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    Sepp Brandner outfitted for the winter fighting in Courland.


    




  
Major Sepp Brandner





  “Leutnant Brandner reporting as ordered!”




  “Thank you, Brandner, stand at ease.” Hauptmann Handrick, battery commander of the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion, shook hands with his technical officer. “Brandner, you know that Leutnant Böhm was severely wounded in the assault on Yelnya and is out of action. Would you take over the 1st Platoon in his place?”




  At first Sepp Brandner thought he had heard wrong. He was being offered what he had been striving for since beginning the Russian campaign as a gun commander.




  “I would like to very much, sir.”




  “Good. I have already informed the battalion commander. He agrees, because Leutnant Narbutt can replace you as technical officer. Come, we’ll go to your platoon.”




  The two assault guns of the 1st Platoon were parked close together. Feldwebel Preinlinger, commander of the second vehicle, reported. Speaking quickly, Hauptmann Preinlinger informed him that they had received a new platoon commander. No further explanation was required, for it had been Leutnant Brandner who had gone into the minefield with the 18-ton prime mover to rescue the two assault guns during the first breakthrough attempt near Yelnya. That had been on 18 July 1941. Now they were stuck in the Yelnya salient. Before them were nine Russian rifle divisions and two tank units arrayed in a broad arc. The battalion itself was under the command of the 10th Panzer Division. To the north was the SS Division Das Reich.




  The 10th Panzer Division had destroyed fifty enemy tanks in one day. The 202nd Assault Gun Battalion, which General Schaal had deployed at the hot spots, played a part in this success. Yelnya was taken. But then the division became stalled in front of the well-fortified Russian positions. One-third of the division’s vehicles were put out of action. Ammunition had to be brought in over a 450-kilometer land route. The SS Division Das Reich was stalled north of Yelnya, between the city and Dorogobush. That was the situation in July 1941.
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  “Russian counterattack. Enemy has reached the main line of resistance and has driven our troops in the trenches back to the windmill and Hill 16.7. The assault gun battalion is to attack the enemy forces which have broken in and drive them back in a counterattack.”




  The battalion commander had assembled the leaders of the three batteries. The alert report had come from up front an hour earlier and the division commander, General Schaal, had immediately alerted the assault guns.




  “Are we to split up, sir?”




  “No. First a concentrated attack by all twenty-seven guns on Point 16.7. Then we turn toward the windmill and retake it. Departure in five minutes.”




  The battery commanders hurried back to their batteries. Hauptmann Handrik reached the seven assault guns and waved over the gun commanders. They gathered round and looked at him expectantly.




  “Comrades, we are going to retake the main line of resistance from the enemy. Everyone fully armed? Enough fuel on board?”




  “All set, sir!”




  The engines of the assault guns roared to life. They rolled out of cover and moved into the specified attack formation. Sepp Brandner looked ahead through the “scissors” (binocular telescope). He saw the movements at the west end of the village. He was about to report this when the battery commander’s voice came over the radio:




  “Tiger to Marten and Polecat. Each take one enemy antitank gun at the village exit. Advance quickly and open fire from close range. Out.”




  After five-hundred meters Brandner ordered his driver to take the assault gun out of the ditch. When he could see the village again he saw one of the antitank guns not 300 meters in front of him. The barrel of the enemy weapon was turning toward him.




  “High-explosive round Schranzl!”




  “Jammed, sir!”




  “Damn it, get going or we’ve had it!”




  Through the “scissors” Brandner saw feverish activity around the antitank gun. It must fire at any moment.




  “Turn right. Full power!”




  The “Marten” leapt forward. The enemy fired at the same instant. The shell passed two meters behind the assault gun. The remaining guns of the battery opened fire. Amid the din Brandner heard the second antitank gun fire. Then to the left and right he saw German infantry emerging from the ditches and crevices where they had dug in.




  Possibilities and orders whirled through Sepp Brandner’s head. The jam had still not been cleared and the third shot from the Soviets might come at any time. He had only seconds to do the right thing. If he failed he placed the assault gun and the lives of its crew at risk. Then he heard a bang from behind and to the right.




  “The Polecat, sir!”




  “Antitank gun taking aim at Polecat!” shouted Brandner, and then it came to him. “We’re going to run it over. Get going, step on the gas Rakowitz!”




  The “Marten” raced forward at full throttle. The assault guns of the 3rd Battery fired in turns. Exploding shells ripped apart the houses at the west end of the village. Machine-guns opened fire.




  A jet of flame left the barrel of the antitank gun aiming at “Polecat.” Then the gun crew recognized the approaching threat. A Maxim machine-gun opened fire. The bullets bounced off Marten’s frontal armor. It rumbled and shook inside the assault gun. Driver Rakowitz turned slightly, heading the assault gun straight towards the antitank gun position.




  The Russians could not swing the gun around in time. The scattered in all directions just before the tracks reached the gun. A jolt shook the assault gun as it struck the antitank gun head on. The sound of breaking metal filled the inside of the vehicle, which leaned dangerously to the left. The crew hung on tight. Then the assault gun returned to the horizontal. Brandner heard a relieved shout from the gunner.




  “Jam cleared, Leutnant!”




  “Open fire on the attacking infantry!”




  The first shot left the barrel. The shell burst in the midst of the mass of attacking Red Army troops. Loader Lubisch rammed the next round into the breech and closed it. The gun cracked again. The assault gun jerked back. The flanking group came into sight. A third shot. The men now heard the rumble of “Polecat” which had immediately followed them. The commander’s vehicle turned toward them.




  “Our infantry are sitting on it,” shouted Brandner. He emerged briefly from his hatch and saw German infantry.




  “Get on. Quickly, quickly!”




  “Tiger to everyone!” called Hauptmann Handrik. “Drive through the village and take Hill 16.7 in a concentric attack. Let the infantry ride on the vehicles.”




  The assault guns began to move again. They came under fire and answered with their own guns. Shells smashed the lightly-constructed houses. Another Russian antitank gun opened fire. Under fire from two assault guns, it was destroyed in a huge explosion.




  “Marten” rolled east, leaving the cover of some houses. Before it Hill 16.7 rose up from the flat plain. A quick look and Brandner saw that the others were in attack position.




  “Keep going Brandner! Watch out for the hedge on the right flank,” warned the Hauptmann.




  A Russian cannon opened up a rapid fire, sending shells at the assault guns. The noise inside Brandner’s vehicle was tremendous. It swung to the right and made an arc, disappearing into the shadows of a clump of willows. Rakowitz turned, reached the depression that led up the hill and raced the assault gun upwards. With a quick glance Brandner surveyed the trenches of the German main line of resistance, which had been lost to the Russians that morning.




  “Range 200, direction 12 o’clock!”




  Gunner Schranzl fired, and the enemy machine-gun post that had been firing at the advancing infantry went up in a cloud of smoke and dust. They rolled toward the Russian trenches. Enemy soldiers appeared right in front of them. Marten drove right over them. Schranzl fired again. Then the other assault guns appeared.




  Faced with this mass assault, the Russians broke and ran. The German infantry fired after them, down the hill toward the east.




  “Battalion commander to everyone!” called Major Buchner. “First battery north windmill, second middle, third south. Stay on their heels, don’t let them settle down at the windmills.”




  “Sir, they’re turning left. They probably want to get to the birch wood!”




  Brandner had also seen this movement. He was about to instruct his driver to turn when Hauptmann Handrik’s voice rang out over the radio:




  “Third Platoon follow the enemy into the wood. Everyone else continue south in the general direction of the windmills.”




  “Oh, we want to have a go. But . . .”




  The next words were taken from Leutnant Brandner’s mouth. A huge explosion shattered the noontime quiet, then another. Two bursts of flame shot up where the Third had reached the edge of the wood.




  “They have driven over mines, sir!”




  “Damn, that doesn’t look good. Polecat, follow me. Get going Rakowitz, turn left. We’re going to go over there and get them out.”




  Through the “scissors” Brandner saw that the crews had bailed out. They had taken cover in a shell hole and now Russians were running toward them from three sides to capture them.




  “Fire!”




  Marten’s first shot slammed into the leading group of enemy soldiers and caused them to go to ground. Polecat fired as well. Then they were there. The mounted infantry got down and chased off the enemy troops. The crews from the two assault guns climbed onto the vehicles, which turned around.
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    An infantryman under cover from a Sturmgeschütz awaits its advance.




  “Thanks, Sepp!” shouted Leutnant Marischka, platoon leader in the Third Battery. “That was close!”




  “Nonsense. You would have done the same for us.”




  “Sir, there ahead!”




  The driver’s voice was a little high with excitement and Brandner immediately turned to see what was happening. In front of them were four Russian armored cars. They turned toward the two assault guns. The gunners loaded armor-piercing shells. A second later the battalion commander’s vehicle emerged from some bushes and set the first armored car on fire with a single shot.




  “Look at the old man! He’s going after them!” shouted Leutnant Marischka enthusiastically. Hauptmann Handrik turned and knocked out the last armored car, which were now in full retreat.




  “Ahead at the windmills! Something’s going on there!”




  They raced at full throttle to the scene of the fighting, where the 2nd Battery was already engaged with the Russian 76.2-mm antitank guns. But they did not get to intervene, for the enemy guns were silenced before they got within firing range. There, too, the enemy had turned and fled toward the safety of his own main line of resistance.
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  When the enemy continued his attacks in front of Yelnya on 26 July, Generaloberst Guderian sent in the 268th Infantry Division to bolster that sector of the front. On the same day Generaloberst Hoth’s Panzer Group 3, which was deployed to the north of Guderian’s Panzer Group 2, succeeded in closing the pocket east of Smolensk from the north. As a result, Panzer Group 3, which had been pulled back somewhat, could now be moved forward again. However, in the opinion of Panzer Group 2 the most dangerous foe was near Roslavl and east of Yelnya. This assessment proved to be accurate. The enemy repeatedly attacked Yelnya and each time the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion was in the thick of the action. Thirteen Russian attacks were repulsed on 30 July alone. By now Leutnant Brandner was well accustomed to his new position. It was as if he had been a platoon commander from the very beginning.




  Roslavl was taken on 3 August. But at Yelnya the enemy showed no sign of yielding and Generaloberst Guderian had to commit his last reserves there. It was the panzer group command post’s security company. On 4 August 1941 there was a conference at Novy Borisov attended by Hitler and the commanders of Army Group Center. An evacuation of the Yelnya salient was rejected, because it was still uncertain whether it might yet be needed as a jump-off position for an attack on Moscow. On 14 August Generaloberst Guderian again asked for permission to give up the Yelnya salient and once again the OKH refused. Finally the German forces broke through at Yelnya. The advance continued in the direction of Orel. Leutnant Brandner scored successes against enemy antitank guns and against machine-guns and enemy infantry. The 202nd Assault Gun Battalion neared Orel.
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  “First Platoon from battery commander. Attack the village and advance along the road to Briansk and secure there.”




  The platoon’s two assault guns rolled out of the assembly area. There was still nothing to be seen. The infantry advanced behind the assault guns to take possession of the terrain that was won. Peering through the “scissors,” Brandner saw the enemy before the infantry could. Then everyone could see the dense waves of Russian infantry storming out of the village to cut off and destroy the two assault guns. The machine-gun installed on the rear of the assault gun began to rattle. The first shells left the main gun. The Russian assault began to lose steam. But suddenly they regrouped and Leutnant Brandner heard his own infantrymen shout: “Tanks, tanks!” Seconds later he saw the gray-green colossus as it rolled from right to left between two houses, directly in front of him about 120 meters away. It was followed closely by a second tank.




  “T-34 in front of us. Load armor-piercing! T-34 from the right, fire!”




  The shot rang out. His forehead pressed against the periscope, Leutnant Brandner watched the T-34. He saw an armor-piercing shell strike the turret and ricochet high into the air. The second shot brought the same result.




  “We can’t make a hole, sir!”




  The first shot from the enemy flew over the assault gun. The first T-34 was hit twice more. When “Polecat” joined the battle the two Soviet tanks turned and disappeared behind the houses.




  “Damn it to hell! We can’t penetrate their armor. What a useless gun we have!” cursed Unteroffizier Schranzl.




  “Aim at the tracks!” ordered the Leutnant when two more T-34s appeared. The first shot wrecked the track of the lead tank. With their vehicle immobilized, the crew bailed out. Small arms fire knocked them to the ground.




  “Marten” turned. As soon as he had a clear shot at the rear of the T-34 the gunner fired again. A jet of flame shot from the engine compartment. They had destroyed their first enemy tank.




  The village seemed to spit flame as they rolled into it. The other two platoons arrived. Thirty minutes later the village was in German hands. The assault guns stayed in their staring positions at the exit from the village.
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  “Sir, we have to have better guns and ammunition.”




  “I know Brandner. We have already spoken to corps many times. We will be receiving the new hollow-charge shells in a few days. With them you will be able to handle the T-34.”




  “The gun is too short, sir!”




  Hauptmann Handrik tried to smile but it disappeared immediately. He nodded.




  “You’re right Brandner. But all that is supposed to change. We’re soon going to reequip with the long seventy-five-millimeter gun.”




  The two officers had just come back from the repair workshop. The attack on the village and the Russian position beyond had demonstrated clearly that they needed better weapons to deal with the Russian T-34.




  “We’ll be moving on before dark Brandner.” The two officers stopped in front of the battery command post.




  “Do you know anything more precise, sir?”




  “Not yet.”




  Brandner walked into the hut which served as quarters for his gun crews.




  “We have a few eggs left, sir.”




  “Fine, Lubisch. Actually I am rather hungry.”




  When he had finished eating and lit the obligatory cigarette, Feldwebel Preinlinger turned to him.




  “How’s it look? Will we be spending the night here?”




  “We’re moving out toward evening. We are going to drive through the villages north of Briansk and then turn south.”




  Five hours later the assault guns of the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion moved off. They came to a wide belt of forest and passed several abandoned villages. Standing in the open hatch, Brandner saw the broad back of Hauptmann Handrik emerge from the commander’s vehicle in front of him. It would be dark in an hour. If they hadn’t reached the communications road by now they would surely have lost their way in the forest. The assault guns rolled into another wood. A loud bang caused Leutnant Brandner to duck involuntarily. He suddenly saw four muzzle flashes simultaneously.




  Hauptmann Handrik’s voice came over the radio: “Take cover!” Brandner ducked inside the assault gun.


“First Platoon, open fire!”


Shells flitted through the forest lane that stretched before them, landing in the bushes from where the enemy had ambushed them. Another burst of machine-gun fire flashed through the twilight. A single round from Polecat’s gun silenced the Maxim machine-gun. The two assault guns began to move again.


“Partisans, men. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of them.”


Leutnant Brandner’s prediction would soon be borne out. Before the night was over the advance detachment, of which they were a part, was fired on several times by partisans. The assault guns answered the fire from on the move, refusing to allow it to stop them. When morning came they had passed the forested zone and were in the assembly area for the assault on Briansk.


“Attention everyone, enemy tanks ahead.”


The attack had been under way for ten minutes. The entire battalion was rolling in line abreast formation toward the enemy positions, from which the tanks now emerged.


Hauptmann Handrik’s battery rolled toward a ravine. When Rakowitz saw flashes from the approaching tanks he wanted to turn in order to pass them. A warning from Leutnant Brandner held him back. He turned to the other side. However at that moment there was a loud crash on the right side and then the steering went slack.


“Disabled, sir!”


There was another crash, a hit on the superstructure. Luckily the shell failed to penetrate; it bounced off and struck the left wall of the ravine.


“Bail out! Don’t forget the submachine-gun and the assault rifle.”


  Sepp Brandner was the first one out the hatch, the assault rifle in his fist. A burst of fire hissed over his head. He leapt to the ground and landed in a clump of bushes. Brandner turned around immediately, the assault rifle raised. He saw a muzzle flash and fired. The enemy fire fell silent; his three men were able to bail out. They took cover beside the Leutnant. The enemy fired again. Armor-piercing shells whizzed over the heads of the assault gun crew.


“Polecat, sir!”


Unteroffizier Schranzl’s cry of dismay caused Brandner to turn around. He saw that his platoon’s second assault gun was smoking. Just then a second armor-piercing shell whizzed across and blew off its right track.


  Enemy tanks rolled toward them. Four tanks were driving up the ravine. At that moment Feldwebel Preinlinger bailed out of “Polecat,” the first member of its crew to get out, and zigzagged to the side. A burst of machine-gun fire pursued him but he dodged out of the way. His men followed. The last out was driver Pischel. He ran behind the others. A solid armor-piercing shot flitted towards him. He tried to jump out of the way but it was too late. The shell struck him in the chest.




  “Pischel,” said loader Lubisch, “our Pischel.”




  “Look out! There’s infantry coming behind the tanks!”




  The four tanks had approached to 150 meters when they saw the Red Army troops appear behind them. Leading the way was a group hauling a Maxim machine-gun on a cart. Behind followed others armed with rifles and submachine-guns.




  “Crawl to the rock wall. Don’t show yourselves!”




  Sepp Brandner saw the boulders lying against the rock wall thirty meters to the right. The tanks could not reach them there and they would also have a chance of holding off the enemy. Clutching the assault rifle, he crawled forward on elbows and foot tips. When he reached the cover of the first boulder a single shot was fired. He stood up, looked over the jagged edge of the boulder and saw one of the machine-gun crew fall. The second shot knocked the next man off his feet. Then the Russians began to run.




  For a moment Leutnant Brandner had tried to crawl behind the rocks. He was relatively safe there. But before it was over he was raising the assault rifle again. He emptied the entire magazine on rapid fire. The enemy fell, but not all of them. Two submachine-guns turned toward him. Bullets knocked splinters of stone from the boulders, striking him in the face. He ducked quickly, inserted a fresh clip of ammunition and then reappeared on the other side of the rock. At that moment all four Russian tanks fired. He heard the shells exploding. High-explosive shells! Forty meters in front of him Soviets appeared, advancing at a crouch, trying to reach the flank of the small group of Germans while they were pinned down by tank fire. Brandner fired when they were all in sight. Once again the enemy went down, but four men turned toward him.




  Sepp Brandner saw flames shoot from the muzzles of their submachine-guns with the round magazines. Then his assault rifle was empty. He threw it aside and pulled out his pistol. Bursts of fire caused him to take cover. He crawled back into the rocks, heard guttural shouts and then a sharp order. But his comrades had been warned, even if he should end up being stuck there.




  The first face appeared from out of the shadows, followed by a second. The figures carried submachine-guns. Brandner fired. Both enemy soldiers fell. A Russian submachine-gun rattled from behind the rocks. Brandner heard bullets hitting the stone above his head. Then the Russian appeared around an outcropping of rock and was cut down by a bullet. The frightful sound of tank tracks sounded doubly loud. The air stank of oil. Brandner saw the first tanks fifty meters in front of him. They continued to fire and then they were upon him.




  At that moment Lubisch came running up. He dashed toward the first tank, disappeared from the Leutnant’s field of view ten reappeared on the rear of the tank. Then he jumped down and took cover. His two comrades fired their assault rifles at the Russian soldiers, who had taken cover.




  A mighty blast caused the tank turret to tip forward slightly. The tank cannon’s long barrel pointed toward the ground. A huge pillar of flame shot from the rear of the enemy tank. The first of four T-34s was burning, but the other three came nearer. They rolled straight toward where Brand-ner’s men had taken cover. Sepp Brandner was about to run over to them when he heard the sound of assault gun cannon firing from the mouth of the ravine, from where they had come.




  “They’re coming, sir!” shouted Feldwebel Preinlinger through the din. Then the Feldwebel was at Brandner’s side; the other two crew members followed close behind him.




  “Did you . . . ?”




  “I was able to call them before we had to bail out. The Hauptmann radioed that he was sending Leutnant Marischka.”




  “There, they’ve got the first one.”




  A mighty crash signaled that a T-34 had been hit. Black smoke spiraled from the tank. The two remaining enemy tanks turned. One of them was hit when it showed its flank to the assault guns. The shell smashed into its engine and set it on fire. One of the assault guns stopped by Brandner and his men while the second continued on. Leutnant Marischka appeared in the hatch for a second.




  “Thanks for getting us out, Poldi.”




  Instead of an answer Leutnant Marischka shouted, “You should get out of here if your crate is to be repaired!” Then he ducked back into his assault gun. It moved off with a jerk and followed the other vehicle, which had just fired again.




  “Anybody hit?”




  “No, sir!”




  “Then get to work, fix that track!” Brandner turned to Preinlinger. He nodded in the direction of where Pischel had fallen.
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    Loading ammunition during a break in operations was hard work for the ammunition resupply crews. These soldiers are from the 226th Assault Gun Battalion.




  When they reached Polecat’s driver they saw that he was beyond human help. Brandner kneeled down beside his young comrade, who came from Vienna. He removed his identity disk and his valuables.




  “We’ll bury him afterward if we have time, Preinlinger.”




  “Yes, sir. We owe Pischel that.”




  “See what you can do with Polecat, Preinlinger. If you can’t fix it here I’ll send a report to the repair echelon.”




  The other two members of Polecat’s crew came over to their fallen comrade. Lutter had tears in his eyes as he looked down at the Feldwebel. Sepp Brandner went over to him.




  “Hang on, Lutter! It’s over for him now.”




  “Yes, sir!” The volunteer’s baby-blue eyes looked at Sepp Brandner. Lutter swallowed and walked over to the others, who were already working on the assault gun.




  Leutnant Brandner went over to the platoon commander’s vehicle. Lubisch and Schranzl were just breaking out the spare track, while Rakowitz stood in the turret and waited.




  “Move it a bit, Toni!”




  Rakowitz disappeared. The assault gun turned slightly on its intact track.




  “Stop! That’s perfect.”




  As they worked to drag the track over the roadwheels, the crew heard the roar of the battle, which had erupted in all fury in front of them. The sharp crack of the short-barreled seventy-fives alternated with the deeper boom of the Russian tank cannon. Meanwhile the division artillery fired away for all it was worth.




  “That’s not too bad, eh Lubisch?”




  “Done, sir!” reported Schranzl.




  “Hey, Preinlinger, how’s your crate coming?”




  “We’ll be all right, sir, but it’s going to take a while.”




  “Good, finish up. Then move forward slowly. We’re moving on toward the village.”




  Sepp Brandner swung himself into his seat. He adjusted the “scissors” and Marten moved off. The assault gun passed the last part of the ravine. When Brandner had a clear view he saw flashes of gunfire.




  “Enemy tanks ahead on the hills in front of the village,” Brandner informed his men. “They’re probably dug in there.”




  “Marten and Polecat advance on the right flank. Direction of advance south flank of the village.”




  “Marten to battery commander: understood. Polecat is still being repaired. Marten advancing.”




  “Good, Brandner. If you encounter serious resistance fight a delaying action and divert the enemy’s attention.”




  The assault gun turned and drove into a depression. Water sprayed as it forded a brook. Marten’s nose ran into a boulder. The engine roared and died. Before Schranzl could start it again the crew heard the sound of tanks from the direction of the village.




  “T-34! Schranzl, move up through that narrow gully.”




  The assault gun forced its way through the gully. The tracks ground into both sides. Bushes collapsed over them and when they suddenly parted Brandner saw the first T-34 not a hundred meters in front of him. The enemy tanks were advancing for a counterattack against the Handrik battery. The two leading tanks had just stopped. Their turrets rotated, but not towards Brandner’s assault gun, but toward the others, which had already opened fire.




  “We’ll put a shell through the gratings into its body. It will penetrate there. Rakowitz, fifty meters to the right, full throttle! Stop over there where the saplings are. Schranzl, get ready. The first shell has to fly as soon as Rako points the crate in the right direction.”




  The motor roared and the assault gun moved in the specified direction. Sepp Brandner now also saw the three or four T-34s farther to the right, advancing along the stream in the cover of a line of willows. But he did not change his order; he intended to carry out the maneuver.




  “Stop!” he shouted. The heavy assault gun immediately turned on the spot. The shell hissed toward the T-34, bored into the weak gratings just above the engine and set it on fire.




  “Turn toward the second one!”




  Rakowitz turned the assault gun further. At the same instant the T-34’s turret also began to move. But it was still not in position to fire when Schranzl fired. Lubisch rammed another shell into the breech. The second T-34 was hit.




  “Now, move, or else . . .” There was a loud bang which shook the vehicle, and the crew heard the howl of the ricocheting shell. Marten leapt forward and avoided the shells fired by the T-34s, which were now within firing range and advancing out of the bushes. The assault gun zigzagged toward the village at high speed. Through the crack of tank cannon Brandner suddenly heard the roar of assault guns firing. Then, to his left and slightly behind, he saw the guns roll out of cover. Then he heard the guns of his own battery firing as well.




  “We’re attacking!” he roared. The first houses were already dangerously near. Bursts of fire from machine-guns and automatic rifles sprayed the armored sides of the assault gun with bullets.




  The wall of a house came dangerously close. “Look out, turn left!” shouted Brandner. The driver turned the vehicle but its right flank rammed the wall. The mud wall tumbled down onto Marten. The assault gun’s engine roared and with a jolt the vehicle was free.




  “Fire high-explosive!”




  The shell detonated near the spot where the muzzle flashes from the enemy machine-guns had been seen. The weapons had been firing at the German infantry advancing behind the assault guns. Houses went up in flames, walls collapsed. Then the assault gun rolled on. The German assault guns pressed into the village from all sides. The infantry, some of them riding on the assault guns, cleared the village of enemy troops house by house. They had reached their objective.
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  While the Battle of Briansk was still raging, the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion continued to advance as part of the drive toward Orel. The new armor-piercing ammunition finally arrived. Now the assault guns could successfully engage the T-34 from in front. The German forces advanced through partisan country. During the night of 7 October (the Handrik battery had just driven into the assembly area for the attack on Orel) it began to snow. Sepp Brandner knew all too well that things were going to get much tougher for the armored units from now on. And that they did. The following rains transformed the roads into muddy channels. The advance continued at a snail’s pace. The units had to be ready to be fired on at any moment.




  Orel was taken. The men of the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion were able to rest for a dew days. Men and equipment were brought back to peak performance. Sepp Brandner pitched in to help overhaul the assault guns and check the vehicles. He was his own repair officer. The work went on well into the night.




  After the assault on Moscow literally became stuck in the mud near Mtsensk at the end of October, at the beginning of November an “armored battle group” was formed which included the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion. Mtsensk had to be taken, because the only paved road from Orel to Tula passed through the town. Oberst Eberbach, brigade commander of the 4th Panzer Division, led the battle group.




  Mtsensk was taken. The advance made rapid progress. Chern was also taken. The assault guns rolled forward with infantry riding on them. But by the time Plavskoye was reached the armored battle group, too, was exhausted. The spearhead of the 3rd Panzer Division was already at the gates of Tula, 150 kilometers east of Mtsensk. But the necessary forces and fuel needed for an immediate attack on the city were lacking. For all practical purposes the XXIV Panzer Corps’s large-scale armored thrust toward Moscow came to an end there.




  The assault guns were in action constantly and it became increasingly obvious to Sepp Brandner that the short-barreled seventy-five was inadequate to deal with the T-34, which had received thicker armor. The assault gun had to approach to within 600 meters of the T-34 to engage it with any hope of success, while the T-34 could fire with effect from almost twice that distance. The assault guns had no other choice but to approach to what was almost point-blank range to engage the Soviet tank.




  In December the mercury fell to minus thirty degrees; it was the start of a bitter time for the German forces, including the assault guns. But whenever the infantry called for the assault guns they came, as at Venev, Stalinogorsk and Kashira. The assault guns repeatedly drove forward, clearing the way for the infantry. The supply units stayed on the heels of the fighting forces and the assault guns rearmed during the night.




  But then everything ground to a halt. General Winter was stronger than the will to fight. The inadequately-clad German infantry cowered in their foxholes. How often Leutnant Brandner drove forward to bring back another pitiful cargo of men with frozen limbs. Assault guns had to be blown up because their fuel had frozen and the enemy attacked without warning. Supply dumps were blown up and the German forces retreated. Although ammunition was in short supply, the assault guns drove into the counterattacking Russians to rescue trapped comrades of the infantry. Men with frozen limbs were placed on the assault guns and evacuated to hospital.




  The battle group commanded by Oberst Munzel held on to the area around Posnyahovo. The battle group, which had lost many of its tanks, fought in the trenches, spurred on by Oberst Munzel himself, who stayed in the foxholes with his men. In their black uniforms the tank soldiers were easily seen in the snow. Nevertheless they refused to give up. The assault guns supported the infantry in dozens of actions, and wherever there was an especially difficult mission Sepp Brandner was there. The actions of the Brandner platoon were lauded in a special division order of the day. And then came 12 February 1942, a day which still causes Sepp Brandner to shudder.
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  “Combat echelon is ready to move, sir.”




  “Thank you, Brandner. Today you are leading the entire battery. The village that the Soviets have taken must be recaptured, because it projects into our main line of resistance.”




  “Yes, sir. We will take the village.”




  “Watch out for mines Brandner. Don’t drive through the balkas (ravines). The Ivans have mined them all.”




  “We will be careful. Combat echelon—forward!”




  Sepp Brandner raised his arm three times. His command vehicle moved off. The soft snow was pushed aside by the grinding tracks.




  “Sir, the crate is much too heavily loaded,” reported driver Rakowitz.




  “Let it shake a little, Rako. After all we have loaded 120 shells instead of the usual forty.”




  Sepp Brandner was still not used to being addressed as Leutnant, even though his promotion had come through on 16 January, at the same time as his Iron Cross, First Class. But he would have time to get used to it, for it no longer looked like this would be a blitz campaign.




  Standing in the open hatch, Brandner looked around his assault guns. The battery’s three platoons, which he was leading as the combat echelon, had been bolstered to ten vehicles. His command vehicle, the faithful “Phoenix,” and the other nine assault guns, three to a platoon, drove sin-A gle file to avoid hitting mines. There was no sound from the front. Then suddenly, about 600 meters from the village, “Phoenix” was shaken by a mighty blast. The men inside the assault gun were thrown against equipment and weapons. Leutnant Brandner managed to hang on with both hands. He heard a moan.
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    A Sturmgeschütz III photographed at the assault artillery school at Burg.






  “Anyone wounded?” he asked. His ears were ringing from the explosion of the Russian mine, and even though he was shouting he could scarcely hear his own voice.




  “Everyone’s all right, sir!”




  “The vehicle’s disabled!”




  “Load armor-piercing!” Leutnant Brandner turned to the radio: “Guns fire at recognized targets.”




  The assault guns opened fire. As they did so enemy antitank guns opened up from the village. Not thirty meters in front of the assault guns the infantry waved from their trenches and foxholes. They were preparing to storm into the village behind the assault gun and eliminate the enemy infantry.




  “Schranz, fire at whatever targets in the village you can reach by traversing the cannon.”




  “Phoenix” also began to fire. Ten guns fired shells into the middle of the enemy-held village.




  “All guns carry out central attack,” radioed Brandner.




  The assault guns moved off. When they reached the infantry positions the soldiers left their trenches. They ran behind the slowly advancing assault guns carrying machine-guns and submachine-guns, assault rifles and explosives. One of the assault guns was hit and disabled by enemy fire. Before the soldiers advancing behind it could take cover, the assault gun’s ammunition exploded, killing everyone in its immediate vicinity. Brandner looked into the melee.




  “Target the antitank gun. Four-hundred straight ahead Schranzl!”




  The high-explosive shell shot from the barrel and flew straight to the enemy gun position. The antitank gun fell silent. The crew heard the fierce shouts as the infantry stormed into the village and disappeared. Hand grenades exploded, explosive charges destroyed entire houses. Repeatedly shots from the assault guns rang out through the sounds of battle.




  “Continue firing at targets of opportunity.”




  “What are you doing, sir? That’s not a good idea. Let me . . . !”




  But Leutnant Brandner was no longer listening. He handed the driver his headset and left the vehicle.




  “Damn it!” shouted the Leutnant when he saw what had happened.




  “What is it?” the driver shouted back over the noise.




  “Both tracks are gone. One roadwheel has been blown off.”




  “Watch out for more mines, sir. They usually place them in groups.




  Sepp Brandner grinned involuntarily. He wasn’t going to find any more mines here. Nevertheless he began poking into the soft snow with a stick. He struck something hard and began carefully digging it out. A Russian box mine appeared and within a few minutes he had found two more.




  By now the men ahead had fired a “red” signaling the all clear. Schranzl, who had also climbed out, said: “If we had driven there, sir . . .”




  “. . . then we would have a free pass to heaven in our pocket, Schranzl.”




  “Would have been a working accident, sir. Assault guns are not life insurance like our comrades in the infantry think.”




  “Get to work. We can manage the track. As well we have a spare road-wheel with us.”




  “Sir, Marischka is calling us. They need help urgently.”




  “You help, Rako! I’ll take the radio again.”




  Rakowitz climbed out and went over to lend a hand to the other two, who were already at work. An antitank gun on the extreme right end of the village began to fire. The shells howled close over the Phoenix and landed somewhere behind in the saplings.




  “They’re trying to do us in, sir.”




  “Keep going, fast, fast! Phoenix to Cheetah, come in.”




  “Cheetah here, come in.”




  “Cheetah with Lion and Lynx destroy antitank gun at south end.”




  “Understood. Attack antitank gun.”




  “Marischka, come in.”




  The commander of the Third Platoon answered instantly: “Marischka here.”




  “What’s happening, Marischka?”




  “Dug-in tanks at the edge of the ravine east of the village, sir.”




  “Drive past them to the north, Marischka. Then roll them up from the flank. We’ll come in a few minutes as soon as damage is repaired.”




  Sepp Brandner also called the commanders of the 1st and 2nd Platoons. They were also facing dug-in enemy tanks. He briefed them with a few words.




  “Finished, sir.”




  “Then get into the crate! Full throttle Rako! Follow your nose!”




  Rakowitz grinned and set the assault gun in motion. For minutes everyone listened to the sound of the vehicle. Then they were certain that the track was one-hundred percent in order.




  Peering through the periscope, Brandner saw several T-34s burning in an open area and behind at the edge of the ravine, which ran north-south, the flashes of gunfire from the dug-in T-34s, which were answered by the assault guns of the 3rd Platoon.




  The approaching assault gun was met by machine-gun fire. The squat armored vehicle rolled forward then halted by a half-destroyed building. A Leutnant ran across the open street and took cover behind the assault gun.




  “What’s the situation, Leutnant?”




  “They have us pinned down with flanking fire, Leutnant.”




  “Get your people behind us. We’ll drive through at a walk.”




  “Thank you, Leutnant.” The Leutnant waved. From all sides soldiers emerged from cover. They reached the assault gun, which began to move, and walked behind it.




  “Schranz! Three-hundred, one o’clock! Machine-gun nest. High-explosive shell!”




  The second shell sent everything up in a cascade of rising tracer. The men behind the assault gun cheered wildly. With a leap the vehicle took a gully and climbed up the far side. Brandner involuntarily closed his eyes when a streak of flame shot over the assault gun. He saw the turret of a T-34 as it lowered its gun.




  “Armor-piercing shell! Turn left!”




  T-34 and assault gun fired simultaneously. While the tank’s shot passed to the left of the assault gun, the latter’s armor-piercing round struck the tank between the turret ring and hull and silenced it.




  “Faster Rako!”




  The assault gun picked up speed. The infantry behind it began to shout, then they reached the enemy position. Russians jumped up in front of the vehicle. Then the infantry reached the Russian main line of resistance. All ten vehicles of the combat echelon had set off together and they reached the enemy main line of resistance almost simultaneously. They rolled from the flanks toward the center and eliminated Soviet nests of resistance one after another. Brandner issued curt instructions to his vehicle commanders.




  “They’re running, sir!”




  From the Soviet positions farther back everything that could move began to withdraw. The main line of resistance began to move. Brandner didn’t waste much time in thinking. He had reached his assigned objective and there was no requirement for him to go any further, but this was his chance.




  “Combat echelon, listen to me! We are going to follow up behind the enemy in a narrow wedge and not give him a chance to settle down. Destroy any enemy guns and equipment found. When the order ‘retreat’ is given pull back to the main line of resistance here.”




  “Damn, damn! This better work, sir. The Hauptmann ordered that we should . . .”




  “Shut up, Schranz! We have been given a chance here.”




  They drove forward. After 300 meters Brandner left two platoons behind to secure the flanks. He himself continued after the retreating enemy with the two vehicles of his 3rd Platoon (the third had been disabled with track damage). The assault guns shot up fleeing Russian trucks, blowing them up with high-explosive shells.




  “How much farther, sir?”




  “The Ivans have their supply dump in the next village. That’s where we’re going, Marischka.”




  The assault guns pressed ahead to the west end of the next village. There they halted and began firing into the village with high-explosive shells. Flames rose from a fuel dump. Brandner saw burning oil drums hurled into the air. Then the first enemy artillery shells came howling in.




  “The artillery spotter has seen us, sir.”




  “Phoenix to Marischka. Back to the main line of resistance.”




  The two assault guns turned. All around heavy shells rained down. Steel, stones and earth were thrown against Phoenix. It was noisy inside. The two assault guns zigzagged to the rear, firing as they went. When they had returned to their own main line of resistance Leutnant Brandner determined that they had driven more than three kilometers into enemy territory.




  “Brandner to General Schaal at once!”




  The Leutnant received this news when he arrived at the battery command post. Brandner set out in his Kübelwagen to the command post of the 10th Panzer Division, which had been in command of the attack.




  “Leutnant Brandner of the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion reporting as ordered.”




  “Thank you, Brandner. Stand at ease. I wish to express my appreciation to you and your combat echelon. You made it possible for us to move back into our former main line of resistance. I have three Iron Crosses, First Class, and ten Iron Crosses, Second Class, for your brave men.”




  “Thank you, sir! The men have earned it.”




  “Listen Brandner, do you have enough fuel and ammunition to carry out another advance?”




  “The combat echelon is rearming now, sir. It will be ready for action again in half an hour.”




  “Good. Look here: there is still a nest of resistance here in the northwest of the division’s sector. We have to smoke it out immediately in order to prevent the enemy from infiltrating there during the night and strengthening his position. An assault battalion will be going with you.”




  Leutnant Brandner handed out the Iron Crosses in the assembly area. Then he instructed the platoon leaders. Thirty minutes later, when the rearming and refueling was completed, the combat echelon set off again in the direction of the enemy.




  “How do you foresee the attack taking place, sir?”




  The infantry battalion commander had come over to Brandner’s assault gun; his men waited behind the slope for the order to attack. The Hauptmann pointed to the front.




  “I’m going to follow you across the plain Brandner, behind your assault guns.”




  “Out of the question, sir! Please excuse me, but I think you should attack though the gully here while I roll across the plain and draw the enemy’s fire.”




  “Of course that is better for my men, Leutnant. But if enemy infantry let you drive past and then attack the assault guns with explosive charges, you will be in big trouble.”




  “We can advance very quickly, sir.”




  “Very well. I will come with you now until we are in visual range.”
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    The rules of the trade for assault artillery: Aim, fire, and hit from a concealed position!




  At Brandner’s order the assault guns started their engines. They began to move and rolled out of the gully. The battery commander’s vehicle stopped above on the open plain.




  “Your direction of attack is along there, sir.”




  Standing in the commander’s hatch, Brandner showed the Haupt-mann the direction that he intended to take. Scattered rifle shots came from the village. The bullets whizzed close past the battery commander’s vehicle.




  “Look out, Brandner! Snipers!” yelled the infantry officer.




  At that instant Sepp Brandner felt a hard blow and blood suddenly spurted from the right side of his neck. Brandner tried to cry out, but he could not. Before he collapsed into the assault gun he felt another stabbing pain that he could not localize.




  He heard the dismayed voice of Unteroffizier Schranzl: “The artery’s been cut!”




  In his semiconscious state Brandner heard the other assault guns move off. He heard the thunder of cannon and the sound of machine-gun fire. The strangling feeling that almost cut off his breath disappeared. Suddenly he could breathe again. He heard agitated voices. Brandner strug gled to open his eyes and saw a Feldwebel of the medical platoon bending over him.




  In a detached way Brandner listened to the men speaking. He heard that two more medics were coming with a panye sled. They lifted him carefully from the assault gun. Then he felt the panye sled begin to move. An icy wind blew over him. The cold cut like a knife through the blanket the medics had placed over him. The last thing he heard was the assault guns firing their cannon. Then he lost consciousness.




  Brandner came to when the sled reached the village where the repair group had its quarters. The men gathered round him. Worried shouts rang out. But he was unable to speak. At the makeshift aid station the doctor decided that Brandner had to go to the main aid station in Bolkhov. Fortunately for him the road had been shoveled clear the day before. But the ambulance refused to start. At almost 50 degrees below zero the engine had become little more than a block of ice.




  “Don’t worry, Brandner, it will be all right. What’s that on your right hand?”




  The medic, who had stepped up to the litter, saw several spurts of blood. He applied a sticking plaster to the hand. “A couple of splinters, Brandner, not so bad. Now if we can just get you to the main dressing station.”




  As if on cue, just then the commander’s car drove into the village from Bolkhov. Leutnant Brandner was put in the car immediately and the driver headed back from where he had just come. Brandner’s condition was more than serious. A chaplain gave him the Last Rites. When he arrived in the operating theater it was found that a bullet had also pierced his right forearm. The entire arm was covered in blood. The first bullet had pierced his neck between the larynx and esophagus. This life-threatening wound made it necessary for Brandner to be flown back to Germany in an ambulance aircraft. But no aircraft were able to take off.




  Sepp Brandner was taken to Orel by ambulance. There he waited for a hospital train for Germany. Suspended between life and death, days later he rode the train through the partisan zone near Briansk. Once the wagon in front of the locomotive struck a mine. Then partisans attacked the train. Nevertheless Sepp Brandner reached Bautzen, where he was unloaded and taken to hospital.




  Brandner’s recovery from this serious wound, his third, was surprisingly rapid. Several weeks later he was sent to his home town of Vienna to recuperate. He now wore the Wound Badge in Silver and the Assault Badge, which he had received in hospital on 4 April 1942. At the end of April Brandner traveled back to the replacement unit, passing on convalescent leave, and a short time later rejoined his unit, which was in Bolkhov.
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  During the summer of 1942 Brandner’s unit, the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion took part in the fighting in the central sector near Fatezh, where it was employed as a mobile fire-brigade. Then in autumn 1942 the batalion assembled in the Vyazma area. There Hauptmann Buhr, commander of the 2nd Battery, took over the battalion. As a junior Oberleutnant, Sepp Brandner assumed command of the 2nd Battery. The battalion subsequently moved into the Rzhev area, where the Soviets were preparing to launch a major offensive.




  “Watch out Waldner that you don’t drive the car into a tree. The night is as dark as a bear’s arse!”




  “Don’t worry, sir. You can sleep calmly.”




  Sepp Brandner lay back. He closed his eyes and was soon asleep. Moments later a hard jolt woke him up.




  “What’s going on, Waldner?”




  “We drove into a telephone pole, sir.”




  “How could that happen? Did you fall asleep or something?”




  “No, sir! But I think I am night blind.”




  Oberleutnant Brandner looked aghast at his replacement driver. Then he groaned resignedly:




  “And you took a chance and drove kilometers through the night without saying anything, depending solely on luck?”




  The Obergefreiter, who was driving in place of Rakowitz, who was on leave, just grinned. Before he could apologize the Oberleutnant silenced him with a wave of his hand. He had heard something.




  “That is a prime mover, sir,” said the driver.




  “Hopefully you can at least hear better than you see.”




  “For sure, sir. An 18-tonner. I’m certain that’s what it is.”




  “Let’s hope so for God’s sake!”




  They jumped from the car and Oberleutnant Brandner hurried to meet the prime mover. When he recognized the tactical symbol of the 102nd Artillery Regiment he couldn’t help but grin. That was his old regiment before he moved over to assault guns.




  “Hey, do you have a winch with you?” he asked the driver of the prime mover.




  “No we don’t” he replied at once. Sepp Brandner recognized Obergefreiter Siegl, who had given him his basic training. Siegl could not see him because Brandner was standing in the dark.




  “Listen!” said Brandner, play acting, “Who’s there with you now?”




  “The senior NCO.”




  “That’s Hauptwachtmeister Streit?”




  “Yes, sir . . .” The driver’s eyes almost fell out of head from surprise. He raised a flashlight and illuminated Sepp Brandner. But before the beam of light reached his face it illuminated the man’s shoulder straps with the star.




  “Forgive me, sir!”




  “Yes, damn it, don’t you remember me. Hey, Streit, I was your recruit, the one you worked on especially hard.”




  Now the senior NCO caught on as well.




  “Well I’ll be damned, Sepp Brandner!”




  Streit leapt down from the prime mover. He hugged his former recruit who now outranked him. Two minutes later the car was back on the road. And so Sepp Brandner reacquainted himself with the 102nd Artillery Regiment in Blagusha, where he was supposed to move into his assembly area.
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  Oberleutnant Brandner and his battery achieved one success after another in the Rzhev area. The assault guns were often called upon to go to the aid of the infantry and eliminate enemy incursions. Small missions, large breakthroughs, whatever had to be dealt with Sepp Brandner and his assault gun Phoenix were a symbol of victory. During that fall and winter Brandner and his crew destroyed eighteen enemy tanks, from T-34s to KVIs. The assault artillery, and in this sector the 202nd Battalion, were the mascot of the divisions they supported.




  During his first major conference after assuming the post of Inspector General of Armored Forces, Generaloberst Guderian demanded that the entire assault artillery should be placed under his command. The result was a storm of protest. Apart from Speer everyone present, especially the artillery officers who were then in command of the assault artillery, were opposed. The chief adjutant at Führer Headquarters expressed the feelings of the artillerymen: “The assault artillery is the single arm in which an artillerymen can win the Knight’s Cross. For this reason we wish to keep it.”




  Hitler, who was already half won over to Guderian’s plan, thereupon turned to the panzer commander and said: “You see, Guderian, you have everyone against you. Therefore, I cannot agree.” This decision was to have fateful consequences in the near future. The assault artillery remained independent and was sent wherever it was needed. Furthermore the infantry divisions, each of which was supposed to be assigned an assault gun battalion, remained without effective antitank weapons.




  In December the 202nd Assault Gun Battalion was withdrawn from the combat zone and transferred to Bobichevo. There for the first time in a long time it once again had revetments for its assault guns and a bunker position for itself. From these quartering areas it conducted sorties into the surrounding area. The 202nd Battalion remained in this relatively quiet sector until spring. Then it was moved into the area south of Orel in order to take part in “Operation Citadel,” the German offensive to destroy the Kursk salient. Equipped with the new long-barreled L/48 gun, it was now possible to destroy a T-34 from a distance of 1 500 meters. The assault guns had finally achieved parity in firepower.
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  “Sir, the village is full of T-34s!”




  Hanging out of the loader’s hatch, Obergefreiter Laubisch pointed forward to where the houses of the village of Oleskoye projected above the ravine. Sepp Brandner, who had been promoted to the rank of Haupt-mann a few days earlier (on 1 June 1943) turned the “scissors” slightly. He saw a tank turret behind a haystack and behind a barn the nose of another.




  “Battery remain in reverse slope position. Laubisch, you come with me. We’ll go see where they all are.”




  Hauptmann Brandner left the vehicle. He turned to the dispatch rider, who was talking to the crew of Adler.




  “Back to the infantry command post. Report: ‘Assault guns are in the sector. Prepare to advance.’”




  The motorcycle’s engine roared to life and the rider headed for the rear, zigzagging around potholes. Brandner climbed down to the stream bed. He worked his way forward behind bushes and alders. Then the two men found themselves about 300 meters from the entrance to the village. Sepp Brandner marked the positions of the T-34s on his sketch map. He and Laubisch were about to head back when a Russian patrol appeared on the slope above them, not five paces away.




  “Hands up!” shouted a rough voice. Brandner and Laubisch raised their submachine-guns almost simultaneously. They opened fire and the enemy above on the slope disappeared immediately.




  “Go, back!” They ran on in the cover of the bushes. Bullets from a Russian submachine-gun shredded the foliage behind them and smacked into the soft ground. Then they reached a bend and were safe.




  Schranzl, who had just been promoted to Wachtmeister, grinned and said to the battery commander, “Why the hurry, sir?”




  “I didn’t want to leave you lot alone when the shooting starts,” replied Sepp Brandner without hesitation. “Platoon and gun commanders to me!”




  The men formed a circle around their commanding officer, who outlined the positions of the enemy tanks and issued battle orders. The ten assault guns and three assault howitzers moved off slowly. They deployed as Brandner had ordered, the three platoons fanning out. They left the ravine and appeared on the open plain.




  “1,500 meters ahead, next to the haystack, Schranzl.”




  “Target in sight.”




  “The Wachtmeister adjusted his aim and fired. The T-34 moved forward several meters. It turned and the Soviet tank’s gun swung around. Obergefreiter Laubisch, who could see none of this, rammed the next shell home. The second shot thundered. A metallic bang signaled a direct hit.




  “Full throttle. Continue straight ahead.”




  The assault guns now rolled toward the village from three directions. Flames shot from the long-barreled cannon. The first T-34s began to smoke.




  “Eagle to commander: two T-34s knocked out,” reported Leutnant Kirchner.




  “Buzzard must soon call in too,” declared driver Rakowitz. No sooner were the words out of his mouth when a voice was heard:




  “Buzzard to commander. One T-34 destroyed.”




  “Carry on. Into the village.”




  “Falcon to commander. Eight enemy tanks sighted. Driving out of the village.”




  “Frontal attack!”




  Phoenix raced straight toward the T-34s rolling out of the village. The first shot struck one of the Russian tanks, which blew apart.




  “Poorly welded,” commented driver Rakowitz.




  A mighty blow shook the assault gun. One of the recently installed side skirts fell to the ground. Then there was another bang.




  “Antitank guns, sir!”




  Without waiting for orders, driver Rakowitz turned the assault gun in the direction of the shots. He saw a muzzle flash between two houses and headed straight towards it. Moving fast, the assault gun avoided the shot. Then it jerked to a stop.




  “Fire!”




  The shell flitted towards the enemy. A circular rosette of flames lit the morning. Farther right the howitzer fired and sent a 105-mm shell into one of the squat houses, from which an enemy machine-gun was firing.




  “There they are!”




  Red Army troops streamed out of the house into the open. Brandner sent the First Platoon after the fleeing enemy. The Second was sent after another antitank gun. Meanwhile Brandner and the Third Platoon advanced slowly. Shell after shell smashed into the houses. The nose of a T-34 emerged from a pile of rubble not 80 meters in front of Brandner’s assault gun. Before the enemy gunner could rotate his turret the first shell from Phoenix slammed into the Russian tank. However, the shell failed to penetrate and howled away towards the sky.




  “Turn left, Rako!” screamed Brandner.
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    A knocked out KV-II.




  The assault gun turned. Rattling and roaring, the two steel giants closed on one another. But then Phoenix drove over a fence and disappeared into a side street. Then it turned again. It rumbled toward the left behind a half-destroyed farmhouse. Brandner tried to peer between the rubble and the right side. He saw rising smoke and heard the sound of his assault guns and several T-34s firing.




  “Turn right, Rako. Good—stop!”




  Wachtmeister Schranzl traversed the gun. Then he lowered it slightly, placing the enemy tank in his sight. Flames blasted from the barrel. The shot struck the rear of the tank just as it was about to move again. The turret hatch flipped back and flames shot out. Then the tank’s ammunition went up.




  “Turn, advance through the village to the east end!”




  They drove on. Eagle appeared, closely followed by Buzzard. Ten meters beside it rolled Falcon.




  “Drive through to the east end!” Brandner ordered by radio.




  The infantry were already visible behind the assault guns. They fired at the retreating Russians. One hour later Oleskoye was cleared of the enemy. The infantry occupied the Russian positions. The Brandner battery rolled back into its assembly area. Three hours later the Russians launched a surprise attack in an attempt to retake Oleskoye. The attack force consisted of a regiment-size force of infantry supported by tanks.
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  “Brandner, you and your battery are driving to Oleskoye in a night mission.”




  “Yes, sir. But that isn’t simple in a surrounded village. There are still groups of German troops holding on inside. If we mistakenly fire on one by mistake . . .”




  Major Buhr nodded in agreement.




  “A damned difficult business, Brandner. That’s why I have selected you. You know the job and you know what your assault guns can do. If there is any doubt as whether you are dealing with the enemy you will have to wait. Only fire when you are certain that the target is the enemy.”




  Brandner felt the weight of responsibility that had been placed upon his shoulders. Nevertheless, he was confident and believed that he and his men would do the job. He left the brigade command post and drove back to the battery in his Kübelwagen. The platoon commanders were already waiting for him.




  “Comrades, we leave in an hour. Everyone top up your fuel tanks and make sure that you have a full load of ammunition. We have been ordered to attack Oleskoye and free our surrounded comrades.”




  Exactly one hour later the battery commander raised his right hand. The engines of the assault guns, which had been at idle, roared louder. The platoons moved off. The supply men who were staying behind saw the sharply-outlined shadow of the commander standing in the first assault gun.




  Sepp Brandner tried to pierce the blackness in front of him with his eyes. The sound of exploding hand grenades could be heard from Oleskoye. Now and then a Maxim machine-gun rattled, to be answered by furious bursts of fire from the German MG 42 (rate of fire 1,500 rounds per minute).




  “They’re not finished yet, sir. We can get them out if we get there in time.”




  “We’ll get there in time, Schranzl. We have no other choice but to break straight into the village and drive through as far as we can.”




  “To everyone: attack and drive through. Don’t let yourself be stopped. Fire only on identified targets.”




  The drivers shifted into third gear. The assault guns rumbled up and down. The village came nearer and nearer. Fire reached out toward the commander’s vehicle.




  “Open fire at the enemy machine-gun!”




  The second shot shattered the machine-gun and blasted it into the air. Then they reached the first houses. Groups of Russians broke in front of them and ran away. The three howitzers fired after them. Suddenly a group of German troops appeared before the assault guns. In spite of the enemy fire, Brandner emerged from his hatch.




  “Right,” the infantry Leutnant shouted up to him, “snipers on the water tower and in the steeple.”




  An order caused Phoenix to swing around. “Follow me, men.”




  The Leutnant nodded. In front of him Brandner saw muzzle flashes from the water tower, which was perhaps eight meters high. The Russians had even dragged a Maxim machine-gun up there.




  “There you go, Schranzl. Maximum elevation. Aim at the tower.”




  The cannon muzzle rose as high as it could go. Then the first shell whizzed upwards and struck the steel one meter below the top of the tower. The second and third shots landed right beside it. In the light of the fires that had broken out, Russians appeared on the tower. Dark objects flew down. Brandner immediately ducked inside the assault gun. Not a moment too soon, for at the same instant the hand grenades and several satchel charges exploded.




  “Fire faster!”




  Lubisch jammed his right thumb. “Damn!” he cursed. The pain shot up his arm. Nevertheless, he reached for another round and rammed it home. Schranzl backed the assault gun up a few meters. He reached a shallow depression. The vehicle’s nose rose slightly. Then the gun fired, and the shell blew off the upper rim of the water tower. A loud explosion followed and bodies flew through the air. Terrible cries drowned out the noise of this pitiless night battle. Machine-guns and rifles rained down on the ground.




  “Carry on! The next nest of resistance!”




  “I’ll lead!” the Leutnant shouted up to Hauptmann Brandner.




  The Phoenix rolled onward. The remaining assault guns had also engaged the enemy. Shots rang out through the village, the signal to the surrounded German troops that salvation was at hand. The assault gun rolled past a shell crater from which was heard the relieved cry:




  “It’s Brandner! Our Sepp is here!”




  Antitank guns opened fire, then machine-guns.




  “There it is, there behind the wall!” shouted the Leutnant.




  “Take cover!” Brandner shouted back. For a second he saw an assault gun appear farther south in the side street. It had to be Wachtmeister Sponsel.




  “Buzzard from commander! Attack the antitank gun position in front of me, over.”




  Sponsel’s voice came through the headset: “Target in sight, I’m attacking.” Hauptmann Brandner saw the Wachtmeister’s assault gun turn. Under fire from two sides, the Soviet antitank gun was soon silenced. The assault guns overran the machine-gun positions. Three men raced toward Brandner’s vehicle. They were carrying explosive charges.




  Hauptmann Brandner grabbed his assault rifle that hung beside him. He fired quickly, without aiming. A huge explosion blew the first enemy to pieces, but the rest kept coming. At that moment Sponsel’s gun roared. The armor-piercing shell pierced the second enemy soldier. The man’s charge exploded, also killing the third Russian. Five minutes later the assault guns reached the east end of the village. Some of the enemy had fled, but the rest had established themselves in the houses. The assault guns stopped for a quick conference.




  “What should we do, sir?” asked Leutnant Kirchner, the commander of the 2nd Platoon.




  “We have to wait until dawn. We will be able to help our comrades further when we can see more.”




  “Damn, the Ivans are firing into the village.”




  The first shells landed in Oleskoye, bringing down what was still standing. Hours passed. When the first pale light of dawn appeared in the east, Brandner turned to his platoon commanders:




  “I am going back into the village to reconnoiter. If I don’t return Oberleutnant Wagleitner will assume command of the battery and lead it back.”




  Before anyone could object, Brandner had reached Phoenix. Lubisch’s head was visible in the loader’s hatch.




  “Let’s go, sir!”




  “Watch it, Lubisch! There are surely still snipers in the village.”




  But even though everyone else took cover Brandner could not. He had to scout the enemy positions. There was the crack of rifle shots. The bullets smacked into earth walls. Brandner was tempted to duck inside the vehicle. His fingers clutched the hatch rim. Don’t weaken, he urged himself. He was responsible for the other three men in the assault gun and for all the Germans still in the hell-hole of Oleskoye. No matter how hard he looked, Brandner could not find the enemy. But he could hear them as they fired their rifles and machine-guns. Then he saw a few figures in a hastily-dug trench. Arms reached out toward him and he heard voices: “Comrades, help us.”




  “Wounded, Lubisch. We two will get out. Schranzl, you keep firing. Aim at the huts over there where the machine-gun is firing.”




  Hauptmann Brandner leapt from the hatch. When he hit the ground Lubisch was beside him. A burst of fire caused them to hit the ground simultaneously. Then they heard a crash as Phoenix fired its gun, silencing the enemy machine-gun.




  The pair crept toward the wounded. An Oberfeldwebel, who wore the German Cross in Gold and the Wound Badge in Gold on his tunic, crawled out to meet them.




  “Sir, we have no medics. They were killed during the night. As well we can’t hold any longer, ammunition gone.”




  “How many are you? Who of you can still walk?”




  “Six men, all wounded; none can make it back on his own.”




  “Then we’ll drive you back.”




  “Thank you, sir.”




  One of the young lads began to sob. But he immediately suppressed this outburst, as if he was ashamed to have given expression to his emotion.




  “Come, Lubisch, the boy first.”




  They picked up the severely-wounded soldier, ran back to the Phoenix at a crouch and laid him on the rear of the assault gun. Shots rang out. Then the wounded Oberfeldwebel fired. Brandner and Lubisch came for him but he waved them away:




  “My men first!” he gasped, then fired again at the muzzle flashes from the enemy machine-gun. They eventually got everyone back to the assault gun, including the Oberfeldwebel. Sepp Brandner put his headset and throat microphone back on.




  “Phoenix to everyone. We’re pulling back. Drive back slowly and take the wounded with you! Out.”




  Brandner looked into the eyes of the badly wounded soldier. The young man stared at him with glistening eyes.




  “You’re getting us out of here, sir?”




  “Of course, son.”




  Hauptmann Brandner had to look away from the overwhelming joy that beamed from the young eyes. Lubisch’s head appeared in the loader’s hatch.




  “Have you gone crazy, Lubisch?”




  “But you have your head out, sir. Two men can see more than one. We don’t want to overlook any of our comrades.”




  Hauptmann Brandner said nothing. That was Lubisch. When he thought of his unconditional commitment and that of his other men it brought tears to his eyes. They rolled through the smoldering rubble. Snipers continued to take potshots at them. The remaining assault guns reported in. All had picked up other wounded. Sepp Brandner repeatedly tried to scan the terrain ahead through the “scissors” while Lubisch kept watch to the side.




  “Sir, there’s some there!”




  “Where, Lubisch?”




  “Behind the shot-up house. Two men. They’re waving for us to pick them up.”




  “Turn slightly, Rako!”




  The assault gun swung around. Wachtmeister Schranzl continued to fire into the midst of the witch’s cauldron that the village had become. Then they stopped beside the wounded. Once again Hauptmann Brandner and Obergefreiter Lubisch got out. They picked up the two wounded, who had put makeshift dressings on each other’s wounds. Then the worst was over.




  Phoenix rolled on again. Rakowitz carefully avoided the worst spots. By now it was daylight. The blood-red ball of the sun had climbed over the horizon. When they reached open terrain Brandner called to his loader, “Be more careful now, Lubisch!” He could watch for wounded himself now. But still Lubisch would not lower his head for fear that they might leave a helpless comrade behind. He continued to scan the terrain. Brand-ner was about to repeat his warning when a shot rang out from a foxhole in front of the assault gun. Lubisch turned and for an instant Brandner could see the small hole in his forehead from which blood was dripping.




  “Lubisch!” he shouted, dismayed. “Lubisch!”




  But the Obergefreiter, who had been with him from the beginning, could not answer. With their dead comrade inside the assault gun and the eight wounded on it, the Phoenix arrived at the clearing station for wounded. They carefully unloaded their cargo of misery. Once again they saw the liberating looks of their rescued comrades. The other assault guns also returned with their loads of wounded. The men of the battery said goodbye to their comrade Lubisch. They buried him in Russian soil.
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  “Everyone out of the quarters! Go, quickly!”




  Hauptmann Brandner rushed through the huts, waking the men.




  “To the guns. We’ve been placed on standby alert!”




  All the batteries of the brigade had been placed on alert. The men climbed into their vehicles and waited for what was to come.




  “Do you know anything else, sir?” asked Obergefreiter Wimmer, who had taken Lubisch’s place as loader.




  “Deserters have told of a Russian attack and preparatory fire.”




  “Yes, if they weren’t boasting and . . .”




  In the distance ahead there was a flash as the Russians fired Katushas (multiple rocket launchers). The rockets smashed into the houses and turned the assembly area into hell in a matter of seconds.




  “That doesn’t look like boasting.”




  “I would rather be in a tiny foxhole than in this steel box,” interjected Wachtmeister Schranzl.




  “Me too, Schranzl,” admitted Brandner.




  The brigade commander’s voice came over the radio: “Tank alert! First and Second Batteries drive out to meet the enemy head-on. Third Battery and the Brigade Headquarters stand by for my orders. All others free hunting.”




  “Hunting is good,” murmured Wimmer. “As long as we don’t become the hunted.”




  Soon the sound of engines was heard. Soviet tanks were trying to overrun the German main line of resistance and force a breakthrough, clearing a way for the following infantry.




  “Battery, move out!”




  Brandner stood in the hatch and led from the front. As his assault gun moved forward he looked around and saw the nine assault guns and three assault howitzers following. The second salvo from the Stalin Organs came roaring toward them with an ear-shattering din. Only two minutes had passed since the first had landed. One of the projectiles landed not thirty meters from Phoenix. Brandner quickly dropped inside the assault gun and closed the hatch cover tight. The tremendous force of the explosion caused the assault gun to tip steeply to the side. Brandner immediately reappeared in the hatch. Luckily the tracks had not been damaged. The assault gun rolled on.
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    Sepp Brandner leading from his Sturmgeschütz.






  “Commanders, check in. Any damage?”




  The assault guns reported. None had been disabled. Now enemy tanks appeared before them in the first light of dawn.




  “KV-Is in front of us.”




  “Twelve T-34s attacking. Following infantry.”




  Sepp Brandner ordered a turn as soon as he heard this report from Leutnant Kirchner. The T-34s appeared out of the morning mist. The duel between assault guns and tanks began. Star shells illuminated the battle-field. Tracer from machine-guns flitted from place to place.




  Phoenix rolled right and then left. Wherever a target showed itself it was engaged and destroyed by shells from the long-barreled “seventy-fives.” Within a few minutes as many as twenty enemy tanks were blazing in the brigade’s area. The enemy attack ground to a halt. The Soviet tanks stopped, turned around and fled. The brigade commander rushed forward with the Third Battery to where resistance had stiffened and three assault guns had been knocked out by Russian KV-I heavy tanks. But there, too, the German counterattack got going and the enemy attack was beaten back.
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  When in May 1943 it became apparent that the enemy was planning a major offensive against Army Group South, it was decided to launch “Operation Citadel,” which had been planned for a long time. As early as 18 April 1943 Feldmarschall von Manstein had recommended that the operation be carried out as soon as possible in order to avert the threat of an enemy offensive toward the Donets region.




  Hitler ordered all commanders in chief and commanding generals of units allocated to “Citadel” to meet in his headquarters in Rastenburg on 1 July 1943. There he announced his decision to launch “Citadel” on 5 July.




  The attack on the two armies’ fronts began on 5 July 1943. The 9th Army, attacking from Army Group Center’s area, made good initial progress and drove twenty kilometers into enemy territory in the first days of the attack. But then the 9th Army under Model stalled and could go no farther. The enemy launched a counterattack against the 2nd Panzer Army’s front and achieved deep penetrations in three places. The 9th Army had to divert some of its forces to deal with these. On 13 July Feldmarschall von Kluge and Feldmarschall von Manstein were called to Führer Headquarters. After listening to what Feldmarschall von Manstein had to say, Hitler decided to call off “Operation Citadel.”




  But this did not mean the end of fighting in this sector of the front. Quite the contrary! The Soviets made repeated attempts to break through. Every German unit was involved in fierce defensive fighting and one of these units was the 202nd Assault Gun Brigade.
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  “Hauptmann Brandner?”




  “What is it?”




  “Runner, sir,” reported Schranzl, who had come running into the command post. The runner followed behind him.




  “Give it to me.” Hauptmann Brandner took the message from the exhausted man’s hand and read:




  “Posnoye occupied by Russian troops. German strongpoint surrounded. Second Battery break through. Fire at anything that shows itself. Our forces are dug in in bunkers.”




  “Thank you. Kammler, write that the order is being carried out.”




  Five minutes after the alert the battery rolled toward Posnoye. Leading the way was the battery commander’s vehicle with Hauptmann Brandner standing in the hatch. This assault gun had already destroyed 38 enemy tanks. When figures appeared in front of the assault gun, Brandner ducked involuntarily.




  “Give the password!” he shouted. No reply.




  “Fire!”




  The assault guns fired an high-explosive shell. This was the opening act of the night battle that followed.




  “All guns advance and open fire!”




  One after another the assault guns joined the battle.




  Over the radio came the voice of Wachtmeister Sponsel on the right flank: “Soviets are running away, sir!”




  “Advance slowly and hold the village!”




  In vain Sepp Brandner searched for signs of the old main line of resistance. There was nothing to be seen. Then one of the assault guns ran over a mine. On hearing the explosion Brandner gave the order to halt. Hour after hour passed. Nothing could be heard but the artillery of both sides firing. Then it became light. Through the “scissors” Brandner saw a church and in the middle of the entrance—an antitank gun!




  “Schranzl, 300 meters ahead, antitank gun.”




  The first shell whizzed on its way and Wimmer rammed home the next round.




  “Hit!”




  At the same instant a gun fired to their left. The shell deflected off the side skirt.




  “Back up a bit, otherwise we won’t be able to get the new enemy.” Phoenix rolled backwards. Rakowitz, the experienced driver, had shifted gears immediately. He stopped. There was a flash of fire and a frightful crash. A tremendous blow shook Phoenix. The four men inside the assault gun yelled simultaneously. Then they scrambled outside. Everyone was sure that the vehicle would blow up at any minute and had left the assault gun, which was still rolling backwards, through the loader’s hatch.




  Brandner hit the ground. Russian infantry were firing wildly in all directions. The assault gun was still rolling backwards at idle and offered the men some cover.




  “Damn, it’s going to roll into a big crater, sir!”




  Under fire from the enemy infantry, Brandner jumped up, climbed into the assault gun and pulled out the key. Phoenix stopped just short of the crater.




  The remaining assault guns succeeded in forcing the enemy back. The following infantry freed the surrounded crew. When evening came prime movers came and towed away the disabled vehicles, including Phoenix. The battery commander’s vehicle was repaired during the night and was ready for action when morning came.




  Two days later the enemy tried once again to break through. Twenty enemy tanks were counted opposite 2nd Battery’s sector. Now they advanced, followed closely by Russian infantry.




  “Don’t shoot until I give the order,” radioed Brandner.




  “Enemy has already reached the trench fighters, sir,” came the voice of Oberleutnant Wegleitner, commander of the 1st Platoon.




  “Let them come, Wegleitner!”




  Brandner was tempted to start the counterattack, because he knew what it meant for the infantry to lie in the trenches and allow themselves to be overrun by the T-34s. But he couldn’t unless he wanted to threaten the success of his surprise tactic. He peered ahead from his haystack cover. Through the “scissors” he saw a machine-gun squad desperately firing at the leading Russian tank. The bullets bounced harmlessly off the tank’s steel armor. Brandner grasped the hatch ring tighter. Then he cleared his throat.




  “Attack!”




  The assault guns rolled simultaneously from cover. Phoenix engaged the first enemy tank, scoring a direct hit with its first hit. The second shot was also on target. The T-34 stopped, in flames. The assault gun rolled forward, with Sepp Brandner directing the driver. He saw a T-34 in the process of collapsing a trench. The T-34’s flank appeared in the sight. The shot shattered one of the Soviet tank’s tracks, causing it to jerk to one side. The next shot set its engine on fire.




  The assault guns drove past the infantry at top speed. Jubilantly the soldiers raised their arms in the air. Phoenix destroyed three more T-34s. Then it reached the village. There the opposing infantry forces clashed. However with its tanks gone, the Soviet assault had lost much of its impetus. When Sepp Brandner arrived back in the assembly area he was greeted by Major Buhr.




  “How was it, Brandner?”




  “Reporting kills forty-one to forty-five, sir.”




  “Brandner, I am proud of you. Once again you have foiled an enemy attack.”




  On 16 September Hauptmann Sepp Brandner was awarded the German Cross in Gold for this exploit.
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  “I don’t know, Sepp, there’s nothing more for us to gain here. The time is past.”




  Oberleutnant Wegleitner raised his glass and tipped back the crystal-clear vodka. He looked at his comrade questioningly. Hauptmann Brand-ner nodded.




  “I’m afraid you are right. The offensive has failed and now its Ivan’s turn to counterattack and he has plenty of tanks.”




  “Then why are we letting ourselves be thrashed instead of retreating in good time?”




  “God, Kirchner, we can’t withdraw yet, not while our infantry are still lying in the mud ahead of us. We will have to withdraw, that is certain. But we won’t go while units are still pinned down.”




  “Yes, we know. Whenever firepower is needed they call for the assault artillery.”




  “And for Sepp,” interjected Wachtmeister Sponsel. Sepp Brandner waved his hand.




  “Don’t talk rubbish! Each of you does the same as I. Every gun has a good number of kill rings.”




  Then Major Buhr walked in and the Leutnant sitting next to the door shouted, “Attention!”




  “Gather round everyone. Ivan has broken through and is already driving down the main road west of Orel. We have orders to cover our units’ withdrawal until they are through. Here are the hot spots. 1st Battery at the crossroads, 2nd in the middle and 3rd to the left of it. Brigade headquarters with me in the assembly area to intervene at the critical points.”




  Major Buhr briefed the individual battery commanders. Then he stood up.




  “We will do our best. Departure in ten minutes. Take 120 rounds of ammunition.”
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  “Can’t hear anything, sir. The division assault team, which is supposed to inform us when the withdrawal movements are over, appears to have disappeared into thin air.”




  “We just have to wait, Wegleitner.”




  “Damn, we are last. The other two batteries have already received orders to fall back. Why hasn’t the old man called us yet?”




  “Because we are supposed to stay here, I imagine.”




  Hauptmann Brandner slowly walked back to his assault gun. The men of the assault team should have been there long ago. He wondered whether he shouldn’t just give the order to withdraw. But then he dismissed the idea. Anyway, there might be units behind them, which would then be encircled. The battery moved off at dawn. There was no sign of German troops anywhere. There was now no more doubt that they really were the last ones. Now they could pull back. The assault guns drove for about one kilometer and reached the railway embankment that was their boundary. Suddenly the sound of tank engines was heard from the other side of the embankment.




  “Battery go into vee formation behind the embankment!” Brandner turned to his driver. “Rako, take us up the embankment.”




  Phoenix’s engine roared louder. The assault gun rolled briskly up the embankment. Through the “scissors” Sepp Brandner saw a Russian village and in front of it tanks, many tanks.




  “Commander to everyone! Eighteen T-34s in the village in front of us. We will receive no reinforcements. Open fire on my order.”




  Rakowitz steered the battery commander’s assault gun down the embankment in the direction of the enemy. The assault gun set off down a gully. If it was quick enough it would be able to cut off the enemy tanks, which were driving single file.




  “Commander to everyone: drive 100 meters to the west behind the embankment. On my order attack north across the embankment. Out.”




  Brandner received the confirmation signal. Phoenix drove on alone. The noise of the T-34s driving down the road grew louder. Hadn’t they heard the sound of the assault gun’s engine yet?




  “A little more gas, Rako!” The assault gun picked up speed. Sepp Brandner called for a slight turn. The vehicle climbed the side of the gully. Through his periscope the commander saw the round turrets of the T-34s.




  “We’re going to roll out of the gully now. Range to the enemy tanks 800 meters, Schranzl.”




  The Wachtmeister released the main gun’s safety catch. Loader Wimmer stood ready with the next armor-piercing round.




  
[image: chpt_fig_009]



    This T-34/76 was knocked on its side when it was hit.




  “Turn—out!” Phoenix left the gully. The cannon muzzle pointed to the sky, and when the assault gun tipped forward and was horizontal again the gunner found that he only needed to make a slight correction.




  “Fire!”




  The force of the recoil caused the assault gun to rock backwards on its suspension. With a crash the armor-piercing shot smashed into the armored grate over the engine of the leading Soviet tank. A whirlwind of flame shot out from the interior of the T-34.




  “Commander to everyone! Fire at will!”




  The Phoenix moved off with a jerk and followed an arcing course to get a clear shot at the next T-34. As it did so the rest of the assault guns rumbled over the embankment. They drove into the flank of the T-34s and opened fire from 1,000 meters. The battlefield transformed itself into a hurricane of steel and fire. There was no quarter in the duel between the assault guns and the T-34s. However, the Russians had been taken completely by surprise. The very first salvo from the assault guns destroyed several T-34s. Approximately twelve T-34s lay smoking on the plain. The rest turned and fled. One disabled an assault gun by knocking off one of its tracks then was itself destroyed by shells fired from two assault guns. The tanks driving at the end of the Soviet column accelerated in an effort to escape, but the 3rd Platoon followed at a similar speed. Again the assault guns’ cannon roared. Flames shot into the sky. Then the battle was over. Seventeen T-34s had been destroyed or disabled.




  “Assemble and carry on! Continue to the west!”




  The battery rolled toward the rear. After an hour the outline of a village appeared.




  “Eagle to Phoenix! Russian KV-I in sight ahead at the entrance to the village!”




  “Turn right, Rako!” Peering through his periscope, Hauptmann Brand-ner now also saw the huge Russian tank. The Russian crew must have spotted the assault guns at the same time, for the tank turned and rolled back.




  “After it! Fire!” Hauptmann Brandner interrupted himself, for on the hill to the left of the village he saw a large force of enemy tanks in the morning sun. The vehicles quickly spread out and cut off the Germans’ line of retreat.




  “Prepare to be captured!” said Sepp Brandner with resignation.




  “We have to break through, sir!”




  “Yes, Rako, we must. But we are surrounded by the Ivans. No matter what the outcome we have to try it, general direction west!”




  The assault guns moved off and several minutes later came to a defense line in an area of terrain covered by saplings. Sepp Brandner was about to give the order to open fire when the suspected enemy threw up their arms and began to cheer.




  “Don’t shoot, they’re ours!”




  The assault guns rolled nearer. A Hauptmann emerged from cover and walked over to the battery commander’s vehicle.




  “You’ve come just in time. We are cut off. I am Hauptmann Gromel.”




  Sepp Brandner introduced himself. There was a smile on his face when he realized the comic nature of this situation. Hauptmann Gromel also could not help but grin.




  “Where are your guns, Gromel?”




  “All blown up during the night. We have to get out of here.”




  “Are there any of our troops anywhere nearby?”




  “No, Brandner, we are the last.”




  “Then put your men on the assault guns. Have them take their small arms and machine-guns in case we have to break through Russian infantry.”




  The artillerymen climbed onto the assault guns. They had to take up as little space as possible, for there were eight to ten men on each vehicle. Then the battery rolled on.




  Using his compass, Hauptmann Gromel determined the heading to be followed. The assault guns rolled fast across the open steppe, heading west. Once they got too close to a main road. Russian supply units, tanks and guns could be seen moving west. The battery turned away from the road. Hauptmann Brandner observed the enemy movements, but he saw nothing to suggest that they had been spotted.




  “Forest ahead. We’ll head for it. If we reach it we will have it made. According to the map there are two roads leading through it to the west.”




  The assault guns rumbled toward the edge of the forest. Suddenly Leutnant Kirchner shouted over the radio: “Eagle to Phoenix. Russians in the wood!”




  “Hey, Brandner, they’re just Russian supply columns,” called Haupt-mann Gromel, who had observed the enemy movements through his binoculars. “We shouldn’t let them hold us up!”




  “Commander to everyone: drive through, fire all weapons!”




  The vehicles picked up speed, rolling toward the edge of the forest at 35 kilometers per hour.




  “Soviet fuel truck ahead. Open fire from 500 meters!”




  They drove straight toward the fuel truck, which grew huge in the gunsight. The first shot was fired exactly 500 meters from the target. The shell flitted into the tank truck. There was a huge explosion and white flames shot into the sky. All the other assault guns opened fire almost simultaneously. The soldiers riding on the vehicles saw the terror caused by every round.




  “Ready machine-guns!” called Hauptmann Gromel.




  Then they were within range. It seemed as if they were driving through the leaping flames. An ammunition truck exploded with an ear-shattering roar. Fragments howled in all directions. Then the machine-guns joined in, adding to the din. Two Maxim machine-guns opened fire and two artillery-men riding on Falcon fell to the ground, mortally wounded.




  “Turn, keep turning, fire!”




  The shell landed between the two closely positioned machine-guns and silenced them. Falcon stopped. Several men jumped down and picked up the wounded. Then it drove on. The assault guns fired a last few rounds into the supply column and then they were past.




  An hour later, with the woods behind them, Hauptmann Gromel said, “We have to regain contact with our front.”




  They drove along the main road. It soon became apparent how far the enemy had advanced in the last twenty-four hours. To the right of them Russian columns moved down the road. They rolled past. The assault guns had to cross the road if they were to reach safety.




  There was a final conference in a thick stand of saplings. “Why don’t we just open fire and force our way across, sir?” suggested Leutnant Kirchner.




  “That would be madness in our situation. The enemy would shoot us up with his tanks. We have to come up with something else.”




  Then one of the men standing watch shouted, “Sir, sir, aircraft!”




  “We’re in trouble if they’re Russian close-support aircraft.”




  “Want to bet they’re Stukas?” said Hauptmann Gromel.




  “I hope you’re right, Gromel.”




  “Break out the air identification panels so they don’t bomb us,” ordered Hauptmann Brandner.




  When the approaching aircraft were positively identified as Stukas, the air identification panels were spread out on the ground. On seeing the panels the aircraft waggled their wings and headed for the road.




  “So we still do have some aircraft,” declared Obergefreiter Wimmer.




  The first Stukas peeled off. One after another the dive-bombers plunged earthwards. Their furious shrieking mingled with the scream of falling bombs. After completing their dives the Stukas returned and strafed the road with their fixed weapons. The men on the assault guns could see tracer and vehicles exploding in flames.




  “Let’s get across, the columns have stopped!”




  The assault guns crossed the road without a shot being fired. The Stukas had arrived just in time. Two hours later the vehicles reached the German lines with Hauptmann Gromel’s artillerymen.




  The brigade adjutant greeted the battery commander with the words: “Brandner, this means the Knight’s Cross for you.” Sepp Brandner shrugged off the suggestion. He was glad to have brought his men back safely. The handshakes from his comrades of the artillery meant more than any other recognition.
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  “Brandner, Sumy has been occupied by the Soviets. You have been ordered to attack with the infantry and retake the town.”




  Sepp Brandner, who had taken over the 202nd Assault Gun Brigade in place of its wounded commander, nodded. The Ia of the division to which they had been assigned explained the situation. Five minutes later the brigade set out for Sumy, followed by the mounted infantry.




  The assault guns stormed into Sumy, blasting clear a path for the infantry. They rolled over obstacles and blasted enemy antitank guns. Wachtmeister Sponsel destroyed another four T-34s. For this feat he was awarded the German Cross in Gold. But the attack was halted in front of the railway station, where the enemy had dug in tanks and antitank guns behind stout walls. The inhabitants of Sumy had fled. Enemy artillery began to fire. The assault guns were in action day after day. The battle raged back and forth. What the Soviets gained in night attacks had to be recovered in the morning.




  Several days earlier a skull and crossbones found in a medical school had been placed on the nose of Hauptmann Brandner’s assault gun. Schranzl, the born mechanic, even rigged up a light behind it, and when the first night sortie was made against Sumy the death’s head led the way. With eyes lit and a small siren blaring, Phoenix rolled against the enemy positions. The results were impressive. Led by Hauptmann Brandner, the 1st Battery drove deep into the Soviet positions. Firing all guns, even though no targets were visible, the assault guns pushed on. Panic broke out among the Russians, who left their dugouts and foxholes and fled to the rear, pursued by machine-gun fire from the infantry riding on the assault guns. The following infantry were able to occupy the new main line of resistance without difficulty and dig in.




  The same game was repeated several nights in a row. Then the enemy became aware of the unusual mascot. From then on Phoenix was showered with machine-gun and rifle fire whenever it appeared. But wherever it burst into a village by surprise, the enemy still broke and ran. All that summer the 202nd Assault Gun Brigade fought in the Sumy area. Then the German forces withdrew in the direction of Kiev.
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  Between 26 August and 4 September 1943 the Russians achieved a deep penetration against Army Group Center in the direction of Konotop-Nezhin. At the end of September they reached the Dniepr where it emptied into the Pripet. Then in mid-October the Soviets began crossing the Dniepr between Dnepropetrovsk and Kremenchug. When November began the Russian divisions were nearing Kiev.




  “All combat batteries into readiness positions in the north part of the city. The enemy attack is expected from the north. He must be stopped there in order to safeguard the withdrawal of the divisions from Kiev and the surrounding areas.”




  Hauptmann Brandner was at the division briefing along with the other unit commanders. He was still leading the assault guns as acting brigade commander.




  When the floor was thrown open for discussion, Sepp Brandner spoke up: “Sir, may I make a suggestion?” The general motioned with his hand for the Hauptmann to speak his mind.
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    A Panzer IV in the Great Bend of the Don in 1942.




  “I request permission to move my batteries to the western exit from the city. Aerial reconnaissance has shown that the Russians are building an underwater bridge at the bend in the Dniepr. If they get across there, they will be able to make a surprise advance and block the western exit from the city. We will be trapped.”




  The general was not convinced: “But that is absurd, Brandner. It’s complete madness.”




  But Sepp Brandner had been in Russia a long time. He knew the tactics of the Russians very well. As a result he sent his 1st Battery to the western exit from the city on his own responsibility. Even though the situation was becoming ever more critical, life in Kiev went on as usual. The movie theaters were full. No one expected the Russian attack to come so soon.




  On the evening of 3 November Sepp Brandner drove to the western part of the city with his Kfz. 15 and the two assault guns under his personal command. Leutnant Mach, who was scouting ahead in his assault gun, reported to the acting brigade commander.




  Brandner said, “Well, Mach, things smell a bit fishy to me. What do you think?”




  “They’ll definitely be coming one night soon. Perhaps even tonight. Then . . .”




  The Leutnant stopped in mid sentence, for just then he saw German vehicles approaching in a wild dash from the north.




  “Damn, something’s wrong there! Into the crate Mach. Order your battery to battle readiness.”




  Then Hauptmann Brandner ran back to his Kübelwagen and jumped into the passenger seat. All of a sudden the vehicle column scattered and seconds later the sound of tank engines was heard.




  “It’s the Russians, sir,” Leutnant Mach called over the radio.




  “Get ready!”




  The last vehicle to approach was a motorcycle-sidecar. Hauptmann Brandner waved wildly in attempt to stop it, but the driver simply roared past into Kiev. The sound of tank tracks became louder. Then the shape of a tank appeared before them.




  “T-34, men. We’ll drive back to the security position. Mach, you take the first one, Sponsel the second in case there’s another one behind it.”




  Wachtmeister Sponsel, who was fifty meters further back in the ditch beside the road, acknowledged immediately. The Kübelwagen drove into cover behind an overturned rail car so as not to alert the enemy prematurely. The two brigade assault guns drove back to the main body of the battery.




  “Damn, why isn’t Leutnant Mach shooting, sir?”




  “He probably lost the T-34 in the smoke. No, there he comes.”




  Then suddenly Wachtmeister Sponsel’s voice rang out above the rattle of tracks: “More to the right, sir, or you’ll ram me!”




  With a curse Hauptmann Brandner jumped out of the Kübelwagen. His driver followed as he ran over to Sponsel. “Damn it, Sponsel that was Ivan!”




  Now Sponsel realized his mistake, but the Soviet tank had already rolled past.




  “Go after him, Sponsel, and knock him out!”




  The assault gun moved off and chased the T-34. The remaining assault guns drove into the blocking positions, barring the access road.




  “Let’s go, Härich, I want to go back into the city to find out what’s actually happening.”




  The Kfz. 15 headed back into Kiev. Hauptmann Brandner called a halt after a kilometer. He had a strange feeling that danger was approaching. With a bundle of hand grenades bound with wire and his pistol in his right hand, Sepp Brandner left the vehicle. The driver also got out and covered Brandner with his pistol. Step by step the pair worked their way through the darkness. After 200 meters they suddenly heard the sound of tank tracks in front of them. Both men stood still as if rooted to the spot. Then they heard hushed voices giving orders in Russian.




  “That’s the T-34, sir.”




  Brandner nodded and dropped silently to the ground. Just as he was about to leap up and attack the enemy tank with his cluster of grenades, he heard Sponsel’s voice: “Damn . . . he got away from us!”




  Brandner had come within a hair’s breadth of destroying one of his own assault guns. He identified himself before leaving cover. The Russian voices must have been a product of his feverish imagination.




  “Let’s go Härich. Sponsel, you stay here. As soon as the T-34 shows itself, knock it out. It must be in the city.”




  The brigade commander raced into the city. The movie theaters were just emptying. Military police stopped the car. Brandner informed the surprised men that there was a T-34 loose in the city. Then he drove back to his 1st Battery. One hour before dawn the Russian tank cannon began to roar in the western approaches to Kiev.




  “Combat battery drive at once to 1st Battery in the western part of the city,” ordered Brandner by radio. While the assault guns moved out to engage the enemy Brandner drove back to the division command post.




  The general’s first words were: “Brandner, what is going on in the west?”




  “Everything’s in order, sir. My 1st Battery has already engaged the T-34s.”




  “Then you sent the battery there on your own, Brandner?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “You have prevented a disaster. Brandner, I don’t know how to thank you.”




  Three minutes later Brandner, this time in his command vehicle, was on his way to the western sector of the city. The first reports of success came in. Eight T-34s and an armored car lay burning before the western entrance to the city, through which they had wanted to break through and cut off the retreat of the German units. Kiev was on a state of alert. Trains were assembled. Supply units were already rolling down the arterial road to the west, the only place where the city was still open. Hauptmann Brand-ner’s assault guns had been responsible for foiling this attack on the arterial road, preventing heavy casualties and unimaginable chaos.




  The general recommended Sepp Brandner for the Knight’s Cross, however the paperwork was lost in the Russian artillery fire. Brandner’s name did appear, however, in the German Army’s honor roll and he received the army’s Honor Roll Clasp. By this time Brandner had destroyed fifty enemy tanks and the 202nd Brigade had achieved great success under his command.
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  In February–March 1944 the 1st Ukrainian Front launched an all-out offensive aimed at severing the German supply lines and encircling and destroying the German forces still on the lower Dniepr. A number of German units were moved south to meet this threat, including the 202nd Assault Gun Brigade.




  Near Calarasi Tag on the Kishinev-Jassy road, the brigade met the Romanian troops it was supposed to support. There were minor battles every day, but each day might also see the start of the Soviet offensive.




  On 26 April 1944 the Soviets attacked between Prut and Moldau with twenty rifle and several tank brigades. All means were to be employed to force a breakthrough of the German-Romanian defensive positions. If they succeeded in breaking through the valley of the Seret they would have opened the door to Romania and the oil fields of Ploesti would lie before them. The fighting in this area saw the first employment by the Russians of the 45-ton Josef Stalin tank.
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  “Attention, commander to everyone. Wait until I give the order. Under no conditions leave the assembly area.”




  The individual platoons called in to acknowledge. Russian shells rained down all around. Suddenly there was a bang on the hatch cover. Brandner seized his submachine-gun. Then he opened the hatch cover. A dark face appeared, a brown-gray uniform.




  “An Ivan!” shouted Hauptmann Brandner, raising the submachinegun. The man raised his arms simultaneously.




  “Not Russian, Romanian!” he screamed. Sepp Brandner lowered his weapon and exhaled deeply.




  Seeing the soldier’s rank badges, Brandner asked, “What is it, captain?”




  “Please follow me to our division command post. We are supposed to coordinate our counterattack,” translated the Hauptmann, acting as interpreter.




  Sepp Brandner followed the officer to the Romanian command post. There he was issued his orders. At first light the next morning the brigade was supposed to break into the village of Carcula, drive out the Soviets and then take the hill beyond the village from which a Soviet observer was directing their artillery fire. Romanian infantry would advance with the assault guns, take the hill and foil any attempted counterattacks by the enemy. The attack was to begin at 4 A.M.




  The entire brigade moved off. Engines thundering, the assault guns rolled toward the village in the designated formation. The first enemy antitank guns began to fire. Then the assault guns opened fire, pouring shells into the enemy antitank positions. The village approached rapidly. Sepp Brandner saw that the Romanian infantry was falling further behind all the time. A burst of fire hissed over the heads of the infantry riding on the assault gun.




  All hell broke loose in the village. The assault guns blasted nests of resistance. Wherever one showed itself the brigade commander and his three assault guns immediately went into action, blasting the enemy out of his hiding places. Russian troops attempting to attack the assault guns on foot were cut down by machine-gun fire. Then the enemy began to run. The brigade followed rapidly. Those Russians who could not flee surrendered. But from the hills the enemy artillery opened fire into the lost village.




  “Move on to our objective men!”




  Once again Phoenix took its position at the front of the assault guns. 76-mm antitank guns fired down from the hills. The German vehicles evaded the fire by changing course and then reached a defile where the enemy guns could not reach them. It opened into a ravine which led up the hill.




  “We’ll go up here, Rako. To 1st Battery and escorting guns: follow me. Open fire on antitank guns as soon as we reach their flank.”




  Rakowitz guided Phoenix through the ravine, dodging boulders. Suddenly the ground rose steeply, but they made it. Then they reached the edge of the hill and heard the antitank guns firing to their left. They were still firing down into the village.




  “Turn left. All guns open fire.” The attack on the antitank position proceeded. The first gun appeared not thirty meters ahead. Startled, the gun crew turned on hearing the sound of tracks. When they realized that it was a German assault gun they fled.




  “After them before they warn the others.”




  The Phoenix turned. The next gun appeared in seconds. Russian mortars and machine-guns began to fire. Then the first shell left the barrel of the commander’s gun. An antitank gun was hit as it swung around to meet this new threat. Six more antitank guns were destroyed in rapid succession. The assault guns had taken the hill. Russians jumped up and ran down the back slope. Following them, Brandner saw a group of T-34s in an assembly area. The enemy tanks fired uphill, but their shells whizzed over the assault guns, which maneuvered themselves into firing position. Within a few minutes three T-34s were ablaze.




  “Commander to everyone: up the hill!”




  The two batteries left in the village drove up the hill. The radio car, which followed closely, stopped beside the commander’s vehicle and Brand-ner sent a report to the Romanian command post that the hill was in his hands. The Romanian troops appeared a few minutes later and occupied the village and the hill. An hour later a radio message was received from the Romanian command post. The Unteroffizier radio operator brought it to the brigade commander’s vehicle personally. It read: “Hauptmann Josef Brandner has been awarded the Order of Michael the Brave, highest grade, for personal bravery and the tremendous success of his attack on a vital, commanding hill and its capture.”




  Sepp Brandner read out the message and the men in the assault gun shook his hand enthusiastically. The brigade’s assault guns launched a surprise attack into the Russian tank assembly area. Once again there was a clash of armored vehicles and sixteen more T-34s were left burning and exploding. Only then did the brigade move into a good defensive position. Not until the commanding position had been completely fortified did the brigade depart to take on new duties. Brandner received an enthusiastic reception in the Romanian command post.
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  Once more Hauptmann Brandner was recommended for the Knight’s Cross, but once again, inexplicably, he failed to receive the decoration. Brandner did not complain, however. He had done his duty and got the best out of his men. A few days later he received the assault badge with the proud figure “100.” Brandner had completed 100 assault missions as leader of a platoon, battery and brigade. A hundred times he had cleared the way for the infantry and panzer-grenadiers: into a new position, the old main line of resistance or to freedom.




  To his surprise Brandner was then sent to the assault artillery school at Burg near Magdeburg. He was supposed to complete a brigade commander course and subsequently assume command of the newly-formed 912th Assault Gun Brigade in spring 1944. He had become one of the aces of the assault artillery. He was being given command of such an important brigade on account of his experience, even though there were other officers available who outranked him or had served longer.




  At the beginning of December, with the army assault gun brigade already in action in Courland, Sepp Brandner received his last home leave before assuming command of his unit. He joined his wife in Vienna on 3 December 1944, soon after the birth of their child. Brandner was granted only a few days of rest. Then on 10 December a telegram arrived ordering him to Courland to take command of the 912th Brigade. He surely could have extended his leave, but Brandner knew that he was needed. With a heavy heart he set off for the front.




  In Königsberg Brandner and his faithful Obergefreiter Hölzer embarked on the ship that was to transport them to Libau. They arrived on 12 December, joining the cut-off Army Group Courland. After reporting his arrival to the army group Brandner immediately drove to his new brigade and surveyed the territory on which it would have to fight.
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  Sepp Brandner was constantly on the move in the days that followed. He demanded a command vehicle and as well received three assault guns for a mobile reserve. His men lived in bunkers in order to be safe from air and artillery bombardment.




  Within only a few days Brandner knew almost every man in the brigade. Day after day he went out to scout the terrain. He knew how he would have to commit his brigade if the Russians launched the third battle of Courland. That day came on 21 December. After a heavy, hours-long bombardment which struck the positions of the assault gun brigade, the Russians launched their offensive. The brigade command post was showered with artillery shells.




  “Listen to that. That’s Stalin Organs en masse.”




  “It’s a good thing that I ordered the brigade into readiness positions yesterday.”




  “You have the nose for it, sir,” said Oberleutnant Opel, the operations officer.




  “What about the radio reports? Do they say anything new?”




  “Nothing new, sir,” reported radio Unteroffizier Kaiser. “Heavy harassing fire.”




  “They must be drunk! That’s supposed to be harassing fire? Then I wouldn’t want to be around when they start barrage fire.”




  One of the men in the brigade command post laughed. But he stopped at once when a salvo from a Stalin Organ landed nearby, shaking the bunker. Brandner looked through the cloud of cigarette smoke and dust. Then he got up from his cot.




  
[image: chpt_fig_011]



    Brandner’s Sturmgeschütz fords a creek.




  “Make the assault guns ready for battle.”




  Soon afterwards the powerful Maybach engines were warming up. The radio operators set their sets to receive. The barrage was creeping ever nearer to Frauenburg, on the outskirts of which the brigade was stationed. The situation was obvious to Sepp Brandner—this was the start of the Third Battle of Courland.




  “Sir, radio report from the combat battery: extremely heavy artillery fire on our readiness positions!”




  “Send this: ‘One-hundred percent alertness. Report the start of the attack immediately.’”




  Ten minutes later it began. The first T-34s felt their way forward. The objective of the Soviet attack was obvious enough from their previous attacks, the barrage fire and the massing of enemy tanks: the Tukum-Frauenburg road. If the enemy reached it, then he would be able to split Army Group Courland in two and destroy the German forces north and south of Frauenburg piecemeal.






   At this point we will turn to Sepp Brandner himself, who provided the following description of this noteworthy attack ten years later:






  It was 7:20 A.M., the focal point of the attack was clearly obvious. I received orders to lead my brigade there. Twenty minutes later the first Soviet attack was also reported there as well as the first break through on a one-kilometer front. The enemy had overrun our infantry with heavy and super-heavy tanks. I took my place at the head of the brigade and rolled forward to the penetration point. I knew that the enemy would know me by the brigade standard which fluttered on the right fender. Perhaps by the more than fifty rings around the barrel as well. Let him!




  We drove with large intervals in order not to offer the Soviets a compact target, for in tank warfare one never knows whether the enemy’s guns are not already aimed at oneself.




  There was a flash from the gun of an enemy tank. Then the shell landed in front to the right. The driver realized the situation and turned to the right, placing us in position to fire at our opponent. I passed target information to the gunner. Then he got the range and the first shell left the barrel. A jet of flame from the enemy. The T-34 exploded.




  Just then, straight ahead and four-hundred meters farther, the second T-34 broke through and reached the highway.




  “Damn, it’s jammed!” called the gunner. The loader cursed. All of this happened in a matter of seconds, our nerves were stretched to the breaking point. The two following assault guns were already engaged in combat with other T-34s and could not move in to assist us. Why didn’t our T-34 shoot? What was up with the enemy?




  At that moment came the shot and almost immediately thereafter the shell struck the top of a tree just above us. As I peered through the “scissors” the enemy tank looked close enough to touch. Then my vehicle gave a jerk and I saw the rosette of flame as the shell struck the front of the T-34. The crew bailed out and disappeared into the bushes.




  Now a heavy artillery barrage began landing on the stretch of road in front of us. They had spotted the brigade’s approach and wanted to knock us out before we could really intervene in the battle.




  I received an agitated radio report from the 2nd Combat Battery: “Our infantry is abandoning its positions to the right of us and retreating from the Soviets.”




  But we could not support the right flank, for now the Russian tanks came. The duel began. T-34s and Josef Stalins burned. Our comrades fired, we fired as well. The gunner and loader worked feverishly. The driver turned this way and that. Shells hissed over us. Tanks, tanks, tanks. Reports poured in. Twenty enemy tanks, twenty-six enemy tanks destroyed.




  I had scouted this terrain the day before and ordered the guns to the right positions. It was now do or die. The Russian barrage fire lay on our sector.




  “Gas, give it gas!”




  I ducked my head as we roared through the barrage fire. Shells landed ahead of and behind us, throwing fountains of dirt into the air. The gun rumbled into a crater; it leaned perilously but, engine howling, it straightened out and came out the other side.




  We were now rolling toward our retreating infantry. Our comrades stopped. They were no longer alone. Now they had protection, which they needed if they were to avoid being destroyed by the massed armored assault of the enemy.




  The commander of the 2nd Battery called in: “Egghart here, on the left flank.”




  “What’s happening there?”




  “Heavy fighting with tanks. Countless enemy tanks, over.”




  “We’re coming, Egghart!”




  And we roared off. We saw the flames rising into the sky from the burning tanks. That’s where we had to go. Were any of our guns there? My two assault guns positioned themselves to my left and right. I called them:




  “Brandner to Opel: remain here and provide covering fire. Guard the flank, I’m going to try to reach the old main line of resistance.”




  My command vehicle rolled forward under artillery fire which had now intensified again to full strength. Suddenly I saw them emerge from the swirling fog of smoke and flames. T-34s. There were many of them. Probably the second wave. I called: “Halt. Tanks to the left, range three-hundred. Fire!”




  The first armor-piercing shell left the barrel. It struck the enemy right in the ammunition supply. There was a brilliant flash as it exploded. This discouraged the wave somewhat, but the enemy fired back. I saw their muzzle flashes, but in the excitement I did not hear the shells striking around us. Our driver circled and turned, positioning us to fire, and each time the gunner fired.




  The shells flitted across to the enemy from close range and penetrated. Some T-34s burned, others were left disabled. Smoke spiraled from their hatches. Crews bailed out. Then the infantry, which had retreated, came forward again behind the other two guns of my small force and behind the assault guns of my combat batteries. They reached their former positions and overcame the enemy in close quarters fighting. Now that they had support and were not hopeless against the steel giants of the enemy, they fought with determination.




  I heard the voice of Oberleutnant Egghart: ‘Russian heavy mortars!’ Then mortar rounds began falling around us as well. But we could not withdraw. We had to remain in this hurricane of steel. If we pulled back the enemy would break through with his tanks again and the front here would collapse.




  It was the hardest test of nerve that I ever experienced. The bursts came nearer and nearer. One of my guns was hit.




  But in spite of the danger we stayed, in order to see it through to the end. The Russians were also firing at us with heavy artillery. Now there was only one choice. We had to drive forward across our own main line of resistance into the midst of the Russian attack, where the enemy mortars would not expect us. And then I had to stick my head out far enough to be able to see. Once again I heard the chirp of small arms fire, just like when I had been shot in the neck. I was afraid. But what else could I do but lead my brigade properly? And so out with my head!




  Then we charged forward with all of my assault guns, blazing away as we went. When we reached the Soviet trenches, the enemy retreated in panic. The plain was covered with running brown dots. We were driving point, our other guns fired at nests of resistance. We drove into the middle of the Russians. A Russian hand grenade exploded on the rear of the vehicle. Luckily I had my head inside at that time. But then I had to stick it out again, I had to be able to survey the situation. And so I saw that our large ‘lunchbox’ (storage bin) that we always had with us was shot full of holes.




  Behind me I saw a group of our soldiers. I waved to them. They came running and jumped onto the gun. We carried on, after the fleeing enemy. My other two guns followed, keeping our flanks free.




  We stopped. The enemy’s artillery fire had stopped. The artillery had got scared and was changing positions out of fear that it might also be overrun. We had done it. Twilight was falling, and as it got dark our comrades of the infantry reoccupied their old positions. Food was delivered. Supplies came forward. Our call for ammunition had not gone unheard. But it was high time, too, for we were down to our emergency reserve: five armor-piercing and three high-explosive shells.




  We had accomplished our mission and now we drove past our comrades, hard at work digging in, back into our assembly areas. Our engines were throttled back and there was just the rattling of the tracks. With feverish haste we checked over our faithful assault gun. The driver adjusted the steering and support brakes while we rearmed and refueled the vehicle. All four of us hauled the shells in the sled. The loader stowed as much ammunition inside the crate as he could.




  It might start up again the next morning and we wanted to be ready. I had to thank my crew. Each of them had done his best.




  Then the success reports came in from the various combat batteries; I only heard the most important parts. We had casualties. A number of seriously wounded. Luckily no one killed. And so I could breathe easier. Losing a man was something terrible, even if one didn’t know him all that well.




  Being a commander was a hard thing. For being commander meant bearing responsibility for all the men in the brigade; to be responsible for them; to the unit command and to oneself.







  The brigade set up a hedgehog position in the main battlefield. Sepp Brandner drove in a Kübelwagen to each of his combat batteries.




  Unteroffizier Wögel had distinguished himself once again. He already wore the German Cross in Gold and was one of the most successful gun commanders in the brigade. Sepp Brandner called the entire crew of the assault gun to attention and promoted all four men one step in rank for bravery in the face of the enemy. Then he turned to his adjutant.




  “Fleige, now we’re driving back to the brigade section.”




  The night was pitch black when they stepped outside. They could see nothing. The Kübelwagen moved off and headed back. Sepp Brandner was thinking about what the next morning was likely to bring. But then everyone in the car was startled to hear a voice shout in Russian: “Halt!”




  The driver stepped on the brakes. The car squeaked to a stop in front of the Russian outpost. Brandner snatched the assault rifle from its rack and loosed off a burst. The sentry collapsed.




  “Turn around, I’ll cover us!”




  Before the driver could answer Brandner had jumped out of the car. When he saw the approaching Russians he fired. Then he threw himself down behind a pile of snow, rammed home a fresh clip and looking to the side saw that the driver had turned the car around. The rear window shattered as the adjutant stuck out his submachine-gun and began to fire. Brandner raced back to the car with long strides and jumped in. Even before he was in his seat the driver stepped on the gas. The Kübelwagen shot forward, leaving behind it the Russian forward outpost which it had driven into by mistake. The car and its occupants arrived safely at the brigade command post. The bunker was filled with men. Brandner had to make a report to the division commander. Only then was his day over.
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    A Sturmgeschütz with the so-called “pig’s head” gun mantlet (Saukopf-Blende).






  On 17 January 1945 Sepp Brandner was recommended for the Knight’s Cross for the third time. The recommendation read:




  “On the first day of the battle the 912th Assault Gun Brigade drove into the Russian attack and destroyed the enemy’s armored spearhead. This first counterattack was decisive. It struck the enemy a devastating blow and frustrated his objective of splitting Army Group Courland in two.”




  A few days later Sepp Brandner was promoted to Major for bravery in the face of the enemy. He was ordered to Pelci Castle near Goldingen, where Army Group Courland had set up its headquarters. Just before his departure for Army Group Center, over which he was to assume command, Generaloberst Schörner proposed to the Major that he have him flown out of the pocket to form a new assault gun brigade. Although Brandner knew that this would save him from the prospect of becoming a prisoner of war and a possible death, he declined.




  “Thank you, sir, but I would like to stay with my men.”




  His wishes were respected. Sepp Brandner remained on the Courland front.
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  The Fourth Battle of Courland began on 23 January 1945. The 1st, 2nd and 3rd Baltic Fronts commanded by Generals Bagramian, Yeremenko, and Maslennikov attacked with a total strength of 101 rifle divisions, two tank corps, a motorized corps and eighteen independent armored formations. Facing this onslaught were the twenty-four divisions of Army Group Cour-land. The Soviets were determined to win a great victory and once again the fighting was fierce.




  “Damn it, sir! The combat batteries are already in action. We can’t withdraw a single gun.”




  “That’s right, Opel. We’ll attack them with the brigade section. Get ready, departure in five minutes.”




  Five minutes later the three assault guns of the brigade section moved off. For days the enemy had been trying to break through near Preekuln in the direction of Libau to capture that very important port. The battle had reached its high point. The Soviets had achieved a breakthrough west of Lielauce Lake but this had soon been partially eliminated. Repeated efforts to break through northeast of Pampali had also been frustrated; now it was obvious that the Soviets were about to try again.




  “There is the enemy, sir!”




  The first T-34 grew in the sight. The shell left the barrel and smashed into the Russian tank’s tracks. The T-34 fired back, until a second shot finished it off. The three assault guns drove past burning German transport. A fuel truck went up in flames. The Major barked a command and the driver swung the assault gun around into firing position. The Unteroffizier-gunner fired. The turret of the T-34, which was visible above a wagon, jerked back. The next shot set the enemy tank ablaze. All three assault guns were firing now. They drove into the shattered formation of T-34s, destroying one after another.




  Seeing this gave the German train personnel courage. They now went after the enemy tanks with bundles of hand grenades and Panzerfaust antitank weapons. An half hour later an explosion of flame marked the end of the last T-34. The enemy attack had been smashed. Once again the combat batteries also reported victories. They, too, had succeeded in halting the enemy and had even forced him back out of the penetration areas. Major Brandner was about to give the order to retire when he saw several more T-34s approaching. The enemy tanks were firing into the German infantry.




  “Fire at the one showing us its broadside,” called the Major. The crack of the shot and the impact were almost simultaneous. The tank exploded. A second was hit in the rear. Flames shot upwards from its engine compartment. The third was attacked by a Feldwebel of the train and destroyed with a hand-grenade bundle.




  Major Brandner already saw another group of T-34s rumbling toward them across the snow-covered fields. The tanks appeared as dark forms against the white background. Brandner drove through a village in order to position his three assault guns on the enemy’s flank. Armor-piercing shells flitted toward the enemy from the three barrels. The T-34s went up in flames and their bailed-out crews were taken prisoner.




  A short time later Soviet infantry attacked. The 1st Battery appeared deep on the flank of the attacking waves. Major Brandner issued his instructions by radio: “Shoot, shoot, shoot!”




  The high-explosive shells smashed into the waves of infantry. The MG 42s mounted on the 1st Battery’s assault guns began to hammer away and streams of tracer reached out toward the enemy. Russian machine-guns answered this fire. They were overrun and crushed into the snow. Then the enemy began to run. German troops got up from foxholes, shell holes and positions and ran along behind the assault guns. The Soviet main line of resistance was reached. There, too, the enemy troops abandoned their positions. The decision of the day and with it the Fourth Battle of Courland had been made at that place.




  When night came reports began coming in that the Soviets were infiltrating the sparsely defended farms in no-man’s-land in small groups. Major Brandner called the battery commanders to his command post.




  “Comrades, at dawn we attack the farms in which the enemy is hiding.”




  “The division’s antitank resources are at your disposal, sir,” reported the liaison officer.




  Major Brandner replied, “Leave the men where they are. They are surely also urgently needed there.”




  At approximately 3 A.M. the Egghart battery moved off, led by the three assault guns of the brigade section. The farms appeared. When the first enemy guns opened fire the assault guns had already formed a semicircle around the four buildings. Advancing slowly, the assault guns opened fire. Flames rose into the morning sky. Fifty prisoners were taken and two light artillery pieces and several machine-guns were captured.




  The fighting continued on 1 and 2 February. The assault guns counterattacked under fire from a rocket brigade. The entire brigade drove into the Russian main line of resistance and once again shot up the tanks which were supposed to spearhead the attack. The fighting died down. Their forces decimated, the Soviets were forced to call off the fourth Cour-land offensive, which they had hoped would lead to the final destruction of Army Group Courland. An army report on the Courland front stated:






   Under the impact of the heavy losses in men and materiel suffered during the previous days, the Soviets were forced to abandon their breakthrough attempts toward Libau and Frauenburg and were obliged to carry out a major reorganization. The enemy’s losses in the first twelve days of the Fourth Battle of Courland were considerable, at least 45,000 men. The number of enemy tanks destroyed in the Courland during the period from 23 January to 4 February stands at 541.




  In the most recent fighting south of Frauenburg a south-Ger man assault gun brigade raised its total of enemy tanks destroyed to 500. In the process its 29-year-old commander, Major Brandner of Vienna, destroyed his 57th enemy tank.
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  “They’re the same signs that preceded the previous Courland battles. It’s going to start again tomorrow.”




  Sepp Brandner had moved his brigade into readiness positions. Now he discussed the coming action with his battery commanders one more time and issued them their instructions.




  “Hopefully we can hold, sir.”




  “We must hold men. Not because I believe that we can still win, but it is vital that we stand fast here until the civilians and the wounded have been shipped out of the ports still open.”




  The Major’s face was furrowed with worry. He spent every free minute on the move, scanned the terrain, pressed his superiors to send new defensive weapons to strengthen the front.




  “What shall we actually do tomorrow?” asked one of the platoon commanders. Sepp Brandner cleared his throat.




  “We have only one mission, to maintain our position in the front lines and back up our comrades in the infantry. Our area of operations is wherever the enemy comes. Where the situation warrants we intervene. That is all.”




  The attack began at dawn the next day. Sepp Brandner had deployed the brigade exactly at the focal point of the Soviet assault. The assault guns smashed the armored spearhead which forced its way through the German main line of resistance. The assault guns were in action all day long, engaging the enemy and destroying T-34 and Josef Stalin tanks. Two of the brigade’s vehicles were hit and disabled; the repair echelon recovered them during the night. Men from the supply units volunteered to take the place of killed or wounded assault gun drivers.
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  “Report to the brigade, sir.”




  “Give it here, Bayer.” Major Brandner scanned the message.




  “Opel and Schubert, wake the crews of your guns. A company command post has been surrounded by T-34s. Number uncertain as the tank sounds are coming from the forest around the command post.”




  One minute later the three assault guns roared off. Leutnant Opel followed the commander’s vehicle and behind him was Hauptmann Schubert.




  They reached the front lines. “Advance slowly. Make as little noise as possible,” ordered Major Brandner. The company command post appeared. The company commander, a Leutnant, was waiting for them.




  “Perhaps 500 meters ahead, in the wood. Three came to within 200 meters, but when one of my sentries fired an illumination flare they beat it back into the woods,” reported the Leutnant.




  “I’m getting out with my crew. You stay here. If you see two white flares attack the wood.” The two assault guns transmitted “understood” and Major Brandner and his three men crept toward the wood. The men were armed with hand grenades and submachine-guns.




  “There they are. Directly in front of us, sir!”




  In their white camouflage jackets the four men of the commander’s assault gun blended in with the snow. They heard a babble of voices. Major Brandner determined that the Russians were preparing to advance. He gave his men a wave and they crawled noiselessly back to their assault gun.




  “Brandner to Opel and Schubert. Move forward quietly. Position yourselves to my left and right. Prepare to fire. Tanks will be advancing out of the forest at any time. Range five-hundred.”




  One minute later the Russian tank engines roared. Then the dark shadows appeared on the snow-covered field.




  “Fire!” Three lances of flame shot from the barrels, three shells flitted towards the surprised enemy, and three T-34s were rocked by impacting shells.




  “Faster loader!” shouted the Unteroffizier-gunner. The guns barked again. Then the T-34s opened fire. But they had loaded high-explosive ammunition for the command post. These burst against the forward armor of the assault guns, which advanced into the wood firing their guns.




  The Russian armored spearhead was intercepted there. The 2nd and 3rd Batteries were summoned during the night, for it turned out that the enemy had planned a new attack there.




  On 11 February 1945 Major Brandner was cited by name in the Wehrmacht communiqué. On 12 February he repulsed another assault by Soviet armor.
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  “Is today the day you get your 60th victory, sir?”




  “Maybe.”




  “Have the assault guns already received their instructions, sir?” asked the war correspondent. “I don’t see a single one.”




  “And you’re not supposed to. For if you see one than so can the Ivans. But I can promise you that all assault guns and the antitank guns are standing ready.”




  “There they come!”




  The muffled sound of tanks grew louder from second to second. Then the first steel giants appeared.




  “Oh boy! Sir, take a Josef Stalin, that will make for some wonderful pictures.”




  “But my dear fellow, we’re not here so that you can take a few wonderful pictures.” Sepp Brandner couldn’t help but grin when he saw the war correspondent’s disappointed face.




  “Attention, everyone. Hold your fire until every shot is a sure hit.” The tanks rolled closer and closer. The enemy artillery moved its fire even further back. Then the antitank guns began to bark. The first tanks were knocked out.




  “Open fire!”




  The assault guns, which were hidden behind cottages and stands of saplings, in trenches and shell craters, opened fire. Soon T-34s and Josef Stalins lay burning on the fields.




  “Stalin! Twelve o’clock, four-hundred meters!”




  The correspondent began filming. He recorded the firing of the Russian tank’s 122-mm gun. Then he heard the first shot from Brandner’s assault gun and immediately afterwards there was a bang as the shell struck the vulnerable spot between the tank’s turret and hull.
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    Sepp Brandner as commander of the 912th Assault Gun Brigade.




  “They’re bailing out!” screamed the correspondent enthusiastically. Then a clenched fist knocked him backwards. It belonged to the gunner manning the vehicle’s machine-gun. The burst of fire from the enemy lines passed just over the assault gun. The Josef Stalin burned. The war corespondent had his pictures and it looked as if the enemy had received a tremendous shock. The units spearheading the attack turned.




  “We’re heading back. I will be back in half an hour. Hauptmann Schubert will be in command until then.”




  Ignoring the war correspondent’s protests, Major Brandner ordered his driver to head back. The assault gun rumbled over the log road to the brigade command post and dropped off the correspondent. Then Brandner instructed the driver to turn around and head back.




  But before the command vehicle had reached the battlefield again there was a bang, seemingly out of a clear blue sky. Brandner felt the impact below in the vehicle.




  “We can’t move,” shouted the driver, “a track is off!”




  At that very instant the assault gun was hit a second time. The shell entered the vehicle and hit its ammunition supply. Luckily for the crew there was no high-explosive ammunition left, however the powder in the armor-piercing shells produced a jet of flame.




  “Get out! Get out!”




  The crew jumped from the assault gun as quickly as they could. With singed uniforms, the men threw themselves into the nearest ditch. The loader had had the presence of mind to bring along a Panzerfaust.




  “Stay alert! That was a tank!”




  “Ivans coming, sir!”




  Crouched low, Russian soldiers advanced out of the wood from which the shots had come.




  “Let’s go men, to the rear. I’ll delay them. When you get back tell them that I’m here with the knocked-out assault gun on the log road abeam the first infantry position.




  “We’re not going without you, sir,” declared the gunner.




  “All right, we’ll leave together. Loader, fire your Panzerfaust at them. As soon as the shot is fired we go.”




  The loader raised the antitank weapon. Bullets whizzed over him as he adjusted his aim slightly. Then the warhead flew straight toward the dense mass of Russians and exploded there. “Up! Let’s go!”




  The men dashed toward the rear. When the first bullet buzzed past, they began zigzagging. Seconds later the wood swallowed them up. They had made it again. German infantry in positions deeper in the wood gave suppressing machine-gun fire. The signals battalion passed on the news that the brigade commander’s vehicle had been knocked out. Exactly fif-teen minutes later the sound of tracked vehicles was heard from behind. It was the three assault guns of the reserve group. Riding on the vehicles was a platoon of men from the escort battery armed with assault rifles. The radio message had wrongly reported that their commanding officer was surrounded and they had come to rescue him.




  The enemy quickly moved up several antitank guns and opened fire at the stranded assault gun. Sepp Brandner expressed his concern: “Hopefully we’ll get our Phoenix back.” But within a matter of seconds the assault gun was a blazing torch. Nevertheless, during the night the vehicle was brought back by a recovery vehicle. That same night it was delivered to the tank repair workshop.
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  “To the division command post!”




  Sepp Brandner hopped into the back seat of the Kübelwagen that was waiting in front of the brigade command post. In his hands he held his assault rifle, ready to fire, for Russian soldiers might appear anywhere. The enemy had infiltrated the main line of resistance in many places.




  “I don’t hear anything, Hölzel.”




  “It is suspiciously quiet, sir.”




  “Well, we’ll be there soon. Another kilometer at most.”




  No sooner had Brandner finished his sentence when there was a tremendous explosion from the area of the division command post. Immediately afterwards there was a flurry of submachine-gun and rifle fire.




  “Faster Hölzel!”




  Ready to jump, the assault rifle raised, Brandner waited for the first sighting. The first bunker of the division command post appeared. They saw the cloud of smoke hanging above it and also the Russians who were storming towards it from the bushes.




  “Hölzel, stop!”




  The brakes squeaked as the vehicle came to a stop. Both men jumped out simultaneously and began to fire. Their fire knocked over the storming enemy. Then an MG 42 opened up from the side. A few German soldiers, who had correctly assessed the situation, appeared in the entrance to the bunker. Caught in a crossfire, the Russian attackers were pinned down. Major Brandner and his driver reported to General Feyerabend, the division commander.




  “How is it that you always turn up at the right moment, Brandner?” asked the general.




  “Sir, an assault gun man must always be where he is needed.”




  “Listen to me. We intend to eliminate a Russian salient on the right wing in the coming night. I want you and your brigade to drive through as part of the attack. The infantry will follow up and take possession of the trenches and that will be it. If we . . .”




  A noise at the entrance to the bunker caused the general to stop in mid sentence. A dark shape flew into the room.




  “Take cover!” Brandner shouted, and threw himself to the floor. The table tumbled over just before a hand grenade exploded, sending fragments into the walls.




  Brandner and Hölzel were on their feet before the sound of the explosion died away. Several faces appeared before them. The two assault rifles opened up from point-blank range. The second Russian assault team was cut down just short of its objective.
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  Again and again the 912th Assault Gun Brigade was called upon to intervene in the fighting. Wherever the enemy broke through, wherever the infantry needed help, Sepp Brandner and his assault guns were there.




  Attacks by the brigade gave the infantry room to breathe. Twice more his assault gun was shot out from under him. On 11 April Brandner was awarded the Close Combat Clasp, unusual for the commander of an armored vehicle. On the same day his name appeared in the Wehrmacht communiqué for the second time. On 26 April 1945 Sepp Brandner became the 847th German soldier to be awarded the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves. It was the last officially awarded Oak Leaves.




  Sepp Brandner modestly attributed his success to the men under his command. After being awarded the Oak Leaves he said: “What do you want? Without my men and without their efforts I would be nothing. A commander can only achieve as much as his men are willing to give. And it is they who have given their utmost in order to save what could be saved. They deserve this decoration, my brave lads of the assault artillery!”




  In a brigade order of the day Sepp Brandner promised his men that he would remain with them no matter what. His words meant more than empty promises. For a second time Brandner was urged by his superiors—virtually an order—to fly out of Courland and once again he rejected the idea. “A commander has to stay with his men, especially in their darkest hour.”




  The cease-fire took effect for Army Group Courland at 2 P.M. on 8 May. The guns fell silent. The war was over. The previous day General Hilpert, the last commander of Army Group Courland, radioed the Russians an offer to surrender. He drove to the enemy in a car flying a white flag. His “Ia,” General Foertsch, stayed behind and took over command of the army group.




  The 1st and 2nd Batteries were lined up in front of the assault gun brigade’s command post. Hauptmann Egghart and Hauptmann Schubert, commander of the 1st Battery, also wore the Knight’s Cross. They, too, had repeatedly distinguished themselves. The commander of the 3rd Battery, Oberleutnant Siebenbürgen, had also performed magnificently in recent months in Courland. On 8 May 1945 Major Brandner thanked all these men once more for their bravery.




  When news was received that the Russians were not abiding by the terms of the agreement and were moving forward, Hauptmann Schubert moved against them. He halted the Russians without having to fire a shot. The Russians knew the assault guns all too well. They had no desire to become their last victims on the final day of the war.




  Major Brandner got in touch with General Herzog’s corps command post. The general confirmed Brandner’s intention to hold the present positions and deny the Russians access to the bridge. Once again Sepp Brandner drove forward in his command assault gun. The white rings on the barrel stood out clearly. There were sixty, and each stood for an enemy tank destroyed. The sirens mounted on the commander’s vehicle blared as the brigade advanced. The Russian commander approached with a negotiator.




  “The war is over! You are prisoners!”




  The Russian commander’s words rang loud through the afternoon. But Sepp Brandner was not impressed.




  “No surrender yet,” he replied, equally laconic. “Here the Germans. There the Russians. No one crosses the bridge. We will open fire on anyone who does.”




  The Russian general understood what Brandner was saying. He also understood the guns aimed at the bridge. The enemy pulled back from the bridge. When Oberleutnant Ranschopf drove to the division command post he found that it had been abandoned by the senior officers.




  Sepp Brandner had only one choice left. While the Schubert battery remained at the bridge, he drove back to the brigade command post and destroyed all documents to prevent the enemy from getting his hands on them. The flames also consumed the brigade chronicle, in which the unit’s accomplishments were recorded. Then he drove back to the front. Brandner drove back to the brigade commanding officer one last time early on 9 May 1945. The bitterness of the moment was palpable. He assembled his men one last time. His voice wavered as he spoke his final words to them:




  “Comrades, the war is over. All command authority has ceased to exist, the most difficult times lay ahead. Each man should try to do the best for himself. I can issue you no more orders. But I will try to do the best for all those who remain with me. I will do my very best to get you back to Germany, to your loved ones. That is all I have to say to you.”




  Hauptmann Schubert took a few steps forward. He shook hands with his commander.




  “I believe that I speak for all of the men here when I say that we will all stay with you, sir.”




  Sepp Brandner had tears in his eyes as he listened to the men give their enthusiastic approval. This expression of trust surpassed everything and gave him the strength to hold on through captivity and try to do the best for his men. The majority of the members of the 912th Assault Gun Brigade who were taken prisoner survived, due in no small part to the efforts of Sepp Brandner.




  Interrogations began. Names were demanded from Brandner, but he remained silent. When the interrogating officer asked why he hadn’t deserted when the Russians were at the gates of Berlin, Brandner answered by asking the Russian officer why he hadn’t deserted when the Germans were threatening Moscow.




  As part of a large labor unit, Brandner passed through Moscow, Orel and Kursk to Stalinogorsk. There he was recognized by Russian civilians. Remembering how he had once helped them, they shared their pitiful rations with the column of German prisoners: an island of reconciliation in a sea of hate. Sepp Brandner repeatedly gave hope to the despairing, giving them the will to carry on and not give up. And then one day he brought the men the news they thought would never come: “We’re going home!”




  No one was left behind. Even the sick were smuggled out. When the prisoner transport stopped in Vienna in early 1948, Brandner’s comrades bade him farewell with the words: “Long live the comradeship that you always showed us, Sepp.”
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