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The Russians had moved out' of Graz further s'outh and' our 

job 'va's to occupy this city and establ'ish sonie sort of de-Nazi­

fication system, more lenient than it would be in Germany' because 

the Austrians had shown th,emselves less bi tter enemies. My 

regiment, tool{, billets in a small 'village outside Graz' called 
• l 

Mar'ia, Trost, a Quiet place full of v"looden bale onied '~houses and 

inns. 

The war hadn't long ended. News had come th~ough of the 
",~ 

concentration camps. Hundreds of thousands of people had been 

,~put in gas ovens, tortured, burned to death, sta;rved and mut-

ilated in experiments. These included women and 9hi~dren. 

Nearly, all th~ Jewish popul~tion of Europe had been~ w.ipe,d out. 

It was nearly the extermi~ation of ~ whol~ people. 

We had come to llfaria Trost from carinthia near the -Yugoslav 

border, where we'd lived in barns, with the harve~t goi~g on all' 

round us. lie took our meals, about eight'of"us, in the downstairs'-

room o.f ~ farmyard and 'us~d to"watch the wheat being brought in, 

acros s the space in front of the house v/here tvto elm trees grew, 

with wooden be~ches and a table under them. At tills table, 

nearly all day, an old man used to ~i t, the OWner' of tile f'arm. 

He also vvratched the work, saying hardly anything, his eyes small 

and bloodshot and s~aring like gritty'little ~ellets straight 
I 

before him. He said he thoug~t thes~ s~orie~ a~out the concent~ 

ration camps were ridiculous, and laughed. We sa id thai! too! 

'. I .fila,ny reports \lvere c'oming in from allover Germany and polend, 

-. 
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fro~.Englrsh, French; American and-Russian troops, for them -tci 

be doubfll1ul. And there were phot ographs, we $:ai"d. ·There was 
" , 

also a film being shown at ever~T town and village in Germany 

to vvhic'h attendance was compulsory. 

Austria yet; 

But this film hadn t t reac:hed 

1 

The old man laughed and shool-\. his head. He spoke s~o,wly 

to tlis 'daughters .ahd seemed to be m.ocking us in ,8 ~uiet way"~ .. 

He wasn't the slightest bit afra~d of tis, 'thou.gh ,we were the 

flrst troops in the area. He ,told us that .eveTy arm brought its 

own propaganda and that this was ours.' Only ~ tooi ~buld b~lieve 

it, he salu. The Germans had had their propaganda ~.nd we had 
. .. , 

ours. 
I 

It was absurd to imagine tha t G'ermans' -or Austrians would 

organise camps in v~Jhich thousands of PF! ople yvere lef.t too die of 
... to 

stm"vation, much less t9rt'ured or---of; all things---put into gas 
I, 

oV'ens. The'se were c hi,ldrens T tales, :1 il~e all propaganda ~.ales, 

fit for simple people arid intended for them. 
1 

But he'd' lived too,. 

-long and se~n to'o much. We were yOU1~g, hE? said" arid our cred-

uli ty v'~as understanda.ble. His Ii ttle1 pellet eyes' d idn f t change. 
i 

They had a certain sly, side-glancing quality which made me distrust 
~ 

him, but perhaps this nas because he r;e'fused .to believe in the 

camps. 

Then we were moved to Graz and Ilnecver saw. him again. In" 

Graz there w~re difrerent stories, ~h~s· time abou~ the Russians. 

They had raped most of the -vilomen, and over ninety percent of' the 

female population had. VD of some kind. In Maria Trost whe-re we - , 

hilleted a drunk Russian ;:;oldier had ~mptied 5" ma'gazine of machine­

gun bullets. intb the church at the top of the hill and "·then fire~ 

four or five shots. into a bedroom where a woman and cJ:~i'ld lay. 
... . 

Luckily, the bullets'had missed them. I There were ptles of -
<1.:;, ..A> 

filth in some of the buildings,. Over the, city' i t'self there was 
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a dry" surfeited air. Everything was pretty a~d ip or4~r, 

.the dam~ge was·slight~.but a desolatioi had taken hold. The 

pres'en.t seemed not to be real time but a period .of Vi.aiting for 

the future, \yhenpeace would really come. 

One day my driver took me into Graz in an open je~p--~I 

had to visit another regim~ntal 'headquarters. The~ end of the: 

war-had made me feel tired. We'd been raced back to Italy ~or 

a last campaign, '~hen missed it: but our happiness at ·missing . 
... 

it ~id~'t seem to match the occasion. 

I even had a sense of disa:ppointment. 

We !i,eTe j.l;l~ t nurp.b. 
'. 

'I'd wanted to do something 

re~arkable in that last campaign, and I 'felt thwarted of a- "certain . 
.. 

prize I would always miss: perhaps it, .. tyas death. _·.It,~ already 

. haq." , :t,oo mariy luclcy escapes fbI' the law' of averages ~to~J'avour Ire 

?n~ more. 

It was a giddy and ridiculous feeli-ng, of a reJ;ief--c once i vEld 

in the 'brain rather than felt, and- a s~nse of something mystical 
_. ~ p 

hav~ng been snatched away. 

mean~ingless without war. 

It made me restless., and, life was 

"1 

But for the first time in, two or three years, m~. stomach 

fel t easy. ,Thera would be 'no more dront-line asslgnments. 

Nr?re . of that _ spec i'ai dark smell of rOJt ing cattle ~hic'h had 

,per~~ded all of Italy. A long time hai passed since I'd watched 
1./ • J 

my batman die with great wounds in his1back • I hadn't believed 

. my ey~p.. . Being young, I didn't believe death was re~lly poss ible. 

I told on~ of the men to give him a last.cigar~~te, and he did 
:--.. 

s,o~. pending down. The batman was lying on h"i·s".stomach and took 
... ~.-

it in hi~ mouth febbly. But just a~ someone 'was about to strike 

a macth he coughed and 8 s'purt of blood filled the cigarette, 

making ii 'swell up, and it fell with a plop to the floor. For 
-. 
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years I carried this memory .. about vii th me. Yet 'when it .was all 

over my h~art was cold to th¢ relief. 

I was even aware of-a slight resentment of peace. Now the 

work had been done it wou~d pass unrecognised. Too many people 

had been involved in the war for there to be any"One available to 

give the' recognition: ther.e were no fathers or governments safe 

a thorne tog i ve t,hanks, as in the old day·s. Peace was an impost-

". ure! It offered no distinctions as to who had the secret stigma 

of. suffering on him, who had been there and who hadn't. All ~ 

so:~ts o~ p.roud people "would step forward now---like the Jewish 

-brigade which had replaced'us as com.manders of a~'prisoner-of-war 

camp full of SS troops in the north of Italy, and had instituted, 

wi th a shoY; of contempt for us, new harsh measures of disc ipline, 

to make the -Germans feel who'd won the war. yet that brigade 

~ad done almost no fighting, if anyl 

bitter thin~ that h~ppened. 

That was the sort of 

I spen.t little time at t'he headquarters and we drove back 

slowly. 
. . 

It was f.ine morning ,and we had just driven into the 

wide avenue on the' outskirts of Graz which led. to Maria" Trost 

when we saw two figures strolling along in fron t of U'S. They 

were d'ressed in British uniforms but they were clearly not 

soldiers. I was suddenly furious. They had no shoulder 

markings, no signs of rank, no divisional badges, no caps even! 

They were slouching' like civilians. The, uniforms were new. 

I told the driver to pull over to the rig;ht and he did so, 

:.. absolutely bringing the car to a sudden skidding halt. It was 
• 

preposterous that only a few weeks after the war had ended 

people should he strolling along in our unftorm, Which to me 

had the stigma of suffering on it. They'd probably picked 
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it up at an army stores for a couple of do'zen e~gs' or a horse 

or a car or a huge bag of sugar. It was- ~reposterous that so 

soon after the war the un:[form 'should become meaningl'ess and aJ-l 

distinctions ~isappear. 

The car stopped at~ the kerb quite tclose to- th~m. They were 

young With fair J::lair, and quite clearl,Y not" En~lish or American. 

-They were Austrians, perhaps. They were about the same age as ' 

I was .• When they heard the skid of our tyres they at once 

stopped and took a frightened step back, .close together. I , . 

shouted at the toP'. of my voice • 

.tWhere did you get those unfforms?' 

They said something in German which r didn't understand 

and I repeated my qu~stion, glaring at them. One of them blushed 

and his ey~~ seemed t9 ~row sightless in a ~ost strange way. 

But r went on putting my questions., shout ing. 
1,.7 

Wh'e~e did they 

get those un~fDrms? They- bumpe.d together as. they sto().d on ~he 
... 

pavement, unable to find words. I noticed for the first tim~ 

that they had rather s.hy, delicate faces. They might h~ve been 

students. And I also noticed that they were look~rig at me not. only 

'with fear but with horror, j thei;r mouths open s l-ightly, their 

expressions almost identical, whereas I had expected.t~em to ?~ 

hehaye in a surly·way, as local people sometimes did. r"d 

never seen this look of spe~l-bound horrpr directed a~ me before. 

There was a brief silence, and my driver tugged my arm 

slightly. I was trembling. 'Sir, sir l' hew as w,h i sp er ing~ • 

I fel t. he was embarrassed for me but I was determined ,not 'to 

be lackadaisical about tnis as no doubt he-would have been. 

'Sir, sir,' 'h~ said, 'they say they·' re,,, Jevvs. 

just been relea'sed from concentration "camp.~ 1 

They've 

I stared at them and after a long pause said,~ 'JewS?' 

.~ 
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~ I Then 1-. tried to smile at them. I put my hand out .of the r 

. ~ I - \ : car, though th'ey were standing some yards away, and sa:id' with 
1 

~Jta ridiculoU$ sort of nod 'It's all rig~t, I didn't know, _I'm 
, • • ",:'~ <-

sorry, .pJease go, it's all right,_ f • But they. went on .s tati'q~ at 

m~.Tlt'S all righ~,' I said, 'I d'idn't l<:now.' - 'Th~n, after 
-

another ~il~nce, I'told the driver-to move off, ~nd he quick~y . t. 

pu t the car in gear and d'rove ~way, his head slightly' down'. 

'. Even as we moved away they qontinued to follow me with their. 

stares, which'were strangely sightless. 
.'\ 
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