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‘Be strong, boy, be strong! If you’re not strong, you’re as good as dead!’

– Eric Pleasants’ father on his son’s departure from home

‘Stinking Englishman – you were never born – some whore pissed you against a brothel wall and the sun hatched you out!’

– Fellow inmate in the Gulag slave mine

‘I had grown to like Germany.’

– Ex-SS trooper Eric Pleasants on his final release from prison camp

‘It’s governments who declare war – but the people who have to fight it.’

– Eric Pleasants
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EDITORS’ PREFACE

SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT HITLER’S BASTARD

Recently Ian Sayer and Douglas Botting acquired the typed manuscript of a book written by a retired Norfolk judo instructor and PE teacher by the name of Eric Pleasants, now deceased. Though Mr Pleasants had been a highly regarded model member of his local community, living a quiet, respectable, useful life with his wife in his modest thatched country cottage, his book – Hitler’s Bastard – revealed a sensationally different past life. The subtitle we have given to his book – Through Hell and Back in Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia – is not hyperbole, it is exact.

Few other Englishmen can have undergone this particular kind of extraordinary picaresque nightmare or endured seemingly unendurable constraints as Eric Pleasants did in the 16 fantastical but indomitable years he describes in this book – from a country childhood in rural Norfolk, flirtation with the British Communist Party, then a brief membership of the British Fascist Party and, finally, of the pacifist Peace Pledge Union, followed by a vagabond life in Nazi-occupied Jersey, forced labour in Nazi correction camps in France, a life on the run in occupied Paris, recruitment into the British Free Corps of the Waffen-SS – a tongue-in-cheek organisation, it has to be said, which was not responsible for any deaths in battle – love and marriage (amid the ruins of Berlin) with a young German woman to whom he was devoted, the bombing of Dresden, a failed escape along the sewers of Berlin, a bizarre gipsy life as a strong man in a travelling circus in Communist East Germany, arrest by the Soviet KGB, two years’ solitary confinement, then trial by a Soviet court and a sentence of 25 years’ slave labour as a coal miner in the notorious ‘hard regime’ Vorkuta complex of forced labour camps in Arctic Russia.

If the first half of Pleasants’ remarkably well-written book reads like an Englishman’s version of Maxim Gorki’s Lower Depths, the second half reads like a blow-by-blow vision of hell from Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago. Only with Stalin’s death in 1953 is Pleasants finally released from his unique kind of purgatory, when he begins the long slow train journey from Arctic Russia to the English Channel coast. Though every minute brings him closer to ‘England, home and beauty’, he still carries the long-inured mindset of the slave confined below ground. Unable to bear the terrifying view of the unconstrained expanse of sea and sky and freedom he can see from the deck of the cross-Channel steamer, he seeks refuge in the only environment he can now understand – the close confinement of the engine room and the hard labour of shovelling coal.

And then at last he lies down to sleep in his narrow iron bed in his mother’s Norfolk cottage – the bed in which he had last slept 16 eventful and nightmarish years ago – paradise regained. He is free at last and finally disburdened of the ultimate rule of survival – more common among jungle animals than the citizens of an island democracy – ‘kill or be killed’.

In a sense, Pleasants’ odyssey takes the form of a version of the hero-quest myth in which a young petty crook cum anti-war renegade and turncoat undergoes a sea-change under the impact of real war (Dresden, Berlin) and true love (his young and devoted German girlfriend, later his wife), and becomes more hero than villain. This is redemption through pain, especially once he enters the vortex of the Russian slave camps – the culmination of nearly half a lifetime of peripatetic nightmare endured with cunning, opportunism, courage and primordial stoicism.

All in all, Hitler’s Bastard is an extraordinary testament to one man’s adherence to an imperishable instinct – the will to survive – under circumstances few of us can even bear to imagine.

This autobiography was originally put together by Eric Pleasants with the assistance of Christine Ramble, whom the editors have been unable to trace. The editors have, however, taken every care to check and, if necessary, correct all verifiable facts in so far as this is possible.

Ian Sayer

Douglas Botting

September 2003


PROLOGUE BY ERIC PLEASANTS

This is the true story of an English national, a conscientious objector who, during the Second World War, was voluntarily recruited to the ranks of that bastard child of the German SS, the British Free Corps.

That is not a contradictory statement. The fact that I joined Hitler’s army has no political or moral significance for me. Why should it have? In a war forced upon me I was on nobody’s ‘side’ except my own, neither traitor nor partisan, and I never fought for anybody except myself. I was neither anti-British nor anti-German, not anti-Semitic or anti-Russian.

I most certainly was, and still am, anti-war and anti-establishment. There is no such thing as a war conducted according to the rules of common decency and humanity. To throw people into an arena and then expect them to behave as they would in time of peace is as reasonable as applying the Queensberry rules to a street brawl, the most illogical double-think of all time.

Nevertheless, in all the ‘historical’ accounts of the British Free Corps that I have read the narrative has been highly coloured by the author’s personal, uninformed interpretation and sanctimonious judgement of character and motivation. These histories have been ‘researched’ largely from scant documentation and transcripts of post-war trials, where the writer has not always checked the authenticity of the evidence given. Mistakes are excusable – everyone makes those. But pious moralising upon the actions of people of whom one has no personal knowledge is not. It is no part of a historian’s business to prejudice posterity by his own emotional bias.

This book does not attempt to be a history of the British Free Corps any more than it is a definitive account of the Russian penal system. It is simply my own story: it actually happened to me. Maybe I was a rebellious opportunist, but I made my own, highly individual way through the war and the years immediately following. I make no apology; and I have no regrets.

Eric Pleasants


Chapter 1

THE JERSEY JACKALS

When we arrived, the grave was dug and ready. I had the feeling that it had been there waiting since the time we first met him, more than 30 years ago. A pauper’s grave, a shabby three-ply coffin, a name on a brass plate: Francis Caesar Jegou.

Jegou was brutally murdered in December 1976, his stabbed and mutilated body huddled by a bench in a quiet Maidstone park. No one knows why he was killed, or, if they do, they’re not saying. But then Jegou always was a mystery man, as the sensational newspaper headlines aptly described him at the time. Even the police knew nothing of his background until John Leister and I volunteered to fill it in for them. The detectives went away and made their investigations. Two months later they came back and tried to convince us that the murdered man wasn’t Jegou at all but someone totally unknown to us and so, they said, there was no need for us to attend his funeral.

But we went all the same; maybe they had forgotten we had positively identified the dead man from the photographs they had shown us. Even after 30 years we recognised the face, and the distinctive tattoos left no room for doubt.

Collars turned up against the driving February rain, we watched the mud obscure the name on the brass plate. Only two wreaths were laid on the grave – one from the police and one from us. The note on ours read: ‘With deepest sympathy. To our friend Jegou, the only man who gave us shelter when most others were against us. [signed] John Leister and Eric Pleasants.’

Something about that murder, that funeral, nagged at us. Something was wrong somewhere. Why had he been murdered? The police discounted obvious motives like robbery. Yet there must be a reason. Maybe it had its roots in German-occupied Jersey during the Second World War.

I could still see those tattoos on Jegou’s arms as he sat, sleeves rolled up, in the waterfront café where I first laid eyes on him. A loner, Jegou was sitting sullenly by himself, fenced in by a sort of silent surliness. He was remarkably unclannish as Jersey people go, shunning islanders, English and Germans alike. He had been born and raised on the island and spoke Jersey French as his mother tongue. In one of his rare confidential moods he told us that he was, or had been, in the English Merchant Navy – hence the tattoos, no doubt – and watching his habits and mannerisms sometimes I could well believe this.

He was all right, for a Jerseyman. I didn’t think much of the rest of his race. But then maybe 1940 wasn’t the time to see Jersey and its inhabitants in the best light. I’d only arrived there myself (along with my young wife) in May 1940 to take up non-combatant agricultural work under the auspices of the Peace Pledge Union. I was, quite honestly, trying to avoid the war. Not to escape it, because there is no escape from a world war and its effects, but to avoid being forced into active combat with people with whom I had no personal quarrel.

I’ll say this now and get it clear from the start because this whole story turns on it. War is wrong. If I hadn’t believed with every last breath in me that all wars are always wrong, none of this would have happened. I don’t need a whitewash label saying ‘pacifist’ or ‘conscientious objector’. I’m a fighter, by nature, temperament and physical ability. But I’ve also got a reasonably good brain.

I know that the first two casualties in any war are truth and reason. Robbed of these two things by militant propaganda, people soon forget about compassion and the sanctity of human life (with the leaders of organised religion in the front line nevertheless proclaiming God on their side), rushing headlong into temporary insanity and the opportunity to indulge their basest instincts. But no fine words can alter the fact that to kill human beings methodically on calculated orders, whether impersonally from an aeroplane, or on the gallows in the guise of punishment, is wrong. To fight and kill, to carry out deeds of daring in the heat of battle is relatively easy, much easier than standing by your own unpopular convictions. Scientist and philosopher Albert Einstein put it very neatly: ‘Heroism by order, senseless violence and all the pestilent nonsense that goes by the name of patriotism – how I hate them! War seems to me a mean, contemptible thing. I would rather be hacked in pieces than take part in such an abominable business.’

I wasn’t exactly hacked in pieces over the ensuing years because I refused to play the game, but I came pretty close to it sometimes. Certainly I suffered a lot more misery and hardship than I would if I’d joined up meekly from the start. But I couldn’t see any justification for killing people with whom I had no personal argument merely because I was ordered to do so by a person or authority who, so far as I could see, had no moral right to make me do anything of the kind. Life – especially my own – is a very precious thing to me and I was not going to throw away mine or anyone else’s just to maintain the world’s economic see-saw, which is what all wars are about at rock bottom. If the majority of people wanted to do that, then let them get on with it without my help, but all the same their war was a downright inconvenience to me.

There was I at 29 years of age, a fine specimen of manhood. Professional boxer, wrestler, weightlifter, well-travelled circus and cabaret performer, and qualified physical culture instructor with a great future ahead of me. And blast if this damn fool war didn’t go and bury it all in a potato patch in Jersey! I hated the bloody place.

I reckon that that was the first time I’d worked for a ‘guvnor’ on a regular basis since I was about 17, which was when my father wisely gave up trying to get me apprenticed to a steady trade. I liked it even less now than I had then, mostly because the Peace Pledge Union had found me work with one of the Jersey farmers who treated their hired hands about the same as they treated their cattle.

Some of the conscientious objectors placed by the Peace Pledge Union with island farmers in need of labour were in fact satisfactorily housed, fed and paid. But the majority were exploited as cheap labour, treated with ridicule and contempt and housed and worked in worse conditions than the farm animals they tended. Complaints were supposed to be made to the PPU and its island officials, chief among whom was an eccentric named Flynn, who was finally recognised even by the government authorities – who tend to turn a blind eye to such things – as a warped, unscrupulous individual who used for his own ends the unfortunate people who passed through his hands. Anyone having the gall to complain to Flynn was bullied into submission by him with threats of official reprisal, but his tactics did not always work against the more intelligent and better-educated members. They simply left the PPU and found work for themselves where they were of good service to their employers while still maintaining their principles.

By June it became apparent that there was every possibility that the German advance would carry them right into the Channel Islands. The unperturbed complacency of the islanders was shaken. The trickle of the wealthy, who had already started leaving, became a panic-stricken popular flood. They queued by the harbour day and night, many with crammed suitcases and hastily tied bundles, to try and obtain tickets for a passage on the two ships leaving for England.

I didn’t particularly want to stay either and hung around the harbour at St Helier hoping to make the acquaintance of some of the seamen and get taken on with the crew of one of the boats leaving the island. One day, as I stood on the street corner opposite the queue of would-be evacuees outside the harbour master’s office, I saw a young man stagger out of the crowd and collapse face down in the gutter. To my amazement, not one person moved a muscle to help him, so afraid were they of losing their place in the line. I ran over to where he had fallen and turned him over to examine him. He wasn’t just drunk: in a little while he would probably have been dead drunk from alcohol poisoning, judging by the smell of him and the ghastly pallor of his face. I hoisted him onto my shoulder and carried him to hospital where they went to work on him with a stomach pump.

The next day I found myself thinking about him, wondering who he was and how he was doing, and being at a loose end as usual I went to see him. I was glad to find that he was recovering with the resilience of the young and healthy and when he realised that it was I who had brought him to hospital his boyish face broke into that disarmingly innocent smile that I came to know so well. I took a good look at him and I liked what I saw, for John Leister was a strikingly good-looking youth of 17, blond, blue-eyed; but the open innocence of his smile concealed a rebellious, independent nature and reckless high spirits very like my own.

Like me, he had come to Jersey with the PPU; his father had been German and John had no desire to fight for one side or the other. He had been in London when the war broke out, apprenticed as a baker in the family business run by his grandmother, who was once again experiencing the prejudice and ill-feeling of the First World War when perfectly normal people who had patronised the shop for years suddenly boycotted it, and windows were smashed and slogans daubed on its walls. John got sick of it all one fine day and rather than be interned he had simply left to find non-combatant work through the PPU, but now he, like me, had also become disillusioned with the organisation and was trying to find some way out.

It seemed that despite the difference in our ages we had a lot in common. We took to each other immediately and when John left hospital he quit the group he had been working with and threw in his lot with mine.

We were not the only PPU members who wanted to get away from the island and the German threat. But it was at this point that Flynn made himself most objectionable and unreasonable. He refused to grant anyone with the PPU permission to leave, saying they were under contract and threatening government reprisal. More to the point, he withheld money due to members and hung on to such of their property as he had in his possession. There were growls of dissatisfaction and discontent in our ranks so, after a bit, he changed his tack, promising a special boat to evacuate all those who were his responsibility.

We swallowed this for a while until it became clear that there was no boat and no special arrangements. In my usual forthright manner I walked into his office one day and demanded the passage promised to me and my wife. I cut across his blustering threats and gave him two hours to come up with the tickets. In those two hours he had me arrested for, I think, threatening behaviour or something of the sort. I couldn’t pay the fine of £5 because Flynn had my money, so I did 14 days in Jersey’s Gloucester Street Prison, one of many incarcerations. By the time I got out of prison, transport to and from Jersey was non-existent, but if the incident had any effect it was to make me a minor hero among the PPU members for standing up to Flynn, whose prestige was beginning to look a bit battered.

On 1 July 1940, a lone fighter flew low across the island dropping the terms of the German ultimatum to the people of Jersey. There was to be no resistance. A white cross was painted on the market square and public buildings sprouted a crop of white flags. Every house quickly sported some emblem of surrender; in their eagerness to comply, the islanders even draped dog kennels and chicken coops with white sheets.

The first German soldiers on the streets of Jersey were peaceful and polite, taking over for the first time in history a portion of the United Kingdom, and they all appeared to be extremely conscious of this fact. But, like all members of an army of occupation, they were the bosses. Since then I have experienced being under the occupation of four different nationalities and in them all I have seen the same cold official cruelty, the same arrogance, the same flashes of spontaneous humanity, kindness and curiosity.

It wasn’t long before the Germans formed their own opinion of the people over whom they now ruled: they didn’t seem to like them very much. Not having any patriotic prejudices myself, I soon got to know several of the German soldiers. They made no secret of their preference for an Englishman from the mainland; Jerseymen, as one of them said to me, were ‘all potatoes and tomatoes and no backbone’.

Personally I felt that if there had been more potatoes and tomatoes life would have been a lot easier because soon the food shortage, which followed upon the invasion, began to gnaw at our stomachs. Food for the civilian population was in very short supply. Extra rations could be got by stealing somebody else’s – theft was rife among the islanders – or by working for the occupational government, helping to build sea walls, gun emplacements and defences, which was what most people eventually did.

Most people, but not me. I had nothing against the Germans, but I wasn’t going to work for them in their war effort either, even though by this time I had left my PPU employers because of the conditions under which they expected me and my wife to live and work. At first I tried to earn a living as a wrestler, but engagements were few and far between and I could have starved to death at that rate.

So I stole. I stole impartially from the Germans and from the wealthier islanders. Nationality didn’t mean much to me at the best of times, least of all when I was hungry. Certainly I was a thief, but I wasn’t after the quick easy money most criminals go for – just food. I was a young, healthy athlete and my body simply demanded food. It was impossible for me to feel satisfied or well nourished on the meagre rations supplied legally. Fortunately there was a quickly growing illegal source of supply: the black market. Many of the islanders had their private rackets and who could blame them. Certainly I didn’t, since I myself didn’t do too badly out of my own little deals with the German soldiers, some of whom I got quite friendly with. Fur coats – from the houses of the wealthy evacuees – were always in demand for the Frau or Fräulein back home and had a good exchange rate in German foodstuffs.

Not that the Germans were the only ones with a store of goodies. John and I formed our own intelligence network of people who on the surface led respectable lives but who would ferret out for us the places where privileged people had hidden secret supplies of food and fuel. We would plunder these caches after curfew, rewarding our informants with a share of the spoils. But one of our best hauls we discovered, quite by accident, for ourselves.

John and I had just broken into what before the German occupation must have been a busy fried fish shop. The three bowls of fat we had found there and taken away and hidden in the garden of an evacuated house would bring us a small fortune on the black market. We felt in high spirits as we made our way home through an elite quarter of St Helier with 20 minutes to go before curfew, when from one of the house doorways we heard a despairing groan followed by somebody throwing up the contents of an objecting stomach. It splattered noisily on the step. Then came the sound of a door opening and a twittering female voice comforting the drunk in ludicrous German. Without the attempt at German it could have been a late-night episode in St John’s Wood but this was starving teetotal Jersey groaning under the German heel. And the house was that of the island governor. It seemed it would be worth looking the place over.

Every night for two weeks after that one of our friends would prowl about the area and bring us information on all the comings and goings, the staff cars, the braided officers and well-dressed women, the governor’s absence and return. If this was all official business it was conducted under attractive circumstances. Then one night John and I slipped socks over our shoes and crouched in a nearby garden waiting for evening curfew and the German night patrol to stamp by. We had been told the house could be empty that night and after watching it for a bit and seeing no sign of life we made our way round the back. We carefully broke a pane and unlatched the window. John climbed through to open the door and let me in.

We found ourselves in a large kitchen that smelt deliciously of food. I wedged the door shut in case we were disturbed and with the speed of long practice we searched the place. The stress of breaking into other people’s houses has an unfortunate effect on the bladder and bowels and you don’t hang around any longer than you need. Experience had taught us the best places to look and sure enough we found cupboards stacked with tins of German meat, French wine, cheeses, sugar, tins of biscuits and several bottles of German brandy. In three leg-aching, back-sweating trips we had cleared the contents to the garden of a neighbouring empty house, where we settled down for the rest of the night. It was worth the long cold wait to the lifting of morning curfew when our day shift arrived in working overalls and complete with builder’s barrow and equipment to carry the load home to the Panama boarding house.

A second-class, gently decaying boarding house it may have been, but to us crowd of ‘Jersey Jackals’ the Panama was home. The place seemed to attract types as headstrong and independent as myself. Stan Craig, it seemed, was a British swimming representative of the 1936 Olympic Games, a wrestler and a pacifist – although he did enjoy a good fight. An ardent Marxist, he was a born orator and could unconsciously command attention for hours on end. Back in London, shortly before the war started, he would speak at a meeting of the National Socialist Party of Great Britain on Mondays and Wednesdays, but his heart was in the gatherings for Tuesdays and Thursdays, when he would speak for the Communist Party. He received 15 shillings a night, four nights a week, although he would cheerfully have spoken on Tuesdays and Thursdays for free!

Max Martin Schultz, who was, like John, of part-German descent, was apparently European light-heavyweight wrestling champion. Joe Anderson, a breezy London mechanic, wasn’t exactly the athletic type, but he had taken a lot of trouble to train his mind and the extent of his knowledge and thoughtful reading were incongruous with his background and accent. It was more what one would have expected to find in Paul Steward, a quiet, amiable schoolmaster who said very little and silently went his independent way.

Little Bognor, who didn’t join us until much later, was the odd man out. That wasn’t his real name, but that’s what we called him then (he came from Bognor Regis) and we’ll keep to it now because it’s unlikely that the reverend gentleman who is his father and the rest of his respectable family would appreciate reading about his youthful escapades. For one thing Bognor was very young, even younger than John, and his frightfully upper-class accent and attitude were in complete contrast to the rest of us. John and I picked him up wandering about St Helier with no place to sleep and little to eat. His extreme youth and obvious difficulty in coping with his circumstances appealed to our better natures, so we adopted him. His other nickname was Oliver Twist, because he had that lad’s sort of naive trust, and perhaps it was this which made us, unlike Fagin, try to avoid involving him in any of our dubious activities. Eventually he became aware of our attitude to him and, to our amazement, he objected strongly. On several occasions he tried to show us that he too had little regard for the law by bringing home a bottle of milk stolen from a doorway or a chicken from a nearby farm until, eventually, I became alarmed for our collective safety and made him promise not to do anything without telling us. He kept his word and there was at least one occasion later on when he was really useful to us – even though that particular episode did land us in jail.

This motley collection soon achieved notoriety with the authorities as the ‘Panama Group’, with John and me known as the foremost members of the quasi-criminal fraternity. Brooding protectively over us all, however, was Mother Seawood, proprietor of the Panama, a lively, rascally old Irish Catholic lady. She didn’t exactly encourage ‘her boys’ (as she called us) to steal, but she turned a benevolently blind eye. She knew very well that we would sometimes hide our loot in her room, as it was the one place in the house where the local police would never dare search, such was her reputation. There was one particular occasion when she did, quite literally, save our bacon.

The Germans, making their contribution to increasing food resources, decided to breed pigs, choosing a strip of cultivated land on top of Mount Bingham for the purpose and importing their breeding stock. It was Joe Anderson, temporarily employed on the Jersey food production project, who brought us news of the first arrivals. He, like the rest of us at the time, was feeling the pangs of hunger and no doubt knew what the result of this piece of information would be. His supposition was correct.

That same evening, two hours before curfew, John, Anderson and I set out for Mount Bingham on the outskirts of St Helier. I was equipped with a well-greased pyjama cord and, as always, a sharp pocket knife. Anderson carried an empty rucksack and John a hacksaw and a piece of bread. Armed with this curious collection of implements we set out singly and in different directions because any combined excursion by the Panama Group quickly came to the notice of the island police. It was dark when we met but Anderson was able to point out the sty which housed a litter of young pigs.

John’s hacksaw dealt effectively with the several padlocks securing the premises and, leaving Anderson on guard outside, we sneaked in among the grunting, rooting piglets. Enticed by the piece of bread in John’s hand, one unsuspecting piglet wandered over to us. With the dexterity of an oriental thug, I slipped the noose of the waxed pyjama cord over its head and pulled it tight while John lay on the poor struggling little beast until it was still, strangled into unconsciousness, when I quietly slit its throat and bled it. The other piglets continued their snuffling with complete unconcern.

We put the carcass into the rucksack and gave it to Anderson to carry home while the two of us disappeared back to the Panama to await his arrival. His notoriety not being a patch on ours, he would be less conspicuous with a rucksack than we would.

As soon as Anderson came in, the still-warm carcass was rushed into Steward’s bathroom and dumped in the bath. I set to work with my pocket knife and a small chopper, produced magically from somewhere, to deal with the more robust bits. We dealt with the pig as skilfully, smoothly and speedily as though we had done nothing but slaughter pigs all our lives. I sliced, chopped and cut systematically, putting the offal straight in the lavatory pan, where Steward stood ready to pull the chain and flush each lot away. The edible portions I handed to John, who piled them into a mincing machine borrowed from Mrs Seawood’s kitchen. In less than 30 minutes we were finished, the bathroom and the instruments completely clean. There was nothing to show of the piglet or how he met his end except a washbowl of minced pork, which we put in the kitchen. Satisfied with the night’s work, we all went to bed.

Next morning we had reason to be thankful that we had done the job so thoroughly as the expostulating voice of Mrs Seawood woke us out of a deep sleep. The law had arrived in the shape of 6 ft 2 in. Police Constable Le Jontier, complete with outsize feet and nose, and a few other policemen. Obviously they had no definite information to work on, just suspicion, because they picked first on John, no doubt hoping (in vain as usual) that he, being the youngest, would let something slip. They never did learn that John’s youth and apparent innocence covered a wiliness far beyond his years. John, with his customary air of bland naivety, kept them occupied long enough for us to dive into the kitchen to rescue the basin of mince. To our utter dismay, it had disappeared – where to, we had absolutely no idea. We all sat in there with our heads in the serving hatch, hearing perfectly the progress of the questioning in the dining room as, one by one, we were all hauled in. The police, of course, had no idea that the hatch was open. Pottering about the dining room doing the chores, dear old Mrs Seawood decided that the hatch needed dusting and accidentally she left it slightly ajar. She kept up a constant scolding as she dusted and polished the dining room, grumbling about them rascally young boys for causing the lovely policemen so much bother.

‘May the good Lord forgive them young rascals, sir, if they have been up to anything wicked, but they’re not really bad, the little devils. And would you good gentlemen be wanting a nice cup of tea now while you be asking all these questions?’ adding, before they had time to accept or refuse, ‘I’ll make one now, it really do help, you know.’

With my head in the serving hatch I grinned. The tea, a very scarce commodity, had been stolen by us a few weeks previously and, until this moment, completely forgotten.

Comforted by Mrs Seawood’s tea and thoughtfulness, and no doubt somewhat distracted by her pottering about, the police finished their questioning soon after and left. I immediately asked anxiously where the pork had got to. Without a flicker of change in her voice or expression, Mrs Seawood said: ‘You silly boys – you left it in the kitchen uncovered and the flies were getting on it so I covered it up with a nice clean cloth and put it in my room. Shall I make you shepherd’s pie or would you like some nice meat dumplings?’

Mrs Seawood’s ability as a cook was second only to her greathearted capacity for loving us desperate young tearaways, and for a week we forgot what it was like to be hungry.

Food, and how to get it, wasn’t the only thing that occupied our minds. When we were well fed, our thoughts tended to gravitate to that other pole around which life revolved. Sex. That was another small necessity which the Germans were, unwittingly, kind enough to provide us with. But then maybe they owed us that favour. Girls had never been in short supply until the occupation forces arrived, but now, unless one had a German uniform, it was difficult to find a girl, since a large part of the female population seemed to be doing its best to keep Jerry happy. In many cases it was, of course, the food and cigarettes which influenced their choice of boyfriends, but simple, healthy lust had a lot to do with it as well.

The German military personnel had been warned not to mix too freely with the local girls, but, as everywhere else in wartime, this injunction was largely ignored and a blind eye turned by the officials, so the island women, with their adaptable standards of virtue, made hay while the Jersey sun shone. Hoping to get at least their officers to set a good example by diverting their attention from the forbidden home-grown fruit, the German authorities called in professional assistance.

There were 12 of them: long, shapely legs, fashionable dresses clinging provocatively to well-moulded hips and bottoms. What matter if the pretty faces were a little hard and businesslike! As they walked down the gangplank laughing and chattering, they were like a flock of tropical birds bringing a welcome colour and gaiety to St Helier’s drab quay.

The idea was that the French girls would provide the officers with all the light – or heavy – entertainment they required. It was a very good idea. But it didn’t work. Competition from the enthusiastic local amateurs was far too keen and well established. The French girls were the first to complain. They found it difficult to get enough work to make a living and without work they got bored. Inevitably the magnet which draws together the socially despised exerted its influence and we noticed that the girls found the virile Panama crowd as attractive as we found them.

The Panama decided to throw a party and the girls came, bringing with them a healthy stock of German wines and spirits. Mrs Seawood proved, in addition to the rest of her talents, to be a splendid hostess, a skill perhaps acquired in the days when she was a memsahib in India, where her late husband was at one time stationed. Absorbing to the full the mood of the occasion, and whatever was going in the way of drink, she bustled about with renewed youth and energy and, towards the end of the evening, took it upon herself to pair people off and direct where each couple should sleep. When beds ran out, she busied herself like some industrious mother hen providing mattresses and blankets.

‘I ain’t having you boys a-fighting!’ she kept saying most firmly, although a quarrel was the last thing we had on our minds at the time. ‘Now git you off to bed and keep the peace, bless yer all – even if you don’t sleep, yer little devils you!’

Even though we never said as much to each other, Mrs Seawood gave to ‘her boys’ a warmth and genuine affection which I think we all needed at that time. To the authorities it may have appeared that the Panama was merely a den where the despised ‘Jersey Jackals’, as we became known, hung out, but to us it was home, and I, perhaps more than the others at one time, was glad it was there. Quite early in the occupation I struck a very gloomy personal patch when my own wife became enamoured of the German uniform and all the benefits it could provide. Before very long she left me to set up as housekeeper to the Germans. We had been married scarcely two years. But wartime has a curiously distorting effect, like one of those mirrors in an amusement arcade, pulling one’s sense of perspective into peculiar shapes. Perhaps I would have felt this desertion more sharply in peace time, perhaps not; certainly I would not have had the sense of complete betrayal I experienced when, later, she gave evidence against me before a German tribunal.

But that’s running a bit ahead. I took it badly enough when she did leave me, but in those days we were all infected with the euphoria, the carelessness for the future, that hangs in the air like a dust cloud in the early days of war. There is a feverish quality to life, a sense of urgent immediacy that influences everything one does and thinks, that annihilates the customary restraint and caution which usually govern our actions. Live now, cram everything you can into today, because what’s to come is more unsure than it ever was.

I wouldn’t waste the day I had fretting over a mirage of happy days I might have had with my wife in an uncertain future, nor would I poison it with bitterness and self-pity. I was alive and, with a little judicious thieving from all quarters, still strong and healthy, and I intended to keep it that way.



Chapter 2

THE POACHERS FROM THE OLD PANAMA

The thieving and black-market business can be rewarding, even stimulating, but like any other bread-and-butter job it can get very tedious when you see it stretching into infinity. Good times alternated with bad, full stomachs with a growling emptiness, but overall the prospect of an indefinite stay under the Germans in the uncongenial company of the Jerseymen was decidedly gloomy. And they weren’t going to leave the island so it rather looked as if we would have to move.

That was the solution: the question was how. We spent long idle hours hanging about in what seemed to be likely places, hoping to pick up useful information, tips on boats, crews, smuggling, but all to no avail. Then one day, while a group of us jackals were basking in the sun outside our usual lair, the Panama, Stan Craig burst in on us with his habitually explosive energy. Pulling off his clothes, he flung them on the ground in a heap and sank down on them with a satisfied grunt. Silence once more settled gently down like dust. Anticlimax. The way Stan had bounded in we thought he might have some news, but he said nothing.

‘What’s doing, Craigy?’ someone murmured after a bit, prompting him hopefully, but Stan was too busy rummaging in his trousers for his pipe. At last he found it and stuck it in his mouth, sucking emptily, for his tobacco ration had already gone up in smoke. Then he was ready to give us his attention and turned back to us, the massive shoulder muscles rippling. Without removing his pipe from his mouth he said carefully: ‘There is a chance for us to get off this bleeding island tonight.’

I felt something like a physical shock of excitement run through me, followed immediately by suspicion.

‘How do you know it’s not some kind of bloody trap fixed up by the Germans or the Jersey coppers?’ I demanded.

‘You are an over-cautious bastard! Do you imagine for one moment that I’d be daft enough to have anything to do with the idea if Jerseymen were involved?’ Stan was indignant. None of us really liked the islanders, having found them to be a hypocritical, German-serving bunch too often to trust them. Not that I blame the islanders for that, only I wish that now, more than 30 years later, they wouldn’t make themselves out to have been patriotically whitewashed heroes.

Stan went on to explain that a fellow Communist, an Irishman named Lenahan, had told him that he had a boat and would give us the chance to get away from the island with him. It sounded all right, and with a suppressed sense of excitement we began to make plans for the evening. Three of us – John, Joe Anderson and I – agreed to meet Stan on the cliffs at a disused summerhouse half hidden in gorse bushes.

Well before curfew, John and I started across































































EPILOGUE

Home at last after 16 years of hardship and adventure from one end of war-torn Europe to the other, Eric Pleasants felt little inclination to leave his native Norfolk ever again. Pardoned by the British government on the grounds that he had served his time, he settled back into the home patch of his childhood as a respected neighbour and citizen, working as a physical education instructor in local Norfolk schools and becoming a top martial arts tutor in Norwich, as well as continuing with the wood carving he had learned in prison camp, teaching self-defence to the elderly and qualifying in physiotherapy and massage.

A few years after his return to Norfolk, Eric Pleasants married Pauline, his wife of 30 years. In 1984, Pleasants suffered a massive heart attack, which paralysed him down one side of his body and deprived him of the most basic skills, including the power of speech. But once again his extraordinary steadfastness of spirit prevailed and by sheer will and guts he drove himself back to semi-fitness and in part regained his powers of speech. ‘I survived,’ he was to say later, ‘because I never gave up and was always a little bit stronger than those around me.’ He also survived, it should be added, because he had a woman of humour and gentle strength to nurse him back from the darkest abyss in his life – an abyss even more dire than the Berlin sewers and the Inta coal mine.

‘Eric was indomitable,’ she was to recall. ‘I remember that after three months we got a wheelchair and I pushed him outside. Half an hour later, to my horror, I looked out and saw he was out of his chair, dragging his leg and pushing the chair. I’ve never seen anyone like him. The other day there was this terrific wind and his electric chair had packed up. It was all I could do to keep my moped up, but he biked all the way to Wymondham. You could say Eric’s a born fighter.’

In 1998 Eric Pleasants – an anti-war SS trooper under one tyrant and a slave labourer under another – died at the age of 87 in Saxlingham. Though this definitive account of his extraordinary story, as told to Christine Ramble, was written some years before his last illness, only now has the complete, uncensored story of Hitler’s self-styled Bastard – the Norfolk country lad, boxing star and champion wrestler, reserve in the British gymnastics team in the 1936 Olympics, one-time bodyguard to the future Queen of England and her sister when both were young princesses, one-time Communist, fascist, pacifist, British SS man, circus strong man and slave labourer in the dreaded Gulag of Stalin’s Russia – finally been published in its entirety.


Editors’ Notes (Dramatis Personae)

BRITISH FREE CORPS MEMBERS

Aliases

TOMMY ATKINS

Frank Axon: born Crewe. Lance-Corporal in the RASC. Taken prisoner Greece, April 1941.

PETER BUTCHER

Thomas Haller Cooper: born Chiswick, London, 1919. 1938–39, British Union of Fascists. Served in Hitler’s bodyguard until LSSAH in Berlin, February to June 1940 and various other Waffen SS units until 1943 when he became an early member of the BFC. Tried by the British for high treason in 1945 and sentenced to death in 1946. Commuted to life imprisonment 1946. Released 1953. Went to Japan. Died late 1990s.

COURLANDER

Roy Nicholas Courlander: served with New Zealand Division in Western Desert and Greece. Captured in Greece, April 1941. Sentenced to 15 years. Served seven years and died in Auckland, 1970.

HANDRUPE

William Charles Britten: a lance-corporal of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, who was serving in 4 Commando when captured at Duda Bay, Crete, in June 1941. Court-martialled at Colchester in June 1946, he received ten years’ imprisonment. Two months later he was found to be suffering from an incurable form of Crohn’s disease and was released.

KINGSLEY

Hugh Cowie: a private in the Gordon Highlanders, captured in France in 1940. Made several escape attempts and joined the BFC to avoid court-martial for possession of a clandestine radio while labouring for the Germans in Upper Silesia.

McCARTHY

Francis Paul Maton: Territorial in Royal Artillery. Former member of British Union of Fascists. Captured in Crete while Corporal in 50 (Middle East) commando after being severely wounded in his legs. Surrendered to British troops in Brussels, September 1944.

MILLER

Herbert George Rowlands: born London. Merchant Navy. Fought in and deserted from International Brigade during Spanish Civil War.

MILTON

Alfred Vivian Minchin: a merchant seaman from Surrey, taken PoW after his ship was sunk off Norway.

‘TUG’ MONTGOMERY

John Eric Wilson: born 1921. One-time senior BFC NCO, he styled himself ‘RSM Montgomery, MM’. Served in 1st Armoured Division Provost Company, 1939–40, and later as an RASC driver. Volunteered for 3 Commando in 1943. Captured, escaped and captured again at Bora Manna, Italy. British court-martial sentenced him to ten years’ imprisonment.

‘LOFTY’ NIXON

Although referred to by Pleasants as ‘an ex-RAF rear gunner’, the alias Nixon was used by Frederick Croft, a bombardier in the Royal Artillery, from Finchley. As a PoW he had escaped five times from his working party before he was put in solitary confinement. He subsequently joined the BFC.

OWENS

Norman Rose: East Surrey Regiment.

PHILLPOTTS

Roy Ralph Futcher: had served as a private in the DCLI. He was not arrested but given a warning as to his future conduct by the military authorities at the end of the war.

‘BUCK’ ROGERS

Thomas Louis Freeman: was a private in 7 Commando of Lay Force who was recruited by Courlander from Stalag XIIIa in Austria in February 1944. Cleared of any guilt after the war, he had joined the BFC with the object of escaping and sabotaging the movement. Pleasants’ reference to Rogers as a Canadian does not fit Freeman’s profile. He may possibly be referring to Edward Barnard Martin, who was known to his BFC associates as ‘Bartlett’. Martin was a Canadian from Riverside, Ontario, who served as a private in the Canadian ‘Essex Scottish Regiment’ and was captured at Dieppe in August 1942. He was sentenced to 25 years at a Canadian court-martial.

‘VOYSEY’

Ronald Barker: Australian from Goulburn, NSW. Merchant Navy. Captured on MV British Advocate by German rocket battleship Admiral von Scheer in Indian Ocean, 1941.

WALTERS

Thomas Perkins: Lance-Corporal in Military Police.

‘TEENY WEENY’ WOODS

Francis George MacLardy: born Liverpool, 1915. British Union of Fascists, 1934–38. Called up in 1940. Joined RAMC in March and captured at Wormhoudt, France, 31 May 1940. Sentenced to life imprisonment at Cheshire court-martial, later reduced to 15 years.

Others

John Amery (1912–1945): son of Churchill’s wartime Secretary of State for India and Burma, Leo Amery. John Amery served as a radio propagandist for the sponsored ‘British Legion of St George’ before briefly running its successor organisation, the British Free Corps. Executed for treason by the British in 1945.

William Joyce (1906–46): British-passport-carrying radio traitor who broadcast propaganda for the Germans during the Second World War. Known to the British as ‘Lord Haw Haw’, he was tried for treason and executed by the British authorities in 1946.

Otto Skorzeny (1908–75): Austrian-born Nazi commando chief. As an SS lieutenant-colonel he was involved in many daring operations, including the rescue of Mussolini from an Italian mountain in 1943. Acquitted of war crimes, he lived in Spain during the post-war years.

Dr Vivian Stranders (1881–1959): a former captain in the Royal Flying Corps during the First World War. Stranders was responsible for the transfer of the British Free Corps into the Waffen SS. He was nominally head of the BFC from late 1944 to the end of the war. Naturalised as a German citizen in 1933, he was not charged with treason by the British and subsequently settled in North-Rhine, Westphalia, where he died at the age of 78.

Forest Yeo-Thomas (1901–64): British secret agent known as ‘The White Rabbit’, who was captured by the Germans after parachuting into France. Sent to a concentration camp, he survived the war to be awarded the George Cross.
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