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1945 - Revenge |Is Sour
REVENGE | S SOUR (1945)

VWenever | read phrases like "war guilt trials', 'punishment of war
crimnals' and so forth, there cones back into my nmind the nenory of
something | saw in a prisoner-of-war canp in South Germany, earlier this
year.

Anot her correspondent and nyself were being show round the canp by a
little Viennese Jew who had been enlisted in the branch of the Anerican
arny which deals with the interrogation of prisoners. He was an alert,
fair-haired, rather good-I|ooking youth of about twenty-five, and
politically so much nore know edgeabl e than the average American officer
that it was a pleasure to be with him The canp was on an airfield, and
after we had been round the cages, our guide led us to a hangar where
various prisoners who were in a different category fromthe others were
bei ng ' screened'

Up at one end of the hangar about a dozen nen were lying in a row on the
concrete floor. These, it was explained, were S.S. officers who had been
segregated fromthe other prisoners. Anbng themwas a man in dingy
civilian clothes who was lying with his armacross his face and
apparently asl eep. He had strange and horribly defornmed feet. The two of
them were quite symmetrical, but they were clubbed out into an

extraordi nary gl obul ar shape whi ch made them nore |ike a horse's hoof

t han anything human. As we approached the group, the little Jew seened to
be working hinself up into a state of excitenent.

"That's the real swine!' he said, and suddenly he |lashed out with his
heavy arny boot and caught the prostrate man a fearful kick right on the
bul ge of one of his defornmed feet.

'"CGet up, you swine!' he shouted as the man started out of sleep, and then
repeat ed sonmet hing of the kind in German. The prisoner scrambled to his
feet and stood clunsily to attention. Wth the same air of working
hinself up into a fury--indeed he was al nost danci ng up and down as he
spoke--the Jew told us the prisoner's history. He was a 'real' Nazi: his
party nunber indicated that he had been a nenber since the very early
days, and he had held a post corresponding to a General in the politica
branch of the S.S. It could be taken as quite certain that he had had
charge of concentration canps and had presided over tortures and
hangings. In short, he represented everything that we had been fighting
agai nst during the past five years.

Meanwhil e, | was studying his appearance. Qite apart fromthe scrubby,
unfed, unshaven | ook that a newy captured man generally has, he was a
di sgusting specinmen. But he did not |ook brutal or in any way
frightening: nmerely neurotic and, in a low way, intellectual. H s pale,
shifty eyes were deforned by powerful spectacles. He could have been an
unfrocked cl ergyman, an actor ruined by drink, or a spiritualist nmedium
| have seen very sinilar people in London comon | odgi ng houses, and al so
in the Readi ng Room of the British Museum Quite obviously he was
nent al | y unbal anced--i ndeed, only doubtfully sane, though at this nonent
sufficiently in his right mind to be frightened of getting another kick.
And yet everything that the Jew was telling me of his history could have
been true, and probably was true! So the Nazi torturer of one's

i magi nati on, the nonstrous figure agai nst whom one had struggl ed for so
many years, dwindled to this pitiful wetch, whose obvious need was not
for punishment, but for sonme kind of psychol ogical treatnent.

Later, there were further humliations. Another S.S. officer, a large
brawny man, was ordered to strip to the waist and show t he bl ood group
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nunber tattooed on his under-arm another was forced to explain to us how
he had |ied about being a nenber of the S.S. and attenpted to pass
hi nsel f off as an ordinary soldier of the Wehrmacht. | wondered whet her
the Jew was getting any real kick out of this new found power that he was
exercising. | concluded that he wasn't really enjoying it, and that he
was nerely--like a man in a brothel, or a boy snoking his first cigar,
or atourist traipsing round a picture gallery--TELLI NG hinsel f that he
was enjoying it, and behaving as he had pl anned to behave in the days he
was hel pl ess.

It is absurd to bl ane any German or Austrian Jew for getting his own back
on the Nazis. Heaven knows what scores this particular man may have had
to wipe out; very likely his whole fam |y had been nurdered; and after
all, even a wanton kick to a prisoner is a very tiny thing conpared with
the outrages committed by the Hitler régime. But what this scene, and
much el se that | saw in Germany, brought honme to me was that the whole

i dea of revenge and puni shnent is a childish daydream Properly speaking,
there is no such thing as revenge. Revenge is an act which you want to
conmit when you are powerl ess and because you are powerless: as soon as
the sense of inpotence is removed, the desire evaporates al so

Who woul d not have junped for joy, in 1940, at the thought of seeing S.S.
of ficers kicked and humiliated? But when the thing becomes possible, it
is merely pathetic and disgusting. It is said that when Miussolini's
corpse was exhibited in public, an old wonan drew a revol ver and fired
five shots into it, exclaimng, 'Those are for ny five sons!' It is the
kind of story that the newspapers make up, but it mght be true. | wonder
how much satisfaction she got out of those five shots, which, doubtless,
she had dreamed years earlier of firing. The condition of her being able
to get close enough to Mussolini to shoot at himwas that he should be a
cor pse.

In so far as the big public in this country is responsible for the
nonstrous peace settlenment now being forced on Germany, it is because of
a failure to see in advance that punishing an eneny brings no
satisfaction. W acquiesce in crinmes |like the expulsion of all Gernans
from East Prussia--crines which in some cases we could not prevent but

m ght at | east have protested agai nst--because the Germans had angered
and frightened us, and therefore we were certain that when they were down
we should feel no pity for them W persist in these policies, or let

ot hers persist in themon our behal f, because of a vague feeling that,
havi ng set out to punish Germany, we ought to go ahead and do it.
Actually there is little acute hatred of Germany left in this country,
and even less, | should expect to find, in the arny of occupation. Only
the minority of sadists, who nust have their '"atrocities' fromone source
or another, take a keen interest in the hunting-down of war crimnals and
qui slings. If you asked the average nman what crime Goering, Ri bbentrop,
and the rest are to be charged with at their trial, he cannot tell you.
Sonehow t he puni shment of these nonsters ceases to semattractive when it
becomes possi bl e: indeed, once under |ock and key, they al nbst cease to
be nonsters.

Unfortunately, there is often a need of some concrete incident before one
can di scover the real state of one's feelings. Here is another nmenory
from Germany. A few hours after Stuttgart was captured by the French
arny, a Belgian journalist and nyself entered the town, which was stil

in sone disorder. The Bel gi an had been broadcasting throughout the war
for the European Service of the BBC, and, like nearly all Frenchmen or
Bel gi ans, he had a very much tougher attitude towards 'the Boche' than an
Engl i shman or an Anerican would have. Al the main bridges into town had
been bl own up, and we had to enter by a small footbridge which the
Germans had evidently mad efforts to defend. A dead German sol di er was
lying supine at the foot of the steps. His face was a waxy yellow. On his
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breast sonmeone had | aid a bunch of the |ilac which was bl oon ng
ever ywher e.

The Bel gi an averted his face as we went past. When we were wel |l over the
bridge he confided to me that this was the first time he had seen a dead
man. | suppose he was thirty five years old, and for four years he had
been doi ng war propaganda over the radio. For several days after this,
his attitude was quite different fromwhat it had been earlier. He | ooked
wi th disgust at the bomb-wecked town and the humiliation the Germans
wer e under goi ng, and even on one occasion intervened to prevent a
particularly bad bit of |ooting. When he |left, he gave the residue of the
coffee we had brought with us to the Germans on whomwe were billeted. A
week earlier he would probably have been scandalized at the idea of
giving coffee to a 'Boche'. But his feelings, he told ne, had undergone a
change at the sight of ce pauvre nort beside the bridge: it had suddenly
brought hone to himthe meaning of war. And yet, if we had happened to
enter the town by another route, he nmight have been spared the experience
of seeing one corpse out of the--perhaps--twenty nillion that the war

has produced.
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