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Introduction

This work is a collection of soldiers from the ranks who made a name for themselves in the Second World War. They performed deeds—either alone or with a number of comrades—which decided the outcome of a battle or performed other acts of bravery or leadership that lived up to the best of German military tradition. Although the term “aces” is usually reserved for fighter pilots, it seemed appropriate in this context to refer to these extraordinary soldiers as “aces” of their trade as well.

The stories of these few men, chosen from among thousands of others, are representative of their fellow soldiers and provide a fitting memorial to them. These men stand for all those who returned wounded and broken, ashamed and beaten, bringing the horror of their war experiences home with them. But these chapters are also a memorial to others: Those who came to grief in the vast steppes of Russia, in the ice storms of the Murmansk Front, in southeastern Russia, in Africa or in the final struggle for the Reich.

This is an authentic account of infantry aces, common soldiers who were tossed into the maelstrom of death that was combat and who rose to the occasion and frequently offered up their lives for their comrades. A kind fate allowed most of the soldiers in this book to return home. They survived a long odyssey of death and destruction that claimed so many friends and comrades. After a walk through hell and purgatory, there and back, there was for them a new day in Germany, something denied millions of other German soldiers.

They took on enemy units alone, battled the steel giants that were enemy tanks and carried wounded comrades hundreds of meters under fire to safety. They fought alone behind enemy lines. They took out bunkers and carried out patrols. They served as machine gunners in a thousand dangerous actions. They tackled an enemy vastly superior in numbers with antitank rifles, Panzerfäuste (the German poor-man's equivalent of the bazooka), hand grenades, machine guns and submachine guns. They closed gaps in the front, defended their own lines, held river crossings open for their own troops to retreat over and drove out enemy forces that had broken into their own main line of resistance.

Through their actions they saved the lives of many thousands of their comrades. They guarded the front and stood fast in hopeless situations against an enemy one hundred times as strong as they. In this way they felt the inhuman grimace of war on their own bodies and survived, bleeding from many wounds. Here is their story: A perpetual road of horror and desperation, a road filled with blood and tears, at whose end, if they were lucky, stood a return home. Their experience taught them that war leaves behind neither victors nor vanquished, only victims.

Infantry Aces is a cross-section from the world of the common soldier in wartime, in which cruelty and toughness, but also comradeship and willingness to help, became perpetual assets. They were cast into the world of combat and death, playthings of world events, and only rarely did they emerge unscathed. Often reviled and scorned, humiliated and derided, they gave years of their lives in the service of their country, without knowing that they were nothing more than playthings in the hands of the powerful. But this in no way diminishes their accomplishments. They fought, were victorious and, in the end, were defeated.
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Rudi Brasche as an Unteroffizier with the Knight's Cross.






Rudi Brasche

“Mount up!”

Unteroffizier Laupert, squad leader of the regimental pioneer platoon's 1st Squad, came rushing out of the makeshift battalion command post and toward the truck around which his squad had gathered. Feldwebel Wegener, the platoon leader, followed him on foot. Behind him came the other two squad leaders. “What's up, Unteroffizier?” called Kneisel, leader of the first machine-gun team.

“We're leaving at once. The bridge at Homyly must be taken before it is blown by the enemy.”

The four Opel Blitz trucks that were parked in a wood at the side of the road moved out moments later. They left the main road and rolled along a country road. Rudi Brasche hung on tightly as the truck pitched and rolled. The first houses appeared in front of the trucks. That had to be Homyly. Soon the first rounds were fired in their direction from the outskirts to the village. “Ready the machine guns. Polle and Gambietz take over the antiaircraft machine gun.” Machine-gun bullets chewed pieces of wood and metal from the trucks. Soon they could hear the shots. Kneisel and Nehring, the two machine-gunners, ripped their machine guns from the racks and placed them on the side of the truck.

“Faster, Grothe!” The Opel Blitz leapt forward. The village houses rushed closer. Rudolf Brasche saw the first smoking tracer rounds streaking toward the leading truck. Then the first burst of fire whipped from the MG 34 mounted on the truck in front of them. The second machine gun joined in and then the tripod-mounted MG 15, which was actually intended for antiaircraft purposes, began to fire as well.

Seconds later the three machine guns in Brasche's truck opened fire. The noise of the three guns nearly deafened him. As Brasche watched, Ecklebe, the second member of the gun crew, loaded a fresh belt of ammunition. Then a burst of fire struck the truck. Heierberg cried out. He let his rifle drop and half fell on Märtens, the second member of Kneisel's gun crew. The truck veered hard to the right. A house flew past on the left. They were then safe from the enemy machine gun. The truck came to a small patch of woods and jerked to a stop.


“Get out and follow me!” shouted Unteroffizier Laupert.

Brasche grabbed the two ammunition boxes. He jumped down and ran after Nehring, the leader of his machine-gun team. They reached the woods together with the 2nd and 3rd Squads. Feldwebel Wegener appeared from the fourth truck. Holtsteger's squad followed with explosive charges.

“Move along here! This dirt road leads right to the bridge.”

Breathing heavily, Brasche ran along behind his leader. They had gone no more than 400 meters when they came under fire from machine guns and fast-firing cannon from ahead and to the right. Glowing steel whipped toward the German soldiers. Brasche and the others hurried on, following their squad leader, who ran into a stand of tall ferns.

In front of Brasche, Nehring fell to the ground heavily. The machine gun flew through the air in a high arc and fell into the ferns. Cursing, Nehring got to his feet, shook himself off and kept going. The forest thinned out before them. Then they saw the bright band of the road, and finally, the bridge appeared in front of them.

Four figures were visible. First Squad fired at them on the run. Three of the men returned fire, while the fourth ran back across the bridge.

“Stop, stop! He's going to blow the bridge.”

Two bursts were fired at the fourth French soldier. One caught him before he was halfway across the bridge and knocked the man face down.

“Move across the bridge and dig in on the other side!”

Rudolf Brasche felt himself getting short of breath, but he kept on running, always following his squad leader. They reached the approach to the bridge. Machine-gun fire whistled in from the far end of the span. Kneisel threw himself down in the middle of the bridge and opened fire with his machine gun. The enemy troops quickly turned their machine gun on Kneisel. But the Obergefreiter was quicker. His burst struck the enemy position before the French could open fire and silenced the machine gun.

“Platoon, across the bridge in one rush. Let's go!”

Feldwebel Wegener jumped to his feet. Noticing movement behind the main pillar, he opened fire with his submachine gun while on the run. Rifle shots cracked from the riverbank. A man running behind Brasche cried out and fell to the ground. Then they were on the other side, and the fear that the bridge might blow up under them at any moment vanished.

An enemy soldier appeared ten meters to one side of Laupert's squad. He raised his weapon, but Nehring was quicker, firing his machine gun on the run. The Germans threw themselves down into the cover of the French position. A pair of figures emerged from the bunker, their hands raised.

Shouts drifted over from the woods that flanked the far end of the bridge. Then two armored cars appeared and opened fire on the bridge with cannon and machine guns. Bullets bounced off the steel buttresses and whizzed off in all directions.

“Infantry behind the armored cars, Feldwebel!”

By running and dodging, Feldwebel Wegener safely reached the hole occupied by Laupert's squad. Out of breath, he let himself tumble in.

“Machine guns: Open fire on the infantry!” he ordered.

The two machine guns opened up simultaneously. The enemy infantry that had emerged from the woods quickly pulled back again. However, two of the seven armored cars then turned and rolled toward the squad's foxhole. The two vehicles turned their guns on the machine-gun position. For an instant Brasche saw a red-yellow lance of flame; it seemed to be heading straight for him. He pressed himself against the ground and heard the ringing impacts of bullets striking the steel of the bridge behind him.

“Pass a belt here, Rudi!”

Brasche roused himself and passed along a fresh belt of ammunition. Bullets clattered against the frontal steel of the armored cars. Nehring aimed somewhat higher. He saw the flash of the impacting bullets. All at once the enemy machine gun stopped firing. The armored car then turned its cannon on the German position. It was soon joined by the second vehicle. “Damn, what's Holtsteger's squad doing, Feldwebel?”

“They're on the other side. They should have put their antitank rifle to use long ago…” The voice of the Feldwebel was drowned out by a sharp crack.

“That was the antitank rifle.”

They saw the armor-piercing round strike the lead armored car. Smoke began to curl into the air above the vehicle. The armored car's ammunition supply blew up and the crew bailed out. On the far side of the bridge the 20-mm cannon opened fire. The roar of machine guns and the crackle of rifle fire added to the din.

Richard Gambietz crawled forward to Feldwebel Wegener. Rudolf Brasche, whom everyone called Rudi, followed. Nehring and Ecklebe joined them. “Kneisel, you hold here and keep their heads down while we work our way along those blackberry bushes—understood? When we're in the woods shift your fire to the right so you don't hit us.”

Kneisel fired, sweeping the edge of the treed area. Feldwebel Wegener left cover and crept as fast as he could to the left, where he disappeared into the bushes. Brasche followed along behind Gambietz. He saw Nehring appear beside the Feldwebel and then disappear again almost immediately.

Brasche felt his hands gripping the handles of the ammunition boxes. They were becoming wet with sweat. He was afraid, but he knew that he would have to overcome his fear to be effective. The pace quickened. Brasche had to keep pace in case Nehring should need ammunition. Gambietz paused and turned toward Brasche. His young friend with the slightly pointed face tried to smile but only managed a grimace. Brasche caught up with him and moments later they joined Nehring. Just then they heard the roar of an engine and the pointed nose of a French armored car pushed its way through the thicket. They all saw the machine gun and the 20-mm cannon.

Feldwebel Wegener signaled silently. He raised one of the four hand grenades he had stuck in his belt. Gambietz nudged Rudi Brasche and pulled out a grenade. Brasche put down the two ammunition boxes. He screwed off the metal caps of two hand grenades and crouched lower in the shadows of the bushes as the armored car rolled directly toward him.

The vehicle came nearer and nearer. Then Brasche spotted movement behind it: Enemy infantry trying to approach the bridge from the flank under the protection of the armored car. The French vehicle was then 30 meters away. Glancing to the side, Brasche saw that Nehring had aimed his machine gun at the enemy troops.

“Go!” shouted the Feldwebel. Rudi Brasche jumped up and threw one of the grenades. Gambietz and the Feldwebel did likewise. The enemy was already firing back when the grenades fell on the armored car. Nehring opened fire with his machine gun. The three hand grenades exploded. Brasche jumped to his feet. A bullet whizzed past his head. Behind him Nehring's machine gun roared again. Three figures appeared in front of him. He ripped the porcelain knob from the grenade and tossed it toward the group of three. At the same time he threw himself headfirst to the ground. Brasche landed hard on a stump. The burst of fire meant for him passed overhead. The blast from the hand grenade silenced the three enemy soldiers.

On the other side, Feldwebel Wegener reached the enemy armored car and threw two hand grenades inside. Gambietz overcame a second group of enemy troops. Then it was quiet, except for the sound of breaking branches as the enemy fled through the woods. There was a fresh outburst of firing to the right and then from the far side of the bridge, where a squad had been left behind.

“Back to the bridge!” the Feldwebel ordered. They hurried back, running at a crouch. They reached the foxholes and jumped inside. His lungs pumping hard, Rudi Brasche lay still for a few moments beside the machine gun. Nehring had already moved it into position again. Slowly his cramped body relaxed. He raised his head. Gambietz nudged him and Brasche turned towards him.


“Rudi, you were scared shitless, weren't you?”

“You can say that again!” Brasche wiped the back of his hand across his forehead, which was soaked in sweat. For three hours the small group of German soldiers held the bridge against repeated French attacks. The enemy was trying to reach the explosive charges, but they had already been rendered useless. Three armored cars made another atternpt to reach the bridge but were forced to turn away. Then Oberstleutnant Radwan, the commander of the 2nd Battalion of the 93rd Infantry Regiment, arrived at the head of the relief forces. He was the first to roll across the bridge and into the enemy. As had often been the case before, this bold move succeeded, and the area in front of the bridge was swept clear. They had captured the Seine River crossing undamaged. The road lay open before them.

On 19 July 1940 Oberstleutnant Oskar Radwan was awarded the Knight's Cross in recognition of the conscientious and exemplary manner in which he had led his battalion and demonstrated his own personal bravery.

Standing beside his friend Richard Gambietz, Rudi Brasche received the Iron Cross, Second Class. Neither could know that they would both later be awarded the Knight's Cross.

THE RUSSIAN FRONT

“Looks suspicious to me, Rudi. I wouldn't be surprised if we get caught here east of the Mius after our eighty-kilometer retreat.”

Richard Gambietz pointed to the wall of the brickworks, beside which Kumm's company had dug in. The remaining companies of 93rd Infantry Regiment were strung out to the east, where an extended low ridge stretched toward the east, forming the southern boundary of the Kamyenka Valley.

“But if Ivan attacks, he'll have to climb the ridge first, and that will give us a chance to stop him. What do you think, Wilhelm?”

The man in question and his two companions only grunted. “Some answer,” grinned Brasche.

“Pioneer platoon leader: Report to the battalion!”

Feldwebel Wegener got up and walked back in the direction of Pokrovskoye, where the battalion command post had been set up behind the ridge.

“They're cooking something up, Rudi.”

“About time. We've marched back eighty kilometers. It's damned cold and this brickworks would be the ideal spot to spend the winter.”


“We could light the kiln,” enjoined Wilhelm Grunge.

“If we had something to burn.”

“We'll look for something. Want to bet there's fuel hidden in those buildings?”

The pioneer platoon had taken up position at the edge of the brickworks. The cable squad was already in the administrator's house at the south end. The thermometer was showing minus 22 degrees Celsius.

“Hopefully, Wegener will come back soon, Heinz.”

Unteroffizier Laupert, the squad leader, came over to the men. He squatted in the corner between the low brick wall and the carefully layered pile of unbaked bricks, which had been laid out to dry the summer before.

“He should be back any minute, I imagine. Has anyone still got a little something to warm the stomach?”

“Here, Heinz. Left over from the whore houses of Rostov.”

Märtens passed his canteen. The Unteroffizier gave it a shake. “Great…it's not even frozen.” He unscrewed the cap and took a small swig, then he passed back the canteen.

“The Feldwebel's coming!”

Feldwebel Wegener walked along the footpath that ran through the snow like a dark line.

“He's got the company headquarters squad with him. Something's up.”

“Squad leaders: Report to me!”

The three noncommissioned officers hurried over to the Feldwebel, who had squatted in the shelter of the wall among the men of Laupert's squad.

“Listen up. We're to check out the limekiln and see if it's suitable as a flanking position. If it is, then our line will run along the Mius to the left. From the limekiln the line would run precisely due east along the ridge. Ivan will attack from the direction of Kryekaya, or from the northeast.” Feldwebel Wegener returned to his men and gave them their instructions. Holtsteger's squad stayed behind to clear a path to the rear, should it become necessary, while the remaining squads moved into the brickworks.

“Careful, Rudi. There's a house behind the shed.”

Rudi Brasche pressed on, his machine gun at the ready at his hip. Gambietz stayed close beside him, while Grunge followed with the two ammunition boxes. Twilight had fallen on this first day of December 1941. The men could see nothing but the sharp outlines of the buildings, the kiln and the extended drying shed, which were silhouetted against the lighter background of the sky.

Here, where the roof had kept out the snow, they made good progress. Pieces of brick and red brick dust crunched beneath Brasche's boots.


Something stirred to his right, and he froze as if rooted to the spot. He suddenly felt his heart in his throat. Cautiously he raised his weapon. Gambietz and Grunge had frozen as well. Then a small shadow leapt out of the shadows and disappeared meowing in the direction of the huge circular kiln.

“Where there are cats, there are people, Heinz.”

Unteroffizier Laupert nodded. He thought that it might be the Russians who had withdrawn toward the north in front of them the day before when they had crossed the road to Pokrovskoye.

“Follow me!” he whispered. He then crept onward. For a fraction of a second, Brasche saw his shadow cast against the wall by the falling moonlight. He walked around a pile of bricks and saw the circular kiln at the end of the roofed hall. He saw something else as well, something which caused him to freeze as if rooted to the spot. He slowly dropped to the floor.

He crawled backward a meter to reach the cover of the pile of bricks. Then he placed his machine gun on its bipod to make it more stabile. His companions joined him. They all pressed together behind the pile of bricks. Kneisel positioned himself on the other side of the pile with the second machine gun.

Obergefreiter Brasche saw a pair of figures in the typical padded jackets worn by the Russians. One of the figures lit a match and in its light he saw a bearded, haggard face.

“Ivan is in the brickworks.”

Farther to the right one of the artfully stacked piles of bricks collapsed. Curses rang out through the night. The three Russians immediately disappeared into the kiln, only to reappear again an instant later. They came out in a long line. When their number had reached ten, Kneisel opened fire. Rudi Brasche saw the Russians go to ground. Bursts of flame from their seventy-round submachine guns flickered in the hall, which was open at the sides. Then he pressed the trigger.

The tracer flew into the center of the source of the enemy fire, causing it to cease abruptly, but only for a second. A cluster of glowing tracer came their way, a deadly spear of bullets from a Maxim machine gun. Rudi Brasche saw the tracers veer in his direction. He rolled over once to the right, and when the bullets smacked into the pile he was safely behind the bricks.

Pulling the machine gun behind him by the stock, he crawled back ten meters and reached a passageway leading off to the side. Pressed close to the ground, he crawled inside. The enemy fire intensified. Kneisel answered with his machine gun.

“Are we going to outflank them, Rudi?”


“Yes…first we move to the left, then we go behind the kiln and take out that machine gun.”

“Hey, Grunge, come here!”

Several grenades exploded with a mighty crash where the neighboring platoon had knocked over the rack holding the bricks. They sounded like Russian egg-shaped hand grenades. There was already fighting going on in the area of the kiln.

The three men of the machine-gun team reached the end of the hall. A narrow path was visible in the white snow. They followed it and fifty meters on found a wider intersecting path, which led directly to the kiln. Brasche was about to enter the main path, which was flanked by meter-high snow, when he heard the sound of a large number of men running from the direction of the chimney and the house. The three Germans dropped to the ground at once. Brasche pointed his machine gun at the exact spot where the large path crossed their smaller one.

Shadows appeared. Wild shouts rang out through the darkness. Then he opened fire. The men storming down the path crumpled and fell. The sound of footsteps died away. Dark objects flew toward the three German soldiers. The first salvo of grenades fell in the snow beside the narrow path. The three pressed themselves tight against the icy surface of the footpath. Their ears rang loudly as the grenades exploded. Again the Russians stormed forward, on their way to help the men at the kiln.

Rudi Brasche fired at the gap. When the Russians again took cover he fired a long burst back through the snow bank. Cries rang out through the night. Then more hand grenades flew through the air. One rolled across the hard snow and stopped right in front of Grunge's face. His hand shot forward, grasped the grenade and threw it back. It exploded in midair. Grunge ducked instinctively. A few fragments clanged against his steel helmet.

“Hand grenade, Richard!”

Gambietz screwed off the cap. He counted to three and threw the grenade into the main path. The grenade exploded on impact. There were wild shouts and the sound of men running away. Grunge and Gambietz threw two more grenades. Then they reached the main path and turned north. A burst of fire knocked the last of the retreating Russians into the snow.

Just as Brasche was about to start walking, he was struck a heavy blow in the back. He fell forward against the wall of snow, the sharp crack of a pistol shot from behind ringing in his ears. Then Gambietz's submachine gun roared.

“An Ivan was about to shoot you with his pistol, Rudi.”
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A patrol from the 4th Company of the 93rd Panzer Grenadier Regiment prepares to set off from the limekiln at the brickworks.

Before Brasche could thank him, Gambietz ran off in the direction of the kiln. He set out after him. Brasche's feet felt as if they were made of rubber. What would have happened if Gambietz hadn't been there?

A determined Brasche caught up with his companions and took the lead again. Then, suddenly, he spotted the Russian Maxim machine gun. He squeezed the trigger and fired a short burst. Then he fired another. Suddenly his machine gun fell silent.

“The extractor is broken!”

“Damn!” swore Grunge. He reached for the submachine gun slung over his back. His first burst caught a Russian just as he was about to throw a grenade. As Gambietz watched, the last two men scurried through a hole in the rear of the kiln. Unteroffizier Laupert and his three machine gunners came running from the other side. They reached the hiding place in the rear of the kiln. Laupert took off his helmet and stuck it through the opening on the end of his submachine gun. A rattling burst of fire from a submachine gun caused the helmet to dance and fall to the ground. Unteroffizier Laupert took two grenades from his belt. He armed the grenades and threw them into the hole from the side.

There was a dull rumble as the grenades exploded. Then the Unteroffizier threw in two more. From inside the kiln came cries in Russian: “Pan, pan, pan!” Three Russians stumbled into the open, their hands raised. All were wounded. In spite of the darkness Brasche could see their bewildered expressions.

“Anyone left inside?” asked Kneisel, who spoke excellent Russian.

“Only dead! Only dead!” stammered one of the wounded men. The wounded were tended to and sent back to the battalion command post. Feldwebel Wegener appeared and assembled the squad leaders at the circular kiln. “What's happening, Feldwebel?”

“The company is going to occupy the southern part of the limekiln. Hauptmann Kumm will be here any minute.” The tall figure of the company commander came into view. When the Feldwebel had made his report the Hauptmann cleared his throat and began to speak:

“The company is going into position here and will disperse itself as far as the snow-covered field in front of the big chimney.”

“What about the narrow-gauge railway, sir?”

“The pioneer platoon is moving forward as far as the railway shed and will take up position there. They will fire two red flares at the first sign of an enemy attack.”

Hauptmann Kumm waved to the company headquarters squad. The signals section had already set up in the cleaned-out kiln and established communications with the battalion command post. The four men and the Hauptmann disappeared into the kiln. Feldwebel Wegener turned to his men.

“Follow me!”

They walked about thirty meters to a shed off to the right. It contained the small narrow-gauge locomotive for the factory yards and several ore cars.

“We'll position ourselves here. The two machine guns to the left and right on the flanks with field of fire toward the north. Demolition squad in the center.”

“Well, it doesn't look too rosy, but at least we have a roof over our heads and a pair of brick walls.”

Rudi Brasche positioned his machine gun in a corner of the shed. He broke away a few more stones around the existing hole. When he was done enlarging the hole he had an eighty-meter-wide field of fire which extended to the large house with the chimney in front.

“Damned cold up here.”

“Yes, but we only need one man on watch. The other two can go back to the trucks. If we can find some straw somewhere, we can make ourselves quite comfortable.”


“I'll go have a look,” said Grunge, the huge East Prussian. He stepped out of the shed. He returned five minutes later carrying a heavy bale of pressed straw.

“Man, that's great. Where did you get it?”

“Farther back in an underground structure where they have their machines.” They hauled three of the ore carts off their undercarriages and positioned them so that they intercepted the wind blowing in from the northeast. Then they lined them with straw.

“Get my bed ready,” called Richard from his position by the machine gun.

“Don't worry, it's just about finished. And if we…”

Flames sprang up into the night sky in the north, three- or perhaps four-hundred meters in front of the limekiln. A few moments later there were explosions in the brick works.

“Ivan is firing mortars!”

The heavy mortar rounds fell all around. Three rounds blew part of the shed roof high into the air, where the pieces were caught by the northeast wind and blown toward the Mius.

“What's with our Flak? They're back on Hill l89.”

“They've knocked off for the day,” joked Gambietz.

A mortar round fell into the snow twenty meters in front of them. The explosion left a black circle in the snow. Fragments whizzed through the air and struck the brick wall. Instinctively Gambietz ducked down behind his machine gun. Immediately afterward the mortar fire shifted to the east onto the other companies of the regiment.

“What do you think, Rudi? Will we stay here for a while or will we withdraw as quickly as we came?”

Brasche stared at his companion in surprise. It was unusual for the taciturn East Prussian to speak so many words at one time.

“It looks as if this will be our winter position, Wilhelm.”

“I think so, too. Anyway, it's time to relieve Gambietz so he can get some sleep.”

Grunge stood up. He towered above Brasche, radiating power and security. Brasche was very fond of the lumbering fellow.

“Thank God. It's damned windy up front!”

Gambietz sighed as he lay down in the straw resting place. He rubbed his hands until his knuckles cracked, then handed the spare bolt back to Rudi Brasche.

“Here, Rudi, our emergency brake in case the other two bolts should fail.” Brasche took the bolt and placed it in his pants pocket. There it would stay warm and wouldn't freeze, as bolts sometimes did in the weapon or the spares box. Two minutes later Gambietz was asleep.

Rudi Brasche lay wide-awake, replaying the day's events over in his mind. The dark-haired, medium-sized man thought back to the previous noon, when he had first seen the snow-covered hills as they marched past them to this position. For a moment he was back in the Harz Mountains. He had not had a leave since the summer of 1940, before he and the regiment went to Rumania. When would he be able to go home again? When would he be able to sleep through the night without worrying about being overrun by the Russians?

When Grunge shook him by the shoulder he was already wide awake.

“Anything special, Wilhelm?”

“Didn't see a thing…good luck…Make sure you wake us if Ivan comes. Don't try and do everything yourself.”

Brasche picked up his submachine gun and slung it over his shoulder. Then he felt his pocket with his left hand. The machine gun bolt assembly, which had already become something of a talisman to the three, was still there. He sat down on the pile of straw and peered through the hole in the wall, straining to see something. The blanket of snow shone and glittered in the moonlight. Brasche felt the bite of the cold and pulled down his woolen ear warmer. His eyes began to tear, and his breath hung in front of his mouth like a cloud of ice. Off to the right, where Kneisel's machine gun was positioned, he heard the sound of metal scraping against metal. A muffled voice swore.

Then all was quiet except for the occasional mortar round fired by the enemy and the subsequent explosion farther to the right near the neighboring company. The house was eighty meters in front of him. The chimney stood in the way of one side of the building, blocking it from sight. If the Russians made a move, they would come from behind the chimney.

Carefully Brasche turned the machine gun so that he could sweep the chimney. Minutes passed, one merging into the next. Then he heard a grating noise from the left flank. Holding his breath, Rudi Brasche listened intently. He talked to himself, trying to stay calm. The wind whistled in his face as he left cover to check out the noise. He felt something resembling panic rising in him. Where was the enemy? Were they approaching from behind the trees on the broad hill? Would they leap out from all sides at any minute and storm the German positions?

Brasche was unable to find anything. But then he heard a noise from the other side. He thought it must be Kneisel again. As he listened he heard whispering from the machine-gun position and then silence.


Suddenly, the night was torn apart in front of him in a wide semi-circle. Bursts of fire whipped toward the position from four or five directions. Figures jumped up not thirty meters in front of Brasche and raced toward him. Wearing their white snow smocks, the Russians had succeeded in working their way close to the chain of German outposts. Brasche fired a long burst at the approaching forms. Kneisel's machine gun likewise opened fire. At the chimney a screen of bricks fell away and an enemy semi-automatic cannon began to fire. The 20-mm rounds punched holes in the brick walls.

Behind Brasche things had come to life. The sleeping soldiers had been awakened and then rushed forward. One man cried out as he was hit in the chest by a round and knocked onto his back.

Rudi Brasche swung his weapon around in a rapid movement. His burst struck near the enemy gun at the chimney. Then he took a sight picture at a position ten centimeters above the muzzle flash from the enemy weapon and fired again. A Russian emerged from behind the gun's steel protective shield. He took three or four steps and fell as if he had been struck by lightning.

Gambietz saw the onrushing Red Army soldiers. He also saw how Brasche swung his machine gun around to engage the enemy gun. He reached for the hand grenades he had placed beside him, their caps already screwed off. He armed them one after the other and hurled them toward the approaching enemy.

The grenades went off in rapid succession. To his right the gunfire rose to a crescendo. The enemy troops who had survived the hail of fire ran back in grotesque leaps and bounds. They disappeared into the snow as if the earth had swallowed them up. A wounded Russian crawled away on all fours, leaving a dark trail of blood behind him. He died before he could reach the safety of the trench the enemy had dug in the snow, his hands stretched out in front of him.

Then it was quiet. A moment later the silence was shattered by impacting rounds from Russian “potato throwers.” The small mortars coughed all along a front of about 400 meters, and a rain of the dark objects fell and exploded, scattering fragments of steel that struck the brick walls.

“They're closer. It looks like an entire mortar battalion, Feldwebel.”

“Looks that way. We've gone from the frying pan in Rostov into the fire here, and…”

A terrible scream rang out behind them and the hacking sound of a Russian submachine gun caused the men to drop to the ground. Brasche was the first to speak:


“What was that?”

“The Russians have penetrated!” shouted a voice from the direction of the machinery house.

“Laupert's squad follow me. Leave the machine gun manned!”

“Stay here, Richard!” Brasche shouted to Gambietz, who was about to set out after the others. Grunge crawled up next to his friend behind the machine gun. He readied a fresh belt of ammunition, however, no more enemy troops approached. The others returned an hour later.

“What happened, Richard?”

Gambietz threw himself down on the straw beside his two friends. With a tired movement he wiped his hand across his face, which was covered in sweat in spite of the cold.

“They stabbed Bungertz and Köhler. Killed them with their bayonets. They took the machine gun and Siebelhoff with them.”

“But you caught them?”

“They disappeared from the face of the earth without a trace. No sign of them.”

“Damn! They couldn't have run away, old man. They must be around here. Perhaps they're hiding somewhere.”

“We've looked everywhere. Nothing.”

“This could become uncomfortable.”

And things did become “uncomfortable.” They became more than that. The next four nights saw whole machine-gun teams disappear. Men vanished without a trace. While gunfire from attacking Russian assault groups and the German defenders split the night, other Russian patrols entered the German-occupied brick works. Where they came from was a mystery. They had to be coming from somewhere, but from where?
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“If we could smoke out that hovel over there, we'd be able to advance as far as the slope, Rudi.”

“I agree, Wilhelm, but how are we supposed to get to it? How could we get across the open terrain?”

“I know how we can do it. Listen: During the night we will move up to the chimney and place charges so that it falls right on the house. When that happens, we can take it.”

“Man, Rudi, we'll never make it to the chimney,” Grunge called out.

“It won't be so simple to do as that, Richard.”

“If our mortars keep their heads down over there we can do it. We would dig a narrow path through the snow. The cannon in the chimney has been destroyed. I'm going to see Feldwebel Wegener. He'll see to it that the old man gives us supporting fire and not just on the bunker on the forward flank.”
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“How did it go, Richard?” Brasche asked when his friend returned an hour later. The latter let himself fall into the straw beside them. He reached into his pack and produced several packs of cigarettes.

“From the old man. One pack for each of us as a special reward for our clever idea.”

“Then we're going to do it?”

“At 2345 the division's artillery will open fire on the Russian positions on the hill on the far side of the brick works. The 50- and 80-mm mortars are moving up right now and will plaster the northern part of the brick works. The boundary line is the chimney. We'll use the ammunition sled to haul a few Teller mines, which we'll place right at the chimney. Then we'll pull back and up she goes.”

It was 2340. The three men were lying behind the brick wall, the last piece of cover. They were wearing snow smocks sent up by the battalion. Beside Gambietz was Feldwebel Wegener.

“It's time. Good luck, comrades.”

Rudi Brasche took the Feldwebel's hand and squeezed it firmly. Then he reached for the handle with which he was to pull the sled. Gambietz and Grunge were carrying entrenching tools.

There was an ear-shattering roar behind them as the field artillery opened fire. The first rounds whistled overhead and hammered into the northern part of the brick works.

“Go, Richard!”

Gambietz began to shovel and throw the snow to the side. They had sought out a shallow depression where they would be less noticeable. Nevertheless Rudi Brasche expected to hear an enemy machine gun open up at any second. But the only sound was the noise of the impacting rounds. When they had gone twenty meters the German mortars also began to fire. The mortar rounds fell close together. Fragments of steel crashed into the chimney. Steel also fell on the Russian-held building beyond the chimney.

Soon they were within four meters of the chimney. A pair of 80-mm mortar rounds fell in their direction with a wild howl. Rudi Brasche pressed himself to the ground. He thought his eardrums would break when the rounds burst not five meters away, hurling fragments of steel in all directions. More mortar rounds landed nearby, but the men soon reached the chimney. Gambietz dug a trench halfway around the chimney. A glance at the illuminated face of his watch showed Brasche that they had exactly ten minutes left.

“Get going, Richard!” he whispered.

“I'm working on it.”

They worked feverishly. Rounds impacted nearby, repeatedly forcing them to take cover in their snow trench. Four rounds struck the forty-meter-high chimney, but it did not move. Shattering blasts near the house made it clear that the enemy was under heavy fire. Finally all the Teller mines were in place.

“Let's go, but watch your ass!”

They left the sled where it was and crept back the way they had come. When they reached their own positions they lay there for a few moments, lungs pumping.

“The firing has stopped, Feldwebel.”

“All right then, now it's our turn.”

Feldwebel Wegener pressed the electrical detonator. There was a flash at the base of the chimney. For a few seconds it looked as if the mighty chimney wasn't going to move at all. But then it tilted forward, precisely in the planned direction. A loud rumble drowned out the echo of the explosion of the eleven Teller mines. The chimney fell on the two buildings, crushing them. Dense clouds of dust rose into the air. Flames appeared through the dust and, on the right flank, the previously coordinated two red flares shot into the sky. The mortars ceased firing.

Rudi Brasche grasped his machine gun and ran forward beside Grunge and Gambietz. He saw men running forward on a broad front before disappearing into the dust. Two machine guns opened fire from the side of the second building, which had not been totally destroyed by the falling chimney. The 4th Platoon, the company's heavy platoon, opened fire on the enemy pocket of resistance with mortars.

Then they reached the shattered front wall of the house and rushed in through the thick dust. Rudi Brasche felt the biting dust in his nose; breathing was difficult.

Cries rang out above the noise of the crackling flames. Submachine gun fire whipped out in the background. Brasche stumbled over a figure lying in the center of the room. He tried to catch his fall with his left hand, but it landed on the bearded face of a Russian. He felt hot breath and pulled back his hand as if he'd burned it. A burst of fire flashed through the wafting smoke not a meter from his face. He felt the rush of air as the bullets whizzed past. Then Gambietz's submachine gun rattled. Rudi clasped his weapon, pulled it close and fired at the source of the enemy fire in the background. The firing stopped and they pushed on into the house, the center of which had been completely destroyed by the falling chimney. Ten minutes later they had eliminated all resistance.

[image: images]

Rudi Brasche after assignment to the Panzer Demonstration Division, where he continued to distinguish himself. He destroyed five enemy tanks with the Panzerschreck and disabled a further two.


The company spread out into the house and the shed beside it. Brasche and his companions hurried into the front room of the house, which faced north. They saw the slope that fell away from the house and, on the far side of the next slope, the tongues of flame from the Russian artillery. It was firing on the German positions at the limekiln.
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“The Russians used these tunnels to penetrate our positions, sir.”

Leutnant Horst Heinrich nodded. He shone his powerful flashlight into the tunnel that began beneath the house. There were apparently side tunnels leading in all directions.

“It looks that way. Laupert's squad will come with me. The two flamethrowers as well. Don't do anything else here until you hear from me by runner, understood?”

The men of Jagdkommando Heinrich—Leutnant Heinrich's raiding party—nodded. The Jagdkommando had been formed just that morning after the destruction of the chimney. The Leutnant turned to the pioneer squad.

“Any questions?”

“No questions, sir.”

“Good, follow me!”

They stepped into the walled tunnel that began in the cellar of the captured house. The underground passage led straight south. It was damp and smelled of mold.

It seemed to Rudi Brasche as if the low ceiling would have to fall on their heads at any moment. Who could say whether the Russians had placed demolition charges? It was likely that there were Russians in the tunnel, as they had spotted some when they entered the cellar after clearing the house.

Steel rattled loudly against steel in the narrow tunnel and the sound echoed back from the end of the passage. The Leutnant stopped. His flashlight flashed on for a brief instant and was immediately extinguished again.

“Are they going to blow it up, Rudi?”

“If they do, we've all had it, Richard.”

They talked in whispers after they reached the end of the tunnel. The Leutnant felt a half-open door. He stepped outside and threw himself to the ground.

Not a second too soon. A burst of fire cut through the darkness. In the same instant, two thirty-meter-long streams of fire shot from the muzzles of the flamethrowers and struck the Russian gunner. Screaming loudly, the Russian turned around and disappeared. Shots rang out over the heads of the men. Then they reached the tunnel exit.

A narrow shaft of light fell down on them. Several voices called something in German.

“It's us! The Jagdkommando!”

A steel cover was thrown back and the men climbed up the steel steps that had been placed in the wall at the end of the tunnel. When they emerged they realized that they were at the foot of the machinery garage, in the large drainage canal.

The two Russians who had fled must have been sentries. But they had come back at the wrong time. Their bodies lay a few meters away where the neighboring company had cut them down. The air stank of burning cloth. Rudi Brasche felt ill. Unable to bear the horrible scene any longer, he had to turn away.

“We're going back. We have to inspect the other three tunnels.”


Leutnant Heinrich turned round. The flamethrower squad followed. The men of the pioneer squad brought up the rear. The air stank of burned flamethrower fuel.

Under the administrator's house they entered the eastward-leading tunnel. After a few meters it branched off. The Leutnant ordered the two men with the flamethrowers to stay behind and not take their eyes off the two tunnel branches. The others advanced cautiously. They reached the outer edge of the kiln, where there was another drainage canal. Then they inspected the tunnel that led from there. After 200 meters they came to a set of stairs made of unbaked brick.

“That's the valley where they got the clay, sir.”

“Stay alert! All weapons ready!”

The nearer they came to the exit the more cautious they became. Rudi Brasche heard Grunge's strained breath beside him. The tall East Prussian had to bend down as the tunnel had become lower. They were fifty meters from the end, then thirty. One of the men bumped into a supporting beam; suddenly, a machine gun began to fire. They threw themselves to the ground. Brasche saw tracers flit past above them. He pressed the butt of his weapon into his shoulder and pressed the trigger. The burst caused a loud crashing and smashing from the enemy side. But when the machine gun stopped there were still several submachine guns firing.

It was Gambietz who turned the situation around in the Germans' favor. He crawled forward as fast as he could. When he reached a niche in the wall of the tunnel he threw his hand grenades. They exploded among the enemy soldiers. The firing ceased.

Brasche and Grunge got to their feet. As they did so they saw the shadowy figure of Gambietz disappear in front of them. They heard the rattle of his submachine gun and the answering fire from Russian automatic weapons. The two reached the end of the tunnel together. They jumped into the low pump room and opened fire. Those Russians still alive surrendered.

“Get going, Grunge. Hurry back and send some explosives, understood?” The East Prussian ran back along the tunnel, while the rest of the men scanned the floor of the valley through the iron door of the pump-house. They knew the Russians who had entered the brick works nightly through the tunnels and shot their comrades or dragged them away to captivity must be dug-in and hiding somewhere out there.

“There, sir!”

Brasche had spotted the glinting of the weak winter sun off steel. The flash had come from halfway up the slope on the far side of the valley.


“Damn, they've got a machine gun over there. Go ahead Brasche, let them have it!”

The MG 34 began to rattle. The enemy machine gun on the far side of the valley opened fire. Bullets slammed into the pump house. The first machine gun fell silent. Then Rudi Brasche realized that the enemy had them in their sights. He hauled down the machine gun and positioned it at the second side window.
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Wilhelm Grunge hurried back through the dark tunnel. He knew that he had to stay to the right where the tunnel branched off. The left tunnel would definitely not lead to the administrator's house. He had gone only 100 meters when he heard his squad's machine gun open fire. Instinctively, he quickened his pace.

Something hard struck his left shoulder, then something hit him in the back and knocked him to the ground. Grunge heard a wild Russian curse and felt hands clutch his neck and begin to squeeze. Instinctively, he tensed his neck muscles and tried to throw himself around. He half landed on his adversary before his turn was stopped abruptly by the wall of the tunnel.

Grunge felt a stabbing pain in his shoulder where the Russian had struck him. He slid his hand back over his head. He felt a bearded face and grabbed hold. Grunge pulled on the beard with all his strength. His opponent let out a painful cry. The hands released their grip. Grunge pulled again with all his strength. The enemy soldier sagged. His head fell back hard, then he lay still.

With shaking hands Grunge lit a match. He saw the flame reflected in the eyes of his dead enemy. As if seized by a wild fury, he ran on. Machine-gun fire rang out behind him.

[image: images]

“They've got the range on this window too, Rudi. We must get out before they hit one of us.”

“But where, Richard?”

“Here, through the drain.”

One of the men had raised the wire lid. A pale light shone from the concrete tube. Gambietz slipped inside and disappeared. He reappeared three minutes later. He waved. Rudi followed him and landed on the muddy floor of the pit.

“Around here. They're coming from the side through the ravine.”

Brasche was terrified when he saw the approaching enemy. They were moving forward through the overgrown ravine and had just reached a small lake. But then he threw the machine gun onto the rim of the pit and began to fire methodically. The Russian troops immediately took cover. Minutes passed.

“Gambietz, Brasche, come back!”

They ran back a few paces and Brasche passed the machine gun up. The two climbed up hand over hand.

“Get in. Get out of sight, if you don't want to get blown away.”

“I'm going as fast as I can, Wilhelm…. Man, what happened to you? You look like shit!”

“A little run-in with an Ivan,” Unteroffizier Laupert said, “but he told us all about this place. Get out of here; this place is about to be blown up.”

They ran back behind the others, who were already about fifty meters ahead. The Leutnant appeared from a side tunnel. Two pioneers followed him. They had placed charges at the end of the tunnel.

“How's it look, Brasche?”

“They've just come through the ravine and should just about be at the pump house, sir.”

“They must be preparing to counterattack through the tunnel.”

Leutnant Heinrich turned to Unteroffizier Laupert, who had just come up from the pump house with the other two pioneers.

“All set?” he asked.

“All set, Herr Leutnant!”

The Leutnant turned to the Feldwebel holding the detonator. Then he waved to his men. Brasche took cover in a niche in the wall beside Gambietz.

“Detonate!”

The charges at the end of the tunnel went up with a roar. A powerful shock wave raced through the tunnel, but the German soldiers in the side tunnels were unscathed.

“Now the others.”

All the tunnels linking the limekiln and the brick works were blown up. All through the afternoon explosions rang out over the sound of artillery fire. The catacombs had become useless to the enemy.
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“Careful, Richard. There's something up ahead.”

In their snow smocks the two Obergefreite blended into the floor of the valley. Holding his breath, Rudi Brasche strained to hear something. Then Gambietz, too, heard the noises. They were coming from the opposite slope. It sounded as if a man walking down the slope had fallen and slid a distance. Brasche gave a hand signal and crawled to the right, where a snow-shrouded thicket offered cover. Gambietz followed. The snow crunched lightly under their hands and boot tips. They reached the hiding place unseen and unnoticed.

Two or three minutes passed. There was a dull rumble from the German artillery positions behind the limekiln. Rounds raced overhead and smashed into the Russian positions far beyond on the opposite slope. A Russian battery ahead and to their right answered the artillery fire. It concentrated its fire on the foremost German bunker. The Flak on Hill 189, directly behind the main German bunker, answered. The 88-mm rounds flitted straight at the enemy bunker on the far side of the valley—actually located in no-man's-land—and exploded. This was the usual nocturnal concert played out during the bitterly cold January days of 1942.

Rudi Brasche felt the cold in spite of the captured Russian fur-lined boots he was wearing. He flexed his right hand. A noise nearby caused him to freeze. Suddenly, they appeared. They were bent low and moved noiselessly, like figures from another world: Russians, eight of them. All were carrying submachine guns. In their white suits they blended into the snow. The eight were walking in single file. There was not even the crunching of snow beneath their feet. They crept past about three meters from the thicket. Brasche felt his palms becoming sweaty as they clutched the submachine gun. Then the shadowy figures were gone.

“Hurry! We have to get out of here before they come back!”

The pair took the same path as the Russians. Above them flashed the fire of several “Ratschbum” all-purpose field guns. Immediately afterward, the 76.2-mm rounds from the high-velocity guns burst on the opposite slope in the midst the German positions. Rudi Brasche saw that the tracks led into an area of brush. He slowed his pace. Beyond the bushes must be the Maxim machine gun they had spotted earlier. Their mission was to pay a visit to the position and capture one of the Russians.

Brasche brushed against a bush. A clump of snow fell. A grunting noise came from the other side of the bushes and the two Germans dropped to the ground. A figure emerged from the thicket, moving towards them. Brasche's submachine gun barked. His companion jumped to his feet. They charged through the bushes, saw three or four men of the Russian outpost, and fired again. They spared the Russian on the far left, as they had agreed upon earlier.

Brasche reached the man, who was in the act of raising his weapon. But the sight of the barrel of the German submachine gun pointing straight at him caused him to raise both arms.

“That way, quickly!” said Brasche in broken Russian. He pointed towards the German lines. Bent low, they hurried back into the valley. Brasche veered east when several machine guns opened up from atop the slope. High above them several illumination flares ignited with dull thumps. They hung over the valley, casting an eerie light over the snow.

Rudi Brasche dragged the prisoner down to the ground. They remained motionless like bushes. The enemy fire raced into the night. One machine gun sprayed bullets in their direction. Just as Brasche had made up his mind to get up and run, the firing stopped.

The machine gun fire woke up the Russian “potato throwers.” The light mortars began to cough. Then the Russian 76.2-mm high-velocity guns joined in and both sides were soon pounding both lines.

“Keep going, Richard!”

The two Germans and their Russian captive crept over the ground. There was still no sign of the Russian patrol. Had the Russian patrol already reached the German lines? Were they on their way back, thinking they might be threatened?

What they had feared then happened. The first Russian appeared about ten meters in front of Gambietz. The Russians had also made a wide arc and in the same direction. Instead of staying out of their way, they then ran straight into each other in the middle of no-man's-land.

Gambietz fired first. His short burst chased the Russians into cover behind the trees. Brasche glanced at the Russian captive lying two meters in front of him and made sure he was staying put. He scanned the bushes from which had come the first burst of Russian fire. He spotted an enemy soldier when the man moved. Then he saw the outline of his head, on which was perched a thick fur cap. His index finger curled over the trigger. The enemy soldier, who also wanted to fire first, jumped up. Three or four Russian sub-machine guns cracked, then the Russians dropped to the ground again. The bullets missed Brasche, who had dived into a shallow depression.

He saw the Russian prisoner move. “Stoi (stop)!” he shouted. The man froze. There were two pops as the Russians fired illumination flares. Gambietz immediately opened fire on the two men who had tired the flares. But these were equally clever, dodging to the side immediately. Both members of the German patrol heard the bushes rustling and a burst of fire sprayed from the shrubbery. Gambietz let out a painful scream.

Icy fear gripped Brasche. What had happened to his friend? Had he been hit? But then he saw Gambietz crawl to one side.

There were three coughs on the hill behind them. Even before the mortar rounds fell, the two Germans knew that the Russian patrol leader had requested them by firing the two flares. The earth seemed to fly to pieces. Mortar rounds fell in a circle around them. One Russian jumped up and started to run away. He was caught by an exploding round in mid-stride.

Brasche crawled forward. The cleft in the ground was deeper there. He waved to the prisoner, who crawled up to join him. Breathing heavily the Russian fell into the hole. Brasche saw the man make the sign of the cross. A man, he thought to himself. A man like any other, who knows fear and believes in God.

[image: images]

A Panzerschreck team on the Ourthe River.


They waited five minutes. The firing gradually died down. There was not a trace of the Russians. Gambietz had crawled farther forward. When he stood up and raised his arm, Brasche knew that the enemy had withdrawn during the mortar barrage. Right then they were probably making their way back to their own lines in a wide arc. His supposition was confirmed when a German machine gun at the edge of the limekiln opened fire.

“Let's go!” said Brasche, prodding the Russian. Obediently the man began to walk. Just as they reached Gambietz a Maxim machine gun began to fire and they dropped to the ground. Then a German machine gun fired. The bullets were uncomfortably close.

“Damn, are they crazy?” cried Gambietz. “Rudi, the flare pistol!”

Brasche pulled out the heavy pistol, inserted a white flare and fired the pre-arranged signal. The German machine gun stopped firing immediately. The Russian gun then began firing wildly at the Germans' suspected position, but they had moved immediately after firing the flare. The Russian captive ran as if his life depended on being the first to reach the German position.

Gambietz heard a voice: “Up here!” He ran up the slope, came to a pathway in the snow and jumped in. Ten seconds later he stumbled into a bunker, out of breath. Rudi Brasche followed with the prisoner.

“You've caught a rare bird. Man, he's bleeding. There, on his arm.”

Brasche looked and saw the jagged tear in the Russian's snow smock and the padded jacket beneath.

“Come here. Take this off, old friend!”

They stripped the clothing off the Russian and began to dress his wound. Gambietz stuck a cigarette between the Russian's teeth. The prisoner tried to smile as a gesture of thanks. He puffed energetically.

“We've got to get to the battalion command post. The old man will be waiting.”

In his broken Russian, Brasche said to the captive: “You come with me. We'll talk there. For you the war is over!”

The Russian stood up and they set out through the trench toward the rear. When they reached the approach road they were met by a Kübelwagen. They climbed in and a few moments later were standing in the battalion command post.

“Brasche's patrol back with two men. One prisoner brought in. Fire-fight with a Russian patrol.”


“Thank you, Brasche.”

Oberstleutnant Oskar Radwan shook hands with both men. Then he looked at the prisoner.

“Wounded?” he asked in Russian.

The prisoner nodded.

The Oberstleutnant dismissed the two soldiers: “See Kraubler. He'll issue you special rations, Brasche.”

Once again they had survived. Brasche and his friends sat safe and sound in their fortified bunker. But for how long? Until the next night? The day after? It was always the same: The fear, the tension, the same concentration of resources in order to survive this demonic war.

“Get some sleep. Tomorrow before dawn we're moving up to the Radau Bunker (Racket Bunker). We're going to relieve the Second.” Rudi Brasche jumped to his feet. He stared at the speaker in disbelief.

“The Radau Bunker?” he asked, as if he hadn't heard correctly.

“Yes, that's a pleasant surprise,” added Gambietz sarcastically. “The Russians will be glad to see such old friends again.”

Rudi Brasche lay back and closed his eyes. The Radau Bunker appeared in his memory. They had celebrated Christmas there. The Russians had come down from the opposite hill during the night and tried to take the bunker. He again heard the rumble of exploding rounds and the roar of hand grenades, the rattle of submachine-gun fire and the cries of the wounded. They had been relieved there on 3 January. Now, on 12 January, they were to go back into the mousetrap—the Radau Bunker was a deathtrap. The Russians were only a hundred meters away. They had a bunker on the commanding heights and behind it a blocking position.

He was half asleep when Leutnant Heinrich came in, accompanied by Feldwebel Wegener. He heard the words of the two men as if through a thick fog.

“Two infantry squads, a squad of pioneers, a heavy squad. Don't forget the flamethrowers.”

This could only mean that the entire Jagdkommando was being sent into the Radau Bunker. It also meant that they were going to assault the Russian bunker, as they had in December. They had managed to take the bunker then, but had lost it again after a four-hour barrage. The Russians subsequently attacked the German bunker but had failed to take it.

What would happen this time? Would they succeed? Would they occupy the Russian position and finally be able to guard the commanding heights from the Radau Bunker?
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The telephone rang. In a niche at the bunker's rear exit Unteroffizier Klingner picked up the receiver.

“Radau Bunker,” he reported.

“Chow,” came back the other voice. “The food's coming, request an escort.”

“Understood. Out.” The Unteroffizier replaced the receiver and stood up. He walked forward to where Rudi Brasche and the two members of his heavy machine-gun team were observing the Russian bunker through the scissors telescope that had been installed there.

“Rudi, the food detail is coming. It is requesting an escort.”

“OK, Jupp. I'll look after it.”

Brasche picked up his mess kit. He hammered against it with the reserve barrel, raised it through the embrasure on a broomstick and waved it back and forth. A signal flare was fired from the other side, and Rudi turned to the radio operator.

“Everything's fine, they can come.”

Five minutes later the two men arrived with the containers of food—hot pea soup.

“Good trick, eh, Richard?”

“If you had told me about this a week ago, I'd have said you were crazy. Ivan leaving our rations bearers alone.”

“We also leave theirs in peace. We scratch their back, they scratch ours.”

The first time they had raised a mess kit as a joke and received no fire they assumed it was a Russian trick. But then the Ivans gave the same signal that same day, and the Germans held their fire. This went on for almost a week. Whenever the mess kit appeared, the firing stopped immediately.

During the night, however, there was no quarter offered. German pioneers went out after dark and mined the approaches to their positions. Russian patrols and assault groups ran into combat teams, or task forces, composed of elements from several different types of units (Kampfgruppen). Bitter night engagements alternated with futile Russian attacks on the Radau Bunker. They had just finished eating when Leutnant Heinrich, who had been summoned by Oberst Ritter von Weber, came back from the regimental command post.

The Leutnant sat down. Those men not on watch behind the machine guns gathered round him.

“Men, things are going to heat up tonight. The Third will relieve us and provide covering fire. We're going to move on the Russian bunker, take it out and then take the Russian trenches behind it.”


“Damn tricky business, sir. If Ivan sees us in time he'll have us cold. It's only 100 meters to his bunker.”

“The Flak is going to lay down a curtain of fire. They're in position on Hill 189 and on the two neighboring hills. Two batteries of 88s and two quad 20-mm guns. They'll be shitting their pants when they let them have it over there.”

“And then?”

“Then we form the ‘Heinrich Position' over there.”

“Sounds mighty clever, sir.”

“Yes, too much glory for me. But what would you have me do, Wegener? The old man has worked it out this way,” said the Leutnant with a wry grin. “In any case we're going to make things very hot for them over there.”

With this the discussion was over. The afternoon passed as if nothing special was up. Once Rudi Brasche tried to outwit a Russian sniper who was firing accurately at the bunker's embrasures. He had fetched his rifle and bored a hole next to the machine gun about a meter to one side.

“Fire a short burst, Richard,” he instructed Gambietz. The gunner loosed off a few rounds. At once there was a flash from the enemy position, at least five meters to one side of the bunker. The bullet whizzed over the machine gun and struck the bunker wall. Gambietz fired back while keeping himself under cover.

The sniper fired again. This time Brasche had him in his sights. He squeezed the trigger. The crack of his rifle rang through the bunker. There was movement on the other side.

Grunge, who was observing through the scissors telescope, reported: “You've hit him, Rudi.”

The rifle shot was answered by furious machine-gun fire. It soon died down, however, when the mess kit was waved; it was time for the evening rations to arrive.

Fifteen minutes later the Russians waved a mess kit. The weapons fell silent in the sector of the Jagdkommando. Not a shot was fired for half an hour.

“Get ready.”

“Did you wash up, children?” joked Kneisel, as he assembled his machine gun. No one answered. The men of the Third had just arrived. They had brought their flamethrowers with them. Calls and greetings flew back and forth. Rudi nodded to Sepp Jäckl, who had been in his squad in France. With an ear-splitting crash, the 88s began to fire from Hill 189 behind them. They saw the red, blue and yellow trails of flame from the tracers as they hissed toward the enemy. Shells burst all around the bunker and machine-gun positions.

“Move out as ordered.”

Oberleutnant Münzer called goodbye to his friend: “Good luck, Horst!”

Leutnant Heinrich nodded, then disappeared into the darkness.

Rudi Brasche ran down the hill behind his squad leader. They reached the floor of the small valley. A machine gun fired in their direction until it was blasted by four streams of fire from a quad 20-mm Flak.

Looking like fantastic, prehistoric creatures, the two pioneers with the flamethrowers moved in from the right. The men of the Jagdkommando raced forward through the valley. Each step brought them nearer to the main Russian bunker. With each step Rudi Brasche also felt the resistance growing in him. It was urging him to throw himself down and take cover. Then they were at the foot of the gentle slope leading up to the enemy bunker. Mines exploded to the right, where an infantry platoon was advancing. Up above a few Russian mortars opened fire. Positioned farther back, they could not be seen by the advancing Germans. Their shells became visible at the apex of their trajectory, before falling among the onrushing soldiers, spraying shrapnel through their ranks.

“Faster!” shouted the Leutnant. Brasche climbed up the slope. He saw an overgrown trench and headed towards it. Close behind him were Gambietz and Grunge. A few submachine guns fired thirty meters above them.

Suddenly, a dark red flash of fire shot into the heavens to their right and then a second one. Above the hammering of the rapid-firing weapons and the dull thud of hand grenades Brasche heard the roar of the two flamethrowers as the pioneers took out the enemy on the intervening hill. The two flamethrower squads ran on. As they advanced, Brasche jumped up and headed up the slope. Grunge slipped on a patch of ice and fell. One of the ammunition boxes tumbled down the hill.

As they reached the crest of the hill, the advancing Germans were met by machine-gun fire. Yellow tracers flitted past Brasche. He fired on the run, spraying the enemy gun position with bullets. Soviet submachine guns opened up, forcing Brasche and his men to take cover. Streams of fire sprayed the bunker. The white mantel of snow became blackened. Figures came stumbling out of the bunker, shrouded in flame. They screamed and tumbled to the ground. Others stood in front of the bunker with raised hands. The firing died down. Leutnant Heinrich and three men entered the bunker. He had his men turn the Maxim machine guns around and face them in the Russian direction.


“Two men take the prisoners back!” he ordered as he stepped outside.

The Flak guns had stopped firing. The group of about twenty Russian prisoners headed down the slope. The two men escorting them held their weapons at the ready, however, the horrible effects of the flamethrowers and the direct fire from the Flak had demoralized them. They were not about to offer any resistance.

“Here through the trenches! Flamethrowers: Move forward!”

They pushed ahead along the two communications trenches and, after advancing twenty paces, came under fire from Russian earth dugouts. Once again the flamethrowers went to work. Machine-gun fire rang out. Brasche spotted the figures that had raced forward across the snow-covered plain, dragging their machine guns on small sleighs. He threw his weapon down on the icy rim of the trench and opened fire. Gambietz fed in a fresh belt of ammunition as soon as the first was expended.

The enemy troops stopped, pinned down by Brasche's fire. Meanwhile, the pioneer squad moved forward. Wherever it met opposition the flamethrowers went into action, and more burning forms tumbled into the open and toppled into the snow.

An hour later the enemy positions to the left and right of the main bunker were in German hands. Under Soviet artillery fire, the pioneers began mining the approaches in anticipation of a counterattack.
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“Over there as far as that bush, Rudi.”

Rudi Brasche nodded as he recognized the face of Gambietz beside him. He crawled onward, dragging the trip wire behind him. When he reached the bush he secured the pyrotechnic flare and fuse to it. He wound thin wire around it and pulled the trip wire to a fallen tree, where he attached the other end. “There'll be fireworks when Ivan comes. First the trip flares and then the mines.”

The Soviets had tried four times in the past few days to capture the “Heinrich Position.” Each time the attack had faltered in the face of defensive fire from German and captured Russian weapons. The 80-mm mortars of the heavy-weapons squad had also played an important role.

“Let's get back. Go, go, before Ivan comes and we're caught out here.”

Rudi Brasche crawled to the shallow pathway in the snow, then walked to the smallest earth bunker on the left flank of the Heinrich Position, which projected some distance toward the north. They had enlarged the bunker to hold three men, but it was a tight squeeze. Leutnant Heinrich appeared through the communications trench and looked at the three men. He didn't have to say a thing; the men knew what he wanted to know. “All clear, sir. We have enough ammunition and the explosives are ready.”

“Stay alert. This afternoon a reconnaissance aircraft spotted movements that suggest a tank assembly area. Sound the alarm at once if you see anything, understood?”

Bent low, the Leutnant went back the way he had come. Rudi Brasche peered into the inky blackness. The sky was obscured by low clouds. If it hadn't been so cold it would probably have been snowing again. Grunge broke the silence: “It looks like they're not coming, Rudi. It's already 0215.”

“Just the right time and…listen!”

At that moment about a dozen tank engines began to rumble and the noise was moving in their direction.

A voice rang out from a neighboring hole: “Tank alert!”

The first tanks appeared in front of them—gray forms on the field of snow. Red flashes hissed from their guns. Rounds howled toward the Germans and smashed into the bunkers, followed by the booming crashes of gunfire. The tanks then again set themselves in motion again. They rolled nearer. The men in the trenches and holes could already hear the rattling of their tracks, when the Flak behind them on Hill l89 opened fire. One tank reared up as it took a direct hit. A red flame shot from its turret hatch. But the rest of the tanks continued to roll forward, and suddenly a brown wave of bodies appeared behind the armored giants.

“Urray—urray—urray!”

The Russian battle cry could be heard above the crack of tank cannon and the crash of impacting 88-mm rounds. In spite of the icy cold, the men in the trenches broke out in a sweat. Four or five tanks reached the first belt of mines. There were several explosions and the leading Russian vehicle ground to a halt. The other tanks stopped abruptly and opened fire with their cannon and machine guns on the German positions. The Germans had held their fire up to that point so as not to betray their location.

Then the infantry stormed forward past the tanks. They reached the mine belt. Individual mines exploded, hurling bodies into the air. Suddenly, a harsh flash of light lit up the right side. Blue and white illumination flares sprang up farther left and in the center. The harsh light of the pyrotechnics transformed the snow into a mirror, and on this mirror were the attacking Russians. With an ear-shattering crash all the German machine guns and captured Maxims began to fire.

The Russians immediately went to ground. Some crawled toward the German positions. They reached the tripwires and set off the explosive charges. Bright flashes ripped away the dark mantle of the night. Machine guns, submachine guns and rifles fired mercilessly on the attacking Russians. Mines detonated with mighty explosions. The Russian attack was halted in front of the Heinrich Position.
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Advance into the Caucasus.


The Russian tanks were firing back at the Flak. Muzzle flashes lit the night. Then reinforcements arrived. Twenty tanks appeared, widely dispersed. They rolled forward, firing on the move. More infantry followed the tanks. Tanks by themselves were senseless. Only if the infantry followed could they hope to win back their old position.

The tanks rolled nearer and nearer. It was obvious that they had been given precise instructions this time. They didn't allow themselves to be deterred by the fire of the Flak. They simply rolled forward.

The tanks rumbled over the mines. Three were disabled, their tracks tom apart. Nevertheless, they continued to fire their cannon and machine guns. The flanking Russian tank was heading straight toward Brasche ‘s bunker. As he watched, Brasche saw Russian infantry appear behind the tank. He swung the machine gun around and fired. The burst knocked the Russians off their feet. The tank's main gun swung around. Flames shot from its muzzle and, at the same time, the tank's machine gun opened fire. Grunge pulled Brasche back into cover. The burst of fire struck the machine gun and flipped it upside down. Then the tank began to move forward again. Brasche and his men could smell the choking diesel fumes. The bow of the tank rose higher and higher before them, then it reached their earth bunker.

The three pressed themselves to the ground. Noise assailed their eardrums. Exhaust gases blew into their hole. Clumps of frozen earth from the bunker walls sprinkled down on them. Creaking loudly, the T-34 began to turn. The earth trembled. A side wall collapsed, pinning Brasche's arm against his body. He felt it trembling. A single thought went through his mind: Don't let me be buried alive! For a fraction of a second he saw his mother's face before him. But suddenly he realized he was still alive; the frozen earth had stood the strain.

“Get out!” shouted Gambietz into his ear, “Before we're overcome by fumes.” They scrambled out from beneath the tank. Just as Brasche was about to crawl out between the two rear roadwheels he felt the tracks begin to tremble and heard the engine, which had been at idle, begin to rev up. Frozen with fear, Brasche lay still. Then, suddenly, the engine returned to idle. The tank shook from the recoil of its main gun.

All at once life returned to Brasche. He crawled on and found himself looking right into the face of a Russian coming up the hill. They stared at each other for half a second, eye to eye. Then both reached for their weapons. But Gambietz's submachine gun roared from the other side of the tank, killing the Russian and two others lying behind him.

Brasche called out to Grunge, having noticed that the huge East Prussian was missing. The tank rolled on. Twenty meters farther it turned left and approached the second flanking position. In the same moment that it halted and lowered the long barrel of its main gun, a round from a Flak gun smashed into its flank and left it a blazing torch in the middle of the Heinrich Position.

“Back men, back!” Leutnant Heinrich appeared beside them. He pointed to the Russian tanks rolling over the German position, trying to extinguish all life beneath their rattling tracks. Farther to the rear another wave of infantry appeared. Every second they hesitated in this exposed position would result in the death of more of their comrades.

They ran down the slope. Brasche zigzagged as bullets whizzed past him. The burst struck a bush beside him. Two red flares shot into the sky, indicating to the Flak that they were free to fire on the German position. The two quad Flak guns opened fire. They were soon joined by all the 88's. The enemy troops firing on the Germans fleeing down the hill were forced to withdraw to the cover of the recaptured trenches.

The majority of Jagdkommando Heinrich managed to reach the Radau Bunker, where the 3rd Company of the 93rd Infantry Regiment had opened fire with its machine guns and mortars, adding its weight to the barrage.

As Rudi Brasche let himself fall to the floor of the bunker he knew that this time they had taken a beating. It had only been the Flak guns that had saved the operation from coming to a bad end.

The Russians launched no further attacks that night. They also refrained from attacking the following four nights, giving the defenders of the Radau Bunker a chance to complete their preparations. This mistake was to cost the enemy dearly.
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“Everyone listen to me! We're going to continue mining tonight and at this location.”

Leutnant Heinrich had assembled the men of the pioneer platoon around him. He stood at the rough-hewn table, on which lay a map with part of the battlefield pencilled in. About 100 black dots on the white grease-proof paper showed where mines had been laid. The table was pushed against the wall and above it a multitude of wires hung down from a rack. From the loops of wire hung round markers with numbers. The same numbers were pencilled in on the map, showing where the mines had been laid. Red numbers indicated that three mines had been placed together. The Leutnant pointed toward the left flank, where a part of the semi-circular defensive area was still empty.

“The pioneer squad is going to mine this section, Brasche. Install your patented illumination at this spot, clear?” Rudi Brasche nodded. He looked at the sketch map. He, Gambietz and Grunge had been busy the past few nights.

“All right, move out. The artillery will put down harassing fire. But watch out for patrols so you don't get captured.”
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“You take the pyrotechnics, Wilhelm. Richard, take the machine gun. I'll take the wires and fuses.”


Obergefreiter Brasche was the first to leave the large bunker, whose powerful armament was probably capable of repulsing smaller Russian attacks. They reached the forward slope and crawled down toward the floor of the valley through the narrow trenches. Then they reached the area where the flares were to be set up.

“I'll go forward to the one-man hole,” whispered Gambietz. He then disappeared into no-man's-land. Rudi Brasche began to work. He placed the pyrotechnics around the roots of bushes and the stumps of shattered trees and joined them with trip-wires, which he stretched here and there in the tangled undergrowth. If one of the wires were cut by the enemy, the pyrotechnic could still be set off by another wire. It took Brasche half an hour to place all his pyrotechnics. All the while shells fired by the divisional artillery boomed overhead. He placed one last large pyrotechnic on the extreme flank of the attack zone before crawling over to Grunge.

“Ready, Wilhelm?”

“My zone is clear. Those people back there are making noise as if they're all alone here.” With a move of his head Grunge gestured toward the pioneers, who were busy emplacing their mines. The sound of shoveling was clearly audible. During pauses in the firing the sound of steel against steel was doubly loud.

“He's not coming, Rudi! Richard isn't answering.”

“It's probably nothing. I'll go have a look.”

“I'm coming with you!”
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Richard Gambietz had worked his way forward to the one-man hole they had dug the first night. It lay in a shell-hole where the ground was soft enough for digging. Breathing heavily, he wiped the sweat from his brow as he positioned his machine gun in the same place it had been the previous night and the night before.

Less than ten minutes had passed when he spotted movement. It was coming from some bushes directly in front of him. Snow fell from the bushes and then he heard a low moan. He felt the sharp cold. If only his machine gun hadn't frozen up. But he dared not move it.

Once again there was a rustling sound in the bushes, then more moans. He left the machine gun and reached for the submachine gun slung across his back. Cautiously he moved the weapon in front of him. He slid the safety to off with a soft click. Then he slithered out of the hole. He approached the bushes, his nerves strained to breaking. Again he heard a low moan. Gambietz swung out to one side and circled the bushes. Suddenly something hard struck him on the head. He felt his head swell, growing larger and larger until it seemed his steel helmet would burst. Then he submerged into fiery-red unconsciousness.

Gambietz came to. He felt himself moving and heard voices. He opened his eyes to slits and closed them immediately when he saw faces beside and in front of him. There were at least twenty Russians, all wearing snow smocks and armed with submachine guns. Four men grabbed his arms and legs and dragged him about 100 meters to the rear. A low voice said something to the one who had stayed behind and then his footsteps, too, disappeared in the direction of Brasche and Grunge.

Gambietz opened his eyes again. He saw a haggard face. Dark eyes flashed, and he could see that they were peering in the direction where the others had disappeared. Those heavily armed men were heading toward where his two companions were working and depending on him. He thought everyone outside the bunker was going to be killed.

Gambietz moaned loudly and rolled onto his side. His arm brushed against something hard. His fingers closed around a stone—or was it a piece of shrapnel? The icy cold was creeping through him and threatened to paralyze him.

Only the awareness that he had just moments caused him to act. Barely half recovered from the heavy blow, he saw that his captor had turned his head toward him. Cursing, the Russian got up and came over. He bent low, his submachine gun hanging directly over Gambietz's face.

Summoning all his strength, Gambietz swung his left arm upwards. At the same time, he knocked away the Russian's gun with his right. The stone struck the Russian in the face. He let out a cry of pain. The weapon fell from his hand and dropped into the snow. Stars swirled before Gambietz's eyes. Nevertheless, he picked up the Russian's automatic weapon. The flashes of gunfire from Hill 189 showed him where to run. Then he found the tracks the Russians had left in the snow. Gasping, he reached his old observation position. A figure stood up. A voice said: “Ruki verkh!” (“Hands up!”) Gambietz fired. The figure collapsed and disappeared into the hole. His comrades must have heard that. That would have warned them; they would have recognized it as a Russian submachine gun.

The enemy troops appeared from the bushes ahead. Gambietz fired at the first one. A burst of fire reached out, forcing him to leap into the cover of the bushes. The bullets had missed by inches. Gambietz fired back immediately. As soon as he had fired he rolled onto his side and thus escaped the rain of bullets that poured into the bushes. Gambietz fired again. The weapon bucked in his hands. He wriggled into the snow and saw tracer passing overhead. One of the Red Army soldiers came running towards him.

Richard Gambietz raised his weapon. He saw the enemy soldier do the same. Then he fired. His attacker froze in mid-stride, stumbled backwards a few steps and collapsed into the snow. Three or four men followed. The first entered his field of fire. Gambietz pressed the trigger. Two shots rang out, then nothing but a sharp clicking noise. He had no more ammunition for the Russian gun and the enemy was approaching fast.
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Brasche and Grunge had moved forward about twenty meters. But they didn't go far. Brasche heard a noise from the direction of the one-man hole. Where was Gambietz? Brasche hesitated. Something was wrong here. Gambietz should have been back long ago.

A burst of fire from a Russian submachine gun caused him to drop to the ground. The submachine gun fire again, then a second weapon opened up. Figures emerged from the bushes to the left and right. Russians! Brasche fired at the closest figure. Then he heard Grunge's weapon roar.

“Forward, Wilhelm!” cried Brasche, trying to shout over the din. He saw Grunge run forward. Then he too began to run toward the source of the gunfire. Gambietz must be in trouble.

The snow crunched beneath his feet. Once he broke through and sank up to his knees. Then he spotted two men running towards the bushes. Two shots were fired from the bushes, then all was quiet. Brasche emptied his magazine and immediately rammed the next one home. Grunge was still firing. Two enemy soldiers dropped to the ground, the others disappeared into the night. Brasche fired after them. Then he ran at a crouch toward the bushes. A figure stumbled towards him: It was Gambietz.

“Thank God, Richard!”

“I was finished if you hadn't come.”

They made their way back carefully, as the Russians might still be hiding nearby, waiting to ambush them. Leutnant Heinrich came running toward the three from the central sector.

“What happened out there?”

Speaking rapidly, Gambietz described the large Russian patrol, his capture and how he had managed to overcome the enemy soldier and warn his comrades in time.


“Gambietz, you'll get the Knight's Cross for this. After all the patrols and special missions this tops it all.”
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“They're really hammering away. That means a Russian attack, Rudi.”

“It looks that way,” replied Brasche. He peered through the machine gun's snow shield. Brasche was the gunner, while beside him Grunge was ready to load fresh ammunition belts. It was as if the huge East Prussian were deaf to the rumbling of the Russian artillery, as if the bursting shells which were shaking the Radau Bunker to its foundations left him cold. Inside the bunker it was warm. The meters-thick earth shelter, which they had laboriously blasted out of the ground the previous autumn, was impervious to the cold and shrapnel. Even direct fire by the much-feared Ratschbum could not pierce the walls of the bunker.

The previous night small Russian combat patrols had tried to approach the bunker. However, they ran into German patrols in the valley and bitter night fighting broke out. By day the appearance of the mess kit was still the signal for a brief cease-fire. As Brasche watched, rounds hammered into the slope in front of them. One of the exploding rounds set off a Teller mine, which went up in a harsh rosette of flame.

“Number 71 is gone, sir!” reported Brasche. The Leutnant reached for one of the tagged strips of wire and removed it. Suddenly, the Russian artillery shifted its fire to the German rear.

“Stay alert, everyone. They'll be coming soon.”

All of a sudden the far side of the valley came alive at the bunker and the dugouts that had been blasted out of the ground. In their white snow smocks the enemy soldiers looked like wisps of fog that, by chance, had assumed the shapes of men.

“Here they come!”

The Leutnant had hurried over to the middle lookout. He saw the attackers through his binoculars. Rudi Brasche aimed his machine gun at the spot he had selected. As soon as the enemy reached the edge of the valley he would open fire. There was something fascinating about the attacking enemy that had an effect on Brasche. They were running straight into the bullets. They knew that many would be killed, but they listened to their leaders and ran and ran, until they were cut down.

“Attention, Rudi! They've reached the fire point!”

Brasche pulled the trigger, as did Kneisel and Wiegmann on the right flank. Rudi Brasche moved his machine gun from left to right. Then it fell silent. “It's jammed!” he cried.


Grunge was on the spot and, in seconds, he had cleared the stoppage. But the enemy had then gone to ground. There was nothing to be seen of them. For an instant Brasche thought he was having a hallucination. Then he saw the second wave rush forward. Kneisel opened fire with his heavy machine gun. He allowed the weapon to glide to the side on the guide rails. All the while the bolt chewed up the ammunition belt and spat out the empty shell casings to one side.

“Replacement barrel!”

Grunge passed the new barrel and the asbestos cloth. With practiced motions Brasche changed barrels. In front of them the first wave got to its feet and stormed toward the position.

On the far slope the Russians opened up with mortars and field guns. Shells smashed into the bunker and fell among the mortar positions. The platoon's attached heavy mortars answered. The six tubes fired 80-mm rounds into the valley. The mortar rounds exploded with bright flashes, throwing the soldiers of the second wave into the snow.

“There, the two machine guns on carts. They're approaching Point 34, Rudi.”

Brasche stopped firing. He saw the group of enemy soldiers with the two machine guns. They were running toward an uprooted tree. He realized that the Russians would be in cover in a matter of moments.

“Thirty-four!” he shouted.

Leutnant Heinrich heard the call. He grasped the wire with the number 34 between his fingers and pulled. There was a flash of fire as two Teller mines exploded and the two machine gun carts disappeared. It was like the explosion of a heavy round. Pieces of weapons and men flew through the air. Explosion followed explosion. The first wave of Russians, who had worked their way close to the German position, were then in the killing zone. Pyrotechnic flares hissed into the sky, ripping away the protective veil of darkness. Suddenly, the enemy troops were exposed and in the open. Automatic weapons fire cut down the Russians. Shells burst and mines exploded. Whenever a group of Russian troops approached a point designated on the large control panel, the man watching that sector called out the appropriate number to the Leutnant, who detonated the mines emplaced there. Brasche was a witness to the deadly effectiveness of the Teller mines. Nevertheless, small groups and lone Russian soldiers penetrated the cordon of fire and came nearer and nearer.

The illumination flares bathed the area in front of the bunker in a harsh light. Every movement was visible. The chain of pyrotechnics ignited one after another. Richard Gambietz opened fire with his rifle on a group of Russians who had approached to within thirty meters of the bunker. He called a warning to Brasche. The Russians were aiming at the muzzle flashes from his machine gun. Brasche swung his weapon toward the enemy. A bullet came through the embrasure and creased his helmet. Then he had the enemy in his sights and cut them down with a long burst of fire.
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Advance by the 901st Panzer Grenadier Demonstration Regiment from Cheux to Bretteville.


The second wave reached the mine belt. More Teller mines went up. It looked as if German heavy batteries were firing in the valley. Leutnant Heinrich detonated several mines that lay outside the attack area, reinforcing the deception that artillery was wreaking the havoc among the enemy. The sound of explosions rang out through the night. The men inside the bunker felt the shock waves from mines exploding nearby. The Radau Bunker—the racket bunker—was living up to its name this night.

The advancing enemy troops ignited the concealed pyrotechnic flares. They struck the tripwires that Brasche and his companions had set up, turning night into day for the defenders. The last wave collapsed ten meters from the bunker. The attackers streamed back. When they reached the top of the far slope they ran into heavy fire from the German Flak guns that were shelling the enemy bunkers and trenches. German mortars joined in and this terrible night ended in a final orgy of steel and fire. Leutnant Heinrich's voice rang out through the bunker: “Pioneer platoon, get ready!” The interior of the bunker was heavy with powder smoke, which made breathing difficult. The pioneers reached for their mines, ready to prepare the battlefield for the next attack.
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February 1942 passed. The terrible cold, which had taken its toll on the men of the 93rd Infantry Regiment, eased a little. Temperatures were still minus 20 degrees Celsius, but what was that compared to the minus 40 to 45 degree temperatures of December and January.

The Russians made repeated efforts to capture the Radau Bunker. Six times they drove out the bunker personnel, but each time it was retaken by a German counterattack. As often as it changed hands, neither side considered blowing up or rendering unusable this vitally important bunker on the hill overlooking the broad valley. For friend and foe it was an oasis of warmth and safety in the midst of the killing zone.

The Russians also kept up their attacks on the limekiln, but their strongest efforts were reserved for the Radau Bunker. They were well aware that observers were directing the fire of the German Flak and artillery from inside the bunker. This small, bitter war in the Kamyenka Valley demanded the utmost of every soldier. Each night Russian artillery pounded the German positions and patrols from both sides clashed in no-man's-land.

Richard Gambietz was the subject of much comment. It was he who set out alone into no-man's-land when a prisoner was needed. All alone, he repeatedly went forth into the lion's den, this young man with the narrow face and cheerful eyes. When he needed one or two men to accompany him it was always Rudi Brasche and Wilhelm Grunge. These three men were the backbone of Jagdkommando Heinrich.

The Russians launched one last attack on the Radau Bunker at the end of February. They committed three infantry battalions. Again the night was torn apart by igniting illumination flares and exploding mines. Russian artillery added to the din. One of the older men who had participated in the Battle of Verdun in 1917 compared the fighting to that First World War battle.

A handful of stubborn men held the bunker. Brasche fired his machine gun; Grunge fed in fresh ammunition belts. Gambietz called out which mines to detonate as groups of enemy troops approached. The attack by the three Russian battalions collapsed within hand-grenade range of the bunker. The enemy didn't recover from this blow. They did not return. The Radau Bunker seemed to have become an impregnable fortress.
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“Raise the mess kit, the food is coming!”

It was Unteroffizier Klingner who called out. Brasche reached for his mess kit. Instead of the expected quiet, a hail of bullets whizzed about the raised metal container.

“What's going on? They seemed to have forgotten our agreement.”

Brasche lowered the mess kit.

“They've been relieved. That explains the noise we heard during the night, sir.”

“You might be right. But if Ivan's been relieved, then something's up. They've probably brought in fresh forces for another attack.” Leutnant Heinrich went over to the telephone. “Get me headquarters, Klingner.”

Jupp Klingner called the regimental headquarters. The adjutant who answered called Oberst Radwan to the phone. Radwan had simultaneously been promoted to Oberst and named regimental commander following the transfer of Oberst von Weber to the Army Procurement Office, where he was to participate in the development of new weapons. Von Weber had earlier played a part in the construction of the MG 34 machine gun.

“What's up, Heinrich?”

“Yesterday's report that the Russians were being relieved seems to have been proved correct, sir. The Russians are firing at the mess kit.”

“That's rather meager proof, Heinrich,” smiled the regimental commander. “Can't you get anything more substantial?”

“Patrol, sir?”

“Exactly, Heinrich! But only for the purpose of capturing one of the new Russians.”

“We'll do it tonight, sir.”

“Good, Heinrich. Out.”
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“Listen everyone. We need a small patrol to bring back a prisoner.”

“Here, sir!”

Rudi Brasche stepped forward. He grinned when he saw the surprised look on the face of Richard Gambietz. Gambietz was usually the first to volunteer for such missions.

“Very well. Select two men to accompany you.”

“I guess we'll be coming along to the party,” said Gambietz, slapping Grunge on the shoulder.

Three hours later they were hurrying down the slope. Ivan had begun his nightly fireworks, and mortar rounds were falling on the snow-covered slope, blackening the fresh snow that had fallen that afternoon. They reached the valley floor and Rudi Brasche turned to the left. Moving in a wide arc they came to the hill with the Russian bunker.

They swung out farther to the west when a Russian machine gun began to fire on the left flank, not thirty meters from the bunker. Then they reached the slope and crawled toward the top. Thirty meters below the machine-gun position the three men stopped to rest.

“Wilhelm to the left. Richard to the right of the hole. I'll take the center.” Brasche's two companions crawled to the sides. Rudi Brasche remained behind. Suddenly he was the loneliest man on earth. He had to force himself to begin crawling again. He covered meter after meter, stopping about eight meters from the machine gun. He heard the muffled voices of the Russians. Three clouds of mist rose from the hole, indicating to him that there were three men inside who would have to be overpowered.

Brasche heard a muffled laugh. All of a sudden two of the men stood up. Their heads were projected onto the snow as long shadows by the moonlight. Then there was the sound of footsteps crunching in the snow. The footsteps were moving away in the direction of the Russian bunker.

Relief, thought Brasche. It was time to act before the enemy returned. He crawled forward and reached the pile of dirt in which a notch had been cut for the machine gun. Brasche jumped to his feet. The enemy soldier, who was looking in the direction in which his two companions had disappeared, swung around. The Russian reached for a submachine gun, but before he could reach it Brasche swung his weapon and struck the man on the skull. The Russian collapsed without a sound.

“Have you got him?” asked Gambietz, who had appeared from the side.

“Yes. Hurry up and place the charge, thirty-second delay on the fuse.”

Rudi Brasche reached for the unconscious Russian. But Grunge brushed his arm away. The powerful East Prussian took the Russian under his arm like a doll and disappeared down the hill.

“Ready, Rudi!”

“Let's go then!”

They ran down the hill. Once Brasche tripped over a root and slid a few meters down the slope. Loud shouts rang out from the Russian bunker. Men raced to the machine-gun position. They had not quite reached it when the explosives went up in a flash of red flame. Brasche caught up with Grunge, who had swung the captive over his back.

“Over there to the left, Wilhelm!”

They ran to the left, reached the narrow trench that ended there and hurried along toward the German positions. German mortars and infantry guns then opened fire to prevent any Russians from pursuing the patrol. With Gambietz covering the rear, the three reached the hill in one piece and handed over their prisoner.

Interrogation of the prisoner and papers found on him revealed without a doubt that the Russians had regrouped and that the trenches and bunkers opposite the Radau Bunker were then manned by Caucasian troops. A new Russian offensive was imminent!
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“What's the date, Richard?”

“The seventh of March.”

“Well, it looks as if winter's just about over, even if there's still snow lying about.”

“In a month at most we'll be stuck in mud, I can tell you that.”

“Perhaps we'll move before then” interjected Grunge. He looked into the smiling faces of his two comrades. Then he, too, cracked a smile.

All of a sudden the Russian artillery fire intensified. The heavy guns, which had begun adjustment fire at first light, reduced the interval between salvoes.

The men listened attentively. They looked at each other and Kneisel said what they were all thinking:

“Ivan's coming today. Today, for sure. Judging by the assembly area that air reconnaissance spotted he's got at least 100 tanks parked over there on the reverse slope.”

“That should be enough to make things hot for us.”

“Let's wait and see what happens,” said Grunge in his sonorous voice.

“I'd like to know where you get your optimism, Wilhelm.”

“What's that got to do with optimism? We must stop them so they don't cut off our comrades,” was the simple answer from the Obergefreiter. Everyone knew that they all felt the same way. Warmth rose in Rudi Brasche. Warmth and his affection for the huge man, who radiated trust and confidence.

The Russian mortars stepped up their barrage. From the lightest to the heaviest they all poured shells into the German positions. The mortar rounds fell in rows. Their howling mingled with the first explosions, and soon the men could hear nothing but the crash of exploding shells and the chirping of shell fragments.

“Take cover!” yelled Feldwebel Wegener. They disappeared into the holes they had dug on either side of the Radau Bunker. Brasche pressed himself against the bricks he had laboriously dragged from the brickworks and installed over the previous weeks. He felt the earth tremble as shells burst nearby. All he could think of was that this firing must stop soon or he would go mad. But the firing did not stop. Shells of all calibers poured down. The heavier rounds seemed to be concentrating on the area of the limekiln. Towering columns of smoke rose into the air. Red flames spurted up. An ammunition dump was hit and yellow, green and red flashes filled the air. Suddenly, the Russian artillery shifted its fire onto positions in the German rear. A signal flare rose into the sky from the left, where the forward flanking position was located. Tank attack!

“Tanks?” asked Kneisel in disbelief. “Tanks?”

Then they heard the roar of many engines and the rumbling sound of tracks.

“There they are!” shouted Ecklebe.

The first tanks appeared on the hill on the far side of the valley. They were KV tanks. To the left and right of the first group of five steel giants appeared T-34s. They raced onto the top of the hill and joined the KVs. They halted and opened fire. Then came the second wave of at least twenty tanks. They reached the hill, nosed forward and rolled down the hill toward the limekiln.

“My God!” stuttered Ecklebe. Brasche, too, was speechless. The enemy had never before attacked with such massive forces. Behind them the two Flak batteries began to fire. They were soon joined by the three guns on the two flanks and in the center of the northern edge of the limekiln.

The new morning was torn apart by harsh flames as the tank-versus-Flak duel was played out. The tanks waiting on the hill fired on the tongues of flame from the Flak. The first enemy tank was hit and burst into flames. A second, immobilized with track damage, continued to fire until it was hit beneath the turret by an 88-mm round. The round blew the turret off the Russian tank. Flames shot into the air, enveloping the crew as it tried to escape.

“Infantry, Feldwebel!”

Behind the tanks that had reached the floor of the valley appeared Russians in earth-brown uniforms and white snow smocks. They were running after the tanks. Their objective was the limekiln, the left flank of the German defense. If they had that, they could roll up the German lines from the flank. The two quad 20-mm Flak opened fire, sweeping the field behind the tanks clear.

The 88s were then firing in salvoes. A dozen enemy tanks were burning in the valley. Then the leading tanks rolled into the belt of mines around the limekiln. Three were disabled, their tracks shattered. The others turned and headed back. They had not yet reached the bottom of the far slope, when the tanks firing from the hill began to move and rolled down the slope. Three of them took direct hits from the Flak and blew apart. But the rest kept rolling toward the limekiln.

“The pioneer platoon will create a barrier in front of the attacking tanks. Follow me!” Leutnant Heinrich left cover. He reached the communications trench to the limekiln and the Leutnant.ran along it to the west. Brasche saw the men from the forward flanking position join

“Grab your things!” he called, pulling his machine gun from its position. Rudi Brasche ran through the narrow trench, its sides already crumbling in places. In front of him rounds fired by the Russian tanks hammered into the limekiln. Machine guns fired on the Germans still holding out there. Then he spotted the onrushing enemy in the valley below him to his right. A quick look told Brasche that his companions were close behind. He vaulted out of the trench. A burst of fire flitted toward him. He zigzagged, saw a circular crater three meters below him and jumped inside. Gambietz landed hard on his shoulder, and Grunge tumbled into the hole right behind him.

Brasche dug a small pit with his spade and placed his machine gun in it on its bipod. For an instant he saw a group of enemy soldiers. They were running under cover behind a T-34 but were vulnerable from the flank. Brasche fired a long burst. The tank turned, its tracks rattling. The long-barreled gun spat flames and the round struck the slope two meters above their position. An avalanche of earth and small stones rained down on the three men crouching in the crater. Then a Russian machine gun began to rattle. To the left and right Russian troops swelled out from behind the cover of the tank and headed toward the shell hole containing the three members of the pioneer platoon. Brasche fired again. The Russians were caught in mid-stride and dropped into the snow. The enemy soldiers fired back with submachine guns and a Maxim gun they had dragged with them.

Rudi Brasche heard firing from above on the slope. Some of his comrades had installed themselves there and had opened fire on the advancing Russians. The tanks had halted below in the valley. The duel between tanks and Flak continued. Flames continued to flash from the guns of the tanks, and the sound of rounds striking home rang out through the morning of 7 March.

Brasche coughed as he felt the biting powder smoke in his lungs. He watched Gambietz load a fresh belt of ammunition into the gun, cradling it in his hands to ensure a smooth feed. Brasche took aim at a burning tank, behind which he had spotted movement. Then the enemy stormed forward again. Brasche pulled the trigger and swung the barrel of the machine gun around. His burst of fire took the impetus out of the attack. All of the German machine guns joined in and the Russian attack was halted in the valley. The Russians who had still been visible quickly disappeared into the snow, trenches and holes. It was as if the earth had swallowed them up.

“Watch out, Rudi. There—on the right. There's some just to the right of the shot-up tree.”

Rudi Brasche took aim at that spot. He searched for his target with cool determination, ready to fire before the enemy did. He saw a flash and fired, but it was already too late. He felt a heavy blow against his helmet. As he rolled over he heard the crack of a sniper's rifle through the noise of battle. Then he lost consciousness for a few moments.

When he came to Grunge had bedded him down at the bottom of the crater, which he had lined with his coat. The worried face of his friend looked down at him.

“What happened, Wilhelm?”

“Your steel helmet saved you. The bullet pierced the helmet. It was deflected upward, nicked your skull and must have skipped along the back of the helmet. Then it entered your shoulder. The bullet's still in there somewhere. Look at this button.”

Grunge gave Brasche the button that had held his shoulder strap. It had been flattened like a postage stamp.

The Russians attacked again while Brasche was on his way to hospital. They came during the night of 7-8 March. Gambietz and Grunge again played a leading role in the successful German defense. Grunge ran through enemy fire to keep the machine gun supplied with ammunition. Gambietz fired until his index finger was shot off. Grunge bandaged his friend's wound and took over the machine gun. The Russian attack was repulsed. The line in the Kamyenka Valley had held.

On 3 June 1942, while still in hospital, Richard Gambietz was presented the Knight's Cross for his heroic actions in the defense of the positions in the Kamyenka Valley.
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“Here we are, and the neighboring hill is still not occupied, Rudi.”

Wilhelm Grunge gestured to the right, where Hill 419 projected against the sky. It was to be occupied that day, because the regiment's left flank would be the first objective of the Russian counterattack.

“It's a pity that Gambietz isn't here with us, Wilhelm. The it would be like old times.”


“You call that the old times? Exactly six men and an artillery observer on his rickety wooden tower—that's the entire defensive line. If Ivan knew that perhaps he'd make things hot for us.”

“Just let them come, Rudi,” said Kneisel, the only original member of the squad—apart from Grunge—who had been at the limekiln. The three newcomers grinned. Bent low, Brasche went over to where the second machine gun was positioned. He clapped Madel on the shoulder.

“How's it going, Siegfried?”

“Nothing to be seen. All quiet.”

Brasche stepped up to the machine gun and looked down. The slope dropped away vertically for twenty meters then ran into a brush-covered area. One man was enough here.

In the west the sky was blood red as the sun went down on 14 September. Brasche arrived at the center of the weak defensive position. Below he could see the men occupying Hill 419. He called something down to them. The platoon leader looked up and waved back. Just then Russian mortars opened up again and Brasche was forced to take cover.

From his lofty perch Leutnant Köhler passed on information to the artillery, which was ranging in on the enemy's main firing position.

“How are we fixed for hand grenades, Wilhelm?”

“Back there in the cellar—eighteen crates full. We won't need any more here. By the time we've thrown all those either the Ivans will be finished or we'll have received fresh supplies.

“Let's hope so! In any case we still have plenty of explosives.”

The Russian attack began an hour after midnight on 15 September. The Russian attackers—two infantry battalions—stormed the two neighboring hills with the courage of desperation. They reached the foot of Hill 419, where they were pinned down by fire from the MG 42s—a new weapon which had just reached the front. Waves of attackers then appeared in front of Hill 489.

“Open fire!” shouted Brasche to his squad.

Kneisel, who was manning the machine gun, began to fire on the onrushing waves of enemy troops. His weapon tore wide gaps in their ranks. Nevertheless, many reached the cover of the vegetation that covered the flanks of the hill. The two flanking machine guns were firing too. There was only one man behind each gun. Only Kneisel, who was manning the heavy machine gun, had a second man standing by to feed in fresh belts of ammunition. Abusch and Madel had to look after themselves, because Rudi Brasche had reserved the most difficult task for himself and Grunge: To drive the Russians out of the bushes and back down the precipice.


Kneisel lost sight of the enemy: “Damn, they've gone into cover. I can't see them, Rudi!”

Brasche stood up. He peered down over the steep slope and fired an illumination round. The flare arced downward, bathing the slope in light for a few seconds. Figures emerged from the darkness, and the three machine guns opened fire as one on the suddenly visible enemy.

“Over here, Wilhelm!”

Grunge crawled over to the rocky projection, dragging two boxes of grenades with him. They had earlier scooped out several shallow holes there, knowing they might be needed later on. It had become time to occupy them. Rudi Brasche worked his way over to the crag. He reached his hole and, peering through the narrow slit he had bored through the earth, scanned the terrain below. He saw the flash of submachine guns. From the flank one of the machine guns of the four squads on Hill 419 opened fire, adding its weight to the three on Hill 489. Nevertheless, the enemy reached the saddle between the two hills and continued clambering upwards.

“Ready, Wilhelm?”

“All set, Rudi.”

The pair threw their hand grenades almost simultaneously. They sailed through the air in a high arc, landed at the feet of the leading Russians and rolled down the hill. There were two loud explosions as the grenades went off. The two men hurled grenade after grenade. Bullets whistled past them. The Russians kept climbing. The wave of attackers grew denser as the second wave caught up with the first. Hand grenades burst almost without letup. Brasche and Grunge were throwing from a prone position. Only their arms were visible for a brief instant as they hurled the grenades. The Russian attack ground to a halt. The survivors, including the wounded, crawled into holes and crevices with a skill seemingly unique to the Russians.

“All clear?” Brasche asked. “Anyone hurt?”

His six companions checked in one after another. Brasche breathed a sigh of relief. An hour passed, during which the Russian mortars kept up a steady fire on the hill. The Russians concentrated their next attack on the neighboring hill, which was flatter and easier to reach.

The night rang with the thunder of weaponry. The six men on the hill were forced to watch helplessly as the Russians literally flooded the other hill. They fired as long as they could without threatening their own people. But then the Russians broke into the trenches on the neighboring hill. Flashes lit the night. Hand grenades and Teller mines detonated, killing friend and foe. Then all was quiet, and the mortars that had been firing on Hill 419 prior to the Russian attack then turned their attention to Hill 489.


“We're alone now, Rudi.”

“Yeah, Wilhelm. And I'll bet all my money that they'll come across the saddle before the night's over.”

“Then we'll make things hot for them when they come.”

“Right. I think we can take Madel from the cliff and position him at the saddle. He can cover us while we lay the Teller mines.”

Grunge ran off and came back through the mortar fire two minutes later. Madel and Toppolczan took four Teller mines and ran into the deep gully that led eastward toward the saddle between the two hills.

“Stay in this hole, Madel. Make sure the Ivans don't bother us while we work.”

Grunge followed his two companions. He carried two Teller mines in each fist, holding them by their metal grips. He ran even faster than Brasche and the Hungarian. They reached the lowest point of the saddle and began to emplace their mines.

Five minutes passed. From Hill 419 they could hear the hooting of the victory-drunk Russians. Then Madel opened fire, a sign the Russians were moving forward through the gully.

“One mine left, Rudi!”

“Go, go! Back, before they see us!”

“Here they come, Rudi.”
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The defense of Tilly.


“Damn, I can't see them!” Brasche raised his flare pistol and fired. The slope stood out as clear as day. The machine gun rattled. The deadly new MG 42 could fire 1,200 rounds per minute, making it a fearsome weapon.

“Left, Rudi.”

Brasche pulled the left wire. The Teller mine detonated with a thunderous explosion. The enemy soldiers stopped, then felt their way forward cautiously until they determined that the way above was clear.

Once again the Russians stormed forward. Again Brasche raised the flare pistol. There was a crack and the illumination flare arced into the night sky. Two hours later, as the sun began to appear in the eastern sky, they were certain they had done it—they had prevented the enemy from reaching the hill. Three hours after sunrise contact was finally reestablished with battalion, and Brasche was on the line with the battalion command post.

“Brasche's squad here. Sir, we urgently need reinforcements.”

“How many men have you got left up there, Brasche? Did you rescue anyone from Hill 4l9 or did any get through to you?”

“None, sir. There are just six of us. None wounded. But we need help if we're to hold.”

“Brasche, the way to your position has been under observation by the enemy since early this morning. Anyone we tried to send would be killed. But we'll try to get through during the night. Hold on until then. Your hill has become the pivotal point of the whole front. Everything depends on you and your squad.”

“What shit!” swore Brasche as he threw down the receiver.

“What is it, Rudi?”

“No reinforcements, Wilhelm. The Ivans are shooting anyone who tries to reach us.”

“Then we'll have to hold out alone.”
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The second night had fallen. The six men lay in their holes, their faces haggard, dirty and unshaven. They allowed the Russian barrage to pass over them. Brasche crawled from one man to the next. Making his way through the shells, which fell from the heavens and ploughed up the hill, he reached the slope leading down to the saddle.

“Rudi, here they come again!”

Brasche reached for his binoculars. Adjusting them, he caught sight of the enemy soldiers, who were creeping single file through the night towards the hill.


“Wilhelm, let's move a few meters towards them. Then we'll be able to get them with our hand grenades again.”

Brasche left cover. He was pressed close to the ground. He crawled down the slope and reached the steep bank that had stopped the enemy the previous night. There was already a box of grenades in the hole, as there was in the one occupied by Grunge. They had placed them there right after dark.

Rudi Brasche screwed off the caps of all the grenades. He reached for the lines leading to the pyrotechnics hanging from bushes and tree stumps sixty meters below.

The Russians came nearer. There were perhaps thirty men, trying to take the hill in a surprise attack. When they reached the area of trees and bushes Brasche ignited the first pyrotechnic and threw his grenades. The grenades sailed downwards toward the startled group of Russians; by then, they were fully illuminated by the pyrotechnics. Two machine guns opened up on the exposed enemy troops. The Russians charged forward. Teller mines went off and the two Germans threw hand grenades until the last enemy soldier had gone to ground.

The Russian mortars began to fire again. A moment later Kneisel reported a Russian attack from the north.

As Brasche and the others reached the crest of the hill they could hear the shouts of the attacking Russians.

“Get the hand grenades ready!”

Suddenly Jozef Toppolczan cried out. His outstretched arm pointed towards the left, in the direction of the steep slope. Figures had appeared there and were running toward them. Brasche swung round and threw his hand grenades. Then he seized his submachine gun and emptied the magazine at the enemy.

Wilhelm Grunge followed the actions of his squad leader. Finally, the enemy soldiers who had managed to negotiate the steep bank were overcome. But a short time later more Red Army soldiers appeared over the rocky crest. Hand grenades flung them backwards down the precipice. Their horrible cries rang out above the noise of battle.

Suddenly Grunge jumped to his feet. He raced toward the steep slope. A mortar round exploded not ten meters from him, knocking him to the ground. But then he reappeared from the thick dust. Hands flying, he threw grenades down onto the rocky crag, which had been reached by a Russian element advancing from the west through the field of rocks.

Fifteen hand grenades took all the life out of the Russian advance. Grunge sent a burst from his submachine gun after the fleeing enemy. Then he crawled back to the hole from which Kneisel was firing on more approaching enemy troops.

Brasche was horrified to see that the Russians were within 100 meters. The heavy machine gun could no longer reach them.

“Hand grenades everyone.”

Again they rained death down the slope. Grenades burst below. The Russian mortars shifted their fire onto the battalion's sector. Fighting broke out below, from where the reinforcements should have come.

Kneisel's voice rang out over the din: “No more hand grenades!”

“I've only got one left!” shouted Grunge.

“Explosive charges!”

Brasche reached for a satchel charge. He could already hear the panting enemy soldiers and their leaders shouting orders. Then the defenders heard the sneering, confident cry of death ringing in their ears: “Urray—urray—urray!”

Brasche flung the explosive charge down the hill. Then another. A third followed. Grunge was throwing as well. All of a sudden the figure of Toppolczan rose from cover. He was holding his machine gun at his hip and, standing erect, he fired into the inferno caused by the charges. A burst of tracer reached out for the Gefreiter from below. The bullets knocked him backward. He fell heavily to the ground next to Brasche's foxhole. Brasche hauled his comrade into the hole. Then he heard the thunderclap of one of the last charges going off and the footsteps of the enemy as they retreated. The three-kilo explosive charges had put them to flight. Gefreiter Toppolczan was dead.

The Russian battle cry rang out three more times that night. Brasche was everywhere at once, directing the defense of the hill. He ran through enemy fire to threatened positions. Contact was lost with battalion. A direct hit blasted the artillery observer out of his observation post. Hill 489 became Hell on earth. The night of the hand grenades had become the night of the explosive charges.

All of the following day was spent by the five survivors laying mines and lowering pyrotechnics and explosive charges on wires over the slope under the direction of their squad leader.

Darkness fell and Brasche organized the defense once again. When the enemy attacked for the fourteenth time. They suffered the same fate they had met the first time. Rudi Brasche was a tower of strength. The other three men positioned themselves around him and the towering East Prussian. In this way the five men defeated the Russian battalion trying to take the hill.


Finally, about an hour later, reinforcements arrived. The five could scarcely believe they had been saved. Brasche and his small group of men had held the rocky hill for three days and nights. A little later the five survivors were standing before the regiment's commanding officer. He personally pinned the Iron Cross, First Class, on each of them.

“Brasche,” said the regimental commander, “I hereby promote you to Unteroffizier for bravery in the face of the enemy. At the same time I would like to inform you that I am going to recommend you for the Knight's Cross.”
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On 30 September Rudi Brasche received written confirmation that he had been awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. The fighting went on. Brasche was wounded for the fourth time during the fighting at Ordshonikidze in the Caucasus while repulsing an enemy attack. That was during the night of 2 November 1942. Brasche lost consciousness and awoke to find himself in Kislovodsk hospital.

Once again he had escaped death. His face had become narrow. His wounded leg worried him. But six days later he was able to stand again. He queried every new arrival at hospital about his regiment. Then it was 9 November 1942. Listening to the midday news, Brasche learned of the battles in the southern sector of the Eastern Front. He was about to switch off the set when the announcer declared: “The Führer and Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht has awarded the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross to Obergefreiter Rudolf Brasche, squad leader in a panzer grenadier regiment (by this time the 93rd Infantry Regiment had been redesignated as the 93rd Panzer Grenadier Regiment). During three days and nights he and his squad, completely on its own, repelled fourteen battalion-level Russian attacks and held a position vital to the division.”

The men in the ward were beside themselves. Their Rudi, the dark, quiet youth, who had helped them selflessly since getting out of his sickbed, had won the Knight's Cross.

Finally, after his wounds had healed, Brasche was given convalescent leave. He was able to go home. Halberstadt gave him a hero's welcome. During the subsequent, brief recovery period he had a joyous reunion with Richard Gambietz. Then he was sent to Magdeburg, to the replacement and training unit of the 13th Panzer Division. However his wounded leg was still giving him trouble. Not until October 1943 was he transferred to the 1st Company of the 901st Panzer Grenadier Training Regiment, which had been sent to Italy to combat partisans.


The regiment, which was later to form the panzer grenadier core of the panzer training division, remained in Fiume until January 1944. Then it was transferred to Nancy, where the division was formed.

NORMANDY AND THE END OF THE WAR

Rudi Brasche took part in the occupation of Hungary with the panzer training division. In May 1944 his regiment was transferred back to France. The division was placed on alert early one morning. The Allies had landed in the Bay of the Seine. The invasion had begun. It fell to the division, one of the best-equipped divisions in the German Army, to drive the enemy back into the sea.

Unteroffizier Rudi Brasche and the 1st Company reached Norrey early on the morning of 8 June. (Norrey was the designated regimental assembly area; the regiment was commanded by Oberst Scholze. Brasche was a squad leader in the 2nd Platoon.) The entire panzer training division was regrouped in the Tilly area. From there it was to attack and take Bayeux. On 9 June, when the attack was already rolling, the division received orders to call off the attack and fall back toward Tilly. Never before had Rudi Brasche seen such confusion in command.

When 10 June began the division was holding a seventeen-kilometer-wide sector of the front, extending from Christot-Tilly to St. Germain-d'Extot. Elements of the British 7th Armoured Division attempted to break through this front. Deployed in wedge formation, the 1st Company worked its way forward. Leading the way, the 3rd Platoon advanced along the road and reached the edge of an area of fields and scrub pines, beyond which was visible a hedgerow, so typical for this region.

While the 2nd Platoon advanced to the right of the road, the 3rd Platoon remained concealed in bushes behind it and to the left. Perhaps 100 meters farther to the rear, behind the 1st Platoon, was the 4th Platoon. The latter was armed with heavy machine guns and 80-mm mortars. Oberleutnant Monz, the company commander, was up front with the 3rd Platoon.

Unteroffizier Rudi Brasche, whose squad had received two Panzerschreck bazooka-type weapons, stopped for half a minute. Visible to his left was a sunken road that opened onto the main road. He could only see about 100 meters, as the defile curved away toward the north. He had taken three steps when the voice of Jasper Lagemann stopped him.

“Tanks from the left, Rudi.”

“Becker, report to the company commander: Tanks from the left rolling straight toward the company's flank.” Obergefreiter Becker raced forward to the 3rd Platoon. Brasche ran across to the right side of the sunken road and threw himself into the ditch.


Rudi Brasche took aim at the first tank and fired. A streak of flame shot from the Panzerschreck. The projectile flitted toward the tank and struck the base of the turret. As if raised by a ghost's hand, it was tossed twenty meters through the air and landed on the second tank with a crash. Flames spurted from the second vehicle. In the same instant the third tank opened fire. The battle for Tilly had begun.

“Follow me. We must knock out the last tank in the column, then they'll be trapped in the defile and we can take them out one at a time.”

They ran forward at a crouch and were met by hectic machine-gun fire. Then they were through the danger zone. A muzzle flash revealed the location of the last tank. Rudi Brasche worked his way through the scrub pines to the sunken road. Suddenly, the turret of the Sherman appeared through the bushes, and the Panzerschreck was moved into position. Once again one of the deadly projectiles bored into an enemy tank. There was a mighty explosion as the tank's reserve ammunition went up. Everyone in the area of the fire-spewing volcano pulled back.

“Hill and Lagemann follow me. The rest of you remain here and stay alert.”

Brasche ran through the bushes. Branches whipped his face. Thorns bloodied his hands. He reached the wall of the defile. A tank's main gun bellowed nearby. They jumped down near the tank, and Brasche spotted a group of British soldiers. He turned his submachine gun and fired three short bursts. After the British had gone into cover, Hans Hill raced toward the Sherman. With a bound he leapt onto the tank. He pulled open the hatch, tossed in his hand grenades, slammed the hatch shut and jumped down from the tank. Shots whipped through the semi-darkness of the defile. Lagemann and Brasche fired on the enemy troops, allowing Hill to reach the safety of the wall.

“Give me covering fire!” ordered Rudi Brasche. Before his companions could answer he had disappeared into the undergrowth which stretched along the defile.

There he crawled into a thick hazel bush, stood up in the shadow of the wall and saw that he had guessed correctly. There was another Sherman not five meters away. As Brasche watched, the tank fired its main gun. Rudi Brasche hesitated for a second. He knew his life wouldn't be worth a penny if he left cover. The sunken road was crawling with enemy soldiers looking for the Germans who had inflicted this carnage on them.

Brasche took the hand grenades from his belt. He unscrewed the cap from the middle grenade and crawled forward. Luckily, the inner side of the defile was overgrown with blackberry bushes. A pair of men wearing flat steel helmets appeared diagonally in front of him. Firing flared up from the direction where Lagemann and the other members of the squad were waiting. The enemy troops disappeared behind the second tank, which was still smoldering. Moving quickly, Brasche reached the rear of the British tank. For an instant he heard voices, then a clinking sound as a fresh round was shoved into the breach of the tank's main gun.

Brasche forced his hand grenades under the overhanging part of the turret, pulled the fuses and raced away to the rear. As he ran he stumbled over a root and fell flat on his face. The four hand grenades detonated with a thunderous roar. Flames shot from the tank's engine compartment. Hatches flipped open up front. Again, submachine guns began to fire.

Running at a crouch, Unteroffizier Brasche disappeared into the bushes. It was not a moment too soon, for just then a group of enemy infantry appeared behind the last tank. They fired blindly into the bushes. Brasche crawled up the embankment. When he reached the top his back was soaked in sweat.

“Rudi, the platoon has arrived. We're all ready.”

“Brasche's squad: Move forward along the edge of the defile!” ordered Oberleutnant Monz, who had returned to the main body of the company from the 3rd Platoon. The other squads closed up from the right. Staying out of sight in the bushes and hedges, they reached the end of the defile.

“Damn, it's a whole infantry battalion!” called Lagemann on spying the assembly of enemy infantry at the edge of a small wood.

“We'll let them have it with the Panzerschreck.”

The round from the rocket launcher flitted towards the enemy and exploded in the midst of a dense group of soldiers. It had a devastating effect. The enemy immediately withdrew into the woods.

The enemy forces trying to break through the wide-meshed net of the panzer training division had been repulsed. Brasche's Squad had destroyed five Sherman tanks with its Panzerschreck antitank weapons and hand grenades. This success was mentioned in the division's order of the day.

The company moved out during the afternoon of 12 June. The 2nd Platoon followed behind the 1st Platoon as it worked its way forward along a road on the right flank. On the left flank was 3rd Platoon. Behind the 3rd—as always—was the 4th (Heavy) Platoon.

Dusk fell. The men could hear the sound of bursting rounds from Tilly. The British were pounding the wrecked city with artillery and naval guns. The darker it got, the brighter the flashes became in the sky in front of the advancing company.

“We'll move forward to the meadow and halt there. The 2nd and 3rd Platoons at the southern edge of the meadow. The 1st Platoon on the eastern edge. The 4th Platoon behind the 3rd.”


The men stumbled over the scrub-covered terrain. The squad's Panzerschrecks seemed to weigh several hundred pounds. Brasche identified the outline of the large meadow and its many low bushes. The 2nd Platoon reached a hedgerow that surrounded the field.

“Great trench, Rudi. We'll have enough cover here.”

Brasche jumped into the trench. He tried to scan the field through a hole in the hedgerow but in vain.

“Dig in a little deeper, men. The deeper the better.”

Grumbling, the men of the squad set to work, while Brasche dug a hole in the hedgerow, through which he inserted the Panzerschreck. He could see nothing but the dark shadows of the bushes, which were scattered about the meadow.

“Hannes, cut a hole in the hedgerow for the second Panzerschreck.” Soon afterward Oberleutnant Monz arrived.

“One hundred percent readiness, Brasche.”

“Jawohl, sir!”

A tank motor roared to life not forty meters in front of the hedge. Flames flickered from its exhausts and the broad shadow, which looked like a clump of bushes, set itself in motion and rolled past 2nd Platoon in the direction of the eastern hedge. Rudi Brasche felt paralyzed as he stared at the steel monster through his hole in the hedge. As he watched, more of the shadows in the meadow began to move. Four tanks were nearing the eastern hedge. If they drove over the hedgerow they would be able to overrun the entire 1st Platoon in its shallow trench.

Rudi Brasche snapped up a Panzerfaust, a man-portable individual antitank rocket launcher. Lagemann jumped up to help. They ran along the trench to the corner of the hedge, and managed to overtake the slow-moving tank. Brasche saw a gap in the hedge at the corner. The tank appeared through the gap. It approached almost head on, then turned. Brasche fired.

The roar as Brasche fired the Panzerfaust and the hard, metallic crash made by the impacting projectile merged into one. A harsh, red flame shot from the enemy tank. Red flashes from the guns of the British tanks pierced the night. The tanks, which had just about reached the eastern hedge, halted. Rudi Brasche managed to get off another round. The second tank was also hit and began to burn. The tanks rolled back into the meadow. The two that had been hit remained near the hedgerow, enveloped in flames.

The two men ran back to their platoon and took cover in the trench. It was not a moment too soon. Muzzle flashes from thirty or forty tank cannon lit the night as bright as day. Machine guns sent streams of tracer through the night. The 4th Platoon's mortars began to fire. The shells burst in the center of the meadow. In the light of the exploding rounds Brasche and his men saw infantry appear in the background and join the bailed-out tank crews.

The MG 42s began to fire, laying down a pattern of fire half a meter above the ground. They mowed down everything in their path. The rounds of Panzerschrecks and Panzerfäuste crackled through the air. Rounds from the British tanks ripped the hedgerow apart. Steel fragments whizzed through the air. The night had become frenzied.

“Take cover!”

Brasche's men disappeared into the trench. Only he stayed in view, trying to spot the approaching enemy. As he watched, one of the enemy tanks rolled forward at the southeast corner of the meadow. For a fraction of a second he saw several figures in the flashes of gunfire. He thought he recognized Oberleutnant Monz. The man who jumped onto the tank was caught by a burst of fire and knocked to the ground.

Brasche raised his submachine gun and fired on the position where the enemy had to be. His fire was answered immediately. Three or four bursts forced him to take cover. He disappeared into the trench and crawled a few meters to one side. Then he tried again.

Brasche burrowed through the shattered hedge. He pushed himself forward and saw the muzzle flash of a machine gun and a spurt of flame from the main gun of a tank. He raised his submachine gun and fired. He saw a muzzle flash from a rifle and turned. At the same instant, a burst of tracer rounds hissed past. Something struck his upper left arm and threw him backwards.

For a second Brasche lay pressed against the ground. Then he crawled back and let himself fall into the trench.

“Man, you've been wounded! You're bleeding!” shouted Hagemann. Hannes Hill jumped up to help. Together they ripped off Brasche's tunic and bandaged his upper arm.

“The bullet's still in there, Rudi. It's a mess.”

“Damn!” swore Brasche. He bit his lip as the wound began to hurt.

The small-arms fire, which had begun hesitantly, intensified from second to second. News arrived that Oberleutnant Monz had been wounded while attacking an enemy tank. Orders came to withdraw.

The platoons fell back. Brasche was evacuated to the rear in the next ambulance. While the company secured the regiment's assembly area, Brasche began a journey that would take him through Falaise to Paris, and from Gare du Nord back to Germany, where he was sent to Tuttlingen hospital. Once again he was mentioned in the division's order of the day.

[image: images]

By mid-August Brasche's wounds had healed sufficiently for him to be sent to Küstrin to the replacement battalion of the 901st Panzer Grenadier Training Regiment. There he received shocking news. His friend Richard Gambietz had been killed on 24 April 1944 while defending against a Russian attack on Tiphina on the Dnestr.

Even the news that Wilhelm Grunge, who was still with his old unit, had become the third Obergefreiter of Brasche's machine-gun squad to receive the Knight's Cross, could not console him. One of the finest men he had ever known was gone.

Brasche was assigned to the flamethrower platoon of the Headquarters Company of the panzer training division. The unit was dispatched to Kochern on the Moselle River. There Brasche was given the job of training Luftwaffe noncommissioned officers in infantry warfare.

When the Ardennes offensive began on 16 December 1944 the four flamethrower armored personnel carriers rolled westward with the rest of the panzer training division. Travelling by night, the division had reached the Kyllburg area by 16 December. The tanks had been sent by rail to conserve fuel. They were unloaded in Bensborn and Birresborn.

Unteroffizier Brasche and the four other members of the crew rolled across the Our early on the morning of 17 December. The same day the division took Draufeld. The following day, Oberwampach and Niederwampach were reached. The flamethrower vehicles saw their first operations in the west when the division's forces approached an enemy-occupied patch of woods. Brasche was on the forward machine gun. The two men manning the flamethrowers sent sixty-meter-long streams of fire pouring into the nests of resistance. The smaller, portable flamethrower stowed in the rear was not required.

Enemy resistance was quickly broken. The flamethrower platoon was on the advance. It moved south past Bastogne and toward Rochefort, which was reached on the afternoon of 22 December and taken that night.

The entire German offensive soon lost momentum, however, and the period from 5-11 January saw the panzer training division on the retreat. The four SPW of the flamethrower platoon could move only by night. The weather had cleared and enemy fighter-bombers attacked everything that moved. There were no German fighters in the air. It was at this point that Generalleutnant Bayerlein, the divisional commander, was forced to abandon no less than fifty-three tanks at the side of the road for lack of fuel. The tank crews were forced to walk back over snow-covered roads. When Hochschneid was lost on 23 January 1945, the division was forced to pull back to the Westwall. The Battle of the Ardennes was over.

The panzer training division had ten tanks and six tank-destroyers left. Seventy tanks had been lost. The fighting elements had 400 men left. 200 wheeled vehicles had also been lost. The division had virtually ceased to exist. Generalleutnant Bayerlein left the division and took over the LIII Panzer Corps. Known as Corps Bayerlein, it was given the task of stopping the American advance in the Jülich-Dürken area.

On 1 February 1945 Rudi Brasche was promoted to Feldwebel.

Then came his final action. It was in the marshes at Udem. The Headquarters Company had set up positions in a patch of woods. Nearby were two self-propelled Nebelwerfer rocket launchers. The enemy fire, the full weight of which had been falling on the woods, shifted farther to the rear beyond the marshes. At the same moment, the two multiple-rocket launchers, which had pulled back 600 meters into the trees, moved forward. They stopped at the edge of the woods and opened fire. After three salvoes, the two vehicles rolled back into the cover of the woods. It was just in time, because the enemy then opened up on the marshes with everything it had.

“Those bastards know what they're doing,” said Feldwebel Brasche, appreciation in his voice.

“Headquarters Company: Move forward to the right edge of the woods.”

The men picked up their weapons and equipment and left the part of the woods the enemy was softening up for his breakthrough to the Rhine.

The Allies launched “Operation Veritable” to take the Reichswald. The operation was carried out by a British corps under General Horrocks. It had five infantry divisions, three armored brigades and six special-purpose regiments. Facing the onslaught was a single German division, and a 5-1/2 hour artillery barrage shattered it. Enemy aircraft would attack, followed by another round of artillery fire. It was then that Brasche felt a hard blow on his shoulder and toppled forward. Two members of his platoon raced to his aid. They bandaged the shrapnel wound, which was bleeding heavily.

Two hours later Brasche was on his way to the rear in an ambulance. As his friends put him inside, Obergefreiter Bocholtz said to him: “Good luck, Rudi! The war's over for you. Get home if you can. All the best!”

In fact, the end was not far away. From Waldbreitbach Hospital Feldwebel Brasche was sent to Elspe and from there to Burg Altena. There he remained and there he heard the news of the end of the war.
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Feldwebel Franz Juschkat after receiving the Knight's Cross.
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