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OPERATIOHS OF THE 2D BATTALION, 168TH INFANTRY
(34TH DIVISIOK)
FATD FASS, 12-21 FEBRUARY 1943
(Personal experience of a companw Commander)
INTRODUCTIO]

This monograph covers the operations of the 24 Battalion, 168th Inf-
antry, in the Tunisian Campaign from the movement of the Battalion to
positions near Faid Pass on 9 Fehruary tc the reorganization of the Regi-
ment at Sbiba on 21 February -

From early in 1940 until June of 1943 the entire coast of North Africa
was a giant battleground, wherein the tide of battle washed an area from
Cairo in Egypt to the ancient city of COran in Algiers. It was to see its
culpination in and around the city of Tunismonce a pirate lairjbut held now,
by a people who put the pirates of old to shame,

The reason for this campaign lay in the German plan for ja| world domi-
nation and it was their expressed intention to wrest control of the Suez
Cenal, life line of supply to the British, from the Allies and start a march
across Asia, This march was intended to eneircle Russia and Join up with
the Axis partner in the East, Japan,

Twice Italian and German troops had hammered at the gates of Cairo and
twice they had been repulsed by a foe, inferior in men and armament, How-
ever, the scales of war were. slowly tipping and.in Oetobef of 1942 Generai
Bérnard Montgomery, commanding the British Eighth Army, built up & reserve
of these needed men and materials and launched an attack.that was to carry
him to the doors of Tunls and was to be one of the most spectacular offenw
sives of the war,

Some of the deceptive measures taken by the British.Eighth Army were
on such & large scale that they are deserving of mention here. For, ;guiﬁ&

) e
result of these successful strategys the whole allied plan was to hinge,



In the attack of El Alemain on October 23, 1942 some of the best
measures taken were as fqllows:
1. To split the German srmored divisions the British organized a

phantom armored corps, They built 20 miles ‘of real pipe lins to serve

. this corps.

2. Constructed 1200 dummy trucks and tanks to represent this corps
and_moved some each night to inerease the effect,

3. Constructed hnndreds of emplacements for machine guns, anti-tank
guns and artillery and put dummy weapons in them,

4. Construction of dummy minefields. Although no mines were actually
laid, working parties were sent out to go thrdugh the motions of laying
mines, |

5. 'Assignment of dummy calls to this imaginary corps and the in-
clusion of the corps in distribution of all orders, otc.

So sueccessful was the deception that when German Gene;al Van Thoma was
captured, one of his first questions was - "What ever became of that
Armored Corps in the south??

With the launching of this attack against General Erwin Rommell, Com-
mander of the faméd Africa Corps the stage was being set for ancther stra-
tegic blow at Nazi dominated Algeria to the west, |

In a conference hald‘in Washington between British Prime Minister
Winston Churechill and Preéident F. D, ﬁoosevélt, it was deci&éd to strike
at the ports of Casa Blanca, Oran and Algiers. o :

By landing forces there, the Allies would gain twofold %ﬁgﬁééé;; one,
t; énlist the suppbrt and aid of the French people in the fight'against
the Nazis and, secondly, to relieve the pressure against the British Eighth_
Army by causing(ZErman troope, destinsd to reinforce General Rommsl, to be
used in the defense of the eastern borders of Tunisis and the City of Tunis,

main port of supply for the Axis,



The landings were carried out and so successful were they that
successive Allied landings were made farther to the east at the Port Cities
of Bone and Bougif. |

As rapidly as these port cities were taken and consolidated, early in
December, a British Army under Géneral HnJe,r‘g”. with the G. 8. lat
‘Armored Diviaion/in suppeort, strué.k at the German held City of Tunis, The
attack carried to the outskirts of the oclty itself when the Germans, per-
ceiving this threal, began to hurriedly build an Army literally :’an the city
itself. From Sieily, Sout.hern France and Southern Itsly troops were brought
in by air and by sea. So short were the Axis lines of supply that within a
matter of days the Germans were able not only to stop the Allied drive bub
%0 go on the offensive and drive the First Army back to & line running
generally north and scuth along the Grand Dorsal Néuntain chain,

With the situstion almost at a stalemate, control of all &llied Forces
in North Africa was gi‘ven to. the capable British Commander, General Alexander.
General Alexander developed the following plan of strategy that was to lead
to the eventual destruction of all Axis Forces in Africa, .

The British First Army was to hold a line in the north along the Grand
Dorsal chain of mountains, running north and south. The French Army
under General W/ '.along with the U, S. II Corps under General Fredendahl
were to hold an extension of that line in the south. This line was to form
what would be the west wall of a huge cylinder and the Mediterranean Sea
wonld form the east wall,

The American 12th Air Force along with units of the British Navy would
cloge the top of the eylinder, preventing the Germans frem bringlng in re-
inforcements from Italy or evacuating their own t;roops from Tunis,

The British Eighth Army, moving in from the East, would represent the

piston driving the Africa Corps into the eylinder wherein the German Armies

could be destroyed almost at will, %% liumpwiet

*% Map #4.



A further ramification of this plan was that if U. S. elements in the
south were able to drive through to the coast and cut the road running from
Tripoli to Tunis, this would prevent a juncture of the two German Armies and

meke the task of the Allied Forces that much easier.

SPECIAL CONDTT TONS AFFECT ING THE OPFRATION
TOPOGRAPHY

In the nprthgrn part of Tunisia the general terrvain is highly irregular
with hill ranges rﬁnning generally north and south. .

The middle or central part is more of a plain with a number of high,
rocky_hills, or more aptly, small mountains, Some of the most decisive
battles of the campaign were to be fought on these hills at a later date when
the German thrust hsd been S‘i}opped and the Alliesl were ome_more on the
offensive, _

| The Tunisian "Eaétern Dorsal® runs some 120 miles southwards from Picimn
to Ha{&aay, thence some 50 miles south'g;rsst to where, 20 miles south of El
Guetter, it joins the line of great Choits or Salt Lakes, The defensive
position taken up by the Africa Cofps extended from these galt lskes to the
coast., This Dorsal, a high mountain ridge, makes with the Chotts a natural
defense of Tunis:.!.a‘ to east and south. The passes through this mountain chain
are few and it was these few passes that were the keys that Rommel must possess
if he was to make a successful sweep to the north. The main passesfvhich
afforded passage to vehicles were Faid, Gafss, ﬁa;naasy and Fondulk,

Between the dorsal and the coast 1s thé coastal plain, It is 180 miles,
running north and south and was to Rommel an escape corrider to be kept opem
at all cost. This plain broadens from the Mareth l;ine to about 70 miles
south of Kairowan, thence narrowing off to hilly country around Enfidavalle
in the north. In the south it is largely barren, unﬁulating desert, but
northwards, especially about Sousse and Sfax, it is flatter and has largs

areas covered with olive groves, About Eairouan is a large, flat srea gecod



for airfields, ¥ilitary movement over it, except along the coast road, was
canalised intc predictable areas by mumber of salt lakes. .Howaver, the
.entire country in dry weather lent iiself to maneuver of large tank ele-
ments, | '
CLIMATE

The rainy season of West North Africa begins in Deqemher and ends in
Fébruary; Any armored offenﬁive would have to také the future weather into
consideration as during wet weather the ground became impassable and move-
ment was restricted to roads, In general, reasonable scope for armored
action was confined to the érea south of Feriana-Sbeitla~Pichon, the Kairouan
Plain, the Gouhe11a£ Plaiﬁ, and the Medjez Valley. Access to all of these
areas except Sbeitla were through passes in the hills dﬁminated by the enemy.

ROAD AND RATL COMMUNTCAT TON

Roads in the area were sparser than in Furcpe. The main rosds -con=
verged intd defiles Which thus became important strategical objectives.
The main roads were metalled, mostly tarred in the center with soft verges,
and very slippery in wet weather. Secondarly roads were often well metalled,
but more often little more than earthern tracks, In scrub hills forward
troops often had to change over for periods to mule transport., After a few
hours'! rain, mgnyj"roads“ became largely impassable for the movement of
motorized columns, and in dry weather they rapidly deteriorated. Hundreds
of wadis were crossed by road bridges, for the most part inadequate to carry
heavf military loads, and lending themselves to demolitions with small mine-
fields. This slowed movement and invoivea making many diversion tracks té
fords, Through the hills and mountains, roads ofien became defiles over
long distances, commanded from hiils all round, and easily blocked by mine-

fields covered by fire.



Maintensnce af supplies forward entailed constant forethought and
'improvis;ation in view of the state of the roads above, and the fact that
rallways weré few and eould earry only few _trains s and these of reatrj.c‘béd
loads. The problem was made more diffieult in the early stages by the
enemy's air superiority in the forward sreas, which confined vehicle road
movement to the hours of darkness. f

GOVER

BExcept in the Northern Section and around Tebessa and Le Eef, woods
cover are very scarce, Small groups of trees exist around some of the
farms, but these are very inadequate for a harbor of any size, and wsually -
dréw the attention of eﬁemy aircraft. Olive groves afford useful cover if
one accepts the following disadvantages: (1) In wet weather the ground belo?' :
is usvally muddy and ean immobilize units, and (2) the gunners and commanders
of tanks in such areas are blinded., Scrub hills afforde& useful fea;cilities

for camouflage when vehicles could reach them, * Z

o Hapdi-
MOVEMENT OF 168TH INFANTRY PRIOR TO FAID OPERATION

‘The 168th Infantry whose disastrous part in the Faid-Kaasarine opera-
tion was to hé one of the tradgediea of World War II, had formerly been a
part of the 424 Division in World War I. At the end of World War I, with
the reorganization of the Hational Guard, the 168th was made a part of the
34th Division and most of the units of the regiment were made up of personnel ‘
from Towa and Minnesota,

The division received its initial treining at Camp Claiborne, La, and
at the outbreak of the war was ‘qler'bed and ,along with the First Armored

Division)was sent to a Port of Embarkation,

* I
**% Map #1



The Division proceeded to Belfast, Ireland and landed in February of
1942, having the distinction of being the first American troops to land in
the European Theater, | _

After & six month training period in Northern Ireland, the 168th was
formed into & Regimental Combat Team, composed of the three Infaniry
Battalions, the 175th Field Artillery Battalion, one Company of the 109th
Engineer Battalion, one Medical Company from the 109th Medical Battalion
and elements oif an assault lamding team composed of British officers and
men,

The Combat Team was to maintain this organization with few changes up
f.o and. shortly after the operation covered by this monograph.

| The Combat Team moved to Northern Seotland in July of 1942 and under-

wont Intensive amphibious operations with arnd under the guidance of

instructors from the British First and Gan;adian First Armiés, the latier

A.,:raf just having completed the emphibious landing at Dieppe. After the com-

pletion of this training the Combat Team moved to an embarkation port below

21/30?%. Glasgow, Scotland and in September?'of 1942 the Combat Team set sail for
———
North Afrieca.

The unit landed at Algiers on November 8, 1942 and occupied the town

rai_'ter meeting light resistance, Onlchristmas Day the 168th moved by rail
and motor to the town of Ukes-Le-Bain on the Algerian-Tunisian border. The
movement covered a distance of approximately 600 miles and took 12% days to.
complete, This clearly '3howé the extreme difficulty in tranéporting mer: and
supplies from Algiers east to the battle area.

Upon arrivel the Combat 'Team was attached to the French Fifth Army and
were ordered to procéed to Sened Station and seize the town. Sened Station,
a small Areb village, important only becanse of the 'l'.ime‘ (January—February)
and the events, was on the righ'h or southern extremity of the Amerlcan sector

in Tunisia. Situated as it was » between Ga.fsa and Ha{nassy, on a railway



and on a passable road to the east through the coastal mountain.range, its
strategic importance grew in propo.r'hion to the ever increasing Allied
threat to Rommél's "Escape Ccrridor."r The ground immediately in the
vicinity of Sened Station represented the only irregularity on the fiat,
desert plains before Macnassy. It could aptly be termed an outpost of
Rommel's forces. For the Allies it was a diversion point. Fﬁr both sides

it was a feeler of events to come, * TF

*% Jap—fe-

The 168th téok the town sui:oported by slements of the First Armored
Division, Due, however, to lack of sufficient anti-tank weapons and sir
support, the Combat Team was forced to withdraw immediately to Gafsa, The .
lack of air superiority in the early stéges of the Tunisian Campaign was due
la;'gely to the Allied effort to knock out the Axis _portsbf-supply at Tunis,
Sousse, Sfax snd Bizerte, ** Mww#R, Therefore, they irare wnable to divert
fJ.ghter cover for the pro‘bectlon of Allied columns on the road., A4s a re- |
sult, any effor't ma.de to mova men or supplies by day was very tmsuccessful
Tactically, the occupation of Sened Station was & failure, but it proved one
important point; unseasoned and untried American troops had met therbattle- _
wise veterans of the Afrieca Corps and had disappfovéd the theory of Gefman |
Supremacy which‘wa.s a boost for morale,

| AXIS STRATEGY

As the 168th moved back to Gafsa to prepare for future battles, another
_unit far to the west was also making preparations for a future engagement.

The Africa Corps éorely pressed by the hard-driving British Eighth
Army hed withdrawn to defensive positions on the easi side of Wadi Zig-Zag
and formed a défensive li'nte from Mareth to the salt flats in the south,

* II
*» Map #2
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Rommel could see the inevitable result of further withdrawals up the
Tunisian coast, go he must formulate a plan of action that would give him
é wider scope of mansuver, ‘

Rommel turned hisrattention to the southern passes of the Grand
Dorsal Mountain passes ﬁeld by French and Americen forces, |

There cen be no doubt that General Rommel was fully aware of the
small mumber of men under the U, 8. II Corps and there could be no
questiqn in his mind that a concerted effort against any one of those de-
fensive posifions would give him ﬁ degree of'success in proportion to the
effort, Then began an intenmsive reconnalssance aided by information of
unquestioned value from the native Arabs, In most.cases the Arab syméathy'
wes With the Allied cause, but in a great number of cases the Arab leaders
who had long carried a grudge against the French Colcnials were more fhan
willing to give information regarding_ﬂllied troop dispositions. Suc£
espionage was impossible to control and trying to check the flow of infor-
mation was as difficult as attempting to stop the tides. * FEF

Tt is now evident that Rommel's plans called for & powerful armored
thrust against the Southarn half of the Alllied line, capturing the strategic
pagses and then turning north and driving for the city of Constentine. In
studying the overall plan of maneuver, iwo major objectives immediately
became evident, ¥* Mep-#3— )

One, a drive through the southern passes would expose ﬁhe flank of the
entire line qnd threaten encirelement of Allied positions,

Two, after clearing thg péssea it would open'the way for a drive
through to Constantine and the seaports of ﬁone.and Bougii. If control of
these porfs were gained, it would cut the U. 8.-British line of supply and

* IIT
*# Mep #3



with the establishment of bases on the northern coast of Algeria, would per-
nit thg German Air Force to attack Allied convoys that were supplying the
British Eighth Army. | -

At & glance, the overall picture of‘Rommel‘s plan mey #ppear to encom-
pass & tremendous amount of movement, but in reality he was opposed by a
force numerically wesker in both men and equipment. The haﬁdful of forces
opposing him were occupying a line approximately eighty—five miles long,
whereas a defensive sector normally allotted the same force wduld be approxi=
mately fifteen milﬁs wide. _ |

To meke these plans a reality, on or about the first week in Pebrusry,
Rommel began the assembly of armored elements for the coming assaulﬁ.

From the north, he pulled the Tenth Panzer Division, which wes a part
of the Fifth Army, also some motorized infantry. From his own.Africa Corps
he tookrthe 21st Papzer Division and reorganized them so that they had a
full complement, In addition, he gave this force one Wing of Fighter-
Bomber 'aircraft, numbering about 350 plaﬁes. These planés were utilized as
long-range aftillery aﬁd 80 effectivé was the Alr-Ground Coordination that
within ten minutes an air sirike could be called on any point ahead of the
column, * FF ' |

‘Thus, on or about the 10th of February armored columns were moving
toward assembly aregs_around Maggassy in the south and the coastal ports of
Sousse and Sfax on tﬁe east coast of Tunisia, | .

So successful was the movement that up un;il the time of the attack -
Allied Commanders had little or no idea of the forces involved,

 ALLTED DEFE | |
With the Germans grouping their armor in the Sfax-Ma;;assy aﬁea, it was

not long before the Allied Commanders became aware of this increased activity.

* IV



Where,-When and With What, would the Germans strike, were questions that
went unanswered up until the attack began to take placé. .Hdwever, certain
meassures could be taken and therefore in the first week of Februsry a
general defensive plan'of the southern sector was set up. **'ﬂapﬁﬁk

At this time, the following units were under the command of General
| Fredendfa, II Corps Commander, the lst, 9th and 34th Divisions, the 1st
Armored Division and additional Tank Destroyer Battalions and Corps
Artillery., The total force, including service troops, is estimated to be
between sixty-five and séventy—five thousand Americans. In addition, there
were some French and British elementa, but these unite did not figurse '
strongly in the initial defensive phases. |

Riéhard Wilson, in his account of the Tunisian Campaign, stated -
malljed dispositions were oalled for, and they were made, Tt is admitted ,
now in North Africe officimlly that some serious mistakes were made in these
dispoaitions. Allied intelligence seem to have been at fault, fbr the froops
were so disposed as to anticipaﬁe a main attack from Rommel through the
Pichon . sector to the nmorth of Faid pasa. | |

"Tnadequnate prepa;ation_was made for a thrust through the Faid pass
area. Americgn aréor was étationed well to the north, and gompletely out-
side of what was to become the Batile Zone, The Allies were all set at
Pichon, and some wesker and unsupported units were disposed in the remainder
of the Faid area.* * ¥-

The final location of elements were the First Division with two Combat
Commands of the First Armored Division to be placed in the Pichon sector -
shile the Ninth Division and remsining elements of the First Armored were
in more or less of a ﬁobila reserve in the Kﬁisarine_Paés sector. The 34th
Division less the 168th Combat team held the high.ground in the vieinity of
éﬁiba. The 168%th Combat Team less the lst Battalion ocoﬁpieﬁ the high '

** Map #4 L
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ground ﬁest of Faid pass, _

This was the defensive plain set up to meet the Panzer thrust and on
the 9th of Februsry U: S, units started to occupy the assigned -defense
areas, ¥ llap‘#ﬁ—

OCCUPATION OF FATD DEFENSE SECTOR
168th t =18t Bn) 9-13 Feb

The 168th Combei Team less the ist Battallon moved from Gafsa to
Ferriana, thence to Sbeitla. From Sbeitla the Combat Team moved out to

oocupy three main hills between Sbeitla and Faid pass proper, ¥* Map #6

—% Faid Pass was originally held by Italian units when early in December

—

French troops along with a small American force led by Colonel Edson Raff

-captured the pass. .The French garrisoned the pass until the lst of February

when the pass was recaptured by a German mechanized recommalssance unit,

Elements of the Oth Division were semt up and they recaptured the pass and

; held it until relieved by the 168th, Cge French again garriscned the pass

proper while the Combal Team occupied the ‘bhree high hills directily in rear
of the pass as previously men‘hioned Tl;e 3d Battalion occupied Djebel
Ksaira; the 2d Battalion, Djebel Lessouﬂa and Regimental Headquerters plus
Service Company, Eeﬁdquarters Company, Anti-Tenk Compan}’ and attached units
organized Garet Hadid, a range of hills about seven miles to the rear of

D jebel Lessouda and Djebel Ksairs)
Tn addition to the Infantry Battalions a Battalion of 155mm Howitzers

 were dug ip on the west slopes of Lesscuda and Kssaira. @is gave the Gombat

Tea.m e frontage of abeui 15 miles and clearly indicates the lack of defensive

'rhrength _/ Gommm:l.cation was extremely difflcult due to insufficient mumber

of radios. One telephone line linked the three defensive points togethsr.

- Minefields were laid around the positions, but an insufficient mmber gave

little or no protection,

*% Map #5
=% Map #6



The 23 Battalion organized Djebel Lessouda in a pefiﬁater defense with
EEEEE_Eggggnies on the line and with all elements of the Heavy Weapons.
attached to the Rifle Companies, |The Anti-Tenk Platoon was used

“as an aﬁfi-personﬁal unit and for Pifle defense rather than in its primary

- Company

role of Anti-Tank defenéé?( It had already been found the 37mm anti-tank
gun was no match for any;.l_lg.ng larger than a Mark IV tapk, This disposition
of companies still left gaps in the perimeter of from 100 to 400 yards, but
such was the area to be covered there was no sclutiorn to this defect,
S:%attalion Headgquarters and all headqua?ters personnel were orggnized'as a
Teserve end were placed in a éha;low bowl or depression near the top of the
‘hill, .
_////\ The unit moved in on the 9th and spent most of the time up 4o the ié‘
pfeparing fox holes, The ground was a hard, stony, clay and had to be
-worke& with a pick for the entire depﬁh of the hole toc be dug.
The supplylaf water and rations were critical from the outset and
/immediate rationing of supplies was put into effect.

In addition to these discomforts, the temperature dropped to the
below freezing mark at night and with blackout regulations strictly‘an- '
forced, sleep was a matter of wishful thinking.

_ THE ATTACK . FEBRUARY - 17 FEEBR |

Just before daylight on 14 February Company Commander of Company "GY
reported that the outposts had heard tank motors in the general direction
of Faid Pags and also firing from the same area,

A1) units were slerted and as dawn broke the German Panzer columns
could be seen debauching frpﬁ Faid Pass. The light French outpost had
been quickly overrun and the tanks were moving rapidly along the Faid-
Sbeitla rcad. As the tanks neared Djebel Legsoqﬂa the 155mm Howitzéra

took them under fire and the lsad vehicles could be seen burning.

15



Sy

. /" fThe column withdrew into Wadis and commenced firing at the hill, The

/
/

/ first round had goné to the defenders, but this was to be a short-lived
victofy.

Regimental Headquarters had been notified of the attack and had re- -
quested armored éupport to be sent from Sbeitla. Inladdition to this,

IT Corps who had by now surmised this to be the main efforit of the Nazil
column had sent an armored field artillery battalion less one battery from
Ferriana to Sbeitla, a distance of about 40 miles.

Béfore continuing with the operation, it might be well to examine.the
reason for the attack of the Germans in this particular sector,

With an armored division attacking through Faid and a secoﬁd armored
column advancing from Magnassy to Sidi-Bou-Zid it becomes apparent that
with the capture of the towns of Sbeitla end Sidi-Bou-Zid the Gérmans would
cont:ol a.road network that would allow them to gtrike in any or &ll
directions. Furthermore, it is even more evident that the speed and
direction of the attacks to come proved that extensive reconnaissence had
been made and that the object of this sudden thruét was to divide and
isolate the few American forces opposing them, **'ﬂﬂ?ﬁﬁ?

In approximately an hour the German tanks began to move, swinging wide
around the left flank of Mt. Lessouda. Meanwhile, supporting tanks had
moved up and weré firing on the Artillery positions. When the flanking
tanks got into position in rear of Lessouda, they quicklj'moved in and over-

| ran the gun positions of the 155mm battery at the base of the hill, Shortly

afterwards a column of German motorized infantry, approximately a battalion

' in strength, moved up and detrucked at the base of the hill, bringing with

them a number of towed 88mm guns. The infantry began infiltrating around

*% Map #7
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the base of the mountain, but as sooﬁ as they ceme within small arms range
gquickly withdrew and began digging in., A1l of the above action took place
between dawn and about 0900 hours. At approximately 0930 a 24 column of
ermored vehicles was reported moving north from ﬁa:iassy.

A%t 1000 hours one U, 8. medium tank battalion with one armored re-
connaissance company‘and a company of Tank Destroyers came out from Sbeitla
to meet this new threat. As this small U; 8. force deplojed and attacked
the German column, additional panzer elements from the rear of the co lumn
awé;g around the flank of the U. S. line and took them under intense fire,
So quickly was this maneuver completed that within a shbrt gpace of minutes
two-thirds of the U. S, Force was burning fiercely and the remaining elements
quickly withdrew and were not seen again.

In the meantime, the 2d Battalfion positions on Lessouda had been, as

far as could be determined, surrounded and because of the small number of

-

defenders and the far superior mumber of attackers the situation seemed
nore ridiculous than hopeless and the morale of the battalion was exceed-
ingly hlgh congidering the situation.
At about 1130 hours the German battallon reinforced with addltional
foot elements atbtacked "G" Company on the right flank. So intense was the
}_\small arms fire, and in actuality that was all the weapons the batialion had

t
|

to depend on in close support, that the German attack was stopped gg}d.

i;“ Aﬁditional eneny infantry and supporting artillery was brought up and at
approximtely 14@0, the gnemy attacked again on a wider front, They
succeeded in overrunning half of "FY company and captured oﬁe platoon and

. one section of heavy machine guns, but were driven back finally ﬁith heavy
loss. In the meantime, all contact was lost with regiment and with the
adjoining battalion, but one of the last measages 1o get through from
Colonel Drake, Regimental Commander, had been to hold at all cost unless

ordered otherwisé.
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In the short breathing spells between the German attﬁeks,'muvement
of German armor to the west could be seen and it was not hard to gueés
that the 3d Battalion and Regimental Headquarters were havimg their
particular difficulties also,

At about 1600 a German officer came through the lfhes:and offered to
accept the surrenﬂef bf fhe Battalion, stating that the Germans were
bringing up Mark VI (Tigers) Tanks and unless we'sﬁrrendered, would 1evelr
the mountain. Colonel Moore, Battalion Commander, declined his offer and
in about ten minutes the enemy artillery resumed shelling the hill. The
‘shelling continued until night fall and then slackened off,

;h:}> At dawn of the 15th the German guns bggan tohpounﬁ the hill and the

pé;ition of the Battalion was, %o put it mildly, hopeless. Tanks and

| vehicles were still moving to the west, but seemed to have had no success
in taking the town of Sbeitla as tanks and.guns had gone in poSition west
| of  Lessouda and were firing.in that general direction. |

At about 0930 one German battery threé miles northeast of Lessouda
came under heavy fire from an unmidentified American unit and the battery
- lost three guns befare they could displace. _

A1l during the day of the 15th the Germans continued sporadic fire on
Lessouda, bﬁt no further attacks ﬁere made, However, during the day
dditional infantry elements were brought up and in addition to the
shelling six air attacks were made by J. U. 87's, generally from five to
eight planes in an attack,

Tt was very evident that the Germans were planning an all out attack,
so an order was issued to all units to hold all firing to an absoluie
minimum, Also, rations and water were running low but this seemed of small
importasnce at the ﬁime.

- Just at sunset an.American_reconnaissance plane flew over the 2d

Battalion positions and dropped a message.
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4In general, the message stated that the Battalion was ordered to
withdraw from Lessouda under cover of aarkness, Secondly,' thaﬂt an
American armored artillery battalion had been ordered to cc;'ﬁ_.n'ber—attack
and open up a route of wi{.hdrawal for the bgttalion, Im a'.ddition, 'a
covering force of Infg.ntry and Tenks would meet the ba?baiion along the
Faid-Steitla road, The battalion was to proceed to the Faid-Sheitla road,
then along this rodd to a crossroad about 15 miles from‘Djebel Lessouda
where the batialion would be met by guides who would take them through the
Allied lines at Sbeltla. *x Hep—ho |

After reading the message, Colonel licore declded to commence the
withdrawal at 2230 hours and preparations were étarted at once,

WITHDRATWAL OF 2D BATTALTION, 168TH INFANTRY FROM DJEBEL LFSSOUDA

With the reéeipt of the withdrawal order from Corps, everyone visibly
brightened,even though a move of 15 miles was to be made through the lines
of 2 Divisions of German Infantry and Armor. During the short time of
~ remaining daylight plans were made for the evacﬁation.

The Company Commanders were assembled g.nd the following plan was
decided on: | | |

Time of movement - 2230 hours.

Route of withdrawal - Down the east slope of Djebel Lessouda to trail,

thence to the Faid-Sbeitla Road to designated crossroads. ¥* Mep-#8

Order of withdrawal - Company "E“, Headquarters Battalion, Company
"H“, Company "F" and Company "G" less two squads as covering force,

Security Elements - No securitiy elements willlbe put out as it ié.
hoped the Germans will mistake the column for Germen Infantry.

General Plans - In the event the column is challenged, no answer is
to be given. If the column is fired on, Company Commandem will take charge

of companies, disperse the eolumn and try to meet at the designated
*% Yap #8
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crossroads. All wounded will be evacuated and will be placed under Batta-.
lion Headquarters! control, In the event the column is fired on it may
be necessary to surrender them, . N

CGovering force - The covering force of 2 squads from Company(%B"/will

be under the control of an efficer from Baittalion Headquariers and will
evacugte their positions at 2300, They will maintain a certéin amount of
fire to cover any noise made by the departing column. |

Thus, with the general instructions given, final preparations were
made,

All weapons and the few radiés were made unserviceable. All records,
maps, etc. wWere burned and at 2100 all units reported in as being ready.

This was to he a gamble of the first degree, but in the cénfusion of
war and the great amount of open'country a certain amount of success couldl
be hoped for., |

The German shélling had slacked off and only an occasional Burst of
_f{gs\brokE'the quiet of the night; A

| There was a new moon but intermitient clouds helped to givs ﬁ certain |

amount of concealment, Promptly at 2230 the column began the descent of
the mountain, Lit. Colonel Moore was at.the head of the column.Pnd had pro;
ceeded about 800 yards wheﬁ the éolumn ran head on into a batfery of four
88mm towed guns, being dug in at the foot of the mountain., So close was
the column to the guns that any one individual in the column could have
reached ﬁut and touched the guns., One of the working pariy jumped up and
éhouted something in Germaﬁ, but receiving no answef, started in to work
“again, One could almost hear the mental sigh of.reliéf and it seemed to
help morale to know that Jerry was doing a lot of work for mothing or at
least, so it was hoped, A |

The battalion hit the trail and turning left was soon qn the nein

road where just a few hours beforé German tanks had been racing by, It
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; i# guite evident that the Germans do not believe in night movement or
f night attack as one could see and hear the sounds of troops on either side
““Bf’thé road in bivouae, ‘
The battalion moved in column of itwos just off the road and no other
incident marred the movement.
. At about 0345 the column neared the crossroads where the covering
- force was to pass the battalion through the U. S. lines.
Colonel Moore heard volces to the left of the rosd and thinking it to
be the coveriﬁg force commander went over to réport the column in,
However, as he got closer he could hear that the convérsation wazs in
German and before the column could move it.was dhallengéd twice. Receiving
no answer from the column, the Garmans started firing machine guns and
flares, but the column quickly moved back toward Djebel Lessouda and then
eplit up according to plan, As a result, there were only few casualtles
from this imitial firing.
However, many men were hit or capfured during the night as the
. Americans infiltrating the German lines ran into bivouac areas and patrols
" who had besen alerted.
One thing in favor of the alerting was that the Germans were expect-
ing an attack and as a result did not check in their rear areas nor were
T they expecting movement from that direction.
By 0500 on the 16th of February the remnants of the Battalion began to
filter into the town of Sbeitla.
| The 1st Armored Division, who were fighting the rear guard action,
began destroying military svpplies and stores in and around the town of
lx Sbeitla as further occupancy of the twon was impossible. \
| At intervals during the 16th, personnel from the battalion ceme in

and many and varied were the tales of how men had outwitted the Germans to
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get back. Also, some pqrsonnel'from the Regimental Headquarters came in
and reported that CQIGnel Drake, the Regimental Commander, and most all
of the personnel were either killed or captured. Lt. Colonel Jerry

~ Lyons, Regiﬁental Executive Officer, said that on the morning of the léth
they had been surrounded and that the 3d battalion on Djebel Esaira hed
also been éut off. The last word from the 3d batialion had been in the
afternoon when they had received a report‘tha£ the unit was captured
almost to a man.

Colonel Lyons also said they had tried to move back from the hill
they'were cn but had been trapped by the German armor in & large cactus
.patch aﬁd that the Germans circled the pateh with tanks and fired at the

men from ranges of 25 to 150 yardé.

The remnants of the regiment were ordered to move to Sbiba vwhere the
1st battalion as weli_as other units of the 34th division were dug in.

The combat team moved out only a short distance ahead of the attacking
_Pangzer divisions and it was only through ths very aggressive rear guard
action of the lst Armored Division that the Germans were kept from encir-
cling the column again.

REQRGANTZATION

Upon arrival at Sbiba the regiment was hastily reorggpi;ed and wenb
irto defensive position once again. There, in company with other elements
of the 34th, they again came under direct attack of the 21st Panzer Divi-
sion. In a see-gaw battle lasting up to the 19th the division held and waa"
then ordered to withdraw toward La Kef to the north and take up defensive
positions in.the passes.

Again the Nazi armor, estimated at about 150 tanks, attacked bul were

unable to advance and 6n the 22 of February the German Army began a slow

* H

withdrawal toward the east cosst of Tunisia whence they had come,
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This ended what.might have been one of the most serious setbacks of

the war for the Allies. I the Germans had succeeded in penetrating these

 last defensive positiors, the entire left flank of the Allied line would
have been opened up and the loss of men and supplies &t a time when tﬁeég
items were so definitely critical would have perhaps materially changed
the entire conduct of the war.

In the Faid Pass area th; 168th Combat Teanm lost, in addition to all
its eguipment, records.anﬂ supplies, 1,747 enlisted men and 106 officers
or a ﬁotal of 1,853. This amounted to nearly two-thirds of the fighting
strength of the regiment. The U, S, Armored elements Were reported to
have lost nearly a complete Combat Commend and it is indeed a tribute to
American resourcefulness and initiative that within thirty dayé the Divi-
sion was to capture one of the most heavily defenéed hills in the Tunisian
campaign, ' J - .

ANALYSTS AND CRITICISM

Winston Churchill, in an address to the Briﬁish people, in praise of
the Royal Air Force, said "Never in the annals of British history have so
few done so much for so many." | '

This famous statement could have as éasily been applied to the Tunisian
Campaign. There an ﬁnseasoned and untried Americﬁn Army met the best a
battle-hardened German Army could give and not only stopped this powerful
thrust, but were to_later.drive this vaunted army into the sea of defeat,
" It is estimated that the total American Forces in the Tunisian Cam-
paign did not exceed 65,0ﬁ0 troops at any given time and yet such was the
spirit and d:ive of these same trcops that on only one major occasion was

7 the initiative wrested from them and then only for a short time.

Lest the above sound too much like a jﬁstificatioﬁ of the debacle at

Faid and Kassarine pass, let it be understood that there were too many

glaring errors in the conduct of this operation to permit any such
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justificatién. Herein is a 1list of the more importaﬁt errors, errors that
in many cases could have been avoided if someone had analyzed the German
position and interpreted his motives correctly.

" “l. The most glaring error that may well apply to any part of the

Q'} early stages of the Tunisian Campaign was the utter disregafd of the basic

,‘TK prineiples of war and the attempt, particularly in higher headquerters, to

"employ untried tactics. The worst criticism an individual-coula receive
was that he was attempting to solve a tactical problem by what he had
previously been taﬁgﬁi rather than by the new school of military thought
that seemed to spring up once a unit had been fired on.

2, Of 811 the American units fighting in the vaét gtretches of the
Tunisian desert not one had been traiﬁed in the principles of desert war-
fare. This is particularly true of the 168th who had received their com=-
bat fraining in the hedgerow country of Ireland and'Scotiand and to whom
the flat tablelands of Tunisia were as bewildering as could be. Certainly
a unit must be flexiblé in thought as well as actlon, but there mst be
some background for flexibility of thought 'bo be able to apply the
principlas.‘ |

3, Some of the more common errors were lack of adggggie anti=tank

w§apqng_and_commgpigation. There is nothing that can be sald heré_u
inasmuch as these omissions were rectified and these were ervors that
were acknowledged prior to the campaign.

R 4. There is another criticism to be made of employing units on too
wide a frontage, but with the amount of men available 1t is surprising ﬁhe

~ U, 8. Forces enjoyed the success that they did.

5. TIn general, there was a complete breakdown of the Armored-Infan-

try-Air cooperation that is so essential in modern combat., The Germans

had succeasfully employed this ccordination in their sweep through Polgnd,



Holland and France. Too oftén did one of these arms feel that thelr
misgion was of too great an imbortance to.take the necessary steps to
aid or abeyf one of the other arms. '

6., In the particular operation covered by this monograph most of '
the sina previously listed were commitﬁed. In addition, it is obwvious
that because higher.heddquarters_said that the German attack was going
to be delivered in the north that the Combat Team‘accepted this as
"Gospel® and made no plans for withdrawal or evacuation qf personnel,
The units went into defensive position and crossed their fingers, hoping
that everything would turn out all right. As a result, when they were
hit, it was only by the grace of God that any personnel ﬁere withdrawn
successfully.

7. Laétly, the debacle of Fald and Kaasarine Pass was due to the
inability of the various levels of staff to correctly interpret the German
intention when in truth the@ gave every indlcation of what his inten-
tions were. One Allied Coummander was quoted as saying - "The Allied
disposition of troops to meet the German attack was a gamble, wherein Wwe
guessed wrong."

War has been proven a sciencef It has ﬁeen demonstrated that it is
a series of ocalculations of cause and effect. When any one individual or
group of individusls attempt to circumvent the mathematical pattern by a

shorteut of guess work, then it follows that in the end that individual will

be the loser,

LESSOMS LEARNED -

The lessons learned from this operation were many and were a counter-

part of the criticisms listed in the preceding chapter.

4

of the most serious losses have come from an inability to carry out a

1. The American Army has always been an offensive army and yet some
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successful defensive or retrograde action. The.word "retreat® has always
been an unpleasant one in our military history, but it clearly shows that
we must instill in training the fealization that in a defensive action
there are principlés that 1f cqrrectly applied, give the defender a very
excellent chance of success,

2. Again, in a w1thdraw1n§ actlon the cooperatlon between 1n£antry

iy

and armor is wholly essential Thus, when the Combat Team was with-

.. - o T

draw1ng to Sbiba the very excellent cooperation between the 1lst Armored

Division and the remnants of the Combat Team kept the German Panzers from

overrunning the column which they most certainly were in a position to do.
3., Anti-Aireraft defense, It was found that a bold dafense w1th the
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fires of the 50 caliber machine gun as well as all other weapons greatly

B e, et o

dlscouraged the close-in attack of hostile aircraft After the initial
fear of air attack was.overcome by the infantry units, their fires kept

German aircraft from making more than one pass at a column.

i

1%
L. Tank Defense, It was definitely proven that defense in depth e
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the snswer to tank attack and that individusl protection wes afforded by

a hole that permitted the soldier to be at least two feet below the ground
level, .The long, slit trench was no protection as a tank could drop &

tread in the slit trench and crush the occupant.

5. One of the most important lessons learned is the necessity for

the proper training of troops in desert warfare prior %o their being com=-
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mitted. There was a period of almost six weeks spent prior to movement of

s s

the Regiment into Tunisia that could have been employed to a good advantage
.bui instead was spent in five and ten mile conditioning blkes with no
thought of any future action,

6. Lastly, it was brought home that the American soldier mst learn

Bl o

to hate the‘enamygN_As has often been said since, he was quite willing to
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die but was still not sufficiently indoctrinated with the desire to kill.
Inasmuch as this operation took place in the very firat stages of
the European Campaign, it is difficult to list all of the faults and
lessons because with the passage of time they seem largely the faults of
unseasoned and untried troops and it is quite evident thait as time_passad

the major faults were quickly corrected and the minor ones never repeated.
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