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INTRODUCTION

With this translation of Leon Degrelle’s Front de l’est one of the great :
men of this or any century begins to tell his story in English. For the first
time the majority of English speakers in America, Great Britain, and other
English-speaking countries will have the chance to make up their own minds
about a public figure who for over fifty years has been in his native country,
Belgium, and abroad, one of the most admired as well as one of the most
reviled and traduced figures of the century. Publicist, political leader,
soldier, Catholic, man of the West, Leon Degrelle compels our attention:
long slandered by distortion or omission by the powers which seek to con-
trol our thought, now he speaks to us in our own language.

In Campaign in Russia Degrelle deals almost exclusively with his service
on the German Eastern Front in the great European crusade against Com-
munism in Russia, Ukraine, the Baltic states, and the other territories which
then languished, and still languish, under the despotic rule of the masters of
the Soviet Empire. A master stylist in French, the author of more than
twenty books, with an incomparable breadth of life experlence and culture,
Degrelle as actor and chronicler of the anti-Soviet epic needs little assistance
or elucidation from any chair-bound academic or editor.

Yet a few preliminary remarks are necessary to set the stage for the great
drama of the Wallonian heroes in the East. Degrelle’s life story is little
known in England and America, and the General is often not disposed to
enlighten us on many salient details. It was not for nothing that his fellow
Walloon volunteers jokingly referred to him as ‘“Modest the First, Duke of

- Burgundy,’’ on the front. Furthermore, both American and English readers
of the present-day have little feel for, or knowledge of, the essentials of
Continental history so important for understanding Degrelle and his move-
ment, notwithstanding a vast influx of refugee scholars to American and
British universities in consequence of national revolutionary developments
throughout the Europe of the 1930’s and 1940’s.

Leon Degrelle was born on 15 June 1906 at Bouillon, on the French
border, in the Belgian province of Luxembourg. His father, Edouard



vi CAMPAIGN IN RUSSIA

Degrelle, was a prosperous brewer who had immigrated to Belgium from
France five years earlier, provoked by a French ‘‘anti-clerical’’ govern-
ments’s expulsion of the Jesuit order. (So many of the Degrelles had
become Jesuit priests that a friend of the family described the Degrelles as
““Jesuits from father to son,” ironic indeed in view of Degrelle’s future
troubles with the Catholic hierarchy of Belgium.)

Degrelle the boy grew up along the banks of the Semois, overshadowed
by the great castle of Godfrey de Bouillon, leader of the First Crusade and
King of Jerusalem, enjoying a relatively untroubled youth despite four
years of German occupation during the First World War. In 1921 he entered
the Jesuit college of Notre Dame de la Paix at Namur. His grades were
average, for the young Degrelle had, from the age of fifteen, commenced an
ambitious extra-curricular work of reading and writing. At that age he
published his first newspaper article; many more were to follow. When a
friend fell seriously ill, young Leon wrote to Cardinal Mercier, the primate
of Belgium, to ask him to administer personally the last rites of the Church.
Mercier did so, and entered into a correspondence with the teenager. At
seventeen, Degrelle published an article on social justice in Les cahiers de la
Jeunesse catholique (Notebooks of Catholic Youth) which so impressed the
socialist leader Emile Vandervelde that he published it in his paper Le Peu-
Dle (The People) with the regret that the young writer was not a socialist.
(These details and much other fascinating material can be found in Jean-
Michel Etienne’s Le Mouvement rexiste jusqu’en 1940, a relatively balanced
account of Degrelle and his political activity before the war, published as
Number 165 of the Cahiers de la fondation nationale des sciences politi-
ques, Paris.)

In 1924 Degrelle left the college to continue his studies at the Catholic
faculty at Namur. During that time, and even before, Degrelle had fallen
under the sway of the French writer Charles Maurras, founder and leader of
Action Francaise, who, together with his close collaborator Leon Daudet,
expounded brilliantly on French culture and politics in the newspaper that
bore the name of their movement. It is difficult today to convey the impact
and influence Maurras exercized over French youth (and French-speaking
youth in Belgium and Switzerland). Profoundly conservative, with a sweep
of classical culture which easily encompassed Hellas and Rome as well as

( the French cultural and political achievement, which Maurras, a monarch- |
ist, saw as chiefly the work of “forty kings in a thousand years,” Maurras
played a leading role in the controversies of the day. Reading Action Fran-
caise in Paris was de rigueur for French intellectuals of all political shades,
from Proust and Gide to Bourget and Mauriac.

Like many 19th and 20th-century intellectuals on the side of authority

~and the West, Maurras was not a believing Christian, although he valued’
the Catholic Church’s historical role and traditions highly. At first this
didn’t blunt his support among young Catholics, including Degrelle. In
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1924 the young student responded to a poll conducted by the Cahiers de la
Jeunesse catholique, which posed the question: ‘‘Among the writers of the
past twenty years, whom do you consider to be your master?’’ by campaign-
ing among his fellows for Maurras, who won the poll in a landslide, mor-
tally offending certain shades of Catholic opinion, particularly among the
hierarchy, and leading indirectly to the condemnation of Action Francaise
by Cardinal Andrieu, of Bordeaux, and the placing of Maurras’s writings
on the index of books prohibited for Catholics.

Young Degrelle, loyal Catholic, complied readily with the prelate’s in-
junction. Continuing his studies at the great university at Louvain, he ex-
celled in philosophy and literature, was less successful at the study of
politics and law, by which time he was devoting most of his energies to jour-
nalism. In 1927 he assumed the direction of L’Avant-Garde, the student
newspaper, which Degrelle revitalized to such an extent that its circulation
soared to an unprecedented 10,000.

Degrelle’s prowess as an editor and a Catholic polemicist attracted much
notice in Belgium. In 1929 Degrelle was offered an editorship, at age 23, of
the Brussels daily Le XXe siecle (The Twentieth Century), an offer under
the terms of which he would not have to cease his studies. In 1930 he was
appointed director of Les editions Rex, a publishing house closely affiliated
with the Catholic youth movement in Belgium (‘‘Rex’’ stood for Christus
Rex, ¢“Christ the King”’).

The twenty-four-year-old publisher immediately embarked on a
strenuous program of Catholic and nationalist propaganda, supervising
half a dozen periodicals and churning out a flood of books and pamphlets.
In 1931, with help from his family and sympathizers, Degrelle was able to
buy the financially precarious publishing house, attaining an increased in-
dependence from its official Catholic sponsors.

Soon, thanks to Degrelle’s energy and leadership, an intellectual and
nascently political movement was beginning to coalesce around Rex. At
first Degrelle was determined to renew Belgian life from within the
established framework, meaning, at that time, the official Catholic
movements and the Church-linked Catholic Party. Unfortunately for
Belgium and the loftier ethical purposes of the Church, the Catholic Party
was an integral part of the morally corrupt and spiritually exhausted climate
which characterized the nation, and so much of the West, then and today.

The Belgium of the 1930’s, and the preceding century, was a far cry from
the cultural and economic giant it had been in earlier ages, when it had
boasted successively a proud chivalry, industrious merchants and en-
trepreneurs, and brilliant artists and scholars. Throughout its history it had
been a land of proudly independent nobles and townsmen jealous of their
liberties, a place coveted as the pivot of empire by rulers from the Carol-
ingians to the Habsburgs to Napoleon Bonaparte. Charlemagne, Godfrey
de Bouillon, Charles the Bold, Charles the Fifth, the Van Eycks, Bruegel,
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Rubens, Josquin Desprez, Roland de Lassus: the list of men who lived and
worked in the cities and provinces of what is now Belgium is a roll-call of
European greatnéss.

With the defeat of Napoleon’s quest for a united Europe, however,
Belgium, an independent state bearing that name for the first time from
1830, drifted into increasing political and cultural stagnation. Its role as Bri-
tain’s tripwire against French and German ‘‘aggression’’ was established
definitively by the Belgian Guarantee Treaty, which in effect made the little
country the strategic catspaw of the balance-of-power manipulators and im-
perialists in London.

Following the First World War, Belgium drifted farther into France’s or-
bit politically, and its three ruling parties, the Catholics, the Liberals, and
the Socialists, consolidated the system by which they shared the loot of of-
fice, engaging in an endless round of financial peculations to which the
mass of the Belgian electorate had long since become insensate.

Degrelle’s passionate call to rededication and reform was naturally re-
jected by the men he came to call the ‘‘old bonzes’’ of political Catholicism,
and Degrelle responded with a withering critique of their failings. By late
1934 the breach with the Catholic Party was an accomplished and public
fact, and Rex, already a potent force through its publications and its for-
midable mass rallies, was moving steadily in the direction of formal political
activity.

Degrelle and his movement launched a brilliant propaganda campaign
against the established parties, whom Degrelle denounced as the pourris,
“‘the corrupt,’’ before whose offices broom-welding Rexists gathered to
dramatize their call for a national cleansing. The Rexists were able to make
great political capital out of the cynical financial manipulations of the par-
ties and their henchmen, the ‘‘banksters,”’ in Degrelle’s memorable
coinage. Degrelle was able to point to the fact, for instance, that 59 Catholic
deputies of the national assembly held 245 positions on the boards of
banking, industrial, and commercial concerns; that 19 Liberal deputies held
113 such positions; and that 17 Socialists, Marxists to a man, reveled in 53
like plums.

Nor did it escape Degrelle and Rex that Belgium’s ruling parties, so
cooperative when it came to dividing the private spoils of public life,
survived politically only by sedulously fostering political division and
strife—economic, linguistic, and religious—throughout Belgium. Degrelle,
the foremost Belgian orator of the day, flayed the bourgeoisie for the
betrayal of the workers; chastized the Liberals and Socialists for their aban-
donment of Belgium’s religious heritage; and wooed the Flemish-speakers
of the north, long estranged by the cultural and political arrogance of the
dominant Walloons.

Rex’s first venture into the electoral lists in May 1936 was a stunning suc-
cess: the movement elected 21 deputies and 12 senators, establishing itself in
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its initial attempt as a serious contender to the established parties. Degrelle
followed up this success with a series of political hammer blows against the
parties: he greatly increased his potential support among the workers by
supporting their aims in several massive strikes which broke out after the
election (‘*‘To break the neck of Communism will get us nowhere if we do
not also break the neck of the social selfishness that gave it birth,”” he pro-
claimed), and he struck an agreement with the Flemish nationalists, whose
political party was also burgeoning.

For a time it seemed as if Rex might change radically the nature of politics
in Belgium, but the forces of the establishment, aware of their peril, united
in a solid phalanx against Degrelle. When the young leader opposed
Belgium’s Premier Van Zeeland in a climactic by-election in Brussels in
1937, ¢“all the forces of conservatism joined against him, from Communist
advocates of a moderate (sic) Popular Front to the Catholics,”” in the
significant phrase of refugee historian Eugen Weber, no friend to Rex or
Degrelle (in Varieties of Fascism, p. 128).

The Catholic hierarchy, repeating a mistake it has made many times in
the last century, condemned its church’s most ardent son in the interests of
a specious moderation and conservatism: Catholics were forbidden by the
primate of Belgium, Cardinal Van Rooey, to so much as abstain from
voting for Van Zeeland, who, backed by the massed artillery of the
banksters, the press, all three major parties, and the Church, won in a land-
slide. (The estimable Van Zeeland was forced from office a year later when
Degrelle publicized the details of a particularly ripe financial scandal in
which he had involved himself.)

After the by-election Rex’s fortunes declined sharply. Although Degrelle
was subsequently elected to the national assembly (with the highest percen-
tage of any candidate in the nation), Rexist representation dwindled to a
handful of deputies. As war loomed in Europe, Degrelle devoted himself to
impressing on his countrymen the need for a principled Belgian neutrality.

When Belgium was sucked inexorably into the vortex of the European
war in 1940, Degrelle’s enemies had a chance to settle their scores. Ger-
many’s advance triggered a panic over the alleged activities of ‘‘fifth colum-
nists,”’ (who, as Bradley F. Smith has established in The Shadow Warriors,
were virtually non-existent in Western Europe), giving a pretext for
Degrelle’s arrest, in flagrant violation of any parliamentary immunity, on
10 May 1940.

Dragged from dungeon to dungeon across Belgium and France, he was
beaten and tortured, and was several times in imminent danger of being
killed (Joris Van Severen, Flemish leader and Belgian patriot, was murdered
by French troops at Abbeville that May). Given up for dead by his family,
Degrelle ended up at a concentration camp at Vernet in southern France,
which was commanded by a Frenchman named Bernheim. When German
officials sympathetic to the young leader discovered his whereabouts, he
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was promptly released. On his return to Belgium, he avoided collaborating
with the German occupation forces, unlike many of his foes in the pre-war
political establishment (most of the government, on the other hand, had
fled pell-mell across the English Channel, appropriating as much gold and
currency as they could carry).

As German arms triumphed everywhere on the contiment, and an atten-
dant postwar redrawing of the map of Europe seemed likely, Degrelle
turned his thoughts to the shape and role of his country in the new order.
Conscious of the transitory and conditional nature of the nineteenth-
century political construct that was Belgium, Degrelle envisioned a possible
new state along the lines of old Lotharingia or historic Burgundy, that an-
cient buffer zone between Germany and France the claims of which have
never been entirely eclipsed in the 1,100 year course of Western European
history. When Hitler struck against the Soviet Union in June, 1941,
Degrelle made his decision. His offer to raise a volunteer battalion of his
Walloons to ensure a place of honor for French-speaking Belgians in
Hitler’s new Europe was accepted by the Germans.

* * * * *

For the average American, particularly one who didn’t live through the
1930’s and 40’s, a forty-year barrage of incessant and one-sided propa-
ganda requires a real act of historical imagination to enter into the spirit of
those days, let alone reconstruct them through historical research.

In the liberal and capitalist West, the 1930’s were a time of economic
stagnation, its nations still exhausted by the senseless slaughter of the First
World War, its leaders and office holders devoid of ideals, its political and
moral force on the world stage ebbing rapidly. Communism, despite the
severe economic and organizational problems of the Soviet Union, was on
the march. Secure in its eight-million-square-mile Eurasian bastion, thanks
to the financial and technical aid and political indulgence of its plutocratic
enemies, it commanded a world-wide conspiratorial apparatus and fostered
a global propaganda, each of which seemed to gain in strength from year to
year.

In Germany, at the start of this period, a powerful Communist movement
seemed to be readying another thrust at revolution. In Spain the Reds would
seize control of an anti-Western revolution which, among other atrocities,
witnessed the murder of over 6,000 priests and nuns (including fourteen
bishops) and the wholesale liquidation of its erstwhile allies on the left,
while a large portion of the European and American political leadership and
intelligentsia looked on in sympathy. In France a ‘‘Popular Front’’ was in-
augurated, according Soviet agents entree to the highest councils and most
secret councils of the nation. As Eugene Lyons demonstrated in his ex-
cellent The Red Decade, a de facto popular front had also come into being
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in America, the government of which was increasingly infiltrated, to the
highest policy-making levels, by Soviet agents and sympathizers, and whose
leaders tolerated and often participated in the Red propaganda. The same
was true, although to a lesser extent, in a politically played-out Great Bri-~
tain, where the signal Communist achievement was the recruitment of a
number of the nation’s most gifted and privileged youth, at its greatest
university, to the Soviet spy and terror organization.

Against this audacious assault, carried on within and without the citadels
of the West, the men of Europe and America seemed, for the most part,
powerless, either lulled by its siren songs or paralyzed by indecision and
fear. Even the ‘‘conservatives,’’ then as now, had little better to offer than
airy and diffuse theorizing, Aesopian talk of ‘‘revolts of the masses,’’ or
‘‘conservative revolutions,”’ usually light-years wide of the mark and
scarcely powerful enough to confound even their own countries’ worn-out
leftist literati or rouse their peoples, let alone blunt the disciplined fury of
the Communists. ,

The only effective opponents of this most deadly peril ever to menace the
civilization of the West were those men and women of Europe variously
called ““Fascist” or “‘Nazi,”” words long since converted to mere smears in
the opinion mills East and West. Their movements, first in Italy, pre-
eminently in Germany, but active and capable in many European nations,
were able to displace a doddering liberalism and smash snarling Bolshevism
wherever they triumphed, not so much by police repression, although they
didn’t shrink from it, as by fearlessly grappling with the salient economic
and political issues of the day. Hitler’s and Mussolini’s crushing of the
Marxists was accomplished by real achievements on behalf of the workers,
not merely in terms of employment, social security, and prosperity, but by
earnestly cultivating these tens of millions of men and women as full-
fledged and honorable members of their nation, in marked contrast to the
scorn and fear of craftsmen and leaders so deeply engrained in the
bourgeois caste which dominated liberal circles.

Germany’s assault on the Soviet, launched in mortal necessity, has been
to date the only serious attempt to destroy the Communist enemy of
Western liberties and conscience, despite an unending series of half-hearted
jabs and feints by the capitalist powers since the end of the First World
War. It was the mightiest and bloodiest struggle the world has ever seen.
For Germany and its European allies, it began with an unbroken succession
of victories. Checked by the Russian winter at the very gates of Moscow, the
armies of Europe held on and continued their advance to the southeast in
1942. With the turn of the tide in 1943, thanks to the Soviet’s almost inex-
haustible manpower, lavish aid from Bolshevism’s capitalist allies, and the
vast spaces of the Russian heartland, the Germans, bolstered by hard-
fighting European volunteers in the ranks of the Waffen SS, performed
prodigies of heroism to the bitter end, when the Red tide engulfed Europe as
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far as Luebeck and Trieste, and the soldiers of the plutocratic Mammon and
the Bolshevik Moloch clasped hands on the Elbe.

In this heroic, failed crusade Leon Degrelle and his Wallonian volunteers
played their role to the utmost measure of their hearts and souls. Of the first
800 Walloons who left for the Eastern Front, three survived the war, one of
them Degrelle, who was wounded seven times during the course of his three
and a half years of combat. All told some 2,500 Walloons fell against the
Soviets, only after enduring desperate, hand-to-hand combats by the hun-
dred, hurricanes of steel by the thousand. Outnumbered and outgunned but
never outmanned, the Belgians never wavered and never flinched in a battle
that was far less tangibly theirs than that of by far the majority of com-
batants. For the honor of their country, for the future of their continent,
‘they braved a hundred Alamos, a hundred Thermopylaes, so that it might
once more be proclaimed, with full justice: Fortissimi omnium Belgae sunt.

It needs be remarked that the Wallonian troops were most of them
military novices at the outset of the war. Their organizer Degrelle had been
rendered quasi-invulnerable by no protective laving in fire or water; no
Cheiron bred him to arms. When he departed for the front in 1941 at the
age of 35, he had never fired a gun; although he had been offered high rank
he chose to start out as a private, sharing all the burdens of his comrades,
and rising by his courage and resolve alone through the ranks to the position
of commander of the unit he raised, at last the 28th SS Division
‘“Wallonia.”” No foreign soldier in the armies of the Reich was as highly
honored as Dégrelle; none so much merited honor. ;

For their heroism in defense of the West, Degrelle and his men received
nothing but slander and persecution.

The Belgian political establishment, returned from its sojourn in London
with breasts glittering from medals and orders of “‘resistance,’’ hounded the
Rexists and their families with pitiless ferocity, to humiliation, imprison-
ment, and even death. This purge, part and parcel of a great bloodbath or-
chestrated by Red leaders throughout Europe, was abetted, as historian
Bradley Smith has established, by help from a perhaps unexpected quarter:
with help from the British intelligence establishment a number of officers
from Stalin’s NKVD were parachuted into Belgium to lend their expertise.

Needless to say, Degrelle’s family was marked out for especial cruelty.
His brother was assassinated by terrorists, although he played no active role
in Degrelle’s movement. His wife and parents were arrested, brutally
mishandled, and thrown in jail. All of them died there. With-a superbly
refined inhumanity, the votaries of justice and decency rounded up all of
Degrelle’s children (seven girls and a little boy) and, after changing their
names, dispersed them in orphanages, reform schools, and homes for the
retarded all across Europe. Such was the humanity and honor of -our
Western elite, revealed then as it had been revealed many times before, from
Pearl Harbor to Dresden to Teheran to Yalta to the camps where American
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and British minions rounded up the millions of subjects of the Red empire
to hand them over to Stalin, to that leader’s boundless stupefaction and
rejoicing.

By dint of luck, persistance, and the undying loyalty and friendship of his
comrades, Degrelle was able to rescue his scattered children and bring them
to Spain, the epic flight to which he describes in these pages and where,
thanks to the decency and honor of Generalissimo Francisco Franco, he has
been able to build a new life.

Despite his years he remains vigorously and mentally nimble. Sentenced
to death in 1944 by the leaders of the land he loved and served so well, he
has spent more than half his life in exile. The smug bourgeois, the ec-
clesiastical Tartuffes, and the bread-and-butter socialists of Belgium still
sputter and tremble at his name. He keeps the banners of the Wallonian

- Division, which he saved; some day, he hopes, they will be exhibited at a

war museum in Belgium. Asked by a journalist ten years ago if he had any
regrets about the war, he answered, ‘“Only that we lost.”

* L] * * *

Besides its merits as an unparalleled military memoir of the Eastern
Front, Campaign in Russia has considerable literary value as an epic of Ger-
many and Europe’s crusade against Bolshevism. A superb French stylist
and a man of profound culture, Degrelle is fully conscious of his tale’s

“heroic sweep, which constitutes at once a compact Iliad and Odyssey of .

modern Western courage and resolve. Alive to the classical tradition of
Western letters, Degrelle frequently alludes to earlier champions against the
East, from Xenophon to Godfrey de Bouillon to Bonaparte.

His own values emerge clearly in Campaign in Russia. Not merely valor

“and honor, but humanity and compassion, a tender solicitude for the

Belgian comrades he led east, a sublime love for beauty, and a forthright
candor mark his narrative. -

Degrelle is magnanimous even to his Communist foes, paying tribute to
their courage, even that of their commissars when the occasion arises,
despite the many brutal atrocities the Communist soldiers carried out
against his men. How different from victors and the masters of public opin-
ion in our country, who to this day wage a relentless campaign of calumny
and slander, an as yet unremitting atrocity propaganda against the defeated
and the fallen. And although Degrelle is mercilessly frank in depicting the
privation and squalor in which the workers and peasants lived under the
Bolshevik regime, as a Christian he feels a great compassion for his fellow
Christians. Some of the most moving passages in the book describe the Or-
thodox services which resumed with the German conquest, and in which
Degrelle and the Catholic Walloons took part in true ecumenical spirit.

Love of beauty: time and time again Degrelle paints the splendors of the
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landscape and the heavens in inspired prose. The soldier who exclaims
““Life without beauty is worthless!’’ has an eye for beauty even amid chaos
and death, and his matchless descriptions of the carnage of the front evoke
the terrifying splendor of the canvases of Bosch, Bruegel, and Goya.

Degrelle has no qualms about telling hard truths and making hard
judgements. He is quick to praise the Germans and their allies when they are
worthy, quick to chasten them when they are not. His descriptions of the
Italians and the Romanians, of Quisling and the German generals are
unsparing portraits of men who must now forever fear the burden of their
deeds, for evil and for good. He is not a writer stridulously to carp and
blame, however. Unlike so many post-war writers who served on the Ger-
man side, Degrelle makes no attempt to curry favor with publishers and
critics by obligatory condemnations of men like Hitler and Himmler.
Unafraid to stand up to them face to face (he insisted that his unit have
Catholic chaplains, even after it entered the SS, and he once told the
Fuehrer that people often said he [Hitler] was crazy), Degrelle criticizes
what he deems their errors with a fine discretion, and pays gracious tribute
to their dedication and bravery. Indeed, Campaign in Russia is a moving
threnody to his chosen allies, the German leaders and the German people:
their matchless discipline, their boundless courage, the glory of their flam-
ing cities, the pathos of their defeat and ruin.

But it is his brave Walloons, above all the rest, whom the writer seeks to
honor with this book: the bold and self-denying men, young and old, who
flocked to the standards of their country’s ancient glory, from the mines,
from the factories, from the schools and shops and offices and universities
of their land, without hope of personal gain—no mercenaries, but gallant
patriots like the storied Wild Geese of Ireland, who fought on far-flung bat-
tlefields in alien armies for the freedom of their nation. 2,500 of them lie
dead, the remainder were proscribed in their native land. Degrelle, always
more than able to speak for himself, here speaks for them, those not so able
with tongue and pen and those eternally mute.

Always, however, the reader returns to Degrelle, the leader, the fighter,
the creator, veteran of a hundred battles in the most titanic struggle in
history, author of two dozen books, master of his life and the desperate age
he lives in. How foreign to Degrelle is the ethic of the ‘‘survivor,’’ the man
who lives on at any price, the shallow cult of the ‘‘winner,”’ the fair-weather
glutton for false profit and tawdry fame! What contrast Degrelle’s
boundless energy for creation, for heroism, for sacrifice, his ineluctible
good cheer and breadth of spirit, offers to the intellectual and spiritual in-
anition of the men and women of contemporary America!

After all his trials, after all his deeds, Degrelle lives on, still working, still
creating, the 20th-century Christian knight, Roland returned in triumph, his
honor brighter yet, from the pass at Roncesvalles. Always we see him smil-
ing, not from satisfaction at those obscure workings of fate that bring our
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‘‘happiness,’’ but in some deeper, enigmatic, joy, the same smile one sees
on the faces of the sixth century Greek kouroi, so many statues of the
Buddha, the incomparable Bamberger Reiter: no mere stern-faced warrior
is he, content to look Death and the Devil hard in the eye, but a man who
marches to the rhythms and laws of God and the universe. If his brave
Wallonians teach us how to die, Degrelle will teach us how to live.

—Ted O’Keefe






PREFACE

In 1936 I was the youngest political leader in Europe. At the age of
twenty-nine, I'd already shaken my country to its very core. Hundreds of
thousands of men, women, and young people followed me with total faith
and passion. Our movement had elected dozens of deputies and senators to
the Belgian parliament. I could have been a minister in the government: I
had only to say one word to enter into the game of politics.

I preferred to pursue, outside the official cockpit, the hard struggle for
order and justice, and against corruption, since I was possessed by an ideal
which allowed neither for compromises nor for a division of the spoils.

I wanted to free my country from the dictatorial domination of the
moneyed interests which corrupted power, undermined our institutions,
tainted our consciences, and ruined industry and labor. For the anarchical
regime of the old parties, all of them discredited by leprous political-
financial scandals, I wanted to substitute, legally, a strong and free State,
well ordered, responsible, and representative of the true energies of our
people.

This was not a question of tyranny nor of ““fascism.’’ It was a question of
good sense. A country cannot live in disorder, incompetence, irresponsi-
bility, uncertainty, and corruption.

I called for authority in the State, competence in public offices, continu-
ity in the enterprises of the nation, a real, living contract between the masses
and the government, an intelligent and productive harmony among the
citizens who were separated and opposed to one another only by artificial
struggles: class struggles, religious struggles, linguistic struggles, all
manufactured and fed with scrupulous care since they were the very life of
the rival parties which, with an equal hypocrisy, disputed theatrically with
one another while sharing the advantages of power.

I swooped down, broom in hand, under the eyes of the corrupt gangs that
drained away the vigor of my country. I flogged and flagellated them, I
destroyed, before the eyes of the people, the whited sepulchres under which
they hid their depravities, their plundering, their lucrative collusions. I
caused a breath of youth and idealism to pass over my country; I exalted the
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spiritual forces and the lofty recollections of struggle and glory of a deter-
mined, hard-working people with a passion for life.

The Rexist movement was a reaction against the corruption of an era. It
was a movement for political renewal and for social justice. It was especially
a fervent impetus toward greatness, an outpouring of thousands of souls
who wished to breathe, to shine, to raise themselves above the baseness of a
regime and an era.

Such was the struggle up until May, 1940.

The Second World War—which I had condemned—changed everything,
in Belgium as elsewhere. Old institutions, old doctrines collapsed like castles
made of rotten wood, worm-eaten for a long time.

The Rexist movement was not tied in any manner to the triumphant Third
Reich: not to its leader, not to its party, not to any one of its leaders or
propagandists. The Rexist movement was fundamentally an intensely na-
tional movement with absolute independence. All the archives of the Third
Reich have been seized: no one has been able to find the tiniest trace of any
attachment whatever, direct or indirect, between Rexism and Hitler before
the invasion in 1940. Our hands were clean, our hearts were pure, our love
for our country, bright and burning, was free of all compromise.

The German onrush overwhelmed our country.

For 99 percent of the Belgians or the French, the war was over by July
1940; the predominance of the Reich was a fact to which, moreover, the old
democratic and financial regime ardently wanted to adapt itself as quickly
as possible!

Among those who had insulted Hitler in 1939 were many who would be
the most eager to throw themselves at the feet of the conqueror in 1940: the
heads of the great parties of the Left, the financial magnates, the owners of
the largest newspapers, the Masonic ministers of state, the former govern-
ment, all of them wanted, sought, begged a smile, an opportunity for col-
laboration.

Was it necessary to surrender the field to the discredited ghosts of the old
parties, to the gangsters of a financial system whose only allegiance was to
gold, or to sinister pirates lacking both talent and dignity, eager for the
meanest tasks of a valet to satisfy their greed and ambition?

The problem was not only sad: it was urgent. To nearly all observers the
Germans appeared to be final victors. It was necessary to make up one’s
mind. Could we, out of fear of taking responsibility, just let our country
drift?

For several weeks, I considered the problem. It was only after having
asked and obtained from the Royal Palace a completely favorable decision
that I decided to let Le Pays réel (The Real Country), the newspaper of the
Rexist movement, reappear.

Belgian collaboration, which began at the end of 1940, took, however, an
unfortunate direction. From all the evidence, the German authorities were
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very much more interested in the capitalist forces than in the idealist forces.
No one succeeded in finding out exactly what Germany was contemplating.

The King of the Belgians, Leopold III, wanted to see things more clearly
and to obtain some precise details. He asked Hitler to receive him. The au-
dience was granted. But King Leopold came back from Berchtesgaden’
without having succeeded and without having learned anything new.

It was clear that our country was going to be made to wait until peace
returned. By that time it would be too late. We had to win, before the war
ended, the right to negotiate with Germany on an effective basis. How were
we to achieve this?

Collaboration within the country was nothing other than an operation of
slow encirclement, of nibbling in bits and bites, of endless struggles for in-
fluence carried out against obscure secondary personages. Not only would
that work not give any prestige to whoever undertook it, but it could only
discredit him.

That was a trap I didn’t want to fall into. I watched and waited for a dif-
ferent approach. Suddenly, in June, 1941, I had my chance: Germany had
gone to war against the Soviet Union.

Here was the unique opportunity, the opportunity to command the
respect of the Reich by means of combat, suffering, and glory. In 1940, we
had been the conquered, our king a prisoner king.

All at once, in 1941, we were offered the chance to become the comrades
and equals of our conquerers. Everything depended on our courage. We
had, finally, the chance to win the position of prestige which would allow
us, on the day of the reorganization of Europe, to speak with our heads held
high, in the name of our heroes, in the name of our dead, in the name of the
nation, which had offered its blood.

Through our struggle on the endless Eastern steppes, we wanted indeed to
do our duty as Europeans and as Christians. But, we say this openly—we
proclaimed it loud and clear from the first day—we had above all given this
gift of our youth in order to guarantee the future of our nation in the midst
of a rescued Europe. It was for that, first of all, that several thousands of
our comrades fell. It was for that that thousands of men struggled, strug-
gled for four years, suffered for four years, sustained by that hope, driven
on by that desire, strengthened by the certainty that they were going to suc-
ceed in their purpose.

The Reich lost the war, but it could just as well have won it.

Until 1945, victory for Hitler remained possible.

Hitler as victor would, I am certain, have recognized the right of our na-
tion to live and to be great, a right that it had acquired for itself slowly, with
difficulty, by the blood of thousands of Belgian volunteers.

These men endured two years of epic struggle before forcing the attention
of the Reich. In 1941, the Belgian anti-Bolshevik Wallonian? Legion had

1 Sep footnotes beginning on page 349.
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gone unnoticed. Our soldiers had to multiply their acts of bravery, to risk
their lives a hundred times before raising the name of their country to the
level of legend. In 1943, our legion of volunteers had become celebrated all
along the Eastern Front for its idealism and its fearlessness. In 1944, it
reached the height of its fame, at the time of the odyssey of Cherkassy. The
German people, more than any other people, are sensitive to the glory of
armed combat. Our moral claim on the German Reich was unique in
Europe, far superior to that of any other occupied country.

I saw Hitler at length on two occasions in that year, a soldier’s visit, but a
visit that showed me clearly that we had won our country. Shaking my hand
firmly in his two hands at the moment of my departure, Hitler told me with
stirring affection: ““If I had a son, I would want him to be like you.”” How,
after all our battles, could he refuse me the right of my country to live in
honor? Our volunteers had won their dream: they had, in the event of Ger-
man victory, resoundingly assured the rebirth and the greatness of our
people.

The Allied victory temporarily rendered useless that terrible effort of four
years combat, the sacrifice of our dead, the Calvary of the survivors.

- After the defeat, the world worked unceasingly to mock the vanquished.
Our soldiers, our wounded, our maimed were condemned to death or
thrown into unspeakable camps and prisons. Nothing was respected,
_neither the honor of the warrior, nor our parents, nor our homes. ’
‘But greatness is never in vain. The virtues won in sorrow and sacrifice are
_stronger than hatred and death. Like the sun springing from the dark night,
they will shine forth sooner or later.
. The future will go well beyond that rehabilitation. It will not only render
homage to the heroism of the soldiers of the Eastern Front in the Second
World War, but it will also say that they were right: that they were right ina
negative sense, since Bolshevism is the end of all values; and that they were
right in a positive sense, since a united Europe, for which they strove, was
the only—perhaps the last—possibility of survival for a marvelous old con-
tinent, a haven of human joy and fervor, but mangled and mutilated to the
point of death.

A day will come, perhaps, when people will regret the defeat in 1945 of
the defenders and builders of Europe.

'~ While awaiting that day, let us tell truthfully their epic tale—how they
fought, what trials they suffered, how they gave their hearts to the struggle.

Through the epic of the Belgian volunteers—one unit among a hundred
others—it is the entire Russian front which is going to come into view once
more, with the sunny days of the great victories, with the still more moving
days of the great defeats, defeats which were imposed by physical cir-
cumstances, but which the will did not accept.

Out there, on the endless steppes, lived men.

You, reader, friend or enemy—watch them come back to life; for we are
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living in a period when one must look very hard to find real men, and they
were that, to the very marrow of their bones, as you are going to see.

L.D.






Chapter One
RUSH TO THE UKRAINE

22 June 1941 began like all the beautiful Sundays of summer. I was
absent-mindedly turning the dial of my radio, when suddenly some words
brought me up short: the troops of the Third Reich had crossed the Euro-
pean border of the USSR.

The campaign in Poland in 1939, the campaign in Norway, the campaign
in the Netherlands, in Belgium and France in 1940, the campaign in
Yugoslavia and in Greece in the spring of 1941 had only been preliminary
operations or blunders. The real war, in which the future of Europe and of
the world would be decided, had just begun. This was no longer a war over

_frontiers or interests. This was a war of religions. And, like all religious
_wars, it would be unrelentmg

Before engaging its tanks in the steppes, the Reich had resorted to eva-
sion, like a watchful cat.

In 1939 National Socialist Germany was carrying out a program without
precedent. It had rebuilt itself in the midst of such lightning bolts, in the
thundering and blinding flashes of such cataclysms, that all Europe and all
the world felt the tremors. If all his enemies to the West swooped down on
the Rhineland and the Ruhr, and if, at the same time, the Soviets expanded
toward East Prussia and Berlin, Hitler seriously risked strangulation. He
liked to say, over and over, that Kaiser Wilhelm II had lost the First World
War by not having succeeded in avoiding a war on two fronts. He was going
to do better. But we were to see, one day, side by side, gawking at the ruins
of the Reich Chancellery in Berlin, not only Scots and muzhiks*, but Blacks
from Harlem and Kirghiz tribesmen from the deserts of Asia. . ..

* * * * *

In August of 1939, on the eve of the Polish conflagration, Hitler at the
last minute had avoided being strangled.

* See Glossary beginning on page 347.
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Stalin had old accounts to settle with National Socialism; his collabora-
tion with the ““democracies’’ therefore appeared assured in advance. Lon-
don and Paris, with great fanfare, had sent military missions to the Soviet
tsar. During that same period, in complete secrecy, Hitler had succeeded in
loosening the noose.

Stalin had, like Hitler, played very skillfully. He had every interest in let-
- ting the plutocratic democracies and National Socialism exhaust each
other, for he was the enemy of both. The more virulently they sapped each
other’s strength, the better Communism could in the final account facilitate
its task. Stalin carried out his game with Asiatic cunning, the leader of an
international gang, sure of his men. He could even ostensibly ally himself
with the Third Reich: over the entire world, Communist discipline was
absolute.

The effects of that extraordinary solidarity promptly made themselves
felt. Britain and France had made it a world war after Hitler invaded
Poland. When Stalin did the same thing 15 days later, no one in the Allied

- chancelleries took the risk of reacting

Thus the Soviet leader was able to stab a vacillating Poland in the back
with complete impunity, and annex over a third of that unhappy country.
Britain and France, so solicitous of Poland’s territorial integrity before,
neglected to declare war on the USSR.

That moral and military abdication gave an unshakeable confidence to
the Communist bands spread throughout Europe. The democracies were
afraid of Stalin! They had recoiled before him! What had been intolerable
from Hitler had been tolerated coming from the Soviets!

The “‘democracies’’ dispensed with morality, principle, and their own
self-respect for fear of consolidating Stalin’s alliance with Germany. They
feared also the sabotage which the Communist parties throughout Europe
were preparing or had already carried out. As always a short-sighted self-
interest had prevailed over all other considerations.

In reality, the alleged ‘‘just war’® had lasted only fifteen days. From
September of 1939, the Allies had only one idea: not to offend the USSR, to
begin a reconciliation with Stalin, in spite of his aggression against their
Polish allies.

Stalin was able to multiply his demands, to put an end to the inde-
pendence of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, to snatch Bessarabia from the
Rumanians. One single thing was important to the Allies: to enable the
Russians to change sides. In less than two years, that would be achieved.

* * * * *

Germany had, in 1939 and in 1940, won the battles of Poland, Norway
and the Western Front. But it had struggled for more than five hundred
days without having achieved the essential thing: a victorious landing on
English soil.
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England, for its part, was likewise unable to set foot on the European
continent: Churchill was talking about a preparation lasting several years.

Stalin, therefore, had a clear track. Clear in the direction of the Reich.
Clear especially in the Balkans.

The game became more and more cautious.

The Germans had skillfully advanced their pawns toward Bucharest,
Sofia, and Belgrade. In March of 1941 Yugoslavia’s impulsive act in its
breaking a treaty, concluded eight days earlier, with the Reich, led to the
decisive event. The Soviets, secret instigators of that action, who saw fur-
ther than that plaything of British espionage, the young King Peter, publicly
wired their sympathy to the Yugoslavian government!'.

To be sure, in two weeks German armor swept through Belgrade, Sara-
jevo, Salonika and Athens; the paratroopers of Marshal Goering occupied
the island of Crete. But the German-Soviet break had been clean. Thus far,
the alliance with the Reich had served its purpose. It had brought to the
Soviets all that Stalin could have expected: a very bloody piece of Poland,
the three Baltic countries, some important positions in Finland, and
magnificent Bessarabia.

The Nazi lemon had been squeezed dry. The hour had come to squeeze a
second lemon: the democratic lemon. We know what kind of juice that
lemon finally gave to the Soviets in 1945: the occupation of territories in-
habited by two hundred million Europeans and Asians, the Red Army
established in Thuringia, on the Elbe, at the gates of Luebeck, at Petsamo,
in Manchuria, in Korea, in the Kurile Islands!

The Yugoslav turn-about, the stated claims of Molotov on the Balkans,
the military preparations of the Soviets during the spring of 1941: all these
left Hitler no doubt about the ambitions of the USSR. The longer he
waited, the more likely he would be attacked. In order to concentrate his
forces in the East, he temporarily abandoned his plan to invade England.
He tried, by various means, to find a peaceful settlement to the conflict be-
tween Germany and the United Kingdom. It was too late for that. The
British were no longer disposed to cancel the match; once begun, it could no
longer be stopped.

For two years, each country had calculated coldly, according to the age-
old law of national egoism and self-interest. In the end, each had arrived at
exactly the same conclusions.

The Russians, skillfully pushed by the English and spurred on by new at-
tractions, sooner or later were going to pounce. The Germans, sensing that
the die was cast, had to bow to necessity. On 22 June 1941 began a battle to
the death between the National Socialist Reich and Soviet Russia: two im-
perialisms, two religions, two worlds grappled across the steppes in the
sands of the East.

England, isolated from Europe by the sea and with its principal riches
scattered over distant lands, could not sense exactly the importance of the
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duel. It reacted by thinking more about its immediate interest—the relief of
its island—than about what the fate of Europe would be were the Soviets
one day victorious.

By contrast, for us—the peoples of the European continent—that strug-
gle was a decisive struggle.

If National Socialist Germany triumphed, it would be the master, in the
East, of a tremendous area for expansion, right on its border, tied to it
directly by means of railroads, rivers and canals, open to its genius for
organization and production. The Greater German Reich, in complete
rebirth, endowed with a remarkable social structure, enriched by those
fabulous lands, extending in one block from the North Sea to the Volga,
would have such power, would have such force of attraction, would offer to
the twenty peoples crowded onto the old continent such possibilities for
progress that those territories would constitute the point of departure for
the indispensable European federation, wished for by Napoleon, con-
templated by Renan, sung of by Victor Hugo.

If, on the contrary, the Soviets prevailed, who in Europe would resist
them once the enormous German bastion was dismantled? Poland, drained
of its blood? The chaotic Balkans, submerged, decayed, occupied, tamed?
A depopulated France, having only speeches to oppose two hundred million
muzhiks and the Bolshevik ideology, swollen with its victory? Greece, Italy,
talkative and charming, with their poor peoples, squatting in the sun like
lizards? The jigsaw puzzle of the small European nations, the residues of a
thousand years of civil war, each incapable of paying for more than a hun-
dred tanks? The Soviets defeating the Reich—that would be Stalin mount-
ing the body of a Europe which, its powers of resistance exhausted, was
ready to be raped.

-~ * * * * *

Naturally they would attempt, late in the day, to save that three-quarter-
Sovietized Europe. The Allies of yesterday would tremble, because the
USSR no longer contented itself with prey close at hand, but now extended
its greedy hands, the Second World War scarcely ended, toward the Pacific
Ocean, China, the Persian Gulf, the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal,
menacing the colonies, the raw materials, the great multinational trusts.

But even then the Anglo-Americans did not seek to save Europe for
Europe: quite simply, they strove to retain in the West a springboard which
would allow them to protect their imperialism and to react against Soviet
imperialism—fTree, if necessary, to transform that springboard, with atomic
weapons, into an incredible field of ruins.

We, the sons of Europe, were thinking of the life of Europe. Whatever
our judgement about the manner in which the war had started, whatever
our regrets about the past, whatever bitterness there might have been at the
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foreign occupation of our countries, each of us understood that well beyond
the pleasant or unpleasant things experienced from 1939 to 1941 by our
various countries, the fate of all of Europe was in the balance. -

This explains the extraordinary, spontaneous movement which aroused
innumerable young men, from Oslo to Seville, from Antwerp to Budapest.
They didn’t leave their beloved homes in Jutland or in Beauce, in the
Ardennes or in the Puszta, in Limburg or in Andalusia to serve the special
interests of Germany. They left to defend two thousand years of the highest
civilization. They were inspired by the baptistry in Florence and the
cathedral at Rheims, by the Alcazar in Toledo and the belfry in Bruges.
They died out there, in countless numbers, not for some Dienststelle* in
Berlin, but for their old countries, gilded by the centuries, and for their
common fatherland, Europe, the Europe of Virgil and Ronsard, the Europe
of Erasmus and Nietzsche, of Raphael and Duerer, the Europe of St. Ig-
natius and St. Theresa, the Europe of Frederick the Great and Napoleon
Bonaparte.

Between that age-old Europe and the Soviet onslaught, its horrible level-
ing, the overflow of its swarming little tribes, they made their choice at
once. A new generation, all over Europe, took its stand. Blond giants from
Scandinavia and the Baltic countries, Hungarian dreamers with long
moustaches, stocky, swarthy Rumanians, enormous Croats with violet
greatcoats; Italians, whimsical and sentimental; Spaniards with jet black
eyes; bantering Frenchmen; Danes, Dutch, Swiss: all hastened to the battle
for Europe. All the nations were there. We even saw some Englishmen
volunteer, a dozen in all, a dozen nonetheless.

* * * * *

Thousands of Belgians enlisted, according to their languages, in a
Flemish legion and a Wallonian legion. At first they formed two battalions,
then, in 1943, two brigades, lastly, in 1944, two divisions: the Wallonian
Division and the Flemish Langemarck Division.

For a period of 46 months I would be one of those volunteers for Europe
and would live together with my comrades, the most terrible and grandest
of epics; would advance on foot for two years to the threshold of Asia, then
fall back unendingly from the Caucasus to Norway; would pass from the
ecstasy of the offensives of 1941 and 1942 to the bitter glory of defeat and
exile, while, over half of an anemic Europe, there streamed the yellow tide
of the Soviet conquerors.

The Conquered Ukraine

In October of 1941 two to three weeks were required to complete the trip
from the frontier of the Reich to'the Russian front.
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We passed through Lemberg,? where the streetcars were decked out with
small blue and white Ukrainian flags waving in the breeze. Scarcely had we
entered the countryside to the southwest when we were able to judge for
ourselves the extent of the military disasters which had been inflicted on the
Soviets. Hundreds of armored cars were strewn along the road. Every
crossroad was a graveyard of metal.

The spectacle went on for a half hour, then most traces of combat disap-
peared. We had arrived in the midst of the Ukraine, an undamaged Ukraine
with hundreds of gigantic hay stacks as long as zeppelins standing on its im-
mense muddy plains. _

Peaceful villages scattered their isbas*, white or pale blue, with roofs
thick with straw. Each tiny cottage was isolated among groups of young
cherry trees.

The walls were made of mud, but the local artists had carved primitive
wooden sculptures of love birds, flowers, arrows, and shells, which framed
the small windows. These wooden carvings were painted, like the shutters,
in vivid colors. The windows were double windows, hermetically sealed,
separated by a board as wide as your hand, on which rested, in cotton wool,
small glass wares, oranges or tomatoes made of colored cement.

Big girls with high cheekbones hurried about in front of small farms.
Their blond hair was tied up in blue or red scarves. They were dressed in
dresses of rough cloth which gave them the appearance of Laplanders. In
high boots of the Cossack type they splashed merrily in the mud among the
noisy pigs.

The train would stop for a few hours in the middle of the fields or in front
of a ruined village. We bought chickens that we cooked in boiling water
from the locomotive. Some Ukrainian youngsters showed us with pride
their exercises in the German language. In their notebooks we read on the
first pages: ‘‘Stalin is the greatest man in the world’’ and then, on the last
pages, the phrase reviewed and corrected by the prudent teacher: ‘‘Hitler is
the greatest man in the world.”’ The children did not appear particularly
troubled by this.

* * *® * »

Certain encounters gave us an idea of the scale of the victories of
September and October 1941: these were with the trains which transported
fantastic hordes of prisoners of war toward the Reich.

At each stop, we ran to look at the railway cars. We stood astounded in
front of those hairy giants, saffron colored, with small, gleaming, feline
eyes. Many were Asiatics. They were standing, 80 or even 100 to a car.

During a station stopover one night, we were awakened by terrible cries.
We hurried to open the doors of a car full of prisoners: Asiatics, as hungry
as piranhas, fought each other while snatching pieces of meat. That prized
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meat was human flesh! The prisoners were fighting over the remains of a
dead Mongol, who had been cut apart with pieces of tin from cans of food.
Certain prisoners had felt cheated by being left out of the distribution,
which resulted in the brawl. Gnawed bones had been tossed outside through
the bars. They were scattered, bloody, alongside the railway car on the
muddy ground.

We learned later on that hundreds of thousands of men, packed together
in that way, remained standing sometimes for three weeks, fed when there
was food near the tracks. Many of these Asiatics, recruited from their wild
steppes, preferred to gnaw a Kalmuk or Tatar rib rather than to run the risk
of dying of hunger. In one station, I saw several of them digging in the
ground. They extracted some red, wriggling worms, a good six inches long,
which they gulped down as they might have gulped down an egg. The
Adam’s apples of these worm-eaters rose and fell with gusto.

* * * * »

One morning we arrived at the Bug River, the large metal bridge over
which lay at the bottom of the river. We had to unload all of our baggage
and camp in the city of Pervomaisk.

We were able once more to receive news from the front. The advances
were not as stupendous as we had been told by the onlookers along the
railway line. On the contrary, the German thrust was slowing down:
Moscow had not fallen, nor Leningrad; on the Rostov front the situation
was not clear. Optimism was still very great, but one noted that certain
things were passed over in silence. The Germans in Pervomaisk made
discreet references to the difficulties of divisions hurled forward a thousand
kilometers beyond the borders of the Reich.

Looking at the mud, we thought about the sea of mud which separated
. the armies on the offensive from their former bases. One road left Per-
vomaisk toward the Dnieper River. Some trucks were stuck there mired to
axle level. The mud was black and thick as tar. The strongest engines failed,
powerless.

The railway lines were themselves hardly more passable. The tracks must
not have been touched since the times of the tsars. The trains advanced with
a torturous slowness; nevertheless, the rails rose and fell like seesaws. The
traffic was light, although the widening of the tracks had been carried out -
with an extraordinary haste. The transfers from one train to another made
everything worse. After reaching the Bug, it was necessary to descend on
foot to the bottom of the valley, then climb up again by way of a muddy
detour of several kilometers. The trail was a river: men marched in water up

to their knees. With the bridges down, all aid to the armies of the south had
~ to be sent forward in similar fashion.

Driving eastward, the German armies had made a daring gamble. Had



14 CAMPAIGN IN RUSSIA

Hitler’s bold undertaking achieved a speedy victory, the situation on the
Eastern Front could have been consolidated very quickly. The Germans,
with their genius for organizing, could have deployed troops to restore com-
munications with the rear, to repair and improve the rail lines, and to
rebuild the bridges, all within a few months: that would have forestalled
disaster.

Unfortunately for the Reich, the war did not end as quickly as the High
Command had foreseen. The divisions tried to slog forward, but the
autumn floods made the steppes totally impassable. The munitions, the
gasoline, the indispensable reinforcements toiled for weeks across
dislocated Russia.

A bogged-down army is a liability. And winter was approaching. In 1812,
at exactly the same time of year, Napoleon had had to make the anguishing
decision to retreat from Moscow.

The armies of the Reich, however, were going to remain in Russia. Here it
was not a case of remaining at an advanced point as it had been for the
French Emperor, but rather of maintaining a 3,000-kilometer front running
from the White to the Black Sea.

As we looked at the empty stations, the destroyed bridges, the trucks
sunk in the mud, we couldn’t avoid thinking about the hundreds of
thousands of men, committed to the depths of Russia, who were going to
try what Napoleon had not dared to try: to maintain themselves in spite of
everything in the midst of the steppes, with the enemy in front of them, the
desert to their backs, the snow falling from the sky, and the ice gnawing
away at their bodies and their morale.

Nevertheless, we all had such confidence in the infallibility of the German
High Command that we didn’t indulge in such thoughts for very long. The
war could still end before the very coldest weather began. If not, everything
had been foreseen, this time as always . . .

We boarded another train after crossing the flooded valley of the Bug.
The countryside remained calm during the day, but at night the trains were
fired upon. One morning we noted the bodies of Soviet soldiers along the
track. They had tried an isolated attack. Now their twisted bodies lay there
in long violet coats.

The water began to freeze solid, and we had to break the ice in the ditches
in order to wash in the morning after the train stopped.

We had been packed in, forty soldiers to a car, for 17 days. On 2
November, very early, we passed large anti-tank trenches cut into the
reddish-brown hills.

The train began to descend past the endless walls of charred factories.
Then a wonderful sight: a mighty blue stream, a brilliant blue, bathed in the
sun, suddenly appeared before our eyes: the Dnieper River, more than a
kilometer wide.
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Dniepropetrovsk

There had been scarcely any battles between Galicia and the Dnieper.
Once the city of Lemberg was seized, the battle to surround Balta had deter-
mined the fate of the marvelous Ukrainian plain, covered with corn and
wheat, scattered with large blue and white villages, decked out with
thousands of cherry trees. The armor of the Reich had pushed on, without
any other incidents up to Dniepropetrovsk.

The battles outside the city had been bitterly fought. One cemetery, near
the station, held more than 600 German graves. Entire streets had been
burned. Yet the city retained its beautiful appearance. Karl Marx Prospect,
immediately renamed Adolf Hitler Avenue, went on without end, as wide as
the Champs-Elysées.

The war now crossed the river. The appearance it had presented when the
German troops went into the heavily inhabited sections of town was more
comical than terrifying. Long rows of men stretched out, dead drunk,
alongside gutters through which there flowed in torrents three hundred
liters of vodka, escaping from barrels that the Bolsheviks had smashed in
their retreat. The drunks had lapped up the alcohol even from the mud;
then, overcome with bliss, they had awaited, bellies exposed, the arrival of
the conqueror.

At Dniepropetrovsk the Stalin regime had made great efforts in construc-
tion. We were at first impressed as we approached the suburbs of the city,
where we saw outlined the large masonry blocks of the proletarian housing
erected by the Soviets. Their lines were modern. The buildings were huge
and there were many of them. Undeniably, the Communist system had done
something for the people. If the misery of the peasants was great, at least
the worker seemed to have benefited from the new times.

Still, it was necessary to visit and examine the buildings. We lived for six
months in the Donets coalbasin. We had plenty of time to test the conclu-
sions that we had reached at the time of our entrance into Dniepropetrovsk.
The buildings, so impressive from a distance, were just a gigantic hoax, in-
tended to fool sightseers shepherded by Infourist* and the viewers of
documentary films.

Approaching those housing blocks you were sickened by the stench of
mud and excrement which rose from the quagmires surrounding each of the
buildings. Around them were neither sidewalks nor gravel nor paving
stones. The Russian mud was everywhere, and everywhere the walls peeled
and crumbled. The quality of the construction materials was of the lowest
order. All the balconies had come loose, and already the cement stairways
were worn and grooved, although the buildings were only a few years old.

Each floor had a certain number of apartments that were whitewashed
and provided with a minuscule kitchen for the use of several families. The
electric wires hung in clusters. The walls were made of mud and cracked as
soon as you dared to pound a nail into them.
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Generally there was no running water. The proletarian dwellers, not able
to use the sanitary facilities, relieved themselves all around the buildings,
converted as a result into a vast latrine. Cold weather froze the droppings
which, with each thaw, caused a terrible stench. Altogether those apart-
ments turned out to be more uncomfortable than the miserable isbas in
which, on the richest soil in Europe, millions of Russian peasants vegetated
in the midst of a sordid misery, only tattered clothes on their backs, eating
from a common bowl, using spoons crudely carved from bits of wood.

Seventy-five percent of our soldiers were manual laborers. Many among
them had been susceptible, once, to Soviet propaganda. They stood with
their mouths agape when they saw in what conditions of decay and exhaus-
tion the Russian proletariat existed. They shook their heads, having to look
twice at the scene before believing it.

Hitler had tried a dangerous experiment. The hundreds of thousands of
German workers mobilized and sent to the Eastern Front could have made
dangerous comparisons if the Soviets had actually achieved great things for
the working class.

On the contrary, every German thought back to the delightful workers’
housing in the Reich, to its comfort, to the family garden, to the clinics and
maternity hospitals for the people, the leisure time, the paid vacations, the
magnificent cruises to Scandinavia or to the Mediterranean. They
remembered their wives, their children, happy, in good health, well clothed.
Looking at the ragged Russian people, the miserable isbas, the workers’
apartments, gloomy and rickety, they drew clear conclusions.

Never had a workers’ group made such a study trip.

Four years later, the comparison worked in the opposite direction: after
having looted the watches, the jewelry, the clothes from all of Eastern
Europe, the Soviet soldier returned grumbling to the USSR, astonished at
the comfort of the non-Communist countries and disgusted with his
“paradise’® of wooden spoons, tattered dresses, and muddy excrement
stretching around his house-barracks.

* * * * *

At the end of three days, we received our new marching orders: in the last
hours of the night, we would cross over to the left bank of the Dnieper, thus
entering the combat zone.

At six in the evening our legion gathered on a terrace overlooking the
river. As the water’s great roar rose up to us, I left the ranks to repeat once
more to my comrades their duties as Europeans, as patriots and as revolu-
tionaries. A strange emotion overcame us. Who among us would recross
that river?

At midnight we formed in columns.

There was only one means of crossing the Dnieper, across a wooden
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bridge 1300 meters long. It had been cut on several occasions by Soviet ar-
tillery and aircraft. A heavy barrage of flak protected our narrow foot-
bridge, the only link to the southern front. The black mass of the river was
dotted with hundreds of enormous white ice floes, like the legendary
lotuses. The skeletons of sunken ships rose above the water.

We hastened across in silence, moved to have arrived at our rendezvous
with war,

The Mud Front

Whoever does not understand the importance of mud in the Russian
problem can not understand what took place for four years on the Eastern
Front in Europe. The Russian mud is not only the wealth through which the
steppe returns to life: it constitutes also a territorial defense more effective
than even snow and ice.

It is still possible to triumph over the cold, to move ahead in 40 degree-
below-zero weather. The Russian mud is sure of its sway. Nothing prevails
over it, neither man nor matter. It dominates the steppes for several
months out of the year. The autumn and the spring belong to it. And even
in the summer months, when the fiery sun flattens out and cracks open the
fields, cloudbursts flood them every three weeks. The mud is extraordi-
narily sticky because the soil is permeated with oily residues. The entire
region is swimming in oil. The water does not flow, it stagnates; the dirt
clings to the feet of man and beast.

Disembarking at the Bug River in the month of October we had already
been astonished at the sight of trucks swallowed up by that blackish mire,
but we couldn’t really gauge the situation until we ourselves entered the
quagmire of the southern Ukraine.

* * * * *

From Dniepropetrovsk on, the trains no longer ran. The bridges had been
cut; the rails had been blown up.

In the month of October 1941, the German troops had raced at full speed
to the Donets Basin, leaving an immense region to their rear: with the begin-
ning of the rainy season, this had been converted into a dead zone, virtually
inaccessible. The units which had taken off like a shot had to fight for some
months separated from Dniepropetrovsk by that three-hundred-kilometer-
long swamp.

Stalin escaped disaster by about 15 days. Given 15 more days of sun, the
supply trains of the conquerors could have reached the front. But Stalin,
tottering at the brink of defeat, was saved by that all-powerful glue, which
brought about what his troops and his guns had not been able to
accomplish.
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Hitler had routed millions of Soviet soldiers, had wiped out their air
force, their artillery and their tanks, but he could do nothing against the
blows that fell from the sky, soaking the huge oily sponge which sucked at
the feet of his soldiers, the tires of his trucks, the treads of his tanks. The
greatest and the most rapid military victory of all time was stopped in its
final stage by the mud; nothing but the mud, the primal mud, as old as the
earth, impassable, more powerful than strategies, than gold, than the minds
and the pride of men.

* * * * *

Our legion had arrived in the Ukraine just in time to fight—or more ex-
actly to struggle—against that enemy.

A struggle without glory; an exhausting struggle; a struggle bewildering
and disgusting, but one which gave courage to thousands of Soviet soldiers,
thrown in all directions by the waves of German tanks which had roared
through two or three weeks earlier.

At first they, like the French in June 1940, had believed that all was lost.
Everything indicated it. They were afraid, so they went into hiding. Then
the rains came. From the poplar groves and the thatched roofs of the isbas
in which they’d hidden, the partisans could observe that those marvelous
troops of the Reich, who had so much impressed them, were no longer in-
vincible: their trucks were beaten, their tanks were beaten. They heard the
drivers, powerless, swear at their engines. Motorcycle drivers unable to free
their trapped machines wept with rage. Little by little, the fugitive Soviets
regained their confidence.

Thus it was that the resistance sprang from the respite given by the mud,
reinforced by the spectacle of the German Army’s vulnerability, un-
thinkable only weeks before, when its long armored columns gleamed in the
sun. The mud was a weapon. The snow would be another. Stalin could
count on these unexpected allies. Nothing else decisive would take place for
six months. Six months of reprieve, after his shoulders had almost been
pinned to the mat. . . . It would be enough, until May of 1942, to contain
the forces of the Reich which, overwhelmed by the elements, wanted no
more than to hibernate in peace. The partisans were already organizing
behind the German divisions, harassing them like mosquitos in a swamp,
striking quickly, leaving quickly, immediately after the sting.

We had dreamed of dazzling battles. Now we were to know the real war,
the war against weariness, the war of the treacherous, sucking mire, of
sickening living conditions, of endless marches, of nights of driving rain
and howling winds.

We arrived at the front after the summer offensive had ended; when
Hitler’s armies struggled in monstrous swamps; when partisans appeared
from every grove of hazel trees and set their traps everywhere.
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It was the partisans we fought, just after leaving Dniepropetrovsk. In
theory, the front was located 200 kilometers east of Dnieper. In fact, it was
a mere 50 meters from the road. Only a few kilometers from the Dnieper,
thousands of partisans had settled in a grove of firs straddling a river called
the Samara. By night the bridges in the vicinity were blown up, isolated
soldiers were killed, ten mysterious fires had broken out. On the evening of
our arrival in the big labor center of Novomoskovsk, the garage where 90 of
our Wehrmacht trucks were sheltered was burned, lighting up the entire
region.

These cunning assailants had to be caught and wiped out. Our legion
received the order to proceed to the areas west, southwest, and south of that
forest, the thickly wooded lair of the enemy.

* * * * *

Crossing the belt of mud which separated us from the woods was a
devilish ordeal; every meter of mud was an obstacle, exacting effort and
suffering.

The entire countryside was pitch black, with water everywhere. Not one
farm lamp flickered. We fell into mudholes, dropping our weapons, then
groping for them. The water rose to mid-thigh level. The holes were so
dangerous that we had to tie ourselves together in groups of three so that we
could quickly pull out anyone who stumbled in.

We spent nearly 20 hours crossing those hellish kilometers. After falling
we rose soaked from head to toe. All our equipment and baggage had to be
abandoned in the water. At last we finally collapsed in some abandoned
isbas. We made makeshift fires out of straw and planks from the walls. All
our clothes had to come off. We were sticky from a putrid slime that
covered our entire bodies; our skin was the gray color of seals.

We rubbed ourselves down for a long time with hay and, in a disgusting
stench, as naked as jaybirds, we waited for the return of daylight, amidst
the billows of acrid smoke.

* * * * *

So it was that hundreds of thousands of soldiers struggled, like human
frogs, along a 3,000-mile front of muck and slime.

With minds troubled, bodies drained of strength, we had to confront an
enemy in front of us, behind us, on our flanks. The mud squelched our
spirits. Our weakest broke down, exhausted.

During this first phase of combat, one of our men collapsed in the mire,
his head blown open. His courage at an end, he had shot himself in the
mouth with his rifle.

The land also has its defenses. The old Russian earth, trod upon by
foreigners, used its eternal weapons; it defended itself, avenged itself.
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It had taken its first revenge, in the dripping autumn of 1941, when we
saw that puddle of red blood in the black mud, slippery, impervious.

A Village

The village of Karabinovska, where we spent nearly three weeks keeping
the partisans under control, was, like all Russian villages, crossed by an
endless country road, 50 meters wide, lined with isbas, hedgerows, plank
fences,and cherry orchards.

The scattered straw huts, weighed down by their heavy roofs of reeds,
were nearly all the same, except for the color of the paint. They were
entered through a dark little vestibule, or directly into the common room. A
stifling heat welcomed us, a smell of dirt, of tomatoes, of breathing, and of
urine from the young animals which, during the winter, slept scattered
among the people.

Throughout winter, the Russians hardly left the small bench and the
rickety wooden stools of the isba. For the most part, the adults got up only
to go to the other end of the house to take care of the pig, the cow or an ox.
They would return with a load of corn or sunflower stalks, which they used
to feed the fire.

The fireplace fulfilled all functions: cooking, central heating, and bed for
the entire family. An imposing cube of bricks and mud, it occupied a third
or a half of the room and rose, in two stages, up to half a meter from the
ceiling. Two or three times a day someone threw a bunch of reeds or a little
underbrush into the fireplace. In the evening the entire family climbed up to
the upper level of the stove. Father, mother, children, tangled together,
curled up, slept right on the lukewarm mud, covered with cheap clothes and
a few red quilts, from which emerged a line of bare feet, flat and dirty. Like
monkeys on top of a barrel organ, the youngsters spent six or seven months
of the winter on top of their fireplace. Their sole piece of clothing was a
waist-length shirt. They were dirty and squalid; their noses ran. In Russia,
infant mortality was enormous: selection took place in the early years,
without mercy.

An entire corner of the isba was reserved for the icons. Certain of them,
particularly beautiful, dated from the 15th or 16th centuries. The
backgrounds of these miniatures were ravishing: castles in green and white,
gracefully leaping wild beasts. Often they depicted St. George slaying the
dragon, or the good-natured, bearded St. Nicholas, or the Virgin, dark-
complected, with almond-shaped eyes, holding a Christ child painted in the
style of the Italian Primitives.

The icons were enthroned among garlands of green or pink paper. The
peasants made the sign of the cross twenty times a day as they passed in
front of them. Sometimes they still had a very old, dirty, dog-eared prayer
book, several pages of which they read with inspiring fervor in the evening,
by the glimmer of a flickering oil lamp.



Rush to the Ukraine 21

Those people never quarreled with one another, but looked off into the
distance, blue or gray-green eyes full of dreams.

Winter plants crowded the isba. They had large oily leaves, and rose to
two meters in height, almost to the ceiling, lending a jungle atmosphere to
the stinking hovels.

The isbas generally had a shed for the animals, built on as an annex. The
better-off peasants, the kulaks, had left for Siberia by the millions a long
time ago, there to learn to scorn the goods of this world.? Those who had
escaped deportation contented themselves with one brown cow, one or two
pigs, a dozen hens, and a few pigeons.

This was all the property they had. They brooded over it with zealous
care. The calves and the piglets were taken into the warmth of the single
family room at the time of the first frost.

The kolkhoz,* where everyone had to serve the regime, shipped out
almost all the wheat, corn, and oil of the region. Thanks to that plundering,
Stalin was able to manufacture armored vehicles and cannons to prepare the
world revolution. For the peasant, after having sadly devoured his supper
of potato casseroles or his onion dishes, all that remained was to pray
before his icons, fatalistic, his eyes pure, his will empty.

* * * * *

The autumn passed. The air lost its humidity; the evenings were dry.
After a few days, the mud hardened. Then it snowed. It froze. So began the
great Russian winter. The shrub-like trees glistened, speckled with a thou-
sand snowflakes. The sky was painted blue, white and pale gold. The sun
was soft above the willows that bordered the lakes. One morning, the entire
population of the village went down to these nearby lakes.

The lakes were choked with thousands of rushes, like spears, three meters
tall, topped with brown and pink plumes. The ice had embraced the gray
stalks. The peasants tested the strength of the dark ice; powdered with
snow. Finding it solid, they all went off to search for their baskets and
scythes.

It was a strange harvest. Under the cold November sun, the villagers cut
the tall rushes as they cut the wheat in July. The rushes were destined to
cover the roofs of the ochre-colored isbas.

The harvest fell in magnificent waves. Thousands of small, plump spar-
rows chirped and rolled over and over on the shore. In three days, the ice-
ponds were swept bare. The villagers then went home and closed their doors
for the winter.

Now was the time for burrowing in, for hibernation. Hail fell, encrusting
the mud walls of the isbas, shattering the branches of the cherry trees.






Chapter Two
WINTER IN THE DONETS

The Soviet “partisans’’ formed military units of a special sort. They were
nowhere, yet they were everywhere. During the day, crouching in a thicket,
lurking inside a haystack, peeking from the attic window beneath the
skylight of an isba, their lookouts silently observed the enemy’s every step.
They noted our supply sheds and equipment, learned our trails and
pathways, spied on the advance work of the engineers.

One night they dynamited a bridge and set some trucks on fire. Strong
bursts of fire came from a slope. We ran, but were too late. In the vicinity
we found an old lined shapska, * some tracks of felt boots. Nothing else.
The forest had noiselessly absorbed the fugitives.

With only one company, we had to cover several kilometers of the
highway from Dniepropetrovsk to Stalino, as well as few kilometers on the
edge of the forest, separated from our village by two kilometers of hilly land
where groves of shrubs rustled in the wind.

Our posts were located three hundred meters beyond the isbas. We
mounted a guard there, our noses white with snow, our hands chapped. The
cold had become biting, and we lacked the least bit of winter equipment.

It was not enough to lie in wait in our foxholes. The Russians slunk like
cats between our posts at night. Once they had gotten past them, they could
carry out their evil work at ease. Half of our forces thus had to patrol con-
stantly in the pasture, from the village up to the forest.

We went forth to camouflage ourselves in the snowy trenches, on the
lookout for the least sign of life, our ears to the wind.

We stumbled into holes covered with snow. Our teeth chattered,
tormented by those interminable hours of playing hide and seek. We re-
turned frozen to the bone. Our icy weapons steamed for a long time near the
sunflower-stalk fires.

From day to day, our grip around the pine grove tightened.

On two occasions, we made deep incursions into the woods. The snow
squeaked beneath our feet. Everywhere we discovered tracks of felt-covered
boots. But not a branch moved, not a shot was fired. The war the partisans
fought was a war of cunning blows, of avoiding set battles.
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German troops on our right would make contact with the enemy during
these dry, star-spangled nights. Then the black frames of the burning isbas
would stand in silhouette against the golden flames, and the Reds would try
to flee in our direction.

One night they came around eleven. Lying in the snow, we fired our
machine guns. The tracer bullets’ paths bloomed like a bouquet of flowers.
For an hour, the steppe seemed streaked by blazing arrows. At last, sensing
the density of our barrage, the Reds returned to their lairs.

* * * * *

At the northwest edge of the forest, on the right bank of the Samara, the
Reds had built solid bunkers.

Our men were ordered to attack the enemy positions across the frozen
river. They came under heavy fire as soon as they reached the near bank.
Our unit had to advance across 25 meters of glassy ice, without cover,
through the withering fire. We took some bloody losses that day, but the
bunkers were taken, and the Reds fell in the snow or took to their heels.

The Russian earth received our dead. How many others were going to
fall, in the ice, in the mud, or under the golden sun, in the Donets or on the
Don, in the Caucasus and in Estonia? Those first crimson drops, scattered
like petals on the snow of the Samara, had the unforgettable purity of the
first gifts, the first lilacs, the first tears.

L] * *® *® *

It was necessary for us to leave their graves behind, for now we had to
join a division which had rushed to a salient on the front line, in the depths
of the Donets Basin. At the end of November, without gloves, without
winter hats, without fur coats, as the icy blasts of winter swept through our
thin uniforms, we began a 200-kilometer advance.

Roads of Ice

At the end of the autumn of 1941, the ice had completely transformed
every road in the Donets. The river of mud was now a river of bumpy lava.
The mud had solidified as our hundreds of trucks continued to slash it and
grind it. It had hardened like stone into a network of rocky ridges, a half
meter high, like black marble, which, fifty or a hundred feet wide, dipped
and heaved, gashed by long ruts.

It was useless to try and send ordinary autos into those ruts. A passenger
car’s gas tank would be smashed after the first few kilometers. Only heavy
trucks and cross-country vehicles, with particularly high axles, could take a
chance on that glazed frost. They alone could straddle the crevasses.
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For the infantrymen the march was miserable. We almost didn’t dare to
pick up our feet. We could only slide them. Falls were painful, since the ice
was as hard as iron.

We had to keep our weapons ready for combat at the slightest warning.
At that time a rifleman’s equipment consisted of more than thirty kilos of
metal, not to mention some three days of rations for the march and all of
the usual pack. The effort needed to keep our feet inflamed our tendons.
We had to split the backs of our heavy, hard boots with our knives in order
to make them a little looser. Each of us clenched his teeth to endure the
pain. Sometimes a man fell, his nerves broken by the effort. Gasping, his
face against the ice, he was hoisted into the first truck that passed, onto a
pile of bread or some ammunition cases. Then the column would resume its
wobbling path across the black-glazed frost.

* L * * L

Nevertheless, the country was still pleasant to see. The great white steppe
was cross-hatched with hundreds of thousands of gray sunflower stalks.
Clouds of sparrows, like little balls of fleece, fluttered madly aloft. The sky,
especially, was admirable, as pure as crystal, pale blue, so clear that each
tree’s bare branches were outlined against the horizon with a sharpness wor-
thy of the Acropolis in Athens.

The peasants sometimes showed us a plane tree or a row of old birches,
the last vestiges of a lord’s domain. From the buildings of former times,
there remained not a board or a stone, not even the trace of the former
foundations. Everything was razed to the ground, leveled, covered once
more with vegetation.

It had been the same with most of the churches. Some of them were still
in existence, desecrated long ago, now used as garages, storage places,
meeting halls, stables, or powerhouses, the beautiful green and gold onion
dome still gleaming above the white walls. Sometimes we discovered the
smashed wainscoting or one or two paintings that the whitewasher had not
been able to reach at the peak of the ceiling. Apart from that, the floors
were strewn with corn or horse manure. Those church-stables, those
churches for cars, for sunflowers, or for meetings of the local Soviet were,
however, extremely rare. Over a period of two years we traveled more than
two thousand kilometers on foot, from Dniepropetrovsk to the threshold of
Asia: we were able to count on our fingers the number of churches en-
countered en route, all desecrated.

* * * * *

At the beginning of December we passed through Pavlograd. Then we
settled down in some completely empty hamlets. The storm raged. Depar-
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tures took place at four or five in the morning, as the blasts of snow howled
around our faces, lashed us, blinded us. We spent hours bringing our large
metal carts, loaded with supplies, up to the road. The horses fell on the glaz-
ed frost, breaking their hooves. The poor beasts would snort vainly in the
whistling snow, pant, get halfway up, then fall again, thrown into a frenzy.

The snow fell so heavily that the path and the steppe were completely in-
distinguishable from one another. There was not yet any straw covering the
high stakes between which the Russians, familiar with their country, mark
out their roads when winter levels those vast spaces.

The arrows pointing out directions were covered with piles of snow. The
troops soon became lost.

To compound the difficulty, the places we were looking for had generally
changed their names two or three times during the past 25 years: the old
maps showed a tsarist name; the 1925 maps showed a name as Red as the
blood of a bull, the result of the Revolution; the maps of 1935 showed the
name of a Soviet boss, in imitation of Stalingrad and Stalino. Sometimes,
however, the boss in question had, in the meantime, gotten a bullet in the
nape of his neck, deep in the cellars of the GPU: thus, a fourth, new name!!
On the other hand, fifty or a hundred villages on the Russian steppe would
bear the same names, the names of wives or daughters of the tsars, adopted
out of sloth, preserved by sloth.

During the leg of our march which was to lead us to Grichino, we went
around and around, for a whole day, in the blizzard: we reached the settle-
ment only after having travelled 53 kilometers. Even so, that Grichino was
not our Grichino. Not only had the place received three different names in
25 years, but there were two Grichinos: Grichino Station and Grichino
Village, seven kilometers apart! All typically Russian complications! We
didn’t arrive at the right Grichino until morning, after wading through
snow almost waist deep.

Our company was the first there. It was 48 hours before the others arrived
except for one which remained lost, wandered about for fifteen days, saw
all its horses die and rejoined us at the front itself, on Christmas Day, escor-
. ting a medieval-looking column of large white oxen hitched to its gray
trucks.

Unfortunately, the odyssey was not just a matter of daily changes in
transport.

The countryside through which the storms buffeted us bristled with
Soviet mines. The snow had blanketed them, just as it had the warning
stakes placed here and there by the first crew of German scouts.

Lost among blasts of wind which drifted the snow as much as three
meters high, one of our companies blundered into a Soviet mine field. The
young commander, a former captain in the Belgian army who bore the
lovely country name Dupre, was riding ahead when his horse stepped on
one of those terrible devices. The horse shot two meters straight up in the air
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and landed, his guts scattered, while the rider lay helpless in the red snow,
his legs torn to shreds.

The howling steppe shrieked its victory. Our soldiers had to brace his
shattered limbs with two pieces of wood and then transport their ill-fated
captain on some fir tree branches. After several kilometers they reached a
deserted isba.

It took twenty-six hours before an all-weather ambulance could come to
the aid of the dying captain. He had eleven fractures. Smoking a cigarette in
quick, avid puffs, he said his good-byes to his men. Great beads of sweat
poured down his face as he silently endured his agony. He died without a
word of regret, while taking one last drag on his cigarette.

* * * * *

After the Grichinos there came the Aleksandrovskas. There are one or
two hundred Aleksandrovskas in the USSR, of which we wandered through
all those in the Donets.

At last we reached the industrial cities. We had reached our goal. A sud-
den thaw brought us a last stretch of mud. At the end of the muddy fields,
we saw shining the mushy glazed frost of Cherbinovka, a coal center with
40,000 inhabitants. They stood motionless, silent, along the walls. Many of
them gazed at us intently, sharp-eyed, scowling.

The Bolshevik troops had withdrawn into the steppe, three kilometers
farther east, but we sensed that, behind us, communist operatives would be
lying in wait.

Christmas at Cherbinovka

The Eastern Front, in December 1941, was constantly shifting, like the
outlines of a beach. Each army of the Reich had brought its wave as far as
possible. Each unit had found itself bogged down, at the end of October, in
a treacherous mire, flanks unguarded left and right, able only vaguely to
guage the situation and intentions of an enemy which had fled before the
Germans at top speed, in a disorder often reminiscent of vaudeville.

With the help of the mud, the Reds had shown a certain ability to
counterattack; they had reconquered Rostov, which, lacking fuel, the Ger-
mans had had to abandon, burning hundreds of trucks there.

Emboldened by this local success, the Soviets had resumed nibbling away
to the east of the Donets, on the left wing of our sector. From Slavyansk to
Artemovsk, they carried out violent attacks.

The Soviet pressure made itself felt principally about twenty kilometers to
the northeast of our bunkers. In front of our positions at Cherbinovka, the
enemy roused himself little, at first. He was trapped, just as we were, in a
terrain which melted as if it had been dipped in a hot spring.
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Our resupply took fifty hours or more to negotiate the twenty kilometers
which separated us from the storehouses in Constantinovska. No more
motorcyclists could cross. The horses died en route, exhausted, their
muzzles sunk in the mud.

* * * * *

Cherbinovka had become absolutely filthy. Everywhere thawed excre-
ment fouled the air with a noisome stench.

The dirtiness and the misery of the city illustrated tragically the Soviet
regime’s failures in the great proletarian centers. The coal installations still
used the equipment of 1900 or 1905, acquired at the time of easy French
loans. The mine shafts, dynamited by the retreating Bolsheviks, were no
longer usable.

So it was with all of the industrial equipment of occupied Russia.
Systematically, with diabolical skill, teams of Soviet specialists had
destroyed the factories, the mines, the warehouses of every industrial
center, large or small.

Scorched earth! Scorched underground!

They had killed even the horses, down in the coal pits. The nauseating
smell of the rotting animals spread throughout the entire area, since the air
ducts of the coal mines vented directly onto the streets. These air shafts were
sloppily sealed with loose planking, through which carbon dioxide gas and
the asphyxiating stench of the rotting carcasses wafted continuously.

* * * * *

The Soviets had carried away or destroyed all of the provisions in the city.
The people ate anything they could find. The choicest dishes were scraps
from the dead animals which lay in the mud. The population quarreled over
them violently, bitterly.

We had had to kill one incurable horse, horrible to look at, completely
covered with disgusting pustules. We hadn’t even had time to go to look for
a cart to take its carcass out of the city. Twenty people had thrown
themselves on the unspeakable remains, tearing at the skin, grabbing at the
still steaming flesh.

In the end, there remained only the intestines, still more disgusting than
all the rest. Two old women had thrown themselves on the stomach and on
the bowels, each pulling in opposite directions. The belly burst, covering the
two women with a yellow-green puree. The winner of the lioness’s share fled
without even wiping her face, fiercely clasping her prey to her breast.

The billeting of our troops was of a piece with these prodigies. When we
returned from our positions, it was to huddle together in the school
buildings recently built by the State: three long buildings, called modern,
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exactly in the style of all we had seen since Dniepropetrovsk. The first
soldier who tried to drive a nail to hang up his weapons split the wall with
one blow of his hammer. The floor was constructed of disjointed boards
between which the air rushed in. Under the makeshift floor there was
nothing, since the building rested only on pilings.

Between the three buildings there was an open space, so muddy that we
had to build wooden-plank walkways, supported by heavy trunks, which
ran from one building to the other. Around the school the smell of CO, rose
constantly, inducing headaches and nausea.

On about 20 December, the snow and ice returned. We suddenly found
ourselves once more at 20 degrees below zero. We shivered on our dis-
jointed board floor, each curled up under a single blanket.

The holidays arrived—holidays for other men.

On Christman Eve we attended midnight Mass at a church reconsecrated
by our chaplain. A Russian choir sang in shrill, heart-rending tones. Out-
side the snow fell in large flakes. Lying behind their machine guns, several
of our soldiers occupied combat positions at the four corners of the
building.

But our spirits were chilled from having lazed through those drab weeks,
in a silence in the depths of which our dreams floated aimlessly.

* * * *® *®

The European legions, popular in the newspapers of the Reich, had been
greeted with scepticism at the front in 1941. Certain German generals feared
an intrusion, among their elite divisions, of troops sent to the East solely to
make propaganda. They did not always take into account the amount of en-
thusiasm and good will which our volunteer units embodied.

Such misunderstandings weighed on us.

We eagerly awaited the arrival of an opportunity, even a crisis, which
would enable our idealism to be valued at its true worth. That hour was
slow to come. Meanwhile, unknown and misunderstood, we squandered
our talents in petty, galling duties.

We spent Christmas and the New Year joylessly, holed up in our smoky
rooms. A manger scene, drawn in charcoal on the mud mall, recalled for us
December in our own homes. A few poor votive lamps smoked. Stretched
out on the straw, we stared into space. At the top of the hill, on wooden
crosses, the steel helmets of our dead wore clumps of snow, like chrysan-
themums fallen from heaven.

Italians in the Donets

Non-German units were very numerous on the anti-Soviet front.
To the south were ranged the legions from Central Europe and from the
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Balkans. Singular legions, consumed by rivalries. The Hungarians and the
Rumanians were always ready to tear each other’s eyes out for the sake of a
grove of beech trees in the Carpathians or for ten meters of lucerne field in
the Puszta.? The Croats, more Slavic than the Ukrainians, were divided be-
tween Muslims and Catholics.

In 1941 the Italians were the largest foreign unit on all the Eastern Front.
Sixty thousand of them had come, divided into three divisions and into
numerous detachments of specialists. One saw them everywhere, from the
Dnieper to the Donets, small, swarthy, funny-looking in their two-pointed
forage caps, or looking like birds of paradise under their bersagliere helmets
from which projected, amidst the gusts of the steppe, a stately crop of
rooster and pheasant feathers!

The Italians’ rifles looked like toys. They used them with great sklll to kill
all the chickens in the region.

We had made their acquaintance as soon as we arrived in Dmepro-
petrovsk. We soon formed a very high opinion of their spirit of initiative
and of their craftiness. They had gathered round an enormous cask which
sat, unguarded, on a railway car. It was brimful with Chianti wine. In the
side of this mighty tun the Italians had drilled a tiny hole from which the
wine gushed through a hollow straw.

The invention proved quite a success with our topers, who went back time
and time again to that wondrous fount, worthy of the Burgundian weddings
of Charles the Bold or of Philip the Good! The Italians, sure of their sup-
ply—it was a 2,000-liter cask—amicably traded places with us. From that
moment on, the Walloon volunteers were extremely enamoured with Italy
and were delighted with the collaboration it provided on the Eastern Front!

* * * * *

The front was not a single, continuous line, but a series of strong points.
Our posts in Cherbinovka had only snow to their left and right. To reach
the closest Italians, whose sector extended to the south toward Stalino, we
had to march for two hours across the steppe.

We used to go to chat with them during lulls in the fighting. Obviously,
their lemons and their Chianti were of some importance. But their charm
also drew us.

The complication was that they detested the Germans. The latter, in turn,
couldn’t abide the Italians’ light fingers or their ardent armours in the
ruined isbas. Neither could they tolerate the Italians’ whimsical demeanor
and quaint Latin carefreeness, so full of irreverence, indolence, persiflage,
and natural grace, so different from Prussian stiffness.

By contrast, the Italians bridled whenever they saw a German snap to at-
tention or cry out orders. That didn’t fit in with having their hands in their
pockets, wearing their russet plumes, and performing their merry
escapades.
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Their brand of nationalism was also different. The Italians loved
Mussolini and over and over cried out ‘““Du-ce! Du-ce! Du-ce!’’ until they
were hoarse. Such outburts were only of a sentimental kind, however.
Mussolini’s dreams of imperial grandeur did not reach them. They were as
proud as peacocks, but without ambition.

One day when they insisted on their desire to have peace again at any
cost, I had retorted:

“But if you do not struggle to the very end, you are going to lose your
colonies!”’

‘“Bah!,” they answered, ‘‘what good is it to kill yourself for some col-
onies? We are happy at home. We don’t need anything. We have the sun.
We have our fruits. We have love . . .”

As a philosophy it had its counterparts. Horace had said the same thing,
but less frankly.

Likewise, they found it absolutely useless to work too hard. Our idea of
human labor left them bored. Why work so much? And again they would
take up their soft, alluring, sing-song litany: the sun, the fruits, love . . .

“After all,”’ I continued, ‘‘work is a joy! Don’t you other nations love to
work?”’

Then an Italian from the South, with princely grace, offered me this re-
ply, magnificent in its artlessness and its solemnity:

““But sir, what good is work?”’

What good is it? When the Germans heard such answers, they choked for
a week and very nearly had attacks of apoplexy.

* * * * *

For the Italians, to their misfortune, the day and night watches provided
some ‘‘good,’’ as did the thankless duty in the snow and ice.

Often their gregarious sentries left their posts to bask in the warmth of an
isba, where they chattered, jested, mooched, and studied very closely the at-
tributes of the local beauties.

The Russians finally took their measure with a low blow. Our pleasant
comrades from across the Alps paid dearly for their Latin nonchalance.

One night, in the southern part of the sector, strong detachments of
Cossacks glided on their high-strung horses across the deep snow. At dawn,
they were easily able to encircle three villages occupied by the Italians, but
unprotected by the guards, who were busy sleeping or making love. They
were taken completely by surprise. .

The Soviets particularly detested the Italians. They hated them even more
than they did the Germans, and on the Eastern Front they always treated
them with an extraordinary cruelty. In the twinkling of an eye they seized
the three villages. No one had the time to react. The Italians were then
dragged to the coal pits, where they were completely stripped of their
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clothes. Then the torture began. The Cossacks brought large buckets of icy
water. Roaring with laughter, they emptied them on the bodies of their vic-
tims in cold which hovered 30 to 35 degrees below zero centigrade. The poor
wretches in the three villages all died, frozen alive.

No one escaped, not even the doctors. Not even the chaplain, who,
stripped like a Roman marble, also suffered the torture of water and ice.
Two days later, the three villages were recaptured. Naked bodies lay
everywhere in the snow, twisted, contorted, as if they had died in a fire.

From that time on, the Italian troops of the Donets were reinforced by
German armor. All along their lines heavy German tanks, painted entirely
white, engines throbbing, lurked in the deep snow.

* * *® * *®

That was a necessity.

The Reds became more and more active. To our left, to our right, they
struck violently. Day and night, the steppe shook with gunfire. Soviet
airplanes appeared. Their bombs dug large gray craters around us.

The cold became ever more penetrating. In mid-January, the temperature
dropped to 38 degrees below zero.

Our little horses’ snouts were all white with ice. From their nostrils, wet
with blood, spattered, drop after drop, on the trail, hundreds of spots, like
pink carnations.

The Howling Steppe

Life had become unbearable in our lairs at Cherbinovka.

Using straw, we had more or less filled up the holes in the windows, half
the panes of which had been broken by the Red troops when they made their
retreat. But the icy blasts of winter persisted, rushing in, whistling between
the floorboards. For sleeping we put on all of the poor equipment that we
had, then thrust our feet into the sleeves of our overcoats. But what good
were overcoats, light blankets, and a few bits of straw against the winds
which howled through our huts from the cursed steppe?

We broke the margarine, the sausages, and the bread, hard as rocks, with
an axe. The few eggs that our resupply operation delivered reached us
frozen, nearly gray.

Such were our hours of relaxation.

Our advanced positions were located three kilometers from Cherbinovka.
We went there in squads, across snow which was generally 40 to 50 cen-
timeters deep, in temperatures varying from 25 to 35 degrees below zero.

Certain companies had dug their small bunkers into the sides of the slag
heaps of the coal fields. The others were positioned out in the middle of the
steppe.
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The snow was nothing. It was the storm which was atrocious. It barked; it
meowed with long sharp whistles, throwing into our faces thousands of lit-
tle darts that tore us like a stream of pebbles.

We finally received some winter caps which covered our necks and ears,
and some very thin knitted gloves, which hardly protected us at all. But we
still had neither fur coats nor felt boots.

Anyone who took off his gloves for a moment immediately had his
fingers frozen. We wore our winter caps pulled up to our noses; our breath,
passing through them, was frozen into large tufts of ice, at the level of our
mouths, and into long white moustaches fastened to our eyebrows. Our
tears themselves froze, becoming large pearls which painfully welded our
eyelashes together. We separated them only with great pain. At any moment
a nose or a cheek might become pale yellow, like the skin of a drum. In
order to avoid frostbite, we had to rub the flesh vigorously with snow.
Often, it was already too late.

* * * * *

The dizzying storms gave the Soviet shock troops an obvious superiority.

The Russians were used to that weather. Their skis, their dogs, their
sleighs, their high-strung ponies helped them. They were dressed to resist
the cold, padded in cotton-wool jackets, shod with felt boots which resisted
the snow, as dry as crystal powder. They inevitably benefited from the
unspeakable suffering of thousands of European soldiers thrown by a bold
offensive into the snows, the winter wind, and the ice, without proper
equipment and without adequate training.

The Reds infiltrated everywhere. Their spies, disguised as civilians, crept
between our posts, reached the worker centers, and found accomplices
there. The great majority of the peasant population was completely ig-
norant about Communism, except for its demands; but in the industrial
centers Soviet propaganda had reached the young workers. It was to them
that the spies of the Red Army, dedicated and courageous leaders, ad-
dressed themselves.

I was part of an execution squad charged with shooting two of them, who
had fully confessed before the military tribunal.

When we reached the middle of the steppe, we lined up in a row. The two
condemned men, their hands in their pockets, did not say a word. Our
volley knocked them down. There was an extraordinary moment of silence
in which the shudder of the rifle shots floated skyward. One of the two com-
munists moved, as if he wanted to summon up a last remnant of life. His
right hand left his pocket and rose, fist clenched tightly, above the snow.
And we heard a cry, a last cry, shouted in German so that it would be
understood by all: “‘Heil Stalin!”’

The dead man’s clenched fist fell back to his side.

Those people also had their idealists.



34 CAMPAIGN IN RUSSIA

Generally, the Russians who had been condemned to capital punishment
accepted their fate with fatalism, their arms at their sides, their faces blank.

To avoid upsetting their troops and to strike the popular imagination, the
Germans had decided to hang captured spies. The condemned Russians ap-
proached, depressed, eyes vacant, then climbed up on a chair, which itself
was perched on a table. They waited there, without protesting, without ask-
ing anything. Above them hung the rope. It was tied around their necks.
Thus it was, thus it was. They let it happen. A kick upset the chair and
ended the tragedy.

One day, the Germans had to carry out the sentences of five condemned
- men all at the same time. One of the hanged men broke his rope and fell to
the ground. He picked himself up without uttering a word, put the chair
back on the table, got back up on it and waited, -with the greatest
naturalness, while a new rope was installed.

In the depths of those hearts there was an oriental fatalism, a childlike in-
nocence and, also, a long habit of taking blows and suffering. They did not
rebel against death. They passively accepted death as they had accepted
everything else, the filthy isba, the knout of the aristocrats, and the slavery
of Communism.

The second half of January 1942 was much busier. Large numbers of Red
troops were on the move. Soviet airplanes attacked three or four times per
day:

We were still unaware of what had taken place.

Soviet elite units, brought in from Siberia, had crossed the frozen Donets
River, to the north of our industrial basin. They had flanked the German
defenses and reached important railway lines, notably the Kiev-Poltava-
Slavyansk line. They had pillaged a number of supply depots and then
moved westward. The Russians and Siberians subsequently made a very
deep thrust in the direction of the Dnieper. They threatened to cut off the
whole Army of the South. They had already passed the Samara River. Some
spearheads of Cossacks had even gotten as far as 12 kilometers from
Dniepropetrovsk.

The German commander hastily gathered his available forces for a
counteroffensive.

A counteroffensive when the thermometer read between 35 and 40
degrees below zero!

We had little doubt about what awaited us when an urgent order put us in
a state of alert.

That very night we were relieved. At four in the morning, we trudged
behind our carts in the midst of a stupendous storm which roiled the snow
in fury, leaving us utterly blind.

We were completely unaware of our destination. However, the hour for
blood and glory had arrived.
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Cossacks

If I remember correctly, it was 26 January 1942,

We did not know exactly how much progress had been made, either by
the Siberian troops, gliding on their dog sleds, or by the Cossacks, mounted
on high-spirited little horses which stood up to everything.

The enemy could not be far away. That was all that we had been able to
learn. We, the simple soldiers of the line, knew few things, nor did I know
anything more than my comrades, since I was then an ordinary soldier, liv-
ing strictly the life of the troops and having no contact with the upper
echelon of my company.

Our known objective was, for the second time, the area around Grichino,
located sixty kilometers to the northwest of Cherbinovka. Doubtless we
would be near the enemy forces throughout the entire march. For the first
stage, we had orders to occasionally take some shortcuts.

It took four hours for our column to get ready to move off into the snow-
storm. We could see no more than ten meters in front of us. When we ar-
rived in the countryside, the storm tormented us from all sides. The road
rose and fell across the low, steep hills. We dragged along with us some
Stahlwagen, metal wagons weighing hundreds of kilos, excellent for the
paved or asphalt roads of Europe, but completely impractical in the snow
and ice of the steppe. The Russian peasants themselves used only sleds or
wooden vehicles, light, with narrow, very hi_h wheels. Qur enormous
hearses came clattering down at a mad speed on the downgrades, in spite of
their brakes. Some horses tumbled over; some wagons turned over. On the
upgrades, we had to push the vehicles, twenty men at a time. At the end of a
few hours, several Stahlwagen were bogged down or overturned in the snow
along the steep paths.

Although the first leg of the march was only twelve kilometers long, we
had to toil throughout the night. It was not until six o’clock the next evening
that all our supplies arrived. Reaching a village, we encountered four
Siberian troops, whom we killed in a brief skirmish.

* * * * *

At five o’clock in the morning we resumed our advance. The whirlwinds
of snow had ceased, but the ice had become even fiercer. Overnight it had
hardened on the hilly path, which was as slippery as a skating rink
underneath the snow. The horses could not move forward. Several broke
their hooves. By noon, we had covered little more than one kilometer.

Ahead of us lay a secluded valley, which the storm had filled with
phenomenal quantities of snow. Our entire battalion had to set to work dig-
ging a corridor fifty meters long and three meters deep. Pulling our
Stahlwagen up the steep slope was a terrible operation. Not until nine
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o’clock that night did we reach the mountain top with the first one. In six-
teen hours we had made only three kilometers!

We stabled our teams of horses in a shed. Only a few men could find a
place next to them. A peasant informed us the existence of a hamlet about
four kilometers away, on one side of a small valley. We got back on the
road by moonlight. In its deepest points the snow came up to our waists. At
last we reached some isbas, more miserable than any we had ever seen.

At ten o’clock we settled down on the hard, packed earth, in the single
room of one of the huts, filled with civilians who undoubtedly had been
hiding and waiting for the Siberians. A pregnant girl, as red as a lobster,
went around from muzhik to muzhik, by the light of an oil lamp. She was
dressed solely in a long shirt which went down to her waist. She chattered
vulgarly, constantly, continuing her housework until her rounds were com-
pleted.

Then she waddled back up to the top of her oven and made some loud
remarks, but the men, their work done, were already snoring. Some of the
animals stirred. The stench was sickening.

At six in the morning, returning to our carts, we plunged into the snow
again. From the top of the plateau we could see the company that had
bogged down the night before, wearing itself out pushing its metal vehicles.
The climb certainly would last until nightfall.

I was sent on patrol, in search of billeting space, in the direction of a
sovkhoz* that had been pointed out to us, some four or five kilometers to
the east. We left at three o’clock, using a troika we had found in a shed.

The sovkhoz was there all right, swarming with muzhiks. The living
quarters, with the ever-present earthen floor, were overrun by young calves,
which sheltered near the family stove, away from the cold. Since the
familiar pan always arrived too late, they continually doused the ground.
That made for yet another smell.

One of my companions left again with the sled, in order to guide the
troops. The squad member who stayed with me was a mine worker from the
Borinage,® with a thick, sing-song accent, and a first and last name reminis-
cent of epic poetry: Achille Roland. The civilians kept cool heads. A few
Soviet airplanes flew over the sovkhoz, dropping handbills announcing the
imminent arrival of the Red Army. Our natives scanned the ridge-line and
the sky.

At about two in the afternoon, the silhouettes of several horsemen could
be seen. The muzhiks gave each other brief, knowing looks. They looked us
over, sneakily, squinting through almond-shaped eyes.

* * * * *

At four in the afternoon, none of our comrades had arrived.
We expected to see the Cossacks bolt from cover at the edge of the farm. I
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had set up my machine gun in the entry way. The weapon would do some
damage. We wore strings of grenades at our belts, with which we could
quickly restore calm behind us if the muzhiks of the sovkhoz tried to attack
us.

They kept quiet, very much impressed. A beautiful young Ukrainian girl,
who knew some words of German, had sided with us. She was sixteen years
old, with beautiful hair with glints of brown and gold in it. She had watched
the doings of our squad and secretly given us some supportive glances. She
had generously put us on the same level of the oven as the family’s small
calves and served us, like them, a thick milk, smooth as her skin.

Outside, the storm had begun howling once more. From time to time I
went to inspect the area, grenade in hand. It seemed clear that our comrades
would no longer be able to make their way to our positions. Besides, where
were they? Had they been put out of commission by an attack of the
Cossacks or the Siberian infantry, on the plateau where they were
laboriously dragging up their metal vehicles?

Night fell. Seven o’clock. Eight o’clock. No one came. The muzhiks were
still waiting. Obviously, they would have very much liked to slit our throats,
but the belts of cartridges, feeding into our machine gun, discouraged them.
They finally lay down on the ground among the young cattle, the pan within
their reach.

The wind howled, and with a crash it threw open the wooden door which
led to the corridor, throwing clumps of snow on us. We asked ourselves
what would happen when we got up.

As a last resort, my companion decided to reconnoiter in the direction of
our company. In the darkness, my watch seemed to show 5:00 A.M. The in-
trepid Achille vanished into the storm.

He reappeared in an hour, transformed into a Santa Claus beneath a
cubic meter of snow. Straying in the storm, he had floundered helplessly
through the snow. ‘‘Are you quite sure of the time,’’ he asked. ¢“It’s still so
dark out there!”’

We looked. It was only 1:30 in the morning! We had confused 5:00 and
12:25. Poor Achille snorted, then went to warm himself a little bit against
the dried-mud stove. There, stretched out near the machine gun, we waited
for the real break of day.

It came, but that was all that came. The storm was so fantastic that we
could no longer imagine that the infantrymen would still be able to catch up
with us. One day passed, two days passed. When the fury of the steppe
calmed, the Cossacks could cut the road. Suddenly, at eleven in the morn-
ing, a sled turned sharply in front of the door, kicking snow up to the that-
ched roof. A Walloon non-commissioned officer, my former gardener in
Brussels, had charged through the storm behind four horses which he had
whipped to the point of death. One horse expired no sooner than it had
reached the farm.
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Readjusting the reins, we started the team off at a gallop. The Russians,
in spite of the whistling snow, had run up to the threshold of the sovkhoz,
their eyes flashing. But the pretty little Ukrainian girl, behind the backs of
those wretches, blushingly threw us a kiss. That would have been worth ten
such adventures. '

One hour later, we rejoined our squad, still blocked at the top of the hill.
When a man tried to negotiate that bare ridge, he found himself hurled to
the ground by the storm. The men had all crowded together in the barn up
against the horses, one as chilled as the other. There was nothing else to do.
It was necessary to wait. The steppe was more powerful than we were.

We waited.

* * % * %

Next morning the wind subsided, and we sent several platoons out to the
road. A meter of snow covered the ground, but we couldn’t stay where we
_were any longer.

Qur column was forming for the departure when some gray dots ap-
peared on the horizon. A half-hour later, we were approached by an ex-
traordinary procession: our commander, coming to meet us, had, since the
previous night, driven 180 Russians before him. Using their shovels they
had cut a passageway in the vast ocean of the steppe. By that means we were
able to cover twenty kilometers, using our bayonets to break the clumps of
snow that continually formed under our boots. By dawn we had traversed a
corridor four meters deep, to a place called Ekonomiskoye.

There we had hardly any rest: at midnight, 300 Cossacks were spotted.
We had to take up our positions in the snow, at the foot of a wonderful
mill, its large black vanes glimmering in the moonlight. The steppe was a
blue and white expanse of sparkling crystals. Millions of stars lit up the
night. They formed a smooth lining undulating across the sky. It was so
beautiful that we nearly forgot the cold which pierced our bodies with its
darts.

At noon, after having covered about fifteen kilometers, we entered
Grichino.

For several days the city had undergone aerial bombing of a kind that the
Russians had never before carried out. All of the squares were smashed to
smithereens. Cossacks and Siberians were at the gates of the city. If they
seized it, one of the largest road and railway junctions of the Donets would
be lost. .

We had to prepare for the impending battle. We made our billets in a
school hall, of which only one window remained intact. The two thin
blankets each of us carried afforded little protection against the 40-below-
zero temperatures.

One cannot imagine what it is like, in such cold, to rest in a completely
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open building. It was impossible for us to sleep for a moment. It was not
even possible to remain seated.

Nevertheless, we were left with little time to philosophize about our
misfortunes. At one o’clock in the morning, they formed us in companies:
we were rising to the counteroffensive.

Rosa-Luxemburg

The winter of 1941-1942 was the most terrifying winter that Russia had
experienced in 150 years.

A certain number of German units, billeted in relatively calm sectors,
adapted themselves, as best they could, to those frightfully cold
temperatures and to the lack of fur clothes. Other units received violent
shocks when they found themselves in the path of attempted
breakthroughs. They lived through some extraordinary odysseys, often cut
off, resisting in small groups, leading heroic counterattacks which lasted for
weeks.

The Donets sector was one of the most bitterly contested. There the
Soviets threw magnificent troops at us, making a deep penetration. It was
checked, then pushed back, only at the cost of exhausting efforts. But one
large Soviet pocket remained in the midst of the Donets. It would be mop-
ped up only at the end of May of 1942, at the time of the battle of Kharkov.

At the beginning of February of 1942, the crisis reached a peak. The Rus-
sians had advanced to within a few kilometers of the Dnieper. The German
counteroffensive had to be carried out with a fierce energy. It was.

The High Command rushed its troops to the assault by every means of
transport at its disposal.

There were few enough ways to travel that February, however.

Thus it was that, on 3 February, we left for combat in several railway cars

_pulled by a snow-plow. The snow was so deep that it slowed down our ad-
vance. The rail line had not been demolished after all. We were going after
the enemy, pulled along in cattle cars!

L * L * *

For provisions we were given each a large, round loaf of bread which we
tied, as best we could, to our packs or against our chests. We had to carry
all our wordly goods, including weapons and ammunition, on our backs.
No horses or carts could accompany us, nor could we look forward to hot
meals. We brought nothing more than we could carry on our own backs.

_For a machine-gunner like me, that meant a load of more than forty
kilograms, of which thirty was for the machine gun and the cartridge boxes.

Getting the snow-plow started and then advancing twenty kilometers
took fourteen hours. The cars, of course, were unheated. The floor was as
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bare as a rock.. Thé cold intensified; that morning it was 42 degrees below
zero. Forty-two degrees! So as not to succumb to the cold, we were obliged
to run continuously, one behind the other, inside the car.

Everyone was close to exhaustion from having done this ridiculous dance
for several hours; however, our lives depended on it. One of our comrades,
exhausted, dropped out of the race. He stretched out in a corner. Thinking
that he was sleeping, we shook him; he was frozen. At a stop, we were able
to gather up some snow. We rubbed him with it from head to toe, for fifty
minutes. Then he came back to life a little, letting out a frightful moan, like
a cow being slaughtered. He was confined to a hospital for a year and a
half, as toothless as an armadillo.

The locomotive thrust aside masses of snow more than two meters deep.
At last it stopped in front of a veritable wall of ice, impassable. Besides, the
Bolsheviks were only three kilometers away.

When we leaped out onto the steppe, we believed that we were all going to
die. The whirlwinds slapped us in the face, knocked us over. Officers and
men fell in the snow.

The faces of several of our men were hideous: mottled, empurpled, eyes
bloodshot. I couldn’t slap my cheek, which froze instantly, for my hands
were full gripping my machine gun, cartridge cases, and ammo belts. Others
suffered frostbitten feet, which later decomposed into long, blackish strips.
Some men’s ears froze, soon resembling large apricots, from which oozed
an orange pus.

The most unfortunate of our comrades were those who had their sexual
organs frozen. Unspeakable suffering for those poor boys. They were
dragged from hospital to hospital throughout the entire war, all in vain. The
flesh, frightfully swollen, had been burned deeply during that terrible after-
noon.

The village to be occupied lay in front of us. It bore the name of the
famous Berlin Jewish political figure, Rosa Luxemburg.® The Russians
must have been as cold as we were because from the moment we came near
they trussed up their possessions without asking us for long explanations.
We suffered only one dead, our youngest volunteer, aged 16, who took a
machine-gun blast in the middle of his stomach. At five o’clock, we oc-
cupied the first isbas, while a stupendous sun, bright red, appeared sud-
denly in the west and sank immediately into the swirling steppe.

* * * * *

It was necessary to pitch camp as best we could.

My group occupied two isbas, which were only huts. One of them was in-
habited by two women and seven children. The youngsters defecated in the
middle of the room, right on the ground. The mothers would casually push
the droppings against the mud wall, then scoop up some handfuls of
sunflower. seeds from the oven, chewing and spitting them out tirelessly.
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We spent the second half of the night on the steppe, at our lookout posts.
A return to the offensive by the Russians was possible. How would we
react? My machine gun was completely jammed with the ice which formed
at 40 degrees below zero. There was no longer any way to make any of our
firearms work. The only possible defense remaining was close combat w1th
knives and grenades.

At six o’clock in the morning, a dazzling dawn arose, spreading across
the sky: gold, orange, purple, reddish purple with some soft mauves,
bordered with clear silver. As I looked(at the sky with rapturous eyes at that
breathtaking tableau, Aurora’s violet bounty festooned above the empty
steppe, I cast aside my sufferings and felt love! The most important thing is
beauty, at any cost! I saw, above me, the most beautiful lights in the world.
Thad once contemplated the sky in Athens; my emotion, my joy were even
greater as I looked at the sumptuousness and clarity of that Russian sky. My
nose was frozen. My cheek was frozen. My machine gun was all ice. But all
of my feelings were on fire. In that multi-colored dawn at Rosa-
Luxemburg, I was happier than Alcibiades looking at the wine dark sea,
from the height of the terraces of the Acropolis.

Two days later, a new spring toward the east.

The cold was relented, but a reddish pus ran from our faces, which were
chapped by the ice.

The troops advanced along two hills, very distant from one another,
deployed in the manner of the armies of Louis XV. It was a beautiful sight.
In front of us, the Panzers broke through the positions of the Soviets. Pro-
gress was easy. ,

We made a stop in a village as dirty as the others, but inhabited by a tribe
of Gypsies. The women, perched on the oven in the isba, their legs crossed
in the Turkish manner, puffed silently on large pipes. They had black hair,
almost blue, wore ragged petticoats, and spat with a vengeance.

On the next day, we arrived at the city of Blagodach, where a furious
vanguard battle had just ended. Just in front of us, the ammunition supply
of a Soviet cannon had taken a direct hit. A naked body lay there, headless.
In place of its neck there was an enormous, blackish, cracked hole. The fat
- of the thighs had burned, opening long white cracks.

I looked around for the torso’s head. Suddenly I saw, stuck to a metal
plate, an extraordinary human mask. The explosion had scalped the poor
wretch, stripping the skin, the eyes, and a shock of hair from his face. The
terrible cold had immediately frozen the grisly mask, which had kept its ex-
act shape and color: the eyes, very blue, were staring straight ahead. The
tuft of blond hair fluttered in the wind. It was so real that I almost cried out
in fright.

A few Germans had been able to force their way, firing heavy machine
guns, into the village. The Russians had fought back, launching a
counterattack on three sides at once, like children. Some wonderful
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Cossacks had charged from one side, dressed in splendid blue uniforms,
waving their eagle-hilted sabres. They galloped in, seated proudly on the
aluminum and willow saddles of their agile horses. All of them were merci-
lessly swept aside. The horses fell dead, their forelegs twisted beneath them;
the handsome Cossacks rolled in the snow, in all directions, or were frozen
solid by the cold on their saddles, united in death with their mounts.

The Siberian infantry had rushed to the attack as naively as the Cossacks,
storming down two hills and then across the steppe. None had been able to
come closer than thirty meters from the houses. The bodies of several hun-
dred Siberians lay scattered in the snow. All of them were magnificently
equipped, dressed in thick flannels of American make under a thin uniform,
which in turn was covered with a heavy cotton uniform, a cloak and a white
great coat.

They had been well armed against the cold, at least.

They were nearly all Asiatics, with hair as strong as the bristles of a wild
boar. The ice had preserved them at the very moment they fell. One of them
had had an eye put out of its socket by a bullet that had entered the center of
his forehead. The eye had frozen instantly. It had moved forward, as long
as a finger, under the arch of the eyebrow, like a terrifying optical instru-
ment. The pupil stared at us, as lifelike as if the Mongol still breathed. The
eyes of the dead, in those forty-below-zero freezes, retained an extraor-
dinary sharpness.

* * * * *

The village was in a pitiful state. We spent the night among young cattle
that had escaped the massacre. In our rooms, along with a small calf and
some chickens, there were a dozen gentle pigeons which cooed, indifferent
to the passions of humankind.

When we got up, a new surprise awaited us: the thaw! Complete thaw!
The village splashed about in twenty centimeters of water.

The footsoldier fights in all kinds of weather. We set out again toward the
enemy amidst bodies which floated on the roads, like boats set adrift.

Thaw and Freeze

The Russian thaws take place with extraordinary speed. At the beginning
of February 1942, it was forty-two degrees below zero. Four days later, the
roads were rivers thirty centimeters deep.

We climbed, with great difficulty, a corpse-littered hill over which the
road out of Blagodach led east. Behind us trailed some sleds we had found
in the isbas, drawn by several old horses which we had found wandering in
the snowy fields. We had neither harnesses, nor traces, nor halters; we
hitched up the animals by means of red telephone wires which broke a hun-
dred times and were repaired as often.
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We passed a Soviet sledge whose horses and driver had been killed in the
same explosion: the soldier, a stocky Mongol, nut brown in complexion,
quite stiff, stared at the road from eyeless sockets. Beside him sat an enor-
mous green bottle, filled with a good twenty pounds of tomato juice. The
horses and the Mongol were dead, the bottle was intact.

As we marched downhill again, we found ourselves in the midst of a
flood. The fields were melting, the water running out through a thousand
little channels which drained into the road. The ice refused to melt, so water
rose higher and higher. We marched through those icy rivers, soaked to our
knees.

We stopped to spend the night in a tiny hamlet, consisting of exactly two
isbas. Eighty Croatian volunteers were jammed into the single room of each
isba, shoulder to shoulder, with no room to sit down.

It was impossible for one more person to get into those two human rabbit
hutches. The two small pigsties likewise were crammed with a mass of
chilled soldiers, unable to dry out.

All we could do was to climb up into the hayloft, to the small space which
separated the ceiling and the thatched roof. At the peak of the roof that
space was one meter high. We had to inch forward from beam to beam, in
some danger of falling through the dried mud ceiling onto the backs of the
80 Croats below. More than a hundred of us crawled over to the corners of
the roof and then settled down helter-skelter on perches in those dark holes.
It was necessary to stay curled up or crouched dcwn. That position was ex-
hausting. Our feet were chilled, our heavy boots filled with icy water. Since
the morning we had eaten nothing more than a hunk of our old army bread,
if that. Many no longer had even a crust.

* * * *® *®

At nine o’clock that night, an electric light shone through the trap door
from the top of a small ladder. ‘“Get up! We’re leaving!”’

Leaving! In the middle of the night, along roads streaming with icy
water! We had orders to follow right on the heels of the retreating Reds and
to occupy, before daybreak, a large kolkhoz* farther to the east.

None of us could so much as make out the person next to him. We ad-
vanced blindly through the water. The fickle weather had made the road a
real trap. Beneath water from the melted snow lay a sheet of ice on which
our men fell constantly. I had my turn as did the others, sprawling face
down with my machine gun. Then I slipped on my heels, and fell backward,
gulping down mouthfuls of the road. Soaked to our skins, we struggled
through such damp and gloom that we stumbled across the Samara River,
meandering over the ice and spreading out over 25 meters wide, without a
single soldier noticing that he had crossed a stream! About 1:30 in the
morning, we finally arrived at the entrance to the kolkhoz. A dozen large
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dead horses lay in piles of melting snow. There no longer remained a single
inhabitable resting place, except for three stables, which were very small
and filled with horse manure.

% * * * *

We stationed ourselves, a group of forty men, in one of those.

From the remains of an old flour chest, we made a fire. When the flames
rose from it, I hastened to hold out toward it my underwear and my shirt,
using a poker. With my usual clumsiness I did things so well that my clothes
burst into flames, illuminating the stable magnificently! With only a jacket
and a threadbare pair of old trousers, I was through with combat until the
end of the winter offensive.

We had no nourishment but the smell of horse manure until the evening
of the next day in that evil kolkhoz. It was there that, inspecting the slope
‘that went downward toward the Samara, I believed that I could make outa ~
‘body in the melting snow. I went down to have a look. To my horror, I

. discovered a young German whose legs the Russians, especially sadistic, had
" sawed off at the knees. The job had been done with a butcher’s saw, un-
questionably by an expert. The unfortunate German had been part of a
reconnaissance patrol which had disappeared two days earlier. It was ob-
vious that after his mutilation he had still dragged himself fifteen meters,
with the desperate will of a young man who didn’t want to die.

* * * » *

The ice returned as quickly as the thaw had come. In one night, the
temperature plummeted to 20 degrees below zero. On the next day, the
Samara was again completely frozen.

The road along the valley was transformed into a horrifying skating rink,
horrifying because the bodies of the Russians which had been floating in the
water two days before had been frozen in place. Out of the ice there would

-emerge a hand, or a boot, or a head.

The sleds slowly eliminated those obstacles, grinding down noses and
cheeks, which crumbled like sawdust. At the end of a few days, everything
was leveled, except for some half-hands and some half-faces which re-
mained level with the white ice, like monstrous fish near the glass of an
aquarium tank.

* * * * *

As soon as the ice was hard enough, we continued our advance.

Russian airplanes machine-gunned us heavily. After two kilometers, we
found ourselves close to the Samara. The crossing was slow. Meanwhile, a
squadron of Soviet airplanes swooped down on us as relentlessly as wasps.
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They dove, turned, came back again. Together with some comrades I ran
to free a heavy munitions wagon stuck in the middle of the road, an easy
target which could go up at any moment. I pushed with all of my strength to
move it up to the protection of an embankment. The planes swooped down
again, and the vehicle tipped, pinning me. Everything went black.

I awoke again a half hour later, lying in a hut. My eyes could distinguish
only great swirls of mauve, like orchids. My left foot had been fractured in
two places.

I understood that they wanted to send me to a hospital. That woke me up
completely. The ambulance men who had brought me in had at their
disposal a horse and a narrow sled. I had them lay me out on that. Then
across the dead bodies encrusted in the ice, I started the animal out in the
direction of the east.

After an hour I caught up with the company. Stretched out across three
planks, I entered Novo-Andrievska, where the Russian fighter planes still
harrassed us. They killed one man and wounded several others. Despite the
strafing, the Wallonians held the village that night.

* * * * *

We had to go further. My foot looked like a black calf’s head. Searching
in the snow, a comrade had found one of the enormous felt boots that the
tank drivers pulled over their usual footgear. It was even a boot for the left
foot. They put it on my wounded foot, which fit into it perfectly. Lying
stretched out on my small sled, I set out again with my company.

For the third time, we had to cross the ice covering the winding Samara
River. The Soviet airplanes had already resumed the hunt for us. As we
crossed the frozen river, they skimmed over us, machine guns chattering,
then dropped three large bombs on us. The bombs fell from so low that they
did not have time to assume a vertical position and skidded into our ranks
like three large gray dogs.

We reached the east bank, but not before several Walloons fell.

We had orders to seize the heights overlooking the valley, which formed
the region’s water shed. Who held that high ground commanded the
Samara Valley.

On 17 February, at 11:00 A.M., we reached the plateau. There a village
scattered its isbas along both sides of long, icy ponds. As we crossed the
frozen ponds, the Russians, to the east, opened up on us with an extremely
fierce artillery barrage.

The troops had been able to run up to the isbas to get a little cover. Flat-
tened at the bottom of my sled, incapable of taking a step, I heard the
shrapnel ricocheting on the sides, against the planks. A Croat who ran up,
his arms extended, had just fallen on me; he had a monstrous red hole, as
large as two fists, where his eyes had once been.
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So it was that we entered the village of Gromovaya-Balka, where we were
to lose half of our legionnaires, killed or wounded.

Days of Hell

At Gromovaya-Balka, as everywhere else, there was no continuous front.
To our left extended an open space of seven kilometers. On our right friend-
ly forces—Waffen SS of the Viking Division—occupied a small village three
kilometers away. .

The Russians had massed the bulk of their troops a few kilometers to the
east, but their advance posts were positioned quite close to us, inside the
haystacks which raised white humps on the steppe.

Since the village of Gromovaya-Balka was built in a slight depression, we
set up our positions on the ridge. We weren’t able to dig in—the soil was
hard as granite—so we constructed our defenses from large blocks of frozen
snow, hewn with axes.

Secondary positions were constructed farther back, near some isbas. By
preference, our volunteers had cut them into the strawy manure heaps,
which were easier to chop through. That won us some unexpected comforts,
because our soldiers found amid the dung two magnificent cases of French
cognac, buried hastily by the retreating Russians.

Unfortunately, that was the only consolation, for our men were going to
spend ten days of hell at Gromovaya-Balka.

* * * * *

For suitable lodgings we had at our disposal only two or three isbas per
company. Nearly all of the windows had been broken by the time of our ar-
rival. The Bolsheviks, as usual, had massacred the animals. Their bodies lay
inside or at the thresholds of the cottages. One horse had died while lying
across one of our two little windows; he blocked three quarters of it. Two
other dead horses were stretched out in the cattle shed.

Since the enemy probed us day and night, one half of our men had to con-
stantly occupy positions in the snow. Because of the cold, the companies
were split in two to relieve each other every two hours.

Throughout those ten days our soldiers were never able to sleep more
than an hour and a half at a time. It was necessary for them to wake up a
quarter hour before their guard duty. On their return, it took them another
quarter hour to settle down again. Besides, if more than half of the men had
been able to rest at the same time, it would have been impossible to get them
into the single-room huts, so tiny were they. The twenty-five men who
returned for their two-hour rest couldn’t even stretch out on the ground.
They had to remain standing or squat on the ground. The cold rushed in,
unabated, through the broken windows, which we were unable to seal
completely.
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I myself, with my broken foot, was able to remain stretched out only on a
kind of bench attached to the wall, one meter above the floor. It was on that
perch that I, day and night, frozen and powerless in my plaster cast,
witnessed the departure and the return of my unfortunate comrades.

The resupply of food was as simple as possible. The sleds took forty to
fifty hours to reach us. The enemy artillery implacably carried out their evil
work on the white foundation of the road for the last kilometers if the sup-
ply people risked the trip during the day. If they tried to reach us at night,
they got lost in the steppe and would stumble onto one of the Soviet posts.

We received only just enough so that we did not lose strength: some
bread, which we cut with our bayonets, and some cans of meat, frozen at
the factory and refrozen in masterly fashion on the troikas.

The lack of sleep was killing to the men. Cold is terribly exhausting, and
requires a struggle by the entire body. Our companies had to stay in holes in
the ice, twelve hours out of every twenty-four, without moving a meter. The
men stood on ice. If they tried to lean on something, they leaned on ice. It
was 20 to 25 degrees below zero at all times. The short rest in the isba allow-
ed them neither to warm themselves up again—it was nearly as cold there as
it was outside—nor to regain their strength. They were unable to stretch out
on the ground, nor even to have their minds at peace, since, at every instant,
a volley of shells fell, damaging the cottages, flattening some of the walls.

In the space of a few days, the Soviet artillery lobbed us several thousand
shells. Some isbas caught fire. Others, hit on the roofs, had their thatch
strewn over an area of twenty meters. Our casualties were heavy.

One of our heavy machine guns, hit directly, was thrown four meters into
the air along with the gunner; he fell back untouched, still holding the han-
dle of the weapon; the other two members of the crew were mangled.

One shell came right through the window of an isba where a dozen of our
comrades were resting. It was a scene out of a slaughterhouse. One soldier
was missing among the heap of the dead and wounded who were dragged
out of the destroyed cottage; the next day they found some fragments of
flesh and bones, the consistency of porridge, stuck to the rubble, all that re-
mained of our companion. He had taken the shell in the middle of his chest.

» * » L *

Our telephone lines were continually cut.

The forty men who maintained communications between the companies
and the battalion command post, and then between the battalion and the
division, had suffered terribly since the beginning of the offensive. Each
night during our advance, in weather as cold as 40 degrees below zero,
across veritable rivers created by the thaw, they had to unreel kilometers of
telephone wire. They came back from the steppe with severe frost bite on
their hands, their cheeks, their noses, their ears.
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At Gromovaya-Balka, they spent their days and nights crawling on the
snow and ice, in the midst of machine-gun fire, along their damnable wires,
which the Reds cut three or four times an hour.

Maintaining communications was absolutely vital, for those wires were
the arteries of the battalion. Many of our little telephone men died for those
wires.

There was among them an old man, with white hair, always the first on
duty. He too was hit. He still had the strength to take a little Bible from his
pocket and to recite two or three short lines from a psalm before he died.

* * * * *

The state of utter misery in which we found ourselves was aggravated by
other afflictions, of a more intimate kind.

We were, for the most part, covered with mysterious sores that the
soldiers of the Eastern Front called ‘‘the Russian plague.”’

The illness began with incredible itching on the feet and the calves. It was
almost impossible not to scratch them. But, if you began scratching, the
complications were not long in coming. Bluish sores formed, as irritating as
if they were being eaten by salt and pepper. They bled and most of all ran
with pus. This was disgusting to see. It was necessary not to scratch, but
men’s nerves snapped as a result of being held back. If during the day you
had the energy to resist the biting of that venom, at night, while sleeping,
your hands unconsciously went to your feet and calves, and your fingernails
dug into those corrosive spots, going deep, bleeding. We had to keep our
boots on, while asleep, so as not to be overcome by that terrible
itching.

Thousands, tens of thousands of soldiers on the Eastern Front were
removed from the line because those flowing wounds proved so stubborn.
At Gromovaya-Balka, some of our comrades were affected down to the
bone itself. Three quarters of the troops, at least, covered their bloody
calves with dirty rags. But, in spite of the bandages, the violet holes of the
wounds, eaten by unknown acids, tempted their fingers, lured their nails,
night and day. :

* * * * *

Swarms of fleas devoured us.

We had waged the entire counteroffensive in the Donets without a single
change of underwear. Each of the unspeakable huts where we were
quartered had sheltered, before us, hordes of Mongols, Tatars, Siberians,
teeming with vermin. Our straitened circumstances, with forty or fifty men
crammed together in squalor, made us easy prey for the greedy, merciless
vermin.
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A number of soldiers, running out of strength, did not want to lose yet
another hour of their scant sleep by indulging in useless flea hunts. Even if
you eliminated your fleas, your neighbor did not kill his. At the moment he
woke up, half of his supply moved to your territory. And how could we
organize a general delousing amidst those crowded conditions with soldiers
curled up, incapable of even stretching out or moving?

We had only to thrust our hands under our arms or between our thighs;
we brought back handfuls of hideous fleas. Some were small, lively and
whitish; some long, with bodies like darts; some round, with red stomachs
the size of a pinhead. Their colors were amazingly adapted to the color of
our clothes.

The fleas took pleasure in sucking at wounds. They found their way in
large numbers beneath dressings. I felt them swarming constantly along my
wounded foot. There was nothing to do, just let them eat you alive, your
nerves held sternly in check.

* * * » *

Each day the Soviets became more aggressive.

For more than a week, we hardly slept at all. Even when the men came
back for their two hours of rest in the isba, grenades and shells came clatter-
ing down in such abundance that everyone threw himself to the ground,
confused, expecting a shell to land in the middle of the room at any mo-
ment.

There were no cellars, nor had we any other shelters.

Beginning on 25 February, the Soviet tanks came at nightfall. They would
approach to within several hundred meters of us; each time, they fired a few
rounds, then disappeared into the darkness.

Our patrols engaged in some bloody hand-to-hand battles with the Rus-
sian forward posts.

The Soviet troops carried out a plan of elementary simplicity: they set
themselves to eliminating all obstacles, one by one. First they struck in full
strength at the village held by the SS to our right. If that redoubt fell, we
would be isolated, the sole defenders of the path to the Samara, the objec-
tive toward which the Soviets had chosen to drive with all available forces.

‘The SS were around two hundred in number. They were real heavy-

_ weights. Our men who kept contact with their command post could not get
.over their coolness under fire. The Russians were within thirty meters
machine-gunning_them from house to house. In one day the SS withstood
ten assaults by an enemy twenty times more numerous. They resisted, im-
movable, playing cards at each respite.

At the end of a week they held only a narrow passageway, a hundred
meters wide, leading to the west. Three-fourths of those courageous men
had fallen in the struggle.
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On 28 February 1942, at five in the morning, several thousand Reds
pounced on the fifty or so survivors. The Germans suffered an hour’s
savage massacre. Only a few managed to escape. We saw them running
toward us across the snow, followed closely by the Bolsheviks.

They came just in time to help us, for, even as the Viking’s village was be-
ing overrun, hordes of Soviet troops, which had massed to the east of
Gromovaya-Balka the mght before, flooded towards us.

At six o’clock in the morning, two regiments, consisting of four thousand
men, attacked us, supported by fourteen tanks.

There were barely five hundred of us; we had a single tank.

Gromovaya-Balka

Throughout that night, our battalion had been in a state of alert. Our
patrols had spotted important enemy movements. We could tell that the at-
tack was imminent.

The fall of the village held by the SS had isolated us in the mlddle of an
open space fifteen kilometers square. The Reds were eager for revenge and
they longed to pour down into the valley of the Samara, from which our
forces had chased them two weeks before.

They spared no effort to make their suc-ess decisive. Their artillery,
massed on the heights, loomed above us, and their observers relayed our
every movement in the village, already reduced to a heap of rubble.

Our soldiers looked like ghosts.

At midnight, a first alert had been sounded. At six in the morning, a new
alert sent our companies to combat positions. Almost immediately a hail of
machine-gun fire began to fall on all sides.

* * * * *

I was stretched out on two planks in our isba, forty meters behind our ice
forts, which faced east. I listened anxiously to the din of battle. Suddenly
the roof crackled with flames: the thatch was on fire.

Hopping on one foot, I reached the window: a tremendous mass of infan-
try was advancing in close order.

I thought at first that they were the Croatian volunteers: they had on
nearly the same purplish-blue cloaks. Shells fell all around them; the Ger-
man artillery, which was reinforcing us, was firing nearly point blank at
those thousands of men.

They had emerged from a ravine and were marching toward the center of
the village, taking the positions of our companies from behind. One would
have thought that they were taking part in a training exercise, so uncon-
cerned were they. They spread out only when they had advanced to about
one hundred meters from my isba, the first one to the northeast. I then
caught sight of the 14 Soviet tanks which roared straight ahead.
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My company, overwhelmed, fell back to the second isba.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. My metatarsals had had two weeks to
mend. Kicking off the splint which encased my foot, I limped forward, with
my rifle as a crutch, across the open ground to join my squad.

/
* * * * *

My pain forgotten, I took my post at my machine gun once again. There
were twelve of us, pinned down twenty meters in front of the second house.
I wedged myself between two large, dead horses, hard as rocks, against
which the bullets smacked with an odd sound.

The enemy had fanned out from the east to the northeast, facing the two
lines of isbas in the village. At the same time they attacked us they fell on
our comrades in the 2nd Company, who were defending the huts on the
other side of the pond. '

The men of the 2nd performed incredible feats of bravery in their
defense, but their forward post fell before the onslaught. Together with
" their superb NCO’s they fell almost to the last man, blunting the Red pack’s

momentum with their stand.

To the northeast, Soviet troops, Russian and Asiatic, penetrated beyond
the first isbas. Our brave soldiers and the savage Reds slaughtered one
another in brutal hand-to-hand combat.

One of our old Rexist songs wafted above the battle. At that time, early in
the war, our troops conserved a few uses from a bygone age: they sang as
they leaped to the attack. The survivors from the 2nd Company counter-
attacked, probing the Russians. Their commander, First Lieutenant Buyds,
a manufacturer from Brussels, rushed forward, a machine gun in his hands.
His re-formed company, behind him, at the corners of the houses, reached
its former positions in the snow.

But each of our men had to deal with a bunch of Reds. The Soviet tanks
flattened all the focal points of the struggle. Lieutenant Buyds continued
firing his machine gun, until the Russians were within a few paces; then he
caught a bullet in the upper chest and died, his head slumped over his
weapon.

The Reds retook the first thatched cottages to the northwest. We saw
their tanks roar after our wounded, catch them, then crush them under their

. iron treads.

Our situation was scarcely any better. The Bolsheviks now occupied the

smoking rubble of the first isba and had overrun several neighboring out-

" buildings. From the northeast, several of their Maxim machine guns raked
us with fire. An open shed lying between us and the enemy had its roof tiles
swept off in the firing. They scattered like a fallen house of cards.

Our men fell, struck by explosive bullets that made tremendous holes in
them. One of my comrades fell in front of me, his head no more than a
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gruesome doughnut-shaped mass; his eyes, his nose, his cheeks, his mouth
had disappeared, blown away by the impact.

The Reds were no longer only in front of us. The isbas on our left flank
had already fallen; now, the Soviets held our former positions on the
eastern ridge. From there they poured into the heart of the village.

Our soldiers were beset by small, fierce knots of Reds, who fought
savagely, refusing to give ground.

We fought mainly with our rifles, using our ammunition carefully, felling
a Bolshevik with each shot. The enemy advanced with mule-like unconcern.
A beautiful golden sun had risen over the snow, behind our attackers. The
Russians who occupied our positions in the ice presented, in silhouette,
perfect black targets. Each head that dared to rise for a moment above our
former icy outposts caught a bullet.

But we, too, suffered heavy losses.

After an hour, I was the only one left from my small group, wedged be-
tween the carcasses of the two frozen horses, real rocks of protection.
Bullets richocheted everywhere. One of them had cut, near my cheek, a six-
inch groove in the butt of my rifle. Some Russians had outflanked me on
the left, and there were at least thirty of them ten meters in front of me. It
was then that I felt myself pulled from behind by my good foot. A young
corporal from my squad, named Henri Berkmans, seeing me lost, had
crawled up to me and thus hauled me away on my stomach, as if he were
dragging a sled.

After twenty meters of that unexpected exercise, I reached the threshold
of the thatched cottage where the rest of our company was defending itself.
My heroic rescuer, alas, had less luck than I: a volley of grenade bursts
deeply slashed the soles of his feet; he died after suffering terribly.

It was perhaps nine o’clock in the morning. The Soviet tanks which had
invaded the northwest sector now found themselves several hundred meters
behind us. They carried out a monstrous man hunt, wheeling around the
isbas, amusing themselves by crushing our comrades one by one, whether
they were unharmed or wounded or dead. We realized perfectly well that we
were going to be surrounded and pulverized in our turn by those
mastodons, all the more since the southeast sector was by then bearing the
brunt of the Soviet troops swarming from the village where they had exter-
minated the last pockets of SS defenders.

We were the object of frenzied gunfire. The ice around us flaked off in
hundreds of little dancing puffs. Each of us took cover as he could, behind
some peasant sleds, or flush with the balustrades of the windows.

An old soldier from the First World War, named Steenbruggen, was
especially eager for combat. Hit with a bullet in the nape of the neck, he col-
lapsed, but, his right hand raised, cried out: ‘““Goodbye, comrades, Rex will
win!’’ We thought he had died. Fifteen minutes later, a corpse sat up again:
“But, in the name of God, I am not dead!’’ It was our old soldier, come
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back to life! He was alive in spite of the bullet in his head! He was able to
drag himself to a first aid post; having been born with an unusually thick
neck, he recovered from his wound.

Our luck was short lived, however. A Soviet tank, determined to seal our
fate, rumbled across the ice-topped pond, headed straight for our isba.

* * * * *

The tank aimed its cannon. We only had time to throw ourselves to the
floor of the isba. Three shells, aimed perfectly, completely destroyed the
front wall. We were buried by the rubble from the plaster walls. The
thatched roof was on fire. Some of the men were streaming with blood; one
of them had had his left arm cut off.

Luckily one of the three shells had opened a breach in the wall at the back
of the dwelling, one meter high. We were able to pull our wounded through
the hole, and then crawl out ourselves, one after the other.

In order to reach the next house, we had to cross a space of some thirty
meters. The men who ran it all in one stretch were mercilessly mowed down.
To confuse the enemy trying to take aim, it was necessary to cross at most
five meters, then throw yourself to the ground, then run for four or five
more meters, and throw yourself to the ground once more. The enemy
marksmen, confused each time by such tactics, then looked for a less mobile
target. ‘

One of our young soldiers had taken cover next to a body. Panic-stricken,
he wasn’t looking. Suddenly he saw, right beside him, the corpse’s slate-
blue eyes, staring blankly. The dead man was his father, a brave tailor from
Brussels.

* * * L *

We took shelter in a neighboring isba. In turn, its roof flamed above our
heads. We set our backs up against the threshold of the house, behind a
bank of ice, very yellow with frozen urine.

The tanks were overrunning us. Hundreds of Russians machine-gunned
us at almost point blank-range. Right behind us, the thatched roof fell in
like an enormous, fiery torch.

The tanks had almost ended their sweep behind us. We did not fire our
rifles anymore, since we knew the value of each cartridge. The end was
drawing near. Our company commander put his hand on mine: ‘If you
die,’’ he told me simply, ““I will not survive you . . .”

 Neither of us was about to die, however. All at once, we heard the roar of
engines overhead. Red tanks were blowing up! Isbas were exploding! Whole
bunches of Reds were tossed in the air like ragdolls!

The Stukas* had arrived!
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With incredible precision, they hit the Soviet tanks dead center, and flat-
tened the attackers, stupidly crowded together in bunches as usual. The
enemy tanks fled in great haste to escape the diving planes’ cannon fire. The
infantry took off right behind them.

Our battalion commander immediately threw the last forces that he had
into a counterattack. Their wave surged past us. By noon, the Wallonian
Legion had completely retaken Gromovaya-Balka, reconquering even the
first isbas, on both sides of the pond. Russian bodies lay everywhere. We
took a large number of prisoners, Mongols, as ugly as monkeys, Kirghiz,
Siberians, all astounded at having been bested with such spirit. They con-
stantly repeated: ‘“Belgiski, karoch! Belgiski, karoch!’’ (‘‘Belgians,
famous!’’) while squinting their little yellow eyes.

Unfortunately, all of our wounded were dead, deliberately crushed by the
Soviet tanks or killed with bayonet thrusts.

After having carried out their providential attack, the German Stukas
had left. The Russians regrouped, and their tanks started to move again.
Everything was going to start over again.

We were powerless against their tanks. At that time, the panzerfaust* did
not yet exist, nor did we have any anti-tank guns. We even lacked mines.

From the beginning of this impossible struggle, the German 100th Divi-
sion, on which we depended tactically, had promised to help. A Panzer col-
umn had been dispatched toward our village, but it was intercepted by a
group of Red tanks. The ensuing battle on the steppe, which lasted several
hours, barred the 100th’s reinforcements from coming to help.

Our men had to fight once more a defensive battle, isba by isba, barn by
barn, slope by slope. At three in the afternoon, they stood, their backs to
the walls of the last houses, before the cherry orchard to the southwest of
the village. If they were forced out of those last redoubts, they would be
thrown out onto the steppe, flat, without a bush, where the deep snow ex-
tended for many kilometers.

‘We had to react so as not to be pushed to that fatal extreme. Qur com-
mander, Captain Pauly, gathered together the remains of all of the com-
panies and, grenade in hand, was the first to rush to the counterattack,
~ shouting our old cry: ‘‘Rex will win!”’ Everyone in the battalion still fit for
service followed him, including the armorers, the cooks, the couriers, the
truck drivers. It was a frenzied scramble. Reds and Walloons killed each
other, even in the huts, where, firing revolvers through cracks in the doors,
they shattered one another’s skulls at point-blank range.

The Russian tanks, running short of shells, rumbled about trying to crush
our soldiers, who darted from isba to isba. The Soviet infantrymen, pan-
_icked and exhausted, first hesitated and then began to give ground. In the

thick of the hand-to-hand combat, some German infantry reinforcements
appeared in the snow to the west. The enemy rout was then complete. For a
third time, the village was retaken.
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The Reds again devoted themselves, for some time, to chasing after our
men. But our tanks, winners in the battle of the steppe, showed up in their
turn on the hillside. A half-hour later, the Soviet armor and infantry had
disappeared in the blue snows to the northeast.

Night was about to fall. The bodies of seven hundred Reds lay across the
snow, on the ice of the ponds, near the ruins of the houses. But two hundred
and fifty of our comrades had fallen, killed or wounded, during those
twelve hours of furious fighting.

The German tanks left again, one hour later, for another sector that was
threatened. Of the isbas of Gromovaya-Balka, nothing remained but
cinders, their dying glow dwindling slowly in the glacial evening.

Front of Ice

On the evening of 28 February 1943, the smoking remains of Gromovaya-
Balka were in our hands. It was necessary, however, to face facts: the posi-
tion was untenable. The village had been demolished. Above all, it was
located at the bottom of a depression. From the slope to the east, the enemy
could follow all our movements.

For ten days, we had gotten our bearings and had worked hard. We had
held on to the village, in spite of four thousand Soviet soldiers and fourteen
tanks, ofily because the honor of our people was at stake. All of us pre-
" ferred death to giving ground.

A burning patriotism inspired our soldiers: they were representing their
country; for it, half of our men had fallen, frozen in death, bathed in blood.
Only national pride had enabled the miracle of three counterattacks and the
reconquest.

It would have been useless to repeat a similar struggle the next day.
Wisdom demanded that we abandon the basin and set up our defense on the
western hillside, which overlooked Gromovaya-Balka. There we would no
longer be easy targets for the Red gunners.

The commander of the 100th Division, General Sanne, ordered that our
battalion take position on the ridge, under cover of night. Our advanced
posts were maintained until the last minute. The Russians noticed nothing.
At dawn, they crushed the ruins of Gromovaya-Balka under a hellish bar-
rage, then attacked the empty space. ~

It was now our artillery’s turn to make life impossible for them in the
hollow of the village. They were no more able than we were to keep their
forces there. Beaten, they drew back a few hundred meters, up the hill to the
east.

From then on we glared at each other and machine-gunned each other
from ridge to ridge. The village became a no-man’s land where only a few
blackened chimneys rose from the rubble of the isbas and the whiteness of
winter. '
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Our new positions, improvised in the middle of the steppe, while the
temperature stayed at 30 degrees below zero, were dug deep into the snow
and ice.

Several heavy German tanks returned, snorting, firing. Squat, like
medieval bastions, they laid claim to the crest, while in the meantime the
German artillery batteries were emplaced in a valley to the west.

We had not the slightest hut at our disposal, not the weakest fire; nothing
but white holes in the snow, where our two hundred survivors, lacking any
winter equipment, had to face the Soviet forces.

Shells burst in all directions. An ammunition depot blew up. Our men’s
teeth chattered like castanets, so deeply had the cold gripped them. The
faces of some of them were almost green. Since the previous night the ice
had numbed these two hundred unprotected men. Another night followed,
more bitter yet. Our situation seemed utterly desperate. It was scarcely con-
ceivable that in the middle of the steppe, in such frigid weather, men ex-
hausted by a month of combat still lived, motionless for dozens of hours,
tormented, exhausted by the terrible cold.

Our battalion, formed up into a square, had sworn to hold out until the
end. Only the dead were evacuated. The next day, at dawn, the Wallonian
Legion was still at its post. Neither the Russians nor the ice could blunt its
spirit.

* ® * * *

To diminish our own suffering, we compared our troubles to those of the
150 wounded whom dozens of sleds had taken away over the steppe.

At Gromovaya-Balka it had been necessary to wait for nightfall to
evacuate most of our comrades, because during the day many of our
wounded had been hit for a second time by Soviet machine-gunners firing
on medical convoys, black and clear in the bright snow.

Our sleds were just barely able to travel the seven kilometers from our
positions to the village of Novo-Andrievska. They deposited their bloody
loads there and returned quickly.

We had used, for the first transports, such rare covers as had escaped be-
ing burned in the isbas. Later, it was necessary to make do with dry fodder
or with the thatch of the last houses in the town. Throughout the wearing
night the hapless wounded shivered in the snow, protected only by ragged
clothes, a little straw or a little hay. Their suffering was unspeakable.

At Novo-Andrievska, the doctors at the first aid post did not know where
to lodge them. They lay about by the dozens on the bare ground of the huts.
The village was only a relay station. It was necessary to evacuate the unfor-
tunates across forty kilometers from there to Grichino. The storm had
returned, stirring the white steppe to a fury of blinding snow.

The sleds took two or three days to reach Grichino and the field hospital.
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The wounded, their wounds hastily dressed, their broken bones hastily
splinted, dying from the cold, with grenade fragments and bullets still in
their bodies, suffered a horrible martyrdom.

The pile-up of the wounded at Grichino was unimaginable. Eleven thou-
sand were taken there in five weeks. Some of our gravely wounded men had
to wait five days before someone removed their temporary dressings, which
had become black and as hard as iron. They had difficulty explaining their
needs, since most of them spoke no German. In their distress they could not
receive a word of comfort from anyone. They reached the depths of
physical and mental suffering.

Many never survived the field hospitals; they ended their suffering in the
long military cemeteries where, below their steel helmets, were blazoned the
black, yellow and red, the colors of the country for which they so valiantly
struggled and suffered.

L * * * L

By the morning of 2 March 1942, the Wallonian Legion had been reduced
to less than a third of its original strength. Out of 26 officers, there remain-
ed two, one of whom, suffering a nervous breakdown, was evacuated a
short time later.

Some German troops were on route and were going to replace us. Our
scouts dug them some underground shelters which would allow them to sur-
vive, with a little less discomfort, on that storm-swept ridge. Nevertheless,
despite the construction of those refuges, the battalion which succeeded
ours on the plateau lost more than thirty percent of its men to the freezing
weather during the month of March alone.

We were relieved at noon.

Our boys, emaciated, unshaven, returned from their posts with proud
looks on their faces. The heroism they had shown in combat was already a
watchword all along the Donets front. The commander of the 100th Divi-
sion had just awarded them 33 Iron Crosses. At that time this was, for one
battalion, an extraordinary number. A still more striking honor came as we
were especially cited in the Wehrmacht order of the day, in the communique
from the High Command.

We settled into an area behind the front lines, at Blagodach.

The snowy fields had been cleared of the hundreds of bodies, blue-clad
Cossacks, Mongols in white greatcoats, by which we had passed a month
before, at the time of the offensive.

We found some houses, poor to be sure, miserable to be sure, but houses!
We no longer had in front of us hordes of Asiatics with tiny flashing eyes,
leaping like cats for savage hand-to-hand combat.

We looked at one another, we sought out one another. Qur poor dead
comrades, brothers who had shared our dreams, seemed to move about us,
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dominating our thoughts. Each of us had lost very dear friends. Our legion
was like a band of brothers: we were united in all things.

Our hearts were tormented, and the savor of our glory was as a frozen,
bitter fruit in our mouths.



Chapter Three
THE BATTLE OF KHARKOV

The battle of Gromovaya-Balka had marked the last great effort by the
Soviets in the Donets during the winter of 1941-1942. Our legion, settled at
Blagodach, was held in reserve, ready to be called upon at the first danger.
But the front was no longer seriously endangered.

At night heavy machine-gun fire could still be heard. From the doorsteps
of our huts we could watch the muzzles flash and the tracers crisscross
above the steppe. The blow dealt the Reds on 28 February had been
decisive, however: their offensive had been halted, then thrown back for
good.

Blagodach was still buried under deep snowdrifts. Snowfall alternated
with ice storms. The winter seemed to last forever. We spent six months in
whiteness. We ended up being haunted by that whiteness; the white steppe,
the white roofs, the white sky which slithered above our heads.

*® * * *® *

The village, racked by the fighting, was extremely poor. We slept on
planks or straw, even on the earth floors of the cottages. The wan brats’
squalling assailed our ears. These poor people lived only on potatoes which
they ate uncooked, seasoned only with salt. All the cows had been killed.
The villagers had tossed their dead horses, along with the bodies of five
hundred Soviet soldiers, pell-mell into a large quarry, a grisly abattoir from
which poked out horses’ hooves and human heads.

We drew our water from the village well. One day our bucket fell in and
sank to the bottom. We sent a man armed with a hook attached to a heavy
rope to search the bottom of the well. The hook soon caught on what we all
thought was the bucket. It seemed to have become awfully heavy, though,
and it took the strong arms and backs of several men to haul it up again. At
last our catch emerged: a Mongol, huge, hideous, half-rotted, his belt
hooked to our rope. We’d been drinking him for weeks.

The isbas were nothing more than fleas’ nests. In ours there was a supply
of seed grain for sowing, which shook with continual rustlings, so abundant
were the vermin there.
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The majority of us suffered from “‘flea fever’’ or volhynian fever, a type
of malaria, which put us in a severe state of listlessness. In the evenings we
had fevers of 39 degrees centigrade. Come morning, the fever would decline
to 35 or 35.5 degrees, at most. We barely picked at our food; we grew pro- -
gressively weaker. The isbas, the steppe spun around us. We were incapable
of working or even going out.

The crisis, even in its acute stage, lasted for three or four weeks, at the
end of which we got to our feet again painfully, with heads hanging like
those of poor, sad, old horses.

Recovery was rarely permanent. The flea fever recurred time after time,
like malaria. Against that pandemic of the Eastern Front our doctors had
no medicine, except for the ever-present aspirin, cure-all of every army in
the world.

* * * * *

We tried to return to our normal habits of hygiene.

We confiscated, for an hour, the kneading trough from the house, a sort
of shallow canoe, hewn with an axe from a block of wood. Melting a half-
meter cube of snow in it, we sat down in that tiny, comic boat. At the first
slightly too vigorous movement, we tipped over on our butts!

The Russians did not wash their bodies during the entire winter. They had
picturesque ways of cleaning their faces. Filling up their mouths with water,
they spat out the liquid, four or five times, into their hands, then rubbed
them over their cheeks. In the same manner, they sprinkled, the faces of
their whining brats.

The sessions for killing fleas were virtual ceremonies.

The neighbor woman would come by. Squatting down on the ground,
she’d unbraid her hair on the knees of her crony, who then spent an hour or
two removing hundreds of little beasts, using a large wooden comb. Then
she would sit on the ground, while the other one, chattering away, took her
turn at returning the favor.

During the summer those operations took place on the door step. It was
awfully nice: they killed each other’s fleas together, a very decent sort of
communism.

As soon as our lightly wounded men recovered, we reorganized our com-
panies, at half their former strength.

A corporal at the start of the counteroffensive, I had been named a non-
commissioned officer in the middle of the battle of Gromovaya-Balka. I
supervised the dismantling of the machine guns and the quality of the soup
with as much diligence as if I were directing a gathering of 50,000 political
followers. I loved the life of a soldier, simple as could be, free of worldly
concerns, ambitions, and interests.

It had been months since I’d received the least bit of news of the scuffles
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of the Forum. The viperous swarm of office seekers, the temptations and
dishonesties of the political arena sickened me. I preferred my filthy isba to
the ministerial palaces, my worn trooper’s jacket to the stifling comfort of
middle class mediocrity. As I looked at the pure eyes of my soldiers,
cleansed by sacrifice, I felt rising toward me the wholesome gift of their
ideal. I gave them, from my side, all that burned in my heart.

* * * * *

We often received visits from our German comrades. We would even go
to spend the evening in their shelters. For hours we would discuss the prob-
lems of the post-war period.

Besides the dead, what would there be?

The questions about frontiers, about material affairs didn’t interest us
very much. Living ceaselessly face to face with death, we came to under-
stand to an intense degree the importance of spiritual forces. The front held
only because at the front there were souls, souls which believed, which
burned with ardor, which radiated strength. Our victories were won not
only with weapons, but with virtues.

The problems of the post-war period would be identical. Economic vic-
tories would not be enough. Political reorganizations would not be enough.
A great moral redemption would be necessary, which would cleanse away
the blemishes of our time, which would restore our souls with the fresh air
of passion and of unconditional service.

National revolution, yes. Social revolution, yes. European revolution,
yes. But above all else a spiritual revolution a thousand times more
necessary than external order, than external justice, than fraternity in words
alone.

The world emerging from the killing and the hatred of the war would
need, first, pure hearts, believing in their mission, dedicating themselves to
it, pure hearts in whom the masses could believe and to whom they could
devote themselves.

Our discussions blazed to life like fires. A paltry little gas lamp empha-
sized the lines in our faces. Those faces radiated. That winter we offered up
our sufferings for the purification of our dreams. Never had we felt in our
hearts so much strength, so much clarity, so much joy.

Once, we had been able to lead commonplace lives, soiled by petty abdi-
cations to daily necessity. The front had given us a taste for privation. We
were purged of all hatred and of all desire. We had mortified our bodies,
extinguished our ambition, purified and offered our sacrifice. Death itself
no longer frightened us.

The snow remained for a long time.

On Holy Thursday it fell again, in enormous flakes, for several hours.
Then the air grew milder. We looked out over the white steppe, where the
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black stalks of the sunflowers reached higher and higher. The hills had the
gray gleam of the end of winter. The sun came out again.

The sparrows frolicked wildly in the straw. Each day the sun beat down
on the plain. Melt water trickled off in rivulets. The peasants, using their
axes, adzes, and picks, broke up the ice, thirty or forty centimeters deep,
which surrounded the cottages. After several days of this, the town was
transformed into an immense cesspool. The fields were like seas of sticky
molasses. We could only go from one end of the village to the other on
horseback, making a vast detour by way of the ridges.

Certain of the boldest among us had built surfboards; they went around
Blagodach in swim suits, pulled by mules. From isba to isba we built foot-
bridges, thrown across mud a half meter deep. The water, fed by a thousand
streams, rushed down the slopes with the power of rivers, forty or fifty
meters wide, forming rumbling cataracts. The first peasant cart that tried to
cross them was swept away; the woman driving it was carried off, bobbing
up and sinking down a hundred times in the current.

* * * * *

After two weeks of sunshine, we were able to return to the haystacks of
the previous autumn, at the top of the ridge. There we lay down, cheered
up, shirts removed, offering our bodies to the warm life-giving spring.

The place where the village’s ponds had bc:n had disappeared; large
frozen carp floated by the hundreds near the gratings of the dikes.

One day I rode on horseback far to the west. The river curved. I noticed,
in the distance, a small forest. It was beginning to green, a soft yellow
green. I rose up on my stirrups, and breathed in the new springtime in great
gulps. It felt so good!

The sun had conquered winter!

The roads dried out. The windmill turned before a completely blue sky.

May arrived. On the 10th, we received a secret order. We were changing
sectors, moving out that very night. Great military events were imminent.
Joyful, rambunctious, we left our isbas, singing of war, adventure, glory,
and the warm spring which flowered in our hearts.

A Cuckoo Cry

Never during the frightful winter of 1941-1942 had doubt afflicted the
spirits of the German soldiers or the European volunteers on the Eastern
Front. Their sufferings had been extraordinary, but they knew that the
howling blasts of winter, the ice at forty-two degrees below zero, the lack of
equipment had been the only causes of their misfortunes. Stalin had no
hand in the matter. At present, the railway lines were beginning to function
properly; the bridges were rebuilt; letters arrived speedily. Fur coats had
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even been distributed, voluptuous feminine furs or Bavarian herdsmen’s old
goatskins. We received them in the middle of the thaw. We had just enough
time to amuse ourselves with them and then return them.

No serious news troubled the spring. America, which had officially
entered the world war in December 1941, had experienced nothing but
defeats during the winter. The English, up until then the undisputed world
champions in evacuation by boat, had evacuated Hong Kong and Singapore
after having bettered the speed records of cheetahs, panthers, and other cats
in the jungles of Burma. The army on the Eastern Front firmly believed that
the English and the Americans, countries deeply involved in Asia, no longer
represented any danger for the Reich. While they continued to retreat to
their last Pacific refuges, Germany could calmly give the coup de grace to
the USSR.

It was true that Stalin had fought back, that he had regained some ter-
ritory that winter. But of course the armies of the Reich had thrown caution
to the winds the previous autumn. Sometimes the sectors they held had
proved impossible to defend. There had been perilous moments, yet despite
the irregular front, despite the cold, despite the snafus, our situation had
been restored that same winter to one of impressive strength.

The Russians in 1941 had suffered enormous losses. Their winter offen-
sive had failed, failed unquestionably.

This would be the final round. Or so we thought, absolutely certain that
the struggle’s outcome was a foregone conclusion.

*® *® * % *

Never had the German army been so powerful.

The Reich had made a prodigious effort to repair the damage of winter
and to bring its units up to snuff. The regiments were once more at complete
strength. The divisions had been reinforced, moreover, by reserve bat-
talions comprising up to 1500 men each, replacements for the losses which
would be incurred as the renewed offensive advanced across the steppe.

Each unit had been outfitted with new equipment, and bristled with
weapons in perfect condition. It was a pleasure to see those divisions, made
up of 15,000 to 17,000 magnificent, lively young men, as straight and strong
as trees, led by officers and non-commissioned officers the like of which no
army in the world has ever had.

The winter was forgotten. We spoke about it no longer except to laugh
about it. The more one suffers at a given moment in life, the more one
delights later on in recounting misfortunes overcome. Which man’s nose
had been frozen most solid, whose isba had been the filthiest, whose bread
had been the moldiest, whose fleas had been the worst man-eaters: all that
was grist for amusement. Once they got involved in that kind of conversa-
tion, the men were indefatigable.
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A sensational turn of events suddenly took place, which allowed the Ger-
man command once more to demonstrate its supreme mastery.

The higher ranking German officers possessed a coolness and placidity
absolutely without parallel. The generals would sit down in front of their
maps at headquarters like chess champions at their boards hunched over
their pawns. They took their time, and made only moves carefully
calculated in advance.

On the 10th and 11th of May, 1942, the German High Command had set
in motion all of its forces in the Donets, in order to attack to the east. While
all these troop movements were underway, the Soviet Marshal Timoshenko,
with a formidable thrust, took the offensive at the northernmost point of
our sector. He broke from cover below Kharkov, hurling several hundred
thousand men toward Poltava and the Dnieper River.

Timoshenko’s forces opened a deep breach. Stalin published resounding
victory bulletins. Radio Moscow and the BBC announced the imminent ar-
rival of the Russians at the Dnieper. Fleeing troops fell back as far as our
lines, spreading sinister rumors.

The German High Command had been completely anticipated by the
Soviets. It suffered the mishap without a wasted word, without a wince of
pain. Most important, it deviated not at all from its own plan of attack.
Preparations continued to be carried out according to plan. The High Com-
mand allowed the Russians to advance for five days, thereby creating an
enormous bulge, the center of which was Poltava. During that time, each
German battalion took position with the greatest calm. Not a single opera-
tion was advanced by so much as an hour.

* * * * *

Our legion had not yet been brought up to strength by new recruits. It
had, however, been assigned a vast sector, just at a neck of the Donets
front.

Our bunkers and trenches were in excellent shape. They wound along the
crest of large bare hills whose cliffs plunged down to a river valley and a
place named Yablenskaya. Yablenskaya commanded a pass, and the Reds
had made of it a powerful barrier. Their artillery had the entire valley in
range. The shells came pounding down on our positions like bowling balls
toppling tenpins.

At night, volunteers from our legion would crawl, lithe as weasels, be-
tween the mines which covered our sector, in order to prowl around the
Russian sector. Their missions consisted in hiding themselves in the midst of
the enemy forces and spending a day on the lookout. They studied carefully
the comings and goings of the Reds and the emplacements of their machine-
gun nests and artillery.

At daybreak we’d observe the Soviet hills with our binoculars. From a
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hay stack there would extend a hand, which, just for a moment, shook a
handkerchief. That was how our men camouflaged themselves. Our
machine guns would sweep the surrounding area with fire, to cover our
daredevils in case of a Soviet response.

Some squads risked these expeditions every night, two men at a time. On
the following night, we would hear soft rustlings at the appointed rendez-
vous; then we’d crawl to the edge of the minefield to welcome our comrades
back. They always returned safe and sound, furnished with detailed infor-
mation and risible stories.

* * * * *

On the evening of 16 May orders for the attack arrived.

We did not know where the attack would lead us. As must be the case, the
objectives are only made known day by day. In the army, it is unnecessary
to rack your brains uselessly, nor to try to see farther than the immediate.
For us the war, on 16 May 1942, was the Yablenskaya neck.

The offensive would began at 2:55 A.M. On our left wing, on the north-
east side of the river, the German armor would attack en masse, roll past
Yablenskaya, and then turn back toward the small valley.

We had to engage only part of our volunteers. Their job was to flush out
the Russian defenders of Yablenskaya by challenging them from the front.
But our attack would be only a feint. While the Soviet troops were being
distracted by us, the tanks would carry out the principal assault against their
northeast flank. The rest of our forces would temporarily hold their posi-
tions on the ridge, waiting to see what would happen.

* * * * *

The night of the 16-17 May flowed by, drop by drop, in extraordinary
silence.

At 2:30 A.M. the very first rustlings of dawn grew audible.! Thousands
of men, ready for the attack, held their breaths. Not a single rifle report
broke the peace that accompanied the birth of the day.

Green and silver streaks spread slowly above the walls of the valley. Sud-
denly an unexpected song arose, in short, passionate, joyous bursts:
““Cuckoo! Cuckoo!”’ A cuckoo sang! All for himself, above that valley
where, at any moment, cannons would thunder and the awful face of Death
loom forth! '

““Cuckoo!”

Then the cry fell silent. The rumble of tank treads reverberated through
the air. 17 May 1942. Five minutes before three in the morning. The Donets-
Kharkov offensive had been unleashed.
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The beginning of an offensive suddenly drives thousands of men into a
stupor, as if a hurricane were battering them.

On the morning of 17 May 1942, at 3:00 A.M., the Soviet troops of the
Donets basin were obviously expecting nothing. They were all delighted
about their Kharkov-Poltava offensive and couldn’t imagine that the far-
ther west their divisions raced, the faster they were hurrying to their destruc-
tion!

From the village of Yablenskaya, at the end of the valley, not a shot had
been fired for quite some time. A night like any other was ending.

As soon as the noise of the German tanks spread, however, we saw a line
of rounded backs moving about feverishly in the trenches of the small
Soviet forts.

The tanks’ mighty roar echoed off fields on the plateau. For about ten
minutes, there was only that dramatic din of iron tank treads, as dawn
broke, quite cool, orange and green in color. Then the artillery began to
boom, hundreds of guns simultaneously.

From our posts on the hillside, we watched, amazed, as the shells hit
home. The Soviet village was blown apart, turned inside out, blasted to
smithereens, as if a giant had smashed it with a huge pickaxe.

Thereupon our men rushed forward into the 'ittle valley.

* * * * *

The slopes were bare and steep. At the bottom, the river flowed close to
the enemy flank and skirted fields scattered with old abandoned haystacks.
The avenue of attack narrowed, but then the fields widened out along the
water, for 1500 meters, up to the first house