American War and World War I. Thanks to his father’s connections, Lloyd was able to secure an appointment from his Wyoming senator to the United States Military Academy at West Point, New York.

			But young Fredendall struggled with trigonometry and analytic geometry, and was dismissed after his first semester. Although he was reappointed to the academy the following year, he ultimately dropped out a second time due to his poor grades. Fredendall then attended the Massachusetts Institute of Technology from 1903 to 1904; at MIT he brought his skills up enough to pass the officer’s qualifying exam in 1906. He received his commission in the U.S. Army on February 13, 1907, as a second lieutenant in the infantry branch.[5]

			During his early years, Fredendall served both stateside and in overseas assignments that included Hawaii and the Philippines. In August 1917 he was shipped to the Western Front with the Twenty-Eighth Infantry Regiment, but he held noncombat instructor positions in France. By the end of World War I, he held the temporary rank of lieutenant colonel based on his record as an efficient administrator and trainer.

			Following the Great War, Fredendall held a variety of staff and training duties, climbing to the two-star rank of major general by October 1940. His army career had been safe, rooted more in the theory of combat versus the reality. Yet Fredendall’s reputation as an excellent teacher of troops aided his continued rise in the opening months of World War II. General George Marshall, the U.S. Army chief of staff, recommended his friend to Lieutenant General Eisenhower for a major command in the Allied invasion of North Africa, code-named Operation Torch. Blue-eyed and sandy-haired, Fredendall was cocky and youthful-looking, prompting Marshall to remark, “You can see determination all over his face.”[6]

			Fredendall had commanded the largest of three task forces for Operation Torch in November 1942. Altogether, some 220 ships had transported more than 107,000 men across the Atlantic to arrive off the shores of North Africa to make simultaneous landings in the areas of Casablanca, Oran, and Algiers. The Oran and Algiers landings had included First and Thirty-Fourth Infantry Divisions, the First Armored Division, and the First Ranger Division. The army forces landing at Casablanca were commanded by General George S. Patton, and his force included the Third and Ninth Infantry Divisions and the Second Armored Division.[7]

			Following the Torch landings, Fredendall served as the de facto military commander from his headquarters in the Grand Hotel of Oran. He issued orders headed by “II Corps—In the Field,” although such a title drew jeers from his troops enduring desert life under primitive conditions. By January 1943, Eisenhower had assigned fifty-nine-year-old Fredendall to command the U.S. Army’s II Corps forces for their advance into Tunisia against German and Italian forces, with the U.S. troops serving under Lieutenant General Anderson’s British First Army.[8]

			Among the more seasoned staff officers attached to Fredendall’s II Corps was Lucian K. Truscott Jr., newly promoted to the rank of major general. Truscott had been involved in helping to create an American commando unit that became known as the First Ranger Division during 1942, and he had commanded 9,000 troops during the landings in Morocco during Operation Torch in November. “Small in stature, loud and rough in speech,” Truscott said of Fredendall, “he was outspoken in his opinions and critical of superiors and subordinates alike.” Truscott found the II Corps commander to be “inclined to jump at conclusions which were not always well founded.”[9]

			Truscott believed that Fredendall disliked the British, particularly General Anderson, had no confidence in French forces, and thought little of many of his American subordinate commanders. “He rarely left his command post for personal visits and reconnaissance,” Truscott recalled, “yet he was impatient with the recommendations of subordinates more familiar with the terrain and other conditions than was he.”[10]

			Possessing a hard-driving manner, Fredendall slept little. His staff found him many nights either reading or sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing solitaire. A strict disciplinarian, the major general shunned solid advice as earnestly as he avoided being present on the front lines.[11]

			Fredendall’s command post for the Tunisian campaign drew even more ridicule than his former posh headquarters in Oran. On the eastern border of Tunisia’s western neighbor, Algeria, Fredendall made his new headquarters nine miles southeast of the ancient walled city of Tébessa. He and sixty-eight staff officers set up shop in a sunless, frigid ravine known as Speedy Valley. Inhospitable and primitive it might have been, yet it was still far from the flying bullets and exploding shells of the front lines. The valley quickly became known unofficially as “Lloyd’s Very Last Resort” and “Shangri-La, a million miles from nowhere.” Fearing German air strikes, Fredendall immediately put engineers to work with jackhammers and pneumatic drills to bore subway-like tunnels and underground complexes beneath Speedy Valley’s rock walls.[12]

			When General Eisenhower later visited “Lloyd’s Very Last Resort” and conducted a troop inspection, he found II Corps soldiers to possess “a certain complacency” while also noting a lack of training and experience on the part of their commanders. “It was the only time during the war that I ever saw a higher headquarters so concerned over its own safety that it dug itself underground shelters,” Ike later wrote.[13]

			

			—

			Operation Satin was the code name given to the first big Allied offensive plan to push across southern Tunisia toward the coastal town of Gabès, 260 miles south of the capital city of Tunis. The drive was intended to prevent two large German army forces from uniting, with the American II Corps handling the charge while General Anderson’s British First Army was afforded the chance to hammer the stretched-out German military. The II Corps push would be headed by the First Armored Division, affectionately known as “Old Ironsides.”[14]

			The man tapped to lead Operation Satin, Major General Orlando Ward, quickly found that he was not held in high regard by Lloyd Fredendall. A veteran of World War I, fifty-one-year-old Ward’s graying hair had once been red enough to earn him the nickname “Pinky.” His innovations in artillery techniques had afforded him a steady rise through the U.S. military ranks, and by March 1942, Ward was only the second officer to command the First Armored Division. It consisted of tanks, artillery, infantry, tank destroyers, and a full array of maintenance, medical, supply, and engineering battalions, all divided into separate combat command brigades.

			Ward and Old Ironsides were held in mobile reserve during mid- to late January, to be deployed for counterattacks against Axis forces in lower Tunisia. Ward’s division was soon scattered into three parts by various orders, as combat units were shuffled to Ousseltia without his even being consulted. He considered it to be a “dribbling commitment” of his division, noting that the II Corps commander, Major General Fredendall, “does not look with favor on matters I suggest.”[15]

			In the wake of the Ousseltia fight, Ward was called to Speedy Valley to meet with Fredendall. The First Armored Division commander recommended attacking Maknassy, a key Eastern Dorsal pass nearly a hundred miles from the current action, to put American troops within striking distance of German forces. Although Fredendall was in favor of the Maknassy proposal, he ordered Ward to first make a raid from the staging point town of Gafsa on the Axis post at Sened Station, an Italian-held stronghold located midway between Gafsa and Maknassy. Ward worried that such a move would alert the Germans to his plans for seizing Maknassy, but Fredendall waved away his concerns, telling Pinky to “knock the shit out of the Italians at Sened Station.”[16]

			Some 2,000 of Ward’s troops did just that on January 24, taking the Sened Station village crossroads post in a matter of hours. They rounded up nearly a hundred Italian prisoners and left as many dead, prompting Lloyd Fredendall to gloat over his great victory. Pinky Ward was less optimistic, fretting over his First Armored Division being scattered across a hundred miles of terrain while the Germans were now well aware of American targeting of the key town of Maknassy, fifty miles due east of Gafsa. He noted in his diary days later that his entire staff was “completely disgusted with the high command as inefficient and meddlesome.”[17]

			Ward’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Colonel John Knight Waters, was equally unimpressed with Fredendall. A 1931 graduate of the U.S. Military Academy, Waters had met his future wife, Beatrice Patton, while attending West Point. John and Bea were married in 1934, and he became part of the family of Major George Patton, an officer known for his brash leadership. To Waters, Patton was a man of limitless knowledge, “warm within but gruff on the exterior.”[18]

			Equally bright and handsome, Waters had been able to win the affection of both Bea Patton and her father by abiding by the general’s initial crotchety demand. When Waters asked Patton for permission to marry his daughter, Patton refused, saying, “I don’t know who you are. You haven’t proven yourself.” During the year following his graduation from West Point, his duty station in Fort Myer, Virginia, allowed him to become better acquainted with Patton, who eventually consented to the wedding.[19]

			Waters’s new father-in-law had been born to serve a soldier’s life. George Smith Patton Jr. was only seventeen when he sought his own appointment to West Point, but his collegiate career commenced at Virginia Military Institute, which his father and grandfather had also attended. Patton eventually secured a nomination to West Point, where he was forced to repeat his plebe year because he had failed mathematics. He graduated in June 1909 and was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army’s Fifteenth Cavalry. Patton represented the Army in the 1912 Summer Olympics in Stockholm, where he finished fifth in the pentathlon, and became the military’s first master sword instructor.

			Patton’s dedication as a hard-driving leader was recognized early by his superiors. In 1915, while he was assigned to border patrol duty with the Eighth Cavalry in Sierra Blanca, Texas, his firearm accidentally discharged in a saloon. He traded it for an ivory-handled Colt single-action Army revolver that would later become an iconic part of his image. Patton pursued Mexican rebel Pancho Villa through much of Mexico in 1916 and was credited with shooting three of Villa’s men, earning him the title of “bandit killer.”[20]

			Promoted to captain in 1917, George Patton took an interest in tanks during World War I. In little more than a year he had advanced two ranks to lieutenant colonel and served with distinction in European tank warfare. He was eventually pinned with the Distinguished Service Cross after being wounded in an attack on German machine guns.

			In the fall of 1919, Colonel Patton arrived at Camp Meade, Maryland—halfway between Baltimore and Washington—home of the U.S. Army’s tank corps. There he met a lieutenant colonel five years his junior named Dwight “Ike” Eisenhower, who was in charge of training tankers. Ike had spent World War I stateside, teaching others to fight under men like Patton. Within weeks of meeting at Camp Meade, Ike and Patton found a common passion in changing military doctrine. Both men believed that tanks should be used as an independent fighting force rather than as infantry support vehicles.[21]

			The Eisenhower and Patton families lived next door to each other at the camp, and the men’s friendship continued to grow. Together, they worked on tank regulations and drill manuals, predicting that tanks would play a greater role in future wars. In May 1920, Patton’s “Tanks in Future Wars” article in the Army’s Infantry Journal warned that armored vehicles simply grafted on infantry, artillery, or engineers would be “like the third leg to a duck.” He instead argued that the tank, “for the fulfillment of its destiny, must remain independent.”[22]

			Six months later, Eisenhower’s own article in Infantry Journal pointed out that true trench warfare was likely a thing of the past. He recommended that each infantry division should replace a fifty-seven-vehicle machine-gun battalion with a company of fifteen tanks. But his superior warned Ike that such thinking was wrong and dangerous and could lead to his own court-martial.[23]

			Such criticism only tightened the bond between Patton and Eisenhower. Aside from drilling and training their men, the two found time to enjoy poker games, dinner parties, and even such sport as finding out how long they could fire a .30-caliber Browning machine gun before its barrel overheated. At times their robust personalities landed the pair in heated shouting matches over trivial matters, but their respect for each other endured. They parted ways in late 1920 when the War Department folded the Tank Corps into the infantry branch during peacetime reorganization, but their paths would cross again.[24]

			Patton dropped from his wartime rank of colonel back to his permanent rank of captain. He returned to the cavalry, feeling some despair through the 1920s as his military career advanced slowly in peacetime. By 1934 he had been promoted to lieutenant colonel and was transferred to the Hawaiian Division to serve as G-2 (intelligence officer). He returned to cavalry duty in 1938, having attained the rank of colonel. His work with the Third Cavalry impressed Army chief of staff George C. Marshall enough that the latter considered Patton to be a prime candidate for promotion to general.[25]

			After Germany invaded Poland in 1939 and World War II broke out in Europe, Patton was finally afforded the opportunity to emphasize armored forces in the U.S. Army. In the spring of 1940 he served as an umpire for Third Army maneuvers near Alexandria, Louisiana. Patton was critical of the roles in which tanks were utilized in these games and soon enough he received the opportunity to change things. In July 1940 he was sent to Fort Benning to command the new Second Brigade of the Second Armored Division.[26]

			While training his brigade, Patton was promoted on October 1 to the one-star rank of brigadier general and quickly took over the entire Second Division. He trained his mechanized division relentlessly, moving them at such a pace through Florida that he received national attention. In a February 14, 1941, Time magazine article, Patton was praised for his persistence. The story claimed that he was known “to dash leg-long into a creek, get a stalled tank and its wretched crew out of the water and back into the line of march, practically by the power of his curses.”[27]

			“Patton is by far the best tank man in the Army,” Marshall echoed. “I realize he is a difficult man but I know how to handle him.” Blunt and profane, Patton “loved to shake members of a social gathering by exploding a few rounds of outrageous profanity,” Eisenhower remembered.[28]

			During the buildup toward America’s entry into war in 1941, Eisenhower moved through a series of top-level staff positions in rapid succession. As a colonel serving as chief of staff for the Third Army in September 1941, Ike was invited by Brigadier General Patton to join him with the Second Armored Division, which had adopted the nickname “Hell on Wheels.” But when the U.S. Army commenced a new round of training games in Louisiana that month, Ike and George were still on opposing teams. In good-natured jest, Patton offer his men a $50 reward for the capture of “a certain s.o.b. called Eisenhower.”[29]

			The Louisiana maneuvers were intended to correct some deficiencies that had shown up in war exercises held in Tennessee in late June. The maneuver area in the Bayou State covered more than 13 million acres of forests, swamps, rice fields, and countryside. The two opposing armies were the Red, Lieutenant General Ben Lear’s 160,000-man Second Army, and the Blue, Lieutenant General Walter Krueger’s 240,000-man Third Army. During preliminary exercises held during August, Patton made one mistake he would not make again in Europe: refusing to deploy an armored regiment to protect a bridge vital for his armored forces to recross a key river.[30]

			The main phase of the Louisiana maneuvers began on September 15. Patton’s Second Armored Division was attached to Lear’s Red Army. The forces under Krueger and Eisenhower won the war game battle by surrounding Lear’s forces, attacking Patton’s gasoline dumps and supply lines, and finally pinning the Red Army against the Red River. Lieutenant General Lesley McNair, chief of Army Ground Forces, decided that Krueger’s Third Army had won the first phase of the simulated war.[31]

			The second phase of the Louisiana maneuvers opened on September 24. This time Patton’s armored division was teamed with his old pal Ike and the Third Army. It was his chance to shine. The Blue Army was to advance and capture Shreveport, but Lear’s Reds had “destroyed” more than nine hundred bridges, crippling their chances. Patton charged south toward the coast, crossing into Texas and moving more than two hundred miles in twenty-four hours. His tankers even purchased gas from local Texas dealers, allowing his force to drive into Lear’s rear echelon.[32]

			Patton’s boldness and dogged advancement of his tank forces earned the respect of reporters and of many of his constituents. Lieutenant Colonel Omar N. Bradley, escorting two senators to observe the maneuvers, considered him the daredevil of the 1941 war games. He found that Patton broke old-fashioned rules, utilizing “dazzling speed and surprise” to run his division roughshod over the enemy. “It was clear to anybody in the U.S. Army with the eyes to see that we had on our hands one of the most extraordinary fighting generals the Army had ever produced,” Bradley remembered.[33]

			In regard to Patton’s character, Bradley found him to be fiercely ambitious and always impeccably dressed. “He was unmercifully hard on his men, demanding the utmost in military efficiency and bearing,” Bradley wrote. “Most of them respected but despised him.” He considered Patton to be “the most earthly profane man I ever knew” and wondered if the general’s salty language was compensation for a noted character flaw, “a voice that was almost comically squeaky and high-pitched, altogether lacking in command authority.”[34]

			Patton’s own son-in-law Johnny Waters served under him for a time at Fort Benning, Georgia, where he developed a deep appreciation for the general’s desire to use armored tanks aggressively. “He was fire and brimstone about it,” said Waters. Patton advocated positioning his tanks behind an enemy’s rear areas, advancing hard to pound them until their front collapsed. “That was General Patton’s theory,” Waters stated. “He would hold them by the nose and kick them in the ass.”[35]

			Just months after the Louisiana maneuvers, America entered World War II.

			

			—

			By January 1942, Patton had been given command of I Armored Corps, and the following month he established the Desert Training Center in the Coachella Valley region of California. His fiery personality and reputation for being a leader who loved bouncing around with his tankers on maneuver while shouting succinct orders were noticed by the press. In its February 23, 1942, issue, Time magazine reported that General Patton was variously known to his men as “Flash Gordon” and “Old Blood and Guts” while he trained his armored division relentlessly in the deserts of southeast California and western Arizona, where the temperature inside tanks caused soldiers to sweat off pounds at an alarming rate.[36]

			On July 30, Patton was summoned to Washington, where he learned he was to go to London to help Lieutenant General Dwight Eisenhower plan for the invasion of North Africa. Their Operation Torch aimed at capturing French Morocco and Algeria, both portions of the African empire of Adolf Hitler’s puppet Vichy French regime. The landing, set for the second week of November 1942, saw Patton leading the Western Task Force, consisting of 35,000 soldiers and 250 tanks. Patton’s wife, Beatrice Banning Ayer “Bea” Patton, recalled that her husband wrote to General George Marshall saying that he would leave the beaches of Africa as either a conqueror or a corpse.[37]

			On October 21, as the invasion of North Africa neared, Patton and Rear Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt, who would command the naval forces in the campaign, met with President Roosevelt in the White House. Patton was dressed to fit the occasion, including a slick steel helmet bearing two stars on the front and a pair of ivory-handled Colt pistols on his hips. Patton hoped to make an impact in the meeting but found the president full of small talk about naval issues. When Patton tried to press the necessity of getting troops ashore because the fate of the war hinged on their success, Roosevelt merely replied, “Certainly you must.”[38]

			Disturbed that his brief meeting with the president had not offered deeper discussion on military tactics, Patton noted in his diary that night, “A great politician is not of necessity a great military leader.”

			Patton also met that day with his old friend, General John Pershing, under whom Patton had served during the pursuit of Pancho Villa.

			“You took me to Mexico in 1916 and gave me my start,” said Patton.[39]

			“I can always pick a fighting man, and God knows there are few of them,” said Pershing. “I am happy they are sending you to the front at once. I like generals so bold that they are dangerous. I hope they give you a free hand.”

			Pershing admitted to feeling hurt that he had been relegated to sideline work in World War II—never mind the fact that he was in his eighties. He reminisced on how Patton had killed some of Pancho Villa’s men with his ivory-handled Colt. When Patton stated that he was taking the same pistol with him to Europe, Pershing said, “I hope you kill some Germans with it.” As they parted ways, Pershing squeezed Patton’s hand tight and said, “Goodbye, George. God bless and keep you and give you victory.”

			The following day, Patton saw his wife for the last time in what would be many months. She accompanied him to the airport, wearing a black hat topped with a red bird. As they said their good-byes, Bea recalled that “my eyes were as red as the bird.”

			On October 23, Patton boarded the cruiser Augusta for the voyage across the Atlantic and enjoyed the comfort of a double bed in the captain’s cabin. On November 8 the troops began arriving in North Africa. Patton went ashore with his staff on Sunday, November 9. As his soldiers poured off their landing craft near Fedala, Morocco, the fiery and flamboyant major general strode the beaches, profanely shouting orders to straighten things out and get supplies and men moving inland.[40]

			Casablanca fell within days, and Patton negotiated an armistice with French general Auguste Charles Noguès. On December 1, meeting with General Eisenhower at his Algiers headquarters, he was disappointed to learn that he would not be given command of U.S. Army forces in North Africa. Left dreaming of war, Patton took nine members of his staff on a boar hunt days later in Morocco’s Middle Atlas mountain range. Using a twelve-gauge Belgian shotgun, Patton killed two boar with slugs and an African jackal with buckshot. Afterward he took the chance to survey the British Army’s lines in Tunisia with Lieutenant General Kenneth Anderson.[41]

			Patton also had the pleasure of encountering his son-in-law Johnny Waters, who was engaged in fighting German artillery forces near Medjez-el-Bab on December 12. Patton was close enough to the action to hear “the whistle of the fragments” from one artillery shell. He found that Waters’s tank battalion had only eighteen of fifty-seven tanks still in service after days of fighting and that three of Waters’s captains had been killed. “He himself had a bullet hole through his clothes, the bullet having stuck in his web belt,” Patton wrote. “He looked very well, had matured, and had much more self-confidence than I had seen him display, although he has always had confidence.”[42]

			As the general passed time with his son-in-law, he was surprised to hear some of Waters’s tanker comrades comment on how pleased they were to see their first general officer in twenty-four days of frontline service. “It is a sad commentary on our idea of leadership,” Patton bitterly noted in his diary.

			Patton departed Tunisia less than impressed with his British superior, General Anderson, who was struggling with a supply problem. “Anderson is just good enough to not get relieved,” he wrote to Bea. “I should not be surprised to see the Brit 1st Army get driven back.” Patton was further disgusted that Anderson’s headquarters was located a full hundred miles from the front lines. “Too far by 95 miles,” he wrote.[43]

			

			—

			Johnny Waters was equally irked by the location of General Fredendall, hidden away an equal distance from any real fighting in Tunisia. When called to Speedy Valley to offer frontline intelligence to the general in early 1943, Waters found him in his bunkered headquarters. “There’s no reason in the world he couldn’t have been only 5 or 10 miles behind us,” recalled Waters, “or come forward for his information.”[44]

			While Waters remained stationed near the front lines during late January, his father-in-law spent the month attending various planning meetings in Casablanca. Eisenhower’s Allied Forces in North Africa had barely crossed into the borders of Tunisia, while the British Eighth Army, under Lieutenant General Bernard Law Montgomery, was driving German general Erwin Rommel’s Army Group Africa steadily west. Attacking from El Alamein, Montgomery seized Tripoli, Libya, Rommel’s main supply base, by January 23, forcing Rommel to withdraw to the Mareth Line, a thirty-mile east–west chain of concrete fortifications aimed at keeping invaders out of Tunisia.

			While the action played out to the east, Patton passed the time inspecting troops, slogging through meetings, and attending dinners—far removed from combat. The nagging feeling that the war in Tunisia was passing him by was almost more than he could handle. “God, I wish I could really command and lead as well as just fight,” he confided in his diary on January 28. Within weeks this desire came closer to realization as Patton was informed that he had been tapped to plan the upcoming Allied invasion of Sicily, code-named Operation Husky. When asked by Eisenhower’s chief planner what he thought of capturing Sicily, Patton replied, “I have always been lucky and I am going to need all I have.” To his diary he admitted that he failed to see “what real value we will achieve” by taking Sicily.[45]

			Far closer to the action, Lieutenant Colonel Waters remained disheartened by the fact that Major General Fredendall had allowed his First Armored Division to be split into three widely scattered groups. The II Corps commander more often directed Old Ironsides than did its commanders. Within two weeks Johnny Waters would have even greater reason to be frustrated with the high command who dictated his every move from the far-removed region of Speedy Valley.
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