

[image: image]




MARCH BATTALION


[image: image]


Translated from the Danish by Jean Ure


[image: image]





Editor’s Note



The character who in this book is called ‘Little John’ has appeared in other novels by Sven Hassel under the name ‘Tiny’.




 


‘It was the Spanish Civil War,’ said Barcelona Blum, spitting casually through the open side panel of the Russian tank in which we were travelling. ‘I started off fighting for one side and ended up fighting for the other. To begin with I was a miliciano in the Servicios Especiales. Then the Nationalists got hold of me, and after Fd managed to convince them I was only an innocent German who’d been pressganged into service by General Miaja, they shoved me into the 2nd Battalion, 3rd Company, and made me fight for them, instead. Though mind you, as far as I was concerned there wasn’t any great difference between the two sides in any case .... In the Especiales we used to round up everyone suspected of being a Fascist or a fifth columnist and take them off to the Calle del Ave Maria. In Madrid. We used to line ‘em up against the wall of the abattoir. The sand there was so dry the blood used to soak right up in a matter of seconds. No need to bother with cleaning operations ... Mostly we preferred to shoot them standing up, but some of the buggers just curled into a heap and you couldn’t budge them for love or money. At the last minute they always used to shout, ‘Long live Spain!’ ... Of course, when I got nabbed by the Nationalists it was just the same thing in reverse. Only difference was, they made us shoot them sitting down, with their backs turned. But it all came to the same thing in the end. They still used to shout “Long live Spain.!” before they died.


‘Funny thing, that: they all thought they were patriots. But when it came down to it, there was only one way of showing you were on the right side. You had to denounce someone. It didn’t matter who, so long as you denounced them. They never got a chance to speak in their own defence, anyway. They were always told to shut up before they’d even opened their mouths ...


‘Come the end of the war, we had a real problem on our hands. There was practically a five-year waiting list of people due to be exterminated. We had to take over the bull rings, Herd them into the arena and mow them down with heavy machine-guns. We had four squadrons of Moors to give us a hand. Villainous bastards THEY were.... After a bit, even the police had a go. Everyone wanted to be in on the act ... And when it came to it, they all died the same way. It didn’t make an atom of difference which side you were on.’


There was a moment’s pause for reflection, and then Little John spoke. In his usual forthright fashion.


‘I’m pissed off with the bleeding Civil War. Didn’t they have any birds in Spain, for God’s sake?’


Barcelona shrugged his shoulders and wiped the back of his hand across his eyes, as if to suppress the memories of slaughter. He began to speak of other things. Of orange groves and vineyards and people dancing in the street.


Little by little we forgot the burning cold and the icy snows of Russia, and, for a while, we felt only the sun and the sand of Barcelona’s far-off Spain.





CHAPTER ONE



ACROSS the vast open spaces of the steppes blew the eternal wind, whipping the snow into eddies and whirlpools. The tanks stretched out nose to tail in a long line. They were stationary now, with their crews huddled together on the leeward side of the vehicles, seeking what little shelter they could.


Little John was lying beneath our Panzer 4. Porta had concocted a nest for himself between the caterpillar tracks, and he sat hunched up like a snow owl, his neck sunk deep into his shoulders. Between his legs crouched the Legionnaire, his teeth chattering and his face mauve.


For the moment, our hectic advance had been called to a halt. None of us knew why, and frankly none of us was very much bothered. War was still war whether the column advanced or whether it stood still. Much we cared.


Julius Heide, who had dug himself into a hole in the snow, suggested a game of pontoon, but our hands were too numb to hold the cards. The Legionnaire, indeed, had serious frostbite on both fingers and ears, and the ointment used for treatment seemed only to aggravate the condition. Porta had jettisoned his supply on the very first day, complaining that it stank of cat shit.


After a bit, Alte appeared, fighting his way towards us against the wind. We looked up at him, questioningly, knowing that he’d come straight from the C.O.


‘Well?’ said Porta.


The Old Man didn’t reply immediately. He tossed his gun to the ground and more cautiously lowered himself on to the snow beside it. The next step was the ritual lighting of the pipe, the famous old pipe with a cover over the bowl, which he had made himself. The Legionnaire handed over his lighter. It was the very best lighter in all the world and had never yet been known to fail. It, too, was home-made, manufactured from an old lead box, a razor blade, a few scraps of rag and a piece of flint.


‘Well?’ insisted Porta, growing impatient ‘What’d he say?’


Little John, beneath the tank, began beating at his thighs in an effort to restore circulation.


‘Christ Jesus, it’s perishing!’ Gingerly, he rubbed the parchment cheeks of his face. ‘Did someone say spring was just around the corner?’


‘Like hell, it’s bloody Christmas in three weeks!’ came the cheerless retort from Porta. ‘And I can tell you here and now the only present you’re likely to get is one in the head from Ivan.’


The Old Man, with deadened fingers, had pulled a map from his tunic pocket and was carefully spreading it out on the snow.


‘Here you are. This is where we’re going.’


He pointed to a spot marked on the map. Little John crawled out from his resting place to take a look.


‘Kotilnikovo,’ said Alte, jabbing a finger on the map. Thirty kilometres behind our front line. From Kotilnikovo we take off in the direction of some place called Obilnoje to have a look at the Russian troops. See what they’re doing, how many of ’em are doing it... In other words, it’s a reconnaissance trip. And if by any chance we find ourselves cut off with no means of getting back—’ The Old Man smiled, pleasantly – ‘our orders are to try and make contact with the 4th Rumanian Army, which is believed to be somewhere south-west of the Volga ... At the moment, that is. God knows where it’ll be when we want to get hold of it Blown out of existence, probably.’


A moment of silence. A reverberating fart from Porta spoke more or less adequately for the entire group.


‘Who’s got bats in the brain box, you or the C.O.? Ivan’s not bloody blind, you know. He’ll spot these tanks a bleeding mile off.’


The Old Man smiled again his pleasant smile.


‘There’s more to it than that. The best is yet to come. Just wait till you’ve heard it.’


He removed his pipe from his mouth and thoughtfully scratched his ear lobe with the stem.


‘The idea is to dress up in Russian uniforms and move about behind the Russian lines in the two T.34s we captured off them.’


The Legionnaire sat suddenly bolt upright.


‘That’s the next best thing to suicide.’ His tone was accusing. ‘They’ve no right to do it. If Ivan catches us dressed up in his clothes like that, we’re done for.’


‘It might be a quicker death than slowly freezing at Kolyma,’ murmured Alte. ‘On the whole, I think I should probably prefer it.’


Without giving us the chance of further comment, he brought us to our feet and we slouched unsoldierly through the snow towards the C.O.’s vehicle.


Captain Lander had not been long with the battalion. He came from Lesvig and he was known to be a fanatical Nazi. Dubious rumours, linking his name with various cases of ill-treatment of children, had reached the ever-receptive ears of the men at the front. Porta, as always, was the one who dug out the truth, via his friend Feders. A story emerged of icy baths in a certain ‘place of education’ with which it appeared Captain Lander had been connected. We were not particularly surprised. Many of those who joined the battalion had past lives that hardly bore investigation. Men who clapped you on the shoulder and called you friend, men who freely passed round their cigarettes, who received parcels of bacon and ham from Denmark, who boasted of the way they got on with the people of the occupied countries – sooner or later, their past caught up with them, and then it was either Porta or the Legionnaire who was responsible for their future.


Some were knifed between the shoulders blades during the course of a general attack; some were left to the of cold; and some were handed over to Ivan. What he did with them we never knew for certain. Perhaps it was just as well.


Captain Lander was waiting for us, standing with legs apart, gauntleted hands on hips. He was a smallish, plumpish man, about fifty years of age, the former owner of a delicatessen. He was much given to biblical quotations and scriptural-sounding speeches. Whenever he court-martialled a man, it was: This hurts me far more than it hurts you, but it is the will of God. His ways are imponderable when he leads the straying sheep back to the path of righteousness.’


Captain Lander prayed a great deal. Before meals, he said a lengthy grace. Before signing execution orders for Russian civilians (taken by him and him alone to be partisans) he invariably invoked the Holy Ghost. The sight of mangled and bullet-ridden bodies merely brought forth the observation that those who lived by the sword should die by the sword.


The day on which he himself executed a young girl produced the following fine turn of phrase: ‘You will find a better world than this in the kingdom of the Lord.’ He then gently stroked her hair and had to shoot twice before he succeeded in despatching her to the aforesaid kingdom.


In general, there seemed to exist a confusion in his mind between God and Adolf Hitler.


The Captain kept himself always a respectable distance from the actual fighting. His iron cross was, quite simply, the result of a colossal red-tape faux pas. When the regiment made an attempt to discover what acts of heroism lay behind the award, Lt.-Col. Hinka received orders direct from those in the highest authority in the Bendlerstrasse to drop all inquiries forthwith.


Alte made his report, and Captain Lander turned a grave face towards us.


‘War,’ he explained, solemnly, ‘demands its victims. It is the will of God. If a war does not kill, then it is no war. The mission on which I am sending you will for most of you no doubt end in death. But it will be the death of a soldier. An honourable death.’


‘Fucking hooray,’ muttered Little John, very audibly.


The Captain paused. He gave Little John a look that managed to be disapproving without in any way displaying annoyance. He had been well taught in the military school in Dresden: an officer never loses face. As a cadet, Lander had filled twenty-six exercise books with notes on the comportment of officers in all possible circumstances, including a complete section on ‘how to behave on a bicycle’. He now, therefore, contented himself with a lofty stare in Little John’s direction and continued with his homily.


‘Death can be beautiful’ he told us. He lifted up his voice and sang out loud to the falling snowflakes. ‘It can even be sweet!’ he cried. ‘Death can even be sweet ... It is the bounden duty of a German soldier to fight for the Fatherland. To give up his life if called upon to do so. What more could he ask than to die a hero’s death?’


‘I could tell you, if you’re really interested!’


Little John again. It was obvious from the Captain’s twitching lips that he was under a strain. His face, already blue with cold, passed rapidly from purple to scarlet, and then slowly paled.


‘I shall be glad, Corporal, if you will kindly remain silent until such time as I choose to speak to you.’


‘Yes, sir!’ said Little John, smartly. ‘Remain silent,’ he murmured, as if to lodge the words more securely in his memory. ‘Remain silent until Captain chooses to speak to you.’


Porta guffawed, and the Legionnaire drew his features into a hideous grin. Steiner spat lustily upon a nearby corpse half buried in the snow.


Captain Lander gnawed at his lower lip. With his right hand he sought the comfort of his gun belt, fingering the Walther revolver that he carried.


‘The mission with which you are to be entrusted is one of vital importance. You should be proud and happy that you have been selected for it. It is evidently the will of God that you men should penetrate beyond the Russian lines.’


‘God?’ said the voice of Little John, plaintive and puzzled. ‘I thought it was the will of our Generals?’


In one instant, twenty-six exercise books with notes on the comportment of officers were swept aside. Lander strode forward to Little John and stood quivering, his head on a level with Little John’s chest. As he spoke, a spray of saliva came from his lips.


‘Insubordinate sot! It’s three days’ hard labour for you, my man. Insolence towards officers will not be tolerated in the German Army! One more sound out of you and I’ll shoot you on the spot! Repeat what I have just said.’


Little John rolled anguished eyes at the rest of us.


‘How can I?’ he asked, humbly. ‘One more sound and I shall be shot’


For a moment, it seemed only too probable. Lander’s hand hovered above his revolver. The seconds passed.


‘Down on your knees!’


Little John stepped back a pace and bent his head for a better view of the Captain.


‘Who, me?’ he said.


The order came a second time, rapped out falsetto.


‘Down on your knees!’


Obediently, Little John plummeted down into the snow, like a sack of potatoes falling from a great height. Lander drew a breath, spat disdainfully, turned back to the rest of us.


This man is a disgrace to the regiment. He shall be dealt with by a court martial.’


Little John muttered to himself in the snow, but Lander either did not hear or chose to ignore it Abandoning his more usual biblical turn of phrase, he gave us the details of the glorious mission we were to undertake for the Fatherland. Quite simply, it was intended that we should dress ourselves up in Russian uniforms and set off in two captured T.34s for the enemy lines. It was a clear violation of the Geneva Convention, but Captain Lander dismissed both us and the Convention with a wave of the hand. It was plain that as far as he was concerned we were already to be regarded as ‘missing, believed dead’.


The first difficulty that we encountered was finding a uniform large enough to cover the bulk of Little John’s elephantine frame. He himself declared that it was not so much a question of violating the Geneva Convention as of violating the basic rights of man to make a person put on such a uniform. Only minutes before our departure we were still fighting to squeeze him into a pair of Russian trousers designed for a man of far more modest proportions.


There were no fanfares as our section took its leave of the rest of the regiment. Our tanks moved off across the steppes and were soon lost to sight behind a curtain of snow. ‘And that’s the last we’ll see of them,’ seemed to be the general feeling of those who watched us go.


The tank hauled itself, groaning, up the side of a steep incline. A burst of blue flames came from the exhaust pipe, and the sound of the motor rolled and reverberated in the mountain valleys. The adjutant, Blom – Barcelona Blom, who dreamt of Spanish sunshine and orange groves – opened one of the side panels and peered out into the night.


‘Mountains,’ he said, in tones of disgust ‘Nothing but bloody great snowy mountains.’


‘And Ruskies,’ added Alte, dispassionately. ‘You can bet your sweet life those hills are crawling with’ em.’


‘Do you reckon we’re behind their lines yet?’


‘Hours ago.’


Alte had his forehead pressed hard against the rubber surround of the turret window. For some time he had been unsuccessfully attempting to see out, but the snow was too thick and visibility was down to nil.


‘I just hope to heaven we don’t run slap bang into a minefield,’ he muttered.


Little John gave a sour snicker and crammed his old grey bowler more firmly on to his head. Little John’s bowler was the pride and joy of the battalion – though there were those who said it had been responsible for more than one officer throwing a fit of apoplexy – and he refused to be parted from it for so much as a minute.


‘Here—’ He turned hopefully to the Legionnaire. ‘What’s the chance of me getting into this Garden of Allah you’re always on about?’


‘Not very good,’ said the Legionnaire. ‘On the other hand, if you could only manage to stop sinning and start praying I don’t doubt Allah would manage to find a place for you.’


Porta made a vulgar noise with his lips.


‘Allah wouldn’t want scum like him mucking up his garden!’


‘Besides,’ added Heide, gravely, ‘if he let Little John in there just think of all the trash that would follow. Before you knew where you were it wouldn’t be a garden any more, it’d just be a bloody great rubbish dump.’


‘You shut your mouth,’ warned the Legionnaire, who was touchy on the subject. ‘Allah knows what he’s up to without any help from the likes of you.’


A stifled cry from Alte brought us all back to earth. Once again we were soldiers, professional killers. We had run into the rear end of a regiment of Russian infantry, and Porta jammed on the brakes with only seconds to spare. The Russians were waving at us, shouting to us, but the sound of the motors drowned their voices and they were quickly lost to sight once again in the blinding snow. To our relief, our sister tank presently appeared, a massive black shadow in the white world. There had been no signs of alarm amongst the Russians: evidently there was nothing amiss with our T.34s adorned with the red star of the Soviets. Alte spoke on the radio:


‘Distance between vehicles.’


The other tank slowed down, the shadow faded, and we were aware of her presence only by the grinding of her caterpillar tracks coming over the radio.


‘Dorn here, Dorn here,’ droned Alte. ‘Direction 216, speed 30. Over and out.’


The sounds of the other tank were abruptly cut off and again there was silence.


‘God, it’s bloody freezing,’ I said.


As if anyone cared.


‘Get out and run along behind us shouting “Heil Hitler”,’ suggested Porta. ‘You won’t be freezing for long. Not if those Russians are still within earshot.’


‘It’s all very well,’ I said, ‘but it’s not much fun moving along cheek by jowl with enemy troops. If they get the least idea that we’re not what we seem to be—’


Then it’s curtains for us,’ said Alte, shortly. ‘And who could blame them? We’re violating all the rules of the game.’


‘So why are we doing it?’ demanded Little John.


‘Because it’s bloody orders!’ snapped Heide. ‘And orders is orders, you ought to know that by now.’


We continued throughout the night, quarrelsome and companionable by turns. We were in the midst of one of our interminable slanging matches when Alte suddenly let out a small, high-pitched bark of terror. The slanging stopped instantly.


‘What is it?’


‘Prepare for combat.’


No one spoke. The Legionnaire picked up his gun, I groped silently for a grenade, Barcelona glued his eye to the observation panel. A harsh voice suddenly yelled something in Russian, and Alte replied in a Baltic dialect. The other T.34 close behind us, saw us too late to pull up in time and crashed into our rear. The Russian voice cursed it fluently with all the remarkable variety of obscenities available in that language. The owner of the voice then jumped on to our vehicle and bellowed out an order.


‘Follow that column of tanks away to your right!’


It was an officer, wearing a cap with the green cross of the N.K.V.D. The sight of him was enough to paralyse us with sheer terror. Little John opened his mouth to yell, but fortunately no sound came out. Alone amongst us, Alte retained his presence of mind.


‘Where do you come from? The Baltic?’ demanded the Russian.


‘Da.’


‘I gathered as much from the disgusting dialect you speak. Try to learn some good Russian after we’ve won the war ... and get this bloody tank moving.’


‘Dawai, dawai (quickly) you idle load of sods!’ shouted Alte, in our direction, and he added the obligatory string of oaths.


Meekly we took our place at the end of a long column of tanks. The police of the N.K.V.D. were all over the place, shouting, stamping, gesticulating, trying to keep some sort of order and creating only chaos.


‘Where the hell have you lot come from?’ asked the officer, offering the Old Man a machorka.


Alte babbled something incoherent about a special mission, but the officer seemed not particularly interested and in any case his attention was diverted by a sudden bottleneck that brought the entire line of tanks to a halt. We heard him disputing vigorously with one of the policemen, demanding that a passage be cleared for our two tanks – it seemed that he himself was in a great hurry to arrive somewhere, and after a few sharp exchanges, in which the word Siberia occurred with horrid frequency, the police moved back and waved us forward.


‘Step on it!’ snapped the officer.


Porta only too willingly did so, his performance with the heavy tank bringing forth words of grudging praise and the request that Alte should speak to the C.O. as to the possibility of Porta being seconded to the personal service of the Russian. Alte gravely promised to give the matter his urgent attention.


After some fifteen minutes the officer abandoned his exposed position on the outside of the vehicle and came to join the common rabble inside. Alte silently gestured a warning to the rest of us as two booted feet swung into view. A second later, the officer appeared in his entirety. He stamped his feet loudly on the metal floor of the tank, in an effort to restore his circulation.


‘This place stinks like a brothel.’ He looked round at us, studying each in turn and dwelling for some while on Little John and his grey bowler. ‘Where’s the vodka?’ he demanded, at last.


Alte handed over a jar, and we watched in silence as he poured the contents straight down his throat.


We came at length to a check point, when an N.K.V.D. sergeant demanded the password.


‘Papliji tumani nad rjegoj,’ replied our officer.


‘Do these tanks belong to the 67th?’ the sergeant wanted to know.


‘Niet. They’re on a special mission.’


The sergeant told us to wait while he consulted his superiors.


‘Hell and damnation!’ The Russian hoisted himself out of the tank and jumped to the ground. ‘I can’t hang around here all day. Time’s precious, I’m in a hurry.’


Muttering and cursing beneath his breath, he followed the sergeant. We watched as they approached a major, who was sitting on a canvas stool beneath a tree and was surrounded by a swarm of N.K.V.D. men. We saw the officer waving a handful of papers, saw the major leafing through them; saw him finally look across at our tank and laugh, then point towards another vehicle standing nearby. Our officer also looked and also laughed. Plainly he was being offered a more comfortable means of transport than a T.34.


After a bit, the sergeant came across to us and handed over several sheets of paper.


‘Here you are. New password. You can forget the other.’


‘How come?’ inquired Alte, very casual and offhand.


‘There’s a rumour that a bunch of Krauts are junketing about behind our lines in a couple of our own tanks, but we’ll soon get our hands on them. Just to be on the safe side, we’ve changed all the passwords... Where’s the vodka?’


Alte passed up Little John’s own personal supply, and once again we watched spellbound as it disappeared rapidly down an avid Russian throat. The bottle was tossed into the snow and the sergeant broke wind very loudly at either end of himself.


‘That’s better ... O.K. The new password. You’d best take careful note of it It’s been specially chosen so that any stray Krauts that might be in the area couldn’t pronounce it even if they knew what it was – not that you’ll be in much better case with your lousy Baltic accents, but still, I can’t teach you good Russian all in five minutes... Now try to get it into your thick skulls. “Raswjetili jablonski i gruschi”. Panjemajo? (Got it?) The reply is “Schaumjana uliza”. And if anyone says otherwise, shoot first and ask questions afterwards. Schaumjana uliza. Headquarters of the N.K.V.D. in Tomsk, in case your ignorance is even greater than I imagined. Now, then—’ He climbed up on to the tank and leaned forward towards Alte. This is your new itinerary. Take the road for Sadovoje, but don’t go through the town, it’s already crowded out with the whole of the 14th Division. Take the road to the south, to Krasnoje. They’ll give you a new password there. Panjemajo, Gospodin?’


‘Da,’ said Alte.


‘O.K., then.’


The sergeant raised his hand in a farewell salute and jumped off the tank. We were free to go our own way once more – only this time we had the blessing of the Russians to go with us!


For some hours we drove eastwards, giving a wide berth to any villages en route. Several times we passed groups of Russian soldiers, but only once was the password demanded of us.


In the late evening we reached the mountains and called a temporary halt in a wood, where the tanks were well hidden from any prying Russian eyes. Alte called up headquarters for new directions, and the order came through at once: proceed towards Tuapse.


We set off again, in a south-westerly direction, and proceeded for some miles in comparative silence, which was ultimately broken by the voice of doom coming from Porta:


‘We’ll be out of gas pretty soon.’


No reaction from any of us save Little John, who wished to know how we were to continue without petrol, and warned the world in general that with (a) his corns and (b) his piles it was no earthly use expecting him to walk half way across Russia. No one deigned to reply.


As we pressed on, the storm clouds gathered above us and on either side the mountains closed in. The country grew ever more wild, ever more bleak. It breathed hostility in every breath. The road we were following was shown on the map to be broad and straight, but it grew narrower and steeper mile by mile. The heavy tanks tended to skid on the glassy surface and it required great skill on the part of the drivers to keep them under control. The observation panel was a solid block of ice, totally useless. We had to keep the side panels open, with the result that the wind blew the snow in upon us in cold gusts.


Quite suddenly, our sister tank, driven by Steiner, skidded on a patch of ice and slewed round in a semi-circle, and we were forced to call a halt and go to her assistance. We broke two steel hawsers trying to drag her back on to the road facing in the right direction. They simply snapped in half as if they had been pieces of cotton. Next we tried it with the heavy, linked-chain towline. That got her moving all right, but she skidded once more on the same patch of ice and this time she came to rest on the extreme edge of the road, her front half overhanging the abyss. General consternation. Then Porta put his foot down hard on the accelerator, the towline straightened and held, the tank began slowly edging back on to the road. Just as we were all starting to let out breaths of relief, the towline parted company from the tank, which went crashing down into the depths, and somehow managed to take little Müller down with her. God knows how it happened. For a few moments we remained silent and stunned, and as usual it was Alte who was the first to pull himself together.


‘How much petrol have we?’


Porta considered the matter.


‘Just about enough to clean Little John’s trousers.’


That’s O.K., then,’ said Heide, cheerfully. ‘That should mean there’s enough to take us all the way to Siberia and back.’


Alte rounded on him.


‘Do you mind? This is no laughing matter. I want to know exactly how much farther we can hope to get.’


‘According to the petrol gauge, no farther at all,’ admitted Porta.


‘Right. In that case we’ll send her over the top with the other. We’ll strip her of arms and ammunition, anything that might come in handy – and just remember that the machine guns are of more use than the vodka. There’s another 600 kilometres between us and the German lines.’


‘Nothing I like more than a nice stroll in the country,’ said Porta, beaming round at us.


‘What about my corns?’ hissed Little John.


‘I don’t give a monkey’s cuss for your corns!’ snapped Alte, exasperated. ‘If you don’t want to walk you can stay here and rot’


Heide shrugged a shoulder.


‘As far as those other bastards are concerned, we were goners from the moment we set out.’


We unloaded the tank, Porta set the motor running, turned her towards the edge of the road and jumped out. We watched with a certain satisfaction as the heavy grey mass moved slowly into space.


‘That’s that,’ said Steiner, hoisting one of the machine guns over his shoulder. ‘Come on, you band of bleeding heroes ... get walking!’


‘I don’t feel at home in all this snow,’ complained Little John. ‘It’s not a bit like the Reeperbahn... number 26.’


‘What’s so different about that?’


Little John’s eyes clouded over and an expression of dreamy imbecility spread across his face.


‘It’s a whorehouse,’ he said, blissfully.


We walked on throughout the night and the following morning, not calling a halt until late in the afternoon. Little John produced a packet of machorkas, of the kind doled out to the Soviet troops, and we sat about in the snow smoking them, hungrily drawing the raw smoke into our lungs, exhaling on long sighs of satisfaction. Our rumbling bellies, our aching feet, our frostbitten hands and faces and our desperate position were all temporarily forgotten in the earthly joys of the vodka bottle and a packet of fags.


On the sixth day we emerged from the mountains and were once more in the plains. Alte, Steiner and Barcelona trekked doggedly on, while the rest of us, Porta and Little John, the Legionnaire, the Professor and myself, took momentary shelter behind a jagged line of rocks and shared out, with scrupulous care, our last hunks of bread. Sheer fatigue had robbed us all of our former alert watchfulness. When the harsh cry of ‘Stoj kto!’ (halt) came ringing across the plain towards us we were scarcely able to believe our ears. Or, seconds later, our eyes, when we turned in the direction of the sound and found a dog sledge moving towards us across the snow. It had come up unexpectedly, previously hidden by a fold in the ground, and it was on us before we had the wit to prepare ourselves.


The sledge drew to a flying halt a few feet away from Alte and the other two. Its only occupants were a couple of soldiers, short and stocky, wearing the green cross of the N.K.V.D. They both had skis on their feet and they both carried guns. As the sledge drew up, one of the soldiers stepped off into the snow and went towards Alte, holding out his hand imperatively while the other stood covering him. It was plain to the rest of us, now crouched down behind the rocks and furtively watching every move, that they were asking for papers. The imperious gesture was unmistakable, even on the wind-swept wastes of the Caucasus.


There seemed little we could do to help the situation. Our own comrades stood between us and the two Russians, directly in the line of fire. Impossible to shoot without hitting them. The Legionnaire, hardened by long years of fighting in the mountains and the deserts of Africa, was the only one of us capable of dealing with such a situation. Inch by painful inch, he left the cover of the rocks and dragged himself on his belly through the snow. Alte and the others were fortunately standing in a close group, the snow blanketed all sound, and the Legionnaire was able to move right up behind them before anyone was aware of his presence. At the last moment he rose up like an avenging ghost and opened fire without giving the Russians a chance to defend themselves. One, indeed, managed to turn tail and run, but Little John’s knife was between his shoulders before he had gone more than a few yards.


The dog team had bounced forward at the sound of the shots. Alte fortunately managed to head them off, and caught hold of the leader’s harness. The dog growled, menacingly, attempted to sink its teeth into the nearest portion of human flesh, but the Old Man clenched a firm hand round its muzzle and spoke soothingly to it.


Piled high into the sledge were spare skis and a supply of both food and arms, not to mention two kegs full of vodka. In five minutes flat we were ourselves full of vodka, and the Russian soldiers had been stripped naked, even down to their identity discs. We left them lying in the snow and set off once more on our interrupted journey, making use of both sledge and skis. Before we left the spot, the two naked bodies were already frozen solid.




 


We called him ‘the Professor’. He was Norwegian, and at the outbreak of war had been a student. He had voluntarily enrolled in the SS. No one was quite able to make him out. Porta said he was a traitor and would be hanged in the Gudbrandsdal if ever he went back to Norway. Alte attempted to defend him, by pointing out that we did not know precisely what had led him to join up, but Porta maintained that if he were not guilty of treachery he was guilty of stupidity, and stupidity in itself deserved punishment.


He was certainly naive. Having made the initial mistake of, joining forces with Hitler, he then discovered to his amazement and dismay that he was by no means in agreement with certain of the methods of the S.S.—and was foolish enough to imagine that he could voice his opinion on the subject and get away unscathed. He was naturally transferred immediately to Camp KZ and from there to the front line, to a disciplinary regiment. Our regiment.





CHAPTER TWO



EVERY now and again, Little John would trip over his skis and fall flat on his face in the snow. And every time little john fell flat on his face, the steppes rang from one corner to another with vicious oaths. The Professor stumbled along behind, no more skilled in the art of skiing than Little John and even less able to cope. His spectacles were iced over and he sobbed convulsively, without, I think, being aware of the fact.


‘Bloody S.S. man!’ jeered Porta. ‘That’s what you get for volunteering!’


The Professor caught his skis together and lurched forward. His spectacles fell into the snow.


Julius Heide was running alongside the dog team, encouraging them with a flow of abuse.


‘Come on, you bastards! Get a flaming move on, can’t you?’


The leader of the team raced neck and neck with him, curling its lips back over its teeth and from time to time, when man and dog converged upon each other, taking quick, hopeful bites in Heide’s direction. Heide would then roar with rage and shake a fist.


‘Lousy stinking dog! Tschorny! (Pig!) Bite me again and I’ll punch you in the throat, you mangy yellow cur! If I hate one thing more than Jews, it’s dogs ... And if I hate one thing more than dogs, it’s snow ...’


Heide made an effort and for a moment outpaced the team. Then the leader bounded forward and overtook him, the other dogs straining forward in its wake, and as the sledge passed by Heide tripped and fell headlong.


‘Hoha! Hoha!’ bellowed Alte, cracking his long whip above the heads of the team.


The sledge moved on, swift and silent. Heide picked himself up, shook an angry fist in its wake and stepped out again with his long, rangy strides.


‘I’ve had just about as much of this as I can take,’ I confided to Porta.


‘Then drop out and die,’ came the unfeeling response.


I began counting every step I took. One step must be about a metre. More or less. Perhaps a bit more ... No. One step was a metre. Therefore a thousand steps were a kilometre. We covered one kilometre in three minutes. For twelve hours – twenty-four hours – forty-eight hours – I continued counting steps. I fell down, I stood up, I closed my eyes, my legs moved automatically, I lost count, I started again, I fell into reveries in the middle of it all. But I calculated that in fourteen days we should reach the German lines. Always assuming that there were still any lines to reach.


Frequently, Alte checked the direction with his compass. Far, far away to the north-west there was the Baltic, and on the far side of the Baltic were Sweden and Denmark.


I was dreaming of Sweden and Denmark when the Professor – it had to be him – gave a pitiful wail of despair and announced that one of his skis had broken. The news brought us to an immediate standstill. Alte called the dog team to a halt, slowly stepped off the sledge into the snow and pulled out his pipe. Little John sank to the ground and lay sprawling with legs falling apart. Within seconds he was covered by a thick layer of snow. He looked quite ridiculous. Porta sat propped up against the runners of the sledge, Heide lay down full length on his stomach. The rest of us flopped about in various positions. We were all too weary to talk, or even to think. The dogs had also settled down. They huddled together, nose to tail, huge furry snowballs. We stared at them, unseeing, until at length Alte removed his pipe from his mouth and shook us out of our lethargy.


‘Can’t stay here like this, not moving. Let’s call it a day and get dug in.’


Mechanically, we began scraping up the snow with our hands, crawling on all fours like children, fashioning solid blocks of snow for our nightly igloo. Little John worked with a fury that put the rest of us to shame, producing four blocks for every one of ours. In his haste and enthusiasm he occasionally dropped and broke one of his freshly-made blocks. He then expended yet more energy in trampling it underfoot with a volley of curses directed partly at the weather, partly at ‘those bleeding Russians’.


‘Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake, baker’s man,’ chanted Porta, lovingly kneading the crisp snow into shape. ‘Has it ever occurred to you lot that the upper classes spent hundreds going winter sporting every season? And here are we, getting it all for nothing—’


‘Oh, put a sock in it!’ growled Heide.


‘You don’t know when you’re well off, that’s your trouble—’


‘Be quiet!’ The Legionnaire suddenly sat up straight, his head on one side. ‘I can hear something.’


We all listened.


‘Balls!’ said Porta, succinctly. ‘As I was saying—’


‘They’ve heard it, too.’


The Legionnaire nodded towards the dogs. Their ears were pricked up, their hackles raised. We all listened once again, but there was no sound anywhere on the silent steppes.


‘You’re dreaming,’ said Barcelona.


‘Oh? And what about the dogs?’


‘They’ve caught it from you. You think there’s something out there, so it makes them think there’s something out there. Snow madness, like water in the desert.’


The Legionnaire merely pursed his lips, picked up his gun and held it at the ready, as if he were expecting someone or something suddenly to surge up out of the whiteness. And then, disconcertingly, the dogs began to whine. They sat up, stiff and straight, their heads turned towards the west. We all stared in the same direction. The Professor frantically wiped the snow from his glasses and screwed up his short-sighted eyes.


‘I can’t see a thing,’ he complained.


And then Alte pointed sharply ahead.


‘Dogs! Get down, all of you ... Professor, stay with our team, and God help you if any of them start barking. Porta and Heide, over there with the heavy guns. Sven, you and Barcelona over on the left with the flame throwers. The rest of you, space yourselves out Fifty metres between each man.’


We had carried out his orders almost before he had finished speaking, digging ourselves into the ground with weapons at the ready. The snow quickly camouflaged us.


We could all hear the approaching dogs now, although we could not yet see them. They burst suddenly into view: two long sledges, with three soldiers of the N.K.V.D. on each. They were passing within forty metres of us, going south at a spanking pace, drawn by two teams of three dogs. We heard the crack of a whip and the encouraging shouts, ‘Ho aho! Ho aho’ and we lay trembling in our dug-outs praying that our own dogs would not respond to the call.


A miracle: nothing happened. We held our breath to bursting point, unable to believe our luck. The two sledges passed us by, were soon out of sight and sound, and still we remained frozen in place.


‘Jee-sus!’ breathed Heide, at last. ‘That was a close shave.’


‘We could have coped with ‘em,’ declared Little John, roundly. ‘What’s six Russians more or less?’


‘We should have shot them,’ said Barcelona. He appealed to Alte. ‘We ought to have shot them. One N.K.V.D. type in the bag is worth half a dozen of any other sort.’


Alte shrugged his shoulders and squinted up at the sky. The weather seemed to be growing worse, if that were possible. The sky was entirely hidden by the snow and the Russian wind was howling as if in sympathy with its six compatriots who had passed within so short a distance of the enemy without ever seeing them. The whole country seemed to be against us, screaming out its hatred of all invaders.
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