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 FOREWORD

 


There have been
various ‘true’ stories written about the so-called ‘Devil’s Guard’,
a contingent of exclusively former Waffen-SS soldiers fighting
against the Viet Minh in
Vietnam; or Indochina, as it was known in the early 1950’s. My
research suggested that there was never such a unit. Instead, all
Foreign Legion units were comprised of men from many different
backgrounds, although some inevitably had more than their fair
share of former German soldiers, many of them Waffen-SS.

Many supposed
‘true’ accounts of former Waffen-SS involvement in French Indochina
seem singularly lacking in the verifiable detail that is the
essence of a reasonable
historical account. I interviewed a number of former soldiers who
fought in that war, and it was from one of these Legionnaires that
I obtained this story. Is it ‘true’, the reader may ask? The answer
is sadly yes and no. Yes, it is based on what I learned from people
who were actually there. Yes, the details, dates, places, units and
equipment could all be verified. But did these particular events
ever happen as recorded in this story? That is like answering the
question ‘who Shot JFK’ on that fateful day in Dallas, Texas. We
shall never know. Certainly, I believe it is based on a true story,
but beyond that sadly vague definition it is impossible to fully
verify. But it could have happened....

 


I hope and trust you
enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

 


 


 


Eric Meyer
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 INTRODUCTION

 


Following the
German defeat in 1945,
the Waffen-SS, Heinrich Himmler’s private army, was largely hunted
down by the victorious Allies, and many were imprisoned. Post-war
recruitment by the French Foreign Legion amongst former German
soldiers netted a substantial number of former Waffen-SS troopers.
After all, they were being hunted by the victorious allies, and the
French offered them a new identity; in return for them using their
renowned fighting skills for their new employers. Until 1947, there
was little control on who joined the Legion, and recruit
backgrounds were not extensively checked. After 1947 things
tightened up, although without doubt, many former SS continued to
join up.

Many of these
soldiers were sent to Indochina, newly restored to France
following the defeat of
the Japanese. Indochina, of course, is now known as Vietnam. The
French returned to Indochina determined to rule as a colonial
overlord, trampling over a variety of agreements made with the
native population, and represented by the regime of Ho Chi Minh.
The result was a series of battles in which the French became
increasingly embattled and called upon more and more troops to
reinforce what to many was already a lost cause. Perhaps the
Americans would have done well to read the history books before
they embarked on their disastrous Vietnamese debacle.

Nonetheless,
there is no doubt that troops on all sides fought courageously, notably the French Foreign
Legion, the Paratroops and the Colonial Infantry who bore much of
the brunt of the fighting. Ranged against them were the forces of
the Viet Minh, a forerunner to the Viet Cong, and led by the
notable military leader Vo Nguyen Giap. Giap was a thorn in the
side of the French, and his clever leadership and organization led
eventually to the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, which marked the
end of French ambitions in the region.

This book
documents an account of a mission to attack Giap personally. It is based upon personal
accounts, and much of it is undocumented. However, there can be
little doubt that French military minds would have wrestled with
the problem of how to rid themselves of this turbulent
leader.
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 CHAPTER ONE

 


Avril rapidly
emptied his MAT49 submachine gun into the oncoming horde of Viet
Minh, heard the firing pin click on an empty clip, reloaded
and desperately opened
fire again; seeing his bullets smack home into the Vietnamese
fanatics hurling themselves bodily at his French troops. The
firefight, one kilometre west of the town of Mao Khe, had begun as
a simple skirmish. The Lieutenant’s company was part of the 6th
Colonial Parachute Battalion, led by Captain Charles Balmain and
attached to Mobile Group 2. They had been marching into Mao Khe
when they ran headlong into General Giap’s 320th Division; who were
themselves rushing to support the massed Viet Minh attack on the
town.

Vo Nguyen Giap
was born on August 25th, 1911, and had risen to become
leader of the Vietnam
People's Army. He was both a politician and a formidable soldier.
He was also a journalist and served as a politburo member of the
Lao Dong Party. Giap was the most prominent military commander,
besides Ho Chi Minh, during the Indochina war and was responsible
for all major operations and leadership throughout the war. Clever,
cunning, calculating, he was a man who didn’t like to lose and
would sacrifice his own troops and civilians in huge numbers, if he
thought that it was necessary to win the war. The swift
mobilisation of several divisions of troops to surround Mao Khe
bore all the hallmarks of his effective brand of military
strategy.

Initially, two
reconnaissance platoons had exchanged fire, and both commanders rushed up more and
more men. It was a bloodbath. Even though they were killing the
Viet Minh like pigs in a slaughterhouse, a vastly superior force
outnumbered them.

Avril heard
screams and shouts from his men as they were hit by enemy
rounds, and the wet
‘thud’ as the bullets smashed through tissue and bone to destroy
his command, soldier by soldier. Captain Balmain was one of the
early casualties. He was struck by a bullet fired from an SKS
rifle, the fraternal gift of the Soviet Union who was desperate to
win favour with the Vietnamese communists. He was dead, and his
body lying on the ground with the back of his head missing where
the bullet had drilled through his skull.

The French
frequently faced the SKS, a Soviet semi-automatic carbine chambered
for the 7.62 round, designed in 1945 by Sergei
Simonov. The SKS had a
conventional carbine layout, with a wooden stock and no pistol
grip. Most versions were fitted with an integral folding bayonet
which hinged down from the end of the barrel, and some versions
were even equipped with a grenade launching attachment. Another
product of Russian and Chinese generosity, the SKS was cheap, easy
to strip and maintain in jungle conditions, and an effective killer
in the short range exchanges of gunfire that were so common in the
jungle.

“Retreat, fall
back, men. We need to
form a tighter perimeter,” Avril shouted.

His paras,
veterans of the war in Indochina, slowly edged back, firing
desperately to give themselves time to form a stronger defence.
Avril sighted a small hill, more of a hillock, about a hundred
metres behind them.

“Run, men,
run, we need to get on
that hill. Follow me!”

They ran, a
stumbling, scrambling
desperate flight. Some fell, hit by Viet Minh fire.

“Don’t stop for
the wounded. There’s no
time, just run!” Avril shouted, urging them on.

He turned to
fire a burst into the oncoming Vietnamese and saw two of them fall. Then he turned,
legs pumping as he ran up the hill, urging his men, “Run, we’re
nearly there, run!”

A bullet tore
into the sleeve of his
shirt, a near miss. He felt another clip his right boot, and then
flatten itself into a nearby rock. But he was there, leaping over
the rocks that lay scattered at the top of the hill, and flung
himself flat on the ground. His men jumped down nearby and began to
fire on the pursuing enemy. He switched magazines and fired short
bursts into the Viet Minh who were hurtling towards them. Three
more paras went down. The rest were sheltering behind the rocks,
pouring an increasing amount of fire at the Viet Minh. The
Vietnamese guerrillas began to falter as they saw their comrades
falling all around them. They turned and ran back, and still more
of their numbers fell as they took cover behind the trees and rocks
surrounding the hill.

Avril drew
breath and shouted at
his men to cease fire. The occasional shot came up at them from the
Viet Minh, but none were well aimed.

“Save your
ammunition, men.” he called. “They’ll be back soon, and we’ll need every bullet. Sergeant
Hassiba,” his second in command, now that Balmain was
dead.

“We need a count
of the ammunition, and
find out what we have left. It’ll be a long time before
headquarters knows we’re stuck here, and until then, we need to
make the supplies last.”

Sergeant Karim
Hassiba was Algerian and
a veteran of the colonial infantry. He’d seen service in the Second
World War as a green private soldier, fighting with the Free French
forces through Nazi Germany. He doubled away to check the remaining
ordnance. Avril then gave orders to another Algerian, Corporal
Wahid Farouk, to tally their remaining food and water. They could
be there for a long stay.

The men slumped
down, lighting cigarettes and taking hasty gulps of
water from their water
bottles. He hoped it was only water, but it was hardly the time to
check. He got out his binoculars and scanned the wooded ground
around the bottom of the hill. The Viet Minh were there and hiding,
but occasionally they moved from cover to cover. They were all
around, and so breaking out from this hill was going to be hard and
bloody.

“Private
Laroche, get on the
radio and contact headquarters, and let me know when you get
through.” He stood and watched the radioman warming up the radio,
and then went to do the rounds of his position. It was grim. A
total of sixty-seven men left from the original one hundred and
thirty that set out on this mission. Nearly half were dead or
missing. Ammunition was less than forty rounds per man, and a total
of eleven hand grenades with food and water for twenty-four hours
at most. He went back to the radioman.

“Laroche, have you got
through yet?”

“Sir, the radio is
broken, completely broken.”

He showed Avril a hole
torn out of the metal in the case where an enemy bullet had gone
through the equipment, wrecking it beyond repair.

“See what you
can do Laroche. Keep
trying to fix it.”

“Yes, Sir,” the
radioman looked doubtful. “I’ll do what I can.”

Avril called
Sergeant Hassiba to discuss their options. He valued the tough Algerian’s opinion;
gathered in more than a dozen tight spots. Algerians and Moroccans
formed the backbone of the French colonial units, and many of them
made exceptional soldiers, brave and resourceful. Good to have in a
situation like this.

“Sergeant, I think
reinforcements could take more time than we have left to us.”

“Yes, I think so
too. We need to get out
of this trap, Sir, before we’re completely out of food and
ammunition.”

“Any ideas?”

“Whichever way
we go, we’ll have to fight through the Viets. Wait until night, and then break
through.”

Avril checked
his watch. It was almost
two thirty in the afternoon.

“Not enough
ammunition to hold them off and wait that long, Sergeant. We need to go soon, before
they attack and run us out of ammunition.”

“Then,
we…” Hassiba
stopped.

They could see
the Viets were massing at the bottom of the hill, and they didn’t
seem unduly concerned that the French might open fire. Clearly,
their commander was no fool, and he knew the French troops would be
dangerously low on ammunition.

“You’d better
get the men ready,
Sergeant. They’ll be attacking soon.”

“And
then?” Hassiba asked.
“If we fight off this attack? What then?”

“We’ll fight
them, Sergeant, and as soon as possible, we’ll try to break out.”

“Fight them with what,
Sir?”

Avril sighed.
The Algerian was right. Their ammunition was almost exhausted. After that, there
would be nothing left but surrender, and the prospect of showing
the white flag to these ugly Asian monkeys was not pleasant. The
Viets were known for their brutality to captured French troops;
often using them for bayonet practice and gruesome games of torture
and execution.

“Tell the men
single shots only, and no automatic fire. They need to make every
shot count. As soon as we beat them back, we’ll try and get out.
Make sure the men are ready to move, the second I give the
order.”

“Yes, Sir.”
Hassiba saluted and ran
off to pass the orders to the men.

They waited.
Some chain smoked, the
Catholics amongst them fingering rosary beads, and the Muslims
reading small, worn looking copies of the Koran. Avril watched the
Viets milling around. The officers and commissars shouted orders,
getting the men into position, and firing them up with stirring
party rhetoric.

One man
giving orders stood out from
the rag-taggle band of guerrillas. He was dressed in what appeared
to be a soiled cream linen safari suit, an incongruity in the
jungle war. He wore an old fedora hat with a red bandana wrapped
around its brim. He carried no pack, just a pistol in one hand.
Next to him a soldier carried a loudhailer. The man in the suit
gave an order, and the soldier passed him a microphone attached to
the loudhailer. There were a series of clicks and buzzes, and then
his voice came clearly up to them in fluent French.

“Men,
soldiers who are
fighting for the French colonialists! This is not your war! France
has enslaved your own countries, Morocco, Algeria, and here in
Vietnam too. They are keeping you in chains to exploit you. My name
is Commissar Colonel Min, and I speak for the People’s
Revolutionary Army, the Viet Minh.”

The Viet Minh,
the League for the Independence of Vietnam, was a national
independence movement founded in South China on May
19th, 1941. The Viet
Minh initially formed to seek independence for Vietnam from the
French Empire. When the Japanese occupation began, the Viet Minh
opposed Japan with support from the United States and the Republic
of China. After the Second World War, the Viet Minh opposed the
re-occupation of Vietnam by France and continued a campaign of
armed resistance. They were short on modern military knowledge and
created a military school in Tinh Quang Ngai in 1946.

More than four
hundred Vietnamese were trained by Japanese soldiers, becoming the
hard core of a new military movement fighting for the
liberation of Indochina
from the French. French General Jean-Etienne Valluy quickly pushed
the Viet Minh out of Hanoi when his infantry, supported by armoured
units, re-took Hanoi fighting small battles against isolated Viet
Minh groups. The French encircled the Viet Minh base, Viet Bac, in
1947, but failed to defeat the Viet Minh forces and had to retreat
soon after. The newly Communist People's Republic of China gave the
Viet Minh both sheltered bases and heavy weapons with which to
fight the French. With the additional weapons, the Viet Minh were
able to take control over many rural areas of the country. Soon
after that, they began to advance towards the French occupied
areas.

“We…”
His voice tailed off as a
screech of static, followed by the piercing howl of feedback,
sliced through his words. There were more clicks and static, and he
continued.

“We invite you
to lay down your arms. Your officers are just lackeys of the French
government. Come to us. We will provide you with money and passage
home.”

Avril turned to
look at his men. They were listening with avid fascination to the
Commissar’s words, but he was not unduly worried. They had seen the
Viets’ treatment of prisoners too often to be tempted into taking
up the offer to surrender. Better to die quickly in battle than to
suffer a long lingering death, hacked to shreds with your balls
stuffed into your mouth.

“Private
Chevaux,” Avril called,
“come over here. Do you think you could take him at this
distance?”

Chevaux had
advertised in the French military newspaper Caravelle for this posting, a system at that
time unique to France.

‘Private,
Infantry Regt., sharpshooter, Saigon. Seeks exchange Mobile Group North Vietnam. Reply PO
Box 269, Caravelle’.

The reply had
come quickly from an overweight, over-aged private who was happy to
swap the rough and tumble of service in a mobile group operating
close to the Central Highland, for a more peaceful end to his
service career in the backwater of Saigon. Chevaux seized the
chance to practice his first love, long range sniping. He had become a valued and
deadly member of the Second Parachute Battalion, part of the Elite
Mobile Two.

Chevaux ran over
to him, clutching his
rifle. He was the Paras’ champion sharpshooter, and a crack shot
with the modified Springfield rifle he carried.

The M1903
Springfield, or more formally the United States Rifle, Calibre .30,
Model 1903, was an American magazine-fed, 5-shot, bolt-action
service rifle used primarily during the first half of the
twentieth century. It was
officially adopted as a United States military bolt-action rifle in
1905 and saw service in World War I. It was officially replaced, as
the standard infantry rifle, by the faster firing, semi-automatic
eight round M1 Garand in 1937.

However, the
M1903 Springfield remained in service as a standard issue
infantry rifle during
World War II, since the U.S. entered the war without sufficient M1
rifles to arm all troops. It also remained in service as a sniper
rifle during World War II, the Korean War and even in the early
stages of the Vietnam War.

The 1903 rifle
included a rear sight leaf that could be used to adjust for elevation. When the leaf was
flat, the battle sight appeared on top. This sight was set for 546
yards and was not adjustable. When the leaf was raised, it could be
adjusted to a maximum extreme range of 2,875 yards. The rear sight
could also be adjusted for windage. The 1903A3 rear sight was an
aperture sight adjustable both for elevation and
windage.

Chevaux used a
custom rifle sight that had been machined for him by the base
armourer, a keen shooter and precision engineer. His skill with the weapon was
legendary.

He looked down at the
man with the loudhailer.

“I think so,
Lieutenant.”

“Do it,
Private. Show him the
French brand of propaganda.”

“Yes,
Sir.”

Chevaux, a half
French half Vietnamese native of Saigon, lay down behind a low
mound of earth and settled his rifle in a ‘V’ formed by two pieces of stone. He checked
the wind, picking up a leaf from the ground and throwing it up in
the air to check speed and direction. The other men watched,
fascinated. It was a long shot, and impossible for most men, but
Chevaux was not most men. His shooting sometimes seemed to be more
inspired by magic than technique.

Four hundred metres
away, Min rambled on.

“For those of
you who wish merely to go home, we will provide first class
flights back to your
home country. You will receive a reward of five thousand dollars
each to help you on your journey. All you need do is…”

“I’m ready,” Chevaux
said quietly.

“Do him,” Avril
said.

“To shoot your
officers and…”

‘Crack!’
The bullet flew unerringly to
its target. Min spun around, and the loudhailer crescendoed with
furious, whining feedback, and then was shut off. The Viets milled
around him, and two soldiers rushed across with a stretcher and
loaded him onto it, carrying him off into the jungle. The rest of
the guerrillas could be seen angrily gesturing up to the
hilltop.

“A shoulder wound, I’m
afraid,” Chevaux apologised.

“But it shut him
up, Private Chevaux.
Well done, a magnificent shot. I owe you a bottle of Scotch when we
get back to Hanoi.”

The soldiers
nearby looked at their
lieutenant glumly. There were more angry shouts and commands from
below. The Viet Minh were anxious to avenge the wounding of their
Commissar. The odds against the French were formidable. No one
needed to say, ‘if we get back to Hanoi’.

“They’re coming, Sir,”
shouted a soldier.

From below them
the shouts became battle
cries, “Tien-Le!”, ‘Forward!’ as the Viet Minh began a desperate
charge up the hill. Rifle and machine gun fire whizzed all around
the French troops. The Viet Minh were blazing away with rifles and
submachine guns as they ran at the vastly outnumbered French
position.

“Single shots,
men, single shots, and
make them count. Take cover and open fire!”

Avril checked
around him. His lookouts
at the rear were watching sharply for an enemy assault from behind.
He ducked down and fired.

The French
poured a withering fire
down on the attackers. Precise aimed shots sliced into the
Vietnamese guerrillas, sending scores of them tumbling to the
ground, killed or wounded. But there were too many. For every man
that fell, another two took his place, charging forward yelling
savagely and manically forcing their way forward to kill the hated
French invaders. Avril heard a click as a nearby man ran out of
ammunition, and his firing pin fell on an empty chamber.

“Grenades, throw the
grenades,” he shouted.

Eleven soldiers
stood, each holding one
of their last precious grenades, pins pulled. They flung them into
the advancing horde, but two of the grenade throwers were thrown
back by Viet bullets. Explosions and screams added an unearthly
harmony to the savage din of battle. Body parts spiralled into to
the air and smoke billowed. The wounded screamed their last, but
still they came.

“Fix
bayonets!” Avril
shouted.

His men snatched
out the sharpened bayonets and clicked them to their rifles. The first of the Viet Minh
hurtled over the lip of the hill and flung themselves on the French
soldiers. Several men fired, and others skewered the Viets with the
bayonets. The situation was desperate.

“Form around me!”
Avril shouted.

The survivors
rushed to gather around him in a tight, defensive circle. Bullets smacked sickeningly
into flesh as the Viet Minh shot indiscriminately at the tightly
packed group of French survivors. Then they charged into them.
Avril holstered his pistol, snatched up a rifle and stabbed an
oncoming guerrilla with the bayonet. The man screamed and went
down, his guts spilling out onto the hilltop as the bayonet ripped
his stomach apart.

Avril got his
pistol out and checked
the chamber. Two bullets! He would need one for himself, rather
than be taken alive and suffer the tortured hell the Viet Minh
meted out to their French prisoners.

Suddenly, there
was a lull in the fighting. The Viet Minh paused, startled by
something he couldn’t see. Avril was astonished. Why didn’t they
finish it? Then an eerie cry rang across the hilltop.

“Deutschland!”

A German cry,
out of place in this French colony of Vietnam, and then more cries.

“Vive la France, Allah
Akbar!”

The shouts
became louder and overlapped each other, so that he couldn’t
make out who was
shouting what. Then a group of men charged across the top. They had
come from the side of the hill away from the fighting. They were
all shooting fast short, accurate bursts from the submachine guns
they all carried. Mostly German MP40’s, he noted with bemusement.
Quick sharp commands were spat out in a mixture of French and
German, and two machine gun squads deployed on the hilltop.
Instantly, the guns began firing more German weapons; the heavy,
menacing, deep repetitive burst of the MG34’s flinging the Viet
Minh attackers to the ground in a bloody, mangled ruin.

They were
legionnaires, he noted,
French Foreign Legion. The Legion had a reputation in Vietnam as
brave, hard fighting men. So much so, that they were often sent
into the thickest part of the battle, and the most dangerous
missions that chewed normal men up and spat them out.

But these were
in a different league from any legionnaires Avril had seen
before. They moved and
fought with precision, commands obeyed instantly, men rushed
forward, fired and dropped to reload. Their comrades rushed up
behind them giving covering fire; it was magnificent. They were no
more than about a half company, perhaps fifty men.

Hundreds of Viet
Minh still milled around the hilltop, but they were already defeated. The new arrivals
rushed at them, tearing into them with the machine-like precision
that was awe-inspiring. The Viets turned and ran. Instantly, the
Legion sergeant in charge barked an order. Eight men rushed forward
and unslung their rifles as they ran. They reached the edge of the
hilltop and began pouring their accurate rifle fire on the
retreating men. Many fell. Some managed to reach the cover of the
jungle and ran out of the deadly hail of rifle fire. Others crawled
forward, wounded, trying to follow their comrades. One by one, they
were dispatched by the riflemen, and silence descended on the
hill.

Avril stood
frozen, numbed by the furious firefight, and amazed to still be alive. The sergeant came up
to him. Avril reached out and shook his hand.

“Thank you,
Sergeant. You saved our
lives, without question. We were finished.”

“You’re welcome,
Lieutenant. Very welcome.”



“Corporal,” he
shouted to one of his legionnaires. “Do we have any wounded? No? Good, but get some
help for the paras. Some of them look hurt.”

Avril looked
again and then blinked.
The Sergeant wore a death’s head enamel badge pinned to his
uniform. The Lieutenant looked around, and most of the other
legionnaires also wore similar death’s head insignia on their
uniforms. Then he remembered the battle shouts, ‘Deutschland’, so
what was that all about?

“You’re Germans,
yes? That badge. You’re
Nazis!”

“Sieg Heil,” the
Sergeant replied,
smiling broadly. “Ex-Nazis, actually, my friend. We’re all on the
same side now, and not all of us are German. We have some
Vietnamese, Montagnards, hill fighters and several North Africans,
Muslims. Even men from the Ukraine and Russia, and some of them are
Orthodox Christians. But our biggest group by far is
German.”

“Wherever you’re
from, thank God you
came,” Avril replied.

He looked around
at the legionnaires, and
they looked exceptionally tough, a group of hard, competent
veterans. Their uniforms were a collection of official Legion issue
and personal items. Their equipment was similarly a mix of standard
and non-standard. Most were festooned with bandoliers, hand
grenades and each carried a submachine gun, mostly the German MP40.
They all looked hard, savage, but with an air of calm assurance.
These were men who’d done this many, many times before. Savagely
fallen on a foe many times their number and wiped them out through
sheer force of hard precision soldiering, delivered with a vicious
savagery that seemed calculated and confident. This savagery
terrifying an enemy without allowing their own emotions to impair
their almost robotic, production line killing.

“Lieutenant, the
monkeys will reform before long, and then they’ll be back. They may even have
mortars, so we need to get off this hill.”

“How did you
find us?” Avril asked
him.

“We were ordered
to Mao Khe. General de
Lattre has got wind of a big Viet force in the area. Our friend
Giap is stirring up lots of trouble for us, it seems. We were
heading for the town when we heard the shooting, so we detoured to
take a look.”

“Lucky for us
you did. It’s the first
time I’ve been happy to meet a German with a machine gun,” Avril
smiled.

“I’m Lieutenant Avril,
Andre Avril, 6th Colonial Parachute Battalion.”

“And I’m
Sergeant Jurgen Hoffman, Sir. A Company, 2nd Battalion, 13th Half Brigade, Foreign
Legion.”

“And before the
Foreign Legion, Sergeant?”

Hoffman stared
at him. Then he
grinned.

“Waffen-SS, Das
Reich, Panzer Infantry. My rank was SS-Sturmbannführer. Is that a
problem for you, Lieutenant?”

“Not at
all, Sergeant, what’s
done is done. We’re all damn grateful to you and your men. What
next, do you think?”

They were
interrupted by a
whistling sound, and a mortar shell arced high in the sky,
descending towards them.

“Down!”
shouted Hoffman.

He grabbed Avril
and flung him to the
ground. The shell exploded just past the crest of the hill,
showering them with dirt and foliage, but there were no
casualties.

Hoffman leapt to
his feet and began
shouting orders, “Grab your equipment, and check your weapons, men.
Point men, we’re going out the way we came in. Move out, go,
go!”

“Lieutenant, get
your men ready. I suggest you march in the middle of my unit. We’ll
hand out spare ammunition on the way. Let’s go.”

Avril stood open
mouthed for a moment. He was a paratrooper, a lieutenant in the
elite of the French army, indeed, the elite of any army. This legionnaire sergeant was
like a whirlwind rushing him along, and with no time for planning,
consultation, and command decisions.

“Sergeant, should we
not...”

Another
mortar shell slammed
into the hilltop. They managed to drop flat, but two of Avril’s men
were too slow and still on their feet when it landed. The metal
fragments sliced through them, leaving butchered pieces of flesh
flying through the air.

“Whatever it
is, Lieutenant, save it
for later. We’re going. Move out!”

The point men
were already halfway down the reverse side of the hill,
and machine gunners were
covering them against any possible ambush. Hoffman’s sharpshooters
covered the Viet Minh positions, and fired when any of them dared
to show his face out of the jungle in possible preparation for an
attack. Avril could see two corporals pushing his own men into
position in the centre of the Foreign Legion column. Hoffman
grabbed him. “Come, Lieutenant. Our place is at the front, that’s
the way we do it in the Legion. In the Waffen-SS, too,” he
laughed.

The two
commanders, Sergeant and Lieutenant, ran to the front of the column
and began trekking down the hill, their men
following. As soon as
they reached the bottom, the machine gunners joined the main group,
then the sharpshooters. The rearguard joined them just as they were
moving into the dark green foliage, and out of sight of the hilltop
which soon would be swarming with Viet Minh. They entered the
jungle and followed a track the legionnaires seemed to be familiar
with, marching on for two kilometres. Seeing Avril glancing around
him, Hoffman explained.

“This path leads
to Mao Khe, Lieutenant.
General de Lattre invited us to join him there. I’ve ordered our
quartermaster to supply your men with fresh ammunition. I trust you
were headed to Mao Khe too?”

Avril was still
stunned by the suddenness of the Viet Minh attack which could have
been the end of his
entire command, and the ferocious assault and rescue by these
German-led legionnaires.

“I will need to
contact my HQ for further orders, Sergeant.”

“Orders?”
Hoffman looked puzzled. “Were you not ordered to join the action at Mao
Khe?”

“Yes, of course,
but…” Avril was
interrupted.

“Then that’s
where we’re going. Keep
moving. The Viets will already be looking for us.”

The Sergeant
pressed forward, leading
a blistering pace. Avril could feel himself beginning to tire, but
it would be embarrassing to admit it to this ex-Nazi. Then he heard
a shout from his men.

“Sir, we’ve
got two men down, both
wounded. We need to stop for a rest.”

Avril shouted over to
Hoffman.

“Sergeant, you heard,
we need to take a break.”

The German smiled at
him.

“You take a
break and you die,
Lieutenant. The Viets will be up behind us. Do you want your men
killed?”

Avril boiled
over. He was greatly
indebted to the Sergeant for their rescue, but he had wounded who
needed tending to.

“No, but neither
do I want my wounded to die from lack of basic medical
care. We take a break,
and that’s an order, Sergeant.”

Hoffman
shrugged, turned and
made a hand signal. Instantly, his men deployed sharpshooters and
machine gunners, rushing out to make guard points to the front and
rear of the column.

“The Lieutenant
ordered a rest, men.
Keep sharp, the Viet Minh are all around us.” He turned to look at
Avril.

“What now, Sir?”
he put an emphasis on
the ‘Sir’. Avril knew he was being mocked, but the German’s
arrogance was irritating, and besides his wounded did need
attention.

Sergeant Hoffman
wore a black ‘Schiff’, a German side cap popular in the Waffen-SS,
instead of the regulation Foreign Legion beret. He was a complicated man and
possibly an unrepentant Nazi, but a fine soldier. The Lieutenant
knew he was totally and utterly outclassed in military matters by
what this SS veteran had demonstrated on the hilltop, but he was
determined to show him that a Frenchman could be his equal. He went
to his men and double-checked their supplies. The legionnaires had
replenished their ammunition during the march, so they had enough
bullets to fight with.

“Make sure
the wounded can walk,
Corporal. Give them as much help as they need. We’ll be leaving
shortly. You should…”

An
outbreak of firing cut
off his words. The Viet Minh had caught up and were attacking in
strength.

Hoffman’s
machine guns had opened up, and the rearguard caught the pursuing Viet Minh unawares.
The heavy MG34’s fired in quick short bursts, and the answering
screams an eloquent testimony to their deadly accuracy and rate of
fire. Four sharpshooters went hurtling back to join them. Within
seconds, the crack of their measured, aimed shots added to the
crescendo and chaos of the MG34’s firing over the sound of the Viet
Minh Soviet made SKS rifles, the chatter of the MAT 49’s and
home-made Sten guns directly copied from the British design that
the Viets were using in increasing numbers.

At the start of
the war, the Viet Minh didn’t have the means to acquire weaponry in
large quantities. Initially, these hurdles were overcome by the use of looted weapons,
stolen from the Japanese and later the French. Nationalist China
provided some training facilities and weaponry during WW2 as part
of the American-led scheme of anti-Japanese partisans. Much
Japanese weaponry fell into Viet Minh hands during the confusion of
the Japanese surrender in 1945.

Later, with the
Communist victory in China of 1949, secure bases for training and
weapon production could be placed beyond or close to
the Chinese border with
Tonkin. The quantity and diversity of Viet Minh weaponry increased
steadily throughout the war, as did the skill with which this
material was distributed, and the training standards of the regular
troops.

The VM readily
produced numerous clandestine arms workshops throughout Vietnam. They also
established a hidden factory in Thailand and others just across the
Chinese border in Yunnan. These eventually produced rifles, SMGs,
grenades, ammunition, mortars, RCLs, bazookas, mines, Bangalore
Torpedoes and other explosive devices. The first factories were set
up to produce the relatively simple British Sten gun, using
machinery and material either bought or stolen. During 1946-47,
these workshops produced around 30,000 Sten guns. Less than
accurate at anything other than short range fighting, they were
devastating in the sudden surprise attacks frequently encountered
by French forces in Indochina.

“We need to
move, Lieutenant. It
seems your rest has been terminated by our monkey
friends.”

Avril shrugged
off Hoffman’s arrogant,
goading remark. It was true they needed to move fast to get away
from these marauding guerrillas snapping at their heels, and rejoin
the main French forces that were facing Giap at Mao Khe. He shouted
to his men.

“Move out.”

Hoffman’s
legionnaires needed no
orders. They were up, and ready to move, in a strong mobile
defensive formation.

“Let’s go,” Hoffman
shouted.

For the next
thirty minutes, they
fought a running battle. Avril was astounded at the speed and
professionalism of these Foreign Legion fighters. Their style of
fighting looked somehow familiar, when he realised where he’d seen
it before. In old German wartime newsreels, when he was a young man
in occupied France. The Germans were always keen to show off the
prowess of their conquering armies.

What he was
seeing was the very embodiment of a Waffen-SS fighting unit engaged
in a running battle, fast, hard hitting, and with the unit commander leading from the
front. Hoffman had trained his men to fight as an SS unit,
attacking where the enemy was strongest. Avril noted that Hoffman
himself seemed to be everywhere at once, joining the machine
gunners and sharpshooters to check their progress and constantly
monitoring their positions, the men and the equipment.

It was not the
French way, where a degree of separation was usually considered
correct between the officers, NCO’s and men. The officer gave orders to a subordinate
structure of sergeants and corporals, who passed his wishes on to
the men. Now, the SS style of fighting had arrived in Vietnam.
Perhaps they were needed, reflected Avril. Without them, his
command would have been overrun.

The previous
year, Giap’s forces had
torn apart the French defenders along Route Coloniale 4, following
the retreat from Cao Bang, giving them virtually the keys to the
whole of Northern Tonkin, the far north of the country.

The Battle of Cao Bang
was an ongoing campaign in northern Indochina during the Indochina
War, between the French Far East Expeditionary Corps and the Viet
Minh, which began in October 1947 and ended in September 1949.

Since the start
of the conflict, Viet Minh troops had ambushed French convoys along
the Vietnam-China border from the Gulf of Tonkin on a hundred and
forty seven mile route to a French garrison at Cao Bang,
known as Route Colonial
4, or RC4. Repeated ambushes led to French operations of increasing
strength to reopen the road, including a costly mission by the
Foreign Legion in February 1948.

On July
25th, 1948,
the Cao Bang encampment was itself attacked and held out for three
days, with two companies defending against two battalions of Viet
Minh; a further twenty-eight ambushes took place in
1948.

In February
1949, five Viet Minh battalions and mortar units took a French post at Lao Cai and
resumed ambushes through the monsoon season.

On September
3rd, 1949, one hundred vehicles left That Khe in a reinforced
convoy on a sixteen-mile
drive through infantry screens. The French, reduced to one soldier
per vehicle due to troop numbers, were ambushed by automatic fire.
The first twenty trucks were halted, as were the final ten, and the
middle of the convoy was cut down by shellfire. The following day,
French troops reoccupied the surrounded hilltops. However, only
four French wounded were found alive.

The campaign at
Cao Bang resulted in a change in convoy practices for the remainder
of the war. Vehicles now travelled from post to
post, in ten to twelve
vehicle convoys, through security screens of French troops and with
aircraft observation. In 1950, supply convoys to Cao Bang were
discontinued in favour of air supply.

Giap had tried
to repeat his recent stunning victory at Vinh Yen, but this
time the French routed
his troops. Now he was trying again to defeat the French in a major
action at Mao Khe. The Vietnamese guerrillas seemed to be
everywhere at once, sniping and ambushing the colonial forces
almost at will.

Avril shuddered
for even thinking it, as
he was the victim of the brutal Nazi conquerors in his own native
land of France. Yet here he was on the opposite side, and it was
the French who were the colonial conquerors, fighting a desperate
action to try and contain the communists. With men like Hoffman,
and his SS-trained legionnaires, it would certainly make a
difference.

He laughed to
himself, imagining telling the French High Command
to adopt SS fighting tactics.
That would be the end of his career. He might just find himself in
charge of a barracks storeroom outside of Marseille. He heard a
shout ahead. They were nearing the edge of the jungle, and in the
distance he could see the buildings of Mao Khe. There was a
tricolour flag on a pole. Thank God, the French were still in
command of the town.

As abruptly as they
had appeared, the Viet Minh who’d dogged their heels during the
withdrawal from the hilltop retreated back into the jungle, their
noses bloodied by Hoffman’s incisive and determined rear guard
defence.

No more
French troops had been hit, and
the legionnaires estimated the enemy casualties at around eighty or
ninety. Avril had no reason to doubt it; a stunning result, and now
they had rejoined the main army.

They marched
into the town, saluting
the flag as they went past.

“I must leave you now,
Lieutenant,” Hoffman said.

“My unit is
camped the other side of
the town. I wish you good luck.”

He held out his
hand, and Avril took
it.

“Thank you, Sergeant
Hoffman.”

“You are very welcome,
my friend,” he smiled, sardonically.

“A little compensation
from the Reich, Ja?”

“Fuck you,”
Avril replied, but he smiled to take the sting out of
the words as he walked
away.

He found the
headquarters of the 6th Colonial Parachute Battalion and went to
report on his unit action and casualties, including the death of
their commander, Captain
Balmain. A full colonel sat at a folding table, pouring over maps
of the area. Avril made his report, including the part played by
Hoffman’s legionnaires.

“He seemed to
know what his was doing, this Sergeant Hoffman,” Avril told the Colonel.

The
Colonel goggled at
him.

“Seemed to
know? Hoffman? You don’t
know him? He’s a superb soldier, Lieutenant. He’s still only a
sergeant because of the rules in the Legion that uniquely allow
only Frenchmen to be officers.”

“Yes, he told me
he was German, and a
member of the Waffen-SS during the war.”

The
Colonel smiled at
him.

“That’s
true. Hoffman’s not his
real name, so I understand. Like most former SS men, he took an
assumed name when he joined the Legion. You know that after 1947,
our government prohibited any former SS being recruited into the
Legion, but by that time, of course, many had already
joined.”

“How did they
know who was SS and who was not?” Avril asked.

“By the tattoo,
Lieutenant, the blood type tattoo under the
armpit, that almost all
SS recruits were required to have. The idea was that if they were
wounded in battle, they would get matching blood in the event a
transfusion was needed. When the war turned against Germany, many
SS recruits declined the tattoo, especially when it became known
that SS soldiers taken prisoner were subjected to terrible torture.
So many recruits in the Legion were unknown to us as former
SS.”

“I see.
Well, Hoffman is certainly a
good man in a fight.”

“Good?”
The Colonel’s smile broadened.
“Yes, he is good. He apparently joined the Waffen-SS in the ranks
as a private soldier. He was commissioned quite early on, after
destroying two Soviet tanks singlehanded on the Eastern Front,
using hand held Panzerfausts. He once showed me the tank destroyer
badges, and Hoffman earned a total of five before the war ended. He
holds the Iron Cross First Class with Oak Leaves for bravery,
heaven knows how many lesser medals, wound badges, campaign medals,
cuff titles, you name it and he was there! He reached the rank of
Sturmbannführer, that’s equivalent to Major, before his wounds took
him out of the battlefield just before the war ended. He ended up
in a French POW camp, from where he was recruited to the Legion. He
was one of the most highly decorated soldiers in his regiment, SS
Das Reich. Our commanders here turned a blind eye when the
government banned ex-SS volunteers, and they flatly refused to
throw him out. You were lucky he came to your aid. The Viets know
of him, and they have a price on his head. I believe it currently
stands at ten thousand United States dollars.”

“I can see why they
would want him dead,” said Avril.

“Indeed,
Lieutenant. Indeed. Now,
I suggest you attend to your men. General de Lattre expects the
offensive to begin at any time, and Giap has been building his
reinforcements in the area for several days. I suspect we’ll be
very busy.”

“Yes, Sir.” They
exchanged salutes, and
Avril went off to organise his men.

They needed
fresh supplies, weapons, ammunition, food and a radio to replace the one smashed in the
Viet Minh assault.

Three hours
later, and with only a
small part of his resupply efforts completed, the Viet Minh struck
with both artillery and infantry, flinging themselves against the
French troops in massed human wave assaults. They were, indeed,
going to be very busy.
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 CHAPTER TWO

 


I watched the
Lieutenant walk away, and he looked tired, dangerously tired. Worse still, he
looked beaten. I wondered how he would have fared on the Eastern
Front, fighting another communist enemy, the savage hordes of
Stalin’s Soviet Union.

That was a war
beyond the worst nightmares of man. A war against an enemy, that no matter how
many were killed seemed to have the limitless capacity to
regenerate itself. Knock out a tank, and two or three more
appeared. Mow down a company of advancing Soviet infantry, and a
regiment appeared in its place. It seemed to be a communist
philosophy that life was cheap, able to be sacrificed as recklessly
as its commanders wished, in both wartime and peacetime
alike.

Our mission
here was the same as in
Russia. Kill the enemy, nothing more. Slaughter them so that they
couldn’t be patched up and pitched back into the battle. Terrify
them with a violent ferocity that was calculated to keep them awake
long into the reaches of the night.

The communists
shared the same
philosophy, it was true; a campaign of limitless violence
calculated to murder and terrorise all who opposed them.

But
theirs was a war with a
difference. We begrudged every man who fell in battle, every death
and every casualty. Our tactics were based on preserving the lives
of the men at any cost. The communists just spent the lives of
their troops as if each man had the value of a piece of confetti,
tossed at a village wedding, and no more value than a useless,
discarded piece of coloured paper. Their civilians were fair game
too; human slaves to be exploited, threatened, tortured and killed
if they failed to obey their masters. Eventually, this war would be
decided not by the side that killed the most enemy. There were just
too many soldiers on each side to simply kill them all. It would be
decided, by the army that convinced the civilians to resist the
terror, or forced them to submit to it. That freedom was worth
fighting for. Slavery was a living death in itself.

“Jurgen, you’ve got
problems of the world on your shoulders!” a cheery voice called
over to me.

It was my good friend
in the Legion, Captain Jacques Legrand.

“Jacques,” I
replied, happy to see the young captain, and we shook hands.
Although several years younger than me, Legrand was always happy to
listen to the voices of more experienced men, officers or not.
Unlike the regular French troops, the Legion in Vietnam had much of
the easy formality I had been used to in the Waffen-SS. He handed
me a cigarette, and took one himself as we chatted about our next
mission. A tall, handsome and accomplished young man, he always
seemed to have the most attractive girls in the bar competing to be
on his arm, or in his bed. But when he was on duty, he was the
complete professional. I focussed on what he was saying.

“What’s going on?”

“The brass
expects Giap to launch
an attack at any moment. Artillery are all standing by for fire
orders. The air force are running back-to-back missions
reconnoitring the enemy positions, and waiting for a chance to
unload their bombs onto the heads of our local communists. Are your
men ready to deploy? I don’t think we’ve got much time left to us.
I gather you were involved in some kind of a skirmish outside the
town, so do you need time to re-equip and regroup?”

I shook my head.

“It was nothing
big, and Sergeant Petrov
is drawing ammunition from the stores right now. No casualties. We
just need time to catch our breath, and we’ll be ready to
fight.”

“Good, I’ve got
some beer in the tent. Do you want one?”

“Another time,
Jacques,” I smiled.
“What’s the intelligence on the enemy forces?”

“Not good,
three divisions, 308,
312 and the 316. In total, they’ve got at least ten thousand men,
possibly even more.”

“And us?
What’s our
strength?”

“Apart
from the Legion, we’ve
got Colonial paratroops and infantry, a Senegalese unit, the
30th,
several armoured cars, and some Tho partisan units.”

“Partisans?” I spat
out.

I hated
partisans. A large part
of my time in Russia had been spent slaughtering the irregulars
that infiltrated our lines and caused such havoc and fear to the
regular troops. They were like lice, and when you felt the itch and
discovered them amongst you, you killed them.

“Yes, I know the
record of the Waffen-SS in Russia,” he laughed, “but these
people really hate the
communists. They’re good fighters too. De Lattre also arranged for
some gunboats on the river, the Da Bach. They’ll give us useful
artillery support. We’re outnumbered, of course, even allowing for
the Viet Minh we don’t yet know about, but we’re better equipped
and better prepared. We’ll blow them back to the stone age,” he
grinned.

“It sounds good,
in theory, Jacques.
Let’s see how it goes in practice. I need to rejoin my men, and
we’ll join you shortly.”

We exchanged
salutes, and I went off
to find my company office, where I received orders to report to the
captain on the defensive perimeter of Mao Khe. The whole town was a
hubbub of military preparation. French Colonial infantry and
paratroopers, Senegalese, their black faces striking and
incongruous, Vietnamese and part-Vietnamese, a mix of languages and
troops. Foreign Legion, speaking French, Viet, German, Russian and
Ukrainian, and even some languages I’d never heard before in my
life. Officers and sergeants shouted commands; corporals chivvied
their men into assigned places.

Hard-eyed madams
watched them all bustling past their brothels, calculating how many
would be alive by tomorrow, and how much could they charge. The
girls watched from the balconies, trying to catch the eye of any
soldier that took their fancy. A French soldier meant a passport
out of this war-ravaged country to the real or imagined luxuries of
Paris, if you could persuade them to marry you. Some did, and it
meant clothes, good restaurants, theatre and social life. And, of
course, security, the security that comes from knowing one’s
country is not being torn apart by a vicious and bloody civil war.
The security that comes from knowing the door will not be smashed
down at midnight by a gang of drunken soldiers, or a band of
fanatical Viet Minh seeking revenge on women who dared to sell
their bodies to the hated French colonialists.

I found my unit
sitting in the sun outside a Vietnamese native bar. I didn’t have to worry about
drunkenness, thankfully. These men were professionals and needed no
lessons in the value of keeping a clear head to fight the enemy,
and win. My NCOs were all ex-SS. Not a result of deliberate racial
discrimination, but discrimination nonetheless. I had trained my
unit, with the permission of my commander, to fight the SS way. Our
tactics were simple; the brutally hard application of maximum
force, designed to shock and intimidate the enemy, giving us time
to kill as many of them as possible while they were still gathering
their wits. It only worked when the whole unit moved and fought as
one man. Endless training, drills, ruthless discipline, and a
strong esprit-de-corps were the ingredients that mixed together
made us what we were. An elite fighting unit, respected by our
superiors, and hated and feared by the Viet Minh. I needed
experienced men to make it work, men who had fought and bled across
the battlefields of Europe, practising the ruthless SS way of
fighting that particular war.

They nodded a
greeting as I walked up
to them. My four NCOs sat relaxed, waiting to hear the unit
orders.

Corporal
Karl-Heinz Vogelmann, a lean, hard veteran of SS Das
Reich. He had fought in
Russia as well as many other European battlegrounds.

Corporal Manfred
von Kessler, the unit clown, invariably smiling and cracking jokes,
his short, tubby appearance hid the reality of the man inside. Ex-SS Liebstandarte Adolf
Hitler, von Kessler was a ruthless killer when needed.

Sergeant
Paul Schuster, ex-SS
Totenkopf.

Senior Sergeant
Friedrich Bauer, lean, almost cadaverous, and another veteran of SS-Liebstandarte Adolf
Hitler.

They were all veterans
of the battlefields of Kursk, the Demyansk Pocket and many other
Russian theatres, Greece, the Balkans, France, and finally the
bloody struggle for Germany, Berlin, and the heart of the Reich
itself.

Like me, they
had acquired literally dozens of decorations, tank destroyer
badges, wound badges, Iron Crosses and campaign cuff titles. Also like me they had opted
to join the French Foreign Legion at a time when the future for
Waffen-SS veterans looked bleak. Even before we left school, we
were playing soldiers in the Hitler Youth. Then the war arrived and
changed our lives forever. Adolf Hitler’s colossal, cruel
miscalculation, surely the biggest lie any leader had ever
inflicted on his people, with the exception of Joseph Stalin, of
course. And our local warlord, Ho Chi Minh was doing his best to
get to the top of the blood-soaked dictator ladder.

So here we were,
Hitler’s orphans, rootless, homeless, still fighting wars on
foreign soil. At least
we’d become good at what we did. Not all had learned quickly
enough, but they were buried in the soil of Indochina, the
forgotten men of ill-fated colonial conquests.

The men sat
there smoking and chatting, laughing at another of von Kessler’s jokes. Two girls were with
hem, Mai St Martin, Vogelmann’s pretty Eurasian girlfriend, and
Thien van Hoc, von Kessler’s equally beautiful Vietnamese native
girl. The girls usually stayed near our base in Hanoi, but on this
mission had accompanied the main force to this town of Mao Khe that
was supposedly safe. Once again, our blundering intelligence
officers had led us blindly into a dangerous battle zone that
threatened to overwhelm us.

“Have you come
to tell us about a week’s leave we have been awarded, Jurgen?” my
Senior Sergeant,
Friedrich Bauer, asked me.

They all
laughed. Giap had begun
to throw in huge numbers of troops in the surrounding areas,
well-equipped divisions of hardened veterans. He was looking to
build on his Cao Bang victory, so there would be no leave for us,
not in the foreseeable future.

“We’re here to
man a defensive
perimeter around the town. Reports show that the enemy are
preparing to attack in strength.” I showed them the map.

“Our company has
been ordered here, and
Captain Leforge is already there with the rest of our company. We
are to report there to him directly, so get the men together.
Latest intelligence places the Viets already massing just outside
the town and an attack is certainly imminent.”

“So the monkeys
are swinging through the
jungle towards us, are they?” Vogelmann grinned.

The
Corporal had a black eye
patch and a ragged beard to hide the injuries he sustained when a
tank shell came too close to his foxhole. His men called him
Blackbeard. He was also a fan of the new ‘Tarzan’ films that he’d
seen in the cinema in Germany before the collapse. He came to
Indochina expecting to see men in leotards swinging through the
jungle on vines, dragging their attractive female mates along with
them. We were certain he was still looking. In the meantime, he
regarded the Viet Minh as no higher up the scale than monkeys; a
label many of us here gave to the ugly and brutal men that fought
for the communist leader Ho Chi Minh.

“Indeed they
are, Karl-Heinz. If you
don’t get out of that chair pretty damn quickly and pick up your
weapons, they’ll catch you sleeping and singe your
arse.”

There was a roar
of laughter at Vogelmann’s expense, but the nudge to get
him into action was
unnecessary. They were already getting up, checking their weapons
and packs and preparing to rejoin the company. Suddenly, a mortar
bomb whistled overhead and landed the other side of the town with a
tremendous crash, spurring the bustle of troops preparing for the
coming battle to move faster.

Friedrich Bauer
looked thoughtful for a
moment.

“I reckon about
two kilometres away, Jurgen. That was a heavy mortar. About thirty minutes before they
hit us?”

“Agreed,” I
replied. “Come on, let’s
get a nice SS welcome ready for Vogelmann’s monkey friends. We need
to move fast. Vogelmann, von Kessler, get the girls moving. There’s
a supply convoy returning to Hanoi in the next hour, so make sure
they’re on it.”

They needed no
more urging. We
double-timed to our positions as more mortar shells began landing
around us. It wasn’t a good sign; heavy mortars meant that for once
our intelligence had got it right. These were well-equipped and
trained Viet Minh forces. We would have a battle on our
hands.

We saluted
Captain Jean Leforge,
and he returned the salutes.

“We have at
least three divisions of Viet Minh expected to hit us
shortly. As soon as
their positions are confirmed, the artillery will start hitting
them. We’ve also got the gunboats on the river waiting for fire
orders. Our job is simple, we’re moving forward to meet them, and
give them a bloody nose. They won’t be expecting opposition before
they reach the town, so get your men ready. We move out in ten
minutes.”

A runner came up
with messages for him, so we left the Captain and
went to check in with our
men.

Sergeant Petrov
greeted me, another veteran of the Eastern front, except
that he fought for the
Russians. Short, slight, with dark hair, a pointed beard and
wire-framed glasses, he was the very image of the unfortunate Leon
Trotsky, murdered by Joseph Stalin. Cut off from his unit, the
Second Shock Army, he was taken prisoner by the Wehrmacht and spent
the rest of the war in a camp. Nikolai Petrov had survived the
prison camp to be repatriated to Stalin’s Russia, only to be
branded a traitor for having been captured by the Nazis. Facing a
lengthy term in a Siberian Gulag, Nikolai Petrov had jumped a train
heading west, eventually winding up in France where he was
recruited by the Legion. Strangely, he too had fought at Kursk,
where many of our Waffen-SS recruits had fought. Had they ever
exchanged shots? I wondered. Perhaps a question best not asked.
Petrov carried out the job of quartermaster, when he was not
engaged in what he was best at, the job of killing. In the field,
he hunted down the Vietnamese partisans with all the brutality and
dedication of the most ruthless SS-Partisanjaeger, the German
partisan hunters who operated behind the lines to hunt down and
exterminate Russian guerrillas.

“Jurgen, we’re
ready to move. Everyone
is carrying their maximum load of weapons and ammunition, and food
and water for two days. If we haven’t done the job by then, we’ll
not need any more than that.”

I agreed.
We should be out and
back within twenty-four hours. We simply had to hit the enemy hard
and fast, our speciality. Hit their forward reconnaissance units,
try and disrupt their command and control, and generally inspire a
healthy amount of fear in the Viet Minh. That would slow their
advance, so that we would have time to bring the artillery into
play and shred their slant-eyed fanatics into a million pieces.
That, at least, was the theory.

“Thanks,
Nikolai.” I checked my watch. “Five minutes, then we
move.”

I joined Captain
Leforge, the company
commander. He was a graduate of the École Spéciale Militaire de
Saint-Cyr, the French equivalent of the American West Point or
British Sandhurst officer training schools.

The French elite
military academy was founded in Fontainebleau in 1803 by Napoleon
Bonaparte near Paris in the buildings of the Maison Royale de St-Louis; a school founded
in 1685 by Louis XIV for impoverished daughters of noblemen who had
died for France. The cadets moved several times more, eventually
settling in Saint-Cyr, located west of Paris, in 1808. They left
the school with the rank of lieutenant and joined the specialist
centre for their chosen branch for one additional year, before
being assigned to a regiment to serve as a platoon leader. Like his
illustrious French predecessor, Napoleon Bonaparte, Leforge had
intended joining the Artillery, the pride of the French
army.

Unlike Napoleon,
he didn’t make it that
far. A bully went too far in the Military College, and Leforge’s
good friend was left with a fractured skull after the bully, one of
the instructors, went too far in meting out punishment. Leforge
went straight for the man to eke out revenge, breaking two of the
bully’s legs and one of his arms in the process. Rough justice had
no place in the stiff, tradition-ruled French army, and it was made
crystal clear that the regular army had no place for him. And so he
entered the Foreign Legion, where he soon found a place for his
brand of unconventional soldiering in the steaming jungles of
South-East Asia; leading his elite company of hardened troops, all
survivors of the most brutal battlefields the world had yet
seen.

“Move
out,” Leforge shouted
down the line.

Instantly, our
reconnaissance patrol went forward, a section of four men led by
Corporal Manfred von Kessler. They travelled five hundred metres
ahead of the main force and were lightly equipped and armed. Their
packs and equipment were shared out amongst the men so that they
only carried MP40 submachine guns with them; with the exception of
Private Jean-Claude Armand, who carried a silenced Kar 98 sniper
rifle.

Their
job was to be our eyes
and ears. If they ran into a Viet Minh main force, their only
defence would be to see them before they were seen themselves, and
then rejoin the company as quickly as possible. They disappeared
into the dark greenery of the jungle, and Leforge signalled us to
follow.

We travelled for
only a kilometre before von Kessler brought his men back
hurriedly.

“We have
company,” he told Leforge, who waited with me and the other sergeants.

“Viet Minh
battalion, I’d guess, certainly more than five hundred men. They’re grouped up ahead,
about half a kilometre from here, and the trail is totally
blocked.”

“No way around
them?”

“None.”

“Very well,”
Leforge said, “we’ll
give them a bloody nose. That’s what we’re here for, to disrupt
their attack, so if we can get these monkeys running, maybe they’ll
make the rest think twice about staying. Hoffman, any
suggestions?”

I thought for a
moment. The odds were
high, at least five hundred Viet Minh and only a hundred of us, but
we had the advantage of surprise. We were undoubtedly more heavily
armed; and had absorbed the lessons of many battles where the odds
were stacked against us.

“They must be
preparing to move, and
the attack is undoubtedly building right now. I suggest we prepare
an ambush right here, and mine the track. We can detonate it as
they come past, and open up with everything we’ve got. That should
do it, but if they get any warning that we’re here, it won’t work,
and then we’ll have a real fight on our hands.”

“Agreed,
Sergeant Hoffmann. We’ll
make damn sure they don’t get wind of our presence. Senior Sergeant
Bauer, Sergeant Schuster,” he called. “Pass the word. Make
preparations for the ambush right here, and if anyone makes a sound
when they’re in position, I’ll gut them personally.
Clear?”

“Sir!”

Bauer and
Schuster doubled away to
get the men into position.

“Sergeant
Hoffmann, get your explosives man to mine the path. We may not have much
time.”

“Yes, Sir,” I
replied and went to find
Petrov.

Nikolai Petrov
was a man of many talents, learned on the battlefields of the
Eastern Front, and then
honed to perfection in the jungle hell of Indochina. One of his
talents was with explosives. He had the instinct to know exactly
how much explosive was required for a particular job, never too
much, never too little. He also had the cunning to know how to
disguise his deadly charges, making them all but impossible to
detect, until it was too late, of course.

“Petrov, we need
this track mined, several hundred Viet Minh, so we’ll need staged charges along a
section of track, say two hundred metres? Do you have enough
charges?”

“That will be
twenty charges at ten
metre intervals. I think we have about fifteen charges with us, so
that’ll make about fourteen metre intervals. It should do it,
Jurgen.”

“Very well, get
it done. I’ll get the
men deployed.”

I went and
deployed my section, fifty men, all heavily concealed with
criss-crossing fields of fire.
The last thing I needed was ‘friendly fire casualties’. I could see
Senior Sergeant Bauer doing the same thing with the other half of
the company. Captain Leforge was on the radio to Headquarters,
calling in details of the Viet Minh location. I did the rounds of
my men.

“When the mines
explode, usual drill, hit them with everything we’ve got. I want grenades hitting
them, semi-automatic fire, and I want to see those MP40’s earning
their keep. You know how it goes, and no time for niceties, kill
the bastards! Vogelmann, how are the MG42’s looking, any
problems?”

“All set, Jurgen, just
waiting for business.”
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