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Guy Sajer . . . who are you?

	My parents were country people, born some hundreds of miles apart – a distance filled with difficulties, strange complexities, jumbled frontiers, and sentiments which were equivalent but untranslatable.

	I was produced by this alliance, straddling this delicate combination, with only one life to deal with its manifold problems.

	I was a child, but that is without significance. The problems had existed before I did, and I discovered them. 

	Then there was the war, and I married it because there was nothing else when I reached the age of falling in love.

	I had to shoulder a brutally heavy burden. Suddenly there were two flags for me to honour, and two lines of defence – the Siegfried and the Maginot – and powerful external enemies. I entered the service, dreamed, and hoped. I also knew cold and fear in places never seen by Lilli Marlene.

	A day came when I should have died, and after that nothing seemed very important.

	So I have stayed as I am, without regret, separated from the normal human condition.
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  July 18, 1942. I arrive at the Chemnitz barracks, a huge oval building, entirely white. I am much impressed, with a mixture of admiration and fear. At my request, I am assigned
  to the 26th section of the squadron commanded by Flight Commandant Rudel. Unfortunately, I fail to pass the Luftwaffe tests, but those few moments on board the JU-87s will stay with me as a
  glorious memory. We live with an intensity I have never before experienced. Each day brings something new. I have a brand-new uniform, which fits me perfectly, and a pair of boots, not new but in
  first-class condition. I am very proud of my appearance. The food is good. I learn some military songs, which I warble with an atrocious French accent. The other soldiers laugh. They are destined
  to be my first comrades in this place.


  Basic training in the infantry, where they send me next, is less amusing than the life of an aviator. The combat course is the most severe physical challenge I have ever experienced. I am
  exhausted, and several times fall asleep over my food. But I feel marvellous, filled with a sense of joy which I can’t understand after so much fear and apprehension.


  On the 15th of September, we leave Chemnitz, and march twenty-five miles to Dresden, where we board a train for the east.


  We cross a large piece of Poland, stopping for several hours at Warsaw. Our detachment goes sightseeing in the city, including the famous ghetto – or rather, what’s left of it. We
  return to the station in small groups. We are all smiling. The Poles smile back, especially the girls. Some of the older soldiers, more daring than myself, have arranged to return in most agreeable
  company. Once again we set off, to arrive finally at Bialystok.


  From Bialystok we march another ten miles to a small hamlet. The weather is cool but unbelievably beautiful. Autumn is already well under way in this pretty, hilly countryside. We tramp through
  a forest of enormous trees. Feldwebel1 Laus loudly orders us to fall in, and we march in quick-step into a clearing, where a fairy-tale castle rises up in
  front of us. We proceed along an avenue of trees singing in four parts ‘Erika, We Love You.’ We are met by a group of ten or eleven soldiers, one of whom is wearing the gleaming
  epaulettes of an officer.


  Perfectly timed, we draw up to this group as we sing the last notes of our song. The feldwebel shouts once again, and we freeze. Then another order, an impeccable quarter turn, and the air rings
  with the sound of three hundred pairs of boots clicking together. After an official military welcome, we march into the walled court of this formidable fortress.


  In the courtyard roll is called. Those who have already answered form another group which grows larger as ours shrinks. The yard is jammed with every kind of military vehicle and with five
  hundred fully equipped soldiers who seem to be waiting for departure. We are sent off to our quarters in groups of thirty. An old man calls to us: ‘Relief troops, this way.’


  We conclude from this that the men massed by the trucks are leaving this regal habitation, which would explain their rather sullen faces.


  Two hours later I learn that their destination is somewhere in the immensity of Russia. Russia means the war – of which, as yet, I know nothing.


  I have just put my bundle down on the wooden bed I have chosen for myself when we are ordered to return to the courtyard. It is now about two o’clock in the afternoon, and except for the
  biscuits we were able to pick up in Warsaw, we haven’t had anything to eat since the rye bread, white cheese, and jam we were given the evening before as we were rolling toward Poland. This
  new order must be connected with lunch, which is already three hours late.


  But not at all. A feldwebel wearing a sweater proposes with an ironic air to share his swim with us, as an apéritif. He makes us trot at a brisk gymnastic pace for about three-quarters of
  a mile to a small sandy pool fed by a tiny stream. The feldwebel, who has lost his smiling face, orders us to strip. Feeling somewhat ridiculous, we are soon naked. The feldwebel plunges into the
  water first, and waves us after him.


  Everyone bursts out laughing, but in my case, at least, the laughter is somewhat forced. The weather is certainly beautiful – for a walk, but not for a swim. The temperature of the air can
  be no more than forty, and the water, when I reluctantly dip my foot into it, is really very cold. At this moment, a violent shove, accompanied by a mocking laugh, propels me into the water, where
  I swim vigorously to keep from fainting. When I emerge, shivering, from the plunge, convinced that by evening I shall be in the infirmary with pneumonia, I look anxiously for the towel which is
  indispensable after such an experience. But there isn’t one! Nobody has one! Most of my comrades have nothing but the long-sleeved undershirt that also serves as a shirt in the Wehrmacht, and
  their fatigue jackets, which they put on next to their bare skins. I am lucky because I have a pullover, which protects my child’s skin from the rough cloth.


  On the double, we catch up with our leader, who is already more than halfway back to our enormous residence. We are all frantically hungry, and our avid faces look desperately for some sign of a
  dining hall. As it seems we are to be abandoned to our fate, a young Alsatian built like a giant accosts one of the noncoms, staring at him as if he wished to devour him.


  ‘Are we going to have anything to eat?’


  A thunderous ‘Achtung!’ assaults our ears. We all freeze, including our champion.


  ‘Lunch here is at eleven,’ the noncom shouts. ‘You arrived three hours late. In threes, to my right. It’s time for target practice.’


  Gnashing our teeth, we set off after our ‘foster mother.’


  We take a narrow footpath through the woods. Our marching rows break up, and soon we are walking in a single column. I notice a slight disturbance about ten men in front of me, which quickly
  develops into a wild tumult. I press forward, as do those behind me, and there are soon about thirty of us piled up beside a thicket where three men in civilian clothes – three Poles –
  are standing, each carrying a basket of eggs. Everyone is asking the same question: ‘Do you have any money? I don’t.’


  I can’t understand a word the Poles are saying, but all the same I grasp that they are trying to sell us some eggs. It is our bad luck that we haven’t been paid yet. Very few of us
  have any money of our own.


  This is like the torture of Tantalus, as by now we are desperately hungry. In a sudden rush, avid hands plunge into the baskets. Eggs are broken and blows exchanged in silence: both sides fear
  reprisals. I don’t do too badly. One of my feet is brutally trampled, but nothing worse happens, and at the end I have seven eggs.


  I run to rejoin my group, and give two eggs to a fat young Austrian, who stares at me in stupefaction. I consume the five eggs that are left, together with a good part of their shells, in less
  than a hundred yards.


  We arrive at the shooting range. There are at least a thousand men, and the firing is nonstop. We march up to a group of armed men coming to meet us, and take over their guns. I draw twenty-four
  cartridges, which I will fire when it’s my turn – not as many as some men, but about average.


  The eggs begin to work in my stomach, and I don’t feel altogether easy. Night falls. We are all ravenous. We leave the shooting range with our guns on our shoulders. Other companies set
  off in other directions. We march down a narrow gravelled road which does not appear to be the same one we took when we came.


  In fact, we shall have to tramp four miles in quick-step, singing, before we get back to that damned castle. It seems that singing while marching is an excellent respiratory exercise. As I am
  not dead, my lungs must have turned into bellows that evening. Between songs, I glance at my breathless companions, and notice a look of anxiety on every face. As I plainly don’t understand,
  Peter Deleige, who is one diagonal step ahead of me, points to his wrist, where his watch gleams in the dusk, and whispers: ‘The time.’


  Good Lord! I catch on. It is almost night, well past five o’clock, and we’ve missed supper.


  The whole section seems to react, and our pace accelerates. Perhaps they’ve saved something for us. We cling to this hope, dominating the exhaustion which threatens to overwhelm us. We
  outdistance the feldwebel by one and then by two paces. He stares at us in astonishment, begins to shout, and then collects himself: ‘So you think you can leave me behind, do you? Well,
  let’s go then.’


  On orders, we break into ‘Die Wolken ziehn’ for the seventh time, and, without slackening our pace, cross the massive stone bridge which straddles the moat. We peer into the shadowy
  courtyard, faintly illuminated by a few dim bulbs. A column of soldiers carrying mess tins and drinking cans is queuing in front of a sidecar which carries three enormous cauldrons.


  At the sergeant’s order we halt, and wait for his next order to break ranks and fetch our mess tins. But, alas, that moment has not yet come. This sadist obliges us to put our guns back in
  the gun rack, in their proper numerical order, which takes another ten minutes. We are frantic. Then, abruptly: ‘Go and see if there’s anything left, and in order!’


  We hold ourselves in as far as the armoury door. But, once outside, nothing can stop us. We surge wildly toward our quarters. Our hobnailed boots throw off sparks as they clatter against the
  courtyard pavement. We rush up the monumental stone staircase like eighty madmen, driving ahead of us the few soldiers who are trying to come back down. In the dormitories the melee increases, as
  no one is yet entirely sure which room and bed he occupies. We run in and out of the rooms as if possessed by demons, and it seems inevitable that someone is trying to get out exactly as another
  man is trying to get in. We crash, swear, exchange blows. I myself receive a bash on the helmet.


  Some lucky devils who have had the good luck to find their mess tins right away run back down the stairs at a triple gallop. The swine! They’ll eat everything that’s left! Finally, I
  find my pack, but as I am unhooking my mess tin someone jumps onto my bed with his dirty boots, and knocks everything to the floor. My mess tin rolls under the next bed, and when I dive to retrieve
  it, my hand is trampled.


  I return to the courtyard, and there, under the benevolent gaze of our noncom, I take my place in line, relieved to see that there is still one cauldron with something in it.


  In this momentary respite, I inspect my companions. Every face wears the same burning look of exhaustion. The thin ones, like me, have huge circles under their eyes, and the plumper ones are
  ashen.


  I catch sight of Bruno Lensen. He has already been served, and is wolfing down his food as he walks away with careful little steps. Fahrstein, Olensheim, Lindberg, Hals: they are all doing the
  same thing. When my turn comes, I open my mess tin. I haven’t had a chance to wash it since my last meal, and traces of food still cling to its interior.


  The cook empties his ladle into my tin, and puts a large helping of yoghurt on my plate. I sit down a little way off, on one of the benches which stand against the wall of the kitchen block. Our
  galloping return at least had the advantage of making me get rid of the eggs I had devoured so precipitately that afternoon. I bolt my meal with ravenous hunger. The food isn’t at all bad. I
  get up and walk over to the light of an unshaded window, and peer into the tin. It contains what looks like a mixture of semolina, prunes, and chunks of meat. It will all be gone in a few
  minutes.


  As we haven’t been given anything to drink, I go over to the horse troughs like everybody else, and swallow down three or four cups of icy water. And I take the opportunity to rinse my
  plate.


  Evening assembly and roll call takes place in a large hall where a corporal addresses us on the subject of the German Reich. It is eight o’clock. Lights-out is sounded on a small bugle. We
  go back to our rooms and fall into a dead sleep.


  I have just spent my first day in Poland. It is September 18, 1942.


  


  We are out of bed at five o’clock the next morning, which is how it will be for the next two weeks. We shall also be undergoing intensive training, and shall cross that damned pond every
  day, no longer as bathers but with full combat equipment.


  Exhausted, soaked to the skin, we fling ourselves onto our mattresses every evening, overwhelmed by a crushing sleep, without even the energy to write to our families.


  As a marksman I am making rapid progress. I must have fired over five hundred cartridges, on manoeuvres and at the shooting range, during the fortnight, and hurled at least fifty practice
  grenades.


  The days are grey. From time to time it rains, and I wonder if the rain is a foretaste of winter. But it is only the fifth of October. This morning it is clear, with a light frost. The rest of
  the day will probably be beautiful. We salute the flag at dawn, and take off for our daily footwork with our guns slung.


  We cross the moat on the stone bridge, which resounds with the hammering of our sixty pairs of boots. Laus doesn’t order us to sing, and for half an hour I hear nothing but the sound of
  our tramping feet – a sound which pleases me. I feel no desire to talk, and take deep lungfuls of cool forest air. A marvellous sense of life flows through my veins, and I make no effort to
  understand why we are all so splendidly well after such intense daily exertions. We run into a company quartered about six miles from us in a village with a name something like Cremenstövsk,
  and salute as we pass, we with heads left, they with heads right. Without any dispersal or change of position in the ranks we shift to the double, to ordinary marching pace, to the double again.
  When we get back to the castle we see a crowd of new faces.


  All the sergeant-instructors have jumped on these greenhorns. We remain standing by the entrance. After an hour, as no one has done anything about us, we stack our weapons, and squat on the
  courtyard pavement.


  I talk to a Lorrainer, half in French, half in German, and the morning goes by. The lunch bell rings, and we put away our guns before going into the dining hall.


  It is now afternoon. Still no duties, no manoeuvres. We can hardly believe it. There is no question of going down to the courtyard; they would only send us off on fatigue. With one accord, we
  slip up to the third floor, where there are more dormitories. We see a ladder which takes us up to the attic, and then to the roof. The sun is beating down onto the massive slates. We stretch out
  full length, and brace our heels against the gutter so that we won’t roll into the courtyard.


  The day is magnificent. On the roof it is almost painfully hot, and before long we are all stripped to the waist, as if on a beach. However, after a while the heat becomes disagreeable, and like
  many others I abandon my roost. Up to that moment though, it is quite amusing to look down at the frenzied manoeuvres of the greenhorns under a torrent of abuse.


  I find myself back in the courtyard in the company of that damned Lorrainer, who never talks about anything but his medical studies. As I am supposed to work as a mechanic with my father, I find
  all his chatter quite boring. What’s the point of thinking about a civilian future when you’ve just gone into the army?


  There are still no orders for us. I walk about quite freely, and for the first time observe the details of this massive edifice. Everything about it is on a colossal scale. The smallest
  staircase is at least eighteen feet wide, and the whole mass is so imposing that one almost forgets its sinister character.


  Beyond the entry and parallel to it rise the battlements. Another block composed of four towers like the towers of the porch completes the group of buildings. The entire mass both pleases and
  impresses me, and I feel in this Wagnerian décor a sense of almost invincible power. The horizon touches the vast dark-green forest on all sides.


  The principal characteristic of the days which follow is a kind of robust pleasure. I learn to drive, first a big motorcycle, then a VW, and then a steiner.2 I grow so confident that driving these machines seems like child’s play, and I am able to manage them under any circumstances. There are fifteen of us passing around orders
  among ourselves without submitting to any authority, and we enjoy ourselves, like the boys we are.


  October 10. The weather is still beautiful, but this morning the temperature is only twenty-five degrees. For the whole day we practise handling a small tank, driving it up some pretty steep
  slopes. There are fifteen of us aboard a vehicle intended for eight, which is quite uncomfortable. We manage to stay inside only by performing some extraordinary acrobatic contortions. We laugh all
  day, and by evening any one of us can handle the machine. We are dead tired and ache as if we’d all been given a good thrashing.


  The next day, as we fling ourselves headlong into exercise, without calculating the cost of energy, and to counteract the cold, Laus calls out: ‘Sajer!’


  I step forward.


  ‘Lieutenant Starfe needs a Panzer driver, and as you particularly distinguished yourself yesterday . . . go and get ready.’


  I salute, and take myself off at a gallop. It’s not possible . . . I, the best driver in the platoon! I literally leap with joy, and, in less than no time, am dressed and back in the
  courtyard. I begin to run to the command quarters, but that proves unnecessary, as Lieutenant Starfe is already waiting for me. He is a thin, angular man, but does not look disagreeable. It seems
  that he was gravely wounded in Belgium and has stayed in the army as an instructor. I snap to attention.


  ‘Do you know the way to Cremenstövsk?’ he asks.


  ‘Jawohl, Herr Leutnant.’


  To tell the truth, I am only guessing that this is the road on which we sometimes run into companies who seem to be coming from that village. But I feel too pleased to hesitate. For once I am
  being asked for something more than a simple exercise.


  ‘Good,’ he answers, smiling. ‘Let’s go, then.’


  Starfe points to one of the tanks we were using yesterday. Something that looks like a four-wheeled trailer is attached to it. In fact, it’s an 88, covered with a camouflage net. I settle
  into the driver’s seat and turn on the engine: the gauge shows only two and a half gallons, which isn’t enough, and I ask permission to fill the tank. Permission is granted, and I am
  congratulated for this elementary observation. We start a few minutes later. My vehicle proceeds somewhat nervously past the porch and over the bridge. I cannot bring myself to look at Starfe, who
  must surely have noticed my deplorable beginner’s technique. About 600 yards from the castle I turn off toward what I think must be the road to Cremenstövsk. For about ten minutes I roll
  along at a moderate speed, in a state of considerable anxiety about my itinerary. We pass two Polish carts loaded with hay. They take one look at my Panzer, and make for the side of the road.
  Starfe looks at me and smiles at their precipitate flight.


  ‘They think you did that on purpose. They’ll never believe it’s because you haven’t mastered the machine.’


  I don’t know whether I’m supposed to laugh at this observation, or take it as a warning. I feel more and more nervous, and jolt the poor lieutenant as if he were riding a camel.
  Finally we arrive at a decrepit group of buildings. I look desperately for a signpost, but all I can see is the gang of tow-headed boys who have rushed out to see us go by, at the risk of falling
  beneath our treads.


  Suddenly I catch sight of about a hundred German vehicles parked in the road, and Starfe points to a building with a flag flying in front of it. I heave a sigh of relief. We were on the road to
  Cremenstövsk after all.


  ‘You’ll have at least an hour to wait,’ Starfe tells me. ‘Go to the canteen and see if they can give you something hot.’


  As he speaks, he pats me on the shoulder. I feel very much moved by the friendliness of this lieutenant to whom I have just given such a frightful journey. I would never have guessed that this
  man whose face is somewhat frightening would be capable of a quasi-paternal gesture.


  I walk over to a building which looks like a town hall. A notice board carries a white-on-black inscription: SOL-DATENSCHENKE 27e KOMPANIE. Soldiers are continuously going in and out. As there is no sentry, I walk in, and through a room where three soldiers are busy unpacking crates of food. Beyond this room is
  another, with a counter at the back, beside which a group of soldiers are standing and talking.


  ‘Could I have something hot? I’ve just driven an officer over here, but I don’t belong to the 27th.’


  ‘So,’ mutters the soldier behind the bar. ‘Another one of these damned Alsatians pretending to be German.’


  It’s plain that I speak hideously badly.


  ‘I’m not Alsatian, but half German, through my mother.’


  They don’t press me. The one behind the bar goes off into the kitchen. I stay where I am, planted in the middle of the room, wrapped in my heavy green overcoat. Five minutes later, the
  soldier is back with a steaming canteen half filled with goat’s milk. He pours a full tumbler of alcohol into this, and hands it to me without a word.


  It is burning hot, but I drink it down all the same. Every eye is fixed on me. I have never liked the taste of alcohol, but I am determined to finish this litre at any price, so that I
  won’t look like a green girl.


  I leave this bunch of louts without saluting, and find myself out in the cold once again. This time I feel certain that the Polish winter has arrived. The sky is overcast, and the thermometer
  has fallen to twenty degrees.


  I don’t really know where to go. The square is almost empty. In the surrounding houses, Poles must be warming themselves in front of their fires. I walk over to the parking lot, where some
  soldiers are busy with the trucks. I venture a few words, but they reply without enthusiasm. I must be too young for them: these characters are already in their thirties. I continue my aimless
  wandering, and catch sight of three bearded men wearing long overcoats of a strange brown colour, who are cutting a tree trunk into lengths with a large all-purpose saw. I don’t recognize
  their uniforms.


  I walk up to them, smile, and ask them if everything’s all right. Their only response is to stop sawing and straighten up, and I guess that they are smiling behind their heavy beards. One
  of them is a tall, strapping fellow; the other two are short and stocky. I ask two or three questions, but get no reply. These characters must be laughing at me! Then I hear footsteps coming up
  behind me, and a voice says: ‘Let them alone. You know that talking to them is forbidden, except to give them orders.’


  ‘Those wildmen didn’t answer me anyway. I was just wondering what the hell they’re doing in the Wehrmacht.’


  ‘Teufel!’ says the fellow who’s come to dress me down. ‘I can see now that you’ve never been under fire. Those fellows are Russian prisoners. And if you ever do get
  to the front and you see one of them before he sees you, fire without hesitation, or you’ll never see another.’


  I am astounded, and look again at the Russians, who have resumed their sawing. So those are our enemies, who shoot at German soldiers, soldiers wearing uniforms like mine. Why did they smile at
  me then?


  For the next two weeks, life in the castle with my companions of the 19th Company continues as usual, and I obliterate the memory of the 27th, which seemed to be composed entirely of sullen,
  gloomy characters. To be fair, however, I must admit that the men in the 27th have been in service since 1940.


  Winter has arrived, with its snow and rain, transforming the earth into sticky glue. When we come in at dusk we are covered with mud and exhausted, but still filled with the sense of joy that
  comes from youth and health. These small fatigues are nothing compared to what awaits us. Every evening we warm ourselves in our comfortable beds, and joke until sleep interrupts us.


  October 28. The weather, which is not very cold, is nonetheless frightful. Grey clouds and squalls of wind and rain fill the sky for twenty-four hours a day. Our noncoms are tired of getting
  soaked to the skin, and have given up taking us to outdoor exercises. We spend most of the time perfecting our skills as drivers and mechanics. I don’t yet know anything more disagreeable
  than rummaging through an engine under a driving rain.


  The thermometer remains more or less constant at freezing.


  October 30: raining and cold.


  After saluting the colours, we are ordered to the supply store, where we proceed without thinking about explanations. At least it will be warm in there. In the store, which has been set up in a
  large shed, the first two sections of our company have just been served, and are coming out with their arms loaded. When it’s my turn, I am given four boxes of sardines, stamped in France,
  two vegetable sausages wrapped in cellophane, a package of biscuits enriched with vitamins, two slabs of Swiss chocolate, some smoked lard, and a half pound of lump sugar. Four steps further on,
  another attendant piles onto my already encumbered arms a waterproof ground sheet, a pair of socks, and a pair of woollen gloves. At the door one more item is added: a cloth packet inscribed
  FIELD KIT: FIRST AID. In the falling rain, I rejoin my group, which is clustered around an officer crouched on the back of a truck. He is well protected in his long coat of
  grey-green leather, and seems to be waiting for the entire company to assemble. When he judges that everyone has arrived, he begins to speak. He talks so quickly that I have a hard time
  understanding what he says.


  ‘You will be leaving this billet to convoy several military trains to a more advanced post. You have just been issued with supplies for eight days, which you will now include in your
  equipment. You will assemble in twenty minutes. Now get ready.’


  Quickly, silent with anxiety, we return to our quarters and gather together our possessions. As I fasten my pack to my back, my neighbour in the next bed asks: ‘How long will we be
  gone?’


  ‘Don’t know.’


  ‘I just wrote to my parents and asked them to send me some books.’


  ‘The P.O. will forward your package.’


  At that moment Hals, my enormous friend, hits me across the back. ‘At last we’ll see some Russians,’ he shouts, grinning sardonically.


  I sense that he is trying to build up his nerve. In reality everyone feels considerable emotion. Despite our perfect innocence, the idea of war terrifies us.


  Once more we find ourselves standing in the courtyard in that damned rain. We are each given a registered Mauser and twenty-five cartridges. I don’t know if it’s a reaction to
  receiving these arms, but I notice that everyone is turning pale. Certainly we can all be excused for this: no one in the company is more than eighteen. I myself won’t be seventeen for
  another two and a half months. The lieutenant notices our confusion, and to raise our spirits reads us the latest Wehrmacht communiqué. Von Paulus is on the Volga, von Richthofen is near
  Moscow, and the Anglo-Americans have suffered great losses in their attempts to bomb the cities and towns of the Reich. Our officer seems reassured by our answering cries of ‘Sieg
  Heil.’ The entire 19th Company stands at attention in front of the flag.


  Laus, our feldwebel, is there, also helmeted and fully equipped. At his side he carries a long automatic in a black leather sheath, which gleams in the rain. We are all silent. The order to move
  out sounds like the abrupt blast of an express train’s whistle: ‘Achtung! Rechts um. Raus!’


  In threes, we leave the place which was home during our first army experiences. We cross the stone bridge for the last time, and set off down the road which brought us here a month and a half
  ago. I look back several times at the imposing grey mass of the ancient Polish castle which I shall never see again, and would have succumbed to melancholy if the presence of my comrades had not
  raised my spirits. We arrive at Bialystok, a sea of green uniforms, and march to the station.



  


  


  


  


  


  PART ONE


  RUSSIA

  Autumn, 1942



  


  

  

  

  

  Chapter One


  TOWARD STALINGRAD


  MINSK · KIEV · BAPTISM OF FIRE · KHARKOV


  

  

  

  

  We were standing beside a long railway convoy. We had been ordered to stack our guns on the tracks and take off our packs. The time was somewhere between twelve noon and one
  o’clock. Laus was munching on something he had taken from his pack. His face, although scarcely attractive, had grown familiar to us, even reassuring. As though his action were some kind of
  signal, we all took out our food, some immediately devouring the equivalent of two meals. Laus noticed this, but contented himself with a brief comment: ‘All right, go ahead, gobble it all
  down. But there won’t be another distribution before the week is over.’


  Although we all felt as if we’d eaten only half of what we really needed to assuage our giant appetites, we also felt a little bit warmer.


  By this time we had been waiting in the cold for more than two hours, and it was beginning to get the better of us. We tramped up and down, joking and stamping our feet. Some, who had paper,
  wrote letters, but my fingers were too numb, and I contented myself with observation. Trains loaded with war matériel were continuously passing through the station, which had turned into a
  vast bottleneck, with cars backed up for at least six hundred yards. Everything seemed very badly organized, with convoys moving out, only to be shuttled onto other sections of track, where other
  companies brought from God knows where were being kept waiting as we were. People were always moving out of the way to let a train go by, only to see it a few minutes later headed in the opposite
  direction. What a mess!


  The train we were leaning against seemed to have been immobilized for eternity. Perhaps it would have been better if it had never left.


  To give myself some exercise, I hoisted myself up as high as the air holes in the carriages. Instead of cattle, the train was filled with munitions.


  By this time we had been in the station for four hours, and felt frozen. It grew colder as it grew dark, and to kill time we plunged once more into our provisions. Although it was already quite
  dark, traffic continued, dimly lit. Laus was beginning to look as though he had had enough. With his cap pulled down over his ears, and his collar turned up, he was tramping up and down for warmth;
  he must have covered at least ten miles. We had formed a small group of friends from Chemnitz, which wasn’t to break up until much later: Lensen, Olensheim, and Hals, three Germans who spoke
  French as badly as I spoke German; Morvan, an Alsatian; Uterbeick, an Austrian, as dark and curly as an Italian dancer, who eventually dissociated himself from our group; and me, a Franco-German.
  Among the six of us, we were making progress in both languages, except for that damned Uterbeick, who never stopped humming Italian love songs under his breath. These plaintive melodies sounded out
  of place and totally foreign to ears more accustomed to Wagner than to Italian composers, especially those lamentations of an abandoned Neapolitan swain.


  Hals had a watch with a luminous dial which informed us that it was already eight-thirty. We felt sure that our departure was imminent, that they were not going to leave us on the station
  platform for the night. But that is how it turned out. After another hour, several men unpacked sleeping rolls and stretched out as best they could – if possible on some raised surface, for a
  little protection from the damp. Some even had the temerity to sleep under the train, hoping that it wouldn’t start rolling.


  Our sergeant had settled on a pile of railway baggage and lit a cigarette. He looked worn out. We simply couldn’t accept the idea of a night out of doors. It seemed impossible that we
  would be left where we were. We knew that the departure whistle would blow soon, and that all the idiots who hadn’t had the patience to wait would have a fine time packing up their bedrolls
  in a hurry. As it turned out, we would have done better to imitate them and gain two hours’ sleep; two hours later we were still sitting on the cold stones of the road bed. It was growing
  steadily colder, and a fine rain had begun to fall. Our sergeant was busy building himself a shelter with the railway baggage – not at all a bad idea. When he covered this over with his
  waterproof sheet, he was completely sheltered – the old fox.


  We now felt compelled to find ourselves some shelter too. We couldn’t move too far from our weapons, but we left them nonetheless, with their barrels in the air, open to the rain,
  expecting a royal dressing-down later on. The best places, of course, were taken by this time, and the only thing we could think of was to shelter beneath the railway cars. It had certainly
  occurred to us to try to get inside, but the doors were held shut with wire cables.


  Full of complaints, we crawled into our disquieting and altogether relative shelter. The rain blew in sideways after us, and we were furious. Later on this anger made me laugh. . . .


  As best we could, we arranged some degree of shelter from the rain. This was my first night in the open air, and needless to say I never shut my eyes for more than fifteen minutes at a time. I
  can remember long periods of staring at the huge axle that served as the roof of my bed. Through my exhaustion it often seemed to be shifting, as if the train were about to move; I would wake with
  a start to find that nothing had changed, fall back again into a half sleep, only to be startled back into wakefulness once again. At the first glimmer of daylight we left this chance resting
  place, stiff and numb, looking like a gang of disinterred corpses.


  We fell in at eight o’clock, and marched to the embarkation platform. Hals remarked several times that we could perfectly well have spent another night at the castle. None of us as yet had
  any idea of the dispiriting necessities of military life in wartime. This had been our first night out of doors, but we were destined to spend many others which were far worse.


  For the moment, we were train guards. Our company had been divided among three long convoys of military matériel, two or three to a car. I found myself with Hals and Lensen on a flatcar
  which carried airplane wings marked with a black cross, and other parts covered by canvas. These were supplies destined for the Luftwaffe; according to the inscriptions we had been able to read,
  they came from Ratisbonne, and were going to Minsk.


  Minsk: Russia. Our mouths suddenly went dry.


  We were pursued by bad luck. We were stuck on an open car; the rain had turned to snow; the unbearable cold was intensified by the motion of the train. After due consideration we ducked under
  the tarpaulin which covered a large DO-17 engine. This manoeuvre cut the wind, and by clinging together we managed to achieve a semblance of warmth. We stayed there a good hour, roaring with
  laughter over nothing. The train was rolling along and we hadn’t the slightest idea what was happening outdoors. From time to time we could hear trains going in the other direction.


  All of a sudden, Lensen thought he heard a voice shouting above the noise of the wheels. Carefully he stuck his head out of our shelter.


  “It’s Laus,” he said calmly, turning back to us and pulling the canvas down again.


  Ten seconds later, the canvas was ripped back to reveal the sergeant fuming with rage at the sight of our three happy faces. Laus, wearing a helmet and gloves, looked very much on the job. His
  face and coat were powdered with snow, like the rest of the train, whose long profile joggled and swayed behind him. The air rang with a loud ‘Achtung!’ but the spasmodic motion of the
  train prevented the order from being executed with its customary stiff precision.


  The scene which followed was worthy of burlesque. I can still see that great teddy bear Hals, swaying from right to left as he tried to maintain a rigid posture. As for me, my long coat had
  caught on one of the numerous sections of airplane engine, which made it impossible for me to straighten up. Laus was no better than we were at maintaining a dignified attitude. Finally, beside
  himself with exasperation, he braced himself with one knee against the floor. We followed his example, and from a certain distance we might have been taken for a quartet of conspirators whispering
  secrets. In fact, I and my companions were receiving a magisterial dressing-down.


  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing under there?’ Laus shouted. ‘Where in God’s name do you think you are, and what do you think you’re supposed to be
  doing on this train?’


  Hals, who had a spontaneous nature, interrupted our superior. He said that it was impossible to stay outside the canvas because the cold was so bad, and that anyway there was nothing to look
  at.


  It would seem that by making these observations, Hals was demonstrating a total lack of objectivity. Like an enraged gorilla the sergeant seized our comrade by the collar and shook him
  violently, with a torrent of abuse.


  ‘I’ll make my report! At the first stop I’ll have you sent to a disciplinary battalion. This is nothing less than abandoning your post. You could get the firing squad. . . .
  What if a car had blown up behind you? You couldn’t have warned anyone from that hole of yours!’


  ‘Why?’ Lensen asked. ‘Is a car going to blow up?’


  ‘Shut up, idiot! There are terrorists all along the line, ready to risk anything. When they don’t blow the trains right up they throw explosives or incendiaries. You are here
  precisely to prevent that sort of thing. Take your helmets and come to the front of the car, or I’ll throw the whole lot of you overboard!’


  We didn’t wait for him to repeat himself, and despite the cold which bit into our faces, we took up the positions he appointed. Laus continued forward through the loaded cars, hanging on
  as he moved from one to the next. He wasn’t really a bully, but a man with a clear idea of a job to be done. I never saw him try to make things easier for himself, which is probably why I
  felt he must have a sympathetic streak, although I hadn’t yet spoken to him. None of the other feldwebels in the company were so strict; they claimed to be saving themselves for the big job;
  but when the moment came Laus did as much as they, if not more. He was the oldest of the sergeants; perhaps he had already been at the front. In fact, he was like every sergeant-major in the world:
  afraid of responsibility, and at the same time giving us a hard time.


  During his tirade he had made us realize, rightly enough, that if we couldn’t stand a little cold and a vague, possible danger, we would never survive at the front. It certainly would be
  idiotic to get killed by some anarchist before we’d seen anything.


  We were rolling through a forest of squat, snow-covered pines. I had plenty of time to ponder the case of conscience the feldwebel had put to me. The north of Poland seemed to be very sparsely
  populated. We had passed only a few small towns. Suddenly, well ahead of the train, I caught sight of a figure running along beside the tracks. I didn’t think I could be the only person
  who’d noticed him, but apparently no one in any of the cars ahead was doing anything about him.


  Rapidly I manoeuvred my Mauser into a good position, and took aim at what could only be a terrorist.


  Our train was moving very slowly: a perfect target for a bomb. In a few minutes I was level with the man. I couldn’t see anything unusual about him. He was probably a Polish woodcutter who
  had come up out of curiosity. I felt disconcerted. I had been all ready to fire, and now nothing seemed to justify it. I aimed deliberately over his head and pulled the trigger.


  The report shook the air, and the butt of my gun crashed violently into my shoulder. The poor fellow took off as fast as he could, obviously fearing the worst, and I felt certain that my
  ill-considered action had made another enemy for the Reich.


  The train maintained its speed, and a few minutes later Laus appeared, continuing his endless patrol despite the cold. He gave me a curious look.


  We had decided to take duty in shifts. While two of us watched, the third would try to warm up under the canvas. We had now been on the train for something like eight hours, and felt
  apprehensive about the night, which would undoubtedly be spent in these conditions. Twenty minutes ago I had taken Hals’s place, and for twenty minutes had been unable to control my violent
  shivering. Night was drawing close; perhaps Minsk was too. The train was moving along the only track. To the north and to the south we were enclosed by dark forest. For the last quarter of an hour
  the train had been accelerating, which would undoubtedly result in our deaths by freezing. We had also consumed a large part of our rations to keep warm.


  Suddenly the train slowed down. The brake blocks grated against the wheels, and the couplings shook violently. We were soon moving at the speed of a bicycle. I saw the front of the train turn to
  the right: we were diverting onto a secondary track.


  The train moved forward for another five minutes, and then stopped. Two officers had jumped down from one of the front cars and were walking back. Laus and two other noncoms went out to meet
  them. They conferred for a moment but didn’t tell us anything. All along the train people were looking out. The forest seemed a likely haven for terrorists. Our train had been standing still
  for several minutes when we heard the distant sound of wheels. We were walking up and down trying to warm ourselves up when a blast from a whistle accompanied by gestures indicated that we should
  return to our posts at once. A locomotive appeared in the distance on the track we had just left; it was entirely blocked out.


  What I saw next froze me with horror. I wish I were a writer of genius so that I could do justice to the vision which appeared before us. First we saw a car loaded with railway materials, pushed
  along in front of the locomotive and hiding its dim lights. Then came the smoking locomotive, its tender, and a closed car with a hole in its roof to accommodate a short length of smoking pipe
  – probably the train kitchen. Behind this another car with high railings carried armed German soldiers. A twin-mounted machine gun covered the rest of the train, which consisted simply of
  open flatcars like ours, but loaded with a very different kind of freight. The first one of these to pass my uncomprehending eyes seemed to be carrying a confused heap of objects, which only
  gradually became recognizable as human bodies. Directly behind this heap other people were clinging together, crouching or standing. Each car was full to the bursting point. One of us, more
  informed than the others, told us in two words what we were looking at: ‘Russian prisoners.’


  I thought I had recognized the brown coats I had seen once before, near the castle, but it was really too dark to be sure. Hals looked at me. Except for the burning red spots made by the cold,
  his face was as white as a sheet.


  ‘Did you see that?’ he whispered. ‘They’ve piled up their dead to shield themselves from the wind.’


  In my stupefaction I could only reply with something like a groan. Every car was carrying a shield of human bodies. I stood as if petrified by the horror of the sight rolling slowly by: faces
  entirely drained of blood, and bare feet stiffened by death and cold.


  The tenth car had just passed us when something even more horrible happened. Four or five bodies slid from the badly balanced load and fell to the side of the track. The funereal train
  didn’t stop. A group of officers and noncoms from our train walked over to investigate. Driven by I don’t know what element of curiosity I jumped down from our car and went over to the
  officers. I saluted and asked in a faltering voice if the men were dead. An officer looked at me in astonishment and I realized that I had just abandoned my post. He must have noticed my confusion,
  as he didn’t reprimand me.


  ‘I think so,’ he said sadly. ‘You can help your comrades bury them.’ Then he turned and walked away. Hals had come with me. We went back to our car to fetch shovels and
  began to dig a trench a short distance above the embankment. Laus and another fellow looked through the dead men’s clothes to try to find some identification. I learned later that most of
  these poor devils had no civilian identity. Hals and I needed all our nerve to drag two of them over to the ditch without looking at them. We were covering them with dirt when the departure whistle
  blew. It was growing colder by the minute. I felt overcome by a vast sense of disgust.


  An hour later our train passed through a double hedge of structures which, despite the absence of light, we could see were more or less destroyed. We passed another train, less sinister than the
  preceding one, but scarcely comforting. Its cars were marked with red crosses. Through some of the windows we could see stretchers, which must have been carrying badly wounded men. At other
  windows, soldiers swathed in bandages were waving to us.


  Finally we arrived at Minsk station. Our train pulled to a stop down the whole length of a long, wide platform covered with a busy, motley crowd: armed soldiers and soldiers in fatigues,
  civilians, and groups of Russian prisoners cordoned in by other prisoners who wore red-and-white armbands and carried truncheons. These were the informers who had denounced the famous
  ‘People’s Commissars’ and were therefore anti-Communist. They claimed the right of guarding their comrades, which suited our authorities very well, as no one would be more likely
  to get a decent day’s work from the Russian prisoners.


  We could hear orders being given, first in German, then in Russian. A crowd of men came up to our train, and the unloading began in the lights of the trucks parked along the platform. We joined
  in this work, which took the better part of two hours, warming ourselves a little, then plunging once more into our provisions. Hals, a greedy-guts, had consumed more than half his allotment in
  less than two days. We spent the night in a large building where we were able to sleep in a certain degree of comfort.


  The next day we were sent to a military hospital, where we were kept for two days and given a series of shots. Minsk was very badly damaged. There were many gutted houses and walls cross-hatched
  by machine-gun fire. Some of the streets were totally impassable, with a continuous line of shell holes and bomb craters, often more than fifteen feet deep. Passageways of a sort had been made by
  planks and other solid objects thrown across this chaos. From time to time we gave way to a Russian woman loaded with provisions, and always followed by four or five children who stared at us with
  astonishingly round eyes. There were also many curious shops whose broken windows had been replaced by boards or sacks stuffed with straw. Hals, Lensen, Morvan, and I went into several of these out
  of curiosity. There was always an array of big earthenware crocks painted in various colours, which contained either a liquid and steeping plants, dried vegetables, or a curious heavy syrup which
  was halfway between jam and butter.


  As we didn’t know how to say so much as ‘hello’ in Russian, we always went into these places talking among ourselves. The few Russians who were inside invariably assumed an
  attitude half anxious, half smiling, while the shopkeeper or proprietress would approach us with a white-lipped smile and offer us large dippers of these products, in an obvious effort to placate
  the fierce warriors they imagined us to be.


  We were often given a fine yellowish flour to mix into this syrup – whose taste was far from disagreeable, somewhat reminiscent of honey. Its only discouraging aspect was a superabundance
  of fat. I can still see the faces of those Russians, smiling as they held out this product and pronouncing a word which sounded rather like ‘ourlka’. I never was sure whether this meant
  ‘eat’ or was simply the name of the mixture. There were days when we really gorged ourselves on ‘ourlka,’ which nonetheless did not prevent us from appearing at eleven
  o’clock for the official midday meal.


  Hals accepted everything the Russians offered him with so much politeness. Sometimes I found him quite revolting, holding out his mess tin for the largess of these Soviet merchants as they
  poured into it mixtures resembling each other only in their loose, runny consistency. Sometimes his tin would hold a combination of the famous ourlka, cooked wheat, salt herring cut into pieces,
  and several other ingredients. Whatever the concoction, Hals devoured it with evident relish, like a great pig.


  Except for these moments of distraction seized in the intervals between our many jobs, we scarcely had time to amuse ourselves. Minsk was an important army supply centre, where shipments were
  constantly loaded and unloaded.


  Life for the troops in this sector was remarkably well-organized. Mail was distributed; there were films for soldiers on leave – which we were not allowed to attend – libraries, and
  restaurants run by Russian civilians, but reserved entirely for German soldiers. The restaurants were all too expensive for me and I never went into them, but Hals, who would sacrifice anything for
  a good stuffing, spent all his money in these places, and a certain amount of ours. The understanding was that he would give us a detailed account of his experiences, which he adhered to
  faithfully, with many embellishments. We slavered with vicarious pleasure as we listened to him.


  We were much better fed than we had been in Poland, and were able to supplement our rations very cheaply – which we really needed to do. The cold in these opening days of December had
  become extremely sharp, dropping to more than five degrees below zero. The snow, which fell in great abundance, never melted, and in places was already over three feet deep. Evidently this slowed
  the movement of supplies to the front, and, according to troops returning from forward positions where the cold was even more bitter than at Minsk, the poor fellows were reduced to sharing rations
  which were already ridiculously small. Insufficient food combined with the cold produced many cases of pneumonia, frostbite, and frozen limbs.


  At this moment, the Reich was making an immense effort to protect its soldiers from the implacable hostility of the Russian winter. At Minsk, Kovno, and Kiev, there were enormous stores of
  blankets, special winter clothing made of sheepskin, overshoes with thick insulating soles and uppers of matted hair, gloves, hoods of double catskin, and portable heaters which operated equally
  well on gasoline, oil, or solidified alcohol, mountains of rations in specially conditioned boxes, and thousands of other necessities. It was our duty, as convoy troops of the Rollbahn, to deliver
  all of this to the front lines, where the combat troops were desperately awaiting us.


  We made superhuman efforts, and yet they were not enough. The punishment we suffered, not at the hands of the Russian Army, which until that moment had done almost nothing except retreat, but
  from the cold, is almost beyond the powers of description. Outside the great towns there had not yet been time to repair the damaged roads – few and far between to begin with – or to
  open others. While our unit was doing its autumn gymnastics, the Wehrmacht, after an extraordinary advance, had marched itself and its supplies into an unbelievable quagmire. Then the first frosts
  had solidified the monstrous ruts leading to the east. Our machines had suffered enormously on these roads, which in fact were passable only for wagons, but the hardening of the soil had
  temporarily allowed the provisioning of the troops. Then winter poured down its tons of snow across the immensity of Russia, once again paralyzing traffic.


  That is the point we had reached in December, 1942. We shovelled away snow so that our trucks could move forward fifteen or twenty miles in a morning, only to find our efforts covered over again
  the same day. The earth beneath the snow was a sinister relief of bumps and potholes, which we tamped down or blew up. In the evenings we scrambled to find shelter for the night.


  Sometimes this would be a hut fitted out by the engineers, sometimes an isba,3 or any house we could find. We often crowded more than fifty men into a
  hut intended for a couple and two children. The most desired accommodations were the big tents especially designed for Russia. They were tall and pointed, like teepees, weather-proofed, and planned
  for nine men. We were rarely fewer than twenty, and even at that there weren’t enough tents. Luckily, we had raided our stores of food because of the cold, and with enough to eat, we were
  able to keep going reasonably well. Some of us began to crawl with vermin, as we were only rarely able to wash, and when we returned to Minsk, our first duty was to pass through disinfection.


  I was beginning to feel that I’d had more than enough of Holy Russia and of truck driving. Like everybody else I was afraid of the idea of being under fire, but I was also beginning to
  long to use the Mauser which had been dragging around with me for what seemed like an eternity, without ever being the slightest use. I felt that somehow firing at something would avenge me for my
  sufferings from the cold, and from my blisters. My hands were badly blistered from shovelling, and my woollen gloves were already full of holes, exposing the tops of my icy fingers. My hands and
  feet felt the cold so sharply that it sometimes seemed as if the pain were stabbing me in the heart. The thermometer remained around five degrees below zero.


  

  We were now billeted some fifteen miles north of Minsk, guarding a huge parking depot for military vehicles. We occupied the seven or eight houses in the hamlet, leaving only one, the largest,
  occupied by a Russian family. Their name was Khorsky; they had two daughters and claimed to have originally come from the Crimea, which they spoke of with nostalgia. They ran a kind of canteen
  where we could buy food and drink – from our own pockets – and find a few companions with whom to kill time.


  The snow had stopped, but the cold was growing steadily more intense. One evening after our company had been in the hamlet for about a week, I was scheduled for two hours of guard duty. I
  crossed the huge parking lot, where five hundred or more vehicles of every description were half buried in snow. I had been feeling apprehensive all day at the prospect of walking across this space
  at night. It would be so easy for partisans to hide between the cars and shoot us as we went by. But I had gradually persuaded myself that the war, if it existed at all, was really taking place
  somewhere else. The only Russians I had seen were either merchants or prisoners, and it seemed highly probable that I would never see any others.


  With this idea in my head, I walked to my post, about fifteen yards from the first vehicles, through a trench about a yard deep, which allowed us to advance as far as the cars, or withdraw,
  without being exposed. The edges of the trench had already been raised nearly another three feet by new snow, and each fresh fall obliged us to dig. I stood up on the box that allowed the sentry to
  see a little farther. I had wrapped a blanket over my coat, which made it very hard for me to move my arms.


  I had refused my allotment of alcohol, the taste of which disgusted me, and was mentally preparing myself for another siege of uncontrollable trembling from the cold. The night was clear; I
  could have seen a raven a hundred yards off. In the distance the horizon was cut by a mass of stunted bushes. Three of the four telephone lines which crossed our camp were visible, stretching away
  in different directions. Their posts, shoved unevenly into the ground, were indifferent supports for the wire, which sometimes drooped right down to the snow.


  My nose, the only part of me directly exposed, began to burn with cold. I had pulled my cap down as far as I could, so that my forehead and part of my cheeks were covered. Over this I wore the
  helmet required for guard duty. The turned-up collar of the pullover my parents had sent me overlapped the edge of my cap at the back of my head.


  From time to time I looked at the expanse of machinery I was guarding and wondered what we would do if we had to move it all in a hurry. The engines must have reached a state of magnificent
  solidity!


  I had been at my post for a good hour when suddenly a silhouette appeared at the edge of the parking lot. I threw myself down into the bottom of my hole. Before extracting my hands from the
  depths of my pockets, I risked another look over my parapet. The silhouette was advancing toward me. It must be one of our men making the rounds, but supposing it was a Bolshevik!


  Grunting with the effort, I pulled my hands from their shelter and grabbed my gun. The breech, sticky with frost, bit into my fingers, as I manoeuvred my weapon into firing position and shouted
  out, ‘Wer da?’ I got back a reasonable reply, and my bullet remained in the gun.


  All the same, I had been prudent to take these elementary precautions: it was an officer going his rounds. I saluted.


  ‘Everything all right?’


  ‘Yes, Leutnant.’


  ‘Fine. Well, Happy Christmas.’


  ‘What? Is it Christmas?’


  ‘Yes. Look over there.’


  He pointed to the Khorskys’ house. The roof, loaded with snow, sloped down to ground level; the narrow windows were shining far more brightly than blackout regulations usually permitted,
  and in their light I could see the swiftly moving silhouettes of my comrades. A few moments later a tall flame burst from an enormous woodpile which must have been soaked with gasoline.


  A song supported by three hundred voices ascended slowly into the stillness of the frozen night. ‘O Weihnacht! O stille Nacht!’ Was it possible? At that moment, everything beyond the
  perimeter of the camp was without meaning for me. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the light of the bonfire. The faces closest to the flames were illuminated; the rest were lost in darkness,
  while the strong outpouring of song continued, divided now into several parts. Perhaps the circumstances of this particular Christmas night made a critical difference, but in all the time since
  then I haven’t heard anything which moved me so much.


  The memories of my earliest youth, still so close, returned to me for the first time since I had been a soldier. What was happening at home this evening? What was happening in France? We had
  heard bulletins which informed us that many French troops were now fighting along with us – news which made me rejoice. The thought of Frenchmen and Germans marching side by side seemed
  marvellous to me. Soon we would no longer have to be cold; the war would be over, and we could all recite our adventures at home. This Christmas hadn’t brought me any gift I could hold in my
  hand, but had brought so much good news about the harmony between my two countries that I felt overwhelmed. Because I knew that I was now a man, I kept firmly at the back of my mind a foolish and
  embarrassing idea which kept pursuing me: I really would have liked someone to give me an ingenious mechanical toy.


  My companions were still singing, and all along the front millions like them must have been singing as they were. I didn’t know that, at that very hour, Soviet T-34 tanks, taking advantage
  of the truce which Christmas was supposed to bring, were crushing the forward posts of the Sixth Army in the Armotovsk sector. I didn’t know that my comrades in the Sixth Army, in which one
  of my uncles was serving, were dying by the thousands in the hell of Stalingrad. I didn’t know that German towns were being subjected to the horrifying bombardments of the R.A.F. and the
  U.S.A.F. And I would never have dared to think that the French would refuse a Franco-German entente.


  This was, in its way, the most beautiful Christmas I had ever seen, made entirely of disinterested emotion and stripped of all tawdry trimmings. I was all alone beneath an enormous starred sky,
  and I can remember a tear running down my frozen cheek – a tear neither of pain nor of joy but of emotion created by intense experience.


  By the time I got back to the billet, the officers had put an end to the celebrations, and ordered the bonfire extinguished. Hals had saved a half bottle of schnapps for me. I swallowed down a
  few mouthfuls, not to disappoint him.


  Four more days went by. The hard cold continued, embellished by snow-filled squalls. We went out only for obligatory duties, which we reduced to the minimum, and burned tons of wood. The houses
  had been built to conserve heat, and we were sometimes even too hot. We felt very well, and as is usual under such circumstances, we very soon had some trouble.


  Ours began one morning sometime around three o’clock. A guard noisily kicked open the door of the hut, admitting a blast of icy air and two soldiers whose stiff, bluish faces made them
  look remarkably alike. They rushed to our stove, and it was a few minutes before they spoke. Along with everybody else, I shouted at them to shut the door. In reply, we received a curse, and were
  ordered to stand at attention. As we gaped, somewhat startled and without reaction, the fellow who had shouted kicked over the bench standing next to him, and shouting out his order a second time,
  hurled himself at the improvised bed of one of our men, violently ripping apart the mound of blankets, coats, and jackets in which our comrade had buried himself. In the dim light of the stove we
  recognized the epaulettes of a feldwebel.


  ‘Are you bastards going to get the hell up?’ he shouted pulling out everybody he could reach. ‘Who’s at the head of this bunch? It’s a disgrace! Do you think this
  is how we’ll stop the Russian offensive? If you’re not ready in ten minutes I’ll throw you out of here just the way you are.’


  Stupid with sleep and stunned by our sudden awakening, we hurriedly collected our things. Leaving the door wide open, the feldwebel rushed from our hut like a madman, to inject panic into the
  isba across the way. We had no very clear idea of what was happening. Our sentry, who seemed quite shaken, told us that the intruders had arrived from Minsk in a sidecar. Those fifteen-odd miles
  must have taken them quite a long time, which would explain their furious condition.


  But, despite all the demonic howling the feldwebel could muster, it was a full twenty minutes before we were standing at attention in the snow. Laus, who had been as deeply asleep as anyone
  else, tried to shock us into wakefulness with a pretence of rage as intense as his colleague’s.


  The other feldwebel, whose anger had not abated, barked out our orders: ‘You will join Kommandant Ulträner’s unit at Minsk before dawn.’ He turned to Laus. ‘You will
  take fifteen trucks from the depot and proceed as I’ve ordered.’


  Why hadn’t he telephoned, instead of working himself into such a state? We found out later that, while we had been sleeping peacefully, the telephone line had been cut in four places.


  The difficulty of getting under way and bringing the trucks out from the depot was almost unimaginable. We had to roll out barrels of gasoline and alcohol to fill the gas tanks and radiators,
  crank up the engines – an exhausting labour – and shovel out cubic yards of snow, almost entirely without light. When the fifteen trucks were ready, we set out for Minsk, following the
  bumpy, snow-covered track the feldwebel had taken to reach us. One of the trucks skidded on the icy ground, and it took a good half hour to pull it from the ditch. We hooked it to another truck,
  which could only skate along the ice. In the end, almost the entire company was involved in the struggle, and we literally carried the damn machine back onto the road. Toward eight o’clock in
  the morning, well before the late winter dawn of those regions, we joined Ulträner and his regiment, and stood shivering, despite our exertions, in a vast city square, with two or three
  thousand other soldiers. Minsk seemed to be bursting with excitement and energy.


  A network of loudspeakers which had been set up throughout the square disseminated a short lecture from the High Command. The lecture pointed out that even a victorious army had to accept deaths
  and casualties, and that our role as a convoy unit was to carry, at whatever the cost and despite all the hardships, which the High Command thoroughly recognized, the food, munitions, and
  matériel the combat troops required. Our convoy, by any means available, had to reach the banks of the Volga, so that von Paulus could continue to wage his victorious battle. One thousand
  miles separated us from our destination, and we hadn’t a moment to spare.


  We left after the midday meal. I found myself, separated from my closest friends, aboard a five-and-a-half-ton D.K.W. loaded with heavy automatic weapons. The road leaving the city was well
  ploughed, and we rolled along at a brisk pace. There must have been road gangs working around the clock. The snowbanks on either side of the road were nearly twelve feet high. We passed a signpost
  bristling with pointers. On the sign indicating the road we took I read NACH PRIPET, KIEV, DNIEPER, KHARKOV, DNIEPROPETROVSK.


  Our troops had rounded up everyone capable of holding a shovel, and we were able to cover nearly one hundred miles in good time. We soon reached the summit of a hill from which we could see the
  immensity of the Ukraine stretching into the distance under a yellowish-grey sky.


  The ten or twelve vehicles
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