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Save Our Bridge

 


May, June, and July of 1944 saw plumbs of
black smoke rise from railroads, rivers, and roads. A result of the
destruction of many of central Italy’s railroad junctions and
bridges. The fiercest attacks were those by Spitfire dive bombers.
Their accuracy was formidable. The German occupation of central
Italy collapsed. Bridge by bridge, railroad junction by railroad
junction. But, one crucial bridge remained.

Bridge R104452.

The Blitz Truck bounced around the sharp
corner at the start of the bridge. The driver crossed over to stop
in front of the artillery Sergeant Major in charge of defending the
bridge.

“You are late, driver,” shouted the SM and
strode to the back of the lorry. “This is my bridge R104452, where
are my reinforcements.”

Four soldiers jump to attention, sprang over
the tailgate, and formed on the road. The Sergeant Major eyed the
four shaking his head.

“Is this all I get? I ask for reinforcements
and gunners. What does the Reich send me? Three scarecrows and a
boy.” The Sergeant Major paced up and down in front of the four,
his bearing no longer stiff and upright.

“What's your name, boy, and how old are
you?”

“Private Mathias Hubbe, Flack Gunner First
Class. Seventeen, Sergeant Major.”

“Well, Mathias Hubbe. You are here to save our
bridge.”

“Yes, Sir. I’ll do my best.”

The Sergeant Major eyed the young man,
shrugged, turned and went back to the front of the
truck.

“Driver, get this truck the hell out of here.
I don't need an excuse for an attack.” The driver grated the gears
and drove off down the road.

The Sergeant Major marched the four down to
the West end of the bridge. At the gun placement on the left were
two 2 cm Flak 38 anti-aircraft guns. The four reinforcements were
to operate these, day and night. Hubbe will be gunner because of
his First Class rating. The Sergeant Major left them to get the
placement ready. Hubbe did all the checks according to the book and
those not in the book he had picked up during training. When done,
Mathias Hubbe relaxed and being young, looked forward to action and
to impress his new Sergeant Major.

The arrival of the reinforcements allowed a
loan Spitfire to surprise everyone. He came in low along the river
from the West. The roar and echo from the cliffs were deafening as
he passed. He was gone as quick as he arrived.

Not a shot fired.

Panic broke out. They knew he would be back
but from where. The Sergeant Major thought it was a recognisance
plane and would come from the West again. The same direction. All
guns made ready, the gunners tense and waiting.

The Spitfire came into view from the West, the
guns opened fire. Hubbe tracked the Spitfire. He pumped his shells
at the plane as it swayed from side to side, strafing the gun
batteries. He felt the Spitfire rounds slam into the protective
plating. Hubbe emptied a full 20 round magazine and was on his
second. His ears screamed with the thumping of his gun, and those
around him, and the roar of the Spitfire in the valley.

Hubbe continued to pump the rest of the
magazine as the plane climbed over the cliffs. He kept his gun
pointed in that direction in case the aeroplane came
back.

The Sergeant Major had other thoughts and
ordered all to be ready for another West attack. You are
wrong, guessed Hubbe. He must come from the East to complete
the photographs.

The Spitfire roared in from the
East.

Madness. It caught all the Flack guns pointing
to the West. Hubbe, no matter how he tried, could not swing his gun
round in time. The mechanism grated and jerked. The strafing
damaged his gun platform. He lost the chance to bring the Spitfire
down.

The pilot will take the photographs back,
and the bombers will come. Hubbe reasoned.

The bombers did not come. Storms came in the
afternoon. With them, the mountain mist crept down the cliffs to
the river and covered their bridge. The weather will keep them
away, thought Hubbe as he inspected his gun rotation. A shell
had penetrated the platform. Jagged steel fouled the smooth
operation. The maintenance crew will attend to it. All night the
rain and mist kept the planes away. Hubbe disappointed, but,
thankful he was not injured or killed by the Spitfire.

Early the next morning, the rain had stopped.
Low clouds covered the mountains, and a thick mist lay on the river
and bridge. The gunners and loaders got ready for attack. Hubbe
heard planes high overhead, so he readied his gun. The sound seemed
to come from the East. They did not attack.

It was insanity to attack in this
weather, Hubbe thought. He took off his gloves and wiped the
sweat from his face. He wiped the sweat from his hands and put his
gloves back on. The sweat trickled down his neck from under his
helmet. Or was it the mist making his body wet. His gun was wet.
Everything was wet. Damn this waiting.

Early the next morning the Sergeant Major
formed his men up. No mist and no rain.

“A Spitfire squadron has destroyed most of the
bridges in central Italy,” the SM announced. “Yesterday they
crippled our stronghold at Pieve Santo Stefano. Our bridge still
stands. If there is
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