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‘I am leading you towards wonderful times’

Hitler in a speech on 3 June 1937


The dead metallic crackle of machine-guns,

Echoed in the cold silence.

The tramp of boots, sounding like shots,

The yelp of a dog,

Human screams.

Crying child, murdered women

In the last sunlight of a dying day.

Never forget it, the blood of the murdered

It was war –

To Dorthe, my life’s companion.


BLITZFREEZE
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Translated from the Danish by Tim Bowie
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1 | The Girl Sergeant

‘What’s wrong with you?’ the lieutenant asks.

‘I can’t do it,’ says the girl sergeant.

‘You won’t!’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Tell me why you won’t,’ the lieutenant begs softly. He smooths her hair, and her forage cap falls to the ground.

‘You’re unreasonable. A girl can’t do it when she’s feeling down in the mouth.’

‘That’s a lot of nonsense. Even when you’re wounded you can do it. I once did it with both legs in plaster.’

‘When did you have both legs in plaster?’

‘When I was serving with the Soviet Laplanders. The time the Finns attacked us.’

‘Were you there? I didn’t know you’d been garrisoned in Leningrad. Stop it, Oleg! I can’t, I tell you!’

‘You mean you won’t! You don’t like doing it. I’m a holder of the Krasnoe Znamja,1 you know.’

‘Do you think a girl flops into bed with a man, just because he’s got a Krasnoe Znamja? Where did you win it, anyway?’

‘Suomussalmi.’

‘Where’s that? Out east? There’s always war out there.’

‘No, Finland. It’s where we crushed the Finnish fascists and imperialists.’

‘Do you mean the big tank battle?’

‘Yes. They destroyed the division. But then the Commander-in-Chief sent in the whole army corps. We drove deep into their flanks, and got six decorations for bravery.’

‘And you got one of them?’

‘Yes!’ He tries to slip his hand up under her potato-brown army skirt.

She closes her legs. They roll about in the tall maize.

‘You mustn’t, she whispers hoarsely. ‘I tell you I can’t. I’m a soldier like you. All that filthy perversity’ll have to wait till we’ve crushed the occupation force.’

‘Oh, I understand you thoroughly,’ growls the lieutenant bitterly. ‘Hell! how I understand you. I understand you night and day, every hour, morning and evening. Especially evenings when I sit alone in that blasted battlewagon. I understand you the way the devil understands Karl Marx. Job Tvojemadj!’2

‘Do you have to talk filth?’ she says quietly. She straightens her military skirt and shifts the belt supporting the Nagan3 to a more comfortable position.

‘I’m a soldier,’ she repeats, ‘a tankman like yourself.’

‘You’re a soldier, yes, a telegraphist in a battlewagon, Jelena Vladimirovna.’ He catches her by the neck and throws her on her back in the golden maize.

She kicks out at him, resists violently. Her skirt slides up, and a pair of well-formed thighs in khaki stockings come to view. ‘Hell, stop it,’ she snarls savagely. ‘I’ll report you to the Sampolit!’4

‘Do you think I’m afraid of those swine? If we don’t crush the Nazis before they get into Moscow, all the Sampolits will be swinging in the breeze. They’re shaking with fright, every one of them, and with reason. We’re not going to beat the fascists!’

‘Have you gone mad, Oleg Grigorjewitsch? Do you doubt the victory? That’ll cost you your head if I report you!’

‘Jelena Vladimirovna, can’t you be honest with me? You doubt the victory too! Hitler’s manhunters have been chasing us around like frightened chickens since June. Thousands upon thousands have fallen in just a few months. Countless others are behind barbed wire in Germany. Impregnable fortifications have gone down before we knew what was hunting us. We’re finished! Hitler and his generals will be in the Kremlin before Christmas. Where’s General Bagramja and his unbeatable Division of Guards? Crushed, Jelena! We stand on lost positions.

‘We’ve been at war three months and Hitler’s panzer divisions are little more than 200 miles from Moscow. If the weather holds, and it looks as if it will, fascist tanks will be in the Kremlin in less than a week. Did you hear the enemy radio the other day:

‘“Panzer, forward march! Let the tracks roll! Don’t stop till they’re striking sparks from the cobblestones of Moscow. Crush international Communism! Didn’t you hear it, Jelena? The Germans are devils. They’ve never been beaten. Anywhere! You’ve seen their yellow tanks crushing everything before them. For every one of their’s that went up in flames a hundred of ours went. Our own tank brigade has been destroyed and re-formed five times. Do you think that can go on? I heard this morning that they were packing up all ready to evacuate the Kremlin. Josef Stalin lets us be liquidated to save himself. He’s as brutal as Hitler. It’s a question which of the two is Russian’s greatest scourge. You know the order: He who retreats is a traitor and will be shot! If we surrender, they shoot our families.”’

‘I’d rather die than surrender,’ whispers Jelena hoarsely.

‘Don’t be too sure of that. Death doesn’t seem so frightening at a distance. But up close even the bravest lose courage and choose life – if they have a choice at all. But who’s to say we two’ll have any choice. We haven’t met Hitler’s SS yet. They’re a thousand times worse than our own NKVD.’

‘Impossible,’ in a frightened groan from the girl. ‘Nobody could be crueller than Beria’s men.’

‘You’ll learn better! Wait till you meet the men with the skull on their caps. They kill for the love of it. It’s said they get a pint of blood to drink every morning. Soviet blood, Jelena Vladimirovna.’

‘It’s said too, that they eat young children,’ she mumbles, paling.

‘Half a million babies disappeared in Berlin alone. Jewish babies,’ she added after a moment.

‘No, not Jewish, the SS definitely wouldn’t eat them!’ he protests – indignantly.

‘Do you really think we’re losing the great patriotic war?’

‘We have lost it, Jelena Vladimirovna, God help and pity us!’

‘You believe in God, Oleg? A Soviet officer passed out of Frunse Academy?’

‘Yes, since the battle of Minsk I believe in God. He is our only hope. Jelena Vladimirovna, I love you! I’ve loved you from the moment you joined the regiment, and were put in my unit. Come on, girl! There’s a war on. Who knows if we’ll still be alive by evening?’

‘Stop it, I can’t, I won’t! I’m engaged!’

‘No you bloody well aren’t,’ he shouts mockingly. ‘I know there’s something between you and Captain Anna Skrjabina. The whole brigade knows it. They say a T-34 is what’ll come out of it.’ He throws back his head with a roar of laughter. ‘You’re Captain Anna Skrjabina’s mistress. Everybody knows that cow’s crazy about girls. But did you know, too, that they disappear but fast when the old witch gets tired of them? She’ll soon be finished with the unit at Sampolit. Colonel Botapov doesn’t like her.’

‘He can’t touch Anna. She has connections right up to the Stavka.’5

‘You’re in love with her!’

‘So what? Do I have to get my section commander’s permission?’

‘What do you do with one another?’

‘Do you think I’m perverse?’

‘No, just a lesbian. You nauseate me, Jelena Vladimirovna.’

‘Good, then let me go, tovaritsch lieutenant! They certainly didn’t hand out manners together with medals at Suomussalmi.’

‘Are you knocking the Order of the Red Banner?’

‘Report me, if you want to. I can answer for myself! If I’m to be stood up against a wall I’ll see to it I get you for company!’

‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll get by, Jelena. Just crawl into Anna’s little bed. She’s the one who handles all the reports.’

‘You’re an animal. I curse you tenfold – by the Holy Mother of Kazan!’

‘I’m sorry, Jelena, I didn’tmean it but you drive me mad. I will have you, cost what it may!’

‘No, I tell you I won’t I won’t have anything to do with you. Not like that!’

Suddenly he is on top of her. The maize sways. The thick stalks snap noisily.

‘I’m going to have you now, if it’s the last thing I do in my life! Fritz’ll be here before sundown, and that’ll be it. The orders are “stand and die”’ With one movement he rips off her summer blouse. ‘Afterwards you can go running to Anna and tell the old witch that it’s a lot better having it with a man!’

‘Fuckin’ arseholes!’ rumbles Tiny in his deep belly bass. ‘It’s enough to get a jack up on a neutered nigger with a paralysed pisspin! See the way that traitor to the Soviet’s gettin’ across her now! And him as ’as doubts about the final victory. Ought to be stuck up in front of a firin’ squad! Bleedin’ dog’s dinner like ’im want perforatin’!’

‘It’s the bitch who’s gonna get perforated,’ sniggers Porta delightedly. ‘If they knew who was lying here taking the piss out of them! War’s a terrible thing! Just one shocking thing after another!’

‘Christ, now he’s moving up into the jungle,’ whispers Stege ecstatically, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

‘Cut it out, you lecherous monkeys,’ rasps the Old Man, moving forward his LMG,6 one of the new type with a bayonet for close-quarter fighting.

Barcelona Blom chuckles lasciviously and screws the cover off a hand-grenade.

‘He’d better get a move on, that humpty-backed frog. It’ll be his last bang, before we come tapping on the door.’

The girl has pulled herself free again. Her breasts are bared. She is breathing heavily and smacks the lieutenant resoundingly across the face. But this only excites him even more. She aims a kick at his crutch.

‘She should’ve taken a course at the military academy judo school,’ opines Porta, ‘then she could’ve tossed that alik7 straight over to us.’

‘That’d stop ’is fartin’ in church,’ grins Tiny. ‘His nice little officer’s prick’d shrivel up at the sight of us, and ’e’d shoot a load about the size of a sparrer’s tear.’

The two wrestle briefly in the swaying corn. Her skirt has been torn away. The heavy Nagan and white frilly pants seem ludicrous in contrast.

Panting they fall to the grass. Something white flutters into the air and ends on a branch.

‘There go ’er arse-curtains,’ reports Tiny gleefully.

We grin delightedly, all except the Old Man and the Legionnaire. Porta emits a long shrill whistle.

‘What was that?’ asks Jelena nervously.

‘A reed warbler crying to its mate,’ Oleg calms her.

‘A Red warrior crying for his cunt, you bastard,’ Tiny grins unrestrainedly, his face pressed hard to the ground.

‘Right up,’ Porta laughs lustfully and scratches his crutch with his combat knife.

‘No!’ cries the girl hysterically, ‘why should I?’

‘To please me,’ he laughs.

‘I won’t! Can’t you hear? Leave me alone, I tell you!’

‘Just once, what difference can it make?’ he pleads.

There is silence for a moment. Betraying moans come from the bushes. A stifled scream. Jumbled words.

We are dumb with excitement, our breath comes pantingly, we stare greedy-eyed.

Porta wriggles forward to Tiny.

‘Holy Mother of Kazan,’ he whispers breathlessly. ‘Ain’t this something? Here we go knocking the Red Army, when in fact it’s us who’ve joined the wrong army. Ivan understands things. He takes uniformed cunt with him right into the thick of battle. Maybe us two hard-tried Prussian veterans ought to let the faded eagle take off and follow the Communist star? These men are fighting for a holy cause.’

‘Are they ’oly?’ asks Tiny disappointedly. His experience with the missions has been uniformly bad.

‘Like fuck they are,’ grins Porta. ‘No more than the devil is in the arse-part. But they’re made of rougher stuff than our Party bums who want to serve both God and the Devil, and try to keep the latter connection a secret like the Pharisee in the Bible. I’ve heard that every Communist Obergefreiter has a piece of allotjka8 to press his pants whenever her superior feels the need.’

‘If that’s true,’ mumbles Tiny with a hectic flush rising on his cheeks and eyes shining, ‘then we’ve already wasted too much of our time in Hitler’s connin’ army.’

‘Shall we let them finish before we turn it on?’ asks Stege in a whisper.

The Old Man makes no reply, pulls nervously at his ear and plays with the ‘stovepipe’. He is not interested in what is happening in the scrub in front of us.

The girl stands up and begins to order her uniform. Wraps her skirt around her. Now she is again a sergeant of the Guards in the Red Army’s tank arm.

‘I must go,’ she smiles, with a flash of white teeth, ‘but I’ll come back to you after roll-call.’

‘No you won’t,’ answers the lieutenant. ‘You’ll never come back to me!’

‘He must be a bloody fortune-teller,’ whispers Porta in amazement. ‘Can he know we’re here?’

‘I’ll come,’ laughs the girl and disappears into the maize. She goes over towards the four Russian BT-5s9 standing behind the maize-stalks by the sunflower thicket. If they had been painted yellow like ours you couldn’t have seen them.

Russia is all yellow at this time of the year. Even the people seem to take on a slightly yellowish tinge when September is past. Now the green of the tanks shows up strongly against all the yellow and brown.

‘They ought to paint their vehicles four times a year like we do,’ mumbles Porta. ‘Twice ain’t enough in combat conditions.’

‘They really ought to be painted every month,’ was Stege’s opinion. ‘January snow is quite different from December snow, and the powdery snow in November can’t be compared with the old February snow, and in March there are five different shades of white. So you can see that even in winter when white is white, it’s only worth painting vehicles once. When you get to spring, the green is changing almost every week. What good is it riding around in a happy spring green wagon in the middle of all that tired-out old summer green. A wagon like that stands out like a young bint in the middle of a crowd of old men. No, if we really understood how to camouflage ourselves we’d live longer. Just look at our uniforms! Grey-green! Apart from the dust on the roads where do you find that colour? And the boys from the other FPO shag around in their winter khaki well into the spring. Uniform colours are chosen by idiots sitting in offices.’

‘In the old days they all wore red and blue,’ explains Tiny, shaking his head.

‘That was to frighten the enemy,’ says Barcelona. ‘A line of men with fixed bayonets advancing side by side in scarlet uniforms was enough to frighten the shit out of the bravest. It was like a wave of blood sweeping forward.’

‘If there was anybody barmy enough to attack like that, I’d soon have this ol’ chatter box tuned in to lullaby music an’ make a nice row o’ scarlet corpses,’ grins Tiny mockingly.

‘Dope,’ sneers Barcelona contemptuously, ‘they didn’t have automatic weapons then, only muskets that had to be loaded again every time.’

‘Wot, no SMGs?10 asks Tiny unbelievingly. ‘Must’ve been a funny kind of war. Almost ‘armless. Didn’t they ’ave no mine-throwers nor mortars with jumpin’ jacks neither?’

‘Nah!’ answers Barcelona with a superior expression. ‘Nothing like that at all.’

‘Well, they’d ’ave a coupla naphtha bombs on ’and, I suppose, for if things got rough?’

‘Petrol wasn’t even discovered then,’ answers Barcelona.

‘Why the ’ell didn’t they stay at ‘ome? That wasn’t nothin’ to do with war, even if they did ’ave red jackets on. More like a bleedin’ demonstration, like what we ’ad before the war when we wanted more money and ’ad to fight the Schupos,11 who ’ad green ’elmets on special for the day. You could put ’em out on it dead easy by givin’ ’em one on top o’ the elmet so it come down over their bleedin’ ears. I’m dead good at ’ammerin’ Schupo lids down. Easy as scratchin’ your arse in a beer-bar.’

The Russian lieutenant is lying on his back in the grass with a maize-straw waggling in his mouth. He laughs with satisfaction. His summer tunic is unbuttoned. A ladybird moves busily across the yellow star on his Boudionovka.12 He has closed his eyes. Not until the Legionnaire’s shadow falls across him does he realize that he is in danger. Then he is dead. A last frightened bubbling comes from the slashed throat. The Legionnaire wipes his Moorish knife casually on the lieutenant’s summer tunic. We hurry past with the Panzerfausts13 over our shoulders. A smell of coffee comes from the Russian tank crew’s encampment.

‘Holy Moses!’ whispers Porta, eyes wide-open. ‘Coffee! Real coffee! These Communists’ve got every bloody thing! I am slowly beginning to like this: Workers of the world, unite!’ Porta loves coffee. He knows of nothing better. More than once he has jeopardized his life to get hold of coffee beans. The Old Man says Porta would sell the entire company for a pound of coffee. And he is probably not far from the truth. Porta is a coffee-maniac. Tiny, who is well in front of us with the heavy Panzerfaust nonchalantly under his arm, drops down suddenly into the maize and signals to us. Soundlessly we crawl forward to him. He points silently. A Russian tankman is sitting by a small fire, on which a large pot is steaming. Blissfully Porta inhales the penetrating coffee aroma. ‘Holy Guns!’ mumbles Julius Heide in a horrified tone. ‘Four BT-5s!’

‘Five,’ Porta corrects him. ‘There’s a KW-114 behind the stack, the command vehicle.’

‘Pissin’ arseholes,’ says Tiny ecstatically. ‘We’ll smash ’em with one great lovely bang.’ He pats the magnetic grenade and pushes it into the Panzerfaust. ‘This’ll shove their ball-bearin’s up into their throats, so they’ll never be able to shag a soldier’s mare no more. Bleedin’ traitors, wot doubts the final victory! If Ol’ Joe in the Kremlin knew what we was up to ’e’d be tackin’ medals on us!’

‘It is forbidden to wear Soviet decorations, remember,’ Heide instructs him coldly.

‘I ain’t got any yet, so wot’s the problem?’ replies Tiny drily and raises his Panzerfaust to the firing position.

‘Stop that,’ whispers the Old Man irritably. ‘Put down that pipe! Nobody fires until I give the order!’

From the tank soldiers bivouac comes the cheerful laughter of women and men.

‘D’you think they know there’s a war on?’ Porta asks, astonished. ‘They go on as if they were on their way to a Turkish whorehouse. They’ll have a stroke when we turn it on them.’

A woman’s voice cuts sharply through the general noise. A harsh, guttural commanding voice.

‘The prickless captain,’ Barcelona states, withdrawing ‘silent death’ from his pocket. ‘It’s mine. I’ll give it a last bang-up, before I strangle it.’

‘No, I’ll ’ave it,’ growls Tiny. ‘That bitch-captain’s gonna find out what kind of guests ’er country’s gettin’ now.’

‘If you could just keep your trap shut,’ whispers the Old Man sourly. ‘Let’s get closer. We’re a long way from the vehicles yet. All five boxes’ve got to go up in one go! Barcelona, you cover the foreground with the MG!15 Kill the lot! Not one reaches the bridge. If they blow it, it’s a court-martial for us. Everything hangs on that bridge. There’s at least a ton of explosive under it.’

‘What a lovely noise it’d make!’ Tiny dreams aloud. He loves everything that is loud and noisy. ‘Aton o’ HE! Fuckin’ arseholes! You could ’ear it all the way to Greenland. It’d make the lice on a’ Eskimo whore’s belly dance the can-can!’

Shortly after the Russian tank crews are called in and served a mess-tin of coffee.

‘If only to liberate that coffee, we’ve got to blow their candles out,’ gasps Porta nervously. ‘I only hope they don’t guzzle the bloody lot down ’em first.’

‘Nah, they wouldn’t be that nasty,’ Tiny comforts him. ‘They’ll leave us a drop. Wonder where they cornered it?’

‘They’re Guards,’ explains Heide, always well-informed. ‘They get special rations.’

‘How d’you know they’re bloody Guards?’ irritatedly from Porta.

‘Green summer tunics with silver shoulder straps,’ comes knowledgeably from Heide.

‘I can’t understand why you don’t know that. Haven’t you read May orders, in which you were told it was your duty to know the uniforms of the enemy?’

‘I usually wipe my arse on orders,’ sneers Porta. ‘They’re softer than corn-cobs.’

‘That’s sabotage!’ growls Heide, gruffly. ‘Wiping my arse?’ asks Porta with his supercilious street-boy grin.

‘You know what I mean, Obergefreiter Porta. It is my duty to report you to the NSFO.’16

‘I reckon it’s my duty to blow your bloody earholes through from side to side and get your brain moving,’ sneers Porta.

‘Come on,’ orders the Old Man and begins to crawl forward. The Russians are sitting in a circle, chewing at thick slices of bread, which they wash down with aromatic coffee.

The light is fading. Beyond the river, the sky is a rosy red. One of the Russians begins to play a balalaika. The others sing:



Long in his grave

Your father has slept.

In exile, in thralldom

In cold Siberia,

Your brother toils.

Under the nagajka’s17

Biting lash,

Chained hand and foot.





In Russia they have sung these sad songs for centuries. For as long as there have been prison camps in Siberia.

‘What a wicked bleedin’ song,’ mumbles Tiny and shrugs his shoulders as if chilled.

In the distance artillery thunders. We are old hands at the front, and can distinguish clearly the sound of air-bursts. It is the German heavy artillery at work now. It presages an attack. It’s not pleasant to be on the receiving end of those coal-boxes. We feel with the fellows from the other FPO. They’re curled up like hedgehogs behind a bit of an earthwork. Their only defence against death. We’ve been through it ourselves. We too are only soldiers. The human butcher’s-meat of the new age.

‘Muss i denn, muss i denn, zum Städtele hinaus!’ hums Tiny.

The light from the Russian tankmen’s fire throws a fantastic glow over the scene. There is nothing quite so spectral as the dark trunks of fir-trees seen by firelight.

‘Slip me a swig of poor man’s schnapps,’ requires Porta, and holds his hand out demandingly towards Barcelona, who passes him the big French water-bottle.

The gunfire intensifies. The sky flames violently in the distance. Both the Russians and we look to the north. It means death, mangling death, for both sides. Shells can’t tell the difference. ‘Forward, what the hell do you think you were born for?’ Engines drone. Tanks roll forward with infantry running alongside them. Every man of them is sick with fear. Irresponsible politicians have named them the backbone of the nation.

The advance speeds up. The tank has to pass a minefield. Nobody bothers about the grenadier running alongside hanging onto the towrope. He falls, is dragged, makes it to his feet again, shoots at a helmet sticking up over the lip of a trench.

This is war, friend. Kill some other mother’s son, before he can kill you, and you have won a prize in death’s lottery.

If you live through all the madness you will go home a hero, but don’t forget that nothing disappears so quickly from this earth as a hero. Two months after the war is over they’ll be laughing at you. I speak from experience. Never volunteer to be a hero. You’ll be disappointed with it.

Straight above our heads rocket batteries draw fiery trails. The Russians are listening now. Their nervousness infects us. Rockets fall far beyond the river. The summer-dry maize fields begin to burn. Apart from flame-throwers there is nothing we hate more than rockets. Porta says they are made of hair from the Devil’s tail.

‘Ready to march!’ announces a hard commanding Russian voice. A tall officer, no longer in his first youth, gives the command. He too is wearing one of the queer old-fashioned Boudionovkas with a blue cavalry star.

Tiny decides he will liberate that cap. The Legionnaire says it’s his. ‘Stop your nattering,’ snaps the Old Man.

I say nothing but I am quite decided that I am going to get the Boudionovka with the blue star. Everybody’s collecting them, because they’re on their way out in favour of flat-tops. I already own a Boudionovka with the green and black artillery star. The tall officer snaps out orders.

‘What’s he saying?’ asks the Old Man, who can’t – or won’t – understand Russian.

‘He says to get their fingers out and climb in the coffins,’ Porta translates loosely.

‘I bet ’e’s one o’ them trigger-’appy bastards, as don’t just shoot to ’ear the bang,’ says Tiny.

We crawl forward to a better firing position.

I lay the ‘stove-pipe’ on my shoulder and screen in on the nearest tank. Tiny lets out a sigh of anticipation. Porta, seemingly quite unmoved, chews on the butt of a liver sausage. Heide screws at his rocket. Every movement is as laid down in the HDV.18 He is a walking dummy stuffed with army regulations. He isn’t killing human beings with his magnetic rockets, but just dispersing unimportant concentrations of atoms in which he is personally uninterested. He’d cut any throat at all if ordered to. And if you reproached him for it he’d think you were out of your mind.

In his opinion orders should never be questioned or even wondered at. Ordered to march to the moon he would pack his kit as regimentally perfectly as a recruit, swing his gun over his left shoulder, draw eight weeks march rations, crack his heels together and turn smartly to the left. Erect as if he had a broomstick stuck up his back he would march in the direction of the moon and keep on marching, either until he dropped dead or somebody gave a counter-order. Unfortunately for normal people there are a lot of NCOs like Julius Heide around. You find them everywhere. You cant get away from them. But Porta says these regulations robots are indispensable. Without them things would go all to pot. Without a bit of the ‘fear of God’ behind them, people got superiority complexes.

‘Mount!’ commands the Russian officer. With practiced movements the tank crews swing themselves up into their vehicles.

‘Start up!’

With a howl the diesel engines start. Soon they are turning over smoothly, bubbling in anticipation of movement. Only one of them continues racing madly.

A tall powerful woman, in a green uniform with captain’s badges, shouts angrily at the commander of the leading tank.

Immediately the driver lifts his foot from the accelerator pedal.

‘Ready!’ orders the Old Man.

All five Panzerfausts are aimed.

‘Come death, come—,’ whispers the Legionnaire between his teeth.

‘Dawai, dawai,’19 the commander of the lead tank chases the laggards collecting the cooking utensils. Soldiers always have difficulty tearing themselves away from a camp. In a good camp one forgets the war.

‘Where’s Oleg?’ the girl-sergeant cries suddenly, and looks around fearfully.

‘Yes, where’s Oleg?’ repeats the commander of the third tank.

‘Time to get into ’em,’ says Porta.

‘Fire!’ commands the Old Man, chopping his arm forward.

The commanders in their turrets turn towards us as if at an order.

The bazookas roar simultaneously. Five fiery-tailed comets speed towards their goal. A deafening explosion cuts through the woods. All five shots are hits. At thirty metres the Panzerfaust is destructive to all types of tank. Glowing splinters of steel hurtle between the trees. The men in the turrets are thrown high into the air. They seem to balance momentarily, supported on the flame of the explosion. Then their bodies shatter in the force of the blast.

A whole turret with its long gun-barrel whirls above the trees. Burning oil spurts many yards away.

The girl-sergeant stumbles about in a sea of fire. The young soldier who had made the coffee runs headless through the trees. We used to wonder at the distance a human being can run without a head. We don’t anymore. When you’ve experienced war for a while you don’t wonder at anything. The other day we saw a man run without legs. His screams rasped at your nerves. He was a German Oberleutnant, an older reservist. It was comical, seeing him run without legs. Afterwards we discussed the phenomenon. Tiny thought people might be like lice which can still run even after you’ve nipped their legs off.

Heide, that irritating know-all, gave us a long lecture on the nervous system, which it seems becomes particularly strong under the influence of the National Socialist health diet. A Soviet untermensch, not to mention a Jew, would never be able to run without legs like that German Oberleutnant. Now we were all hoping we would run across a Russian who could run just as fast as a German without legs. That’d shut Julius up. A Russian running along without a head didn’t move him at all. A chicken could do that!

We storm forward, between the burning sunflowers, shooting at everything that moves. A little white dog dashes about barking madly. Barcelona catches it. It struggles madly and snaps a piece out of his nose. He throws it from him with a howl of pain, into a pool of petrol where it burns like a torch.

Porta considers Barcelona much handsomer without a nose. Heide clamps it in place. Of course, he would have surgical clamps with him. It was in orders back in 1939. He’s had them with him ever since, in a shiny little metal box hidden in the field dressing pocket of his greatcoat. It’s a certainty that ten minutes after we’re back with the regiment he’ll have drawn replacements, and it’s just as certain that he has six metres of gauze bandage in his individual first-aid pack. Not a millimetre more or less.

We catch the woman captain alive. She goes for Stege like a hungry wolf. Porta trips her and she rolls like a ball. She tries to stab Tiny with a needle-sharp Caucasian dagger, but he kicks her on the knee and brings his gun down on the back of her neck. She isn’t finished yet. Comes back like a released spring and goes for the Old Man. Six subs speak at once.

She falls down, screaming. Blood spurts from her mouth. She’s a long time dying. We daren’t go near her. She could have a pistol on a Bowden cable up her arm. Bend over her to wipe the blood from her lips and give her a slug of vodka, and she could lift her arm and nail you through the kisser with a 6.5. We’ve seen it often enough. The Eastern Front is like no other. Even in death they still kill out here. Tiny takes a thoughtful bite out of a mutton sausage and swills it down with slivovitz. Porta slices at a goatsmilk cheese he has found in the Russian camp. I chew at a chunk of Russian army bread, dipping it from time to time in a large tin of sardines in oil I have found. The Old Man bites on a gherkin. We aren’t insensitive animals, we’re just hungry. So that we drive at the supplies the Russians have left us. I can’t remember when I last saw sardines in oil. I love them – and the best bread in the world is Russian army bread. The woman captain writhes in agony.

‘Shall I turn her off?’ asks Tiny and pulls his Nagan from the yellow leather holster which he has strapped to his thigh in real commissar style. ‘None of that,’ snarls the Old Man, ‘or I’ll turn you in for killing a prisoner!’

‘The pain’s comin’ in stabs,’ explains Tiny. ‘She’s turnin’ ’er toes up! I can’t stand seein’ a nice-lookin’ bint like ’er suffer. Let me rock ’er into ’ell, Old’un, so we can get movin’!’

‘Go on,’ we all cried in agreement, ‘give it her in the neck!’ The Old Man springs smartly backwards. The submachine-gun’s wicked mouth gapes at us.

‘The man who kills her, I kill! Put that gun away, Tiny!’

‘You ought’a be in command of a flock o’ bleedin’ nuns,’ growls Tiny and rams the Nagan crossly back into its yellow holster.

The woman captain ends it herself. She did have a pistol on a Bowden up her arm.

‘And I was ready to go over and give her a swig of vodka,’ bursts out Stege in a scared voice.

‘Never do it, mon ami,’ warns the Legionnaire. ‘Always put a bullet into a body before going near it and you will lengthen your miserable life on this military dung-heap appreciably. Thank Allah for all dead enemies. They cannot hurt you anymore!’

Naturally Porta finds a sack of coffee. He swings it over his shoulder with a happy look on his face.

‘Squad, fall in!’ commands the Old Man. Tiny stands with the burnt remains of the very desirable Boudionovka in his hand.

‘Oughta ’ave that spike rammed up ’is jacksey an’ broke off smartly! Wot ’d ’e want to go standin’ on the top of all that explodin’ petrol for? Bleedin’ officers, I don’t know! Wouldn’t give us gun-fodder the shit from under their nails even when there’s a war on!’

He slings the charred cap away amongst the trees.

‘You picked up five gold teeth,’ I say and haul him away with me. The others are already well ahead.

They are easy to track. The aroma of coffee from Porta’s sack hangs like a banner behind them.

Above the trees the rocket batteries draw lines of fire on the sky. The Russians are using Stalin Organs.

‘Where them there ’its,’ says Tiny and points toward a long row of fiery streaks, ‘there won’t be as much as a button left. Queer, when you come to think of it, ’ow it’s possible to chuck a bleedin’ great chunk of iron up in the air an’ ’ave it drop just where you want it to.’

‘It’s something they’ve been a long time working out,’ I explain.

‘I am aware o’ that,’ says Tiny heavily. ‘I am aware that they didn’t pull it all out of a bloody top ’at. But I still say they wasn’t sittin’ right at the back of class when brains was dished out. Think o’ bein’ able to shoot a bleedin’ ton o’ steel miles an’ miles through the air, an’ ’ave it fall bang on top of a general’s bleedin’ nut whenever you feel like it! Bleedin’ wunnerful is that that is! Bleedin’ wunnerful!’
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Before we take over the white castle, the GPU has used it as Staff HQ. There are 200 neck-shot bodies in the cellars. The next day the PK1 people are swarming all over it. When they’ve finished snapping their shutters the dead are buried in the flower-beds. The earth is softest there. We get the feeling that there are a lot of bodies in that park, and that more are on the way; for when we march out SS-Gruppenführer Heydrich’s Special Detachment marches in. We don’t talk about it, but we all know what the job of the SD-units is.

Most of us are very young but have never enjoyed youth’s light-hearted freedom. They threw us into the war before we even began to live. Something big is cooking. Every second hour we test motors. With the aristocratic Maybach engine this is a necessity. If it stands too long without turning over it won’t start, and Panzer troops never know when they will have to move off. Just when you’re lying there having it good and have almost got to believing the war is over, or that the infantry will do the rest, you get the order: ‘Mount! Start up! Panzer march!’ And then you’re in the thick of it again, and comrades you sat talking to only a short while ago are already turned into burnt mummies. Sometimes it’s quick. If the crew’s been soused with petrol, for example. It’s worst when oil from the flame-throwers boils them slowly to a soup. Sometimes when you get to them they’re still alive. You touch them and the flesh falls away from their bones. They shouldn’t be picked up, really, for they’ll die anyway, and they die easiest when they lie, once they’ve got out of the tank. But Army Medical Regulations say they must be taken to the Medical Aid Centre. And it is wisest for a soldier to obey service regulations blindly.

‘In the Forces there must be order,’ says Porta, ‘otherwise going to war at all would be out of the question. Every so often a great nation has to go to war if only so that their next-door neighbours can see they’re still a great nation. Where’d we be if any slave could do what he liked? To put it bluntly, the ‘Fatherland’s Moments of Destiny would be shat upon.’ All the bloody footsloggers’d down tools after the first day at war, and neither the generals nor the politicians could put up with that. Think of all the trouble they’ve been at, arranging it all. War’s a serious business! You’ll do well to take note of that,’ Porta ends, and slams the driver’s slot shut.

It’s pitch-dark the night we break camp. Rain is pouring down and a gut-wrenching stink of diesel oil penetrates everywhere. The Panzer infantry come over to us wet and chilly with groundsheets pulled about them and caps down round their ears. The veterans have wrapped their weapons in oiled paper. Ninety-nine alarms out of a hundred are false alarms so why get your arms dirty. It’s forbidden to use oiled paper but no platoon commander ever takes notice of it. To be quite honest we do a lot of things which are forbidden.

Take rape for example. That’s forbidden. Strictly forbidden. The penalty is hanging but it’s seldom anyone gets hanged for it. In the village of Drogobusch the other day, we found a lovely long-legged girl who’d been treated pretty roughly. She said 25 men had raped her. The medical officer who examined her said it could well be true. But no action was taken. Not a single ‘Watch-dog’2 turned up, and they’re there for a certainty every time a threat arises to the interests of Greater Germany’s Defence Forces.

‘Stretcher!’ comes a complaining cry from the darkness. ‘My hand.’

It happens every time there’s an alarm. Some fool lays his hand unthinkingly on the exhaust-pipe. There’s a sizzle and a stench of burnt meat. When he pulls back his hand it’s a skeleton claw. He’ll be punished for his stupidity but what’s six weeks hard in comparison with the front-line? Summer at the seaside! A stretcher-bearer threatens harshly with courts-martial. Self-inflicted wound.

If the chap’s unlucky they might even shoot him – when the medics have brought him back to perfect health. We executed one last Sunday. A fellow who’d had both legs amputated. They tied him to a board so that we could shoot him standing up. Executions have to be carried out standing, in accordance with regulations.

‘They’ll neck ’im,’ predicts Tiny ominously, tearing open die eiserne Portion3 and consuming the contents in three colossal gulps.

‘Where the devil do you put it?’ asks the Old Man astonishedly.

‘Put what?’ asks Tiny blankly.

‘Put a couple of pounds of grub at that speed?’

‘Never thought on it. When I was eight years old I’d swaller a ‘ole chicken with legs an’ the lot. You soon learn it when y’ave to get it down quick an’ under cover.’

‘Remember the time we ate Hauptfeldwebel Edel’s Christmas ducks?’ chuckles Porta.

We’ll never forget those ducks. When the Secret Police turned up to investigate the theft of eight corn-fed army ducks they fed the entire company emetics to find the guilty party. The ducks shot out of us in pieces almost big enough to quack at the four leather coated investigators with the turned down hat-brims.

We were escorted to HQ Company, where two offices had been placed at the disposal of the interrogators, but there it turned out that the hat-brims boss was an Obergefreiter pal of Porta’s and the interrogation turned into a crap-shooting session which sent the investigators home without their leather coats.

‘Panzer, forward march!’ comes over the communicator.

Maybach engines roar thunderously.

The Old Man pulls his goggles down over his eyes. From the wood comes distant sounds of armed contact. Our grenadiers have run into the enemy infantry. Field artillery ploughs up the defence positions and soon they are nothing but heaps of clay and stone.

‘We should never have gone into Russia,’ sighs Stege pessimistically and fits a new belt into the machine-gun. He is always pessimistic before going into combat.

MGs chatter madly and 80 mm mortars spit their bombs towards the machine-gun posts.

‘Plop! plop!’ sounds incessantly. Geysers of earth spout up all around us. A polished track runs straight as a ruler along the edge of the wood and disappears in a milky curtain covering the village of Pocinok. We have never been in Pocinok but we know every inch of it. We know where they have positioned their PAK4 without being told. If they have tanks they’ll be dug in behind the school. The ideal position. They don’t even need to dig them in. With our short-range equipment we can’t touch their heavy KW-1s and -2s. The PAK will be next to Party HQ and the Komsomol5. Party HQ is the last thing they abandon.

Gods, how it rains! Rain is coming in through the gasventilators. If rain can get through them gas can too! Involuntarily I look towards my gas-mask hanging over by the periscope. It has two filters. One of them has been used for distilling spirits and smells sweetly of alcohol. It ought to be a great help in a gas attack. You’d be half cut before you’d even noticed you were choking on chlorine.

At the roadside, half in the ditch, a lorry lies on its side. One of the big three-axled heavy artillery jobs. Its howitzers have been blown over into the orchard. One wheel has disappeared completely. The strike has torn up a whole row of fruit-trees. Ripe apples are lying everywhere. 1941 was a good year for fruit. The apple-pickers had been hard at work when the air-borne mine arrived. A ladder has been cut across as neatly as if with a circular saw. An apple-girl has been blasted inextricably into it. She has been blown almost completely out of her clothes. One shoe hangs from her left foot and a piece of amber on a chain is still round her neck. A piece of a rung has gone through her stomach and sticks out of her back. Dead artillerymen lie around the lorry. One of them still clutches a bottle of wine in his hand. He met death in the middle of a swig.

By the gate lies the body of a German infantryman. He cannot be more than seventeen years of age. Both fists are buried in his entrails as if he were trying to retain them. His ribs are bared. They look like polished ivory. In the black crater, blasted by the mine, water chuckles pleasantly, washing away blood and torn remnants of humanity.

‘Odd how wars always start in the autumn, and how they slow down in the spring,’ Porta philosophies. ‘Wonder why?’

When summer begins to wane war begins in all seriousness. Then the infantry skirmishing is over. It usually starts with the sound of engines starting up night after night over on the other side.

Suddenly, just before some dawn, things start to move. The first twenty-four hours are always the worst. There are so many casualties. After a couple of days things begin to ease off. Not because the war itself gets any easier. Just the opposite. What happens is that we get used to living with death.

During the last three weeks fresh troops have been pouring in. Night and day boots have marched past our white castle. Companies, battalions, regiments, divisions. In the beginning we watched them curiously. They smelt of France. We all longed to be back in France. Then we were wealthy. Porta and Tiny did big business. In partnership with a Marineobermaat they once sold a fully-armed torpedo-boat. Tiny reckoned on receiving an English decoration when the war was over. The two shady gentlemen who had bought the torpedo-boat had promised him one.

We thunder through the village without meeting resistance. The heat from the exhaust makes us sleepy. Porta has the greatest of difficulty in keeping the heavy tank moving straight between the lines of troops marching on both sides of the road. A moment’s inattention and he could flatten an entire company.

Our own infantry are lying on the back of the tank half-unconscious from the carbon-monoxide. It is dangerous to lie on top of the engine between the two big exhaust-pipes, but they still do it. It’s so lovely and warm.

Tiny sprawls on his ammunition and curses in his sleep. His snores are almost enough to drown the noise of the motor. Four fat lice race across his face. They are the rare kind with cross-markings on their backs. They are said to be particularly dangerous.

They give us a Deutschmark for every good specimen we turn in to the medical orderly. He puts them in a test-tube and sends them to Germany. We’ve never found out what they do with them back there. Porta has a theory that they wind up in a concentration camp for lice in which scientists are attempting to breed a special Aryan louse just intelligent enough to lift its front legs in the Nazi salute if Adolf should happen to pass by. Heide walked off in disgust when this theory was promulgated. The Old Man wakes Tiny and informs him of the fortune he has running around on him. He manages to catch three, but the fourth, and largest, specimen drops onto Porta’s neck. Naturally, he immediately declares it his personal property. They pin them to the rubber of the periscope mounting, ready to hand over when they run across the medical orderly.

A colossal orange fire-ball springs upwards with unbelievable force from the bushes close to the leading P-IV. The Panzer infantry throw themselves from the vehicles and take cover. With frightened eyes and hammering hearts they wait for death. An automatic cannon sprays the terrain. 20 mm projectiles ricochet from the steel sides of the tanks. A great wall of fire rises up in front of us. A flaming roller-curtain rolling the wrong way. It comes from the woods, shoots skyward in thousands of coruscating colour nuances, bends forward, and falls in our direction.

‘Stalin Organ,’ mumbles Heide frightenedly, and ducks reflexively under the Funker-MG.6

In a long-drawn horrifying thunder the rockets fall. Buildings are literally shaved off the face of the earth.

‘Panzer, forward march!’ snarls a hoarse voice through the speaker. But before the drivers can get into gear, the next salvo falls.

Porta speeds up his motor. We burst forward through mud and water. The Maybach screams at full power. Tracks whip at the mud, throwing great clods of earth high into the air.

In Spas-Demensk the streets are all ablaze. As we pass a large house the roof falls inwards and a rain of sparks and burning wood is thrown out over the Panzer column. A piece of burning wood falls through the hatch of our tank and sets fire to a pack. A sugar factory burns with a blinding white flame. Immediately after we have passed it a sugar-tank explodes and sprays glowing sugar far and wide. A P-III explodes right in the middle of the boiling mass.

The Panzer column halts for a moment and the guns roar. Burst-flames spring up everywhere. Artillery, grenade-throwers, machine-guns and tanks in a hell of death and destruction.

Shovels and picks ring. The wide tracks scream deafeningly. Tanks move slowly forward through fallen walls and twisted girders. Thick strangling smoke covers them.

The forward units guide us by wireless. No other army in the world is so well-trained in keeping contact as is the German. We even maintain contact with the heavy artillery far behind us. Our 75 mm guns cannot touch the giant Russian KW-2s, and our tactic is to hang on to them, worry them, smash their tracks until they cannot move, and then call on the heavy artillery and direct its fire by wireless until the giant is smashed.

No. 1. Battalion is in contact with the enemy trenches and PAK. Hordes of blood-spattered soldiers rush past us on the road. Our infantry has already suffered terrible losses.

Step by step we move forward. Porta takes his cue from the exhaust flame of the lead-tank. A frightful explosion shatters a P-III. It lights up with a blueish flame, then breaks up and disappears in a coal-black blanket of smoke. Trails of tracer hasten questingly towards the enemy position.

A BT-67 comes charging out from a side-road. It shoots up over an earthwork into the air and lands again with a deafening crash ramming a P-III and turning it on its side. It spins like a top and makes for us.

I just manage to catch it in the periscope and fire without aiming. Our shell bursts on the turret in a shower of sparks. With a crash both tanks ram one another, and we tumble around inside our vehicle.

The Old Man tears open the hatch and pops up simultaneously with the commander of the BT-6. The Old Man is quickest. He fires first. Tiny springs from the side door with an S-mine clutched in his hands. He scrambles across the tanks and lobs his mine through the BT-6’s open hatch. Seconds later fire jets from its slits and it becomes a heap of junk.

With the help of tow-wires the Legionnaire pulls us free of the wreck. Raging, our company officer, Oberleutnant Moser, chases us.

A 37 mm PAK comes down on us. It is inside a house shooting through a window.

‘Aim four o’clock, enemy PAK 125 metres! Explosive shells! Fire!’ It’s too easy. I can hardly be bothered to take aim properly. The turret whirrs. The long barrel of the gun swings round. The PAK fires again. They might as well be using pea-shooters. Muzzle and impact explosions sound almost simultaneously. The house and the PAK disappear – nothing is left of them.

‘Any more for any more?’ questions Porta, moving slowly forward. With a lurch the tank tips into a deep shell-hole. Its nose bores into soft earth.

Porta changes swiftly into back gear, but the tracks only whip around without taking hold. He tries to wobble us free but we are caught. Tiny has a long slash on his face from the corner of an ammunition locker. He has fallen forward together with his shells on top of Heide who is jammed between the wireless and the Funker-MG. He is yelling that his hand has been torn off. Later it turns out that he has broken a finger. Annoying when there has to be a casualty that it should only be a broken finger. Not enough to get you out of the wagon for a couple of days.

The Old Man slides over the ammunition basket and gets his arm jammed under the oil-pressure gauge. I have fallen over Porta and get the gear-lever in the crutch. I’m going mad with the pain but it won’t get me a hospital ticket.

It takes Barcelona’s wagon almost fifteen minutes to pull us out. Oberleutnant Moser’s language can be heard far and wide. He is certain we did it on purpose.

‘One more of those and you’re for a court-martial!’ he rages.

‘His mother must have been pissed when she got him,’ Porta mutters contemptuously. ‘He talks as if he’s nearly ready to spew his lights up!’

We take up position close by the burnt-out hospital. Nobody really knows what is happening. The company’s twenty-two tanks are drawn up in one long open row. The guns point expectantly and threateningly forward. We can hear No. 8 Company taking up position on the other side of the river. The rest of the battalion is in readiness down by the sugar factory.

Morning breaks, heavily veiled in fog. That’s the worst of being close to water. Morning and night you’re wrapped in an impenetrable witch’s broth of mist. The heavy weapons are silent. A couple of MGs on the other side of the water are all that can be heard. Nobody has any idea where the infantry is. We don’t even know if they’ve got through the enemy lines. We have a frightful feeling of being all alone in the hugeness of Russia. Slowly the fog lifts and darkness recedes. Houses and trees take on a shadowy outline and form.

The Panzer infantry moves up in single file, close to the houses, and groups by the tanks. Our guns and MGs break out in a thundering, flaming barrage. The earth shakes and shivers under the bellowing cannonade, long flames shoot from gun-muzzles. An umbrella of tracer covers the terrain.

The regular infantry makes ground in short advances. We shoot just above their heads in a precisely calculated covering fire. It’s no fun moving with shells howling overhead. If they drop short the infantry gets it in the neck and it can happen that the soldier behind the gun is an incompetent fool. It doesn’t help the man on the receiving end of a shell to know the gunner behind him will be court-martialled for dropping short.

A long way forward brown uniformed figures are running away from us. They disappear into the fog. Over a hundred tanks hammer shells into the enemy ranks. Disorganized and panic stricken the Russians withdraw to prepared positions.

We are drawn up in ranks as if at firing-practice. Only here the targets are live. Carelessly we leave all hatches open but suddenly a storm of enemy artillery fire breaks over our attacking infantry. They scuttle about digging themselves in. Shells hail from the heavens. Bodies are thrown again and again into the air. Red-hot shell fragments slash terrible wounds. Screams and moans rise from the fox-holes.

A new surprise awaits us. A long line of enemy anti-tank guns move into position. Quickly they range in on us and in the course of a few moments the action develops into a raging duel between our and their guns. The first two PAKs fly to pieces but the others know their job. One of No. 8 Company’s tanks blows up.

Barcelona reports a hit on the turret. His gun is out of commission and he must go back to workshops.

A second later we are on the receiving end of a direct hit on our forward shielding. The screaming clang of the explosion is so loud that we are totally deaf for several minutes. An oil lead bursts and drowns the cabin with heavy oil. If we had not reinforced the front shield ourselves with sections of track the shell would have penetrated it and blown us to pieces. It would have gone straight through Porta and struck the ammunition rack behind me.

Shortly after, the Legionnaire reports hits in the under-belly and damage to his gun. He too must go back to workshops. Three of No. 4 Section’s wagons are on fire. They explode before any of the crew can get out.

A new hit shatters the gear-box and we can no longer manoeuvre. This is the worst thing that can happen to a tank. When it loses its mobility it becomes a sitting duck for a PAK.

Porta jogs us slowly into cover behind a hill. We get to work on the gear-box with our emergency tools. We bang away with the sweat pouring off us. We have to change three links in the tracks as well. A hell of a job. Luckily a workshop truck turns up with special tools and a crane, and things go more quickly. In half an hour we are back in position and helping in the attack on the Russian PAK. But in short order seven of our tanks are reduced to wreckage.

Grey beetles creep forward in line from the edge of the woods. Momentarily we believe them to be self-propelled anti-tank guns. We are undeceived when No. 3 Section swings round to take them on. They are far more dangerous opponents. Five T-34s and ten T-60s. At 800 metres the
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