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Editor’s Note

The character who in this book is called ‘Little John’ has appeared in other novels by Sven Hassel under the name ‘Tiny’.


1

‘I wonder,’ said Little John, shading his eyes with his hand as he stared out to the horizon, ‘if you could reach England by swimming there?’

‘Probably,’ said the Legionnaire, sounding bored.

‘If you were a fish,’ added the Old Man.

‘And had a supply of food to keep you going—’

‘Mind you, it would take some hell of a time.’

‘Hm.’

Little John stared out across the sea again, frowning and scratching the top of his head.

‘It has been done?’ he said at last.

‘Sure, but not from here. They don’t set out from here.’

‘Where would you arrive if you set out from here?’ insisted Little John, who was nothing if not downright dogged when once he had embarked upon a subject.

The Legionnaire hunched a shoulder.

‘Buggered if I know … Dover, perhaps.’

‘Crap,’ said Heide. ‘This is in a straight line with Brighton. Nowhere near Dover.’

‘How far do you reckon it is, then?’

Little John again.

‘Mm … thirty kilometres. Eighty kilometres. A hell of a way, at all events.’

‘Why don’t we try it?’

The Old Man smiled.

‘Because you’d drown before you were even half-way there.’

‘You want to take a bet?’

‘Why not? It’s practically a certainty!’

‘Of course,’ murmured Barcelona, ‘there is always another point. If you missed your way, which you very likely would, because one bit of sea looks exactly the same as any other bit of sea, there’s no knowing where you might end up. You could be lucky enough to bump into the coast of Ireland, but if you floated past that you’d have to carry on all the way to Greenland.’

‘I’d take a chance,’ said Little John. ‘I’d sooner swim about the perishing ocean for the rest of my life than carry on fighting in this bleeding war.’

Absurdly enough, we actually began training for it. Each day we swam a bit further than the previous day, always pushing ourselves to the limits of our endurance, the rule being that the weakest must keep up with the strongest. I personally gave up the idea of swimming to Greenland on the day I nearly drowned with cramp. If it hadn’t been for Gregor, the war would have been over as far as I was concerned. But one or two of the others pressed on with the training programme. They came back at midnight after their last excursion, all of them completely knackered but exultantly declaring that they had seen the coast of England on the horizon.

‘Another couple of weeks,’ declared Little John, ‘and I reckon we’ll be able to make it.’

They never had the chance. For some reason unknown to us the look-outs were doubled all along the coast, and before Little John and his team of aspiring Channel swimmers had found the means to evade them, history had put a stop to their ambitions in the shape of the Normandy landings. War had once again intervened.

No Quarter Given in
Section Ninety-One

They were hurling grenades into our midst. The blockhouse had already received a direct hit and was leaning drunkenly at an angle, one side dug deep into the sand, the other rearing skywards. The roof sagged in the middle.

For my money, grenades are even more fiendish than bombs. They play more cruelly on the nerves. The noise they make is infernal, and they tend to fall where least expected. At least with a bomb you stand a chance of calculating its probable landing point.

Another explosion. The blockhouse had received its second direct hit. This time the roof finally collapsed. A shower of earth and sand rained about our ears, slabs of concrete crashed about us, all the lights were abruptly extinguished. Those of us that could, got out. Major Hinka was thrown out, bodily, head-first, and landed with a thump on a pile of debris. Cautiously he picked himself up. There was blood on his face, his uniform was in shreds, the stump of his right arm poked grotesquely through a rip in his sleeve. It was two years ago he had lost that arm. The stump had never yet healed properly.

A squealing horde of rats came bounding out from the ruins of the shattered blockhouse. One, in a panic, made a dart at the Major. It clung to his chest, rolling back its ugly mouth and revealing a row of sharp yellow teeth. With the back of his hand Little John sent the brute flying, and the minute it hit the earth it was seized upon by its companions and torn to ribbons.

From afar, the Marines artillery were firing non-stop upon us, slowly demolishing the stout concrete walls upon which we had relied for our protection. The newly-embarked infantry troops were advancing upon us, and we repulsed them as best we could with volleys of hand-grenades. Little John carelessly dangled a grenade as he helped pull a survivor from the wreckage of the blockhouse. I watched him in a state of suspended horror: the pin was half pulled out and he gave no signs of having noticed. But Little John knew what he was doing where hand-grenades were concerned. He and I were, so to speak, the champions of the section. Little John threw them from a distance of 118 metres; I from 110. So far, no one had been able to better our performances.

Meanwhile, the fun continued. It had already lasted for several hours and we were growing quite bored by it. It was rather like sitting inside an enormous drum beaten by a million maniacs. After a time your senses became blunted and you accepted it as mere background noise.

Porta suggested a game of pontoon, but who could concentrate on cards? Our nerves were stretched taut, our ears cocked for the least change in the quality of sound of the inferno that raged all about us. It was child’s play at the moment, compared with what was surely to come. Sooner or later, they would launch a full-scale attack; move in for the kill. God grant they wouldn’t use flame-throwers! We should be lost if they did, and we knew they neither gave nor expected any quarter. They themselves had taken care to inform us that surrender was our only possible course, as they otherwise intended to fight until our last man had been wiped out. Propaganda, of course. We put out the same sort of rubbish ourselves. When it came to the point, flame-throwers or no, we should fight until we dropped, with our backs to the wall, with no thoughts of surrender in our well-drilled mind.

The Old Man was standing alone and forlorn in a corner, gently swaying from side to side and staring with glazed expression at his tin helmet, which he was holding before him in both hands. He didn’t know that I was watching him, and I saw that his cheeks had two clear rivulets of tears running through the layer of smoke and dirt. There, I guessed, was a man who could not much longer endure the disgusting sights and sounds and smells of war.

The bombardment continued. Quite suddenly, and with no warning, the roof of our new shelter caved in upon us. For a moment there was panic and confusion. The thought ran through my head like a ticker-tape gone mad: so this is how it feels, to be buried alive. So this is how it feels, to be buried alive. So this is— And then, suddenly, I was standing upright next to Little John, both of us straining to support the weight of a heavy beam and prevent yet another landslide. Little John said nothing; just stood and sweated and clenched his teeth. It seemed to me that every bone in my body was breaking beneath the strain. I half wished that Little John would give up the unequal struggle, and then I, too, with no loss of face, could let fall my share of the burden and sink down peaceably to die beneath the resulting debris. But Little John stood stolidly on, and before I could disgrace myself Gregor appeared with a heavy hammer and some props. We weren’t yet buried alive, but it had been a near thing.

One end of the shelter was clearly still unsafe, and we crowded silently together and passed round cigarettes and a bottle of calvados without a word. The only sound, other than the howling of the battle outside, were the pitiful moans of those who had been injured. A young kid of seventeen or eighteen was screaming his head off in agony, lying in a corner with both his legs crushed almost to pulp under the weight of a heavy cannon. They hauled him out and pumped him full of morphine, but I gave little for his chances. And certain it was he would never walk again.

Porta crawled about between people’s legs, in search of his pack of cards, which had been scattered by the blast. The Legionnaire calmly unrolled a little green mat and began playing dice, left hand against right. The rest of us stood, or sat, or huddled together in an atmosphere as taut as a bowstring. We had reached that extreme of fear and tension that carried madness in its wake, when any chance remark or trivial incident could drive men over the borderline and turn them into wild beasts scratching and clawing at each other. It was a relief when a second horde of rats appeared: it gave us a legitimate excuse for violent action, and probably averted a small-scale disaster.

The hours passed; slowly, wearily, one after another in orderly procession, dragging onwards towards a new day, or a new night, we were no longer sure what time it was or how long we had been there. We just sat and waited. There was nothing else we could do. Some of us smoked, some of us talked, some of us slept. Most of us just sat and stared. The Legionnaire had long ago rolled up his little green mat, but Little John brought out his harmonica and gave us the same half dozen tunes over and over. A few of us swore at him, but the majority suffered in silence. The Army teaches you patience if nothing else.

Outside, there was no indication whether it was day or night. A dense cloud of smoke hung like a pall between heaven and earth. It seemed unlikely that anyone – or, indeed, anything – could have survived the onslaught.

At one point, Porta pulled out the forty-nine playing cards he had managed to salvage from his pack and began dealing them out to his nearest neighbours, but even his enthusiasm waned in the face of our total lethargy. For one thing, it was almost impossible to see the cards without constantly lighting matches, and for another, who the hell cared anyway whether he won or lost?

‘Not even bloody worth cheating any more,’ grumbled Porta, sweeping up the pack and angrily shuffling the cards.

No one bothered to deny it. We just went on with our wearisome task of waiting.

‘Might as well bleeding eat as sit on your bleeding arses and do nothing!’

Porta glared round at us in the gloom. No one so much as twitched a muscle. With an indifferent shrug of the shoulders he pulled out his iron rations and set about consuming them. We stared with vacant eyes. Not even Major Hinka passed any comment, though the opening of iron rations, never mind the actual eating of them, was expressly forbidden until or unless the order was given by a commanding officer. Porta munched stolidly on, using the point of his bayonet as a fork. When he’d finished his rations he drank the water used for cooling the machine-guns. No one protested. No one cared. Who wanted to cool machine-guns when any moment he was in danger of being blown to pieces by the enemy? Porta, apparently unmoved, concluded his meal by scrubbing his one remaining tooth with the piece of oily rag used for cleaning rifles. He then settled back with his hands behind his head and a beam of contentment on his lips, as one who has come to the end of a three-course meal and a bottle of wine.

At last the bombardment showed signs of abating. Cautiously we roused ourselves, picked up our rifles, pushed the armour plating away from the wall slits, set the machine-gun in position. That anyone should still be living in the hell of the outside world would be nothing short of a miracle. The scene had changed beyond all recognition since last we had looked upon it. Wreckage lay scattered for miles about. The barbed-wire installations so lovingly supervised by Rommel had completely disappeared. Major Hinka made several despairing attempts to contact base by the field telephone, but with no success. There was no telephone: was no base. All the positions we had held had presumably been crushed out of existence by the bombardment.

And now the enemy were pouring off the landing-craft and swarming up the beaches in their thousands. Wave upon wave of khaki-clad figures with never a thought in their heads that they might still have to encounter opposition. Who, after all, could possibly have survived the onslaught and be alive to offer any resistance?

And then, suddenly, the mortars were sending an uninterrupted cascade of grenades into the midst of the khaki hordes. For a moment the infantry hesitated, dropped back, evidently shocked by this unexpected reception. Their officers gave them no respite. They shouted orders back and forth and urged the men on with impatient arm movements and jerks of the head. The machine-guns sliced through their approaching ranks, mowing them down dozens at a time. Porta’s flame-thrower sent its evil tongues leaping in among them, catching a man here, a man there. We rose up from our hell-hole and watched them die. It was our turn, now, to deal out wholesale destruction. The khaki figures fell over each other, trampled on their fallen comrades, stumbled and staggered but still came on. I saw one soldier trip on a pile of debris and become impaled on some hidden barbed wire. His screams were horrid even to my exultant ears. It was a relief when he was caught in the machine-gun fire and sliced almost in half. At least it put an end to the screams.

Major Hinka suddenly rose to his feet and dashed out into the open, yelling at us to follow him. We surged along in his wake, Little John and the Legionnaire at the head of us. I was dragging the gun with me, hanging round my neck by the strap. With my free hand I yanked grenades from my belt and hurled them into the mass of the enemy. All around us men were screaming, shouting, shooting, entangled in barbed wire, dying silently in the oil-sodden sand. Directly before me, a soldier in khaki. He had lost his helmet. I crashed my knee into his stomach, knocked him cold with the butt of the gun, left him lying there and ran on. I suddenly became aware that Barcelona was at my side. We ploughed on together, our heavy boots squelching in a sea of blood and bodies.

And now the enemy were retreating. Slowly at first, then speeding up by degrees until at length it was a mad dash to the sea, jettisoning arms, gas masks, helmets as they ran. Our turn had come, and we had triumphed. But how and why, for whom and for what reason? For the Fatherland? For the Führer? For honour, for glory, for medals and promotion? Not at all. Not a bit of it. We fought through instinct. To preserve our precious lives at all costs. And every minute a nightmare. One moment fighting side by side with a friend; the next moment, chancing to turn your head to see that what was once a human being is now no more than a bloodied mass of pulped flesh and crushed bone. And for a few minutes it breaks you up, you feel the tears choking you, you bang your head with the butt of your rifle, you feel that you’re going mad, you can’t stand it any longer. And then, seconds later, you’re back in the thick of the battle, fighting again in deadly earnest, hating everyone and everything; fighting to kill and killing for pleasure.

As soon as the lull came, Porta’s thoughts turned once more to food. I never knew anyone eat as much and as often as that man. And while he was sitting stuffing himself, Little John set about his usual macabre task of inspecting the mouths of corpses for gold teeth, which he carefully extracted and dropped into a little bag which never left his side. The Old Man used to create hell and mutter about hauling him up before a court-martial, but no threat yet devised had ever had the least effect on Little John.

Most of us stretched out on the ground behind the concrete shelter and watched Porta opening the booty of tins which he had purloined from somewhere or other. The first tin turned out to be full of gun grease. So did the second. And the third, and the fourth. The idiot had evidently pillaged an arms depot. He was the only one who seemed not to find it amusing, and, indeed, began threatening to knock people’s heads off until the Legionnaire caught his interest by suggesting we should attach the tins to a hand-grenade, tie the whole lot to a stick of phosphorus and hurl it into the enemy ranks. Had it not been for the Old Man putting his foot down, Porta would doubtless have tried out the new weapon there and then.

The attack started up again. The machine-guns grew white-hot. Barcelona operated the large mortar, his steel gloves hanging in shreds. There was no respite, no breathing space, no pause for thought. It was kill or be killed, and both we and the enemy were splashing about ankle-deep in blood. The stretch of sand that separated us, once so smooth and silvery, was now churned up into a sticky, rusty-brown mess.

In the distance, the sea had grown a veritable forest of masts. Between the sea and the beach, a multitude of landing-craft were disgorging more khaki-clad figures. Many of them fell before they could reach dry land. Many more staggered only a few yards up the beach before collapsing. But still the assault continued. An entire army was being thrown into the attack on the Normandy coast. If the attempt failed, it must surely be a question of years before they could gather their forces to try again.

We were all of us, by now, half crazed with thirst, and were not so particular as we had previously been in following Porta’s example and gorging ourselves on the water used for cooling the machine-guns. It was warm and oily and it stank to high heaven, but champagne itself could not have been more welcome. And we ourselves smelt none too sweet, if it came to that.

Indifferently, a group of us stood watching as an unknown soldier burnt to a cinder in a sheet of flame that was clear blue. It was a new type of grenade being used by the enemy. It contained phosphorus and it burnt fiercely on contact with the air.

Imperative blasts on a whistle sent us once more into action. We surged forward, impatiently brushing aside the dying and the wounded, many of whom clutched at our feet, came crawling towards us over the sodden sand. This was the counter-offensive; there was neither time nor room for pity. We rushed on, with grenades whizzing past our ears, exploding to right and to left. We ran unthinkingly, blindly like robots. A man who paused for reflection was a man who was lost.

More ships, more boats, more landing-craft. There seemed no end to the khaki figures that emerged from the water and launched themselves up the beach. But most of them were no more than kids. All that they knew had been learnt at home, on the barrack square, on manoeuvres, in the lecture room. This was their baptism of fire and they ran like crazed innocents into the mouths of our guns.

Slowly, we fell back. The English pursued us. We led them on, until at last they were there, where we wanted them, directly beneath us and in range of our flamethrowers. They threw themselves flat to the ground, seeking cover behind the chalky slopes that rose from the beaches. For our part, we took shelter amongst the concrete ruins of the blockhouse, wriggling our bodies into craters and shell holes. We were filthy, we were exhausted, and we stank. No doubt about it. I found myself irrelevantly wishing that we might be compared, in our present state, with the brave warriors of Nuremberg, loyal Party men all, who marched and countermarched like clockwork toys on their everlasting parades, with all their glittering pomp and their oppressively scrubbed faces, banging on their drums and blowing on their trumpets and waving their pretty little flags in the air. We lay grimed and bleeding and louse-ridden in our dug-outs, but somehow I felt we could manage to make those puppets of Nuremberg look pretty stupid.

I glanced casually at my companion on the left. He bared his teeth at me in what passed for a smile, and it struck me that he was no longer a human being, he was a wild beast. We were all wild beasts, all of us who were fighting in this lousy war. A sob of rage and fear rose up and choked me, set my whole body shaking and my teeth rattling. I bit hard on to the butt of my rifle, I yelled and I screamed, I shouted out for my mother as men always do when their nerve suddenly deserts them. It was a common affliction of the front line. Sooner or later it happened to us all. And when it did, there was but one thought uppermost in your mind: get the hell out of it! Get up and run! The devil with their courts-martial, the devil with their prisons, their Torgaus, the devil with the whole shit-ridden lot of ’em …

I was jerked to a bone-jarring halt by a knee thrust into the small of my back. A large hand caught hold of my hair. A second large hand jammed my helmet back on my head. I looked up and saw Little John.

‘Just take a good deep breath and pull yourself together,’ he said, quite sensibly for him. ‘It’ll pass, me old fruit, it’ll pass … No need to panic, so long as your head’s still on your shoulders.’

He grinned encouragingly at me, but it was no use: my nerve had gone, and all self-control with it. I had seen it happen to others in the past; I should see it happen to many more in the future. Porta, perhaps; Little John himself. The Old Man had been near to it, the Legionnaire had been through it several times, and he was a veteran of fourteen years’ experience. But for the moment it was my turn to suffer, and I stood shivering in Little John’s bearlike grasp. He wiped the sweat off my face with a piece of dirty rag, pushed me further back into the remains of the blockhouse, stuck a cigarette between my lips. Vaguely, I was aware of the Old Man crawling towards us.

‘What’s up? Not feeling too good? Take a deep breath and try to relax. Just hole up here for a while until it passes. No need for panic, things aren’t going to start up again for a bit.’

Calmly, he pulled out a roll of sticking plaster, hacked off a length and covered up a long gash in my forehead. How or when I’d received it, I couldn’t recall. My sobs continued, but the cigarette had a soothing effect. And, over and above all else, I was no longer alone. I was in the company of friends; friends who cared, friends who understood. I knew for a certainty that they would risk their lives for me and would share their last crust of bread with me. It is, perhaps, the one solace of war, this extraordinary and selfless friendship that exists among men who are forced to live and fight together day after day, week after week, for an indefinite period of time.

Gradually, I became calmer. The crisis passed, and I knew that for the moment, at least, I could carry on. There would be other attacks, that was almost certain. And they would come upon me suddenly, with no warning. But it was useless to dwell upon it, for that way lay madness.

The Old Man suggested a game of cards and we settled back in our concrete fissure and they let me win, and I knew that they let me, and they knew that I knew, but what the hell, we were friends. And quite suddenly, for no reason, we began to laugh, and while life was not exactly rosy it was not quite such hell as it had been.

D-Day plus 1. The day after … Contact with the enemy had been broken. Losses on both sides were hideous. Hardly one surrounding village that had remained intact. Most were razed to the ground. Porta just went on eating. I do believe he could have consumed a whole cow and suffered no visible after-effects. Long, thin and bony, with hollow cheeks and sunken eyes, he ate, belched, farted, ate again, belched again, always seemed to be in a state of near starvation. And yet remained the picture of rude health. The war machine had evidently played havoc with his metabolism.

On this occasion, he had a bean-feast. No more tins of gun grease, he had uncovered a cache of real Argentinian corned beef. We made it into a hash and heated it up in our helmets over spirit stoves. Porta stirred it gently with the point of a bayonet, Little John added a tot of rum that he had picked up from somewhere. Even Major Hinka consented to join in the meal. It was the best we had had for many a day.

I was on guard near the machine-gun. An unpleasant task, because a thick fog seemed to rise from every crater and smothered the earth like a shroud. Occasionally a rocket or a stream of tracer pierced a way through the mist. My companions were asleep, lying curled up on the ground, nose to tail like dogs. A light rain was falling, the wind was whipping itself up somewhere above the fog. I was alone, and it was bloody freezing. I huddled deeper into my great coat, pulled down my helmet over my ears, and still the rain found a way in and trickled in cold rivers down my back.

Check the machine-gun. Check the firing mechanism, check the shell-ejector, check the belt-feed. It was tedious, but our lives could depend upon it.

From somewhere beyond the point I judged the enemy to be there came a slight clicking noise. Ominous and steely. What were they preparing now? Listen hard for several minutes, but nothing happens.

Away to my right is a dandelion, bright yellow and all alone in the wilderness. The only flower that grows for miles around. What was this country like before the war came and destroyed it? Trees and fields and cows. Buttercups and daisies. Juicy green grass, rich earth, neat hedges and winding lanes. What is it now? Disfigured and bloody. I wonder where the people have gone, whether they still live, whether they will ever return.

Away to the north, the rumble of heavy artillery. The sky suddenly glows deep crimson. That must be Omaha, where the Americans are landing. I turn to the south and follow the pattern of the flaming rockets that are cutting through the night, extinguishing all forms of life wherever they come to earth.

Porta talks to himself in his sleep. You listen at first, in case he says something interesting, but after a while you get sick of it. His nocturnal soliloquies are always, predictably, on the same subject: food. Quietly, the Legionnaire curls out of his sleeping position and wanders away to a dark corner. Makes a noise like a waterfall. Hard to understand how anyone could sleep through such a racket, but surprisingly they do. The Legionnaire stumbles back and collapses with a grunt between Little John and Gregor. Little John kicks out in his sleep. Gregor gets on to his back and starts snoring.

The night drags on. After a bit I find I’m dreaming, and the dream is so vivid it seems it’s actually happening. I’m fifteen years old again. Back in Copenhagen. I can see the streets, wet and slippy with the rain. It was a night like that when they nabbed Alex. We were just hanging about aimlessly, like all the out-of-work kids did in Copenhagen, when they jumped us; four of them against two of us. But we put up a bit of a fight and we got away, didn’t stop running till we reached the Havnegade. I’d kicked one of them in the belly. I was pretty pleased about that. We hated the cops, Alex and I. It was a point of pride to give as good as you got.

But then, next evening, I waited in vain outside the Wivel Restaurant, near the station, and Alex never turned up. We’d agreed to meet there so we could hang about near the kitchens. Sometimes a toffee-nosed chef would open the back door and sling out the leavings from the plates of the rich into the eager hands of the down-and-outs and unemployed. But Alex never came. I never saw him again. I found out later they’d picked him up during the course of one of their periodical ‘clean sweeps’, along with a young Swede (what the hell was he doing in Copenhagen? Should have had more sense) and sent them both off to a remand home in Jutland. Alex escaped several times but was always picked up again. One day I saw his picture in the papers. He’d stowed away on board a steamer, the Odin, and had been drowned when she’d gone to the bottom. I’m not altogether sure, it was a long time ago, but I rather think I cried when I read that. Alex had been my friend. My only friend. After he was dead I never quite got over the feeling of being totally alone in the world.

I ran my hand menacingly, caressingly, along the barrel of the machine-gun. I had only to push back the safety catch and she would be ready for her task of destruction … God, how I loathed their so-called democracies with their sanctimonious tirades and their ceaseless lies! So easy to sit back and give advice when you’re safe indoors with a full belly and warm feet. What about the 275,000 unemployed in Copenhagen? In Copenhagen alone? Why not shoot the lot and be done with it? That would solve a few of their democratic problems for them.

That last Christmas in Copenhagen … how I remembered that last Christmas! I remembered slouching through the streets with my gloveless hands in my split pockets, scuffing up the snow with my threadbare shoes, looking up at the glittering lights on the tree in the middle of the Radhuspladsen. I hated that tree. It was a symbol of smugness and security. Their security, not ours. I walked over and pissed up it, right up as far as it would go, and then I walked away again leaving a steaming yellow stain in the crisp snow.

I wandered alone down the Vesterbrogade. Behind each window was a little tree or little lights or pretty paper baubles. Happy Christmas! Happy Christmas everyone! The catch-phrase on people’s lips. Happy Christmas, merry Christmas. Just a catchphrase, nothing more. It didn’t mean a thing. You try knocking on a door and begging for a mouthful of Christmas goose and you’d find yourself on your arse in the gutter before you knew where you were. And yet for all that, it was the season of goodwill and they were satisfied with themselves and at peace with the world.

On the day after Christmas, late in the afternoon, I met up with a boy I knew called Paul. Most people were hurrying on their way to the cinema, for this was the day on which the programmes were changed and new films were shown. I remember there were many films about war, and one about the death of Al Capone. All very bloodthirsty and suitable for the season of the year. Paul and I seated ourselves in a café and shared one cup of coffee and a croissant. There was a police station down the road, so neither of us was quite able to be at ease.

‘How’d you like a job?’ said Paul, after a while.

Very casually, as if offers of work were an everyday affair.

I just looked at him and raised a sceptical eyebrow.

‘A real job with a real pay packet every Friday,’ he said, as casual as ever.

‘Get lost!’ I said.

‘I’m serious.’

There was a pause. I looked at him challengingly, not believing a word of it, daring him to go on and commit himself. After a bit, he hunched a shoulder.

‘I thought you might be interested … It’s an address in Germany I was given. They’re actually short of labour over there, if you can imagine that … They’re willing to teach you the work and pay you at the same time. It’s a factory of some kind … I’m told that by the end of a year you can save quite a tidy sum.’

I sat for a moment in stunned silence. A job … a pay packet … food in your belly and clothes on your back and a real bed to sleep in … Even now I hardly dared believe in the truth of it. Before I could ask any more detailed questions the owner of the café was at our side, gesticulating angrily towards the door: there was a limit to the amount of sitting and talking they allowed for one cup of coffee and one croissant.

Fifteen days later Paul and I arrived in Berlin, having made the journey as stowaways in a goods train. Very shortly after that, Paul was killed in an accident at the factory, and I joined the Army as a result.

For the first time in more years than I could remember I ate three meals a day and slept in a bed at night. The work was hard, but the factory had been harder. I slowly put on weight, my hollow cheeks were filled out, my muscles developed. My rotten and broken teeth were cared for by the Army dentist as a matter of course, and all for free. I was issued with a smart uniform and knew the luxury of clean linen once a week. Suddenly, I was a human being. Suddenly, I realized what happiness was.

And then came the war, and with it the breaking up of my new-found joy in life. The companions I had lived with since I joined the army were killed or maimed or transferred to other units. As soldiers we were no longer treated as human beings but as a necessary commodity of war. We were essential, if the game were to go on, but so were tanks and guns and land-mines. The days of clean linen and free dental treatment were gone. We became ragged and filthy, unwashed and bug-ridden. The smart grey-green uniforms of which we had once been so proud faded until they were the colour and consistency of old dish-rags. The regiment lost its identity, merged with the rest of the war machine. And always we seemed to be on the march. We marched in the rain, we marched in the sun; we marched in extremes of heat and extremes of cold; in fog and snow and ice and mud. We quenched our thirst from scum-covered pools or rank ditch water. We bound our feet with rags when our boots wore through. And what did we have to look forward to, to keep alive any ray of hope? There were only three possible futures for any of us: either you could be so badly wounded that you were dismissed as useless; or you could be taken prisoner and sit out the war in a p.o.w. camp; or – most likely – you could end up under a solitary slab by the side of some unknown road.

My dreaming was brought to an end by the blinding light of a flare burning in the night sky. Instinctively I threw myself down and crawled to cover. No need to wake up the others: their reactions had been as immediate as my own. What was happening, out there in no-man’s-land? I released the safety catch on the machine-gun. The Old Man fired the Very pistol and the ground ahead was illuminated by the crude light of the flare. We held our breath and listened. From somewhere in the distance we heard the throbbing of heavy motors, the occasional harsh chatter of a machine-gun.

‘Tanks,’ whispered Gregor, rather nervously.

‘They’re coming this way,’ agreed Porta.

The Old Man fired another flare. Silence. Out in the blackness beyond the flare nothing moved, and yet we knew that something was there. We stood stiffly, with strained ears and staring eyes. Major Hinka’s empty coat-sleeve flapped to and fro in the wind. The flare died away and as it did so we heard the grinding and clanking of chains coming out of the darkness. The tanks were arriving. Instantly, we moved into action, preparing the anti-tank guns.

There was a whole army of tanks. The ground shook and rumbled beneath them. We could see the first of them now, advancing along the top of the cliffs, part of a long, grey column of prehistoric monsters.

Under the cross-fire of heavy machine-guns we crawled out into no-man’s-land to install the Pak anti-tank gun. It was not long before we had her in working order, and not longer before her missiles found their mark. There was a sound as of thunder, then a vivid streak of red lightning flashed across the sky. The leading Churchill had stopped a grenade just under the turret, and what, seconds ago, had been a menacing steel fortress advancing greedily upon its prey, was now abruptly transformed into a gigantic firework.

Fifty metres away on our right a Cromwell was lumbering towards us. Little John turned, calmly shouldered his bazooka, took aim, with one eye tight closed, pressed his finger on the trigger. A long tongue of flame shot out. Cromwell met the same fate as Churchill.

The scene was repeated, with variations, many times over. Many tanks went up in flames, many men were burnt alive, but always there were more moving up to take their place. Men and tanks came upon us in a relentless stream. The Pak had been wiped out, the enemy artillery were enjoying themselves at our expense. The air was full of flying debris, some of it human in origin. Acrid smoke filled our lungs, burnt our throats and our eyes. Our ears resounded painfully with the after-effects of constant explosions. I lay pressed into the ground, my fists clenched, my head half buried in the sand. I saw now why men called her Mother Earth and worshipped her. Dirty and blood-stained as she might be at the moment, she was still a great comfort.

A few metres away from me I saw an English private, flat on the ground as I was myself. He saw me at the same moment. And at the same moment, I dare say, we prepared to kill each other. I didn’t want to kill, I had no personal animosity towards him, but then, on the other hand, I didn’t want to be the one to die. And very likely it was the same with him. The laws of battle said that one of us had to die, and there was no time just then to sit and ponder whether the laws were wise and good. It was a question of killing someone else that you might live.

I had a grenade in my hand. So, no doubt, did the English private. I tore out the pin with my teeth. Lay there and counted. Twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four … The grenade whistled through the air towards the English soldier. On its way, it passed his grenade whistling through the air towards me. He had thrown at exactly the same moment. But no damage done. We obviously share the same reactions and had both rolled out of range in time to save our skins. I leaped for the machine-gun and feverishly fired several rounds. A second grenade exploded. Almost had me, that time. There was a vivid flash in front of me; my head, safely encased in its steel helmet, nevertheless felt as if it were bursting open at the seams. For a second I felt fear, and then, almost immediately, a mad fury overtook me. Until that moment I had not personally hated my enemy. Killing him had been a necessity. Now it had become a perverse pleasure. I certainly had no intention of dying in the muddy fields of France.

We hurled ourselves bodily at each other. It was a fierce struggle for survival, no holds barred. We battered each other with rifle butts, kicked at each other with heavy boots, slashed and fought with bayonets. The Englishman caught me in the calf and I felt a sharp stab of pain. I dived at him with renewed fury. It was unfortunate for him that his helmet came off. He received a gash across his forehead, deep enough almost to accommodate a man’s fist.

I myself was too exhausted to continue the fight. For the moment it was not necessary, the man was lying at my feet. I watched him, warily, wishing he would die and put an end to it. I could have put an end to it myself, but as suddenly as it had come my blood lust disappeared. The man was staring up at me, his eyes expressionless, his breath coming in quick, painful gasps. Blood was pouring down his face, trickling from the corner of his mouth. I felt weak and vulnerable. My leg was paining me, and if any of his companions found me there I could expect no mercy. I turned to go, but the rattling breath of the man I had tried to kill held me back. Impatiently I knelt at his side, bound up his forehead as best I could, held out my water canteen.

‘Drink,’ I said, curtly.

He continued staring at me, but made no move to take the water. What was the fool waiting for? For me to put it to his lips and risk a knife in the ribs? I left the water within his reach and ran hell for leather back to the shelter of my own side, regardless of the danger of flying shrapnel and stray grenades. I found the Legionnaire crouched beneath the burning wreckage of a Churchill, firing quick bursts from his L.M.G. Not far away I saw Little John, his face illuminated by the flames and looking almost satanic. I dragged a handkerchief from my pocket and tied it tightly round my leg.

The enemy had been beaten off – for the moment. We had a period of respite, but it might well be brief and we made the most of it. Porta noisily consumed his fifth tin of corned beef, Barcelona passed round a bottle of gin, the Old Man played idly with a pack of cards. Behind us, Formigny was on fire. The heavy Wellington bombers were in the air over Caen and the flames rose high into the sky. The ground beneath us trembled and shook, as if in anticipation of some catastrophe.

In an abandoned jeep Porta had found an old gramophone and some discs. We played them one after another, drunk with the sudden sound of music after the hideous and familiar sounds of battle, and when we had come to the last one we started over again at the beginning. We were on our third time round when a group of soldiers came up to us out of the dim light. They seemed unarmed. They carried a flag decorated with a large red cross, and their helmets bore the same emblem. Little John snatched up his rifle, but before he could fire the Old Man had knocked it angrily from his grasp.

‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

Little John turned on him indignantly.

‘Why are they only taking care of their own wounded? What’s wrong with ours?’

‘Anyone fires on the Red Cross,’ said the Old Man, grimly, ‘and he gets a bullet from me straight through the eyes. Is that dear?’

There was a moment’s uneasy silence, then Porta laughed.

‘You’re in the wrong war, Old Man! You ought to join the Sally Army, you’d be a general in no time!’

He turned and spat, but the Old Man wisely held his peace. No one showed any inclination to pick up a rifle.

The last of the wounded had been collected, the last of the stretcher-bearers was on his way back to enemy lines. All was peaceful. And then, suddenly, further up in the trenches, a young lieutenant gave a sharp cry and fell down in the mud. A bullet from a maquisard had found its mark. Another came sizzling across to us, and within seconds the whole bloody fight had started up again. Three machine-guns rattled out their reply and some of the stretcher-bearing party fell. The Legionnaire was on his feet before the rest of us and was running ahead, yelling to us to follow, as he had done so often before, on the frozen Russian steppes, on the slopes of Monte Cassino.

In the fierce skirmish that ensued, almost the entire stretcher party and the wounded they had collected were wiped out. The ground was once more strewn with the bodies of men from both sides. A new stretcher party was needed to pick up the new wounded. Attack, counterattack. Death was the order of the day.

There was no quarter given in Section 91.
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Porta was playing about with the radio set, twiddling the knobs this way and that, attempting to isolate the sonorous voice of the B.B.C. from all the other wild gabblings and cracklings that were going on.

‘You’re crazy,’ said Heide, in disgust. ‘You get caught at that game and you’ll be for the chopping block and no questions asked … What the hell’s the point, anyway? You can’t believe a word they tell you even when you’ve got them.’

Porta held up a hand.

‘Put a sock in it, for Christ’s sake! This is it coming through now.’

Sounds as of someone striking a heavy gong; very deliberate and menacing. And then the cold, correct voice of the B.B.C.:

‘Ici Londres, ici Londres. B.B.C. pour la France …’

Of course, what we didn’t then realize was that practically the whole of the French resistance movement was also listening in to the broadcast.

‘Ici Londres, ici Londres … May we have your attention, please. Here are some personal messages: “Les sanglots longs des violons de I’automne.” I will repeat that: “Les sanglots longs des violons de I’automne” (The long sobs of the autumnal violins.’

It was the first line of a poem, ‘La Chanson d’automne’, by Verlaine. The message for which everyone had been waiting for many weeks. Oberleutnant Meyer, at the XV Army HQ, whose task it was to monitor all B.B.C. broadcasts, excitedly and in some haste informed the Military Governor of France, and also the commanders-in-chief in Holland and Belgium. He was treated with the contempt that it was felt he deserved. Important messages, indeed! Just a load of drivel about autumn. The man was obviously a cretin. Oberleutnant Meyer hunched his shoulders and went on listening.

‘Ici Londres, ici Londres. We are continuing to broadcast personal messages: “Les fleurs sont d’un rouge sombre. Les fleurs sont d’un rouge sombre” (The flowers are dark red.)’

That was the signal for the Resistance network in Normandy.

‘“Hélène épouse Joe. Hélène épouse Joe” (Helen is marrying Joe).’

The signal for the entire region of Caen. It set off a whole series of sabotage attempts, many of which were successful: bridges collapsed, railway lines blew up, telephone connexions were severed. At the XV Army HQ it was now generally accepted that something, somewhere, was very seriously wrong.

‘Can you make nothing of it, Meyer?’ demanded General von Salmuth, anxiously.

Meyer just hunched a shoulder and went on listening.

For three days there was silence, and then the messages started up again with renewed vigour and inventiveness.

‘Ici Londres, ici Londres … “Les dés sont jetés” (The dice are cast). ‘I repeat: “Les dés sont jetés.”’

And as a result, many unsuspecting German sentries lost their lives, knifed in the back and their bodies flung into rivers or into the marshes.

‘“Jean pense à Rita”’ (John is thinking of Rita). ‘“Jean pense à Rita.”’

The speaker enunciated his words very slowly and carefully, with a pause between each.

Porta laughed in delight.

‘What a load of bullshit! John’s thinking of perishing Rita … I don’t suppose the chap’s doing anything of the sort. Who the hell are they, anyway? Who are this John and Rita? Sounds like a kid’s story to me.’

‘It’s a code,’ explained Heide, who always claimed to know everything. ‘I was a radio operator once. They use messages like that all the time.’

‘“Le dimanche les enfants s’impatientent”’ (On Sundays the children grow impatient). ‘“Le dimanche les enfants s’impatientent.”’

That was directed to Resistance members who were awaiting the arrival of parachutists in Normandy.

‘Ici Londres. We shall be sending further messages in one hour.’

The Last Hour

We wrapped the dead in canvas shrouds before burying them, and by the side of each corpse we left an empty beer tin containing the man’s personal papers. Sooner or later, perhaps when the war was over, we reckoned that someone would have to see about proper cemeteries with real graves and row upon row of little white crosses, and when that time came, and they were ploughing up the decomposing dead from the ditches and the cornfields, it seemed best they should know the identity of each corpse as they unearthed it. Hence the beer tins and the papers.

It seemed to us a positive necessity for both sides to have decent graveyards
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