




[image: image]







The book is dedicated to my old friend the Scandinavian film producer Just Betzer who has thrown himself enthusiastically into the filming of my books.


Sven Hassel








    Many have suffered in war – from hunger,




        from wounds and from frost





    But they suffered most who bore no arms, who




        died unseen – lost.





    Those who suffered at human hands. Their




        torturers saw each heart,





    And around them the land they sprang from –




        then – tore them slowly apart.


Nordahl Grieg


(freely translated)












THE COMMISSAR


[image: image]


Translated from the Danish by Tim Bowie


[image: image]




 


A soldier’s conscience is as wide as Hell’s gate.


William Shakespeare


The Gauleiter was in a hurry. He drove recklessly, taking no heed of the refugees choking the roads. His triple-axled vehicle was heavily loaded. He was the first to have left the city. The vehicle had been loaded for several days. Then, the sound of tank-guns in the distance persuaded the Gauleiter that the time to start on his travels was now. The only member of his large staff whom he took with him was his young secretary. She believed in the Führer, the Party and the Final Victory.


She pulled her mink coat closer about her. It had once belonged to a rich woman who had died in Auschwitz.


They were stopped four times by the Field Police, but the Gauleiter’s golden-brown uniform was as good as a password. At the last stop the guards warned them against proceeding further. The next sentries they would meet would be Americans. Their road-block was where the road turned off from Hof to Munich.


A coarse-faced sergeant of snowballs* stuck a gun-barrel through the vehicle window. The Gauleiter had changed into civilian clothes.


‘You ain’t gone hungry, have you, sausage-eater?’


‘He is a Gauleiter,’ smiled the secretary, who no longer believed in the Führer, the Party and the Final Victory.


The snowball sergeant emitted a long, low whistle.


‘Hear that boys?’ He turned to his three-man MP guard. ‘This civilian sausage-eater’s a Gauleiter!’


They all laughed.


‘Come on,’ said the MP sergeant, prodding the Gauleiter with his gun-muzzle. ‘Let’s take a stroll into the woods, and see how the spring crocuses are coming along.’ His breath stank of cheap cognac.


The secretary heard three bursts of automatic fire. White helmets appeared again from the woods. She was halfway across the fields towards the farm, and never heard the next burst of fire which came from behind her. She was dead before her face hit the ground!


‘What the hell you shoot her for?’ shouted the sergeant, in an irritated voice.


‘Escapin’ wasn’t she?’ said the corporal, cheerfully. He cracked a fresh ammunition clip home with the heel of his hand.


Soon afterwards the next loaded vehicle arrived.





PANZER ATTACK



‘Section, halt!’ The Old Man’s voice comes hoarsely over the radio. He throws up the flap of the turret with a metallic crash, and pulls his battered old silver-lidded pipe from his pocket in one and the same movement. Hard-boiled as our Section Leader is, he is still a carpenter at heart. An aura of sawdust and wood-shavings hangs about him.


‘Blast these bloody things!’ he swears, turning round with difficulty in the narrow turret aperture. The new, heavy winter underwear makes a man twice his normal size round the waist. ‘Where’s Barcelona and his lot got to?’


I open the side hatch and peer tiredly down the long column of tanks rattling along the cobbled road. They are our heavy tanks, mounted with flamethrowers. There must be something very well-defended up in front of us, or the heavies wouldn’t be in the lead.


‘Noisy lot o’ bleeders ain’t they?’ growls Tiny, showing his sooty face cautiously at the loader’s hatch. ‘Jesus’n Mary!’ he shouts, ducking quickly inside again as the muzzle flames of a pair of degtrareva* spit from the windows of some business premises further down the street. Our machineguns begin to chatter back immediately. The clatter of running feet is heard on all sides, mixed with shouted orders and screams. It sounds as if the gates of hell had suddenly been thrown open.


A figure in an earth-coloured uniform, carrying a T-mine, comes scrambling up over our front apron. Tiny sweeps him away, with a burst from his machine-pistol, before he can place the T-mine under our turret ring.


Suddenly the street is swarming with Russians. They come flooding out from every door and window.


I catch sight of a Russian helmet on our open side. Reflexively I empty my pistol into a twisted face. It shatters like an egg.


‘Grenades,’ shouts the Old Man, ripping a stick-grenade from its clip.


I pull personnel grenades from my pockets, and throw them through the hatch. The little eggs explode, cracking sharply in our ears. Human screams split the darkness.


A 20 mm coughs angrily from an attic window. The small, dangerous shells ricochet between the house walls. It is as if devils were playing ping-pong with exploding balls of fire.


Without awaiting the Old Man’s order I swing the turret, and aim our gun at the building from which the 20 mm and the degtrareva are spitting their pearly rows of deadly light.


Our long gun roars, violently.


With a certain feeling of pleasure I see two uniformed figures whirl down from the third-floor windows. They catch for a moment on the overhead wires of the tramlines, then fall to the cobblestones, landing with a soggy thump.


I send three more rounds of HE into the building. Flames commence to roar up from the roof. Tiles fall in the street like enormous hailstones. They splinter on the cobblestones.


The fire runs quickly along the houses. In the twinkling of an eye the whole row becomes a sea of roaring flame. Terrified men spring from the windows, preferring death on the cobblestones to burning alive.


‘Who ordered you to open fire?’ rages the Old Man, hitting out at me with a stick-grenade. ‘Fire when you’re ordered to, an’ not before, you powder-mad sod, you!’


‘They’d have done us up for sure, if I hadn’t fired,’ I defend myself, hurt. ‘The gun’s to shoot with, isn’t it?’


‘That building you’ve just disposed of so thoroughly was I Battalion’s billet. Get that through your thick skull! You just shot it all to hell!’ shouts the Old Man, despairingly.


‘Sabotage, that’s what it is,’ says Heide, triumphantly, ’or I don’t know what sabotage is! Kick him in front of a court-martial so we won’t have to look at him any more!’


‘Must ’ave rotten eggs where ’is brains ought to be,’ barks Tiny, jeeringly. ‘Shit on ’is own doorstep when’e could’ve done it in the snow’n only shit icicles. Let’s blow’is’ead off!’


‘Shut up!’ snarls the Old Man. He puffs fiercely on his pipe.


‘See that sky-pilot over there,’ grins Porta. ‘Runnin’ like mad with a bible under his arm, and a crucifix banging on his navel. The speed he’s going you’d think the devil had his pitchfork up his arse!’


‘I cannot ever understand why chaplains is just as scared of gettin’ knocked off as all us ordinary shits,’ Tiny wonders. ‘Them lot’as got connections to the’igher regions!’


‘The holy and righteous are just as scared of blowin’ their last fart as we heathens are, my son,’ philosophizes Porta. ‘In reality only very good people indeed can permit themselves to become religious.’


‘Panzer, Marsch.’ orders the Old Man, pulling his headphones down over his ears, and settling his throat microphone in place. ‘2 Section follow me!’ From old habit he lifts his clenched fist over his head. The signal to move forward. Maybach engines howl up into whining upper registers. Broad tracks churn forward over the dead and wounded lying in the street.


A Panther tank stops over a foxhole, where two Russian soldiers have taken cover with an LMG. The tank waggles on its axis, like a hen settling on to her eggs. There are screams, sharply cut off. The Russians have been crushed to a bloody pulp.


The noise of the tanks is deafening. The guns and automatic weapons drown out every other noise.


‘Anna here! Here Anna,’ the Old Man says to the radio. ‘Bertha and Caesar make safe on flanks. Fire only at clear targets! I repeat: fire only at clear targets. And I’ll want an exact ammo’ count from all of you. Now, fingers out, an’ get moving, you sad sacks!’


Flames lick at the houses. Bullets rattle and clang on the sides of the tanks. Machine-gunners fire at them, in the wasteful hope that they can do the steel giants some damage. Poisonous yellow smoke penetrates the tanks, making the crewmen’s tired eyes burn and sting!


A burning roof crashes down on top of a P-III. Flames shoot up, and in a few seconds it becomes an exploding ball of fire. Reserve petrol drums lashed to its rear shield turn the tank into a travelling bomb.


The cold, damp jiight air stinks of explosion fumes, blood and dead bodies.


‘Here Hinka, here Hinka,’ comes from the scratchy loudspeaker. The steely voice of the regimental commander cuts through the racket in the tank. ‘5 Company will do clean-up. Prisoners will be sent back to grenadier battalion. I warn you! No looting of any kind! Breach of this order will be punished most severely!’


‘Always us,’ grumbles Porta sourly, speeding up his motor. ‘It’s bloody wonderful! They chase us poor bloody coolies, till even our soddin’ socks are sick of it. Why am I so rotten healthy, and why do all them lovely Commie bullets go round me? I’m never, ever goin’ to get away from this shitty war, and into a lovely, clean hospital with lovely clean, antiseptic nurse’s cunt all round me just longin’ to get across a wounded, bloody Ayrab like me!’


‘’Ot shit!’ growls Tiny, bitterly. ‘Risk your bleedin’ life, every day in every way, for a fucked-up mark a day.’


‘It’s the rotten German army,’ snarls Porta, angrily. ‘Why, oh why, was I ever born in a war-crazy country like Germany!’


I feel dog-tired, but a rage of energy still courses through my weary body. They’ve filled us up with benzedrine. For the last six days we have been unable to snatch more than a few minutes of sleep at a time, and we walk around in a queer sort of haze. The worst of all is that every time we have almost fallen asleep we wake up with a start, and the bitter taste of fear is in our mouths.


Tiny hangs over the guard rails. His eyes are wide open, but see nothing. From one loosely hanging hand dangles a P-38. He’s like the rest of us. He dare not fall asleep. Now we are close to the danger point. The point where we can no longer be bothered to keep a watch for approaching death. It’s waiting out there for us somewhere; perhaps in the form of an explosion; perhaps in a hysterical hail of machine-gun bullets.


Shells come whistling over the town in great arcs, despatched from invisible batteries to strike at distant targets far behind us.


Tiny jerks awake and cracks his head against the roof of the tank. He swears bitterly and long. Dark blood runs down beside his left ear. He dabs at it, irritably, with an oily cloth.


‘’Oly Mother of Kazan, what a bleedin’ dream,’ he mumbles. ‘I was walkin’ around in a wood tryin’ to find the Red bleedin’ Army. Up comes a commissar an’ shoots the shit out o’ me.’ He looks around at us, quite out of touch. ‘Stone the crows,’ he says, feebly, ‘now I know I don’t like gettin’ shot up.’


The tank stops. Mud and remnants of bodies drip from the tracks Its white camouflage paintwork is a dirty grey from powdermarks and filth.


We stretch ourselves in our steel seats, and throw open the shutters to let in some fresh air. But all we get is poison-yellow smoke and the stink of death.


Tank grenadiers sneak along the house walls. They have the dirtiest job of all. Not a bit of glory. Their reward is more often than not a bellyfull of machine-gun bullets. They start in cleaning out the cellars for fanatics, crazy fools who fight to the last man and the last bullet. Their reward is a throat slashed open. Brainwashed idiots filled with Ilya Ehrenburg propaganda. The same kind of people as ours. The ones who die whispering ‘Heil Hitler’ from between crushed lips.


From where we are lying in ambush, we can see a long way out over the steppe. It is like a whitish-grey sea, fading away into the distant horizon. Far, far behind us, towns and villages, set on fire by shell-fire during our savage attack, burn fiercely.


Wherever we look, fiery red and yellow flashes split the darkness of the night, marking clearly the deadly path of the armoured attack.


Halfway down some cellar steps hangs a US Willy’s jeep with five headless bodies in it. They sit to attention as if on parade. It seems as if a huge knife has slashed the heads from the four Russian officers and their driver in one enormous sweep. There is something strange about the headless bodies. They are not wearing battle khaki but dark green dress uniforms, with broad shoulder distinctions which glitter in the flames from a burning distillery nearby.


‘See now. Sights like that,’ says Porta, spitting accurately out of an observation slit, ‘make a man glad to be alive, even when life is monotonous and weary.’


‘Where you think that lot was off to, togged up in them uniforms an’ all the cunt magnets they c’d get their ’ands on?’ asks Tiny, interestedly. He leans out of the turret opening. ‘They must’ve lost their way to end up’ere where there’s a war goin’ on.’


‘My guess is they were on their way to a party with some field mattresses,’ says Porta. He licks his lips at the thought.


‘Let’s give ’em a goin’ over,’ suggests Tiny, jumping down from the tank. ‘They’re goin’ to a ’ores’ party, they’ll ’ave some pretties on ’em. Count on it!’


Porta inches up through the turret opening, eagerly, and bends over a headless first lieutenant with a row of ribbons on his chest.


‘A hero,’ he laughs, putting the ribbons in his pocket. Buyers for them are easy to find behind the lines. His quick fingers go through the officer’s pockets, regardless of congealed blood and crushed bones.


‘Not a lot o’ gold teeth in this lot,’ remarks Tiny disappointedly, nosing around in the blood-spattered vehicle.


‘Perfumed officers’ cigarettes with paper mouthpieces,’ says Porta, putting some blue packets into his specially-made poacher’s pockets.


‘Any seegars?’ asks Tiny, turning over a body, with an unpleasant squelching sound.


‘Are you out of your mind, man?’ answers Porta. ‘Stalin’s officers don’t smoke cigars. That’s capitalistic!’


‘Lucky for us then we’re bleedin’ capitalists, ‘Tiny laughs noisily, picking up a bottle of vodka, one of the finest kind with the old Russian czarist eagle on a royal blue label. A vodka which only the top party leaders get supplied with.


Two grimy panzer grenadiers come along, dragging a screaming, half-naked woman with them. She tries desperately to tear herself loose, but they only tighten their grip on her.


‘You’re goin’ with us, you little cat, whether you want to or not,’ grins one of them, lasciviously. ‘You’re gonna get the chance to enjoy the war in our company. We’re gonna ’ave an orgy, with sighs’n everythin’ else as belongs with it.’


But the terrified girl obviously does not want to take part in an orgy. She kicks one of the grenadiers on the knee. He lets out a chain of shocking oaths, and grips her roughly by the throat with one filthy, wet fist.


‘Listen to me, you little wildcat,’ he snarls, wickedly. ‘Get civilized or I’ll smash your pretty little face in. Panjemajo*, you Bolshevik bitch? It’s a longtime since me’n my mate’ve had any fresh goods. Panjemajo, Bolshy? You’re goin’ to an orgy, an’ you’re gonna be the main attraction. Panjemajo?’


‘Da,’ she whispers, in terror, and seems to give up all attempt at resistance.


‘The party’s over,’ snarls the Old Man, swinging his mpi muzzle round to cover the three. ‘Let ’er go! Now! Or would you rather we had a fast little court-martial?’


‘Now I’ve heard it all,’ shouts the biggest of the two panzer grenadiers, pushing his helmet to the back of his head. ‘Been chewin’ on wood, ’ave you? Belt up, you puffed-up excuse for a dragoon, you!’


They have let go of the girl and fumble for the machine-pistols hanging across their chests. They have not seen Tiny and Porta standing behind them.


‘Get ’em up! Let’s see you try to tickle the angels’ footsoles, my sons,’ trumpets Porta, grinning happily.


Both panzer grenadiers swing round with mpis at the ready. Bullets snarl angrily past Porta’s face.


Reflexively, Tiny cuts the grenadiers almost in two with a scythe-like burst from his Kalashnikov.


One goes down, internal organs flopping from his open gut. The other is thrown onto his back, and tries to crawl under the tracks . of the tank.


‘Bye-bye, then,’ grins Tiny. ‘See what ’appens to little boys as gets caught tryin’ to pinch a piece o’ cunt!’


‘Was that necessary?’ asks the Old Man, fretfully, pushing his helmet up from his face.


‘What you bleedin’ want us to do, then? Them two blue-bollocked bastards was gonna shoot us to death,’ protests Tiny, outraged.


‘The way of the world,’ sighs Porta. He pushes at the nearest body with the toe of his boot. ‘Him as shoots first lives longest!’


The Old Man takes a deep breath. As he crawls back down through the turret opening he breaks into a mad burst of laughter. He knows very well that this war is eating us all up. To protest against the cruelty of death is completely useless.


‘Where’d the bint get to,’ asks Porta, looking searchingly around him.


‘There she goes, runnin’ like mad,’ laughs Tiny, pointing. ‘’Ad enough of us Germans, seems like.’


Bullets from an MG whip along the fronts of the houses, throwing earth and mortar over the jeep. The big, soft lump of fear is back in our throats.


‘Come on,’ says the Old Man. ‘Let’s move!’


‘Can I borrow that big feller’s uniform?’ asks Tiny.


‘What the devil do you want with that?’ asks the Old Man, wonderingly. ‘Haven’t you got uniform enough in the one Adolfs lent you?’


‘You ain’t forward-lookin’ enough,’ grins Tiny, cunningly. ‘When “Grofaz”*’as lost ’is war, and we get enrolled in the other FPO’s lot, it’ll be a good thing to ’ave a uniform of your own to start off with.’


‘You’re lookin’ for a miracle, son,’ laughs Porta.


‘Are we to understand then,’ asks Julius Heide, his eyes narrowing to slits, ‘that you’re turning your back on the Führer and the Reich, and no longer believe wholeheartedly in the Final Victory? I wonder what the NSFO’ll† have to say to that when I hand in my report.’


‘What a shit that Julius is,’ Tiny bellows with laughter. ‘The turd o’ the world, an’ never goin’ to get no cleverer.’


‘He’s what he is,’ Porta takes it up. ‘A real man o’ the new times. A well-trained German soldier who shits an’ eats by numbers, an’ turns his toes in an’ feels happy as a sodding lark long as he’s in company with patriotic nuts’n close-cropped generals with a window in one eye. Heil Hitler!’


‘I’ve got all that written down, mark my words, Ober-gefreiter Porta,’ snarls Heide, affrontedly. ‘You’ll have to repeat every word of it at your court-martial. The day you dangle’ll be the happiest day of my life!’


‘Better get crackin’ then, my boy, ’fore the untermensch turn up. Or it’ll be me, Obergefreiter by the grace of God Joseph Porta, who’ll be puttin’ his weight on the other end of the rope,’ answers Porta, blowing down the barrel of his mpi.


‘Up, you lazy men!’ the Old Man scolds them. ‘Here comes Löwe. Get your thieving fingers off them Russian bodies! It’s a court for you, else! You know what that means?’


‘Bye, bye napper,’ says Tiny, patting his own cheek lovingly.


Porta has just time to lift the Russians’ identification papers.


‘Also saleable,’ he grins as he sidles down through the tank turret opening.


‘When this German world war’s all over, there’ll be coppers in personal documents. Everybody’n his brother’ll be standing in line to get a new start in life.’ He chuckles away to himself at the idea.


‘Jesus, but I’m tired,’ groans Barcelona, when the section makes a halt, a couple of hours later, in an open square. They are all hoping the halt means a rest period for them.


Suddenly the square is swarming with Russian soldiers. Some are armed to the teeth, others only half-dressed under their long khaki cloaks, which stream out in the wind. They have one thing in common. Their hands are stretched up above their heads and they are shouting: ‘Tovaritsch*’, the universal appeal for permission to remain alive. Strangely enough life seems only to begin to be really valuable to us when we have given up all hope and all ambition.


The Old Man swings down wearily from his turret onto the slush-covered cobblestones.


Hordes of Russian infantrymen, with grey, hopeless faces, push and shove their way past him. Only with difficulty can he keep himself from being carried along with them.


‘Think they were rushin’ to get in an’ see the latest porno movie wouldn’t you?’ crows Porta. ‘Mind you don’t get taken prisoner along with them, Old Un. We don’t want to lose you like that!’


Tiny’s huge body blocks the side hatch of the tank. Mouth agape, he stares at the khaki-clad flood of humanity streaming around the vehicle. It fills the whole street from side to side. There is the burnt-out wreck of a tramcar in its path. The stream goes over, not round, it.


‘’Oly Russian mum o’ Kazan,’ cries Tiny, in amazement. ‘It’s the ’ole bleedin’ Red Army, it is. Never ’ave I ever laid eyes on that many Russians at one time in all me German bleedin’ life!’


‘Hold on to your maidenheads, my sons,’ says Porta, dropping back down into the tank. ‘If that lot o’ tired heroes gets to thinkin’ how many they are an’ how few we are, then our heroic participation in this fucked-up war’ll be over ’fore we know it.’


‘Stone the crows,’ howls Tiny fearfully. He slides rapidly back into the tank and clangs the shutters to. ‘Let’s get out of ’ere!’


Barcelona’s eight-wheeled Puma armoured clean-up waggon slides to a crashing halt. Its long, 75 mm gun juts threateningly from the low turret. It sideswipes the burnt-out tramcar with a screech of metal. Some Russians are caught under the heavy wheels. They scream heart-renderingly. Other soldiers pull them free and help them away. We hardly notice. This is everyday fare for us. There are too many prisoners anyway. Who cares about a few more or less?


Barcelona leans from the turret, pushes his huge dust-goggles up onto his helmet, and shouts something indistinguishable.


Albert’s black African face bobs up out of the driver’s aperture.


‘Bow-wow!’ he barks, with a flash of shiny, white teeth at the Russian prisoners. They jump back in alarm at the sight of a German negro.


‘They think he’s goin’ to eat them,’ grins Porta in Berlin gamin style. ‘It’ll all be in Pravda in a few days’ time. Capitalist foes using cannibal troops!’


‘Stop that cursed motor,’ the Old Man boils up, irritably. ‘You can’t hear yourself think!’


‘You are in a bad mood,’ says Barcelona, with a broad smile. ‘Liven up! This war’s only the start of something much, much worse. I’ve got a little message of greetings with me from Staff HQ. Get your arses in gear, boys, an’ fast. Up front you go, and knock off some of the godless heathen, so those who’re left alive can sneak off back where they came from. This is what we’re getting paid for, you know. I’m to follow on as number three.’


‘Who’s two?’ shouts Porta from his driving-slit.


‘The “Desert Wanderer” in his P-IV,’ giggles Barcelona, happily. ‘He’s used to lookin’ out for camels, from his apprenticeship in the Sahara.’


‘Camels?’ asks the Old Man, blankly. ‘There’s no blasted camels in this war? Are there?’


‘You’ll see,’ answers Barcelona. ‘Before you know it you’ll have a camel’s nose up your jacksey, my friend. Ivan’s sent over a whole camel division from the Kalmuk steppe.’


‘Holy Mary, mother of Jesus,’ shouts Porta, delightedly, ‘then I can do us camel steaks. I’ve got a wonderful recipe for them that was given to me by a Bedouin, in grateful appreciation of my not running him over when we invaded France. Listen …’


‘Not a blasted word will I hear out of you about food,’ states the Old Man.


‘What shiny-arsed bastard’s found out it ’as to be us again?’ asks Tiny, peeping cautiously over the edge of the hatch. The pure number of Russian prisoners going past us is still making his blood run cold.


‘The Divisional Commander,’ answers Barcelona, with a look on his face so haughty you’d think that he himself was the Chief of Staff. ‘Herr General Arse-an’-Pockets wants some new silver to hang round his neck, an’ we’re the boys who’re goin’ to put it there. By the way, I hear Gregor got four threes in the black hole for smashin’ up Arse-an’ -Pockets Kübel. The general ended up in a tree, boots, cap an’ all, an’ frightened the black ravens half to death. Gregor’s got the boot, and‘ll soon be back with us.’


The Legionnaire’s P-IV can be heard starting up behind the tram terminus. The Maybach motors stall again and again. Ignitions whine time after time. Then thunderous explosions crash down the narrow side street. The horsepower of the mighty engines begins to take hold. The roar of exhausts splits the air and fills the whole street.


Our motor catches immediately. A stench of petrol and hot oil spreads on the slush-damp air. The steel giants rattle up the steep alley, the earth shaking under their treads. Barcelona waves happily from the turret of his clean-up waggon, then disappears down inside and clangs the hatch shut behind him.


With a swing, graceful as a skater’s figure-of-eight, the heavy eight-wheeled armoured vehicle disappears down the alley, slush spurting up from under its wheels.


We roll recklessly on, behind us the Legionnaire in his P-IV. Cobblestones and earth fly up from our tracks. They tear grey wounds in the poorly-paved road surfacing.


‘Jesus, Jesus!’ cries Tiny, banging his fist down on a shell. ‘What a bleedin’ bill we’ll get if we ever’as to pay for all the damage we’re doin’ in this country. Reckon it’ll be clever to keep out o’ sight for a bit, when we’ve lost the final bleedin’ victory!’


‘What a lot of shit you talk,’ hisses Heide. He hammers viciously on the communicator, which has gone on strike again.


‘Listen to it,’ Porta laughs, jeeringly. ‘The Führer’s soldier’s goin’ sane. He’s calling Grofaz’s radio programmes a lot of shit.’


‘It’s no fault of the Führer’s,’ Heide corrects him. He shakes the radio. ‘It’s sabotage to install a pre-war radio in a brand-new Panther tank!’


‘Complain to Speer, then,’ Tiny suggests, grinning broadly. ‘It’s ’im as is doin’ the sabotage! Bleedin’ barmy to give a soddin’’od-carrier the job o’ runnin’ the ’ole war-industry, any road!’


‘Idiot,’ snarls Heide, beginning to dismantle the radio with quick, sure fingers. It begins to splutter, suddenly, and a babble of excited voices fills the tank. The whole network is overloaded with the voices of hysterical tank-commanders. They have all sighted the enemy positions at the same time, and guns begin to go off unordered. A 75 mm siege gun is hit by a German shell and goes up. Red-hot metal rains down.


All at once we are wide awake. Tiredness disappears from our bodies. In a tank battle the fastest crew wins.


I pump the foot-pedal and ready the gun. Then I see Barcelona’s Puma come roaring back toward us. Heide’s MG rattles nastily, sending a rain of tracer bullets across the river, which is covered with a heavy gruel of thick broken ice.


‘Get your finger out,’ shouts the Old Man, impatiently, banging his fist on my shoulder.


‘You’ve got your target! Fire at the muzzle-flash. Get on with it, man, if you don’t mind! Or do you want to get roasted alive?’


Nervously, I rotate the turret a few degrees, but can still see nothing. Nothing but darkness and whirling snowflakes. Snow lies on the edges of the viewing-slits like wet cottonwool.


‘Fire then, you blasted idiot,’ shouts the Old Man, angrily. ‘D’you want to get the lot of us killed?’


The brutal hammering of the two MGs fills the tank. Tracer tracks fumble about, with long silvery fingers, searching for enemy flesh.


Barcelona’s Puma zig-zags back down the wide avenue, now cleared completely of Russian prisoners.


Its three MGs spit out a heavy, rapid rain of tracer towards the grey-white river banks. The Russian infantry over there send back a storm of fire at us.


‘Give ’em three HEs,’ orders the Old Man, brusquely. ‘That’ll give the gun-crazy bastards something to think about!’


A huge spout of mud, blood and snow goes up, as the HEs land between a couple of machine-gun nests. Tracer comes back at us, ricocheting in a mad dance between the trees lining the avenue.


Two P-IIIs and a P-IV go up in a roaring sheet of petrol-explosion flame. The crews hang from their turrets, bodies crackling and bubbling like torches dipped in fat.


A new sound mingles with the cacophony of this devil’s concert. The hollow, whining howl of Stalin organs.


Forty-eight rocket shells come sailing through the air towards us. Long comet-tails of flame stretch behind them. Then, like clowns in a circus, their tails tip forward, and they drop vertically to the earth. They give us no feeling of being dangerous, but seem more like some strange kind of firework device. When they strike the earth our impression changes. The holes they make are tremendous, and the blast from them presses the air from our lungs.


Cutting through the roar of the Stalin organs comes the shrill scream of an armour-piercing shell on its way towards us. With a deafening crack it strikes, boring through the front shield of Feldwebel Weber’s P-IV. It goes through it at an angle, and up into, and through, the turret, taking Weber with it. He lands, with a soggy splash, out in the road. The lower part of his body is completely crushed. Blood pours from his shattered face.


Two blood-spattered crewmen scramble from the P-IV, which has burst into flames. The driver has his hands over his face. He runs in circles, screaming like a madman, then collapses into the slushy snow.


A P-III comes rumbling along at top speed. It passes over the driver, leaving nothing but shreds of flesh and bloody rags of uniform.


‘Come death, come sweet death,’ croons the voice of the Legionnaire from the radio speaker.


The other crewman goes down across a heap of twisted metal rods, pierced through and through by a burst of tracer which seems to last for an eternity.


Roars and howls fill the air like mad organ notes. The long tram terminus collapses in on itself like a house of cards. Nothing remains of it but twisted girders and an enormous cloud of brickdust and pulverized mortar. In the middle of the desolation a tramcar stands comically on end. I stare fiercely through the optical sight, but can still not find the target. I feel like tearing open the turret hatch and running, running as fast and as far as my legs can carry me.


‘Let’s take ’em,’ rages the Old Man, impatiently. ‘Can’t you see they’re rangin’ in on us? If you’re tired of life, then for Christ’s sake die an’ get it over with!’


‘I only wish the devil had that rotten swine who invented smokeless powder,’ I curse, furiously, and rotate the turret a further couple of degrees. ‘You used to be able to see when they fired their shit at you.’


‘Stop your complaining, son,’ says Porta. ‘World wars are as world wars have to be, and not the way you want ’em to be. Now we have smokeless powder, and that is what we have to live with.’


‘You can’t explain any bleedin’ thing to ’im,’ rumbles Tiny. ‘’E thinks with the tip of’is old John Thomas, ’e does!’


I stare until my inflamed eyes hurt with staring. I turn the sights slowly and catch sight of the muzzle-flash of an 85 mm. Without removing my gaze from it for a second I adjust the sights. Lines and figures dance before my eyes. The long barrel of the gun sinks, as if it were nodding a greeting to its target.


The Old Man steadies his night-glasses on the rim of the turret.


‘Heaven have mercy on us,’ he mumbles. ‘It’s a whole PAK* battalion!’


‘Shovel shit at ’em, then!’ shouts Porta from the driving seat. ‘Else we’ll get shat on, an’ from a great height. Gettin’ shot up ain’t nice, let me tell you.’


All my attention and energy is concentrated on the busy gunners on the far bank. Four muzzle-flashes illuminate the small bushy-topped trees with a ghostly blue and blood-red glare. For a second I see the PAK gun-crews clearly. Shells whine across the flat terrain and explode in the avenue, tearing up blue-grey cobblestones and sending them flying to all sides like new, runaway projectiles.


Explosions roar, thunder and crash. The few remaining windows tinkle to bits.


A human shape whirls up into the air. It looks like a woman, but the incident is merely an intermezzo in the hell of explosions.


‘What a trip she got,’ sighs Porta. ‘Qualified her for the air-to-land forces, that did.’


I am only half-listening to Porta, so taken up am I with my target.


The long gun-muzzle, with its new smoke-shield, turns slowly and silently. I make a fine adjustment of the sights, and zoom in on the bustling men over there. Now I can see the Russian battery commander quite clearly. He looks like an actor on stage, illuminated by blue light-beams, rather like spotlights.


‘Weird,’ I mumble, unconsciously, almost enjoying the sight of the tall, slim officer in his ankle-length grey-brown cloak. His fur cap is cocked cheekily over one eye. He corrects the fire of his battery, completely unaware of our new optical sighting device which can see through fog and darkness as if it were clear daylight. ‘Weird,’ I repeat, and feel wildly exultant over the fact that I am the one who is going to decide just how long the tall Russian officer will remain alive.


‘What d’you say?’ asks the Old Man, leaning down inquisitively from the turret hatch.


‘Dreamin’ about ’is field-marshal’s baton ’e is,’ jeers Tiny, with a hoarse laugh.


‘Gone to sleep, have you?’ asks the Old Man angrily, hitting me hard on the shoulder with his night-glasses. ‘What’re you waitin’ for, then? Why don’t you fire? Fire, I said! Fire, damn your eyes! Shoot their arses off!’


I grip the firing release with unnecessary force …


With an earsplitting crash the gun goes off. A yard-long flame licks from the muzzle. The enormously heavy vehicle is pressed back on its tracks, as if it were bobbing a curtsey to the projectile which leaves its gun-muzzle.


‘Loaded, safety off,’ rumbles Tiny, as the breech clangs shut. The hot shell casing clatters over the steel deck plates.


With an oath Tiny kicks out at it, sending it flying toward Julius Heide. It hits him in the back of the neck. Heide jumps to his feet, violently angry, and rushes at Tiny with a stick-grenade swinging in his hand.


‘I’ll smash your skull for you some day, you stinking Hamburg sewer-rat,’ he hisses, white with rage, and strikes at Tiny with the grenade.


‘Stop that and shut up,’ orders the Old Man. ‘When this lot’s over you can kill one another for all I care. Until it is - stay soldiers. Why, why did I ever let them wish 2 Section on me? God curse the day!’


‘You love us really,’ grins Tiny, pleased. ‘If we was to take you serious an’ leave you, you’d be dead as a smoked ’errin’’angin’ in the chimney-place ’fore we was out o’ sight. Drowned in tears you’d be, an’ never see ’ome no more.’


I press my eyes to the sight, and follow the course of the shot. A gout of snow and flame goes up close to the bushy-topped trees.


Khaki-clad forms fly up into the air. A gun-carriage is thrown away to one side, taking a whole row of bushes with it.


The Old Man is firing orders into the radio, to the other vehicles of the section. Panthers and P-IVs stream into the broad avenue, and down the side streets, with popping exhausts. Broad tracks scream and clatter over the blue-grey cobblestones. Sections Three and Five halt on each side of the street. They are so close to the walls of the great houses lining it that they scrape plaster from them, with a tearing, nerve-wrecking sound.


A window on the second floor opens. An old woman with a comical old-fashioned nightcap on her head screams with hysterical rage, and shakes a clenched fist at us threateningly.


‘Ssvinja,’ she shouts, and throws some object down at the nearest tank. It explodes with a roar. A blinding sheet of flame goes up.


‘The mad bitch is throwin’ grenades,’ shouts Porta. He shakes his head at the fact that anyone could be so foolish.


‘Soon put a stop to that,’ snarls Heide, murderously. He throws open the radio hatch and presses his mpi butt into his shoulder. Coldly he sends three short bursts at the furious woman in the green nightdress.


With a rattling scream she falls from the window and splashes onto the snow-wet cobblestones. As she falls her old-fashioned nightcap comes off. It flutters down a little behind her body and lands, like a wounded bird, on our gun-barrel.


‘Jesus,’ yelps Tiny, stretching his neck up, ‘that’s a lucky omen. I remember when me and the Yid furrier’s son David from ‘Ein’ Oyer Strasse was beltin’ along one time on delivery bikes with a load o’ fur capes. As we passed Zirkus Weg, some sod slung a used pro’ out a third-floor winder. ’Er drawers come off on the way, float down light an’ pretty an’ land, neat as you please, right smack on me ol’ nut. There was a couple dizzy coppers on bikes breathin’ down our necks. They’d seen us “borrowin’” the capes from “Alster ’Ouse”. Any rate as soon as the cops saw this fuckin’-machine comin’ down from the third floor they drop us an’ we get away clean. So that bleedin’ nightcap’s gonna bring us luck!’


Barcelona’s Puma opens fire. In the next few minutes 2 Section sends a storm of high-explosives into the Russian anti-tank position.


A cloud of dust and all kinds of debris lifts on the far side of the river. The earth has been literally shaved clean of everything standing up.


The countless Maxims fall silent. As the cloud of dust dissipates, we see a huge pile of scrap where the PAK battery used to be.


‘That’s that,’ says the Old Man, lighting his silver-lidded pipe. He pushes his helmet back tiredly, and rumples his shock of greying hair.


‘Hell, I’m itchy,’ he swears, scratching his head violently with both hands. ‘It’s these blasted leather helmets.’


Tiny rubs a grimy hand across his soot-streaked face, and fishes a fat cigar from his gas-mask pouch. With the flamboyant gesture of a movie gangster he lights it and blows the smoke down Heide’s neck.


Porta passes the vodka bottle over his shoulder. Tiny takes the first long pull at it. I have hardly set the bottle to my lips when there is a deafening explosion. A 120 mm at least.


‘’Oly Mother o’ Kazan, Jesus’n Mary!’ coughs Tiny, dropping his cigar in alarm. ‘That musta took ’arf the bleedin’ world with it!’


‘KW-2,’ says Heide, superciliously.


The Old Man whirls round in the turret, searching for the source of the threat.


The night is ripped open again by a crashing shot from the KW-2’s 120 mm gun.


One of 3 Section’s P-IVs is hit. It is thrown like an empty cardboard box along the street. There is a gaping hole in its flank. Two of the five-man crew tumble from the wreckage; they are living torches. The P-IV goes up into a huge fireball. Chunks of tracks and armour rain down on us.


‘Where the hell is that Commie bastard?’ comes Barcelona’s hysterical scream over the communicator.


The Puma come whirling up over the hill and into cover behind the rubble of a former cannery. The rest of the section scatters in all directions. The KW-2 is slow-moving but its shells make scrap-iron of anything they hit.


Porta is the first to grasp the situation clearly. There is reason behind the selection of the quickest-minded men in a tank company for the job of driver.


‘Back o’ that house,’ he shouts, speeding up his vehicle. ‘The shit’s down there. Jesus what a gun. A Cossack with a jack on could lie on his back in comfort in the muzzle of it!’


‘Yes, devil take me,’ cries the Old Man, in alarm. ‘There the beggar is. Standing there lookin’ at us. Gun round 70 degrees. Pointblank at 80 yards. Turret five o’clock. Got it? Move man, damn you!’


‘Got him,’ I whisper, feeling a cold shiver run down my spine as I make out the giant, grey-white silhouette, with its bulldog-like gun sticking out of the huge turret.


‘Holy Mary, Mother of God!’ Barcelona’s voice comes over the radio. ‘Lookit that bastard there? If he gets us, with just one, our feet won’t touch till we hit the Potsdammer Platz in Berlin’n get scraped off it by the Eytie street sweepers.’


I hold my breath anxiously as I sight in on the armoured monster. Its clumsy turret is beginning to turn slowly. There is no doubt it is us he is after.


‘Fire!’ I give myself the order.


Before the muzzle-flash has died away our shell strikes the KW-2. It explodes on its armour in a shower of glowing splinters. Harmlessly! We have forgotten we were loaded with HE.


‘I give up,’ shouts the Old Man furiously, banging his fists on the turret ring. ‘That greenhorn trick’ll get you a court! I’ve no time for you lot any more!’


‘Oh, great!’ Porta bellows with laughter. ‘Hit ’im bang up the jacksey, an’ you’re loaded with HE, an’ don’t even tickle his piles up for ’im. Try hittin’ him with a marker this time, an’ splash some paint up his arse. He’d like that I reckon!’


‘Jesus’n Mary, what’s up then?’ asks Tiny, chewing violently at the butt of his dead cigar.


‘I’ve had it! I’ve bloody well had it!’ screams the Old Man, blue in the face with rage. ‘What’s up? You loaded with HE, you habitual criminal oaf, you! You mad-brained, illiterate, anti-social ape! HE he throws at the world’s biggest bloody tank! I won’t stand it any more!’


‘’Old up now Old Un’. You’ll ’ave a stroke an’ drop dead if you go on like that,’ says Tiny in a fatherly tone. ‘Anybody can make a mistake. Even in a world war small mistakes can ’appen. ’Ere’s an armour-piercin’ S-shell, see? We can get it off at ’im ’fore ’e’s woke up. The neighbours ain’t all that quick off the mark where’eadwork’s concerned. We seen that plenty o’ times. It’s us Germans as ’as got it up top in this man’s war!’


‘I’ll get you a court-martial,’ the Old Man promises him, white with rage, ‘and I’ll take you to Germersheim personally, when they give you life!’


‘Arse’oles to that,’ grins Tiny, carelessly. ‘They’ll let me out anyway when Adolf’s lost the final victory. An’ they’ll probably make me Bürgermeister in some funny town somewhere or other.’


‘If that should come about I’d like to live in the town you get to be Bürgermeister in,’ grins Porta. ‘It’d be fantastic! An’ it’d certainly go down in history as the best practical joke ever played in Germany. Send him to Germersheim, Old Un’, so we can get to see a Bürgermeister nobody’s ever seen the like of before.’


Barcelona and I fire together. Our S-shells strike the huge vehicle simultaneously, tearing the turret half-off. The commander appears in the hatchway just as the gun of the Legionnaire’s P-IV spits out a long muzzle-flash. The Russian is cut over as if by a circular saw.


‘Panzer, Marsch!’ orders the Old Man, and stamps impatiently on the steel plating of the floor.


Our tank swings out and rumbles thunderously after the Panther. We leave behind us a hell of flame.


We crunch over furniture thrown from the houses by blast. A body lying spread-eagled across the tramlines, with a Schmeisser gripped in one hand, is minced under our tracks. Two turkeys dash from a pen, and run in front of us, heads bobbing.


‘Jesus Christ and all the prophets,’ shouts Porta, in a strangled voice. ‘There goes, God help me, our Christmas dinner! Suspend the world war a minute. Those two tovaritsch turkeys are more important!’ Before anyone can stop him he has pulled the tank to a halt and has the driver’s hatch open. ‘Come on Tiny, leave them shells be! Roast turkey’s in the offin’!


‘What’s in what bleedin’ oven?’ asks Tiny, opening the side hatch without considering the bullets which are flying around outside. ‘Jesus’n Mary!’ he shouts happily springing out of the tank.


Before the Old Man has time to react, Tiny’s huge, filthy ackboots are splashing up mud as he chases after the terrified birds.


‘This beats everything,’ shouts the Old Man, in a rage. ‘Leaving their post in the waggon during battle! This is the worst thing they’ve done yet!’


‘I’ll swear to it for you,’ offers Heide, his face lighting up. ‘Desertion in the face of the enemy. That’s the charge!’


‘You shut your trap, you!’ orders the Old Man, grinding his teeth together. He puts his head up cautiously over the rim of the turret to try to get a sight of the turkey hunters.


‘It is your duty to charge them, so that those two can go before a court-martial,’ shouts Heide, his bloodthirsty non-com mentality coming to the fore.


‘I told you to shut up,’ hisses the Old Man. He draws his P-38 from its holster. ‘Do it, or I’ll shoot your head off for refusing to comply with an order.’


‘You gone nuts over there?’ comes Barcelona’s voice scratchily over the communicator. ‘Cojones*, they’ve got ’em! Let’s get this caper over with quick so we can get our chops round some roast turkey!’


‘Beg to report two prisoners taken,’ cries Porta, jubilantly, as he crawls back through the driver’s hatch with the maddened Russian turkeys dangling from his hand.


In a moment the whole interior of the tank seems to be filled with panic-stricken turkeys. Wings flap across our faces like whip-lashes. Blood is running down Tiny’s cheek from a turkey’s pecking beak.


‘’Elp!’ he howls. ‘The sod’s tryin’ to eat me. Shoot ’im!’


The terrified turkey flies up onto Heide’s back and begins to hammer away at the back of his head as if it were trying to peck its way through to the other side. He screams in shock and pain, and thrashes at it with his fists.


‘Fanatics, that’s what these two are,’ cries Porta, desperately. He aims a blow at one of the turkeys, which seems to be running completely amuck.


‘I can’t stand any more of it,’ sobs the Old Man, bending over the turret rim despairingly. ‘Dear God above, help me to go far, far away, far away from 2 Section! What have I done to deserve so hard a punishment?’


The communicator scratches and howls.


‘What in the name of heaven have you stopped for, Beier?’ comes the company commander, Oberleutnant Löwe’s, angry voice. ‘Get on, damn it, man, or you’ll be for it. It’s always your cursed section that’s out of step. Clear that road-block away at the bridge, and clean out the nests. Take care, now. The area’s mined. But get on with it, gentlemen!’


He pauses for a moment to get his breath. ‘You’re the lead, Beier. You and that shitty section of yours, that I’d like to see slowly roasting in hell. Your job is to go – and to keep on going. You stop and everything else stops. The Divisional Commander wants this job over fast, repeat fast!’


‘Rotten rat-race,’ mumbles the Old Man angrily. He peeps cautiously over the turret rim. ‘The bridge,’ he hisses. ‘But fast!’


‘Two more dead un’s for the list,’ grins Tiny, proudly, holding up the two dead turkeys.


‘2 Section follow me,’ the Old Man says into the communicator. He is so angry we can hear the sound of his teeth grinding.


‘What you mad at?’ asks Tiny, looking up at him with his head on one side. ‘You’re gonna get ’ot roast turkey with all the trimmin’s, just like it was really Christmas. Enjoy the war, the peace’ll be terrible! There won’t be no parties ’eld in the synagogues for us thousand-year soldiers.’


Porta pulls to a halt just before the bridge and falls back resignedly in his seat.


‘The tour makes a temporary stop here,’ he says, with a short laugh. ‘The neighbours’ve dropped half a forest across the road. Call the Pioneers. That’s what they’re for.’


‘They don’t give a damn for us,’ snarls the Old Man. ‘Two of you get out and sling a wire round those tree-trunks so’s we can pull ’em out of the way.’


‘Not me,’ cackles Porta. ‘The driver is not to be used for any work other than driving, and is to be rested on every possible occasion. I’m bein’ rested!’


‘Julius and Sven! Outside! Quick’s the word, please!’


Super-soldier Heide is out of the tank in a flash. I hesitate before opening the hatch and leaving the protection of the tank’s steel walls. There one is safe from the bullets and hand-grenades of the infantry at least. The air outside hums with the sound of them, like a nest of angry wasps.


‘What if the neighbours attack us?’ I ask nervously when I am outside.


‘That’s an easy one,’ grins Porta, racing his motor. ‘We go into reverse. The 1000-year Reich didn’t entrust us with this valuable tank to let any silly sod of a neighbour go smashin’ it up. Far as you two are concerned you can be proud an’ happy. You’ll fall like heroes, an’ Grofaz’ll send your families a postcard. Heil! Sieg!’


We look up fearfully at the rough sides of the tank as Porta crashes the hatch cover shut.


‘Cowardly swine,’ hisses Heide bitterly, as the Old Man follows Porta’s example and closes the turret hatch.


‘The vaunted heroic death comes to us in a dirty snowdrift,’ I whisper to myself.


‘What the hell are you mumbling about?’ snarls Julius, staring at me. We take cover behind the huge tree-trunks, and work feverishly to get the wires into place.


I cannot be bothered to answer him. He would never understand, anyway, with his herrenvolk mentality.


Tracer from the turret MG whines over our heads, drawing firefly chains into the Russian tank defence positions. In a hail of whistling shrapnel fragments we finally manage to make the tow-wire fast around the first of the treetrunks. We haul the wire after us to the tank and loop it over the tow-hooks. Our hands are cut to pieces, and blood drips from our fingertips. I drop the wire for a second to blow on my mutilated hands. Heide explodes into a howl of rage.


‘You lazy pig. Letting me do all the work.’ He rips his pistol from its holster, and points it at me with outstretched arms, like a film actor. ‘Get up, you cardboard soldier, or I’ll shoot your head off!’


At that moment I hate him so much it hurts, the puffed-up shit. How annoyingly pompous he looks, standing there tall and slim, with lips so thin they are almost invisible, and icy-cold, blue eyes. Not even the newest war-mad recruit could be so regimentally correctly dressed as Julius. When it came to it what did he know more than a recruit does? Nothing!


Raging I climb back onto my feet, murderous thoughts whirling through my brain. I know Heide is crazy enough to really shoot me if I don’t get up quickly. And worst of all he would get away with it.


The Maybachs howl in top output, and the wire is drawn tight as a violin-string. After several attempts the logs begin to roll. We jump like madmen to avoid being crushed by them.


A Russian MG sweeps the road with a short burst. Bullets ricochet, howling, from the steel sides of the tank. It sounds as if a group of drummers have suddenly run amuck on their instruments.


We have almost finished clearing the road-block, and look forward to getting back to the safety of the tank when Heide gives a yell, and goes down into the ditch in one long spring. He slides like a bulldozer through the gruel of ice and water in its bottom.


‘Mines!’ he screams.


I stand gaping, out on the road between two enormous logs, without understanding a word. I see a large grey-red box with Cyrillic lettering on it. A lever sticks up vertically into the air. The mine is armed and ready to explode. For a moment I am completely paralysed.


Our tank is rolling backwards at full speed. Porta has obviously also seen the wicked piece of machinery which is waiting to spread death and destruction on all sides.


Suddenly I am on my own in the middle of a tangle of great tree-trunks and wrecked trucks. I stare, as if hypnotized, at the flat grey-red instrument of death. Then I come alive again.


‘Mines!’ I yell, ‘mines!’ As if they didn’t know it. When the lead vehicle runs into mines, the news travels back fast.


I throw myself face-down into a large, half-frozen puddle, and hardly notice the water running down into my felt boots. Soon it will turn to ice and my feet will begin to burn like fire.


‘God help me,’ I pray. ‘Help me! Don’t leave me to die here!’


There is complete silence. Even the heavy Maxims have ceased firing. It seems as if the whole world has stopped dead. As if the war is holding its breath and waiting for the mine to go off.


An eternity goes by, and still nothing happens. It should have exploded long ago. A count of five is usually enough. I have already counted to thirty-five.


The turret hatch opens slowly, and the Old Man’s head appears.


‘Get off your arses, you weary warriors. Get rid of that mine.’


‘You must be off your rocker,’ Heide shouts back furiously. ‘You can see the bastard’s got delayed-action fuses.’


‘Shut up, and obey my order,’ shouts the Old Man, impatiently. ‘Get that thing out of our way, and I mean now. I don’t care if it’s got ten delayed-action fuses. I want it out of the way! D’you think they’ll stop the war just because you lot trip over a mine?’


Porta peers cautiously through the driver’s observation slit.


‘What’re you playin’ at? Don’t you want to get your heroic names on the big porous stone in front of the barracks at Paderborn? Very big honour that is, let me tell you. A great, national reward!’


I lift my head and take a look at the strange menacing thing. The lever points up in the air like a warning finger. I take a grip on the insulated pliers in my pocket, and ready myself to crawl over to the mine and dismantle it. It is at times like this that a man feels he never should have taken that bomb-disposal course.


The next moment everything disappears in a roaring jet of flame. Pieces of logs whirl through the air and rain down everywhere. I am totally deaf for several minutes, and feel as if my insides have been squeezed by a giant hand. Two minutes later and there would not have been a shred of me left. But the road-block has gone.


We jump up onto the tank as it comes rattling past.


‘Nice job you did, there,’ the Old Man praises us, with an approving smile. ‘Speed up, Porta, give it more gas. We’ve a long way to go yet!’


‘Yes, if it’s China we’re headed for that is a bit of a way off,’ grins-Porta, exuberantly.


‘China?’ mumbles Tiny, racking shells in the ammunition locker. ‘Ain’t that the place where they eat with sticks an’ fatten up on rice? Let’s get movin’. I can’t think of anythin’ better’n boiled rice with tiny ’errings.’


‘I can give you the address of a good eating-house in Pekin,’ grins Porta, putting on speed.


The armoured division rolls relentlessly on, pushing deeply into the Ukraine. Many fall, more are mutilated. The landscape is grim. The grey coldness of a Russian winter is approaching. Tanks rattle and roar through sooty-black villages, plough past huge piles of coal. We do not see a single tree. Vegetation, grass, all green things are gone. Not the least trace, even, of the much vaunted sunflower fields is left. The wild madness of war has eaten up everything in its path. Omnivorously.


The company halts for an hour before a middle-sized provincial town. We have never heard the name of it before. A Russian armoured division has taken it over and turned the town into a hedgehog defensive position. Then our Stukas come roaring out of the grey, snow-filled clouds with sirens howling relentlessly’. Heavy bombs whirl down through the air. One swarm of dive-bombers follows the other. The town disappears from the face of the earth – ausradiert as they say in the propaganda programmes.


Then the tanks pass over what is left of it, killing everything left alive and crushing the dead to pulp under their tracks.


When we reach the next town the Stukas have already visited it, and prepared it for the taking. The dust of pulverized bricks and mortar hangs like a red-grey cloud in the air. Artillery and Cossack horses lie in the shattered streets, stiff-legged and with swollen bodies. Guns lying on their side, wrecked lorries and mountains of tangled equipment, are scattered amongst heaps of bodies. Dead and wounded Russian soldiers lie against walls, or hang from gaping window openings.


Dispassionately we stare at the bloody scene. It has become an everyday sight. In the beginning we puked and felt sick to our stomachs. It is a long time since any of us puked.


‘That’s the way to take a town,’ shouts Julius Heide, enthusiastically. He leans triumphantly out of the forward hatch. With a jeering smile he stares at a Russian soldier sitting up against a wall and looking blankly at his crushed legs.


‘You’re wearin’ the wrong uniform,’ says Porta. ‘You talk like those puffed-up arseholes in the shit-brown uniforms, an’ the yellow leather equipment to hold their fat guts in. You’re a shit of shits, you are, Julius! You’re blinded by your crazy belief in the Führer. I really think you’d be glad if one of the shit-brown sods knocked on your mother’s door one day an’ screamed: “Heil Hitler, Frau Heide! Your son, Unteroffizier Julius Heide, has fallen for the Führer and Greater Germany! We feel for you in your proud sorrow, Frau Heide! The Führer thanks you!’”


‘Old Man, you are my witness,’ explodes Heide, in a rage. ‘This is an insult. I will not stand for it!’


‘Sit down then,’ says the Old Man, indifferently. ‘There’s a lot of things I won’t stand for. Come on, Panzer Marsch! And keep your traps shut, too! I can’t stand the sound of your voices. And you, Porta, stop insulting Adolf!’


The night is dark. Snow and rain fall at the same time. It is cold on the way to Nikolajev.


We stop in the middle of a huge factory. It is Porta, of course, who discovers it to be a vodka distillery. Half an hour later we are stoned out of our minds. We reel around, falling over one another, pour vodka over our own heads and lick it into our mouths like cats lapping up cream. We dip our bread in vodka, and become more drunk than ever.


A Feldwebel dies of alcohol shock. A Gefreiter sets fire to himself, to convince a friend that vodka can be ignited just as easily as petrol. We try to put it out by throwing more vodka on him, and laugh foolishly at his screams of pain.


Some of 3 Section come along, dragging four women with them. They throw them across a packing table.


An infantry Feldwebel threatens them with a court-martial. Even in the madness of war there has to be some order and discipline. The punishment for rape is hanging. This is the case in every reasonably civilized army. Nobody listens to him. He is pushed to one side, and drunken soldiers threaten to cut his throat.


‘Pricks at the ready!’ orders an Obergefreiter with a bloodstained bandage round his head. He throws himself lustfully on top of a half-naked screaming woman, old enough to be his great-grandmother. ‘Cunt!’ he roars, and collapses, helplessly drunk, between her thrashing legs. Others pull him away from her and fight to take his place.


We wake up next morning depressed, and with the most horrible, hangovers. Soon the military police arrive with their shiny helmets, and the crescent emblem dangling on their chests.


The court-martial is over in four and a half minutes. Eight soldiers dangle, each at the end of his rope. The whole battalion is paraded to see the show. The dead men hang there, with strangely elongated necks, wearing only their uniform trousers. Greatcoats and boots have been taken from them. There is a shortage of such things. They hang there still, turning and swinging on the end of their ropes, as we rattle past, mud churning up from our clattering tracks, on the way to Nikolajev.


‘C’est la guerre! Come death, come sweet death,’ hums the Legionnaire, sardonically, from the turret of his vehicle.


‘A dear fuck that was,’ sighs Porta. ‘Better to pay for it in coin of the realm, if they won’t do it for love.’


‘There’s more’n you’d think get it for takin’ cunt what ain’t theirs,’ growls Tiny, looking thoughtfully at the hanged men.


Raindrops spatter on the armoured sides of the tanks. It is a cold and miserable day. The air reeks with death, and stinks of wet clothing and leather. The clouds are dirty grey. They seem to be rushing towards the west, away from the melancholy Russian day. It is no longer really day. More a kind of twilight.


The little Colonel-general is standing on a thrown-up mound of earth, observing his 4th Tank Army. As usual he is wearing his battered silk field-cap, with its short peak pulled well down on his forehead. Beneath it his eagle nose juts out like a beak from the middle of his narrow skull of a face. His boots seem unbelievably long on his short legs. He stands, stiff as a statue, with his map-case under his arm. A hugh pair of binoculars dangle from his neck, partly covering the red tabs on his cloak. To look at this tiny man, with the oversized binoculars and the almost comically high-topped riding boots, you would never dream that he is the greatest tank general who has ever lived.


The Old Man gives the Army Commander a regimental eyes right.


‘If only the neighbours’d send a 150 mm down on his napper,’ Porta wishes, with an abrupt laugh, ‘an’ send him up to give the angels a big smackin’ kiss on the arse.’


‘We’d only get another of the same sort,’ says the Old Man, tiredly, ‘and most likely one worse’n little short-arse there!’


‘He’s standing right on top of a busted shithouse,’ laughs Gregor Martin, who is now back with us. He is turret-gunner on Barcelona’s Puma.


‘Wish ’e’d drop down through the top an’ fall into it,’ growls Tiny, ‘so ’im an’ ’is fancy silk cap’d get drowned together in Russian shit.’


Barcelona both salutes and gives the eyes right at the same time. The sight of the Army Commander has made him nervous.


Colonel-general Hoth lifts his hand an inch or two.


‘Who’s that fool?’ he asks his Adjutant, who is standing to attention at his elbow as usual.


‘I will find out, sir,’ barks the Adjutant, smartly.


‘Don’t you know your men?’ asks the General, irritably. ‘My Adjutant ought to know every man in my army.’


‘Mad bastard,’ thinks the Adjutant. ‘There’s 80,000 men in 4th Panzer. I don’t know every silly sod on the staff, even.’ He is, however, an old hand. He barks out the first name to come into his head.


‘Oberfeldwebel Stollmann, sir!’


‘Charge him,’ snarls the General. ‘He can be punished for unregimental saluting. I’ve never seen anything like it! Saluting! As if the fool was on parade. I want you to look after that man. Properly, understand!’


‘Very good, sir!’ replies the Adjutant, scribbling in his notebook.


As Barcelona’s Puma swings round at the entrance to the long connecting road, the General catches sight of Albert’s black face in the open driving hatch.


‘Why’s that man’s face black?’ he asks the Adjutant.


‘Black, sir?’ mumbles the Adjutant, in surprise. He puts his glasses to his eyes, to get a closer look at Albert. ‘Looks like a negro, sir!’ he says, doubtfully.


The entire staff put up their binoculars. For a moment 4th Panzer is forgotten, and all interest is concentrated on Albert in the clean-up waggon’s driving-seat.


‘A negro?’ snarls the General, irritably. ‘What nonsense! Germany’s had no colonies for the last twenty years.’


‘Twenty-five, sir,’ the Chief-of-Staff corrects him, ‘and the last of the colonial troops were retired years ago.’


‘Charge that man for having blackened his face without orders,’ snaps the General, brusquely. ‘I don’t want my army turned into a lot of circus clowns!’


The Adjutant writes feverishly: Driver in Puma 524 to be punished for blackening face. He adds, on his own initiative: and for laughing.


In the course of the day we push on through stretched-out villages lining the sides of the roads. White sheets hang from every window as a sign of capitulation.


The inhabitants stand pressed up against the walls of their houses, unsmilingly, faces marked by the fear of the future.


Late in the afternoon we make a halt. We refuel, ammunition is issued, and benzedrine tablets are handed out to each man. There is still no time to waste on sleeping.


Porta and Tiny are long since inside the houses, ransacking boxes and cupboards. They do not really know what they are looking for, but are just sniffing around like inquisitive dogs.


‘Funny things they drink out of in this country,’ says Tiny, gazing in astonishment at a large pink irrigator and holding it up. ‘Couldn’t empty that bleeder very often ’fore your bleedin’ brains blew out through yourear’oles. What’s the tube in it for though?’


‘Anybody can see that,’ answers Porta. ‘Ivan’s a practical feller. He lies on his back when he drinks, so he doesn’t hurt himself when he falls down. We Germans can learn a lot here in Russia.’


‘I gotta try that,’ says Tiny, enthusiastically, hanging the irrigator from his belt like a second gasmask pouch. ‘Think o’ lyin’ flat on your bleedin’ back an’ gettin’ the biggest drunk on the world’s ever ’eard of! Maybe a bloke ought to turn Russki an’ forget all about old Germany?’


‘Holy Virgin Mary’s Mother,’ cries Porta, in surprise. ‘Here’s a dead woman, and she’s wearing a hunting cap with a feather in it. Going travellin’ perhaps when she died. Did go too, only a bit longer trip than she’d reckoned on.’


‘Smells like murder,’ he murmurs, after taking a closer look at the body. ‘Took one in the guts, she did. Can’t have been an execution, or she’d have got the pill in her neck. That’s how they do it in this country.’


‘’Ow dreadful!’ says Tiny, turning up his eyes. ‘Such wicked bleeders ought to be put in jail!’


‘Here’s her handbag, ‘Porta goes on. He picks up a lady’s bag made of reindeer skin. He shoves his nose right into it, and rummages round.


‘Out of here immediately! That’s an order!’ yells Heide in his best NCO’s voice. He positions himself in the doorway with his hands on his hips and bobs up and down on his toes.


‘Up you, Moses,’ says Tiny, unimpressed.


The blood flashes up into Heide’s arrogant Teutonic face.


‘I’m warning you, Obergefreiter Creutzfeldt, call me Moses one more time and I’ll shoot you! It’s dishonouring!’


‘Dis’onourin’? Gettin’ shot?’ laughs Tiny, swinging his Nagan.


‘Moses! You look like the feller as falls on ’is arse at the village fair.’


Heide fumbles furiously for his pistol, but luckily for Tiny it sticks in its holster and he has to use both hands to get it out.


‘Moses! You’ll never get to be a big cowboy star in the pictures, ’Tiny screams with laughter. ‘The bleedin’ rustlers’d’ve shot you fulla ’oles ’fore you knew what was goin’ on!’
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