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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Leon DecreLe — legendary combat hero of the Second World War, charismatic political
leader and prolific author — was born on June 15, 1906, into a well-to-do family of
French origin in the town of Bouillon in the Belgian Ardennes. After study of law,
philosophy and literature at the University of Louvain, this gifted publicist and energetic
public speaker turned to journalism and politics.

In eloquent addresses to large rallies, several books and numerous booklets, and
through his newspaper, he quickly made a mark on his country’s political life. At the age
of 29 his upstart Catholic “Rex” movement captured 11.5 percent of the vote in Belgium’s
1936 parliamentary elections. During this period he met with Mussolini in Rome,
Churchill in London, and Hitler in Berlin. In 1939, he strove to halt Europe’s catastrophic
drift to war.

In the wake of Germany’s June 1941 attack against the Soviet Union, Degrelle
enthusiastically joined what he and many millions of others regarded as a pan-European
crusade to crush Communism. His proposal to raise a volunteer battalion of fellow
French-speaking Walloons to ensure a place of honor for Belgium in Hitler’s new Europe
was quickly accepted by the Germans.

Turning down an invitation to begin as an officer in the newly formed combat unit, he



instead chose to start as a private, sharing all the burdens of his comrades. When he left
his homeland in August 1941 to begin military service at the age of 35, he had never fired
a gun. But he rose through the ranks to become commander of the unit that finally came to
be known as the 28th SS Division “Wallonie.” All told, some 2,500 Walloons fell against
the Soviets.

During the course of his three and a half years of combat, Degrelle was wounded seven
times and earned 22 military decorations. As a result of the exemplarily courage and
leadership he showed on the Narva front in Estonia, he became the first non-German to be
awarded the coveted Oak Leaves to the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross. Hitler personally
bestowed the honor on August 27, 1944. Degrelle’s proudest moment, he later related, was
when Hitler said to him: “If I had a son, I would wish him to be like you.”

At the end of the war Degrelle escaped death by making a daring fifteen hundred mile
flight in a small plane from Norway across Europe to Spain, crash landing near the beach
at San Sebastian. Critically wounded, he survived to build a new and successful life.
Authorities in Belgium sentenced him to death and imprisoned his wife, parents and other
relatives. During nearly half-a-century in exile in Spain, which granted him refuge, he
wrote more than a dozen books. Leon Degrelle died on March 31, 1994, in Malaga, Spain,
at the age of 87.



PREFACE

In 1936 I was the youngest political leader in Europe. At the age of 29, 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 quagmire, the hard struggle for order and
justice, and against corruption, because I was possessed by an ideal that 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
that 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 or of “fascism.” It was a question of good sense. A
country cannot live in disorder, incompetence, irresponsibility, uncertainty, and corruption.

I called for authority in the State, competence in public offices, continuity 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 that, 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 sepulchers 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 spiritual forces and the lofty recollections of struggle and glory of a
determined, 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 national 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 ninety-nine 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 government — all of them wanted, sought, desired an
opportunity for collaboration.

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
reappear the newspaper of the Rexist movement, Le Pays Réel ("The Real Country’).

Belgian collaboration, which began at the end of 1940, took, however, an unfortunate
direction. From all the evidence, the German authorities were 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 audience 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 influence carried out
against obscure secondary personages. Not only would that work confer no prestige to
whoever undertook it, it could only discredit him.

That was a trap I didn’t want to fall into. I watched and waited for a different 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 conquerors. Everything depended on our courage. We had, finally, the chance to win
the position of prestige that 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 that 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, struggled 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 succeed 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 nation 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 [Légion Wallonie] had 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
German 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 in a negative sense, because Bolshevism is the
end of all values; and that they were right in a positive sense, because a united Europe, for
which they strove, was the only — perhaps the last — possibility of survival for a
marvelous old continent, 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 — the
entire Russian front will come into view once more, with the sunny days of the great
victories, with the still more moving days of the great defeats, defeats that were imposed
by physical circumstances, but that 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 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 will see.

L. D.



Chapter One

RUSHTO THE UKRAINE

The 22nd of 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 European 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 unrelenting.

Before engaging its tanks in the steppes, the Reich had resorted to evasion, 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.

Stalin had old accounts to settle with National Socialism; his collaboration with the
“democracies” therefore appeared assured in advance. London 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 letting 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 fifteen 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 more than 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 that
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 independence of Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania, to snatch Bessarabia from the Romanians. 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.

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 breaking a treaty, concluded
eight days earlier, with the Reich, led to the decisive event. The Soviets, secret instigators
of that action, who saw further 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, Sarajevo, Salonika,
and Athens; the paratroopers of Marshal Goéring 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 inhabited by two hundred million Europeans and
Asians, the Red Army established in Thuringia, on the Elbe, at the gates of Liibeck, at
Petsamo, in Manchuria, in Korea, in the Kurile Islands.

The Yugoslav turnabout, the stated claims of Molotov against the Balkans, the military
preparations of the Soviets during the spring of 1941: all these left Hitler in 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
between 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 attractions,
sooner or later were going to pounce. The Germans, sensing that the die was cast, had to
bow to necessity. On June 22, 1941, began a battle to the death between the National
Socialist Reich and Soviet Russia: two imperialisms, 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 duel. It reacted by thinking
more about its immediate interest — the relief of its island — than about what the fate of
Europe would be if the Soviets were one day victorious.

By contrast, for us — the peoples of the European continent — that struggle 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 bloc 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,
contemplated 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 hundred tanks? The
Soviets defeating the Reich — that would be Stalin mounting the body of a Europe that,
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 Second World War scarcely
ended, the USSR no longer contented itself with prey close at hand, but now extended its
greedy hands 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 that would allow them to protect
their imperialism and to react against Soviet imperialism — free, 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 judgment
about the manner in which the war had started, whatever our regrets about the past,
whatever bitterness there might have been at the 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 that 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 government officials 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 Diirer, the
Europe of St. Ignatius and St. Theresa, the Europe of Frederick the Great and Napoleon
Bonaparte.

Between that age-old Europe and the Soviet onslaught, its horrible leveling, 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 Romanians, 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.

Tue Conquereb 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.

We passed through Lemberg,g’ 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
that 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 disappeared. 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 immense muddy plains.

Peaceful villages scattered their isbas,4 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 that 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 that 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 that 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, eighty or even a hundred 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 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 food cans. 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 of 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 that separated the armies on the
offensive from their former bases. One road left Pervomaisk 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 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 communications 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 three thousand kilometer front running from the White Sea 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 seventeen days. On November 2nd,
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.

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 determined 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 six hundred 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 construction. 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 coal basin. We had plenty of time to test the conclusions that we had reached at the
time of our entrance into Dniepropetrovsk. The buildings, so impressive from a distance,
were just a gigantic hoax, intended to fool sightseers shepherded by Intourist [Soviet
tourism agency] and the viewers of documentary films.

Approaching those housing blocks you were sickened by the stench of mud and
excrement that 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.

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 that, with each thaw, caused a terrible
stench. Altogether those apartments 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 exhaustion 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 revolutionaries. 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 bridge thirteen
hundred meters long. It had been cut on several occasions by Soviet artillery and aircraft.
A heavy barrage of flak protected our narrow footbridge, 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.

Tue Mub 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 minus 40 degree [Celsius]
cold. 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
extraordinarily 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 beginning of the rainy season, this
had been converted into a dead zone, virtually inaccessible. The units that 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 fifteen days. Given fifteen 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.

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 that 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 exactly to struggle
— against that enemy.

A struggle without glory; an exhausting struggle; a struggle bewildering and disgusting,
but one that gave courage to thousands of Soviet soldiers, thrown in all directions by the
waves of German tanks that 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 invincible: 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, unthinkable 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 that,
overwhelmed by the elements, wanted no more than to hibernate in peace. The partisans



were already organizing behind the German divisions, harassing them like mosquitoes 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.

It was the partisans we fought, just after leaving Dniepropetrovsk. In theory, the front
was located two-hundred kilometers east of the Dnieper. In fact, it was a mere fifty 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 ninety
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