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    Dedication






    In memory of my mother Rose, née Bourguignon,


    who did not live to see the days of the Liberation
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    Author's Foreword






    Great care has been taken to research the historical


    events described in this work.


    They are documented at the back of this book.
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    THE INTERPRETER




    A Hero's Reward




    On the 11th of November l945 a crowd gathers at the École Militaire in Paris to posthumously honour the heroes of the resistance. It is one of those chilly mornings when the sun obstinately refuses to shine, when the air is humid, when Paris is uniformly sullen, feeling blue; now remembering. The music of military bands vibrate through the air, the implacable rhythm of their drums reminding us of past tunes sung by freedom fighters marching to their death, flanked by their executioners. In the middle of the square stands Général de Gaulle, filling the space with his godlike presence, saluting the absent heroes, his hand poised like a blinker on the right side of his long solemn face.




    Umbrellas open, hiding some faces from view. A slight drizzle mingles with tears. Le Général, protected under a large marquee with his colonels standing at a distance behind him, takes each individual medal from a blue velvet cushion presented to him by a young officer. The names of the fallen heroes are called out by an officer with a crystal voice. It reaches out of depths unimaginable. My




    father stands beside me. I can see he is emotionally drained and wants to leave.




    We begin slowly pushing our way through the crowd towards the deserted banks of the river when suddenly we hear: “Frank van Heugen, avocat, interprète allemand travaillant pour les Alliés, mort le 24 Février l942.” We stop, rooted to the ground as if struck by lightening. Monsieur l’ Interprète, a double agent! So, that was it! Suddenly everything the man had said and done with such unnerving detachment takes on a new significance! Images of past events, my father rescued at the eleventh hour from deportation and death, reels like a film at full speed in front of my eyes. Meanwhile le Général waits for someone to come forward. Nobody does. An officer standing by him gently deposits Frank's medal on a table nearby.




    It was while we were walking along the quays that hindsight worked its miracles and the Interpreter's double life was made whole by unstoppable recollections. On that drizzly morning in November I made myself a promise that I would explore who Frank van Heugen really was, I would ascertain how he worked as an interpreter at the German Kommandantur at Germigny in the Cher, where my father and I had taken refuge after the Fall of France, and




    how the French Government came to award him the Order of the Resistance.




    The vivid picture I still hold of Frank van Heugen (that's not his real name) has two causes: One, he saved my father's life at the eleventh hour; two, the forceful impression he made on me when he interrogated me. He accepted my verification of the statement my father had made to him, that he had attempted to cross the demarcation line without a pass to comfort me after the recent death of my mother. Unfortunately, my father was interrogated again, this time by the Wehrmacht Major himself after the latter learnt that my father was a Jew. Not moved by my father's confession and apology, the Major sent my father back to his cell with the dreaded words: “You'll be deported to a camp in Germany”. At dawn my father was woken up by an orderly who led him to a horse and cart full of hay driven by a peasant who deposited him in a field the other side of the line. My father's gruelling 250km journey back to Paris all the way through the dangerous occupied zone is another story. I resolved to tell the story of the man whom I had met in Germigny and knew as the official interpreter working at the German Kommandatur.




    After the award to him of the Order of the Resistance I decided it was now the right time to give Frank's heroic life its due. I would piece together happenings of his life as a German lawyer, when appointed interpreter at the Kommandatur in Germigny in the Cher department, and turn it into a memoir.




    I was fortunate to discover at an early stage of my research that Frank had kept journals of his secret life and deposited them with Simon Werner, a trusted friend, for safekeeping. Monette, his widow and a friend of mine had taken care of them since the death of her husband. She handed Frank's notes to me for safe-keeping shortly after the Liberation of France in 1946. They were in code but we are familiar with many codes and after much work deciphered his notes. The following chapters are the words of Frank van Heugen as he wrote them.


  




  

    A Hero's journal.




    Chapter 1




    A day in June l941.




    These lines are dedicated to no-one. How could they be? I have no disciple, no descendants, God forbid! My work did not allow me to have any, or, to put it slightly nearer the truth, my work would not allow me to tie myself to domesticity. I am thus lacking in that particular area of what is called normal living. So all I can hope for is that a man with an insatiable curiosity, an historian, or a scientist perhaps, will face up to the challenge of deciphering the code that took me months to devise and get used to, make foolproof and of which, incidentally, I am rather proud. He may fall prey to my self-indulgence, shrug his shoulders but sit at his desk and start working in earnest because it is he, not I, for I'll be far away or dead, who will want to tell my story for posterity and to tell it my way.




    Conversely, my decipherer, before the difficulties facing him, may decide to give up the game as not worth the candle or, more likely, the candles he’d have to burn. So be it. I'll be talking to myself, like Robinson Crusoe on his island must have done all




    day long. Projecting his inner voice to the vast and wild expanses in front and on top of him, then on to more permanent surfaces, and this perhaps to kill a kind of boredom with himself. Not that I have to execute that sort of killing. More to the point, not that I feel the need, ever, to identify with the man Crusoe, with what he seems to have been before he was shipwrecked. But it is known that in adversity he became extremely resourceful, using large vegetal surfaces on which he inscribed the words that came out of him, out of his fevered head and limbs, to tell no-one and everyone of the acts and thoughts that beset a solitary man whose shadow never leaves him but alters its shape as he moves. Will it go? No! It overtakes him, it tells him (or reminds him) of the timelessness of time, of the permanence of nature's all pervading powers, immense and beyond man's control.




    Then Man Friday came. Contrary to what most people may think, Robinson Crusoe must have cursed Friday's presence, reminding him of his days as a gentleman in England where the primitive classes served him well. He must have resented being so cruelly reminded of his privileged past and he couldn't write any longer. He was too busy teaching Friday a thing or two…until he found that Friday did the same to him. So, Robinson tried to write again. Leaning on his large waxen leaves he inlaid the words that came to him. This time they were different words, words filled with doubt; hesitant, philosophical. Friday ate the leaves thinking (or not thinking) that the master had spiced them especially for him.




    Listen to the echo of Samuel Johnson's voice, crying out for all to hear. “Was there ever yet anything written by mere man that was wished longer by its readers, except Robinson Crusoe?”




    So I wonder. Will there ever be a Man of Letters so bold (or mad) as to tell the world, as Samuel Johnson did of his dismay, that I, Frank van Heugen, did not write longer? Of course there won't. Of course I shan't. For I know that before my time is up I'll be seized by those primitive intruders, the enemies of humanity, of a just world, a fair world, all waiting as one man in his boat tossed on troubled waters to land on my island and destroy me.




    Friend, listen. Your chagrin is mine. That's how hiatuses in history occur.
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    This is quite absurd! What have I to do with the legendary Crusoe, his shadow following him like another self, ceaselessly reminding him of his existence whether stationary or in motion, and this at all hours of the day or night? It never leaves him. Mine abandons me on occasion, and at will. The Doppelgänger's lot, I should imagine. My shadow would only reveal I exist. In my present circumstances, my near invisibility in the midst of lead soldiers populating this vast, grim, murderous platform of war serves me well. Demands made on me by the German bureaucratic fiefdom I readily welcome. I can move freely and in the open, being one of them whenever it is the right moment for me to join them. Next, I transmit; not always in time, not always successfully. Two major obstacles stand in the way of reaching the right people at the other end. One: The incredible stupidity of some of our ‘receivers’. Two: The density of traffic on the radio waves. Time consuming it certainly is, and also dangerous. The longer it takes to get to your contact, the more vulnerable you become. You never see your enemy, or even feel his presence, but he is there, (part of this macabre Hide and Seek) turning his antennae in all directions to reach your wave–length and read you.




    I felt I had no choice but to take the bull by the horns and offer my devoted services to the German organization of counter–espionage, known as the Kommando, Himmler's poisonous creation. This agency is staffed by extremely intelligent, well–trained men, wizards in the art of detection. Their system of communication is second to none. It thrives on intrigue within its walls, on making friends with adversaries before they are caught, to lure them, and after they’ve been caught, of making them cooperate, They also work hand in hand with the most sinister characters it can pick among the French potentates, like flowers in spring. Seeing the personnel operate has taught me a thing or two about the art of deception. We have here psychology acting at very high levels of competence, inventiveness, shrewdness too, where the protagonists, often the jailer and his victim, sit at a table engaging in a fiery battle of wits, playing words, facing each other in an intense scrutiny, like chess players moving the chessmen on the board.




    Champagne is drunk, good food served, the prisoner lives in clover, housed in a magnificent mansion in Neuilly, Boulevard Inkermann, free to roam around the house, free to take a walk outside boundaries. The price is high; it means playing the disinformation game under the supervision of the German radio operator, himself a seasoned spy, the prisoner sitting in front of the operator's desk and transmitting under orders (duress) the wrong messages to the right people. The repercussions can be, and usually are, devastating. The Allies, kept ignorant of their agent's arrest rely, at least for a while, on the information they are getting from him. Since our agents must work alone, that is, away from us as much as possible, we have no means of knowing when or if they have been caught. The Kommando exploits this situation to the full for achieving its sinister ends. Caught in the net the prisoner's only hope is to dodge the watchdog sitting next to him with his earphones on, listening in. He'll be trying, doggedly, to tell his contact 'this message is false’. His trickery has to be subtle, undetectable, and recur again and again in the same form. Alas, it is the repetition of the warning signal the German control will eventually pick up!




    Recently, our agents have been told not to resort to coded messages, however clever, but to find other means of letting us know. But the temptation to cheat one's jailor under his very nose is often irresistible. And if it works for a while, (usually it does) the prisoner may become a little careless. Invariably in the end, he'll be facing the firing squad in spite of his frantic denials. “It was a mistake! It can happen!” These tragic words have gone echoing more than once in the vast yard of Fresnes prison, from a diminutive human being in the distance, blindfolded, unprepared for death. A mistake!




    My role is that of messenger boy. Himmler's devilish designs for counter–espionage are reaching me direct (often through him in person) and I am to transmit them to his Gestapo stooges. I do so, but only after I’ve transmitted the information to the Allies. My contacts are in Paris, the Provinces, Belgium, Holland, Norway and of course, Berlin. My communications with Moscow are relayed through these contacts. They are not always credited by the Kremlin. Most of the time, my efforts are in vain. The very limited time we have to transmit safely is more often than not, jeopardized by the shillyshallying of Stalin's intelligence agents. Egg–heads! Suspicious to a man! Asking us each time to identify ourselves by means of additional symbols. At the moment our call sign is a group of three, using three letters repeated twice. Take it or lump it I say to these idiots!
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    I have little choice but to send Katz, our man in Norway, to Moscow. First Berlin. Rudi will arrange for a plane to transport him to Moscow. Katz is half Russian and has friends there. But I’ve just heard that Stalin doesn't trust him. Stalin's mad. He sees traitors everywhere, gets rid of them God knows how. They just disappear without trace. Katz is being followed and his telephone is tapped. I won't put up with this. I have advised Rudi, my closest friend in Berlin. He is employed by The Kommando and as a member of the military himself, has free access to secret documents of a military nature, he is Stalin's most valuable agent. So, I told Rudi to blackmail the madman: “No Katz, no Rudi.” It worked! The worst aspect of Stalin's paranoia is the time wasted by our sector and the dangers for our members of being caught by the beams of the goniometric detectors.




    As soon as I knew of my transfer to the Kommandantur in Germigny I took my car and went to Berlin. I had a good deal to discuss with Rudi and I wanted to be with Freni. I hardly recognized the place. Anti–aircraft devices are scattered everywhere. Bunkers, shelters have been constructed and placed mainly in the town centre. Curfew is on. Food is being more severely rationed and some children have left the city to be housed in the country with families or in boarding schools. Yet cinemas, theatres and concert halls are full, so are cabarets. The queues to get in are a mile long. The general atmosphere is one of euphoria, of hope for an expeditious, victorious end to the war. Now that the Jews are out for good, paradise lost will become paradise regained.




    Rudi and I meet openly, there's no reason for doing otherwise. We choose to meet in a small estaminet in the Knesebeckstrasse where the proprietor is one of us. I feel good in Rudi's presence. We are of the same age, we’ve travelled and studied together, we’ve been attached to the same mountain rope and to the same political philosophy. We flew together in the same plane over Guernica in l936, an experience quite sufficient for grappling one soul to another! It came as no surprise when I found out that my 'sensational’ information was the same as Rudi's, namely that Hitler was to declare war on his former ally, Stalin. It was going to be a surprise attack. The Wehrmacht was to be sent to the Western Ukraine with the aim of reaching the Caucasus and then head straight for Stalingrad. It was to be a flank attack, not a frontal one on Moscow. Rudi told me that Himmler was dead against Hitler conducting another war on the Eastern front and apparently flew into a rage when Hitler dismissed his misgivings. So we weren't quite sure yet that war would be declared. But we had to warn Stalin. Would he credit the information? Not him! “Go to hell” was his answer Rudi returned with.




    “Not without you comrade, for that's where you’re going!” Contact was cut off.




    We knew Stalin believed in the imminence of a German offensive, never having trusted his German ally anyway, but instead of massing his troops mainly on the Ukrainian front, he packed them all together in Moscow. At the time of writing, Russian soldiers in the Ukraine are falling in blood and mud by the thousand, not knowing what is hitting them. Others are giving themselves up without a fight, encouraged by the population to make friends “with our German allies”. A very Russian confusion; it leaves Rudi and I, and now Katz, with the absurd role of playing spieson-a-string, gesticulating on the flimsy stage of a puppet show. Who's laughing, I wonder?


  




  

    Chapter 2.






    Unbelievable! Here I am, in this God–forsaken town, at the wrong time, definitely in the wrong place. The shock I felt at first changed to anger, not pain. I am practiced. To feel pain would sap my much–needed energy and put into question the wherewithal of my political faith. Work has to be done swiftly, with my eyes open wide, because here, in Germigny, what do we have? Vast open spaces; not the smallest hill in sight but patches of woodland, little hamlets, the Cher river as limpid as the eyes of innocence, brooks stretching away from it, bridges hovering over, trees towering over the bridges. A Monet landscape, peaceful, lyrical. Imagine now the radio waves running like hares through those fields. The hunter with his dog, watching, ready to raise his rifle and fire. You could not imagine a more treacherous environment.




    Driving through Alsace, then Belgium, eventually to reach Berlin, was a nightmare journey for me, worse this time than the last. I told you earlier about the sense of euphoria among the Berliners. Well, here, in Alsace, I found desolation. It was not physical. No! It was in people's soul and spirit. Alsatian farmers and wine growers looked sullen, the more so when they had a look at my German number plates. Women in little villages and towns seeing me drive along grasped their children's hands as if I were going to steal them away from them. Older folk just stared at me with dead eyes. Planes, probably on reconnaissance, flew overhead, very low, reminding the population that war, not peace, was on. Nobody needed reminding. I felt in me the impulse to climb onto a rostrum, gather all these people around me and shout. “I am on your side, your grief is my grief, we are brothers and sisters, let us join and fight for our freedom together! Follow me!” And do you know, they walked away, cowardly. I knew it would be so. That nobody would dare follow me. Ever. It's not from the rostrum or from some steps or pedestal (with words of love) that you can sway a crowd, carry them with you, out of their lethargic fears to the realms of hope and light. To win the battle against evil you must go underground alone, into darkness, resolute, and cold.




    I needed to be with Freni and as I said, with Rudi as well. I met (more by necessity than choice) former colleagues and students who had heard I was in town and wanted to see me. “How's Gay Paree?” asked a few of them, not surprisingly. “Heart–sick” was my answer. “Aber wieso?” (How's that?) They asked, genuinely puzzled. I let it pass, looking at the poor bastards with pity rather than disgust. Most of these people were in uniform, either on leave, in training, or on the point of taking up duties in the occupied territories and looking forward to it! I felt they were not the same people. Was it the uniform? Was it I that had changed? I asked myself these questions until I met up with Ludwig, an assistant lecturer in my own Faculty and a good colleague of mine. His father had been arrested on his return from a lecture tour he had given on a cruise to Greece, on the grounds that he had openly criticised fascism. He was Professor of Ancient History at the University of Heidelberg, one of our finest historians, a man much respected for his liberal ideas and his scholarship. I was appalled by the news of Professor Steinfeld's incarceration and phoned Ludwig to hear more about the circumstances of his father's arrest. Ludwig was delighted to hear I was in Berlin, insisted I visit him at his home, alone, and invited me to come to dinner with Freni the following evening.




    As soon as I walked into his house I knew something was very wrong. Ludwig seemed unusually high–spirited, not a bit grief–stricken, unlike a man whose father had been imprisoned without trial. He offered me a drink, made me sit down at once as if he had something terribly important to tell me and without wasting a minute asked: “Did you hear Hitler's last speech in Berlin?”




    “No,” I said, "Should I have done?"




    “But you’ve a radio, haven't you?"




    “I was busy doing other things, Ludwig. But I know the content of his harangue."




    ”And?"




    “And what?"




    “What did you think?"




    “I heard it was even more aggressive than usual, more frightening. He talked with a terrible venom about getting rid of the Jewish people until none are left."




    “But Frank, that's not all he said, surely!"




    “That's what stuck in my mind, Ludwig!”




    “Look! You weren't there! Had you been with the crowds, Frank, as I was, well, the atmosphere was electrifying. He mesmerized us!”




    “He must have done", I said, growing more and more incredulous.




    “Believe me, Frank, you’ d have felt like me, shaken to the marrow of your bones. I had decided to go to the rally, rather hostile at first, you understand. But this time, Frank, it was like lightening had struck!”




    “Madness, you mean!”




    “Why do you say that? You haven't shared the experience of those millions of people, so how can you tell from your ivory tower?"




    At that point I got up. I had had about enough. I made for the front door of his house and opened it myself, saying. “What I can tell, is that you have changed!” Ludwig got hold of my arm, looked as if he were going to cry. “Please, please, Frank, try to understand!”




    “First, Ludwig, ask your father in jail to understand!”




    I freed myself from his hold. I could see he was in shock. The poison called Hitlerism was flowing through his veins, as it had done and still did in millions of his contemporaries. It had removed in one fell swoop that healthy immunity from the irrational he had once possessed. Lost to his own self he was now swelling the hysterical, unthinking masses. Ludwig stood motionless on his doorstep. He said: “Will you be coming to dinner with Freni, as arranged?”




    “Forget it!" I snapped, walking away and leaving the poor wretch looking blankly after me.




    There was no doubt in my mind; the poison was running fast and thick in his veins and had reached his heart. Ludwig had become Hitler's figment. I got into my car, switched on the engine, put it into gear and left without another glance at Ludwig Steinfeld, not concerned whether he’d seen me leave or whether he’d already gone inside. I could not have waved good–bye, anyway.
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