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‘You belong now to SS Assault Battalion Wotan and in the manner of your death you cannot bring dishonour to Wotan. For when you are long forgotten, your idle bones mouldering under some French clod, this Battalion will be remembered. Do you understand that, soldiers?’



The Vulture, CO of SS Battalion Wotan,

Dieppe, France. July 1942.
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A SHORT GLOSSARY OF WOTAN TERMS

Full House Both venereal diseases

Asparagus Tarzan Weakling

Popov, Ivan Russian soldier

Dicebeaker Jackboots

Flatman Flat bottle of schnapps

Greenbeak, wet-tail Raw recruit

Ami American

Base stallion Rear area soldier, base wallah

Bone-mender Doctor

Warm brother Homosexual

Kitchen-bull Army cook

Dead soldier Empty bottle

Field Mattress German Army female auxiliary

Tin Decorations

Throatache Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross

Moss Money

Old Man Tinned meat

Cancer stick Cigarette

Giddi-up soup Horsemeat soup

Stubble-hopper Infantryman

Reeperbahn equalizer Brass knuckles

Pavement tail Street walker

Flipper Hand

Turnip Head


BOOK ONE: OPERATION JUBILEE

‘Mountbatten, understand this. Failure at Dieppe is what I demand of you!’ Premier Churchill to Lord Louis Mountbatten. July 1942.


ONE

‘Great God and all his triangles!’ Sergeant Schulze of SS Battalion Wotan cursed. He raised himself in the field hospital bed and gave one of his well-known farts.

Opposite him in the long ward One-Egg, the young panzer grenadier, who had had his left testicle shot off before Moscow tut-tutted; and next to him the Lung, wounded at the crossing of the River Bug, bubbled a little louder than usual.

‘Just letting off a little green smoke, that’s all,’ Schulze mumbled, and tried to scratch the end of his big nose, but without success. This was not surprising, since both his hands were enclosed in thick plaster up to the wrists: the result of his being rather slow in getting rid of a Soviet stick grenade in the confused hand-to-hand fighting just outside Kiev.

In the next bed Matz’s springs squeaked as he turned round painfully. ‘What’s shitting you now, Schulze?’ he demanded.

Schulze looked across at his running mate from Wotan. Matz’s blond hair was hopelessly matted; he hadn’t shaved since the hospital train had delivered them at Berlin’s Lar Charite Hospital from the front two weeks ago; and cigar ash lay over the blue and white striped cover like snow. ‘Are you addressing me, Corporal?’ he asked severely.

‘Who do you think, you big soft wet-tail? Winston shitty Spencer shitty Churchill?’

‘Put a “sergeant” on that Schulze, Corporal,’ barked Schulze. ‘And remember to show a bit more respect for a wounded NCO, or I’ll take that pegleg of yours’ – he indicated Matz’s artificial limb hanging over the edge of the white hospital bed – ‘and stick it so far up yer ass that yer eyes’ll pop out!’

‘All right, Sergeant Schulze. What’s up? What yer bellyaching about? We’re in a nice safe hospital a thousand kilometres behind the front, with no hairy-assed Popovs trying to shoot the eggs off’n us. What more do you want, Sergeant Schulze?’

‘I want out of here, Matz, that’s what I want. I’m brassed off by this place. No fucking sauce – that big bone-mender took my last flatman off me this morning. No fucking tail. And no fucking Wotan!’ The big ex-docker sighed sadly. ‘We’ve been abandoned by the Battalion, Matz. At the mercy of these banana-sucking bone-mender’s, every one of them a warm brother, if you ask me. Me with two useless flippers and you with one sodding leg already off and the other likely be sabred off any day now the way those asparagus Tarzans of medics are carrying on.’ Schulze hawked miserably and directed a gob of phlegm into the brass spitoon in the centre of the long ward.

Sister Klara, the ugly Red Cross nurse in her forties who was now washing the panzer grenadier’s lower body, looked angrily up from her task. ‘I forbid you to do that in my presence, Sergeant,’ she said severely, ‘and watch your language, or I’ll have to talk to the chief doctor about your behaviour.’ She sniffed self-righteously and turned back to her task. The panzer grenadier closed his eyes again in blissful ecstasy.

‘That’s what happens to an ugly woman, Matzi,’ Schulze said, responding to the challenge. ‘I mean an ugly bloke can go out and buy himself a piece of that pavement tail down there on the Kudamm.1  But yer ugly woman – what can she do? She can’t buy it.’ He shrugged and winced with the pain. ‘All she can do is finger herself crazy.’

Sister Klara, still busy washing the panzer grenadier’s lower body, flushed scarlet. An amused Schulze could see the blush creeping down her scraggy neck under the severe bun.

‘Of course in France they have houses for that kind of woman,’ Matz volunteered, joining in the game.

‘What?’

‘Knocking shops for ugly women.’

Schulze’s broad face contorted in mock disgust. ‘What a piggery!’ he exclaimed. ‘Trust those filthy frogs. Think of any dirty perversion and you’ll find, Matzi, that the Frogs invented it. No wonder the Führer in his infinite wisdom did them the favour of occupying their shitting country two years ago – learn them a bit of German decency. I mean Matzi, fancy being forced to stick that little bit o’ meat of yours into that – even for money!’ He shuddered melodramatically.

‘To be honest, Schulze,’ Matz said, as if he were seriously considering the proposition. ‘I wouldn’t exactly say no. The old five-fingered widow’s getting very slack now.’

‘It’s all right for you, Matzi,’ Schulze grunted mournfully. ‘With these flippers of mine tied up like this, I can’t even enjoy a bit of the old five-fingered widow. I mean look over there. One-Egg’s doing himself a bit of all right,’ he indicated the panzer grenadier, his mouth wide open, breathing fast as Sister Klara washed carefully around his genitals. ‘Even he’s getting a cheap thrill.’

‘And I bet she is too,’ Matz added maliciously, his little eyes sparkling wickedly. ‘Look how she’s holding his peter-man. Yer’d think she’s handling the Prussian crown jewels the way she’s got hold of it. Great crap on the Christmas Tree – I bet she’s at it tonight like a fiddler’s elbow once she gets into her little bed. Grr!’ The little Corporal growled throatily.

This was too much for Sister Klara. She dropped her wash-cloth over the panzer grenadier’s penis. ‘I shall report you to the Chief,’ she said thickly through her tears. ‘He’ll see that you two foul-mouthed beasts land where you belong – in the punishment ward!’ And with that she was gone, leaving the panzer grenadier staring disconsolately at the wash cloth.

Schulze looked at Matz mockingly. ‘Now what was that in aid of, Matzi?’ he asked. ‘Did we say something?’

But before Matz could reply, the first thin wail of the air raid sirens outside indicated that the RAF would soon be paying one of its nightly visits to Berlin.

‘Red alert,’ Matz said. ‘The Tommies’ll be over soon, dropping their square eggs as usual, the pigs.’

Schulze did not seem to hear. ‘We’re off, Matzi,’ he announced abruptly. ‘That ugly cow’s not putting me in the punishment ward, drinking cold nigger sweat and eating lousy giddi-up soup. No thank you. We’re off!’

‘But where?’ Matz protested.

Schulze sucked his big yellow teeth thoughtfully. ‘First we’ll sink a Korn – perhaps two. Then a bit of that pavement tail to get rid of the dirty water from our chests. Mine’s already up to my throat. If I don’t get a bit of the other soon, it’ll choke me. Then we’re off to find the Wotan.’

Matz looked at the big sergeant incredulously. ‘Have you got all yer cups in yer cupboard, Schulze? How we gonna get out of here? You with yer flaming flippers and me with my sodding foot. I can’t walk, you know that.’

‘Don’t wet yer skivvies, Matzi,’ Schulze answered easily. ‘I’ll soon fix that.’ He raised his voice. ‘Hey, you One-Egg! Get yer paws off’n that disgusting bit of meat of yours and wheel in that hospital panzer from the corridor – at the double!’

‘But I’m badly wounded in the groin,’ protested One-Egg.

‘You’ll be very badly wounded in the ass if you don’t move it, One-Egg.’

The threat worked. Painfully One-Egg heaved himself out of the bed and shuffled to the door, holding his hands protectively to his abdomen.

‘If you drop it, I’ll yell out!’ Matz cried after him.

‘Button that lip, Matzi,’ Schulze ordered impatiently, ‘and pass me that sabre of yours.’

Obediently the one-legged SS man reached across his ceremonial NCO’s dagger. Schulze grabbed at it clumsily and holding it between his two white plaster paws, began sawing through the cord holding up Matz’s one remaining leg. Finally he managed to cut through it. Matz’s wounded foot, swathed in thick bandages crashed to the bed.

‘Heaven, arse and twine,’ Matz cursed, ‘can’t you be a bit more careful, you big horned ox! That shitting well hurt!’

‘Crap in yer cap, cripple!’ Schulze snapped unfeelingly, awkwardly tucking his long hospital nightshirt into the top of his black pants. ‘You seem to forget that you’re talking to a non-commissioned officer of the Greater German Army. Pass me my dicebeakers, will yer.’

As Matz struggled to reach Schulze’s jackboots, One-Egg opened the door to the ward and trundled in the ancient wicker-work bathchair. His young face was an ashen-grey. ‘I think it’s opened up again – the wound, I mean,’ he said sorrowfully.

‘Well, don’t take long strides then,’ Schulze rapped without sympathy, ‘or yer other egg might fall out of its little nest. Come on, don’t stand there like a fart in a trance! Give me a hand to get this little cripple into his pram.’

‘But where in three devils’ name are you going?’ One-Egg asked, his curiosity overcoming his pain, as he helped Schulze to lower Matz into the bathchair.

‘Where are we going?’ Schulze echoed. ‘We’re gonna do a three-F.’

‘What?’

‘Christ on a crutch, One-Egg, you still got eggshell behind yer spoons or something – find it, feel it and ferk it, man!’

‘Oh,’ One-Egg answered, ‘and then, Schulzi?’

‘Then, my little battered balls of a panzer grenadier,’ Schulze cried, ‘we’re off to find the finest battalion in the whole Greater German Army – SS Battalion Wotan!’ A moment later he was gone through the swinging doors, pushing Matz in front of him like an evil wizened baby.

Notes

1  Famous Berlin thoroughfare. (Transl.)


TWO

‘May the Almighty have mercy upon us!’ Matz breathed as Schulze pushed him through the throng of excited, loud field-greys waiting for their turn to go upstairs. The great 19th-century salon with its red-plush over-stuffed furniture was packed with whores in their multi-coloured crêpe-de-chine underwear. Red-faced sweating maids were running everywhere, bearing silver trays of cigarettes and bottles. The place was obviously doing boom business despite the bombs crashing to the ground outside.

‘Cast one of your glassy orbs on all that nooky,’ Schulze sighed. ‘Grr, Matzi, it’s so good I could eat it with a knife and fork – and no salt!’ And listen to those springs going upstairs. Ain’t that beautiful music – better than the Horst Wessel Lied and Deutschland über Alles both put together!’

‘Look at that one,’ Matz said, pointing to a huge blonde whore, whose massive breasts were threatening to burst out of her gleaming black slip. ‘The wood she’s got in front of her door!’ Carried away by his enthusiasm, he reached out two greedy hands to seize the blonde.

But a hulking artilleryman with the peaked cap and suntanned face of the Afrika Korps pushed in front of him. ‘Keep yer paws off’n her, you one-legged cripple!’ he snarled. ‘You wait yer turn like the rest of us. I haven’t seen a white woman for a month of Sundays. Hold it in yer shitty hand if yer in a hurry. That puny little thing you’ve probably got won’t be much to these girls anyway.’

There was a flutter of laughter from the waiting soldiers. While Matz stuttered with rage, Schulze looked the big Afrika Korps artilleryman up and down coldly. ‘Do you know whom you are addressing, you chimney-sweep run wild?’ he asked with frosty politeness. ‘No, then I shall inform you. You are speaking with a non-commissioned officer of the finest battalion of the finest division in the Armed SS. Namely SS Battalion Wotan of the Adolf Hitler Bodyguard Division.’

The artilleryman was not impressed. ‘I’d like to ask you something?’

‘Please.’

‘I’d like to know, whether your mother was a virgin or not when you were born?’ he asked with a sneer. ‘Or did they find you under a cabbage leaf?’

His sally earned him another burst of laughter from the impatient soldiery. The blonde giggled so much that her right breast flopped out of its black cage. The soldiers whistled and cheered loudly.

Schulze waited till the whistling had died down, controlling himself with difficulty. ‘Pop to!’ he barked as if he were back on the Battalion’s parade ground. ‘Heave up those juiceless ribs! Grind that jaw! Smear that big turnip of yours against the back of your collar! You’re talking to an SS non-commissioned officer, man!’

‘Sewer Stomach!’ grunted the artilleryman.

‘I’m going to shear off your ass for those insidious words, soldier,’ Schulze threatened, his big face flushing crimson. ‘Dirty fart-cannon –’

Before Schulze could hit the grinning artilleryman, Matz brought up his artificial leg. The booted foot caught him between his legs. He screamed and sank to his knees. Calmly Schulze brought his clenched plaster hands down on the back of the artillerymen’s bent head. He fell soundlessly, face down on the carpet.

Grinning triumphantly, the big NCO pushed Matz through the sudden corridor which had opened up between the ranks of the field-greys, nodding grandly to each side like the Führer making his annual triumphal entrance at the Nuremberg Party Day.

The Madame barred their way. Her bosom was thrust underneath her double chin as if she were carrying it on a tray.

‘Get a load of that,’ Matz cracked. ‘What a marvel of engineering! It’s better than the Cologne bridge across the Rhine.’

Schulze eyed the Madame’s massive bust with naked admiration. ‘All that meat and no potatoes – whew!’

The Madame wasn’t impressed. ‘What are yer doing with that shitty pram in my establishment?’ she demanded. ‘That’ll cost you more moss – green moss.’ She made her meaning quite clear with a quick gesture of her pudgy be-ringed hand. ‘Moss, and then you can park it and have a look at the girls.’

‘Show her, Matzi,’ Schulze commanded.

‘We’ve got something better than moss, Madame,’ Matz said eagerly and digging into the compartment beneath the bathchair, started bringing out the things they had looted on their way out of La Charité. ‘Three tins of Old Man rations, a cartoon of cancer sticks, one kilo of nigger sweat – and this.’ He held up the brown bottle. ‘Joy juice.’

‘Morphine?’ she demanded greedily, her eyes flickering. Like everyone else in the third year of war she knew that the drug brought a fortune on the Berlin black market. The capital was full of wrecked men and women, victims of the battlefield and the home front who only survived by virtue of their daily injection.

‘Right in one,’ Schulze replied. ‘That should do the trick, Madame, eh?’

It did. Within minutes the two of them found themselves half carried upstairs by two of Madame’s best girls, the Austrian twins Mitzi and Gerdi and ushered into the brothel’s most luxurious room. ‘Usually we only let officers and gentlemen in here,’ Madame explained, clutching the bottle of morphine tightly to her magnificent breast.

‘Grosse Klasse!’ Matz exclaimed in delight, as the two half-naked whores deposited him on the big bed in the corner. ‘Just like heaven.’

Schulze was not so easily pleased. ‘It’s all right for him, Madame,’ he declared. The little cripple hasn’t got very much to put there in the first place, and in the second, he’s a straight up-and-down lover.’ He thrust a white stiff paw at his own broad chest. ‘Now I need more room.’ He leered lecherously at Mitzi. ‘You see, darling, I’m a real mattress matador. From the side. A nice little movement from the back. And when I’m on top of my form and have use of my flippers I can do it very fine from this way.’ He winked and made his meaning very clear. The girls giggled and Schulze slapped the Madame on her generous silk-clad rump. ‘But for tonight and under these special circumstances I’ll let it go for once. I’ll accept the bed – and don’t worry, little mother, I’m gentle with virgins.’

Five minutes later Mitzi had pulled off Schulze’s dice-beakers and black slacks and was running her delightful snub little Viennese nose along the length of his erect penis, as if she were smelling some particularly beautiful flower, when in the other bed Matz moaned suddenly.

‘Schulze!’

‘What is it, you stupid bastard?’ Schulze demanded angrily. ‘Can’t you see you’re putting me off my stroke?’

‘But I can’t … can’t –’

‘Can’t what?’

‘Can’t get on her!’ the little one-legged corporal answered tearfully.

With a muttered curse Schulze turned round. In the dim red light, he could make out Matz’s girl naked on the bed, her slim brown legs clutched in her hands high above her head expectantly. Matz, however, was still sitting on his chair, naked and obviously very ready for the task ahead, drooling at the sight.

‘She’s gonna get a very bad cold with her legs open to the draught like that,’ Schulze commented.

‘Please Schulzi, no jokes!’ Matz pleaded, his eyes desperate. ‘I’ve been dreaming of this for months.’

Schulze jumped off the bed. Hastily he padded across the room on his bare feet, his instrument stuck out in front of him like a cop’s club. ‘Come on, yer lousy perverted little cripple.’ With one sweep of his bandaged hands he gathered up the one-legged corporal and deposited him in the cradle of the girl’s legs. ‘Now try that one for size,’ he growled.

The whore grunted with pleasure and Matz went into action at once, the bedsprings squeaking like red-hot engine pistons.

Schulze wasted no further time either. Outside the bombs were beginning to fall thick and fast. With every fresh explosion, Mitzi gave a delightful little start that added to his pleasure immensely. He took advantage of it, the sweat flooding from his big muscular back.

From the other bed, Matz cried in wild exuberance, ‘Race yer Schulzi – race yer, yer old bastard.’



*      *      *

‘Stehenbleiben!’

The elegant, monocled staff officer reined back his black mount in alarm. ‘In three devils’ name, what are you men up to?’ he stuttered, his left eye bulging behind the monocle at the sight of a one-legged drunken soldier sprawled in a night-shirt in his bathchair, clutching a chamber-pot full of brown liquid, with a pair of red lace pants on his shaven head, being pushed by an equally drunken brute of a fellow, his flies unbuttoned, his hands encased in plaster and a wooden leg stuck over his shoulder.

‘Taking the morning air,’ Schulze said helpfully. ‘It’s very nice now the Tommies have unloaded their square eggs and gone.’

‘Fine morning!’ the elegant staff officer exploded. ‘Man, it’s drizzling!’

Schulze looked up and vaguely felt the raindrops on his broad tough face. ‘So it is, sir. Didn’t notice. Hey, Matzi, put yer hand over me beer. God’s pissing in it!’

‘Blasphemy, too!’ the officer bellowed and reined in his mount. ‘What in the name of God is the Armed SS coming to?’

‘Shit in the wind!’ Matz said drunkenly and took another drink of the stale beer that they had brought with them from the brothel an hour before – ‘to keep us fit while we’re looking for the Wotan. Shitty warm brother on a shitty old nag!’

‘What did you say?’

‘Don’t take him serious, sir,’ Schulze tried to placate the red-faced officer. ‘They’ve got to pump the urine out of him every two hours – that’s why he’s carrying the piss – er chamberpot. It makes him light-headed. The weight being lifted, you see.’

The officer choked. Stretching his neck out of his tight collar like a strangulated ostrich, he gasped: ‘Will you shut up! That man, he … he insulted me!’

‘Insulted you,’ Matz inquired with drunken innocence. ‘All I said was shit in the wind. Now I don’t call that insulting anybody. If I really wanted –’

The rest of his words were drowned by the officer’s shrill whistle as he blew the silver alarm pipe hanging from his tunic, his face crimson with rage.

The chain dogs appeared as if from nowhere, four of them led by a sergeant, and all of them armed with carbines. The NCO snapped to attention in front of the officer, the silver crescent plate of his office gleaming in the red ball of the sun which was now beginning to shine through the smoke of the raid. ‘Sir?’ he rapped.

‘Arrest those two disgusting animals,’ the officer spluttered. ‘Arrest them at once. They have just insulted me – an officer of the Greater General Staff.’

The burly chain dog eyed Schulze warily out of the corner of his cold eyes, taking in the chestful of decorations and the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross hanging askew from around his open neck. ‘What exactly did they say, sir?’ he asked.

The staff officer began to explain while Matz laughed uproariously, threatening to fall out of the ancient bathchair more than once.

‘Shit in the wind, the little one said, Sergeant,’ the officer concluded, trembling with rage now, ‘shit in the wind to an officer of the Greater General St –’

It was then that Matz threw the chamberpot full of stale beer at the officer, soaking the front of his elegant tunic.

‘Now look what he’s done!’ the officer screamed, beating off the liquid with his grey leather glove, as if it were concentrated sulphuric acid, ‘he’s thrown a pot full of piss at me!’

The chain dogs crowded in on the two SS men. Schulze raised the wooden leg protectively. The big sergeant unslung his carbine. Another chain dog clicked off his safety threateningly. ‘You’d better come quietly,’ the sergeant commanded. He took a step forward, big hand outstretched to grab Schulze.

But that wasn’t to be. With a sudden squeal of brakes a big black Horch came skidding to a halt on the wet cobbles. Huge black-uniformed SS adjutants, every man of them a head taller than Schulze, sprang from the running boards and faced outwards grease-guns at the ready. The sergeant dropped his hand. All around him his men stiffened to attention as they recognised the stiff metal standard flying from the Horch’s bonnet.

‘Christ on a crutch,’ Schulze breathed, as the back door of the big car opened for a portly man with a sallow face and a pair of schoolmaster’s pince-nez, his black general’s tunic devoid of any decoration save the bronze Sport Medal, third class, ‘It’s the Reichsheini himsen!’

‘What is the matter here?’ inquired the most feared man in Europe. ‘Why are you brawling with my SS men in the middle of Berlin?’ Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler’s dark eyes filled with a genuine look of concern. ‘And both of them wounded too!’

‘GVHs,’1  Schulze snapped. ‘But they can’t make us KVs2  a moment too soon, Reichsführer. We’re ready to go back to the front as soon as possible.’ He attempted to click to attention, but drunk as he was, he nearly fell over.

Himmler’s eyes sparkled warmly. ‘That’s what I like to hear from my loyal SS men.’

‘But Reichsführer,’ the staff officer tried to protest.

Himmler withered him with an icy glance. The staff officer’s horse seemed to be as frightened by the look as his master and fidgeted restlessly. Reichsführer SS Himmler tuttutted impatiently. Then his eyes fell on Gerdi’s red panties which adorned Matz’s shaven skull. ‘But why are you wearing what appears to be a – er – female undergarment on your head?’ he asked.

Matz, suddenly aware of the fix they were in and not wishing to be sent to the feared Torgau Military Prison from which he had volunteered for the SS, lied glibly. ‘It’s because of the blood, Reichsführer.’

‘Blood?’

‘Yes sir. You see it’s nearly a month ago since I was wounded, but it still keeps bleeding. The bone-mend – er – doctors can’t seem to stop it. So when my comrade here pushes me out for my morning walk in the fresh air, I wear the garment so that the civvies don’t see the blood. I feel, Reichsführer, that it would be bad for morale to see a bleeding soldier in the middle of the Reich’s capital.

‘Laudable, highly laudable,’ Himmler said thickly and dabbed his suddenly moist eyes – he was a very emotional man in matters which concerned his elite formation. ‘You base stallions who have all the time in the world to go riding when the Reich is in danger from all sides should take an example from my brave, suffering SS men.’

‘Yessir,’ gulped the staff officer.

Himmler dismissed him with a wave of his hand then turned to the two SS men again, his sallow face set in a soft smile. ‘And now, what can I do for you two heroes?’

Schulze jumped at the opportunity. Even in his drunken stupor, he knew it was the chance he had been looking for these last few days: a means of escaping the white clinical boredom of La Charité. ‘Reichsführer, we would like to return to our battalion at once.’

‘Name?’

‘SS Battalion Wotan,’ Schulze bellowed, as if he were back on the parade ground at Sennestadt.

Himmler smiled fondly. ‘Ah, Wotan,’ he exclaimed, ‘I have heard very good things about your battalion.’

Nevertheless Schulze thought he noticed a furtive look of hesitation in the Reichsführer’s eyes, as he beckoned Schulze to come a little closer. ‘Your unit is at Dieppe, Sergeant,’ he said softly.

‘Dieppe, Reichsführer?’

‘On the French coast,’ Himmler explained.

‘But there’s no front there, Reichsführer,’ Schulze said, puzzled. ‘And there hasn’t been ever since the Frogs surrendered two years ago. Wotan is the Führer’s Fire Brigade, we’re always where the action is.’

Heinrich Himmler winked, an unusual gesture in such a humourless man. ‘Don’t worry, my brave Sergeant,’ he murmured confidentially, ‘the Tommies will be taking care of that problem soon.’

Notes

1  GVH: Garnisonverwendungsfahigheimat, ie fit for home duties.

2  KV: Kriegsverwendungsfahig, ie fit for frontline duty.


THREE

The British Prime Minister wallowed in the bubble bath. ‘Well Mountbatten,’ he demanded, ‘what news of the operation?’

The handsome young aristocratic head of Combined Operations seized his opportunity. New to his important job since the sinking of HMS Kelly1  had left him without a command, he wanted to make instant success of it, as he had done with everything else in his meteoric wartime career. ‘I’m afraid, Prime Minister, that the Boche seem to be on to something. Our friends of the Resistance inform us that the Boche are moving in elements of a new panzer division into the area and two units of the Adolf Hitler Bodyguard have been spotted in the Rouen area. They were badly hit in Russia according to our Intelligence and are reforming at the moment. Then yesterday evening we picked this up from Radio Paris: Roosevelt has given Hopkins and Marshall2  full power to provide Great Britain with all the help she might need to try a second Narvik, short of sending American troops of course. Churchill should be warned that in attempting a second Narvik, he risks a second Dunkirk.’ Mountbatten looked up. ‘It might mean they’re guessing we’re going to have another crack at Norway.’ He shrugged slightly. ‘Or it could mean, Prime Minister, that they knew we’re really heading for France.’

Churchill did not speak. His face remained expressionless, almost as if he had been expecting the news. Mountbatten licked his lips and waited for the Prime Minister to speak. But Churchill remained obstinately silent.

In the end, Mountbatten spoke himself. ‘Of course, the Boche might simply be doing a little bit of inspired guesswork, Prime Minister. Though we must take into account the fact the op has been on since April, and Field Security has clear proof that the Canadians have been talking about it openly in their pubs on the South-East coast.’ He smiled thinly, showing his excellent teeth. ‘Our Colonials are a somewhat loud-mouthed bunch, I’m afraid.’

Churchill sat up suddenly. He dipped the end of his cigar into the big jigger of brandy conveniently located at the edge of the bath and stared belligerently at the youthful Head of Combined Operations. Mountbatten told himself that the PM looked like the Chinese God of Plenty with a severe case of bellyache.

‘You know why we are putting this op of yours in, don’t you, Mountbatten?’ he demanded suddenly.

‘Well, sir, we haven’t done anything since the big Nazaire raid in March, and to use your own words, “the hand of steel, which comes from the sea, and plucks the German sentries from their posts” has been rather idle of late.’ He grinned disarmingly.

Churchill glared back. ‘It’s more than a raid, Mountbatten, much more!’ he growled, pointing his big cigar at the sailor. ‘The Reds are kicking up a devil of a fuss about their losses and how they are bearing the brunt of the fighting. Only last week Uncle Joe3  stated publicly that the Red Army has no desire to exterminate the German nation, nor destroy the German state. A perfectly clear indication that the Red bugger is prepared to make a separate peace with Hitler if the situation in Russia gets any worse. Naturally President Roosevelt is worried, that’s why he is forcing that new chap of his in Grosvenor Square, General Eisenstein –’

‘Eisenhower, General Eisenhower!’

‘Yes, some sort of un-English name like that. Well, he’s now busy, at Roosevelt’s request, drawing up plans for an invasion this year. Second Front Now, you’ve seen the Communist signs painted everywhere on the walls between here at Chequers and London?’

Mountbatten nodded. Overnight there had been a sudden rash of the signs sprawled in glaring white paint on every available wall. They were obviously the work of the British CP.

‘But who will bear the brunt of that invasion, Mountbatten?’ Churchill thrust out his pugnacious chin and stared accusingly at the naval officer. ‘The British Army. Mount-batten, I would not be doing my duty to my Monarch if I let a new British Army be slaughtered in France. It has taken us two years since Dunkirk to train those ten new divisions and I’m not going to have them thrown into a great battle for which they are not properly prepared, and faced by a German superiority of two and a half divisions to one in France. The British Army will not suffer another defeat on the beaches of France in 1942.

‘But my ally demands a landing in Europe this year. There is no way round it, Mountbatten. I have given my word to Roosevelt that they – he and that monster Stalin – will have it. Oh, yes they will get their landing in France in 1942!’ He blew a smoke ring slowly into the air above the big bath and said softly. ‘Mountbatten, I want a sacrifice from your commandos and the Canadians who will go in with them.’

‘A sacrifice?’

Churchill looked at him carefully through half closed eyes. ‘Mountbatten, I knew your father. He was able and ambitious like you. But he lacked one thing – political savoir faire. And it was that which ruined him. He was unable to see the way things were going in time and ally himself to a powerful political figure. It ruined his career.’

Mountbatten remained silent, knowing that Churchill was right. His father’s German name of Battenberg, which had roused the ire of the hysterical anti-German mob at the start of World War One, had been only part of the reason why he had been forced to resign from the Royal Navy. Papa had also found himself completely isolated politically when the mob had demanded he should go. His father’s ruin had been an object lesson for him throughout his naval career and now that war seemed to be opening up hitherto undreamed-of possibilities for him, he was beginning to realise that he would also need powerful friends at court when the time came for him to make the next jump upwards.

‘I know you will not make the same mistake as your father.’

‘I hope not, sir,’ Mountbatten replied, vaguely uneasy at the direction the conversation was taking.

‘Good, then we understand each other. As I say then, my American ally must have his landing so that he is prepared to take over the task of placating the Russian bear. But Mount-batten, that landing must show our American ally just how bloody and wasteful of human life an undertaking of that kind is. Roosevelt must be convinced that a second front this summer is absolutely out of the question. My boy, the future of the British Empire might well depend upon the outcome of this operation. If the British Army were to be destroyed this summer, we would never be capable of producing another one – the barrel is about scraped clean and you can imagine what our fate would be in the years to come? For remember, God is always on the side of the big battalions.’

‘But, sir, you can’t expect me to send in –’

Churchill cut him short with an imperious wave of his hand. ‘Mountbatten, understand this. Failure at Dieppe is what I demand of you!’

Notes

1  The destroyer he commanded which was sunk off Crete.

2  Roosevelt’s special advisor, and the Chief of the US Army.


3  Nickname for the Soviet dictator Stalin.
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