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			Preface

			Purple Heart Boxes versus Panzers

			Before us in the valley was an entire panzer division.

			—Captain Sam Carter, D Company, 1st Battalion, 18th Infantry1

			0500 to 0625 Hours, Tuesday, March 23, 1943

			El Guettar, Tunisia

			C Company, 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion

			Panzers—the valley below was crawling with them. Lumbering along at twenty kilometers an hour, they were an unstoppable army of metal elephants roaming across the savannah. Even worse, several were Mk IV G variants—the newest addition to Hitler’s arsenal. Mounting a long-barreled 7.5cm gun, it could penetrate the frontal armor on the American M4A2 Sherman tank at a range of a thousand meters. In contrast, the standard M4A2 Sherman, with its stubby 75mm gun, had to close within 100 meters to penetrate the front glacis of the Mk IV.2 Fortunately for the Americans, no Shermans were there waiting for the panzers to destroy them. Unfortunately, there were no other tanks in the immediate vicinity. All the hapless GIs had were the M3 tank destroyers of the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion.

			Despite the name, the soldiers quickly learned that the M3 was lousy at tank destroying. Though it had a mounted 75mm gun, it was a relic from World War I, unlike the more modern German tank guns. In fact, the original design was French and from 1897, predating tanks altogether. 

			Worse, the M3 was a deathtrap. The soldiers named it “the Purple Heart Box” because of its lack of armor. With an open top and ¼-inch metal skin, it was vulnerable to artillery fire, heavy machine guns, and spit wads.3

			Alas, the M3 Gun Motor Carriage (GMC) was all the Americans had on the hills around El Guettar. Bill R. Harper from Mount Pleasant, Texas, was a driver in one of the Purple Heart Boxes. He had been in the army since 1939, enlisting at the age of nineteen because he could not find any other work. Asked about the advantages of the M3, Harper remarked, chuckling, “There wasn’t too many good points about it.”4

			Captain Herbert E. Sundstrom was Harper’s commander. He had nothing positive to say about the M3 Halftrack Tank Destroyer. “Everyone knew this was a joke,” wrote Sundstrom. “Realistically we recognized that the army had to get something quick and this was the stop-gap. It certainly beat the towed guns we originally had. The gun was less than 1,000 velocity [sic] and it had limited traverse. Armor plate might deflect machine-gun fire but nothing bigger.”5

			Unfortunately, Harper’s lackluster M3 was all the Americans had to square off against the panzers. The young Texan knew they were in for a fight as the panzer procession crept up the valley as he gripped the steering wheel on his half-track, waiting for the order to move to a new position. He rehearsed the fire commands in his mind, hoping that his muscle memory would assist his driving. If the 75mm peashooter was not in the right position, he would have to jam the stick shift into reverse and drive the box backwards. 

			Backing up the M3 was not like backing up a car, though. Harper described the hazards of navigating a half-track in a postwar interview: “Because those tracks are pushing you forward,” Harper said, “if you try to turn too fast you’ll throw a track.”6

			The Lone Star soldier probably wondered how he ended up driving a steel coffin like the M3. When Harper enlisted in 1939, he signed up to be a cannon cocker in D Battery, 5th Field Artillery. Then the panzers ripped through France. Then Yugoslavia. Then Greece. Then North Africa. And finally Russia. Realizing that horse cavalry and good intentions were not enough to lick the Nazis, the U.S. Army shifted its focus to killing tanks. General George C. Marshall, the Chief of Staff of the Army, knew the United States was far behind the Wehrmacht and immediately ordered the establishment of tank and tank destroyer battalions.

			D Battery was one of the units slated for reflagging, becoming C Company, 1st Provisional Antitank Battalion, on August 19, 1941. Several months later, on December 15, 1941, the Battalion officially became the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion. Its first post was Fort Devens, Massachusetts, and its first commander was Maj. (later Lt. Col.) Herschel D. Baker.

			Like Harper, Baker was a red leg—an artillery soldier. First Lieutenant Edward L. Josowitz, an officer in the 601st, described Baker as “a two hundred and twenty pound, rolly-polly [sic], cherubic looking, foghorn-voiced ball of fire. The Old Man was a battle wise veteran of World War I, a showman, something of a martinet with his officers but proud-as-hell of his outfit and 100% for his men.”7

			On the morning of March 23, 1943, Baker had thirty-one tank destroyers armed with the French 75s and six more tank destroyers armed only with 37mm guns, making them even less effective than the M3s. Since his mission was primarily a reconnaissance in force, he placed his B and C Companies in front of the forward-deployed artillery. A Company was closer to the main highway, poised to advance down Highway 15 and up the El Guettar Valley to the town of Gabes. In front of his three companies were reconnaissance platoons from the Reconnaissance Company. No one expected the Germans to mount a major attack with tanks that morning. As a result, the artillery was only a few kilometers behind 3rd Battalion of the 18th Infantry, an excellent fire support position if the Allied infantry were attacking. The Germans had their own plans, and they rumbled out of their assembly area early that morning with the intention of spoiling the 1st Infantry Division’s offensive.

			“The entire situation had changed for the tank destroyer battalion,” Baker later wrote. “Whereas we had expected to repel small tank thrusts, we had taken our positions primarily with the idea of defending the artillery against infantry infiltration.” Panzers, though, were not on the morning menu. Baker had realized what was rolling down the highway only when his forward screen intercepted a German motorcycle team conducting its own reconnaissance. Shots rang out. One German motorcyclist slumped over dead, but 1st Platoon, Reconnaissance Company, captured one alive. It did not take long for the captured soldier to talk, and he revealed that the 10th Panzer Division was on its way.8

			The tanks of the 10th Panzer Division moved in formation, as if they were part of a grand parade. Leading the way were more than fifty panzers from Panzer Regiment 7. Escorting them were the soldiers of 2nd Battalion from Panzergrenadier Regiment 69 and the soldiers of 2nd Battalion from Panzergrenadier Regiment 86. For command and control, the regimental headquarters section of Panzergrenadier Regiment 86 accompanied them. Protecting the moving column from air attack was Company 9 of Panzergrenadier Regiment 86, with 2cm flak guns mounted on flatbed trucks and towing 8.8cm guns from the 3rd and 4th Flak Battalions. Engineer support for the assault force was the Panzer Pioneer Battalion 49. Providing a forward reconnaissance screen was the 10th Panzer Division’s Kradschützen Battalion 10 (Motorcycle Troop Battalion). Finally, the Kampfgruppe (combat team) had one assault gun battery from Panzer Artillery Regiment 90. In total, the force numbered more than 6,000 men. What it lacked in manpower it made up in firepower.9 It was facing several elements of a green American division and a battalion of outgunned tank destroyers.

			After surveying the terrain the previous day, Maj. Gen. Terry de la Mesa Allen Sr., commander of 1st Infantry Division, positioned his forces on the high ground that flanked the El Guettar-Gabes highway. In the north, hugging the forward slope of the El Keddab Ridge, was Colonel Baker’s 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion. Providing additional support was 3rd Battalion of the 18th Infantry Regiment, the 32nd and 5th Field Artillery Battalions. On the opposite side of the valley, dug in along the forward slope of the Djebel Berda Hills, were the 1st and 2nd battalions of the 18th Infantry Regiment. Behind the 32nd Field Artillery was 3rd Battalion, 16th Infantry. In total, Allen had four infantry battalions, two artillery battalions, and one tank destroyer battalion in the immediate vicinity. 

			They were arrayed against two German panzergrenadier battalions, a regiment of panzers, a pioneer battalion, a motorcycle battalion, a company of assault guns, and a slew of flak guns. The Germans had designed their antiaircraft guns to be dual purpose, and therefore they were deadly in the direct fire role. The Germans had a significant edge in firepower.10

			More importantly, the Germans had confidence. They had never lost to the Americans. Five weeks earlier at Kasserine Pass, the veterans of the 10th Panzer Division had defeated the Americans and sent them running westward like whipped dogs.

			Joachim Kannicht was a logistics officer in the 21st Panzer Division who had fought with the 10th Panzer Division at Kasserine. “As far as I remember,” said Kannicht, “they [U.S. soldiers] were inexperienced.” Kannicht added, “But at that time we just felt we were vastly superior to them in every respect.”11

			Senior Wehrmacht officers shared the same opinion of the American army. Generalleutnant Alfred Gause was the Chief of Staff for the German-Italian Army Group Africa. According to Gause, the junior American commanders had a lot to learn in the art of war. “The subordinate commanders were noted for their adherence to prearranged plans and for their lack of flexibility,” wrote Gause. “The Americans often did not take advantage of favorable moments, which, if the troops had shown personal initiative, could have been used as a springboard for successful local attacks and their development.”12

			Though the American army’s overwhelming material superiority impressed Gause, the élan of the American fighting soldier did not. “However, in spite of this wealth of material,” wrote Gause, “the American soldier fought very unwillingly. There were several cases in 1942, when separate groups of American soldiers prematurely laid down their arms, showing no desire to break through and emerge from an encirclement.”13

			Yet, on the morning of March 23, 1943, the inexperienced soldiers from the 18th Infantry Regiment and 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion had little choice but to fight or die. The panzers were coming. Shortly after 0500 hours, the battle began. 

			Thomas E. Morrison was a soldier from Able Company, 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion. The young man from Eastlake, Ohio, had been up all night, digging foxholes. After eating corned beef from a can, he finally went to sleep, unaware of the approaching enemy.

			Suddenly, it was bedlam. “Somebody come over and kicked me and said, ‘Hey, tanks are coming,’ and about that time, bam, one of them shot through there,” explained Morrison. “So, I jumped up and jumped on the back of the half-track and we started shooting back, and so, it was real foggy out there, and on top of that the Germans were throwing down smoke grenades, and the tanks kept moving out.”

			Morrison was not confident of his chances of survival inside his half-track. He recalled, “The armored division boys called us ‘The Paper Armored Bastards.’”14

			Major Harry H. Critz, the executive officer for the 32nd Field Artillery Battalion, recalled, “There were plenty of targets those days, such as when we were hit by this armored division, they were deployed in a valley and there was no vegetation. You could see every man move.”15 

			On the opposite side of the valley was Sam Carter, the Dog Company Commander for 1st Battalion. Fortunately for 1st Battalion, the men in his unit were wide awake because they had been preparing for a dawn assault. “There were red, white and blue tracers being fired from the noise in the valley to the north across the valley,” wrote Carter. “Soon these colors were joined by green, purple, yellow and orange tracers. Soon after this the larger guns began firing. . . . It was very dark at this time and nothing could be seen except the source of this large volume of fire slowly moving westwards.”

			For thirty minutes, the battle looked like a Fourth of July show with the multicolored tracers illuminating the early morning sky. As dawn broke, the men squinted to see what was coming. At first, the morning rays blinded them, but as their eyes grew accustomed to the light, they beheld an awesome but terrifying sight. “Before us in the valley was an entire panzer division,” Carter later shared.16

			The appearance of the 10th Panzer Division meant a fight to the finish for the men of the 1st Infantry Division and the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion. The stakes were more than just control of single highway in a valley in Tunisia. The American army needed a victory against the Wehrmacht; after Kasserine, the officers and soldiers of the British army wondered if their American allies had the right stuff. That morning, many of the GIs defending the hills around El Guettar probably asked themselves the same thing. In the next twenty-four hours, they would have their answer.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Opponents

			“We took about fifty German prisoners that time and they were whining as if we didn’t have the right to attack by night. Acted as if they thought we should fight by their rules. The German is arrogant in victory and servile in defeat.”

			—Major General Terry de la Mesa Allen, speaking about his experience fighting German soldiers during the World War I1

			United States

			1st Infantry Division

			In 1943, the U.S. Army was far from the modern, professional force of today. It had more in common with the army of 1861 than it did with the army of 2017. In fact, like the Union army that marched on Bull Run in 1861, the army that faced the German war machine in the desert of North Africa was an army of eager volunteers and naive draftees led by inexperienced officers still learning how to lead large units.

			The biggest personalities associated with the war were coming into their own as the scope of the war shifted and grew. Lieutenant General George S. Patton was the commander of II Corps in March 1943 and would lead Seventh Army later that summer. Yet Patton had been a division commander for only a few months when war broke out on December 7, 1941. General Dwight D. Eisenhower—the Supreme Commander Allied Expeditionary Force of the North African Theater of Operations in February 1943—was only a colonel in March 1941. His ascension through five ranks had taken less than two years. Men who had led companies in 1940 were now leading battalions and regiments in 1943. 

			In 1939, the U.S. Army had 189,839 soldiers. By 1943, the number ballooned to 6,994,472—a 3,700 percent increase in size.2 The army of 1943 was an army experiencing growing pangs associated with the throes of puberty. It had potential, but it was an unwieldy and gangly teenager. 

			In 1939, the army had only five infantry divisions and one cavalry division inside the continental United States. By 1945, the American army had sixty-seven infantry divisions, sixteen armored divisions, five airborne divisions, and two cavalry divisions. Entire divisions sprang up from nothing, as if spontaneously generated from temporary camps throughout the country. Most of the divisions existed only on paper in 1941 when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and most were far from combat ready when the Allies landed in North Africa in November 1942. As a result, the burden of combat in those first few battles fell on the divisions that existed prior to the outbreak of hostilities.3

			One such unit was the 1st Infantry Division—The Big Red One. Its history began on May 2, 1917, when Gen. Hugh Scott, the Army Chief of Staff, ordered Gen. John J. Pershing to form the 1st (Expeditionary) Division for an immediate deployment to France. Pershing chose four infantry regiments and one artillery regiment to form its nucleus. Three of the original infantry regiments (the 16th, 18th, and 26th Infantry Regiments) were still part of the division when it deployed to North Africa in 1942.4

			The Big Red One underwent its first major combat operation at Cantigny, France, in late April and May 1918, where it won a resounding victory against the German army. This was the U.S. Army’s first victory against the Central Powers. After the 1st Division’s baptism by fire, it saw further action in July at the battle of Soissons, where it emerged victorious once again, sustaining a horrific 7,200 casualties.5

			The bloodletting continued into the fall. That September, General Pershing launched the St. Mihiel offensive, the U.S. First Army’s first independent operation. It, too, was a tremendous triumph. The reeling and wounded German army withdrew further east toward its border. Leading the assault was the Big Red One. After St. Mihiel, Pershing ordered the 1st Division off the front line to receive replacements. For several weeks, the soldiers rested and recuperated while other units marched into the cauldron that later became known as the Meuse-Argonne offensive.

			By October 1918, the Big Red One returned to the maelstrom. For eleven days, it crawled and scraped through the Meuse-Argonne region. Success was measured in meters, and after incurring 7,000 casualties, the American Expeditionary Force pulled the battered 1st out of the trenches. It had pushed the front line only seven kilometers at a cost of 1,000 men per kilometer.6

			The battle-tested but weary division spent three more weeks receiving replacements. Most of the veterans from Cantigny were gone as a result of battle wounds or death. By the beginning of November, the Central Powers and the German army’s resolve were disintegrating. When the Big Red One leapt out of the trenches near Sedan for one last time, resistance was negligible. The 1st’s units raced to the French-German border. In an embarrassing incident, the Big Red One captured Sedan, denying the French army the emotional prize of seizing the town that was the symbol of their defeat in the Franco-Prussian War. It mattered little to the soldiers on the ground, who saw it as just another name on the map. When statisticians tallied the final numbers after the cessation of hostilities, the 1st Division sustained more than 21,618 casualties, to include 4,111 dead.7 

			After the war, the Big Red One performed occupation duty in Germany and returned home in the fall of 1919. When demobilization occurred, the 1st Division remained intact while the army deactivated other divisions. In fact, throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the Big Red One continued to train. Maintaining combat readiness was a challenge due to a parsimonious Congress that did not want to fund a large, standing army.8

			On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland. On September 3, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany. Once again, Europe was a battleground. President Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Gen. George C. Marshall as Army Chief of Staff on that same September day in 1939 as German panzers roared over the Polish frontier. It would be one of his best decisions. 

			Marshall had served as the G-3 for the 1st Division during World War I, and he was an organizational genius. He grasped that the American Expeditionary Force’s divisional square structure of World War I would not work in the coming conflict. He proposed the triangular structure: Instead of four infantry regiments, a standard division would have only three infantry regiments. It was a leaner but more deployable unit. Moreover, it was easier to manage in battle. The 1st Division was one of the first units to undergo the transformation. As a result, it lost the 28th Infantry Regiment but retained the 16th, 18th, and 26th Infantry Regiments.9 

			In May 1940, Germany invaded France. Six weeks later, France was out of the war. The War Department concluded that the U.S. Army might have to fight its way onto the European continent, and so several units, including some from the 1st Division, were selected for amphibious invasion training in conjunction with the U.S. Navy for the next year. In November 1941, the entire Big Red One participated in the Carolina Maneuvers. 

			On December 7, 1941, Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. Several days later, Hitler declared war on the United States. Within just a few short months, units prepared to ship out to either the Pacific or the European theaters. Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt assessed Germany to be the greater threat; therefore, the United States concentrated its war-fighting effort to defeat that Axis power. The 1st Infantry Division was one of the first divisions to head to Europe, departing on August 2, 1942, from New York with the initial destination of Glasgow, Scotland.10

			Besides the new name, the division had a new commander: Maj. Gen. Terry de la Mesa Allen. “Terrible” Terry assumed command of the division on June 19, 1942, the day he pinned on his second star. Marshall had seen Allen, then deputy commander of the 36th Infantry Division, perform during the Carolina Maneuvers. The scrappy cavalryman impressed the Army Chief of Staff, who rewarded him with a division command.11

			A. J. Liebling, a reporter for the New Yorker magazine, accompanied Allen to North Africa and wrote several articles about the general. Liebling described him as a “medium-sized soldier with a thick neck, sloping shoulders, and the slightly rolling gait of a man who has spent a great deal of time on horseback. He has the kind of dented nose that is usually associated with prizefighters and his breathing is audible as he talks, like the breathing of old boxers as they spar. . . . He has a long skull, a heavy jaw, high cheekbones, and deep-sunk brown eyes; his hair is black flecked with gray, and one lock generally stands up on the top of his head.”12

			Allen was a member of the West Point Class of 1912, except he did not graduate, flunking out in 1911, much to the chagrin to his father, Sam, a career army officer. Despite the failure, following his father’s example, he earned a commission as a second lieutenant of cavalry shortly after his graduation from Catholic University the following year. 

			His first assignment was with the 14th Cavalry in Texas, where his first combat experience was against Mexican cattle rustlers. It was a brief skirmish, and he lost his horse. In 1916, he participated in the Punitive Expedition that went after the Mexican bandit Pancho Villa. Though Allen did not find himself in as many scrapes as his contemporary George S. Patton Jr., he did learn valuable leadership lessons from the operation.13

			When the United States entered World War I in 1917, the young, pugnacious Allen wanted to fight. His first combat command was with 3rd Battalion, 358th Regiment, 90th Division, and he was made major. Allen led his command into combat for first time on September 3, 1918. 

			Later that month, the fearless Allen sustained several injuries during the St. Mihiel offensive. His most serious wound was the result of a gunshot wound to the jaw. Terrible Terry refused to remain bedridden and checked himself out of the field hospital until, on September 15, the regimental surgeon ordered him to remain there. In October, Allen rejoined his unit, leading it into the cauldron of the Meuse-Argonne.14

			On October 26, 1918, Allen’s battalion seized the town of Aincreville. A seemingly unimportant town, the victory had a major influence on Allen’s career. Because of the enemy’s defenses, the young major devised a plan to seize the village under the cover of darkness. While nighttime operations are now common in the twenty-first century, they were not the norm in the early twentieth. Commanders felt that command and control was nearly impossible under nighttime conditions. Fratricide, therefore, was a real possibility. However, Allen concluded that the concealment afforded by the night sky would allow his soldiers to approach the objective unobserved. He risked fratricide for the sake of surprise, and his gamble paid off.

			“I had one goddam company commander who was a pessimist,” Allen explained two decades later to A. J. Liebling. “‘This is suicide’ he said. I pulled out my revolver and shot him in the behind. ‘There. You’re out,’ I said. ‘You’re wounded.’ He was glad to get out of it, and I sent a second lieutenant up to take the company and he did fine. We took the position with loss of twenty killed, and if we’d done it by day we would have lost three hundred. . . . We took about fifty German prisoners that time and they were whining as if we didn’t have the right to attack by night. Acted as if they thought we should fight by their rules. The German is arrogant in victory and servile in defeat.”

			The victory at Aincreville taught Allen that surprise saved lives when he was the attacker and that nighttime assaults provided the necessary concealment for the attacker to achieve the element of surprise. In North Africa, Sicily, and northwest Europe, Allen conducted several successful nighttime assaults. In his after action report on the Tunisian campaign, he wrote, “Night operations proved of extreme value for attaining surprise and, occasionally, as the only means of getting our troops across open country without severe losses. Night operations should be emphasized in training.” In World War II, as most of his contemporaries conducted their operations during daylight hours, Allen conducted attacks at night. He was a pioneer.15

			On November 11, 1918, World War I ended. For his extraordinary bravery in battle, Allen earned the Silver Star. He remained in Europe to perform occupation duty in Germany with his battalion. Unlike many other officers who lost their rank because of downsizing, Allen was demoted but then was promoted back to the rank of major in September 1920. In 1921, he returned to the United States. 

			Throughout much of the 1920s, Allen was in Texas serving as a cavalryman. Several years after returning to the states, Allen attended the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Once again, academics dogged him. He graduated 221st in the class, while his contemporary, Dwight D. Eisenhower, graduated first.

			Allen’s lack of seriousness was one reason for his poor showing. Recounting his first tactical problem at the course with Liebling, he said, “It was all full of silly questions like ‘What are the enemy’s intentions?’” His written response was, “The enemy didn’t tell me.” Yet, the combative cavalryman solved the tactical problem without divining the enemy’s goals. His instructors were less than moved by his overall performance. One of them described him “as the most indifferent student ever enrolled there.”16

			The 1930s were better for the scrappy officer. Allen attended the Infantry Advanced Officer’s Course at Fort Benning, Georgia, from 1931 to 1932. There, he impressed the army’s future boss, then Lt. Col. George C. Marshall, who was the assistant director of the school at the time. On Allen’s evaluation report, the future chief of staff wrote, “By training, experience, and temperament, highly qualified as a leader . . . qualified as of now as commanding officer of a regiment and in wartime a division.”17

			In October 1940, Marshall selected him for promotion to brigadier general. Ironically, Terry was the first from his West Point class to reach the rank of general. His promotion was not without grumbling from those in the upper echelons of the army. Allen had jumped over 900 officers to reach the coveted rank. Many were not pleased with Marshall’s selection and asked the chief of staff to rescind the promotion. Marshall refused.18

			When the Army Chief of Staff appointed him as the commander of the 1st Infantry Division, Allen was ecstatic. He wrote a personal note to Marshall, thanking him for the promotion to major general and command of the division. Marshall wrote back, “I received your note of appreciation of your appointment to command the First Division. You were assigned because I thought you would make an excellent job of it, particularly in view of its probable assignment.”19 Allen had earned Marshall’s trust but had to prove that it was well founded. The Army Chief of Staff knew that the division commander would have that chance later that fall in North Africa.

			Allen may have captivated Marshall, but his contemporaries were less than enthused by his leadership style. General Omar Bradley, who eventually ended up as Allen’s commander at the end of the Tunisian campaign, wrote, “They [Allen and his assistant division commander, Brig. Gen. Theodore Roosevelt Jr.] looked upon discipline as an unwelcome crutch to be used by less able and personable commanders. Terry’s own career as an army rebel had long ago disproved the maxim that discipline makes the soldiers. Having broken the mold himself, he saw no need to apply it to his troops.”20

			After Patton assumed command of II Corps in March 1943, Allen traveled to the corps headquarters in Tebessa, Algeria, to hear the brief from his new corps commander on an upcoming operation. According to Col. Stanhope Mason, Allen’s chief of staff at the time, Patton berated the Big Red One. Mason paraphrased the speech in a postwar account, writing, “He [Patton] then proceeded to say that the soldiers (all in the 1st Division in this case) were undisciplined, looked more like a mob than a smart soldierly unit, and were too cowardly to fight. But, he continued, if they would just try to show some guts in this forthcoming operation maybe it would not be too fouled up.”21

			Allen did not agree with Patton’s assessment, but as his subordinate, he had little recourse but to take the verbal abuse while in a public forum, as was military custom. Mason, who went on to become a major general in his own right, described Allen as “volatile but considerate, believing in his unit, dedicated to accomplishing his assigned military objectives at least cost of lives, anxious to get every possible break for his own men, no personal image builder, and fully believing that teamwork was the key to winning.”22

			Many of enlisted soldiers shared Colonel Mason’s opinion of General Allen. Andrew J. Jacobson was a soldier in Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 16th Infantry Regiment, and participated in all of the Big Red One’s World War II campaigns. Of Allen and Roosevelt, he said, “They were a soldier’s general. . . . They were up there with us all the time. They didn’t hang back and tell us what to do. They would show us what to do.”23

			Similarly, Roy S. Ehrhardt, a corporal in the 18th Infantry Regiment, had fond memories of Allen and Roosevelt. “They were individual people,” said Ehrhardt. “I never met men like them. They enjoyed combat. They just got a kick out of it.” When asked if they exposed themselves to combat, the seasoned veteran Ehrhardt laughed and remarked, “Teddy Roosevelt had a walking stick, and he had a helluva time going up a hill . . . [but] he’d go right along with the rest of us.”24

			At first glance, Roosevelt and Allen seemed an ill-suited pair. Allen, the son of a career army officer, spent his childhood roughhousing with the children of enlisted soldiers. Roosevelt was the scion of American aristocracy, growing up in the Gilded Age in a famous family. Yet their upbringings did not define their relationship.

			Theodore Jr. was a minor legend in his own right. The son of a president, he was born on September 13, 1887. After the United States entered World War I, he was determined to serve in wartime like his father. He became a battalion commander in the 26th Infantry Regiment, part of the newly formed 1st Division. He eventually saw combat in places like Cantigny and Soissons, where a German machine gunner shot him in the leg, wounding him severely. After several months of convalescence, he returned to 1st Division to serve as the commander of the 26th Infantry Regiment and ending the war as a lieutenant colonel. For his bravery at Cantigny and Soissons, the army later awarded Roosevelt the Distinguished Service Cross.25

			Between the wars, Roosevelt enjoyed some success as a politician. The citizens of New York elected him to the State Assembly in 1920. He ran for governor in 1924 but lost to Alfred E. Smith. In September 1929, President Herbert Hoover appointed him the governor of Puerto Rico, and in 1932, Hoover moved him to the Philippines, where he became the governor-general of the colony. He returned home to New York in 1935. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Roosevelt maintained his reserve commission in the army and attended the various U.S. Army schools required for promotion and advancement.26

			With war on the horizon in 1941, Roosevelt was not one to sit on the sidelines. He wanted to be in the ring like his father had. Returning to active duty at the rank of colonel, he assumed command of his old regiment, the 26th Infantry, in April 1941. That December, General Marshall recommended him for promotion to brigadier general. In a letter to Roosevelt, the Chief of Staff wrote, “I proposed your promotion on the recommendation of your commanders, particularly General [Leslie J.] McNair. I have been absolutely cold-blooded in this business, but when your name was brought up in high recommendation for the leadership you displayed, it was a great pleasure to me to confirm my opinion of the old days in France.”27

			In 1942, Roosevelt became the assistant division commander of the 1st Infantry Division. In the same congratulatory letter that George Marshall penned to Terry Allen about his assumption of command to the 1st Infantry Division, he added a note about Roosevelt. “Theodore Roosevelt and you are very much of the same type as to enthusiasm, initiative and a restless desire to get into things,” he wrote. “I am a little fearful that two people so much of the same type will probably not get along too well, in other words, that he will probably get in your hair. I hope this doesn’t develop, for he has had a long history with the First Division, is an A No. 1 fighting man with rare courage, and what is rarer, unlimited fortitude.” As it turned out, Marshall’s fears were unjustified. In fact, the opposite was true.28 

			As Marshall had observed, Theodore Roosevelt Jr. had much in common with his new boss. Like Allen, Roosevelt enjoyed being up front in the thick of combat. He also shared Allen’s foibles. As Bradley wrote, “Had he [Allen] been assigned a rock-jawed disciplinarian as assistant division commander, Terry could probably have gotten away forever on the personal leadership he showed his troops. But Roosevelt was too much like Terry Allen. A brave, gamy, undersized man who trudged about the front with a walking stick, Roosevelt helped hold the division together by personal charm.”29 

			Managing the division was the G-3 Operations Officer Lt. Col. Frederick W. Gibb. Born on July 24, 1908, in New York City, Gibb was another West Pointer, commissioned as a second lieutenant of infantry in 1933. His first assignment was with the 20th Infantry Regiment in Fort Frances E. Warren, Wyoming. Like most officers during the interwar years, Gibb’s progression through the ranks was glacial. He did not pin captain’s bars until September 9, 1940, but with war on the horizon, rank came quickly. Less than two years later, he was a major, and on November 10, 1942, the army promoted him to lieutenant colonel. 

			When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, Gibb was serving as the operations officer for the 16th Infantry Regiment, and by Operation Torch in November 1942, he was in command of 3rd Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment. Shortly after the landings, Allen recognized his talents, making him the division’s operations officer.30

			Allen’s command was not the same division that went to France in the previous war. It had three infantry regiments instead of four. However, the regiments had more firepower than their predecessors had. In 1942, each regiment had three infantry battalions, and each battalion had 884 enlisted men and thirty-two officers on paper. The regiment had six 75mm and two 105mm self-propelled howitzers mounted on M3 half-tracks, eighteen 81mm mortars, twenty-four 37mm towed antitank guns, twenty-seven 60mm mortars, ten .50-caliber machine guns, twenty-four .30-caliber heavy machine guns, and eighteen .30-caliber light machine guns.31

			The division had four battalions of artillery for fire support. Three of these battalions had twelve 105mm towed howitzers each. Typically, each battalion provided indirect fire coverage for one of the infantry regimental combat teams in a direct-support role. The fourth battalion had twelve 155mm towed howitzers. These were the older M1918A3 Howitzers. These fell under the control of the division and provided general support where needed during battle.32

			In addition to the artillery battalions and infantry regiments, the division had one reconnaissance troop, one engineer battalion, one medical battalion, one quartermaster battalion, and several other service companies. The division had an overall strength of more than 700 officers and nearly 15,000 enlisted soldiers. It was a powerful but lean fighting organization designed for deployment for Europe or the Pacific theaters.33

			U.S. Army doctrine placed an emphasis on the creation of regimental combat teams when the division went into battle, especially during offensive operations. A regimental combat team centered around one infantry regiment with an additional battalion of artillery in direct support. Depending on the mission, an engineer company, reconnaissance detachments, and other support units would join the team.34 

			The regimental combat team that saw the heaviest fighting during the battle of El Guettar was the 18th Infantry Regiment. “The Vanguards,” as it was known, entered federal service shortly after the bombardment of Fort Sumter on May 3, 1861, making it far older than the 1st Infantry Division. During the Civil War, the 18th served in the western theater, participating in battles such as Murfreesboro in 1862–1863, Chickamauga, and Chattanooga in 1863. After the Civil War, the 18th headed west to the frontier, earning several campaign ribbons for service in the Indian wars. During the Spanish-American War, it took the city of Manila and remained in the Philippines to quell the insurrection that followed. In 1917, it became part of the 1st Division, leaving for France with the division later that year. While in France, it earned the French Croix de Guerre for service in the Aisne-Marne campaign and another Croix de Guerre for the Meuse-Argonne campaign. Between the wars, the regiment remained part of 1st Division. Prior to the U.S. entry into World War II, it was headquartered at Fort Devens, Massachusetts. Emblazoned across the regiment’s insignia was the motto In Omnia Paratus, Latin for “prepared for all things.” The Germans would test that motto in North Africa.35

			The commander of the 18th Infantry was Col. Frank Greer, born on September 24, 1895, in Washington, D.C. The author Robert W. Baumer described Greer as “a large, bald-headed man with a no-nonsense personality.”36 Like his commanders, Greer was a veteran of World War I. He left the service after the Armistice, but civilian life did not suit him. He returned to the army; attended the Infantry School, Basic Course, at Fort Benning, Georgia; and graduated in 1921. Like many officers, he bounced around the country, serving in different jobs. Several years later, he returned to Washington, D.C., where he became the adjutant of the Military District of Washington. During that time, he earned his law degree from George Washington University in 1926. In 1934, Capt. Frank Greer graduated from Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth and two years later graduated from the Army War College at Fort McNair. Shortly after Pearl Harbor, Greer became the regimental executive officer for the 18th Infantry, assuming command on July 1, 1942, while the regiment trained at Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania.37

			Greer’s three infantry battalion commanders were all veterans by El Guettar. The 1st Battalion was under the command of Lt. Col. Robert H. York from Alabama. Born on April 23, 1913, he was commissioned as an infantry lieutenant in 1938 from West Point. On February 18, 1943, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel after serving as the battalion’s executive officer. He had climbed through five ranks in less than six years and was only twenty-nine years old. 38 

			York’s subordinates, peers, and superiors were universal in their acclaim for the officer. Tenio Roncalio was a platoon leader in his battalion and wrote, “Bob York was a soft spoken commander in combat. He liked to keep in touch with his company commanders and his platoon leader. . . . He was more than a commander. He knew how to counsel his troops. He knew how to assist in maintaining the moral [sic] and the physical excellence and the devotion to the job at hand.”39

			Stanhope Mason, the division chief of staff, agreed with Roncalio’s assessment. He wrote, “Essentially York was a very stable individual, not inclined to panic under the most adverse conditions and always exhibiting a calm, cheerful outlook on whatever situation existed. This being a natural trait of his character he projected a staunchness and sense of stability which, in turn, was transmitted to everyone around him.”40

			The 2nd Battalion was under the command of Lt. Col. Ben Sternberg, born on February 28, 1914, in Florida. Unlike York and many of the other officers in the 18th Infantry, Sternberg started his army career as a grunt. He first joined the Florida National Guard and then enlisted as a private in Company G, 22nd Infantry Regiment, on July 2, 1933. A year later, he enrolled at West Point and was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the infantry on June 14, 1938. Prior to battalion command, he had served as Colonel Greer’s Regimental S-3.41 Finally, 3rd Battalion’s commander was Lt. Col. Courtney P. Brown. He was born on November 2, 1904, and was from Monroe Township, New Jersey.42 

			The 32nd Field Artillery Battalion supported the 18th Infantry Regiment’s three infantry battalions. The 32nd was not an old unit. Organized on August 5, 1918, at Camp Meade, Maryland, the unit saw World War I end before it could deploy overseas to France. For much of the 1920s and early 1930s, it was part of 3rd Division. It did not become part of 1st Division until October 1, 1940, when it was activated at Fort Ethan Allen, Vermont.43 

			The commander of the 32nd Field Artillery Battalion was Lt. Col. Percy W. Thompson. Like Greer and Allen, the forty-four-year-old Thompson was not a West Point graduate. He graduated with a bachelor of science from Purdue University in 1925 and subsequently attended the Field Artillery School, Basic Course. He went to the Battery Officer’s Course in 1932 and a year later went to the Infantry School and the Company Officers’ Course at Fort Benning. His three batteries of artillery provided direct support for Greer’s regiment during the battle.44

			Germany

			10th Panzer Division

			The 10th Panzer was one of the first panzer divisions in the German army. Formed on April 1, 1939, in the then recently conquered regions of Bohemia and Moravia, the young division was less than six months old when it participated in the invasion of Poland. Nine months later, it led the invasion of France, crossing the Meuse River near Sedan. From there, it zipped across the undefended French countryside and reached the English Channel in less than two weeks. The 10th defeated British and French units hunkered down in Calais, France, and swung south to finish off the French army. The whirlwind campaign lasted six weeks, and the 10th Panzer Division emerged as one of the premier units in the German army. 

			It did not rest on its laurels for long. A year later, the 10th Panzer was in Russia as part of Operation Barbarossa. It almost reached Moscow, but on December 5, 1941, the Russians counterattacked. Despite the onslaught that shattered scores of German units, the 10th Panzer Division survived and fought through the winter and spring of 1942. By that summer, it was a shadow of its former self. The German High Command ordered it to return to France for rest and refit. There it remained until the following November, when it received orders to ship out for North Africa.45

			The commander of the 10th Panzer Division was Generalmajor Friedrich Freiherr von Broich. Born on New Year’s Day 1896 in Strasbourg (when it was still part of Germany), von Broich entered the army on July 2, 1914, as a cavalry cadet in the 9th Uhlans (2nd Pomeranian) Regiment. The army commissioned him a Leutnant on December 24, 1914, while serving on the front lines in Russia. During World War I, he earned two Iron Crosses for bravery while rising through the squadron’s ranks. After the war, his rank was downgraded to Oberleutnant (first lieutenant) as the army shrunk to accommodate Treaty of Versailles restrictions. Although his future in the military looked bleak, von Broich remained in the Reichswehr and served with the 6th (Preuss) Cavalry Regiment near the town of Demmin, Germany, on the Baltic coast. On October 1, 1928, he was promoted to the rank of Hauptmann (captain) and assumed command of the 2nd Squadron, 8th (Preuss) Cavalry Regiment.

			Von Broich’s career progression continued its steady ascent over the next decade. He became an aide for the Reichswehr’s 1st Cavalry Division in 1933 and was subsequently promoted to the rank of major on his birthday, January 1, 1935. Shortly afterward, the army transferred him to Berlin, where he was appointed to serve in the cavalry inspectorate for the next three years.

			When war broke out on September 1, 1939, von Broich was the commander of the 34th Reconnaissance Battalion. Itching to go to war, he sought another command and was rewarded when the army offered him the 21st Cavalry Regiment. He commanded the regiment throughout the campaign in France. In recognition of his performance, the army promoted him to colonel on September 1, 1940. He then took over the 22nd Cavalry Regiment and led it into Russia in 1941. Von Broich’s career survived the Russian counteroffensive of 1941, and he later assumed command of the 24th Rifle Brigade, which became the 24th Panzergrenadier Brigade in July 1942. He held that post until October 1942, when he was transferred again to serve in North Africa. His first Tunisian command was an ad hoc unit named Brigade von Broich. On February 15, 1943, he took over the 10th Panzer Division after receiving a promotion to major general.46

			His ascension to division command was not without incident. The previous commander, Generalleutnant (Lieutenant General) Wolfgang Fischer, had died in a tragic accident on February 1. Fischer was conducting a terrain reconnaissance when his car drove through an unmarked Italian minefield and detonated one of the mines, destroying the car and killing him. His men buried the fallen officer on February 3 northeast of Tunis. Fortunately for the 10th Panzer Division, von Broich was an excellent replacement. He proved his worth when his division cut through several American units at Kasserine Pass later that same month.47

			Leading the 10th Panzer Division’s attack at El Guettar was Panzer Regiment 7. Unlike the 18th Infantry, it was a young unit. But, like the 18th Infantry, it was older than its parent organization, the 10th Panzer. Organized on October 1, 1936, in Ohrdruf, Germany, Panzer Regiment 7 first saw combat in the Polish campaign in September 1939. Two months later, it joined its new unit.48

			The regiment had a mixture of tanks, sprinkled amongst its two battalions. Typically, each battalion had one company of Mk IVs. At full strength, this company would have ten Mk IVs and five Mk IIs. The other three companies had seventeen Mk IIIs and five Mk IIs each. The battalion headquarters company provided an additional five Mk IIs and one Mk III. The regimental headquarters had another Mk III and five more Mk IIs for a total of twenty Mk IVs, 105 Mk IIIs, and fifty-five Mk IIs in the regiment.49

			Unfortunately for the 10th Panzer Division, some of the panzers it was supposed to have were forming reefs for the fish at the bottom of the Mediterranean. A convoy scheduled to arrive on December 3, 1942, lost two Mk IIs, sixteen Mk IIIs, and twelve precious Mk IVs when the ship carrying them sank because of Allied bombers and submarines. This meant that the regiment had less than its allotted Mk IVs when it entered combat later that month.50 

			At El Guettar, the commander of Panzer Regiment 7 was Oberst (Colonel) Rudolf Gerhardt. Born on March 26, 1896, in Greiz, Thuringia, Gerhardt entered the German army as an enlisted man in August 1914. His unit was the 96th Thuringian Infantry Regiment, which shipped out to fight the Russians in southern Poland. He quickly proved to be a capable soldier, and by November he was an Unteroffizier (sergeant). That December, he earned his first Iron Cross. Recognizing his potential, Gerhardt’s superiors granted him a battlefield commission in March 1915. As a Leutnant, Gerhardt saw some of the worst fighting in World War I at Verdun and the Somme in 1916. By the end of the war, he had been wounded four times and earned an Iron Cross First Class.

			After the war, Gerhardt left the military. In 1934, he rejoined the army as a Hauptmann and was a company commander in Panzer Regiment 1. Two years later, his company became the nucleus for Panzer Regiment 7. By the beginning of 1939, now Major Gerhardt was a battalion commander for Panzer Battalion 66. He led the unit that September into Poland, where he was wounded a fifth time. In May 1940, he took command of a battalion in Panzer Regiment 7 and participated in the mad dash to the English Channel that ultimately led to the fall of France in June. He remained with the regiment when it invaded Russia in June 1941 and became the temporary regimental commander in November 1941. Promotions came quickly. In January 1942, the army promoted him to Oberstleutnant (lieutenant colonel). By April 20, he was an Oberst and the official commander of the regiment. That same month, the army transferred Panzer Regiment 7 and the rest of the division for refit to southern France, where it remained until it left for Africa in late 1942.51

			The 10th Panzer Division had two panzergrenadier regiments. Formed on April 1, 1940, both Panzergrenadier Regiments 86 and 69 were originally named Schützen (Rifle) Regiments 86 and 69, respectively, and were part of Schützen Brigade 10 of the 10th Panzer Division. Both became panzergrenadier regiments on July 5, 1942. The commander of the Panzergrenadier Regiment 86 was Oberst Hans Reimann, and the commander of the Panzergrenadier Regiment 69 was Oberst Rudolf Lang. Although Lang was not at El Guettar, his 2nd Battalion played a pivotal role in the battle.52

			[image: ]

			Both divisions were on a collision course in March 1943. The 1st Infantry Division was part of an army trying to rehabilitate itself after the disaster at Kasserine Pass. Its future adversary, the 10th Panzer Division, was a well-oiled machine but, thanks to Allied bombing, a machine running out of parts. On March 23, 1943, the two combatants squared off to see who was master of Tunisia.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Prelude

			“In the lead car Patton stood like a charioteer. He was scowling into the wind and his jaw strained against the web strap of a two-starred steel helmet.” 

			—Major General Omar Bradley, describing Patton’s arrival at II Corps Headquarters1

			Friday, March 5, 1943

			Casablanca, French Morocco, and then to Algiers, Algeria, and Thence to Constantine, Algeria

			Major General George S. Patton was ready. The previous night, he had received a phone call from his boss, General Eisenhower. Patton was out when the call came, so he did not speak with him directly. Ike’s only message was for him to be ready for “extended field service” and to leave for Algiers the next morning. Naturally, Patton was intrigued.

			“I phoned Beedle Smith [Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell Smith], Ike’s Chief of Staff, and asked what it was about,” recalled the general. Ike’s chief of staff informed Patton that he was replacing Maj. Gen. Lloyd Fredendall, the soon-to-be-former commander of II Corps.

			The next morning, as instructed, Patton bid his staff farewell. It was 1000 hours when he left his office for the aerodrome. Waiting for him outside were military police who lined the street as an honor guard. For pomp and ceremony, an army band played martial tunes as his column of cars sped off. Accompanying him on the trip were several staff officers, including Brig. Gen. Hugh J. Gaffey, who would serve as his acting chief of staff; Col. Kent Lambert, who would be the G-3; and
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