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Northern Algeria, spring 1947

The Aures Mountains in northeastern Algeria are beautiful in spring. Part of the larger Atlas mountain range, which separates the fertile north of the country from the desert regions in the south, they are largely a treeless wilderness dotted with stone villages perched on mountain slopes. Built from the ochre-coloured mountain stone, these settlements are surrounded by crops grown in stepped terraces contained within stone walls. The savage, inhospitable terrain was home to a hardy people, the Chaoui, an indigenous Berber group who eked a living from rock and who were fiercely independent, regarding outsiders with suspicion.

But the Aures Mountains are not wholly devoid of greenery. Scattered among the high peaks are deep gorges cut by seasonal rivers over millions of years, and in spring they burst into life. Apricot trees blossomed and hummed with bees, the fruit trees overshadowed by tall palms. The rains irrigated the fields of barley cultivated on terraces and the narrow canyons filled with temporary ponds and streams. Spring was a short, blessed period that provided a welcome relief from the hot summers and cold winters.

The Aures had witnessed the arrival of many peoples over the centuries, from the Romans to Islamic armies and later European conquerors. In the nineteenth century Algeria was in theory part of the Ottoman Empire, but such was the weakness of the regime in Istanbul that it was de facto an independent colony. Known as the Regency, it was ruled by a bey. It was also bankrupt, which prompted the bey to request that France repay its loans taken out during the Napoleonic Wars. The French consul refused, whereupon the bey attacked the diplomat with a flywhisk and called him a, ’wicked, faithless, idol-worshipping rascal’. Such an insult could not go unanswered and so the French invaded in 1830 and thus began over a hundred years of French involvement in Algeria.

The French Government had no strategic plan for the subjugation of the Algerians, and in the early years the dithering French Army was denied a quick victory. In part this was due to the inhospitable terrain. The coastal plain, for example, often flooded and was full of marshland. Often very hot, it was also a breeding ground for malaria that decimated French columns. Further south were the inhospitable Atlas Mountains, and further south still was the vastness of the Sahara Desert. Faced with a potentially hostile Muslim population and the threat of contracting malaria, typhoid and cholera, ten years after the French landed in Algeria there were only twenty-five thousand European settlers in the colony. But French troops also poured into Algeria and it became a colony where military rule predominated and violence was the first response to any native threats. The predominantly Muslim population became second-class citizens in their own country and French policies, such as converting the Ketchaoua mosque in Algiers into a cathedral, fostered a general hatred of the French. Forty-five years after French troops landed in Algeria, however, the colony had become an integral part of France under the Third Republic’s constitution.

The motto of the French Republic was Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité – Liberty, Equality, Fraternity – though on the ground in Algeria there was little equality. Neither women nor Muslims could vote, and French law ensured colonists were given the best land to farm. Though Algeria now contained Europeans, Jews and Muslims, they all occupied separate spaces and did not mix. Settlers tried to recreate metropolitan France and built cafes, town halls and Christian churches. They gave French names to cities, towns and villages. And yet ironically metropolitan France looked down on the settlers across the Mediterranean, thinking them vulgar and uncivilised. The French even had a name for a person of French descent born in Algeria: pied noir – black foot. It was not a compliment. This caused the colonists in turn to look down on Muslims and Jews, seeing them as being dirty, untrustworthy and stupid. The colonists were also fearful of the Muslim population who greatly outnumbered them. By the early twentieth century, for example, Muslims outnumbered settlers by six to one and the writing was on the wall for colonial rule.

The slaughterhouse that was later called the Great War was also a nail in the coffin of French Algeria. Many Algerian Muslims answered the call to arms and fought for France between 1914 and 1918, 173,000 eventually being conscripted, of whom 25,000 died and 57,000 were wounded. In addition, 120,000 Algerian workers contributed to the war effort in armaments factories.

France was one of the victorious powers in 1918 and in Algeria Muslims were demanding citizenship in return for shedding their blood for Paris. But the French Government was not listening and merely strengthened its grip on Algeria, believing European supremacy would last forever. The illusion was shattered in May 1940 when Germany invaded France and the Low Countries. In six weeks the French Army was humiliated and Paris had fallen to the Wehrmacht. The concept of French racial supremacy vanished and France’s colonies began to stir. If their colonial masters could be beaten so easily, what was to prevent indigenous peoples throwing off the yoke of oppression? The fear and loathing of the pied noirs in Algeria increased manyfold as the Muslim population sensed liberation was at hand.

Ironically, the flames of rebellion had been fed by the Americans, who before they landed in Nazi-controlled North Africa in November 1942 had dropped leaflets in Algeria. They stated: ‘We come to your country to free you from the grip of conquerors who seek to deprive you of your sovereign rights, your religious freedom and the right to lead your way of life in peace.’ But when the Germans and Italians had been evicted from North Africa, French soldiers continued to call Algerians in the French Army bougnoules – ragheads – and the French authorities, intent on reasserting French power, ignored calls for Algerian independence. France clung to its territories and Algeria seethed with discontent. Everything came to a head at the market town of Sétif in May 1945.

In an ironic twist of fate, the spark that plunged Algeria into insurgency took place on Victory in Europe Day: 8 May. On that date thousands of Algerians gathered to demonstrate in Sétif against the dominance of land-owning colonists and the general lack of food and work. Warned beforehand that any flags would be confiscated, the police tried to confiscate banners among the eight thousand demonstrators. This sparked a riot in which over a hundred European settlers were killed, many of them women. Police and pied noir vengeance was swift. In the following days thousands of Algerian Muslims were killed, causing violence to spread through the countryside like wildfire. French President Charles de Gaulle despatched ten thousand troops to Algeria to crush the revolt. French soldiers and aircraft burned homes, bombed villages and organised summary executions. Pied noirs also took part in reprisals, lynching and mutilating many indigenous people. Now under martial law, a general Algerian rising was impossible. But the damage to French legitimacy and colonial rule was terminal and the country became engulfed in a long-term insurgency.

*****
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The ride in the back of the truck was pure torture. Every thirty seconds or so the vehicle would jolt as it struck a pothole, the occupants in the rear compartment being bounced up and down. Swearing and threats followed, men in combat fatigues shouting at the driver to watch where he was going. All useless, of course. The roads in the Aures Mountains were old and barely more than tracks, though in Roman times imperial engineers had dug foundations and laid stones to create thoroughfares along slopes and through gorges to allow legionaries to control the locals. But the Chaoui were hardy, self-reliant and an elusive foe. Just as the Romans had built strongholds throughout the mountains, so had the French established forts and garrison towns to maintain their rule.

The column of trucks had left the garrison town of Batna, which the French had established in the nineteenth century to guard the main Sahara road. It began as a collection of austere buildings, the population of several thousand largely composed of sullen Muslim Algerians. The presence of two companies of French soldiers kept the peace and the authorities and pied noirs endeavoured to transform it into a small piece of France. It had a triangular layout, tree-lined avenues and a garrison in the eastern sector.

‘Where do think we are going?’

Axel winced as the truck hit a rut and he was thrown against the side of the vehicle.

‘To hell in a handcart, I think.’

His friend Kurt Stadler shook his head. ‘No, my friend, we’re chasing the Phantom and this time we’ve got him cornered, or so the captain said.’

Axel and the others in the back of the truck erupted in mocking laughter. They and dozens of others had spent the past few months hunting the elusive and dangerous Phantom, the nickname of local rebel leader Bachir Hadjad.

‘I’ve got more chance of killing Winston Churchill,’ said the soldier opposite, a grizzled veteran who looked twice his age of forty years.

His name was Konrad and he revelled in the nickname ‘the Butcher of Warsaw’. Like thousands of other former Waffen-SS soldiers, he had been offered a chance to fight for France and thus escape Allied or Soviet retribution. In Konrad’s case this saved him from either being shot or hanged. He had been a member of the infamous Dirlewanger Brigade, a unit that even the SS condemned for its criminality. Konrad had spent the summer of 1944 fighting with his brigade in Warsaw against the Polish Home Army, raping and killing to his heart’s content.

Axel did not particularly like the cutthroat Konrad but he was useful to have around in combat because he had a keen sense of self-preservation and sensed danger from afar. When fighting fellaghas, the Algerian rebels, that was a useful quality.

‘Chasing shadows again,’ grumbled Otto.

Nicknamed ‘Papa’ on account of being the oldest member of the squad, Otto was a veteran of the notorious Totenkopf Division, one of the Waffen-SS’s élite divisions that had fought entirely on the Eastern Front.

‘Keep it down,’ ordered the corporal in French.

In the French Foreign Legion all orders were given in French, which all recruits, regardless of their nationality, were expected to understand. The corporal was French and he was tasked with keeping his German charges in check.

There was no need. Axel and thousands like him were glad to have been given the opportunity to serve France rather than rot in prisoner-of-war camps or, much worse, handed over to the Russians. The French had been clever in identifying a large reserve of manpower to preserve their colonies in Algeria and Indochina. Tens of thousands of Waffen-SS and German Army soldiers were rounded up after the Third Reich collapsed in May 1945. They were offered the chance to fight for France in exchange for a chance of redemption, or perhaps oblivion.

Axel and thousands of others were transported to railheads for shipment to Marseilles, the location of a French Foreign Legion base. At the legion base they underwent a short training course before becoming legionnaires and signing on for five years of service. France, humiliated by defeat and subsequent Nazi occupation, now used the soldiers of its former enemy to hold on to its empire. Many who entered the legion’s training depots in Marseille, Lyon and Strasbourg were war criminals who had committed terrible atrocities against Eastern Europeans and Jews, but in the legion they were beyond the reach of war crimes tribunals. The legion offered them anonymity and a chance of another life. Those who wished it had their former identities erased and were given new names. Axel Steiner kept his name because he had not killed any civilians, taken part in herding Jews into gas chambers or participated in anti-Jewish pogroms. He hoped to return to his home in Schwerin after his term of service. If he survived five years of fighting an elusive foe. He smiled at the prospect of seeing the surprise on his parents’ faces when he turned up at their front door after an absence of five years. All German recruits were forbidden to send letters home for fear of alerting Allied investigators that France was shielding war criminals in its colonies.

Kurt gave Axel a shove. ‘Dreaming about your Jewess again?’

It had been two year since Axel had flopped down in a field in northern Germany beside another young Waffen-SS soldier with blonde hair and blue eyes. Since that fateful day he and Kurt Stadler had become firm friends.

‘No,’ replied Axel. ‘I was actually thinking about my parents.’

‘What do you think she is doing now?’ asked Kurt, like a dog with a bone refusing to be diverted from his original query.

Axel sighed. ‘I have no idea, but I can guarantee she will not be in the back of an uncomfortable truck being shaken to pieces.’

‘It’s a capital offence sleeping with a Jew.’ Kurt grinned. ‘The party would have you shot.’

‘I didn’t sleep with her,’ Axel corrected him, ‘more’s the pity.’

‘No, you just taught her how to shoot a rifle. Just think, a Jewess armed with a rifle who knows how to use it. A double death sentence for you.’

Kurt suddenly turned serious. ‘I hope my parents are still alive.’

‘The Western Allies are more merciful than the Russians,’ Axel reassured him.

Kurt had grown up in the city of Cleves on the Lower Rhine. Near the Dutch border, the town would have been captured by the Western Allies rather than the Russians. But like other German towns and cities, Cleves had been targeted by Allied bombers.

‘If they were still alive at the end of the war, then they will be safe,’ said Axel.

In reality he had no idea how the defeated German people were faring. The only news they received concerned France’s rebirth as a great power after the war. German legionnaires were not given newspapers to read and were denied access to radios. This was to protect them from an outside world that wanted to track down and punish all those who had fought for Adolf Hitler and his murderous regime. German legionnaires were informed that Germany as a state no longer existed because it had been divided into zones under the control of the victorious powers. Axel wondered if Germany had gone back to being a number of city states, as it had been before reunification in the nineteenth century. He did not care as long as his parents were safe.

The truck and other vehicles in the convoy came to a halt and the corporal unfastened the tailgate.

‘Everyone out,’ he shouted, jumping down from the truck.

Remy, one of Axel’s comrades, held out his rifle. ‘Never used, only dropped once.’

Axel and the others laughed. Remy was not a German but a Walloon, a distinct racial group who lived in southern and eastern Belgium. He had joined one of the Waffen-SS divisions raised from outside the Third Reich, and had fought with distinction on the Eastern Front. Captured by the Americans rather than the Russians, he had elected to join the French Foreign Legion rather than face the prospect of being returned to Belgium. In his homeland he would have been tried as a traitor and undoubtedly sentence to death. Remy, like many others, now had no home aside from the French Foreign Legion. The gesture with his rifle alluded to the French defeat in 1940. The collapse of France in the spring and summer of that year gave rise to many cruel jokes, one of which concerned French army rifles, which the Germans insisted had never been fired in anger and all had been dropped by their owners before they ran away from the advancing panzers. It was untrue, of course, but provided endless merriment to Axel and his comrades. As did the belief that the French always lined their roads with trees so German soldiers could march in the shade.

Axel jumped down from the truck and lined up with his squad on a dusty parade square in yet another French outpost in Algeria. The sun was beating down from a cloudless sky, the arid wind thankfully not blowing to tickle the back of his throat.

‘Attention!’

The legion sergeant with a barrel chest and thick beard bellowed the command and the hundred men of the company stood ramrod straight on the sandy square. Axel could make out a barracks across the square and a wall encompassing what appeared to be a largely empty base. There was a sentry in the single watchtower who appeared to be observing the trucks and the soldiers standing to attention, rather than the area surrounding the base. In the centre of the square stood a flagpole, from which a tricolour hung limp in the hot, windless air. All eyes were on a tall, thin officer wearing a black kepi who marched to stand in front of his company, his uniform immaculate, his boots gleaming in the sunlight.

Captain Julius Bernard was a native of Bordeaux, Gascony, and the scion of a military family. His father had fought at the Battle of Verdun in the Great War and his grandfather had been an officer in the legion battling natives in Algeria at the end of the nineteenth century. Proud and prickly, Captain Bernard was shadowed by shame, however, shame that he had been serving in Lebanon when France fell to the Nazis in 1940. His humiliation was magnified when he was forced to serve the collaborative Vichy regime until France was liberated. He grabbed the chance to serve in Algeria with both hands, not only to serve France’s interests but also to erase the stain on his honour.

Bernard’s pale grey eyes surveyed his company. Not a particularly attractive individual, he had a sharp nose and pale skin which reminded Axel of stretched leather.

‘Two days ago, the thief and murderer Bachir Hadjad raided this town, Arris,’ he said loudly. ‘Two civilians were killed, prompting the police chief to send a party of gendarmes to track down and kill the rebels. I regret to inform you the gendarmes have not returned.’

‘No surprise there,’ whispered Kurt.

‘What idiot sends policemen to hunt down the Phantom?’ said Axel.

‘We have been given the honour of tracking down Bachir Hadjad and ridding Algeria of him and his rebels for good,’ continued the captain. ‘Tomorrow we will move into the mountains and attack his base near the Tunisian border. This operation is intended not only to kill the rebel leader, but also to send a clear message to any who are thinking of challenging French rule. Rebellion will result in certain death.’

After Bernard’s ‘morale-boosting’ talk, the legionnaires were dismissed and made their way to the barracks block. The outpost was staffed by a company of French soldiers, most of them draftees and newly arrived from France. In the main they were pasty faced youths with stomach bugs and dysentery and in no fit state to defend the outpost, let alone head into the mountains to do battle with the Phantom. Like all the fellagha bands that infested the Aures Mountains, the favoured tactic of the Phantom was to sweep down from the hills into towns, burn some buildings and shoot at French police stations or military outposts before disappearing into the night. Bachir Hadjad was an accomplished operator, hence his nickname, who infuriated the authorities, and especially Captain Bernard who had become obsessed with tracking down the bandit. Unfortunately for the French and Bernard, Hadjad had fought bravely for the Free French in Italy and returned to Algeria a soldier fully trained in modern warfare. He also discovered that as an Arab he was regarded as a subject by the French and not a free citizen. It was a poor reward for bleeding for France and so Hadjad, like thousands of others, became a fellagha, determined to evict the French from their homeland.

Bernard may have been a man on a mission but he was still a professional. He informed the outpost’s commander, a portly captain with a pallid complexion, he was assuming control over base security while his men were billeted in Arris. This meant sentry duty for Axel and the rest of the company. Night-time temperatures were cool in the Aures and the town of Arris was no different. So he patrolled the wall wrapped in a greatcoat, from where he could see a hundred specks of light from homes illuminated by candles and even street lamps powered by electric generators. The town was quiet, peaceful, above a night sky filled with a million bright stars. Axel turned when he heard footsteps behind him, unshouldering the rifle loaned to him by Kurt, and then relaxed when he recognised Julius Bernard. He stood to attention.

‘All is well?’

‘All is well, mon capitaine,’ replied Axel in French.

Axel had made a determined effort to acquire a working knowledge of the French language, an effort that was appreciated by the captain. Bernard stared at the specks of light coming from a host of homes in Arris.

‘Do you think the gendarmes are alive, Steiner?’

‘No, mon capitaine.’

‘Mm, and you believe this because Bachir Hadjad is a murdering brute?’

‘No, mon capitaine.’

‘Then why?’

‘Because the Phantom is not to be underestimated, and the price of doing so is usually fatal.’

The captain chuckled. ‘It is not your fault, Steiner. What you have to understand is that France is not just a country, it is an idea in the hearts of men.’

Axel stifled a laugh. Bernard continued.

‘France is the standard bearer of civilisation, a role it has fulfilled for hundreds of years. When you Germans were living in huts in forest clearings, the Franks were building magnificent cathedrals and other architectural wonders. I am from Bordeaux, Steiner, and grew up staring in wonder at the Basilica of Saint-Severinus in the city, which was built in the eleventh century.’

‘It must be a sight to behold, mon capitaine,’ said Axel.

Bernard was not listening; he was dreaming of his home.

‘Like France itself, Bordeaux is drenched in culture and learning, a repository of European culture.’

He stopped and stared at Axel. ‘Your French is very good, by the way.’

‘I have been in the legion for nearly two years, mon capitaine. I was desirous to learn more than the basics.’

It was not a requirement to speak French to join the Foreign Legion, and indeed many legionnaires did not bother to understand the language beyond knowing the commands issued by their officers and non-commissioned officers. But Axel was young and had an enquiring mind and so made a conscious effort to learn to speak the language. This made his superiors appreciative of his efforts, though the fact he was German and had been a member of the Waffen-SS meant he would probably never rise beyond the rank of private. In theory all nationalities were welcomed in the legion, but in reality, although the Germans were regarded as good soldiers they were distrusted because the Third Reich had humiliated France during the Second World War.

‘What you have to remember, Steiner, is that men such as Bachir Hadjad are just ungrateful bandits. Do you know he fought with the Free French in Italy?’

‘Yes, mon capitaine.’

‘Do you know what the worst quality is, Steiner?’

Axel thought for a second. ‘Lying?’

‘Nonsense, it is ingratitude,’ hissed Bernard. ‘France embraced Bachir Hadjad, taught him to be a soldier, allowed him to wear a French uniform. And France’s reward? To be stabbed in the back.

‘Individuals such as Hadjad fail to see that Algeria without France is nothing more than a fly-blown backwater filled with illiterate, ignorant Arabs who are little more than animals. Algeria only prospered after the arrival of the French. It is now part of France and will always be part of France. But the Arabs, simple creatures that they are, are easily led by individuals such as Hadjad, which is why he must be speedily dealt with. Tomorrow we will track him down and kill him and his deluded followers.’

‘The Phantom is an elusive foe, mon capitaine.’

‘The Phantom?’ scoffed Bernard. ‘A ludicrous name for a common thief and murderer. I do not encourage attaching any notion of mystique to such vermin.’

He turned on his heels and marched away, muttering to himself.

The next day Axel and a hundred others left the barracks after a hearty breakfast. The Foreign Legion had traditionally been parsimonious when it came to rations, but the invention of tinned food, which was easy to transport and had a long shelf life, resulted in far-flung outposts having access to canned meats, vegetables and stews. Supplemented with dried foods such as pasta and rice, legionary rations improved markedly. Because Axel and his comrades spent the night in the barracks in Arris, their breakfast consisted not only of coffee, baguettes, butter and jam, but also boiled eggs and dates. Axel and the others left the barracks with full stomachs and full ammunition pouches, the legion always ensuring its soldiers had enough bullets to win a firefight with its enemies.

Finding those enemies was a different matter entirely, however. Captain Bernard was furnished with a local guide by the garrison commander, a shabbily dressed, emaciated individual. He avoided eye contact with Captain Bernard and spoke through an interpreter also provided by the ailing garrison commander. Axel thought it ironic that though the legion was heading out to track down the Phantom, all Bachir Hadjad had to do was lie low until the legionnaires left, then he and his handful of followers could walk into Arris and take the town without firing a shot, so weak was the garrison.

‘That’s the result of eating native food,’ said Konrad, inclining his head towards the guide as he checked his knife. ‘The locals live like pigs and we all know what pigs eat. It was the same in Russia where the locals had not heard of a lavatory. Filthy untermenschen.’

Untermenschen meant subhumans and was a term the Nazis had applied to Slavs, Jews and Roma gypsies.

Remy cast a glance at the corporal near the tailgate of the truck, staring out at the vastness of the Aures.

‘That’s why we failed in Russia and why the French will fail in Algeria,’ said Remy.

‘Because of a lack of plumbing?’ Axel smiled, like the others, speaking in German.

‘No,’ replied Remy, ‘it is because the locals have lived the way they do for centuries and French rule is like spring snow. It is temporary.’

‘Keep it down,’ said the corporal in French. ‘Save your energy, you will need it.’

He was not wrong. After an hour of being shaken to pieces in the back of a truck, Axel and the rest of his squad alighted from the vehicle beside a hill that look like a thousand others in the Aures. It was treeless, windswept and ochre in colour.

‘I don’t trust that guide,’ grumbled Kurt, pointing at the local smiling at Captain Bernard and gesticulating towards the east.

‘One thing is for certain,’ said Axel. ‘Over a hundred legionnaires and their trucks will not have gone unnoticed if any of the Phantom’s lookouts are in the vicinity.’

The company set off with Bernard and the guide leading the way and the interpreter trailing behind. Once the legionnaires began ascending a slope the widely space squads were buffeted by a penetrating wind that made everyone’s eyes water. The wind increased when Axel and the others reached the top, only to see a seemingly endless range of trackless hills extending into the distance.

‘We should shoot the guide and return back to base,’ suggested Gustav, an oversized native of Berlin.

‘No talking!’ shouted the corporal.

The next hour was spent walking up and down wind-blasted hills in a fruitless search for fellaghas. Stones and scree underfoot made the going hard and before long a hundred men were grumbling and looking daggers at the guide, who suddenly became animated and began pointing at the next ridge. Bernard called a halt. There, a few hundred yards away, stood a village, built from local ochre-coloured stone. It blended into its surroundings perfectly, unnerving the legionnaires who threw themselves to the ground and looked for the enemy.

It was a small village they occupied, no more than a score of dwellings of varying sizes, a short distance from the valley floor through which once flowed a small river. The river had dried up long ago and with no water the villagers had left their homes. At the base of the hill below the settlement was a palm grove, with parched terraces on the hillside where crops had once grown. It was a desolate, empty place, the only sound being the wind whistling through its crumbling houses.

The guide was smiling and nodding as he jabbered to the interpreter, a frustrated and fuming Captain Bernard in turn pointing accusingly at the scruffy Algerian. As they argued the company took up positions in and around the village, Axel’s squad occupying a one-room house with no roof and crumbling walls.

‘We are sitting ducks here,’ complained ‘Papa’ Otto who was older and had more battlefield experience than the others.

‘Keep quiet and keep watch,’ ordered the corporal.

Axel could see only ochre rock and blue sky as he scanned the hill beyond the palm grove. He spotted no activity but the hairs on the back of his neck stood up and he sensed something was wrong. He may have served in the Waffen-SS for a shorter time than Otto, but he had been fighting in Algeria for nearly two years and knew how capable the fellaghas were of moving unseen.

‘We have been lured here,’ said Kurt, his rifle poking through a gap in the wall.

Axel nodded. ‘I think you’re right. Thank God the French have good weapons and provide their soldiers with a lot of ammunition.’

Despite most of the company being equipped with MAS-36s and the endless jokes about them being thrown away by cowardly French soldiers in 1940, the bolt-action rifle was a sturdy, reliable weapon. As was Axel’s weapon, the FM 24/29 light machine gun, which was designed to provide an infantry squad with serious firepower. Fed from a top-mounted twenty-five-round magazine, it had two triggers, one for semi-automatic fire, the other for full auto. With its pistol grip, folding bipod and flash suppressor, the machine gun was an excellent weapon. It did not have the high cyclic rate of fire possessed by German machine guns in order to avoid over-heating the barrel. But its cyclic rate of fire of four hundred and fifty rounds a minute was enough to tip the scales in a battle with ill-equipped and usually small-sized fellagha units.

‘That guide is a spy,’ hissed Konrad.

As the last word left his lips bullets began flying, the crest of the hill opposite filled with sharp cracks as rifles were shot. Bullets ricocheted off stone to send sharp splinters in all directions and initially caught the squad off-guard. Everyone ducked to avoid being shot in the face, Axel and the others then peeping over the fragmented stone wall to search for targets. Fellagha bullets were striking the wall behind the squad, tearing chunks out of the old stone.

‘Find them!’ shouted the corporal, whose face was cut by a flying stone fragment.

Axel scrambled to where the doorway to the house had been, lying prone and aiming at the hilltop. He fired a burst and then a second, the other members of the squad likewise firing at the fellaghas on the hill. Other squads joined in, all firing controlled bursts or aimed shots so as not to waste ammunition. The corporal, armed with an American Thompson submachine gun, did not fire. The hill was at least two hundred yards away, which was at the end of the weapon’s effective range. The French were usually reluctant to use foreign weapons but recognised that the Thompson was an accurate and reliable weapon, though like all militaries used it with a box magazine rather than a drum variant favoured by American gangsters.

Axel raked the hill line again but stopped firing when the enemy’s firing ceased. The other legionnaires also stopped shooting and a lull descended on the village, only to be interrupted by explosions erupting among the buildings.

‘Mortars!’ screamed Remy, who flung himself against a wall.

Axel heard the distinctive buzzing sound of mortar rounds in the air and his heart sank. He had been under mortar fire before, during the last weeks of the Second World War, and the experience was dreadful. Mortars were designed to provide close support to infantry and now bombs were falling on the village. After the buzzing came explosions as mortar rounds impacted, stone fragments, earth and body parts flying in all directions as the shells exploded in and among the buildings. The only thing to do when under mortar fire was to pray you would survive and that is what Axel did. He remembered the prayer taught to him by Joachim Steiner, his father and Lutheran pastor.

‘Dear Lord Jesus, know that I am a sinner and I ask for Your forgiveness. I believe You died from my sins and rose from the dead. I turn from my sins and invite You to come into my heart and life. I want to trust and follow You as my Lord and Saviour. Amen.’

A mortar round exploded outside the house, sending dust and stone shards everywhere. Fortunately all the squad were lying on the ground so were not injured by shrapnel or flying stone. But if the barrage continued, it was only a matter of time before a round detonated in the centre of the house, killing them all. But Axel’s prayer was answered for no sooner had the barrage begun than it ended. He and the others were coughing in the dust that was everywhere, raising their heads when no more mortar rounds were fired.

‘Report,’ shouted the corporal.

Miraculously there were no casualties among the squad but the same could not be said for the company. The fellagha ambush had resulted in four dead and nine wounded in the company, which left Captain Bernard incandescent with rage. He called his officers and non-commissioned officers to him and announced he would be pursuing the rebels to eradicate them. Ten legionnaires were assigned to bury the dead and take the wounded back to the trucks. It would be impossible to bury two of the dead because they had been vapourised in direct hits by mortar rounds. The guide and interpreter had also seemingly vanished into thin air, which was the real reason Bernard was infuriated. He had been duped and everyone knew it. Now he was out for revenge.

The legion had been born in France but had grown up in Algeria. Its headquarters was at Sidi Bel Abbès, a town in the north of the country where Axel and thousands of others had finished their training before being assigned to dusty, far-flung outposts. Axel had found Sidi Bel Abbès surprisingly pleasant with its cafes, vineyards and orchards, the town surrounded by fields filled with crops. The architecture and culture were French and the language was spoken in the town to give the illusion it was as French as Marseilles, Bordeaux or Paris. It was a myth, of course, and beyond the major centres of Algiers, Oran and Constantine where there were endless fields of cereal crops, the vast hinterland was barren and hostile.

Barren was certainly appropriate for the terrain Axel and the rest of the company was marching across as Captain Bernard led his legionnaires in pursuit of the fellaghas who had ambushed them. The legion had always been a light infantry force and now Axel and dozens of others paced at speed to catch up with the rebels.

‘Is this the right direction?’ queried Axel.

‘I’ve no idea,’ replied Kurt.

‘That fool Bernard doesn’t know what he is doing,’ said an eavesdropping Konrad. ‘The rebels had riflemen on the ridge opposite but the mortar fire was coming from behind us, which meant there were two groups of rebels, and we are only chasing one.’

‘We are chasing ghosts,’ scoffed Gustav, towering above the others. ‘The fellaghas know this land whereas we don’t.’

‘Reminds me of when I was in the Totenkopf Division hunting partisans behind the lines in Russia,’ chipped in ‘Papa’ Otto. ‘That usually ended in frustration, though we did manage to get our boots dirty afterwards.’

‘Getting our boots dirty’ was a euphemism for killing civilians.

‘I hear you, brother,’ grinned Konrad.

‘Silence!’ ordered the corporal in French, who knew no German. ‘Any more talking in a forbidden language will result in a mouthful of rocks.’

Axel looked at Kurt and rolled his eyes. As in the Waffen-SS, discipline in the legion was strict, though as Axel and thousands of other Germans who had fought in either the German Army or Waffen-SS discovered, it was not unduly tortuous. However, the legion had its own peculiar punishments when its ‘Frenchness’ was threatened. Speaking in a language other than French was punished by forcing the transgressor to fill his mouth with small pebbles, though it was called ‘a mouthful of rocks’. It was both uncomfortable and humiliating, which was entirely the point. The French in general were very prickly when it came to emphasising the superiority of their language, culture and overall contribution to world civilisation. So the squad fast-paced in silence for the next hour, traversing hills and dry river beds until the company came across yet another stone village perched on a hillside. This one, however, was populated.

A sweating but delighted Julius Bernard cordoned off the village and then marched into the centre of the settlement with twenty men. Axel and his squad were posted on the hill opposite to both keep watch for any fellaghas in the area and keep an eye on the village itself. Other squads posted around the village did the same. Because he had the squad machine gun, Axel lay on the ground with his weapon pointing away from the village to scan the endless, undulating, arid terrain. One thing was certain: unless the fellaghas were in the village, they were long gone. Probably hiding in caves near the deserted village where they had sprung their ambush.

Captain Bernard ordered the legionnaires who had accompanied him into the settlement to round up the villagers so he could address them. The interpreter had disappeared and it was only when around forty men, women and children were standing in front of him did he realise he had no way of communicating with them. The idea of learning the language of the locals was anathema to individuals such as Julius Bernard and so he began shouting at his audience.

‘Fell-ag-has,’ he bellowed slowly.

The villagers stared back at him with vacant expressions, though the women kept firm hold of their children. Both men and women wore traditional Berber dress: the djellaba. Made from camel hair to keep out the extreme heat of summer and provide insulation in winter, the djellaba was a long, loose-fitting robe with full sleeves and a hood. Men wore a hat called a tarbouch, women sported headscarves according to the dictates of Islamic law. The djellabas were a mixture of brown hues, the headscarves all white. The unwashed children were all bare foot and looked half-starved.

Barnard’s deputy, a lieutenant, reported that a search of the houses had revealed no weapons or any sign of fellaghas. This did nothing to appease Bernard who realised he had been made to look a fool by his nemesis Bachir Hadjad. He had no way of asking the villagers if they had seen any fellaghas, which only added to his frustration.

‘Fellaghas!’ he bellowed, causing some of the infants to burst into tears.

Bernard threw up his arms, turned and paced away, stopping when a piece of camel dung hit his kepi. In the legion officers wore a black kepi, other ranks wearing white headgear, the famous képi blanc, which was coloured white because the original kepi covers worn in North Africa by legionnaires faded to white after washing and exposure to the sun. Axel would have preferred to wear a helmet when operating in the Aures, the white kepi offering no protection from shrapnel or glancing bullets, but the legion would not hear of it.

Aware all eyes were on him, Julius Bernard spun, levelled his Thompson and pulled the trigger. He emptied the thirty round magazine in seconds, cutting down mostly children who had been ushered to the front of the group of villagers. Women screamed in horror, those who had not been shot and killed by Bernard’s burst. Those women still living scooped up their children in their arms and fled, along with the menfolk.

‘Stop them!’ commanded Bernard, reloading his Thompson.

Taking the lead from their commander, the score of legionnaires began shooting at the civilians, cutting down the majority with their rifles. A few, perhaps a dozen, were fleet of foot and managed to flee the village. Only to be cut down by legionnaires assigned to the cordon around the village. In minutes it was all over and every man, woman and child in the village were dead. Legionnaires went among the civilians looking for any wounded but there were none. Such was the firepower unleashed against them that all were dead from multiple bullet wounds.

Axel did not bear witness to the slaughter but he had heard the gunfire and had seen a few civilians running from the buildings, only to be cut down by those posted outside the village. He saw with horror a woman holding a baby in her arms fall after being hit, the pair then riddled with a burst of machine-gun fire. He slammed the ground with a fist at witnessing such horror.

‘I thought you were in the Waffen-SS,’ Konrad whispered to him.

‘I was.’

‘You should have been in Warsaw in nineteen forty-four,’ said Konrad. ‘Now that was a real massacre. Never thought the French had it in them.’

The officers and NCOs did not say a word during the march back to the trucks. Axel, not wishing to walk with a mouthful of pebbles, also kept silent on the return journey. It was the first time he had seen a massacre of civilians and though he had indeed been a member of the Waffen-SS, which had taken part in many atrocities against civilians in Hitler’s war, when he joined the ranks of the Third Reich’s military élite the conflict was in its final stages and the fighting was on German soil. He had heard about the slaughter of Jews and other civilians from Waffen-SS veterans and the two Jewish women he had saved from being raped. He smiled at the memory of teaching them to shoot a rifle in the blissful few days when he and a chain-smoking corporal named Muller had taken refuge in
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