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BOOK ONE

1946–1947


I



It was Georg Kerenyi who brought into my life both Lali, my wife, and Julia Homburg. So that it seems only fair to begin at the beginning, with his appearance. That was December 1946 and he was dumped, literally dumped, on the unit I then served in, as one of a grotesque transport of repatriated prisoners collected haphazard into a closed rail wagon which wandered for weeks from a camp probably on the far side of the Ural Mountains until it was near enough to be pushed over a border where it could no longer be refused. That was the border of Austria. Because the wagon found itself on a side-line of the Hungarian railways it crossed the border on a single branch track and ended in the only siding of a small provincial station in the extreme south-east of Styria instead of at a railhead in Vienna where there were facilities for dealing with such ‘freight’.

He was only one of a nameless gaggle of scarecrows at that moment; jetsam of the vast and meaningless storm the rage of which ended in official documents on May 8, 1945; one small eddy of the squalls still blowing millions of human beings to and fro all over Europe and Asia. There was nothing to distinguish the common soldier from a Colonel of the Staff of the Sixth German Army; or the lowest ranker of the Allgemeine SS from Georg Kerenyi, Doctor of Philosophy and former editor of a large Vienna newspaper. That he was suspected—rightly—of having been involved in the plot against Hitler’s life was the cause of his being transferred in August 1944 from the comparative ease of Zagreb, or Agram as he called the town in Croatia, to a combatant infantry regiment on a front about to break where he could be expected to disappear for ever. This starving derelict was a force in Austrian politics before 1938 and the friend, or enemy, of almost every figure known in Vienna and many known to the whole world. The mind now switching in and out of half-consciousness like the lighting that flickered weakly in every city of Europe and for the same reason—lack of fuel—once gave sound, and unwelcome, advice to the President and Chancellor of his country. If he had been listened to, the warring Austrian parties might have shown a combined front to the encroaching Nazis, before it was too late. Not that the course of that history could have been changed, and certainly Kerenyi, as I later so well knew him, was the last man in the world ever to claim that possibility as a chance of his own achievement; but it could have recovered the pride of a people whose place in history is not less than our own. That this was a mind became clear as soon as he could talk to us; but I think nobody then could have believed that the cadaverous long form from which we cut the filthy rags of uniform to dress its injuries was once the object of desire and rivalry to beautiful and talented women and was to become so again. But that, with Julia Homburg, belongs to the future of this story; for the friendship I formed with Kerenyi brought me into his own world.

This was a winter that, even in the capital of our country which still thought itself as a victor, if not the victor, in the war recently ended, was attended by more privation than at any time during the war itself. If in London the lights went out and rations were shorter than at the deepest moments of the war, the condition of people in enemy countries and the countries laid waste in turn by the German armies and the Russian armies can hardly now be reconstructed in the imagination by any description of mine. Austria was comparatively better off than either Germany itself or anywhere in eastern Europe except for small islands where the peasants could count on their own crops, and Czechoslovakia, which had been spared both bombing and the fearful, rambling land battles. People were near starvation even in France; in Hamburg, as I heard from a friend stationed there, older people dropped dead in the streets from exhaustion and undernourishment. Italy was in a state of destruction that makes the survival of its glorious cities seem in retrospect a miracle—I myself had been posted two months before to my present unit after a year in Trieste. And to reach Trieste meant driving up from Bari in the late summer of 1945; through the Abruzzi and then the string of famous towns crowned by Venice.

I saw much destruction, but always destruction both caused and suffered by others. Being as I was, an interpreter-interrogator, I neither destroyed by my own actions nor suffered the ruin in my own person. A war spent in Alexandria had provided me with a curious perspective, I am prepared to believe; one small ratchet of the overweighted Staff machinery could easily see war as a gigantic complex of paper. The journey to Trieste cured me of the guilt and envy of one who did no fighting; I was glad not to be responsible for the results, as I saw them through the protective mask of never having fired a shot myself. Trieste itself was, though vastly complicated, also vastly amusing as a job. The ferocity and pride of those Balkan bandits who wished to take the city and equally the ancient slipperiness of Italian nationalism were balanced precariously by our presence. My posting to Austria was a drop into boredom; a boredom I greeted with pleasure for I was using the plentiful spare time and the Army’s educational facilities to pass examinations which would replace the lost university years.

We were an interrogation unit concerned with dredging through former soldiers of the enemy armies; concerned too with some members of that even more melancholy army of nomads then moving about central and eastern Europe. Homeless and often nameless, they were called displaced persons; if they seemed either to the Austrian police or to the British authorities to have some other background than the helpless misfortune of war, they were sent to us to discover what that background might be.

It was, then, in accordance with his normal function that the police chief of our small town telephoned, for though the Austrian police were in civil control they still hesitated to take any measures that must concern the occupation power—in that district the British—without checking back carefully. Not even in urgent matters and this, it seemed, was urgent. I happened to be on duty and took the call in the interrogators’ room, as it was called. At first I could not understand what he meant when he said it would be better to wait for darkness to unload the truck.

‘Herr Captain,’ he said in a breathy undertone, ‘I don’t want to speak too loudly or my clerk will hear—no need for anyone to know what does not have to be known. We shall have to cordon off the siding and clear the truck very quickly or I shall have trouble here in the town if the public sees or hears anything of it. I think many of them may be dead. None of them can walk properly. Or hardly move, so far as we can tell. There are no freight papers that we can find and the engine driver speaks no German and pretends to know nothing. You see, it is already suspicious that the truck came over the border as it did, with a Hungarian engine. He insists on being allowed to return at once with his engine and since the line is, naturally, always clear to the east, there is no ground for holding him.’

I heard him out and then said helplessly that we possessed no stretchers and no medical facilities.

‘I have stretchers still from the old air-raid shelters,’ he said. ‘I can recall enough men for special duty to keep off strangers if you can arrive immediately after the local train leaves for Graz at five-twenty. It is the last train of the day and after that there will be nobody about that we can’t control. Of course, it will be all over the town by tomorrow, but at least nobody will see anything. I have already informed the morgue and the priest.’

‘How many men are there in the truck?’

‘We don’t know yet, but at least fifty. The station-master was fetched at once and ordered the truck to be closed again until he could talk to me. Fortunately the two men who unsealed it are on duty until the passenger train goes and you can imagine, I made it pretty clear to them that they’d better keep their mouths shut if they don’t want a riot on their station.’

‘But how do we know they are returned prisoners of war, if you haven’t found any papers?’

‘The men lying nearest to the doors are all wearing the remnants of Wehrmacht uniforms. And the wagon itself is Russian—you know, the kind that can be lifted on to flatcars for the gauge-change …?’

I didn’t know, but took his word for it that such wagons existed. We checked the time and I rang off. I must at once find the transport officer, Tom Wallingham. The ‘pen’ included a car-pool with four two-tonners, and only these were going to be any use for stretchers.

I found Tom in his little office in a fug of cigarette smoke, reading an issue of Horse and Hound three weeks old in the company of the unit security officer, Major Baxter. This was a bit of luck, to find them together.

‘One truck is due for overhaul,’ he objected when I told him we should need all four that evening. ‘And the Colonel borrowed one for the afternoon. Wilder’s gone off in it somewhere.’

‘I thought you never allowed any of your pool to be “borrowed”?’ grunted Baxter, taking the chance of poking fun at Tom’s known dislike of any irregularity and at the same time hinting disapproval at the use the borrowed truck was undoubtedly being put to; attitudes he himself shared.

Tom registered this double-edged remark with a rueful grin and, swinging back in his chair, shouted through the door to Sergeant Benson to see if the truck due for servicing was in fact in a state to be used. Of course it was, the overhauling was a routine matter of army regulations. Sergeant-Major Benson then went off to dig the drivers out of their lair where, like all soldiers, they spent most of their spare time sleeping; and to round up such of the guards who could be spared from night duty or had not yet repaired to the dirty little beerhouse nearby where they normally took a couple of glasses of the thin local brew of an evening.

‘I expect this police chap is exaggerating, anyway, Robert,’ said Tom. ‘It’s a nuisance about the other lorry, but Manley asked me himself and I could hardly refuse. But it’ll be all right, I dare say.’

‘I don’t think he was,’ I answered dubiously, already worrying about the contemptuous telling-off I should get from the Colonel if all this fuss was for nothing. ‘He wouldn’t have agreed to the wagon being closed up again if it weren’t in a pretty terrifying state.’

Tom looked up sharply, the possible situation striking him now in all its force in the only way he was capable of being touched by human suffering.

‘We must get organised, quickly,’ he said, losing his customary drawl and moving swiftly to the door with his lurching limp. ‘Beds have to be set up. I’ll get the men together. They’ll be dirty—we’ll get the spare boiler going—it’ll probably blow up on us. Belongs to the year dot. Fifty—we shan’t have enough bed linen. Listen, Robert, come on, we must call Keeler at once.’

Keeler was the Major of the Medical Corps who cared for our health as part of the town garrison, and for anything needed by our charges. As we crossed the courtyard between the cars and trucks from the Transport and Administration Office to the pen, it was slowly getting dark; it was, too, bitingly cold. Lights were going on in the house next door which was our Mess. The whole compound of the two large suburban houses with their gardens was surrounded by high wire fences covered inside with rush-matting to shield the pen from the curious eyes of the civilian world and outside with barbed wire; security in the military sense was taken care of by a double installation, of electric bells wired to the top of the inner fence and by a light-flashing apparatus somewhat like the oldfashioned call-boards for servants in hotels. Both of these were connected to the signals office where one of Baxter’s men always sat on duty over the telephones. The only exit—the others were wired over—was the main gate from this house to the road, which, of course, was guarded as well as permanently locked.

After talking to Keeler, who was always impatient and irritable and now inclined to minimise our fears, I called the anteroom in the Mess. But the Mess steward told me that none of the officers was there; by bad luck there were so few men actually held in the pen that week that everybody not on duty was taking the chance of some unofficial free time. Especially that evening when Colonel Manley was known to be in Graz, miles away, with an old fellow-officer from the Indian Army. I could guess where they all were. Wilder was still ranging somewhere with the borrowed truck going about his extensive black-market business. David Stephenson, who was in fact on the duty roster, was dining in the town at the Officers’ Club with his pretty red-head, the latest of an apparently endless supply of girls which was the cause of a good deal of envious teasing. The two serious interrogators, both German immigrants of the thirties called Morgenstern and Johnson, were at the theatre in Graz and would return with Manley in his Humber late at night. In what we considered to be the hardships of military existence, every one of us took what advantage he could of the chance to do what he wanted and not what the Army ordained; I myself had intended to study that evening and felt the arrival of the transport to be an interference in my restricted personal life.

We were met at the side road that led to the railway station—as often in small towns, the station was outside the town itself with its own roadway leading to it—by a railway official in uniform who was clearly the station-master. He directed the trucks over a clattering wooden track laid to level off the rails, to the siding where normally only goods wagons were loaded and unloaded. At this time such installations were always guarded by railway police, for the hunger made thieving endemic and this was where the official rations for the townspeople were delivered and where valuable timber from the district was loaded for removal. This evening it was also guarded by the civil police, all of whom carried hand lamps although the area was lit by tall lamps which swung in the bitter north-easter. These oil lamps not only gave an even more secretive appearance to a place that must in any case always appear strange and suspect at night but were a great nuisance in themselves. Either the police must carry them, putting one hand out of action, or they must be stood down and constituted an obstacle to movement and the danger of fire.

‘Over-organisation,’ muttered Baxter under his breath to me with the usual scorn of the highly trained Special Branch officer for local, and foreign at that, police forces.

‘It is pretty dark, though,’ said Tom Wallingham. Nobody else said anything as we piled out of our trucks and the men began to take stretchers off a high stack indicated by a gesture of the stationmaster. This official knew that the men at any rate could not understand anything he said to them, but his lack of any greeting to us apart from a formal salute gave me a strong and unpleasant sensation; apprehension suddenly mounted almost to fear and I became aware that the man before us was full of a sullen anger only just held in check by his nervousness towards the occupiers. There were three long timber carriers on the rail; behind them at a distance I could already see the bulk of a closed goods wagon rearing against the dark sky and the tall swaying electric lamps and dwarfing the numerous uniformed police moving about to keep circulation going while they waited. Being a goods track there was no platform, and the wagon looked immensely high, silent, black.

‘We’re going to have trouble getting the stretchers up and down, Sir,’ said Sergeant Benson behind me to Tom; he too spoke in an undertone just audible above the scrunch and slither of our boots on the hard, stony and cindery ground which was uneven enough to make us uncertain of our footing in the cross-lights that illuminated everything in conflicting shadows and outlines. It was already clear even to my inexpert eye that no temporary ramp we could lay against the double side-entrance of the wagon would be shallow enough in its slope to afford anything more than an additional hazard.

As we reached the wagon, the police chief stepped out and saluted us. He was an elderly man, probably called out of retirement, and his long meagre face showed lividly pale with the dark shadows in its eyes and under the cheekbones. I greeted him in German and he replied; he was obviously nervous and disturbed to the point of sub-hysteria. I said something about the height of the wagon doors. One of the police was now climbing the narrow steel ladder at the side of the door, and with a great clatter and rattle, released the bars. Two other policemen, standing on the ground pushed the sliding doors apart from the bottom, having to use all their force to do so. The instant the doors began to open a filthy odour billowed out as a visible cloudy miasma into the fresh cold air of the night.

We three looked at each other and Tom’s and Baxter’s faces showed the rigidity of a fearful realisation which I knew was reflected in my own features; behind us the men made a concerted shuffle and a murmur of shock. I heard a coarse voice use a familiar soldier’s curse and another voice answered.

‘The poor buggers must be rotting alive.’

‘My men will get up and hand down the ones on this side nearest the door first. Then we can clear the wagon bit by bit,’ suggested the police chief. His voice shook audibly with the effort of controlling it.

‘Get the stretchers as near up under the doors as you can carry them,’ shouted Baxter, recognising with a long experience of handling men that he must rally them with clear orders in this instant, before shock could degenerate into disorder. ‘Each stretcher will be handled by two men and laid out behind us on the ground until we have the wagon cleared. Form up in line holding the stretchers and as soon as you lay one down the same two men fetch another stretcher. Clear?’

‘Okay, Sarnt-major,’ said a voice. Nobody else spoke.

‘Inglis, you stand right by the door—here to the side or you’ll be in the way. You may have to interpret for the police.’

I obeyed him, pulling out a handkerchief clumsily with my gloved hand, to hold before my mouth against the nausea already rising.

The first dangling bundle was already being held out at the base of the opening, but though the two men held the stretcher as high as they could there was still a gap and the inert figure sprawled, half on and half off the stretcher, almost felling its bearers. Tom Wallingham moved quickly to the side-ladder to try to get up into the wagon to help the police. Ashamed that Tom, almost disabled as he was by wounds, should have thought of it before I did, I held him back.

‘I’ll get up,’ I said, ‘you try and help the ones already laid out.’ Baxter got up after me, and by pushing them out as gently as we could, feet first as we took the forms from the policemen, and by tilting the stretchers lengthwise up to the base of the opening, we managed not to drop them. By now everyone present was carrying stretchers, railwaymen, police, Baxter and the police chief; for it became clear at once that not more than three men could help inside the black dark of the wagon in the hopeless confusion of heads, bodies and limbs. As soon as we got a space cleared to one side of the doors we could use the lamps passed up to us and this made the dreadful task much faster, but with the disadvantage that we could now see the extent of the disaster. After a few minutes one of the policemen had to jump down and reeled off to one side where we could hear him retching loudly. Another man took his place without a word.

I did not see the priest arrive, nor the hearse. Nor do I know how long it took us to empty the wagon. I recall seeing the black-robed figure with the cross bending over one prone form after another, but the memory is confused. Eight were dead. About half of them could still move and rather more were able to speak; presently a confused murmur of sounds rose inside the wagon as the half-conscious men understood that they were being unloaded. There were sixty-two altogether.

As soon as the wagon was empty except for the mass of filth on the floor, an altercation arose over the police hearse which, naturally, was not intended to carry eight corpses. Baxter intervened but his German was inadequate and I called in the priest to decide what should be done. It was decided that the overriding urgency was the removal of the bodies to the morgue, even if they had to be piled up inside the hearse; the dignity of death must wait a little longer. By this time trucks were already coming back empty from their first loads and with the second one came Major Keeler to inspect the situation. He went off with the station-master at once to telephone his medical station of half a dozen orderlies. They were already at the pen and at work when we finally got back there ourselves. In the meantime we had discussed with the priest and the police chief the problem of burial and arranged that all eight dead should be buried the following evening after dark, the same priest officiating. Since it would be in a way a military funeral, Tom volunteered to attend, with Sergeant Benson and four men. This duty was easy to leave to Tom for he was the only Catholic among the officers of our unit. It was clear even without the police chief’s openly expressed fears and the pervading atmosphere of sullen horror, that the funeral must not only be as speedy and secret as possible, but that we, as the British occupiers, must behave with all due formality and respect for our dead enemies.


II



That these precautions were necessary was proved the next night, when the cemetery was surrounded by a silent crowd. The following day the row of graves was covered by home-made wreaths and crosses of evergreens, the only tribute the townspeople could manage. There was, however, no demonstration of any other kind, unless a letter of formal thanks for our military presence from the mayor can be counted. But for the time being none of us had any attention to spare for such considerations except for Colonel Manley, who expressed his opinion that the letter was an impertinence; and indeed its perfectly correct formality did somehow convey an air of irony.

By the time all the returned prisoners were bedded down and provided with some kind of food the greater part of the night was past and we three and the men snatched a few hours of exhausted sleep. It was not until the following day that the real shock hit us, for somehow in the nightmarish haste and unreality of emergency the condition of these prisoners did not sink in. They were starving, of course, for everyone in Russia was starving at that time except the Party bosses and these men were the last of a long waiting list in a society needier and more incompetent than anything in Europe; a society moreover thrown back into chaos by war.

Wounds two years old were still open. Neither flesh nor skin had been able to form anew in that climate and with that diet. Tuberculosis, dysentery, vermin internal and external, mental aberrations, edemas and that strange—to Europe strange for centuries—disease of hunger in which holes appear in the cheeks and whole pieces of jaw drop out leaving the inner mouth exposed; all these and much else were present among the sixty-two men. Worst of all was the frostbite. I had never seen it before but those among the men who had agreed that nothing like this for virulence, extent and, above all, smell was anywhere in their experience.

You would hardly have said they were human, or even alive. Gaping jaws, even where other holes were not visible, gasping groans of foul-smelling breath, the filthy torn rags of leftover scraps of any kind of cloth that bound their feet, hands and heads; yes, these latter were all mixed up in a mess of wrappings with old scraps of what seemed once to have been newspaper, ground in with skin and flesh of rotting feet and hands—for they certainly spent two weeks if not longer in the wagon getting to us. It seemed clear that the rail truck must have been wrongly shunted at some unknown point on its journey so that the routine stops usual with prisoner transports at which food was handed in had been missed and the wagon remained sealed, perhaps even from its starting point, which remained unknown.

For two days and nights we attempted to care for these men ourselves with the aid of Major Keeler and his orderlies, who were never all present for they had their own responsibility to the garrison to take care of. The pen included nothing more than the usual Red Cross first-aid kit of its own. This was the first time such an emergency had arisen, as Tom Wallingham told me, so that the need for some proper medical arrangement was only now obvious. Most of our charges arrived in small batches from regular prison camps, or singly as suspected criminals. From the east we received single displaced persons, or Russian deserters disguised as them, usually sent on to us by the civilian bodies, official and voluntary, that ran the refugee camps. For security reasons we had no contact with Austrian doctors and the hospital in the town was obviously out of the question for the reasons that inspired the police chief’s original secrecy; besides, it was full and overfull with the Austrian sick.

The seven inmates of the pen already under interrogation were crowded into one room to make space for the newcomers and, needless to say, there were no interrogations for the next few days. We had enough cot beds but not enough blankets or linen; rations could be indented for, but there was almost no fresh milk or green-stuff even for ourselves except what came up at irregular intervals from Udine—Wilder did succeed quite often in buying black-market stuff but that, naturally, was for the Mess and not for prisoners entitled by military law only to the basic rations. There was nothing of that sort to be bought legally in Austria then, even supposing we had funds to buy it.

The first day was an appalling experience and, as I knew only later, it was a turning point in my own life. It is hard to put into words what it was like.

The repatriates were put into their beds in the night as they were. In the morning light it became clear that the first need was to wash them; since their condition had already fouled their bed linen this entailed washing everything touched by them. Tom Wallingham’s diagnosis of the old house-boiler which was not normally used—we had installed our own system—proved correct. It did not quite blow up, but neither did it produce hot water. Sergeant Benson sent the men searching for tubs and buckets and I—without it occurring to me to ask permission—authorised him to organise a chain of men to fetch hot water from our own supply in the Mess, and to stoke like fury in both houses. The use of the Mess hot water proved to be a great mistake.

Somehow we organised a laundry in the cellar washroom. We worked steadily all day without stopping, making some sort of a fist of cleaning up the helpless scarecrows who lay for the most part silent and apathetic, when they were even conscious, under our hands. In spite of all our efforts half of them were inevitably laid back into bed with damp sheets until Keeler’s long list of requirements was brought back in two of the trucks by Wilder and Sergeant Benson. In any case, after their privations a state that would give a pampered officer pneumonia was nothing to them; in their condition any ill-effects were unnoticeable. On the recommendation of Major Keeler the kitchens of both houses produced a thick soup, the basis of which seemed to be oatmeal; it was not unappetising. I tried it myself before it was issued. The starving men were extravagantly grateful. Some of them tried to say so and that was the worst of the day’s trials, I think. It took a long time to feed them for many of them were not able to help themselves.

It was at once clear that the problem of sanitation was beyond our powers; more than half the men could not crawl to the lavatories. It is things of that sort that cause the biggest headaches in emergencies, as I now learned. Even when Keeler’s stock of bedpans arrived we were pretty unhandy with them; what we needed was a flock of nurses, but those we lacked.

Rather to my surprise, Wilder rallied to help and the men who, as the saying goes, would do anything for Major Wallingham worked like heroes more for Tom’s sake than for the prisoners’. It surprised me less that both Morgenstern and Stephenson turned to with a will, Jack dropping his sarcasms and David his schoolboy jokes, at least for a day or so; and Martin Johnson displayed an unsuspected talent as organiser of the makeshift laundry. Because they arrived back late the first night, neither Manley nor his two theatre-going passengers could have known until the next day what had happened. Just the same, David and the two former Germans worked hard and long, while Colonel Manley was not seen all day. For all I knew, he did not even know of the emergency until late the next day for he was, as usual, shut in his own office most of the time. That nobody noticed much on the evening of the transport was not so strange as it may seem, since lights always burned all night in the pen. They would see nothing out of the ordinary unless their return coincided with the arrival of a truck with stretchers, and these had all come and gone by the time Manley’s car got back.

We had no notion of the passage of time. But finally the last man was laid in a clean bed in some sort of decency, two corpses were laid out in the cellar and Keeler was making a round of the beds while I took notes of his rapid comments on what treatments were needed. Tom stretched, his face twitching with pain, for he was almost lame on one side of his body.

‘Benson,’ he said yawning, ‘be a good chap and go and fetch a bottle of whisky you’ll find in my room. We all need a drink.’

Benson was a tubby, hearty chap with an almost square red face. He came back with the whisky looking shaken, as the sights of that day had not been able to shake him.

‘Sir, I am to inform you that dinner was announced over an hour ago,’ he reported stiffly.

‘Dinner?’ asked Tom blankly.

‘I hope they’ve kept something hot for us,’ said Keeler round a cigarette he was just lighting.

Then Wallingham and I looked at each other. He said nothing, but shrugged slightly, catching his underlip in his teeth for a moment as he had a habit of doing in embarrassment.

‘Drink up, Benson,’ he said, ‘we’ve earned this drink.’

‘Your health Sir,’ said Benson, without smiling.

We were, now we stopped to notice it, so tired that it was impossible to make the effort to sit down for a few minutes so that we drank standing up.

I stopped to make sure that those men who could move would report to the men on guard duty if they needed anything while we were gone and then followed Keeler and Wallingham across the well-beaten path to the Mess. The cold, starlit air was a startling relief. I lingered for a moment to light a cigarette, by the overgrown hedge that ran down the dividing fence between the two gardens and drew in the frosty keen smell of clean air. Great stars sparkled and flashed overhead. The hard snow glittered and crunched underfoot. In the distance through a gap in the ordered trees of the garden I could see a gleam of white on the mountains where the moon was coming up, for the sky tonight, unlike yesterday, was perfectly clear.

There was nobody in the large hall. I went straight to my room and hastily cleaned up.

Entering the anteroom prepared to have to apologise, I found Keeler and Wallingham just walking in before me. I did not, after all, have to speak because Manley was at that moment refusing their excuses with a face set with such anger and resentment that for a moment I was bewildered by it.

‘I am not accustomed,’ he was saying, ‘to being kept waiting for dinner by my officers—or guests. Particularly not by uninvited guests.’ He removed his spectacles to glare past the others at me. ‘You are improperly dressed,’ he added.

Then he actually walked up to me and looked me over from top to toe as if I were a horse for sale and a poor horse at that. ‘You appear not to have bathed,’ he said venomously. ‘Which is hardly surprising since there has been no hot water today. Perhaps you would care to explain?’

Someone must have told him that it was I who thought of getting Benson to fetch water from the Mess.

‘I’m sorry, Sir,’ I stammered like a fool. ‘The new batch of repatriates are …’ I was going to say starving, but got stuck and Keeler spoke first. He sounded almost hilariously incredulous; the whisky on an empty stomach, I suppose. And then, he did not know Manley.

‘We had to clean up those sixty men, you know, Colonel,’ he said as if making a joke. ‘Unless we wanted typhus to break out, you know?’

‘In this weather?’ snapped Manley, positively through his teeth. His forehead went suddenly red although he had whitish patches under his cheekbones. This was too much for Wilder, who gave a slight snort, whether of shock or laughter I could hardly tell. Probably laughter; he had a strong sense of the ridiculous.

‘Exactly, Sir,’ said Wallingham clearly. ‘The temperature is fifteen below freezing centigrade tonight. The prisoners could not be left in the state they were in unless half of them were to die. Which’, he added, without raising his voice but cutting into whatever it was Manley was about to say with obvious and contemptuous intention, ‘I was not prepared to do.’

The syntax was odd but the meaning clear.

‘I am not aware, Major Wallingham, that the prisoners are your responsibility. I believe you are Administration and Transport officer at this station.’

‘You might say that those men were a transport, after all,’ chipped in Keeler, still not able to take Manley’s rage seriously.

Wallingham said nothing, and nobody spoke for a moment, leaving a silence weighted with our general realisation that Manley had trapped himself. For the condition of the repatriated prisoners was his responsibility.

It was Stephenson, with his instinctive tact in managing the Colonel, for which we had frequent reason to be grateful, who saved the situation.

‘Honestly, Sir,’ he volunteered eagerly as he joined us. ‘They are in a pretty bad state. It really gave me an idea of what conditions in Russia are like. If they, with their ideals, have to let prisoners get into this condition, they must be really starving there. I think we have no idea of how bad things are in Russia. The destruction has completely wrecked the economy, things must be far worse than we have any idea …’

Manley must have been grateful to him for going on talking, which after a stuttering pause, he did. ‘I saw a bit once at Archangel when I was liaising on the convoys, but not much. They have to be so careful of strangers, we hardly ever saw a Russian from where we were. Well, what we did see was bad enough, but I never really had any idea of how bad … I mean, we just don’t know what they suffered.’ He turned towards Wallingham almost appealingly. ‘Leningrad … I’ve read …’

David’s fair, regular features were vivid with idealistic enthusiasm and he looked even younger than usual. He was several years older than myself, nearly twenty-eight, and had finished the University before his call-up, but I often felt him to be younger than I was and his unsophisticated view of the world made me both protective and envious of him. Indeed, we envied each other I think. He would have liked to have my boyhood experiences, and said so sometimes when I would have been glad to keep quiet about them or even have shed them altogether. And I envied him his sheltered family background, the influence which he denied existed and the air of unquestionably ‘belonging’; so we each would have liked to possess what the other would have been glad to be rid of—or imagined so. We both, as we all do, drew what advantage we saw from the given circumstances of our lives, but this universal practice does not imply that everyone equally accepts what is given him, even if it seems good to others. And I often had the impression that David accepted his circumstances as much and as little as I did mine; this made me feel that we had something in common.

His extraordinary charm, the way he put just enough affectation into his manner to give the Colonel the flattering impression that it was of the greatest importance to beguile him, and not because he was our Commanding Officer but because he was himself, succeeded for the moment in calming Manley’s touchy self-importance. We went into dinner superficially courteous and Manley looked almost embarrassed because his rage had made him inflate our breach of etiquette into a scene and put off the meal until we appeared.

The food was dried up and half cold but I was without appetite in any case. As soon as the question of responsibility ebbed from Manley’s mind and he therefore might suppose it had also left ours, he began to nag again about the hot water. We three were too tired to care and the monologue may not have seemed much different from the usual one, to an onlooker not familiar with the usual subject of some aspect or other of the Labour government’s stupidity or wickedness. Keeler, it was clear, was bewildered by the whole thing; but as a guest made an attempt to answer Manley and to converse. As soon as he decently could he took his leave and sent the Mess servant out to call his driver and the orderlies, who could not stay away from their billets overnight because of regulations.

I managed to get Wallingham to go and sleep then for a few hours while I went back to the pen. He relieved me there at three and I slept like the dead until nearly eight when somebody, racketing about on the landing outside my room, woke me.

Breakfast was over but the Mess Corporal got me some filthy coffee. Morgenstern was there, having nothing to do that morning.

‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ he said in his odd accent and turned his prominent, intelligent tired eyes on my face. ‘Has it occurred to you good samaritans yet that this sort of emergency will be repeated? As I understand it, we have no means of stopping the repatriation transports and I doubt if we ought to even if we could. Unless we want a serious disaster in the pen here we have to get the idea across that some proper arrangements must be made to receive transports in this condition. You see what I mean?’

I must have looked stupid for he went on patiently.

‘It is only December and these transports may go on all winter. For all we know there may be others on the way now. The Russians are simply getting rid of the prisoners to die somewhere else. One can find Stephenson’s starry-eyed nonsense absurd, but the Russians can hardly be blamed for their attitude to these men even though one knows quite well that it is simply their attitude and has little to do with the fact that these are enemy prisoners. But we ought to start making some proper arrangements for nursing and medical care here.’

‘It isn’t certain by any means that anything of this sort will happen again,’ I pointed out. ‘This transport seems to have been lost or something. We had no papers of any sort with them. The military rail people at Sopron over the border signalled for permission to send a short train on, and since it was a military transport the Austrian railways simply let it through and it was diverted to us as the nearest repatriation unit.’

‘It’s still incredible that nothing was done when the gauge transfer was made at the Russian border. Something must have been noticeable by then …?’

‘The station-master said it’s the kind of truck that can be reloaded on the different gauge.’ I finished my cold coffee with a shudder. ‘But you’re right. If nothing gets done today, somebody will have to do some heavy hinting.’ Neither of us mentioned Manley’s name.

I glanced at the notice board automatically as I went out. A new notice was up, forbidding the use of any Mess facilities for repatriates or prisoners.

But we underestimated Manley’s sense of self-preservation. He knew very well that a repetition of this transport would mean a scandal for which he could be blamed. Keeler was bound to make a report, if nothing else.

I realised from the delicate way Manley handled Wallingham during the next few days that it was the way Wallingham had spoken to him that made him think. Wallingham was not a man who normally found it necessary to be rude or even blunt.

Baxter was talking on the telephone to the local rail transport officer when I reached the pen. Manley sat by his desk, listening, and from the conversation it was clear that the transport papers had been found.

‘Morgenstern was asking what he could do to help,’ I said when the call was ended. ‘Shall I ask him to take a car and collect them?’

‘Yes, do that, Captain Inglis,’ said Manley as if I had made the suggestion to him. ‘I’ll come over with you. I have an office full of work to get through. Perhaps, Major, you would be good enough to ask Major Keeler to come over when he has finished his rounds?’

Wallingham changed his mind over something he was about to say and let Manley go. I realised what that was when we found Keeler bending over one of the starving men a moment later.

‘I thought Manley was going to make an inspection?’ he said with the sarcastic sharpness that often goes with medical rank in the Army.

Wallingham did not answer.

‘This man is not too badly off. I think he’ll be all right when the old wound has a chance to heal properly.’

The man in question opened his eyes languidly and whispered in good English.

‘I was lucky. In the middle of the truck. It was the men on the outside who got the worst of the cold.’ Exhausted by this effort he closed his eyes again and seemed to drift off into a kind of sleep without any interval at all.

‘He may be able to tell us who some of the others are when he’s in a bit better shape,’ said Wallingham. ‘We must bear him in mind.’ He always forgot that we did not need to rely on someone speaking English; it was as if the other languages did not actually exist for him and it was one of the most lovable things about him that he was in fact rather lacking in brains.

He limped off to the far side of the room, taking Keeler with him to a case he had decided was particularly bad. It was, indeed. Both feet black and formless; the foul stink of gangrene; and the jaw joggled loosely as the man dragged in painful breath. When Keeler and the orderly had done what they could, Keeler stood up and turned to us.

‘It’s not much use wasting time and effort on him. Quite unconscious, won’t live past today. But I’d like to get some photographs of his face. It’s very interesting, I’ve never seen a case before. I think its gangrenous stomatitis. If he does live a few more days I should expect the jaw to break right out.’

They moved to the next bed. From the door Johnson was signalling to me. He would not come in, he had a fear of sickness and Keeler’s remark about typhus last night evidently worried him, for he held a handkerchief to his face—against the smells, I suppose. But you got used to those almost at once.

‘Look here, I’ve had an idea,’ he said out in the corridor. ‘There is a big convent only a mile or so from here. Why don’t we get the Mother Superior to bring some of her nuns over? The Colonel wouldn’t have any objection to them, would he? I mean, they are not likely to be a security risk?’

‘But where would they sleep?’ I objected. ‘They are useless if they don’t stay here, after all.’

‘They can take care of that. There is room in the house, if we make room. It’s supposed to hold a hundred and twenty at full capacity, so the Admin-corporal says. Manley was asking him; he thought he might get rid of this lot by saying we were overcrowded.’

‘You want me to suggest it?’ I was pretty dubious about that. Manley would hardly take any more notice of me than he would of Johnson.

‘I’ll suggest it to Wallingham,’ I said. ‘He’ll do it all right.’

When Johnson had gone I went back to the man who spoke English. He was a big man, wide shoulders and long legs. His only slightly frost-bitten feet stuck out past the end of his cot. He opened his eyes again when I bent over him. They had fallen back into his head under deep brows and a prominent, bony nose jutting upwards made them seem even deeper set, I suppose, than they were. He was not quite conscious and spoke in German with a slight accent I could not place.

‘Where am I? Is this a hospital? Why does nobody speak Russian here?’

‘We are British,’ I said and for some reason the statement tightened my throat. ‘You have been repatriated to Austria.’

‘Austria … Vienna?’

‘No, we are way down in Styria here. But don’t worry about that. Can I get you anything—something to drink?’

He did not answer for a little, then faintly. ‘Will the arm have to come off?’

‘The surgeon says not. He’s cleaned it up; it was a flesh wound and he said it would heal.’ What Keeler in fact said was: ‘It won’t look very pretty but after what he’s been through I don’t imagine he’ll mind that.’

‘I thought it was gangrenous,’ whispered the big man, ‘but it may have been the man next to me.’

‘No, it was, but we have those new healing drugs here that stop it going further. Of course, the tissue that was already gone can’t grow again, but it won’t be too bad.’

‘I dreamed there was something with a leg, too?’

‘Yes, a bone broken in the left leg, tibia or phibia, I don’t know the names. But that was a fresh break—I can’t think how that happened. It’s been set. You’ll limp a little I dare say, but nothing more.’

There was a long cut on his head and neck, too, but he seemed not to feel it. That, too, according to Keeler was fresh; there was caked blood on it and it could not have happened more than a few days before. There were a number of these fresh injuries among the transport and it was one of the things I had already made up my mind to question this man about as soon as he was fit.

In the next bed a man started to moan aloud and at this sign of life I moved over to him, the jug of some concoction brewed by Keeler’s orderly in my hand, which was supposed to stop the dysentery. I lifted the man by putting an arm behind him as I saw the orderlies did, but he spilled, or I spilled the drink. We needed those spouted cups but there were none—they arrived the next day.

‘Wait a moment,’ I said, ‘I’ll get a spoon.’

He caught at my arms as I made to move away with a hand so emaciated you could have used it to demonstrate anatomy; it felt like dry leather and not like human skin at all.

‘Don’t go,’ he said in a clear, small voice. ‘Stay with me.’ The strange clearness, unblurred and steady, of his remote voice chilled me with fear. ‘I’m going,’ he said. ‘Is there a priest here?’

There was a strange sound in his throat or his chest, and thinking he was choking I called to an orderly who was passing to help me lift him. But before I grasped what was happening, the man was dead. He had not seemed so badly off as some of the others. The orderly pushed his hand in under the clean shirt, the collarless washed-out khaki shirt borrowed from one of the men.

‘Cor, it don’t half make you think, don’t it?’ he said. ‘I’ve seen a few things in battle, but I never did see anything like this lot.’

Outside the door, I could hear Johnson’s pedantic voice explaining his idea about the nuns to Tom Wallingham.

‘I’ll go and ask the Colonel at once,’ said Tom. ‘You’re a genius, my dear chap.’

‘You think he will agree?’

‘I shall baffle him with speed and science,’ replied Tom. ‘He won’t have time to think up an excuse.’

At dusk, the nuns arrived. They were not of a nursing order, they were teachers but that was all one to them. They asked no questions not immediately concerned with the task proposed to them and those they asked in the charming lilt of cultured Austrians with all the exact courtesies of speech they were no doubt used to drilling into their pupils. They sent back at once for some lay sisters and by the next evening we were so well organised that there was little difference between the pen and a proper hospital. I suppose they must have been glad of something to do, their pupils scattered, I gathered, except for one or two girls with no settled homes. It was a very odd situation for them as for us, but during the two weeks they stayed with us until the worst was over, it somehow seemed quite natural. It even seemed natural that we should all be terrified of them, though they never raised their voices above a murmur—perhaps because of that. And at any rate, while they were with us the dreary, eternal swear-words stopped.


III



That the pen was turned into a hospital under an almost absolute although unobtrusive control by women so strange to the military life brought with it the contrary effect that our own life in the Mess next door reverted with an effect of suddenness to its normal routine. We returned to our duty times, luncheon and dinner reestablished themselves according to the custom of the Indian Army brought with him on his secondment long before I knew the unit by Colonel Manley. That is, junior officers—and we were all Captains with the exceptions of Major Baxter and Major Wallingham—spoke only when spoken to while the Colonel was present. This rule, no doubt reasonable in its former home, was peculiarly inappropriate to an interrogation unit whose officers must always be to some extent outsiders to the martial hierarchy.

Siegfried Morgenstern, who had no connection with the Edward Lear of German literature and who naturally preferred to be addressed as Jack, was older than Manley and all of us by years and possessed several academic degrees. He was named Siegfried during the time of most passionate patriotism among German Jewry and became British just before the war broke out. Martin Johnson was more fortunate, having a name equally easy to pronounce in either language, and fitted more smoothly than his much older compatriot into our company. But he was just as German as Jack Morgenstern, his father having been a Socialist deputy in the Prussian parliament for years before 1933, and this in spite of emigrating young enough to have been educated in England. These two and myself were the only three men there who spoke the German language with any intimacy and nearly all the interesting cases were allotted to one of the three of us. David Stephenson was simply waiting out his time until demobilisation, which he could not normally expect for some time. Wilder, who for some reason was always called by his surname even in intimate conversation, hardly counted as far as work was concerned. He was the son of a builder who made a large fortune on ribbon-building outside London in the thirties and retained the crude but effective business concepts of his upbringing. He possessed a shrewdness which his lack of intellect made it impossible for him to express easily in words and it was easy to think him a fool, a part he often played to the extent of clowning, as half-unconscious camouflage for his merchandising activities. These activities were made use of by Colonel Manley to increase his own income, but this did not prevent him looking down on Wilder as being socially impossible.

The two Majors, who could not be banned from talking at meals, both had their own reasons for not co-operating any more than they were obliged to by good manners in this rule, as in much else. Baxter was a professional policeman, only in the Army for special duties and belonging to a different branch of the service in the disciplinary sense; that is, he was outside Colonel Manley’s jurisdiction, a fact which was never mentioned but equally never forgiven him. The Transport and Administration officer, Tom Wallingham, was not outside Manley’s jurisdiction, but he was outside his moral and social reach. His full name was Major the Hon. Thomas de Grey Wallingham, and his uncle was an aged Marquis who lived beleaguered in a decaying mansion in Ireland, in a state of undeclared and permanent war with both the British and the Irish; Tom was also a regular soldier of the Grenadier Guards and his posting to us was the consequence of disabling wounds that would have procured his discharge from service if faithful friends had not been able to arrange his retention. His reasons for not wishing to go home were of a nature he never mentioned. It was some years later that I discovered from Lali, to whom everyone told their secrets, that his own small house was occupied by a wife of whose existence I was unaware and her current lover; they later went to Canada or somewhere and had the goodness to leave the house vacant for him. It is clear, then, that Tom was enormously grand, but this was not noticeable and indeed I did not know it until I happened to see his name and rank in Part I Orders, weeks after I joined the unit. What was, on the other hand, at once clear about Tom was his goodness.

Under the appearance of a return to normality, the arrival of the transport really made great changes. It exposed the dichotomy of our official purpose as an interrogating team; it split us into two groups as human beings; to myself it was a shock that made a permanent change in my attitude to the world. Or rather, to people. I suppose that most men and women, sometimes long after they are supposed to be adult, discover the reality of other human beings through sexual love or through having children of their own. For me it was those repatriated men and Wallingham’s attitude to them. For Tom they were human beings, nothing less or more, suffering as he had suffered when seriously wounded and left for dead, he lay for days in the shadow of a great rock among the weapons as broken as himself. When the troops who had retreated returned to that spot in the desert it was by accident they found him; they recognised the rock and sought shelter from the sun there as both they and the Italians had done before.

The first interrogations were carried out in the wards, as we now called them, the three main rooms of the house turned into a hospital. The packet of papers—really, not much more than way-bills—found in the railway truck were so fouled and torn and crumpled by the journey that its contents were unreadable and useful only for beginning a check on the identities of the men. Of the sixty-two men delivered to us, seventeen died in the first few days, the rest lived except for the men who did not survive the journey. It took us two days working hard to deduce the identities of the thirty-seven men lying there at the end of the first frantic period, by which time we could be more or less sure that those left could be saved. One man turned out to be a Pole who spoke no German—that was how we identified him—and he was removed as soon as his condition allowed it, to the sickbay of the nearest Displaced Persons Camp. There were two Hungarians who had been in the Wehrmacht, three members of the Waffen SS and one of the Allgemeine SS and the rest were Wehrmacht men. Of this remainder, oddly enough exactly half were Germans and the other fifteen Austrians. How such a motley group came to be entrained together and what happened on the journey do not belong to this story, but we could roughly deduce the course of events from piecing together what individuals had heard or seen.

Naturally, none of the men knew at the time what was happening to them; prisoners everywhere are transferred and transported without explanations being given to them. It seemed that a remnant of a large train of repatriates had been uncoupled by one of the endless mistakes that such postwar conditions entail and was recoupled to the wrong train, a goods transport of empty trucks returning to be refilled with ‘reparations from current production’, which was the phrase for postwar looting when it was official. That was why it took so long. At some stage a mixed bag of odd men had been shoved into the truck, up to then containing Wehrmacht men. At this point there was some kind of riot. Either the Army men in the truck tried to break out, or tried to resist the addition of others to their number, or were simply struggling to get whatever food was being passed in to them. It was from this struggle that the new injuries I have mentioned resulted. The truck was then resealed and resumed its wandering course, each section of rail getting rid of it to the next until it was near enough to the border to be finally pushed into other hands. Ours, as it turned out.

As soon as the nuns had taken over the nursing, Manley began to hint that many of the men could be transferred to other authorities. I watched how Wallingham managed these hints and copied his method as best I could. This was to murmur agreement and then do nothing, finding ever new grounds for delay; the papers were not decipherable and we must wait until the men could identify themselves. Then, checks must be made from man to man as to the identity of his fellows and this excuse was true because in fact the Wehrmacht men all knew each other and had clearly been in the same POW camp together. Then, we must make sure that the Hungarians, the Pole and the SS men had not been put into this truck for some reason the documentation of which was lost. The Pole was the first to go for he talked his own language in his sleep so that even Manley could tell he was no German soldier.

‘Now what are we going to do with the two Hungarians?’ Martin asked one evening when the transport had been over a fortnight with us. ‘We can’t put it off much longer. And if they can be identified in Hungary they’ll be interned or transported again.’

‘They actually were in the German Wehrmacht, were they?’ Morgenstern wanted to know. Manley was dining out with the Colonel of a neighbouring infantry unit that evening, so we talked all through dinner. ‘I mean, not in the Hungarian Army?’

‘They both claim to have been picked up by a vagrant unit of the Sixth Army in the autumn of 1944 somewhere east of Balaton and there captured,’ said Martin Johnson, who had questioned these two.

‘That hangs together,’ I agreed. ‘All the Germans and Austrians are Sixth Army remnants from the Hungarian battles.’

‘I don’t quite understand your question, Jack,’ Tom said. ‘What difference does it make?’

‘If they were in the German Army their papers may have survived. In that case we had better treat them as repatriated prisoners of war who have the right to stay here or go to Germany. If they were members of some irregular unit who just joined up with a broken lot of infantry for rations and so on, then they are in danger of being put back over the border or turned over to the Russian liaison team in Graz.’

‘You mean Arrow Cross men?’ interrupted Stephenson, who, so far, had taken no part in the discussion. ‘If they are, we don’t want to have anything to do with protecting them. That bunch of Fascists! As a matter of fact,’ he pushed his hair off his forehead with a characteristic, nervous gesture, ‘I don’t know why you all take so much interest in these men at all. Once they are on their feet they can take care of their own lives. Provided they are not to be kept here as prisoners, I mean.’

‘We can’t put them where they can be transported again to Russia,’ said Tom.

‘Why must you talk like that about the Russians, as if they were a fate worse than death?’ David was suddenly excited with a characteristic effect of suppressed violence that he sometimes showed. ‘You would think these men hadn’t laid waste the whole of Europe to hear you talk; as if they were a bunch of helpless women and children.’

‘I was just judging by the state they were in when they came,’ said Tom apologetically.

‘We don’t know that they laid anything waste,’ I said. ‘It’s not up to us to judge them. We know nothing about them.’

‘That’s just what it is up to us to do.’ Stephenson was right there, I knew; that was exactly what we were there to do. But I was startled by a tone of anger that had already prejudged all of the prisoners in a blanket judgment.

‘They may not have been soldiers at all,’ put in Morgenstern. ‘Several times we’ve had men in scraps of uniform just picked up and transported, and then repatriated with Army men because they were of military age.’

‘In that case they are Displaced Persons,’ said Johnson. Here was something definite that could be pigeonholed. ‘As soon as they’re fit we can turn them over to the camp.’

‘It seems to me,’ said Morgenstern, ‘that would be the simplest thing to do with them. Their names are not on our lists of wanted men. They can be transferred like that Pole and if they want to go home the liaison team in the camp will send them back.’

‘So long as they understand what they have to do,’ Johnson insisted. ‘One of them seems to be rather dumb; it would have to be explained to him with some care. Pity none of us speaks his language. I don’t have much confidence that he really understands German.’

‘Explain to him!’ protested David, laughing. ‘What a bunch of nursemaids. Why should you care whether this booby understands or not?’

‘Indeed. Why should we?’ Morgenstern sighed and took off his thick glasses to polish them, showing his prominent eyes in all their shy helplessness. ‘I suppose because we are civilised people.’

‘I suppose you mean by that remark that I’m not civilised.’

‘No, no. Just rather young, my dear chap.’

‘Now wait a moment,’ said Johnson. ‘Let’s stick to the point and not start arguing among ourselves. The Hungarians must understand what is happening if we turn them over to the DP camp because we shall otherwise land ourselves in trouble. And the point of turning them over to the DP camp is to free ourselves of men we have no use for and no charge against.’

‘Exactly,’ I said gratefully. ‘No question of right and wrong, or sympathy.’

‘We have nothing against either of these men,’ interjected Baxter. ‘We shall keep records of them. But apart from that, let’s get them off the strength as quickly and tidily as we can.’

‘I agree, we must explain to them—for our own sakes, of course.’ Tom took up Johnson’s version. ‘And I’ll tell you what—that big man you are dealing with, Robert. He speaks Hungarian, didn’t you say? Could he put them in the picture—is he well enough?’

‘Kerenyi?’ I answered. ‘He’s well enough now; as a matter of fact he’s almost fit. He gets about on his crutches though I gather from sawbones that he should stay in bed for weeks. Would that be all right with security, Baxter?’ Nobody was supposed to talk to the prisoners in a language we could not check on.

‘Oh-h, I think so,’ said Baxter judicially, pulling his tunic straight over his rounded front and finishing the wine in his glass. ‘You can be there too, Inglis, and check in German with Kerenyi.’

‘You got the most interesting man of the whole bunch, there, Robert,’ Johnson said, referring to Kerenyi having been allotted to me for interrogation.

‘Oh no,’ Stephenson argued excitedly, ‘I don’t agree. That horrible SS man is much more fascinating. Probably Kerenyi wasn’t with this famous resistance group at all—they all say they were against Hitler, after all. But this Benda, he really is the genuine criminal article, a most sinister specimen. The worst I’ve ever seen, I think.’

‘You’ve been talking to him, David?’ asked Morgenstern mildly. ‘He seems to me to be of a very low level of intelligence. I have the impression he wasn’t with the others all the time, didn’t you think that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Stephenson was suddenly shy. ‘I wasn’t poaching on your job, Jack. I hope you don’t mind me talking to him? I wasn’t really interrogating him; just talking. The way their minds work, this SS type—I can’t help being interested in it.’

David suddenly dropped his aggressive manner and grinned so appealingly that nobody could hold his momentary nervous irritability against him. He filled up our glasses now and called to the Mess Corporal for another bottle.

‘Let’s celebrate,’ he suggested. ‘Since we have the chance, eh?’

‘Yes, good idea. We have cause to celebrate, getting supplies today; the cheese is excellent.’

Gorgonzola and Bel Paese had arrived from Udine with other supplies and Jack Morgenstern had a particular liking for cheese. We were lucky to get these occasional supplies brought by a liaison Major when he came to visit us and other units. He was dining out in Manley’s company.

Stephenson stubbed out his cigarette and lit another. He chain-smoked sometimes and liked to drink for drinking’s sake. He and Manley would often sit up and finish a bottle of whisky and when they drank together they got on famously, the only one of us who did get on with Manley spontaneously. We were grateful to him for his diplomatic talent with the Colonel and admired the way he took on the ungrateful task of amusing him.

‘What makes you think this Benda was not with the other men in Russia, Jack?’ I asked Morgenstern.

‘I’m not certain. I just have the impression that he tries to hide a lack of intimacy with the others, the Wehrmacht men.’

‘That might be because they don’t care for him,’ Stephenson pointed out. ‘I notice that nobody seems to want to sit and chat with him. Not even the other SS bastards!’

‘There’s a Benda on my black list, I believe,’ said Baxter. ‘What’s this fellow’s Christian name?’

‘Ulrich. I’m sure he’s on some list.’

‘I’ll go and have a look now,’ Baxter got up and went out to his little office, rattling his keys as he turned over the bunch. Stephenson filled our glasses again, and I took the opportunity to top mine up from the water jug on the table. The heavy, red Chianti we were drinking was very strong.

When Baxter came back he was carrying his black list, which was literally as well as symbolically so, being kept in a black plastic folder. It was not a list but a thick handful of short biographies of men wanted for specific crimes. Benda was in the automatic arrest category, being of the General or Allgemeine SS; but by no means all such men appeared individually in wanted lists and certainly not in such black lists as Baxter began to read from. This was of men already known to be the worst kind of sadistic criminal and was made up of names to become infamous all over the world. It is one of the consequences for Germany of losing the war that this series of crimes and criminals has been accepted by the entire world as surrogate for the cruelties of all totalitarian regimes. This was altogether so then and even now, ten years later, is hardly different although much is now known of crimes just as widespread and terrible in other countries. Yet nobody is interested in why men like other men do such things. It is a matter for great regret that there were no trained psychiatrists in units such as the one I was attached to who could have made valuable researches into the real grounds for such crimes, for the superficial questioning we were capable of resulted in consciously or unconsciously lying answers, coloured by all the contingency of the prisoned state.

As Baxter now read out to us, Benda joined the then illegal SA in his district of Vienna in 1934 and was involved in several brushes with the police. He seemed to have been a casual labourer and spent six weeks in gaol for bashing his foreman’s teeth in during 1935. He was again arrested for beating up a prostitute in 1937 but not sentenced. During the Anschluss he was in trouble over a rather vaguely described outrage but there was no police charge, probably for the same reason he was not charged with violence to the street-woman—membership of the feared SA. He joined the Allgemeine SS as soon as recruiting started in Austria after March 1938 and was attached to the Emigration Board under Obersturmbannführer Eichmann for some time. Recommended by his chief for special duties in Lodz late in 1939, he was stationed there with only short absences until the end of May 1944. He was in trouble with his own SS people in 1942, suspected of embezzlement of valuables confiscated from transportees, and only got away with it on the intervention of his very much senior officer Odilo Globocnik. The threatened SS court of honour was reduced to a disciplinary enquiry in camera, held in Krakov. There was not much doubt that Globocnik’s help to his junior was motivated by his own involvement; since Globocnik himself was tried by an SS court of honour later for corrupt financial practices. Benda’s protection was good; unlike Globocnik he was not even transferred but stayed in Lodz and was several times promoted after that, reaching the rank of Obersturmführer—Lieutenant—although he was almost illiterate. The final note read by Baxter was that Benda’s commander at Lodz, a man called Biebow, was then on trial for his life in a Polish court in Lodz, but there was no mention of Benda being wanted either as witness or accused.

‘Yet he was in the forced-labour hiring office in Lodz, didn’t you say, Baxter?’

‘According to this record, yes. Evidently the Polish authorities haven’t got a file on him though, or they would have demanded his extradition.’

‘Did he make any attempt to hide his identity, Jack?’ I asked Morgenstern.

‘None at all. Which is suspicious. We had better assume that he took his papers with him when he left Lodz by some means and they—the Poles—haven’t caught up with him.’

‘Some of the witnesses will certainly bring up his name in court, and then he will be asked for,’ offered Johnson, it seemed to me in order to reassure himself that justice would be done. For a man who had been in that position in Lodz must, we all knew that, be as guilty as hell.

‘Is he married, Baxter?’ asked David Stephenson. It was such an odd question that I looked at him, startled, and saw Jack Morgenstern observing him with a curious look of understanding; curious because I thought he understood not the question itself but the reason it was asked. David went on, with his own naïveté, which was as if he had never been to school and been taught by the crude methods of boys to recognise his own motives. ‘I mean, one can’t imagine how any woman could have anything to do with such a man.’

‘She wouldn’t know,’ pointed out Jack. ‘Besides, any woman who would marry a man of his type would probably not be able to see what he was.’

‘In fact, he is not married, as far as our records go,’ said Baxter in a tone of blunt disapproval. He did not like David.

‘You didn’t ask about Benda before,’ said Morgenstern to Baxter. ‘Is he new on your list?’

‘Yes, a batch of information sheets came today from Vienna.’ A courier had arrived from the capital that day, but we hardly noticed him since there was nothing from Vienna—unlike Udine—that we personally wanted. ‘The source of the entry on Benda is the files of the Ministry of the Interior; they seem to have taken some interest in him during his career.’

‘Probably the file was turned up in connection with Biebow’s trial,’ I suggested.

‘No, Biebow is not an Austrian. But there is a general search unit now in Vienna—part of the “Haystack” lot from London.’

‘Haystack! Looking for needles? I wonder who thought of that?’ David was delighted at this small joke of official nomenclature. He was now well down the big straw-covered bottle only started upon half an hour before and I wondered, not for the first time, what it was gave David that air of being driven. As far as I knew he had no problems not common to all of us; rather the contrary, for his father had been a very senior civil servant up to his sudden death a year before and though David had no private fortune he was pretty well off for influence.

His voice was beginning to slur and he turned pale, as always when drinking, looking even younger than usual. He began now to throw the wine corks at a large, furiously dark and confused picture that hung opposite his place at table and I knew that soon he would suggest playing leapfrog over the massive furniture. I looked at Tom and, without making any gesture, agreed that we should retire in time to avoid being drawn into any such games. I knew Tom not only hated the games in themselves, but disliked exposing his lameness; this made us allies in a small deception on such evenings and now we got up, stretched, and put out our cigarettes. But we did not get away easily, probably because Wilder, who was usually not averse to horseplay, shouted at David not to play the fool.

‘You damaged a picture last week, you ass,’ he said. ‘We shall have to repair it out of Mess funds.’

‘We bloody well won’t do anything of the sort,’ replied David furiously. ‘It’s enemy property, isn’t it?’

‘Not quite,’ answered Wilder, pulling a face and laughing. ‘We do a bit of business with the owner now and then; that makes a difference.’

‘Oh stop a bit and have another drink, you two,’ David almost begged. ‘I shall be all alone here.’ Neither Jack nor Martin counted as drinking companions and he was hurt at our desertion.

‘I still have some work to do,’ I hedged, embarrassed at refusing him, for I liked him enough to wish he would not get drunk, a habit widespread at that time, mainly because drink was so absurdly cheap for us.

‘You haven’t a thing to do,’ he countered, ‘you just want to chat with your Nazi boy-friend. You’re supposed to be a Russian interpreter as well as German, but I don’t notice you ever chatting to any Russians …’ This idea amused him for he liked to tease me and would have liked to make fun of Tom too but some, perhaps inherited, prudence stopped him doing that. Tom’s family had great influence, even if Tom himself never made use of it.

‘There aren’t any Russians here at the moment,’ I pointed out to show that I kept my temper, because my Russian-speaking was a sore point in more ways than one, as David well knew.

‘The real reason you don’t like the Russians is because they won the war,’ called David after us. ‘They’re too tough for you, Robert, you’re a mother’s boy!’ He shouted with laughter. ‘And they’re going to win the peace too—you wait and see …’

‘You and your politics,’ called back Tom indulgently. ‘You don’t mean a word of it.’

‘It’s true in a way,’ I said. ‘I do want to talk to Kerenyi, though he certainly was never a Nazi.’

We went through the Mess pantry and took a bottle of the Chianti which I signed for as if it were going up to my room. It was, of course, against every military law to take alcohol of any kind into the pen.

‘It’s true that I don’t like the Russians, too,’ said Tom easily, ‘but David doesn’t rag me about it. You should answer him back, Robert; he’s only a kid really; he gets at you because you’re shy.’


IV



‘I think it’s boredom, really,’ I said as we emerged into the still, hard cold of the night. ‘You real soldiers, it’s different for you. But conscription is pretty hard on a clever, ambitious chap like David. He’s marking time for months, just waiting about for real life to begin again. So he can’t take much interest in what he does here—it’s only a stop-gap.’

It was clear and the moon, now full, sparkled on the powdery snow of the garden wherever it was not trodden. The trees made lovely bulks and patterns of blues and silvers subtly threaded with the black of branches and twigs. I thought suddenly of the night after the transport, when I first noticed the stars so brilliantly flashing and caught the glimpse of the distant mountains, never seen before. We both stood still.

‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Tom quietly. We absorbed the quiet, made more profound by a railway engine that faintly clanked from the far side of the town, and then hooted. An owl called, as if answering.

‘Just the same, we’re pretty lucky, though,’ I muttered. ‘Just a trick of birth and we might have been inside the pen and not outside it, ourselves.’

The thought was obscurely related to David Stephenson, whose rebellious and changeable moods reflected all the worries about my own future to which I could not openly admit. David’s impatience implied an expectation that I certainly could not feel and the remark that we were all fortunate was really an inversion of what I meant. This was not something I could expect Tom to understand without explanation, for his position in the world was so settled that he could not know the feeling of chanciness my unorthodox upbringing had produced. But, by now I relied on Tom to understand me without any intellectual process. No need to explain everything where he was concerned, and that may be one of the reasons I had so quickly and completely become fond of him.

We moved now, scattering showers of snow that glittered in the arid moonlight, from the bushes as we went through the gap in the hedge. Sometimes the knowledge of the high and double wire fence that surrounded the two houses and their grounds gave me a feeling of protection, of being privileged.

I unlocked the outer door of the pen and nodded at the man on guard duty, a Corporal from Durham. Like most of our guards, he was seconded to us from his regiment after a wound that made him unfit for regimental duty.

‘All quiet, Sir,’ he called cheerfully. Tom looked at his watch and I took the hint.

‘D’you want to get a beer at the pub before they shut, Collins?’ I turned to lock the door behind us and then unlocked the inner door to the hall. ‘We shall be here for half an hour. Tell Sergeant Benson I said so.’

The man thanked us in his Tyneside accent and left with alacrity, having switched the telephone over to the administration office inside the house where we could easily hear it from the ‘wards’.

Kerenyi was up, sitting talking to an emaciated wreck of an artillery officer whom we had expected to die but who evidently was tougher than he looked and would survive. I hardly knew this man and therefore could not trust him, so I jerked my chin at Kerenyi and after a moment he limped up to the office door which stood open and looked inside. I waved him in and indicated the fat bottle.

‘Come in. Sit down. You know Major Wallingham?’ I spoke English because of Tom, and Kerenyi came and sat down in the visitor’s chair.

‘Good evening, Major Wallingham,’ he said rather formally, ‘this is very kind of you. I haven’t seen a bottle like that for a long time.’

Meanwhile Tom had removed the cork and poured out three liberal drinks in tumblers. He pushed over his packet of Players. ‘Don’t you rat on us now,’ he said.

‘Rat? Ah, yes, I know. My English is a little rusty.’

Kerenyi lifted his stiff arm, the left one, onto the armrest of his chair and held the cigarette awkwardly in the left hand.

‘Major Keeler keeps telling me I must use the arm,’ he explained.

‘You ought to be having massage and what d’you call it—therapy,’ said Tom, shaking his head. ‘I shall get Keeler to have a word with the nursing sisters and see if we can’t arrange something.’
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