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            PREFACE TO THE 2014 EDITION

         

         My grandfather, Captain Alexander Greig, served in North Africa during the Second World War. He fought in the battle of El Alamein with the 8th Army, one of the divisions affectionately known as the ‘Desert Rats’. I have a picture of him in uniform sitting on a camel. My grandfather died when I was a small child and I don’t remember him, but every time we visited my nana, I would look at his small collection of books that she kept in a locked glass cabinet. These books were mostly about Rommel, and my nana told me that my grandfather always expressed enormous respect for the German field marshal. Ever since then, the word ‘Alamein’ has had a tremendous significance in my family.

         So, when I came across a copy of Alamein to Zem Zem in a second-hand bookshop more than twenty years ago, I immediately bought it. I knew of and loved Keith Douglas the poet, but had no idea he had written a memoir of his wartime experiences. And what a stunning memoir it is – written immediately after the events it depicts. Douglas’s prose is lucid and direct and sounds so fresh that it feels as though it could have been written yesterday. It is entirely free of that kind of dated English language we now associate with contemporary works such as Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited or David Lean’s film of Noël Coward’s Brief Encounter.

         As well as being the finest English poet to emerge from the Second World War, Douglas was also a talented graphic artist and he possessed an artist’s mix of detachment and curiosity, which meant that he could get up close and personal to the horrors of the war without flinching. His memoir is full of the most incredible drawings and linguistic images: ‘Every man had a white mask of dust in which, if he wore no goggles, his eyes showed like a clown’s eyes.’ Lying down to sleep out in the cold desert night, he describes the lights in the sky as ‘starshells, tracers of orange, green, blue, and a harsh white, and the deeper colour of explosions’.

         His account is also very good at capturing the physical sensations of being in battle. A few hours before his first engagement, he describes his feelings as the ‘unstable lightness which is felt physically immediately after putting down a heavy weight’. The view from his moving tank he says is like ‘a camera obscura or a silent film … which led me to feel that the country into which we were now moving was an illimitably strange land, quite unrelated to real life, like the scenes in The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari’.

         Keith Douglas was born on 24 January 1920 and was fascinated by all things military as a child, perhaps because his absent father had been an army captain during the First World War. He went to Christ’s Hospital school and later read English and History at Oxford. He was impulsive, precocious and developed a profound disregard for authority, resulting in a near expulsion from Christ’s Hospital over a stolen training rifle. His antipathy towards the establishment continued at Oxford, where he wrote vaguely anti-war poems. And yet, as soon as war broke out, he joined the Sherwood Rangers as a cavalry officer. This contradiction was typical of Douglas’s complex nature.

         After an administrative spell with the Sherwood Rangers in Palestine, Douglas was due to be sent back to England for more training. He was desperate for the experience of war and so, against direct orders, he famously made his own way to his unit, which was now in theatre in Egypt. No one immediately seemed to notice his absence and Douglas remained in the Middle East with the Sherwood Rangers until 1943, when he returned to England to retrain for the D-Day invasions. On 6 June 1944, Douglas took part in the main assault on the Normandy beaches. Three days later, he was killed by mortar fire near Tilly-sur-Seulles while returning from a patrol. He was just twenty-four years old.

         The war for Douglas was a Nietzschean self-examination of willpower and endurance and he mentions several times that his reasons for joining up were not just ideological, but also highly personal. As a soldier, he was passionate, uncompromising—the kind of person you would want as a leader in wartime. As his batman said to him, ‘I like you, sir. You’re shit or bust, you are.’

         As in his poems, there is a meditation on the metaphysical that runs throughout the book, almost as though he were a criminal, feeling for his own pulse whilst in the middle of a crime. Death was, for Douglas, a moment of transformation. He describes his experiences in this beautiful memoir as like ‘having walked through the looking-glass which touches a man entering a battle’. My grandfather would have concurred, I’m sure.

         
             

         

         Richard Skinner

         
             

         

         Richard Skinner is the author of the novels The Red Dancer, The Velvet Gentleman and The Mirror.

      

   


   
      

         
            ALAMEIN

         

         I AM not writing about these battles as a soldier, nor trying to discuss them as military operations. I am thinking of them—selfishly, but as I always shall think of them—as my first experience of fighting: that is how I shall write of them. To say I thought of the battle of Alamein as an ordeal sounds pompous: but I did think of it as an important test, which I was interested in passing. I observed these battles partly as an exhibition—that is to say that I went through them a little like a visitor from the country going to a great show, or like a child in a factory—a child sees the brightness and efficiency of steel machines and endless belts slapping round and round, without caring or knowing what it is all there for. When I could order my thoughts I looked for more significant things than appearances; I still looked—I cannot avoid it—for something decorative, poetic or dramatic.

         The geography of the country in which I spent those few months is already as vague to me as if I had learnt it from an atlas much longer ago. The dates have slipped away, the tactical lessons have been learnt by someone else. But what remains in my mind—a flurry of violent impressions—is vivid enough. Against a backcloth of indeterminate landscapes of moods and smells, dance the black and bright incidents.

         I had to wait until 1942 to go into action. I enlisted in September 1939, and during two years or so of hanging about I never lost the certainty that the experience of battle was something I must have. Whatever changes in the nature of warfare, the battlefield is the simple, central stage of the war: it is there that the interesting things happen. We talk in the evening, after fighting, about the great and rich men who cause and conduct wars. They have so many reasons of their own that they can afford to lend us some of them. There is nothing odd about their attitude. They are out for something they want, or their Governments want, and they are using us to get it for them. Anyone can understand that: there is nothing unusual or humanly exciting at that end of the war. I mean there may be things to excite financiers and parliamentarians—but not to excite a poet or a painter or a doctor.

         But it is exciting and amazing to see thousands of men, very few of whom have much idea why they are fighting, all enduring hardships, living in an unnatural, dangerous, but not wholly terrible world, having to kill and to be killed, and yet at intervals moved by a feeling of comradeship with the men who kill them and whom they kill, because they are enduring and experiencing the same things. It is tremendously illogical—to read about it cannot convey the impression of having walked through the looking-glass which touches a man entering a battle.

         I had arrived in the Middle East in August 1941. As a result of passing a course on which I was sent by accident, I found myself posted away from my regiment to a Divisional staff. I still wanted to get into action, and probably looked impatiently at my colleagues and superiors on this staff. For eight months I honestly tried hard to make sense of the job I was given—in other words to persuade the staff colonel and major to whose department I was attached to give me some work to do. The situation emerged clearly and simply as the months passed. My job was to give camouflage training. The Staff officers of ‘G’ staff, under the General, arranged training programmes: they invariably forgot to include camouflage. At first they airily agreed to my humble reminders with a wealth of condescending language—the General alone refrained from calling me ‘old boy’ although he said good morning, good morning as civilly as Siegfried Sassoon’s General.

         After eight months of relative inaction, not being at any time a patient person, and having a hatred for wasted time, I tried to get back to my regiment. I could not be released: with the charm and politeness with which everyone on a staff always speaks to everyone else, I was told I was indispensable. Any disclaimer of this, any statement that I was doing nothing but waste Government petrol and money, appeared to strike them as a conventionally modest reply, equivalent to saying ‘I’m only doing my job, old boy’. The offensive loomed very large in rumour, among so many officers living more or less inside the horse’s mouth. I decided, if there were no other means of going into action with my regiment, to run away from divisional headquarters in my truck, and report to my colonel. I thought vaguely that this might be straightened out later. To plan this was the natural result of having the sort of little-boy mentality I still have. A little earlier, I might have wanted to run away and be a pirate. But it was surprising how easily the plan was realized and justified. For eight months I had done no mechanized training, my regiment was equipped with tanks, guns and wireless sets which I had never handled, scarcely seen, in my life; and it seemed possible, and even likely, that my colonel who had applied for me before the battle, would not want an untrained officer to join him during action and endanger everyone’s life while learning his job. If he refused me I was determined not to come back to Division but to drive away down the coast road to Alexandria, and from there through Cairo and Ismalia and across the Sinai desert to Palestine, to amuse myself until I was caught and court-martialled.

         The battle of Alamein began on the 23rd of October, 1942. Six days afterwards I set out in direct disobedience of orders to rejoin my regiment. My batman was delighted with this manoeuvre. ‘I like you, sir,’ he said. ‘You’re shit or bust, you are.’ This praise gratified me a lot.

         1

         Six days after I had heard rumbling on the western skyline, that famous barrage that began it, I moved up from the rear to the front of the British attack. Through areas as full of organization as a city of ants—it happened that two days before I had been reading Maeterlinck’s descriptions of ant communities—I drove up the sign-posted tracks until, when I reached my own place in all this activity, I had seen the whole arrangement of the Army, almost too large to appreciate, as a body would look to a germ riding in its bloodstream. First the various headquarters of the higher formations, huge conglomerations of large and small vehicles facing in all directions, flags, signposts and numbers standing among their dust. On the main tracks, marked with crude replicas of a hat, a bottle, and a boat, cut out of petrol tins, lorries appeared like ships, plunging their bows into drifts of dust and rearing up suddenly over crests like waves. Their wheels were continually hidden in dustclouds: the ordinary sand being pulverized by so much traffic into a substance almost liquid, sticky to the touch, into which the feet of men walking sank to the knee. Every man had a white mask of dust in which, if he wore no goggles, his eyes showed like a clown’s eyes. Some did wear goggles, many more the celluloid eyeshields from their anti-gas equipments. Trucks and their loads became a uniform dust colour before they had travelled twenty yards: even with a handkerchief tied like a cowboy’s over nose and mouth, it was difficult to breathe.

         The lorry I drove was a Ford two-tonner, a commercial lorry designed for roadwork, with an accelerator and springs far too sensitive for tracks like these. I was thrown, with my two passengers, helplessly against the sides and roof of the cab: the same was happening to our clothes and possessions in the back. The sun was climbing behind us. As far as we could see across the dunes to right and left stretched formations of vehicles and weapons of all kinds, three-ton and heavier supply lorries of the R.A.S.C., Field workshops with huge recovery vehicles and winches, twenty-five-pounders and quads, Bofors guns in pits with their crewslying beside them, petrol fires everywhere, on which the crews of all were brewing up tea and tinned meat in petrol tins.

         We looked very carefully at all these, not having any clear idea where we should find the regiment. We did not yet know whether they were resting or actually in action. I realized that in spite of having been in the R.A.C. for two years, I had very little idea what to expect. I like to picture coming events to myself, perhaps through having been much alone, and to rehearse them mentally. I could not remember any picture or account which gave me a clear idea of tanks in action. In training we had been employed in executing drill movements in obedience to flag signals from troop leaders. We had been trained to fire guns on the move, and to adopt a vastly extended and exactly circular formation at night. But most of my training had been by lectures without illustrations: what few words of reminiscence I had heard from those who returned from actions in France and the desert, suggested that no notice of the manoeuvres we had been taught was ever taken in the field—which left me none the wiser. None of us had ever thought much of the drill movements and flag-signals. News films—just as later on that mediocre film ‘Desert Victory’—gave no idea where most of their ‘action’ pictures were taken. Even my own regiment had been known to put their tanks through various evolutions for cameramen.

         So feeling a little like the simple soul issuing from the hand of God, animula blandula vagula, I gazed on all the wonders of this landscape, looking among all the signs for the stencilled animal and number denoting my own regiment. I was not sure yet whether this was an abortive expedition—tomorrow might find me, with a movement order forged on my own typewriter, scorching down the road to Palestine. All my arrangements had been made to suit the two contingencies. I had dressed in a clean khaki shirt and shorts, pressed and starched a week or two before in an Alexandria laundry. My batman Lockett, an ex-hunt servant with a horseman’s interest in turn-out and good leather, had polished the chin-strap and the brasses of my cap and belt till the brasses shone like suns and the chinstrap like a piece of glass laid on velvet. In the lorry, besides Lockett, rode a fitter from Divisional Headquarters, who was to drive it back there if Lockett and I stayed with the regiment.

         The guns, such desultory firing as there was, sounded more clearly: the different noise of bombs was distinguishable now. The formations on either side were of a more combatant kind, infantry resting, heavy artillery and the usual light anti-aircraft. A few staff and liaison officers in jeeps and staff cars still passed, the jeeps often identifiable only by their passengers’ heads showing out of enveloping dustclouds: but the traffic was now mostly supply vehicles moving between the combatant units and their ‘B’ or supply echelons.

         Fifteen miles from our starting point and about four miles in rear of the regiment, I found our ‘B’ echelon, in charge of two officers whom I had known fairly well during my few months with the regiment, Mac —an ex-N.C.O. of the Scots Greys, now a captain; and Owen, a major; an efficient person with deceptive, adolescent manners, whom no one would suspect of being an old Etonian. It is difficult to imagine Owen at any public school at all: if you look at him he seems to have sprung, miraculously enlarged, but otherwise unaltered, from an inky bench in a private preparatory school. He looks as if he had white rats in his pockets. On these two I had to test my story.
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         I was afraid the idea of my running back to the regiment would seem absurd to them, so I began non-committally by greeting them and asking where the regiment was. ‘A few miles up the road,’ said Mac. ‘They’re out of action at the moment but they’re expecting to go in again any time. Have you come back to us?’ I said that depended on the Colonel. ‘Oh, he’ll be glad to see you,’ said Mac. ‘I don’t think ‘A’ Squadron’s got many officers left: they had a bad day the other day; I lost all my vehicles in B1 the same night—petrol lorry got hit and lit up the whole scene and they just plastered us with everything they had.’ In spite of this ominous news, I was encouraged by Mac’s saying I was needed, and pushed on up the track until we came to the regiment.

         Tanks and trucks were jumbled close together, with most of the men busy doing maintenance on them. A tall Ordnance officer whom I had never seen directed me to the same fifteen-hundredweight truck which had been the Orderly Room in the Training Area at Wadi Natrun. I left my lorry and walked, feeling more and more apprehensive as I approached this final interview. I looked about among the men as I went, but saw only one or two familiar faces; a regiment’s personnel alters surprisingly, even in eight months.

         I looked about for Edward, my Squadron leader, and for Tom and Raoul, who had been troop leaders with me, but could not see them. The Colonel, beautifully dressed and with his habitual indolence of hand, returned my salute from inside the fifteen-hundredweight, where he was sitting with Graham, the Adjutant, a handsome, red-haired, amiable young Etonian. I said to Piccadilly Jim (the Colonel), ‘Good evening, sir, I’ve escaped from Division for the moment, so I wondered if I’d be any use to you up here.’ ‘Well, Keith,’ stroking his moustache and looking like a contented ginger cat, ‘we’re most glad to see you—er—as always. All the officers in ‘A’ Squadron, except Andrew, are casualties, so I’m sure he’ll welcome you with open arms. We’re probably going in early tomorrow morning, so you’d better go and get him to fix you up with a troop now.’ After a few more politenesses, I went to find Andrew, and my kit. The tremendous question was decided, and in a disconcertingly abrupt and definite way, after eight months of abortive efforts to rejoin. Palestine was a long way off and a few miles to the west, where the sounds of gunfire had intensified, lay the German armies.

         2

         I found Andrew, sitting on a petrol tin beside his tanks: I had met him before but when he looked up at my approach he did not recognize me. He was not young, and although at the moment an acting Major about to go into action in a tank for the first time in his life, Andrew had already seen service in Abyssinia in command of the native mercenaries who had been persuaded to fight for Haile Selassie. From Abyssinia he had come to Cairo and fallen, through that British military process which penalizes anyone who changes his job, from Colonel to Major. Later, he had gravitated to base depot, and being unemployed, returned to his war-substantive rank of Captain. As a captain he had come back to the regiment; it is not difficult to picture the state of mind of a man who knows he has worked well and receives no reward except to be demoted two grades. He now found himself second in command of a squadron whose squadron leader had been a subaltern under him before. What happened after that was probably inevitable. Andrew’s health and temper were none the better for the evil climate and conditions of his late campaign. Someone who knew him before —which I did not—said that he went away a charming and entertaining young man, and returned a hardened and embittered soldier.

         He was a small man with blond hair turning grey, sitting on a petrol tin and marking the cellophane of his map case with a chinagraph pencil. His face was brick-red with sun and wind, the skin cracking on his lips and nose. He wore a grey Indian Army flannel shirt, a pair of old corduroy trousers, and sandals. Round his mahogany-coloured neck a blue silk handkerchief was twisted and tied like a stock, and on his head was a beret. Like most ex-cavalrymen he had no idea how to wear it. To him I reported, resplendent—if a little dusty—in polished cap and belt.

         He allotted me two tanks, as a troop, there not being enough on the squadron strength to make sub-units of more than two tanks. I drove my lorry with the kit on it to one of the tanks and began to unload and sort out my belongings. Lockett and I laid them out, together with the three bags of emergency rations belonging to the lorry. The Corporal, lately commander of this tank, departed, staggering under his own possessions barely confined by his groundsheet in an amorphous bundle.

         Lockett was to go for the duration of the battle to the technical stores lorry where he had a friend and where he could make himself useful. To him I handed over the greater part of my belongings—the style in which I had travelled at Divisional Headquarters being now outmoded. I kept a half-share of the three bags of rations, which I distributed between my two tanks (this amounting to several tins of bully beef, of course, one or two of First American white potatoes, and some greater treasures, tins of American bacon rashers, and of fruit and condensed milk. A pair of clean socks were filled, one with tea, the other with sugar). I changed my peaked cap for a beret, and retained a small cricket bag with shirts, slacks, washing and shaving kit, writing paper, a camera and a Penguin Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Rolled up in my valise and bedding were a suit of battledress, my revolver, and a British warm. In my pocket I had a small flask of whisky, and in the locker on the side of the tank, in addition to the rations, I put some tins of N.A.A.F.I. coffee and Oxo cubes, bought in Alexandria. I now felt the satisfaction of anyone beginning an expedition—or as Barbet Hasard might have said on this occasion, a Voyage—in contemplating my assembled stores, and in bestowing them. As soon as this was finished I began to make the acquaintance of my tank crews.

         My own tank was a Mk. Ill Crusader—then comparatively new to us all. I had once been inside the Mk. II, which had a two-pounder gun and a four-man crew, and was now superseded by this tank with a six-pounder gun and only three men in the crew, the place of the fourth being occupied by the breech mechanism of the six-pounder. This tank is the best looking medium tank I ever saw, whatever its shortcomings of performance. It is low-built, which in desert warfare, and indeed all tank warfare, is a first consideration. This gives it, together with its lines and its suspension on five great wheels a side, the appearance almost of a speedboat. To see these tanks crossing country at speed was a thrill which seemed inexhaustible—many times it encouraged us, and we were very proud of our Crusaders; though we often had cause to curse them.

         From underneath this particular tank a pair of boots protruded. As I looked at them, my mind being still by a matter of two days untrained to it, the inevitable association of ideas did not take place. The whole man emerged, muttering in a Glaswegian monotone. He was a small man with a seemingly disgruntled youngster’s face, called Mudie. I found him, during the weeks I spent with him to be lazy, permanently discontented, and a most amusing talker. In battle he did not have much opportunity for talking and was silent even during rests and meals; but at all other times he would wake up talking, as birds do, at the first gleam of light and long before dawn, and he would still be talking in the invariable monotone long after dark. He was the driver of the tank.

         The gunner was another reservist. His name was Evan, and he looked a very much harder case than Mudie, though I think there was not much to choose between them. Evan scarcely spoke at all, and if drawn into conversation would usually reveal (if he were talking to an officer) a number of injustices under which he was suffering at the moment, introducing them with a calculated air of weariness and ‘it doesn’t matter now,’ as though he had been so worn down by the callousness of his superiors as to entertain little hope of redress. In conversation with his fellows (I say fellows because he had no friends), he affected a peculiar kind of snarling wit, and he never did anything that was not directly for his own profit. Mudie would often do favours for other people. Evan would prefer an officer and then only if he could not well avoid it. Yet he was unexpectedly quick and efficient on two occasions which I shall describe.

         We were at an hour’s notice to move. This meant, not that we should move in an hour’s time, but that, if we did move, we should have an hour in which to prepare for it. When I had sorted out my belongings, and eaten some meat and vegetable stew and tinned fruit, washed down with coffee, I lay down on my bedding with a magazine which someone had left on the tank, and glancing only vaguely at the pages, thought over the changes of the last few days, and confronted myself with the future. Desultory thumps sounded in the distance, occasionally large bushes of dust sprang up on the skyline, or a plane droned across, very high up in the blue air. Men passed and repassed, shouted to each other, laughed, sang, and whistled dance tunes, as they always did. Metallic clangs and the hum of light and heavy engines at various pitches sounded at a distance. Occasionally a machine-gun would sputter for a few seconds, as it was tested or cleared. The whole conglomeration of sounds, mixing in the heat of declining afternoon, would have put me to sleep, but for my own excitement and apprehensions, and the indefatigable flies.

         But though I reflected, a little uncomfortably, on what might be happening to me in a few hours, I was not dissatisfied. I still felt the exhilaration of cutting myself free from the whole net of inefficiency and departmental bullshit that had seemed to have me quite caught up in Divisional Headquarters. I had exchanged a vague and general existence for a simple and particular (and perhaps short) one. Best of all, I had never realized how ashamed of myself I had been, in my safe job at Division until with my departure this feeling was suddenly gone. I had that feeling of almost unstable lightness which is felt physically immediately after putting down a heavy weight. All my difficult mental enquiries and arguments about the future were shelved, perhaps permanently. I got out my writing paper and wrote two letters, one to my mother and one to David Hicks in Cairo. Although in writing these letters (which, of course, got lost and were never posted) I felt very dramatic, the tone of them was not particularly theatrical. To my mother I wrote that I rejoiced to have escaped at last from Division and to be back with the regiment. I might not have time to write for a week or two, I added. To Hicks I sent a poem which I had written during my last two days at Division on an idea which I had had since a month before the offensive. I asked him to see that it got home as I had not got a stamp or an airgraph. He could print it in his magazine on the way, if he liked.

         I had asked Andrew one or two questions in the hope of not showing myself too ignorant in my first action. But it was fairly plain that he knew nothing himself. ‘I shouldn’t worry, old boy,’ was all he would say. ‘The squadron and troop leaders don’t use maps much, and there are no codes at all, just talk as you like over the air—except for giving map-references of course—but you won’t need them. You’ll find it’s quite simple.’ When I had written my letters I got into the turret with Evan and tried to learn its geography. My place as tank commander was on the right of the six-pounder. I had a seat, from which I could look out through a periscope. This afforded a very small view, and in action all tank commanders stand on the floor of their turrets so that their eyes are clear of the top, or actually sit in the manhole on top of their turret with their legs dangling inside. Behind the breech of the six-pounder is a metal shield to protect the crew against the recoil of the gun, which leaps back about a foot when it is fired. On my side of the six-pounder was a rack for a box of machine-gun ammunition, the belt of which had to run over the six-pounder and into the machine-gun mounted the other side of it. There were also two smoke dischargers to be operated by me. Stacked round the sides of the turret were the six-pounder shells, nose downwards, hand-grenades, smoke grenades and machine-gun ammunition. At the back of the turret on a shelf stood the wireless set, with its control box for switching from the A set to internal communication between the tank crew, and on top of the wireless set a pair of binoculars, wireless spare parts and tommy-gun magazines. There was a tommy-gun in a clip on Evan’s side of the turret. On the shelf, when we were in action, we usually kept also some Penguin books, chocolate or boiled sweets if we could get them, a tin of processed cheese, a knife and some biscuits. We were lucky enough to begin the battle with a tin of Australian butter as well. About dusk the wireless sets in all tanks were switched on and netted into the regimental control station, to make sure everyone’s set was as far as possible on the same frequency. Each station, like 2LO in early broadcasting, was known by a call sign, by which it announced itself and was called up by control stations. Before dark I went over to make sure that my other tank was ready to move, completely filled with rations, kit, petrol, oil, ammunition, and water. I stayed some time talking to the crew. The Corporal, Browning, had already been captured and recaptured during the first four days of the battle. He said the Germans had treated him very well, and seemed quite cheerful—so did his gunner and driver—at the prospect of going into action again. This was more than could be said of Evan and Mudie who grew dourer and more taciturn every minute.

         I lay down to sleep in my clothes, covered with my British warm and blankets, for the nights were already beginning to be cold. Perhaps betrayed by the spectacle of the stars as clear as jewels on black velvet into a mood of more solemnity, I suddenly found myself assuming that I was going to die tomorrow. For perhaps a quarter of an hour I considered to what possibilities of suffering, more than of death, I had laid myself open. This with the dramatic and emotional part of me: but my senses of proportion and humour, like two court jesters, chased away the tragic poet, and I drifted away on a tide of odd thoughts, watching the various signs of battle in the lower sky. I persuaded myself that I had passed the worst ordeals of fear and that there would be no time for sharp, instantaneous fear in battle. If I thought so, I was not long to be so deceived. The moon, now grown much greater than when a week or two ago she had inspired me to write a poem on her ominous pregnancy, presided over a variety of lesser lights; starshells, tracers of orange, green, red, blue, and a harsh white, and the deeper colours of explosions. We were still at an hour’s notice.

         3

         Someone shook me out of my sleep at four o’clock in the cold morning. Somewhat to my surprise I woke immediately with the full consciousness of where I was: for I had feared as I dropped asleep the morning might surprise me unpleasantly at my least heroic hour. The moment I was wakeful I had to be busy. We were to move at five: before that engines and sets had to be warmed up, orders to be given through the whole hierarchy from the Colonel to the tank crews. In the half light the tanks seemed to crouch, still, but alive, like toads. I touched the cold metal shell of my own tank, my fingers amazed for a moment at its hardness, and swung myself into the turret to get out my map case. Of course, it had fallen down on the small circular steel floor of the turret. In getting down after it I contrived to hit my head on the base of the six-pounder and scratch open both my hands; inside the turret there is less room even than in an aircraft, and it requires experience to move about. By the time I came up a general activity had begun to warm the appearance of the place, if not the air of it. The tanks were now half-hidden in clouds of blue smoke as their engines began one after another to grumble, and the stagnant oil burnt away. This scene with the silhouettes of men and turrets interrupted by swirls of smoke and the sky lightening behind them, was to be made familiar to me by many repetitions. Out of each turret, like the voices of dwarfs, thin and cracked and bodiless, the voices of the operators and of the control set come; they speak to the usual accompaniment of’ mush’, morse, odd squeals, and the peculiar jangling, like a barrel-organ, of an enemy jamming station.

         Probably as a result of some vacillation by higher authority, nobody moved before seven o’clock, when the Crusader squadron—my squadron—moved out and on to the other side of a main track running north to south. Here we halted, having left the heavy squadrons of Shermans and Grants still in our rest area, and were allowed to brew up. The immense moral satisfaction and recreation of brewing up was one I had never realized. As soon as the permission is given, all crews except those of tanks detailed for look-out duties swarm out of their turrets. The long boxes on the side of the tank are opened: tins of bacon or M. & V., according to the time of day, are got out, while someone is lighting a fire in a tin filled with a paste of sand and petrol. A veteran, blackened half of a petrol-tin, with a twisted wire handle, is unhooked from some extremity of the tank and filled with water for tea. Within five minutes a good crew has a cup of immensely strong and sweet hot tea and sandwiches (for example) of oatmeal biscuits fried in bacon fat and enclosing crisp bacon. If there is a little more time, it will probably be used to make another brew of tea from the same leaves, and to eat more biscuits spread with oleomargarine—to me, a horrible but wholesome synthetic—and Palestinian marmalade. This morning I found printed on my tin of marmalade the name of the communal settlement at Givat Brenner, where I had spent a day four or five months before. Thoughts of those quiet trees and that peaceful, industrious community induced a minute or two of nostalgia, and a less logical but more comfortable sense of friends following me. Soon after breakfast we were turned round and returned to camp—I never discovered why we made this excursion. We did not move again until late afternoon, when the regiment moved out, Crusaders leading, in single file on to the track up which I had come the day before. The head of the column turned westwards, only turrets and pennants, flown on the small aerials, showing above the billowing dust. I took a photograph of the column behind and in front of me.

         That afternoon was still and sunny, the upper air clear, the ground churned everywhere into white dust by the endless traffic. This white dust lay very thickly rutted on the ground and mixed with the atmosphere, like a mist for a foot or two above the desert. Even without looking at the formations lying beside the track and stretching away from it, it was impossible not to feel immense subdued activity all over the area. On the track, besides our own column of tanks moving up slowly, screened and enveloped in their own dust, tanks and armoured cars passed us going out of battle, and a renewed traffic of staff cars and jeeps made it clear that the front line had advanced since the previous night when few of them were coming so far forward. These smaller vehicles bucketed in and out among the main streams of traffic.

         Up above in the clear sky a solitary aeroplane moved, bright silver in the sunlight, a pale line of exhaust marking its unhurried course. The Bofors gunners on either side of us were running to their guns and soon opened a rapid, thumping fire, like a titanic workman hammering. The silver body of the aeroplane was surrounded by hundreds of little grey smudges, through which it sailed on serenely. From it there fell away, slowly and gracefully, an isolated shower of rain, a succession of glittering drops. I watched them descend a hundred feet before it occurred to me to consider their significance and forget their beauty. The column of tanks trundled forward imperturbably, but the heads of their crews no longer showed. I dropped down in the turret and shouted to Evan who was dozing in the gunner’s seat: ‘Someone’s dropping some stuff.’ He shouted back a question and adjusted his earphones. ‘Bombs!’ I said into the microphone. Their noisy arrival somewhere on our right confirmed the word. Control called us over the air: ‘Nuts one, is everybody O.K.?’ ‘Two O.K. off.’ ‘Three O.K. off.’ ‘Four O.K. off,’ said the troop leaders in turn. ‘Five O.K. off,’ I completed the group. The journey continued.

         The view from a moving tank is like that in a camera obscura or a silent film—in that since the engine drowns all other noises except explosions, the whole world moves silently. Men shout, vehicles move, aeroplanes fly over, and all soundlessly: the noise of the tank being continuous, perhaps for hours on end, the effect is of silence. It is the same in an aircraft, but unless you are flying low, distance does away with the effect of a soundless pageant. I think it may have been the fact that for so much of the time I saw it without hearing it, which led me to feel that country into which we were now moving as an illimitably strange land, quite unrelated to real life, like the scenes in The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari. Silence is a strange thing to us who live: we desire it, we fear it, we worship it, we hate it. There is a divinity about cats, as long as they are silent: the silence of swans gives them an air of legend. The most impressive thing about the dead is their triumphant silence, proof against anything in the world.

         A party of prisoners now appeared marching on our left. They were evidently very tired but looked about them with a good deal of interest, particularly at our column. I thought of innumerable pictures of glowering S.S. men in Nazi tanks, and glared at them through my goggles in the hope of looking like part of an inexorable war machine myself. They must have been fairly impressed with the strength and concentration of our forces by the time they reached their cage at the rear. About two hundred of them passed us, in batches, as we continued our journey. We looked at them with an interest equal to their own. They did not look very fearsome: they were almost all Germans with shapeless green or khaki drill uniforms and floppy peaked caps with a red, white and black bull’s-eye on them. The desert on either side of the track became more sparsely populated with vehicles, and at length there were none but derelicts. The column halted at last, so that my tank stood beside the burnt-out shell of a German Mk. IV Special, with its long gun and rows of little wheels. Most of one side of it had been torn out, probably by the explosion of its own ammunition. Some charred clothing lay beside it, but no equipment, and there was no sign of the crew. The whole thing made a disconcerting cautionary picture.

         On the horizon to our front we could see two vehicles burning fiercely, from which expanding columns of black smoke slanted across the orange sky. We could see shells, visible by their traces as yellow or white lights, sailing in apparently slow curves across our front: they were being fired by tanks on our left, but were landing in dead ground to us. By now the light was ebbing perceptibly and soon the burning derelicts and the shell-traces gleamed against the sky. The traces of enemy shells could be seen flying from beyond the ridge ahead of us. We were now spectators of the closing stages of the day’s battle.

         4

         I dismounted and went to find Andrew, leaving Evan and Mudie silently examining the nearest derelict: apparently we were to leaguer for the night nearby, and Andrew went away into the growing obscurity to receive his orders from the Colonel. He told me to prevent the squadron moving away and getting lost before he came back. Eventually, however, he sent the Welsh sergeant, Thomas, to summon us back to him, and himself led us slowly, watching one another’s red rear lights, into our position for the night.

         The Crusaders were drawn up in two rows in front of the heavy tanks, and we were ordered to put out a guard, until a guard from our attached infantry came to relieve us, and to dig one slit trench per tank. I would have been quite content with the protection of my tank turret but passed on the orders, sending Evan over to help Sergeant Thomas with the slit trench for the guard. We began to try and make some impression on the stony ground. The burning derelicts were no longer visible, and for the moment there was a background of silence to our efforts.

         
                 

         

         After we had been digging about a minute, a projectile of some sort screamed over our heads and burst with an orange flame and a great deal of noise somewhere in the darkness behind us, apparently among the heavy tanks. Another followed it, and I decided it would be ridiculous to attempt digging a trench under H.E. fire, when the tank turret was already available for our protection. Evan came back from Sergeant Thomas’s tank and scrambled into the turret. I told Mudie to get in, and as soon as they had made room, stepped in myself, trying not to hurry too much. There was silence for the next two minutes and I began to wonder if I had made an ass of myself. Sergeant Thomas’s head appeared over the top of the turret. ‘Here, Evan,’ he said, ‘what are you skulking in there for, man? If you stop digging every time a bit of shit comes over, we’ll never get finished. Come on out of it, now, and do a bit of bloody work. There’s no reason to hop in the turret every time you get a bit of shit thrown at you.’ ‘All right,’ I said, giving in to Sergeant Thomas’s greater experience, ‘get out and do some more digging.’ Evan and I climbed out on to the engine plates at the back of the tank and prepared to drop to the ground. But with a scream and a crash another shell arrived. Something glanced along the side of my boot and two or three more pieces hit on the tank with a clang. Evan rolled sideways off the back of the tank and fell to the ground. ‘Are you all right?’ I asked him. ‘Yes, sir.’ ‘Well get back in the turret, I’m not going to muck about digging in this stuff.’ To my considerable satisfaction, I heard Sergeant Thomas also ordering his men to take cover: he was not going to recant entirely, however, but made them lie under the tank and begin to scoop a trench there. As I started to climb up on the tank again, I put my hand on one of the two-gallon water containers on the rack behind the engine. It was still very hot from the heat of the exhaust. I climbed back on to the turret and said to Evan and Mudie: ‘I’m going to make some coffee from the hot water at the back of the tank. You can stay there if you like, but I’m going underneath at the back.’ Evan remained inside, muttering something about not sticking his bloody neck out, but Mudie and I were underneath the rear end of the tank before the next shell arrived. Here we lay, drinking warm, if somewhat silty coffee, while the shelling continued irregularly—it was a solitary mortar which plagued us—for the best part of an hour. In one of the intervals I took a mug of coffee up to Evan, although I didn’t wish him luck with it.

         Andrew came back from the Colonel’s tank and sent me over to it to do a spell as duty officer during the night. I rolled up my bedding, humped it on my back, and followed his directions until I saw the great bulk of the Grant in the increasing moonlight. John Simpson of ‘B’ Squadron had arrived there on the same job, and I felt happier at seeing someone I knew. He was still the youngest officer in the regiment after two and a half years’ commissioned service, a very tall, thin, young gentleman whose conversation was often informed with an entertaining sarcasm. He made some polite remark about being glad to see me back, and began to tell me that he had been ‘spending the evening in injecting morphia into our supporting infantry’, most of whom, by his account, had crowded into the turret of his Sherman when the shelling started. The greater part of the shells had apparently landed among the infantry vehicles and heavy tanks at the back of the leaguer. ‘My tank is now a dressing station,’ he said, in a mock-serious voice which, so carefully did he maintain it, made it clear that it was an insurance against real seriousness. Although at the time it seemed to me—and I think to all of us—that we were behaving with admirable restraint, afterwards I realized how obvious that restraint would have been to anyone who, like a film audience, could have taken a detached view of us. In Sergeant Thomas’s voice saying: ‘There’s no reason to hop in the turret every time’ there was a higher, more excitable note, an exaggeration of the usual Welsh singsong. In ordering Evan and Mudie back into the cover of the turret, I had enforced my order with two or three redundant blasphemies. And now John and I continued in this awful vein of banter as we went to look for a place to put our beds.

         There were one or two German infantry positions and pits for vehicles to be driven into: beautifully finished and deep-cut trenches. John selected a deep narrow trench about the length and width of a bed, and was going to drop his blankets into it when I said: ‘I think there’s some stuff in the bottom of it.’ ‘Oh!’ John peered down into the murk. ‘I hope it’s not a corpse.’ That was exactly why I had said ‘some stuff’ instead of ‘something.’ But the object, whatever it was, was as long as a man and in a pose which suggested limbs. I stretched a tentative and reluctant hand down into the pit, wondering whether I should touch a stiffened arm, shoulder or leg. I had aimed at the centre of the mass to avoid contact with the face and teeth. Of course, after all this agony it was not a corpse, but someone else’s bedding. We had been forestalled and had to sleep in a more open pit dug for a small truck.

         When we had arranged our beds I walked back with John to his own tank. It was nearly double the size of my own, and impressed me that evening, seeing a Sherman at close quarters for the first time, as a massively safe stronghold. In a few days’ time I would not willingly have changed my low-built and comparatively fragile Crusader for it. On the side of it was painted a huge eye. ‘The eye of Horus,’ said John. ‘He’s the nearest thing in Egypt to the God of battles. I put it on with sump oil and the black off a brew-tin.’

         We found two infantrymen still sheltering in the turret, although the shelling had been over more than an hour. One explained quite lucidly that he was keeping the other company; his companion he explained being ‘took real bad’. This I thought at first meant seriously wounded, but he was apparently suffering only from shock. We found a truck to take him to the M.O. and he was helped out of the turret and lowered down the front of the tank, shivering and moaning. The oblivion induced by John’s morphia seemed to have left his head and nerve centres but not his limbs, which refused to support him. The infantry sentry who helped us get him down, disdaining John’s device of banter, said honestly and plainly to me, ‘I’ll be glad when this is over, won’t you, sir?’ While this was not a very clever thing to say, it was exactly what I was thinking, and I agreed with him sincerely. The exchange of banalities did us both good.

         By the time John and I had got back to our beds, and had settled down, after sharing a packet of chocolate, the British twenty-five-pounders, spaced every twenty-five yards behind us, had opened a barrage lasting several hours. The noises of the shells, just as the noises of aeroplane engines, varied according to the angle at which they struck the air. One gun which appeared to be firing more or less directly overhead sent a shell which whistled. Possibly at some part of the night there was some German counter-battery fire, or some heavier guns of our own joined in. At all events, there was every variety of noise in the sky, a whistling and chattering and rumbling like trains, like someone whispering into a microphone, or like the tearing of cloth. The sky was lit up almost without pause by the tremendous flashes on the horizon, and the noise was so continuous that we slept easily beneath it. Once I woke, providentially, in time to prevent the driver of a fifteen-hundredweight truck who had wandered into the area, from taking us and the pit in his stride.

         As duty officer, with the last spell of duty—four o’clock until dawn —I had to wander about the area, visiting the various guards and pickets, deal with any messages received over the air by the duty operator, call the Colonel at five o’clock, and then rout the whole regimental group out of bed. The infantry had a machine-gun post out in front of the leaguer, which reported snipers out to their front. The fifteen-hundredweight which had almost run over me in bed had been one of a unit which had leaguered in front of us and had been withdrawn through us after having several casualties from these snipers. While I was talking to this picket, two bullets sang past in the darkness like innocuous insects; one struck a tank somewhere and rebounded whining into the darkness.

         At five o’clock I woke the Colonel, who lay in his opulent sleeping-bag, in his pyjamas, his clothes and suede boots neatly piled beside him; a scent of pomade drifted from him as he sat up. I told him the time and about the snipers, and handed him over to his batman who already hovered behind me with a cup of tea. I went about stirring the sleeping cocoons of men with my foot. On the way I woke John and said, ‘Have some whisky. I suppose we’ve sunk pretty low, taking it for breakfast.’ Unfortunately there was no more chocolate.

         By six o’clock the wireless in every tank was switched on, engines were running, and at six-fifteen, through a thick morning mist, the Crusader squadron began to move out in close formation ahead of the regiment. Andrew had relayed rather vague orders to me: but the only thing that seemed clear to me was that there was now no one between us and the enemy. If that were so, it seemed crazy to go swanning off into the mist; but I was fairly certain it was not free from doubt, because I knew there had been a traffic of one or two vehicles passing through our lines in the early morning—and they were soft skinned vehicles, not tanks. Presently, as I moved slowly forward, keeping one eye on the vague shape of Andrew’s tank in the mist to my left, I saw on my right a truck, with its crew dismounted. I reported it to Andrew, and cruised across to investigate it. It was, of course, a British truck, whose driver told us there was a whole unit of soft vehicles ahead of us, and as far as he knew, no enemy in the immediate neighbourhood. There was no more mention of snipers, and I imagined these would have been part of some kind of patrol who had now returned to their own lines.

         Andrew now began to call me impatiently over the air: ‘Nuts five, Nuts five, you’re miles behind. Come on. Come on. Off.’ Speeding up, we saw the shape of a tank looming ahead of us again, and made for it. As we came nearer, it was recognizable as a German derelict. I had not realized how derelicts can complicate manoeuvres in a bad light. We increased speed again; but there seemed to be no one ahead of us. I began to suppose we had passed Andrew in the mist, and realized that we were lost, without any information of our position or objective. In fact, the regiment had made a sharp turn left while we were halted, and if Andrew had mentioned this to me over the air we could have found them easily. As it was, we continued to move vaguely round until the mist cleared. Seeing some Crusaders on our left when it grew clear enough to pick up objects at a distance, we approached them: they belonged to one of the other regiments in the Brigade, and had no idea (although their colonel was in one of the tanks) on which side of them our regiment was moving. How all this came about I am not sure, because I afterwards found Brigade and regimental orders to be very clear, and there was never an occasion in later actions when every member of a tank crew did not know what troops were on his right and left. This was, however, only the third time the regiment had ever seen action as a tank unit, and I was probably not so far behind the others in experience as I felt.

         Meanwhile we rushed eagerly towards every Crusader, like a shortsighted little dog who has got lost on the beach. Andrew continued to call up with such messages as: ‘Nuts five, Nuts five I still can’t see you. Conform. Conform. Off.’ I perceived that two other tanks of the squadron had attached themselves to me and were following me slavishly about, although the other tank of my own troop was nowhere to be seen.

         Another Crusader several hundred yards away attracted our attention, and we rushed towards it, floundering over slit trenches and passing through some of our own infantry. As we approached another trench, I was too late to prevent the driver from running over a man in black overalls who was leaning on the parapet. A moment before the tank struck him I realized he was already dead; the first dead man I had ever seen. Looking back, I saw he was a Negro. ‘Libyan troops,’ said Evan. He was pointing. There were several of them scattered about, their clothes soaked with dew; some lacking limbs, although no flesh of these was visible, the clothes seeming to have wrapped themselves round the places where arms, legs, or even heads should have been, as though with an instinct for decency. I have noticed this before in photographs of people killed by explosive.

         The Crusader which had attracted our attention was newly painted, covered with bedding and kit: tin hats and binoculars hung on the outside of the turret, and a revolver lay on the turret flap. Although it was outwardly undamaged, we saw that it had been abandoned. As my own field-glasses were old and quite useless, I told Evan to get out and bring the ones hanging on the derelict. He was very reluctant. ‘It might be a booby trap, sir,’ said he, rolling his eyes at me. This seemed unlikely at that stage of the battle, and I said, not very sympathetically, ‘Well, have a look first and make sure nothing’s attached to them. And if nothing is, get them.’ Very gingerly, he climbed on to the other turret, and returned with the glasses. While he was getting them, I had at last caught sight of the regiment and we moved across to them, with our two satellites.

         We took position on the right, the Crusaders still lying in front of the regiment, and my own tank being near a derelict Italian M13, apparently no more damaged than the tank we had just left, and covered with a camouflage of scrub. Two burnt-out German tanks stood about fifty yards apart some four hundred yards away to our right front. The other Crusaders were spaced out away to the left of us and over into some dead ground. Nothing seemed to be happening at the moment of our arrival.

         I had a look through my new field-glasses: they were certainly an improvement on the ones that had been issued to me. I thought I could make out some lorries and men moving about on the far skyline, and reported them. Two or three other tanks confirmed this and said they could see them too. Unfortunately, our R.H.A. Battery, which had been withdrawn for barrage work, was not yet back with us and these vehicles were out of range of our seventy-fives and six-pounders. So we continued to sit there. Evan produced a thriller and found his place in it. Mudie asked me to pass him a biscuit. I took one myself, and cut us a sliver of cheese each from the tin. I took off my greatcoat and draped it over the turret. We seemed to have settled down for the morning and I began to wonder when we should get a chance to brew up.

         I was disturbed from a mental journey through the streets of Jerusalem by the shriek and crash of a shell which threw up dark grey smoke and flame near one of the heavy tanks. During the next hour these shells continued to arrive, with the same tearing and shunting noises as I had heard the night before. Among them, however, was a disturbing new kind of explosion, the air-burst, which the 88 mm. gunners often fired for ranging and to make the occupants of open tank turrets uncomfortable. By tinkering with their fuse they produced a sudden thunderclap overhead, which, beyond drawing a straight line of tiny puffs along the sand, hardly showed after the moment of bursting: so that the first time I heard the bang I was unable to find a dust cloud anywhere to account for it.

         The flashes from these guns were not visible: they continued firing spasmodically for about two hours, distributing their fire between the Crusaders and heavy tanks. After a time they began to introduce some sort of oil-shell which burst with a much greater volume of flame and of black smoke. One of these set fire to the bedding strapped to the outside of a Sherman, but the crew soon extinguished this and climbed into their tank again. Apart from this short interlude of excitement, shells continued to arrive and to miss, and we to sit there in sulky silence, reading our magazines and books, eating our biscuits and cheese, and indulging in occasional backchat over the air, for the rest of the morning.

         About midday, feeling that the futility of war had been adequately demonstrated to me, I arrived back among the supply vehicles, to refuel. We seized the opportunity to have a brew-up, and ate some of our tinned fruit. An infantry sergeant and three or four men had brought in a German prisoner, a boy of about fifteen, who looked very tired but still defiant. He had remained lying in a patch of scrub while our tanks passed him, and after the supply echelon had arrived, dismounted, brewed up, and settled down to wait for us to come back to them, he had started to snipe them. The sergeant, who regarded this as an underhand piece of work, was for executing the boy at once. ‘Shoot the bugger. That’s what I say,’ he kept repeating. His more humane companions were for giving the prisoner a cup of tea and a cigarette, which he obviously needed. I think he got them in the end.

         Having refreshed ourselves and our vehicles, we went back and sat beside the camouflaged derelict again. Presently an infantry patrol, moving like guilty characters in a melodrama, came slinking and crouching up to my tank. A corporal, forgetting his attitude for the time being, leant against the tank, saying: ‘You see them Jerry derelicts over there, them two?’ He indicated the two burnt-out tanks to our right front and added: ‘They’ve got a machine-gun in that right-hand one. We can’t get up to them. They open up on us and pin us down, see?’ ‘Well, what would you like us to do?’ ‘I should have thought you could run over the buggers with this,’ he said, patting the tank. ‘Well, we’ll see. I’ll have to ask my squadron leader.’ I indicated his tank, ‘Will you go over and tell him all about it?’ ‘Very good, sir,’ said the corporal, suddenly deciding that I was an officer. He departed. His patrol, who had been slinking aimlessly round in circles, waiting for him, tailed on behind him.

         Andrew’s instructions were of the kind I was beginning to expect from him. ‘See what you can do about it. See if you can get those chaps out of it. But be very careful. I don’t want you to take any risks.’ I interpreted this to mean: ‘If you make a mess of it, I wash my hands of you,’ and opened the proceedings by ordering Evan to spray the area of the derelict with machine-gun fire.

         The machine-gun, however, fired a couple of desultory shots, and jammed; Evan cleared and re-cocked it. It jammed again. A furious argument followed, Evan maintaining that the trouble was due to my not passing the belt of ammunition over the six-pounder and helping it out of the box. I pointed out that the belt was free on my side. Our understanding of each other was not helped by the fact that while I was speaking into the i/c microphone, Evan removed his earphones because they hampered his movements. He then shouted to me, disdaining the microphone, words which I could not hear through my heavy earphones. At length the conversation resolved itself into a shouting match. Evan became more and more truculent, and I ordered the driver to begin advancing slowly towards the enemy. This had the effect I wanted. Evan stopped talking, and applied himself feverishly to mending the machine-gun. After about a hundred yards I halted and scrutinized the derelict through my glasses. I could see no movement. I wondered what the crew of the machine-gun felt like, seeing a tank slowly singling them out and advancing on them. Evan was stripping the gun in the bad light and confined space of the turret, skinning his fingers, swearing and perspiring. At this moment Andrew’s voice spoke in my ear, saying airily that he was going to refuel: ‘Nuts five, I’m going back to the N.A.A.F.I. for lemonade and buns. Take charge. Off.’ So now I was left to my own devices. 

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Looking down for a moment at a weapon-pit beside us, I saw a Libyan soldier reclining there. He had no equipment nor arms, and lay on his back as though resting, his arms flung out, one knee bent, his eyes open. He was a big man: his face reminded me of Paul Robeson. I thought of Rimbaud’s poem: ‘Le Dormeur du Val’—but the last line:

         
            Il a deux trous rouges au côté droit

         

         was not applicable. There were no signs of violence. As I looked at him, a fly crawled up his cheek and across the dry pupil of his unblinking right eye. I saw that a pocket of dust had collected in the trough of the lower lid. The fact that for two minutes he had been lying so close to me, without my noticing him, was surprising: it was as though he had come there silently and taken up his position since our arrival.

         Evan’s swearing approached a crescendo. ‘I’ll have to take the bastard out,’ he said. ‘It’s the remote control’s bust. I’ll fire it from the trigger.’ We got the biscuit tin off the back of the tank and mounted the gun on it loose, on the top of the turret. From this eminence, as we advanced again, Evan sprayed earth and air impartially, burning his fingers on the barrel casing, his temper more furious every minute. At length he succeeded in landing a few shots round the derelict tank. A red-faced infantry subaltern ran up behind us, and climbed on to the tank. He put his hands in his pocket and pulled out two grenades, the pins of which he extracted with his teeth. He sat clutching them and said to me: ‘Very good of you to help us out, old boy,’ in a voice much fiercer than his words. We were now only about thirty yards from the derelict, and saw the bodies of men under it. They did not move.

         ‘There they are!’ cried the infantryman suddenly. A few yards from the left of the tank, two German soldiers were climbing out of a pit, grinning sheepishly as though they had been caught out in a game of hide and seek. In their pit lay a Spandau machine-gun with its perforated jacket. So much, I thought with relief, for the machinegun nest. But men now arose all round us. We were in a maze of pits. Evan flung down the Besa machine-gun, cried impatiently, ‘Lend us your revolver, sir,’ and snatching it from my hand, dismounted. He rushed up and down calling ‘Out of it, come on out of it, you bastards,’ etc. The infantry officer and I joined in this chorus, and rushed from trench to trench; I picked up a rifle from one of the trenches and aimed it threateningly, although I soon discovered that the safety-catch was stuck and it would not fire. The figures of soldiers continued to arise from the earth as though dragons’ teeth had been sown there. I tried to get the prisoners into a body by gesticulating with my useless rifle. To hurry a man up, I pointed a rifle at him, but he cowered to the ground, like a puppy being scolded, evidently thinking I was going to shoot him on the spot. I felt very embarrassed, and lowered the rifle: he shot away after his comrades as though at the start of a race. I began to shout: ‘Raus, raus, raus,’ with great enthusiasm at the occupants of some trenches further back, who were craning their necks at us in an undecided way. Evan unluckily discouraged them by blazing off at them with a Spandau which he had picked up, and some high explosive began to land near the tank, which was following us about like a tame animal. Evan now found a man shamming dead in the bottom of a pit and was firing at his heels with my revolver, swearing and cursing at him. Another German lay on the ground on his back, occasionally lifting his head and body off the ground as far as the waist, with his arms stretched stiffly above his head and his face expressive of strenuous effort, like a man in a gymnasium. His companions gesticulated towards him and pointed at their heads, so that I thought he had been shot in the head. But when I looked more closely, I could see no wound, and he told me he was ill. Two of them assisted him away.
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