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Known Unto God

‘While fighting for victory the German soldier will observe the rules of chivalrous warfare. Cruelties and senseless destruction are below his standard.’ Rule 1 of the German Soldier’s Ten Commandments printed in every soldier’s paybook.

In the autumn of 1942 Hitler’s armies dominated Europe from the Caucasus to Spain and imposed a crushing misery on the countries they had conquered. On the world stage the tide was about to change with momentous Allied successes at Stalingrad and El Alamein. However day to day life under the Nazi regime did not change. Allied victories were a boost to morale but offered no more than a glimmer of hope to those who fought in the Underground. The brutal consequences of choosing to resist hung over them and their families until the end of the war.

That autumn Hortense Daman was helping her mother serve in the small grocery shop at the top of a line of terraced houses in Pleinstraat, in the town of Louvain near Brussels. She was just sixteen years old, an attractive and vivacious girl with striking long blonde-auburn hair. She reached over the display in the shop window to adjust a card advertising Vigor soap and instinctively glanced up the street to check the German sentries. Since the invasion two years before they had occupied the guardhouse of the huge Philips factory which towered over Pleinstraat and the Louvain cemetery opposite her mother’s shop.

The factory was quiet so she looked in the other direction down the line of closely terraced houses which curved slightly towards the Tiensepoort gate into the town. There were ragged gaps showing the bomb damage of May 1940 when a number of houses had been destroyed. The rubble had been cleared but the Germans had ordered that no new houses were to be built until after the war. Low in the sky the pale October sun shone through the gaps on to the cobbled road. The street was empty. Then she saw the superintendent of the cemetery turn quickly out of the cul-de-sac which led off Pleinstraat to the cemetery buildings and begin walking along the pavement towards the shop. Two years of war and working for François in the Underground had made her both keenly observant of people and deeply suspicious. Something in the superintendent’s manner caught her attention. She watched him look nervously towards the German guardhouse and duck quickly into the shop.

‘Good morning, Madame Daman,’ he said to her mother, and smiled briefly at Hortense.

Her mother was serving a woman at the counter and Hortense saw an opportunity to signal that something was wrong. She moved from behind the counter and, standing so that the superintendent could not see, looked across the back of the woman being served and lifted her eyebrows in an almost imperceptible expression of surprise.

Stephanie Daman showed no reaction. She was a tall, impressive woman of forty-eight with strong principles. Running a grocery shop in times of severe rationing gave her considerable responsibility for the community, and she often tried to improve the rations of her neighbours with little extras. Smiling encouragement, she adjusted the woman’s ration book rather favourably and handed her a parcel over the counter.

‘Thank you so much,’ the woman said warmly after checking her book, and left the shop.

‘Goodbye,’ Stephanie called after her and turned to the superintendent who was standing awkwardly in the corner by the counter. She had had time to think. She had learned to respect Hortense’s judgment in the last two years and, looking at the man, it was clear to her that he was worried about something. She knew he was not closely involved with the Resistance, so she would be careful.

‘Well, Monsieur le Superintendent, what can I get for you?’

‘Nothing. I don’t want to buy anything, thank you,’ he replied in a rush and seeing her puzzled expression added, ‘Madame Daman, you know me well, and I must honestly tell you something’s badly wrong.’

Stephanie Daman had indeed known the superintendent for years. In addition to groceries she ran a flower business from the shop, supplying funeral wreaths and cut flowers for people visiting the cemetery. She had standing orders from richer families, in Brussels as well as in Louvain, to put fresh flowers on their family graves every week, and went herself to the big Kreer Market in Brussels to buy flowers. Each year on 1 November everybody visited their relations’ graves in honour of the feasts of All Saints and All Souls and the Daman family worked hard providing masses of flowers for them. Before the war the cemetery had been covered in flowers on that day. Since the Occupation not so many came; but yes, Stephanie knew the superintendent well.

‘What’s the matter?’

He looked sharply out of the window towards the factory gatehouse. Sometimes the German soldiers came over the road to buy goods from the Daman shop, but the street was quiet.

‘Listen,’ his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘The Germans telephoned from Vital Decosterstraat and ordered me to close the cemetery gates first thing this morning. They gave no reason and warned me not to breathe a word to anyone.’

There was a moment of silence in the shop. Stephanie watched the man’s face closely. Then she said quietly, ‘Hortense, shut the shop for a few minutes.’

She knew the cemetery was never closed during the day, but more important, Vital Decosterstraat meant the Gestapo and the Belgian SS were involved. They had taken over a fine Flemish merchant’s house on the corner of Vital Decosterstraat and Diestsestraat in the centre of Louvain. She felt the superintendent’s sympathies were with the Resistance but the conversation had taken a dangerous turn.

When the door was closed Hortense followed her mother and the superintendent into the kitchen at the back, which with the shop formed the ground floor of the little house. This was a homely place, the centre of the Damans’ family life. On one side, steep wooden stairs led up to the bedrooms, and on the other stood a large cast-iron stove, constantly alight, warming the room against the cold outside. A large dresser filled with cups and saucers covered the end wall. The three sat at the wooden table in the middle of the room and the superintendent told his story.

‘I was suspicious at once. They ordered me to keep out of the way, but I saw them arrive not long after their call.’ He hesitated, looking at Hortense, wondering if he should continue with Madame Daman’s young daughter listening.

‘Go on,’ Stephanie said. Hortense had learned a great deal about life in the two years of the Occupation, especially working for François. Stephanie knew her commitment to the Underground, but she never asked for details. She believed these things had to be done and she trusted her son to look after his sister, her middle daughter. The thought of the risks they both ran tore at her soul but she took the sanguine view that Hortense was safer working with her blessing than doing something foolish on her own. Schoolfriends of Hortense’s had been arrested bragging about ‘fighting the Nazis’ or scribbling graffiti on the wall, and youth was no defence against the Gestapo. In this kind of war the consequences of parental intransigence could be disastrous.

‘I watched them from a distance through the trees, and I’m sure they buried someone.’

‘So?’

‘Madame Daman, it was not just that they had no priest with them, though God knows that’s bad enough, but the Gestapo have never done this before. As I think you know, the poor devils they execute in prison are buried inside the walls in the prison plot. This is most irregular. Afterwards they told me I could open the gates, and when they’d gone I looked for the grave. I found it eventually against the wall on the far side.’

‘With the poor?’ Hortense asked.

‘Exactly. It’s sandy ground, easy to dig and the grave’s unmarked. No one but me would notice it.’ The superintendent glanced momentarily at the door, as if he feared someone might burst in and find him telling his story. He went on, ‘Don’t you see? The Germans aren’t irregular people. It means they had something to hide. The burial was supposed to be a secret.’

‘Why?’ Hortense asked.

‘That’s what really worries me,’ the superintendent whispered hoarsely. ‘Madame Daman, I thought maybe you might know what to do.’

Stephanie paused a moment before replying, aware that Hortense and the superintendent were both looking at her. This much involved, the superintendent could hardly be making up the story. As for the poor wretch who had been buried by the SS, there was only one answer.

‘We must see he gets a proper burial. And the sooner the better.’

The superintendent left the shop much relieved that the matter was in someone else’s hands. He had no idea the Daman family was involved in the Resistance, but the corner shop was a centre to the community and to everybody living between the Boulevard, which ran along the walls on their side of Louvain and the big cemetery Madame Daman was a great source of support. He knew she would think of something.

Stephanie told Hortense to mind the shop, put on her coat and hat and went out. There were arrangements to be made.

Later on, by chance it seemed to Hortense, her brother François slipped into the shop. He never told anyone where he would be or when he would come home. He worked on the simple but excellent security principle that the fewer people who knew where he was the better his chances of survival.

‘Hallo, Brae,’ Hortense said in surprise, using the nickname only she called him. ‘It’s lovely to see you!’

When she had a moment of privacy she joined him in the kitchen and told him about the strange burial in the cemetery. Their mother came back soon after and explained what she had been doing. He listened carefully, and then left to make some final preparations.

During the evening François returned with two friends, men also in the Resistance. Like François, they had refused to present themselves for deportation to work in the Third Reich and were on the run. Visits like these were commonplace in the Daman household, and Stephanie was always ready to give them something to eat. Often the meagre potato soup and bread was the only meal they had in the day. Being on the run meant no home, no family and no ration book. There were over two thousand young men in these circumstances in the Louvain area alone and they depended on the support of people like the Damans who were prepared to run the risk. Many of them came to look on the warm kitchen behind the corner shop in Pleinstraat as their home and on Hortense’s mother as their own.

As usual the conversation in the kitchen was lively and cheerful, in spite of the cold and unfriendly atmosphere in the streets. All talking stopped shortly before midnight when there was a soft knock at the door. In a moment the priest, sombre in his black cassock and cloak, stood in the shop.

‘Thank you for coming, father,’ François said, naturally assuming control of the situation. He turned to the others in the kitchen. ‘We’ll go now.’

The two young men who had come with him nodded. Hortense put on her coat and stood with her mother. They quietly slipped through the front door and François led them down Pleinstraat in the safety of complete darkness. Not a light showed in the blackout. Nevertheless they clung to the walls of the houses in case the guard in the factory a hundred yards away saw their silhouettes hurrying down the street opposite him. Hortense thought it unlikely. She knew two of the soldiers, Karl and Paul. All the guards for static posts like the Philips electrical factory were older men, veterans of the Great War. Guard duty is a dull task at the best of times, and these men hated living in a hostile environment. They were homesick for Germany, the comforts of their homes and their hausfraus. Hortense was sure that keeping an eye on Pleinstraat on a cold night on the off chance of catching a group of grave robbers would neither occur nor appeal to them.

They turned off Pleinstraat and found the superintendent waiting for them by the cemetery gate. He let them in and they moved into deep shadow under the plane trees where Hortense was surprised to find Dr Breunigs waiting, a pathologist who lived in Maria Theresiastraat. François and the two young men disappeared into the dark and came back in a few minutes carrying long-handled shovels.

Under François’s directions they fell in one behind another and followed the superintendent across the cemetery. Grotesque memorial sculptures, marble crosses and angels rose out of the shadows as they passed along tree-lined avenues between the graves. One of the young men marched behind Hortense and she was glad not to be the last in the group. The superintendent stopped them against the wall farthest from the cemetery gates and the Daman shop. This was the part where the poor were buried, where few graves had headstones. Most were marked by simple wooden crosses but in this corner there were no more than a few bare hummocks. Hortense saw the glow of a small posy of Michaelmas daisies. They huddled round as the superintendent pointed to a pale scar in the dark sandy surface where the soil had been disturbed.

‘Let’s get on with it,’ François snapped at the two men. ‘We’ve not much time and God knows what we’ll find.’

The priest muttered something she could not catch. She stood fascinated by the grim sight of her brother and his friends digging up a grave in the middle of the night while a priest, a doctor and her mother stood by watching. They did not have long to wait. Hortense knew at once when the blade of a shovel struck flesh.

‘Bastards,’ exclaimed the young man holding the shovel. ‘They barely covered him with enough earth to keep out the rain.’ He carefully scraped the sand from the shape in the hole and exclaimed, ‘There’s no winding sheet.’

The priest was now murmuring prayers continuously.

François knelt down and cupped his hands round a torch, shielding the light from shining anywhere but in the hole. ‘He’s wearing some sort of uniform.’

They did not take long to clear the remaining soil from the corpse in the grave. François and the two men wrapped it in a sheet they had brought and lifted it over one man’s shoulder. Under threatening clouds the sinister-looking group followed the superintendent back along the paths between the graves to the administrative offices by the gate, to the mortuary, a tall brick building with a steep roof typical of turn-of-the-century architecture. The superintendent, under instructions, had carefully blacked out the high neo-Gothic windows, and while François posted one of the young men outside to act as a lookout and guard, the man carrying the corpse over his shoulder passed through the door and the others followed.

Once everyone was inside the superintendent closed the heavy door and lit several paraffin lamps. In the centre of a yellow circle of light the men laid out the dead man on a raised slab. Dr Breunigs took off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves and stepped over to the body.

Hortense found a place to perch on a table near the slab from which she could see every move the doctor made. He looked round the little group and began to remove the sheet they had wrapped round the corpse. They all stared in complete silence, even François, who was constantly turning to listen for a warning from the sentry outside. The only sound was the gentle spattering of sand falling from the sheet to the stone floor. No one was ready for what they saw, least of all Hortense. Dr Breunigs swore fiercely, though he had many years experience in pathology.

‘I’m sorry, father,’ he muttered, but the priest was transfixed. He never heard the blasphemy.

The body was that of a young man, no older than François’s two friends and little older than Hortense, clad in the blue uniform of a Royal Air Force pilot. The pilot’s wings were still visible, a small silver beacon on a ripped, filthy and bloodstained jacket. More than this it was the face that held their attention. The skin was puffed and particles of sand stuck to innumerable cuts and bruises.

The nose was flattened and the lips smashed, drawn back over broken teeth and gums which were stained ochre with dried blood. And the pilot had been blinded. Both the eyes were burst in their sockets, collapsed and glued with sand.

After a long moment Dr Breunigs dropped the sheet. Breathing hard, he set to stripping the body of its clothes. He found this easier than he expected and noted the limbs moved loosely, like the arms and legs of a rag doll. As he worked he saw that the flesh was swollen and mottled darkly with bruising. The colour was particularly intense round bone joints. He felt sick.

‘There’s hardly a bone not broken,’ he stated.

‘Must have been a dreadful crash,’ the priest muttered.

‘No, father. Not in his plane. They broke his bones. The Gestapo broke his bones deliberately, one after the other,’ Dr Breunigs went on, relentlessly building up a picture of the young man’s ordeal. ‘Some of these bruises are older than others. They seem to have taken their time. Frankly they don’t appear to have missed much out. Difficult to say at what stage they blinded him.’

Hortense watched in a vacuum of emotion, too shocked to feel sick, at once pitying, appalled and fascinated. It occurred to her that there were few places where the body was the dull white colour she expected to see in a corpse. When Dr Breunigs turned the dead man over she noticed outbreaks of what appeared to be sores scattered about his back where the sand had coagulated with the raw flesh.

The pathologist peered at them for a moment and his words coldly disabused her of this mild explanation. ‘These marks are cigarette burns,’ he said in a matter of fact voice, as if to an assistant taking notes for the police at an official post mortem.

François took his eyes off the pathologist and looked round the circle of faces. They were lit yellow by the dome of light over the slab in the centre of the room, stark splashes of colour against the deep shadows and uncertain shapes veiling the walls behind them. His mother’s expression was inscrutable but he felt sure she was thinking of the pilot’s own mother and father, thinking of them perhaps lying sleepless in their beds that night somewhere in England wondering what had happened to their son. The shock was easier to read in Hortense’s young face but it impressed him how coolly she was taking it. In some ways she was more grown up than her sixteen years suggested, and more determined. He wondered again if he should have refused to let her witness this. Now at least she would really know the penalties of being caught.

‘Hurry up,’ François said rather abruptly. The pathologist, his hands filthy with blood and sand, looked up but said nothing. François’s thin face showed no emotion but he added less severely, ‘I’m sorry, Dr Breunigs. But please be as quick as you can now. We’ve still got to bury him and cover up the traces. We must be finished long before people in the street start getting up.’

The doctor turned back to the corpse. ‘There’s not much more I can do,’ he said flatly. ‘A young man of perhaps nineteen years, probably a pilot, but there is no identification. Cause of death? Medically, probably heart failure due to massive shock and fluid loss. In reality, you can see for yourselves what these swine have done.’ He gestured helplessly at the dead man. ‘What kind of information could they possibly have wanted to make them do this?’

‘I don’t know,’ François said quietly, but he had already decided to send every particular in a coded message to London, by radio. Whoever he was, bomber pilot, agent of Special Operations Executive (SOE) or MI6, his operational headquarters had to be told. But all he said was, ‘Thanks, Dr Breunigs. Let’s clean him up. We can’t put him to rest in this state.’

Once the pilot had been washed the men dressed him again and wrapped him in the sheet. François slippedout to check with the sentry, and the soft breath of fresh air through the door lifted the stale depression that had settled over the little group. They seemed to shake themselves and wake up. The pilot was dead but their own life went on. At a sign from François gentle hands moved swiftly to lift the shrouded body over the shoulder of one young man, and everyone was conscious of the uselessness of their sympathy to atone for the last brutal hours of the young British pilot.

It was still dark outside with no sign of dawn, and the superintendent led the way to another part of the cemetery where they had prepared a decent grave. Now the priest walked close to the young pilot, as though fearful the young man’s soul might escape without that final comfort of absolution which had been denied him by the SS at his death. His murmured prayers were lost in the wind rustling the dead autumn leaves on the paths.

The air was cold and Hortense shivered. She stood close to her mother and watched the men lower the body into the narrow trench. She listened to the priest and fervently joined in the whispered responses. All the time she was filled with the magnitude of the pilot’s sacrifice. Perhaps she was too young really to appreciate the terror he had suffered before dying, too ignorant of men’s depravity to guess how long the Gestapo had tortured their victim before his spirit left him. But she was old enough to know what she had witnessed and to be filled with a storm of pity and outrage.

As she watched Hortense was reminded of the contacts and friends she had made working for François. Like the two men filling the grave, they were all older than herself though some were not twenty years of age. Like the unknown pilot. They fought in the vanguard of a battle with no front line, out of uniform, against an enemy which cruelly abused the Geneva Conventions and had all the odds in its favour. Hortense felt close to them through her brother, and their commitment could not have been more intense than hers. She had bent her head against the miseries of the Occupation like someone walking into the driving rain. Rationing, shortages and the constant presence of German troops had to be endured, but more than that it was the arrests, the imprisonments without trial and deaths like this one which had forged her hatred of the oppression and rape of her country. This scene in the cold graveyard in the autumn of 1942 plunged that burning hatred into the icy waters of a shocking personal experience which hardened it for ever.

The people she knew in the Underground were Belgians. They fought the oppression of their own country. That night Hortense was forcibly struck with the fact that this young man came from another country. Leaving his own family and home, he had come to join her fight for her people. Hortense was never an enthusiastic student at school, but she had always been interested in the history of her country and fascinated by the alliance between England and Belgium. She had listened to the story of the British army’s victory against superior French odds defending Brussels itself at Waterloo, and to accounts of the hundreds of thousands of young men who gave their lives fighting in mud-filled trenches in the Great War to rescue Belgium from German occupation. Always, it seemed to her, the English came to help and her heart had gone out to them. Now more soldiers, sailors and airmen were dying in the fight against the second German occupation, dying for her freedom.

As they turned and walked slowly out of the cemetery, the sacrifice of all these young men seemed to be focused in the appalling death of this one British pilot they had just buried. Her sorrow, her fierce national pride and her certain knowledge that justice must be righted bound her irrevocably to repay his death. Now, as never before, she was committed to resistance, whatever the consequences.

The pilot was never identified. His mother and father never knew what had happened to their son, which was perhaps a good thing, but they never even knew which grave to visit. There is a little comfort in the words of Kemal Ataturk on the memorial to the dead at Gallipoli: ‘You, the mothers who sent your sons from far away countries, wipe away your tears, your sons are lying in our bosom and are in peace.’ After the liberation the British War Graves Commission arranged for his body to be disinterred and re-buried in the official War Cemetery, a couple of miles south of the Louvain cemetery where he was laid on that dark night in the autumn of 1942. There in a beautifully kept place under tall beech trees on the edge of Heverlee woods he is finally at peace with hundreds of others who made the ultimate sacrifice, his square marble gravestone marked simply with the phrase, ‘Known unto God.’
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