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​PROLOGUE
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Mississippi in the United States, October 1967 
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On the banks of the Mississippi, in front of the Ameristar Casino Hotel, an anaemic, headless torso washes up. Revellers scatter in horror. Later, in the morgue, a female forensic pathologist unzips the body bag.   A grizzled inspector winces from the repugnant odour but his gaze fixes on the torso.  ‘Unfortunately, I am unable to provide you with a definitive identification’, apologises the young woman. ‘It is a white male in his sixties. The killer tortured him, drained a litre of his blood, then decapitated him - why?’
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Indochina October 17th, 1950 
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Dusk, Bach-Maï airbase, Hanoï.  The tarmac glistens with monsoon rain.  Sputtering black smoke, the three BMW radial engines of our Junkers transport aeroplane roar into life.  Gathering speed, the aircraft trundles down the runway.  Rattling, the battered machine lifts off.  I stare through its grubby porthole.  One by one, nine other JU52s rise, circle, and then join the flotilla heading north towards the Chinese frontier.  I turn to contemplate.  In the vibrating fuselage, eighteen legion paratroops cram together.  Fear gnaws my sweat-drenched comrades.  Vainly, some banter to mask it.  Others, stare morosely, lulled by the drone of the aircraft.  I caress my well-oiled PM MAS 48 machine pistol and ineffectively push against my pack to stretch my legs.  Sgt. ​Kerzel thrusts his disfigured Prussian face towards mine.  In 1943, a Russian bullet lacerated it.  Above the dull throb of the engines, Kerzel is barely audible.  ‘The Việtminh have cut the colonial supply route between Lạng Sơn and Caobang.  We must reinforce the legionary outpost at Thất Khê’.  The aircraft banks and I stare past the NCO.  In the dusk below us, the Red River scintillates.  To our left, the sun sinks under the jungle-clad Thaï mountains.  Darkness closes in.  The unwieldy transport aircraft thunders over moonlit paddy fields.  The jump master shuffles down the fuselage, picking his way between the soldiers.  He bends to my ear, ‘Your drop zone (DZ) is 155 kilometres away - around 45 minutes of flying time’.  Anxiety knots my stomach.  I caress the Roman ring Cassandra gave me a decade previously and think fondly of Lamberton’s daughter, Penelope.  I ask myself, ‘Ulrich, what are you doing?  Combat again - you are now almost thirty.  Time, that implacable enemy, has run through your fingers like sand. I am losing my life in this hard, graceless, unpoetic, unbeautiful devotion’.  Instead of answers, a decade of memories washes over me.  Christmas 1940 in Hannover.  Then, Germany was victorious, and I was nineteen. 
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PART I: FALLSCHIRMJÄGER
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CH1: LAST SUPPER IN HANNOVER, DECEMBER 1940
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‘Weinachten, und Ich bin zu Hause!’.  Finally, I am home on leave to visit my friend Agemund.  I brush ice from the eagle of my parachute insignia and stamp the snow-covered doorstep.  Again, I hammer urgently.  ‘Germany now masters Europe, and I am a fallschirmjäger’.  Zigethius opens the door.  My good humour evaporates.  The Gestapo officer pushes his menacing, clean-cut face into mine.  The swastika on his cap badge startles me.  Condensation from his nostrils envelops my face.  I recoil from the pungent leather odour diffused by his black uniform but, as protocol dictates, salute.

‘Heil Hitler’

‘Come in young man.  The party is just beginning’, Zigethius sneers.  ‘As usual, the tedious Algerian academic, Weis, seeks to undermine our Führer’s achievements.  Frankly, his pretentious objections to National Socialism are intolerable’.  I keep silent.  ‘Zigethius is a Nazi zealot - hold your tongue’. 

A young blond girl bursts excitedly into the hall, ‘Ulrich, Ulrich’.  I push past the policeman and embrace my girlfriend, Penelope.  Gratefully, I inhale her floral scent and press her lithe body against mine.  The mischievous pale-blue eyes of the young medical student glitter.  She whisks me down the corridor towards the kitchen. 

An awkward and severe red-haired girl blocks progress.  It is Penelope’s friend Sophie. Grudgingly, the troubled girl extends her hand.  ‘Even at 19, Agemund’s daughter is defiant’, I note.  ‘Far too serious’.  Penelope skilfully guides me into the crowded lounge and towards the Christmas tree.  Clytemnestra, Agemund’s wife, emerges from the kitchen.  In her mid-thirties, she is elegant - impeccably manicured and stylishly dressed.   She saunters toward the piano, diffusing musk.  Beaming, Weis strikes the chords from Handel’s opera Lascia ch'io pianga.  When Clytemnestra sings ‘Et Che souspiri’, her sapphire eyes glisten with tears.

Adjacent to the tree, clutching a present, Cassandra waits for me.  ‘The 12-year-old daughter of Zigethius’, I remember.  The inscrutable teenager proffers her gift and solemnly declares, ‘I found this for you’.  Carefully, I begin to unwrap the paper.  At the piano, the singer flicks her dark-hair and commands: ‘No Ulrich!’  Astonished, I look at her quizzically, but she avoids my eyes.  The opera soprano wipes her apron and orders, ‘Dinner first then we shall open our presents.  Everyone, Bitte nehmen Sie Platz’. 

She ushers the fat Algerian pianist to his seat.  I sit down next to Agemund but the 37-year-old Hauptmann barely acknowledges me. The sinewy paratrooper broods.  Nevertheless, I strike up conversation.  ‘Agemund, I must thank you for fixing my transfer to the Airborne’.  Proudly, I point at my insignia.  But the swarthy captain is nonchalant.  ‘Congratulations young man’, he replies ironically and limply shakes my hand.  ‘Welcome to the Reich’s elite fighting force’. ‘Tell me about Norway’, I ask, eager for first-hand information about the notorious campaign.  Agemund though is evasive.  His iron-grey eyes mist over, and he averts his glance.  ‘His pupils are lifeless’, I observe.  ‘Only the terrible shadow of death’.

At table, the blond Gestapo-man, Zigethius, recounts his research expedition to Tajikistan for the Ahnenerbe.  Weis Strepsiades dismisses the pseudo-scientific Schutzstaffel (SS) organization.  Snubbed, the Nazi gauleiter turns his attention to Clytemnestra’s radical daughter.  ‘So, Sophie you see your doubts about our beloved Führer are wrong.  Germany is now the master of Europe’.

Defiantly, the feisty red-head responds, ‘For now, the bloodthirsty tyrant may have subjugated the continent but at what price?’  Weis weighs into the argument.  The corpulent intellectual in his mid-forties glares with open hostility at the Nazi policeman.  Agitated, Weis runs his sweaty hands repeatedly through the few remaining strands of his oily, dark curls and puffs nervously at his Reemtsma cigarette.  Penelope squeezes my leg.  The lythe blond smiles mawkishly.  Lightly, she caresses my arm with her delicate fingers and murmurs, ‘How I hate politics and war’.  Squeezing her hand, I answer, ‘Naturally Penelope - you are a tennis champion’.  ‘Yes, I usually train in Cannes with Clytemnestra’s cousin, Susan Travers but she now drives ambulances for the French Expeditionary Force.’

Sophie fulminates.  Despite her repugnance for the pot-bellied intellectual, Weis, she endorses his hostility to the autocratic regime.  Clytemnestra remonstrates, ‘Daughter, hold your tongue.  One day your outspoken idealism will land you in trouble’.

Dourly, Zigethius nods in agreement.  ‘Yes, I have visited Himmler’s concentration camps and must warn you that, if you continue your treasonous flippancy, I cannot protect you!’ 

Wearily, Agemund adds, ‘Sophie, you should be proud of the Wehrmacht and the Fallschirmjäger who unlocked victory in France.  Now, Ulrich has his wings, he will also battle for the Reich’.

I nod, ‘Yes, for sure in the spring the paras will jump, perhaps not over England, but in the East or Mediterranean’.

Penelope whispers into my ear, ‘Tonight, let’s go to the Technische Hochschule Saturday dance’.  Previously, we smouched there, Westerwald ringing in our ears.  Weis though continues his diatribe.  As he spits out his disgust, the jowls of the ugly and cantankerous intellectual shake.  I open Cassandra’s present - a gold ring inscribed in Latin ‘Germanicus Germania Victrix’. 

The doctor’s denunciation continues, ‘Mark my words Hitler’s war will not end well.  When Alcibiades sailed for Sicily in 415 BC, Thucydides records the initial Athenian euphoria.  The campaign though turned into a complete disaster.  Athens lost its army and 173 triremes - almost her entire fleet’.

The rotund lecturer, pauses, glaring at his Nazi enemy.  He wipes sweat from his brow.  Zigethius combs his cropped blond head then dismissively appeals to us.  ‘To sound clever, the professor bamboozles us with historical distractions, but our Führer has identified our enemies and will eradicate them!’.  Weis winces but ignores his nemesis.  Repressing his anger, the overweight Algerian viciously slices into some strudel.  ‘I tell you the Americans and British know about manufacturing - this will be an industrial war!’  Zigethius jeers scornfully.  I wonder, ‘Surely the Gestapo lackey doesn’t actually believe Hitler’s insane rantings?’

‘Dr Strepsiades, your scepticism is poisonous; our beloved Führer will lead us to victory.  Anyone would think you were a Jew’.

The Gestapo man glowers at the overweight liberal.  Shiftily, the doctor averts his gaze and mops the sweat streaming down his forehead.  Artfully, realising the futility of synthesis, Penelope raises her glass.  ‘Let’s forget politics now and sing.’  ‘Handel, I hope’, sighs Clytemnestra but my girlfriend goes to the piano and strikes a few chords for Erika.

‘No – let’s sing the Horst-Wessel-Lied, insists Zigethius.

This is the last straw for Weis.  ‘I refuse to sing these sentimental Nazi panegyrics’.  Pushing his chair back abruptly, the heavy academic grunts his displeasure.  Everyone ignores him and sings on, ‘Die Fahne hoch....’

‘Infantile poppycock’, blusters Weis.  The orientalist Algerian nods his appreciation to Clytemnestra and exits into the cold winter night.  He sucks greedily on his cigarette stub and tosses it disdainfully on the snow, where it sizzles.  Furiously, Weis stamps it out, and bustles off into the night.  Fog soon muffles the offensive song.  Inside, smiling malevolently, Zigethius whispers urgent instructions to one of his henchmen.  But Dr Strepsiades is no idiot.  He knows the game is up.  Germany is no place for an immigrant dyspeptic Jew.  Besides, ‘my creditors close in’.  The tram pulls away.  Snow-covered streets of Hannover slip past.  The sullen Israelite stares out of the window, ‘Indochina beckons’, he mutters but worries about his young daughter, Circe, and a son whose gambling debts have nearly bankrupted him.

​
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​CH2: UNTERNEHMEN MERKUR, MAY 1941
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Kein Operationsplan reicht mit einiger Sicherheit über das erste Zusammentreffen mit der feindlichen Hauptmacht hinaus. No plan of operations reaches with any certainty beyond the first encounter with the enemy's main force. (Helmuth von Molke, 1871, Über Strategie)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Backdrop
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In spring 1941, the Wehrmacht posts me to Greece.  Mussolini’s offensive in Macedonia stalls.  Before Operation Barbarossa - the forthcoming invasion of Russia - Germany needs to secure her southern flank.  To this end, on April 25, 1941, Hitler issues Directive 28 for Unternehmen Merkur, ‘To invade Crete and capture an eastern Mediterranean base!’.  After airborne successes in Norway, Belgium and the Netherlands, the general commanding airborne forces (Fallschirmtruppe), Kurt Student, persuades the Führer, ‘Let my paratroops seize the island by airborne envelopment’.  His master reluctantly agrees, egged on by the bombastic Reichsmarschall Goering.  Later, as Hitler’s entourage emerges onto the Eagle’s Nest, in the Obersaltzberg Mountains, the paratroop general outlines his plan.  ‘First, 50 long-range bombers and 100 heavy Luftwaffe fighters will smash up British positions.  Then, I will insert my 7th Air Division by glider or parachute to capture the critical airfields.  Simultaneously, a seaborne contingent of 10,000 men will hit Crete’s beaches.’  Grandiloquently, the obese air force commander, Goering, beams.  The Führer gestures expansively to the snow-covered valley 1,200 metres below.  In the twilight, over three kilometres to the northwest, the village of Berchesgarten twinkles.  However, although simple, Student’s plan is flawed.  German intelligence is wrong.  Instead of the anticipated 5,000 Allied troops and friendly locals, the Axis confronts around 42,547 British, Dominion (ANZACs) or Greek troops and bitterly hostile Cretans.  Also, Student only disposes of 500-530 JU52 aircraft and 100 gliders - insufficient to insert the planned 15,750 air assault troops in one wave.

On 30th April, Churchill orders New Zealander Major-General Bernard Freyberg, VC to command Creforce.  Reluctantly, the general acquiesces and installs himself in a quarry on a hillside above Canea.  In WW1, Freyberg sustained nine combat wounds and is pessimistic about defending the mountainous island.  ‘Unfortunately, when we evacuated Greece, our artillery spiked all their guns.  We sent NZ 6th Brigade, not to Crete, but to Alexandria’.  Now, he sorely misses both the weaponry and the soldiers.  Creforce has virtually no aircraft and only a few obsolete tanks.  Outdated radios are in short supply, hampering communications.  Freyberg exacerbates transmission challenges by spreading his troops to face both seaborne and airborne threats.  He fails to fully harness his two crucial advantages: Ultra intelligence and the Royal Navy’s maritime dominance.  For the Allies, victory is feasible but only with effective communication and decisive leadership to immediately extirpate any German intruders.  However, radio contact with Lt. Col. Andrew who defends the hill overlooking the coastal airport at Maleme (the main Axis insertion pocket), is intermittent.  Orders are vague and reinforcements the other side of the valley. 
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Maleme, 20 May 1941
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Shortly after dawn, Maleme’s anti-aircraft pom-poms open fire.  Skimming just above the olive groves, incoming German Messerschmitt 109s sweep in.  The fighters fire cannon and lash the ground with vicious machine-gun fire.  Bombers roar in and discharge ordinance that explodes in shattering crumps, flinging earth and dust high in the air.  Then around 40-50 gliders cruise silently in and crash land among the olive trees, disgorging assault troops.  Meanwhile, like a swarm of throbbing bees, hundreds of XI Fliegerkorps Junkers 52 transports lumber over the sea towards the island, bearing Luftlande Sturmregiment (Airborne Storm troop Regiment).

I am crammed into a vibrating JU52 hull with the 13th Company of 4th Battalion.  Captain Gericke points to the window.  Suddenly, Crete emerges like a green emerald, glinting in the Mediterranean.  Our plane drops down for its final approach and then skims over the waves towards Crete.  We roar over the beach then climb to 180 m.  Tommy anti-aircraft guns open-up.  Flak buffets us, but our pilot holds our machine steady.  Stuka dive bombers and Messerschmitt 109 fighters growl around us as they bomb or strafe the airport.  At quarter past eight, the flotilla’s pilots scatter sticks of twelve to fifteen paratroopers around the airfield.  The port engine of a neighbouring plane bursts into flame.  The stricken aircraft veers and plummets downwards.  We circle over the runway, strewn with burnt-out planes that billow black, acrid smoke.  To the south, among the olives around Hill 107, damaged Assault Group gliders lie scattered.  Flack bursts detonate, violently shaking us.  The pilot turns west over the Tavronitis River.  A buzzer sounds and the red warning light glows.  Our despatchers yell, ‘Aufstehen, Aufstehen!’  One grabs me and pushes me towards the open door.  ‘Go, go, go’.  I spreadeagle myself and leap from the shuddering transport.  

I drop into the void but, as my chute deploys, jerk up.  Silence.  Briefly, I glimpse the beautiful landscape of rolling hills, olive and citrus groves, occasional cornfields, and terraced vineyards.  Around me, aircraft disgorge the multi-coloured parachutes of Major General Meindl’s Western Assault Group.  Small arms fire crackles.  From all directions, bullets spit past me and shred my canopy.  A Messerschmitt Bf 109 roars past, black smoke billowing.  Blood spatters its cockpit - the dead face of the pilot presses against the Perspex.  I float through its acrid diesel smoke and, to the east, see the stoney riverbed of the Tavronitis.  I look down - the ground approaches rapidly.  Bang, I land and wrestle with lanyards to control my billowing chute.  A glider swooshes overhead but, from multiple angles, tracer rounds fizzle into its canvass hull and it bursts into flames.  Screaming paratroopers leap from the burning wreckage but their uniforms ignite like torches.  From the hill over the river, a Bren gun chatters and sprays gunfire into these unfortunates.  One hundred metres away, I spot a weapons canister bumping over the dirt.  An olive branch snags the canopy.  Unthinking, I run downhill towards it but, too late, a stray New Zealander emerges from the scrub and opens fire with his Sten gun.  After several rounds, his weapon jams.  Cursing, the Māori unsheathes his panga.  Frantically, I unclip the canister and yank out a stick grenade.  I arm it and lob it towards my screaming South Sea enemy then dive for cover into the dry grass.  A dull thud and groans.  I pull out an MP40 Schmeisser submachine gun and empty a magazine into the bloodied Antipodean colonial trooper.  

I trudge uphill to join the rest of Hauptmann Gericke’s 4th Battalion, mustering on the ridge.  To our east, lies the riverbed but the clay runway and Hill 107 are shrouded in smoke and dust.  A swarm of Messerschmitt fighters buzz in and out of the smokestack.  Lieutenant Agemund ignores the cacophony of gunfire, pom poms and artillery and musters us under a gnarled olive.  ‘Fallschirmjäger, we must reinforce Koch and, together, take Hill 107.’  Agemund points out our main objective.  ‘The hill unlocks Maleme Airport for us but, first, we must secure the Tavronitis Bridge down there.  Remember lads if you see any enemy telephone cables cut them!’  Our squad scurries down the stony path through gnarled olives towards the shingle of the riverbed.  We soon arrive under the undefended arches of the bridge.  A trickle of cool, clear mountain water still flows, and we eagerly gulp handfuls of it, before noticing a bloodied English boy, gasping for air.  Agemund pumps several rounds from his machine pistole into the Airforce youth.  A couple of hundred metres away on the hillside, rifle shots ring out from the enemy bunkers that defend Hill 107 and threaten Koch’s troops to our southeast cowering in the olives among their wrecked gliders.  General Meindl joins us. ‘We are in luck.  The enemy only weakly defends Maleme’s western approaches.  Men - seize our opportunity and take the airfield now!’  Meindl orders his signaller to flag a message to Koch’s men across the river, but smoke obscures the view of the battlefield.  Impatiently, the general hectors his signaller.  Agemund urges us forward toward the RAF tented camp.  Elements of our platoon zigzag through the olives, covered by the brutal stuttering of our belt-fed Maschinengewehr 34.

On the hills above us, D Company, 22nd Battalion, NZ 5th Division, commanded by Captain Campbell, is entrenched, and returns fire.  Sprays of bullets kick up the dust and I dive for cover.  ‘Crack’ – a sniper round drops Meindl’s signaller stone dead.  Another bullet slices through the general’s hand.  Undeterred, Meindl stands up, snatches the swastika flag from the dead signaller and waves it frantically.  Machine gun bullets smash into our commander’s chest, spinning him round.  The general slumps and blood spurts from his torso.  Agemund urges me to drop back.  I struggle with the medic to staunch the blood.  Meindl groans, ‘Order the men to attack that damn hill - take it at all costs! Don’t come back until it is in your hands!’  We drag the wounded general back under the bridge and to the village of Tavronitis.  I leave him to our medics and head back to join battle for the crucial hill that dominates the airport.  The broiling Mediterranean heat bears down relentlessly on the rocky soil, now strewn with bloodied corpses.  Soon my water bottle is dry.  I salute Gericke, the commander of the 4th Battalion.  We advance cautiously but blistering New Zealand rifle fire soon stops us in our tracks.  Bullets tear up the gnarled olive tree protecting me.  For the first time, fear like a dreaded shadow manifests.  ‘This fight is going to be tough.  Allied resistance is much stronger than Student intimated’.  We withdraw from the hill and regroup on the western riverbank.
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The battle hangs in the balance
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Day 1 20 May

Goering is furious at the losses and telephones Student, ensconced in the Hotel Grande Bretagne (XI Air Corps headquarters in Greece).  ‘Meindl’s central and eastern forces are destroyed!’  Apologetically, the paratroop general mutters excuses, ‘Herr Reich Marschall, parachutists are vulnerable both during their descent and immediately after landing.  When they exit the aircraft, as they dangle and wriggle under their canopies, they are sitting ducks.  Fallschirmjaeger land virtually unarmed and struggle to unclip their harness.  They must retrieve weapons from, separately dropped, canisters scattered over the battlefield.  Disorientated, it takes time to muster into effective fighting teams.  The Kiwis, Tommies, Aussies, and perfidious Greeks take full advantage’.  Unconvinced, his master growls, ‘Quatsch (Poppycock).  Your intelligence was woeful.  Creforce is far larger and more resilient than you anticipated.  Foolishly, you underestimated your enemy!’  The enraged Reich Marschall slams down his receiver.  Bewildered, the Fliegerkorps commander, stares defeat in the face.  

Now, only two intact bodies of troops survive on the island.  Remnants of 3rd Regiment hold on in Prison Valley south-west of Ghania.  We ourselves are still bottled up on the western bank of the Tavronitis River, opposite Maleme Airfield.  Agemund briefs us.  ‘We must exploit the enemy’s two weak points’.  He points on his map.  ‘First is the RAF tented camp beyond the bridge.  It separates the two companies defending the western edge of the airfield.  Second, Creforce failed to prime its minefields.  Consequently, they are, useless’.  Agemund looks into the eyes of the young men surrounding him on the ridge.  ‘You attack again across the river but assault the airfield from here and here.’  We call down Stuka strikes on the outnumbered New Zealanders (22nd Battalion) who defend the airfield perimeter and Hill 107.  The local NZ commander, Lieutenant Colonel Les Andrew, VC repeatedly fires distress flares for support.  All telephone lines though are down and 22 Battalion can only communicate intermittently with No. 18 wireless sets - whose batteries are dying.  His New Zealanders are thirsty, exhausted, and almost out ammunition.  Many are wounded.  Below them, amongst the olives near the river, musketry interrupts the hum of crickets.  Almost out of ammunition, we are wary of attacking uphill.   ‘Surely, Creforce will reinforce Hill 107 and then we are finished’, I worry.   

At NZ 5th Brigade’s Platanias HQ - just west of Ghania, Brigadier Hargest assumes that the battle is going well.  Hargest’s orders stipulate that 5th Brigade is ‘available for counterattack’ and, if needed, 21st Battalion must ‘move and hold line of the river facing West’. 23rd Battalion must counterattack if the Germans land at Maleme Aerodrome. With the situation deteriorating, Hargest finally authorises Andrew to counterattack with two Matilda tanks.  ‘Lieutenant Donald, 14th Platoon, C Company to provide infantry support’.  At 17:15, the attack goes in but, in the almost-dry riverbed, the vehicles break down.  Withering fire from several directions kills an English gunnery volunteer officer.  With only eight or nine injured survivors, Donald retreats. 

At 18:00, Andrew finally manages to transmit a request further reinforcements, but Hargest affects surprise.  Eventually, the elderly Brigadier reluctantly concedes, ‘I will despatch two fresh companies - A Company of 23 Battalion and B Company of 28 (Māori) Battalion’.  At 21:00, communications to HQ company are cut.  Andrew believes his outlying companies are destroyed. He orders A Company to vacate the high ground of H.107 and descend to B Company’s lower position.  Half an hour later, 23 Battalion reinforcements finally arrive from the south, but Andrew informs their commander, Captain Watson, ‘You are too late.  Now, the situation has deteriorated to the point that I must pull out’.  Nevertheless, Andrew sends Watson uphill to reinforce the western approaches to the airport defended by Captain Campbell.  Withering MG fire blasts 23 Battalion troops, killing their guide, Lieutenant McAra.  Disorientated, the reinforcements retreat.  Andrew now directs them to A Company’s old hilltop position.  After midnight, Andrews evacuates the hill, designating Watson’s relief company as rear guard.

Earlier that evening, around 19:00, Captain Royal and 114 men from B Coy/28 Bn (Maori), set out from their Platanias camp.  Almost immediately, they chance upon a couple of stray paratroops whom they eliminate.  Later, the Māoris intercept a platoon of Germans.  The enemy surrenders but one of them sneakily throws a grenade. The Māoris bayonet the 24 paratroopers.  Captain Royal arrives at 23 Battalion positions where he is to pick up reinforcements.  A guide leads the combined force, via circuitous route, towards the eastern edge of the airfield.  Barbed wire and a grenade deter further progress, so they head north to 22 Battalion headquarters in Pirgos.  When they finally arrive at 1:30 am, 21st May, Captain Royal is told that, ‘22 Battalion has abandoned H.107 - you must pull back’.  At 02:00, 28th Battalion withdraws eastwards to Vineyard Ridge and Xamoudhokhori.  There, they finally bump into Andrew with around 630 men.  Gloomily, he informs Captain Royal, ‘It’s too late. I suggest you take your men back to Platanias’.  Meanwhile, company HQ staff at Pirgos confirm H.107 is indeed abandoned and, at 3 am, also withdraw.  At 4:20, the battered C Company retreats and, as dawn breaks, Campbell’s abandoned D Coy just manages to escape from the Germans investing H.107.

Meanwhile, in Hotel Grande Bretagne in Athens, Student orders Captain Kleye to fly to Maleme and report on the situation.  Kleye races to the airport and boards a Ju-52 headed for Crete.  Its 715 horsepower engines growling, the aircraft rattles down the runway and lifts off over Athens, anxiously watched by Student from the balcony of his luxury hotel.  Incredibly, just over one hour later, in total darkness, the plane lands on the western edge of Maleme Airfield.  The pilot keeps the 3 BMW radial piston engines turning.  As soon as Kleye descends with his radio, the pilot revs his aircraft to full throttle and heads straight back to Athens.  Half an hour later, Kleye radios back to Student, ‘Mein Colonel General Maleme Flugplatz ist nutzbar!’.  In the Hotel Grand Bretagne, Student immediately barks out orders to his underlings, ‘Begin re-supply immediately.  Call Colonel Ramcke immediately.  Tomorrow, the veteran jumps west of Maleme with his 500 fallschirmjäger reinforcements.  Once the airfield is secured, General Ringel will land with his 5th Mountain Division.  The Austrian will command all German forces on Crete to secure the island.’  Nodding obsequiously, Student’s staff officers salute, ‘Heil Hitler’.  Taking scribbled orders, they dash through the plush corridors of the luxurious hotel, unsettling Greek waiters, and irritating somnolent Nazi officials.

Day 2 21 May

At dawn, we take our chance and assault Hill 107.  We are surprised - Andrew’s men have vanished.  We gun down some desultory stragglers, bewildered by shell-shock.  Looking towards the glistening Mediterranean from Hill 107, I see the almost dry Tavronitis River estuary on my left.  I nervously survey the olive groves and beyond them to the primitive but vital red-clay landing strip, strewn with bodies and wrecked aircraft.  Artillery shells explode among the burning machines.  Smoke and dust clouds smother everything.  Nevertheless, transports land continuously, disgorging reinforcements.  Agemund is nervous. ‘Prepare for an Allied counterattack!’.  In the morning, General Ramcke parachutes in.  This no-nonsense veteran fought in the trenches during the First World War and inspires us with confidence.  He barks crisp, decisive orders to rally ad hoc bands of wavering paratroopers or infantry.  Hermann Ramcke’s leadership proves timely.  Ferocious firefights soon erupts.  The Allies repeatedly assault our position, but their attacks are half-hearted, and we easily repel any incursions.  Signals intelligence suggests that the Allied commanders prevaricate.

Overconfident, we advance east but rifle, machine-gun, and Bren fire from entrenched New Zealand infantry, kick-up the dust and cuts through our ranks.  Within minutes, the mangled corpses of around 200 paratroopers writhe in pools of blood, in front of our positions.  As they bleed out, the wounded men groan, whimper or cry out in agony.  We hunker down and wait for more reinforcements.  ‘The Māoris and Tommies are no pushover’, I realise.  Nevertheless, by dusk, Maleme airfield is secure.

Hargest’s fails to aggressively counterattack.  ‘The Allies defensive-minded inertia could save us yet’.  From 5 p.m. on 21st May, notwithstanding withering Allied fire and a runway littered with wrecked aircraft, Luftwaffe JU-52 transports continuously land to disgorge 5th Mountain Division contingents.  Soon, the heavily armed II Battalion of 100th Mountain Regiment reinforces our firepower.  On 21st May 1941, Freyberg finally orders a counter-attack to retake the airfield. At 23:30 that night the last elements of 2/7th Battalion finally set out to relieve 20th Battalion, so it can participate in the planned attack. 

Meanwhile, we Germans continue to throw everything at Maleme.  Later that night 21/22nd May to the north, flashes illuminate the Mediterranean.  Gunfire booms out to at sea.  Over the radio, I hear desperate cries from the Kriegsmarine, ‘Admiral Cunningham’s Royal Navy is sinking our invasion flotilla’.  As it turns out, on the night of 21/22, the Royal Navy intercepts and break up the invasion flotilla Hargest fears.  But, come daylight on May 22nd, the Luftwaffe spots the British ships and throws 700 aircraft against the Navy.  HMS Naiad counts 36 near-misses in ten minutes, cruiser HMS Carlisle is damaged.  Dive bombers hit HMS Warspite, inflicting severe structural damage.  Their ordinance kills or maims over 100 men.  The wounded scream and whimper in the smoking wreckage.  Within 15 minutes of the aerial onslaught, the Luftwaffe sinks destroyer HMS Greyhound, then German dive-bombers return to mercilessly strafe survivors struggling in the sea. Cunningham despatches two destroyers to rescue them with HMS Fiji and Gloucester as protection.  Gloucester steams in at full speed, guns blazing at the swarms of enemy aircraft circling overhead but soon runs of out ammunition.  Explosions rock Gloucester. She stalls and slowly rolls over. Inside the inferno, men without arms or legs burn. Just 85 men survive the sinking. 

We fear dire consequences entailed by the destruction of our amphibious forces.  After 48 hours of combat, our 7th Airborne Division is a spent force.  ‘Now, only aero-transport logistics can save us’, Agemund tells me.  In the dark behind me, an engine growls and brakes screech.  The reassuring sounds signal that another Junkers has landed.  ‘Our momentum is now unstoppable’, I tell my battle-hardened comrades. Notwithstanding British artillery fire, transport planes continuously land, disgorging Wehrmacht reinforcements that inexorably tip the balance of power.

Day 3-4 22-23 May

The distance between 5 Brigade HQ at Platanias and Hill 107 at Maleme is around seven kilometres, which is too far for Hargest to direct 5th New Zealand Brigade counterattacks.  While mayhem rages at sea off Crete, on morning of 22nd May, despite our growing strength, we still fear Hargest’s five fine New Zealand battalions - the 20th, 21st, 22nd, 23rd, 28th (Māori).  However, Creforce bungles its counterattack. Not until around three in the morning, does the Allied strike force finally muster just west of the jumping off point near the Platanias River. It includes C and D companies of 20th and 28th NZ battalions.  Just before dawn on 22nd May - the third day of the battle - Puttick’s counter-attack finally goes in.  The 20th & 28th NZ battalions press cautiously towards us at Maleme.  However, by this time, we are well dug in. Our machine gun nests pour withering fire into the hopelessly mismanaged NZ attack.  Confronting defence in depth and now Luftwaffe fighter bombers, the weak and belated New Zealand counterattack peters out.  Meanwhile, plane after plane continues to land at Maleme, disgorging troops, a motorcycle battalion, and units of the 141st Mountain Regiment.  The Luftwaffe even fly in artillery, 50 mm anti-tank guns and even 109 fighter-bombers!  

Elsewhere on the island, the situation for our comrades is grim.  Despite poor strategic direction, from their dug-in positions, the Māoris, Tommys and Aussies pick Germans off with long-range rifle and machine gun fire.  Consequently, at Rethymo for example, by the end of the second day, the Australians virtually eliminate our attacking forces.  At Heraklion by 22 May, the Australian and British kill 1,300 Germans.  All over the island, Greek regulars, Cretan gendarmerie, and Cretan civilians fiercely defend towns and villages.  Old men and women discharge ancient muskets at stray paratroops, slash at them with axes or batter them viciously with spades.  Within three hours of landing at Kastelli, on the far western edge of the island, the poorly armed 1st Greek Regiment kills all but 17 of Lieutenant Muerbe’s stick of 74 paratroops.  To prevent Cretan locals from massacring them, the police lock up these German survivors.  

Out at sea, the Luftwaffe kills 1,828 sailors, cripples an aircraft carrier, three battleships, six cruisers and seven destroyers.  On 23rd May, Cunningham limps back across the contested Mediterranean to Alexandria. On land, rather than committing more reserves to Maleme, Freyberg sanctions a withdrawal, effectively abandoning the airfield. 

Day 5-7 24-27 May

On 25th May, we switch from a defensive to offensive posture and attack the Allies, defending Galatas, the key to Ghania.  The New Zealand line crumbles, but Kippenberger, rallies his broken troops.  On the second day of the battle, the New Zealanders, supported by tanks, mount a magnificent counterattack and retake Galatas.  Agemund admires the New Zealanders, ‘In close-quarters combat, the New Zealand infantryman is unrivalled’.  Nonetheless, the Allies fail to exploit their advantage at Galatas.  Ringel pours German units into the area.  The Allied position soon becomes hopeless.  Without visiting the battlefield, Freyberg and Puttick now decides on wholesale withdrawal from the forward position east of Maleme.  They concede the ground doggedly held or gallantly re-taken by the 20th and 28th battalions.  I tell Agemund, ‘We now have a secure aerial lifeline and Freburg has given up’.  On 27th May, Freyberg concedes defeat and orders retreat.  Wavell’s moots the idea of a last stand at Rethymno.  ‘No Wavell, we evacuate!’. Broken psychologically, the Allied commander abandons Crete and sends his army south over the mountains to Sfakiá.  The retreat quickly degenerates into rout as troops discard equipment and loot villages.  At the southern village port, scuffles erupt as men struggle for berths on the few available ships.

Kontomari, 01 June 1941

But for some isolated pockets of Cretan insurgents, the Battle for Crete is now over.  Over the radio, Goering rants against the decimation of his precious airborne units by the ‘barbaric Cretans’.  The Luftwaffe commander stipulates that Student implement the ‘severest counter measures’.  On 31st May, the 11thAir Corps commander orders us to implement ‘exemplary terror’ against partisans.  These transmissions accentuate our simmering rage - the bungled operation killed around a third of our comrades.  On the 1st of June 1941, a spark ignites revenge killings.  Outside the village of Kontomari, Agemund stumbles on two mutilated comrades, buried in a shallow grave.

At dawn the next day, Oberleutnant Horst Trebes musters the third battalion of the Airborne Assault Regiment.  Agemund and I join the detachment.  We clamber into four trucks and speed towards Kondomari.  We jump out.  Shouting, we herd the cowering Cretans to into the town square.  The mood is ugly.  Trebes gives the villagers an hour to denounce the perpetrators.  I watch the sullen Greeks.  Time ticks by and the heat bears down.  I am surprised when a Greek priest mutters something in German.  I offer him a cigarette and we start chatting.  Years previously, before his ordination, Hyperion, works as a farmhand in the Westerwald.  He visits Hannover many times.  Nostalgically, I feel sympathy.  Hyperion believes that ‘The Germans are a civilised nation.  They made many contributions to the classics.  Schlieman excavated Troy and Mycenae, my hometown in Attica’.  We smoke another cigarette.  Hyperion enthuses about Greek culture.  Krebs returns and yells some orders.  As the crowd mill about, spontaneously, I order Hyperion to ‘Get out of here’.  I push the affable Greek prelate and classicist through a creaking gate in one of the tiny square’s side alleys.

Just in in time, Agemund comes over and orders us to select twenty-one male hostages. We ignore the shrieks of the women and round up some men and boys at random.  We herd the doomed men downhill to an olive grove.  At the top of the hill, women wait anxiously.  Nothing happens.  I distribute some chocolate and sweets.  Some of the Cretans doze off.  In the late afternoon, a lorry suddenly drives up and screeches to a halt.  Agemund and some paratroops jump out and head down to us.  Without warning, Agemund’s squad open fire on the unsuspecting Greeks.  Above, the Greek women scream and hurl rocks down on us.  In ominously spreading pools of blood, the scattered dead and dying Greeks groan and writhe.  Agemund and the perpetrators run up the hill, jump back into their lorries and roar off in clouds of dust.  The irate Greek women chase the killers, hurling abuse, and stones.  We others seize our chance and bolt to our vehicles.

Later that day, I come across Agemund.  His misty grey eyes avoid mine.  Rather than shaking my hand, he mutters an excuse about a meeting.  A few days later in the same area, irate partisans ambush a patrol and shoot Agemund in the legs. I drive like a madman to Maleme. The Luftwaffe flies Agemund to a military hospital in Athens.  Surgeons operate on his shattered legs.  
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Reflections
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As the sweltering summer turns to autumn, war rages in Russia but I remain on the Minoan Island.  Agemund is on convalescent leave in Germany. May’s fighting continues to haunt me.  At night, I wake in a cold sweats from flashbacks of gunfire, bombing and awful, messy dying of young men. On the hill behind Maleme Airfield, I visit the graves of my dead comrades and tell them, ‘Fly on dear boys from this dark world of strife, on to the promised land of eternal life. I will find you answers’.  I walk down towards Tavronitis Bridge only 700 m away, a line from our song Auf Kreta repeatedly plays in my mind, ‘Und sind auch so viele gefallen‘.  I wonder why the Allied commander, General Freyberg, leaves the heights west of the Tavronitis virtually undefended?  

That evening, I head into Ghania. I meet with Hyperion in a bar.  We must be discreet for it is dangerous for him to fraternize openly with the hated occupier. Initially, Hyperion can barely contain his anger against the German violence.  After a few Ouzos, I try to justify my position.  ‘Hyperion, I hate violence and try to avoid it. I only kill if necessary – to save my life or that of my comrades.  Before battle, I am terrified at the prospect of my own death or injury’.

Hyperion is empathetic.  ‘In winter 1940, I killed Italian boys - war is a terrible thing’.  We move on to discuss the Cretan campaign.  I intimate that for Germany, Operation Merkur is a costly distraction. ‘I concur with Ringel (Commander, 5th Mountain Division) that we only just pulled off the operation.  Only wavering Allied resistance saved us.’ Hyperion disagrees.  ‘Yes, your intelligence about the island was woeful, but you Germans enjoyed overwhelming air-dominance.  To defend Crete, its New Zealand commander needed a at least six fighter squadrons.  Realising the futility of his paltry cover, Freyberg stood down all RAF planes.   Even if General Wavell in Africa could have supplied these aircraft, they would need fuelling and, logistically, at the time the British oil tanker capacity was woeful.  Still, I don’t understand why Freyberg failed to mine the airfields’.  Hyperion explains, ‘Freyberg had neither time nor engineers.  Besides, as I understand it, Wavell wanted to preserve RAF operational possibilities and so expressly forbids runway sabotage’. ‘OK so I admit that we control of the skies, what else gave us victory?’ Hyperion sips his Ouzo and draws on his strong Cretan cigarette. ‘You see Ulrich, Freyberg was too preoccupied with a possible German naval reinforcement.  In my view, he placed far too much emphasis on the seaborne threat and strung out his New Zealand troops along the northern coast rather than concentrating them closer to Maleme.  Consequently, the Allies were dispersed and the western approaches to Maleme Airfield were only lightly defended.  So, while it’s broadly true that Freyberg correctly concentrated his main defensive dispositions on the key airfields, at the micro-spatial scale, only one company - the 22nd Battalion occupied the slit trenches around the Maleme Airfield perimeter’.  I agree, ‘Yes, I remember mustering on the hills to the west of the airfield and crossing the Tavronitis without molestation’.

I order another drink for us both. ‘OK so our air dominance and enemy mis-deployment - anything else that I miss?’  Hyperion lights another cigarette and continues his analysis.  The former Greek prelate replies, ‘Crucially, Freyberg has no mobile reserves to plug gaps or lead robust counterstrokes.  A counter-attack strike by such a force on the night of 21st May to re-take Maleme might have tilted the balance in the Allies favour’. ‘Hyperion, I think you are right.  If memory serves, Napoleon on the Pratzen Plateau at Austerlitz - I think it was 2nd December 1805, reinforces Marshal Soult’s 20,000 infantry with his Imperial Guard before smashing through his enemy’s centre’.  I look anxiously at my watch.  It is getting late. We down our drinks quickly. At night, Cretan partisans infest Ghania’s narrow alleyways so Wehrmacht troops loiter at their peril.  I bid my friend goodnight and hurry back to my barracks.

When Agemund, flies back from Germany after Christmas in early 1942, I brief him on my reflections about the Cretan battle eight months previously.  Despite my conversations with Hyperion and others, I still maintain that we snatched victory from defeat mainly because of Creforce’s muddled command and its weak communications.  ‘Freyberg fails to deploy his forces at critical points and prevaricates.  Unlike us, the defeatist Allied senior officers concede ground and initiative.   On the evening of 20th of May, we expect a decisive, aggressive counterattack but nothing happens.  Why does the 21st, 23rd and 28th NZ Divisions remain stubbornly static behind their wire entanglements west of the airport?’  Agemund suggests, ‘Presumably, the Allies fear our mooted-seaborne invasion?’  The captain recollects. ‘I remember that, after seizing Maleme in the early hours of 21st, we poured reinforcements into the battle.  Ringel told me that, altogether, we landed 493 Junkers and 22,750 troops on Crete’.  Notwithstanding, faulty intelligence, poor equipment, high casualties render Merkur a Pyrrhic German victory.

Also, between 28th May and 1st June, the Royal Navy manages to evacuate, 18,000 Australian, New Zealand and British troops.  Naval losses during the Battles of Crete are high - 2,000 sailors die.  Three cruisers and six destroyers sink.  Four capital ships, eight cruisers and nine destroyers are wrecked.  It takes months, if not years, to repair them. For Admiral Cunningham, Crete is a disaster that nearly breaks the Royal Navy.  By 1st June, just 13 days after it starts, the Battle for Crete is over.  For the British, it is a humiliating defeat.  Almost 4,000 Tommys, Kiwis and Aussies soldiers are killed. 11,000-12,000 are prisoners.  However, it is a close-run affair.  Even had the Allies won, given the proximity of German fighter bases on the Greek mainland, they would have struggled to supply the island.  Nonetheless, the Allies maul the Germans badly.  The Luftwaffe loses more than 170 aircraft, weakening Barbarossa’s air-transport capabilities.  We Germns lose more than 3,000 soldiers but, including flyers, our death toll is more like 4,500 men.  I like, many Wehrmacht troops, carry psychological scars from the operation.  Symptoms include tremors and nightmares of bloodthirsty Māori’s brandishing pangas.  Hitler though now has a secure southern flank his Russian campaign.  Dismissing his sycophantic Reichsmarschall, the Führer blithely declares that ‘the day of the parachutist is over’.  Now, the dictator’s focus is his War of Annihilation in the East to eliminate the hated Jews and communists.  At the Berghoff, a map of Russia is spread on his massive desk overlooking the Alps.  Foaming at the mouth, the autocrat smashes his fist down.  ‘I will secure lebensraum for the thousand-year Reich!’
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The tide turns against the Axis
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But the Führer underrates the Russian bear. Despite Hitler’s initial euphoria, stubborn Russian resistance, impossible distances, and strategic dithering soon dispel the fantasy of quick victory in the East.  Interminably, the German dead pile up and, on the endless dusty roads, machinery breaks down.  Hitler’s encirclement of Kiev further wears out men and armour and delays our advance toward Moscow.  Rain and autumn mud (Rasputitsa) cements fatal error.  Then, from November 1941, the ill-equipped Wehrmacht struggles in sub-zero temperatures against fresh Siberian divisions.  On our island garrison, we listen in to BBC broadcasts from Alexandria.  We hear about the Japanese attack of Pearl Harbour but are dismayed by Hitler’s declaration of war against the United States. Just before Christmas 1941, Agemund shares his concerns about German ‘setbacks’.  In June 1942, our Japanese Axis partners fail at Midway.  In the Pacific, America is resurgent.  Shortly, afterwards the Luftwaffe transfers me to Southern France.  General Student constitutes a new airborne force to drop onto Malta and extirpate that stubborn Mediterranean bastion of Allied resistance that threatens Rommel’s North African supply lines.  Turns out that Crete was a sideshow, and the real target should have been Malta.  However, despite his boasts, Goering’s Luftwaffe fails to secure air superiority over the island fortress, so Hitler calls off its invasion.  Allied planes and submarines cripple our shipping and wipe out 15th Panzer Division.  In November 1942, with his logistics strained, Rommel cannot stem the Allied counteroffensive at El Alamein.  Soon, the Afrika Corps is in headlong westward flight only to run into the Americans, now crossing the Tunisian mountains from Algeria.  USAF P-38s Lightnings shoot-up everything that moves.  Meanwhile in the East at Stalingrad on 2nd February 1943, Field Marshall Von Paulus surrenders the Sixth Army.  I realise that, despite the rantings of Goebbels at the Berlin Sportpalast on 18th February about total war, the Nazi regime is doomed.  I am unsurprised.  In France my brother complains about stupid, brutal Nazi policy.  Henchmen of gauleiters brazenly loot machinery from factories to ship to Germany.  Himmler’s SS thugs harass or deport Jewish entrepreneurs.  Production collapses, sabotage, and banditry increase.  Meanwhile, Allied raids over European airspace increase inexorably.  Dolefully, Agemund postulates that, ‘American and British factories tool-up’.  I concur but add that, ‘Allied intelligence advantage compounds our mass-production shortcomings.  Somehow, the English know our every move in advance’.
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Execution of Sophie, 22 February 1943
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In early February 1943, the command re-assigns me to Second Division’s HQ near Cologne, Germany.  Oberkommando der Luftwaffe (OKL) needs us to plug gaps in the line, but our destination remains unclear.  Contrary rumours swirl.  ‘Will they send us to the Mediterranean or Russian theatres?’, I wonder.  On 18th February 1943, street loudspeakers or the radio broadcast Goebbels speech broadcast from Berliner Sportpalast about Total War.  Hitler’s sycophantic propaganda czar shrieks, ‘Wollt ihr den totalen Krieg?’ That afternoon,  Agemund pulls up outside our barracks.  He is ashen faced, ‘Today of all days, the Nazis caught Hans and Sophie distributing leaflets at university in Munich.  I must visit Clytemnestra to find out what is going on.  Please come with me to Hannover’. The captain hands me a daytime permission slip.  We speed along the autobahn.  Over the burning city, Me 109 fighters swarm around a doomed B-17 Flying Fortress as it spirals earthwards.  We drive through acrid smoke and pass bewildered residents and smashed-up apartments.  Luckily, Agemund’s home is undamaged.  Clytemnestra opens the door.  Her dark hair, usually in an impeccable bob, is wantonly scattered.  Her sapphire eyes narrow quizzically and she beckons us in.  Nervously, she lights up a cigarette.  The singer seems strangely cold.  Her purple-blue eyes flicker nervously.  Unexpectedly, Zigethius emerges from the bedroom.  The gauleiter greets us with a disingenuous smile.  Clytemnestra mumbles, ‘Oh, Joachim is here about Sophie’.  Over tea and strudel, the Nazi policeman again boorishly recounts his hunting expedition to Tajikistan before the war, ‘I shot the last Caspian tiger’.  I remain sceptical of his claim but, later, believe the Gestapo officer when he warns the Brockholts that, ‘You see the security of the state must trump individual rights.  Unlike pluralist societies, Germany cannot tolerate dissent in the life and death struggle against Jews and Slavs’.  Menacingly, the gauleiter finishes his diatribe.  ‘Unfortunately, nowadays, regime opponents can expect no mercy, but I am sure this is all a terrible mistake!’.  Shortly afterwards, the Gestapo officer leaves, promising to sort things out but his shifty pale blue eyes avoid mine.  Agemund lingers, but we must return to camp before the night-time curfew.

A few days later, on 22nd February 1943, my comrade stumbles into the barracks.  Agemund is ashen-faced and obviously shocked.  The captain gasps, ‘The Nazis have put Sophie, her brother Hans, and their friend, Christoph Probst, on trial for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets at university.  I warned that foolish girl - now she faces imprisonment.’  I am annoyed with my friend.  I ask the distressed Hauptmann ‘But you talked freely with Zigethius about her activities?  Surely you realised that your daughter is dangerously impetuous, your son foolish and Zigethius untrustworthy?’  Agemund totters out, ignoring my probing questions.  Neither of us quite realise the depraved brutality of the Nazis.  After the assassination of the Reichsprotektor of Bohemia & Moravia, Reinhard Heydrich, in 1942 the regime is in no mood for clemency.  

At the dock, Sophie states, ‘Somebody after all had to make a start.  What we wrote and said is also believed by many others.  They just don’t dare express themselves as we did’.  The rabid Nazi judge Freisler shrieks abuse at her.  Salivating with rage, Freisler convicts the trio of high treason, troop demoralisation and abetting the enemy.  In a hectoring voice, the magistrate sentences the conspirators to death by beheading.  The Nazis incarcerate Sophie and her accomplices in Munich's Stadelheim Prison.  But only a few hours, later, their fat and repugnant gaoler rattles their cell door open.  Apologetically, he introduces a dour attendant.  ‘Reichhart is your executioner.  You must prepare to die’.  Henchmen pile in and manacle the prisoners.  Sophie protests, ‘Such a splendid sunny day, and yet I must go.  But how many must die on the battlefield in these days, how many young, promising lives?  What does my death matter if by our acts thousands are warned and alerted?  Surely, the Germans must revolt against this barbarism and folly?’  To silence her, a brute punches her in the face.  Bleeding and sobbing, the lackeys drag Sophie, her brother Hans, and their friend Christoph Probst out of their cell into a damp corridor that reeks of urine and faeces.  The children enter a sort of abattoir that smells of blood and oil - the machinery is well-maintained.  Inadvertently, the prisoners recoil from the awful contraption that confronts them - it is a guillotine.  Wardens manhandle Sophie towards the device.  She is despatched at 17:00.  Then the thugs seize Christoph.  At 17:05, the hoodlums grasp the young boy, Hans, and push him against a plank.  Callously, they bolt him down.  The guards swing the plank ninety degrees and slide it along the trestle.  It clicks into place, under the bloodied steel of the guillotine blade.  Hans whimpers.  Blood droplets from his despatched sister and friend sprinkle him.  Adamantly, Reichhart, releases the lever.  The heavy blade rattles down, severing the innocent boys’ head.  Blood gushes from the twitching young torso into a dirty drain.  Unceremoniously, the butchers roll the boy’s carcass aside.  A few days later, Clytemnestra opens an official letter - a 300 Reichsmarks bill for the execution plus funeral costs, courtesy of the Reich.  She drops it and faints.
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Sicily, 13 July 1943
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As a boy studying the classics in Hannover, I dreamt of visiting Agrigento to explore Greek temples quivering in the heat.  In the dream, I glimpse the sea through green olives leaves.  Despite the insistent vibrations of cicadas, I can hear the crash of surf.  In July 1943, I confront a brutal reality of bombs, machine-gun fire, confusion, and retreat.  Following Von Paulus’ surrender of the 6th Army at Stalingrad on 2nd February 1943, Germany’s position progressively deteriorates.  Unternehmen Blau, Hitler’s desperate bid to grab Caspian oil fields, fails.  In a high-stakes gamble to salvage impending disaster in the East, Hitler’s plans Operation Citadel to encircle a salient near Kursk and trap six Soviet armies.  Against Manstein’s advice, Hitler prevaricates and delays its launch.  The Russians prepare formidable defences in depth.  On 17th May, British bombers smash up the Ruhr dams, impeding armaments production.  Despite new Tiger tanks, on the 5th of July, after an epic battle, the offensive stalls near Prokhorovka.  Worse, during this titanic eastern struggle, on 9th July, the Allies invade Sicily.  Now, Hitler pulls us out of Russia and diverts us to the Mediterranean to fight the American 82nd and the British 1st Airborne.  Agemund and I rush back to France to join 1st Parachute Division.  A few days after the Allied landings, we fly to Catania with the 6th Regiment.  Our orders are, ‘Hold the Primosole Bridge so Axis forces can fall back behind the Simeto River.  Stop the British Eighth Army’s advance towards the Catania Plain!’  However, at dawn on 13th July, shortly after we land, Allied aircraft appear overhead and bomb the runway.  Ordinance wrecks many of our parked aircraft and destroys the anti-tank guns of Major Schmidt's 1st Fallschirmjäger Machine Gun Battalion.  Notwithstanding the chaos and destruction, the mission takes priority.  We immediately tab ten kilometres towards Primosole Bridge and dig in south of the bridge, guarded by our Italian allies.  From the south, British XIII Corps is fast approaching.  We also fear that Allied amphibious troops might land behind us to cut off our retreat.  The reality is worse.  That night, 1,856 British paratroops from Brigadier Gerald Lathbury's 1st Parachute Brigade board transports.  Friendly & enemy fire scatter the flotilla and only 200-295 paratroops drop or crash-land gliders around us, obviously targeting the bridge.  At first, we mistake them for fallshirmjäger reinforcements but quickly recognise Tommies.  The determined British paras quickly seize the bridge from its startled Italian defenders.  South of the bridge, a confused firefight erupts and continues all night as we battle it out for control of the high ground.  The next morning, the Luftwaffe bomb and strafe any exposed English.  But the Allies call down naval gunfire onto our positions.  We take cover, only emerging sporadically to machine gun the enemy dug in south of the bridge.  Long bursts of machine gun fire tear through the air and shred the reeds where some of our men take cover, near the brown Simeto River.  Mortar rounds explode and mix orange dust to the grey smoke of the burning vegetation.  Sniper rounds kick up puffs of dust and pin us down in our trenches but, at 14:00, an Axis strike group attacks the bridge from the north.  Its 88 mm anti-aircraft guns drives the enemy back and, eventually, forces them to abandon the northern end of the bridge.  We join in the final assault on the remaining blockhouse.  At close quarters, Hyperion shoots one of the defenders.  The victim’s head explodes, spraying tissue and bone.  Like an automaton, the doomed man staggers backwards, collides with the back wall. Gasping, he slides down smearing it with blood. He crumbles in in a writhing heap and bleeds out.  As we close in amidst the infernal din of Bren guns, the acrid smoke and smell or cordite, I hit a young lad.  The round smashes into the youth’s chest and flings him onto his back.  Blood gushes from the wound and he fixes me with his dying eyes – a look of stunned horror at his precipitous end.  But it is now all over - the remaining Tommies retreat to the surrounding hills.   The Red Devils still pepper the bridge with effective fire and frustrate the sappers attempting to blow it up.  At dawn, strong Allied ground forces with tanks and artillery force us to pull out.  Nevertheless, by defending the bridge, we buy the Reich and its wavering Italian allies enough time to evacuate the island in relatively good order.
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​Italy and Eastern front 1943-May 1944
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After we evacuate Sicily, I celebrate my 22nd birthday on the Gustav Line in the hills of southern Italy.  The respite from battle is short-lived.  Nightly, we confront terrifying, knife-wielding Moroccans.  The news is also bad.  In Russia, Zitadelle, Hitler’s attempt to envelop the Kursk salient, fails and the Eastern front implodes.  On 9th September, after the Italian surrender, we move into Rome to disarm its garrison.  A few days later, the 1st company of FJR 7, rescues Mussolini, at Gran Sasso.  Meanwhile, in Russia, Hitler’s despised untermensch race towards the Dnieper River to prevent us consolidating a new defensive line along this water barrier that is, in places, 18 kilometres wide.  But, on 6th November 1943, our enemies cross it and capture Kiev.  Further north, on 26th November, Gomel falls to Rokossovsky's troops.  To bolster our crumbling front, HQ flies two regiments of 2nd Parachute Division to Russia.  Agemund and I join these reinforcements, attached to the 1st SS Panzer Division, 136 km west of Kiev at the logistics hub of Zhitomir.  We paratroopers are subordinated to the 42nd Corps, who guard this vital communication hub.  We know that if the Red Army takes Zhitomir, it will cut Army Group South off, undermining the entire German southern front.  By December, the Russians are close.  At night, over the snow to the northeast, I hear T34s revving their engines.  Our armour makes a pre-emptive strike but, from 2nd-15th December, O.K.W. sends us 50 km northeast to block a Soviet counterattacks near ​Radomysl.

On 15th December 1943, the Soviets breakthrough at Klintsy (Клинцы́).  This is the start of the Dnieper-Carpathian Offensive to drive southwest to push the Axis forces from Ukraine.  To stabilise the front and prevent the enemy cutting-off part of Army Group South, the Luftwaffe airlifts our entire division from Zhitomir 325 km southeast to Kirovograd (Кропивницький).  We then deploy and dig in on the heights overlooking the town.  Just in time, Russian tanks grind their way towards us.  We knock five of them out before the 286th Self Propelled Artillery Brigade drops salvos into their midst and the 11thPanzer Division hits the advancing Russians in the flank.  Notwithstanding, the enemy take Points 170.3 and 163.7.  On the 18th, we assault the hills overlooking Novhorodka (Новгородка).  In fierce fighting, the village changes hands several times.  I am with the 5th Company of the 2nd Regiment.  Agemund leads its attack on Hill 167.  As we scramble uphill through the snow, a hidden Russian sniper opens fire and hits our Hauptmann.  An AK47 smashes up the Agemund’s knee.  As he bleeds out, I torniquet his leg.  Medics arrive and take the injured captain from the battlefield.  During the assault, the Russians destroy two of our Panther tanks but, after two days, we finally take the hill.  From our company, now only 45 veterans remain.  Unshaven with dark rings under their bloodshot eyes, the men are like animals.  Just before Christmas, some reinforcements arrive, including Lacueva - a Frenchman from SS Charlamagne.  The dark, disturbed eyes of small, lythe but handsome Frenchman reflect the crimes he committed suppressing partisans in Belorussia.  In November 1941 outside Moscow, Siberian troops wound the ardent Nazi but, somehow, he survives that chaotic retreat.

On Christmas eve, Novhordivka finally falls to the Reich.  The victory is hollow - merely a brief local reprieve.   The counterattack falters and we return to the defensive.  On 4th January 1944, Manstein flies to the Wolf’s Lair (Wolfsschanze) in East Prussia and shouts at Hitler that, ‘We have lost 20 divisions and 60 are now depleted.  To save Army Group South, we must abandon the pretence of the so-called East Wall along the Dnieper.  We must fall back and re-group’.  The next day, another phase of the massive Dnieper–Carpathian Soviet offensive rolls over us.  We confront overwhelming infantry waves, marauding T34 tanks, artillery barrages.  Squadrons of Yak fighter-bombers machine gun and rocket our positions.  This terrible bombardment destroys many 2FJD positions, including Hill 159.9.  The 5th Company retreats to reverse slope secondary positions.  When the Russians charge, we emerge from our foxholes.  Using hand grenades, Panzerfausts, or assault guns, we destroy another 25 tanks.  Altogether, the Second Division disables 120 tanks.  Notwithstanding, its situation is untenable.  At this point, the Second Battalion of the Fifth Regiment (II/FJR5) only musters 30 effectives.  2 FJD HQ, FJR2 and I/FJR 5 all badly mauled.  On 8th January 1944, our decimated division finally withdraws.

That spring in 1944, the Russians push forward relentlessly as part of their massive Carpathian Offensive, designed to split Army Group South in two.  Clearly, Germany’s production system is totally inadequate to the challenges we face.  Now, round the clock Allied bombing is a reality. By night the RAF pounds our cities. By day, thousands of B17 Fortresses drone over the Reich.  By 11th March, we fall back to Bug River but, by the end of the month, the Russians also breach this defensive line.  Their blood is up, and they thirst for revenge.  At the end of March, just before Hitler fires him, Manstein launches a counteroffensive.  At Butor, near the Dniester River 120 km northwest of Odessa, 2nd F.J.D. captures 10,000 prisoners.  Although we momentarily contain the Russians, we again pay a terrible blood price.  On 30th April, as we clamber aboard boats and push out into the icy Dniester River, we see the dust cloud as Chuikov’s 8th Guards Divion approaches.  SG-43 Goryunov and DP-28 machine guns rattle ominously.  A T34 emerges from the taiga and trains its 76 mm gun on us.  Yak-9 fighter bombers whine overhead, seeking out targets for their 37 mm cannon.   

In early May, we fight our last action on the Eastern Front to destroy a Red Army bridgehead on the Rumanian side of the Dniester.  My luck finally runs out and a sniper shoots me through the shoulder.  A mine cripples Lacueva.  We make our way to the field station.  I pass out.  When I regain consciousness, I lie in a military hospital in Bucharest.  In the adjacent bed with his leg elevated by a hoist, Lacueva chain smokes Laurens cigarettes.  An attractive blond nurse arrives to change my bandages.  Her azure blue eyes sparkle.  ‘Don’t you recognise me Ulrich – its Penelope’.  Is this a dream I wonder?  A week later, I recover sufficiently to sit up in bed and talk to Lacueva and my former girlfriend.  In 1941, after I left for Crete, Penelope re-trained as a military nurse and served in Russia.  She is no longer the frivolous girl I once knew in Hannover.  ‘What horrors did she see in the East?  How many men did she sleep with?’, I wonder but dare not ask.

Orderlies carry in a wounded infantryman on a stretcher.  Gauze covers his head.  Through the layer of bandages, bright red, bloody bubbles form around his mouth and nose.  The medical card on the man's chest reveals: ‘Name - Janis.  Nationality - Latvian.  Bullet penetrated helmet but did not exit rear plate.  Ricocheted then sliced through neck and body, piercing the lungs before chest exit.  Achtung: patient must be treated urgently; otherwise, he will bleed out.’

Penelope updates me on Second Parachute Divisions’ movements and the military situation in Rumania.  OKH pulls our exhausted and depleted unit out of the front line and sends it 1,700 km to Köln-Wahn in Germany to rest and refit.  The Luftwaffe strengthens each paratroop regiment with heavy machine guns to face the impending Allied seaborne invasion. Here in Romania, Army Group South Ukraine (Heeresgruppe Südukraine) stalls a Russian thrust.  For now, the Dniester River defensive line holds.  However, we are unable to dislodge two Red Army bridgeheads.  Daily, armour and men poured into these jump-off points.  Indubitably, the Soviets will attack in summer.
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​Journey to Warsaw May 1944

[image: ]




A few days later, on 10th May, orders arrive.  We must board freight cars.  Our destination is Warsaw.  Our wagon is dilapidated and smeared with dried blood and ordure.  Penelope helps load Janis - the seriously wounded Latvian volunteer.  Orderlies carry another badly wounded may into our wagon.  Kurt is a skeletal Feldwebel (platoon sergeant) - a torso without any legs.  I realise his prognosis is grim and ply him with cigarettes.  Finally, the train pulls out of Bucharest and heads north into the Carpathians.  After fifty odd kilometres, I spot a couple of P-38 Lightning fighters streaming westwards.  Lacueva, conjectures, ‘After shooting up the Ploieşti oil fields again, the Americans fly back to Italy’.  My friend’s wounds are relatively superficial, and he now hobbles around.  Penelope tells me that, ‘Every fortnight the Wehrmacht ships 10,000 wounded German soldiers from the Eastern front to Warsaw for urgent medical treatment’.  We follow the Prahova River upstream with snow-capped mountains on our left rising to 2,000 metres through endless pine forests until we get to Braslov.  We pray that the front holds and are relieved when the train turns West into the Carpathian Plain towards the Mures.  At Deva, someone tells me that forty kilometres south lies the Roman legionary base of Ulpia Traiana.  I have more practical concerns.  The train creeps along agonisingly slowly.  There are interminable, unexplained delays.  ‘How long will it take to get to Warsaw?’, I wonder and, ‘Will the military hospitals there even function?’  I worry for my injured comrades. They sprawl on the straw in their own faeces, groaning or trying to scratch the lice under their bandages.  The stench in the wagons is indescribable.  Fifteen days pass. Sometimes, partisans open fire on the train or fighter-bombers strafe it.  Often, we must stop to repair track.  One time we pass cattle trucks full of starving Jews demented by thirst destined for Auschwitz.  Inside our carriages, the stifling summer heat rots the cadavers beside us.  At stations, orderlies drag the putrid carcasses from the wagons.  Soon, despite Penelope’s best effort, worms infest our dressings that leak pus.  Under our soiled bandages, lice fester.  Infuriated, we vainly tear at our filthy bindings.  After a week, we are horribly emaciated.  Lacueva and other walking wounded shamble about incessantly, but Janis lies apathetically on his stretcher next to Kurt.  Staring at his bloodied stumps, the skeletal torso repeats wistfully, ‘On the right bank of the Dniester, surgeons hacked off both my legs’. 

To mask the extent of the catastrophic losses in the East, Nazi rail planners timetable evening arrivals for medical trains.  They worry lest the conveyor belt of freight cars ferrying wounded soldiers to city hospitals accentuate the tension building in the Polish capital as their Russian ‘liberators’ approach.  At dusk, our transport train grinds slowly into the suburbs.  Kurt rises on his elbows and begs me to take him, ‘Please Ulrich, don’t leave me here, I will die’.  As the locomotive pulls in, a dishevelled crowd of German chauffeurs and paramedics strains anxiously on the platform.  ‘The orderlies are keen to transfer us to hospitals’, I think naively.  I soon realise that these scoundrels are totally uninterested in the terrible sufferings of their ‘comrades’.  Instead of immediately tending to the wounded, they stampede onto the train and rampage through the railway cars, grabbing abandoned shoes, utensils, canned meat, fish, and Russian war trophies.  Some of the reprobates must finance an expensive nightlife, entertaining Warsaw’s prostitutes.  Fathers must send victuals to their families in the Reich.  After the interminable railroad journey, our seriously wounded soldiers are so exhausted that they nonchalantly barter away valuables for cigarettes.  We wait interminably on the platform with the degenerate orderlies who mill about haggling and trading booty.  They ignore Janis’s desperate rasping or Kurts’s bloody stumps.  Using her female charm, Penelope eventually musters an elderly German chauffeur for us.  At gunpoint, I order a dissolute orderly to pick Kurt up from a puddle of sewage and pus.  ‘Carry the Feldwebel to the front seat of the waiting vehicle.’  I almost vomit from his foul smell but clench my teeth and choke down my nausea.  ‘Do you want a cigarette?’ I ask the forty-kilo torso.  I offer him a Lauren and the amputee inhales greedily.  ‘Surgeons sawed off both my legs below the knee’.  I nod and rage indignantly against the looters.  ‘Have these shirkers have no respect for their injured comrades?’  The driver, indifferent to the gangrenous odour, quietly explains that ‘Without the canned meat and rice I send them, my wife and children would starve’.  He drives to the ramps in the unloading yard. Emaciated Poles stack lice-infested blankets.  German paramedics stand aside, grateful that the slave labourers manhandle the blankets that crawl with aggressive typhus-carrying lice.  In return, they permit the untermensch to scour the wagons again.   For, although the Germans have already stripped the carriages, the prisoners rummage in the excrement, pus and lice infested straw to uncover mouldy crusts, opened cans or decaying scraps that stave off starvation.  Deliberately, the thin camp gruel is innutritious.

The driver pulls out into the dark streets of Warsaw.  In the headlights, undernourished Poles stare at us with cold hatred.  Penelope directs the driver, ‘Take us to the Lazaret Hospital on Salzstrasse that specializes in the treatment of head gunshot wounds’.  She hopes the doctors will treat Kurt.  The seriously injured Latvian nods hopelessly.  We brake in front of the gate.  A plump sergeant emerges from the guard post rustles through our papers disdainfully but, spits out a curt dismissal.  ‘This man is a foreigner.  We cannot accept him’.  I open the ambulance door and show the NCO the pool of blood under the Latvian’s stretcher.  The wounded man groans and, in his broken German, whimpers, ‘Comrade, leave me here; please keep me.’  But I realise that even the groans of a German soldier wouldn't move this odious man, let alone the whining of some ‘volunteer’.  The Latvian will surely die soon.  Before slamming hatch of his post down, the loathsome official grunts, ‘Take him to Lazaret No. 3’.

After a long search, we arrive at our designated destination.  The moans of the dying Latvian unsettle me.  With the greatest effort, I try to control my rising anger.  Calmy, I present my request to receive the wounded soldier.  Contemptuously, the duty doctor shrieks at me that, ‘This man's medical card is issued for Field Hospital 1 (Feldlazaret No. 1)’.  I cannot contain my indignation, ‘I think it's dirty that you let your people die so miserably!’  The doctor slams the door.  I am back in the street, helpless.  I see only one solution: ‘Lazaret No. 1 must accept Janis!’  The ambulance rattles through the gloomy, deserted streets.  In the distance, partisans detonate a bomb.  Gunfire reverberates and sirens wail.  The veteran driver is convinced that, ‘In a few months, Warsaw will revolt against its German oppressors’.  Having witnessed the realities of the dystopic regime, I agree with him.  An hour later, he pulls up again at the gate of Lazaret no. 1.  To shut down any discussion, I immediately unload a stretcher.  I open the ambulance door and call Janis.  Silence.   I shine my flashlight.  One brief glance is enough: Janis’s suffering is over.  The plump NCO emerges.  ‘I will keep the dead Latvian for dissection’.  Grudgingly, he agrees to accept the torso, Kurt.  Two forced labourers haul away the Latvian’s corpse for autopsy.  An ugly buxom matron unceremoniously scoops Kurt up.  Imploringly, the torso looks at me.  Shamed and seething with frustrated rage, I avert my eyes.  We bang the ambulance doors shut and roar off.  Even the veteran chauffer is disgusted.  Doubtless, in Germany, Goebbels lauds the volunteers who, ‘Die heroic deaths, defending the Fatherland against the Jewish Bolshevik untermenschen’.  
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Normandy, 10 June 1944
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The following day, Penelope checks Lacueva and I into different specialist hospitals.  Clutching a telegram, she informs us that she must return to the front.  I thank her and, tearfully, we part.  ‘Who knows if I will see my ex-lover again?’  Within a few days, I am discharged but have a few days leave.  I hear that General Ramcke has deployed our 2nd Division from Köln-Wahn to Normandy.  Soon, a runner interrupts my convalescence.  I tear open the order.  It reads, ‘Deploy immediately to France.  Present to 6th Parachute Regiment stationed at Carentan in Normandy’.  The messenger hands me rail warrant and my itinerary via Berlin, Mannheim, and Paris.  To avoid roving Allied Mustangs, trains travel at night.  Shortly after I arrive, on the 6th of June 1944, the Allied landings for Overlord begin.  Carentan is a crucial intersection south of Utah Beach so a fight with the Americans is imminent.  A fresh paratroop regiment, 15th Fallschirmjäger, from the new 5th Parachute Division, thrown together earlier in the year, reinforces us.  On 10th, the US 101st Airborne attempt to rush the causeway into the town.  We hit them with intense machine gunfire that stalls their attack, but they rally.  A few days later, out of ammunition, we withdraw 30 kilometres south towards Saint-Lô.  On June 13th, our company secures some lorries, and we head for Brest to reinforce the garrison, guarding the important Brittany port and submarine base.  Halfway there, near Saint-Brieuc, American P38s strafe our column with rockets.  We abandon the burning vehicles.  By forced night march, we cover the remaining 140 kilometres in five days.  The Division’s commander, General Ramcke, is a diehard Nazi.  Bombastically, he declares, ‘We must defend Festung Brest for the Führer’.   I am sceptical.  Ramcke is a veteran who fought in the First World War, at Crete and El-Alamein but he is a Nazi fanatic.  The port’s 30,000-40,00 defenders are mostly poorly trained and under-equipped units such as the 343rd Infantry Division.  Nonetheless, we barricade ourselves into Brest and wait for the coming American onslaught.

Meanwhile, back in Germany at the end of July 1944, Clytemnestra tips off the Gestapo about her husband’s anti-Nazi activities.  Agemund’s groin wound means he is infertile.  Frustrated and angry, his wife continues her long-standing affair with Zigethius, without realising he is the murderer of her dear Sophie.  Inevitably, soon the Gestapo arrest our Hauptmann.  Zigethius indicts Agemund for, ‘Plotting with the traitor Claus von Stauffenberg against the Führer during Operation Valkyrie’. On uncorroborated evidence, the Wehrmacht court-martial and expel him.  On 10th August 1944, Penelope attends the People's Court (Volksgerichtshof) in Berlin.  Thugs haul Agemund onto the witness stand.  After a week of relentless beatings in an airless dungeon, the accused plotter is crippled.  His iron-grey eyes stare vacantly.  Penelope barely recognises the dishevelled, shabby-dressed, and disorientated criminal.  Without a belt, Agemund struggles to hold up his trousers.  Furiously, the fanatical Nazi judge Roland Freisler launches into a tirade - ‘You treacherous schweinehund (pig dog)’.  Shocked, Penelope glares at the rabid Freisler.  ‘It is the same brute who sentenced my dear friend, Sophie, to her cruel execution last year’.  During his ‘examination’, Agemund stares ahead, ignoring the malevolent diatribes of the prosecutor.  Abruptly, Freisler smashes his hammer down, shrieking ‘Schuldig’.  Henchmen drag Agemund to Plötzensee Prison.  That afternoon, together with Berthold von Stauffenberg, the Nazis remove Agemund’s trousers and pants then string him up with piano wire.  He twitches in agony for twenty minutes, vainly trying to hide his humiliating involuntary priapism.  Several times, his SS tormentors resuscitate him only to repeat the strangulation.  For Hitler’s macabre enjoyment, cameramen film his gruesome execution.  In the morning, Penelope hurries to Prinz Albrecht Street.  She wants to bury Agemund, but a Gestapo Kriminalkommissar tells her curtly that, ‘We handed the corpse over to anatomists at Humboldt University of Berlin for dissection’.

In Brest, on 21st August, the Americans attack.  Surrounded, our demise is simply a question of time.  On 13th September, US Army forces pierce our defences.  Despite the hopeless situation, Ramcke resists.  On 18th September, in house-to-house fighting, an exploding artillery round concusses me.  Americans from the 5th Ranger Battalion rush our blockhouse and capture me.  On 20th September, after rendering the port facilities useless, Ramcke finally surrenders.  In the Battle for Brest, the Germans kill or wound ten thousand Americans.  

A few weeks later, my captors ship me across the Atlantic to the United States and intern me in Camp Clinton.  The prison is about 50 km west of the Civil War battle site at Vicksburg, on the great Mississippi River.  A banal routine continues in the camp until April 1945 when Hitler kills himself in his bunker and the War in Europe ends.  A few months later, I receive a letter from Penelope.  I learn that she survives!  I am somewhat irked that she is now married to an American P38 pilot!  She tells me that Germany is devastated.  I am shocked to read that the Nazis executed my friend Agemund.  I also discover that, towards end of the War, U.S. 8th Airforce bombs kill Clytemnestra.  To me, now in America, Penelope’s letter reminds me of war’s barbarity and ignites a bitter hatred of the misguided Nazis, ‘They even betrayed their rabid racial idea by sacrificing the best German blood while, simultaneously, swamping the country with millions of forced labourers’.  A few days later, my conviction is reinforced when the Americans make us watch a film about the Nazi concentration camps.  Shortly afterwards, they repatriate me to France across a glacial Atlantic.  In January 1946, Legion recruiters arrive at our internment camp in the bleak hills above Marseille.  They offer me a choice, either work for another three years as a forced labourer or join the Foreign Legion. 
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PART II: PEARL ORIENT
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CH4: INDOCHINA WAR ESCALATES 
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Saïgon, 31 March 1946
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The recruiting officer assigns me to the 1st Battalion, 3rd Foreign Legion Regiment.  The French despatch us across the Mediterranean to Sidi Bel Abbes in Algeria.  The Legion ignores our past as enemies.  The instructors are not vindictive.  When we sign up, we are absolved.  Now, I am simply a légionnaire like all the others. On the last day of March 1946, the 1,740 légionnaires graduate from basic training.  Our commanding officer tells us, ‘You must defend la Perle de l’Empire!’.  At Mers-el-Kebir, we board a Dutch passenger liner, Johann de Witt, bound for Saïgon, Cochinchina.  Altogether, five thousand passengers crowd the ship - mostly soldiers from various colonial regiments but also functionaries and civilians.  During daylight hours, Senegalese riflemen (tirailleur Sénégalais) fester in the pestilential bowls of the ship.  All day in insufferable heat, these fifth-class passengers wait patiently below decks, dripping with sweat, on soiled mattresses.  At night, they emerge, fearful, to gulp some fresh air.  We are not much better off.  I am assigned a three-storey bunk bed in a gloomy and noisy cabin, close to the vibrating ship’s engines.  During the 25 days of the journey, officers give us some daytime instruction on deck.  Most of my fellow recruits are German army veterans but I also circulate and meet civilians.  At the bar, a functionary tells me that, ‘The war is already lost.  Politically, our hesitation and the opposition of the United States undermined the Vietnamese nationalists - the only effective counterforce to the communists.  For a couple of months before Leclerc arrived in the colony on 5th October 1945, the VM trained with Japanese and American weapons, reinforced their administration, and murdered or terrorized nationalists’. These remarks and other snippets of conversation I overhear during our voyage unsettle my rather romantic notion of the so-called ‘Pearl’ of the French colonial Empire.

During the voyage, I strike up some friendships.  Johann Wallisch is a 19-year-old Austrian, who fought with the Fifth Fallschirmjaeger Division at Arnhem.  Captured on the last day of the war, the French imprison him in Carcassonne.  Luciano Albertini is an optimistic young Corsican from Solenzara who speaks German and English.  His nemesis is a dour but radical Arab,  Mezrag Qabbini el-Mokrani.  Both joined the Legion to escape prosecution.  From fragments of conversation, I surmise that, during the War, Albertini smuggled contraband and secured prostitutes for the Americans on their 17 Corsican airbases.  Mezrag is more forthcoming.  ‘I agitated for Algerian independence but was arrested.  Incarcerated, they brutally beat me and threatened to kill me.  Legion recruiters gave me a simple choice: ‘You fester for years in this vile gaol before we guillotine you.  Else, you volunteer’.  

We stop at Djibouti, where I buy discounted Indochinese piastres at six francs instead of the official overvalued rate of seventeen that short-changes troops in Indochina.  The next stop is Ceylon.  Six days later, on 25th April, the ship’s sirens announce our arrival in the orient.  To our port, junks sail by, and the sea turns brown.  It’s the mouth of the Mekong, spewing its fertile sediment load.  To starboard, I glimpse the palm fringed resort of Cap Saint Jacques.  Gingerly, the steamer enters the Sông Soài Rạp  or Saïgon River, a dirty waterway, jammed with innumerable junks, loaded with sacks of rice or bales of rubber.  For four hours, we sail slowly up the winding river between clouds and the marshy shore, lined with mangroves and palms.  Eventually a quayside emerges, packed with a colourful and noisy crowd.  They congregate to celebrate the spectacle of the French ship’s arrival.  We disembark and assemble.  Sweating, loin-clad porters load our baggage onto waiting American GMC lorries.  I breath in pungent miasma of Saïgon - a blend of flowers, mangrove swamps, copra, grilled food, garlic, and tobacco. Pompously, the governor welcomes us to the ‘Paris of Far East’.  The battalion climbs aboard its vehicles and heads 11 km north of the city centre to a military base at Thu Duc.  Camp Gien-Dien is a huge Legion base, in rubber plantations to the northeast of Saïgon.

Our mission is to control Colonial Road Number 1 that heads West to Phnom Penh.  For the next nine months, we sweep the Cambodian rice fields and jungles, looking for Khmer partisans who ambush French convoys.  It is low-level counter-insurgency work with only sporadic firefights before the elusive enemy vanishes into impenetrable forests.  After a few months operations, we rotate to Saïgon.  Our colonel issues permissions to visit the metropolis.  In 1946, half a million people live in the humid capital of Cochinchina that never sleeps.  Approximately 17,000 French civil servants and military officers reside in the teaming conurbation.  We push through crowded streets and colourful noisy markets towards the beating heart of the city - La Rue Catinat, named after the first gunboat, that conquered the territory in 1860.   We stroll down the throbbing street.  Parked rickshaws clog the sidewalks of Theatre Square.  Grateful for the shade of its awnings, we browse the windows of the department store Nouveautés Catinat (formerly Lucien Berthet).  Under the tamarind trees, I watch the coquettish parade of well-healed European women.  Smartly dressed and arrogant officers spill out of the Eden Center or Majestic Hotel.  In the Portail Bookshop, I leaf through an illustrated book about France.  We dine at the Au Chalet restaurant on the ground floor of the Catinat Hotel but take coffee and Viennese pastries at Brodard Café.  It’s now late but Catinat never sleeps.  We end up in the Continental Hotel terrace bar.  Technically, the up-market establishment is the preserve of officers but Albertini, our Corsican comrade, persuades its owner, his uncle and compatriot, Mathieu Franchini, to serve us.

Later, the Corsican mafiosi shows us the delights of the city.  We take the electric tram along Boulevard Galliéni towards the infamous Parc aux Buffles (Buffalo Park).  Street vendors tout baby octopi, cured pig snouts and battered duck.  Franchini buys us a round of drinks.  Soon after, Luciano Albertini joins a queue for the obligatory medical inspection.  From the cabinet, the young soldier emerges into a hall full of prostitutes.  Luciano accosts a very young Vietnamese girl.  As she drags him away, Albertini calls to us, ‘She charges less than a packet of Bastos cigarettes’.   An hour later, the dishevelled Italian emerges.  Franchini tells us, ‘Come, lads I must do some business’.  We go to the Le Grand Monde - the largest gaming house in Asia!  Mezrag is delighted and disappears into a throng of 2,000-3,000 players who gamble away their savings.  Franchini tells me, ‘Saïgon is like an unfaithful half-caste.  She is tender yet cruel, sensual, lazy, violent, immodest, and secretive.  Here in Saïgon, you will catch le mal jaune.  It’s a sort of nostalgic disease that invades your soul’.  Soon a Chinese businessman - a certain Bay Vien - joins us.  Menacing Binh-Xuyen thugs protect the crook.  Another mobster arrives.  It triggers the Binh-Xuyen to unsheathe knives or cock firearms.  Their master calls them off and Franchini, kisses his new compatriot.  By way of introduction, Bay Vien announces that, ‘Andréani owns the Croix du Sud and Mirador night-clubs your know’.  I sip my beer while the two gangsters mutter in Corsican, translating for Bay Vien.  After half an hour or so, Franchini stands up.  ‘Come, Ulrich I hope you like Chinese food?’.  I booked a private dining room at the Arc-en-Ciel - it’s only a 12-minute walk down Rue des Marins.  We drag Mezrag away from a protesting Asiatic croupier bent on bankrupting our Arab friend.

For starters, we enjoy Sui Cao (Chinese dumplings), Bánh Xèo (pork and shrimp filled turmeric crepes). The main course is Macau-style roasted duck in a black pepper sauce.  After coffee, we return to the Continental.  Its terrace overlooks Rue Catinat and the Opera.  The street throngs with officers, French planters, bankers, rail magnates and journalists.  Franchini joins some old colonials.  I swill my cognac, ‘The gangster knows everyone in Saïgon.’  Then, among the old settlers of all people, I spot Weis Strepsiades!  The portly but cantankerous Algerian academic hectors disgruntled functionaries and reactionary traders.  The old Jew holds council, ‘You simplify matters.  Indochina is a complex mosaic of physical and cultural geography.  This diversity undermines attempts to forge national unity.  Don’t forget that during the Second World War France abjectly failed to defend her far-eastern colony.  She lost her prestige.  Dejected, his audience melts away.  I approach my old acquaintance.  Quizzically, the Jew looks up.  He sucks on a cheap local cigarette and exhales its smoke into my face.  Weis scrunches up the Mic Extra packet.  Finally, he recognises me.  ‘Ah Ulrich - yes, I remember - Hannover 1940.  How times change!’  For over an hour, we gossip and reminisce in German.  Weis explains the historical backdrop of the war I now face in Indochina.

‘You see Ulrich, the Japanese coup on 9th March 1945 sealed the colony’s fate.  The French army flees north in a Napoleonic retreat from Camp Thông in Sơn-Tây, 50 km from Hanoï.  The Japanese deliberately humiliate the colonial regime and systematically erase its military presence in Indochina.  The Kempeitaï imprison thousands of Europeans in makeshift camps.  They starve, beat, and worked the French to death or cram them into fetid ‘tiger cages’.  Probably, more than 3,000 die.  The predatory Asiatics loot one third of the country’s rice harvest.  At best, peasants farmers receive only derisory compensation.  Disincentivised, they abandon maintenance on the complex network of dykes, watering the rice paddies of the Red River Delta.  Tragically, two harvests fail.  American bombardments sever the logistical artery that sustains the starving north - the main north-south railway line.  Inevitably, a terrible famine ensues.  Only Việtminh raids on Japanese grain stores moderates its catastrophic ramifications.  When the Japanese surrender, the communists quickly seize power and liquidate their political opponents, including mandarins and nationalists.  Only the arrival of the Chinese temporarily halts their killings and kidnappings.  On the 2nd of May 1946, the first French aircraft lands at Điện-Biên Phu, some 70 odd kilometres from the headwaters of the Black River.  The Chinese fly out in opium-packed aircraft.  Mark my words, Ulrich, whoever controls the Muong Thanh Valley controls northern Laos and Tonkin.’  Comforted by his insightful premonition, Strepsiades extinguishes another cigarette, knocks back his cognac and, muttering excuses, leaves.  

In the early hours, we head back to barracks.  On 19th November, the radio announces that up north in Tonkin rebels try to invest Hanoï.  After an arms-running junk fires on an inspection vessel, the French Commander-in-Chief, Jean Étienne Valluy, orders the Navy to give a hard lesson to the treacherous attackers (‘donner une dure leçon à ceux qui nous ont traitreusement attaqués’). Three corvettes, Chevreuil, Savorgnan de Brazza and Dumont d'Urville shell the native quarters in Haiphong.  The barbarous and stupid act kills ~6,000 civilians and, in the eyes of most Vietnamese, extinguishes fatuous notions of French ‘paternalism’.  Now they struggle for freedom from alien domination.

In Saïgon, we, the mercenary instruments of French colonial power, are delighted.  ‘Finally full-scale war in French Indochina’, cries Albertini, naively.  The regiment is euphoric that the desultory peace negotiations with the untrustworthy and ruthless communist leader, Ho Chi Minh, are over.  Now, we can fight a real war!  Hastily, we pack our kit and join a steamer that heads norths along the coast to Tonkin.  That night, our ship drops anchors at sea in Along Bay.  A delightful smell of salt and lotus blossom perfumes the tropical night air.  Haiphong’s bay sparkles with the lights of the junks and houses scattered among the limestone jungle-clad islands.  The next morning, tugs bring our troopship into the harbour.  We disembark on the dock.  American trucks drive us to the station.  The narrow-gauge freight train crawls slowly towards Hanoï, through a densely populated country. We crowd near the open sliding doors and watch the green and peaceful landscape of rice paddies, villages, bamboo, and palm trees slide by.  A few thatched huts, interspersed with red-brick watchtowers. Farmers in the flooded rice fields ignore us but, occasionally, a child waves.  Every few kilometres, the train passes a guard post surrounded by barbed wire.  Vietnamese or African guards stare indolently at us and, once we pass, open the crossing gates.  Each time heaving throngs push forward. Parallel to the railway line is the Haiphong-Hanoï highway.  Military convoys thunder past, overtaking overloaded trucks, crammed with passengers.  As dusk settles, the main road is closed and soldiers patrol along railway line. We pull in to Hải Dương, only 50 kilometres from Tonkin’s capital.  ‘Légionnaires you must prevent the enemy cutting Hanoï’s vital railway lifeline with Haiphong’.  The local population is sullen, starving, and hostile.  ‘Clearly, the rebels are strongly entrenched here’, I tell Albertini.  Subsequently, I learn that in 1930, the French guillotined Hoc Nguyên Thaï a local Vietnamese nationalist.  Over the next few months, we suppress pockets of enemy resistance in the city and its hinterland.  During the day, we dominate but, at night, the enemy emerges from the shadows to control the suburbs and hinterland rice paddies.  Nevertheless, we somehow keep the trade and military artery open.  Reinforcements, armaments and imported manufactures come up line to Tonkin’s metropolis while exports of rice, timber, coal, and minerals flow east to the port.
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Operation Lea, 1947
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Having suppressed the initial rebellion, the high command sends us to Cao Bằng, an outpost deep in the northwestern jungle, on the Chinese Frontier.  For three months from March to June 1947, 30R.E.I. establishes, supplies, and secures outposts that guard the Third and Fourth Colonial Roads (RC3 and RC4).  Valluy, dreams of a single master stroke to snuff out the smouldering rebellion.  ‘I will decapitate its head and block the enemy’s supply route from China into the highlands’.  However, on 29th March, rebellion breaks in Madagascar and the French divert a troopship, originally earmarked for Indochina, to brutally quell it.  Notwithstanding the reduced manpower, Valluy orders his northern deputy, General Raoul Salan, to launch Opération Léa.  ‘Sweep the Viêt Bac with 15,000 troops and capture Ho Chi Minh in his Bac Kan lair’.  The target enemy stronghold is 122 kilometres due north of Hanoï.  It straddles the RC3 and links Cao Bằng with Tuyên Quang, a navigable emporia on the Clear River - a tributary of the Red River fluvial system. 

Dawn on 7th October, to surprise the enemy and block its retreat, waves of Junkers Ju52s scatter 1,137 paratroops deep in enemy territory, at villages of Bac-Kan, Cho Moï and Cho Don.  We are the northern pincer of General Raoul Salan’s truck, river, and airborne envelopment plan.  To join up with the airborne forces, we drive northwest from Lạng Sơn  for the two-days along the RC4 jungle road.  Because the Việts have blown the bridges, we make only make slow progress but manage to cross the swollen Song Ki Kong in rafts.  Unfortunately, strong current sweep one man away.  On 9th October, as we approach Cao Bằng, a swarm of Junkers transport aircraft drone overhead.  Enemy machine gun fire hits the lead plane.  The Junkers spirals out of control and explodes on impact.  Nevertheless, other paratroops jump onto the town and secure our passage.  After burying fifteen charred bodies from the aviation accident, we press on down the RC3-bis.  We snake through Tonkin’s thick jungles, past steep peaks, and raging rivers.  The enemy harass us continually and our casualties rapidly mount.  When we arrive at Bac Kan, Ho Chi Minh has long since vanished.  Paratroopers claim they almost captured ‘Uncle Ho’ and, to back up their claim, show us a pile of his unsigned correspondence.  On 12th October, we reach Cho Moi to recover the last stick of embattled parachutistes.  The combined strike force then pulls back north to Bac Kan which the 1st Battalion now invests.  The following day, HQ orders our second company twenty kilometres north to guard the forlorn outpost of Phu Tong Hoa.  France now controls the hinterland south of Cao Bằng, strangling the Chinese supply lifeline to the Việtminh.  To escape this straight jacket, we know the enemy will strike.

We spend the first half of 1948 on the RC3 and RC4.  I patrol rice paddies, sugar plantations or guard isolated jungle strongpoints.  Progressively, the intensity of rebel attacks escalates.  On 7th April 1948, my company commander assigns me convoy duty. ‘Head up to Cao Bằng.  Tomorrow, you will reinforce some colonial paratroopers on escort duty to Lạng Sơn’.  The next day, as the GMC trucks crawl uphill towards the village of Đông Khê - about 40 km out of Cao Bằng - the road narrows.  On our right, steep jungle-covered cliffs overhang us.  A fallen tree blocks the road.  I look at my watch - 16:30, ‘sunset in a couple of hours will facilitate a rebel getaway.  Surely, it is an ambush!’  We switch off the engines.  In the lugubrious gloom, eerie silence.  Lieutenant Paul Blanc stands by his jeep.  Nervously, he inhales his Gaulloise and looks up at the crags.  A rifle cracks!  The bullet slices down through the lieutenant’s rib cage from right to left.  He jerks then crumples forward.  A jet of blood pumps from his chest.  An officer runs up and cradles his dying comrade.  I spray the cliffs with 50 calibre rounds from my Browning heavy machine gun.  No sign of the enemy.  Curiously, the dying Blanc smiles.  A few days later, we bury him in Cao-Bang’s cemetery.  He was a dedicated, popular officer with a wife and two young children.  

The real war is in the bush, through the flooded rice paddies, on muddy river bunds, in the dense thickets, balancing on the rickety bridges, peering into ravines. The villages are usually eerily deserted, except for a few children or old women. The Viêts force the inhabitants to flee at our approach. Intelligence locates three or four hundred rebels.  We mount a large operation, mobilize two or three battalions, and march all day to encircle the sector.  But we only capture four or five rebels or recover a smattering of weapons or documents.  ‘We fight using regular European methods against gangs that employ guerrilla methods.  We need to adapt to this country.  Only with the collaboration of former local Viêts can we neutralize the enemy and dismantle the administrative infrastructure’.

Since 1945, the situation deteriorates. Insecurity spreads.  Even in the suburbs of Saïgon, we are not safe. Around our strongpoints and outposts, the security zone extends perhaps a hundred meters. In broad daylight, the Viêts are two hundred meters from posts. We only hold the cities and a sprinkling of small posts.  New is always discouraging - posts attacked, roads cut, convoys ambushed. We wait for attack as gunshots reverberate over the jungle.  On the radio, the news from France is only of indifference to la salle guerre.
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Phu Tong Hoa, 1948
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A few months later in July, I am on guard duty back at Phu Tong Hoa, the isolated post on the RC3-2, 58 km southwest of Cao Bang as the crow flies but a three-day march there via a muddy jungle track.  French military intelligence (Deuxième Bureau) informs us that, ‘Based on camera footage from Spitfire MK-IX reconnaissance flights and prisoner interrogations, we suspect that three battalions of Việts head towards your outpost.  An attack is imminent’.  Shortly afterwards, the plump staff officer boards a Fieseler Storch (Fi 156) and leaves us to our fate.  I know that 2nd Company, 1st Battalion 3è R.E.I. only disposes 103 légionnaires and three officers.  That night, 25th July 1948, it rains incessantly.  At around 19:20-19:30, the whistle whisper of incoming shells and mortar rounds.  The projectiles arc overhead then hurtle down and explode around us.  The former magazine store on the northern edge of the compound bursts into flame.  Amazingly, three légionnaires emerge from the dust and debris.  Machine guns clatter and small arms fire rattles around the compound.  Mortar and artillery rounds continue to rain down.  Wounded soldiers groan or scream.  Our arc-lights blow out.  Darkness smothers the rice paddies and jungle beyond the wire.  Captain Hervé Cardinal, the fort’s commander, rushes towards the command tower, ‘I must send out a mayday message to alert HQ at Bac Khan’.  A shell explodes nearby, killing his three escorts.  Shrapnel from the blast smashes Cardinal’s hips and one of his legs.  Bleeding out, the captain drags himself up the stairs of the command tower and crashes through its door.  Covered in blood, he collapses onto a chair but orders the radio technicians, ‘Give me the mike.  You, fetch my officers!’.  In the rain and chaos of the firefight, I muster lieutenants Fernand Charlotton and Brévolet and escort them back to the HQ.  Cardinal, smeared in blood, curtly dismisses any suggestion that he report to the infirmary.  The radio operator relays that, ‘Bac Khan and Cao Bằng are also both under attack.  We are on our own’.  Through broken windows, drumming rain lashes us.  I see that a column of Việts infiltrates the corridor of the nearby smouldering mess-hall.  Two légionnaires, hold-up in the building, toss dozens of grenades into the milling insurgents.  A succession of terrific blasts, dreadful screams, and thundering laughter.  I surmise, ‘That’s Polain - only that giant corporal laughs like that’.  I peer through the rain and glimpse, under the splintered refectory timbers, a mass of bloodied bodies writhing like eels.  A shell smashes through the roof of the command building and explodes, hitting Charlotton.  Bévalot rushes over.  ‘Mon vieux, je vais mourir, je vous passe le commandement!’

Firing continuously, we pull back to the far side of the compound, temporarily leaving around a dozen of our fallen comrades to their grim fate.  After the initial shock, we regroup.  We manage to mount a heavy calibre Browing machine gun and pour withering bursts into the enemy swarming around the wrecked barracks.  The large calibre rounds, splinter wood and macerate flesh, unleashing fountains of blood that mingles with the drizzle in puddles.  Around 21:15, we cease fire.  A heavy silence, except for the drumming rain and whimpering of the injured.  About fifty legionaries now remain standing, twenty-one are dead and thirty-four wounded.  From the forested hills a lugubrious jeremiad of horns.  Veterans recognise the enemy attack signal.

Beyond the wire, five thousand Boi Dai swarm out of the jungle and charge towards us from the north and west, screaming standard battle cries of ‘Tiên-Len!  Doc Lap!’.  Our dying captain inspires his subalterns, ‘Courage children, in a hand to hand fighting the enemy are worthless’.  We open fire with everything we have but soon the wave of Việts breach the perimeter wire or clamber over it.  Bévalot yells at his mortar squad.  ‘Tubes vertical - high explosives shells on the breach.  Twenty metres - staggered fire in bursts of two, rolling out to one hundred metres’.  At 22:30, Bévalot musters his remaining force towards the south and divides us into four fighting groups.  ‘Re-take the compound men!’.  In the gloom, firefights and close quarter combat ensues.  Grenades, rifle butts, knives.  Enraged, a handful of Việts surround Corporal Polain but the giant lashes out with two commando knives and kills four of his assailants.  Furiously, the Việts surround him and repeatedly bayonet him.  Writhing in sprays and torrents of blood, Polain finally succumbs to the frenzied onslaught.  

The rain stops and the sky clears.  In the full moon, the disciplined légionnaires fire volley after volley into the Việtminh.  Disorientated by the relentless concentrated firepower, the enemy attack stalls.  At eleven, their horns mournfully murmur the retreat.  Five hundred Vietnamese casualties, many still squirming or moaning, cluster on the wire or around the smouldering central command tower.  But we have over fifty men killed or seriously wounded.  At one in the morning, Charlotton, drenched in blood, dies.  Cardinal, also bled dry, writhes in agony for another four more hours before also expiring.

At dawn, two spitfires swoop down from the clouds and strafe fleeing columns of VM or scattered enemy reinforcements.  Over the radio, we hear that, ‘Colonel Simon, the 3è R.E.I. commander, has just left Cao Bằng with a relief column’.  That evening, a Junkers Ju52 parachutes in ammunition.  On 27th July, aircraft evacuate the seriously wounded.  The radio informs us that, ‘Rebels have repeatedly ambushed the relief column’.  Nevertheless, the following day at dusk, the reinforcements finally arrive.  To greet the colonel, Ensign Bévalot musters a piquet of honour in full parade dress orders.  ‘Présentez armes’.  A trumpeter then plays the Legion refrain, Salut au Caïd.  

After the attack on Phu Tong Hoa, we patrol around Cao Bằng with troops from the newly- formed Parachute Company of the Third Foreign Legion Regiment (3è R.E.I.).  I talk with Lieutenant Morin, the outfit’s commander.  ‘Here is my vocation!’, I realise.  Immediately, I put in a request a re-assignment to the new outfit.  The command approves it, and, in October 1948, I join them in Camp Gallieni at Lạng Sơn, the main base at the south-eastern end of the RC4.  On 1st November, I complete my first operational jump with the Legion.  Lieutenant Camus and forty-five légionnaires jump over a besieged outpost, north of Cao Bằng.  When the three Junkers aircraft roar overhead and disgorge their paratroops, the Việtminh melt into the jungle.  A couple of weeks later we patrol in the vicinity of Loc Binh.  As we close in on a reported VM stronghold, a firefight erupts.  From the undergrowth, a burst of submachine gun fire.  Légionnaire Egg’s torso explodes in blood, and he drops stone dead - shot through the heart.  That evening we bring his corpse back to Camp Gallieni and, a couple of days later, bury him with full military honours.  At the end of November our tour of duty on the Chinese frontier district is over and we ship out to Hanoï.  Seventy-nine men of the Second Company, First Battalion Foreign Parachutists (1er B.E.P.) replace us.  The men tell us that, ‘On 12th November, we docked at Haiphong - some five months after the new airborne units was constituted in Algeria’.  Amazingly, after the relief parade, Lacueva comes over to greet me.  ‘After a long convalescence, I fought in the Ardennes, but the Screaming Eagles captured me at Bastogne’.  Notwithstanding his inveterate anti-communism, I am delighted to see my Parisian comrade again. 

It’s Christmas 1948.  Now Tonkin, boasts four airborne battalions to snuff out sparks of insurrection.  Two veteran battalions of Chasseur (Hunter) paratroops (RCP) and two newly arrived ones - a Battalion of Colonial  Commandos Parachutists (B.C.C.P.) and the 1er Bataillon Étranger de Parachutistes (1èr B.E.P.), commanded by Pierre Segrétain.  Early in 1949, General Revers, in charge of the Army, recommends the evacuation of Cao Bang and intermediate outposts along the Fourth Colonial Road (RC4) that runs along the Chinese frontier and whose maintenance was exhausting the Expeditionary Corps.  In June 1949, my Parachute Company of 3è R.E.I. is consolidated within the prestigious Foreign Legion's 1st Parachute Battalion (1èr B.E.P.).  The reinforcement and reorganisation of airborne forces, although necessary, is insufficient to counter the new strategic dynamic.  Over the frontier in China, Mao’s communists drive their Nationalists enemies offshore to Taiwan.  Now, instead of an anti-colonial insurgency, the Cold War plays out in Indochina’s rice paddies and jungle trails.  While French forces control the key cities, infrastructure and ports, these colonial bastions are surrounded by communist-held rural areas.  These competing spheres of influence are locked into internecine competition for resources and influence.  Militarily, we sweep villages but once we leave the VM infiltrate back and terrorize the locals.  Communist cadres rip out the tongues of village chiefs that support us.  Then slice off their genitals and sow them into their bleeding mouths.  Revolutionaries cudgel imperial officials to death and rip open the wombs of collaborator’s pregnant wives.  They eviscerate colonial planters and attach their guts to buffalo tails.  Assassins goad enraged animals into flight and disembowel their victims.  Zealots bury recalcitrant villages alive - their groans still audible in the morning.  Faced with such horrors, I show little mercy to any communists we capture.  I douse the heads of stubborn rebel captives with petrol and ignite them.
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CH5: ROUTE COLONIAL 4 1950
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Although the French install Bao Dai in March 1949, no one is convinced that it heralds any real change. France still retains its grip on the Army and the economy.  In May, General Revers flies in and criss-crosses the colony.  He composes a sceptical report about both the political and military situation.  ‘We barely control half the population and even in these zones terrorism festers.  We are too dispersed in small posts ... We must evacuate the most exposed outposts like Cao Bang!’. At the end of August 1949, General Carpentier, the newly appointed C.E.F.E.O. supremo lands at Tân Sơn Nhất in Saïgon.  The puppet president of Vietnam obsequiously greets him, surrounded by a coterie of cow-towing officials or preening and duplicitous high-ranking officers.  Arrogantly, the general reviews a motley collection of colonial troops.  His impeccably dressed white tropical parade uniform masks ignorance.  The reality is that the relative power of the colonial regime is crumbling.  This is most obvious on the Chinese frontier.  Over the border, in the giant neighbour, Mao Tsé Tung crushes the corrupt nationalists and, on the 1st of October 1949, proclaims the Peoples Republic of China. Almost immediately, the frequency and intensity of Việtminh ambushes along Highway 4 increases alarmingly.  The Route Coloniale 4 (RC4) is a vital lifeline that links Lạng Sơn in the East with the beleaguered outpost of Cao Bằng deep in the interior.  Steep mountains, covered with dense jungle, line the winding road that climbs and falls past jagged limestone rocks.  Trucks crawl through raging torrents that gush from towing cliffs.  Isolated strongpoints line the contested route.  The middle section of Highway 4 is defended by forts in settlements of Thất Khê and, to its northwest, Đông Khê.  Two Algerian rifle companies (8th R.T.M.) and some Muong tribesmen (146è C.L.S.M.) defend the outpost.  

On the morning of 25th of May 1950, the communists install artillery in the hills behind Đông Khê and bombard the fort, killing Major Casanova.  The Việts soon overwhelm a northern satellite outpost and butcher its occupants.  Battle continues all night but the citadel itself holds out.  In the morning, low cloud cover constrains air-support.  Under constant barrage and facing 2,500 boidoi and chuc luc, Captain Brun - the new commander, foolishly abandons the outpost and flees southeast towards Thất Khê.  Lieutenant Jaubert refuses to run and hides overnight with his section in a jungle-clad hill, southwest of the aerodrome.  In mid-afternoon of the 27th of May, ground attack aircraft swoop down from the clouds to strafe the citadel and surrounds.  At 17:00, 30 Junkers and Dakota transport aircraft despatch the 3ème Bataillon Colonial de Commandos parachutistes (30B.C.C.P.).  CNE Cazaux’s men scatter the VM.  A few days later, a relief column of tabors arrives to hold the strongpoint.  I learn that the VM track down and kill most Captain Brun’s column.  Of the 419 fugitives, only half arrive in That Khé - 14 die but 185 are missing.  Brazenly, General Carpentier announces that the supply line between Cao-Bằng and Lạng Sơn is open.  Nevertheless, the general suspends road convoys.  Now, the only way in and out of Cao Bằng is by air.  

In June 1950, the Americans finally recognise Bao Dai’s corrupt puppet government but it will take time for them to gear up logistical support.  Practically, for General Carpentier ‘Highway 4 is an intractable problem that is wrecking my career’, thinks the frustrated general.  Before rotating home, he wants rid of it.  Dismissing the protestations of the veteran commander of the 3rd Legion in Cao-Bằng and the reservation of experts who point out that it is, ‘the lynchpin of the colony’s defence’, on 2nd September, Carpentier orders its evacuation and puts Colonel Constans, commander 30R.E.I., at Lạng Sơn in charge.  When Constans objects, Carpentier fobs him and other detractors off: ‘Operation Phoque, my diversionary attack on Thaï Nguyen, will distract the enemy’.
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Đông Khê, September 1950
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As the rainy season draws to a close in September, the security situation on the frontier highway continues to deteriorate.  All along the RC4, guerillas continually harass subsidiary outposts, forcing us to abandon them.  At Lạng Sơn, Colonel Lepage assembles a strike force, called Groupement Bayard, comprising four battalions or over 3,600 Moroccan colonial infantry from the 1st Marching Battalion of the 8th Moroccan Tirailleurs Regiment and mercenary goumiers (BM/80R.T.M., 10 & 11è Tabors).  During the Italian Campaign, I remember how aggressive knife-wielding goumiers rushed our hill-top positions to attack my Wehrmacht comrades with bestial frenzy.  

On 16th September, the day after MacArthur’s landings at Incheon in Korea, five battalions of Việts (TD 102 and TD 36) storm Đông Khê, held by about 260 légionnaires of the Fifth and Sixth Companies of the Second Battallion of the Third Legion Regiment (50 & 60/II/30R.E.I.).  Wave after wave of VPA assault the outpost.  Kingcobra fighter bombers, armed with 37 mm cannon and four 50 mm calibre machine guns, swoop down and cut up the enemy hoards.  Notwithstanding, after eight assaults, the base is almost entirely in enemy hands.  The VM loose 500-800 men but kill 85 légionnaires and capture 140 others.  On night of 17th September, 20 survivors, still hole up in the citadel.  They distribute their last 300 rounds and breakout in three groups.  That same day, General Carpentier arrives in Lạng Sơn.  Ignoring the calamitous radio broadcasts from Dong Khê, the blinkered general stubbornly insists that, ‘We must press ahead with the planned evacuation of Cao-Bang.  Lietenant Colonel Lepage - you leave immediately for Lạng Sơn!’  The colonel salutes, ‘A vos ordres mon General!’ but fears his assignment up the Highway of Death!  News accentuates the colonel’s sense of foreboding.  Only 12 survivors from the Đông Khê garisson eventually emerge from the jungle to take refuge at Thất Khê.

On the evening 17th September 1950, the first stick of paratroop reinforcements from the First Foreign Legion Paratroop Battallion (1st B.E.P.) flies to the adjacent outpost of Thất Khê (TK).  As the sun sinks behind the jungle, I leap from the noisy Junkers.  Sporadic tracer rounds stream up from the forest, but almost immediately, I hit the ground hard.  Automatically, I spring into action, releasing my parachute clips.  I unpack my MAT 49 sub-machine gun and cock it.  I spot my comrades in a nearby ditch and run towards them.  Việtminh irregulars emerge from the undergrowth and charge towards us.  We fire concentrated bursts of automatic fire to dispel them.  Silence, except for the distant raucous screeching of a troupe of stump-tailed macaques and, on the rice paddy, the groans of dying Vietnamese boys.  An anxious légionnaire from the Third Regiment approaches.  The soldier slings his MAS 49 rifle and draws on his Gitane cigarette.  Through the dusk, he guides us through the paddy fields, avoiding mines, to the outpost.   Except for the odd burst of automatic fire, the night is uneventful.

The next afternoon at 15:00, French transport aircraft drone overhead and we watch the second wave of our comrades jump.  Ominously, a static line strangles the veteran Sgt. Kerzel.  At parade, the battallion’s head count is now 576 légionnaires.  Colonel Constans now recalls the Third Tabor of Moroccans to Lạng Sơn from where, ‘You will be airlifted to reinforce the citadel at Cao-bang’.  The next day (19th September), trucks with Colonel Lepage’s Groupement Bayard of 3,500 goumiers arrive.  In the same vehicles, the 3rd Moroccan Tabor returns to Lang Son.  Now Lepage feels more confident, ‘I command four thousand battle-hardened troops’.  He organises the defences of the outpost but Constans wires him to, ‘Actively patrol the area’.  

On 22nd September, there is an afternoon briefing.  ‘You will patrol towards Chinese frontier to reconoitre the abandoned poste of Poma, ~ 12 km northeast of us’.  Synchronise your watches.  Zero hour is 23:00’.   We assemble on the parade ground in the dark.  Giant bats feed on the insect clouds illuminated by the glare of the arc lights.  In the moonlight, the leaves of banana trees sway softly.  Platoon corporals take the rollcall and inspect our kit.  Our battle order is four infantry battalions - two Moroccan mercenary units (110 & 10Tabor), one regular Moroccan rife battallion (80R.T.M.) and us legionary paratroops (1èr B.E.P.).  The majority of the men are veterans of the Second World War.  The colonel orders us to board the blacked-out trucks and we drive towards Ban Mé, an outpost still occupied by the French.  The convoy halts and, from the darkness, a nervous sentry challenges us.  Our officers and NCOs dis-embark.  Gutteral conversations in French and Arabic.  We assemble, check equipment and cock our weapons.  Mosquitoes buzz incessantly around us.  Somewhere in the jungle covered hills, a tiger roars.  Minutes later, an elephant trumpets its alarm.

The lieutenants form up their sections and we tab towards Poma.  At around five in the pre-dawn morning, the 10Tabor arrives at Poma.  The 590 Goum heads towards the old military post but stumble upon some rebels, cooking rice.  Surprised, the guerillas immediately scatter but sound the alert.  Bugles trumpet and soon the enemy is swarming everywhere in considerable strength.  Firefights erupt and soon Kalashnikov bullets zip through the air and churn up the dirt.  Several men fall.  Machine gun fire hits a corporal in the face and chest.  I turn to help him but his binoculars are shattered and his bloodied face is drained completely white.  Hurriedly, our strike force collects prisoners, material and documents.  Carrying our wounded, we withdraw.  We kill innumerable Việts as they rush from the jungle but more just keep coming.  Our retreat almost turns into a rout.  Exhausted and drenched in sweat, we finally make it back to Ban Mé.  There, heavy machine gun and mortar fire temporarily halt the enemy.  The colonel orders an immediate evacuation of the forlorn outpost.  ‘The Việts are everywhere in substantial strength.  Abandon the post.  Collect your kit, we leave in five minutes’.  The clatter of interminable Kalashnikovs underlines the urgency of our commander’s order. 

Over the next few days in Thất Khê, we interrogate our prisionners and analyse the captured documents.  Intel suggests that TD246 and regional chuc luc - Brigade 308 occupies the area.  Over the radio, Lepage vainly warns Constans in Lạng Sơn that, ‘the VM’s next target is not Cao-Bang but Thất Khê itself.  Carpentier ignores the colonel, ‘Lepage, don’t worry.  My plan has three dimensions.  First, is Opération Thérèse - the evacuation of Cao Bang.  Second, is Opération Tiznit that you lead - your move up the trail from Thất Khê to meet the retreating column at Đông Khê.  Third, is Opération Phoque - a diversionalry attack on Thaï Nguyen, 200 kilometres south of Cao-Bang on RC3’.  Lepage is unconvinced.  ‘The Viêts will not be distracted by your sideshow’.  Stubbornly, on the 29th September, Carpentier commits seven bataillons (4,500 men), one Dinassaut and all Tonkin’s air assets to this diversion operation.  The 70B.C.C.P. also jumps near Thaï Nguyen, effectively tying-up another key reserve formation.  Now, in the event of a setback, the Expeditionay Force cupboard is bare!  Lacueva tells me, ‘The evacuation of Cao Bang is a trap!’  Stubbornly, Constans presses on will his ill-considered plan.  A few days later, 21-24 September 1950, he airlifts 600 goumiers of the Third Tabor from Lạng Sơn to Cao-Bang, bringing the garisson’s strength to 2,265 men.

On 30th September, I tell Lacueva, ‘Lạng Sơn , Cao-Bang, Hanoï and Saïgon are all infested with enemy spies.  For sure, the Việts know about Opération Tiznit.  Mark my words - we are in big trouble!’  During the day, we prepare for Tiznit.   We collect weapons and ammunition, clean and check our rifles or machine pistols.  Lepage glibly orders us to, ‘Only pack two days rations’.  As dusk settles, giant fruit bats float serenely over the jungle canopy towards distant hills.  I smoke a Gauloises Caporal cigarette.  On the trees, a troop of frivolous Snub-nosed monkeys screeches.  We all feel uneasy about the mission.  Finally, the wait is over.  Before midnight, we pile onto the American trucks and head out of town a short distance to the Bridge of BascouIn.  Each squad forms up.  Soldiers cock their weapons and check grenades.  Then, in battle order, the strike column marches north.  Initially, Moroccan tirailleurs and goumiers lead but, as we progress, squads leapfrog eachother to secure strongpoints.
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