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The one thing our Führer is afraid of is peace, but he needn’t worry his head about that. Our enemies wouldn’t dream of making peace with him.


Porta in conversation with Tiny, at a crossing of the Dnieper in July 1942


Happy was our laughter where death became absurd and life still more so.


Wilfred Owen




‘Après moi le déluge, ‘the Staff Padre explains, goggling up at the Oberst, who is gazing stonily down at him from the saddle of his horse. ‘Me mum left me when I was just a little lad, ‘he sobs, self-pityingly.


‘You’re drunk, ‘says the Oberst, and taps his riding boots with his whip.


‘Wrong, quite wrong, Oberst ol’pal, ‘hiccups the padre, emitting a long cackle of laughter, which echoes in the morning quiet of the streets. ‘Take a closer look, ol’ Oberst pal, an’you will observe I am quite, quite sober. Even your horse don’t notice it when I breathe straight in his face.’


With the aid of a lamp-post he achieves the difficult task of getting to his feet and saluting. ‘Oberst ol’ sir, I wiil not attempt to deceive you, ‘he says with solemn honesty. ‘I am drunk. Terribly, terribly drunk! ‘He gives himself a penance of ten “Our Father’s” and fifteen “Hail Mary’s”, but then loses the thread and says ‘God, sir! Permission to speak, sir? I am staff padre at Third Army Corps, sir!’ He embraces the neck of the horse and begs to be arrested, put in irons and carried off to jail. ‘But please, ‘he begs, with a sly cackle, ‘please put me in Alt Moabitt jail. They’re having beans for dinner today! Come with me Herr Oberst, ol’ sir, an’ you’ll see. They’re the best beans you ever, ever tasted in all your life!’
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Obstacle Race to the Glasshouse


Gregor Martin swears for a long time without repeating himself.


‘Escort duty,’ he snorts. ‘Why in the name of the half a hundred heathen hells does it always have to be us? Why can’t they just put ’em on the tram, or something? All that shit with leg-irons an’ handcuffs an’ loadin’ with live! As if any one of ’em was crackers enough to bugger about escaping!’


‘You don’t understand a thing,’ smiles Porta, happily. ‘It is laid down in HDV1 that prisoners are to be taken to jail in irons and under armed escort. The Army takes this kind of thing seriously. Send ’em on the tram! You must be round the bend!’


‘Shut it, now,’ growls Gregor, sourly. ‘And if you start one of those stories of yours, and its about some prisoner, I’ll bloody shoot you, I will!’


‘My stories are not to be sneezed at,’ whinnies Porta. ‘You can learn a lot from ’em. We were once escorting prisoners from Altona to Fuhlsbüttel, an’ when we reached Gänsemarkt, we all agreed to take a tram. But the escort commander, Oberfeldwebel Schramm, had some kind of eye trouble and had to wear tinted glasses. We told him it was a number 9 tram we were getting on and it ought to be a number 6, but he told us to shut it, like you just did. Wouldn’t admit to himself his glasses played him tricks more often than not!


‘Up you, Schramm, we thought, and nipped up on the number 9, which had its terminus at Landungsbrücke.’


‘All right, that’s enough,’ shouts Gregor, gruffly. ‘We all know how its goin’ to end.’


‘Not a bit of it,’ smiles Porta, condescendingly. ‘We wound up, three days later, with Marabou2 at Fuhlsbüttel, but before that Oberfeldwebel Schramm had gone bananas and we’d had to take him to Giessen3. When this lot was all over the escort became prisoners and the C.O. had to detail a new escort. This one was placed under the command of Feldwebel Schluckemeyer who had some kind of ear trouble. . . .’


‘If you’re goin’ to tell us he went batchy too,’ shouts Gregor, ‘I’ll do somebody or other a bloody mischief!’


‘Oh no-o! said Porta, looking insulted, ‘I always stick to the facts. Feldwebel Schluckemeyer never went mad. He did shoot himself, just before we got to Fuhlsbüttel, and that caused us a bit of trouble, because, you see, we couldn’t just march into the glasshouse and report without any escort commander. . . .’ Gregor snatches his P-38 from its leather holster.


‘One word more an’ I’ll fil you full of holes!’


‘Have it your way,’ sighs Porta, shrugging his shoulders carelessly. ‘But you’ll regret not having drawn on my wealth of experience. I am the expert on escorts, from both sides of the loaded rifle.’


‘Shit!’ says Gregor, irritatedly, slamming his pistol back into its holster.


Porta, who knows Berlin like the inside of his own pocket, takes the lead, but as we cross Neuer Markt and swing into Bischoffstrasse, one of the prisoners, infantry Gefreiter Kain, points out we are marching the wrong way.


‘What the devil do you know about it?’ Porta bubbles, furiously, ‘I might be taking a short-cut, mightn’t I?’


‘Balls!’ says Kain, stubbornly, ‘I was born in this town and know it inside out. Go down here and you run straight onto Alexander Platz.’


‘Don’t you tell me what’s what, you jailhouse shit! I know what I’m doin’,’ says Porta.


‘Prisoners speak when they’re spoken to,’ howls Tiny from the back of the squad.


‘If we’re goin’ to the glasshouse,’ interjects an artillery Wachtmeister, ‘then we‘re right off course.’


‘Chatter, chatter, chatter,’ Porta chides, in a superior tone. ‘You sound like a flock o’ flippin’ parrots in a knockin’-shop. Get the Christmas spirit going, Gregor, and free the slaves from their chains. I’m setting ’em up at “The Crooked Dog” on the other side of “Alex”.


‘There’s always something doing at “The Crooked Dog”,’ explains Porta, with a cheerful, guttersnipe grin as we rattle to a halt outside ‘The Dog’.


‘Last Wednesday some feller rushed out after another feller, an’ shot him in the arse for trying to nip off without paying. Last night a meeting between the railwaymen and the boys off the trams wound up with one of ’em getting a chronic case of hurdy-gurdy fever, and every night somebody or other leaves headfirst via the window.’


‘You politicals?’ asks Tiny, interestedly, as he unlocks a Pioneer Gefreiter’s handcuffs.


‘You could say that,’ the Pioneer answers, phlegmatically. ‘Accordin’ to the evidence I ought’ve been a Cabinet Minister at least.’


‘Red Front an’ all that shit?’ asks Tiny, with a sly grin.


‘Worse’n that,’ declares the Pioneer, darkly. ‘I got chucked out o’ “The Frog”. The watchdogs swarmed around like a lot o’ ducks gettin’ onto a lump o’ bread, an’ I have to tell ’em about Adolf bein’ just a liar from Brunau what the Austrians had sent us out of wicked malice.’


‘You got just one chance,’ explains Tiny, omnisciently. ‘When they drag you up in front of the court, up with your bleedin’ arm, click your ’eels an’ shout, “ ’Eil ’Itler!” This you do every time you answer a bleedin’ question. Then what they do is they send you to the ol’ trick-cyclist. Up with your arm again an’ give ’im the same treatment. Then ’e’ll ask you to do somethin’ barmy, like puttin’ bits o’ wood in ’oles, or puttin’ words together, or somethin’. What do you do? You shout out: “Führer, befiehl, wir folgen!” An’ this you keep on with even when they throw you into solitary. After a bit they’ll find out as ’ow you’re unsuitable for punishment, an’ put you in the nut ’ouse for life. Then you’re saved! You just sit there nice an’ peaceful like, an’ wait till Germany’s got the shit knocked out of ’er. When that ’appens they’ll kick your arse out o’ the loony-bin an’ fill it up with Adolf an’ ’is mates. In the new Germany you ought to ’ave a good chance of makin’ mayor at least.’


‘Bit dodgy this, isn’t it?’ protests the artillery Wachtmeister pessimistically, as they find seats in the smoke-filled, beer-stinking saloon.


The host, a tiny man wearing a big, black bowler hat, embraces Porta with a happy grin. The first round is on the house.


‘Any of you lot due for the chopper?’ asks Porta, after the second round has gone down. ‘If so, don’t be nervous. It’s all over before you’ve time to think about it. I know the feller who does it, and he knows what he’s up to. Only made a mess of it twice, an’ one of them was a bint. Put him off by cryin’ an’ sayin’ it was all a mistake. It was too!’


‘I don’t believe they’re cruel as all that,’ an infantry Feldwebel puts his oar in. ‘We Germans are a humane people.’


‘Tell that to the boys in Germersheim4,’ says Porta, jeeringly.


‘You may not believe it,’ says the Feldwebel, ‘but I am really innocent.’


‘Of course you are,’ Porta nods agreement. ‘We‘re all innocent. Unfortunately it‘s often more dangerous to be innocent than guilty.’ He bends forward over the table and speaks in a confidential tone. ‘I once knew a Herr Ludwig Gänsenheim from Soltau. He was a careful man. So careful he even walked along the street with his eyes shut so’s not to see anything he oughtn’t. When the talk turned treasonable he’d put his fingers in his ears. His toes too, if there’d been room. Well, one day he got mixed up in a KDF5 march with everybody screaming “Heil Deutschland, Heil der Führer,!” By the time they’d got to Leipziger Strasse and rounded the tramwaymen’s building, our neutral friend, Herr Ludwig Gänsenheim, had got himself brainwashed into being a faithful follower of the Führer without even wanting to. When the happy crowd thundered over the Spree Bridge he went all to pieces and screamed: “Death and gas to all Jews and Communists!” He was so far gone he didn’t even notice himself go down an’ the mob tramp all over him. On they rushed to the Chancellory to get a flash of Adolf, an’ while they were doin’ it a Schupo squad was sweepin’ up what was left of Herr Ludwig an’ ten other poor innocents like him. Off to the morgue with ’em, and maybe somebody eventually identified ’em.’


‘War’s terrible,’ the infantry Feldwebel breaks in, the corners of his lips drawn down so far they almost meet under his chin.


‘All sorts of people get killed one way or another, innocent an’ guilty alike.’


‘Yes, yes,’ Porta continues, enthusiastically. ‘In wartime no worry! Some get their chops shot off at the front, others lose their bonce in Plötzensee. Sooner or later we all get it, so’s our descendants can see we did do somethin’ during the war, an’ didn’t just run round in circles like a flock of hens with a fox nippin’ at their arses! World Wars have to wind up in blood and shit, to get a good word in the history books. You don’t think Adolf’d accept a war nobody even noticed. It’s the really wicked dictators and generals who get remembered!’


The rain has turned to slush when the prisoners and their escorts turn out of ‘The Dog’. Outside the Hitler Youth hostel on Prenzlauer Strasse they are hauling down the flag. We turn the corner and march down Dircksen Strasse.


‘Shit,’ growls Gregor, wiping slushy snow from his face. ‘I’m about tired o’ this bloody war. Always goin’ round waitin’ for a bomb to drop on your nut.’


From a door a few steps up from the level of the street a man comes flying, rolls like a living wheel straight across the street, and crashes into the wall of the house opposite. His coat and hat come flying after him, and, after a pause, an umbrella.


Porta laughs, expectantly. ‘Gents we’re there! This is “The Crippled Frog”, and things seem to be livening up. Be nice an’ quiet now,’ he continues, in a fatherly tone, ‘because this is a decent place, with a piano and a set o’ drums, an’ this is where the war-widows come to get consoled for their great loss.’


‘I been ’ere before,’ declares Tiny, his eyes shining. ‘The cunt there is in this place you wouldn’t believe. Not much room though. Can’t go for a piss yourself. You ’ave to send your shadder!’


‘What’ll we do if the watchdogs turn up?’ asks Gregor, nervously, depositing his Mpi on a shelf under the bar.


‘No problem,’ Porta laughs, unworriedly. ‘Both the watchdogs and the Schupo always ring before they raid this place.’


The host, who has two wooden legs, embraces Porta heartily and asks where he is going. ‘Taking four poor bastards to be strung up,’ says Porta.


‘Oh, shit! says the host. ‘First round on the house. Beer and schnapps.’ After the first four rounds of beer and schnapps Porta begins to tell treasonable anecdotes.


‘When the Tommy’s get hold of him, they’ll really stretch his Austrian neck for him,’ he says in a secretive tone, to a tramdriver who is leaving at dawn with a troop transport.


‘’E’ll be for makin’ a speech before they pulls the bleedin’ floor out from under ’im.’ Tiny laughs uncontrollably and bangs his fist down on the table, making the glasses dance.


A Schupo in semi-civvies laughs so heartily he swallows his cipr.


The host hits him on the back with his third wooden leg, which is always kept in reserve behind the bar.


He chokes up the cigar which, to our amazement, is still alight.


Two women, dressed in black, white and red, and sitting under the picture of Hitler, begin to sing:






I once shot a copper
Now is wife’s a’gettin’ it proper. . . .








A party of wounded are sitting at the long table running their hands up the girls legs.






Sophia she was stinkin’ drunk. . . .








sings Porta in a beery baritone. A medical officer, half-asleep by the stove, opens one eye in conspiratorial fashion and stares around the room.


‘Malingerers! Malingerers, the bloody lot of you. What do you care about the Fatherland?’ he thunders, ecstatically. ‘I’ll fix you, I will! Kv6 the lot of you and off to the front!’ With a deep sigh he slumps across the table and falls asleep again.


‘Drunk! Drunk as a cunt!’ says the host, shaking his head in disapproval. ‘Farts about on some commission declarin’ everything an’ everybody Kv. Give ’im a medal for it, they did. Last week ’e declared a bleeder with only one leg Kv. Got right up to the front line with ’is false leg under ’is arm before they stamped ’im GVH7 and sent ’im back to depot. Now ’e’s at the Hauptfeldwebel School ’opin’ some time to get back at that bleedin’ M.O.!’


‘Ten minutes for a five-spot, and twenty-five for all night,’ the red white and black women are offering.


‘But only if you’re wearin’ a rubber, mate,’ titters the smallest of them, pointing suggestively up under her dress.


‘Later, later,’ Porta waves them away. ‘Give us the one about the orphaned children first.’


‘No, the one about death as turns up after midnight,’ hiccups Tiny, laughing foolishly. ‘We’re on our way to the clink with four candidates for the chopper,’ he confides to the two patriotic ladies.


‘And they look such nice chaps, too,’ giggles the tall thin one.


“They are that,’ grins Tiny. ‘They’ll make four lovely corpses.’


‘What’ve they done, then?’ comes inquisitively from over by the long table.


‘Nothing much,’ smiles Porta. ‘The footslogger there cut the throats of his two newborn twins. The gunner beat his wife to death with some part or another of a gun, and the fat chap, who’s a butcher in civvy street, made sausage meat out o’ two whores.’


‘That’s enough of that,’ shouts the Wachtmeister, indignantly. ‘None of us is a murderer. We’re politicals, we are!’


Suddenly everybody wants to buy a round.


‘The Fatherland has had it,’ intones Porta, over the heads of the crowd, which exudes a mixed atmosphere of beer and street-walker love.


‘After us the bleedin’ flood,’ announces Tiny, excitedly, and drinks a sleeping guest’s beer. ‘Our wicked enemies are takin’ the piss out of us,’ hiccups Gregor, staggering threateningly.


At the long table the convalescents and their lady-friends begin to sing:






Germany you ancient house,
Your blood-stained banner hangs in tatters. . . .








‘As a servant of the state I cannot continue to listen to this sort of thing,’ protests a long, thin man in a black leather coat. He resembles an eagle with a bad cold.


‘Sit over in the corner then and stick your fingers in your ears,’ Porta advises him. ‘What you don’t hear won’t hurt you.’


‘Let’s get on to the bloody glasshouse,’ begs the artillery Wachtmeister, unhappily. ‘This whole thing is madness! As a military prisoner I must strongly protest.’


‘Your lice must be ticklin’ up your liver,’ growls Tiny. ‘What the ’ell’s it to do with you, anyroad? You’re not a servin’ soldier just now. ’Ave a bit o’ fun. It’s the last chance you’ll bleedin’ ’ave before you get court-martialled. After that you won’t be laughin’ all that much. Then you may realise World Wars just ain’t funny!’


The infantry Gefreiter is drunk and dancing a weaving tango with the patriotic little whore. She has a good grip on him to prevent him falling.


‘I know a bloke who’s gonna get his nut chopped off,’ he confides to here with a skull-like chuckle.


‘The good go first, always,’ she consoles him, and follows her words up with a hearty belch.


‘Yesterday a rotten bastard give me a set o’ phony ration cards for an all-nighter,’ says a girl, sadly.


‘You couldn’t’ve satisfied ’im, then, could you?’ says a one-armed Feldwebel.


‘Aren’t you scared they’ll escape?’ asks a civilian. He smells like police.


‘They don’t dare,’ grins Porta. ‘They’d get shot for desertin’ as well as what they’re gonna get shot for now, an’ that’s enough to give the toughest nut in the world the pip.’


‘You must know, as an NCO, that it is strictly forbidden to take prisoners into public houses?’ The plain clothes policeman turns to Gregor. ‘I refer you to page 176 in regulations for military escorts. The prisoner is to be taken straight to the place of imprisonment and placed in solitary confinement. He is in no circumstances to be allowed to come into contact with other persons. If communication with him becomes necessary, such communication will be confined to as few words as possible.’


‘Dead on, matey,’ Tiny burbles, foolishly. ‘Prisoners will be treated like tiny little babies, they will. They are not to be contaminated by contact with drunks, nor ’ores neither! Any on ’em as does talk to ’em’ll be clapped in bleedin’ irons an’ took straight in front of the judge.’


‘Fifty for a shot?’ a ratty little man whispers. ‘Dead good, it is,’ he whispers, and nudges Porta conspiratorially. ‘Ether an’ benz. Three days time and all China’s got the black plague. If you’re the last German soldier alive none of ’em’ll care tuppence.’


Too soon, my son, too soon,’ says Porta, without interest. ‘I’m one of the happy few who’re still enjoying a good, good war.’


Shortly after the weird little man disappears into the toilet with his hypodermic syringe and four war-weary infantrymen. When they come back they exude a new optimism.


The noise level in the bar increases. Two of the prisoners have dropped off to sleep in the dog’s basket by the stove. The dog is not happy about this. It growls, shows its teeth and nips at their legs. But to no avail. Resolutely it lifts a hind leg and pisses all over their faces.


‘A couple o’ pints o’ water a day is good for you,’ mumbles the sleeping infantry Gefreiter.


‘Chew your food twenty-seven times before swallowing’ snivels the Pioneer, working his jaws like a masticating cow in a warm stable.


‘Take me home to jail,’ demands the Wachtmeister, severely. ‘I’ve the right to be taken straight to jail. I’m a bloody prisoner an’ I’ve got more rights’n any other bloody soldier in the army. You lot don’t only have to see to me not runnin’ off, but also that I don’t come to no harm. It’s a very serious matter, it is!’ He points accusingly at the two prisoners in the dog’s basket. ‘The judges aren’t gonna like that, y’know! Prisoners drunk as lords.’


‘I’m hungry,’ announces Porta, with an echoing belch. ‘What about a round o’ “shit on a shovel” to stay the pangs? Eight “shit on a shovels” ’ he shouts through the kitchen hatch.


-Very soon eight steaming plates of hash appear from the kitchen.


The miserable grey morning light of November begins to appear and Gregor feels it’s about time they rejoined the service and began to try to find their way to the jail.


‘Maybe it’s gone away!’ slobbers the Pioneer in the dog basket.


‘Think so?’ asks the infantry Gefreiter, an expression of hope spreading across his face. He looks like a starving man who has found a well-filled wallet.


‘They ain’t gonna like it if we arrive in the middle o’ breakfast,’ mutters Tiny, darkly.


‘Right you are,’ admits Porta, thoughtfully. ‘Particularly the way the boys in the dog basket stink of beer an’ schnapps.’


‘What do we do then?’ sighs Gregor indecisively, suddenly feeling rather lonely.


‘We bomb England to bits,’ declares a drunken airman, banging his fist on the table. ‘There’ll be nothin’ left but a bloody big hole in the sea!’


‘God love us,’ shouts Gregor, with a hashy belch. ‘We never should have had a soddin’ air force.’


‘Just what I say,’ shouts the infantry Gefreiter in the dog basket. ‘Brave foot-sloggers an’ artillery as can aim straight. A shower o’ shells on top on ’em an’ over the top we go!’


‘Yeah, we’ve lost a lot of wars that way,’ sighs Porta, tiredly. ‘The foot-sloggers foot-slogged themselves straight to hell. When they got to the day of victory there was nothin’ left of ’em but the rings of their arses. All the shiny Krupp guns were so worn out they shot backwards an’ plastered the gunners all over the landscape.’


‘If you don’t come now,’ shouts Gregor, angrily, blowing himself up like a poisoned pup, ‘I’m off. Damned if I’m not.’


‘Woof, woof.’ barks Tiny. ‘Barmy as a Prussian without anybody to give orders to, you are. Listen now, Gregor. You are an escort! If you’re on your bleedin’ own ’ow can you be an escort. They’ll courtmartial you, they will. Count on it. The commander of a escort without no escort nor no prisoners neither. A very, very serious matter, indeed!’


‘Oh, they’d kick his arse all the way up to the back of his neck, they would. He’d have to stand on his head to go for a shit,’ confirms Porta, scratching his ear. ‘One glance at Army Regs an’ anybody can see it’s no fun being put on escort duty.’


‘What the Bible is to the Pope an’ the Koran is to the Muslims that’s what Army bleedin’ Regs is to the German Army,’ shouts Tiny, solemnly. ‘If Moses’s son Job ’ad ’ad Army Regs to ’ave a gander at ’e wouldn’t never’ve been barmy enough to cross the bleedin’ Rhine an’ go walkin’ in the German soddin’ jungle’n gettin’ the lot on ’em suffocated in ’eathen sauerkraut.’ Tiny is firing off his usual strange mixture of history and the Bible.


‘Tell me, gentlemen. Tell me please. Where am I?’ asks the medical officer suddenly. He gets to his feet with considerable difficulty, his legs wobbling under him.


‘Doctor, sir! You are amongst friends! Porta assures him, smashing his heels together. ‘You, sir, are in “the Frog”, sir.’


‘Comrade, shoot me,’ the M.O. demands, with a very German look on his face. ‘I am a boozy rat. Shoot me!’ he repeats, tearing open his tunic and baring his breast.


‘If you wish, sir,’ replies Porta, obediently, placing the butt of his rifle with difficulty to his shoulder. He wavers dangerously, the muzzle of his rifle pointing all over the place. ‘Stand still then, doctor, so’s I can shoot you as ordered,’ he shouts through the din.


‘Fire!’ orders Tiny, in a stentorian voice.


A deafening roar splits the air, and plaster powders down from the ceiling. The bullet ricochets round the room and ends in a beer cask, from which the contents begin to spout.


‘I’m killed, I’m bleeding,’ whimpers the M.O. miserably, as the beer drenches him. Wailing, he crawls under the table, and hitting his head on a supporting crosspiece discovers he is not dead yet. He staggers to his feet with difficulty, stands in front of the mirror, and points at himself. ‘Aha, there you are,’ he says, cunningly. ‘Thought you could fool me, did you? I see straight through you, you doctor you. No malingerers with me. Fit for duty and back to the front! Kick me!’ he orders, in a severe voice.


‘Order carried out, sir!’ shouts Tiny, sending the medical officer flying across the room with a well-directed kick.


‘It’s the Russians!’ screams a tiny woman, who seems to be exceptionally patriotic, jumping up on the sleeping Schupo’s back. She bites him savagely in the neck and pulls his ears back with both hands.


The traindriver, who has been lying across a table, snoring like a runaway circular saw, wakes up suddenly at the sound of the Schupo’s screams.


‘Zurücktreten, Zug fahrt ab!’ he roars, sitting himself crossways on a chair with a traindriver look on his face. Whistling, and making steam-engine noises he hops around the room on the chair.


‘They’ll put that bastard inside for sure!’ prophesies the Wachtmeister watching the whistling, steaming traindriver with a sombre mien.


‘We’ll all end up there sooner or later,’ says Gregor, darkly.


‘Verweile Augenblick, du bist so schön,’ Pona quotes from Goethe, solemnly.


The traindriver knocks the M.O. over. He crawls along the wall and gets up in front of Tiny. ‘I’ve found you, my son! I’ve found you!’ he slobbers, idiotically. ‘How’s dad, son? Fit for duty is he?’


‘Not really,’ answers Tiny. ‘They cut ’is bleedin’ ’ead off in Fuhlsbüttel on New Years mornin’, 1938!’


‘The ways of God are mysterious,’ sobs the medical officer, crossing himself. ‘Head or no bloody head, who cares? He’s fit for duty, I say. What use’s a German soldier got for a head anyway? First day he gets in barracks they tell him to stop thinkin’. Leave all that to the horses. That’s why God’s given ’em such big heads. What am I doin’ in “The Frog” anyway?’


‘Replying as ordered, doctor sir!’ hiccoughs Porta. ‘You are getting yourself blind pissed, you are, doctor sir, and you are telling all the guests present that they are quite, quite fit for duty!’


‘Impossible,’ protests the doctor, his mind clearing for a moment. ‘I am not on duty an’ when I’m not on duty nobody can be declared fit for duty. You must report me. I am asking for a court-martial. Now I will fall down,’ he shouts in a piercing voice, and falls limply across the host’s table. ‘It’s you I’ve been looking for. Tomorrow we’ll open up your lungs. People who ain’t fit for duty don’t need lungs anyway. You have been ruined by your milieu!’


‘Up you, you drunken bastard!’ screams the host, pushing him off the table.


‘Jesus an’ Mary!’ cries Porta. ‘The nerve of that shitty-arsed sod! What’ll we do with it?’


‘Cut it’s bleedin’ throat for it,’ suggests mine host, oozing with the milk of human kindness.


‘That’s enough!’ shouts Gregor, suddenly, tightening his belt. ‘Up you drunken shower. Up on your feet! Attempt to escape, and we will use our weapons.’ He cocks his P-38 noisily. Suddenly the energy oozes out of him, and he orders another beer.


‘Don’t leave me, boys,’ begs the M.O., looking up the taller of the patriotic ladies’ skirts. ‘Arrest me! Lead me to the scaffold! This head’s too heavy for me!’


‘Sounds promisin’,’ sighs the host, sadly. ‘Do us all a favour an’ take ’im with you!’


‘Why not!’ Gregor gives in. ‘Put him in irons with the four other villains!’


‘What, what, what!’ protests Porta. ‘You can’t just do that. We are eight escorts and four prisoners, just like it says in Army Regs. If we’re goin’ to take that bastard with us, you’ll have to find two more escorts. Otherwise you go before a court for breach of regulations. Where’d we be, if just anybody was allowed to pick up extra prisoners on the road? ’Fore we knew where we were we’ld be looking like some kind of a pilgrimage, or a crusade or somethin’.’


‘I’ll go along as an extra guard,’ says a Jaeger, who looks rather like a soaking-wet goat. ‘My leave was over two days ago an’ I could do with a good excuse for goin’ over time.’


‘Got a gun?’ asks Gregor, prosaically.


‘’Ere you are, then!’ brays the Jaeger, happily, taking a riñe from behind the counter. ‘And live ammo’, too. I’m on me way to the Caucasus front.’


‘Take you a while,’ Porta nods. ‘We need one more.’


‘He’s here!’ rumbles a voice from the door, and an ebony figure in panzer uniform looms up.


‘Has Africa surrendered, then? asks Porta, in amazement. ‘Where the devil’ve you turned up from?’


White teeth flash in the black face.


‘I’m German. Stabsgefreiter Albert Mumbuto, 11. Panz-erersatz Abteilung. My father was staff-bugler in 2. Leibkusaren Regiment. He has shaken hands with the Crown Prince and seen the Kaiser. I am now transferred to 27. Panzer Regiment. z.b.V.’


‘That’s us,’ grins Porta, happily. ‘Heartily welcome, black man! Now we know what to do. Arrest the doctor!’


‘Come ‘ere you crooked son of a bitch,’ shouts Tiny, clicking the handcuffs on the doctor’s wrists in true American style. ‘You’re under arrest, buddy, so stop callin’ me buddy, as of now!’


‘Holy, holy, holy!’ the M.O. intones, clapping his handcuffed hands together, and lifting them in priestly fashion towards the heavens. He breaks into a happy laugh. ‘Let’s go, boys. Now we’re all fit for duty. I’m a swine. A giant swine,’ he admits with drunken truthfulness.


The escort swings into Gips Strasse, and he shouts, to a sleepy couple.


‘Hey you there! Hey! You want to get to know Dr. Alfred Hütten? Not to be confused with his cousin Dr. Oskar Hütten, the veterinary, who’s a drunk and some sort of a heathen! He does not believe in the Führer, nor in the Holy Trinity!’


‘Watch it, crab-catcher,’ snarls Gregor, irritably. ‘Or you’ll get your bloody nose flattened.’


‘How right, how right, Herr Oberjaeger,’ the M.O. smiles weakly, and spirals his body around a lamp-post.


‘Let’s dump him in the park,’ I suggest, when we finally unwind him from the lamp-post. He has cocked his leg up against it as if he were some kind of canine.


A Feldwebel from the Luftwaffe watches us interestedly.


The medical officer salutes him.


‘There you are at last,’ he shouts, happily. ‘Is England demolished? Is the German Sea Washing over it? The Luftwaffe are a fine set of boys,’ he states, a little later, imitating an aeroplane with outstretched arms. ‘The Reichsmarschall bears Germany’s highest order. Made specially for him!’


‘Fat German throats have to have fat German orders,’ Porta philosophises.


‘Halt! Where are you taking these men?’ comes a deep voice from the darkness. A corpulent Staff Padre with his cap turned backwards rolls out of a little door behind the Erlöser Kirche. ‘Answer, man! Answer me!’


‘Prisoners and escort, halt!’ commands Gregor, with an unhappy look on his face, as if he is already regretting this meeting with the spiritual arm of the service. ‘Herr Staff Padre, sir! Escort with five prisoners from Panzer Barracks proceeding to Garrison Prison.’


‘Well, well, well, well!’ says the Staff Padre, pleasure in his voice. ‘So you’re on your way to jail, are you? I think I’ll accompany you. They’ve got a good cook in that officers mess, and if I’m not wrong today is brown bean day. Anybody here like beans? Take one pace forward and I’ll shoot you!’ He shakes his head so violently that his cap flies off and goes rolling across the street.


‘Drunk!’ says Porta, knowingly.


The padre falls down twice trying to pick up his cap. When he finally catches it he puts it on crossways.


‘That’s to confuse the enemy,’ he confides, with a sly grin. ‘Follow me!’ he orders. ‘By order of the Führer we will take over “The Rosy Maid”, and there I will set ’em up. Don’t I know you?’ he asks Porta.


‘Herr Staff Padre, sir, yes sir! I was formerly chaplain’s assistant at 7. Infantry Division in Munich8. Transferred, sir! Transferred because my faith was not strong enough, sir!’


‘D’d’don’t he believe in God, then?’ babbles the padre, holding on tightly to a lamp-post.


‘Only when I’m scared,’ Porta admits. ‘Like when the enemies of Germany throw shells at me. Padre, sir, in ordinary circumstances I don’t know the difference ’tween a Holy Roman pigeon an’ a Finnish wild-cat with wings, I don’t really, sir!’


‘M-m-me neither,’ dribbles the padre, kissing the lamp-post fervently. ‘We forget God when things go well. Are you, by the way, a C-c-catholic or a P-p-protestant?’


‘Well padre, sir, I’m a bit of both, you might say. Whatever is suitable at the time,’ admits Porta, diplomatically.


‘I like it! I like it !’ laughs the Staff Padre, slapping Porta’s shoulder, in friendly fashion. ‘I’ve just been with the Bishop. The Vatican is asking after me. Something big’s goin’ to happen. I might be able to use you, Obergefreiter. I’ll have you transferred to m-m-military sp-sp-spiritual service. It would be a pity to see a man like you wasted on the bloody altar of the Fatherland!’


‘I do agree,’ whispers Porta, making a rapid sign of the cross.


‘Come on then,’ says the padre, striking out at an invisible enemy. ‘Right wheel, left turn, forward march! You know the way. “The Maid” in Berg Strasse.’


‘Spiritual advisers who talk about friendship are not to be trusted,’ says Albert, darkly. Moving away from the padre.


As we march along beside the tall hedges of the Stadt Park, a resounding ‘Halt!’ breaks the morning silence of the street.


The cloaked and capped upper half of an Oberst appears above the hedge. Gregor almost drops his Mpi in terror. The night silence is broken by strange sounds. The noise is like that of a shipload of passengers struck simultaneously with seasickness. It comes from the Staff Padre who is getting rid of everything he has consumed at 5. Panzer Regiment Mess. It is not a little.


The hedge parts and a brown horse with an Oberst on its back comes through like a T-34. The horse sniffs at Porta and closes one eye as if to say: ‘Watch this, now!’


‘What kind of a pig-stye is this?’ screams the Oberst, furiously, slashing his riding boots with his whip.


Gregor falls over his own feet, salutes, and cracks his heels together.


‘Herr Oberst, sir! Beg to report, sir! Five prisoners and escort en route for jail, sir! All properly handcuffed, sir! Accordin’ to regulations, sir!’


‘We meet again, Herr Oberst,’ shouts the Staff Padre, happily, pushing Gregor to one side, as if he were a piece of refuse. ‘And how is your lady wife, sir? Does she still love me, sir? I hope soon to see her in the confessional, sir!’ His noisy laughter rings along the street.


‘You’re drunk, man!’ snarls the Oberst, nasally.


‘R-r-rubbish, man. You insult my spiritual honour,’ he strikes out at the Oberst, as if his riding-whip were a sabre. ‘Y-y-you just watch yourself! I’ll cut you up into sauerkraut, I will. Don’t you think I’m frightened of an ersatz Oberst like you just because he’s sittin’ on a horse! You’re ugly bastards, you are. Both of you!’


‘Put that man in irons,’ orders the Oberst, his voice cutting through the night.


Tiny throws himself at the padre like a hungry polar bear, and throws him to the ground. Filthy snow splashes up onto the Oberst’s well-polished boots.


The horse whinnies and rears up in protest. The Oberst slides backwards, but saves himself by catching it round the neck. It rears again and this time he loses his seat and falls with a smack into the slush alongside Tiny and the padre.


‘Welcome to our house,’ sniggers the padre, saluting, flat on his back.


Shaking with nerves, Gregor assists the Oberst to his feet. Nobody notices Porta give the horse a slap on its rump which sends it off at a gallop through the hedge and across the park.


‘Beg to report, sir! Horse deserted, sir!’ shouts Porta, clicking his heels twice over.


‘Catch it!’ orders the Oberst, brusquely.


Escort and prisoners dash off into the darkness after the galloping horse, which circles and comes back to the Oberst. He is in the process of having a fit. Putting on his hat, he has discovered it to be full of slush.


Tiny stands at attention in front of him with his hand at his cap, attempting to report. He gets out, ‘Herr Oberst!’ He is cut off by a roar of rage.


It is only when the Oberst has swung himself back into his saddle that some measure of relaxation falls over him. He bends forward over the neck of his horse and stares fiercely at the padre, who is still sitting in the slush talking to himself.


‘Put him in irons!’ rages the Oberst. ‘He has attacked a Prussian officer! Put him in irons! he repeats, revengefully.


‘Herr Oberst, sir! Beg to report, sir! We ain’t got no more irons, sir!’ trumpets Tiny.


‘Tie him up, then!’ thunders the Oberst. ‘Take that stupid look off your face, man! You, Obergefreiter! You!’ he shouts at Tiny.


‘Beg to report, sir! Born with it, sir! Marked down barmy, sir, by the Army psychopaths, sir, I was! In 1938, sir, by order of Herr General der Kavallerie Knochenhauer, sir, as I was batman for, sir! Beg to report, sir, ’e was Commander 10. Army Corps, Hamburg, sir!’


‘I know General Knochenhauer very well,’ shouts the Oberst, patting his horse on the neck as if it were the general himself. ‘You must have been a wicked man, soldier, if you couldn’t get along with General Knochenhauer!’


‘Beg to say, sir! Beg to say as the general an’ me ’ad contact problems, sir!’ smiles Tiny, contritely.


‘What kind of man are you, anyway?’ snarls the Oberst, bending forward over the neck of his horse to get a closer look at Tiny.


‘German, sir! A German man, sir! That’s what I am, sir!’ roars Tiny. Banging the butt of his rifle down on the flagstones and sending up a shower of sparks.


‘You’ll hear more from me,’ the Oberst promises him, with obvious distaste. He pulls his horse round and rides off into the park.


‘What in the name o’ hell do we do now?’ asks Gregor, looking worriedly after the Oberst disappearing into the rain.


‘You’ve got a problem, friend,’ admits Porta, sombrely. ‘An Oberst from G-Staff has ordered you to arrest the good padre and to take him in with the rest of your prisoners. You should have protested that order. You’re skating on very thin ice. You can’t take him with you because you’re short two escorts. Do it, an’ you’ll be contravenin’ Army Regs. You’ll lose your tapes and you’ll be lucky not to get two years in Germersheim. You can’t not arrest the padre. An Oberst has given you a direct order to do so. Not do it an’ you’re refusing to obey an order. That can cost you your napper, my son!’


‘What the hell am I to do?’ whines Gregor unhappily. He curses the day he was made an NCO, and could be made escort commander. ‘Get me out of this,’ he pleads.


‘Well, just this once then,’ smiles Porta largely. ‘Though I’m not much for mixin’ in with NCO’s decisions.’


‘Cut that crap!’ Gregor breaks in, hope gleaming in his eyes. Tell me what to do.’


‘Before the Oberst an’ his horse turned up, the Staff Padre gave you an order. He ordered you to take “The Rosy Maid” in Berg Strasse. The padre is a staff officer equivalent in rank to a major and to disobey his order could cost you a lot. And he has not recalled that order.’


‘For Christ’s sake what do I do, then?’ Gregor almost weeps, feeling the ice get thinner and thinner under him. ‘A prisoner can’t give his escort commander orders. Specially not orders to go into a boozer!’


‘Your birth must have been a difficult one,’ considers Porta, in wonder. ‘Can’t you understand? You have not yet met the Oberst and his horse!’


‘Got it, got it!’ Gregor’s eyes light up, as he sees a safe shore ahead. ‘We march straight to “The Rosy Maid”, and let that padre sod fill us up with giggle water. When we leave “The Maid” we carry out the Oberst’s order, an’ arrest the bloody parson. While we’re in “The Maid” we detail off a couple more escorts.’


‘You keep saying “we”,’ puts in Porta, wonderingly. ‘You are the boy who carries out the orders, and you are the boy who carries the can. You, not “we”! You’re the boss!’


‘Thank God I never became an NCO,’ sighs Albert, showing two rows of pearly-white teeth. ‘It’s dangerous, it is!’


‘You’re fit for duty,’ shouts the medical officer, from the darkness, rattling his handcuffs menacingly.


‘Shut it, shit’ead,’ Tiny scolds, hitting him on the back of the neck with his rifle butt.


‘Prisoners and escort, quick march!’ commands Gregor, in a voice which clearly reveals he has given up caring.


The Staff Padre leads the column with his riding whip on his shoulder as if it were a sabre. Now and then he changes from a march to take a couple of dance steps. He sweeps his cap off in a courtly gesture each time he passes a civilian.


‘Drinkin’ spirits is vulgar,’ declares the M.O. with a satanic grin. ‘Don’t think you’re going to dodge the front line,’ he turns to the artillery Wachtmeister. ‘Even if your hobnailed liver gets big enough to choke you, I’ll mark you fit!’ He pokes the negro in the back. ‘You want to get to know Dr. Alfred Hütten better? Now’s your opportunity. I could send you off for a dry-clean job that’d turn you into a snow-white German. The SS Reichsführer has ordered everybody to become Arians. The ones with the hooked noses’ll have to get ’em straightened. How’d you get yourself that colour, anyway, Herr Schwartz?’


‘Can it, quack,’ snarls Albert, throwing a punch which the M.O. ducks.


‘Black or white you’re fit for duty, and back you go to the front, my lad!’


‘Live together in the spirit of the Lord, and you will go to Heaven,’ intones the padre, swinging his whip around his head.


‘Priests are like girls legs,’ grins Porta. ‘They promise you a better time when you get higher up!’


‘Slay me,’ the padre demands, with a saintly look on his face. ‘Place my head on a pole outside the Garrison Church. I’ve always wanted to become a martyr.’ He falls to his knees at a tramstop and passes his hands lovingly over the cast-iron base of the sign. ‘We meet again, my beloved Copernicus!’ His stentorian voice echoes round the square.


‘This feller’s got his arse where his brains ought to be,’ groans Gregor, resignedly. ‘Wicked Emil’ll make a whole platoon of martyrs out of him when he gets him in the cage!’


Suddenly the M.O. throws his arms round Tiny and begins to lick his face, like an excited dog.


‘I thought you were dead, comrade. Your disguise is fantastic but I’ve seen through it. You’re the boy who used to fuck the stiffs in the mortuary at Klagenfurt. Take off your hat when you address an academician,’ he burbles, knocking off Tiny’s steel helmet.


‘Keep your rotten paws off my tin’at!’ roars Tiny, angrily, picking up his helmet.






‘My hat has got three creases,
Three creases has my hat. . . .’








chants the Medical Officer, happily, attempting to dance some steps of the Charleston. His legs tangle and down he goes.


Facta sunt alea9’ announces the padre in a loud voice as he leads the escort column into ‘The Rosy Maid’.


‘Oh no-o!’ groans the host, dropping two filled tankards. ‘That goddam parson again!’


With a sound like a pack of hungry wolves going into action the padre attacks a large dish of smoked pork with sauerkraut and dumplings. He uses neither knife nor fork but shovels away at the food with both hands.


The landlord claps his hands to his head.


‘God help us he’ll eat the lot. An’ that was for six people! What’m I goin’ to give the rifle club?’


‘Let ’em eat the parson,’ suggests Porta, practically. ‘We can do without him!’


‘’E’s a terrible man,’ moans the host. ‘The seven plagues of Egypt all rolled into one. There ain’t an officers mess in the entire Brandenburg military zone as don’t live in fear of a visit from ’im. They do say as he was at a dinner with the Reichs-marschall an’ before the guests were finished with their hors d’oeuvres ’e’d eat everythin’ laid out on the table includin’ the bloody flower decorations. Another time ’e ruined Herr Göring’s electric train by loadin’ it up with diced pork. There was three cooks standin’ at the other end of the track choppin’ up suckin’ pigs as’d been roasted on a spit into little bits an’ loadin’ up. When the train passed ’im ’e’d empty the wagons. By the time ’e’d finished the train was that greased up it took the Reichsmarschall an’ all ’is train specialists three weeks to get it runnin’ proper again. They do say as ’e was the indirect cause the Luftwaffe didn’t win the Battle o’ Britain.’


‘Lovely food,’ says the padre, clapping the landlord on the shoulder in comradely fashion.


‘Glad you liked it, then,’ answers mine host, sourly.


‘It was good enough, landlord. A few more dumplings perhaps, but I’m not complaining. The pork was good. Home-smoked I’ll bet. You’re a crafty fellow, landlord. I know all about it. Illegal pigs in the backyard, eh? When’re you slaughtering again? I’ll drop by. Now let’s have tea with rum. When we’ve had that I’ll buy a round of beer and a nutty schnapps. Fut it on the bill as usual, landlord.’


‘This drunken skypilot’ll bust me,’ moans the landlord, miserably.


‘Whyn’t you throw him out, landlord?’ asks Porta. ‘A quick boot in his holy arse and out the door.’


‘Can’t,’ sighs the publican, heavily. ‘You ’eard ’im. Knows all about the pigs out the back. If only some rotten English-man’d drop a soddin’ bomb on ’im. The worst of the lot is the way ’e keeps on sayin’ that tomorrow ’e’ll be startin’ a new life an’ll pay all ’is debts.’


‘Yes, yes, we all have our troubles,’ says Porta. ‘I once knew a stationmaster, a Herr Leo Birnbaum, who ran the main station at Bamberg. A nice, understanding sort o’ chap, but with a weakness for the bottle. On even dates he drank Hollands gin with beer and on uneven dates he drank beer with Bommer-hinder schnapps. Every New Year’s Eve he’d make a resolution that from the first of January he’d be a good, sober citizen. When he woke up after the party it was always the third or fourth of January and so it was too late and he had to wait till next first of January. Where the German Railways were concerned he seemed to think they’d been invented for him to have fun with.


‘“Plauen, all change!” he’d shout sometimes when trains’d come rolling into his station.


‘When the passengers started fighting to get off, he’d shout at them asking what they were up to and couldn’t they read? Didn’t the signs say, Bamberg? He could get away with murder, because his father-in-law had been the Führer’s barber before 1933 and was now the local Gauleiter.


‘But it came to an end at last, and even the barber-Gauleiter couldn’t save him. It was shortly after he’d first started to eat salt herring. Somebody’d told him it was good for a hangover. It was the forenoon of the 22nd of February. A little before eleven o’clock, I think it was, when everything started to go wrong. Stationmaster Birnbaum was standing on platform 5, chewing on a salt herring, with a green flag in his left hand and a red flag in his right, when to his great surprise he saw goods-train 109 coming in to platform 3, instead of platform 5. He waved both his red and his green flag, wildly.


‘“109, 109! What are you doing on that platform?”


‘Goods train 109 didn’t seem to hear him. Over the tracks he went, still waving his two flags. On platform 3 he trod on a greasy old hat which someone had lost and slid straight between two full petrol wagons addressed to 35 Panzer Regiment, Bamberg. The brakeman in the last wagon tried to grab him. That was a mistake! Herr Birnbaum fastened on to the brakeman’s arm and pulled him down with him under the tank-cars. The off-side wheels cut the head off Stationmaster Birnbaum, very neatly, while the near-side wheels cut the head, just as neatly, off brakeman Schultze. This was particularly sad for the latter who was still on trial for the job and never became a permanent employee.


‘There was a nasty epilogue. Accidents seldom come singly. German National Railways cleaning assistant (female) second grade, Mrs. Amanda Grimm, was standing on platform 2, resting her German chin on her German Railways broomstick, and wondering where the two officials had disappeared to. When the goods-train had passed she glanced tiredly at the track and saw the head of Stationmaster Birnbaum lying there winking at her. She emitted a German scream of terror.


‘“The Stationmaster’s lost ’is ’ead,” she howled and ran into the telegraphist’s office. He, believing she was drunk, slapped her face. She reported him for this, later. She was, after all, a kind of civil servant, and she was on duty at the time, which could be proved by the fact that she still had her broom in her hand. This was not the end of the matter. The Kripos10 received the report and some fool of a clerk filed it under “homicide” because another fool of a clerk had marked the file in red pencil: Case no. 2988-41 — “Decapitation of Stationmaster.” Finally the case got on to the desk of a reasonable detective, who was just passing the time until he reached pension age, and wasn’t interested in promotion an’ all that shit. This did not, however, end the matter. The same night the RAF bombed Bamberg. They weren’t aiming at Bamberg, of course, but at Munich. This was discovered later when one of them had to make an emergency landing. The Kripo man who had the case in hand got hit during this raid, while relaxing gently in “The Crooked Goose”.


‘Now the case was passed over to another Kripo. A young fellow with a really German civil servant frame of mind. He started every interrogation with a burst of knowledgeable laughter, and made it clear to witnesses that repeated lies would only make things worse for themselves when they finally told the truth. When he saw the words “Decapitation of Station-master” he actually licked his lips. Here it was at last. The big, big case which could get him promotion to an inspector’s chair in the RSHA11. He pulled down the brim of his hat, put on his leather overcoat and went into action.


‘“Confess,” he snarled at Mrs Amanda Grimm, the cleaner. “Lie, and you’ll be sorry!”


‘She was interrogated so many times that in the end she went quite crazy, and thought she herself had pushed the Stationmaster under Goods-train 109. She signed a confession in the necessary eight places. But she wouldn’t confess to killing the brakeman.


‘“I don’t even know him,” she defended herself.


‘“You don’t have to know people to kill them,” the young Kripo explained to her, in friendly fashion. “Soldiers do it every day!”


‘He should never have said that. Just then three snap-brimmed gentlemen arrived to question the station telegraphist about another case. The cleaner complained to them that the Kripo had accused German soldiers of being murderers. All three of them fell on the young detective and almost ripped him to bits. This started a new series of misfortunes. The telegraphist sat, with his hand on the key, preparing to stop the Eger express and allow the train from Munich to go through.


‘The snap-brims activities made him nervous. He made a slip. The Eger express continued at top speed. The Munich train moved onto the wrong track. The telegraphist started to scream. The snap-brims were so busy knocking their colleague, who had insulted the Greater German soldier’s honour, into a cocked hat, they didn’t even hear him scream. They were used to hearing screams. They didn’t even notice the telegraphist eating the telegraph tape to remove the evidence.


‘“It’s goin’ to happen now!” he prophesied, looking interestedly out of the window.


‘The express train, which was pulled by two engines, one moving backwards —it was no. 044376-2 — came thundering in the distance. With a roar of steam it flashed through the station. Two bundles of “Völkischer Beobachtet” were thrown from the mail car. They carried the latest news about “straightenings of the front” and “strategic withdrawals”.


‘The telegraphist closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and awaited the meeting of the two onrushing trains. They met at block 22. The Eger express seemed to eat its way through the fast train from Munich with a din the like of which has seldom been heard before. In typical German style everything became very complicated.


‘The snap-brims completely forgot what they’d come for. They’d disappeared before the sounds of the smash-up had stopped echoing. It didn’t help them. They were found and accused as parties to the rail accident. They were lucky not to be accused of sabotage. They’d’ve been hanged twice. As it was they got off with having their necks stretched only once. The telegraphist didn’t want to become better acquainted with German justice. He blew himself and the station up with the explosives kept in reserve to blow things up with before the enemy could take them over.


‘The railway cleaner 2nd. class also managed to avoid the long arm of the law. She had hidden herself in a cupboard in which the telegraphist kept his black market goods. When he blew up the station she went with it.


‘You’re lookin’ a bit queer, landlord? You’re not feeling ill, are you?’ asks Porta, solicitously. ‘Perhaps you haven’t been able to follow me properly? What I’ve been trying to explain to you is that too much alcohol is  bad for you. I used to know a chap who had a service station. Oskar Schleben his name was and he was a foundling. They found him on a doorstep in Schleben Strasse and named him after the street. He got himself a lovely little boy, with the help of a Chinese young lady, and every evening he’d give his little boy a glass of Bommerlunder to get him off to sleep. When this kid had got to the age of two without ever in his life havin’ been really sober he ran away from home. Well, round he went for a while an’ when he got tired he sat down on the pavement outside the Tiergarten12. By the sausage seller’s wagon, it was! Nobody could understand  how in the world the child’d managed to  get that far. Some  thought it might be because he’d got Chinese blood in him. Anyway, after a couple of hours time’d gone by people started noticing him and, of course, a Schupo turned up.’


‘“Whatever are you doing here, my little man?” he asked with false copper friendliness.


“Poo-poo,” answered the boy, and kept on saying it. It was all he  could say, anyway.


“The copper got worked up.”


“Talk German, or you’ll go inside!”


“Poo-poo,” said the boy, and so, of course, they arrested him.


‘They took him to “Alex”13 where they put him through the process and he ended up in a cell. He might even have been forgotten there because they hadn’t been able to fill in an admittance form for him. They wouldn’t put his name down as “Poo-poo” on an important German police document, you see. But when he didn’t get his usual daily Bommerlunder he started up wailing. Stabswachtmeister Schlade who was a really  square kind of German, opened the cell door and stared hard at the boy.


‘“ ’Aven’t you read the prison rules? Singing and loud talk is forbidden! Strictly forbidden!”


‘The kid couldn’t’ve cared less. He wanted his Bommerlunder. They sent for the police psychiatrist and things really got moving. . . .


‘What’s up, landlord? You look as if you’re going to choke?’ says Porta, compassionately, serving himself a glass of beer.


‘Not, not, not another bloody word! Not about police. Not about n-n-nothin’,’ stammers the landlord, pressing both hands to his ears. ‘I can’t  stand any more . . . I’m going round the bend!’


‘Round the bend or no round the bend you’re fit for duty. Count on that, you wooden bastard,’ announces the Medical Officer in a loud voice. Soon after he asks the Staff Padre if  he’d like to get to know him.


‘You are  drunk, sir,’ says the Padre.


‘Wrong! It’s  you who’s drunk, Padre. But  that won’t help you. You’re fit for duty, you are. Off to the front an’ get shot! Can a dog get into heaven?’ he asks, after a brief silence. He has a strange look in his eyes.


‘Application should be made to the Bishop at Münster. It will be treated conscientiously,’ answers the Padre. ‘I will give it my recommendation. Don’t forget the proper stamps are affixed!’


‘Damnation, I can’t  take any more of this shit!’ shouts Gregor. He becomes wildly zealous. ‘Prisoners an’ escort! Form up, you shower o’ fucked-up sods! Prisoners in the middle! If one of you opens his mouth I’ll knock his goddam head down into his arsehole! The party’s over! We’re back in the Army!’


Several of us stumble on the stairs as we leave ‘The Rosy Maid’, singing happily. The padre climbs a lamp-post and hangs there barking. He says he is a werewolf.


‘See me fly,’ he shouts, triumphantly, and ends with a splash in the slush.


Gregor orders us to line up to be counted, but we keep changing places and he can’t get the numbers to tally.


‘Everythin’s goin’ round and round,’ he moans, unhappily. ‘We’re increasin’ fast as blasted rabbits.’


‘Let  me count,’ says Porta officiously. But  he can’t get the figures to agree either. He goes back inside and comes out with a piece of billiard chalk. Each man is to make a chalk-mark in front of his left boot and then fall out and go back into ‘The Maid’ so as not to confuse the count. The Padre messes up the whole thing by making a mark in front of both his feet.


Gregor feels he is going mad, and begins to knock his head against the wall.


Then Porta comes up with a new idea. Each man to be given a full tankard of beer, to drink it and place the empty tankard back on the bar. Tiny spoils that one by taking a couple of glasses extra while the others are draining theirs.


Gregor gives up all idea of making a tally.


It is well into the morning by the time we march across the Spree Bridge at Kronprinzen Ufer, and hear a military orchestra in the distance.


‘A song!’ the Staff Padre orders, and begins in a loud voice himself:






Willst du noch einmal sehen14
sollst du nach dem Bahnhof gehen.
In dem grossen Wartesaal,
sehen wir uns zum letzten Mal. . . .








‘Straighten your equipment, pull your helmets straight!’ orders Gregor nervously. ‘Try for Christ’s sake to look something like German soldiers! Get your carbine up, Tiny. You’re carryin’ it like a pissed poacher.’


‘Whassup?’ gargles Albert, with a crazy grin splitting his black face. ‘Adolf coming?’


‘Worse’n that,’ groans Gregor. ‘It’s the new guard comin’ on. They’re marchin’ straight at us, an’re playin’ the Badenweiler, the Führer’s personal march.’


‘C’est le bordel!’ says the Legionnaire, indifferently.


‘They must be celebrating something or other,’ says Porta. ‘A victorious retreat most likely!’


‘What about droppin’ into “The Lame Gendarme”, till it’s over?’ suggests Tiny, practically. ‘It’s just by ’ere. Double quick time down the bleedin’ alley over there an’ we’re inside “The Genny” quick as knife!’


‘Too late,’ decides Porta. ‘The world’s about to collapse.’


An infantry orchestra with a stick-swinging drum-major at its head comes swanking round the corner. It fills the whole width of the street.


‘Pour on the coal, my son,’ Porta advises. ‘You are commanding a military escort with prisoners in irons. According to Army Regulations you have right of way over the tin-whistle’n bang-bang boys. That orchestra’s got to give way! You only halt for heavy motorised units.’


‘Yes, yes, but that orchestra’s playing the Führer’s own Badenweiler! puts in Heide. ‘Even heavy motorised units have to stop for that. Says so clearly in Army Regs, in the section on military orchestras!’






If you want to see me again,
You must meet me at the train, then.
At a waiting room rendezvous
We will breath our last adieu. . . .








‘Holy Mother of God, what do I do!’ shouts Gregor, unhappily.


‘Gain time,’ advises Porta. ‘Let prisoners and escort march backwards over the Spree Bridge, that’s what I’d do.  Then you can’t be charged with having gone off the route. And the oompah-oompah boys can’t say you’ve got in their way either!’


‘Tu as raison,’ says the Legionnaire.


‘We can’t go marching back’ards for ever,’ screams Gregor, staring at Porta wildly.


‘No, of course not,’ Porta explains, patiently. ‘Soon as they’ve finished Adolf’s march off they’re no more’n any other lot of Piccolo Petes an’ you an’ your armed escort come first. Then it’s forward march’n follow your prick, and if that tarted-up drum-major don’t get out of the way p.d.q., up his jacksey goes his old stick. That ought to teach him to respect the rights of the Greater German Army’s escorts under arms!’


Suddenly a whirlwind seems to strike the middle of the orchestra. Two terrified cats come flying out of an entry with three bulldogs at their heels. One of the cats takes a flying leap onto the back of a tuba-player, who falls over his own feet and drops his instrument. Two staff horns trip over the tuba, while the other cat rushes between the legs of the other musicians with all three dogs after it. In and out they go amongst the bandsmen, creating a scene of indescribable panic.


In some unexplainable fashion the medical officer has got hold of a baton, and begins to conduct the drummers and flautists of the orchestra who are still on their feet. They follow him automatically and the opening bars of the forbidden ‘Salus Caesari nostro Guillermo’ burst forth.


The drum-major comes to himself and, shocked, stops the forbidden march.


The medical officer goes for him bald-headed with the conductor’s baton, and he defends himself with his silver-knobbed stick.


‘Gregor! As escort commander you must put a stop to that,’ says Porta. ‘The prisoners are in your care. I’m afraid you’ll have to arrest that drum-major for striking a prisoner in your charge.’


‘I can’t, I can’t, I’ve had it!’ weeps Gregor, in despair. ‘I wish I’d never been born.’


‘That having already happened,’ states Porta, blackly. ‘Let’s get out of here before they get time to think.’


‘Prisoners and escort, forward march!’shouts Gregor, with the desperate tone of a condemned man.


‘Down with ’em all!’ shouts the Staff Padre, rushing to the head of the party.


In panic the soldiers of the new guard give way.


We press forward like a tidal wave on some day of wrath.


A good way down Lehrter Strasse, just by the football ground, Tiny suddenly gives a terrible scream and folds up as if fearful pains were shooting through his body. He throws himself down on the snowy asphalt and howls like a madman.


‘What in the name of Heaven is wrong?’ asks Gregor, his eyes bugging wildly and fear written on his face.


I know that one,’ snarls the M.O. viciously. ‘No malingering here, man! You’re fit for duty!’


‘Me ’andcuffs, me ’andcuffs,’ screams Tiny, rolling himself even tighter into a ball.


‘Your handcuffs?’ asks Porta, blankly.


‘Me ’andcuffs, me ’andcuffs. They’re nippin’ me bleedin’ bollocks off!’ Tiny groans, heart-breakingly, writhing about on the wet ground.


When we get his trousers off the mystery is explained. He has been carrying the handcuffs in the way he has seen the American police do in films. Without his noticing it they have slipped inside his trousers and suddenly clipped themselves onto his private parts. His writhings have tightened their grip even more.


It takes Porta some time to find the key and release him so that the escort can continue.


‘Dominus vobiscum! the Staff Padre greets a shivering queue at a tramstop. He meows like a cat, and asks the M.O. to castrate him so that he will not fall into error when he meets sinful women. He jumps on to a bench, and shouts out over the football fields:


‘All dead report immediately to the Divisional Padre for last rites and sprinkling with holy water! Relatives must foot the bill!’


‘I’ll shoot that bastard, I will,’ promises Gregor, tightly, pulling the padre down from the bench.


‘We made it!’ says Porta, pressing his finger on the bell-push outside the gate of the Garrison Prison.


‘What the hell are you at, man? Trying to ring down the whole bloody prison, are you?’ scolds the Wacht-Feldwebel, angrily.


‘Her Feldwebel, sir! Beg to state, sir, we’re in a bit of a hurry, sir!’ says Porta, cracking his heels together. ‘We are considerably delayed, sir. We have been ordered to take up new prisoners all the way through Berlin. The last of these we were given by the Standortkommandant himself, sir!’


‘You lot stink worse’n a whole bloody brewery,’ growls the Wacht-Feldwebel.


‘Orders, sir, orders! We have been ordered to drink alcoholic beverages,’ states Porta. ‘Wherever we went, we were given orders to occupy beer-halls, bars, inns, whatever. We know our Army Regs an’ we know better than to risk a charge of refusing to obey an order. If we’re to get out of this World War alive we’ve got to obey orders. No matter how stupid they are.’


‘You can’t pull the wool over my eyes,’ the M.O. says, throwing a stern look at the Wacht-Feldwebel. ‘You lot’ve been sitting here malingering for too long. You’re fit for duty, all of you. Off to the front with you, so’s you can get shot!’


‘You keep a smart place here,’ praises Porta, watching a party of prisoners, in fatigue dress, down on their knees polishing the floors.


‘Thing an old soldier likes to see,’ smiles Tiny, in satisfaction. ‘Not often you see a thresh’old with such a lovely ’igh polish on it. These slaves o’ yourn. They use ordin’ry polish, or is it somethin’ special from Army Prison Supplies Depots?’


‘When I’ve knocked three times and whip this door open,’ whispers the Wacht-Feldwebel, ‘you don’t march in you fly in, and don’t forget to keep your toes back of that white line on the floor! Don’t, and our Hauptfeldwebel’ll turn you all into snails and have you eatin’ your own haemorrhoids!’


‘We know, Herr Feldwebel, sir,’ promises Porta, self-confidently. ‘We’ve been there before. Open up the gates of Hell, then!’


The door flies open and the escort rattles in and positions itself straight as a string behind the white line.


Gregor reports at a speed which runs the whole thing into one long word.


The face of the Hauptfeldwebel behind the desk radiates bestial wickedness enough to frighten even a war-hero.


His eyes gleam treacherously from between rolls of fat, as he looks us over consideringly one by one. He passes a hairy, ape-like hand over his totally hairless scalp. His gaze stops at Tiny as if he cannot believe what he sees.


‘How in God’s name’d you get shared out with a face as horrible as that?’ he asks, in an animal-like growl.


‘Beg to report, ’Err ’Auptfeldwebel, sir,’ roars Tiny, his eyes fastened on the picture of Hitler, ‘member o’ Frankenstein family, sir!’


‘Are you trying to crack jokes with me?’ asks the Hauptfeldwebel, menacingly, getting half up from his chair. Without waiting for an answer he shouts:


‘Prisoners left turn! Double march!’


The Staff Padre falls over his own feet, of course. Lying on the floor on one elbow, with his chin resting in his hand like a large cherub, be begins to sing a psalm:






‘Hungry, tired and weak he comes
Beset by thoughts of doubt.
Be not angry. . . .’








‘That man’s dead-drunk,’ states the Hauptfeldwebel, getting all the way up out of his chair. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’


‘Beg to report, sir,’ shouts Porta, clicking his heels three times. ‘That’s how it was sir! That’s why the padre is here, sir! We’d never seen him before, sir, until out he comes from the dark and orders us into “The Rosy Maid” where he runs up a debt for comestibles consumed, sir. Then the Standort-kommandant arrives on a brown horse and orders us to take the padre with us under arrest, sir. Beg to report, sir, something like this has happened before, sir, with an escort and prisoners on the way to the Garrison Prison at Munich, sir. These unhappy men, sir, were marching down the Leopold Strasse when up came a black horse with General der Infanterie Ritter von Leeb. On the other side of the street, sir, there sat Oberveterinär Dr. Schobert, singin’ dirty songs, sir. The Commanding General, sir, ordered that escort to take the singing vet with it. And so they did, sir, ’cause an order’s an order just like a schnapps is a schnapps, sir. But then when they got to Luipold Strasse there came another horse, a red one, sir, with the Chief of Staff of 7. Army Corps, Oberst von Wittsleben, on it, sir. This horse was really an Austrian horse, sir, which’d done service with No. 2 Honved Hussar Regiment, but when Austria returned to the Greater German Reich, sir, then that regiment came back into the German Army. The Chief of Staff had picked up two Gefreiters from 40. Infantry Regiment, sir, who’d been holding treasonable conversation, sir. They were also handed over to this poor escort. . . .’
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