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This age of compulsory military service has shown that whether a man is dressed in this uniform or that, whether he is on the side of the executioner or the victim is not necessarily a question of deserts or even of character.
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God! how it rained! It poured and poured. Everything was sopping. Our mucky rain-capes were long since wet through.


We were sitting under some trees in a sort of tent made by buttoning capes together. They were SS capes and better than ours and we were relatively dry. Tiny had also put up his umbrella.


We had finally got the stove from the big house burning and we were getting ready to dine. We had forty starlings which we were roasting on long sticks, and Porta was making marrow-balls. It had taken us two hours to scrape that marrow out of the bones of two dead oxen. We had found some fresh parsley. Gregor Martin knew how to make tomato ketchup, which he was mixing in an American steel helmet. Steel helmets were practical things, capable of being used for lots of purposes. The only thing they were useless for, was the purpose for which they were made.


Suddenly, we burst out laughing. It was Tiny’s fault. He had made a classic remark without realising that it was classic.


Then Porta held up his yellow top hat and announced that we were to inherit it, when he died. And we bellowed at that.


Then by mistake Heide pissed into the wind, and we rolled about with laughter, and we were still laughing as we ran back with out food between the bursting shells.


Once I heard a padre say to one of the staff officers:


‘How can they laugh like that?’


That was the day we were laughing over Luisa Fatarse’s knickers which Tiny was wearing tied round his neck, and I swallowed a piece of potato the wrong way and had to have my back pummelled with a hand grenade. Laughter can be pretty dangerous.


‘If they didn’t laugh as they do,’ the staff officer replied, ‘they would not be able to carry on.’


Porta had a masterly hand with marrow-balls. He made only ten at a time, otherwise they went soggy, eating his own share in between. We ate over 600 between the nine of us, which is quite a lot, but then we were all night at it.


God, how it rained!



The Leathernecks Land



The thunder of the guns could be heard in Rome, 170 miles away. We could not see the great men-of-war out at sea, but every time they fired a broadside, it was like volcanoes erupting on the horizon. First there was a dazzling flash of fire, then a thunderous roar.


They knocked our grenadiers cold. In the course of a few hours our weak panzer regiments were rolled up. From Palinuro to Torre del Greco the coast was a flaming furnace, whole villages were wiped out in a matter of seconds; one bunker a bit to the north of Sorrento, one of our biggest that weighed several hundred tons, was sent flying high into the air along with the entire crew of its coastal battery. Then out of the south and west came swarms of low-flying Jabos1 that shaved the roads and paths clean of all that lived. One hundred miles of Highway 19 disappeared altogether, and the town of Agropoli was razed to the ground in twenty seconds.


Our tanks, devilishly well camouflaged, were standing in readiness among the cliffs. The grenadiers of the 16’s were with us, lying under cover of the heavy brutes. We were to be the great surprise when they did come, those men from across the sea.


Thousands of bursting shells churned up the ground and transformed a hot sunny day into dark night.


An infantryman came running up the slope without his rifle, arms flailing, crazed with fear, but the sight made no impression on us. He was one of many. That morning I myself had been in the grip of the paralysing fear that strikes one rigid. It could come over you as you were marching along, turning you into a corpse, except that you were still on your feet. The blood drained from your face, making it deathly white, and your eyes stared: as soon as the others noticed what had happened, they began pummelling you with their fists. If that was not enough, they used their feet and rifle-butts, and when you collapsed sobbing, they just kept hitting away. It was brutal treatment, but it nearly always worked. My face was badly swollen after the treatment Porta had meted out to me, but I was grateful. If he had not been so thorough, I would probably have been on my way to the rear in a strait-jacket.


I looked across at the Old Man lying between the tracks of his tank. He smiled and nodded encouragingly.


Porta, Tiny and Heide were throwing dice, using a piece of green baize that Porta had ‘organised’ in Palid Ida’s whorehouse.


A company of infantry on its way down the mountainside ran right into a salvo from the ship’s guns. It was as if a giant hand had just brushed them away. There was not a thing left of 175 men and their hill-ponies. The Jabos came when the sun was low in the West and right in our eyes. Swarms of landing craft spewed infantry over the beach: old tanned veterans, professional soldiers and young anxious recruits called-up only a few months before. It was a good thing their mothers couldn’t see them. Dante’s hell was an amusement park compared to what they had to go through.


Our coastal batteries had been knocked out, but behind every stone and in every shell hole lay grenadiers, mountain troops, paratroops, with their automatic weapons, waiting. Light and heavy machine guns, trench-mortars, panzerfausts, flame-throwers, automatic cannon, assault carbines, rocket-projectors, machine pistols, rockets, hand grenades, rifle grenades, mines, Molotov cocktails, petrol bombs, phosphorus shells. So many words, but what terrors they harboured for an advancing infantryman!


Under cover of their ship’s guns they shot ropes up the cliffs and clambered like monkeys up the swinging ladders or went tumbling down from the jutting top. Flocks of them ran in circles about the white sand, while our phosphorus consumed them. The beach was a sea of flame, that turned the sand into lava.


We were silent spectators. Our orders were ‘no firing’.


The first wave was destroyed. They did not get even 200 yards up the beach. A grim sight for the men of the second wave when it followed. They too were shrivelled up. But fresh hordes kept pouring ashore. A third wave. With guns raised well above their heads, they ran through the roaring surf, flung themselves down on the beach and hammered away with their automatic weapons. And they did not make even a yard’s progress.


Then the Jabos came, bringing phosphorus and naphtha; yellow-white flames shot up towering into the sky. The sun went down, the stars came out and the Mediterranean played lazily with the charred bodies, cradling them gently at the water’s edge. The fourth wave of infantry landed. Star shells rose into the sky. These men also died.


Just after sunrise, an armada of assault craft roared towards land. These were the professionals, the Marines who were to have established themselves, once the others had opened the way. Now they were going to have to do both, open the way and establish themselves. Their main task was to deprive the enemy of Highway 18. Their armoured cars remained at the water’s edge like so many burning torches, but, tough and ruthless, the veterans made their way forward. These men from the Pacific killed everything that crossed their path, shot at every corpse. They had short glinting bayonets on their assault carbines, and many of them had Japanese Samurai swords flapping against their legs.


‘US Marines,’ Heide growled. ‘Our grenadiers will get it now. Those lads haven’t lost a battle in 150 years. Each one of them is worth a whole company. Major Mike’ll be glad to see his old chums from Texas.’


It was our first encounter with the Marines. They seemed to have tricked themselves out in whatever they liked: one went storming up the beach with a bright red open parasol fastened to his pack, followed by a huge sergeant wearing a Chinese bast hat on top of his helmet. At the head of one company ran a little officer with a Maurice Chevalier straw hat on the side of his head, a rose beckoning gaily from its light blue ribbon. They stormed forward quite regardless of the death-bringing fire from our grenadiers’ automatic weapons.


One German infantryman tried to run, but a Samurai sword severed his head from his body. The American who had wielded it called something to his companions, waved the grim weapon above his head and kissed its bloody blade.


A swarm of Heinkel bombers dived down over them. The entire beach seemed to rise up towards the clear sunny skies and the soldier with the Samurai sword lay writhing in a pool of blood on the smoke-blackened sand.


Leutnant Frick came crawling up.


‘Withdraw singly. We’re pulling back to Point Y.’


The Marines had got through our positions. Fresh landing craft were being run up the beach. Amphibian craft roared ashore while bombers and fighters fought savagely in the clear sky.


A group of grenadiers surrendered, but they did so in vain for they were mown down ruthlessly. Some of the Marines stopped to plunder the bodies of their medals and badges.


Porta grinned and said: ‘Collecting fanny-attractors.’


‘Bon! Now we know the rules. Good thing we saw that,’ said the Legionnaire.


We fell back to a couple of kilometres south of Avelino, knowing that the German Command counted on being able to defeat the invading force, once it had got ashore. They were hoping for another battle of Cannae, but they had failed to take into account the Allies’ enormous material superiority. Where Field Marshal Alexander and General Clark had only hoped for a bridge-head, they were presented with a proper front. Position after position was taken, but still we weren’t sent in. We had very few casualties, but we were pulled back to north of Capua, stopping long enough in Benevento to drink ourselves silly in a wine cellar. After we had helped to bury several thousand dead at Caserta, the regiment dug itself in at the fork where Via Appia parts company with Via Casilina. We dug our Panthers half in. We had a barrel of wine from Caserta stowed behind the engine hatch on ours; a spit-roasted pig hung from a pole over the turret. We lay on the forward hatch, throwing dice on Palid Ida’s bit of green baize.


‘How would you feel about plugging the old Pope and smashing the Vatican organisation?’ Barcelona asked, in the middle of a good throw.


‘We do what we’re ordered to do,’ Porta replied laconically. ‘But why should we have to plug His Holiness? We haven’t even fallen out with him.’


‘Yes, we have,’ Barcelona said, pluming himself with being in the know. ‘That time when I was One-Eye’s orderly, I saw a RSHA2 order on the NSFO’s3 desk at Corps HQ and read it. The boys in Prinz Albrecht Strasse are very keen to get the Pope to come out openly on the side of the hook noses. They have agents provocateurs in the Vatican. As soon as the holy wallah has been induced to take sides, the whole lot are to be smoked out. Every crow is to be put to the sword. I can give you the end of this nice little document word for word: “On receipt of the code word ‘Dog-collar’ a special duties Panzer regiment, demolition engineers and panzer-grenadiers from the SS Tagdkommando will go into action.”’


‘But, damn it, you can’t shoot the Pope,’ Heide exclaimed, forgetting in his surprise that he had thrown a winner.


‘They can, and a lot more,’ said Rudolph Kleber, our minstrel, who used to be with the SS. ‘Six months ago a friend of mine in the Bible Research Section told me that they were very anxious to get to work on the crows. They are laying trap after trap for the Holy Father. In Prinz Albrecht Strasse they regard him as Adolf’s worst enemy.’


‘Bugger that,’ said Barcelona, ‘but would you plug the holy man, if you were ordered to?’ We looked questioningly at each other. Barcelona had always been a stupid swine capable of asking the most idiotic things.


Tiny, our six foot illiterate from Hamburg and the most cynical killer of all time, held up his hand, like a child at school: ‘Listen here, you scholars, which of us is a Catholic? Nobody. Who here believes in God? Nobody.’


‘Attention, mon ami!’ The Legionnaire raised an admonitory hand.


But there was no stopping Tiny once he had got into top.


‘My Desert-Roamer, I know you’re a Mohammedan, and I say like Jesus, Saul’s son,’ Tiny was getting his bible history a bit mixed up, ‘Give me what’s mine, and slip a coin or two into the emperor’s palm. What I would like to know is this: is this fellow Pius in Rome, whom you’ve been talking such a hell of a lot about, is he just a high priest in white, a sort of Church general, or is he deputy of the commander-in-chief in Heaven, as that nurse who gave me some ointment for my eye told me he was the other day?’


Porta shrugged. Heide looked away. He was playing with a couple of dice. Thoughtfully Barcelona lit a cigarette. I was changing the fuse in a rocket. The Old Man ran his hand across the breech of the long gun.


‘I suppose he is,’ he muttered thoughtfully.


Tiny drummed on his teeth with the nails of his left hand. ‘Obviously none of you is quite sure. You’re on uncertain ground. Obergefreiter Wolfgang Ewald Creutzfeldt is a tough lad and one dead man more or less does not matter a shit to him. I’ll shoot anybody: private or general; whore or queen, but not the holy man.’


‘God does exist,’ said the Legionnaire. ‘Lay hands on a Mohammedan and you insult God. The Pope is great, greater than anyone. But let’s wait until we see the order, before we discuss what we’re going to do. There’s always a way out. We could even turn the guns the other way and paint a couple of keys on the turret.’


‘You’re crazy,’ Porta jeered. ‘They’d send a couple of SS divisions against us and they’d soon burn us out.’


‘The Legionnaire’s idea is not all that mad,’ put in the Old Man thoughtfully. ‘They have their own broadcasting station in the Vatican. Suppose the world heard that a German Panzer regiment was defending the Vatican against a German attack. That would make headline news Berlin wouldn’t like.’


‘You’re pretty naïve,’ Heide said sarcastically. ‘We know that they’ve smuggled provocateurs into the Vatican, and they won’t hide in the cellars when the fun starts. They’ll make straight for the transmitter and tell the world that the Holy Father has asked for German protection, and once the Pope’s paid a little visit to Prinz Albrecht Strasse, he’ll dance to SS Heini’s pipe.’


‘Your talk’s on the level of your intellect,’ Porta said, ‘but at the moment we’re sitting here waiting for a pack of baying Yankees. You shake the double and you are entitled to six throws.’


We forgot the Pope for the dice. There were six of them, golden dice with diamond eyes that Porta had ‘borrowed’ from a gambling joint in France. He had had a machine pistol with him the evening he borrowed them and a woman’s stocking pulled over his face. The Military Police spent a year running round in circles searching for the culprit, who was considerably nearer than they ever realised.


A horde of infantry came storming past our hide-out.


‘They’re in the hell of a hurry,’ Porta remarked. ‘Think they’ve met an ogre?’


Another lot came running along, as if the devil himself was after them. The Old Man climbed up onto the tank and had a look towards the south through his glasses.


‘It looks as though the whole front’s disintegrating. I haven’t seen running like this since Kiev.’


One-Eye came bustling up with Leutnant Frick at his heels. ‘Beier,’ he called excitedly to the Old Man.


‘Yes, One-Eye,’ the Old Man replied, for General Mercedes insisted on being addressed thus, when we were in action.


‘You are to hold this position. Porta, give me a schnaps.’ Porta held out his leather field water bottle.


The obese general drank, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Slivovits,’ he growled appreciatively. ‘Don’t be surprised, if you suddenly see Japs in front there. The 100th Battalion is made up of naturalised US-Japanese. Don’t let them near. Kill them. They have Samurai swords and are as fanatical fighters as their fellow-countrymen in the Pacific. There’ll be Moroccans too. You may come across Gurkhas. They’ll cut your ears off to flaunt when they get home. At the moment, you’re the Southern Army’s one fixed point. Everyone else is running.’


‘Herr One-Eye,’ croaked Tiny nervously, as usual putting up a finger. ‘Will these devils really cut our ears off?’ Major-General Mercedes nodded. ‘That’s all right, then,’ Tiny announced happily. ‘From now on I’d recommend the chaps on the other side to wrap their ears up carefully, because now I’m collecting listening-flaps too.’


‘I prefer gold teeth,’ Porta said. ‘Cranium fins have no commercial value.’


‘You can expect the whole lot pretty soon,’ the general went on. ‘And God have mercy on you, if you do a bunk.’


‘We know the programme, One-Eye,’ Porta cackled. ‘To the last man and the last cartridge.’


One-Eye nodded assent.


‘It’ll be an unpleasant little surprise, when they run into our Panthers. So far they’ve only met our P III’s and P IV’s. They laugh at those. There’ll be an SS-division on the way. They’ll take over from you, if there’re any of you left. Look out for Jabos. They’re shaving the roads. They’ve already landed half a million men. Another schnaps, Porta, please.’


‘That’s a whole litre you owe me, One-Eye,’ Porta remarked drily, as he handed the general the water-bottle for the second time.


Then the fat general disappeared over a mound of earth with Count Frick at his heels.


Porta rolled up Palid Ida’s green baize, brushed his yellow top hat on his sleeve and edged himself in through the driver’s hatch. I jumped into my place at the periscope, Tiny got his shells ready and we tested the electrical equipment. Porta started up the many horse-powered motor and rocked the tank backwards and forwards a bit, then put her into neutral. Another flock of infantry sped past, most of them without their helmets and rifles.


Porta laughed maliciously. ‘They’re in a hurry, aren’t they? They seem to have tired of being heroes, and I always believed what Adolf said.’ Imitating Hitler’s voice, he went on: ‘German women, German men, our barbarian enemies, Russian swamp-dwellers and American gangsters, French syphilitic alfonses and homosexual English aristocrats, say that the German armies give way, but where a German soldier has once set foot, there he stays …’ Porta laughed. ‘Unless I’ve got shit in my eye, at this moment the German soldier is very busy doing a bunk.’


An infantry feldwebel stopped beside me, gasping.


‘Get out of here,’ he called. Then he leaned exhaustedly against the front of the tank. ‘Got a mouthful of water? They’ve wiped out the whole of my lot.’ He drank greedily from Heide’s water bottle.


‘Come now,’ said the Old Man reassuringly. ‘You’ve been seeing things. Tell us what’s happened.’


‘Tell?’ the feldwebel gave a tired laugh. ‘All at once they were behind us, in front of us, over us, swarms of tanks and Jabos. In ten minutes my unit had gone, crushed in their fox-holes by the tracks. They aren’t taking prisoners, just shooting the wounded. I saw one group surrender, engineers from my own division they were. They snuffed them out with their flame-throwers.’


‘Which is your Division?’ the Old Man asked steadily.


‘16th Panzer. 46th Panzer grenadiers.’


‘And where are your 46th grenadiers?’


‘In hell.’


‘The tram for Berlin stops just round the corner,’ Porta said with a malicious grin. ‘You’ll probably get a seat on the back if you hurry. I’ve been told that Adolf’s driving it.’


‘You’ll soon be laughing on the other side of your face,’ said the feldwebel angrily. ‘In three days there won’t be a live German soldier in Italy.’


‘Oh, rot,’ said the Old Man.


‘Best start up your old crate and bugger off,’ the feldwebel suggested.


‘Can’t do that,’ Porta said with a sorrowful smile.


‘Haven’t you any petrol?’


‘Masses, but Adolf said we weren’t to. And we’re good little boys, who always do what they’re told.’


‘Arse-holes,’ was the reply. ‘You should have seen our freshwater-salts, who were supposed to hold the coastal forts. They were roasted by the first Jabos with napalm. Our grenadiers chucked their shooting irons away and tickled the soles of the angels’ feet, but the Yankees haven’t time to take prisoners. They just lay you flat.’


‘How many times have you shat your pants since you saw your first Coca-cola drinkers?’ Porta asked sarcastically.


Leutnant Frick walked up to us, a wry smile on his face. He had heard Porta’s remark to the agitated feldwebel.


‘How many tanks have you seen, Feldwebel, and what type were they?’ he asked quietly. He produced a map and spread it out on the Panther’s fore-hatch. ‘Show me where you last saw them.’


The feldwebel bent over the map, casting a nervous glance towards the South. It was obvious that he was wanting to bolt and cursing himself for having stopped and spoken to us. Now he was caught.


‘We were in positions north of Bellona. They were across the Volturno before we even realised what was happening.’


‘But they couldn’t have got across without a bridge,’ Leutnant Frick protested.


‘Herr Leutnant, I don’t suppose you’ll believe me, but they drove across.’


Thoughtfully Frick lit a cigarette. ‘You saw tanks crossing the river?’


‘Yes, and trucks, Herr Leutnant.’


‘Ordinary military trucks?’


‘Yes, Herr Leutnant, big trucks and the river’s deep, I know.’


‘Partisans,’ said Frick, thinking aloud. ‘Underwater bridges. A fine mess.’ He looked at the feldwebel searchingly. ‘And once they were across, you did a bolt.’


‘It was all so quick, Herr Leutnant. They crushed every single man in the fox-holes. And they’re not taking prisoners.’


‘How many tanks were there?’


‘Several hundred, Herr Leutnant.’


Porta guffawed. ‘You’re confusing tanks and foot-sloggers, you idiot!’


‘Just wait till they come along and blow that yellow tile off your dome. I was at Stalingrad, but I’ve never seen war like this.’


Frick held out a cigarette, smiling. ‘Take a deep breath and think. Where were all these hundreds of tanks?’


‘In Alvignano.’


Frick consulted the map.


‘Were they all in the village?’ Porta asked spitefully. ‘It must be a bloody great village. How many tanks can you see here? A thousand? Are you quite sure you haven’t come from Rome and are bolting in the wrong direction?’


‘Shut your mouth,’ the feldwebel snarled furiously. ‘There were so many we couldn’t count them.’


This was a familiar phenomenon. The infantry always saw double, when they were ridden down by tanks. In all probability the feldwebel had seen twenty-five tanks and not one more. With wide, staring eyes, he explained to Leutnant Frick how these numbers of tanks had wound in and out among the houses in the village, shooting down all living creatures. It was obvious that the man had been through hell.


‘Come now, Beier. We must go forward and see what’s happening. And you, feldwebel, show me the way,’ ordered Leutnant Frick.


‘Yes, but, Herr Leutnant, the American gangsters are in the village now,’ he said.


‘We’ll go and see,’ Leutnant Frick said.


‘Herr Leutnant. There are Japanese too, with Samurai swords.’


Leutnant Frick laughed quietly and fanned some dust off the cross that hung round his neck. He was the most dapper officer in the division. His black panzer uniform was always immaculately clean, his tall boots shone so that you could see yourself in them. His left sleeve was empty. He had lost that arm at Kiev, crushed by the turret-hatch, when his tank was hit by a 4-inch shell. He turned to the rest of us.


‘Two volunteers to come with us.’


The Legionnaire and I stepped forward. We had to, for we took it in turn to volunteer. I swung the light machine gun over my shoulder and we got down into the ditch. Leutnant Frick went first.
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We were in Milan being re-equipped. We drifted round while the others did the work. We threw our weight about in Biffi and Gran Italia, having rows with officers of different nationalities. They couldn’t stand us, because we smelled of death and talked in vulgarly loud voices, but we made friends with Radi, the waiter. He composed our menus. That was at Biffi opposite La Scala. In the galleries and terrace cafés we drank fresa, which has a wonderful taste of strawberries.


Heide and Barcelona had a fit of megalomania. They went to La Scala every night. They thought that was the right thing to do, for anybody who was anybody in Milan went there.


I fell in love. You do, when you drink fresa at one of the small tables in the galleries. She was twenty. I wasn’t much older. Her father kicked her out, when he found us in bed; but when he saw my uniform he turned pleasant. It was the same with most people in Europe in those days, at all events as long as we were within sight and hearing, they were as pleasant as could be.


I decided I was going to desert, but unfortunately I got drunk on fresa again with its lovely taste of strawberries and confided in Porta. After that they would not let me go out alone any more. Deserting was a stupidity that could have unpleasant repercussions on one’s friends.


We played a football match with an Italian infantry team. The game was a draw because both spectators and the two teams began fighting.


When they chucked us out of Biffi’s, we fornicated behind the pillars in the galleries and then drank ourselves silly with the ack-ack gunners on the roof.


People said there was a lot of unrest in Milan, but we never noticed any. Perhaps that was because we were drinking chianti and fresa with the partisans.


When Biffi closed, we often went back to Radi’s. He lived in a basement that had patches of damp on the walls and springs protruding from the mouldy seats of the chairs.


Radi would take off his shoes and pour mineral water over his feet. He said it helped them.



Panzer Attack



We could hear violent gunfire to the south-west – the wicked, sharp reports of tank-guns mingled with the uninterrupted barking of machine guns; flashes and flames spurted up beyond the trees.


An amphibian came lurching along the road, braking so fiercely that it skidded sideways for quite a distance. Even before it stopped, a colonel with the red stripes of the General Staff had leaped from it, spattered all over with mud. The edelweiss in his beret showed that he belonged to the Mountain Brigade.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he called excitedly. ‘Are you from the 16th?’


‘Forward reconnaissance, Herr Oberst,’ Leutnant Frick answered. ‘No. 2 Troop, 5th Squadron, Special Duties Panzer Regiment.’


‘Panthers,’ the Colonel exclaimed delightedly. ‘Just at the right moment. Where have you got your crates?’


‘In the woods, Herr Oberst.’


‘Splendid, Leutnant. Bring them up and bowl the gangsters over. Get the old goloshes moving, gentlemen. The Division was to be pulled out, but forget that.’


Leutnant Frick clicked his heels together.


‘Very sorry, Herr Oberst, but it’s not as easy as that. I have first to investigate what’s going on. Then I must report my observations to my Company Commander. A tank, Herr Oberst, cannot attack blindly. Excuse me, Herr Oberst, I’m not trying to teach you your business.’


‘I should hope not, my dear fellow or I’ll have something to teach you.’ The colonel’s voice boomed. It was a voice accustomed to command.


Leutnant Frick studied his map.


‘There should be a bridge here, Herr Oberst, but can it take the weight of our 50-ton Panthers?’


‘Of course,’ the Colonel stated with the utmost self-assurance. ‘Our assault guns were driven across it several times.’


‘Allow me to say, Herr Oberst, that there is an essential difference between assault artillery and a Panther tank. Fully laden, our tanks weigh nearly twice as much as an assault gun and our tracks are three times the width.’


The colonel’s voice took on a dangerous, quiet note. ‘Let me just tell you this, Leutnant, that’s nothing to do with it, but if you don’t bring up your tanks pretty sharp and clear the village of the Americans, you’ll have a hurricane on your hands.’


‘I’m sorry, Herr Oberst, but I have orders from my regimental commander to find out what’s in the village, and so I cannot carry out your order.’


‘Are you out of your mind?’ the colonel roared. ‘Your army book!’


‘I cannot show you my army book, Herr Oberst. I have no guarantee that you are what you say you are. I am Leutnant Frick, troop commander in No. 5 Squadron of Special Duties Panzer Regiment, and our regiment, Herr Oberst, comes directly under C-in-C South.’


‘Now you come under me. I’m Chief of Staff of the Division in this area. I order you immediately to fetch your squadron. Refusal smacks of cowardice.’


‘Herr Oberst, I cannot carry out your order.’


‘Arrest that man!’ the colonel roared furiously. None of us moved. He pointed to the Legionnaire.


‘Didn’t you hear? Take hold of that man!’


The Legionnaire smacked his heels together with a tired movement.


‘Je n’ai pas compris, mon commandant.’


The colonel’s red, brutal face gaped.


‘What the hell’s this?’ He turned to me. ‘Arrest that officer.’ His amazement only increased when I answered him in Danish, gaping at him with an uncomprehending expression on my face. He was almost beside himself with fury and kicked at a stone; and when he turned back to Leutnant Frick his roar had become a shrill squeak and the words came tumbling over each other. ‘You, Leutnant, order your scarecrows to arrest you! Hell’s bells, do something.’ He cursed, swore and threatened.


All at once, Leutnant Frick had had enough. He swung his machine pistol up under his arm and ordered:


‘Reconnaissance group, single file, after me!’


The colonel tore his pistol from its holster and his voice thundered.


‘Halt or I shoot!’ It was a roar that could have stopped a division in flight. And it stopped us for a moment. Then we walked on without looking back.


A burst of pistol shots followed.


‘Il est fou,’ snarled the Legionnaire, as the bullets whistled round our ears.


The colonel was roaring savagely behind us. A fresh burst of fire pursued us.


I glanced across my shoulder. He had gone amok. He was kicking at the amphibian; then he leaped into it, tried to start it, but it had gone on strike. He leaped out again, pistol in hand.


‘Look out!’ I yelled and flung myself in the ditch. The next moment Leutnant Frick and the Legionnaire lay beside me.


Only the strange feldwebel did not have time to fling himself flat and the entire burst hit him in the back. He collapsed with blood spurting from his mouth and his helmet rolled homeless across the road.


‘Jamais vu si con,’ swore the Legionnaire. ‘Pot him, Sven!’ I pulled the LMG’s legs down.


‘No,’ muttered Leutnant Frick. ‘It’s murder.’


‘Shut your eyes, Herr Leutnant,’ suggested the Legionnaire, ‘or comfort our dying pal there.’


I tucked the butt into my shoulder, set the visor, loaded, turned the LMG. The colonel had put a fresh magazine in his machine pistol. A rain of bullets spattered round us. His great figure was balanced neatly in my sight.


‘Nice fine bead,’ I grinned to the Legionnaire, but I had aimed short and the bullets spattered the road a couple of yards in front of the colonel, who gave a bellow and leaped for cover behind his car, roaring: ‘Mutiny!’


A whining swish almost burst our eardrums as a shadow swept across us and we rolled into the bottom of the ditch as a Jabo straffed us. Its cannon banged and a couple of rockets registered bulls on the colonel’s amphibian, flinging it away into the trees, where it was consumed in fire, leaving no more than a charred mummy of the man who had so short a while before been a colonel.


Leutnant Frick got to his feet, shouting: ‘Follow me.’


I broke off half the dead feldwebel’s dog-licence and took it with me. We crept right up to the village, on the outskirts of which our infantry and gunners were still running about wildly, hotly pursued by Americans drunk with victory.


A captain landed literally in our arms, sobbing: ‘Finished. The regiment’s wiped out. They overran all our anti-tank guns. I managed at the last moment to get out of the window of the room I was sitting in with my NCO. Hand grenades came flying round our ears. I was the only one who got out alive. The entire company office was wiped out.’


‘But hadn’t you put any pickets out?’ Leutnant Frick asked, amazement in his voice.


The captain tore the cap from his head.


‘We felt so safe. Yesterday evening they were 100 miles away. A couple of their regiments had been pushed back. We had some prisoners brought in from the American 142nd Infantry Regiment and they weren’t worth much. We were getting ready to celebrate a victory and I had only set ordinary sentries. Our anti-tank guns were in position behind the houses with muzzle covers on, their shells packed away in the trailers.’


‘But what about the sentries?’ Leutnant Frick asked.


‘The Amis throttled them with steel nooses.’ The captain sat down wearily between us. He was quite old and had white hair and was the kind that had believed in the invincibility of the German soldier right up to the moment when the Americans’ Shermans overran his regiment; a learned chap, a doctor of something or other at the university in Freiburg, the kind of person who regards anyone under thirty as a child. But the twenty-year-old American tank men had taught him differently. He had seen 4,000 troops go up in flames in twenty minutes and now he was sitting in a ditch being questioned by another twenty-year-old, a young puppy in a black tank uniform with a decoration round his neck, who was telling him what he should have done.


‘One should never feel safe,’ Leutnant Frick smiled. ‘When I go to bed, I have my machine pistol in my arms. Your experience was a common one in Russia. War is all cunning and foul play.’


The captain regarded his iron cross from the first world war. ‘In ’14–18 things were different. I was in the Uhlans, attached to Count Holzendorf1. I was only called-up again three months ago. This is an evil war.’ Leutnant Frick nodded. ‘And I believe we’re going to lose it,’ the captain whispered.


Leutnant Frick did not answer. Instead, he watched for a moment the macabre spectacle being enacted in front of us before he let his glasses drop onto his chest.


‘What happened out there, Captain? Could you tell us quickly, we’re in rather a hurry.’


The Legionnaire lit a cigarette and stuck it in Frick’s mouth.


The captain gaped.


‘They were just suddenly there,’ he resumed.


Leutnant Frick laughed. ‘That I realise,’ he said.


The captain looked reproachfully at the laughing lieutenant. He picked up a stick and drew in the sand.


‘I imagine they must have come in here.’


Leutnant Frick nodded. ‘Obviously. I would have broken in there too. Then they knocked out your guns according to the book.’


‘I suppose so.’ He hid his face in his gloved hands. ‘I cannot understand how I escaped. My No. 2 lay across the table with his back torn open. He was full of promise. We had just been saying that he must come to Freiburg. He knew everything about Kant.’


Leutnant Frick laughed ironically.


‘It would have been better, if he had been a specialist in automatic cannon and lateral security. It’s soldiers we need just now, not philosophers.’


The captain looked up. ‘There’s another time coming, young man.’


‘Most certainly. But in all probability you won’t see it, any more than your philosopher-second-in-command.’


‘Are you intending to report me for dereliction of duty?’ the captain asked anxiously.


‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Leutnant Frick answered casually. ‘How many tanks do you estimate there are in the place?’


‘At least a battalion.’


‘Hm,’ Leutnant Frick snorted. ‘Sounds incredible, but you must know what you’ve seen. But do you realise how much space a tank battalion occupies? 80 to 100 tanks plus all the accessories. It’s traffic enough to make the hair of even a French policeman stand on end.’


‘It was absolute slaughter,’ said the captain defending himself. ‘I saw my batman being crushed under a Sherman. He was a law student, from a good Viennese family. We had a lot of promising young men in our battalion, academically, I mean. Now they’ve all been killed. We had a sort of lecture-circle. The regimental commander was a university professor. We honoured the academic spirit.’


‘I can’t say anything about that,’ Leutnant Frick remarked drily. ‘But it seems to me, it would have been better if you had been military-minded. You might have saved half of your battalion, if you had.’ He brushed an imaginary grain of dust from his sparkling grand cross. ‘The philosophic approach is no use for commanding a battalion.’


‘You are a soldier, Leutnant, decorated for bravery – and very young.’


‘Yes, I’m a soldier and have been one since they fished me out of the class-room. In your eyes, perhaps, I’m only a child, but now the child has got to pull the chestnuts out of the fire for you and your intellectual aristocrats. Lying behind me, there, is a man who has been a soldier for thirty years. He has learned his craft thoroughly with the French, and the ensign there by the LMG is one of those you despise. In your eyes he is just a product of the gutter. He and the little NCO there know nothing of Kant and Schopenhauer, but they do know the cruel laws of Mars.’


The captain gazed steadily at the young lieutenant. A tired smile appeared on his face.


‘You would kill your own mother, if your superior ordered you to do so?’


‘Certainly; just as I would run over her if she stood in the way of my tank.’


‘Poor world,’ whispered the academic in uniform. He got to his feet, chucked his pistol and cap into the ditch and walked off down the road, alone.


The Legionnaire lit a new cigarette from the old, as he watched him go.


‘A generation will disappear with that naïve idiot. C’est fini.’


Leutnant Frick righted the order on its ribbon that he had been given for smashing a battalion of Russian tanks. ‘He believes his ideas. Let him keep his illusions till he pegs out. We’ll write a nice report about him, when we get back; we’ll have him manning an anti-tank gun, the last survivor of his battalion.’


We sneaked back along a sunken road and the dry bed of a stream and rejoined the squadron.


Major Michael Braun, known as Mike, our new squadron commander, who before the war had served in the US Marines, listened in silence to our report. He turned, grinning, to the radio-operator ‘Barcelona’ Blom and, in a gruff beery voice, ordered: ‘Call up the regiment, ask for the code word for starting general slaughter.’ He shot a jet of tobacco juice at an industrious lizard and hit it on the tail.


Barcelona called into his microphone.


‘Rhinoceros calling Sow, Rhinoceros calling Sow. Over.’


‘Sow here. Come in Rhinoceros. Over.’


We hung our heads in through the hatch and listened to their conversation, complete gibberish to the uninitiated.


‘Rhinoceros here calling Sow, Rhinoceros calling Sow. Point 12 AZ water 4/1. One litter of pups drowned. Four mothers. Not clear if more. Wild pigs scattered. No pikes. Code word desired. Mike. End. Over.’


‘Sow here calling Rhinoceros. Do it yourself. Responsibility Mike’s. No extra wild pigs. Good luck. End.’


‘What a change,’ grinned the Major. ‘The responsibility is to be mine. I’ve been a pistol-cooly for a hundred years now but I’ve never yet heard of the responsibility not being the squadron boss’s.’ He perched on the nose of 523, which was our tank. ‘Tank commanders to me!’ He placed one of his giant cigars bang in the middle of his mouth.


The tank commanders came trotting up, their silk neck-scarves glowing with all the colours of the rainbow. Each tank crew chose its own colour. Mike surveyed us.


‘Park your arses on the sward and listen. I haven’t time to repeat anything, and the pisser who doesn’t get what I say will have to deal with me. We have had our code word and that means: clear the bog! My old friends the Yankees have just roasted a couple of regiments of our coolies and are busy marking them on the arse with their bayonets. They think they’re all ready to pull on the zabarotsch2 and have begun writing postcards home reporting their victory. Quick victories induce megalomania, and now we’re going to take them down a peg or two.’ He jumped down from the tank. ‘Out with your maps. We must be over them like thunder and lightning. There’s a gap here.’ He pointed to the map. ‘We’ll go through there. We’ve two miles on the other side of the wood, the hell of a big open stretch, but we’ve got to cross it. At all costs. And it’s all up to us. We’ve no help. We’re on our own. No infantry support, no artillery support. The lads from Texas have shot ’em all up.’ He enveloped himself in blue tobacco smoke. ‘I thought we’d do the trick this way.’ His cigar swung from one side of his mouth to the other. ‘Four Panthers smash slap through into the village. We’ll catch the Texas bums at their coffee and cakes.’ He swept his cigar from his mouth and held it up admonishingly. ‘The Yankees must have no idea of our existence until we’re right in among them administering emetics, so,’ Mike raised one big bushy black eyebrow, ‘no pooping off. All safety catches on. And the Yankees must not be allowed to start shooting either.’


‘Well, we’d better send them a postcard about that,’ said Porta disrespectfully from one of the back rows.


‘Shut up and listen. The first two tanks drive straight through the gap and close the door, so to speak, at the far end. You can see from the map that there’s no emergency exit; then it’s about turn, muzzles pointing the other way. The troop commander fires off a red Verey light, when he’s slammed the door. Then four other tanks pound up as well. With eight Panthers we should be able to clear up that pisspot all right. Leutnant Herbert,’ he turned to the new leutnant, who had joined us only three days before, and let a fat, dirty finger travel across the map, ‘you’ll remain here on the fringe of the woods with the remaining eight Panthers and you’ll follow us only, note this, only if and when you see a yellow three stars.’ He seized the young leutnant by his tunic – ‘And God have mercy on you, if you move from here before you see that triple star decorating God’s heaven. Do that, and I’ll pull your arse-hole over the top of your head and you’ll look like a tired monk at midnight.’


Major Mike spat out the stump of his cigar, pulled a rusty tin out of his pocket, drew a deep breath through his nose, hawked, spat, opened the tin and pulled out a two-foot roll of juicy chewing tobacco. Curling his lips back, he bit off a piece, then handed the roll to the Old Man.


They were the only two of us who chewed tobacco. The major always placed his quid between his lower lip and his teeth; while the Old Man preferred his against his right cheek, where it looked as if he had an enormous gumboil.


‘This is good stuff,’ was the Old Man’s laudatory comment.


Leutnant Herbert shook his head. Here was a major, a Prussian officer, sharing chewing tobacco with a feldwebel, a common joiner from the slums of Berlin. What next, in Heaven’s name! If he told his father, he would refuse to believe him.


‘As I said, we’re going into that gap as fast as we can and as soon as the two leading tanks send up their red light, we’ll liquidate the bastards in a couple of shakes. Anything that moves, wipe it out.’ He stuck a finger into his ear and stirred it round. ‘Oberfeldwebel Brandt, you’ll take up position with your wireless tank in that dried out stream. Glue yourself to the fourth Panther. Camouflage yourself at once and up with your prick. You’ll listen until your ear-drums get inflamed. Put your pornographic magazine away so you don’t forget to alternate. If I have to wait even a second to come in, you’ll have me to deal with – and the longest part of your life behind you. A red Verey light starts the ball. Yellow triple star, general attack. Eight tanks in reserve. We have no need of a withdrawal signal. Either we liquidate the cowboys or they wipe us out. Any questions?’ Porta stepped forward and the major frowned. ‘Joseph Porta, I’ll tell you here and now, if you try to make a fool of me …’


Porta pretended to be embarrassed, wiping the palm of his hands on the seat of his trousers. ‘Herr Major, does a weak heart exempt a chap from this picnic?’


‘I should bloody well think not. Neither weak heart nor bad prick. Any more?’


Tiny put up a finger from the back row.


‘What is it now?’ Mike growled. ‘Anyway, you don’t understand any of this.’


‘Herr Major, according to the Military Service Act of 1925, that General Blomberg made, a soldier who has served for more than seven years, does not have to take part in action. Herr Major, I have nine years service. May I have permission to step out by the back way?’ Tiny then made as if to produce his army book to prove his point, but Major Mike waved him away.


‘Even if you had served for 109 years, you’ll park your broad arse on the gunner’s seat in 523, and you can wipe that same arse with General Blomberg’s Military Service Act. If anyone else has a question, keep it till Christmas, and hang it on the tree.’


‘Amen,’ Porta murmured, turning up his eyes.


‘Get aboard. Start engines.’


As Tiny swung his leg over the reserve tank and let himself slide down in through the right turret hatch, he called:


‘Porta, we’re off to the wars again! To think we volunteered for this shit. I must have had inflammation of the speculanium that day.’ He bent over the shell locker inside the turret, stuffed his black panzer tunic behind the battery, pulled his shirt over his head and stowed it in the same place; then he knotted round his neck the pink chemise he had got from broad-bummed Luisa the last time we patronised Palid Ida’s whorehouse. He caught a couple of lice in the thick hair on his chest and smeared them across the range finder. ‘And this sort of war, Porta, is dangerous. You can get your prick and balls shot off. You can be most horribly maimed, Porta, but war can also lead to undreamed of wealth. Have you got your dental forceps, Porta?’


‘You bet,’ Porta grinned and produced the ghastly instrument from the leg of his boot. Then he bent over his instrument panel, tested petrol and oil gauges, tried the clutch, checked the brakes, swung the heavy tank round in a circle.


Major Mike climbed into the command tank and swinging his right hand above his head as a signal to start engines, he called to the Old Man: ‘Beier, you stick to my tail. Legionnaire and Barcelona follow him. The rest in arrow-head formation P-a-n-z-ers March!’ He pumped his fist up and down several times: the signal for full speed ahead.
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