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Germany has had the good fortune to find a leader capable of bringing together the forces of the entire country to work as a collective body for the common prosperity.


Daily Mail, London


10th October 1933


Sunday, 30th June 1934, was one of the hottest days Berlin had ever known, but it has gone down in history as one of the bloodiest. Long before sunrise on that day the city had been surrounded by an unbroken cordon of troops. All roads leading in and out were closed, guarded by the men who served under General Goering and Reichsführer SS Himmler.


At five o’clock on the morning of 30th June, a large black Mercedes, with the inscription ‘SA Brigadenstandarte’ on the windscreen, was stopped on the road between Lübeck and Berlin. Its important occupant, a Brigadier-General, was ordered out at gun-point and thrown into the back of a police wagon. The driver, SA Truppenführer Horst Ackermann, was bluntly advised to move himself, which he did at top speed. He regained Lübeck and made his report to the Head of Police, who at first refused to attach any credence whatsoever to the story. Upon the Truppenführer’s insisting, the man could think of nothing more constructive to do than pick up the telephone and seek help and advice from his old friend the head of the Criminal Police. Both of them had been members of the SA, the old guard of the National Socialist assault troops, but the previous year, along with all the other police officers in the Third Reich, they had been transferred to the SS.


‘So what do you think?’


There was an uneasy silence from the telephone. The Head of Police tried a new tack.


‘Grünert? Are you still there? It’s hardly likely they’d dare lay hands on one of the SA’s best-known officers, is it?’


Another silence.


‘Is it?’ he repeated, nervously.


This time, there was a cynical laugh from the other end of the line.


‘You think not? In that case, I suggest you leave the telephone a moment and take a quick look through the window … You’re behind the times, my friend! I’ve known this was coming for the past few months and more. All the signs were there, for anyone who kept their eyes and ears open … Eicke’s been far too active for far too long, something had to break … Not only that, they cleared the camp at Borgemoor a while ago, and you’re not trying to tell me they’d let a place like that stay empty for very long? Not on your life! It’s been taken over by Eicke’s SS boys and they’re already prepared for full-scale murder down there …’


The Brigadier-General, Paul Hatzke, found himself shut up in a cell at the former cadet-training school of Gross Lichterfeld, now used as a barracks for Adolf Hitler’s personal troops. He sat on a pile of bricks and calmly smoked a cigarette, his legs in their long black cavalry boots stretched out before him, his back against the wall. He was put out at his unceremonious treatment, but he saw no reason to fear for his personal safety. He was, after all, a brigadier-general and commanded fifty thousand troops of the SA. He was also an ex-captain of His Majesty the Emperor’s own personal guards. He was far too big a man for anyone to touch.


Outside the tranquillity of his cell, the world seemed to be in temporary uproar. Men shouted, doors banged, footsteps thudded impatiently along passages and up and down staircases. The SS men who had arrested the Brigadier-General had muttered something about a revolt.


‘Nonsense! No such thing!’ Hatzke had retorted, with angry contempt. ‘Any talk of a revolt and I should most certainly have had word of it. It’s all a ridiculous mistake.’


‘Of course, of course,’ they had murmured, soothingly. ‘That’s all it is … a ridiculous mistake …’


Hatzke tore open his fourth packet of cigarettes and raised his eyes to the small barred window high up in the wall.


A revolt! Arrant nonsense! He smiled to himself. All other considerations apart, the SA didn’t possess sufficient arms to attempt a revolt. On this point at least he was well briefed.


On the other hand, as far as the 1933 revolution was concerned, it was only to be expected that the two million members of the SA should not be altogether satisfied with the treatment they had received. Not one of the pre-revolution promises made to them had been kept; not even the most basic promise to find them work. Some, indeed, had been given positions in the police force, but their ranks were inferior and their wages were lower than the unemployment benefit paid in the times of the Weimar Republic. But while it was certainly true that the men were disgruntled and bitter, from there to an open declaration of war was a gap too great to be bridged. Particularly war against the Führer. If the SA ever were going to rise up, it would sooner be against the Army of the Reich, the number one enemy of the workers.


Hatzke suddenly stubbed out his cigarette and held his head to one side, listening. Was that the sound of gunfire he had just heard? A lorry started up somewhere outside, its engine coughing; a motor-cycle screamed past; a car backfired … Or was it a rifle shot? He could not be sure, but the idea unnerved him. Gunfire in Berlin on this hot summer’s day? It made no sense. Men were going on leave, preparing to meet their girls, lying in the sun …


The palms of Hatzke’s hands grew damp. He clenched his fists. This time there could be no mistake. He could not indefinitely pretend that the sharp crack of rifles was the backfiring of a car. And there it went again … and again … Outside, the lorry was still trying to pull away. It had been joined now by a recalcitrant motor-cycle. The thought crossed Hatzke’s mind that they could have been planted there deliberately, in an attempt to mask the sounds of gunfire … A shudder of anticipation shook his body. What was Himmler’s band of thugs up to this time? You couldn’t shoot men on mere suspicion. Not in Germany. Amongst the savages of South America, perhaps, one expected that sort of brutality. But not even amongst the barbaric Russians – and certainly not in Germany.


Another salvo of shots. Hatzke leaped to his feet, his upper lip awash with perspiration. What the devil was going on out there? They surely weren’t conducting exercises in this weather?


He took an agitated turn about his cell. Could there after all be some truth in this absurd story of an SA uprising? But God in heaven, it was sheer madness!


He tried to arrange his pile of bricks so that he could stand on them and see through the window, but there were not enough for a double row and they collapsed as soon as he put his foot on them.


The firing went on. It was regular and deliberate, meeting with no opposition. It was obvious, now, that this was no exercise. It sounded to Hatzke suspiciously like a firing squad …


He leaned back against the wall, wondering, not for the first time, what evil lay behind the gathering forces of the SS. That sick dwarf, Himmler, for example; vain, irritable and highly dangerous; reputedly a homosexual … Why did the Führer tolerate him? What plans had he made for him? What dark and unsuspected purpose was the man going to serve?


Hatzke turned to face the door as he heard footsteps along the passage. They came to a halt outside his cell. The key turned in the lock. He found himself confronted by an SS Untersturmführer and four soldiers, their steel helmets glinting in the gloom of the passage. They were all members of Eicke’s division, the only division in the SS to wear brown uniforms instead of the familiar black and not to carry the letters ‘SS’ on their collars.


‘About time, too!’ Hatzke faced them, furiously. ‘Someone’s going to be in trouble for this day’s work, and so I tell you! When General Röhm gets to hear about it—’


The Untersturmführer said nothing; merely cut across Hatzke’s words by yanking him out of the cell and pushing him up the passage, flanked on either side by soldiers. He himself strode behind, his spurs clinking and his leather boots creaking. He was a mere boy, scarcely twenty years old. His hair was thick and honey-coloured; his eyes were blue, fringed with long blond lashes. He had the face of an angel, with soft childlike contours and a chin that was baby-smooth. But hatred stared naked from the beautiful blue eyes and the wide mouth was set as hard as granite. They were like that, in the SS: the flower of German youth systematically turned into efficient killing machines.


The great grey buildings of the barracks were washed by brilliant sunshine. Hatzke and his escort marched across the hot paving stones of the courtyard, where not long since children of eight years old had been accustomed to drill. In these same barracks, for years past, children whose destiny was war had been prepared to take their places as uncomplaining cannon fodder in the Army of Imperial Germany. In all the best families of the Reich were to be seen fading sepia photographs of boys of seventeen, dressed up in their heroes’ uniforms and departing in all their false and glittering glory for death in the trenches of First World War France. They died as they had lived, according to the rule book. And who knew but that death might not indeed have been welcome after eight years of training and torture in the courtyards of Gross Lichterfeld?


Hatzke marched on past the stables, now filled not with horses but with weapons. The sound of revving engines was very close. He stopped and turned to his escort.


‘Where are you taking me?’


‘To see SS Standartenführer Eicke.’ The man curled his top lip, derisively. ‘I shouldn’t try anything on, if I were you. It won’t get you anywhere.’


The Brigadier-General grunted and walked on. Time to see about the lack of respect later. For the moment it was sufficient to reflect that for whatever reason they had arrested him, he would at least be guaranteed a fair trial. Men were not shot without a fair trial in Germany. That was what the regulations laid down, and Germany was a country that lived according to the rules. The Führer himself had declared that henceforth there was to be an end to democratic disorder and the start of strict regimentation. Every man should know his rights, and those who attempted to sabotage those rights would pay dearly for it.


They left the stables behind them and went through to a small courtyard, enclosed by high walls. In former days it had been reserved for cadets under arrest. Inside this courtyard were the lorry and the motor-cycle responsible for the distracting noises. The lorry was a large Krupp, a diesel, and the brown-clad SS driver was sitting smoking behind the wheel. He stared without interest as Hatzke and his escort appeared.


In the centre of the courtyard was a group of officers. At the far end was a platoon of twelve men, in two rows of six. The first row were on their knees, their rifles held at the ready; behind them stood the second row, rifles at their sides. Not far off stood a couple more platoons, patiently awaiting their turn in the slaughter. Twenty executions only, and then you were relieved. That was the regulation. Twenty executions … Hatzke tried to turn his eyes away, but the scene held his attention in spite of himself. He had to look back again.


A man in the uniform of the SA was lying face downwards on the damp, red sand. On his shoulder was the gold epaulette of an Obergruppenführer. His body was just sufficiently twisted for Hatzke to glimpse the lapel of his jacket. It was red: the red lapel of a general. Hatzke found himself trembling. He turned his head away and wiped a hand across his brow. It was cold and clammy.


An SS Hauptsturmführer, a sheaf of papers in his hand, walked up to Hatzke. He did not trouble himself with any preliminary courtesies. He merely consulted his papers and barked out the one word:


‘Name?’


‘SA Brigadenführer Paul Egon Hatzke.’


He was ticked off the list. He stood watching as down at the far end of the courtyard two SS men picked up the dead general and slung his body into a cart.


The Hauptsturmführer tucked his papers under his arm.


‘Right. Down to the far end and up against the wall. No shilly-shallying, please, we’ve got a lot to get through.’


Until that moment, Hatzke still had not believed it could be true; and had certainly not believed it could ever happen to him. He turned on the man in sudden, abject terror.


‘I want to see Standartenführer Eicke! I’m not going anywhere until I’ve seen him! If you think—’


He stopped short as he felt the hard butt of a pistol being dug into his kidneys.


‘That’s quite enough of that. I’m not here to talk, I’m here to carry out my orders. Besides, shouting will get you nowhere.’


Hatzke jerked his head round, seeking somewhere – somehow, from someone – a grain of hope or pity. But the faces he saw beneath the steel helmets were merciless in their very indifference. And the wall at the far end of the courtyard was splashed with blood, and the sand was crimson and a thin red stream was gurgling along the gutter and into the drain.


‘I’m warning you,’ said the Hauptsturmführer. ‘I’ve got a schedule to keep to.’


Someone slapped Hatzke hard across the face and tore open half his cheek with the sharp edge of a ring. As he stood there, the blood splashed down on to his collar and his gold epaulettes, and he knew with a clarity that amazed him that this was indeed the end. His own end, and the end of a vision that had dreamed up a socialist state where the word justice should at last have some meaning. Heydrich and Goering had gained the upper hand and Germany was lost.


Very calm, very dignified, Brigadier-General Paul Egon Hatzke walked across the courtyard and took up his position against the blood-splashed wall. With arms crossed and head held high in defiance, he awaited his death.


The firing squad raised their rifles. Hatzke looked across at them with neither fear nor hatred, but a kind of patient resignation. He felt himself to be a martyr in a great cause. As the rifles fired in unison, he shouted out his final words on earth: ‘Long live Germany and Adolf Hitler!’ and crumpled up into the warm, welcoming sand.


The next SA officer was already being brought into the courtyard. The slaughter continued throughout the day and well into the night. Word was sent to Eicke that the men who were dying, the men who had been his former comrades, were one and all expressing a wish to speak with him. He waved his hands impatiently. He was a man with a mission, he had no time to indulge in sentimental farewells.


‘Get rid of them! Just check their names and get it over with! They’re there to be shot, and the quicker the better.’


The furies and follies of that day were not quickly forgotten in Germany. It was those massacres of 30th June which accelerated the rise to power of a trio of men: Himmler, vain as any peacock and hitherto a totally unknown bureaucrat; Heydrich, a disgraced naval officer; and Theodor Eicke, a publican from Alsace.


Fifteen days later, the soldiers who had formed the firing squads, together with all but four officers, were thrown out of the SS – a total of six thousand men. Before the year was out, three thousand five hundred of them had been executed under various trumped-up charges. It was an idea of Eicke’s, a final clean sweep, as it were, and it was loudly applauded by an appreciative Goering. Those who survived were packed off to the waiting camp at Borgemoor, where for the most part they were simply left to rot. According to Goebbels, Minister of Propaganda, they had met their death while quelling the SA revolt, and Rudolph Hess even went so far as to hold them up before the public as brave men and martyrs.


The Führer, of course, had known all along of the plans for the massacre. He had taken care to remove himself to more pleasant surroundings on that hot summer’s day, and even as the murders were being carried out, Adolf Hitler was enjoying himself as a guest at a wedding party at Gauleiter Terboven’s house in Essen …


The Bridge


Somewhere on the road before us lay Stalingrad, and we stopped the tank and stepped out into the open air to have a look. We recognised the town in the distance, by the thick clouds of smoke that still hung overhead, the thin wisps that still curled upwards into the mists. It was said that Stalingrad had been burning since August, since the dropping of the first German bombs.


There was not much joy in looking ahead: there was nothing lying in wait for us there but death and destruction. There was no joy at all in looking back: what had passed was a nightmare best forgotten. So we stared down instead towards the far-off river, the silver ribbon of the Volga, where the dancing rays of the autumn sun made shining rings on the water. And for a short while we were almost hypnotised into believing that the present could last for ever, and the past could be wiped out and the future avoided …


But the tank that had borne us through the past was a solid reality at our sides, waiting to carry us on into the inevitable future, and there could be no escape. For four months we had lived in that tank – slept in it and eaten in it, fought our battles in it, both with each other and with the enemy – until we had become as much dependent on it as a tortoise on its shell. The only times we had ever come to a halt were to take on more fuel or more ammunition, and even then the supplies had been brought to the doorstep while we sat and waited in our steel burrow. Small wonder we had long ago begun to hate each other more than we hated the Russians! Within the four walls of the tank there were perpetual warring factions, feuds and blood-baths and petty squabbles which ended in a man half dead or at the least disfigured for life. The latest victim was Heide. He and Tiny had come to blows over a missing hunk of stale black bread, and when the rest of us had lost patience with two bodies crashing into us and kicking us and raining stray blows upon our heads, we intervened in the matter ourselves and passed judgement against Heide, with the result that he was condemned to travel the next hundred kilometres lashed to the outside of the rear door. It was not until he dropped unconscious, saturated in carbon dioxide, that we remembered his presence and hauled him back to safety.


All day long the tank rumbled on towards the Volga. Shortly after sunset we made out the shape of another tank, stationary at the edge of a wood. A man was sitting on the turret, calmly smoking a cigarette and contemplating the smoke as it rose into the dusk. Both he and the tank seemed marvellously at peace with the world.


‘Must have caught up with the rest of the Company at long last,’ said Barcelona.


‘Thank God for that.’ The Old Man shook his head, wonderingly. ‘I’d begun to wonder where the bastards had got to. These Russian maps are bloody well impossible, they all seem to be at least a hundred years out of date.’


We moved slowly up to the edge of the wood and Porta pulled to a halt a few metres from the other tank. Joyfully we pushed open the observation slits and allowed the fresh night air to penetrate the sweaty hell of our prison. The Old Man hoisted himself out into the open and called across to the unsuspecting smoker.


‘Hi, there! I thought we’d never make it, we’ve been looking for you all over the place. What the hell have you been up to?’


He was about to jump down to the ground when the other man tossed away his cigarette, made a dive for the hatch and disappeared inside the tank like a fox going to ground.


‘It’s the Russians!’ yelled the Old Man.


As he fell back amongst us, we prepared for combat. We were lucky: the enemy, lulled no doubt by the calm of their surroundings, must have taken the opportunity for a nap. Even before they had managed to swing their cannon round to face us we had sent an S grenade, super-explosive, straight into their turret. At that range, we could hardly miss. The tank was transformed instantly into an active volcano, throwing up great chunks of mutilated men and machinery and belching black smoke and yellow flames into the dusky sky.


Carefully now, with observation slits closed and ears and eyes on the alert, we nosed our way forward in a wide detour.


‘Enemy tanks ahead!’


Porta pulled to a halt once again. Several metres ahead, tucked away at the side of the road, were nine T34s. They looked peaceful enough, expecting no trouble, but their guns were all turned in our direction. The Old Man hesitated. The Russians had obviously not spotted us yet, but they were almost certain to do so if we turned about and retraced our path.


‘OK.’ The Old Man nodded at Porta. ‘Start her up again, full steam ahead. We’ll just have to try and bluff our way through.’


He opened the hatch and peered out. In the gloom of the approaching night his helmet looked not unlike its Russian counterpart. He was gambling on the chance that the enemy were not expecting any German tanks to be in the vicinity.


As we moved forward, it occured to me that none but a complete cretin could fail to notice the difference between the sound of our engine and that of a T34, but possibly the Russian crews were tone-deaf. At all events, they made no hostile gestures, merely waving at us and giving us the thumbs-up as we passed. The Old Man responded graciously, while we sat and sweated inside.


An hour later and we appeared to be approaching civilisation. Isolated houses, and then little knots of them, and finally long straggling rows, and we knew we were coming to a town. We drove past a station, where a goods train stood roaring and puffing. We drove through to the town centre. The place was crawling with enemy tanks and soldiers, but in the darkness and the general confusion we passed unnoticed. As we slowly emerged on the far side a policeman waved us down and yelled at us to give way to an armoured car containing some general in a hurry. We obediently fell back and allowed him to pass.


Not far out of town we found ourselves tagging on to the end of a column of Russian tanks. Under their protection we moved past a battery of anti-tank guns and parted company, quite reluctantly on our part, when we came to a crossroads, the Russians going straight on while we turned off for Stalingrad.


The roads were full of traffic. We had not gone far before we had once again to run the gauntlet, passing along the length of a column of stationary T34s. They let us go by without comment, and we guessed that their crews were snatching what sleep they could before being pushed once more into battle.


After the tanks, an infantry battalion, footslogging it along the road. They resentfully parted to make way for us, but our passage was punctuated by oaths of such vehemence and vulgarity that they might almost have known us for the enemy we were.


Another detour, to avoid taking the road through a forest, and we were at last on the way back to our own lines.


Three days later, the Company had reached the banks of the Volga, twenty-five miles north of Stalingrad, and there was an uncontrolled scramble down the slopes to fill our water-cans. It seemed that everybody wanted to claim the privilege of being the first man to taste the Volga.


It was, at this point, about fifteen miles across from bank to bank. The scene looked peaceful and pleasant enough, with a small tug-boat pulling a string of barges behind it and not a tank or a soldier in sight, apart from ourselves. Suddenly, as we splashed about on the bank, a battery of 75s went into action. Great spouts of water rose into the air and the unfortunate tug began a frenzied zigzag in an effort to avoid the worst of the onslaught. She might as well have saved her energy, she stood no chance whatsoever. Shells fell fore and aft, to right and to left of her, and finally, and inevitably, one landed amidships and the little tug snapped in two like a matchstick. The barges floated erratically onwards, a flock of silly sheep without their leader, and the 75s picked them off at will. Ten minutes later and the river was peaceful once again. Had it not been for the wreckage still floating on the surface, the little tug and her charges might never have existed.


Stalingrad was still burning. From where we were, the pungent odour of roasting flesh and cinders, of brick dust and ash, was carried to our nostrils and made us retch. It was a smell that clung to our hair, to our clothes, to our very skin, and it was to be with us for months afterwards.


We had seen many cities burn, but never a city that burned like that one. The sight and the smell of Stalingrad, voraciously devouring itself as it roared headlong towards its own death, was something that etched itself deep into our memories, and none who experienced it could ever forget.


The Company dug itself in opposite the hills of Mamajev, where an entire Russian staff was entrenched in a network of old grottos. During the night our heavy mortars bombarded the face of these hills, keeping up a constant barrage, hour after hour. Whenever they fired short, the blast of their high-explosive grenades almost tore us bodily from the trenches. Tanks went into action, but without any success. The bombardment renewed its fury and the 14th Panzer Divison was finally sent in and managed to push ahead through the grottos and sweep them clean with flame-throwers, assisted by small-arms fire. No prisoners were taken. Any men captured were killed outright. Any who attempted to surrender were slaughtered before they had time to speak. It was the sort of bloodbath the SS might have enjoyed, but for most of us it was a sickening and degrading exercise in murder, forced upon us by one of those uncompromising orders from the top, which made wild beasts out of human beings and merely incited the Russians to return outrage for outrage and swear to fight until death rather than give in.


Summer had given way to autumn, and autumn was now giving way to winter. Slowly, at first, so that we scarcely noticed the creeping cold and only complained bitterly of the incessant rain which fell in torrents from the grey skies and turned the ground into one vast, squelching bog that sucked at our boots as we marched through it. It rained for three weeks without stopping. Men and uniforms began to acquire a greenish tinge. We smelt of mould, and clumps of furry white mildew sprang up overnight. We were given a special powder, which we ritually sprinkled over ourselves and our equipment, but it had no noticeable effect.


After the rain came the cold, and the first of the nightly frosts. We were still forbidden to wear greatcoats, but in any case hardly anyone had a greatcoat left to wear. They had either been lost during the course of a battle or deliberately discarded back in the summer, when we had been fighting on the steppes in temperatures of 100°+ in the shade. Deliveries of winter uniforms were promised regularly from day to day, but they never came. Instead, they sent us some more troops, lorry loads of reservists older than God and probably unfit even to run for a bus, or raw recruits with beardless faces and innocently shining eyes. They came to us to fight in the hell of Stalingrad, fresh from their training colleges and barracks. They had no idea of what war was about, but they had been pumped full of propaganda and a determination to die for a useless cause. They flung themselves straight away into the fighting, into the gaping mouths of the Russian guns. There was nothing to be done in the face of such ignorant heroics. Their misplaced zeal took us all unawares and we could only stand back and listen to them die, as they lay limbless and moaning on the ground or hung screaming in the barbed wire and were used for enemy target practice.


That first mad suicidal gesture was enough to knock all the spirit from the few who survived. Propaganda was thrown back where it belonged, on the rubbish dump, and reality took over. They walked about with glazed eyes and defensively hunched shoulders, treating the enemy with the respect they deserved and placing the value of their own lives far higher than any spectacular death for Adolf Hitler and the Fatherland. Nevertheless, they made no complaints, these babes in arms and old men who had been forced to volunteer for active service. They were still Germans, and Germans were too proud to whine. They suffered the discomforts of the battle in silence, and they went on dying in vast numbers.


We had been promised one day of leave for every twenty recruits we managed to salvage from the field of slaughter, but it was a dangerous game and for the most part we resisted the temptation. More men were lost as they squelched through the mud in search of survivors, slipping on pieces of raw human flesh and tripping over mildewed bodies, than were ever recovered. The Russians were on the look-out for such rescue attempts and they had an unnerving tendency to release a barrage of fire at the least sound. Seven of our own men were lost in that way, and from that moment on we turned our backs on the lure of extra leave and let others chase after the mirage if they would.


The net slowly tightened round Stalingrad, where three Russian armies were said to be trapped. ‘The greatest victory of all time!’ screamed the propaganda machine, but we no longer cared for victory. All we wanted was to save our own skins and see out the end of the war. Only Heide showed any signs of enthusiasm.


‘You just wait!’ he told us, with a fanatical excitement that left us totally unmoved. ‘After Stalingrad – Moscow! We’ll be there, you see if we’re not!’


‘Sod Moscow,’ grumbled Porta. ‘Moscow can go and get stuffed for all I bleeding well care.’


I think Porta probably spoke for all of us. Heide was something of an exception, and his views could never be taken as representative of any but the lunatic fringe.


The Italian Eighth Army had requested of the German High Command that they be allowed the privilege of being the first to enter Stalingrad, and this was fine by all of us. Whether the Italian troops were so pleased is, of course, a different matter, but as far as we were concerned, the Spaghettis were welcome to all the honour and glory they liked. Strangely enough, the Rumanians also stepped in and demanded pride of place, and we sat back smugly and waited for them to fight it out between them.


‘Who the hell cares?’ said Porta. ‘Who the hell cares WHO takes the flaming place so long as it’s not us?’


‘It’s odd, though,’ mused Barcelona. ‘The Spaghettis don’t usually go in for the death-and-glory stuff …’


The countryside for miles about became suddenly thick with Italian and Rumanian troops. We used to watch from our trenches as long columns of men swung past, singing as they marched to Stalingrad.


One day, while we were still waiting for news of victory, we were given a mission behind the Russian lines. It was a little matter of blowing up a bridge; a bridge that was essential to the enemy supply line and so well camouflaged that our planes could not spot it from the air. We were casually informed that although it would be the devil’s own job planting the explosives, owing to the bridge being guarded day and night with as much loving care as if it were the Kremlin itself, the stickiest part of the mission would be to reach the thing in the first place.


‘We’ve only got to crawl across a bog,’ said the Old Man, sourly. ‘Miles and miles of bleeding bog on our hands and knees …’


I thought he was exaggerating. I thought the bog would probably turn out to be a mud patch the size of a large duck-pond set in an area of general fens and marshes. No such luck. It took us several days to cross it, and I discovered that a Russian bog is one of the most treacherous bastards you could ever wish to meet.


To begin with, we weren’t helped by the fact that each of us had to carry forty-five pounds of dynamite in a container on his chest. This in itself was enough to make life a sheer misery. In addition, we travelled by night and spent the day shivering miserably in the bushes, and after the first forty-eight hours we were up to our knees in mud and water. All round us were inviting tussocks of coarse grass, but these were treacherous and we stuck to the pathway: a trail of tree-trunks, just wide enough for one man, sunk a foot and a half beneath the surface. We had to feel our way blindly, and God help anyone who slipped. The bog was waiting on either side, thick and brown and evil, ever greedy for prey. And not only the bog but a variety of man-made traps strewn along our path by the thoughtful enemy. Push an overhanging branch to one side, and the ground suddenly opened up beneath your feet; pull on it and you found youself split in two by a concealed bayonet. Catch hold of an innocent-looking creeper to help maintain your balance and the chances were you’d set off a whole flight of arrows, sufficient to kill an entire column of men. One particularly nasty trick was to plant poisoned bayonets along the side of the tree-trunk path at one of its narrowest points. These were bayonets that had been dipped into a dripping mass of putrefying flesh, and one scratch while you concentrated on trying to pass safely by and at the same time remain on the path was enough to give a man tetanus.


No wonder our nerves were on edge. No wonder Gregor went berserk and hurled a grenade at an impudent frog that leaped croaking hideously from the reeds and gave us all the fright of our lives …


The sound of the explosion rang across the marshes. Terrified, we crouched down and waited for something to happen. A matter of seconds and we heard voices, a motor being started up, the grinding of tank tracks.


Porta, who was in the lead, turned and whispered.


‘Ivan’s spotted us …’


‘Let’s get the hell out!’ urged Gregor.


We looked at him pityingly. Out where? Out into the bottom-less marshes that lay all round us? Straight on along the path towards the waiting Russians?


The olive green nose of a T34 appeared, questing and sinister amongst the trees. The cannon swung round and pointed out over the marshes, over our heads. They fired three shells, and then very slowly, very quietly, with the minimum amount of fuss, the heavy vehicle began to roll down the banks towards the edge of the bog. We watched, horrified but thankful, as it slipped ever nearer the waiting brown waters. For a moment it rallied and we thought it might hold firm, and then in a final burst it performed a mad elephantine zigzag, turned turtle and disappeared. Seconds before, there had been an enemy tank: now there was only a thick sucking and thubbing as the contented bog smacked its lips together.


Some figures in brown appeared amongst the trees. They crept cautiously down the bank in search of their lost companions, exclaiming and pointing. Barcelona turned his sub-machine-gun on them and we sat hunched up in the reeds awaiting developments. A few moments’ silence, and then a sergeant appeared, a short stocky brute who remained in the shelter of the trees and called out to the men behind him.


‘Dawaï, dawaï!’ (Quickly, quickly!)


They came tumbling out and Barcelona opened fire. The first to fall was the sergeant. For the rest, some ran back into the trees and others crumpled up and lay still. After it was over we lay still ourselves, crouching in the stinking brown waters, not daring to show our heads.


An hour passed. Another hour began. The boredom and the discomfort were growing intolerable, but at last the enemy tired of waiting and struck blindly into the heart of the marshes. A second tank was sent to investigate. Ponderously it positioned itself amongst the trees; slowly and silently it pointed its flame-thrower in what was roughly our direction. A fierce tongue of fire shot out and looped across the marshes. It just missed us, but the heat was intense. They had two more tries. The marshes were ablaze all round us and we sunk ourselves deeper and deeper into the muddy waters, catching our breath and trying not to cough. Surely if they made a fourth attempt they would hardly be able to miss us?


There was a pause. Porta cautiously peered out through the reeds. A brown-helmeted figure had hoisted itself out of the turret and was staring out across the marshes, screwing up his eyes to see what damage had been done.


Porta raised his flame-thrower. Those of us who could see what he was doing could scarcely bear to watch, for if he missed his target and gave away our position we should all be done for.


I held my breath and kept my hands over my eyes until the shattering sound of an explosion forced me to look up. It was the tank. Porta’s shot had found its mark and the entire vehicle was in flame.


We picked ourselves up, cramped and stiff, and continued on our way. Porta was in the lead, testing every inch of the path before him, Tiny one pace behind with his heavy revolver at the ready, on the watch for snipers. We knew from experience that no one could touch the Russians in the art of camouflage, and some of their men had apparently endless patience and powers of endurance. A Siberian we had once encountered had been capable of remaining at his post at the top of a tree for twenty-four hours at a stretch, becoming so much a part of his hiding-place that even the birds had accepted him and had gone to roost on his shoulders.


Suddenly, without any warning, Porta dropped to his knees in the water. Only his head was showing. He signalled to the rest of us and we dived in an instant, pulling out our respirator tubes and putting them into our mouths. Our camouflaged helmets were all that remained visible. For ten long minutes, which seemed more like ten long hours when you’re submerged in filthy water, we remained hidden. Nothing happened. It was either a false alarm or the danger had passed by. Either way, such incidents were trying on the nerves.


Another mile or so, and before our eyes appeared the most curious and wonderful bird. Green and yellow, perched on a rotten branch, it performed a little dance of welcome, intended no doubt to intrigue and invite. It wagged its tail from side to side like a dog, laid its head on the ground and its rump in the air like a courting pigeon, whistled a tune and rolled its bright button eyes at us. That bird was there for a purpose. A trap for the unwary. But we were too long in the tooth to take beautiful performing birds at their face value. We knew that somewhere near by the enemy was in hiding, waiting for us to take the fatal step.


Porta, still in the lead, ducked down beneath the water and slowly waded forward. Only the faintest of ripples betrayed his presence. The little Legionnaire dived after him, his knife clenched tight between his teeth. The rest of us sank down and watched.


Porta reached the bird and gently surfaced. A quick look round, a hand stretched out … Instantly, two shadows rose up. Two shadows dressed in green uniforms … But before they could carry out their task, Porta had turned his gun on the one and the Legionnaire had planted his knife in the other. The bird, released from its role of decoy, rose squeaking into the air and flapped off towards the nearest trees.


‘Christ almighty!’ said the Old Man, straightening up. ‘What a life!’


He took a step forward, his foot slipped and he swayed sideways. As he did so, he instinctively threw out a hand to save himself, clutching at the nearest clump of vegetation.


‘Watch it!’ screamed Barcelona.


He caught the Old Man just in time and they lurched back together on the path. Trembling, Barcelona pointed to the bushes at the side. We saw a couple of wires disappearing snake-like into the water and curling under the tree-trunks. We could only guess at the explosive that was packed away down there.


‘Jesus, what a life!’ repeated the Old Man, wiping the sweat off his forehead. ‘What a sodding awful life!’


A few hours later we softly approached a hut made of branches and balanced on one of the firmer areas of the marsh. We had spotted it from a distance and kept careful watch, and there was no sign of enemy activity. Inside the hut we discovered five of the partisans, three men and two women, who made their bases in the marshland and who dressed themselves up in hideous green masks whenever they went on operations. These particular five were in no state to offer any resistance. The vodka bottle had obviously been circulating and they were lying in a heap with their arms round one another and their mouths wide open. We disposed of them quickly and callously and threw their bodies into the marsh, then spent the night in the hut disposing of the remains of their vodka and a case of dried fish we found there.


The following day we arrived at our objective: the bridge that we were to blow up. It was the biggest, heaviest, most imposing bridge I had ever seen. The prospect of destroying it was really quite daunting, and I began to wonder whether our journey might have been a waste of time.


Half-way across, snug in his box, stood the sentry. He was leaning back smoking, and his rifle was propped negligently at his side. As far as we could see, the reports had been wrong and the bridge was guarded by only the one man. On the other hand, it was strong enough to defeat the most determined of sabotage efforts and it was so well camouflaged that it would certainly have been invisible from the air.


As we watched, a column of tanks and light trucks rolled across. The sentry stubbed out his cigarette, snatched up his rifle and stood to attention until they had passed, when he at once relapsed into his daydreams. He lit another cigarette and the air became alive with the sharp smell of the machorka and its pungent Russian tobacco. I guessed that, like us, this man was quite indifferent to the outcome of the war if only he could be left in peace to follow his own life. He was not young. They had probably dragged him away from his farm or his village to come and strut and pose on their ridiculous bridge night after night, and he made a sad figure, with his drooping Chinese-style moustache, his fur bonnet, his long crumpled boots and his thin summer tunic.


‘Look at that,’ whispered Tiny, gleefully. ‘Fancy wearing a thing like that in this weather … he’s either bleeding barmy or else they’re just as badly off as what we are … you can have boots or a coat, but not both. Sorry, mate, but you’ll just have to take your choice.’


We crawled along in the darkness, underneath the bridge, fixing up the explosives. It was a long and tedious job and the Legionnaire did more than anyone. He seemed able to see perfectly well in the dark, and he swung like a monkey from one arch to the next. We finally withdrew to a safe spot and listened to Tiny and Porta arguing as to which of them should be allowed the privilege of pressing the plunger.


Another column of lorries came across the bridge. They were preceded by a jeep flying a red flag, and Porta looked at them longingly.


‘Ammo trucks! Let’s blow’em up along with the bridge!’


He looked appealingly at the Old Man. ‘Think of the show it would make! Come on, don’t be a miserable sod! I’m game if you are—’


‘Shut up and sit down,’ said the Old Man, curtly. ‘I have no wish to be blown to kingdom come for the sake of a pretty firework display, thank you very much.’


We waited until the bridge was clear, and then crept away to the shelter of some rocks. Dawn was drifting across the sky in feathery pink trails and I felt sorry about the unsuspecting chap in the sentry box. Tiny and Porta were still having words on the question of precedence. I don’t know which of them finally set the thing off, but the noise was shattering. Seconds later my eardrums were still ringing, the sound still banging from side to side of my head. I picked myself up and looked towards the bridge … and then looked again … The damned thing was still there! The main supports had been blown clean away and the metal superstructure was a twisted heap, but the bridge itself, the actual span of the bridge, had been dropped bodily into the water and now lay only a few feet below the surface. It was a ruined bridge, certainly; but still, at a pinch, a very usable bridge.


Gregor let out a shrill hoot of laughter and went running across it, with the rest of us following, singing and shouting and splashing like a crowd of punch-drunk loonies.


‘We’ve sunk the bridge, we’ve sunk the bridge!’ chanted Gregor.


At no point did the water rise above our knees!


‘So what the fuck do we do now?’ demanded Porta.


‘We pull ourselves together and get the hell out,’ said the Old Man, grimly. ‘I’ve got a feeling this place is going to attract a lot of attention any minute now.’


Even as he spoke we heard the sound of men’s voices, and we dived of one accord into the cover of the trees. At least we were going back by forest and not by marsh, which was a comfort – but only a scanty one, because in a matter of hours we were hopelessly lost. We trailed up and down, in and out of the trees, across streams and along little twisting paths that came to dead ends. In all that time we met no one, and when at last we came to a clearing and saw an old fellow chopping wood outside a hut we were in no mood to bother with evasive action. Instead, we pushed Porta forward as our best interpreter, and he gave the old boy an amiable one-toothed grin of unparalleled villainy and addressed him in Russian.


‘Good day, tovaritch!’


The little old tovaritch slowly lifted his head. He was so old it almost hurt to look at him. His skin was parched, the wrinkles scored so deeply they were like gaping ravines, but his eyes were a bright, clear blue and they looked Porta wonderingly up and down.


‘Ah, it’s you, is it?’ he said, letting fall his axe. ‘And where have you been all these months?’


Porta is fortunately a natural liar. He doesn’t have to stop and think about it, he marches right in with both feet.


‘I’ve been away at the war, haven’t I?’ he said, very cocky and sure of himself. ‘And where’ve you been hiding, Grandad? The Jerries are back again, didn’t you know that?’


‘Ah yes!’ The blue eyes flickered thoughtfully over the rest of us and back at Porta. ‘How’s your mother getting on?’


‘The old lady’s fine,’ said Porta.


‘Good, good … I like to hear of old friends … Have you killed many Germans?’


‘A fair amount,’ said Porta, modestly, and he held out a packet of machorkas.


The old man shook his head.


‘Army tobacco,’ he said, deprecatingly.


He picked up his axe and turned back to his wood without another word. Porta hunched his shoulders and we went on our way, tramping blindly through the pine trees.


A couple of hours later we found ourselves back at the bridge, which was now a noisy hive of activity.


‘This is bloody futile,’ declared the Old Man. ‘To hell with playing ring-a-ring-of-roses in the woods, I’m going to take a chance and follow the river.’


There was a very real risk of bumping into Russian troops, but by that time we were all past caring. We had half suffocated in the stinking marshes, risked our lives crawling about underneath a bridge that refused to die, walked our legs to stumps amongst the pine trees, and wanted only to return to the comparative safety and comfort of our own lines.


Two days later, under the protection of whatever blessed saint it is who looks after those who have come to the end of their tether, we staggered home again and the Old Man made his report – ‘Mission accomplished’ – without either batting an eyelid or troubling anyone with tedious explanations. As he said, he didn’t want to upset them. And besides, we had blown up the bridge as we had been told, and it certainly wasn’t our fault if it had come down again – in one piece.


And now the winter was really closing in, and we experienced the first blizzards of the season. We still had no overcoats, and we had to pad our uniforms with newspaper and pieces of cardboard and other junk to keep out the worst of the razor-sharp winds. Rations were dropped to us by parachute. No new troops arrived and orders came through that we were on no account to waste ammunition. Food was cut down daily. Men were starving and freezing, and the first cases of frostbite were already being reported – some induced deliberately, in a final, despairing attempt to be relieved from the hell of the Russian front. Two men in our own company were found to be sleeping in wet socks and were summarily executed in the forest of Tatare.


Not even Heide spoke now of the great Victory of Stalingrad, and the propaganda machine had been ominously silent for some weeks …
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The SS Standartenführer, with a pleasure that he did not trouble to conceal, tossed the top-secret telegram on to the table and nodded at SS Sturmbannführer Lippert.


‘Take a look at that, Michel … What do you reckon?’


Lippert picked up the telegram. A smile curved slowly upwards on his face.


‘I reckon it means we’re in business at last!’


‘Dead right we are.’ Eicke picked it up again and re-read it. ‘Well, those bastards in the Army have had it coming to them, it was only a question of time. The Führer’s a reasonable man, but he can’t be expected to tolerate traitors in his midst …’


The large Porshe bearing Eicke’s standard pulled slowly out of Dachau and turned off towards Munich, with Eicke and Lippert lolling in the back seat. They stopped on the way to pick up Haupsturmführer Schmausser, and at 1500 hours exactly the three SS officers arrived at the central prison of Munich. They were taken at once to the office of the Governor, Herr Koch, and without troubling themselves with any tiresome preliminaries demanded that the prisoner General Röhm be delivered up to them.


Koch regarded the three men distastefully. It was plain to him that they had been drinking, and he was not at all sure how to deal with them. He began uncompromisingly by ignoring their demand for Röhm, banging his fist so hard on his desk that his inkwell overturned, and ordering them to leave his office and his prison forthwith, unless they themselves wished to be detained in one of his cells. He then sat back to await developments.


For the next few minutes the ball was tossed back and forth over the net – Eicke demanding Röhm, Koch refusing Röhm – with neither side gaining any advantage. Finally, to settle matters, Koch picked up the telephone and rang straight through to the Minister of Justice. The Minister of Justice heard the story with a sense of mounting indignation and personal outrage, until he could actually be heard to grow purple in the face and seemed on the verge of an apoplectic fit, at which point Eicke leaned across the desk and snatched the receiver away from the unsuspecting Koch.


‘I may as well inform you straight away, Minister,’ he snarled into the telephone, ‘that I am here on the personal orders of the Führer. I have no time to waste bandying words with petty officialdom, and if I meet with any more attempts to sabotage the Führer’s instructions I don’t need to remind you that there are always plenty of free places waiting to be filled at Dachau!’


He thrust the receiver back into Koch’s still outstretched hand. There was a long, trembling pause before the Minister spoke. Koch nodded, his face white and furrowed. He dialled another number, and without a word to Eicke he gave instructions to the prison staff to allow the three SS officers access to Röhm.


Cell 474. SA Stabschef Ernst Röhm was sitting on a low wooden bench staring into space. He was naked from the waist up, but it was airless in the tiny cell and he was perspiring heavily. Eicke smiled at him in friendly fashion and held out his hand.


‘How goes it, Ernst?’


Röhm hunched an indifferent shoulder.


‘Not so good,’ he said. ‘Not so good …’


Eicke sat down beside him on the bench.


‘Warm in here, isn’t it?’ He jerked a thumb up towards the window. Through the small pane of speckled glass could be seen the blue cloudless skies of that hot July of 1934. ‘Even worse out there,’ he said, with a grin. ‘Half the birds are going about without their knickers on … you walk up the stairs behind them, it gets you in a muck sweat!’


Röhm attempted a smile. He patted his face with a torn and dirty handkerchief.


‘Have you come for me, Theo? Has the Führer heard I’ve been arrested?’ He looked searchingly at his old friend. ‘I don’t even know what I’m supposed to have done. Some of the guards have been talking about a revolution, I can’t make head or tail of it … What revolution? Has there really been any revolution? Has the Army gone and done something stupid?’


Eicke pulled a face. He removed his helmet, carefully wiped it, put it back on again. The death’s-head insignia stared straight up at the ceiling.


‘I shouldn’t worry yourself with prison gossip,’ he advised. ‘You’ve more important things to think about right now.’


‘I just want to know what I’m doing here!’ snapped Röhm. ‘I want to know if the Führer’s heard about it—’


‘Oh, he’s heard all right,’ said Eicke, soothingly. ‘It was the Führer who told me to come along and see you. He told me to give you this …’ He pulled out his revolver and laid it carefully on the bench between them. ‘One thing nobody can deny about the Führer, he’s always loyal to his old friends. Even when they’re in trouble, like you are, Ernst … Especially when they’re in trouble like you are … You know what I mean?’ He patted the revolver. ‘He’s giving you a way out, Ernst. Be best if you took it.’


Röhm stared uncomprehendingly at Eicke. Without refocusing, his eyes slipped away from his friend and down to the revolver. A big black revolver glistening with grease … Slowly it grew clear to him; it swam into focus …


‘But that’s madness!’ he said. His eyes snapped back to Eicke. ‘That’s madness, Theo, and you know it! I’ve always been one of the Führer’s loyallest followers … I’ve put the Party above everything, above my wife, above my children, above myself … I’ve sacrificed everything I’ve got for the Party …’ He suddenly caught hold of Eicke’s shoulders and began shaking him. ‘Didn’t I save the Führer on two occasions when the revolution looked like crushing us? Didn’t I? Didn’t I save him at Stuttgart? When you and all the others ran off and left him, and Wollweber and his Communists were having it all their own way … wasn’t it me who stayed behind and rescued him?’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Eicke, soothingly. He removed the prisoner’s frenzied hands from his shoulders and stood up. ‘Unfortunately, my poor Ernst, you have a tendency to live in the past. The Führer is concerned only with the present … All I know is that you’ve been expelled from the Party and are no longer regarded as – ah – one of the faithful, as it were.’ He smiled and smoothed down his uniform. ‘Out of deference, I shall now retire and leave the final arrangements to you. All I ask is that you don’t make things more difficult than you have to … We are, after all, old friends, are we not? And I can promise you that this really is the best way out. Look – you can see for yourself the way the wind is blowing.’


From his pocket he pulled out a page of the Völkischer Beobachter and handed it to Röhm. In the largest capital letters the printer could provide were the words: STABSCHEF ROHM ARRESTED. FULL-SCALE PURGE OF SA ON ORDERS OF FUEHRER: ALL TRAITORS MUST DIE!


Röhm looked across at Eicke, his face white and his eyes blank with disbelief.


‘If this is true—’ He waved a despairing hand and for a moment he faltered and seemed unable to go on. ‘If this is true, then it means the man’s nothing but a murderer … it means you’re all insane … it means it’s all been for nothing …’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ returned Eicke, cheerfully. ‘Don’t be naïve, Ernst. You know as well as I that you risk your neck when you start playing politics. You today, me tomorrow … who knows? As far as I’m concerned, we’re all playing our luck, and yours has just happened to run out a bit sooner than mine …’


He raised his hand in farewell and went out to the corridor, where Lippert and Schmausser were waiting for him.


‘Well?’ said Lippert.


Eicke shrugged.


‘Give him time. The idea’s hardly sunk in yet.’


They gave him fifteen minutes, but not a sound was heard. It was cheerless and stuffy in the prison corridor and the three SS men began to lose patience. Eicke went back into the cell and frowned with annoyance: Röhm was still sitting on his bench, and the revolver was still lying untouched by his side.


‘All right,’ said Eicke. ‘You don’t feel like co-operating, so we’ll have to do it the hard way. It makes no difference to me: I just thought you might prefer to die with dignity.’ He picked up the revolver and gestured at the prisoner. ‘Come on, on your feet, let’s get it over with.’


A little unsteady, Röhm staggered upright. He placed himself against the wall, directly beneath the window with its dirty pane of glass and its mocking glimpse of the free blue sky. Eicke raised his arm and coldly took aim. At the last moment, Röhm cried out.


‘Mein Führer! Mein Führer!’


Eicke watched dispassionately as his old friend and colleague sank slowly to the floor, his back leaving a damp mark as it slid down the wall of the cell. He walked forward to look at him. Röhm was not quite dead. Three months ago he had been one of the most powerful men in Germany, and now he lay twisting and moaning on the filthy floor of a Munich prison cell. Eicke turned him over with the toe of his boot. Agonised eyes stared up at him. Calmly he pointed his revolver at the man’s temple and blew half his head away.


Stabschef Ernst Röhm, who had once been Adolf Hitler’s closest friend and who died with the name of the Führer still on his lips, was assassinated in Munich prison at six o’clock on 1st July 1934. At the same hour, in Potsdam, they were preparing for a grand banquet, the like of which had not been seen since the reign of William II. Adolf Hitler had invited all the best families in Germany to be present at the occasion, and all the best families duly turned up and drank a toast to the rebirth of Justice, while Stabschef Ernst Röhm lay murdered in his prison cell …


Journey by Sledge


For the last few days life at the front had settled into a routine which, for the old hands, was at least tolerable if not particularly luxurious. For the newcomers, of course, it probably seemed like a hell upon earth, but they either learned quickly or not at all. When the enemy machine-guns started up, you got down and you stayed down, a simple fact of life with which we were so well acquainted that we did it as a reflex action, without being consciously aware that we were under fire. We had even grown accustomed to heavy shelling and accepted it as a matter of course. We could hear the shells as they were fired and had almost learnt to predict with accuracy where they would land. The new boys thought we were mad, and we watched pityingly as they either frightened themselves into hysteria or got their heads blown off.


All night long we used to play pontoon, in a stable where Porta and Tiny were serving a rather futile prison sentence. We were not officially allowed in, of course, but the whole place was falling apart and it was easy enough to bash a hole in the rotting wood and climb through one at a time when the guard was not looking. They had lashed the two prisoners to one of the feeding troughs, to stop them escaping – a notion which gave us all the biggest laugh we had had in years. The idea of anyone in their position wishing to escape seemed to us a joke of the highest order. Nothing to do but sleep all day and play cards all night – what more could a soldier want? Mind you, it was only very recently that they had begun to treat prisoners with such civility. Until a short while ago a man was stood against a tree-trunk, his hands tied together, for twelve hours at a stretch. Three hours off, twelve hours against the tree-trunk, and this in all weathers, in all conditions, for a total of two hundred hours. You took good care not to get caught in those days.


Tiny and Porta were undergoing punishment for having come to blows with one of the baggage masters, and they were now bemoaning the fact that they were due to be released the following day.


‘Should’ve bust him up good and proper,’ said Tiny, ten times a night. ‘That way they’d have given us at least three months.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Porta. ‘I’m working on it … Next time we’ll make bloody sure of it.’


‘Yeah, we’ll make a good job of it next time …’


‘You bet we will! It only beats me why everyone else don’t try it on …’


‘Perhaps we ought to make out a roster?’ I suggested. ‘Take it in turns, so we can all have a bit of a rest?’


The two prisoners at once closed the ranks and stared at me with intense dislike and suspicion.


‘You want a rest?’ said Porta. ‘So it’s up to you to go and get it. This is our pigeon. You keep your nose out of it.’


‘They’d smell a rat,’ said Tiny, jealously. ‘You go and poach on someone else’s ground.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Don’t get your knickers twisted. It’s not my fault if I do something wrong by mistake and they nab me for it, I suppose?’


They went on looking at me, their eyes narrowed.
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