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U.S. DIVARTY's First Combat Experience: 9th ID DIVARTY at Thala, Tunisia, in March 1943 and
“How Artillery Beat Rommel After Kasserine”

In the context of Multi-Domain Operations, divisions have replaced brigades as the Army's primary
tactical units, placing Division Artilleries (DIVARTYs) at the core of land warfare. Prior to the United
States' entry into World War II, the Army conceptualized and evaluated DIVARTYs during the
Louisiana and Carolina maneuvers. They were extensively utilized in Northwest Europe during 1944
and 1945, to the extent that Lieutenant General George S. Patton noted, “l do not have to tell you
who won the war. You know, the artillery did"'

While Patton’s acknowledgment of DIVARTYs at the end of the war is well-deserved, it obscures the
steep learning curve the Army had to navigate to effectively employ them, particularly in North
Africa and during the Italian Campaign of 1943. Robert Baldridge's 2002 article, “How Artillery Beat
Rommel After Kasserine,” published in the Field Artillery Journal, provides valuable insight into the
first combat experience of a DIVARTY in March 1943.

The Sth ID DIVARTY undertook a grueling 100-hour, 800-mile forced march to Thala Pass, Tunisia,
positioning itself to thwart Rommel's advance west and north of Kasserine. The Germans had easily
cut through the inexperienced and poorly led Il Corps in the Army'’s first large-scale ground battle in
the European Theater of Operations. Despite being untested in large-scale combat operations and
not yet at full strength, the DIVARTY departed without the 9th ID’s three infantry regiments to
confront the formidable Afrika Korps.

Although Baldridge, who later received a battlefield commission and fought with the 9th ID
DIVARTY in the Battle of the Bulge, was not present at Thala, he interviewed several soldiers
(known as "Redlegs") who were. An extended interview with him can be found on YouTube at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rs3PXYEpTsc. In the meantime, we have republished his Field
Artillery Journal article here to provide insight into the early combat experiences of a DIVARTY as it
transitioned from its initial struggles to greater competence, even before mastering its full
potential.




T wo great feats of the US Army
Artillery in World War Il were
the February 1943 emergency
forced march of the 9th Infantry Divi-
sion Artillery (Div Arty) into Tunisia,
North Africa, and the division’ s result-
ing victory in the battle against a Ger-
man panzer division of Field Marshall
Irwin Rommel at Thala Pass. Further-
more, the 9th Div Arty fought without
the division’s three infantry regiments
present. The 9th Artillery had been too
far away to help stop the crushing Ger-
man breakthrough of the Allied lines
near the village of Kasserine and the
mountain pass there.! But it arrived in
timetobeat Rommel’ sforcesnear Thala
Pass.

TheThalaBattle. Rommel’ spanzers
had decimated the slim line of mostly
American defenders in the Kasserine
area—mainly the US 1st Armored, 3d
Armored and 34th Infantry Divisions.
The experienced Germans kept on,
quickly forging ahead toward another
important passat Thala, 30 milesnorth-
west of Kasserine. (See the map.)

World War Il

The raw, untested troops of the then
soundly beaten US Il Corps retreated
westward in an undisciplined and unor-
ganized disarray. Officers, even colo-
nels, made little or no effort to recover.
Vehicles and ambulances were filled
withthewoundedandinfantrymenwith-
out their equipment. All were heading
west.

When questioned by the 9th Div Arty
column arriving from the west, these
officers and soldiers replied that they
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had been overrun at Kasserine by supe-
rior numbers of German tanks and in-
fantry and that they had been ordered to
retreat to try to reconstitute somewhere
inthe rear.?

By the time the Allied Force Head-
quarters (AFHQ-Eisenhower) knew of
Rommel’ s ferocious attack, there were
no reserves nearby to throw into the
defense at Kasserine. There was no un-
committed infantry or armor to call
upon.

However, most of the 9th Div Arty
was some 800 mountainousmilestothe
west at Tlemcen, Algeria. AFHQ began
sending whatever combat units they
couldto stop Rommel from penetrating
further.2If he got to the important sup-
ply junction at Tebessa, just across the
border in Algeria, he could seriously
threaten the Allies in the north and de-
lay plans to conquer North Africa and
Sicily by weeks or even months.

So, should the 9th Div Arty have been
sent to fight Rommel’s panzer forces
without their 9th Divisioninfantrymen?
Without question, the emergency de-
manded it.

By thetimethe 9th Div Arty could get
into the area, Rommel’ s General Baron
Friedrich von Broich’ s 10th Panzer Di-
vision was driving hard up the road
from Kasserine to Thala.* Only a few
British infantry platoons were in posi-
tion to slow the panzer tanks and infan-
try. Mid-February had witnessed ama-
jor disaster for the US Army at
Kasserine, and another worse disaster
appeared to be looming at the western
passes beyond Kasserine.

X Field Artillery



TheForced March. Onthe morning of
17 February, the 9th Div Arty Com-
mander, Brigadier General S. LeRoy
Irwin, hurriedly received orderstomove
out immediately with all his available
artillery (one of his 105-mm battalions
was too far away at the time) plus two
regimental cannon companiesthat were
nearby. He was to “force march” to
Tebessa, meaning, “ Go!—and don’t let
anything stand in your way.” By late
afternoon, a long column of artillery
started on its now famous trek with
General Irwin commanding.®

Because its 155-mm howitzers were
the heaviest and the slowest, the 34th
Field Artillery Battalion, commanded
by Lieutenant Colonel William C.
Westmoreland and his Executive Of-
ficer,Magjor OttoKerner, Jr.,ledtheDiv
Arty column. Closely following was
Lieutenant Colonel Clinton Adams
60th Field Artillery Battalion and the
Division Artillery’ s Headquarters Bat-
tery. On the way near the village of
L’ Arba, the column picked up Lieuten-
ant Colonel Justin W. Stoll’ s84th Field
Artillery Battalion.

The column consisted of 12 155-mm,
24 105-mm and 12 75-mm howitzers
mounted on half tracks and two pla-
toonsof anti-tank 37-mmgunsfromthe
two regimental cannon companies plus
36 various caliber weapons manned by
British stragglers picked up along the
way. The tortuous motorized column
was 11 miles long and carried 2,170
officersandmenin411jeepsandtrucks
pulling guns and maintenance equip-
ment and supplies. This was a strong
combat artillery force, one to be reck-
oned with—if it got there in time.

Movingslowly, but almost constantly,
the column would take several hoursto
pass by a single point. Making only
short stops for brief rests, gas and ra-
tionsat depots, they madethe 800 miles
to Tebessa and then Thalain less than
100 hours.

The winter weather was the worst—
cold and rainy in the lowland plateaus
and frigid, icy and snowy in the 3,000-
foot high Atlas Mountains. The ancient
trade roads were narrow, clay-like and
dlightly tilted from the middle down to
the gullied sides for drainage, which
caused the howitzersto dlide.

At night the tight, snaky curvesin the
mountainsmadeit almostimpossibleto
see more than 20 yards ahead. Head-
lights were blacked out with only “ cat-
eye’ ditted hoods. Mud in the plains
and ice in the mountains covered the
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roads.® Miraculously, only two of the
9,000-pound 155-mmhowitzers, pulled
by big Diamond-T movers, dlid off the
roadintotheditchesor thegulliesasthe
howitzers swung behind the trucks on
CUrves.

Near their destination of Tebessa, the
retreating 11 Corps troops and vehicles
coming at themfromtheoppositedirec-
tion slowed the column. With the help
of a few MPs, the column sped up,
forcing the retreats to stand aside. The
retreating troops would often call out
honestly, “But you are going in the
wrong direction!””

Did thisaffect the morale of the green
oth Artillerymen who knew little of
what lay ahead as they moved toward
their first battle? Theresultsof thebattle
of Thalaanswer a definite, “ No.”

Among the iron men of the march
werethevehicledrivers, especially those
who drove the big GM C and Diamond-
T trucks that pulled the 105-mm and
155-mm howitzers. They hardly got
any sleep during the entire march. At
the few short rest periods, their ser-
geantshadto briskly jolt them awakein
order to get them started again. Certain
driverslater received Bronze Star med-
als for their determination along with
maintenance mechanics who repaired
breakdowns and road repair problems
day and night.®

By the morning of 21 February, the
column reached its crossroads destina-
tion town of Tebessa. It had nearby
airfields and a huge supply depot for
American and British ground and air
corps personnel. At that point, thetown
was frantic with a hodgepodge of ru-
mors flying, uncoordinated evacuation
activities and roads crowded with ambu-
lances, military equipment and vehicles.

When the column stopped at Tebessa,
General Irwin found new orders await-
ing him. He was to turn north immedi-

ately into Tunisiaand headfor themoun-
tain pass behind Thala.® There, he was
to take command of a mixed group of
Americanand British Artillerymenwho
were desperately trying to stop, or at
|east slow, thefast-approaching panzers
and infantry of the 10th Panzer Divi-
sion. Elements of Brigadier Charles
Dunphi€e’'s greatly outhumbered 26th
British Brigade were doing what they
could to slow the Germans. Some even
were running along ridgelines firing
their riflesto make the enemy think the
Thaladefenses were stronger than they
actually were. X

The Battle. By dusk of 21 February,
Irwin’s column arrived behind Thala
Pass, exhausted, cold and hungry. That
night was spent preparing for action—
diggingintheguns, unl oading and stack-
ing the ammo, making night survey
data, tying plotstogether, aligning gun
barrels by use of aiming circles and
stakes, and setting up radio and wire
communications—doing al the things
necessary for artillery to perform effec-
tively.

Communications that night and early
the next day were mostly out as many
radios were damaged by the bumpy
joltsof themarch. Hand-laid wireskept
getting knocked out by enemy shelling.

Gun-layinginstrumentswerenot prop-
erly declinated for this location. How-
ever, Brigadier H.J. Parham, the British
First Army Artillery officer, wason the
scene, supplying surveys, maps and
suggested gun positions, all of which
sped up accurate firing operations.'!

The news of the arrival of the 9th Div
Arty at Thalawas a great boost to the
morale of the Allied defenders there.
They had just been consolidated under
the command of Brigadier General
Cameron Nicholson, Assistant Com-
mander of the British 6th Armored Di-
vision. His small task force of infantry
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P %’% and armor could not be
expected to stop the Ger-
man panzer division just
over the next ridgeline.

But a small group of his

“Nickforce” tanksheroically
slowed the division down in time for
Irwin’ sartillery tostart blasting away at
it at dawn on that cloudy morning of 22
February.

Irwinhad positioned himself uponthe
front ridge of the British forward obser-
vation post (OP) overlooking the ad-
vancing Germans. Irwin made thisfor-
ward Allied OP his forward command
post for al the artillery inthe area.2 A
unit of British artillery already therewas
preparingtodirect fireonthe Germanson
the downward dope of the ridge.

Irwin knew that Captain William F.
McGonagal’ sC Battery, 84th Artillery,
had practiced direct fire by bore sight-
ing.®® (Bore sighting is not just looking
through or along the tube, it consists of
making the optical axis of thegunner’'s
panoramic telescope paraléel to the line-
of-sight through the center of the tube
using various instruments and methods.)

So Irwin called thefour 105-mm guns
of C Battery up to the ridge to go into
action. Two of itsgunswere hit and put
out of action that day, but not beforethe
battery had destroyed two enemy Mark
IV tanks plus lighter vehicles and ac-
companying infantry.

In addition to being shelled, the de-
fenders were subjected to bombing by
German Stuka dive-bombers through-
out the day, although cloudy skies had
limited both German air operationsand
thoseof theUS X1 Fighter Command.*

The artillery kept up a steady and
relentless” drumfire” onthe Germans—
so much so that by later that afternoon,
the howitzer ammunition was 15 min-
utesaway from being exhausted. By the
end of the next day, the 9th Div Arty
suffered 45 casualties, including eight
killed. It had fired 1,904 rounds.

When the 9th Artillery started firing on
the morning of 22 February, German
General von Broich quickly was in-
formed that thelarger blastswere obvi-
ously 155-mm howitzers. Heal so knew
from Arab spies that troop movements
had comeintothepassareatheprevious
night. Knowing that 155-mms were an
integral part of an infantry division's
artillery, he became mistakenly con-
vinced that an entire new infantry divi-
sion had arrived.

Hismenweretired and under strength
from their Kasserine fighting, and he
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thought they could not withstand afresh
enemy divisiononthescene. Heand his
10th Panzer Division stopped. With
Rommel’ sapproval, vonBroichordered
his troops to withdraw back east from
where they came.

Rommel, asick man at that time, also
wasdisillusioned by hisargumentswith
General von Armin in the northern sec-
tor. Von Armin was not cooperating
with the new command arrangements
where he came under Rommel’s com-
mand. VVon Armin pulled back histroops
that were threatening Tebessa.

AsAlliedreinforcementsarriveddaily
in the Tebessa and Thala area, it was
downhill from then on for the Germans
in North Africauntil their surrender on
13 May 1943.

The 9th Div Arty was awarded adis-
tinguished unit citation for conspi cuous
gallantry and heroism in battle on 21,
22 and 23 February 1943.1%

TheThalaBattle, which onecould say
waswonby theartillery, wasAmerica's
first land victory over the Germans in
World War Il. It led to their surrender
and withdrawal from North Africaand,
thus, to a much safer opening of the
Mediterranean and on to Sicily.

LessonsL earned. TheSthDiv Arty’s
forced march and success at the Thala
Battle provided many lessons for
artillerymen that still hold true today.

Quality Leadership. An early 9th Di-
vision Commander was Major General
Jacob Devers, later commanding gen-
eral of the 6th Army Group in wartime
Germany. The9th’ sCommanderinNorth

AfricawasMgjor General Manton Eddy,
later 3d Army’ s X11 Corps Commander
in Germany and then commander of the
reactivated US 7th Army in post-war
Germany.

General Irwinand Lieutenant Colonel
Westmoreland both had excellent train-
ingattheUSMilitary Academy at West
Point. Many others of the 9th Artillery,
such as Colonel Alexander Patch of the
47th Infantry Regiment, later Com-
manding General of the 7th Army in
wartime Germany, knew the value of
leadership and training in making the
9th oneof thewar’ spremium divisions.

Practical Training. Thisproved to be
of paramountimportance.’® Fortunately
at Thala, the 9th Artillery had had more
than its share of practical training. It
was a regular army division and was
manned by the early 1941 drafteeswho
were the best America had to offer.

Trainingat night wasobviousfor fight-
ers, but not so much for truck drivers.
The 34th FA had many such night exer-
cisesinthestates, including for itstruck
drivers.Y

The night training helped in other
ways. The Artillery needs the skills to
recon and set up new firing positions
quickly, especially at night. The Artil-
lery can't just stop and fire effectively
like arifleman or tank can.®

In the states, C Battery, 84th Field
Artillery conducted boresighting train-
ing, even though it was considered un-
likely thebattalionwoul d need thisskill
in combat. The instruments and meth-
ods were designed for 1,000 yards, but

s

The Thala Battle, which one could say was won by the artillery, was America’s first land

victory over the Germans in World War II.
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at Thala, the battalion needed its bore
siting skillsfor short-rangedirect fire.2°

Also while in the states, all ranks,
officersand enlisted, weretrained to be
ableto perform the jobs of their imme-
diatesupervisorsinthe34thField Artil-
lery. Officers were required to know
what went on at | east two level sdown.

The 34th had practiced widening or
closing the spread of a battery’s four
guns from the normal 200 yards to 800
yards, or even positioning guns next to
each other, asconditionsrequired. This
practice is desirable in deserts, plains
and mountains and useful at Thala®

Massing Fires. It wasonly after Thala
that theimportance of massedfiringwas
realized and understood and that a cen-
tralized (fire direction center) FDC was
the way to control it.??

Forward Command Post— rwin’slo-
cating at a good forward OP and mak-
ing it his forward command post was a
pivotal strategy at Thala. His tactics
were in contrast to those of the Com-
mander of the USI1 Corps, Magjor Gen-
eral Lloyd Fredendall, who located his
command post 70 miles back in an un-
derground mining bunker.Z It sounds
basictoday, but the concept of having a
command post so far forward was new
then.

Allied Cooperation. The Allies coop-
erated at ThalaPass, consolidating their
efforts to stop the German panzers.
Today, our armed forces operate simi-
larly under many types of command
arrangements all around the world.?*

Much hasbeenwritten about theNorth
African campaigns of the US Army,

from the November 1942 Operation
Torch landingsin French Morocco and
Algeria on through to the May 1943
conclusion in Tunisia where the Ger-
manswerethrust out of North Africaby
the Allied forces of America, Great
Britain and the Free French. The Thala
Battle, immediately after our disaster at
Kasserine, was neither along nor large
one, but it was the turning point in
North Africa, avenging Kasserine. At
Thala, without the 9th Div Arty, the
outnumbered and outgunned defenders
certainly would havebeenoverrun. The
Germansretreated from ThalaPassand,
justunder threemonthslater, fromNorth

Africa.
e

Battalion, later a Major

The author interviewed the following people for this article:
Leon Birum, Union City, Indiana—First Lieutenant Executive Officer of B Battery, 34th FA

Robert C. Baldridge is a World War Il vet-
eran with service in the 34th Field Artillery,
9th Infantry Division in England, France
and Germany. He received a battlefield

Battery, 34th FA Battalion, later a Colonel (USA, Retired)

George Connolly, Marblehead, Maine—Second Lieutenant Reconnaissance Officer in B

promotion to Second Lieutenant and was
awarded the Bronze Star Medal for his
actions as a Forward Observer with the 9th

in B Battery, 34th FA Battalion, later a Colonel (USA, Retired)

Donald Harrison, Colorado Springs, Colorado—First Lieutenant Forward Observer (FO)

Infantry. Mr. Baldridge graduated from Yale
in 1948 and is now retired from the textile

FO in B Battery, 34th FA Battalion, later a Captain

John Lannon, Pawtucket, Rhode Island—First Lieutenant Anti-Tank Platoon Leader and

industry. He is the author of Victory Road,
his World War Il memoirs. He also authored

Aaron Lubin, Fresh Meadows, New York—Private First Class in the Anti-Tank Platoon,
then a Sergeant in the Fire Direction Center of Headquarters Battery, 84th FA Battalion

the article “Atomic Annie: First Nuclear
Cannon” that was featured in the Decem-

Battalion, received Battlefield Commission to Second Lieutenant

Sheldon Stoddard, Portsmouth, New Hampshire—First Sergeant of B Battery, 34th FA

ber 1996 Military History magazine. Mr.
Baldridge, whois 77, is amember of the US
Field Artillery Association, The 9th Infantry

Deceased)

Bert Waller, Poway, California—First Lieutenant Communications Officer in Headquar-
ters Battery, 9th Infantry Division Atrtillery, later a Lieutenant Colonel (USA, Retired) (Now

Division Association, The Association of
the US Army, The Army Historical Founda-
tion, Inc., The CouncilOn America’s Military

Battalion, later a First Sergeant

Edward Winsch, Garden City, New York—Scout Corporal and FO in C Battery, 84th FA

Pastandisamember of The National Order
of Battlefield Commissions. He resides in
Lawrence, New York.

-

-
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