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         ‘Of the unnumbered thousands of German men and women who had been captured in Siberia, only very few managed to escape. Many more will have tried to, due to the human urge for freedom; but in Siberia, this is doomed to failure, we know this from the classical escape stories from Tsarist times. By chance, an escape in our time was successful … [Forell] told the story of his three-year escape journey from the Chuckchi Peninsula to Persia to the writer Josef Martin Bauer. This is how one of the wildest adventure books of our time came about … For anyone who has ever been to Russia, the facts are unmistakably true.’
 
         Curt Hohof, Süddeutsche Zeitung
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         
 
         It was a strange encounter when in the late autumn of 1954, the Munich publisher Franz Ehrenwirth introduced me to a man who claimed to have escaped from Soviet captivity after travelling for over three years from East Cape through the whole of Siberia. The man talked of almost every topic under the sun except the one I wanted to discuss. His conversation hovered between anger and fear. He would lose his temper, count up his wounds, curse Soviet justice, and become explosive with fury at all that had happened to him, complaining that he was a useless cripple, unfit for life or regular employment. Only now and then was it possible to glimpse something of the enormity of his experience. He was afraid of being compromised.
 
         For a long time both he and I considered whether we ought to set about recording his experiences in writing, and it was not until 2nd January 1955, that we came together again. Even then it was some time before he began to piece his story together, in roughly chronological sequence, on a tape-recorder. Often, he lost track of time and place, particularly once we reached his escape, and it was difficult to arrange the episodes in their proper order.
 
         I had no means of testing his accuracy and he grew angry when I expressed doubts or persisted in querying some of his statements. We had our first sharp clash when he spoke of tall, fully-developed trees on the Anadyr, and I told him flatly that it was impossible for trees of any kind to grow there. I thought I knew something of Russia, having soldiered right over the Caucasus and as far as the Leningrad area, but when I sought expert advice, I found that he was right, not I. The whole story was so nightmarish, the incidents and situations he claimed to be true so incredible, that I kept on raising doubts, yielding only to the stubbornness with which he stuck to his story or to corroboration from other sources. Time and again, when I did turn elsewhere for corroboration, his story was confirmed.
         
 
         As the work went on, my determination to get this book written increased. I maintained as high a literary level as possible and told the story as graphically as I could. As he wished to remain anonymous, I gave him the name of ‘Clemens Forell’. To the events and characters which he supplied in outline I tried to give flesh and substance in the form of dialogues and reflections, building up atmosphere and giving the characters thoughts and feelings such as seemed appropriate to their situation.
         
 
         On 10th May 1955, I delivered the completed script. It remained largely unaltered after ‘Forell’ had read it, even towards the end where I had condensed a good deal from the mass of material recorded on the tape. Fraught with danger as they were, the experiences in the later stages of the escape were largely a repetition of situations which had occurred before. ‘Forell’ had, to a certain extent, adapted himself to circumstances and had developed a greater resourcefulness which helped him on his way. That resourcefulness was not particular in the expedients it suggested, so that more than once he asked me: ‘Do you intend to mention that in the book?’ The change which had taken place in him, understandably enough, in the third year of his escape seems to me sufficiently implicit in the text to explain why I decided not to cover a further hundred pages with a mass of extra detail.
         
 
         ‘Forell’ himself is satisfied with the book as I have written and concluded it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            FORELL TALKS ABOUT HIMSELF

         
 
         Based on a conversation recorded in Munich on 26th May, 1957. (The questions put to him by his publisher which elicited this information have been omitted, and Forell’s answers linked up, but otherwise left unchanged.)
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Starting in 1935, I was really no more than a boy then, with nothing but foolishness in my head. I was supposed to be learning the business of photo-reproduction and, in fact, I did learn it, more or less, and passed my exams. I had every hope of setting up in business on my own sooner or later.
 
         Then came my time in the Army. I was called up for Labour Service in the spring of 1938, and did my military service that autumn with the Alpine Troops. After a time I discovered that the Gebirgsjäger didn’t appeal to me much – mountain climbing and so on – so I volunteered for the paratroops and was sent to Stendal. There I took my jumping tests – three jumps – and got my so-called Jumping Badge. Then I waited for things to start moving.
         
 
         When the war began we, of course, went into action straight away as what we called the ‘Fire Brigade’. That wartime expression meant that they used us wherever there was danger of an enemy break-through, or in places where our own forces were so weak that the normal units could make no progress. We were what were called ‘élite’ troops.
 
         We were specially trained. Every one of us could handle at least ten different kinds of weapon, apart from the normal infantry weapons. I, for instance, was trained in the machine-gun, the rifle, the pistol and the usual short-range weapons such as the hand-grenade  and the bayonet, and in addition I was trained in the 3·5 PAK (the anti-tank gun), the 5·5 and the 88 millimetre ack-ack. I was also trained in the double-barrelled gun, and as a signaller, in morse. We almost all knew the morse code.
         
 
         As paratroops we were dropped in Rotterdam and Eben Emanel, and then in Crete. I was wounded on the last day of the Crete operation: a bullet in my knee. I have had a silver knee-cap in my left leg ever since.
 
         After a short time in hospital and at home I was sent to the Eastern Front. I had been promoted Second Lieutenant in Crete, and on the Eastern Front I was promoted Lieutenant and got a Company – not as Company Commander, but as Company Leader, because with us, at that time, only a Captain could be a Company Commander. I was dropped behind the Urals with part of my Company – or rather, with the whole of it, but its numbers were much reduced by that time. We were flown over in four JU 52s. Marching back from the Urals towards the front, we blew up quite a number of bridges, depots and so on, some of them just damaged and some of them blown sky-high.
         
 
         On the march back we ran out of food and explosives. Ammunition was getting low, too. One day a Russian Cossack unit spotted us – probably we had been careless in some way – and encircled us. We formed the so-called ‘hedgehog’, which is a circle facing outwards so that you can fire in all directions. Our ammunition ran out and when the Russians had got into a better position they plastered us with their machine-guns and grenades and so on until there was just nothing left of us.
 
         After that – it may have been two or three days later or it may have been the same night – I was picked up by these Russians and taken to a partisan hospital. I had got a head-wound in that affair – a shot through the mouth. The bullet is still in my cerebellum somewhere and gives me attacks of giddiness even today. My eyes play me up, too, in all kinds of ways and I get bad pains in the head. The bullet has been encapsuled now, and I am partially colour blind, but that comes chiefly from working in the lead mine. Lead poisoning.
 
         When I’d been discharged from the Russian partisan hospital as more or less fit I was taken to a transit camp for officers, and after that to various other camps: works camps and officers’ camps again. Until 1945 we were not allowed to work because the Russians said that German officers were protected by the Geneva Convention. ‘On that point,’ they said, ‘we recognize the Convention. The officers will be fed, and they mustn’t work.’ It would have been much better if we could have worked.
         
 
         They started passing sentences in the autumn of 1945. For some months we had noticed that there were informers in the camps, but we could never prove anything against them. Sooner or later these fellows managed to piece together information we’d withheld from the Russians: our units, where we’d been employed, and so on. It would come out in our talk among ourselves, and they would report it to the NKVD for extra break or a dollop of kasha or something.
         
 
         Then they collected us together – it must have been between twenty and twenty-two thousand men, though I can’t remember exactly – and organized the famous march through Moscow. For two and a half days and nights we were marched back and forth through Moscow, and the people didn’t give us exactly a friendly welcome. They howled and screamed and spat and threw stones and filth – anything which came to hand. I remember strips of fencing being hurled down on us. The soldiers just watched and did nothing. Or rather, they did sometimes ward off some of the stuff from themselves, and bawl ‘Davai! Davai!’ at us, but that was all.
         
 
         After that we were put in the Lublyanka, the remand prison in Moscow. We were there for some months, and not exactly well treated. I was struck a few times and still have scars from it.
 
         In the autumn of 1945 we were sentenced. I myself got twenty-five years penal labour in Siberia. Some had longer terms, some shorter. The longest I knew of was a Colonel who got sixty years. One boy of about eighteen got twenty-five years simply because he was alleged to have stolen a few potatoes.
         
 
         That’s about all.
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            AS FAR AS MY FEET WILL CARRY ME
            

         
 
         IMMEDIATELY the train stopped, the guards started yelling. After twenty-six days, the German prisoners had learned to pick out the key words in the torrent of raucous sound and they knew what to do: first of all, lay out the dead, then stuff the stew-pot with snow and collect wood from a nearby pile for the stove – only an armful for each truck, but enough to give some warmth after nine heatless days.
         
 
         As the guards flung open the doors, a clear sky appeared, flushed faintly by the dying sun. The train had stopped at a junction and was standing amid a wilderness of rails. The men who had died since the last halt were lifted out and placed side by side on the neighbouring embankment, then the survivors collected wood and snow. And then they had eyes for the town. Beyond the railway lines, the sugared domes and pinnacles of Omsk stood roseate beneath the softly glowing sky. A great tall fellow with an armful of wood pointed towards the town.
 
         ‘A lovely sight!’
 
         ‘That pile of wood is what I call a lovely sight,’ said Leibrecht. ‘Shall we try for another lot?’
 
         ‘I’m too tall; they’ll spot me!’ laughed Forell. Unnoticed at first by the guards, he rejoined the queue and awaited his turn. He was on the point of helping himself when a stream of epithets broke from a nearby figure cocooned in furs. Even without knowing a word of Russian, Forell could have gathered the gist: no more fuel for Truck Eight. When he returned to the truck, he found Leibrecht gazing at the town.
 
         ‘You’re right, Forell. They have certainly got a fine collection of towers here.’ 
         
 
         ‘I spent most of my childhood in the shadow of church towers. My father was a keen botanist. On Sundays we used to go into the mountains and he pointed out the different species of plants, and showed us the finest churches. Do you know the valley of the Et?’
 
         ‘Vaguely.’
 
         ‘You ought to see that church. It’s lovely. I wish I was there now.’
 
         ‘Thanking God for your safe return?’
 
         It made Forell wince to hear Leibrecht talk of home in that off-hand, sarcastic tone, when he knew well enough that none of them would ever return. Without a word, he hauled himself into the truck and then gave Leibrecht a hand up. It looked as if they would soon be moving. The guards were coming down the train, thrusting back the prisoners with their tommy-guns, holding them by the barrel like a croupier’s rake. But when the human dough had once more been squeezed into its container, no one thought of shutting the doors. So they were going to stay where they were, for an hour perhaps, perhaps until the following morning, even for days. What was the hurry? None of the men had less than twenty-five years ahead of him and every hour of this stop and start and shove-around was a bit off the life sentence, like a spoonful of salt from the sea.
 
         The sky faded from pink to pale yellow and then to a glassy green, till the oriental silhouettes beyond the railway seemed like a fabulous city, buried fathom deep beneath transparent waters. The candid light laid bare the squalor of the trucks and the waxen faces of the prisoners as they waited, listening for the clank of the potato bucket. It was some hours before the potatoes arrived, half cooked and tepid as usual. As the guard tipped them on to the floor of the truck, those standing by the doors squeezed back to leave a space and minimize the risk of someone seizing more than his fair share. The task of equitable division was entrusted by common consent to Leibrecht. Before the war he had been a bank clerk and respect for the sanctity of figures was in his blood. He, if anyone, would divide the potatoes fairly; as it was, there would only be about one each for the eighty-six men in the truck.
         
 
         Leibrecht was fifty-one now. During the war, he had worked his way up to the rank of captain in the Home Defence Force. In the mass trial in the Lublyanka he had been sentenced to twenty-five years because, amongst others, his battalion had guarded Russian prisoners-of-war. That he should have to endure this self-same journey in reverse at the age of seventy-six seemed to him unreasonable.
         
 
         When he had divided the potatoes as justly as he could, Leibrecht made a suggestion. Now that they had fuel again, why not light the drain-pipe stove, boil up the snow-water and steam the whole issue in a piece of cloth so that, for once, they could have something warm inside them? But to the prospect of warm potatoes in two hours’ time, the men prefered the reality of cold ones now. No one knew when the next issue would be made. It might be days before they could eat again, and by then some of them might be dead.
 
         It was not until the evening of the following day that the journey was resumed. For a while the train rattled on over the points; then the chill of the open track began to seep in through floor, walls, roof and the pair of narrow peepholes that so far the guards seemed to have overlooked. They seemed to have been bored by some previous inmate of the truck with a blunt instrument, the handle of a spoon, perhaps, or in ghastly patience with the finger nails.
 
         With twice the number of men in the truck than it was supposed to hold, eighty-six instead of forty, there was only enough space for them to lie down if they all lay on their sides, packed in one behind another like tea-spoons. If a man wanted to turn over, he had to wait until the others were ready, and then they all turned together. Sometimes a body would lie still and silent, ignoring the common movement. Then all would have to turn back again and wait till the next stop before they could lay out the corpse. Five times this had happened so far, but with an inch-thick layer of hoarfrost covering the inside walls and growing steadily thicker, the sixth occasion could not be long delayed.
         
 
         When the train stopped next day, it was Puchta’s turn to be laid out on the embankment. At four in the morning, he had remained obstinately on his right side, arms folded and knees drawn into his chest, when the others had tried turning to the left. Because of him, the whole row had been obliged to turn back again. When they laid him in the snow, he was smiling in his sleep like a child.
 
         After a time, Forell began to think of escape. His school knowledge of Russian geography stopped at the Urals. He turned to the weedy Dannhorn. Dannhorn had spent eleven years at the Cartographic Institute in Leipzig: latitude and longitude had long since become superimposed on his brain.
 
         ‘When do we get nearest to the Manchurian frontier?’
 
         ‘Another month,’ was the surly reply.
 
         ‘Try and talk sense, man!’
 
         ‘I’m merely reckoning by the speed we’ve been going so far,’ said Dannhorn. ‘You know this town, don’t you?’
 
         ‘Novo-Sibirsk.’
 
         ‘Yes. The Chicago of Siberia.’ Peering through thick-lensed spectacles – Heaven alone knew how he had managed to save them! – Dannhorn inspected the town through a chink in the doors. ‘Chicago wouldn’t be flattered …’
 
         Sullen in the prisoner-of-war cage, sullen throughout the mass trial in Moscow and now, at the prospect of twenty-five years hard labour, Dannhorn had been consistently ill-humoured since he was first taken prisoner. He had given the Russian interrogators an easy time, willingly answering their questions and telling them how the Army Cartography Branch, in which he had served during the war, had substituted German legends for Russian on vast numbers of captured maps and speedily reissued them to the German troops in place of their own small-scale maps, of which the largest had been one in three hundred thousand.
         
 
         ‘Where is Cape Deschnev?’ asked Forell.
 
         ‘Forell, how much schooling did you have? Who was your geography master? How can a Lieutenant be so ignorant?’
 
         Scratching a thin vertical line in the hoarfrost that covered the wall, Dannhorn proceeded to demonstrate. ‘Here are the Urals. To the west, Europe, which no longer concerns us. To the east, the River Irtysh. That’s behind us. Omsk – also behind us, as you may remember. This is where we are at the moment. Next comes the River Yenesei. And then the Lena. You see? All the rivers flow northwards, to the Arctic. And then, should we ever see it …’
 
         The finger scratched on, further and further eastwards, and higher up the wall of the truck, to the north. Dannhorn was using a strip of wood now to reach –
 
         ‘– the River Aldan – not without charm.’
 
         ‘There won’t be enough room, Dannhorn.’
 
         ‘We can draw the rest on the roof. That doesn’t matter to you. For here, south of Lake Baikal – shaped like this, roughly – is where you will make a move, or in the Yablonovy mountains, choosing the shortest route to the Mongolian frontier.’
 
         ‘You keep your hands off that sort of game, Forell!’ broke in a voice.
 
         Neither of the two men had noticed that their talk of escape had aroused the attention and then the ire of the other prisoners in the truck. Smoothing back the white hair from his temples, Leibrecht now diffidently reinforced the protest, murmuring that if Forell felt strong enough to escape, that proved he could do without half his potato ration.
 
         For the time being, the map remained unfinished and Forell’s question unanswered: ‘Where is Cape Deschnev?’ But at the conclusion of the mass trial in the Lublyanka, Cape Deschnev had been specified as the area where the condemned men were to serve their sentence, and two days later the other men in the truck repeated the question.
         
 
         Dannhorn surveyed the map he had traced on the wall and explained that there was no room to show it. East Cape was too far East and too far North to be included, unless he continued on to the roof of the truck. And so the map remained uncompleted, demonstrating to the prisoners that the place to which they had been assigned lay beyond the limits of the finite world.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         When the train reached Krasnoyarsk, no potatoes had been issued for two days. Inside the trucks the frost clung inches thick to the walls and searing draughts poured in through the meagre covering of straw on the floors. In Truck Eight four more men had died and there were now six corpses stacked by the doors, ready to be taken out as soon as they were opened. But no one came. Hours passed and still there was no sign of the guards. At last, the men immured in the trucks became desperate and started kicking the wooden walls with savage, rhythmic persistence. They kept it up for twenty minutes and then had to stop because they were exhausted.
 
         For ten hours the trucks had been stationary, locked, with their load of dead and dying. Outside all was silent. The whole train seemed to have been abandoned. In Truck Eight, only Leibrecht, Forell and a man from Franconia named Burger kept up the stubborn battering. The remainder lay still.
 
         Then the guards arrived. As they opened the doors, two of the corpses toppled out. The Russians showed no surprise, but struck up the usual chant: ‘Lay out the dead! One man to collect snow! One man to take over the potato bucket!’
 
         Then Forell went mad. The guard had barely let go the bucket than he seized it and tipped the potatoes on to the line.
 
         ‘Keep your goddamned Kartoshki!’ 
         
 
         Inside the truck the exhausted men stood up while their reeling minds tried to grasp what was happening. They had never yet seen any sense in Forell and his cussedness. Then Leibrecht slid down from the truck and, courteous as ever, said to the guard: ‘Please keep the potatoes and tell the Transport Officer we would like to speak to him.’
 
         Apparently no one had ever made such a request before and the guard hesitated. Then the officer himself, a second lieutenant, appeared and solved the dilemma.
 
         ‘Was willst du?’ he said, speaking in almost faultless German.
         
 
         Leibrecht saw a smooth, cold face. ‘Some reasonable food for the men. They are starving.’
 
         ‘A mutiny?’
 
         ‘No. There was a truckload of food taken on at Samara between the engine and the guard truck. You should have given your prisoners a proper daily ration, instead of feeding them on half-rotten potatoes.’
 
         ‘What are you saying?’
 
         ‘That truck was loaded with food. Now it is empty.’
 
         The officer smiled a thin, dangerous smile. ‘Get in!’ he said.
 
         Leibrecht clambered back into the truck. All along the train, the men had caught the flame of rebellion and tipped their potatoes on to the line. Now, from Truck Eight, they could hear the guards coming down, rolling and padlocking the doors. Once in darkness, they began to be afraid.
 
         At first, nothing happened. They waited in silence – an hour, two hours. Then, early in the morning, the squint holes in the wall of the truck were suddenly pierced with hard white light. The next moment, they heard the guards shouting and banging open the doors at the head of the train. The light intensified as the guards came nearer, leapt to a glare …
 
         Searchlights. A reprisal, the men thought. Some sort of reprisal. Now it was their turn. Hands were fiddling with the padlock. It sprang open. The doors rolled wide. A blinding light. And then from a large, flat tin, a mass of glittering fishes were poured into the truck, like herrings. There were enough for three each.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The fish were no more than a memory when the train at last reached Irkutsk, twenty miles from the southern end of Lake Baikal. At Irkutsk they received an unexpected gift from their captors – a packet of coarse Army tobacco for each prisoner. No cigarette papers were supplied, but the men still had some odd strips of newspaper that would serve the purpose. And the tobacco was not the only concession that made them remember Irkutsk. That day, the truck doors were left open and the guards hardly bothered to stop the prisoners talking to their friends along the train. The reason? It was Willi Bauknecht, the youthful student from Truck Four, who supplied the answer. He alone apparently knew how many days had passed since the start of the journey, making a scratch on a painted strip of metal for each day with his finger nail. The train had left Moscow on 24th October.
 
         ‘And this is the sixty-first day,’ he said, and waited while the men slowly puzzled it out.
 
         Finally: ‘So that’s the reason!’ said someone.
 
         Yes, that was the reason, though Willi Bauknecht, of course, had to act tough and get rid of the lump in his throat by pretending the tobacco issue was just a coincidence and trying to sound off-hand as he said: ‘After all, you can’t expect the Red Army to commemorate Christmas Eve.’
 
         Five hundred miles further east, at Chita, the train journey came to an end. Of the ex-Wehrmacht personnel loaded for slave labour on to the train in Moscow, eighteen hundred and seventy emerged. No one could remember what the original total had been, but judging by the mortality in a single truck, it must have been well over three thousand. In Truck Eight, for example, fifty-five survived out of ninety-one. 
         
 
         Never once during the journey had the Russians counted the living but only the dead whose frozen bodies had been laid out at each halt beside the line. Now, at Chita, all that was changed. Each man was carefully kept alive as though the prisoners who had survived the journey had proved themselves worth preserving. As soon as they emerged from the trucks, they were counted several times over. Then, heavily escorted, they were marched over a level crossing and up towards a formidable jail lowering on a hillside. The Osmita, it was called, ‘The Impregnable,’ and to build it must have been a task worthy of Asiatic patience. With a gigantic apron wall of cyclopean masonry and double-barred windows – steel, the Russians boasted, not iron! – the building originated in times when that part of Siberia was still a disputed Russian possession and a collecting centre was required for convicts drafted for colonization from further west. But despite the Osmita’s reputation for being the safest jail in the world, for the German prisoners it was apparently not safe enough, and as they lay, near to total exhaustion, in the casemates, they could hear the soft footfall of their guards, prowling continually round the dripping walls. Not even Forell entertained thoughts of escape.
         
 
         The prisoners were kept in the Osmita not a day longer than was necessary to recover from their exhaustion and be able to withstand the rigours of the next stage in their journey. One day a new chill wind began to blow through the casemates. Their future task-masters had arrived. These were the so-called Convoy Soldiers, professional slave drivers, wearing a distinctive flash on their Cossack-type lambskin caps – a green cross on a scarlet background. Most of them were thick-set, and their long fur coats, caps and gloves accentuated their stocky appearance. Hanging from a cord round the neck, they carried a Nagan, or Army pistol, over the shoulder a tommy-gun, and in their hands, a whip consisting of a long strand of tough, curling leather.
 
         This manly splendour of fur and fire-power had not been newly invented for the Germans; there had been slave drivers in Siberia for as long as there had been slaves. The ordinary Red Army soldier could only strike a prisoner on the order of an officer, but these men could use the whip whenever they deemed it necessary, and as the prisoners were soon to learn, that meant almost continually. In the Osmita, the Convoy Soldiers were constantly near them, appraising them with their forked, oriental eyes, patrolling up and down outside the casemates, getting to know the fleeced and shivering flock they were soon to herd across the stricken wastes of Siberia. They took good care that everyone should see the whip; then, when their muscles failed them, fear would drive the prisoners on.
         
 
         One morning, the prisoners were marched out beyond the town to a bare expanse of snow where they were counted and split into groups of twenty. Then from the town, in twos and threes and finally in an endless column, a hundred and twenty-five horse-drawn sledges came trotting out towards them. After more counting, the Convoy Soldiers separated, one to a sledge, between fifteen and twenty prisoners clambered up behind, the supply sledges took their places at the rear, and the whole vast column began to move off across the bare, snow-swept hills.
         
 
         As the line spread out, the horses began to trot and then the prisoners at the tail of the column saw a grandiose sight: ahead of them, a mile-long train snaking over the glittering waste beneath a cloud of steam and powdery snow flung up by two thousand hooves. In front of them, the vigorous, bearded moujik sat straight-backed at the reins, while twenty yards behind, the horses of the next sledge loomed with swaying chests through the flurries of snow, vanishing sometimes altogether, then appearing again like shadows rising from the ground. Beyond the horses, the men could be seen, bunched high up on the sledge, a grey, mysterious throng, yet somehow comforting for the sense of close support they gave in the scoured immensities of an unknown land.
         
 
         At the end of each day, the men got down from the sledges aching and weary after their jolting journey in the open air. They were given better nourishment now, and they needed it if they were to survive nightly frosts of thirty-five to forty degrees, let alone be capable of work when they reached their journey’s end.
         
 
         When the long column halted, iron tripods were set up for four huge cauldrons in which soup was made by the moujiks for two thousand men. In addition to the soup, each prisoner was given a large enough bread ration to satisfy him and still leave some over for the following day. The soup was usually kasha, that is, millet cooked to the consistency of thick porridge, followed later in the journey by maize, potatoes or soya beans, often flavoured with a little bacon.
         
 
         Each evening now, when the fires had been lit and the flames were rising steadily into the frosty air, or later as, warmed and satisfied by their meal, the men lay in their thin-walled tents in some forest clearing, they were comforted by the vast stillness around them and strengthened as, slow but irresistible, the conviction crept into their clouded minds that their bondage was now only to God.
 
         The nights were bitterly cold and some of the men were afraid to sleep in case while sleeping they might freeze to death. One night, Forell found himself next to the youngest prisoner in the column, Alfons Mattern, not quite eighteen. The men were huddled together for warmth and were quiet, except for Mattern who was unaccountably restless.
 
         ‘What’s the matter?’ said Forell. ‘Can’t you sleep?’
 
         ‘I wish I could.’
 
         ‘You’re too young, that’s your trouble. You oughtn’t to be here.’
 
         ‘I wouldn’t have been if –’
 
         ‘If what?’
 
         ‘If – if I hadn’t stolen some potatoes.’
 
         ‘After you were captured, you mean?’
 
         ‘Yes, in East Prussia. They weren’t Russian, they were German potatoes!’ 
         
 
         ‘Never mind, you stole! Let that be a consolation to you. I got twenty-five years without stealing a thing! And I wasn’t a “war criminal”, never guarded Russian prisoners, and they never discovered I’d already escaped from Russian captivity once, in 1942. No. Do you know why I’m here? Because quite incidentally one day, when the Russians were talking to me, I happened to mention that Russian geese tasted no worse to me than German. Whether they really sentenced me because they thought I had stolen a Russian goose I don’t know. But from then on, they never questioned me again.’
 
         ‘For God’s sake shut your mouth and go to sleep!’ bawled a throaty Tyrolean voice from the darkness.
 
         Forell was already half asleep when Alfons Mattern whispered: ‘I stole because I was hungry. You believe that, don’t you?’
         
 
         ‘Why not? Who isn’t hungry at your age?’ murmured Forell, in the hope that the boy would be satisfied as long as he got some sort of reply and would then allow Forell to sleep.
 
         ‘Yes … I’m eighteen next month.’
 
         Forell muttered the first thing that came to his mind. ‘It oughtn’t to be allowed …’
 
         ‘What oughtn’t to be allowed?’ came immediately in a louder tone from the young Mattern.
 
         ‘Putting kids like you in the Army.’
 
         Mattern seized the opening. ‘Oh! I shouldn’t have been, only I got wounded – a shrapnel splinter – serving in the Home ack-ack. I was just about to be discharged from hospital when all the fit men were weeded out for the Army. I’d been exactly nine days in uniform when I got captured.’
         
 
         ‘Too bad.
 
         ‘And now I’m on my way to twenty-five years hard …’
 
         ‘Because you stole some potatoes.’
 
         ‘Officially – yes, I suppose so, but – you mustn’t think I’m complaining at my sentence. I’m not. It was absolutely just. I deserve every minute …’
         
 
         ‘Ssh! Not so loud!’
 
         Mattern broke off and Forell heard him breathing fast with emotion. There was no hope of sleep now and Mattern had half sat up, propping himself on an elbow, in a state of almost hysterical excitement. To help him speak what was on his mind and so recover his self-control, Forell asked:
 
         ‘Why do you deserve twenty-five years hard labour?’
 
         ‘Well,’ began Mattern uncertainly. ‘It would almost atone for murder, wouldn’t it?’
 
         Murder? Wide awake now, at first Forell dismissed the possibility as self-dramatization, but as the youth told his story, he began to see that no other word would fit what Alfons Mattern had done. After being taken prisoner, he had admittedly been caught by the Russians in the act of stealing food and they had put him in detention. But they had never tried to make much of his obviously petty crime and it was not that which they wanted to talk about when they came to see him in prison, but an entirely different matter. There was a certain German, by name Heinz Dechant, they said – a sergeant who had commanded one of the platoons in Mattern’s scratch company. What did Mattern think of him? They would be most interested to know …
         
 
         In fact, Mattern had no recollection whatever of a Sergeant Dechant, and said so, at first. But the Russians could see that he was home-sick and longing to get back to his sister in sunny Baden-Baden, and that, on the other hand, he had a terror of being forced to remain in Russia, and they effectively used their knowledge to help refresh the young man’s memory. After a while, then, he changed his mind and said ‘yes, perhaps after all, he did know a Sergeant Dechant’.
 
         ‘I didn’t realize the game they were playing with me. I said “yes” once or twice too often.’
 
         The Russians were very friendly and as they seemed to know a great deal already about Sergeant Dechant, whereas Mattern knew precisely nothing, they took care to put their questions in a way which prompted the answer they desired, with the result that before long he found himself confirming that this Sergeant Dechant had not enjoyed a good reputation amongst his men. That seemed an innocent enough admission, in return for a promise to be sent home, but in fact it had earned Dechant a sentence of twenty-five years hard labour.
         
 
         ‘And Heinz Dechant,’ asked Forell, ‘the man you – well, to be honest, the man you denounced – what’s happened to him?’
 
         ‘He’s here,’ said Mattern. ‘I wouldn’t recognize him if I saw him, but I know that because I heard his name called out when they announced the sentences in Moscow. So he must be here – unless he was one of those we laid out beside the line on the journey to Chita …’
 
         Young Mattern began to weep and Forell tried to think of something to console him, as perhaps others had done when he had told them his story.
 
         ‘And you didn’t even get your reward?’
 
         ‘I don’t want it. I wouldn’t accept it. Can’t you see that? I don’t know anything about Dechant. I’ve never seen him. I didn’t even know he existed. But I informed against him. I don’t want to go home until my twenty-five years are up. Eighteen and twenty-five, that’s forty-three. Well, at forty-three, I’ll still have a good few years in front of me.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ said Forell slowly. ‘No. That’s where you’re wrong. As you’re so young, you may live to work out your sentence and then, with luck, you might become a paid worker instead of a convict. But you’ll never get home. You, and all of us, we’re here for the rest of our lives.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The journey on horse-drawn sledges across Siberia lasted forty days. Then the prisoners were split into two groups and while one remained in a tented encampment, the other, including Forell, set off again, this time on sledges drawn by huskies. Four or five weeks later, having reached wooded, mountainous country, the party stopped and with a small number of Convoy Soldiers left to guard them, waited while the remainder began the return journey to pick up the second group of prisoners.
         
 
         By that time, Forell and his companions were nearly dead from exhaustion. The load the huskies could pull was strictly limited and only the sick had been allowed to ride on the sledges, the remainder being lucky if they got a lift occasionally on a downhill run. For most of the way, they had toiled on through deep snow after the fast-moving sledges, harried continually by the whips of the Convoy Soldiers who knew exactly how much they could demand from their victims without killing them.
         
 
         It was ten weeks before the second group of prisoners caught up with them, and by the time the survivors had recovered sufficiently to continue the journey, it was early summer and the snows were beginning to soften. The column had to march. Week after week the men were driven forward across the arsenic green of the Taiga, through misted valleys and up rock-strewn slopes; sweating by day and frozen in the chill, moisture-laden atmosphere by night; a skeletal, hollow-eyed band, agonizing in the half-world between life and death. A month went by. Still they went on, more and more dropping dead in their tracks from exhaustion. A second month. A third. When, in the fourth month, they reached their destination, the prisoners had given up hope that their journey would ever end.
         
 
         It was in the first snow storm of a new winter that, marching in single file, the column of survivors suddenly saw smoke rising above roofs on a narrow plateau ahead of them. It was so dark at midday that the huts themselves only became visible when they were almost on top of them. Here and there, light glowed in a window. It was bitterly cold.
 
         Some Russian soldiers, one or two officers and an Army medical assistant emerged from the wooden huts and the prisoners fell in to be counted. The muster recorded that of eighteen hundred and seventy men who had started the journey from Chita to East Cape, twelve hundred and thirty-six had survived.
         
 
         After the men had been counted, they were led off in groups, each to a separate point at the base of a large, conical hill. Attempts seemed to have been made to level the ground and for most of the way they were treading on rubble. Then they came to the head of a shaft tunnelled into the hill-side. Following the Russian soldier as he went through the opening, they found themselves in a passageway with a floor sloping gently downwards. As they progressed, the width and height decreased until each was about six and a half feet. Soon they were in complete darkness and their guide started talking loudly to himself so that they could follow.
         
 
         After a while, the Russian soldier stopped to light a lantern. In the dim glow, the men saw that they had reached a small cave, empty except for a bare table and a stool at one side. Lighting a second lantern from the first, the Russian left one burning on the table and signed to the prisoners to follow him. At the far end of the cave they entered another passage leading to another and much larger cave. Here the guard stopped and, holding up his lantern, indicated that this was to be the prisoners’ home. The men gaped. Some of them had imagined they would be housed in the huts they had seen above ground. Certainly none had expected to be thrust into a subterranean cavern and told to live and sleep there by the light of a single flickering lamp. As far as they could see, the place was bare; no furniture, no straw, even, on the rocky floor and the only means of ventilation was the passage down which they had come. There was one compensation – it was warm.
 
         Leaving the lantern with the prisoners, the guard went back up the tunnel towards the smaller cave and, putting his tommy-gun on the table before him, sat down on the stool, facing inwards towards the prisoners. They realized then that the problem of guarding them had been solved in the simplest fashion. Accommodated in the bowels of the earth, close by their place of work, they had only one route to the surface and that could be effectively blocked by one man, or two men, allowing for a relief. If the prisoners had been housed above ground, on the other hand, many times that number of guards would have been needed, together with all the paraphernalia of barbed-wire fences, searchlights and watch towers.
         
 
         Hours passed while the prisoners gazed helplessly at their new surroundings, then finally a Russian lieutenant came to see them. Speaking in German, he announced that they would not be called upon to work for a month. During that time, they were to recover from their journey and put their clothing in a proper state of repair – how, he did not say. But he mouthed the usual soldierly catch-words: good order, discipline, obedience, hard work. Only one was missing: cleanliness. The prisoners gazed vacantly after his retreating form.
 
         The officer had mentioned something about food, but there was no sign of how or when they would get it.
 
         ‘Come on, Mattern!’ said Forell. ‘Let’s go and reconnoitre!’ And he began to move up towards the guard at his table, followed by the youthful Alfons.
 
         ‘No silly tricks, mind!’ was Leibrecht’s parting shot.
 
         Forell turned. ‘No tricks at all, I assure you! I’ve got the bellyache …’
 
         A few minutes later, the men had returned.
 
         ‘We’ve seen the bread, anyway,’ said Forell. At once the men were all ears. In some the suspicion had been rising that the Russians intended the cave to be their tomb.
 
         ‘And toilet facilities! It’s just too easy! We went up the shaft. Ivan dropped his tommy-gun in our path. We explained our errand, and then he led us a few yards up to another shaft running at right-angles. No chains to pull, but ice is as good as running water, or seems to be! The whole time we were in there, he stood in the main shaft, blocking the route to the surface, which is just a few steps away. A very ingenious system, don’t you think?’
         
 
         ‘A very sensible one!’ said Leibrecht in a lofty tone, smoothing the hair over his ears. ‘It gives you less chance to play the giddy goat, Forell!’
 
         ‘You’ve got to come here to the end of the world to realize how simple things can be. Two guards for a hundred and eighty of us – just think of that! There are eight of these caverns, so that means sixteen guards in all for twelve hundred prisoners.
 
         ‘Where are the other caves?’ asked someone.
 
         ‘Inside here, in this hill somewhere. It’s quite a big one, you know. You can smell smoke from a coal fire at the top by the latrine. They are probably doing the cooking now in one of the shafts up there.’
 
         The men were not disappointed. Shortly afterwards, the guard came down and signified that four of them were required to fetch the meal. Forell immediately volunteered, hoping to get a look at the surface, but the cauldron with the barley gruel – enough for two ladles per head – a smaller quantity of kasha and heavy, black loaves made of coarse oatmeal were awaiting collection inside the shaft and all Forell got was a tantalizing glimpse of daylight. Ah! Well! There was plenty of time. There would be other opportunities. It was poor consolation, but the food was good.
         
 
         After they had eaten, the prisoners hovered about, nervy as homeless animals. The blinding snow, even the whips of the Convoy Soldiers seemed better than the muffled desolation of this tomb. The same thought, and the same question were in all minds. Those days with the horses whinnying in the frosted air, the bumping, surging sledge, the pale sun and the red flames of the bivouac fires leaping over a white and silent land – had they been the very last they were destined to spend above ground?
 
         Exhausted though they were, few could find sleep. For as long as there was oil in the lamp, they gyrated like moths round the solitary flame, gazing into each other’s faces, talking little, afraid to speak their thoughts.
         
 
         Next morning five of the prisoners, including Forell, were suffering from dysentery. On the following day, the guard summoned the medical assistant, the ‘Vratsch’, in the hope, largely, that he could do something to relieve the guard of the irksome duty of escorting the sick men up and down the passageway. But the Vratsch, as it happened, was a man incapable of assimilating the glorious achievements of Soviet or of any other medicine, and while his fellow men of science strode shoulder to shoulder towards a germ-free socialist paradise, he stumbled along the mazy paths of mediaeval alchemy, clutching his panacea, a box of anonymous white tablets tasting remarkably like aspirin.
 
         For some minutes, the Vratsch gazed at the patients, uncertain apparently which of two alternative treatments to adopt: aspirin or no aspirin. Finally, when he could bear the silent scrutiny no longer, Forell said in German: ‘We’ve got dysentery. Do you understand? Dy-sen-tery.’
         
 
         ‘Dag, dag,’ said the Vratsch in a soothing voice.
         
 
         Forell pointed to his stomach. ‘Here! Pains in the stomach!’
 
         ‘Dag, dag.’
         
 
         Forell tried in Russian. He had learned something of the language during the course of the years, enough to make himself understood, but his vocabulary was small. The Vratsch listened with a detached, professional air, but was obviously none the wiser. However, he seemed to have reached a diagnosis – by intuition, presumably – for, opening the magic box, he now carefully withdrew two tablets and gave them to Forell.
         
 
         The treatment proved useless; likewise the six further tablets which the Vratsch conceded as reinforcing and maintenance doses. Two days later, in urgent need of an hour’s undisturbed rest at his table in the smaller cave, the sentry on duty had the four worst cases escorted by their fellow prisoners to hospital.
 
         Normally Forell would have been pleased to return to daylight, realizing at once the increased opportunity for escape which it offered. As it was, he let himself be conducted across ice, snow and rubble towards the large wooden building below the plateau, sinking with chattering teeth, now right, now left into the arms of his supporters and feeling so desperately cold that he had only one wish – to be back in the warmth below ground. And even when he was lying on a civilized bed and felt a straw mattress beneath him, he still did not realize his good fortune. But gradually, it dawned. Built entirely of wood, the hospital consisted of two storeys with about seven wards on each floor ranged on either side of a central corridor. At the end of each ward was a massive iron stove that gave out a colossal heat and was kept burning all night and most of the day. Moreover, the patients were allowed water, not only for drinking, but also to wash in – a luxury unknown in the underground labyrinth. Finally, the food was tolerable and the treatment reasonably appropriate – sulphonamide from captured German stocks in the form of Prontosil.
         
 
         The ability to wash encouraged the men to complete the process with a shave. Then sharp-nosed, jaundiced faces appeared, apathetic faces for the most part until it began to penetrate the fevered minds of the ninety or so patients that the hospital enjoyed a yet further distinction, no doubt unique on this outlandish rim of the world: its staff included a woman.
 
         She was certainly no beauty, the sister whose name nobody knew. She wore military boots, her uniform was uncompromisingly severe, in manner and voice she was indistinguishable from a sergeant in the Red Army. Only her hands were well-shapen, and she used them with startling effect. Her main responsibility was to ensure order among the patients – particularly the convalescents – and cleanliness in the wards. The door would fly open and, catching sight of one patient sitting on another’s bed, she would pause and wrinkle her brow. The meaning was clear: in a hospital, a man was either ill, in which case he was in bed, or not ill and so could return to work. Head up, chin in, the sister would pass from bed to bed. Now and again her shapely hand would glide with middle finger extended over a head-board; still outstretched, the finger would pass before her eyes, and then, with a look of horror on her face, the sister would utter the one and only German word which she knew: Spinnwebe! … Cobweb! It was an elegant word, but one of somewhat specialized application. In what circumstances it had reached and imprinted itself on the sister’s mind, no one was ever to learn. But it gave her a name.
         
 
         Thanks to Sergeant Cobweb, cleanliness prevailed in the wards and thanks to self-medication, according to Forell, he gradually got better. Each time the stove was lit in his ward, a small strip of wood soaked in some sticky substance reeking of fish oil was used to fire the coal and after the stove had burnt out, the charcoaled remains of the firelighter would be lying somewhere among the ashes, to be rescued and consumed with evident relish by the tall, eccentric patient. He said he felt better for it, but he hardly looked it. With smudged lips and blackened tongue, he, too, was ripe for a nickname: ‘Chow-Chow’.
 
         Before long, Forell was famed, even among the Russians, for his strange addiction to charcoal, and thereby he became one of a select band each of whom was raised out of the rut by some personal idiosyncrasy. Ward Eight, for example, on the ground floor next to the stairs, contained a man who was mentally deranged. All day, he talked of his son in Breslau, the city that had been overrun by the Russians. His son had buried all the family treasures – old coins, silver, jewellery – and had promised to wait until his father returned. Then they would dig up the hoard together and escape with it to a world where they would have peace to the end of their days. It was a fine story, when the patients first heard it, but they heard it day-in, day-out, until finally it was no more than a threadbare fable. The madman could also sing and when the mood was on him, he could sing open the gates of heaven, and then all was forgiven him until he stopped and started talking again of his son and the buried treasure. 
         
 
         The madman aroused only passing curiosity, but the sergeant on the first floor who was drying out his bread ration on the stove in preparation for escape was a man whom Forell was determined to meet. Officially, visits between wards were forbidden, but the patients quickly learned how to slip from one room to another unobserved. The hospital was patrolled by a solitary soldier who
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