
[image: cover]


[image: images]



PUBLISHER’S NOTE

SS PANZER BATTALION is the first in a series of novels based on the memoirs of the former SS officer, Kuno von Dodenburg. The manuscripts were discovered by Leo Kessler in a second-hand shop in Berne. No one could explain how they had arrived there, but from the facts that Leo Kessler was able to piece together, the following story emerged.

*         *         *

Kuno von Dodenburg joined the Berlin SS Reitersturm, a voluntary SS cavalry unit, in 1935 while he was still in high school. The von Dodenburgs had always been cavalry officers and his father, a General, had not objected to what he called the ‘temporary aberration’. Privately he told his old cronies from the First World War that he didn’t mind the boy joining the ‘black pack’ – for a while, at least. He’d learn to ride and the Reitersturm was patronised by the cream of Berlin society. Indeed its ranks included a couple of Hohenzollern princes from the old Monarchy. But one year later when young von Dodenburg graduated from high school and it was time for him to join the élite ‘Cavalry Regiment, Four’, his father’s old unit, he was no longer interested in the Wehrmacht. In spite of the old General’s heated protests, the 18-year-old boy volunteered for the ‘Black Guards’ and was accepted into the newly created Adolf Hitler Leibstandarte – the Adolf Hitler Bodyguard Regiment. Unlike his contemporaries who joined the regular Army, he did not immediately become an officer-cadet, but was forced to serve in the ranks for some months, as was the SS custom. (The experience was later to prove useful when he came to describe the life of an ordinary SS trooper in his post-war books.) Finally he was accepted for officer training and was sent to the SS Cadet School at Bad Toelz in Bavaria.

A year later he graduated with honours and was posted to Himmler’s staff, probably on the premise that a member of the old Prussian military aristocracy would add a little tone to the ‘upstart SS’. Here he came under the influence of the ‘Duke of Swabia’, SS Brigadeführer Gottlob (‘Praise-God’) Berger, an energetic, unscrupulous First World War veteran, who was Himmler’s principal adviser. As Berger wrote to his chief, many years later with his usual lack of modesty: ‘My Reichsführer confides in me and tells me things personally which he would never do unless he was completely at ease with me.’1

Berger was the father of the ‘Armed SS’, Himmler’s own private army, and it was he who inspired the young von Dodenburg with his own concept of a new type of soldier – a combination of hunter-poacher-athlete, an idea he had stolen from the British military expert, Captain Basil Liddell Hart, an ideological warrior who was prepared to fight and die for the cause of national socialism.

In Berger’s opinion, the traditional Wehrmacht generals wanted to wage the next war as they had done the last one – with a citizen army based on mass conscription. Berger, however, was a believer in a highly trained and fast moving military élite. Von Dodenburg was fired by the General’s concept of modern war and when the Germans invaded Poland in 1939 he requested a transfer back to his old regiment, the Liebstandarte, hoping to be able to put Berger’s ideas into practice.

He, and other young enthusiastic officers like him, were able to do so, but at tremendous cost in human life. In his first battle in Bzurá (Central Poland) he was wounded and received the Iron Cross, Third Class (it was to be the first of six wounds and the first of his many decorations, which included the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, before the war ended).

The years passed. Von Dodenburg fought in France and later in the Balkans and Greece, but he began to show his real talent as a commander in Russia in 1942 when the steam started to go out of ‘Operation Barbarossa’. In December of that year when the Red Army launched a surprise counter-attack over the River Donetz, the newly promoted Major von Dodenburg was ordered by his new regimental commander Colonel Geier – ‘the Vulture’ of whom we shall hear more later – to break through to the trapped 240th Infantry Division which was trying to fight its way back to the German lines, although encumbered with over fifteen hundred wounded men.

At the head of his 800-strong SS Assault Battalion Wotan, he fought his way to the trapped division, cutting through a Siberian rifle corps to do so. Forming an armoured defensive position round the slow-moving division with its long convoy of ambulances and horse-drawn carts laden with wounded, he battled back to the Donetz. There he discovered that while the ice-covered river was thick enough to support the division’s transport, it was too weak for his heavy Mark IV tanks. Another commander might have told himself he had done enough, destroyed his tanks and made his way across on foot, but not Major von Dodenburg. Leaving the infantry ‘stubble-hoppers’ to struggle across to the safety of the German lines, Assault Battalion Wotan turned and fought their way twenty kilometres up the river until they found and captured a bridge which would carry the tanks. No one was surprised when Hitler himself presented von Dodenburg with the Knight’s Cross.

But von Dodenburg was not simply a glory hunter. He was not afraid to grab a rifle and fight side by side with his soldiers when the going got tough. In the autumn of 1943, for instance, when a massive Soviet tank attack swamped his position, he went after the huge Russian T-34s personally, armed with an infantryman’s bazooka. Within the hour he had knocked out four and completely reversed the position. When his shame-faced men emerged from their holes, all he said was, ‘I suppose that qualifies me for the combat infantryman’s badge?’

But Russia left its scars, both physical and mental, on von Dodenburg. He had gone to Russia, confident of victory and in the National Socialist cause. He came out of it in December, 1943, with his shattered arm hanging by a few shreds of flesh and his confidence gone. In the old cavalry hospital at Heidelberg he began to take a look at himself and his country during the long period of his recovery.

Just before the attempt on Hitler’s life in July, 1944, old General von Dodenburg, who was party to the plot, took it upon himself to destroy most of his son’s notes, but from the few scraps of paper and the odd letter which remained it is clear that Kuno von Dodenberg was already a member of the resistance to Hitler, at least in spirit. One fragment of those 1943 notes read: ‘German occupation policy in the East is a masterpiece of ineptitude; within a year it has achieved the considerable and astonishing feat of turning pro-German peoples into partisans roaming the forests, thirsting for the blood of the men they welcomed as liberators from communist oppression in 1941.’ Another records that ‘German policy is one of ruthless brutality, employing methods used centuries ago against ignorant black slaves and executed by uneducated louts who proclaim themselves members of the Master Race.’ But it is a letter to an old comrade at the front which really expresses the depth of von Dodenburg’s despair. ‘SS spirit,’ he wrote on 2 January, 1944, ‘I’m always hearing SS spirit! Shit! It’s non-existent!’

In the spring of 1944 he returned to his old battalion which had now become Kampfgruppe Wotan, having been built up to brigade strength with an influx of 18-year-olds, who came streaming to the elite formation in their hundreds, eager to pay their tribute to Hitler with their blood. Thus its new commander became the youngest full colonel in the Armed SS.

In Normandy and in Holland von Dodenburg led his Kampfgruppe Wotan with a recklessness which seemed to show that he could not wait for an enemy bullet to put an end to his wasted young life. But he was not fated to die on the battlefield. In the last great offensive of the German Army in the West, the Battle of the Bulge, he was captured when his Tiger was knocked out by a lone New York Jewish bazookaman who, two weeks before, had been a cook in a rearline outfit.

Von Dodenburg spent two years in Allied prison camps, ‘finding himself’, as he was wont to say whenever his comrades remarked upon his strange apathy. In the summer of 1946 he ‘found himself’, and escaped from the Dachau prison compound with commendable adroitness. With the aid of the Odessa Organization, the SS escape society, he fled to Italy where he began to write in earnest. But no one wanted to read his thinly fictionalized accounts of his life in the SS Assault Battalion Wotan, especially in his native country, where the SS was a dirty word to publishers who wanted to forget that the years 1933–45 had ever happened.

The money that his former friends in the Armed SS managed to smuggle out of Germany began to dry up. In the booming new Germany of the ‘economic miracle’ they did not want to risk their newly gained wealth and position by associating with Kuno von Dodenburg, the epitome of the SS officer. He struggled to make ends meet, working as a third-class translator into German in a fourth-class Roman agency during the day and covering page after page with his accounts of long-dead men who had once made up Assault Battalion Wotan during the night.

His health started to give out. He was befriended by a plump, plain and motherly typist in the translation agency. She became his mistress and in due course he moved in with her. Under her doting care his health improved, but only for a while.

In 1952 he was rushed to Rome’s German Hospital, a dying man. The Jewish bazookaman, who was now back as a short-order cook in Brooklyn, unknowingly put paid to the life of the Black Guard’s most decorated and youngest full colonel.2 Kuno von Dodenburg died on the night of 3 June, 1952, attended only by his Italian mistress. It was only with difficulty that she could understand his last words, whispered in hoarse, hesitant German: ‘We were intoxicated by a vision of great power then. It gripped us like a huge frenzy, the frenzy of power.’

Kuno von Dodenburg was thirty-four years old when he died.

*         *         *

For twenty years von Dodenburg’s manuscripts disappeared until they were found in June, 1973, when they were translated by Leo Kessler. They enable us to hear the true voice of the Armed SS for the first time. For in World War II, the Armed SS, Hitler’s Praetorian Guard, became the scourge of Europe, a ruthless, heartless collection of élite soldiers who fought for an idea which had long since lost its validity and a glory that had vanished years before.

Notes

1. Letter to Himmler, dated 9 March, 1943.

2. In December, 1944, the US Army surgeon had overlooked a massive piece of rocket shrapnel which had lodged itself deep inside his body. According to Professor Donelli, the Italian surgeon who operated on him eight years later, it was the direct cause of Kuno von Dodenburg’s death.


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

For the sake of simplicity and better understanding the normal Army ranks have been used throughout this translation instead of the Armed SS designation of Kuno von Dodenburg’s original. For those, however, who may care to work out the exact ranks of the members of SS Assault Battalion ‘Wotan’, the following table gives the most important ones:








	SS

	GERMAN ARMY

	BRITISH ARMY





	Standartenführer

	Oberst

	Colonel





	Obersturmbannführer

	Oberstleutnant

	Lt-Colonel




	Sturmbannführer

	Major

	Major




	Hauptsturmführer

	Hauptmann

	Captain




	Obersturmführer

	Oberleutnant

	Lieutenant




	Untersturmführer

	Leutnant

	2nd-Lieutenant




	Sturmscharführer

	Stabsfeldwebel

	Regimental-Sergeant-Major




	Hauptsscharführer

	Oberfeldwebel

	Sergeant-Major

Quartermaster-





	Oberscharführer

	Feldwebel

	  Sergeant




	Scharführer

	Unterfeldwebel

	Staff-Sergeant




	Unterscharführer

	Unteroffizier

	Sergeant




	Rottenführer

	Gefreiter

	Corporal




	Sturmann

	Oberschutze

	Lance-Corporal




	SS-Mann

	Schutze

	Private













And among all the many SS units1 that saw action in the war there was none more battle-hardened, more brutalized and more ruthless in their devotion to war and violent death than Kuno von Dodenburg’s SS Assault Battalion Wotan.

Note

1. There were some 36 Armoured SS division by the end of the war.
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SECTION ONE: THE ROAD TO BATTLE

‘Gentlemen, you realise the importance of our task. If we fail we hold up the whole advance of the Greater German Wehrmacht!’ Captain Geier, C.O. 2nd Company, Wotan to his officers, 8 May, 1940.



CHAPTER ONE

‘Stillgestanden!’

Two hundred pairs of army boots crashed to attention as one. As the troop train which had brought them to Eifel started to draw away from the platform, Lieutenant Schwarz reported to the officer who had come from the battalion to meet them. ‘Draft from Sennelager! All present and correct, sir!’ Schwarz gave the First Lieutenant an immaculate salute and stared at him fiercely.

First Lieutenant von Dodenburg, whose chest bore the black wound medal and the ribbon of the Iron Cross, acknowledged it with the casual air of the veteran.

‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ he said to Schwarz. He turned to the draft. ‘When we leave the station, we sing; and when I say sing, I mean it. So that the locals can hear that we’re not the Army, but the SS!’

Schulze, the draft’s comedian, nudged his neighbour and indicated the peasants staring at the soldiers in openmouthed awe, ‘Them dummies look as if they’ve got to be told to come in out of the rain. Bet they don’t even know what the SS is!’

‘Quiet there!’ Schwarz yelled, as he prepared to march the draft out of the station.

*         *         *

‘A song – one, two, three!’ the draft’s ‘first voice’ commanded as they swung into the Street of the SA. Two hundred lusty young voices crashed into the first verse of the Horst Wessel Lied. Fat-bellied local Storm Troopers snapped to attention as the noise of National Socialist Germany’s second national anthem filled the narrow cobbled street. But the undersized peasants who lined the pavements did not react. They stared at the eager young giants who stamped by them on the worn cobbles as if they were invaders from another planet. ‘Look at ’em,’ Schulze’s neighbour whispered, breaking off in the middle of ‘their brittle bones shall tremble’, ‘they don’t like the SS. Half of ’em have got French blood in them anyway. That’s why we’re here. To kick the Frenchies out of the Maginot Line, and teach this lot what it means to be German.’

Schulze grinned and winked at a pretty, dark-haired girl, who blushed and looked away hurriedly. ‘No,’ he whispered. The Führer hasn’t sent us down here to fight, lad. He wants his SS to put a bit of German beef into the local girls. We’re not here to fight – we’re here to …’

‘One more word from you,’ a harsh voice cut in, ‘and I’ll have your name in my book quicker than you can pull out your filthy tail!’

They swung round a corner, past the onion-towered Catholic church, and saw ahead of them the red-brick pile of the Adolf Hitler Barracks, their new home.

*         *         *

Kuno von Dodenburg clasped the hilt of the dagger of honour which Reichsführer Himmler had handed to him personally upon his graduation from the Bad Toelz SS Officers’ School two years before. ‘Parade march!’ he bellowed, as he marched under the wooden arch which bore the motto OUR HONOUR IS OUR LOYALTY.

Behind him the irrepressible Schulze echoed the command. ‘Parade march – the captain’s got a hole in his arse!’ But his words were drowned by the steel-shod clash of two hundred pairs of jackboots hitting the concrete of the parade ground. At their head von Dodenburg could not suppress a shiver of pleasure at the sound. He knew he was behaving like a recruit at his first parade. After four years in the SS he should be able to accept it for what it was – a drill movement. But he couldn’t. For him the crash of heavy boots striking the ground in perfect unison symbolised the new Greater Germany, marching from victory to victory. And the men at whose head he had the honour to march were the élite of the German Wehrmacht – the Black Guards; still raw admittedly and in need of more training, but already assigned to the élite of the élite – die Leibstandarte, the Adolf Hitler Bodyguard Division.

*         *         *

‘Morning, soldiers!’ Captain Geier yelled as soon as von Dodenburg had reported to him.

‘Morning, Captain!’ came back the traditional reply.

Captain Geier, their new company commander, was a small thin officer, whose monocle and light grey breeches, with their cowhide inlet, marked him clearly for what he was – a regular officer who had transferred from the Army to the Armed SS because promotion was better. His mouth was a thin line, as hard as his icy-blue eyes. But it was not the mouth nor the eyes that drew the draft’s attention – it was the Captain’s nose, a monstrous abomination of flesh which would have been laughable on another man. But laugh at Captain Geier and one lived to regret it. After von Dodenburg had recovered from the chest wound he received in the Polish campaign of the previous autumn and had been posted to Geier’s company, he soon learned that the captain was not a man to be fooled with.

‘Stand at ease!’ Geier commanded. He slapped his riding cane against the side of his highly polished topboots. ‘Soldiers, my name is Geier,1 which I am told, aptly suits my appearance.’ He stroked his monstrous nose, as if to emphasise his point, but no one laughed.

‘At present, as you can see, my rank is that of a captain. But my father was a general and before this war is over, I promise you I shall be General Geier too.’ He pointed his cane at them challengingly. ‘And do you know how I shall do it?’ He answered his own question in the thin rasping Prussian Army voice that all the regular Wehrmacht officers von Dodenburg had known, seemed to affect. ‘I shall do it on your backs and, when you die, on the backs of those who come after you – as they undoubtedly will.’

Next to von Dodenburg, Schwarz’s sallow face broke into a faint smile, as if Captain Geier were joking. But von Dodenburg knew his company commander was deadly serious. The previous September Geier had led a full company of the pre-war Bodyguard into the Battle of Bzura in Central Poland. With great dash he had taken his objective and become the first officer in the whole of the Wehrmacht to win the Iron Cross, First Class. The Führer himself had presented the decoration. But it had been gained at the cost of a shattered shoulder, which made it impossible for Geier to carry anything heavier than a riding cane in his right hand, and the loss of three-quarters of his company. The draft was here to replace those dead, nearly a hundred and twenty of them.

‘You have now joined the premier regiment of the Armed SS,’ Geier went on. The battalion to which you belong from this moment onwards is the best within that regiment and it goes without saying that the best company in that battalion is my company. Do you understand that?’ His eyes searched their ranks for any sign of weakness or doubt, but there was none. For the young men who faced him were the best that National Socialist Germany could produce – devoted followers of the Führer, whose last six years in the Hitler Youth and the Work Service had been one long preparation for this proud moment when they finally joined the formation which bore the bold white legend ‘Adolf Hitler’ on the arm of its field-grey uniform.

‘I cannot tell you the details of your assignment here in the West,’ Geier continued. ‘All I can tell you is that you will have exactly three months to prepare for it. But when we march west and show those damned Tommies and Poilus how to break the Olympic record in running back to where they came from, I want you men of the Second Company to work like the devil for me. I have the medal.’ He tapped his chest with the riding cane. ‘That’s enough tin for the time being until the Führer, in his wisdom, decides that he’ll cure my throatache.’ The Captain was referring to the Knight’s Cross which was worn round the neck and was jokingly referred to as ‘throatache’; yet there was something unpleasantly cynical about his reference to the decoration as ‘tin’. This time I want something more tangible. I want to come out of the next campaign in the West as commander of this battalion. Do you understand?’

He let the words sink in. ‘I do not ask you to love me. I do not ask you to respect me. All I ask from you is that you obey my orders with unquestioning obedience.’ His eyes swept their ranks once more. ‘And God help any one of you, soldier, NCO or officer, who fails to do exactly that.’ The Vulture’s voice rose harshly. ‘Soldiers I welcome you to SS Assault Battalion Wotan!’

Note

1. Geier=vulture.



CHAPTER TWO

The duty NCO blew his whistle and banged open the door. ‘Aufstehen!’ he yelled at the top of his voice as if he were on the parade ground and the sleeping men were a hundred yards away, and not ten feet. ‘Hands off cocks – on socks!’ They woke up immediately. In their four months in the SS the draft had learned long ago that it didn’t pay to linger. At the door the duty NCO in his tracksuit, whistle hanging round his neck, hands on hips, stared grimly while they dropped on to the polished floor from their wooden double-decker beds.

‘Ausziehen!’ he commanded when they were all out of bed.

Swiftly they pulled off their old-fashioned issue nightshirts and stood naked and shivering in the cold air that came through the wide-open door.

The duty NCO mustered them contemptuously, not even granting them the comfort of movement. Finally he snapped, ‘Lueften!’ They pulled down the blackout shutters and opened the big windows. Ice-cold air streamed in. The soldiers’ teeth chattered.

‘Sergeant,’ said Schulze, ‘I think mine’s going to shrink away altogether in this blizzard. Do you think I could report sick.’

The duty NCO’s expression did not change. ‘You may Schulze,’ he said. ‘But I warn you that the MO was on the booze last night. He’s got the shakes this morning. But if you want him to sew it back on again for you …’ he shrugged and left the rest of the sentence unfinished. ‘All right now – shower!’

They scampered for the showers at the end of the room. As each one entered, he raised himself on the fixed bar and did the obligatory three pull-ups. A moment later the duty NCO turned on the icy water at full blast. ‘Rotten sadist!’ someone yelled, but the NCO had already moved on to rouse the inmates of the next room. The first day of training in 2nd Company, SS Assault Battalion Wotan had begun.

*         *         *

‘My name is Butcher – butcher by trade, butcher by name and butcher by inclination,’ the red-faced Sergeant-Major bellowed at the men of the 2nd Company, standing rigidly to attention in the centre of the square. His rat-trap of a mouth snapped open again and his voice, oiled by countless cheap cigars and litres of beer, roared across the parade ground and bounced off the walls two hundred metres away. ‘Believe you me, nothing in this world would give me greater pleasure than to make mincemeat of you heap of wet sacks! Do you get that?’

Sergeant-Major Metzger1, 2nd Company’s senior NCO, glared at the new arrivals. Standing there as if some God of War had planted him in the middle of the parade ground to show pale-faced recruits what a real soldier looked like, he ran his eyes along their ranks. They flicked from soldier to soldier, looking for a button undone, a helmet set at a wrong angle, a dull belt buckle – anything which he could use to demonstrate his well-known ability to ‘turn a man into a sow’, as he was wont to boast to his drinking cronies in the NCO’s wet canteen.

To his disappointment Metzger found nothing that would grant him an opportunity to give expression to one of his celebrated outbursts of temper. Almost reluctantly he got down to the business of the day. ‘All right then,’ he bellowed, ‘we’ll get on with it! Stand at ease!’

Automatically their left feet shot out. Metzger placed his hands behind his back and began to raise himself up and down on his toes. It was a movement he had seen in an old film about the First World War; the gesture had pleased him and he had adopted it as soon as he had been promoted to corporal five years before. In his considered opinion, it intimidated the average SS man and he was pleased to note now that the eyes of the front rank followed his up-and-down movement with slightly scared expectation.

‘You think you’re already soldiers,’ he began. ‘But you’re not. You’re a bunch of chimney-sweeps, run wild, a lot of rooting sows, a collection of slack arseholes.’ He ended his litany of abuse with his favourite phrase; ‘A bunch of shit!’

‘Now it is my duty and those of the NCOs to attempt to turn a bunch of shit like you into something approaching soldiers.’ He raised his hand as if to ward off their protests. ‘I know, it is almost tempting fate to make the attempt. Who in his right mind would ever think it possible, save perhaps the Butcher? But I have promised the CO that I will try.’ His voice rose from the mock sentimental to its true fury. ‘And heaven, arse and twine, God and His Son protect anyone of you wet sacks who dare let me down! I’ll cut his cock off! God help me, so I will.’

*         *         *

SS Assault Battalion Wotan’s assault course was one kilometre long – the brainchild of some ardent follower of the Marquis de Sade. A narrow plank suspended ten metres above the ground, a drop into a nettle-filled ditch, its walls sheer mud, a twenty metres crawl under knee-high barbed wire, a wooden-plank wall fifteen metres high, a terrifying lunge for mud-slippery ropes an arm’s length away, a breath-catching plunge into an icy, fast-flowing stream and finally five rounds rapid fire at moving targets.

The Butcher, coolly standing at the end of the course, stop-watch in hand, looked at the mud-stained, chest-heaving company in naked contempt. ‘Ten minutes,’ he sneered, ‘what do you think this is – a shitty girls’ school obstacle race or something? Even those wet sacks of the First Company can do the course in nine-fifty and everybody knows they’re a bunch of warm brothers.2 Too much playing with it at night, that’s what it is. Five against one! Now I bet if one of them poxy whores from the house behind the barracks – yes, your old sergeant-major has got eyes in his head. He wasn’t born yesterday – were to lift up her skirts and show you dirty men her drawers, you’d be chasing after her quick enough!’

‘You know what his problem is, mate?’ Schulze said to his neighbour. ‘It’s his missus. She’s got pepper in her pants and the Butcher can’t give her enough.’

‘Did you say something, soldier?’ the Butcher snarled.

‘Yessir,’ Schulze answered dutifully. ‘I said, perhaps we aren’t trying hard enough!’

Metzger snorted. ‘Well, at least one of you rooting sows knows what I’m talking about. All right, let’s do it again.’

Groggily, their eyes glazed with exhaustion, their heavy packs biting into their shoulders, they lined up to begin the course once more.

*         *         *

A skinny blond soldier with thin artistic hands hung on to the steel stake driven into the side of the plank wall. In vain he tried to lever himself, up to the next one, but his muscles would not pull him any further. He was beat like the rest of the 2nd Company. This was the fourth time they had been over the course. The man hung like a piece of limp meat, tears streaming down his muddy face.

‘You drunken crab, get up that wall!’ the Butcher yelled, ‘or do you want me to come over there and help you up? By God, you’ll regret it, if I do!’

‘I can’t, Sergeant-Major!’ the soldier gasped. Behind him Schulze put up his hand and pushed with all his strength. The soldier almost shot over the top of the wall.

‘Who told you to do that, soldier?’ the Butcher screamed, his red eyes bulging.

‘My hand slipped, Sergeant-Major,’ Schulze answered. ‘Muddy as hell up here.’

Before Metzger had time to reply, he heaved himself up and over. The next moment he was dropping into nothing, his hands catching the wet rope just in time.

*         *         *

They lay face downwards in the frozen grass like dying men. The sweat poured from their bodies in spite of the cold and the backs of their drill uniforms were black with moisture. ‘I’d like to get him alone at the back of the barracks,’ someone gasped. ‘I’d cut his bleeding balls off with a blunt knife.’

‘You and whose army?’ Schulze asked with dry contempt. ‘Give it a couple of months and you’ll be as bad as that bastard yourself.’

‘Nobody could ever get that bad,’ the youth who had been stuck on the wall said. His hands were a bloody mess where he had ripped his nails on the wall. ‘Not bad like that; it’s impossible. I don’t …’

A sharp voice cut into the conversation. ‘Sar’nt Major, what kind of a damned piggery is this!’

‘Sir!’ the Butcher bellowed at the top of his voice. They turned in sudden alarm as the Sergeant-Major gave Lieutenant Schwarz a tremendous salute and made his report: ‘Second Company, Assault Battalion Wotan on assault course. One hundred and seventy-two men present. Nothing special to report, Sir!’

The sallow little officer looked up at the NCO. ‘Nothing special to report, did you say, Sergeant-Major?’ He pointed at the sweat-lathered men sprawled on the ground exhausted: ‘And what do you call that?’

The Butcher tried to bluster, but Schwarz cut him short. ‘An SS man is an élite soldier, Sergeant-Major. He can’t afford to loll about like those chaps in the Army can. I’m afraid you’re molly coddling them – you’re too soft on them. Now trot off to my car and get the box you’ll find behind the seat.’

Like an obedient recruit, glad to get out of the way before the matter developed any further, the burly Sergeant Major ‘trotted off’ to carry out the Lieutenant’s order, while the latter passed the time by making the exhausted company do a few press-ups – using the left hand only.

While the company formed a circle round him, their chests heaving with the fresh exertion, Schwarz opened the wooden box. He took out a small metal object and straightened up again. ‘A British Mills bomb, vintage 1916, captured in Poland last September. This,’ he touched the metal pin, ‘is the firing pin. If I pull it out, the bomb will explode within four seconds.’

Calmly and deliberately he pulled out the pin but kept his hand round the lever it released. ‘If I were to drop this now,’ he said, ‘every one of you within ten yards’ range would be killed or severely wounded. Now, I’d like you all to take ten paces to the rear.’

Mystified and not a little scared, the men shuffled back the required distance. Schwarz waited patiently.

‘In Bad Toelz, we had a little game that was perhaps a little silly, but I think it did separate the men from the cowards. It went something like this. We took a grenade and placed it on the crown of our helmets.’ He suited the action to his words. Suddenly the faces all around him went pale, as the men guessed what he was going to do next.

‘Thereupon we released the pin.’ The lever went whining through the air. Schwarz did not seem to notice. But his voice was a little strained as he said, ‘Now one has about three seconds left. The trick is to keep one’s head perfectly straight. If you tremble, you have no head left to …’

The explosion drowned the rest of his words. A vicious red-yellow flame spurted momentarily from the top of his helmet. Red-hot slivers of razor-sharp steel hissed through the air in all directions. The men of the 2nd Company hurled themselves to the ground.

Schwarz, standing rigidly to attention in their midst, looked down at their sickly-white faces maliciously. ‘Soft tails!’ he sneered. ‘Frightened by a little bit of a firework. half of you look as if you’ve wet your knickers!’

He gave them a few seconds to get back to their feet again. With an impatient sweep of his pale hand he knocked the remaining fragments from the scorched top of his helmet and turned to the Butcher, whose face was also drained of colour. ‘Sergeant Major,’ he snapped, businesslike again, ‘I want you to issue grenades to the first twenty men and then stand them twenty metres apart.’ The Butcher, recovering himself quickly and obviously relieved that the officer did not expect him to participate in this crazy exercise, shouted at the men in the front rank: ‘Didn’t you hear what the officer said? What’s wrong with you? Have you been eating big beans or something? Get the lead out of your arses – you, you and you pick up those grenades! Come on now.’

Reluctantly the first men moved over to the wooden box to receive one of the deadly little eggs. But they were fated not to go through with the exercise. Suddenly the cultured voice of First Lieutenant Kuno von Dodenburg broke into the proceedings. ‘Lieutenant Schwarz,’ it said softly, ‘I wonder if I could speak to you for a moment?’

Schulze breathed out an audible sigh of relief.

*         *         *

‘Schwarz,’ Kuno von Dodenburg snapped, trying to check his anger, ‘the purpose of training is not to kill your men but to prepare them for battle in such a manner that they won’t get killed.’

‘What do you mean?’ Schwarz asked angrily.

‘I mean, comrade,’ von Dodenburg said softly, using the familiar term in order to appear not to be pulling rank on the other man who was probably only a year younger than he was himself, though he had been in the Black Guards less than a year, ‘that that business with the grenade was damn stupid and might have ended unfortunately.’

‘To make an omelette, you have to crack eggs,’ Schwarz persisted.

‘Even in training there have to be casualties. The weak, the cowards, the unfit must go by the board so that the brave may survive on the battlefield.’

‘There are no brave men on a battlefield,’ von Dodenburg said, knowing that he was sounding like his father at his worst. ‘There are only fools and skilled soldiers.’

‘Then how did you get that bit of tin?’ Schwarz asked, pointing to his black wound medal.

Von Dodenburg grinned. ‘For keeping my mouth shut when my company commander made a balls up of things in Poland and then helping him to get out of the shit he had landed himself in.’

‘I must remind you, sir, that although you are my superior officer,’ Schwarz said with sudden icy formality, ‘there are certain things which I am bound by my honour as an officer of the Armed SS and my membership of the National Socialist Party to report. ‘He lowered his voice a little. ‘Perhaps it would be wise of you to remember, Lieutenant von Dodenburg, who my uncle is.’

Von Dodenburg’s face creased in a look of utter disbelief as he stared down at Schwarz. When he spoke, each word was like the drop off an icicle. With the authority of ten generations of Prussian cavalry officers behind him, he snapped icily: ‘Schwarz you are a garden dwarf, a nasty little garden dwarf! In addition, you are a complete arsehole! I know exactly who your uncle is. Now what are you? … And stand to attention, man when I speak to you!’

Like a green recruit, Schwarz standing rigidly to attention, said: ‘I am a garden dwarf, a nasty little garden dwarf …’

His voice trailed away.

‘Louder!’ von Dodenburg bellowed, pushing his face into Schwarz’s.

‘And in addition,’ Schwarz whispered miserably, ‘I am a complete arsehole.’

‘How right you are. Now get those men back into their billets and tell that fool of a sergeant-major to report to me within half-an-hour that they have had their cuts and bruises treated and are being properly fed. I hold you responsible for him, Schwarz. Do you understand?’

‘Yessir.’

‘Then don’t stand there, man! Get on with it!’

Schwarz ran off as if he were trying to break some record.

Notes

1. Metzger=Butcher.

2. German expression for a homosexual.
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