
The enclosed pages (19-23) are taken from the b a t t a l i o n h i s t o r y of the 899th,,-

which in turn are based on the After A c t i o n Report for 19^3. They provide a good 

account of the g e t i o n at E l Guettar involving the 899th and immediate subsequent 

events, I thought, howe\''er, you might be i n t e r e s t e d i n some s i d e l i g h t s t o the a c t i o n , 

and, i f you don't mind, some of my personal r e a c t i o n s . 

E l Guettar was the f i r s t major b a t t l e f o r the Battalion. I t was fought by the 

o r i g i n a l concept of t a c t i c s for mechanised tank destroyers as taught at Camp Hood, 

Texas. The companies were under b a t t a l i o n c o n t r o l , and they were kept i n mobile 

reserve, perding an armored at t a c k . 

ImoTiediately p r i o r t o March 23, 1543' •̂••̂•e B a t t a l i o n l e ss "A" Com.pany was i n the 

v i c i n i t y of Gafsa, expecting an a t t a c k down the S i d i Bou Zid-Maknassjr Road or \ria 

E l Guettar. "A" Company was i n support of a b a t t a l i o n of Rangers and the l 8 t h 

Infantry, F i r s t Division at E l Guettar. On March 22, however, L t . Col» Maxwell 

T i ' c h e r , CO 899th, ordered "A" Caoivaxiy back to the Gafsa Area under Battalion c o n t r o l . 

This proved to be a mdstake, for the following morning the Tenth Panzer Division 

attacked S I Guettar. 

"A" Company was comm.anded by Capt. Thom.as Hawksworth, who presently resides 

at 11?^ Norton Ave., Idaho F a l l s , Idaho 83402. I well remember the evening of the 

22nd when he returned to the Battalion, and we had a company commanders* meeting i n 

the S-3 tent. "Let the combat o f f i c e r have a seat," Col. Tincher said as Tom entered 

and l a t e r reported on the fighting against positions..northeast;of S i Guettar held 

mainl-y by I t a l i a n s . 

The next morning (March 23) at approximately 730 hours I received a c a l l on 

ray radio to a l e r t wy Company, assemble at the Sidi-Bou Z i d roac and be ready to 

move t o E l Guettar. Order of march was "A", "E" ana "C" Cwnpanies. Subsqaently 

I was advised t h a t German armor had attacked American positions and we were to 

count erattaek. 



"C" Company moved to the junction of the S i d i Bou Z i d road, and I reported the 

Company ready t o proeeed. But there was a delay, because B a t t a l i o n Headquarters was 

unable t o contact "A" Comipany hj r a d i o , VJhile w a i t i n g , I r e c a l l e d t h a t we had been 

issued sandbagsto f i l l and place on the floorboards of our vehicles as protection 

against Is-jid mines. I ordered the crew i n m.j M~3 h a l f t r a c k and •|-~ton iesp t o f i l l 

the bags w i t h the surrounding sand which was p l e n t i f u l i n the imraediate area. I 

had the radio operator notify the other crews who had not done so to do so while we 

were w a i t i n g . This proved t o be a wise and probably l i f e s a v i n g decision,:. 

We intercepted c a l l s from B a t t a l i o n questioning'A" Company (which belatedly had been 

contacted) when i t could be ready, I called Battalion and advised that "C" Company 

was ready and could m.ove immediately. The S -3 t o l d me t o hold on, but shortly- a f t e r 4 C 

reported t h a t "B" Company -was ready t o m.ove out and t h a t "C" Com.pany vjas to follow 

"B" Com.panjf and "A" Company would f o l l o w us. This was another important and p o s s i b l y 

lifesaving,;:ordsr~-™for "C" Compare t h a t i s . 

E l Guettar xvas some 30 miles away, and a f t e r the v e h i c l e s stretched out to 

approximately 100 yards i n t e r v a l on the Eacacanized road, they opened the t h r o t t l e s 

f o r the d„psh t o m.est the German panders. 

The b a t t l e area was a valle;/ f l o o r t h a t l a y a mile or two beyond the community 

of T?l Guettar. The two-lane road b i s e c t e d the v a l l e y . Eigh, rugged mountains were 

on each side of the ' i i-alley, w i t h the southwestern p o r t i o n of the v a l l e y f a i r l j / f l a t . 

Small x^fadis and f o o t h i l l s provided more cover on the northern side. A s e r i e s of mounds 

and depressions p a r t i a l ] 3 ^ blocked the northwestern part of the v a l l e y . The road cut 

through these mounds and depressions, prox^iding an entrance to the -valley arena. 

"B" Com.pany reached E l Guettar amid a Stuka dive-bombing attack at 845 hours 

and charged t o the arena entrance. There i t was met by Col. Tincher and h i s S~3̂  

Capt. Joseph Morrison,along w i t h the CC of the 601st T.D, Bn, The l a t t e r was anxious 

t o get help t o h i s embattled'Companies * which, along with a F i r s t D i v i s i o n F i e l d ; ̂  

A r t i l l e r y B a t t a l i o n , had been overrun by Gem&n tanks. 

L t , Gerald Coady, hero of the day, l e d the f i r s t platoon of "B" CompaJqy through 

the pass and immediately drew f i r e . One destroyer ran i n t o a mdne f i e l d 



and was d i s a b l e d , L t , A l v i n F» Koch was k i l l e d . I n desperation the remaining: 

destroyers moved o f f t o the n o r t h side of the ro^d and took up h u l l d e f i l a d e p o s i t i o n s . 

They exchanged f i r e w i t h the Germans u n t i l evening, "B" Company l o s t f i v e destroyers. 

Four men and one o f f i c e r were k i l l e d . 

I n the meantime, "C" Coincany fanned out on the mounds surrounding the arena t o 

support "B" Company, '^Jhils "A" Com.pany was i n reserve. Late i n the afternoon t h s 

Germans counterattacked w i t h . t a n k s and i n f a n t r y but were repulsed by a r t i l l e r y ; and 

M-10 f i r e . 

That evening, w h i l e moving from, my forward CP t o the B a t t a l i o n CP f o r a aompany 

commanders' meeting, my K=-3 h a l f t r a c k h i t a mine t h a t blew o f f the r i g h t f r o n t wheel, 

damaged the suspension system and penetrated the floor b o a r d s ( a c t u a l l y f - i n c h s t e e l ) . 

No one was i n j u r e d , thanks t o the sandbags i n s t a l l e d , nine hours e a r l i e r . 

The 899th held i t s dug~in p o s i t i o n s , w h i l e the F i r s t I n f a n t r y D i v i s i o n assaulted 

the enemy i n the f o o t h i l l s and mountains surrounding the v a l l e y . I n the meantime, , • 

Montgomery was d r i v i n g Rommel west along the coast. I n - o r d e r t o cut o f f Rommel's 

r e t r e a t t o Tunis,General George Fatten formed an armored task f o r c e t o push through 

the v a l l e y despite the f a c t t h a t the h i l l s were c o n t r o l l e d by the enemy, "C" Company 

had a major p^ "n t ^ p c=-r-]v s'^zses of t h i ^ j p e r - * i o n , l = > a ^ i n g t h ^ d r i v e o i . \

company f r o m , y-^ + Y ta^^ks i n two colianns on each side of the ro s d / The task 

f o r c e , known gs the Benson Force, jumped o f f a t I23O hours on March 30 ana m^oved 

approximately 5,000 yards whe.n "C'V,Company ca.me under•.liea\'"y a n t i - t a n k and a r t i l l e r y 

f i r e , Sgt Werner Lefebre, who r e p o r t e d l y l i v e s i.n southern C a l i f o r n i a today, and 

h i s destroyer crew had an I n t e r e s t i n g experience l a t e on the f i r s t day of the a t t a c k . 

Sgt, l e f e b r e was an American Italian-Hebrew who had l i v e d i n I t a l j ^ and spoke 

f l u e n t I t a l i a n and German, His destroyer s e c t i o n was on the I s f t f l a n k of "C" 

Company and was drawing f i r e frcr-At'-'e snal"^ h i l l s on h i s l e f t . While maneuvering the 

M-10 and f i r i n g a t a n t i - t a n k guns, the v e h i c l e tumbled over a steep wadi i n c l i n e 

and ended up on i t s side. The crew scrambled out only t o be met by an I t a l i a n 

Captain w i t h several infantrymen. Sgt, Lefebre spoke t o the Captain, who responded: 



" U n t i l 'we decide who i s whose pri s o n e r , l e t ' s go to our dugout and t a l k t h i s over," 

The crew spent the n i g h t w i t h the I t a l i a n s , The next morning the Captain decided " i t 

looked bad f o r h i s side" and. surrenderedo Wha.t a s i g h t t o see Sgt* Lefebre and h i s 

crew marching a company of prisoners back t o our l i n e s t h a t morning. 

On our right f l a n k , Sgt, Hershel B r i l e s , the Congressional Medal of Honor winner 

mentioned i n the Panzer Lehr r e p o r t , had h i s destrojrer knocked out and set aflame 

t h a t day—March 30. The destroyers were powered by t w i n GM d i e s e l motors, snd the 

crew kept f i r i n g f o r sex'-eral minutes w h i l e the d i e s e l burned, Sgt, B r i l e s and the 

crew received the S i l v e r Star f o r t h i s - a c t i o n . 

Overall, however, t h e Benson Force was not a great success and d i d not 

accomplish i t s miission, Comjnunications were poor, c o o r d i n a t i o n among u n i t s was 

almost n o n - e x i s t a ^ t , and t h e r e wer^several erroneous int e l l i g e n c e --eports on enemy 

s t r e n g t h , I have alwaykthought that we could have broken through the v a l l e y and 

gone a l l the way to SfaxAin one day, i f — 

— P l a n s for the mission had been disseminated t o the CoFipanies on March 2 9 » 

giving us time to prepare, (As i t vras,'we received the orders and plan of attack 

45 minutes before jumpoff.) 

—The attack had s t a r t e d at 6OO hours instead of 1230. (We had only f i v e 

hours of l i g h t and then had t o b u t t o n up f o r the n i g h t . We l o s t our momentum 

and i t never was regained.) 

— T h e r e had been better communication among units. 

— I n t e l l i g e n c e reports had been accurate 
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