
“Hell of a way to spend Valentine’s day!” 

“Seeing the Elephant”, Italy 1944 

 
Having arrived at the Italian front in late January, the Brigadier of the 11th Infantry felt it 
would be a good idea of the fresh troops of the Berks, Bucks and Oxon, straight from 
training, to carry out some patrols to get them used to the fact they were now in the 
war zone, before they were called upon to mount an attack.  On the 14th of February Lt 
Harrison‟s Company Commander, Major Gatt, asked him to take some of his platoon 
out to recce a nearby olive farm. 
 

 
Graham set the table up in advance, based on the map which I emailed.  This is from 

the British side (south). 
 
Harrison decided he would lead 3 Section into the olive groves, while his sergeant, 
John “Jock” Davis would take 1 Section to the farm buildings. 
 

“Jock Davis didn‟t look like a sergeant.  Short and thin, he had very 
messy, very blond hair – he looked like a haystack after a gale. But ye 
gods, if you crossed him he would explode.  We used to joke we wouldn‟t 
need the PIAT – we‟d throw the Sarge and he would bite his way into the 
Panzers.” 

Pvt Walls 
 



 
Both sides enter on blinds – to be replaced with troops once spotted. Both those 

labelled B2 happen to be dummies 
 
Upon arriving at a small hill some 50 to 60 yards south of the buildings, Davis found 
that there was open ground between him and the buildings, the only feature in this 
area being a large pond.  He decided to work round the eastern approach to the farm, 
through the start of the orchards, and into the dense wood that ran right up to the 
farmyard, allowing him to get close enough to cover the buildings without being seen. 
 

  
The blinds move 

 
As the section crossed the low wall of the olive grove and entered the orchard, they 
spotted two groups of German troops moving through the woods towards the 
buildings.  As the rearward group of Germans turned south they spotted the British 



and, led by the feldwebel in charge of their recce, took cover behind the northern wall 
of the orchard.  Davis moved his men to the right, taking cover behind a wall running 
north-south, and a firefight broke out between the two sections. 
 
 

 
Gefreiter Orlando Blute leads 2 Gruppe towards the Farm 

 
“Remember, most of us were green as grass.  We knew the Sarge had 
been at Dunkirk, and in North Africa, before being transferred to us to 
stiffen us up a bit, but I‟ve never seen a man so cool under fire. Jerry 
caught us as we advanced.  The Sarge stood coolly, directing us  to 
where he wanted the section. Once we were where he wanted he 
jumped the wall, just as Jerry got the MG set up and opened fire.  He 
looked up and down the line of us, huddled behind the stone wall, and 
said „Everyone all right lads? Good, let‟s earn that Kings Shilling then.” 
 

Pvt Reid – Bren gunner 
 



 
Brits advance 

 
The gefreiter leading the other section, Blume, had by now reached the end of the 
wood, and was overlooking the farm.  Reacting to the shooting he turned his men 
south, and brought them to the edge of the wood.  Seeing the situation he rushed his 
men across the open ground, and took cover behind the western wall, directly opposite 
the men of 1 Section. 

 

 
2 Gruppe comes off their blind 

 



“I didn‟t even see the Germans running across opposite, we were all too 
busy shooting at the buggers to our right.  All of a sudden Jock starts 
grabbing our rifles and pointing them to the left – it was easier than 
shouting, the Bren was firing past us, and I couldn‟t hear a ruddy thing” 
 

Pvt Perry 
 

 
The German position.  The Brits are hidden by the trees 

 
Up to this point the British had been edging the fire fight.  Though Privates Thorpe and 
Bowles had take wounds in their left arms serious enough to put them out of the fight, 
the German feldwebel had been killed, as had he MG34 crew, and the two Germans 
who had tried to replace them.  The gefreiter in charge of this „gruppe‟ was exposed as 
a plodder, and the loss of the sergeant, and 4 of his men had panicked him. The 
remaining men ducked behind the wall, taking full cover from the stones.  
 
Meanwhile Blume and his men had started to work round towards the southern wall.  
Davis realised that while the northern Germans were quite for the time being, he could 
easily be outflanked in a pincer movement. 
 
 



 
 
 
Ordering Corporal Kennedy, the leader of 1 Section to get the men back to camp, 
Davis took over the Bren, telling both gunner and loader to go with Kennedy, while he 
operated the Bren alone. 
 
Although firing at a reduced rate because he had no assistant, Davis kept up a stream 
of bullets, allowing the men to escape.  Although Blume‟s gruppe were stopped from 
flanking movement, their return fire was all at just one man.  As the section crawled 
into the olive grove hopefully towards 3 section, Davis received a hit on his shoulder.  
Dropping to the ground he crawled after his men. 
 

“I didn‟t realise I‟d been hit straight away.  The burst that got me got the Bren 
too, and the impact made my arm go numb.  I thought I was having trouble 
crawling because my wrist was dead from the impact on the Bren.” 

Sgt Davis 
 
The gefreiter took stock of the situation.  While he had driven off the British patrol, he 
was disinclined to follow: his feldwebel had been killed, and one gruppe were cowed 
behind the other wall, having lost four men.  Additionally he could see British re-
enforcements.  He could return to give a report, having established where the line of 
battle would be, a successful reconnaissance mission to his mind. 
 
 



 
Sgt Davis saves the day! 

 
 
The „re-enforcements‟ were actually 3 section.  They had spotted what appeared to be 
a MG firing hide.  Its field of fire swept an open area between the section and the 
sounds of battle to their west, stopping the section from moving to support. Not having 
brought the 2” mortar and smoke on a recce, Harrison was forced to work his way 
around the flank to initiate an assault on what turned out to be an abandoned position 
– the winter had collapsed the roof.  Booby trapping it with a couple of grenades in 
case Jerry should return, the section moved towards the gunfire, helping the wounded 
home. 
 
 


