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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, for two hours until he was relieved, paced slowly down the corridor on the ground floor, up the stairs at the far end, along the first-floor corridor and down a second flight of stairs to his starting point. The guard invariably took his time and thus it was possible for any patient able to move fast to await the moment when the guard was beginning to descend the far stairs and then run up to the first floor starting from the ward nearest the opposite stairs. If the patient did not happen to be in the ward by the stairs on the ground floor or want to visit the corresponding ward above, then he had to reach his starting point and his objective in stages.
 
         In due course, then, Forell appeared in the doorway of the ward where the sergeant was said to be planning escape. He was greeted with laughter: ‘Chow-Chow!’ A visitor helped to relieve the monotony and before long, the men were all talking, asking Forell about his patent ‘cure’ for dysentery, about Sergeant Cobweb – anything so long as it kept them talking and filled the empty hours. From their faces he tried to guess who was the escaper, but finally he had no alternative but to ask outright.
 
         ‘Who do you think?’ growled a man in his forties. ‘Him there, in the corner bed!’ Forell saw a tough-looking, dark-haired man grinning over at him. He had been one of those who had yelled ‘Chow-Chow’ as soon as Forell put his head round the door.
 
         ‘So the whole ward knows what you are going to do!’ said Forell, going to the sergeant. ‘The next thing is, the Russians will hear about it.’
 
         ‘Let them! I don’t mind who knows. The more the better! Then no one will believe it!’ 
         
 
         ‘You’re serious about escaping, though?’
 
         ‘So serious that I’m going to do it,’ said the man grimly. Then in a lighter tone: ‘I gather you’re toying with the idea?’
 
         ‘Yes, but I wish I knew how.’
 
         ‘From the hospital, man! That’s how! Once you’re back in the mine, you’ve had it.’
 
         ‘What about barbed wire? An apron fence. Are you sure there isn’t?’
 
         The sergeant propped himself up on an elbow and before replying gazed shrewdly and steadily at Forell. Apparently he was satisfied with what he saw, for he then began to talk of the information he had gathered during his stay in hospital. He had spent some time at the window of his ward, watching movement in front of the camp office and trying to form some idea of the Russians’ daily routine. It had come as no surprise to see an aerial above one of the huts – he had expected them to have a wireless transmitter. He also noticed a huge pile of coal, or coke, stacked in the background on the opposite side to the lead mine. The sea was not visible, but at the most it could only be a couple of miles away. Presumably the coal had been brought by ship, unless there was a mine somewhere in the immediate neighbourhood. Unfortunately, the view from the hospital was limited in all directions by the lie of the ground and the plateau on which the hutted camp was sited was surrounded on three sides by high cliffs. Though no other signs of development were visible, it might be that the area round East Cape was being worked for various minerals. If that were so, the whole region of the Chukchi Peninsula might be thickly populated. That the German prisoners and their guards were not the only inhabitants of a vital strategic area was obvious. Equally obviously, other prisoners had been there before them. How, otherwise, had the whole vast labyrinth of caves and passages been dug out of the solid rock?
         
 
         ‘The longer you talk, the more I like the sound of you,’ said Forell. 
         
 
         ‘Well, as I haven’t got a map, I’ve got to find out all I can before I start.’
 
         Then Forell remembered Dannhorn. ‘We’ve got a tame cartographer in our cave – a gloomy individual, but he knows the map of Siberia by heart.’
 
         The sergeant pursed his lips. ‘Um … But the map changes very quickly, you know,’ was all he said.
 
         So as not to arouse suspicion, Forell waited four days before slipping upstairs to call on the sergeant again. He found him with a high temperature and inclined to ramble in his conversation. ‘I’ve got to get home,’ he kept on repeating, gazing at his visitor out of bloodshot eyes.
         
 
         ‘So have I, and I mean to!’ said Forell, and then tentatively: ‘Why not let’s try it together?’
 
         The Sergeant nodded, but cautiously. ‘All right. But I think winter’s the time, not what they call “summer” round here.’
 
         Forell agreed. Then the sergeant added: ‘If I can wait that long’. There was something about the way the man said that, and the look on his face, a look of almost savage determination that suddenly put it into Forell’s mind to ask: ‘And why did they send you here?’
 
         The sergeant was lying on his back, gazing at the ceiling. ‘I’ll tell you why,’ he said with simmering rage, and he told how he had been interrogated by the Russians, grilled, pressed to admit to crimes of which he had not the remotest knowledge.
 
         ‘I was a sergeant, a platoon commander,’ he said, ‘when they caught me. We were in East Prussia. Why they should fix on me, I don’t know, but they tried to make me confess to the most astounding things, all pure invention as far as I was concerned. To this day, I don’t know where they were supposed to have happened. So of course I wouldn’t confess, and even when they got very unpleasant – as they can – I still went on refusing. To tell you the truth, I surprised myself. I didn’t know I could be so stubborn. It would have been much easier to give in.’
 
         ‘And then?’ 
         
 
         ‘Well, then they didn’t need my confession, after all, because someone else signed on the dotted line and they took his word instead of mine.’
 
         ‘How do you mean?’
 
         ‘The b— denounced me, saddled me with crimes I’d never even heard of.’
 
         ‘But why? What had he got against you?’
 
         ‘They gave him his freedom, chum. That’s why.’
 
         There was silence. The sergeant’s face was twitching as he lay, sweating with fever on his bed. Suddenly he said:
 
         ‘Do you know the name Mattern?’
 
         Forell was prepared for that question. ‘I’m not sure. Is it a place name?’
 
         ‘No, no. Mattern, I said! Mattern!’
 
         ‘Why do you ask?’
 
         ‘Because that was his name: Alfons Mattern. He’s gone home now. But I’ll find him.’
 
         ‘Do you know anything about him?’
 
         ‘No, except that he’s got it coming to him. He can’t hide from me. I’ll find him. Once I’m fit again, and I’ve got out of here, I’m going to get back to Germany. I’m going to make him wish he’d never been born.’
 
         So that was the motive for the sergeant’s escape – not freedom, not wife, not family, but revenge. The conversation had exhausted him and he was lying now with mouth half open, tossing to and fro and muttering weakly to himself.
 
         ‘Pay no attention to Heinz Dechant,’ said someone on the other side of the room as Forell was leaving. ‘He’s nuts.’
 
         Forell went back to his own ward determined now that when he escaped, he would go on his own. From every point of view Dechant would be a doubtful asset. Forell also made up his mind not to tell Dechant of Alfons Mattern’s presence at the lead mine. He had no desire to be responsible for what might follow.
 
         Copying Dechant’s example, Forell started to observe the Russian hutments and the life around them about a quarter of a mile from the hospital. The sole means of transport seemed to be dog sledges and on some days there was a busy traffic in front of the store sheds where supplies of all kinds were unloaded, amongst other things, fir branches destined to serve as bedding for the prisoners in the lead mine.
         
 
         And then, early one afternoon, a sledge stopped at the camp office and two men got down and went inside. After some minutes they reappeared. One of them lifted a large box from the sledge and then the two of them started to walk towards the hospital building.
 
         The sledge had brought medical supplies and a German doctor from a prison camp in Tomsk. Until his call-up into the German Army, he had been a physician and surgeon in Magdeburg. Captured by the Russians in Breslau, he had been sentenced to twenty-five years imprisonment – exactly the period for which a doctor was required to tend the prisoners at East Cape. What a coincidence!
 
         Next morning a solemn procession entered Forell’s ward. First, the doctor, a little, grey-faced man in his fifties, wearing snow-white overalls, then the Vratsch, wide-eyed with bovine astonishment, and finally Sergeant Cobweb. As the senior in the ward, Forell stood to attention and reported the number of sick. The doctor examined each case, but when it came to prescribing the treatment, even he had to shrug his shoulders. The medical supplies that had come with him on the previous day had been selected at random by the Russians and were largely useless.
 
         ‘You don’t look too bad.’
 
         ‘I tried the charcoal cure.’
 
         The doctor smiled. ‘What is your name?’
 
         ‘Forell. Lieutenant Clemens Forell.’
 
         ‘Not a very common name. I think I’ve only met it once before. I beg your pardon: my name is Stauffer. Doctor Stauffer.’ 
         
 
         Some weeks later, about the middle of January, Forell was fit to leave hospital and return to the lead mine. He might already have been discharged if the name Forell had not stirred Doctor Stauffer’s memory. Where had he met it before? Then a dim recollection revived of a fellow student at Tübingen University.
 
         ‘That might have been my brother Ernst; he studied medicine at Tübingen. He was killed during the war.’
 
         ‘Doctor Ernst Forell! That’s right!’ The doctor smiled. ‘And meanwhile, you have not only recovered from your dysentery, but you look aggressively fit. It’s most unfortunate.’
 
         For the sake of the other patients, the doctor would have to discharge him. To keep a fit man in hospital might cost the doctor his job, leaving the sick to the tender mercy of the Vratsch again.
 
         Then Fortune smiled. That same day, the interpreter from the camp office asked Doctor Stauffer to name two prisoners capable of withstanding an arduous six weeks’ sledge journey. The purpose of the expedition was to fetch blankets and medical supplies for the hospital – or so the interpreter said, and for lack of evidence to the contrary the doctor was forced to take him at his word. After some thought, he named two men: Forell, aged twenty-eight, and another patient on the point of discharge who was two years younger, Lothar Eisemann by name.
 
         Before the doctor had time, even, to warn Forell, a Russian guard appeared in his ward and told him to come forthwith to the camp office. Still believing he was on his way back to the lead mine, Forell only realized that something else was afoot when he found himself, together with Lother Eisemann, being fitted out in the clothing store with the complete equipment the Convoy Soldiers had worn on the march to the camp: jacket, breeches, coat, gloves, cap, boots – everything either faced or lined with fur. The omens were favourable. The items were issued with a noisy good humour, ending with the cossack caps which the storeman dumped on the prisoners’ heads, and they were given a good meal before being locked in a small room with barred window. ‘Sleep here,’ they were told. ‘We will wake you when it is time to leave.’
         
 
         It was still night when the guards woke them and told them to help load up the sledge. Half asleep still and clumsy in the unaccustomed furs, they piled on to the steel-framed sledge whatever lay before them – hard tack, dried fish, an assortment of tinned food and the reindeer-skin tent that was to be their shelter for the next few weeks.
 
         Friendly and colossally busy, with blue, child-like eyes, the guard secured the load with leather straps. Vassily was his name, Red Army soldier. He thumped his chest and introduced himself: ‘Vassily!’
 
         Hoya Ho!
         
 
         Vassily was beaming all over his face as he took the reins and with a wonderful, echoing shout to his team, sent the huskies skidding and scrambling over the snow into the cautious Arctic dawn. The two prisoners watched as the grey plateau and the sinister, cone-shaped hill fell away behind them, finally sinking below the white horizon as though they had never been.
 
         Three men, the tent and their provisions were no more than a reasonable load for fifteen huskies and when, after about eleven hours, they finally halted for the night, Vassily said they had covered a distance of eighty versts, or roughly fifty miles.
 
         The Russian set up the tent with incredibly quick and skilful movements. Then he prepared a meal. In all, he took it for granted that the prisoners were inept at such things and when they tried to help, he merely waved them away with a deprecating gesture: ‘It’s no trouble; leave it to me.’
 
         When they had eaten and were settled under the warmth of the skins, the three of them were united by a feeling of contentment and mutual respect. It grew without need of words, though, with Forell interpreting, they exchanged an occasional remark. Their objective, said Vassily, was a town by the sea and their purpose in going there, to fetch blankets and medical supplies for their comrades. For wicked fellows like themselves who had earned life sentences for their abominable crimes, it was a mark of honour and distinction to be sent on such a journey.
         
 
         To show their gratitude for favours bestowed, Forell and Eisemann insisted next morning on packing up the tent, imitating in reverse the motions they had watched Vassily perform on the previous evening. Though the result was only moderately successful and Vassily had to unroll the whole bundle again, showing them how to reduce it to a third of its volume, he seemed to appreciate their goodwill. When they set off again across the smooth, unspotted snow, they noticed that Vassily never consulted a map or a compass. Yet there was no visible landmark and the contours of the undulating country were surely too subtle to be distinguishable. How did he choose his direction? They never discovered, either then or throughout the three weeks that the journey lasted. When Forell asked him, he seemed not to understand the question. Yet Vassily never once had to turn back and never showed the least sign of hesitation, even in the last week when their way led across mountainous country down a number of intersecting gorges and defiles of the kind that were never attempted in Europe without experienced guides.
         
 
         To Vassily all was simple. You set off from East Cape and in due course you arrived at a town of wooden shacks by the sea.
 
         ‘How often have you been here, Vassily?’
 
         The raised thumb said: once.
 
         After turning innumerable corners, the sledge stopped at the entrance to a military hutted camp and Vassily produced his papers. Driving through, he finally halted at an administration hut where the two prisoners were hustled roughly inside and placed under an armed guard. After some time, they were taken out again to load up the sledge with blankets and crates from a store. Vassily was a changed man. Under the eye of his superiors, he treated the Germans as the Red Army were used to treating their conquered enemies. ‘Davai!’ he bawled, hastening them on their way as they staggered towards the sledge with a load of gear. ‘Davai!’ greeted them in the morning as they were hauled out by the camp soldiers after spending the night in the punishment cells. But for Vassily’s friendliness on the journey, the harsh treatment they now received would not have struck them as painful and insulting.
         
 
         ‘As long as we are prisoners, we’re no better than cattle,’ said Forell. ‘Listen, Eisemann! I’m telling you: on the way back, I’m going to push off!’
 
         ‘Don’t be a fool!’
 
         ‘Will you come with me? It will be easier for two of us.’
 
         ‘Inside three days they would have caught us again.’
 
         ‘So what? Do you think they’d shoot us? Never! They want some work out of us first – five or six years in the lead mine, then they will have covered their expenses.’
 
         But Eisemann was half-hearted and Forell prepared to go alone. He was looking forward to the return journey, not for the thrill of it, this time, but so that he could tell Vassily what he thought of him. The Russian was quick to sense Forell’s brooding ill temper and at the first night’s bivouac, he did his best to cheer him up, handing round tobacco and cigarette papers, doling out extra food and praising the men for the skill they had acquired in putting up and dismantling the tent. Forell had just enough sense of proportion left to appreciate the gesture. After all, why should Vassily care? He was good-hearted, there was no doubt about that – sometimes.
         
 
         And then, as Forell remembered the man’s behaviour at the depot, his anger rose again and he glowered as the Russian offered him some vodka.
 
         ‘Was ist?’ said Vassily, parading his newly-learnt German.
         
 
         ‘I’ll tell you. We’re not your dogs. Not dogs! No! It’s no good you behaving like this. It’s just a silly game, that’s all. Everything is fine now, isn’t it, because we’re alone? But as soon as there’s a fourth man, a witness, you’re scared to be caught acting like a human being. Now listen to me!’ And Forell stared Vassily in the face, to reinforce the threat. ‘Watch out, Vassily! If ever I catch you napping in the night, I shall push off, vanish – escape!’
         
 
         Vassily cleared his throat and spat. He had understood well enough and he was angered. But he had seen how the two men had been treated as dirt and realizing his own fault, he could understand why Forell felt as he did.
 
         From then on, Vassily slept by the entrance to the tent with his tommy-gun between his knees. For five nights, he and Forell played a game of cat and mouse, each determined to stay awake until the other was asleep. On the sixth night, Forell was too tired to keep his eyes open and he slept soundly, consoled by the thought that Vassily would keep on the alert for some hours longer in case the prisoner was feigning. And sure enough, on the seventh night, Forell heard Vassily snoring.
 
         Being comparatively fresh, Forell decided to seize his chance and after waiting some minutes to make sure the guard was soundly asleep, he picked up the sheepskin which had served him as blanket and, cautiously stepping over the sleeping Vassily, crept from the tent. He had pondered carefully the items he would take from the sledge, but when it came to the point, he grabbed whatever came first to hand, tied the things in the sheepskin with the aid of a spare sledge trace and made off, carrying the bundle over his shoulder like a sack.
         
 
         For a while, Forell ran, but before he had gone more than a quarter of a mile, the deep snow, the load on his back and his wasted muscles forced him to a walk. He continued then, trudging slowly along the sledge tracks in the direction from which they had come, trying to get as far as possible from the bivouac before Vassily started in pursuit. If he could avoid recapture for a few hours, Forell thought it might be four or five days before he was finally picked up. Meanwhile he had no other object in mind but to sniff the air of freedom and forget for a while that he was a slave.
         
 
         As it happened, it was eleven days before a chance encounter put an end to his excursion. One morning, he was approaching a low, hump-backed hill when a sledge suddenly appeared over the top and came curving down towards him. It was a wonderful sight, the team of huskies scurrying forward trailing a long pennon of powdery snow while the sledge glided on as though airborne among white, summery clouds.
 
         There were two men on the sledge and while still some distance away, one of them shouted something. It sounded like: ‘Stop!’ Forell waited and soon the driver was reining in the team. As the men strode up to him he caught a glimpse of army uniforms beneath their furs. They conveyed that they wished to see his papers. As well as he could, Forell explained that he had none. He gave his name and left it to the Russians to guess the rest. Calmly but firmly, then, they escorted him to the sledge, seated themselves one behind another with Forell in the middle and set off on a two-hour journey across the snow.
 
         At last they came to a group of block houses standing isolated in the midst of the great white desert. The place seemed to be some kind of police headquarters. In the building to which he was taken, Forell glimpsed a radio transmitter and two more men, both dressed in military-style uniforms. He was given a bowl of thick, hot soup and when he had eaten, he was asked to tell his story. The Russians listened with the same detached attitude that had struck him on first meeting. He saw no point in trying to tell lies. Yes. He was an escaped prisoner-of-war. A German. From East Cape. That produced an incredulous frown. Were there prisoners in that area? Oh, yes. Twelve hundred of them. That was interesting; obviously the Russians did not know that. When Forell had finished his story, they left him. It was not till later that one of them came back and locked the door. Later that night, the low throb of a generator told him that the radio transmitter was in use. 
         
 
         Apparently, Forell’s story had been confirmed, for next day  his captors did not refer to it again except to ask one question.  Comrade Vassily, the soldier in charge of the expedition to  fetch medical supplies – could he be expected to return to East  Cape in due course, or had Forell and the other prisoner perhaps  murdered him?
 
         Forell was kept in the block house for another twenty-four  hours while the Russians seemingly awaited instructions from  East Cape. Then, accompanied by two different guards, he was  ordered into the sledge and the three-week journey back to the  lead mine began. During the whole of that time he was closely  guarded. On the sledge the man behind him kept a pistol at his  back and at every halt, thin chains reducing his stride to no  more than six inches were immediately locked round his  ankles, and kept there until the journey was resumed. The men  never spoke to him except to give orders and he felt no desire  to talk to them, for their thoughts revolved in an orbit of  freedom, whereas his were on the lonely path leading back to  slavery.
 
         Forell’s return to camp caused no particular sensation. He  was taken to the office. The political officer emerged from his  room, surveyed the escaper coldly from head to foot and said  with the suggestion of a smile: ‘Ah! He’s back!’ Someone  removed the fur jacket from his shoulders and took away the  fur cap. ‘Quick march! Back to quarters!’ said the officer  casually.
 
         Pascholl! Na doma! Well, thought Forell, if that’s all there is  to it …
         
 
         Two soldiers from the guard company escorted him out of  the building and down towards the familiar opening at the base  of the cone-shaped hill. It was evening and the daylight was  almost gone. As he and his escort drew nearer, he saw that his  fellow prisoners were drawn up outside the entrance to the  shaft, forming a lane – some sort of concession, he supposed,  allowing the men a breath of fresh air after the day’s work. But then he saw that they were armed, some with strips of wood, some with trouser belts, some, yes, three – five men with lengths of wire cable. One of them held a curving piece of iron from a cart wheel.
         
 
         ‘Pascholl!’ The guard urged him on, but Forell still stood, gazing terrified at the double line of men, a hundred or more, every one gripping iron, wood, leather, a boot, even – anything to clout him with as he ran the gauntlet, he the trouble maker, the escaper, the cause of Russian reprisals, the man who never said die. Now their mad faces were turned towards him, mouths working as they shifted their legs in readiness for the blow.
         
 
         ‘Pascholl!’
         
 
         Forell hesitated, calculating at lightning speed. Once inside the shaft, he would be safe. Keep moving, keep your balance … He started to sprint. But the shaft was sixty yards away.
 
         He saw their eyes, burning with hatred. Then the blows rained down. He had barely gone half-way along the double line when he was staggering blindly. The men thrust him off as he lurched against them and so he was propelled a few paces further. Then a succession of savage blows brought him to his knees. He got up again, ran on, flung his hands behind his neck, yelled, was sent sprawling. At that moment, iron struck his head, splitting the scalp.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         When Forell recovered consciousness, he found himself back in the cave. At first he failed to recognize his surroundings. He was in semi-darkness, relieved by a single oil lamp suspended from the rocky ceiling and the dim light threw no shadows in the almost circular space. Then gradually he remembered the sequence of events: the sledge journey back to the lead mine, the beating-up he had received at the hands of men he had supposed were his friends. He put down a hand and felt German tent canvas above the prickly fir branches. By that much, at any rate, conditions in the cave had been improved since last he was there. He tried to turn on to his side, but as soon as he moved he was racked with pain. He felt a continual throbbing somewhere near his right kidney and his head reeled and swam. He felt round it and touched paper bandages. Then he was sinking into a dark pool full of voices and uncomfortable shapes …
         
 
         He came up to hear feet going past him towards the exit from the cave, slow, shuffling feet moving in a peculiar rhythm: one, scrape – two, scrape – three. As each pair – or was it two pairs? – passed him, more came up behind. It was like a slow procession along a hill-side. In the background, a woodpecker was hammering spasmodically into soft bark. And once more he was sinking into the pool; sinking, flowing, falling, fast, faster, down, down into the black warm depths …
         
 
         A whistle shrilled in his ears, dragging him back to consciousness. He opened his eyes and recognized the cave. The men were there, moving away to the far end. Soon, he heard the sound of picks striking into rock and after a time, some of the men came past him again in pairs, carrying large wicker baskets and dragging their feet under the weight in the way he had heard before. He wondered what the time was and whether it was night or day. Who had bandaged his head? How long had he been lying there? Now some of the men were returning with their baskets empty. One of them he recognized, a thin, lanky fellow with a sharp nose and eyes that blinked like a broody hen’s.
 
         ‘Hey! You! Come over here a moment!’
 
         ‘Can’t wait, sorry. Got to get straight back.’
 
         ‘I said, come over here!’
 
         The man blinked and glanced nervously round. Then he waddled over, dragging the basket and the man on the far side of it with him.
 
         ‘First of all, how long have I been here and what time is it?’
 
         ‘It’s after midday now. You’ve been here since we brought you in yesterday evening.’ 
         
 
         ‘And who bandaged my head? Doctor Stauffer, I suppose?’
 
         ‘Yes. He wanted to have you in hospital, but the Russians would not allow it.’
 
         ‘I see –’ Forell felt a stab in his chest every time he spoke, but there was something he had to say to this man. ‘So when you swung that piece of wire rope at me with the frayed end, you were doing it on orders from the Russians?’
 
         ‘Oh, no, you mustn’t think that! I wish it had been …’
 
         The man came nearer and, fishing a hunk of bread from his pocket, held it out to Forell. ‘I’ve brought you this.’
 
         ‘To make amends for what you did to me last night, is that it? If the Russians didn’t force you, what possessed you, you and all of them, to strike at a man who was utterly defenceless? What have I done to you, anyway? What business is it of yours if I chose to escape?’
 
         ‘Yes, but –’
 
         ‘There’s no “but”! I know your name. Portschach, isn’t it? Simon Portschach –’
 
         Forell broke off, his head reeling with sudden nausea. He shut his eyes and the man, Portschach, started to make soothing noises, said something about ‘resting’ and ‘you’ve got to take it easy, you know’. At that, Forell heaved himself up until he was sitting and glared feverishly into the soft, heavy-lidded eyes.
 
         ‘Now, Portschach, listen. I’m going to deal with you. As soon as I can stand on two feet, I’ll show you what a mess can be made of a man, without any wire rope, just with the bare hands. That’s coming to you, Portschach. I’ll teach you to go arse crawling to the Russians!’
 
         ‘But I didn’t, I haven’t, I –’
 
         ‘Well, someone has, if not you, somebody else.’
 
         ‘No. None of us have. It was just, well, as soon as they heard you’d escaped, they cut our rations right down. No bread, no kasha, just thin barley gruel and not much of that. You try hacking at a rock all day long, or carting the stuff up to the surface on nothing but dirty water and see how you feel!’ 
         
 
         ‘But why should they cut your rations? I didn’t escape from the lead mine.’
 
         ‘No, but rather than waste their manpower and materials in making escape impossible, the Russians prefer to make it so unpopular that no one will try.’
 
         ‘So it was the Russians’ idea, this running the gauntlet?’
         
 
         ‘No, I tell you. No, it wasn’t. The Russians never said anything – directly, that is. But the security officer came down twice a day to the cave, the first time at midday, just after we’d licked the last drop out of the tin and were ravening with hunger, knowing we’d get nothing again for twenty-four hours. Only one issue in twenty-four hours! But twice a day, he told us why: because you had escaped. Then as soon as they heard you’d been recaptured, the Russians suddenly started letting us up to daylight twice a week, instead of only once, as before. By that time, the men were talking pretty wild about what they’d do to you when they saw you again, and above ground there, they found the means to do it – wood and stuff lying around, just what we – just what they needed.’
 
         ‘And now you’re on full rations again, I suppose?’
 
         ‘Yes, in fact they’ve been increased.’
 
         ‘And this wood, and iron, and wire rope, was put out there by the Russians, of course?’
 
         ‘I suppose so. We didn’t stop to think.’
 
         ‘Well, suppose you think now!’
 
         ‘It’s all very well for you, Forell,’ said Portschach venomously. ‘You don’t know what it is to work in this mine. You’ve played the invalid ever since the real work started. Fattened yourself up in hospital till you were fighting fit, then wangled yourself a sleigh ride. Then, not content with that, you go and escape. You never gave a thought to us, did you? Never stopped to think what the Russians might do to us?’
 
         ‘If you got a chance to escape, wouldn’t you take it?’
 
         ‘No. Certainly not. It wouldn’t be fair on the other men.’
 
         Forell was about to retort, but his head was singing and throbbing again. Portschach’s long nose kept going out of focus and a red mist was swirling about in the cave. Forell shut his eyes. ‘Go away, Portschach! I’m tired.’
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Portschach had tried to apologize. He was not even man enough to bear a guilty conscience. But the other prisoners preferred to show their contrition by deeds rather than profess it in words. They brought Forell his food, helped him up the shaft to the latrine, fixed his bandages when they slipped and were careful to say nothing that called for the reply, ‘don’t mention it’. The Russian guard disposed of the matter with less delicacy of feeling. There seemed to be a statutory time allowed for recovery from a beating-up and on the fifth day, the guard considered it had expired. At reveille Forell was hustled off to work with the rest of the men. Whether, in fact, he was capable of raising a pick above his shoulder was of no concern to the guard, or to anyone outside the gang to which he was allotted.
 
         The system devised for extracting ore from the lead mine had a certain grandiose simplicity. The veins of lead-bearing ore ran at right-angles to the shaft connecting the cave with the surface, and to reach them, the men had only to continue it at the far end of the cave, inwards towards the centre of the hill. No machinery was used, either at the rock face for drilling or throughout the ever-lengthening route from the face to the gyratory crusher operated by the Russians on the surface. The work gangs consisted of four men for collecting the rubble and lead-bearing ore and loading it into baskets, another sixteen transporting the baskets by hand from the cave to the crusher sited close by the exit from the shaft. The remaining men worked at the face. The only implements provided were picks for the face workers and the wicker baskets. The picks were old and blunt and their handles consisted of untrimmed wood impossible to hold for five minutes without reducing the hands to a mass of blisters. To use them at all, the men had to shape them with the aid of broken pieces of glass from an empty bottle grudgingly supplied by the Russians. As for the baskets, they were far too light for carrying a hundredweight or more of rock and rubble and they quickly wore out. The wastage was colossal, but new baskets were always available and the Russians seemed not to mind how many were expended. To the prisoners it seemed obvious that they were the product of slave labour. The Germans worked hard and the Russians were apparently content, for though a guard stationed at the top of the shaft counted the number of baskets full of ore brought up for treatment by the crusher, during the whole of the time that Forell was at the lead mine, no quota was ever set as regards the weight of material that had to be delivered each day.
         
 
         Day after day, Forell hacked at the face, taking his turn with the other men to extend the shaft slowly, a foot at a time, towards the centre of the hill. At first, the protests of his gashed and battered body preoccupied him to the exclusion of his surroundings. He was aware only of his limitations, the sudden twinges of pain as he struck hard at unyielding rock or taxed his over-strained muscles. But as time went on, it was the cave that claimed more and more of his attention – the cave with its perpetual fug and glistening walls, the cave in the morning at five o’clock when the guard came down and wrenched him from sleep. With the man’s shouts in his ears, Forell would awake from his exhaustion, forgetting for a moment where he was. A second later, and the sight of the rock-bound world would strike him like a blow. To work in the semi-dark, to sleep in darkness and to awake in the semi-dark again was at first eerie, then depressing, then oppressive, until finally it goaded into madness. The other men had all been through the same experience. ‘Mine fever,’ they called it.
 
         In time Forell recovered from his claustrophobia for there was, in fact, no danger of suffocation in the cave. There was plenty of air. There was also plenty of lead, and lead poisoning loomed over the lives of the prisoners, the more sinister because the subject was seldom mentioned. When the caves and shafts had been tunnelled in the hill, the operation had served a double purpose: the provision of escape-proof accommodation for the Germans and the extraction of lead-bearing ore. Lead was all around them, at night, on the floor and walls of their cave, by day, when they were at work and in their food, even, when they ate. None of them knew much about lead poisoning except that the first symptom was a loosening of the teeth and loss of sensation in the gums and that in the long run it proved fatal. Twenty-five years would certainly be long enough.
         
 
         One afternoon, after Forell had been three weeks in the mine, the Russians stopped work an hour earlier than usual. The prisoners streamed back into the cave and then the guard appeared and told them to follow him. In single file they closed up behind the man with the tommy-gun as he led the way to the surface. An hour’s fresh air – what a boon! What a favour! Long before the sixty minutes were up, the men were longing to return to the warmth below and, as usual, there was little enough for them to see above ground but driving snow and an occasional glimpse of the men from the next cave, huddling by the entrance to the hill-side about fifty yards away. A bitter wind was moaning round the hill. There was no sign of the sun. The men swung their arms and stamped their feet to keep warm, inwardly cursing the Russians, their climate and this God-forsaken rim of the world, with its colourless austerity and its forlorn and niggardly soul.
 
         The men had only been half an hour above ground when the guard gave the signal to fall in. To them it was a gesture full of beautiful compassion. Ducking their heads as though fleeing from some nameless terror, they ran back into the dark opening in the hill-side, away from the wind, the cold, and the melancholy Siberian spring.
 
         Pascholl! 
         
 
         Hanging from its strap, the guard swung the butt of his tommy-gun against the arched back of a prisoner lingering outside the shaft to collect snow in a piece of tent canvas. The guard had witnessed this curious ritual before, and the same man performing it.
 
         ‘Yes! Sorry! Straight away! I beg your pardon.’ And the prisoner scuttled into the shaft carrying a sheetful of snow over his shoulder.
 
         Arrived below, Leibrecht gave his men an object lesson. Using the bottom of a broken ore basket as bath mat, he stripped and proceeded to rub himself down from head to foot with the snow, loosening the dirt with the first application and rinsing himself clean with a second.
 
         ‘There’s still some snow left – anyone else?’ But the men merely shivered.
 
         ‘Alfons?’ Mattern shook his head.
 
         ‘Won’t you try?’
 
         ‘I’d rather not,’ replied Mattern, courteous but adamant.
 
         Then Leibrecht was forced to reveal the real reason for his ablutions. ‘Look at the atmosphere in here,’ he said. ‘Look at the walls! Look at yourselves! Thick and grimy with lead! If you leave that stuff on your skin, it will kill you! Have you never heard of lead poisoning?’
 
         The men stared at him. No one spoke. Next day, on their last trip back into the mine, the carriers came staggering down with their baskets full of snow.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         At the beginning of summer, the men were allowed up again, this time for a whole afternoon. It might have been a November day of the kind they remembered in Germany, chilly but not cold, with a promise of sun. Within a hundred yards or more of the entrance to the shaft the guards let them wander where they chose. Dirty snow still lay over the plateau and the whole landscape seemed dead, except for one small patch of green moss peering above the ice. In twos and threes the men came to look at it, until there were fifty of them gazing silently at the emerald wonder. Some of them had tears in their eyes.
         
 
         Kneeling down, Forell gently lifted an edge of the moss, expecting to find earth underneath, but the roots were bedded in a foot thick layer of ice.
 
         ‘How can moss grow in ice? How can it live?’
 
         ‘Well, we’re still alive, aren’t we? Isn’t that just as surprising?’
 
         Eight weeks later, the single patch of moss no bigger than a saucer had spread over the entire plateau. The air was milder and sometimes, on their periodic leave above ground, the prisoners could see a gleam beyond the huts in the Russian compound that some said was the Bering Straits. Thoughts of escape began to revive, smouldering in the mind, until one day they flared abruptly into flame. Beyond the huts, the smoke of a ship was rising, eddying in dense clouds under a slight breeze.
 
         ‘A ship! There’s a ship out there!’ Forell could hardly contain himself. Everyone had to have the news and he ran from group to group, compelling the men to share his excitement. ‘A ship!’
         
 
         ‘Come on, Chow-Chow, stop acting like a kid!’ A man taller even than Forell and somewhat broader in the shoulders was gazing at him quizzically.
 
         ‘Good Lord! Dechant!’
 
         ‘Yes. Didn’t you know about the ship?’
 
         ‘How should I?’
 
         ‘I got the details of its schedule when I was in hospital.’
 
         ‘So you’re recovered, at last?’
 
         ‘Yes, at last. Your charcoal cure was a flop.’
 
         ‘Well, what about this ship?’
 
         Dechant gazed with savage intensity at Forell. ‘You’re supposed to be the one that’s always thinking of escape, aren’t you? And you mean to say you’ve never really thought of how to get across this little ditch, the Bering Straits?’
         
 
         ‘Where’s Alaska? Which direction?’
 
         That seemed to goad Dechant into fury. ‘Are you a seminarist to ask questions like that? Listen! That ship calls here twice every summer. Brings coal, wood, flour, potatoes, implements and anything else there’s room for in a junk of that kind. Those are unloaded, and then it takes on lead.’
         
 
         ‘I see …’ said Forell dubiously, wondering where Dechant got his information.
 
         ‘You want to go and have a look at her, that’s the first thing. If they call for volunteers for unloading, step up straight away!’
 
         And with that piece of advice Dechant was suddenly off on some purposeful errand of his own.
 
         Next morning at five o’clock, when the guard blew the whistle for the start of work, instead of going back up the shaft with his lamp as he usually did, he came down into the centre of the cave and called for twenty volunteers for work above ground. Forell was employed as a carrier now, paired with Willi Bauknecht, and both of them immediately stepped forward, quickly followed by forty or fifty other men. But the guard passed over the two men and selected the gang from the late comers, on the principle, presumably, that the least eager would be the most trustworthy.
 
         The twenty men were marched off while the remainder started the day’s work in the cave. By this time the distance from the face to the exit from the shaft was considerable and the carriers were obliged to take a breather before hauling their baskets up the last stretch. As soon as Forell and Bauknecht had deposited their load, the boy blurted:
 
         ‘You know what I think they’re doing? Unloading that ship! Oh! What wouldn’t I give to be there!’
 
         Forell was still struggling to regain his breath. Willi waited, expecting some pearl of wisdom to fall from Forell’s lips. When nothing came, he said impatiently: ‘Well, what do you think?’ 
         
 
         ‘You may be right.’
 
         ‘May be! Well, what other explanation is there?’
 
         ‘Oh, none, of course!’
 
         Willi looked solicitous. Forell must be sick, that was what it was. That was why he could summon only a weary sarcasm when there was a ship out there, just waiting for him to step on board and escape. But in his admiration for Forell Willi was generous. The fact was that his hero was not sick, but just tired and dispirited by the younger man’s health and vitality.
 
         ‘I know what it is,’ said Willi. ‘I’ve been a carrier now for six weeks, so I’m used to it. But the first day – oh! You should have seen me! Dripping from head to foot! You’ll be all right in a few days. When you get up to the top, you want to breathe deeply, in-out! Like that!’
 
         ‘I see. Well, let’s get to the top, shall we?’
 
         They carried their basket to the surface, tipped the contents on to a wooden chute and then, following Willi’s advice, Forell took a few deep breaths of the keen, fresh air. ‘The processing is interesting,’ said Willi, but Forell’s eyesight was not as good as the younger man’s. All he could see was smoke, a conglomeration of machinery and further off, before the plateau fell away towards a slag heap, a considerable crowd of Russian workmen. But the guard left them no time to loiter and inside half a minute they were shuffling down the shaft again on their way to fetch another load.
         
 
         At the end of the twelve hour day Forell was ready to drop. He believed he was totally exhausted, but when the twenty volunteers returned, he found he still had ears for their story.
 
         ‘What was it like?’
 
         ‘Hard work.’
 
         ‘Is there really a ship down there?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Dannhorn, and collapsed on his palliasse, in no mood to say more.
 
         ‘What sort of a ship?’
 
         Portschach replied. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, grinning like a simpleton and blinking his great sleepy eyes. ‘Couldn’t tell you – I was looking at the grub!’
         
 
         ‘What was there? Did you pinch any?’
 
         ‘Oh, lovely stuff!’ said Portschach in a dreamy voice. ‘Sacks of flour, about fifty tons of it. Canned food, barley, bacon, meat …’
 
         Forell broke in. ‘What else did you see?’
 
         ‘… Great red juicy tomatoes! You should have seen the pictures on those labels! Sliced pork, so real, you could touch it …’
 
         ‘But did you see Alaska, man?’ Forell’s exhaustion had vanished.
 
         Then Dannhorn spoke, in a surprisingly sympathetic tone. ‘No, Forell, we didn’t, and I don’t suppose we could have done, even on a clear day, from where we were. But there was a mist today and we could only see the ship and about a hundred yards beyond – black, still water, shining like ebony.’
 
         ‘Um …’
 
         Forell expected his grunt of disappointment to provoke some sarcastic comment from Dannhorn, on the theme of men who spent their lives dreaming of escape, but instead, he laughed. ‘It’s all right, Forell! I know what you feel. No one could have been more disappointed than I. Don’t forget, the ship was right there in front of me. If thought could get me across, I’d be in Alaska by now. It’s only fifty miles.’
 
         ‘Too far to swim.’
 
         Again Dannhorn laughed. ‘How right you are!’
 
         Sitting close by, Leibrecht noticed there was an eye-tooth missing in Dannhorn’s jaw. Surely the gap had not always been there? Lead poisoning –?  He would ask Dannhorn about that, as soon as he got a chance. Then Leibrecht suddenly said:
 
         ‘Can you cook, Forell?’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘Never mind,’ said Leibrecht. ‘Just a question …’
         
 
         Next morning, the twenty men again went down to the pier, with Willi Bauknecht, this time, who had been detailed by the guard to take the place of another man who was sick. That evening, the gang returned without him. It was Leibrecht who told the news, with a hint of melancholy in his voice, because the young student had out-trumped them all.
 
         ‘This morning, when we got to the pier, we saw two ships, a small trawler as well as the one we are unloading. To tell you the truth, I got wind of that yesterday, so it came as no surprise to me. Anyway – there was a good deal of coming and going between the trawler and the camp office and at midday, the interpreter came down to us and asked if anyone could cook –’
 
         ‘Ah!’ broke in Forell. ‘So that was why –?’
 
         ‘Yes. I was expecting that, too. I heard something yesterday about the trawler’s cook who had died at sea. It seemed strange that the Russians meant to put a prisoner on board in his stead, but I’d already made up my mind that I couldn’t volunteer. I don’t know the first thing about cooking. Well, the men were hesitating this morning, wondering, I suppose, what the interpreter was after, when Willi said, yes, he was a trained cook. The interpreter looked him up and down. Then he asked him which of the Services he had been in during the war. “Kriegsmarine,” said Willi. Of course, it wasn’t true. He’d never been near the Navy; he was at school for most of the war. Still … “Come with me,” said the interpreter, and the next thing was, Willi was aboard the trawler–ship’s cook, if you please, in place of the man who had died.’
         
 
         ‘Lucky devil …’ There was a long silence in the cave, until at last Forell said: ‘I only hope he takes his chance. Dannhorn! Was Bauknecht ever in your geography class?’
 
         Dannhorn who the day before had been all smiles was now as disgruntled as ever. ‘If only he’d told me! Fancy pushing off like that without a word of sound advice! If only he had let me draw him a map! We ought to pray for Willi Bauknecht – if we hadn’t forgotten how.’
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The trawler sailed and a fortnight later, after the cargo ship had finished unloading and taken on the entire nine months’ product of the lead mine, she, too, slipped away one night and the prisoners returned to their accustomed routine. Twice during August, when they were allowed to the surface, they caught a glimpse of the sun, and during the course of the month, a new concession was won from the guards. Hitherto, the sixteen men in each gang working in pairs as carriers had worked without a break for twelve hours. Now they were allowed to split into two parties, each of four pairs, and work alternate hours. The output was not affected for the rest enabled the men to maintain a brisker tempo.
 
         Then in September, the concession was suddenly abolished. During the whole month and on into October, there was no further leave above ground. In the middle of October, the rations were suddenly cut by half. There could be only one explanation: Willi Bauknecht had indeed taken his chance, and had been recaptured.
 
         Within a week, the news was definite, confirmed by one of the Russian guards. Willi had been brought back to the camp and was being held a prisoner in the Russian compound. As the men’s hunger grew, the old symptoms reappeared: hatred for the cause of their suffering, and thirst for revenge. But now Leibrecht warned them that if they made Willi Bauknecht run the gauntlet, he would follow immediately behind him down the double line. Forell, too, was determined that there should be no repetition of his own ordeal. ‘We don’t need to flog a man to death to get our rations back,’ he said. ‘It’s lead the Russians want, not corpses.’
 
         Then the unexpected happened. One evening, the door at the upper end of the shaft was left open by the guard – something which had not happened for months – and fresh, cool air streamed into the cave. On the following day, full rations were restored. The carriers were allowed to work in alternate shifts again, and if any of them wanted to linger for a few minutes above ground to watch the surface processing of the ore, instead of the usual peremptory order not to loiter, he got nothing but smiles from the guards.
         
 
         The carriers could see now how the mixture of ore and rubble which they tipped on to the chute was taken first to a diesel-driven rotary crusher. There, the whole mass was crushed into pieces small enough to be handled by the separator, to which it was passed on a conveyor belt. The separator consisted of a rocking grid where the dead rubble passed down a chute to the slag heap and the lead-bearing ore fell through because of its greater weight on to a second conveyor belt which fed it into yet another crushing machine. Here the ore was reduced still further in size before being smelted. For the smelting, the Russians had managed to install two huge cylindrical boilers – how, the prisoners were never able to decide – each measuring six feet in diameter. These were bedded in concrete and heated from below. From the boilers the lead emerged in the pure state in moulds, and after it had cooled, it was taken by sledge in the form of bars to be stored in a shed on the far side of the plateau.
 
         All this could now be seen, thanks to the Russians’ amenable mood, and it gave no small satisfaction to the men who worked below ground to learn from the carriers what became of the ore which they hewed. But the prisoners felt uneasy. There was still no sign of Willi Bauknecht. What was the reason for these sudden concessions? Had the Russians relented, or was this some new trick designed to break the last thread of the prisoners’ self-control? Weeks passed and the harsh breath of winter was driving frozen pellets of snow over the plateau before they learned the answer. Then late one night, Doctor Stauffer was fetched down to the cave to examine Alfons Mattern who was suspected of having caught pneumonia during an afternoon’s leave above ground. 
         
 
         Whenever a man had a high temperature, and showed it, the Russians kept their distance in case he should turn out to have typhus. They had learnt to respect the agility of the typhus louse. This guard was no exception.
 
         ‘Fleckfieber?’
         
 
         Doctor Stauffer pursed his lips. ‘Maybe.’ And the guard edged further away towards the exit from the cave, well out of earshot as the doctor bent over the eighteen-year-old Mattern and, after examining him thoroughly, went over his chest again with the stethoscope, while Forell and Leibrecht stood by.
 
         ‘Breathe in. Thank you. Again. And again. Um … Bauknecht was sent to another cave. The Russians were afraid you might be too kind to him. He got badly mauled … Ask some questions about the patient.’
 
         Forell spoke up. ‘Will you be taking him to hospital, Doctor?’
 
         ‘Yes. Bauknecht got to Alaska. The trawler must have been inside territorial waters. He jumped overboard and swam ashore. He had bad luck. He ran into some American soldiers. He thought he was safe, but they told the Russians and they sent an officer to fetch him.’ Doctor Stauffer addressed the patient. ‘Do you mind turning over again on to your chest, just for a moment?’
 
         Alfons Mattern obligingly turned over and the doctor listened again to his back. ‘Um … Yes. We’ll have you in hospital, my boy.’
 
         The Russian guard had turned and was watching them.
 
         ‘Right. Thank you. Over you go.’ Then the doctor spoke to Forell. ‘Will you help him on with his shirt?’
 
         The patient sat up and the doctor talked to him as he dressed. ‘Yes. A most interesting case. They’d never had one like it before. They took Bauknecht to a coastguard station, listened to his story, fed him, gave him new clothes –’
 
         The guard was coming towards them.
 
         ‘– Then they took him to some headquarters and showed him to dozens of generals. Then the Russian arrived, signed a receipt and took him away. That’s all.’
         
 
         The guard was standing, looking blankly at the doctor.
 
         ‘Hospital?’
 
         Stauffer nodded. ‘Yes, hospital.’
 
         They helped the patient to his feet, Leibrecht and Forell supporting him on either side. ‘Gently does it!’ said the doctor. ‘And by the way, I believe you have a cartographer in this cave. Would he have to invent too much, do you think, if he were asked to draw a map of the Eastern Hemisphere from memory? Hm-hm … That’s it. Now, if you two could help the patient to the top of the shaft; we have a stretcher waiting outside.’ The doctor smiled. ‘It’s as well to be prepared, isn’t it? And perhaps your cartographer could fall sick, sometime. That would be excellent …’
 
         When Leibrecht and Forell got back to the cave, Dannhorn raised himself on an elbow. ‘I heard it all,’ he said.
 
         Leibrecht bent down and whispered: ‘Did anyone else – I mean about the map?’
 
         ‘Hägelin, possibly. He’s still awake.’
 
         ‘He would be! Well, we must be careful. I don’t trust that man.’
 
         ‘No,’ said Dannhorn, ‘neither do I.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         For a fortnight, Alfons Mattern lay in hospital with double pneumonia, while Doctor Stauffer fought to prevent him slipping over the shadowy line between life and death. By the time the patient was able to leave his bed for an hour or two each day, the summer thaw had already started and the first scene that made any impression on his mind was that of the melting icicles outside the window of his ward. One day, a couple of Russians brought wooden spades and climbed on to the roof to clear the snow, and on the next warm day, they started chipping away the ice from the verge so that, as it melted, the water should not seep in behind the weather-boarding.
         
 
         Once a day, Sergeant Cobweb would appear in the ward and run her fingers along ledges and window sills. Alfons Mattern smiled then, thinking of her name, and also out of gratitude to her for being a woman. But Cobweb never smiled back. It was enough for her to know that he would be in hospital for many weeks yet. Only Cobweb, and perhaps Doctor Stauffer, knew how many nights she had watched over the boy at the crisis of his illness.
 
         When Sergeant Cobweb had completed her tour of inspection through the hospital as her daily contribution to the battle against dirt and indiscipline, she assisted Doctor Stauffer in an operation for appendicitis. The patient had been in hospital before, a dark-haired, powerfully-built man, immensely tall and broad. Cobweb even remembered his name. Dechant. She pronounced the word with a spit on the dentals: D-echant-t. She did not like this fellow, Dechant. He was too clever by far, and too full of bouncing energy. An unruly patient, or so he had been in the winter of ’46 when he had been in hospital with dysentery. And when the operation was over, and the appendix lay in a kidney basin awaiting removal, Cobweb knew enough pathology to recognize a healthy organ when she saw one. But then it was the Vratsch who had admitted Dechant and his stupidity was notorious. Cobweb would speak to him at the next available opportunity. And with that, she dismissed the matter from her mind.
         
 
         If Cobweb had pursued her thought a little further, her dislike of Dechant might have led her to suspect that some of the blame for his admission with an acute appendix was his – that he had intended to come to hospital, in fact, in order to have rest, and quiet and an opportunity to … But there her mind would have embarked on a sea of conjecture quite inappropriate to its factual cast, and so it returned to questions of soot, dust and discipline. 
         
 
         The hospital was half empty and there were only two other men in the ward when, an hour after the operation, Doctor Stauffer called to see his patient.
 
         ‘Not much wrong with your appendix, Dechant; not even sub-acute!’
 
         ‘I didn’t want it to flare up on me when I’m on the way home.’ Dechant felt amongst the clothing beside his bed and drew out a German Army watch. ‘Have you seen this?’
 
         ‘Where did that come from?’
 
         Dechant gave a knowing smile. ‘You won’t find another of these in the lead mine! This is just the compass part. You officers had Swiss watches, didn’t you, watertight and demagnetized? But none of them had a compass in the back. I found someone who had managed to save his watch. He only wanted the timepiece, so we split. I got the compass with the housing and he kept the watch. It took me months to build him a new case for it. Now I shall be able to keep my direction – out there.’
         
 
         ‘And which direction will that be?’
 
         ‘Westwards, roughly.’
 
         Doctor Stauffer looked at the powerfully-built man in the bed and thought for a moment before saying quietly: ‘It’s the “roughly” I don’t like. It sounds rather frivolous to me. You’ve gathered a lot of information, I know, and I thought you had everything worked out. Then you talk about “westwards, roughly”. That simply won’t do, Dechant … I know what I’m talking about. I know the routes, and I’m not saying this lightly, believe me …’
 
         The jovial Dechant now had a heavy frown on his face.
 
         ‘I can’t understand,’ continued the doctor, ‘how you can amass so much knowledge about the area round here and yet be so vague about your route. It seems to me, you’re being too clever, and too abstract. You think escaping from here is an intellectual problem that can be solved by amassing data. Too much cerebration, Dechant, and not enough fire! If you really wanted to get home there wouldn’t be this gap in your plans.’
         
 
         Dechant had been listening with increasing impatience. Now, with flushed face and lips compressed, he broke in: ‘If I really want –! Now listen, Doctor, and I’ll tell you something …’
 
         Later that night, Cobweb was just about to go off duty when there came an urgent call from Doctor Stauffer through one of the convalescent patients. She was needed at once to help restrain the appendix case. The man had gone raving mad, jumped out of bed and the sudden movement had opened the stitches … Hours later, after the operation wound had been closed again and Dechant was lying once more, heavily doped, in his bed, the doctor found it necessary to have a private word with the Russian sister. Taking care to speak her language considerably less fluently than he was able, the doctor explained that the patient Dechant was mentally deranged and had conceived the idea of murdering one of his younger comrades. A persecution mania. He believed that the young man had done him an injury. Cobweb listened impassively, even when Doctor Stauffer told her that the object of Dechant’s lunatic grudge was the nineteen-year-old Alfons Mattern.
 
         From then on Cobweb had a new name for the boy who was recovering from pneumonia, Aljoscha. Aljoscha was better, now that she knew of Dechant’s intention. Mattern was a name she had always found difficult to pronounce. But Dechant was too ill now to have intentions of any kind, and by the time his obsession revived, Aljoscha would long since have returned to the lead mine. Cobweb did not know whether to be pleased or sorry. Her face, meanwhile, remained inscrutable.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Four times during the summer of 1948 the men in the lead mine were allowed for a whole afternoon above ground. The first occasion was towards the end of June. Work was stopped at midday and then the walking shadows filed slowly from the shaft to stand blinking in the unaccustomed light, while a sharp breeze drove water from their eyes and down their dirt-encrusted cheeks. The ice mists were gradually dispersing and as the men walked about, the sun broke through, turning all to gold.
         
 
         Leibrecht, thinner now and ashen-faced, still exercised a quiet authority over his men and led the way to a hollow where melting snow offered a chance to get clean. He had about fifty converts now to his cleanliness campaign and soon the hollow was full of naked men stamping and splashing about in the ice-cold water. In token of their official approval, the Russians had even issued a few squares of a clay-coloured substance which passed for soap, but in texture was nearer to pumice.
         
 
         Leibrecht set to vigorously on the nearest man’s back, ignoring protests and entreaties until he had produced a lather of a sort – a pink lather. ‘That’s funny. It’s pink.’ The victim howled. ‘You silly fool! It’s not funny at all. You’ve drawn blood. That’s what you’ve done!’
 
         Closer in to the foot of the hill, some of the men were having a haircut. Here again, the Russians had proved sympathetic and partly, no doubt, for fear of typhus if the men’s hair were allowed to grow too long, had provided scissors and cut-throat razors, issuing them on parole to specified barbers who had to surrender them before returning to the mine.
 
         The subterranean caves where the twelve hundred Germans lived and worked were numbered now, from I to VIII. On their half holidays during the previous summer, the occupants of each cave had been strictly segregated, following the Russians’ plan to divide and rule. But now, as the afternoon progressed, the guards began to move further off and from time to time a man would dart from one group to another, stay for a few minutes to exchange news and then await his chance to flit back again.
 
         Forell decided to seek out Willi Bauknecht. Each group of men he reached knew the name, and at the fifth group, they pointed to a solitary figure sitting on the bare rock close by the entrance to their cave.
         
 
         ‘Willi …?’
 
         The man had a broken nose and might have been anything between fifty and sixty. Surely the men had made a mistake? He looked up as Forell spoke and muttered a barely audible: ‘What do you want?’
 
         ‘Willi, how are you?’
 
         But Willi merely turned his head and gazed blankly at a patch of melting snow.
 
         ‘Willi, don’t you recognize me? Forell. Clemens Forell. Remember?’
 
         Still staring at the snow, as though in a dream the man breathed faintly: ‘Forell …’ Then suddenly tears were pouring down his face. At that moment came a shrill, drawn-out whistle, the signal for the men to fall in by the entrances to their caves.
 
         ‘Willi, I must get back. Listen, Willi. See if you can’t come back to us. Willi, are you listening? Get a transfer back to your old cave. We’ll look after you. We’re well organized now, and –’
 
         But the man never moved.
 
         ‘Willi!’
 
         Again the whistle sounded and without bothering to dodge the guards, Forell had to run in order to reach his own group in time. As he ran he looked round and saw that two men had come up to help Willi to his feet. Then the young student began to hobble slowly towards the entrance to his cave.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Before the summer was out, Alfons Mattern returned, quite recovered, from hospital. But he would have to be treated gently. Return to the lead mine after so long an interval would not have been easy for anyone, and for him, with a severe illness behind him … Unobtrusively, Leibrecht saw to it that the transition was gradual. Mattern needed someone to look after him and befriend him for a while, until he had got used to life below ground, and, ambiguous figure though he was in other respects, Hägelin seemed to Leibrecht to be the right man for the job. When it came to hard work, he did his share and Leibrecht guessed that his perpetual eavesdropping on the other men and his apparent fondness for the Russians sprang in part from loneliness.
         
 
         So Leibrecht asked Hägelin if he would keep an eye on the young Mattern. ‘If you treat him gently, he’ll be a genuine friend. Let him work with you at the face. But don’t expect him to do much, to start with, at any rate.’ Hägelin was visibly touched and his willingness to take Mattern by the hand was sincere. In the latter’s absence in hospital, someone else had taken the patch of rock where he had slept at night and Hägelin made room for him beside his own palliasse. ‘Here! Alfons! Put your things down here!’
 
         ‘Oh, I’m not called Alfons now! I’ve been rechristened Aljoscha.’
 
         ‘Russified already?’
 
         ‘Cobweb did it, to distinguish me from someone else, I suppose. She was a wonderful nurse.’
 
         Hägelin looked thoughtful, but said nothing.
 
         Heinz Dechant was getting ready to make his escape at the beginning of autumn. The circle of those in the know was small and confined to the individuals whose help he would need. But how many prisoners suspected or had somehow already got wind of the scheme, none of the initiates dared guess. Dannhorn, at any rate, had to know, as he was needed to draw the map. He had already agreed to do so, with the reservation that he could not guarantee the accuracy of the scale, even before he was told the name of the man who would use it. To Dannhorn, that was a matter of indifference. His own ambition was not to escape, but to evolve some sort of life for himself at the lead mine. When Leibrecht asked him what illness he proposed to contract so as to get admitted to hospital, Dannhorn unwrapped a small pot of cooking salt from his belongings.
         
 
         ‘But can salt make you ill?’
 
         ‘If not, why do the Russians reserve a savage punishment for any prisoner caught with salt on him? It gives you a temperature.’
         
 
         Not even Forell was told when the time came for Dannhorn to fall ill. Dannhorn himself continued his normal work up to the very last moment. But Hägelin, as he worked at the face applying his strength scientifically in order to spare Alfons Mattern, approached the subject obliquely saying: ‘He’ll have to start moving soon.’
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘Heinz Dechant, of course.’
 
         ‘I wish him luck,’ said Mattern uneasily.
 
         ‘Do you think he’ll go alone?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. How should I? I’d be the last person he’d talk to.’ Then, afraid he had already said too much, Mattern added lamely: ‘I suppose I’m too young. People don’t confide such things to me.’
 
         ‘That’s very possible,’ said Hägelin and paused in the act of raising his pick to smirk at the young man beside him. To Mattern, this was a new Hägelin. Everyone said he was an unpleasant and even dangerous man, but Mattern had seen a different side. To him Hägelin had so far shown nothing but kindness. Now he began to wonder. Was Forell right when he called Hägelin a blackguard? Forell, of course, knew Mattern’s story. Mattern had told him that night, long ago, in the tent outside Chita. Leibrecht might know it, too, from Forell. Doctor Stauffer perhaps would have heard Dechant’s version. But Hägelin –?
 
         Next morning, Mattern awoke at reveille from a furious dream argument with Hagelin. When the men went to work, Dannhorn stayed on his palliasse, sweating with fever. Hagelin was in high spirits, whistling to himself as they groped their way along the shaft to the face.
         
 
         ‘I wonder how Dannhorn managed it! You know what he’s going to hospital for, don’t you? To draw the map for Dechant. That was all fixed long ago.’
 
         ‘Oh?’ said Mattern.
 
         ‘Yes.’ Hägelin was smiling to himself as he fixed a steel wedge into a rift in the seam and prepared to drive it in with the sledgehammer. ‘That’s right, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘I don’t know, and I don’t want to know,’ said Mattern desperately. ‘Hägelin, please don’t talk about this escape any more, whether it’s true or not. Please, I ask you, leave me out of it!’
 
         Hägelin put down the sledge-hammer and gave Mattern a searching look. ‘If you really want to be out of it …’
 
         Later that morning, after the guard had told him there was a sick man in the cave, the Vratsch arrived to examine Dannhorn. Laying the back of one podgy hand on the patient’s collar bone, he solemnly extended two fingers and proceeded to ‘measure the fever’. Forell and Leibrecht had stayed behind, ready to help the suffering Dannhorn to hospital. ‘A hundred and four point two,’ the Vratsch murmured, hastily withdrawing his hand in case it should turn out to be typhus. ‘Hospital!’ Forell and Leibrecht enjoyed the game of supporting Dannhorn up the shaft and across the plateau, although the heavy dose of cooking salt had made him ill enough. Doctor Stauffer was waiting alone at the door of the hospital to admit him. ‘Thank you,’ he said impassively. That was all.
 
         Apart from the periodic leave above ground which all the prisoners enjoyed, Dannhorn had never yet had a rest in hospital and it was well earned. The doctor had little difficulty in reducing his fever and when Dannhorn was ready, he produced a small pad of paper about the size of an Army communication sheet. There being no suitable paper available in the hospital, the doctor had managed to wangle it from the camp office. Then Dannhorn started to draw his map. There were few patients in hospital and the only other man in Dannhorn’s ward was sworn to secrecy. The cartographer finished his map in two afternoons, covering a series of sheets which the doctor then stuck together with surgical plaster, thereby strengthening, incidentally, the completed map and making it easy to fold. The area shown covered the greater part of Asia, including the whole of Siberia, and stretched from the Chukchi Peninsula on the Bering Straits in the east to the Urals in the west, its southerly limit being a line through the Kurile Islands north-east of Japan; Hankow; the Karakorum Mountains bordering Kashmir; and the Aral Sea. The last place-name near the bottom left-hand corner of the map was a town called Novo-Kasalinsk.
         
 
         ‘Why haven’t you continued the map westwards?’ Doctor Stauffer wanted to know.
 
         The reply was typical of Dannhorn. ‘Because before he’s finished with this map, Dechant will either have crossed a frontier into freedom or be dead.’
 
         Neither of them mentioned the risk to themselves if Dechant were recaptured with the map on him. The surgical plaster would give the doctor away and the Russians’ card index would tell them there was only one cartographer amongst the German prisoners. But Stauffer thought the risk worthwhile. He had set his heart on one man, at least, getting home.
 
         ‘I wonder if Dechant will succeed,’ he murmured after a pause. If he does, then at any rate Alfons Mattern will be able to die in peace. A thin smile appeared on the doctor’s face. The next second, it was gone.
 
         Now the finished map was safely in the doctor’s possession, for issue in due course, to Dechant, he thought it safer to hand over the further treatment of Dannhorn to the Vratsch, and he felt he could do so with a good conscience as, apart from another week in bed, the patient needed none. Dannhorn was content. The other patient in his ward was discharged and for a few days, he was alone. The ill humour which normally concealed his real self from the world could be dropped and sometimes as he passed the door, Doctor Stauffer could hear Dannhorn busily talking, as though to a long-lost friend.
         
 
         Dannhorn deserved his contentment. Thereafter times would be sad enough.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         So far, since the German prisoners arrived at the lead mine, six had attempted escape: Forell and Bauknecht and, in addition, two men from another cave whose frozen corpses were found not five miles away after they had only been gone forty-eight hours, and another two who had made a feeble effort to get away during an afternoon’s half holiday in the summer of 1949. Five of the six attempts had been doomed to disaster and Willi Bauknecht, well – he had proved once and for all that to escape eastwards towards Alaska was worse than a waste of time.
 
         Now, after Dannhorn had returned to his cave from hospital, the men sensed that yet another attempt was to be made. Perhaps Leibrecht and Forell had over-acted the casualness of their hullos to Dannhorn; perhaps it was merely the fact that autumn – the ‘escaping season’ – was approaching and the men’s thoughts naturally turned to the topic. At any rate, they interpreted as best they could the signs and portents and came to the conclusion that the much maligned Dannhorn was planning to escape and as a consequence, they treated him with a new respect.
 
         Only one man reached the right conclusion, Hägelin. From odd scraps of conversation which he had overheard, he had known for weeks that some obscure connection existed between Mattern and Dechant and, hoping to surprise Mattern into admitting it, he awoke him in the middle of the night.
 
         ‘Aljoscha,’ whispered Hägelin. ‘When do you plan to go, you and Dechant?’
 
         ‘I’m not planning anything. Leave me alone!’ 
         
 
         ‘All right. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’
 
         Hägelin was asleep again almost at once; not so, Mattern. For the rest of the night fear fought with his exhaustion and kept him in an uneasy stupor, half-way between sleeping and waking. His mind jerked and wallowed, desperate with dread, now struggling at feverish speed to fathom Hägelin’s intentions, now slipping into nightmare, dreaming that his hands were on Hägelin’s throat, throttling him while he slept.
 
         Next morning, Mattern was brought firmly back to reality by the whistle at reveille. He glanced at the snoring Hägelin and realized the futility of his dream. It would take someone stronger than he to throttle the man. As soon as he could, he asked Leibrecht if he could transfer to the carriers. If Leibrecht had agreed, the tragedy that now loomed might have been averted. But Leibrecht said no. He thought carrier work too arduous for the young Mattern and the latter dared not admit that he had asked in order to get away from Hägelin.
 
         ‘Why did you apply to transfer to the carriers?’ asked Hägelin quietly when they had reached the seam.
 
         ‘The work’s healthier, I thought,’ said Mattern uncertainly.
 
         ‘Well, why don’t we apply together?’
 
         The question was said in such an innocent tone that Mattern blurted out an emphatic ‘No!’ without pausing to think.
 
         ‘Yes!’ insisted Hägelin. ‘It’s a good idea. We would get more time to talk then, quietly, just you and I.’
 
         With every fibre of his being, Alfons longed to refuse, but he was afraid of Hägelin now and he did not dare. So for the rest of that day, they exchanged with two men on carrier work. Hägelin arranged it without consulting Leibrecht. They were on their way to the surface with their first basket of ore when Hägelin stopped for a breather and, as Mattern knew he would, started pestering him with questions again.
 
         ‘Well now, about Dechant and this escape plan of his –’
 
         ‘I don’t know anything about it!’ said Mattern loudly, desperately. 
         
 
         ‘He’s going. It’s on, isn’t it?’
 
         Mattern was almost whimpering as he said: ‘Well if so, let him go, then! What do you want to do – stop him? I can’t stop him! I can’t argue with him! Why talk to me?’ He was in the last stage of distress. He had heard rumours of Dechant’s intention and, God knew, he wanted him to succeed, and go soon, before he discovered that the youth, Alfons Mattern, who had denounced him was not in Germany, but a quarter of a mile away, in the same lead mine as himself. And now, here was Hägelin trying to push his nose in, sniffing out the secret that weighed on Mattern day and night, and wouldn’t stop plaguing and pestering him … Why?
 
         ‘And when are they sending you off to join him? You’re starting soon, I suppose?’
 
         ‘Me? For God’s sake, what are you talking about? Hägelin!’
 
         ‘Ha! It’s all right. There’s no need to act innocent surprise. I know you’re in with Forell and Leibrecht and those people. It’s their job to get you out of the cave, isn’t it? And then you and Dechant will have to fend for yourselves.’
 
         ‘I tell you, it isn’t true. Since Willi Bauknecht was crippled like that, I haven’t had the least desire to escape.’
 
         ‘So you say …’
 
         Mattern had reached breaking point. ‘Shut up! Shut up!’ He yelled. ‘I won’t hear another word.’
 
         Hägelin had a venomous expression on his face as he said slowly: ‘All right. If you won’t listen, there are those that will. It’s a crime to send a kid like you on this crazy escape, a crime that shouts to high heaven. If you won’t listen, I’ll do my talking elsewhere.’
 
         Alfons felt his knees beginning to give way. ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘I mean I’m going to stop this escape, and I know the way to do it.’
 
         For two days Mattern tried to ignore Hägelin and refused to open his mouth. Meanwhile Leibrecht had noticed his ghastly appearance and, believing it was the carrier work that was proving too much for him, changed the two men back to work at the face. He was in the same gang with them now and on the third day was working close by. It was in the afternoon, about two hours before the end of work, when it happened. They were extending the roof of the shaft, easing the lumps of rock out cautiously so as to avoid a sudden fall. In one place a slight crack had started. Alfons had wedged in a crow-bar and Leibrecht thought he was going to work it gently with his hands. Hägelin was standing just underneath. The next moment, Alfons had seized the sledge-hammer. There was a yell from Hägelin: ‘Look out! Hold it!’ and he made to dodge aside. Then Alfons struck, with all his force behind the swing, and a huge mass of solid rock crashed to the ground and split in two. Hägelin had disappeared, but Mattern was still visible, lying half-covered by one of the pieces.
         
 
         When a Russian officer and two men reached the scene, the prisoners had just succeeded in freeing Mattern from under about a ton weight of rock. From the knees downwards, his legs had been badly crushed, but the most serious injury seemed to have been caused by the rock as, in shattering, it had grazed his shoulder and then gouged a deep wound in his chest. The officer ordered him to be taken at once to hospital. Then he had the work continued until the crushed body of Hägelin had been recovered from beneath the larger of the pieces of rock. By then, it was past midnight.
 
         Hägelin was dead. Mattern died in hospital on the following morning. The Russians did not allow their fellow-prisoners to bury them and they never revealed the place of their graves. But during the night before he died, Mattern had regained consciousness for a while and Doctor Stauffer had spoken with him. He believed that Hägelin’s motive in taunting Mattern was one of outright jealousy: he could not tolerate the thought that anyone other than himself was capable of helping or protecting the youth, and in particular, that Dechant might successfully shepherd him home. If only he had known the truth!
         
 
         Towards the end of September, Doctor Stauffer conveyed a message through a patient discharged to Dechant’s cave that the time was ripe for his attempt to escape. The first step was for Dechant to get admitted to hospital, as it was from there that the attempt would be made. He had already been in hospital twice, first with dysentery and then with an appendix and to avoid the accusation of malingering would be difficult, even if he contrived to have an accident. Accidents were suspect now with the Russians, since the Mattern affair. The best plan would be to have a Russian as witness, or better still, to arrange for a Russian to cause the accident. But how?
 
         The slag heap fed by the separator above ground seemed a likely cause of superficial injuries, if Dechant could contrive to lose his balance and tumble down the side. But the sides were too steep for the damage to be nicely calculated. It might be that in falling he would dislodge a considerable weight of rubble and end up at the bottom buried beneath it. Dechant was still debating the question when, one morning, a Russian worker did him the favour of stumbling at the very moment when Dechant was passing him, staggering along the top edge of the slag heap with a basket full of ore. The Russian flung up an arm, trying to regain his balance, and Dechant seized his chance. Dropping the handle of the basket, he left his fellow carrier to fend for himself and lurched head-on into the Russian, yelled, tottered and slipped sideways on to the sloping rubble.
 
         The fall was more painful than he had imagined. Sharp stones ripped his trousers to shreds, gashed hands, legs and face and left him groaning and gory at the bottom of the slope. Solicitously, the Russians picked him up and conveyed him to hospital, while Dechant satisfied himself that no bones were broken.
 
         ‘You did it the hard way, Dechant,’ said Stauffer when he had finished cleaning the wounds. ‘You might have broken your neck with a fall like that.’
         
 
         ‘Any serious damage, Doctor?’
 
         ‘Nothing that three days in hospital won’t mend. That means we had better have a talk, just you and I, the day after tomorrow about your further plans …’
 
         Two days later; Dechant had recovered sufficiently to be able to dodge up to the doctor’s room on the first floor.
 
         ‘Is that you, Dechant? Come in and shut the door. Do you still want to attempt this escape?’
 
         ‘Yes – of course. Why? Don’t you think I’m fit?’
 
         ‘Physically, yes.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘Sit down, Dechant, and make yourself comfortable. I’ve quite a lot to tell you, which it is only right you should know now, before you do anything irrevocable. Alfons Mattern is dead.’
 
         ‘What? … How do you know that?’
 
         ‘A pity it is night time, otherwise I could show you from this window almost the exact spot where he is buried.’
 
         ‘He was here? At the lead mine?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘How did he die?’
 
         ‘If you’ll stop firing questions, Dechant, and be patient, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you the whole story. I had a talk with Mattern the night before he died …’
 
         It was daylight before Dechant left the doctor’s room. Twenty-four hours later, when he was due to be discharged from hospital, he sent the doctor the compass he had been wearing on his left wrist and with it, a message: ‘If anyone can use this, I wish him the best of luck.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         During that third summer at the lead mine the men were continually falling ill. Lead poisoning was no longer a subject to be debated in secret; its effects were only too visible, masked though they were by the lack of a standard of strong and healthy manhood by which the prisoners could assess their deterioration. With the tacit approval of the Russians, Doctor Stauffer was admitting anyone now with the tell-tale symptoms of slow pulse, loss of appetite and marked depression, and in effect that meant admitting every man in turn.
         
 
         Up to the end of July Forell had gone on carrying baskets. Then one morning at the start of work, he found he could hardly stand. The Vratsch found him lying inert on his palliasse, weak and with a high temperature.
 
         ‘What shall we do with you, Forell?’ Doctor Stauffer was standing at the foot of his bed, smiling slightly at the sight of the giant entrusted to his care.
 
         ‘Anything except make me work.’
 
         ‘I’ll call it pneumonia.’
 
         ‘I don’t mind, as long as I can see daylight for a change.’
 
         After three years Forell’s muscles were as strong as ever. It was his brain that seemed to have softened and lost its edge. His mind toyed merely with thoughts, left them uncompleted, felt tired after exchanging a few meaningless banalities with his fellow prisoners. Life slipped past as though in a dream. In sleep he was half awake. In the daytime he dozed off where he stood, waiting to take his turn to work at the face. Now he was content merely to lie still and shut his eyes.
 
         Three weeks later, rest, clean air and the sight of daylight as long as it lasted had produced an astonishing change.
 
         ‘What size boots fit those flippers of yours, Forell?’
 
         Since midday the sun had been streaming in through the windows and it was warm in the ward. Forell looked down at his feet protruding under the blankets and laughed. The skin under the joints of the big toes was as smooth as parchment from carrying baskets up the shaft in the mine, and clean now as well – Stauffer and Cobweb combined had seen to that.
 
         ‘Twelves.’
 
         ‘Um … How do you feel?’ 
         
 
         ‘A bit yellow about the gills, otherwise fine!’
 
         ‘Yes, I’ve noticed that jaundiced look in you before. But it’s Prontosil that has done that for you this time.’
 
         ‘A good camouflage in case the Vratsch should want to discharge me!’
 
         ‘You don’t need any camouflage at the moment.’
 
         The two men gazed out through the window into the August sunlight. The plateau was gleaming under a carpet of emerald moss.
 
         ‘You could swear it was grass, couldn’t you?’ said the doctor.
 
         ‘I wish it were.’
 
         ‘It reminds me of my home in Magdeburg.’
 
         ‘– Or of the Tyrol.’
 
         Then, still gazing through the window, the doctor said quietly: ‘Are you married, Forell?’ Oh, yes. Forell was married.
 
         ‘What’s her name?’
 
         Her name was Catherine – a lovely name, a name that suited her …
 
         The doctor and his patient talked on, of jaundice and moss and Magdeburg, till at last the doctor managed to steer the talk back to Catherine. The patient took it up more eagerly this time and for some minutes the doctor listened to him, smiling and taking care not to interrupt. Finally, before leaving the ward, he asked again about Forell’s size in boots.
 
         Catherine … Forell’s drowsy mind was stirring with half forgotten memories. To him the name had always seemed beautiful, and now its beauty was intensified by the melancholy thought that Catherine was beyond his reach. To be with her in imagination was all he could hope for, now that the lead lay heavy on his feet and brain. The distance between them stretched halfway round the world – a gulf that exhaustion could never bridge, only fantasy. Let fantasy run riot then; it was the only faculty that could give slaves a taste of freedom. Catherine … It would have been nice to have seen her again. 
         
 
         While Forell dreamed on in the August sunlight, Doctor Stauffer waited, wondering whether the escape gear intended for Heinz Dechant would ever be used by this slouching giant in the ward below. The doctor was a patient man, but the opportunity which now beckoned would not stay for long. Now, in the autumn, was the time to escape. Another month, and a prisoner cosseted in the warmth of the lead mine would freeze to death out there, almost before he had taken his first breath of freedom. Earlier, and the ground would have been too soft and even rivulets would have been impassable barriers, swollen as they were in summer by the melting snows. Now was the time. And next year, Doctor Stauffer would no longer be there to launch any man on the hazardous path to freedom. In his talk with Forell, he had tried to convey that, but the matter was a delicate one and the patient’s mind was too sluggish for subtleties. So Stauffer waited. The next move had to come from Forell himself. If he did not watch the guard, as Dechant had done, and slip up to the doctor’s room one evening of his own accord – just for a chat, of course – then the great object on which the doctor had set his heart would never be realized, and not one of the twelve hundred prisoners at the lead mine would ever get home to Germany with news of their fate.
         
 
         Meanwhile, Doctor Stauffer visited each ward and talked to each patient as usual twice a day. As the days passed and Forell still seemed content to browse and eat and talk idle rumour, the doctor found his duties an increasing strain. If he made a joke, it was a caustic one, and some of the patients said that his words undid what his skill as a doctor repaired.
 
         Then, one evening:
 
         ‘That looks interesting.’
 
         Anyone but Doctor Stauffer would have started at the sudden voice behind him, but he merely said: ‘Is that you, Forell?’
 
         ‘A wire noose, is it? What’s it for?’
 
         ‘It’s a kind of snare I happened to pick up outside – for trapping Arctic hares, I suppose. It’s no good to you, Forell. It would only get in your way. And that reminds me: you’ll have to be on your way fairly soon now, I’m afraid. I can’t keep you in hospital much longer.’
         
 
         ‘How long?’
 
         ‘Another month, at the outside.’
 
         ‘Then, early in October I shall have to go back to the lead mine?’
 
         ‘I’m sorry. But you’re not the only one, you know. Others have got to get their breath of fresh air as well.’
 
         ‘Of course …’ Forell moved slowly to the door, waited till he could hear the guard mounting the stairs at the far end of the corridor, then slipped back to his ward on the floor below.
 
         So in a few short weeks he would be back in the mine. It might be two years then before he saw daylight again. What sort of a state would he be in? His arm muscles were flabby now from lack of use, but they would tone up again when they’d had some work to do. And then, Forell thought of the work. There was only one kind – hauling, hacking, shoving in the glistening tomb, by the light of a single paraffin lamp. The thought made his stomach turn over. He would never go back to that. No, never again.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Next evening, Forell again crept up to the doctor’s room.
 
         ‘Doctor,’ he began. ‘About lead poisoning – would you say I had the symptoms?’
 
         Stauffer spoke with impatience. ‘Who hasn’t in this place?’
 
         ‘Is it always fatal?’
 
         ‘Certainly, when there’s nothing to treat it with.’
 
         ‘Is there a treatment?’
         
 
         Stauffer turned in his chair. ‘I believe that people working in an atmosphere polluted by lead dust are advised a change of employment. You see, my friend, there’s only one cure for lead poisoning: get away from lead!’ 
         
 
         ‘Get away from lead’ … The picture of Catherine was fading now, was no more than a soothing memory, and half a world of bitter suffering lay between Forell and freedom, robbing it of its allure. But now, in their stead, there was a new motive for escape, the certainty of slow death by lead poisoning, and a new picture – the dim-lit wall of rock in the mine. It filled the future with terror and before long, it was pursuing Forell even into his dreams, so that on waking sometimes, he could feel from the soreness of his gums how his fingers had been testing his teeth while he slept, for fear they were loosening in their sockets.
         
 
         ‘A change of employment’ … A few evenings later, Forell was back in Doctor Stauffer’s room, telling him he had made up his mind to escape, while the going was good. The bombshell left Stauffer unmoved.
         
 
         ‘Better wait till the frost comes,’ was all he said. Yet, hidden in the wainscot only a few feet from where the doctor was sitting lay a complete armoury of escaping gear, awaiting the moment when Forell would be ‘ripe’. And that moment would be when, abandoning all customary reserve and reticence, dreaming at night of long treks in the snow and re-thinking the dreams by day, on his knees, almost, to the doctor, wild-eyed and burning for the Great Adventure, Forell would beg and implore his aid. Then, so Doctor Stauffer considered, it might be worth showing him the map – for a start.
 
         Meanwhile, Doctor Stauffer’s unexpected coolness was goading Forell into frenzy. Each day the patients in his ward saw his face become paler, till it turned to a sickly, glistening yellow, like wax. The eyes in their bony sockets darted ceaselessly about the room, or else were fixed in a wild and glassy stare. Then Forell would start to chew his lip, flare into a rage over nothing, talk hysterically of lead poisoning, baring his teeth to show how they were rotting; and then suddenly relapse into exhausted apathy. The cause? The other patients exchanged winks – they could make a shrewd guess. And when Forell jumped into life again, railing obscenely at heaven, the Russians and Fate for their triple conspiracy against him, leaving him to rot here till he died, the guess became a certainty: Forell had the wind-up, because soon he’d be back in the mine. As for his companions, listless and weakened as they were by sickness, they could no longer summon the energy even to despair.
         
 
         On 26th September, with Forell once more in his room, Doctor Stauffer brought out the map. They bent over it together and, for a moment, the doctor almost seemed to be smiling. The next moment, quite clearly he wasn’t; he was horrified by Forell’s ridiculous optimism. Obviously he hadn’t the faintest idea what the map would look like on the ground. He hadn’t even glanced at the scale. There he was, totting up the rivers until he reached a dozen or so, and then calmly pronouncing a round thirty miles as the daily distance he could cover! Naturally, at that rate, he would be at the Manchurian border by the spring.
 
         ‘If,’ said Doctor Stauffer with icy emphasis, ‘you have the good fortune to reach the River Lena by the end of this winter, it will be due to the direct intervention of the Almighty.’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I’ve got my strength back. I’m pretty fit now.’
 
         ‘But have you any conception what this country is like that you’ll be crossing?’
 
         ‘Doctor, I’ve told you: I mean to get home.’
 
         ‘Really? Out through the door at the end of the corridor, I suppose, then turn west and keep going until someone speaks to you in German?’
 
         ‘I tell you, I can’t stick it here any longer – I’ve got to go!’
 
         Then the doctor did smile. The patient was coming along very nicely, he thought. Commonsense, caution, a smattering of Russian – all that was nothing without a prime mover, without this massive determination unalloyed by knowledge of the hazards in store. The iron in the skull, that was what a man needed before he could be called ripe for freedom. And Forell’s mind was splendidly literal, thought the doctor. Rivers, mountains, forests – yes, those he was prepared to meet, because he could see them marked on the map. As for the inhabitants of the country, they were not marked, so they did not exist.
         
 
         ‘What about people?’ asked Stauffer. ‘How will you eat without contacting the inhabitants?’
 
         ‘I shan’t have to contact them. I’ll help myself without being seen.’
 
         ‘That won’t be easy. People go armed in Siberia, and they’ll be better shots than you. Their ears will be sharper and they’ll move quicker in snow.’
 
         ‘Well, we’ll see …’
 
         ‘We’ll see if you don’t end up wishing yourself back in the lead mine!’
 
         ‘I’m not going back.’ The words had a finality about them that imposed silence. Then Forell said: ‘And I’m not going to oblige by running the gauntlet again – whatever happens. If it comes to the point, I’ll choose my own way out. If I could have that snare –’
 
         ‘You mean, the wire noose?’
 
         ‘Yes. I’d like to have it so that I could choose for myself …’
 
         ‘Quite so. I quite understand. I’m glad you thought of that because that situation is not only possible, but probable, Forell – you realize that?’
 
         Forell laughed. ‘Oh, of course, there’s always a chance I’ll be recaptured; that’s obvious, isn’t it?’
 
         The doctor shrugged his shoulders. ‘All right. But I know something of what’s ahead of you, more than you do, because here in the hospital I’ve had a better chance to find out. And I can tell you this: not even the Russians here know what the country is like to the west. Some of it is unexplored. In other parts, you’ll find more people than you’ll want to see. Make for the unexplored areas, to start with, at any rate – the blanks on the map, but remember, they may not be blanks on the ground. Here, for instance’ – the doctor pointed to the map – ‘there are coal mines – brown coal – you must watch your step or you’ll find yourself in the pits.’
         
 
         ‘They won’t get me alive, don’t you worry!’
 
         ‘Don’t be too sure. You might not get time to pull the trigger –’
 
         ‘Trigger?’
 
         ‘– Even if you had a pistol. Suppose they found you asleep?’
 
         Doctor Stauffer sat hunched in his chair as though he were in pain. His face looked drawn and grey. Dyspeptic, thought Forell, that’s what he is, and that’s how he talks.
 
         ‘It’s all very well,’ the doctor resumed, ‘for you to say: “I’ll do this, but I won’t do that,” and so on and so forth, now, when you’ve not the faintest conception what’s waiting for you out there. You’ll see: after two days, you’ll be wishing you’d never set out.’
 
         ‘That’s not likely.’
 
         ‘Oh, I don’t mean you’ll give yourself up! Your kind never do. But they’ll get you all right, and then – well, you know the rest: you’ll run the gauntlet again, again you’ll escape, etcetera. Is it worth it?’
 
         ‘No! No, it’s not going to be like that!’
 
         ‘I hope you’re right. I don’t want to have to mend your broken body all over again.’
 
         ‘It’ll be broken anyway, won’t it, if I don’t go now? It will be two years before I get another chance, and what sort of a chance would I have then? You know better than anyone: we’re just falling to bits, all of us – rotting, like a heap of leaves!’
 
         ‘To be raked over occasionally by Doctor Stauffer?’
 
         ‘Yes, exactly! You said it yourself, didn’t you? “Get away from lead.” That’s the only cure, isn’t it? There’s nothing you can do? Well, I’m getting away now, while I’ve still got some guts left!’
 
         ‘All right, then! But don’t blame me, if things begin to look a bit different after your first bivouac in the snow. There’s no Doctor Stauffer out there, remember!’ 
         
 
         The two men glared at each other and, for a moment, something like hatred seemed to flicker between them. Then without a word, Forell turned and went back to his ward.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         For two days, the doctor seemed to avoid Forell, while the latter seethed with his plans to escape. Then Forell went to the doctor’s room again. Outside it was bitterly cold and snowing. Thick flakes as hard as hail-stones were clattering against the windowpanes.
 
         As soon as the door was shut, Forell started talking like a madman, alternately pleading for help and accusing the doctor of trying to stop his escape. At times he seemed to be on the point of delirium. Sitting at his table, Doctor Stauffer listened impassively, nodding and pursing his lips occasionally, but otherwise quite unmoved. Then suddenly he spoke:
 
         ‘All right. When is it to be?’
 
         Dumbfounded by this abrupt change of attitude, Forell could only stammer: ‘What?’
 
         ‘This crazy escape of yours – when d’you want to go?’
 
         ‘Tomorrow!’
 
         ‘I think we’d better make it the day after, on Sunday. The guards are more careless on Sundays, they’ve got more vodka in them.’
 
         ‘All right. Sunday.’ Suddenly, as often when he was excited, coloured rings began to dance in front of Forell’s eyes. He swore inwardly, but made up his mind to say nothing to Doctor Stauffer.
 
         The latter was easing out a section of the wainscot. ‘Now let’s see what you’ll need.’ Then, there was no doubt about it, the doctor smiled. ‘You’ve been quite a long time, haven’t you, getting up steam for this?’
 
         Forell was not sure what he meant and the doctor did not seem to expect a reply. Perhaps he felt it was all to the good if Forell had not realized yet how he had been playing a game with him, how by reserve, then scepticism and finally by outright mockery and denigration he had been deliberately fanning those first, faint yearnings for freedom until, like some wild beast, Forell now stood, tensed and ready for the irrevocable leap from the cage.
         
 
         Holding the loosened panel in place, Doctor Stauffer paused before removing it. ‘There is just one thing, Forell, which I ask in return for the help which I shall give you. Should you, by some inconceivable chance, ever succeed in reaching home, will you get in touch with my wife for me, and tell her where I am? Magdeburg – can you remember that? I think I had better scratch the address for you on the bottom of your mess-tin. Will you let me have it tomorrow?’
 
         ‘There’s no need,’ said Forell. ‘I can remember an address.’
 
         ‘Now, perhaps. But later on –? I’d better have that mess-tin, to be on the safe side.’
 
         Why he should feel momentarily aggrieved at the discovery that Doctor Stauffer had this personal motive in helping him to escape, Forell never bothered to think. He had enough to think about as it was. Returning once more to his ward, he began to ponder how much food he would need for a fortnight on the march. For some weeks he had been saving up the greasy little fish, reeking of train oil, that the Russians issued occasionally to the prisoners. Most of the other patients had been unable to stomach them and had given their ration to him, to be stored in the deep-freeze on the outside window-sill, between the pane and the bars. Once he had got a real marching hunger, they would go down all right, and he had saved enough bread to help them.
 
         So much for food. That was all Forell had been able to devise. But the doctor, he suspected, had some better ideas.
 
         On the Saturday morning, thirty-six hours before he had planned to escape and in thought already far beyond the camp, Forell was suddenly confronted by the guard and told to report immediately to the Commandant’s office. Though the guard did not even bother to escort him from the hospital and that fact should have told him it was nothing serious, Forell found himself gripped by a paralysing dread such as he had never known before. When he reached the office and tried to click his heels, his knee muscles refused to obey.
         
 
         ‘You’re fit for work,’ said the interpreter. ‘Come with me.’
 
         Forell felt his stomach begin to turn. He could barely stand upright. A clammy perspiration was irrigating his skin. An arm grabbed his to stop him from falling and the interpreter’s voice sounded, oscillating in his ear:
 
         ‘Come with me.’
 
         In the shed which served as clothing store Forell was given a fresh set of equipment as issued, sometimes, to patients before discharge from hospital when their own had become unserviceable – a new jacket, trousers with cotton wool sewn in as padding, underclothes and boots. The felt boots, though worn at the sole, were much better than the pair which hospital regulations had required him to hand in on admission. Slowly, because he still found difficulty in controlling his limbs, Forell took off his old clothes and put on the new. ‘Tomorrow is Sunday,’ he was told. ‘On Monday morning you will return to the lead mine.’ Then he was escorted back to hospital.
         
 
         That evening, Doctor Stauffer listened to his story with amusement. ‘If you cave in like that at the first sign of trouble, I only hope you don’t meet up with the M.V.D., that’s all.’
 
         The doctor spoke indulgently, affectionately almost, as though his own fate were somehow linked with Forell’s. ‘Seriously, though, you must get your nerves under control. Here is the mess-tin and here on the bottom is my wife’s address. The mess-tin is about the last thing you’re likely to throw away, and that’s why I put it there.’
 
         Stauffer went into the corridor and listened for a moment. Then from behind the wainscot, he drew out a canvas bag, ready packed and strapped so that it could be carried on the shoulders like a rucksack. Forell tested the weight. 
         
 
         ‘About forty-eight pounds,’ said the doctor. ‘You’ll find a good deal of bread in there and a small quantity of fat. Then, equally important as bread, methylated spirit in tablet form. And then tobacco – to trade with when you come across a likely inhabitant. There are just on four and a half pounds of that. This tinder-box you’d better put straight into your pocket. You know how to use it? Good. Even in wind? Excellent. But don’t lose it! Whatever you do, hang on to your tinder-box! Without it, you’re sunk. Now, the money – six hundred roubles. Here, put these in your pocket, too. What you can buy with them, I wouldn’t know. Probably nothing. Still …’
 
         Doctor Stauffer prattled on excitedly, almost jovial for once. Forell could not keep his eyes off him. ‘I’m coming too, you know – at least in spirit,’ said the doctor. ‘All this stuff was for my own escape. I started my plans before any of you – I was the first!’
 
         Forell was dumbfounded, but the doctor left him no time to ask questions. ‘You’d better keep your mind on your own affairs, at the moment. Hop into these underclothes; yes – straight away!’
 
         There was no denying that the clothes were too wide for Forell’s lean frame, but it seemed just as well, for the doctor told him: ‘You’ll need every stitch at night, when you’re sleeping in the open, so you’ll just have to put up with sweating by day. Leave nothing behind! Throw nothing away! You’ve got no furs, remember. Take off a few layers at night and lay them loosely over you, so as to leave air spaces, like a tent. And don’t forget to cover your ears and nose!’
 
         Then the doctor stretched down behind the wainscot and drew out a long knife in a wooden sheath. Kandra was the Siberian name for it. Forell had never seen one before, but from the feel of the supple double-edged blade he could tell it was excellent steel and if the Siberians preferred it to the short rigid clasp-knife, then he agreed with Doctor Stauffer, it would be worth having. 
         
 
         Next came a pair of lace-up cavalry boots, from under the doctor’s bed. Though not as watertight as jackboots, they would be easier to take off when wet, and the trouser legs could be laced inside them.
 
         ‘Made in the U.S.A.,’ said the doctor. ‘The Russians have got a lot of these in store and never use them. Size twelve, that’s right for you, isn’t it? I take nines, but I managed to exchange them – pretended they were too small.’
 
         Forell eyed the boots dubiously.
 
         ‘They are the right thing for you,’ said the doctor. ‘Take it from me! I chose this type of boot for my own escape.’
 
         ‘Then, if you don’t mind me asking –’ began Forell.
 
         ‘– What am I doing here? I wanted everything to be just so, and I hadn’t got a compass. Dechant was ahead of me there. You’d better have his. You wear it on the wrist, like a watch. Don’t expect it to be accurate, and that goes for the map, as well.’
 
         Doctor Stauffer chattered on, dispensing information, advice, encouragement – amongst other things, a vast array of facts about Siberia and its geography. How he had acquired them was a mystery, and Forell would never remember half. But Stauffer was in his stride now, friendly, and at ease in a way Forell had never seen before. From scepticism he had turned to the opposite extreme, to a confidence so wholehearted that it was almost aggravating.
 
         The doctor had produced a small bottle of vodka for Forell to take with him. ‘For emergency only, mind! I’ll put it in the rucksack for you. You know that big stone out there, about a hundred yards away? I’ll take your luggage out myself and leave it there tomorrow night, so that you won’t be burdened with it when you’re getting away from the hospital. Leave the building at nine, punctually. Have you got a watch? No, of course not; how could you? I was forgetting … I’ll keep the guard in conversation by the front entrance, while you go out by the back. Don’t worry about the patients. They won’t see you. They’ll all be in their wards. By the way, did I tell you, you must sing when you’re out there on your own? Talk to yourself. Did I tell you that?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, several times.’
 
         ‘If you see trees, you can talk to them. Otherwise, you may lose your voice.’ Suddenly, as though by magic, Stauffer held out a handful of pistol ammunition. ‘Recognize it?’
 
         ‘Good Lord …!’
 
         ‘Well, go on! Take it!’
 
         ‘It won’t be much good to me, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Wait!’ And the next moment, the doctor was holding a pistol in his hand. ‘This has got to vanish again quickly. You carry it strapped between your legs – like this.’ And before Forell could recover from his surprise, Stauffer had pushed the pistol down past his waist band, helped him draw one strap backwards through his legs, picked up the other, pulled it over his chest and buckled the two ends over the right shoulder. ‘Sorry! But you’ve got to be quick! You know what happens if they catch you with that, don’t you?’
 
         ‘How did you manage …?’
 
         ‘Never mind about that! Now you’ve got it, hang on to it. It doesn’t matter where it came from. I’m sorry there are only sixteen rounds.’
 
         ‘They’ll do!’ He would keep eight of them in the pistol, Forell was thinking, ready for an emergency. Flash – detonation – recoil! The very violence of the image gave him a feeling of security and overwhelming power. Now that he had a pistol, the world seemed suddenly drained of its menace. No one would beat him up or push him around any more. He was master of his fate again.
         
 
         And Doctor Stauffer? He was sorting some papers, meticulous as ever. Even with a pistol and sixteen rounds in his pocket, he had not dared strike a blow for freedom.
         
 
         Stauffer looked up and gave a twitching frown, as though he sensed what was in the other’s mind. ‘You’d better go to bed, Forell; get some sleep. But first – the small service you promised to do me, the message to my wife. I’ll tell you now what you should say, because tomorrow there may not be time. If you see her, Forell – no. When you see her, tell her this: tell her I sent you, because I could not go myself. Tell her, I had everything ready for my own escape and I made my first attempt, which was unsuccessful, when we were in Tomsk. I was going to try again from this hospital, and I had made the most meticulous preparations – I think you’ll agree there? –’
         
 
         ‘Yes, indeed.’
 
         ‘The most meticulous preparations, and then –’
 
         And then he lost his nerve, thought Forell. Well, why make any bones about it? Why look as if he had to apologize?
 
         ‘– And then, I realized there was no point, because I’d never get home. Forell, what I’m going to tell you is for yourself alone – do you understand?’
 
         ‘Yes, yes, yes, of course.’ Impatient for sleep, Forell looked stonily at the doctor. The next moment, he was numbed with horror as Stauffer said:
 
         ‘Forell, I’m dying of cancer … I see the thought distresses you, as it did me, when I first made the diagnosis. That was three months ago. I told myself that even the best doctors are notoriously incompetent when it comes to diagnosing themselves. I told myself that lead poisoning might produce symptoms very similar to those of cancer. But why should I get lead poisoning? I don’t work in the mine! Well, that was three months ago. Since then, I have lived with the thought and – yes, I think, even accepted it, and now that I can look at it without fear, of course I know it’s the truth.’
         
 
         ‘Then what am I to tell your wife?’
 
         ‘Not what I’ve just told you. That’s not for her, Forell – not on any account. How far had we got with the message?’
 
         ‘I am to tell your wife this, I am to say to her: I have come from your husband, Doctor Stauffer –’
 
         ‘Doctor Heinz Stauffer.’ 
         
 
         ‘Doctor Heinz Stauffer. He sent me, because he could not come himself. He tried to escape at Tomsk. He was going to try again from the hospital at East Cape, but –’
 
         ‘– but he died in the winter of 1949. Then, describe to my wife that piece of ground behind the barracks where they usually bury us. My wife is a Christian, Forell, so remember to say they put a cross on my grave –’
 
         Doctor Stauffer paused for a moment and then continued: ‘I think you’d better say: “He died in March, 1950.” That will make it sound a little less forlorn. It will be getting on for spring, then, and you can say that the snows had almost melted.’
 
         The doctor was looking down at the table and his face was in shadow. When he spoke again, his voice was barely audible. ‘Good luck …’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Sunday, 30th October, 1949. At 9 p.m. precisely, Forell opened the back door of the hospital. Immediately, the wind slammed it heavily against his body and a pile of snow collected above the lintel fell, partly into the corridor, making it impossible to shut the door again. An icy draught began to tunnel through the building.
 
         Half-way up the stairs at the far end, Doctor Stauffer was engaging the Russian guard in conversation. For two minutes only he had promised to hold him and in that time, Forell would have to disappear. He had a minute left now in which to free the door. He tore off his fur gloves and started to scoop out the snow. Every trace would have to be removed or its presence inside the corridor would show that someone had left the building. But even then the door still would not shut, and he had to scratch away the snow that had meanwhile frozen in the jamb before at last he could cross the threshold and close the door softly behind him. 
         
 
         Once outside the lee of the hospital hut, Forell caught the full blast of the wind. It was still snowing heavily, and bitterly cold. From time to time, a lump of half-frozen snow slapped against his ears, stinging like a wet hand. He started towards the rock where Stauffer had promised to leave his rucksack. Mingled with the storm he could hear the steady hiss of snow and then, from the direction of the guard-house, a burst of drunken laughter came past him on the wind. The next moment, one of his gloves blew off. He snatched for it, missed, and found himself flat on his face. Then the wind caught it and sent it scurrying across the snow. Scrambling to his feet, Forell gave chase. By the time he had caught it, the glove was wet inside, but he put it on nevertheless, knowing that his bare hands would quickly freeze.
 
         He had carefully memorized the position of the rock and as he approached and his eyes became accustomed to the night, he could see the dark mass rearing above the snow. Feeling round the base of the rock, he found the rucksack on the far side from the hospital. Ready packed, with the Kandra fixed under the flap, shoulder straps – and then his fingers touched something else, made of wood. Taking off his gloves, he felt the shape more carefully: a pair of Siberian skis – Doctor Stauffer’s parting gift.
         
 
         The skis consisted of thin strips of birchwood, each about two feet long and pointed at either end. The points were bent upwards and held in position by lengths of thick catgut stretched between them. In the centre were two straps. The toe of the boot was slipped into one and the other was led up round the heel and fastened over the instep. Forell remembered seeing the Convoy Soldiers wearing skis like this when they had acted as pace-makers for the marching prisoners.
 
         Forell glanced quickly round. Here and there, a lighted window gleamed faintly through the curtain of snow. All seemed deserted. Setting his route as best he could, he began to experiment with the skis, at first without the rucksack, going a short distance each time and then returning to where he had left it on the ground.
         
 
         The skis, he discovered, were too short to bend at the beginning of a step, but lifted quite easily with the whole foot. It was thus possible to walk with them, or else slide forward keeping them on the ground. In either case, their tracks were shallow and would soon be obliterated by further snow. They were difficult to get used to, because of their length, which was four feet short of the normal. Twice, Forell tipped forward on to his nose, and once the rucksack landed on his head as well, and the experience could be highly unpleasant, with sharp stones lying just below the surface of the snow.
 
         Getting used to the Siberian skis took time and gained him little ground. After thirty minutes of strenuous exertion he could still see lights glowing dimly behind him. By then, at any rate, he had learned how to place his weight and adjust his stride, finding that best use could be made out of the skis by treating them simply as outsize soles, enlarging the area of his tread.
 
         Forell then took a compass bearing. He could see the lie of the needle, but its halves were of equal length and without a light he was unable to distinguish north. Again, off came the gloves and he delved for the tinder-box. By the aid of intermittent sparks he saw, this time, that he was heading in the right direction, due west. But there were no landmarks to keep him on his route and after half a mile he checked again with the compass. Still due west.
         
 
         Then Forell remembered what Doctor Stauffer had said. ‘Don’t become a slave to your compass. Granted your general direction is west, your route, at any particular moment, lies where the going is easiest and there’s least danger, even if it means going due south for a while. And to start with, until you’re outside the area of search from the camp, all that matters is to keep on the move. Then, when you’re no longer being driven on by fear of pursuit, let yourself be lured on by the horizon and the prospect of the new country that lies beyond. After six weeks, when you’ve really got into your stride, you can start thinking about a definite objective.’
         
 
         New country – that was what drew him on now. Though he had already traversed Siberia in the opposite direction and knew that, as yet, the new country was far distant, Forell could not altogether banish the seductive dream that next day, if he stood on tip-toe and craned his neck, he might glimpse another scene.
 
         Meanwhile, progress was hard work and in the dim, milky expanse around him he could see that the ground was steadily rising. He had noticed that from the camp, and also, as he thought, a sprinkling of massive boulders on stony, undulating soil, but of these there was now no sign. Only an occasional shadow – a spur, perhaps – loomed ahead, to hover uncertainly before his eyes and then vanish again.
 
         By now, the sweat was pouring down his cheeks and his earflaps were beginning to trouble him, simulating strange noises as they beat against his jaws in the wind. He pushed them up under his cap. Then frozen snow began to build up round his ears. He pulled the flaps down again and fastened them under his chin. The wind seemed to have dropped a little, though blowing now from his right and then whipping flurries of snow at him from straight ahead, it kept Forell wondering anxiously whether he was maintaining direction.
         
 
         Sometimes, when the ground fell away from him, the skis threatened to run ahead of his legs. Then he would lean forward and the run would turn into a laborious walk. When the snow began to pile up against him at each step and the going became heavier, he would know he was climbing again. Once, a white wall reared suddenly before his eyes. He flung back his head, put out his hands to shield himself, clutched – nothing but air.
 
         Part of his brain was beginning to long for dawn, and sleep. Twenty, twenty-five miles he should have done by then, a safe enough distance from the camp to justify rest, a good enough record for the first night of his journey to freedom. Twenty-five miles – before dawn. But the night was not over yet, whatever his exhausted body might try to make him believe. And in another part of his brain, he was pleased. That meant, he could still put a mile or two more between himself and the sleighs that sooner or later would set after him from the camp. He felt the urge to have the pistol closer to his hand, then remembered he had promised the doctor to keep it where it was, jolting and scraping between his legs, at any rate for the first two nights. That promise he would fulfil – at least he could do that much for Doctor Stauffer.
         
 
         Yes, that much – and something more: another few miles before he stopped and made his bivouac. Gathering his ebbing strength, Forell began to count his steps, eyes bent on the few feet of snow ahead. As each foot came down, a number clicked in his brain. One – a hundred – five hundred – a thousand. Again, one to a thousand. And again. And another hundred or so while he was trying to remember whether it was three thousand he had done, or two. Every step, like that, brought its meed of achievement and gradually as he went on counting, peace came to his mind.
 
         At the eight thousandth step – and with his stride that meant he had covered about four and a half miles – Forell stopped to take a bearing. His right hand began to feel for the tinder-box. Then with a shock he realized there was no need. He could see to read the compass without it. With dawn approaching, it was high time to find cover. The storm had slackened and visibility seemed to be improving. Stauffer had warned him that in open country by day, his dark form outlined against the snow would be visible for miles. Moreover, he could take it for granted that his pursuers would always see him first because their eyes would be used to the brilliance of the Siberian snows.
 
         Seeing some rocks ahead of him outlined against the brightening sky, Forell made as fast as he could towards them. Among them was an enormous boulder about fifteen feet high. It looked ideal for his purpose. Blown over the top by the wind the snow was descending on the sheltered side almost vertically and had formed a drift high enough to conceal him from view. Having excavated a trough between the rock and the drift and looked out over the way he had come to make sure his tracks were now buried beneath further snow, he sat down with his back to the rock and rested his aching legs against the side of the mound.
         
 
         For an hour he waited, not daring to open his rucksack in case he had to move again quickly. The straps had bitten into his shoulders and his leg muscles were twitching continually from the strain of the march. At last, hunger insisting, he took out a crust of bread and began gnawing at it slowly. ‘Be hard on yourself,’ he could hear Doctor Stauffer saying. ‘Remember your food has got to last you a very long time. Ration it out, so much for each day, and then cut the ration by half …’ He would have bread only, then, for this first meal – no fat. He took out another crust and began chewing again. Every now and then he stopped to listen, convinced his crunching could be heard for miles.
 
         By now he was thirsty. The doctor had wrapped the tea in chamois leather to keep it dry, and just as well: if the snow continued much longer, the rucksack would be soaked right through. After listening to make sure the coast was clear, Forell stamped down a patch of snow and set up the cooking stand. With a base no bigger than a cigarette packet and the mess-tin on top, it had to be carefully balanced. To melt the snow which he had stuffed into the mess-tin took more meta cubes than expected; another time, he told himself, he would have to wait till he could find water. But it was worth it. The tea warmed him in a way which marching could never do and as he drank it, Forell realized that this was his first pleasurable sensation since he had closed the hospital door behind him.
 
         It would be eight hours before he could be on the move again and meanwhile, he would have to stay where he was, like an animal gone to ground. With the tea inside him and sheltered in his trench, he began to feel pleasantly warm. It was still snowing and before going to sleep, he stuck the skis vertically into the drift on either side and laid the rucksack across the top to form a roof. Then, to the sound of the wind sighing and moaning over the rock above, the prisoner slept.
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