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… In that will be a legacy

Worthy of our sacrifice

And a monument

Fit to mark

The end of our war… 

Steve Mason, “A History Lesson,” from JOHNNY’S SONG, 1986, p. 53

 

 




PREFACE


It is with pride and great sorrow that I tell you the story of Castle Itter, and of the men and woman—soldiers and civilians, French, American, Austrian, and Czech—who fought so heroically against a German Panzer battalion.  Behind those medieval stone walls, we gave our all to wage the final European battle of World War II.

We—each of us who survived–in our own way went on to live our lives, but we struggled with memories of that day. For me, it was the pain of losing my husband along with others defending the castle in a battle that was not only the last of the war, but perhaps the most unnecessary.

Castle Itter jealously guards the memories of more than 700 years of history. Knights, counts, servants, soldiers, and prisoners—defenders and attackers–have fought, bled, and died on these grounds, and like ghosts, walk the castle halls, stone stairways, and the many rooms shrouded in darkness. 

Like the others, I, too, am trapped in its history. Yet, I know I will never be alone.

Maria Von Eickler

May 5, 2000
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Chapter 1


March 10, 1945: The thin yet beautiful young woman slowly dragged herself along with the others in a line three abreast that stretched a city block. Shuffling along with Austrians, Hungarians, and Slovakians, all with few pieces of clothing and stars pinned to their chests, she thought about Josef and wondered if he was alive or killed. The last she heard from him, his unit was in southern France, fighting the American and British armies. Paris fell to the enemy, and the Wehrmacht retreated across the whole of France for the Belgium border and Rhine River. That was almost seven months ago. He is dead. I feel it in my heart, Maria thought, as the line inched toward the railroad tracks.

“Hey you, traitor!” a soldier yelled at her. “Keep alert.” He nudged her with his Mauser. 

Soldiers stood in front of the line. They yelled and pointed. “Men in one line and women to another,” they barked. A light flurry of snow fell gently on the cobblestone street touching everyone–captor and prisoner.

The ancient wood platform of the rail station suddenly shuddered as a steam locomotive and ten boxcars arrived from the east. The screech of a long, high-pitched whistle quickly got everyone’s attention. Maria saw the red boxcars lining the tracks. Workers in gray uniforms ran to throw open the long side doors.

The long lines of prisoners reached the trains and halted, waiting meekly for the guards to give further orders. Maria saw an old red railcar immediately in front of her, the long side door open. Inside, there was only darkness.

“Come on, come on, move it,” an SS guard in his black uniform yelled, speaking a dialect of German with which she was not familiar. She witnessed him push an old woman ahead of her. 

“Leave her,” Maria called to the guard. “Can’t you see she is very elderly?” The woman could not navigate the steep steps into the boxcar. She wore a yellow star pinned to her breast. Recognizing its meaning, Maria knew she was a Jew. Her badge was red, which signified a political prisoner. Looking around most wore the yellow badge, but she also noticed a few green and a pink star on one young man. She did not know its meaning but could easily guess.

“Help her, traitor,” the guard ordered Maria. “And hurry. You’re holding up the line.” He pulled a watch from his pocket and read the time. Maria quickly stepped forward to help the woman. Both entered the interior darkness, and the car began quickly to fill.

Outside in front of a connecting car, the guard’s shepherd dog began to bark. It growled threateningly at an old man also trying to get into a car. The dog growled until his handler stepped forward to survey the situation.

“Old man, get in now or I will shoot you where you stand.” A prisoner behind him, much younger, stepped forward to assist. 

 

The day began shadowy and very damp. A light snow continued to fall and had been falling since the early dawn hours when they dragged her from her cell. Maria shivered in the frosty air. She was dressed only in a coarse woven shift and someone else’s shoes the guards had given her, but no coat or hat.  

Now, as the boxcar filled with people, the temperature rose quickly. The odor of unbathed bodies dressed in soiled clothing most disturbed her as they squeezed together tighter and tighter in the confined space. She had never experienced anything like it before. I guess my life has been very sheltered and protected. I could not accept the rumors, she thought, stunned by the utter brutality around her.

The Fascists had arrested her only days earlier protecting an American pilot in their large country home. A servant in her father-in-law’s home had betrayed her to the local Home Guard. They subjected her to a brutality and indecency she never dreamed she would have to experience. 

 

She had never accepted Hitler or his wars. She saw her husband, Josef, conscripted into the Wehrmacht, and his stepbrother, Kurt, marched off to join the Waffen SS. She and his father, Rolf, found it difficult to forgive Kurt for becoming a card-carrying Nazi, but they quietly and cooperatively went along with the Fascist program. Then, in fall of ’44, everything changed. The disruptions, bombings, and loss of lives—of both civilians and soldiers–became unbearable. 

Maria had enough and decided she must act. She and her father-in-law became more involved in local resistance activities. She gave partisans operating in the area aid and comfort that included food and shelter, but on several occasions, she acted as courier, smuggling messages to the Allies, a small cog in a long chain to pass vital information.  

Trusted servants notified her immediately when the American fighter plane crashed in a meadow near Rolf’s great estate. Antiaircraft fire from the German positions around Vienna struck the plane a few kilometers away from Krems, a village near the estate. Both the pilot and copilot bailed out. Maria found one man already dead. His chute had failed to open, Rolf told her. The other man landed safely, but as they soon discovered, suffered a broken leg as well as multiple rib fractures. With Rolf agreeing, Maria decided quickly to rescue and protect him until he was healthy enough to find his way to Switzerland. They knew well the risk they were taking. Before they could get the pilot to safety, four men dressed as civilians whom she did not recognize, came to their door and arrested her. She endured a week in the filthy town jail. A disgruntled servant had betrayed her.

The Gestapo soon arrived—mousy-looking men in dark trench coats. Their interrogation began immediately and was relentless and brutal. Maria could not believe they were even human. They asked the same questions repeatedly until they got the answers they desired. Mostly, they asked about American and Russian contacts in the area. Who was the local leader of the partisan group? They beat her, stripped her, and then raped her when they were satisfied they had what they wanted. On and on it went. Home Guard members, many of whom she grew up with, stood by and said nothing while the Gestapo brutalized her.

Telling her she had betrayed her husband off fighting on the Western Front; Guard members shaved her head and paraded her down the streets of their small village near Krems, Austria. Boys, only boys, she thought. All eligible males were drafted into the Wehrmacht.

They wanted to humiliate her and force her into confinement until the war ended, but not kill her. Everyone knew the horrible war would end sooner rather than later.

The Gestapo ordered that she be shot immediately, but the Home Guard refused to allow that in the village, knowing that Rolf, the wealthiest landowner in the vicinity, would object vehemently. 

Maria learned after seven years living in Hitler’s Third Reich that the Nazi sympathizers in the village spied and would betray anyone, especially the Jews, but they could never look someone in the eyes and then shoot them. That kind of action took a special person. They were called the SS, and the Gestapo was the worst. The Home Guard’s actions witnessed every day were cowardly and stupid, driven by fear and jealousy. But the Gestapo was pure evil, driven by anger and hate. They hated the Jews, and they despised anyone who threatened the Reich and their position in it. They ruled Austria under Himmler by 1945.  

She warned Rolf repeatedly of their danger. She recognized too late that she should have paid more attention to her own warnings.

The townspeople knew her father-in-law would punish them severely for their actions so everyone—“undesirables” and political prisoners–were turned over to the Gestapo. The Gestapo captain, with the Commander of the Home Guard unit acquiescing, decided to ship her to Dachau for the execution. She would simply disappear like thousands of others under the Nazi Regime. Dachau, the concentration camp where the Nazis shipped political prisoners, was only several hours away by train. With the Russians in Poland, they now shipped everyone there.

 

She heard coughing which worsened as the guards forced more and more captives into the narrow confines of the dirty car. She heard no weeping or praying. That surprised her at first, then she decided the others had accepted their fate much like her. And, like the others, she knew what awaited her. We are dead and this we cannot escape, she told herself. We have gone beyond fear, and now I must accept my sentence. Maria had always known the punishment for her betrayal of Hitler if they caught her.

Quickly the boxcars filled and could hold no more bodies. The side door slammed shut and locked, casting everyone in complete darkness. Minutes later, the car jerked as the locomotive built up steam to move forward. Quiet reigned, but soon, Maria heard whispers and cries from children. The coughing resumed. 

The elderly woman Maria assisted into the car nudged her. It seemed to Maria she wanted to speak, so she bent down to hear.

“Why? You are not a Jew,” she asked, tapping Maria’s red badge.

Maria did not know how to respond. She had to consider. “The Gestapo sent me.”

The old woman nodded, appearing to understand. “I think we are both beyond the reach of even God. He has forsaken us, and now we are alone without hope.”

The heat and the odor of dozens of human beings packed together became stifling as the train, filled beyond capacity with its doomed passengers, chugged onward toward Dachau, its final destination.

“You are a political prisoner,” the old woman said. “It must have taken great courage to defy Hitler. You will die a hero. You must hold onto that.”

Maria looked hard at the woman. “Still, I will die.”

“I have lived long,” the woman said. “And I’ve seen much. I am the last in my family. They took the others—my husband, children—from me. I have had time to think about death, and I know some ways are far worse than others.” She raised her head to look at Maria, saw her crudely shorn locks, the simple soiled shift, and finally the sadness in her eyes. “What is your name, girl?”

“Maria Von Eickler, but my name is no longer of importance. I will die nameless without even a stone in an ancient cemetery to remind others that I have lived.”

The old woman straightened and grabbed Maria’s wrist with her trembling hand. “You have freely chosen how to live your life and did so with honor. That is why the Fascists must kill you. They can shoot you, but they cannot ever destroy your spirit unless you allow them. Maria Von Eickler is only a name, a tag. It does not say that you are an honorable and heroic woman for fighting them. We must resist them for as long as we can. The war will end soon. Believe that.”

“I wish the SS could understand that and stop it now,” Maria replied.

They did not speak again. 

Having parked herself near the door along the wooden side where the air seemed lighter, Maria kneeled slightly and closed her eyes. She thought about Josef and Kurt, when they were younger. The world seemed lighter; a spark of hope still hung in the air. That was before March 1938, the Anschluss, when Hitler marched his troops into Austria, and the Nazi leader, Arthur Seyss-Inquart declared himself head of the government. They spent that summer high in the woods near the Czech border in a small cottage Kurt’s father, Rolf, owned. A final holiday before the storm.

 

She sadly smiled as memories flooded back. She closed her eyes to enjoy them, a brief escape from the horrors surrounding her. She swam in a small pond on the property naked, with Josef at her side. That was something she had never done. That summer Josef told her he loved her. They vowed to run off to Paris and become Bohemians before Hitler could catch them. Then the war came. 

Kurt, an ardent nationalist had joined the Nazi Party. They assigned him political tasks immediately. He prepared for the new regime and knew he had an important role, as a defender of the Third Reich. In 1940, Josef was drafted to fight for Hitler. They were married only a few days before he shipped out with his unit. Maria stayed behind to care for Rolf and run the estate. Their world had changed forever.

It was almost five years since they were married, but they had been together as man and wife only several weeks. Now he is probably dead, buried in an unmarked grave somewhere in France, she feared. 

She felt a hand on her shoulder. Maria’s eyes sprang open. Startled, she jumped back reflexively. “Who?” she asked, seeing a younger woman pinned with the yellow star standing directly in front of her. “What do you want?”

“Only conversation. You do not recognize me?” the young woman replied.

Maria tried to see the young woman’s features in the darkness. “You… your father is the tailor… Simon. Why?”

“We are Jews.”

“Your family?” Maria asked. 

“My husband and son are in another car. I don’t know if I’ll ever see them again. My father was shot last year. My mother?” She shrugged. “I don’t know… Auschwitz probably.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I have news for you. Bad news.”

“What can be worse? But tell me, what is it?”

“I saw you in the street after they captured you. I was surprised. Then I heard… my husband heard about your father-in-law.”

“What?” Maria believed he was safe.

“Three days ago, he died of a heart attack. They say the Gestapo came for him. He fought them, died fighting them. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Maria’s heart sank. She slumped back against the wood. Tears flowed freely. But what does it matter now? She forced herself to act stoically, staring at nothing. The war… , so close to its end. They fear the Russians and must hide their terrible crimes. They must take everyone west, she thought looking around at the mass of humans crowded together.

“This is a train filled with walking dead,” Maria said. “We can only pray our lives had some meaning. That is all we have left,” she said to anyone who cared to listen.

 




Chapter 2


They again heard the screech of the steam whistle as the train slowed. Everyone seemed to know they had reached their final destination—Dachau. Fear was etched deep on everyone’s face, Maria knew. The whispering and even the children’s cries stopped. 

The wheels on the steam engine reversed and the train slowly stopped with a jerk and thud.

Within seconds, the old wooden doors slid open, and soldiers began to yell again.

“Get out! Get out now! If you cannot, we will shoot you where you stand!” a younger, baby-faced SS guard yelled. The car emptied quickly, leaving only the disabled and very old behind.

Maria looked for the old woman in the line forming up. She did not see her. She has chosen her death, Maria thought sadly.

“In line! Everyone in line. Women here and men over there.” Two SS guards stood between two lines of women as they stepped from the cars. Two more guards watched as men vacated their car.

Rows of single-story buildings neatly organized emerged in the dense fog surrounded by high fences of barbwire. Towers dominated the parameter. For Maria, the place reeked of suffering and death.

The train of prisoners had arrived at Dachau, 16 kilometers south of Munich, operated by the Schutzstaffel (SS). Two SS soldiers in their black uniforms stood in the shadows and watched the prisoners disembark. A captain and the camp commander observed as a lower ranking soldier selected women from the line forming and moving slowly into the light provided by towering spotlights.

The captain, using a cane for support, thought he recognized a face—a beautiful face although bruised with blond hair crudely cut short. He walked nearer the line for a closer look at the young woman, but he said nothing to her. The woman looked at the gravel as she shuffled forward. She did not see the SS officer looking at her. The captain saw the red piece of cloth pinned to her frock that exclaimed “VERRATOR.” He frowned.

Both the guard and the camp commander continued to watch. The guard stepped forward. “Careful Captain,” he said. “Disease is everywhere among them. Typhus.”

The captain nodded. “Colonel, that one.” He pointed to Maria. “She looks healthy. I think she will do nicely.”

The guard grabbed her by the arm and jerked her from the line. 

“What is her name?” the captain asked.

The guard looked at the officer, curious that he should want to know, then shrugged. “Speak woman! What is your name?”

Maria, still looking down without making any eye contact, said, “My name? I have none. For the dead it does not matter.” 

The guard pushed her, and Maria fell back against another prisoner.

“No, please… ” the woman, older than Maria, said, frightened. She looked behind her for support but received none from the woman behind her. The woman wore the yellow star and carried a bundle that they did not take from her. She appeared to be alone.

“Keep moving there,” another guard ordered.

The guard smiled. “Yes, you’re right. You need no name anymore, do you, traitor and spy for the Bolsheviks. They should have shot you already. Now you waste our time.”

SS Captain Kurt Schrader and the camp commandant, SS Colonel Wilhelm Waldheim still watched the prisoners file past, but Captain Schrader kept a close eye on Maria. 

The prisoners stopped abruptly. A woman in front had fallen. A guard dragged her from the line, kicking her mercilessly.   

The two officers saw that the prisoners were sickly and starved. With food scarce throughout the Reich and disease rampant, each shipment became worse than those arriving earlier, especially from the East. Both knew the train would be one of the last as the Allies closed in from both directions. “Typhus will do your job for you, Herr Colonel,” Schrader commented. He was careful to stand more than several feet away from the prisoners. He knew the disease was a killer. He had seen it during his service on the Eastern Front.

“Good, good, we have few men left to guard them and bullets are scarce.”

“Commandant Wimmer needs three replacements. He desires one woman and two men, Herr Colonel,” Captain Schrader said. “He will use the woman as a personal servant for our French guests, and the two men for maintenance around the castle. I will personally transport them to Schloss Itter.”

“What has happened to the others I sent only a few weeks ago, Captain?”

“Two were shot trying to escape, and the other was returned.”

“Too much freedom for these degenerates, eh Captain?” Colonel Waldheim replied sarcastically.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Captain Schrader said, seeing no humor in the colonel’s words. “The woman, sir?”

“Take her. What do I care?”

“Sergeant, bring the woman here,” Captain Schrader ordered.

The sergeant reached over and grabbed the woman. He pulled her from the line to drag her over to the two officers.

“Let go of me. I demand that you leave me alone, swine.” She fought against his grip, but resistance was useless, and the guard easily overpowered her.

He deposited her in front of the officers. “Herr Captain, is this the woman you want? See the tag? She is a traitor to the Fatherland and under orders to be shot. You cannot… ”

“Yes, yes, Sergeant. Leave her.”

The sergeant saluted, turned, and walked away. She’ll get what she deserves, and I don’t have to bother with a firing squad. Makes my life easier, he thought. 

 

For the first time, Maria looked up and recognized the younger man in front of her. She did not speak. She stared at Schrader, as if she was hallucinating.

Captain Schrader looked her over. He saw that she was dressed poorly, without a coat in the frigid Bavarian winter. He saw bruises on her face and arms. The Gestapo had sheared her blond hair. “A shame. Her beautiful long hair,” Schrader said softly.

“Do you speak French,” he asked her, but knew well she did.

“Fluently,” Maria replied, having no idea what was happening.

Colonel Waldheim focused his attention on the emptying boxcars. “Sergeant,” he called to the same sergeant. “What’s taking so long?”

“Too many sick. They lay on the floor, and we cannot get them up. Typhus, sir. It’s everywhere on this train.”

 

“Anyone still in the boxcar who can’t walk, shoot them,” Waldheim said dispassionately. “They will soon die anyway.” For him, the decision was not a difficult one, but one he made every day. He quickly turned back to Schrader and the woman. She is very attractive, he thought, eyes all over her. The captain has good taste.

 

They heard shooting from inside the boxcar. Maria jumped at the sound, but neither soldier looked up.

Maria said nothing but stood proud, her feet frozen to the cold ground, like the aristocrat they raised her to be. She felt their eyes on her and looked hard into the captain’s eyes. Yes, she knew him. How could she ever forget him?

“Come here. Closer,” Waldheim ordered.

Maria obeyed.

After looking her over as he would a horse or cow, Waldheim reached down and raised her frock to her breasts. He admired her thin yet curvaceous body, fondled her as if by routine. Allowing the thin frock to fall back to cover her, he laughed. “Someone must have enjoyed you very much, Fraulein,” he said, smiling with deviant pleasure to mock her.  

Maria closed her eyes while he admired her nakedness, hoping in some way to block the humiliation. Captain Schrader, grimacing, fought to hold his emotions in check. Finally, Maria could take no more. She raised her head to look at the Colonel, and then she spat, striking the SS officer in the face. 

Surprised by the insult, the spittle running down his cheek, he was unwilling to allow such defiance. He struck her hard across the face with the back of his hand. “She is another Austrian aristocrat who disobeys The Fuhrer,” Waldheim hissed to Schrader. “She must be taught obedience, or she will try to escape.” He looked sternly to the captain. “Beware, Schrader. I know them with their wealth and high manners. They are here, too. These traitors think the Americans will save them, so they spy on us.” 

Maria flinched but did not bow. A small streak of red trickled from her bruised lip. 

“Wimmer deserves you, and, if we are fortunate, you will make the lives of those old Frenchmen miserable,” he said without anger. “Captain, if she tries anything, if she is insubordinate, shoot her. I order it.”

“Yes sir,” Schrader replied, always the good subordinate, but he knew he had to get her away or Waldheim might shoot her on the spot. He looked around for his sergeant. 

“Sergeant Schmidt,” he called to his driver. “Take this prisoner and load her into the truck immediately. Restrain her.”

“Yes, Herr Captain,” Schmidt replied. He looked at Maria. “Come with me,” he ordered.

Maria displayed no sign of fear as the SS sergeant led her away. She decided that anywhere was preferable to the horrible Dachau with its smells of death and its psychopathic leader. 

Maria was unceremoniously loaded into a covered truck. Her hands were bound, but she was free to move about. They know there is no place to run, she decided, not knowing if she should feel relieved or fearful. She had no idea where they were taking her. But she believed that Kurt Schrader would not harm her wherever he was taking her.

Sergeant Schmidt did not speak while he bound and loaded her as if she were already dead. He was slim, stern of appearance, but his eyes startled her. Like the Gestapo, they were empty, dead, she decided. 

She sat at the very end of the truck, looking for the last time at Dachau… she hoped. The cold mist sat heavy on the ground, dusting everything and everyone with its wetness. She watched the long lines of prisoners, men, women, and children. They seemed to be moving them toward the gate in the high barbwire fence.

Dogs barked and men yelled, but there was an eerie quiet among the prisoners. Even the children know enough to be quiet, she thought.  

 

The ride was long and bumpy. Six others traveled with her–all men–each bound like her. Kurt and the sergeant rode in front. Looking at the others, she saw they were all political prisoners like her, with their red stars pinned to their breasts.

“Where are they taking us?” she asked the young man next to her.

“To our deaths, I suppose,” was his only reply. No more words were spoken.

When they reached their final destination, only Maria remained in the back. She watched as each was off-loaded at a camp, all smaller facilities. In the growing light, she saw that the camps were teeming with people like the main Dachau camp.

The truck stopped and Schmidt came around to the back of the truck. “Get out,” he ordered. He did not offer to assist her.

At last, my turn, she thought, her fear growing stronger. “Help me,” she pleaded. “I cannot make it to the ground.”

“Jump traitor,” he again ordered, and Maria complied. She jumped awkwardly to the ground and fell on her side. He did not move but only watched her as she struggled to stand.

“Come,” he said and dragged her brutishly by the arm. She felt pain as he pulled her along.

Maria quickly looked around. Not a camp like the others, she concluded. Looking up, she saw the high imposing castle wall rising in front of her. “What is this?”

“Shut up,” Schmidt said, dragging her through a large wood double door. Captain Schrader had already entered and was standing in the middle of a very large room—a hall, she decided—and was talking to another soldier. The other soldier leered at her and smiled. Maria knew that look and hated the man instantly. 

 

 




Chapter 3


April 28, 1945: Captain Jack Lee removed the unlit cigar from his mouth and spit, striking the main gun on the M4 Sherman tank he commanded. “What the hell he want a meeting for?” he asked his gunner, who had just returned from the Battalion command post. New orders, he figured, but did not say it.

“The major said he wants to meet with all the company commanders. Yup, that’s what he says, Captain,” Corporal Billy Minor replied. “Here’s the mail. Just arrived from 12th Division.” He reached up and handed a handful of letters to his commander.

“Thanks Billy. I’ll hold a mail call, and then walk over to Kramer’s tent to see what he wants.” He quickly thumbed through the mail, searching for a letter. Finally, a letter from Anne. He smelled it and smiled. “She didn’t forget me,” he said softly so his men would not overhear. Those letters were the most important thing in the world to Jack Lee, and most of his men. 

She had written once a week religiously since they landed at La Havre in November. Often it took time for the mail to catch up, but he always got at least one letter from home. His armored battalion was re-designated the 23rd just before they shipped out for Southampton, England. Across France to the Maginot line fortifications, the letters kept coming. The heavy fighting at Herrlisheim and the Vorges Mountains did not delay mail delivery, but everything slowed after they crossed the Rhine with Patton’s Third Army on 21 March. Jack figured the mail carriers just lost track of the whereabouts of their battalion.

He could tell when someone didn’t receive any mail for long periods. “Hard on morale, damn hard,” he always said. He decided to make the meeting with Kramer before reading Anne’s letter. He would savor it as long as he could.

Lee jumped off the tank, lit the cigar and sauntered over to the Major’s tent. Along the way, he met up with another company commander serving in the 23rd Tank Battalion.

“Hey Lee, those tanks of yours on jet fuel?” John Sanders, commanding C Company, asked with a smile. “Company B rolls like you’re headed direct to Vienna without stopping.”

“Russians already took Vienna,” Jack replied. “Don’t you read your ‘Stars and Stripes’?”

“I wonder who the Austrians think is worse—Hitler or Stalin.”

“The faster we finish them all off, the best for everyone. Hit those Krauts hard and fast is the only way to end this thing and keep casualties down. And prevent Stalin’s boys from overrunning all Europe.”

Captain Sanders nodded and smiled. 

When they arrived outside Major Kramer’s tent, the other company commanders were already there. Kramer had set up a large tactical map of the area tied to the side of the GP small tent. The tall Texan waited patiently for all the commanders to gather in front of him. Kramer had been a schoolteacher in another life. Drafted in ’42, he made the landing in North Africa and Normandy, and was re-assigned to the 23rd in France before the big push to the Rhine. He was a survivor, had been around, and he knew it. So did his men.

 

Major Leonard Kramer, 23rd Tank Battalion, looked out over his audience and smiled. He thought he knew each man, had fought beside most of them since France. Seeing Lee and Sanders arrive, he prepared to speak:

“Gentlemen, we will prepare to move out tonight under darkness. Our recon has already left. Our objective is to cross into Austria and seize Kufstein. We got five days to do it, and we have to cross the Inn River before the SS blows the damn bridge. Got to hit them fast and hard. That’s why I want Lee and B Company to lead all three tank companies into Austria. That understood?”

No one spoke but each man turned to look at Lee.

I also must inform you that we’ve been reassigned to the XXI Corps, the 36th Infantry Division. Get ready. I know your boys planned a rest after taking Landsberg Concentration camps. Sorry. Maybe at Kufstein. Any questions?”

Jack had hoped the battalion would stand down for a few days for a needed breather. He was tired and he understood that the war could end any day. He did not want to be the last American killed in “Krautland.” With the 36th Infantry Division moving up quickly, he saw a brief glimmer of hope for a short respite. So much for that, he thought, as Kramer quickly brought him back to reality. Such are the demands of war. He knew his men would be disappointed and considered how to broach the subject. Directly, he decided quickly.  

Sanders stepped forward to speak. “Major, what about the fuel train? Can they keep up?”

Kramer liked good tactical questions. “That’s why we’ve been reassigned. The XXI Corps has that capability. Those Negro truck drivers are the best in the Division, and they never stop.” He looked around, waiting. “Good. Then we drive for Austria.”

Jack Lee stepped forward, pulled the cigar from his mouth and spit. “Major, if I may.”

“Speak Captain.”

“Our recon was getting interesting reports, mostly about the SS operations around here and in Austria. The locals, they don’t tell us much, but there’s this large prison camp. They call it Dachau, and it’s huge with sub-camps, bigger than the Landsberg Prison is, I hear. If we run into those, what do we do?”

“Depends on the resistance you get. If none, liberate it, free the prisoners, and hold the guards. That make sense?”

Jack spit. “Yeah, but if there’s lots of prisoners… We don’t have the logistics to take care of them. They’re probably starving and need food and medical attention. The lousy Krauts. Do we let Division take care of them while we push on?”

The other commanders looked confused.

Major Kramer considered the question. It was an important one, he knew, and he decided he needed to explain further. “Open the gates, free all prisoners, capture the guards, and we’ll get the Corps involved immediately, but keep moving toward your objective. That understood? The 36th Infantry will move in and wrap things up.” He looked around at his men.

Everyone nodded. That made sense to them. Kramer seemed relieved. 

“Got it,” Lee replied.

“And remember…  Prepare your men for anything. We don’t know what we may find, but it won’t be good. We’ll be up against a Panzer Division. The Death Head, they tell me.”

“Death Head? Why they call them that?”

“Hell, I don’t know. Why they call us Hellcats?

“Because we’re tough, that’s why,” one of the commanders said.

“I’m sending along a demo team for the bridge,” Kramer continued. “Remember: stop them from blowing that damn bridge.”

“Yes, sir, understood,” Lee said. “We’ll be prepared. Hell, Major, we’re always ready. You know that.”

Kramer laughed along with the others. “Born ready, eh Captain?” He liked Captain Lee who he considered the most experienced tank commander he had. “The man has guts,” he often quipped, having served as his commander since late November.

“Yup.”

“Gentlemen, dismissed.”

Both Sanders and Lee marched rapidly back to their company CPs. They had work to do, and Jack was anxious to read the letter from Anne.  

When he returned to the tank he named “Besotten Jenny,” his tank commanders had gathered to greet him. An informal bunch, no one saluted. They greeted him with “Jack” or “Captain Jack.” The war was too long and hard for such military formalities.

“Boys, fuel up, load ammunition, and prepare to move out.”

“Where to, Cap?” Andy Pride, his most senior commander asked. His voice reeked of disappointment. Andy had planned to catch up on his sleep. Jack knew him well.

“Boys, we’re heading for Austria. Kufstein,” Jack replied. “It’ll take a couple of days at best, if we don’t get bogged down at the Inn River. Stack up those C’s. I don’t know much about any resistance. But I do know there’s an SS unit called Death’s Head operating somewhere west of Vienna. Heinrich Himmler’s pride and joy, and they got Tigers. I hope the war ends before we run into them. Any questions?”

There was none. Everything seemed routine for his men. They had been doing it for months now, but no one liked the idea of confronting Panzers. Each man returned to his tank. They needed to quickly brief their crews and prepare to move out.

Jack sat down on the turret of Besotten Jenny to read his letter from home. A slight mist filled the air. Not like in West Texas, he thought. 

He carefully opened the envelope after smelling it. The best part. Unfolding the many pages, he read:

My dearest Jack…  

He smiled, pulled out a new cigar, bit off the end and lit up. Through the course of the letter, Jack smiled, frowned, and laughed. Finally, he wiped away a tear. 

He thought about his young son—less than a year old. “James,” he whispered. He had never met him, the baby being born two months after he shipped out for England. He wondered if he were killed, what would happen to them. When the war finally ended, and he returned to them and civilian life, would things work out? Could he support them? The nearer the end of the war, the more he worried. Those thoughts ran through his mind like a raging torrent of water.

He raised his head, forced away his thoughts and anxieties, and tried to focus. Hey, we got ourselves a mission, he told himself. Get your head right, soldier.

 

Bravo Company was ready to move out within an hour. The tankers fired up their engines and waited for their captain in Besotten Jenny.

Jack stood and looked behind him. The Shermans were lined up and ready to go, he saw. “Good, good,” he said with a smile. “Now, we wait for the sun to set.”

 

“Move out!” Jack called, standing on the turret of his tank in the gathering twilight. He faced behind him and raised his arm high for everyone to see. Then he dropped it to signal, “Move out.” His tank growled forward, with dark fumes rising into the cool air. Slowly, the column moved forward down the road and out of the meadow. Single file behind Besotten Jenny, they headed southeast toward Austria.

 

His tank column reached the Inn River bridge around midnight. Jack halted the column well away from the old iron structure.

“Bring up the demo team,” he radioed back.

A six-man team headed by an NCO arrived at his tank within minutes. “Yes, sir,” the sergeant said to Jack, who had jumped to the ground.
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